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Infected Vol. 1

 

By Andrea Speed

 

In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds... all while he deals with personal tragedy and new love and does his best to survive in a world that usually hates and fears their kind. The cases range from investigating an unidentifiable species of cat that appears to be showing an unusual level of intelligence, to finding and stopping murderers, and Roan is finding it harder and harder to see the line between justice and vigilantism.
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Infected: Book One



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds.

The murder of a former cop draws Roan into an odd case where an unidentifiable species of cat appears to be showing an unusual level of intelligence. He juggles that with trying to find a missing teenage boy, who, unbeknownst to his parents, was “cat” obsessed. And when someone is brutally murdering infecteds, Eli Winters, leader of the Church of the Divine Transformation, hires Roan to find the killer before he closes in on Eli.

Working the crimes will lead Roan through a maze of hate, personal grudges, and mortal danger. With help from his tiger-strain infected partner, Paris Lehane, he does his best to survive in a world that hates and fears their kind… and occasionally worships them.
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Infected: Book Two



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds.

The newly married Roan is struggling to balance his work with his home life as he grows increasingly distracted by his husband Paris's declining health. One case with strong emotions attached takes up most of his time: finding the murderer of a missing little rich girl.

It’s a family with secrets so toxic they’d rather no one investigate, and there's no shortage of suspects. But despite the dangers and obstructions involved, Roan won't stop... until he loses something infinitely precious as well.
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Prequel to Infected: Prey



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds.

Roan is working a frustrating stalker case, with no shortage of suspects and little solid evidence, when he comes across a startling eyewitness living in his car across the street from the scene. A tiger-strain infected, the only one Roan’s ever met, Paris Lehane is a former Canadian golden boy who suffered a breakdown after becoming infected in college.

While Roan's ex, Diego “Dee” Cole, warns against falling for the infected Paris, a man doomed to die, Roan struggles with his attraction and the knowledge that no happily ever after is possible for them.

But is the knowledge enough to discourage him from following his heart? Roan helps Paris out of homelessness, and maybe a special hospital can help Paris with the infection, but Roan’s got his hands full with this case, and there’s no end in sight.
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Infected: Book Three



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds. But when your heart is gone, it’s easy to fall into a black hole and never crawl out.

Roan has been lost and alone for more than a year, and his best friends think a new case might be just the motivation he needs. Roan forces himself back into the game and discovers a dead man who might not be all that dead, a street hustler that wants to hustle him, and a dominatrix who is well prepared to take Roan’s orders.

As Roan claws his way out of the darkness by diving back into his work, he finds himself in a race against time in the adrenaline-pumping realization that nothing helps a person want to live like helping someone else survive.
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Infected: Book Four



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds.

Conceived bearing the lion strain of the virus, Roan is the only fully functioning virus child in the country—maybe in the world. But that doesn’t mean he’s okay. He’s still struggling with the death of his husband and the guilt of finding new love; his old enemy, the Church of the Divine Transformation, is becoming increasingly hostile; and he’s taken on a tragic cold case involving a long-missing boy.

As Roan fights to control the lion inside him, his world explodes with all kinds of trouble. The leader of the church is ramping up the violence against him, calling Roan out as a traitor to his kind. There’s a loose infected terrorizing the city. And Holden, male prostitute and Roan’s unofficial assistant, brings him a case involving the suspicious death of one of Holden’s clients, which puts Roan far too close to a murderer for his state of mind....
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Infected: Book Five



In a world where a werecat virus has changed society, Roan McKichan, a born infected and ex-cop, works as a private detective trying to solve crimes involving other infecteds.

Between his mutating virus and his rocky relationship with his artist boyfriend, Dylan, Roan has enough problems to solve without taking on other people’s, but that’s the nature of his work. Someone has to look into the case of the murdered trans woman, and if the perp is the dirty cop Roan suspects it is, the police are not the right people for the job.

But now Roan has a new obstacle to overcome: someone caught part of his transformation on video, and the media frenzy is making it hard to do his job. One case nets him a hockey team full of new friends. Another leads to an attempt on his life. And Roan’s hustler sidekick drags him on a quest for revenge.

With his world and his body both in turmoil, Roan is finding it harder and harder to see the line between justice and vigilantism.






[image: ]

 

 



Thanks to Ruth, Craig, Taryn, Mom, Corinna, Semesta Samudra, Dyaname Carmen, and all the good folks at CxPulp.

 




Book One
 

Infected

 




1

Welcome to the Jungle



HE WAS on his third beer of the evening when he thought he heard a noise in the backyard.

Hank DeSilvo scowled and looked out the window over the kitchen sink full of dirty dishes. He could see nothing but darkness, and maybe a bit of reflected light from the television. This was probably a bad time to remember the back porch light had blown out two days ago, and he’d forgotten to replace it.

Not that it mattered. The only light currently in the house was coming from the television, and as long as he ignored it, he developed enough night vision to make out a shape moving in the back garden. Or was it the wind moving a shrub? Kind of hard to say.

He slammed his can down with an annoyed grunt. It was probably the Hindles’ stupid ass dog again, shitting all over the place and tearing through his garbage. He hated that fucking thing, some ugly Rottweiler mix they insisted was a “friendly” dog, and yet it always had a look in its flat, black eyes that was just this side of rabid. They never leashed the damn thing either, and apparently his yard destruction was “cute.” He was just about out of this fucking place and that damn thing had to make a final appearance. And it was final all right; he was going to make damn sure of that.

He went back to the living room, glancing at the game as he walked past—it was a fucking damn boring game anyway—and got his shotgun from the cabinet. It was illegal as all hell, a sawed-off thirty ought six with the barrels cut so short you could have stowed it under a jacket, but the barrels had been filed down expertly; it wasn’t just the rough work of a desperate amateur but the sign of a pro. Which was why, when they’d searched the drug mule’s truck and he’d found it wedged under the front seat, he hid it in his trunk and didn’t report finding it. It wouldn’t have added that much to the mule’s sentence; he already had enough rock in his glove compartment to put him away for the rest of his pointless life, especially if it was his “third strike” (and it was, no surprise there), and he doubted the guy was so stupid that he’d actually ask why he wasn’t charged with owning an illegally modified weapon. Yeah, he was dumb; you had to be dumb if you were speeding and had a few thousand in rock in the car, as well as being obviously stoned yourself. But asking after that was a special kind of stupid, the kind only politicians and people on reality television ever seemed to crest.

He cracked open the gun and made sure he had some shells loaded in it before snapping it shut again with a sharp flick of his wrist. Man that felt good. This was a real man’s weapon, made him feel a foot taller and made of pure muscle, and he knew why that meth fuckhead was carrying it around with him. A weapon like this was a real god-killer; it made you feel invincible.

It was pure overkill, of course. The Hindles’ dog was fairly big, and yet one shot from this gun would rip it in half clean down the middle, as well as make a boom loud enough to set off every car alarm on the block. But what the fuck did he care? He was an ex-cop; he’d say the dog charged him, and on his property he could shoot the fucking thing if he wanted. He’d swap out the sawed-off for his Remington before they arrived. Ballistics wouldn’t match, but by the time they proved that, he’d be long gone. Good-bye, shit-hole city; hello, tropical paradise. It was just a shame that it took him this long to collect.

He stood at the back door for a moment, cradling the shotgun gently, and let his eyes get adjusted to the dark before going out onto the concrete patio. He had a mini Maglite with him with a red lens over the bulb, so if there was something he needed to see he could twist it on without losing his night vision. Not that he needed to make a direct hit; even if he just winged the dog, he’d probably rip half its face off, maybe a leg.

First step off the patio his foot squelched in something; it felt too liquid to be shit, but the smell that hit him was meaty, redolent of shit and offal and God knew what else. Had that fucking dog already strewn his garbage about? Goddamn it.

Holding the shotgun in one arm, he turned on the flashlight and looked down at what he’d stepped in.

At first it looked like a puddle, which didn’t make sense since it hadn’t rained in a week, and the thought that it was dog piss was dismissed since it was dark, and dog piss wasn’t usually black. Or was that red-black? Swinging the light outwards, he saw greasy, ropey strands that couldn’t have come from his garbage can, and then a big hunk of raw, bloody meat like a lamb shank… only it was too long and thin to be a shank, too dark, and ended in a paw.

It was a Rottweiler leg.

Someone—something—had dismembered the Hindles’ psychotic dog and spread about a third of it all over his backyard. He saw the leg, which was the biggest piece, an assortment of internal organs, loops of intestines laid out like fallen party streamers, and lots of blood. But where was the other two thirds of the dog?

The hair stood up on the back of his neck, and he knew he had to get the fuck inside now. But as he turned, shotgun at the ready and braced against his hip, he saw the flash of white teeth in the dim moonlight, and his brain sent out the impulse to pull the trigger.

He didn’t have time to wonder why it never happened as the teeth ripped open his throat.





ACCORDING TO the movies and several TV shows of questionable reputation, being a private detective was a thrilling occupation, or at least a somewhat exotic one. Roan wondered if that was ever true.

Right now he was just awash in the exotic drama. He was seeing the sunrise coming up over the freeway as he fought off yet another yawn, and forced himself to gulp the horrible transmission fluid the 7-Eleven laughingly called coffee in the hopes of staying awake long enough to get home. He hated living so far out in the middle of nowhere, but it was for the best for several reasons. He liked his privacy; in fact, he required it. So did Paris.

And he was coming back from his exotic case du jour, namely taking photos of a man meeting his mistress at a fleabag no-tell motel, getting enough pics of them in compromising positions (it was nice of them to go to a sleazy motel with few good photo angles and then fuck in the car) that his client was sure to have grounds for voiding their prenup. She’d clean up big-time in divorce court, and he’d still get nothing more than his measly hourly fee and applicable expenses. It was so much glamour he could hardly stand it. Just add a breakfast burrito and a bad case of hemorrhoids, and boy howdy, there was the dream. Raymond Chandler, eat your heart out!

He supposed he shouldn’t complain, because at least he got out in the field, even if it was in the side of town where burning cars on the side of the road had become a point of interest in the tourism brochures. Most of the work he did was background checks and credit checks, all easily done from his computer at home or in the office, and the occasional missing persons case or what Paris liked to call the “Springer cases” (cheating spouses/significant others/whatever the hell). 

Those Springer cases made you feel nice and sleazy, like you were a voyeur participating in the acts, but the worst thing as far as Roan was concerned was the reaction from some of those suspicious lovers/spouses when he told them their fuck buddy wasn’t cheating on them. Most were relieved, which was fine, but the ones he abhorred, the ones that really made him hate the human race, were those who insisted that they were cheating. Either he hadn’t looked hard enough or was working with the goddamn bitch/bastard. Rather than be glad, they were sure there was something wrong and that their partner couldn’t be trusted. 

His advice—for them to break up with their significant other and move on, because clearly they were unhappy and trying to pin the blame on their partner—was generally met with rage, snits, and threats of physical violence. He kind of hoped they would try something with him, but so far no one had. 

He wondered if they knew he was one of the viral children; certainly the cops had for the very brief time he was on the force. He was pretty sure two years was more than enough time to make him anonymous again, but you could never really be certain. It didn’t help that he had a freaky-ass name like Roan McKichan, an aggressively Scottish name that almost no one could pronounce properly. (For some reason, many people liked to pronounce Roan “Ro-Ann”—did he look like a woman?—and McKichan was usually pronounced “McKick-In” or “McKitchen.” They seemed absolutely baffled that the “I” was pronounced like an “E,” and it was McKee-Cann, which some people liked to tell him wasn’t at all the way it was spelled.) At least he had teamed up with a man with a name even worse than his: Paris Lehane. Yes, they could easily pronounce it, but he always faced the question: “Like Paris Hilton?”

Roan liked to say yes, yes, exactly like Paris Hilton. Only he wasn’t a skanky blonde heiress with no discernible talent and a disturbing nose. Paris was a man who looked like the athlete he had been before he was infected and went a bit nuts, and he had some discernible talent. Perhaps he had the bit nuts thing in common with Hilton—she was probably so heavily medicated, you couldn’t tell.

Finally Roan turned down the gravel drive leading to the house, yawning all the while, and parked behind the ’68 GTO Paris had been attempting to restore in his free time. The body needed a lot of work still—there was quite a bit of rear-end damage, rust spots marring the fender, and the left side was dotted and splashed with primer—but there was no fear of anyone stealing it, because Paris had pulled out the engine to rebuild it, and it was currently spread out on a tarp on the floor of the garage. If someone wanted to steal his GTO, they’d need a tow truck.

Roan dumped out the sewer mud jokingly called coffee on the side of the driveway, then tossed the cup in his car garbage can as he grabbed the bag containing his laptop and digital camera, which were also known as the backbone of his business, and headed for the house.

He shouldered the bag as he dug out his keys, and wondered if he should bother to be quiet. It was Paris’s time, more or less, right? They ran on different viral cycles, and sometimes when he got caught up in work, he’d forget. If it was his time, he’d be in the basement, so he didn’t have to worry about being quiet—not for now at least. Later on Paris might be pissed at him, but he’d deal with that later, once he was rested and fully caffeinated.

But as soon as he was in the door, he knew something was wrong.

It was several things all at once. When he closed the door, a puff of wind seemed to move through the house, bringing with it a taste of fresh outside air. There was also another scent wafting after it, one of pain and the musky smell of a cat mixed inextricably with that of a human. Altogether it was like sour milk with a hint of flesh, iron, and fresh-cut grass. Not only weird, but immensely troubling. “Paris?” he asked, alarmed, putting his bag on the side table before venturing into the living room.

What awaited him there looked like the aftermath of an explosion. Half of the sliding glass door leading to the backyard had been shattered, broken glass sparkling like fractured diamonds on the slate gray outer deck, and the curtains were partially torn down, the fabric billowing in the breeze like a collapsed sail. An armchair had been reduced to kindling with random clots of stuffing, and the coffee table was tipped over, its legs sticking up in the air like a dead insect. On the floor between the table and the couch, naked and curled up in fetal position, was Paris, semi-conscious and panting through the pain. He looked totally human, his skin slicked with sweat, but when his eyelids flickered open, Roan could see his eyes were still almost totally amber, the whites mere spots in the corner, his pupils still dark vertical slits. It was common that the eyes were the first to change and the last to go. 

“I’m sorry,” Paris gasped. “I fell asleep upstairs, and when I woke up.… I tried to get downstairs, but.…”

“It’s okay,” he lied. Considering Paris’s strain, him getting out was never a good thing. Not only was he quite noticeable, but the amount of damage he could do was extraordinary; they were lucky to have just lost some furniture and a sliding glass door. He hoped that was the extent of it all, but Roan was not a natural optimist. That’s why they lived out here, in the middle of nowhere, far from other people: less chance of collateral damage if everything went wrong. When you were a werecat, you always had to think about these things.

They had an emergency first aid kit in the downstairs bathroom, so he retrieved it, sorting through the contents on his way back. Most first aid kits were full of gauze, Band-Aids, and Neosporin, but this one was custom-made for them. That meant it was full of disposable hypodermics and lots of painkillers. After his transition, he ached, but it wasn’t too bad. Then again, he was a virus child, and they were different; the virus integrated into their DNA fully, rendering them slightly different than those who started out human and later became something else. He heard that, for them, the pain was excruciating, and often hastened their deaths. Paris seemed to be living proof of that.

He loaded up a needle with the fentanyl analogue he’d picked up last time he was in Canada. Not only was it cheaper and easier to get there, but they didn’t ask so many questions if you identified yourself as an infected. They just assumed you wouldn’t make such a thing up.

He knelt down beside Paris and stabbed the needle in his butt. He was in so much post-transition pain he didn’t even notice. He looked up at Roan, the amber receding but the pupils still slits, and said, “I’m so sorry.…”

“Don’t worry about it,” he assured him. There was no point in worrying about it now; what’s done was done. He couldn’t turn back time and sling Paris in the cage in the basement.

Paris sighed and his whole body seemed to relax as the drug took effect. His muscles stopped spasming like they were trying to burst out of his skin like angry aliens, and he seemed to sag into the carpet bonelessly, not so much losing consciousness as slowly sliding out of it.

Roan grabbed the throw off the couch and spread it over him, deciding to get down on the floor and lie beside him, wrapping his arm around him for comfort. Paris leaned back into him, glad for the contact. “You don’t think I hurt anyone, do you?” he muttered, his voice fading away.

“We live in the middle of nowhere. Who could you hurt?” But even as he said it, he knew if Paris had been closer to consciousness, he would have heard the hesitation in his voice. Yes, they lived in the middle of nowhere, but it wasn’t really that far from people, and a little less than a mile away was one of those suburban housing projects that seemed to spring up like toadstools. Paris easily could have covered the distance, eaten an entire family of four, and still have had most of the night to kill. So to speak.

If only the strain reflected the character. Paris was the kind of man who wouldn’t hurt a soul, and yet he’d ended up with the fiercest strain of them all. Roan knew himself to be a darker, harder person, and yet Paris’s strain could kill his with little trouble.

Like he needed one more reminder life wasn’t fair.



2

A Western Home in the Rubble



THE RINGING phone woke him out of a dreamless sleep, and the first thing that occurred to his muzzy mind was the question, why did he ache so fucking much? His arm was asleep, so it was pure dead meat, and there was a dull ache in both his shoulder and hip. Opening his eyes, he saw Paris’s back, and remembered they were both on the floor of the living room. Oh, right. Had he meant to fall asleep?

The phone kept ringing, so he pushed himself up to his knees and used his one good arm to shove himself up to his feet as his asleep arm began to get that awful pins-and-needles sensation in it. He was just too old for shit like this.

Caller ID revealed the caller to be the last person he wanted to hear from right now, but the fact that he was calling was trouble itself. With a groan and a curse under his breath, he answered it. “What do you want, Sikorski?”

“Oh, and good morning to you too, Roan,” Detective Gordon “Gordo” Sikorski replied with mock-cheerfulness. He was one of Roan’s few friends from the police department who still talked to him, and sadly considered him an “expert” on anything relating to what was referred to as “kitty crimes.” Being an ex-cop apparently made him more legitimate than anyone else, or maybe it was the fact that he was a kitty too. Possibly both. “Get up on the wrong side of the bed?”

“You could say that.” He glanced back at Paris, who continued sleeping peacefully, the drugs and the exhaustion of the change keeping him so far down in unconsciousness you probably could have put a bullet in the floor by his head and he’d never have moved. Roan belatedly wondered why he hadn’t given himself a shot too. “What do you want?”

He sighed. Sikorski liked to try and be friendly, liked to show how expansively liberal he was for a cop by being nice and interested in one of Roan’s kind, but Roan was too accustomed to scorn, suspicion, and outright hatred to ever trust anyone’s well intentioned kindness. Paris would tell him he was far too cynical for his own good, but Roan thought he had just enough cynicism for his own good. 

“We have what looks like a homicide via cat here, but there’s some… oddities. I thought we could benefit from your expert opinion.”

Roan closed his eyes and gently but firmly rapped his knuckles on his forehead. Yes, he was awake. “Isn’t this illegal or something? Inadmissible?”

“You’ve been cleared by the courts. Remember, the Parvinder case? Anyways, I’m not asking for a deposition, just a… look around.”

Sniff around is probably what he meant, but he wasn’t about to admit it. Most of the infected had no cat skills when they weren’t transformed; they were just people who had to deal with a really unfortunate problem five days a month. But as a virus child, Roan had some side effects that lingered no matter what his form, and as such he had a rather acute sense of smell and taste for a human—much too acute most of the time if you asked him, especially if he was near a men’s room. “I’ll contaminate your crime scene.”

“It’s already been locked down. And it’s not that far from you either, it’s on Pacific Court.”

Something in his gut turned to ice, leaking liquid nitrogen into his bloodstream. “What?”

“815 Pacific Court South. That’s only a couple miles down from you, right?”

He looked at Paris’s sleeping form, huddled underneath the green and red plaid acrylic throw. Close enough that he could have done it last night, someone he could have killed. Although it was a stupid question, he had to ask, “Are you sure they were killed by a cat?”

Sikorski snorted derisively. “Neck torn out, nearly decapitated, gut ripped open by claws? Yeah, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say cat. You comin’?”

Roan covered the receiver as he sighed. Throat ripped out? Holy shit yes, it could have been Paris; in fact, that had just moved the victim into the most likely category. “Yeah, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes? But you’re—”

“I need my coffee,” he said, and immediately hung up.

He looked at Paris’s huddled form, aware that he didn’t look small even when he was curled up in fetal position. It was almost impossible for a guy who was six four and broad across the shoulders to ever look small. The courts sometimes made exceptions for crimes committed in cat form, simply because you were legally non compos mentis at the time, although lawmakers were always insisting that wasn’t true, and had passed a law adding legal culpability if you didn’t lock yourself up or voluntarily turn yourself over for detainment at your time of the month.

But when you became a cat, even if you were a virus child like Roan, you weren’t even remotely human anymore. The higher brain was gone—some said damaged, but he never felt brain-damaged in his human form—you couldn’t speak, couldn’t reason; you were simply instinct. And the problem was, those instincts were killer.

He knew he had to go to that crime scene now, if only to confirm or deny what Sikorski had said. If the man had been clawed in the gut first and then had his throat ripped out, he would know it wasn’t Paris who did it, and that knot in his gut could relax.

Because tigers always went for the throat first.





HE SHOWERED quickly, hardly able to stand the smell of himself, and opted for a bottle of cold Frappuccino rather than deal with the bother of brewing some. He actually hated the taste of these fucking coffee milkshakes, but the caffeine and sugar punch was powerful, and he was feeling far too wide awake and edgy by the time he drove to Morning Crest, the suburban housing enclave where Sikorski’s murder victim lived.

Pacific Court was a cul-de-sac, and 815 was the second house from the end, a small prefab that looked exactly like its neighbors in shape and design, as if someone had erected all these three-bedroom, two-bathroom dwellings with a large cookie cutter. Even the lawns, almost perfectly weed-free and cut so short they seemed scalped, looked the same. The only way to tell the houses apart, that he could see, was by the color, and 815 was painted an oddly pale, dull green, like the owner had been shooting for Army drab and ended up with a faintly pastel Martha Stewart version of the color. In spite of the color differences, all the houses were painted in pale shades, as if bright colors were against the law.

Damn, he hated this place already, and he’d just got here.

There was a black and white in the driveway and an ambulance that doubled as a discreet meat wagon behind it, but there was also a very plain silver-gray sedan that he knew to be an unmarked car. Probably Sikorski’s, as he didn’t like to be too obvious, although every slightly disreputable person on the planet knew an unmarked cop car when they saw it. Who did he think he was fooling?

Yellow crime scene tape cordoned off the backyard from the front, and a bored-looking beat cop stood near the back gate and moved to intercept as he approached. He held out his ID to the kid, who was so young he still had a smattering of angry red acne on his left cheek. “I’m Roan McKichan, Detective Sikorski asked for me.”

The boy—who couldn’t have been more than twenty-three—squinted at his identity card as if he expected a fraud. He was gangly, a string bean of a cop, with his hair cut so short it was as buzz-cut as the lawn he was standing on, making his head look oddly square. His almond-colored eyes were almost lost in the shadow of his prominent caveman brow. He smelled of cheap aftershave and gun oil. “Oh, you’re the….” he petered off as he backed up a step.

Roan briefly considered yelling “Boo!” while mock-lunging at him, but he figured Barney Fife here would draw his gun and shoot him. So he settled for a withering stare that had the desired effect: the kid seemed to squirm in his police-issue shoes. He looked down at the ground as he held up the police tape, moving a few steps farther away from him. Roan sighed and shook his head as he ducked under the tape and proceeded through the gate to the backyard.

He paused as the scent of freshly shed blood hit him like a fist. Death rode its current, a sickly sweet smell like rot on top of shit, a disgusting aftertaste to the meaty, metallic tang of blood. It was hard to explain to people who had never smelled it before and didn’t have his sensitive nose.

Breathing through his mouth—a terrible proposition, since he got to taste it even more vividly—he continued onward, into the backyard. It was a small, enclosed space, fenced on three sides with those thin slats of plywood that always looked like Popsicle sticks to him. Why did people get those? They could be kicked in by a toddler, so it couldn’t be for security purposes, and they were as ugly as sin, so it couldn’t be for aesthetic purposes either. What was left?

There were a few shrubs, an overgrown juniper, a wild butterfly bush as large as a small tree, a birch in the corner with white, peeling bark, and a knocked-over green plastic garbage can, although the garbage had either been picked up or had remained inside it in spite of the upset. There was no obvious ingress: the cat had jumped the fence, or the victim had left the gate open or unlocked.

There was still some of the forensic team here; a short, stocky woman and a taller but equally stocky man in disposable white suits and latex gloves crouched on the poured concrete patio, doing something undoubtedly skin-crawling to the large stain of blood that had discolored the majority of the concrete.

Standing on the back lawn, amidst puddles of gore, was Sikorski, who waved him over. “Careful where you step,” he said, with what seemed to be an inappropriate smile. He was a tall man, a little too solid to be called lanky, although much of his weight was starting to settle in his gut. His hair was now wire gray, with strands of his driftwood-colored hair lost among the silver. His face was open and avuncular, the crinkles in the corners of his pale blue eyes making them seem kindly, like you just knew that in a game of good cop/bad cop, he was always the good cop. He was in his late forties, although he could pass for older or younger depending on how much sleep he’d gotten and what kind of day he was having. He’d obviously had much sleep, and in spite of his day starting with a grisly homicide, it’d otherwise been dandy.

Avoiding the unmistakable puddles of blood on the ground, Roan noticed a change in the taste of the air. Glancing down, he asked, “It killed his dog?”

Sikorski chuckled, but it was humorless. “Damn, you’re good. Only it wasn’t his dog, Sherlock, it belonged to the neighbors. Its name was Amber, and it was a pretty sizable Rottweiler mix, according to the real owners. We only found about a quarter of it, mainly guts and a back leg. We’re still looking for its head. The neighbors claimed they heard nothing, not even Amber barking.”

“No one ever hears anything. I don’t know why you bother asking.” He turned toward the patio, now vacated by the last of the forensics team. The blood splash on it was enormous, a wine-dark stain that relegated the true color of the concrete to the outer edges. “Took out the carotid and the jugular, huh?”

“In a single chomp, as far as we can tell. This sucker must have been a big one, ’cause Hank wasn’t a small guy.”

Roan glanced over his shoulder at Sikorski, studying him curiously, assiduously keeping the fear off his face. Paris was moving up continually on the suspect list. What was he going to do when reasonable doubt became a certainty? “You sound familiar with the victim.”

“I was. Well, I knew of him. His name was Hank DeSilvo, an ex-cop.”

“I never heard of him.”

Sikorski just shrugged, the shoulders of his slightly rumpled and wholly stereotypical trench coat barely moving. “He worked uptown patrol; you probably never ran into him. He retired out about two months ago.”

“He that old?”

“No, it was due to health issues. He’d been hospitalized twice for bleeding ulcers within the past six months, so he just hung up the badge.”

“Should guys with bleeding ulcers be drinking so much beer? I’m smelling alcohol in the blood, and somehow I doubt it was the dog.”

Again that humorless chuckle, one just north of a snicker. “That’s creepy how you do that. I don’t think it’s wise for a man with a bleeding ulcer to be drinking, but you’re right, he was; we found two empties and a third can, half full, on a coffee table inside the house. The TV was still on ESPN.”

Roan nodded, catching the splattered drops of reddish-black blood on the house’s siding. The blood’s spatter pattern seemed to indicate a quick, violent kill, a single throat bite severing several arteries at once—another possible check in the tiger column. “What’s the story, so far as you can tell?”

Sikorski cleared his throat, and his voice dropped into its “just the facts, ma’am” register. “Hank was watching the tube, having a few, when he heard or thought he saw something in his backyard. He decided to confront it, and pulled out an illegally sawed-off shotgun. He came out, but before he could fire a shot, he was pounced on and killed. That’s our best guess at this point.”

“A pretty straightforward narrative. But even with a sawed-off, why would he come out here to confront a big cat, even if it was killing the neighbor’s dog?”

Sikorski shrugged with his hands, a helpless gesture that encompassed the crime scene. “You’ll have to file that one under the ‘I have no fucking idea’ category. If he’d only had three domestic beers, there’s no way he was too drunk to know better.”

“Maybe something else brought him out here?”

He snorted, his eyes twinkling with dark mirth. “With a sawed-off? How paranoid can one man be?”

Roan met his gaze flatly, wondering inwardly if he’d ever turn Paris in. If Paris found out about it, he’d probably turn himself in, but Roan couldn’t see handing him over to the authorities. Not for an ex-cop’s death especially; that was a good way to get to kitty heaven right quick. “I’m really not the one you should ask. And the cat wasn’t wounded and didn’t mark its territory; I smell nothing beyond blood, death, and dog here. Am I done?”

“Not quite.” Sikorski turned and motioned one of the forensics team over—the stocky woman in the disposable jumpsuit, whom he recognized, seeing her straight on. It was her dishwater-blonde hair and penchant for tortoiseshell glasses that gave her away as Lise Slavin, the forensic tech everyone called “Slab.” That was apparently what passed for humor among the forensics people.

She brought over a plaster mold sealed inside a clear plastic bag, already marked and labeled as part of the evidence chain. It was a partial paw print; he could see it as Sikorski took it from Slab and handed it to him. “We got a partial print, left in bloody mud, but our so-called paw print expert left scratching his head. Do you recognize it?”

It was just a side of the main pad, and one and a half “toes,” but there was something odd about it. Maybe it was the simple distortion from stepping in mud, from the cast being made, or both, but the toe pads seemed almost thin, too close together, while the main pad seemed to indicate an almost heart-shaped curve. Not tiger, not if it was correct… but this was too partial, too inconclusive. He couldn’t say it wasn’t a tiger, not one hundred percent. He couldn’t say what it was.

He noticed Sikorski staring at his hand. “What?”

Sikorski seemed slightly startled to be caught staring. “I was just wondering what that tattoo was. Looks kinda weird.”

Roan had it on the underside of his right wrist. Done in thick black lines, Paris had described it as looking like a woman’s hairdo done in a flip—it was a sinuous curve, almost an inverted U shape, starting with a low curl at one end, the curve rising slightly, and ending in a less elaborate curl at the other end. “It’s the symbol for the astrological sign Leo,” he explained, studying the cast closer. He wanted so badly for genuine proof that cleared Paris, it seemed like a universal slap in the face that all he got was “maybes.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you believed in that shit.”

“I don’t.” He handed him back the mold and repeated, slowly this time, “It’s the symbol for Leo.”

It took a moment, but the penny finally dropped. “Oh! That’s what you are, right, your strain? Lion? I get it now. Explains the hair, I suppose.”

Roan scowled, and considered punching him, but as a general rule he didn’t punch men who had the ability to arrest him unless they really asked for it. Whenever he mentioned it or someone figured out he was a lion, the jokes about his hair ensued. He had no idea if there was a correlation, but the hair on his head grew in thick and fast; a severely short haircut would last maybe two weeks, and then he’d be back to what he had now, a shoulder-length “mane” of reddish-brown hair. (For some reason the hair on his face didn’t grow in that fast, but he was glad, or he’d have to shave five times a day.) Roan couldn’t bring himself to tie it back in a ponytail; he didn’t want to look like a dick, so he just ended up hacking most of it off every two weeks or so like clockwork. It was always coming back, like grass on a grave. “Your paw print expert had no guesses to the strain?”

Sikorski handed the mold back to Slab, who took it without comment, remaining grim-lipped throughout. “No. He thought maybe cougar, but I’ve never heard of a cougar quite as big as we’re speculating.”

“Neither have I.” There were five separate strains, in order of commonality: cougar, lion, leopard, panther, and tiger. Cougars were common, and while just as dangerous as every other cat, didn’t do much in the way of collateral damage; on the other end, tigers were exceptionally rare, one in three thousand infected, basically, and mostly that was due to the fact that only one in ten tigers survived their first transformation. It seemed to be the hardest on the body, although there were some who thought it was some kind of built-in safety, since tigers were the strongest, most deadly, and caused the most collateral damage. (Whether you believed the “safety” theory or not depended on whether or not you believed that the virus was engineered, like the conspiracy theorists who first floated the idea.) A tiger could have easily eaten a Rottweiler, chewing its head like an ice cube. “Sorry Gordo, I don’t think I can help either. Let me know if something more telling turns up in forensics.”

He’d started walking away, casting furtive glances around the yard in hopes of catching something they had missed (something that screamed “not tiger”), when Sikorski said, in a deceptively casual way, “Where were you last night?”

He froze. Then, after a moment when he let the anger come and ebb away, he turned to face the older homicide detective. “On a case, actually. I was snapping pics of a cheating husband nailing his best friend’s secretary. They’re all digitally time stamped, if you’d like to check.”

Sikorski kept his expression easy and guileless, but Roan knew better than to trust it. “I doubt that’d be necessary, Roan. What about that… friend of yours?”

“Can’t say boyfriend? Lover? Fuck buddy?” he spat, with more rage than he anticipated. The lingering beat cop and the stragglers of the forensics team all looked back at him in varying degrees of surprise. He didn’t know if they were shocked he was gay, or shocked that he was so damn angry about it. But Sikorski’s expression remained placid, the smallest of insincere smiles curving his lips. “He was with me,” Roan lied, not sure what he was doing but still unable to stop himself. “He was following the secretary while I was tailing the husband.”

“Sounds like quite a case.” In spite of his pleasant expression, Roan caught a faint whiff of derision.

“It pays the bills,” he snapped, then turned on his heel and quickly left the crime scene.

That could have gone better. But if Sikorski actually bothered to do a follow-up, things were bound to get worse.
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Your Own Private Idaho



HE DIDN’T want to go to the office—he wanted to go home and figure out some way to get Paris the hell out of here before the shit came down—but Roan had an appointment, and it wasn’t like he could write off the money. They were especially going to need it if they had to go country-hopping.

Which wasn’t going to fucking work and he knew it. Paris would ask why, and while he could bullshit, the truth would come out eventually, and Paris wouldn’t be able to live with himself. Why did he have to have one of those oh so “sensitive” boyfriends? Why couldn’t he have someone as cynical and bitter as himself? Which was an idiotic thought, because he knew he’d kill someone as bitter as himself within two days.

The business was called MK Investigations, because he didn’t want to hear people butcher his last name any more than was absolutely necessary, and Paris was his only other employee, his assistant, both as a detective and in the office (Paris had sworn he’d rip Roan’s heart out of his chest and stomp on it if he ever called him “secretary”), because they barely made enough to clear the rent. It was in a small office park, an oasis of white and tan buildings in a sea of pavement, and MK stood out if only because it was the only office not related to medical, dental, or law practices. There was a chiropractor on one side of their office and a certified public accountant on the other. The chiropractor was kind of an odd guy named Braunbeck, who looked not unlike Doctor Bunsen Honeydew from the old Muppet show, and occasionally wandered by the office to offer him or Paris a free exam and a handful of gorp that he made himself and carried in a Ziploc bag. The guy wore a gold wedding ring, but sometimes Roan wondered if he swung both ways—either that, or he was just incredibly and slightly inappropriately friendly.

The CPA agency was a female-owned firm, and sometimes one of them, Miranda “Randi” Kim, would come by to jokingly flirt with Paris and gab during their lunch hour. She knew he was gay, but she was a self-proclaimed “fag hag,” and enjoyed having men she could talk to without having to worry about them hitting on her. She did do their taxes for free, in exchange for the occasional background check on men she dated, so it was pretty much a win-win relationship.

The office was small and stuffy, broken up into three separate rooms. The front room contained Paris’s metal desk, a loveseat and two metal-backed chairs for clients, and a small coffeemaker placed on the side table. A little side room on the left was the bathroom, while the larger room on the right was Roan’s private office. He turned on the air conditioner and cringed as the AC shuddered and made a slight whistling noise before settling into its regulation hum. He supposed he’d need to have it serviced, but he really couldn’t afford it, not with them needing to buy a new sliding glass door now. Maybe Randi knew someone who could give them a discount; she had a lot of connections through work and family.

He turned on the coffeemaker to get a nice, homey smell in the office and then ducked into the bathroom with a pair of scissors he’d plucked from Paris’s desk. He grabbed a handful of his hair, just above the nape of his neck, and cut off a large hank of it, reducing his hair to a shorter, more aerodynamic cut. He didn’t go for severe as he didn’t see the point, and besides, he’d have needed more than office scissors. He had learned to cut his own hair so well, like someone who actually knew what he was doing, that Paris liked to joke he could go into hairdressing as a fallback position. But that was so stereotypically gay Roan would’ve rather stabbed the scissors into his eye and pounded them back up into his brain first.

He was neat and presentable by the time the potential clients arrived. They were the Nakamuras, Toshiro and Sara, a professional couple who wore suits so expensive they could have bought him out by hocking their jackets alone. The man was rather bland, a guy with the type of face you’d instantly forget once you looked away from him, although he had the trim figure of a man who kept himself in good shape. He looked like he was in his midthirties, but was probably older. Sara was attractive, her black hair cut in a tidy if slightly dated bob, her face and body starting to fill out, the curves softening as age caught up with her, but she wore it well, and the trim skirt suit she wore looked like Prada or a fairly authentic knockoff. He guessed she was older than her husband, possibly by as much as ten years. As they introduced themselves and shook hands, he couldn’t help but notice they’d both recently had manicures.

They were here about their son, Daniel. It seemed he’d run away about a week ago, and while they’d reported it to the cops, they felt they weren’t doing enough to find him and weren’t taking their insistence that he was probably in trouble seriously. He was a good boy, a straight-A student, bound for Harvard Business School as soon as he graduated high school next year (which sounded like wishful thinking on their parts, but he wasn’t about to tell them that), and his running away struck them as totally aberrant behavior. They told him Daniel—never Danny; that was telling—was not a troubled boy and seemed happy the night he supposedly ran away. They felt there was something more sinister going on, although the police claimed they found no sign of it.

Mr. Nakamura had brought a copy of Daniel’s note, the one he left when he allegedly ran away, and they claimed it didn’t sound like him at all as Roan scanned it.



Mom and Dad,

I’m sorry, but I can’t be what you want me to be. This shallow materialism has left me feeling hollow, and I want to be something, be more than just a wage slave like the both of you. Spiritual fulfillment is out there, and when I find it, I’ll call.

I’m sorry,

Danny



As runaway notes went, it was weird. He expected them to be melodramatic and possibly florid—teenagers—but this was very to the point. His parents were yuppies, they were pressuring him to be like them, and he didn’t want to be, a clear-cut motive for running away. But that “spiritual fulfillment” line… that was weird.

Further questioning revealed the Nakamuras to be practicing Christians, but not overly religious about it (ha). They said Danny (Daniel) had never expressed any reservations about it, never questioned their faith, but Roan figured he wouldn’t. He probably went along with whatever his parents did without comment while quietly resenting it. He knew the type very well. They eventually snapped, in various ways, from the extreme end (violence) to the less extreme (estrangement). Not all “good kids” were good because they actually wanted to be, nor did they all turn out good. Look at him: he’d been a straight-A student, on the honor roll solid since kindergarten, and then one day, in high school, it suddenly occurred to him that it all meant shit. He wasn’t going to suddenly have a family or people who loved and accepted him because he did his fucking homework; he wasn’t going to have a decent life and get the kids to stop treating him like Carrie after the prom because he was the only one who stayed awake in first period biology. It was all bullshit, and none of it mattered.

So Daniel was a good kid who did everything his parents told him to do, hoping for approval that was probably delivered in “helpful” criticism, because the Nakamuras were clearly concerned about the “success” of their son, and they wanted to help him “achieve his potential,” which was defined very much by their own desires for him. But Daniel felt lonely, perhaps neglected, and looked to someone—or something?—for some kind of emotional feedback. He got it. The question was from what or who?

The mention of “spiritual fulfillment” brought religion instantly to mind, but that was a broad category. Since Danny kept his concerns to himself, though, Roan couldn’t guess where he might have looked. His parents said he had no girlfriend; he didn’t “have time” for girls. Uh-huh.

Gay? That would add even more estrangement to the mix, especially if they frowned on homosexuals.

He made it clear to the Nakamuras that he was willing to look into the case, but he couldn’t guarantee he could find Danny, for the simple fact that he was a runaway who had a week on him. Traveling with cash alone, he could be across the country by now. But he was willing to look into the evidence, see if there was something the cops had overlooked that was worthy of a deeper investigation. With that understood, the Nakamuras signed some papers and hired him, giving him his down payment. He arranged to drop by the Nakamura’s home in a couple of hours, to get a look at Danny’s room.

As soon as the Nakamuras had gone, Roan got on his computer and searched Facebook for Danny Nakamura’s name.

He was a modern teenager; he was going to have a Facebook page or a blog somewhere. A Google search turned it up, but there wasn’t anything terribly illuminating about it. He was a good-looking kid, which the photo the Nakamuras left had already told him. He had high cheekbones and expressive dark eyes; he took after his mother facially as opposed to his father (lucky kid). He seemed to write poetry—bad poetry, but hey, he was seventeen—really liked the Panic At The Disco album and recent Grand Theft Auto game, and he had seventy-three people on his “friends” list, many of whom praised his poetry. The last poem he’d posted, which was last month, was a haiku titled “Dream”: Glistening starlight/Leopard stalking at midnight/Waiting for you here.

Well, that sucked.

But worse yet was the implication. He searched the page, searched the people who left comments, and found that a poster calling themselves “LadyLeopard” occasionally left cryptic comments such as “Have you read what I sent?” and “We can make it happen.” Could have been just a girl he was flirting with online, or a guy (posing as an alternate gender was so common online he didn’t know why people were occasionally stunned to find out the woman they’d been having an e-mail relationship with for years was actually an overweight thirty-eight-year-old man who lived in a basement and collected ceramic dragons). Or it could have been something else. LadyLeopard was signed up at Facebook, but had no page of her own, no blog.

He did have instincts. He couldn’t always trust them, mind you, because being an ex-cop or a virus child didn’t actually mean his hunches were more reliable than anyone else’s, but he did try to give them a shot when he had nothing else to follow. And right now, he had a really bad feeling about this.

That haiku, and several bad cat-themed poems before it, could be interpreted as waiting for a kitty lover, waiting for infection. And it all resonated with that “spiritual fulfillment” line in the note he left for his parents. There were people—idiotic, deranged people—who thought being infected was somehow a state of divinity. Either they believed you were blessed by God to change form or you were the next stage in evolution, while others claimed you were cursed by God or were related to Satan, and either way, groups of people who knew nothing about you reviled or worshiped you depending on their belief system.

Again, this was all bullshit; as far as Roan was concerned, faith itself was just another form of self-deluded bullshit. (In his mind, he could hear Paris saying: “You’re so warm and understanding—I can’t see why no one wants to invite you to their Christmas parties.”) He almost hated the people who worshiped him for an accident of birth even more than the people who loathed him for the same thing, because blind hatred he could almost understand. It was idiotic, ignorant, and yet almost forgivable, because people hated what they feared. But worshiping a person due to an accident of birth? There wasn’t a word for how weird that shit was. It made his skin crawl.

And that didn’t even take into account that most of these “worshipers” went out looking to be infected, and there were people happy to infect them.

He faxed off Danny’s picture to the bus and train stations, hoping someone there would remember selling a ticket to such a handsome kid, but so much time had passed he doubted he’d get a bite. He wanted to get home to Paris as soon as possible and hoped that any news reports on the incident stuck to the bland “homicidal violence” (that was used a lot in suspected deaths by cat, because the truth could occasionally inflame certain people into ill-advised vigilantism), because it was a long drive to the good side of town. It probably would have been faster on his motorcycle, but there was no way he could have gone on a stakeout assignment on the bike, and he simply forgot to do the switch at home. (Well, how much sleep had he had? A couple hours, tops….) So he was stuck with the Mustang, although to be fair it was hardly slow. Paris loved his muscle cars and could rebuild their engines with his eyes closed.

The Nakamuras lived on a street he’d never been to and in a house he couldn’t have afforded. They had a large semicircular drive leading up to their home, and after walking up the slate path set neatly among the tastefully restrained front garden and golf-course-quality lawn, he came to wide double doors with etched lead glass insets depicting tulips. The doorbell played something that sounded like classical music, but he didn’t recognize the piece.

Sara answered the door—he had almost expected a butler—and she had changed into a lilac silk blouse and a long navy skirt that reached below her knees. The outfit was less expensive, less ostentatious, and he had the sick feeling she’d changed to something more demure so he didn’t feel so uncomfortable around their obvious wealth. Which made him feel very uncomfortable.

The smell of some orange-oil-infused cleanser nearly knocked him on his ass, suggesting he had just missed the maid. He sneezed, but was able to forge on, figuring if he could take death and blood, orange oil shouldn’t stop him.

Sara led him across marble-tiled floors and up a sweeping staircase to Danny’s room, which was almost as large as Roan’s living room. Right away, he noticed how strange Danny’s room was. Namely, there was nothing on the walls at all, no pictures, no posters, nothing but sky blue paint. Teenagers usually hung things up; they usually started personalizing their space with a vengeance. But nothing marred the crisp walls, or the immaculately clean royal blue carpet, or the neatly made bed with its indigo duvet cover and plump pillows, or the tiny corner desk where his chair was neatly pulled in and his blue iMac miraculously free of dust. He also had an entertainment hutch directly across from his bed, where a TV, DVD, and stereo system all sat on their own shelves, and there were shelves beneath, containing DVDs and CDs in racks.

Christ… a snot-nosed kid had better shit than he did. He must have lived the wrong way. Or simply erred in not being born the scion of a wealthy family. He wondered why they’d hired him, but he supposed one of the cops recommended him to the family just to annoy him.

He told Sara he’d just search around for a bit, but he wouldn’t take anything without informing her first, and she seemed to accept that warily, but then he heard a phone ringing and that tore her away from him. He shut the door of Danny’s room, just leaving it open the merest crack, and started booting up his computer. He also tried to think like a kid who had maids coming into his room, and perhaps overbearing parents. If he wanted to hide something, where would he hide it?

The closet was obvious, and a dead end, because along with hung-up clothes there were drawers of clothes—see-through drawers. He could see everything neatly folded and stacked inside, and Roan instantly felt bad for Danny. Where did he put his skin mags, or whatever passed for masturbatory material? What secrets could he have in a house of glass? No wonder he ran away.

He checked Danny’s computer, but his bookmarks were relatively bland, and a search proved he had a system scrubber that cleaned out his history and his cookies. Could be just a tech-savvy teen… or proof that he was paranoid, afraid his parents might be checking his computer. So what was he hiding? Just the same porn shit everybody hid if they were smart? Or something else?

He checked out the kid’s CD and DVD collection, and the CDs were a lot wilder than his DVDs, which were pretty much an assortment of the raunchy comedies, mindless action flicks, and inexplicably popular Adam Sandler films that you might find in any random person’s DVD collection. Looking through them, he realized there was one thing that just didn’t fit the established pattern in both cases. For some reason, among all his emo and punk pop, he had a Motorhead CD, and among all of his DVDs, he had one called Classic Albums: Queen— The Making of “A Night At The Opera.” Neither of these fit in the context of the collections, but they could have been oners, gifts by clueless relatives or friends trying to foist their tastes on him, perhaps sudden whimsies. Still, they were worth checking out.

Looking inside the Motorhead CD case, he found a compact disc that was quite clearly an unmarked CD-ROM. He inserted it in the iMac’s CD drive, while he pulled out the DVD from the Queen case and put it in the DVD player. The DVD was one of a National Geographic special… on big cats. A beautiful Siberian tiger showed up on screen, its amber eyes staring at the camera in almost lazy disgust, and he knew how a person could find it rapturous to look at tigers; there was something magnificent about them, powerful. You just wanted to run your fingers through their fur… even though they’d take off your arm, and oh yeah, partially eat you and then bury the rest of you for later dining. They were pretty poison, and he knew that better than most, living with one (in a manner of speaking). But why would you hide a National Geographic special? How educational and innocuous. Unless it represented something else, something secret and shameful. The masturbatory material he was wondering about.

The CD-ROM confirmed it. It was Internet porn all right: what was called “trans-porn,” showing the transformations of people into cat forms. It took a while, and the noises made during the process could make a person faint; it was not a pretty process, or a pain-free one. But many of these were cut in such a way that it looked quicker and cleaner than it was. It was disingenuous, but worse yet, dangerous: it made wannabes believe that changing into a cat form was almost painless and had few consequences.

He turned off the set and replaced the DVD in its case, but when he ejected the CD-ROM, he instantly slipped the disc in his coat pocket, and put the Motorhead CD case back in its place, empty. The parents didn’t need to find that accidentally or otherwise; what was bad enough was that it was probably too late.

Roan was sure he knew exactly what happened. Danny became fascinated by the kitty culture and got sucked into it. And in an act of total rebellion, he ran away, although there were two possibilities. The best-case scenario, he ran off to join a cult of kitty worshipers. The worst-case scenario, he ran off to join a cult of kitty worshipers and was trying very hard to get infected.

Son of a bitch, why did these hard-luck cases always fall into his lap?
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Hello, My Name Is ……



HE WENT downstairs to talk with Sara, mainly to pump her for expected information. It took her a while to think of the name of one of Danny’s friends—again a very telling bit of information—but he wrote it down, a kid named Marley Hanson, whom Sara said lived in Crescent Heights. He thanked her and told her he’d be in touch, just as the phone rang again. She was a very busy person, it seemed.

Roan knew exactly where he had to go, but his stomach growled very loudly, objecting to all the coffee and bad feelings he’d had up to this point, and he decided to grab a bite to eat on the way back home.

Stopping at a fast-food place was such a risky proposition that he could only use the drive-through windows, if that. The smell was too much for him; there were just too many people in and out, too much rancid cooking grease, too much smell of processed foods and cleaning supplies. It made him vaguely nauseous and sometimes gave him a headache. Of course, reading Fast Food Nation had much the same effect, but that was just happy coincidence.

At the drive-through window, he decided to order extra food on the chance that Paris was up and about. Technically the drugs should have kept him down until next Thursday, but the change had pretty wacky effects on your metabolism. For instance, he felt as if doing so much desk work was making him soft and pudgy, but it’d be gone after his next change. You could be twenty-five pounds overweight, but after your time, you’d be ten pounds underweight. He was shocked that no one had advertised being infected as a weight-loss plan… but come to think of it, someone probably already had. People were just so fucked up it was incredible.

He hated people who talked on their phones, did their hair, texted their friends, and ate a four-course meal while they were supposed to be driving, but he was so hungry he went ahead and ate his chicken sandwich while driving home. He never took his eyes off the road, though, so he didn’t feel like too much of a hypocrite. The landscape slid by in an almost featureless blur, slowly transforming from concrete gray to grass green as he moved out of the city and deeper into the surrounding countryside.

Everything seemed unchanged at home, the engineless GTO still parked in the drive, the lawn still slightly overgrown and weedy (they didn’t use herbicides or pesticides, mainly because the smell killed him, no matter how minor the concentration), but as soon as he killed the engine, he heard a faint, rhythmic banging coming from around back. Roan was glad he’d got the extra food, but he was also nervous, as he had to figure out how much Paris knew before deciding on how to lie to him. That was always the toughest part about bullshit—deciding what people were willing to buy. Everyone had a limit, a level that they could accept, but if it was crossed, you were screwed. There really wasn’t much of a talent to lying; it was simply figuring out what people wanted to believe and giving it to them.

The front door was unlocked, so he walked in and wasn’t surprised to see a large plank of plywood where the shattered sliding glass door had been. He waited for a break in the hammering before yelling, “Honey, I’m home.”

Paris stuck his head around the plywood after moving it slightly. It seemed to be only nailed to one side of the doorframe at the moment. Paris had knocked any remaining jagged shards of glass out of the frame, and vacuumed up what had fallen on the carpet. Thank the hardware gods for Shop-Vacs. “Ooh, do I smell food?”

“Yeah, yeah, come on, chowhound,” Roan said, shaking his head.

Paris was dressed, at least, in khaki cargo shorts (he had his hammer in one of the loops on the right side leg) and a plain blue T-shirt, looking remarkably bright-eyed and alert, considering he’d been in a drug coma when Roan had left him.

Paris looked good, far better than should have been allowable without plastic surgery and extensive airbrushing. He had clear blue eyes in a face too finely featured to be rugged, but too masculine to be called pretty. His hair was deep black and seemingly always glossy, like a pelt, although when he’d first met him, Paris’s hair was lank and dull, and his face mostly hidden by a scraggly beard. But even then Roan had found his eyes slightly mesmerizing, glowing with a bit more than simply madness. He oozed charisma like some people oozed sweat, and sometimes he seemed so alive it was almost overpowering, almost frightening.

Since he was originally human and not born infected, not a virus child, there was no way the cat could have any influence on the person (or vice versa), but Roan sometimes wondered if tigers were different. Something about Paris seemed too powerful to be merely human. But maybe it was just his imagination.

Everyone found Paris attractive; he was a secret weapon in getting people to talk. People who would never talk to Roan would be relaxed around Paris, be charmed, and suddenly they’d start telling him things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. While it was true women were best at ferreting out information like that—it was a psychological thing—apparently a handsome bisexual was the next best thing.

Paris was also five years younger than him, although sometimes he felt like he had twenty years on him. There was no way a guy like Paris would be with a guy like him if he hadn’t met Paris when he was at a personal nadir; Roan didn’t fool himself there. He also figured Paris would leave him eventually, find someone more good-looking (man or woman) and a bit less jaded, but Roan had decided to enjoy things while he could.

Roan sat on a stool at the breakfast bar, and Paris came over and joined him, taking the stool beside him. Roan shoved two of the brown paper bags over toward him, because most of the food was for him. (The change gave you a huge appetite on either side of it; that was part of the metabolism wonkiness.) “So where’ve you been?” Paris wondered, pulling out wrapped cheeseburgers and noshing on a fry. “Was there an appointment I missed?”

“It was last minute,” he lied. “Thanks for fixing the window.”

“Oh shit, man, I did that. I should fix it.” He ate a couple more fries, then said nervously, “While I was getting ready to go to the hardware store, I heard there was a… an incident a couple miles from here, and—”

“It was a cougar.”

“What?” His tone of voice was split between disbelief and hope. This would be an easy sell.

“Sikorski called me in to see if I could help, but it didn’t matter too much. The print guy got a pretty solid paw, and it was a cougar.”

Paris sighed in obvious relief, his shoulders sagging as the tension fled. “Oh thank God. I thought I killed somebody.”

“Nope.” 

Paris bit into his cheeseburger with gusto, even though Roan caught a faint scent of slightly overdone toast, and he saw the bottle of ginger pills on the counter near the toaster. Both the drugs and the change could leave you feeling nauseous, so he always had a bottle of ginger pills in the kitchen—it was a vital part of his (and Paris’s) recovery kit.

There used to be an acupuncturist with a clinic across the way from the office, and he had become good friends with the main practitioner, Mei Ling, who told him that ginger pills would cure nausea faster than anything on the market. He thought that was homeopathic bullshit, but he was actually desperate enough to try it once, and he was shocked to discover she was right; it worked better than Dramamine. Just because of that, he gave acupuncture a shot when his headaches came back, and it actually seemed to help. Mei Ling had to close up shop a couple months ago and move to San Francisco to take care of her aging aunt, which he was sorry about, as he liked her. Sure, her English was a bit broken, but she seemed extremely tolerant and knew lots of obscure things. He liked people who knew weird things, just because it seemed to hint at some odd inner life.

Before Paris could ask more about the dead man, Roan told him about the Nakamura case. Paris listened intently, although he never stopped eating and at one point got up to get a soda from the fridge. Paris tossed him a can of decaf tea, and Roan wondered if the fact that he’d had too much caffeine was obvious.

As soon as he was done, Paris took his seat, cracked open his soda, and decided to play devil’s advocate. “This is all supposition, you know. Maybe he was a bit obsessed with infecteds, but ran off to join the Hare Krishnas.”

“Or the Jehovah’s Witnesses,” Roan replied, playing along.

“The Evangelicals.”

“The Mormons.”

“The Shakers,” Paris insisted, raising his eyebrows in a comic manner.

Oh no, he wasn’t laughing now. “The Scientologists.”

“Oh shit, you win. I can’t top that.”

Roan pumped his fist in sarcastic triumph. “Mock the sacred Xenu if you want, but you won’t believe how much claiming you’re a Scientologist gets you out of conversations.”

Paris snorted a laugh in remembrance and almost choked on a fry. “I remember when you told that guy that, as a Scientologist, you celebrated Christmas differently. I thought he was gonna have you arrested.”

“Which one was this?”

“The one where you claimed to dance naked around a pyre where you burned the remains of a sacrificial chicken.”

“Oh, right, and ate the still beating heart of a baby goat under a gibbous moon. Right. I thought I was particularly inspired that night.”

Paris chuckled, shaking his head. “You just have contempt for everyone and everything, don’t you?”

“Not everything,” he protested. “I have no problem with Terry. Well, today.”

Terry was the name of the toaster. All their appliances had “Hello, My Name Is” adhesive name tags slapped on them, with the appliance “names” scrawled in the boxes in Magic Marker. The toaster was Terry, the blender was Bob, the stove was Frank, the microwave Chiquita, the refrigerator Steve. This was all due to the fact that he loathed name tags.

Roan had a friend, Phil, who was in charge of a large detective/ private security firm in Springfield, and a client had wanted Phil to provide security for a big software expo. But Phil didn’t have as many people as he wanted to cover the floor, so he’d hired him and Paris as “floaters,” incognito security that circulated with the crowd. All the crowd wore stupid-ass name tags, though, and as they were supposed to be just like everyone else, they wore tags. Roan hated it, and when he got a chance he pocketed a whole bunch of blank name tags, although to what end he wasn’t sure. But one night, slightly drunk and insanely bored, he slapped them on their appliances. If people ever asked about it, they claimed that since they couldn’t have pets (they might accidentally kill and eat them—there was no therapy to cover a trauma like that), they kept the appliances. Paris would often get in the spirit of it, baby talking to the toaster and stroking it like a cat. “Would Snookums like an English muffin?” It was times like that Roan worried he had warped Paris in some fundamental way, but a sense of humor was never a bad thing.

He idly wondered if Paris had kept any of the numbers he got at the software expo. Although he was working and not actively flirting, over the course of the two-day conference he’d ended up with eight phone numbers, mostly men. Paris could be dangerous if he aimed his charm square at you.

After a moment, Paris stopped laughing, and got strangely sober. Roan knew what was coming and didn’t look forward to it. “If you think this kid really did run off to get infected, you know where you hafta go.”

Roan sighed, painfully aware of where and who he was referring to. “I know. I was trying to work up to it. You know I have the insatiable urge to beat that bastard’s face in with a tire iron; it takes me a while to rein in my homicidal impulses.”

“Ro, come on. I know you hate him—”

“Hate? That’s too mild a word. I despise the drunken episode that led to his goddamn conception, and I despise his brother for not bashing his head in with a fucking shovel when he had the chance.”

Paris sat back and stared at him, bemusement clearly visible in his expression. “And you don’t think that’s a bit… dramatic?”

He knew Paris was just trying to tease, but he wasn’t in the mood. “You’re not gonna tell me you can actually stand that fucker, are you?”

Paris frowned at him, like he should have known better. “Of course not. I’m not sure anyone sane likes Eli. I mean, how could you? He’s like a television evangelist without a show.”

He wasn’t sure he completely followed that metaphor, but okay. Eli was Elijah Prophet, aka Eli Winters, leader of the cult that called itself the “Church of the Divine Transformation,” the premiere kitty cult. (Roan thought that was a perfect name; it sounded great in the sentence “The FBI raided the Church of the Divine Transformation today….”)

It was well-known, and it was more blatant than any other kitty cult, mainly because Eli was an heir to the rather large Winters real estate development fortune, which he split with his more respectable and notably embarrassed brother Tom. Anyone who said there was no such thing as class distinctions in America was living in a dream world, and Eli was living proof: not only were the rich different, they apparently had different laws applied to them. Eli had a taste for underage girls, everybody knew this, and his cult seemed to attract quite a few of them. But oddly enough, in spite of rumors and a police investigation, he’d never been charged with a damn thing. Roan had always wanted to nail that smug fucker with something—anything—but had never been able to do so.

Until now?

Paris slid off his stool and said, “Why don’t I go change? I’ll come with you.”

“No, it’s fine. I can handle this myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but I think I’d better come along, if only to keep Rainbow distracted.” He then leaned in close over Roan’s shoulder and smiled, turning on the full wattage of his charm. This close it was almost palpable. “Besides, if it comes down to it, I can always say he threw the first punch.” Paris then gave him a kiss on the forehead and walked away, so confident in his ability to sway him that he didn’t even look back.

Roan sighed and shook his head at his own pathetic reaction. He should go by himself, but he already knew he wasn’t going to. He idly wondered if things would have been any easier if he’d been heterosexual.

His cell phone buzzed impatiently in his pocket, and he dug it out and checked the number to decide if he should answer it or not. Son of a bitch: Sikorski.

Maybe it was good news; maybe forensics had turned up something that pointed definitively away from a tiger. And maybe Eli really was a divine messenger.

Christ, maybe he was too cynical for his own good.
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Officer Unfriendly

 

HE KNEW he had to answer the phone, but part of him didn’t want to. He wanted to bury the goddamn phone in the compost heap, go hide Paris in Vancouver and then come back and answer the phone, but it wasn’t going to work that way. Roan glanced back to make sure Paris was upstairs before answering his cell. “Yeah, Sikorski, what is it?”

Sikorski chuckled faintly. “You’re such a blast of sunshine up the ass, Roan. That’s why I miss you.”

“You coming on to me?”

“Ha. I was wondering what you knew about the virus child mutations theory.”

Roan found himself wondering where the hell that came from. “What? You mean that Weekly World News bullshit?”

“So you don’t believe it’s possible.”

“That new strains of cat can arise from virus children? Fuck no. They’ve never proved it, and I don’t see how it could be done anyways. Our DNA incorporates the virus, but no one’s altered into some weird half-cat, half-human thing. How would that even be possible? Most virus children are lucky not to be deformed or developmentally disabled in some way.” Their odds of being productive, functional citizens were even slimmer than surviving a tiger strain infection. Sikorski had to know this. “Why are you even asking?”

Sikorski sighed and paused long enough that Roan knew he was considering whether or not to tell him. Ultimately, he did. “The coroner was able to recover a partial bite mark from the body, and it doesn’t match any known cat teeth formation. Combined with the partial paw print—which also doesn’t match with anything known—the conclusion seems obvious.”

“Chupacabra.” Relief washed through him, with such intensity it was like he’d been holding his breath for hours. Paris was cleared; Paris hadn’t done this. But he was careful not to let it come out in his voice, because then Sikorski would have known he’d been hiding something. At least it wasn’t hard for him to compartmentalize his emotions—growing up as a ward of the state had given him very early training on how to do that.

“I can’t believe it. I think you’ve become more of a smart-ass since you left the force. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“No one has ever proven that alternate cat strains exist. All that anyone’s proven is there’s some cats out there with malformed teeth. Or worse yet, wannabes who pay dentists to grind their teeth into fangs.” Sadly there were many of those, more than he ever would have guessed.

Sikorski sighed impatiently. “But we know that no wannabe with budget fangs ripped out DeSilvo’s throat and ate the dog.”

“Granted. So why do you jump to mutant hell beast when the answer is more likely to be a cat with poor dental work?”

Roan could hear Sikorski’s chair creak as he shifted his weight, and as the silence dragged on, he could hear fingers clicking on a keyboard, people talking in the background (including a perp angrily and profanely denying some charges), and the normal hum of a busy police station. He didn’t miss it; honestly, he wasn’t even sure why he’d become a cop, except it pissed an awful lot of people off. Yes, he was apparently so angry he liked to piss other people off. He was sure a therapist would have a field day with him and all his issues, but he just didn’t have the time or the money to bitch to a professional. What else was a boyfriend for, anyway? Finally, Sikorski said, “This is all just so fucked up, Roan. And this was a cop. No matter his reputation, no one is happy about it.”

“His reputation?”

“Apparently there were some… issues before he retired. He and his partner were accused by a suspect of taking money from a crime scene, and IA never found anything substantial, but the perp was pretty insistent, as was his girlfriend. But hey, drug dealers—you gotta expect ’em to try shit like that now and again.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, but suddenly something nagged at him. What? Wait a minute… the sawed-off shotgun. While the “gangstas” and gangbangers preferred Glocks and other handguns, the methheads generally liked things that were nastier, with more stopping power… like a sawed-off shotgun. “What about the gun?”

“What gun?”

“The sawed-off. Where had that come from?”

Sikorski scoffed. “Hell if I know. Hank had lots of guns.”

“And not all of them registered? How illegal of him.” Honestly, he had no idea why, but Roan felt this was important somehow. At the very least, it said something about DeSilvo as a man.

“Are you implying something?”

“No, of course not,” he said, in a manner that would convince no one. “I just hate cases that turn out to be more complicated than they should be.”

“Who doesn’t?” Sikorski replied wearily. “Look, if you could just ask around… the community, see if there’s someone who knows of any cats with especially odd teeth, or maybe a hybrid….”

“The community?” What a nice euphemism, especially since there really wasn’t such a thing as a “kitty community” (except online), although a lot of normals erroneously believed there was. There were just bars and nightclubs where you could go, and they kept things low-key, much like gay culture in the very early days. “I’ll see what I can find out,” Roan said, then hung up.

The first thing you did in any murder investigation was look into the background of the victim. In some crimes, especially ones that appeared to be perfectly random, it was all you had to go on; the victim’s life could lead you to the point where they intersected with their killer and point the way to them. It didn’t always work that way, of course, especially in the random murders done by strangers. There were too many intersections, too many places where they could have crossed paths with their killer and never even realized it; there was even a chance that the killer didn’t encounter the victim at all until the second of the crime. Such was the case in drive-bys, where bullets were flying randomly, kitty killings (cats had no ability to premeditate), and the rare but shockingly popular sniper killings, where victims were picked simply by time, place, and circumstance.

What if there was more to this killing than random circumstance? A retired cop with a perfectly illegal sawed-off shotgun and rumors of being crooked, killed by a cat who couldn’t be identified in any standard way. Wasn’t that a curious coincidence?

And that’s all it could be—coincidence. So why didn’t he think it was?

Paris came up behind him and put his arms around his chest. “Ooh, that was a heavy phone call, wasn’t it?” He rested his chin on his shoulder, pressing his cheek up against his, letting Roan feel the scrape of his stubble against his skin.

Roan sighed, relaxing into his embrace, so goddamn happy he didn’t have to keep lying to him he almost felt like laughing. “It was Sikorski,” he admitted, seeing no harm in telling him now. “It seems the declaration of it being a cougar was premature—the teeth marks and paw print don’t match any known cat. They’re thinking hybrid.”

“Hybrid? Has anyone proved they exist?”

“Not to my knowledge, no.” This close, Paris’s skin had an interesting smell, something like sand or bark, the hint of the exotic beneath the human. He could tell people were infected by smell, but he couldn’t always tell their strain, although Paris seemed to be living proof that tigers smelled different. Maybe it had to do with the alterations done to a body that managed to survive the strain of a tiger transformation; he really didn’t know for sure. But at least he was confident he’d know another tiger by smell alone.

“So they’re looking for a mythological creature?”

“Of course not—this is the police we’re talking about. They’re probably just looking for someone to frame.”

Paris sighed in an obviously amused way. “You’re like the gay Mike Hammer, aren’t you?”

“I preferred Sam Spade,” he deadpanned, moving his shoulders just enough so that Paris knew to let him go. He did and stepped back, looking at him with that wonderfully endearing, lopsided half smile of his, the one that made everyone want to ruffle his hair before throwing him down and ripping his clothes off. Paris knew he was sexy, as he used to be quite a player back in his college days, but that’s how he got himself infected (by a woman, actually—oh, the irony). He claimed he was arrogant about his looks then, but that wasn’t true anymore; having a bit of a mental breakdown seemed to bring humility with it, as well as monogamy. Well, so far, anyway.

Roan looked at him and raised his eyebrow, the question tacit. Paris had changed into worn, tight jeans and a sleeveless apple green T-shirt that was so tight it looked painted on; you could see every muscle in his chest, how flat his stomach was. He still kept himself in good shape, although he wasn’t one of those grotesque gym rats who spent ten hours a day working out. He had regained some sense of vanity, but he hadn’t gone crazy with it. (No pun intended.) “What? I said I was going along to distract Rainbow.”

“Distract, not drive into a frenzy of lust.”

That made Paris grin. “I think someone’s projecting.”

The fact that he was probably right didn’t make it any more tolerable. “Get in the fucking car.”

“Yes sir, Mister Crabby,” Paris replied, with a sarcastic little smirk. On their way out the door, he added, “Paging Doctor Freud. Doctor Freud to the white courtesy telephone, please.” Smart-ass.

The drive to the church was relatively quiet, with Paris simply fiddling with the radio, sometimes every three minutes. The drawback with these older muscle cars was, if you wanted a proper stereo, you had to sink a lot of money into it, and they had sunk enough money into rebuilding these cars as it was. The additional problem was that radio pretty much sucked.

Paris was being kind by giving him room and quiet to think, but after about ten minutes, he stared at the side of Roan’s face, brow furrowing in concentration. “This Sikorski thing is really bugging you, isn’t it?”

He shrugged, faintly shaking his head, trying to deny it to himself more than Paris. “I’m not a cop anymore, and I can’t interfere in a police investigation. Whatever he wants to pursue he’s free to do so. Why the fuck do I care?”

Paris reached across and lightly stroked the nape of his neck. Roan knew it was a weird erogenous zone to have, but Paris had found it immediately and knew how to make him weak in the knees without even trying. He knew he was doing it right now to make him relax—and it was working—but he wished he wouldn’t. He felt like being tense right now. “Because you think he’s overlooking something. Maybe I didn’t know you back then, but I think you must have been one hell of a cop, Ro.”

“I wasn’t. I was the freak no one wanted to patrol with, and I got in trouble for cursing out a redneck idiot who couldn’t quite grasp the concept that you don’t hit your wife and kids with a coffee table, so I quit. I have no idea what I was thinking, joining the force. Me, dealing with the public? Can you imagine it?”

“You were—and still are—one of the best investigators I’ve ever seen. Okay, so your people skills are—”

“Shitty?”

“I was going to say lacking. But that’s what I’m here for, right?” He flashed him a smile that could have blinded the entire block, and in spite of himself, Roan smiled. Yes, that was what he was here for: he had the ability to charm and schmooze, to flatter and network, skills Roan had neither acquired nor cultivated. Paris could play the game, and the irony was Roan knew that he’d never been invited to play. Essentially, Paris was everything he wasn’t. 

After a moment, Paris asked, “You just cursed him out?”

Reluctantly, he shrugged. “Guy was drunk. Kinda clumsy.”

Paris stopped massaging the back of his neck and gave him a mock-stern look. “Clumsy how?”

“He may have walked into a wall while I was trying to handcuff him.”

“Just the once?”

“Repeatedly. But he honestly did fall down the stairs all by himself.”

“Repeatedly walking into walls can do that to a person.”

“So I hear.”

Well, he never claimed to be a saint, did he? He’d never been a crooked cop, but he’d be the first to admit he’d been a poor one. The more he thought about the DeSilvo case, the more he wondered if it did actually take one to know one.

The “church” was actually at the end of a residential block, as Eli had started it in a Victorian-style home he’d inherited from a great-aunt. This was a nice neighborhood, and people grew uneasy at sharing their space with a cult, so Eli generously bought up the surrounding houses and tore them down so he could build additions to the church on the new land. You could see the ghost of the old Victorian house at the front of the church—the peaked roof, the wide porch with the ornate but useless pillars at either end—but now it was a sprawling affair covering three parcels of land where homes used to be, all of it painted a calming blue-gray color that Paris informed him was “slate.” Part of one parcel had been paved to become a parking lot, which was oddly full; in fact, there were cars parked all up and down the street, so much so that they had to park at the end of the opposite block and walk in. What was going on?

The closer they got to the church, the more they could hear the faint but obvious pounding of a bass line, music coming from the complex. An elderly woman with a nimbus of curly white hair and wearing a totally unseasonable turtleneck was walking a Pomeranian on a bright pink leash, and as they approached her, the dog started yipping and growling in a high-pitched, annoying way. “You know what’s going on?” Roan asked her, nodding his head toward the church. She smelled of bad perfume and talcum powder.

Her pale blue eyes took him and Paris in warily. Then she glanced toward the church and sniffed, her expression hardening into disgust. “I never know what those freaks do.”

Although he agreed that those church people were freaky, he had a sense she was referring to cats, not just the cultists. The dog continued to snarl and yip, and finally Roan looked down at the pathetic little fur ball with a pink ribbon clipped to the top of its head and growled at it. It came from deep in his throat, and while it was unintentional, it wasn’t precisely a human noise. He could feel it in his throat, vibrating his vocal chords, and the dog’s ears rotated briefly in as much alarm as a dog could express, and then it whimpered and cringed, pissing on the sidewalk in submission.

The woman took a couple steps backward, eyes wide and horrified, and dragged her dog past them as she hurried off, the Pom more than happy to leave.

Paris looked at him, an eyebrow raised and the corner of his mouth quirked up in a half smile. “I love it when you get defensive.”

“I’m the king of the jungle. I’m not taking any shit from a living dust mop.” He glanced both ways down the otherwise quiet residential street before crossing it and approaching the weird church, scanning the cars parked in the lot up the way and the ones on the street, noting that many of the cars had stickers for bands and local radio stations the likes of which Danny Nakamura probably listened to. These were kids’ cars, or at least the cars of people young enough not to be as cynical as he was. They were headed down the stone path to the porch when he stopped in horror.

Paris had gone ahead a couple of steps, but paused and turned back. “Something wrong?”

Roan took a deep breath, parsing the scents, and his initial impression was correct. He was smelling normals, all right, probably all those kids with all those cars, but he was also smelling infecteds mixed in with them… several of them. That tightness in his stomach, the one he’d felt when he discovered the kitty porn in Danny’s room, came back, more savage than before. What the fuck was going on here? If it was what he thought it was, he might as well go back and get his tire iron now.

Paris came up to him, all the humor in his expression gone and replaced with concern. “Ro, you’re growling again.”

Was he? Amazingly enough, he really didn’t give a shit.
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Like Eating Glass

 

ROAN WANTED to charge into the house, and since it did advertise itself as a church, there was no need for knocking, but Paris wasn’t inclined to let him do that. At the base of the porch steps, Paris deliberately stepped in front of him and held up his hands to stop him. “Ro, don’t.”

He stopped and glared at him. “Don’t what?”

“Go in there and beat the shit out of Eli. He shares lawyers with Microsoft. He can have you sued back to the Stone Age.”

“I don’t care. It’d be worth it if I put him in a body cast for six months.”

“No it won’t. I know you want to get this guy, but this isn’t the way you do it.”

He scowled at him, feeling the rage building up inside, desperately wanting out. And the horrible shame of it was he wasn’t really angry at Paris, but Eli… and yet Paris was here, blocking his way, straight in the path of his pent-up rage. “There isn’t a way to do it, Par. I can never get him—he has lawyers, power, and money on his side. I bet he could stab his girlfriend to death in front of a bus full of nuns, and I wouldn’t be able to get him convicted. He’s fucking bulletproof.”

“No he’s not. Even Ken Lay eventually got arrested.”

“When it seemed like the public needed a sacrifice to take the heat off of bigger people. Eli’s the top dog of his circle. I don’t see him going down like that. Now would you get out of my fucking way?”

Paris crossed his arms over his chest, unconsciously flexing his impressive muscles, and looked down at him almost imperiously, which he could do easily since he had almost six inches on him. “No. I’m not going to let you throw away your career and your life because of this prick. We’ll figure out something—”

“No we won’t. This fucker is gonna keep exploiting kids and hiding behind his wealth, and we’re all totally fucked until he screws with the kid of someone richer and more powerful than him. Now get out of my fucking way.”

Paris didn’t move, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. “What if I don’t? Are you willing to hurt me?”

Paris was certainly fitter than he was, more muscular, but Roan knew he had it on him in both experience and technique. Paris hadn’t been in many fights in his life—in fact, to Roan’s knowledge, he’d never been in one—because he never needed to be. He was always the attractive, popular jock, charming as hell, and no one would have dared challenge him about anything. But Roan had grown up the diseased freak, and he had learned to fight early and fight hard even before he joined the police force. He knew he could take down guys bigger and stronger than him, because he had before; hell, the redneck he’d roughed up was almost Paris’s size. Paris had to know that in a straight fight, Roan would have no trouble winning, no matter how much stronger he was.

And that was probably the point—he was trying to shock him out of it. It only partially worked; he knew what Paris was doing, so he wasn’t shocked. In fact, he was a bit resentful over the manipulation, but he wrestled the black beast of his anger back. He didn’t like being manipulated, but he would never consciously hurt anyone he didn’t feel deserved it, and Paris didn’t. (Eli still did; oh hell, yeah.) “How the hell can you ask that? Better yet, how can you not want to beat the shit out of him?”

“Because I don’t see violence as an answer. Now, what you said about the public needing a sacrifice… that has me intrigued. Maybe we can work that angle.”

Whatever residual anger was festering in his gut started draining away as he studied Paris in confusion. “What?” Paris might not have believed in physical violence, but he could be frighteningly cunning, enough so that Roan sometimes thought he’d missed his calling as a lawyer or a super-villain.

But before Paris could tell him, they both heard the front door open and turned toward the noise. “I thought I heard voices out here,” a woman’s voice said, and even though they couldn’t see her until she stepped out on the porch, Roan knew by the almost overwhelming sandalwood scent that it was Rainbow.

As soon as she saw Paris, her cornflower eyes widened and she gasped. “Paris! It’s been so long! I thought you’d forgotten us!”

“Forget you? Never!” he replied, giving her a thousand-watt smile and cranking up the charm.

Witnessing Paris turn on his charm and its subsequent effects on people was a scary thing. Rainbow had already forgotten Roan was there; she was focused solely on Paris as he came up the steps, his voice light but pitched low and vaguely mesmerizing, and he took her hand as soon as possible, pretty much cementing her captive status. Sometimes it was like watching a cobra hypnotize a bird.

Rainbow was Rainbow Grunwalt (yes, her actual name, the poor thing), a woman in her midthirties who was the oldest and most senior among the church’s female residents. She was a plain woman with the soft, slightly empty eyes of a rabbit, her chin almost absent and her cheeks puffed out to make up for it. Her hair was long and curly, so much so that if it was short she’d have had a natural perm, but as it was, she kept it so long it fell to the center of her back, and she usually kept it in a long ponytail held together by an ornate clip or ribbon. (Today it was a rhinestone butterfly clip that glimmered like fool’s gold in the curly dun-brown waves of her hair.) She wore an ankle-length, gauzy skirt striped like the colors of the rainbow (this somehow reinforced her status as a sad human being—dressing to fit her name), and a tie-dyed peasant blouse that was mostly pink, white, and blue. She looked a bit like a hippie and often acted like one too, but when it came down to it, she was simply a pathetic true believer: she honestly believed all the religious shit she spouted, with all her heart. Eli was mostly a con artist, spouting shit to ream other people, but Rainbow was one of those who honestly believed this all somehow made sense. Roan actually felt bad for her, and he hated feeling bad for anyone involved in this shit, but Rainbow was as much an innocent as the kids Eli was suckering. She was one of those who would willingly drink the Kool-Aid.

Paris continued to schmooze Rainbow, and as she looked at him with slightly glassy eyes, head cocked to one side like a parakeet. Roan wondered if he could step on the porch without stepping in the brains that must have oozed out of Rainbow’s ears. Did everyone Paris charmed look that goofy? Did he ever look that goofy? If he did, he hoped there were no witnesses.

He waited for a pause in the conversation and then held up the photo of Danny that he’d gotten from his parents. “Rainbow, it’s vital that we find this boy. Do you recognize him?”

She didn’t immediately look at the photo, even though he was holding it up into her line of sight. (Paris’s charisma was a potentially lethal drug; it was shit like this that convinced him of that.) Finally her eyes tracked over to the photo, and she studied it for a moment, her brow furrowing and making her look very much her age. “I… don’t think so, no.”

“You don’t know?” Roan repeated flatly. He didn’t think she was lying—she was a bit of a ditz—he just didn’t like how tentative she sounded.

She smiled faintly, although it collapsed into a grimace. “I’m not very good with faces.”

“You remember me,” Paris offered, smiling.

She gave him a playful slap on the shoulder. “Well, of course I remember you! Who wouldn’t?”

Indeed, Paris was one of those super memorable types; but then again, people generally remembered people they were attracted to, their desires given form and faces. At least it spoke well of Rainbow that she wasn’t into kids.

Paris caught her attention again, hypnotizing her with his flashing eyes and sexy voice, and she paid no attention to Roan as he slipped behind her and entered the church.

The interior was just a bland corridor, a house like any and all others, with blond wood paneling and the occasional knickknack on small side tables. The differences began to kick in once you passed through the “waiting area” (living room), where framed art depicting various cats—all big; no domestic housecats here—hung on all the stucco walls, over velvet sofas and a fireplace too clean to have ever in its life been used. Someone was burning incense, a cloying, perfumey dirt scent, like patchouli, and he couldn’t help but sneeze. The bass of the music throbbed through his feet, made him feel like an open wound, and he knew he could track it by vibrations alone.

“I don’t recall inviting any fags,” a familiar male voice said archly, trying hard to offend and wound.

When he was done sneezing (the incense totally fucked up his sense of smell, and somehow he didn’t think it was coincidence), he wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and looked at the man with a nasty little grin. “Hello, Smithers. I see the surgery to dislodge your lips from Eli’s ass went well.”

Stovak just stared at him, confused by Roan calling him Smithers. Guy Stovak was an odious little man, a whippet-thin, almost sepulchral human being with gaunt, pasty flesh stretched over a skeleton a little too close to the surface, like it was trying to burst through his skin and run away. Everything about him seemed narrow and excessively angular, from his thinning sandy blond hair to his knife blade of a face to the pipe cleaners that other people might call legs. His eyes seemed porcine, too small and too close, glittering like wet glass beneath the shadow of his brows. He was the church’s main lawyer, Eli’s faithful “lieutenant,” and a fairly rancid homophobe who seemed to have a special hatred for him, although Roan had never figured out why. Paris had suggested, “Maybe he’s secretly attracted to you,” which was a thought so nauseating it could make him wake up in a cold, dry heaving sweat.

Finally the Smithers reference clicked—Roan saw it behind his tiny little eyes—and he sneered, his thin upper lip curling enough that Roan thought for one crazy moment he was about to bust out an Elvis impersonation. “Very funny. What the hell are you doing here, McKitchen?” A deliberate mispronunciation of his last name, delivered with such catty venom Roan briefly felt like responding, as camp as possible, “Girlfriend, pul-lease!” He was not a flaming gay stereotype; he was not feminine, nor did he lisp. But something about Stovak’s obvious revulsion to Roan having the temerity to be gay made him want to camp it up, becoming a flaming stereotype nightmare, just so he’d run screaming from the room.

But for the moment Roan managed to squelch the urge and showed Stovak the picture of Danny. “I have reason to believe this minor may be on the premises. I don’t need to tell you what a shit-storm of trouble your boss could be in if he’s sheltering runaway minors. Or worse.”

Stovak barely even glanced at the picture, his face seemingly puckering in his distaste. He had one of those kinds of faces that looked like he was always smelling something bad anyway, so now he looked really disgusted. “I don’t like your implication, detective. We are law-abiding citizens, and as a place of worship, we are open to all, regardless of age.”

Slimy little uptight weasel. But at least he’d said something Roan could use. “You’re right. Excuse me while I go worship.” He spun on his heels and went deeper inside the “church,” following the thudding bass down a couple of hallways, until it lead to the double doors leading into the “auditorium.” Really it was just a large room with a high roof, but hey, close enough.

Stovak followed him all the way, blustering and spluttering, saying something about “invasion of privacy,” but if he wanted to try and sue him for something, he was free to. After all, what the fuck did he have? A toaster named Terry, an obsolete computer, and a house with a shattered back door. Fuck yeah, he was rolling in shit! Eli would certainly want it.

He shoved open the auditorium doors and found himself looking at a seething mass of dancing kids, as gel lights swirled and gothic-industrial dance music pounded and thrummed from an undeniably expensive sound system he couldn’t see in this unevenly lit, cavernous room. It didn’t matter that raves were passé; this was probably very close to one, and it had an almost full capacity.

And while the participants were mostly young, some were older than you’d think a crowd like this would attract.

“What the fuck is this?” he growled at Stovak, turning to face him so sharply that the skeletal lawyer actually backed up a couple steps. What, was he afraid of getting some gay on his Prada suit? “Some kind of infected mixer?”

Skeletor’s look was equal parts scolding and arrogant. “I have no idea what you’re implying—”

“Yes, you do. You can light all the fucking incense you want, but I smelled infecteds on my way in here, and I still smell them all over this crowd. If one kid gets infected in this pedophile mash-up of yours—”

“That’s slander!” Stovak snapped, recovering his tattered dignity in indignation. Roan had been aware that Paris had been standing in the auditorium doorway for the last thirty seconds, not so much watching the crowd as watching them. Stovak was unaware of him, or he would have freaked out at having been roughly between two gay men. “And if you persist in bad-mouthing my client, you will find yourself served with a restraining order—”

“Yeah, bring this to court, asshole! I can’t wait to talk to a judge about this place.”

Paris suddenly let out an exuberant whoop on his way to the dance floor, grabbing the arm of a pretty girl standing near the wall and pulling her out with him onto the floor. Stovak jumped slightly, in spite of the fact that Front Line Assembly had almost completely drowned Paris out. And in spite of the generally crowded floor, Paris was an instant star within less than a minute.

Paris wasn’t the world’s best dancer, but he was graceful, physical, and fearless—in other words, he made up for what he lacked in actual technique with raw passion, and that was more than enough. A small circle of women began forming around him, with him as the eye of the hurricane, and some of the less confident or gifted dancers started to drift off to the sidelines, including men who had been abandoned in favor of Paris. Many teenage boys suddenly remembered to be totally self-conscious.

Stovak sneered at the spectacle. “Your… friend’s the equal opportunity whore, isn’t he?”

One girl snaked her arms under Paris’s shirt as she grabbed him tight enough to mimic his moves as he made them, and he didn’t automatically discourage her. Roan felt the slightest twinge of jealousy, then remembered what they said about the pheromone load being at its peak when the virus was in its transitional phase:  the virus wanted so badly to propagate itself it made you more sexually appealing than ever.

And then the genius of what Paris was doing suddenly dawned on him. Paris had come to distract, and that was what he was doing… and there were loads of teenage boys now off the dance floor, looking on from the sidelines in a wide swath of emotions ranging from relief to open, seething hate as Paris danced with and captivated their girlfriends. Roan smiled, almost laughing. He had to remember to give Paris a big kiss for this later.

Roan faced Stovak, and said, with just a hint of a lisp, “He’s just flamboyant. You know how we are.” Stovak recoiled in disgust, and this time Roan did allow himself to laugh at this petty little man.

Leaving a horrified Stovak behind, he headed for the crowd now ringing the side walls, searching for Danny.
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IT WOULD have been too easy, and he knew it, but it didn’t keep him from hoping that he’d find Danny here. On his search, he came across an obviously infected man (no amount of Axe body spray could hide it), in his early twenties who was clearly trying to pass for sixteen. He leaned in close so the man could hear him over the pounding music, and said, “Get out of here before I arrest you for whatever charges I care to make up, and don’t come back.”

The man stared at him, eyes narrowing in hatred. “You can’t do that.”

“Yeah, I can. You know how much cops like us infected too.” He held up his hand, and pointed out the Leo tattoo on his wrist as the man opened his mouth to protest. Although his eyes locked on it, it seemed to take him a moment to put two and two together. “Now scat before I get nasty.”

He continued to glare molten death at him, but he must have figured that this was a battle he couldn’t win, so he turned and flipped him the bird as he walked out of the auditorium. One down, probably about forty to go. He was just too old for this shit.

Roan gave up on finding Danny here, and decided to start showing the kids his picture and asking if they’d seen him. He’d made up a fairy story about him being a private detective hired by the Nakamura family lawyer to find Danny, as he’d just come into a large inheritance from an aunt. If he said he was looking for him because his parents wanted him home, the kids wouldn’t help, but money was the magic word. It was a good thing, and there was a possibility that Danny would be grateful to them for ratting him out. It was a very slim possibility, but hope sprung eternal when it came to easy money—how else did you explain lottery ticket sales? No one ever went broke betting on people’s greed, laziness, selfishness, or stupidity; Paris would call him jaded, but it was true. Those were the easiest bets in the whole goddamn world.

Eventually he hit pay dirt in the form of a pimply fifteen-year-old with pink, spiky hair and a nose ring, making Roan wonder what kind of idiot parent let a kid this young get a nose ring. “I think I’ve seen that kid, like, hangin’ around Tweaks.”

“Tweaks?”

The kid scratched his face and looked around, as if making sure no one was seeing him talk to the narc. Light glinted off the gold nose ring, and Roan had to suppress the urge to just rip it out of his nose. “Yeah, he’s like this guy who lives near the, um, tracks, y’know, down in the East End. Like everybody crashes at Tweaks’s when they’ve got no place else to go.”

Oh, so he was one of those… a guy with a crap house where he let teens he didn’t know stay over. Obviously a druggie—tweak indicated a “tweaker,” someone into the meth or Ecstasy scene—who was trying to fit in with a crowd he had either outgrown or simply wanted to take advantage of. Either way, he probably had a sheet of minor crimes as long as his forearm, not a major-league bad guy, just a loser teenagers would think was “cool” for about three years; then they’d wake up and see the crabs and smell the spilled bong water.

“Can you give me something more to go on? Address, phone number, guy’s real name?”

Nose Ring just shrugged, looking past him as if he was already bored with the conversation. “I dunno, never really thought about it. It’s like at the end of Noble and Westerly.”

He was vaguely certain of the location. The East End was actually relatively rural, and the only Westerly Road he knew of was a couple miles down from his place, so that would have put Tweak at the butt end of the East End, closer to him than to the church. But that part of the East End was—no shock—a haven for meth houses. “Like, thanks,” he said, with a sarcasm that seemed to miss Nose Ring entirely. If he had said “like” one more time, Roan would have punched that kid in the stomach.

Paris was still hogging the dance floor with his harem of admirers, but Roan shoved his way into the inner circle and simply stood there, enduring death looks from teen girls in too much lip gloss, until he finally caught Paris’s eye. He simply jerked his head toward the door, then turned and fought his way through the crowd, leaving the auditorium. Roan went out a side door so he didn’t have to run into Rainbow or Smithers again. He realized he hadn’t gone to see Eli, but fuck it; he could always come back and kick his ass later.

He was out in the car, using his laptop to figure out exactly where Noble and Westerly met (there were so many people using Wi-Fi connections in their own homes, you could just borrow anyone’s connection for Web surfing), when Paris finally got out to the car, slipping into the passenger seat, panting and breathless. “Damn,” he gasped, lifting up the hem of his T-shirt and using it to wipe his sweaty face. “I forgot what a workout that is. Got a lead?”

“Yeah, a kid thought he recognized Danny as one of the kids hanging around a crash pad owned by a burn-out named Tweaks. I’m just confirming the address.” After a moment, and a peek at Paris’s wonderfully flat stomach out of the corner of his eye as he continued to use his T-shirt to mop up sweat, Roan asked, “You didn’t brush off your jeans, did you?”

He pulled his shirt down, and looked at him curiously. “No, why? Should I have?”

“Yeah. That girl who grabbed your ass left glitter all over the back of your pants.”

Paris tried to raise up enough in his seat to look at the back of his jeans, but couldn’t quite manage. Once he’d settled back down, he looked over at him with the slyest of smiles. “You’re jealous, aren’t you?”

He sighed and shut the laptop. “No, I just don’t like trying to get glitter out of leather seats.”

Paris’s wry look didn’t go away; in fact, it was starting to get really annoying. “It’s kind of cute, you know. To know you actually have some kind of insecurity somewhere.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He tossed the laptop in the backseat and suddenly regretted asking. “No, forget it, we have to—”

Paris reached over and grabbed his chin, turning Roan’s face toward his. He scooted closer on the seat too—boy, these Mustangs had more seat room than you’d think. “You are so funny. You do know I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone, right? Well, admittedly, I never really loved anyone before, but saying that blunts the impact. I know you’ve got the whole hard-boiled detective thing going on, but I know what you’re really like. I know that under all that armor you’re the most decent man I’ve ever met. You’re my hero.”

He slid Paris’s hand off his face and looked out the windshield. All this “relationship talk” made him feel deeply uncomfortable. Showing emotion was a weakness, and he really didn’t like showing it in any place that might be considered public. It was hard enough in private. “Why don’t we talk about this later, okay?”

Paris sighed but was still smiling. “Your way of avoiding it. But it’s true, you know. Everybody in the world had given up on me, myself included, and who comes along and gives a damn? A complete stranger: you. And I know the game, you know. People want something from me, I want something from them, it’s a fair exchange. So when you didn’t want anything from me, I couldn’t figure it out. You know how hard it was for me to believe you didn’t have an angle? God, you weren’t even trying to get into my pants—I had to make the first move. For all your misanthropic bluster, you just want to help people, to keep them from getting hurt. You’re the bravest, sweetest man I’ve ever known. And you’re cute when you blush.”

“I am not blushing,” he protested, but before he could get really mad, Paris kissed him. Paris was a born manipulator—and he didn’t mean that in a bad way, he just was; to some people, it came as easily as breathing—and this was probably more of that, but he was one of the greatest kissers he’d ever encountered. His lips were soft, and he tasted of those wintergreen mints he popped constantly, even though they were strong enough to make Roan’s eyes water.

Roan tangled his hand in Paris’s downy hair and became aware that he didn’t want to stop. His mind was sliding off toward realms that had nothing to do with the case at hand—either case—and that was bad because he was still on the clock. It was Paris’s increased pheromone load, or at least that’s what he wanted to believe. Normally he wasn’t this unprofessional.

He pushed Paris away gently and caught his breath. “We have a case here,” he said, by way of explanation.

Paris gave him a sensuous smile, full of promise, and quirked an eyebrow. “You know what they say: all work and no play….”

“Pays the bills.” He dry-washed his face and tried to fight down his own desire. What was an immediate turnoff? He imagined Stovak, and that did it; he was better than a shower in liquid nitrogen. “God, did I just sound like someone’s dad there?”

Paris sat back in the passenger seat, apparently conceding his point. “A bit, yeah. Throw in a ‘You goddamn kids, get offa my lawn!’ and you’d sound like my grandpa.”

He mock-shuddered. “Shit. I need to get a life before I start pulling my pants up to my armpits.”

“What I’m looking forward to is seeing you in black socks and sandals.”

“If I ever do that, you have my permission to shoot me in the head.”

Paris saluted, grinning brightly. “Aye, aye.”

Roan started the car and drove off, heading to the side of town that wasn’t so much bad as just pathetic. But since Danny was a rich kid from one of the best neighborhoods, the East End would probably seem exotic, like walking into a Diane Arbus photo. (If he even knew what that was.)

Paris turned on the radio, fiddling with it until he settled on a Franz Ferdinand song, and Roan found himself glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, watching the sun make his hair shine.

He was envious of Paris’s innate brazenness at times; he honestly didn’t give a shit what anyone thought about him. Once they’d started dating, Paris had told him the whole sordid details of his life, which would have made a fabulous memoir. He was a good kid with good parents, growing up in a wholesome suburb of Vancouver, and a star player on the football team as a teenager, dating the hottest girl in school—Darcy, a cheerleader (of course). Publicly. Privately, he was also dating his best friend’s older brother, a closeted homosexual named Brent, who was the lead singer and guitar player of a garage band that honestly thought he liked girls. He juggled Darcy and Brent for two years—from sixteen to eighteen—and no one ever found out; no one even had an inkling, including Brent’s younger brother, Paris’s best friend. (Paris said they made an excuse for him being at their house so much by claiming Brent was giving him “guitar lessons,” and Paris actually did learn a chord or two, but inadvertently.) In his senior year he switched from football to basketball, because all the football players were using steroids and he refused to use anything that “shrunk his junk,” but he was good enough at it that he got a scholarship to college based on his athletic prowess. In the meantime, he said the sex was much hotter with Brent, but then again, he was a musician. (Paris seemed to think that made a difference, but Roan wasn’t sure why.) He was pretty sure that they were both in love with him, but Paris said he never loved either of them, and he really didn’t know why.

He broke up with both of them by the time he got to college, and he continued his juggling ways, going out openly with women, fooling around privately with men. It wasn’t that he was ashamed of it—or so he claimed—he just felt it wasn’t his place to break a perfectly good womanizing athlete stereotype. Of course, when his loose ways caught up with him—when he was deliberately infected by a woman with the tiger strain and a grudge against slightly whorish men (one of whom apparently infected her)—his “perfect” life completely fell apart. But since he went “a bit nuts,” he never did discover what the actual fallout was; he dropped out of college and out of life and hadn’t spoken to his family since his infection. That was Paris’s one weakness, the thing that made him balk, become inexplicably afraid: his parents. Roan had tried to get him to call them, drop them a letter or an e-mail, let them know he was okay, but he wouldn’t. He’d never gotten Paris to tell him why he wouldn’t; he claimed he had a happy childhood, that his parents and his sisters were not the type to be cruel, but he just “wasn’t ready” to talk to them. Roan got the sense that he was afraid of facing their scorn and shame, that they’d kick him out officially, and Paris wasn’t ready to face it. But if they were as kind as Paris claimed, they wouldn’t do that. So was Paris needlessly afraid, or was he lying about his relationship with his parents?

Roan knew precious little about family relationships. His mother died shortly after his birth, he had no idea who his father was, and he had spent his life in and out of state homes and foster homes, although the latter were rare: who wanted to raise some freak child, even temporarily? Those that did take him in briefly were only in it for the money and were usually pretty nasty toward him. One couple reinforced a broom closet as a type of jail cell and kept him in it all the time, even when it wasn’t his time of the month. They had also once burned him with an iron; he still had the ghost of a scar on the back of his right hand, a two and a half inch diagonal line thicker than your average scar. He couldn’t remember what he had supposedly done to deserve that.

What a pair to draw to they were, huh? Neither of them really had a template for a healthy relationship, so how they’d managed so far was a bit of a mystery. Part of him expected something to go wrong eventually, but he tried not to concentrate on it for some stupid, superstitious fear of causing it to happen. After all, look what happened to him and Connor.

It was a twenty-five minute drive to the East End, and you could see the transition from afar, as buildings became fewer and farther between, broken up by weedy vacant lots, trailer parks with names like “Ponderosa Glen,” and sad little strip malls, all of which looked like they’d been covered with a thin layer of yellowish grime from the nearby factories. Even the sky began to take on an odd, faintly yellow tinge, like an old urine stain on a discarded mattress, and Roan wanted to just turn the car around now. No good could come from a place like this; this was a Bruce Springsteen song kind of place, the kind of place you ran from and never looked back at.

Eventually he found the house that must have been Tweaks’s, and Nose Ring hadn’t been kidding about it being just beyond the railroad tracks; they were so close to the house they might as well have been in his front yard. Tweaks’s house was the type of prefab single level that was popular twenty-five years ago, and whatever color it used to be, it was now the grim color of curdled cream. The paint was peeling, the windows so dirty they could have been soaped, and in the wide, dusty patch of dirt that made up the front yard was a very battered-looking Toyota Corolla and a Mazda with a busted-out windshield and a missing left rear tire. The house sat alone on an acre of weedy, overgrown meadow, separated from a paper processing plant by a scraggly copse of pines about two acres to the northwest. Getting out of the car, Roan thought he could smell dioxin on the wind.

“Wow, this place looks fucking depressing,” Paris said, getting out of the car and joining him in gazing at the house. “I want to slit my wrists right now.”

“Crash pads rarely make Architectural Digest,” he said, walking up to the water-stained front door.

He was about five feet from it when he smelled the blood.

Roan stopped and held out his arm to stop Paris. 

“What is it?” Paris asked.

“Call 911,” he told him, resuming his approach to the house. He was taking deep breaths, parsing the smells, and beyond the heat-baked earth and smells of mildew, the smell of leaking motor oil, there was the sickly sweet, unbearably meaty scent of rotting flesh.

Paris stiffened, all humor gone from his expression and his voice. “What? Why? What do I tell them?”

Roan had to make a decision, and do it now. Possibly taint physical evidence by busting in and searching for possible survivors, or wait for the meat wagon when someone could be inside, alive but barely hanging on? There really wasn’t much of a choice. “Tell them we have a possible homicide here, and maybe some injured as well. Do it now—the cops always take their fucking time coming to this part of town.”

“What do you smell?”

“Blood. Death.”

“Death?”

“Don’t ask, just do it,” he ordered, then backed up and ran at the front door, turning his shoulder toward it before he hit. If the door was unlocked, he’d feel like a right asshole.

As it was, it wasn’t. There was a crack of wood as he hit the door, as the jamb inside splintered and gave way, the door swinging open with some reluctance. As soon as he was inside the messy house, he was almost overwhelmed with the smell of blood, rot, and shit, and heard a loud, constant buzz. Roan tried not to touch anything with his fingers as he wandered through the house, tasting death in the back of his throat. He found the first body in the hall, halfway inside the bathroom doorway, the lower half severed messily from the top half, although it was hard to tell beneath the undulating blanket of black flies covering the body, the source of the loud hum. The body looked like that of a young Caucasian female, and her visible flesh was discolored enough that he knew she’d been dead for some time.

The next bodies were in what was probably a bedroom, although there was no bed per se, just sleeping bags spread over a floor peppered with crumpled fast-food wrappers. One of the bodies was that of a lanky black teen, his guts spilling out like someone had turned him into a human piñata, and the second body was that of a young Asian female, her head connected to her body by only the slenderest ribbon of sinew. Her blood was splattered all over the walls and the boarded-up window, dried to a dark, dung-colored brown. Flies swarmed on them as well, ignoring him as they feasted on this banquet of flesh. If he was correct about the body positions, the boy had tried to protect the girl, and both had died anyway.

The fourth body was in the kitchen, propped up in a sitting position against the refrigerator, a fallen gallon jug of milk adding a sour stink to the general miasma of death. This was an older Caucasian man with brittle, thinning hair the color and texture of wire, most of his throat and the top of his chest reduced to bloody shreds of meat currently covered by flies and a couple of wasps. As Roan walked past what must have been the body of Tweaks, he saw a wasp crawl over one of his milky, open eyes.

The kitchen window was broken out, which was how all the flies and the wasps got in. But Roan looked out to confirm a suspicion, and he got it. There was no broken glass in the house at all; it sparkled in the overgrown grass of the backyard like ice.

Whatever had killed them had been locked inside with them and had gotten out the only way it could, by breaking through the window. And he was afraid of just who it might have been. But he couldn’t think that; he had no proof.

Just because Danny was tentatively identified as being here didn’t mean he ever was. It didn’t mean he’d been infected and already transformed. It could just be a terrible coincidence.

But Roan had never trusted coincidences, and the more there were, the harder they were to believe.
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ROAN SAT against the hood of the Mustang in the blazing hot sun, then took his jacket off and threw it inside the car, wondering if he’d ever get the smell of death out of his clothes. Probably not; he might as well take them home and burn them. They wouldn’t be the first clothes he’d had to torch.

The cops had been here for ten minutes, along with the meat wagon and a useless ambulance, and finally the man he was waiting for came out of the house, looking slightly dazed. “How do you find them?” Sikorski wondered, coming up to him. “That’s one of the worst kitty crime scenes I’ve seen in a long time.”

“Me too. They’ve been in there what, about a day?”

Sikorski shrugged, squinting as he looked back at the house. “I think so. It’ll be up to forensics to give us the final verdict, though.”

Paris had given him one of his ultra-strong mints, the kind that made Roan’s eyes water and his nasal passages sting, but it only covered up the taste of rot in his mouth and hardly did anything about the smell clogging his nose. He was seriously considering inhaling Scope when he got home to see if it could burn the smell out of his sinuses. “I hope the maggots didn’t eat away too much of the evidence.”

“Doesn’t matter much now, does it? The way the bodies were torn up, I think we’ll be lucky to get a partial bite imprint.” When he turned his gaze back on him, Sikorski was dead serious. “I mean it, Roan. How did you find this?”

The broiling sun was making it feel like the sweat was being forcibly expressed through his pores; the sunlight felt as heavy as a burden. He rolled up the sleeves of his white dress shirt, one of the handful of shirts he always wore when meeting new clients. He’d probably have to burn this one too. “I told Officer Stanhope—”

“The whole story, down to approximate times,” Sikorski interrupted. “You’re a cop’s wet dream; if only all our witnesses were so accurate and attentive to detail. But I don’t want the official report, Roan, I just want to know how the fuck you ended up here.”

That almost sounded like a rhetorical question, like what was the meaning of life, or why did people over sixty always leave their left-turn signal on. He sighed, not really wanting to go over this again. “I was following a lead on a case, like I said.”

“Parents who want you to find their runaway kid. How often do you look for runaway kids?”

“They’re rich and desperate. They think there’s something fishy about his disappearance.”

“Is there?”

Roan shook his head, wishing he’d brought sunglasses since the glare was making his eyes water. “He was a pressured kid, perfect, he probably couldn’t take it anymore. The problem is, it seems he got fascinated with kitties at some point. His parents don’t know that, though.”

Sikorski groaned and briefly closed his eyes, as if in pain. “Shit. How can smart kids be so stupid?”

“Stupidity comes along with puberty. Even the smartest can’t escape it.”

“Even you?”

Roan weighed whether to answer that question or not. Instead, he answered with sarcasm. “You wouldn’t have to ask that if you were ever a teenager, Gordo. But your people are grown in pods, right?”

“Ha.” He paused briefly. “Was he in there?”

“The kid? No. He’s a seventeen-year-old Asian male, and that type of victim was missing from the murder demographic.”

“Could he have done this?”

The billion-dollar question, the one Roan kept asking himself. “The time frame doesn’t match.” Which was kind of a lie. Although it was extraordinarily rare, there were one or two cases where people had transformed as little as five days after infection, but it was even rarer than surviving the tiger strain. Still, if Danny had run away and got himself infected that very same day… it wasn’t completely impossible.

Sikorski glanced back at the house as some of the forensic techs came out to confer with the coroner. Paris was still talking with a cop named Ferlinghetti by his patrol car, but Paris had never set foot inside the house, so there really was no need for him to talk to him this long. Was he flirting with him? Jesus, he just couldn’t turn it off, could he? Roan shifted his attention back to Sikorski before he noticed he was watching Paris. 

“What did you touch inside the house?”

Ah, back to formal police questions. “Nothing. I visually confirmed the victims as dead”—well, visually and nasally, but they never ask about that, do they?—“saw the egress point, and came out to wait for the patrol cars, the first of which arrived approximately seven minutes later. I did break down the door, but I had to confirm that there was no one still alive on the premises. If the chief wants to slap my hand about it, fine; I’d do it again in a heartbeat. Civilian safety is paramount in situations like this.”

Gordo smirked slightly. “You packing?”

“My HK is in the car, holstered under the driver’s seat.” Although he doubted there’d be much call for guns in his line of work—private detectives only needed weapons when they spun off into personal security; the movie and novel shit was just that, shit—he did have two to his name, and he usually carried one in his car (or on his person if he was using his motorcycle) on jobs, just in case the improbable happened. His favorite was his .40-caliber Heckler & Koch P2000 SK: compact, lightweight, low maintenance and low trouble (which was also how he liked his men, so it was a bit of a mystery how he ended up with Paris). He was carrying a Taser too, but there were no regulations about or licensing for those. Well, not yet.

Gordo nodded, but he was still smirking. “You know, when I tell people one of the toughest cops I’ve ever known is a gay infected man, they never believe me.”

“Then leave out the gay part. Look, any physical evidence you find tying me to the scene will be minimal, maybe a stray hair. I avoided stepping in the blood and spilt milk too. I know how not to taint a scene.”

“Oh, I know. But you are aware you’re technically a civilian now, yeah?”

“I’m an infected, Gordon. I never feel like a civilian.”

Sikorski clearly didn’t know what to say to that, so he looked obscurely grateful when one of the forensic techs summoned him over for a talk. Roan just wiped the sweat from his brow and wondered when it would be considered kosher to go. He really wanted to go burn his clothes.

Paris finally came back and proffered a bottle of water. “It’s warm, but it’s what he had in his patrol car.”

He took it with a grateful nod, but as he twisted the cap off, he asked, somewhat sarcastically, “Are you always this manipulative?”

Paris gave him a brilliant smile as he leaned against the hood. “Hey, I can’t help it if I play people like a cheap Casio. They just make it too easy.”

“You missed your calling as a criminal mastermind.”

“Who said I did?” He winked at him, then added, “C’mon, I’m your femme fatale… only, not femme.”

“Well, I’d hope not. I’d never get it up then.”

Paris made a strange noise as he snorted a laugh and then desperately tried to hide it, as laughing at a hideous crime scene really wasn’t a very good thing to do. Roan had to swallow his own smirk, but having the water to drink helped a great deal. It was inappropriate to make jokes right now, but actually, many cops and techs who worked violent crime scenes did; it was gallows humor, laughing so you didn’t cry or scream. There was only so much horror a person could take; you had to have some kind of outlet.

Sikorski went inside the house again, and the other cops seemed to be ignoring them, so Roan figured it was as good as any time to go. Certainly Sikorski had his number if they had any follow-up questions. They got in the Mustang, which was as hot as a toaster oven, and drove off, with no one apparently caring.

They headed back home in silence, Paris using the radio to fill the void (oh, Roan would have given his left arm for a decent punk station or at least something different—canned pop made him irritable and depressed), until Roan voiced what was bothering him. “I’m missing something.”

Paris, who had been leaning against the passenger door, letting the wind from the open window cool the sweat on his face, looked at him with surprise. “What? Did you drop your wallet or something?”

“No, I mean about the case. I get the feeling there’s something staring me in the face, but I just can’t see it for some reason.” He slammed his palm on the steering wheel. “Son of a bitch, I hate feelings like this.”

“Maybe you just need to get your mind off it, distance yourself,” Paris suggested. “You know if you try and force it you can never get it, and then you just get more frustrated and crabby.”

“I do not get crabby,” he snapped, aware that sounded crabby. Fuck.

He was right and he knew it, but it irritated him to know he was missing something and not have his mind instantly acquiesce and churn it up. Damn thing. “Fine,” he said reluctantly. “How do you suggest I get my mind off things? Oh, wait—did I really ask that?”

Paris leaned over and squeezed his thigh, giving him a sly smile. “You really are distracted, aren’t you?”

Yes, apparently he was. But not for much longer.

 

 

THERE WAS nothing like sex to make you hungry and tired, even if you’d seen something you thought would keep you awake and keep you from eating anything forever. If only it could cure diseases instead of spread them, it’d be damn close to a panacea.

Once they got out of the shower, Roan dozed off, but he jolted awake when he thought he heard the buzzing of a thousand flies.

It was just a noise on the television and not even a hum; nothing even close to the buzz of hundreds of blood-craving flies. Well, okay, a bit close—an American Idol winner.

He grabbed the remote off the nightstand and hit the mute button. He’d have thrown the remote at Paris—he had to turn the TV on?—but he wasn’t here. Listening hard, he heard him downstairs talking to someone. The pizza guy; Paris had talked about ordering a pizza before he nodded off.

He glanced at the alarm clock on his side of the bed and figured he’d been asleep for about a half hour. Perhaps it should have helped, but he just felt logy and more tired than before. This was pretty unprofessional; he was supposed to be working … but on what? His clues had dead-ended, in the most sadly literal way imaginable. Danny might not even be in this state; he could be in Canada, Mexico—hell, he could be in Australia. A runaway rich kid with cash who had a week on all of them. He could be almost anywhere.

For some reason, that sparked a thought.

It was too obscure to be helpful, and his brain was still fogged, but he got up and walked over to the computer he had set up in the corner on a small desk—an informal “work area” since he still had to repair the floor in what was essentially his study—and booted it up. While it came online, he pulled on a pair of boxer shorts and turned down the air conditioner.

He had a vague idea, and he followed it. Entering the address of Tweaks’s place, he compared it to the address of DeSilvo’s place: according to MapQuest, they were separated by two point seven miles. A cat could have easily covered the distance in a night. But that was insane! There were lots of places between point A and point B, and there’s no way a cat as seemingly bloodthirsty as this one would avoid so many targets in between.

“Oh dear,” Paris said, coming in the room. He held a pizza box in one hand, and in the other the four-pack of the far-too-expensive microbrew that Roan found to be the only beer he could tolerate. It was a pale ale, surprisingly light, and it didn’t smell or taste like piss, which is what most beer tasted like to him. “Working again? You do stop at some point, don’t you?”

“I was just trying to make sense of something.” He went to the online White Pages and typed in the name “Marley Hanson,” the name of Danny’s friend. He got a phone number, and rather than wait much longer, he got up and grabbed the portable phone, punching up the number. He motioned to Paris to be quiet as the phone rang, and a rather young-sounding woman picked up. “Yeah?”

Charming. “Hello, I was wondering if Marley Hanson was there?”

“Who’s this?”

“My name’s Roan McKichan, I’m a private detective hired by the Nakamuras to find Daniel. I was hoping to talk to Marley about him.”

“Oh.” The girl paused thickly, and he thought he heard a stereo playing in the background. Coldplay—the most innocuous band since Al Stewart. It wasn’t bad music, it was just so aggressively vanilla that blandness was the only objection you could make about it: music as plain, boiled oatmeal. It probably kept you regular. “Well, um, Danny’s not in trouble, is he?”

This was Marley? He was expecting a boy, but okay—why not a girl? Marley was kind of an odd name, but then again, he was named Roan. He had absolutely no room to talk. “No. His parents are simply worried about him, and I have reason to believe they should be.”

“What d’ya mean?”

“Are you Marley?” He only asked for official confirmation.

She sighed, in that special way of teenage girls—you could just hear the implied eye roll in it—and admitted, “Yeah.”

“I think Danny may be in danger.”

“Why?”

“I can’t talk about this over the phone. Perhaps we can speak in person?” A gamble—she might not take the bait. But he preferred face-to-face interviews, as it was easier to tell when people were lying, when they were hedging or fudging the truth a little. Only a sociopath or a psychopath didn’t have some kind of tell, some little tic that gave them away.

After a very long pause, she said, “Umm, I dunno. I gotta work tonight… I guess if you stop by Poison I can talk to ya for a few minutes.”

“Poison?”

“Y’know, in the mall? My shift starts at six. If you wanna show up around seven thirty or so, it’s kinda slow.”

“Sure, I’ll see you there.” Once he hung up, he asked Paris, “Is there a place at the mall called Poison?”

Paris was sitting cross-legged on the bed, the open pizza box beside him, a slice in his hand (pepperoni and olive). He took a swig of beer to rinse down the bite he’d just taken, then said, “Uh-huh, it’s one of those trendy young adult emo gear stores. Why? You need a nipple ring?”

“That’s where Marley works.” He sat down on the bed beside him, and grabbed a slice of pizza from the box. Paris handed him a beer, and while he almost refused it, Roan figured, fuck it. One of these beers wasn’t going to affect him, and frankly, after that scene at Tweaks’s place, he could use a beer.

Paris gave him a lopsided grin. His hair was still damp, still clung to his face in a way that had to be deliberate; it made him look like a model in some kind of pretentious perfume ad. “Oh joy. You’ll love it there.”

“You think I don’t know sarcasm when I hear it?”

“When we leaving?”

“She said after seven thirty would be good, so—” Suddenly he realized that was around sunset. “—um, I guess I’m going solo.”

Paris’s humorous smile collapsed like a soufflé in an opera house kitchen. It was so sudden it was like he’d never been smiling at all, and he got a slightly distant look in his eye. “Oh… yeah… good luck with that.” He tore into his pizza slice like it was a hunk of crusty bread.

Paris only had a couple hours until his transformation. Roan wasn’t going to leave him this time; he was going to make sure he got down to the basement in time and was safely contained. There’d be no chances of an accidental release; he’d make sure he was safe.

Roan reached over and touched Paris’s face gently, brushing his fingertips over his cheek; Paris closed his eyes and leaned against Roan’s hand, just for a moment. 

“I always miss you when you’re not with me.” The frightening thing—well, frightening as far as Roan was concerned—was that was almost always true. It was like his world had been monochrome before this vibrant, Technicolor man had come into it. Paris was everything he wasn’t and filled a void he hadn’t realized he had. Of course he drove him absolutely crazy sometimes, not in a good way, but that was the really weird thing about love. What attracted you could eventually irritate you, and vice versa. He wished things were a bit more orderly and logical, but they never were.

Paris glanced at him, lips curving in the slightest hint of a smile, and he teased, “Why detective, that sounded almost sappy.”

“Don’t push your luck,” he warned with mock-sternness.

The phone rang then, totally ruining the mood. The mood was killed even more when he glanced at the caller ID: Sikorski again. He gulped down half his beer in two swallows—he just knew he was going to need the alcohol—and only after he was ready answered the phone. “Did you put out an APB on me?” Roan was only half joking; he was an infected at a crime scene. It didn’t matter that no transformation happened that fast; he’d be a natural suspect.

“I think you’re in the clear,” he replied, but all the lightness was missing from Gordo’s tone. Roan knew that was a major warning sign. “We got a partial bite mark from one of the bodies, and it didn’t match any… except one. One we got very recently.”

Roan felt his stomach fall, turn to stone. Oh God, his first suspicion was right, wasn’t it? “You don’t mean….”

“I do.” Sikorski sighed heavily. “The same cat that killed DeSilvo killed these people. We have a kitty serial killer on our hands.”
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“THAT’S IMPOSSIBLE,” Roan pointed out, rubbing his forehead. He could just feel a headache gathering there, somewhere deep within the confines of his skull. “Cats don’t have intent. Serial killers do.”

“Fine, but most people will think you’re splitting hairs,” Sikorski argued. “This is a cat who, in its first noted instance of appearance, is known to have killed five people in two different locations. You have to at least agree it’s a mass murderer.”

Roan groaned and rubbed his eyes, pushing in on his eyelids so he could see the pretty patterns of spots dancing over his corneas. He wanted to say mass killer was more appropriate, since murder essentially implied intent, but he knew that would sound like he was parsing semantics, being a “kitty sympathizer.” (He was in one sense, but not in another.) “Have you checked the areas between Tweaks’s and DeSilvo’s?”

Sikorski scoffed. “We’re looking to see if there were any notes of trouble in the surrounding areas, but that’s a hell of a large area. Unless someone calls something in, we ain’t combing the area by foot. We are going to increase patrols tonight.”

“In prowlers? You know most cats stay away from road traffic.”

“Like we got the budget for foot patrols. If you’re worried about it, Roan, maybe you should get out there yourself.”

“Yeah, right, I’ll do that,” he grumbled, hanging up.

Paris touched his shoulder, rubbing it slightly. “Same cat?” It was hardly a question.

Roan nodded, leaning back against his touch. He gave himself a second to enjoy it before reality came crashing in and killed any fun he could have possibly had. “Exact same. God, what’s the pattern?”

“Pattern? I thought only people with malice and forethought had patterns.”

He stared back at him. “Malice and forethought? Have you been watching Law and Order again?”

“I try not to, but it has a thousand spin-offs playing on a hundred different channels. Even when you don’t want to watch it, you kinda do anyways. It’s going to be the law eventually, you know—watch Law and Order or be executed.”

He shook his head and settled against Paris, wondering if he could bear to eat another slice of pizza. Recalling the crime scene had killed his appetite. “I know, but… there was something wrong with the scene.” The more he thought about it, the more he realized it. The milk on the floor, the girl surprised coming out of the bathroom. “The kids were killed quick. A couple of brutal swipes or lunges, and that was it—evisceration, decapitation. But Tweaks… he was different.”

Paris tossed the remainder of his slice in the box and closed the lid, giving him an evil scowl. “Jeeze, thanks.”

“Sorry, I’m trying to figure it out. Tweaks was… well, he was a chew toy, as far as I could tell. The cat must have killed him first, gnawed on him for a while, then heard the other humans and went after them. But that doesn’t make sense. Why would it kill the other humans when it could just leave? The window was right there in the kitchen where Tweaks was killed.”

Paris put his arm around him and shuddered. “Hon, I love you, but if you don’t shut the fuck up about this, I’m gonna break your jaw.”

Roan rolled his eyes. Paris could take gore as long as it was the phony Hollywood kind or just graphics in a video game; the real kind turned him into a quivering mass of Jell-O. “Fine. It just didn’t look right. Something in the scenario was off.”

“Well, that’s what the cops are for, to figure out things like that. And you’re not a cop anymore, Ro.”

“You’re telling me to back off.”

“I’m telling you to let go. I know you can’t help playing hero, but there’s a limit. Let the cops do the job they’re paid for, and concentrate on the job you were paid for. Okay?”

“Now you’re telling me to follow the money.”

“Of course I am. I’m a gold digger.”

After they both took swigs of their beers (Roan finished his off, trying not to want a second one), he asked, “Why’d you turn the TV on?”

“We both missed The Daily Show last night. Figured we could catch a repeat.”

“Oh, okay.”

“We really need a TiVo.”

“You buy it, gold digger.” He tried very hard not to think about the scene at Tweaks’s house, because Paris had been right. Danny’s parents were paying him to find out something about their son’s whereabouts, if he could, not to get involved in a police investigation. No matter that it was kitty-related and made no sense; unless Sikorski asked him to get involved, he couldn’t.

It was surprising how hard that was for him to accept.

 

 

AFTER THE Daily Show, they cleaned the beer bottles and pizza box out of the bedroom, piling everything in the appropriate bags in the kitchen. While recycling had cut their garbage output and bill by a good segment, sometimes keeping track of all the fucking bags was a pain and a half, but what could you do?

Paris took it on himself to chatter happily about trivialities to try and distract him, talking about some new colors of paint he’d seen at the hardware store, and how he thought maybe he could paint the living room and touch up his study in warmer, richer colors; Paris was as much a handyman as he was a mechanic and very good at both. But then again, he’d worked at his uncle’s garage on and off through high school, which was where he got his love of muscle cars. He’d briefly worked as a house painter one summer, which turned him off of exterior house painting for all time, but he didn’t mind interior painting. Apparently it was all a matter of degrees. But Roan couldn’t help but object. “I really don’t want a study colored ‘autumn spice’.”

“Oh, ignore the gay name—no offense. It’s this great, warm, dark orange color, very regal, it’d look perfect with—oh shit.”

He turned away from the sink to see Paris leaning against the counter, bent over with an arm around his stomach and panting as if he’d just taken a shot to the gut. “It’s starting early.”

Son of a bitch. That did happen sometimes, usually when you weren’t ready for it.

There was usually a rhyme and reason to a transformation cycle, but it varied from person to person. It was based on the virus’s own cycles rather than anything else, although most infected did transform around sunset, which led some to link the virus to the lunar schedule. (It was bullshit, but people were desperate to make sense of something as senseless as this.) Roan could smell it now, the change in Paris’s body chemistry: it made him smell more like a tiger than a human.

Roan helped him to the basement as the spasms wracked Paris, his muscles jumping and seizing beneath his skin, and his pupils already blown wider than a junkie’s, his irises reduced to a hair-thin line. The eyes were the first to change and the last to go back.

Their basement was a typical one, containing the water heater, the circuit breakers, boxes and boxes of stored crap they had no room for upstairs, washer and dryer, and one thing that made it a bit different: a cage. A cube of steel bars, nine feet by nine, there was barely enough room for a large cat to pace circles in it, and there was a key lock on it, simple and old fashioned, with the key hanging just beyond the lock itself. A person locked in the cage could get out quite easily, but an animal without an opposable thumb would be stuck. Which was exactly the point.

He helped Paris inside the cage and then locked the door, hanging the key back on its hook. The basement had nothing but a poured concrete floor, but the cold surface was usually soothing during the opening salvo of the change, when it felt like you were on fire beneath your skin. Roan sat on the basement stairs and just talked, as they both found it comforting to try and fill this awful space with noise. Paris probably lost consciousness about two minutes after he was in the cage, but Roan was talking for himself as much as for him.

Despite what the movies claimed, or edited trans-porn showed, the actual transformation process could take from forty-five minutes to over an hour, with his kind, the virus children, usually taking the least amount of time. He talked about the case, his problem with the crime scene, but was unable to completely block out the noise of bones snapping, crackling like twigs underfoot, meshing and resetting themselves, becoming something else, as Paris’s spasming heels beat out a tattoo on the floor. He didn’t look at him because he couldn’t; he couldn’t bear watching it happen to someone he cared about. He knew if he looked he’d see Paris’s flawless skin bubbling as if boiling, stretching and reforming, looking like it was melting as short, fine hairs pushed through his malleable epidermis. The shape of his face would change, the jaw breaking as it pushed out, distended, his mandibles widening and mouth bleeding as new teeth shoved their way through tender gums, and then his pelvis would break and reshape itself into something more accommodating to the legs of a cat. The closest that fiction had ever gotten to showing the painful and physically devastating process was An American Werewolf In London, but even then it happened way too fast, as if by time-lapse photography. This process was agonizing, long, and pure torture to watch if it happened to someone you loved. The only saving grace was that the process was so painful and traumatic that the changers lost consciousness as soon as it began.

After a while, Roan didn’t even know what he was saying; he was simply rambling, looking down at his own hands as he twisted them, his joints aching in sympathy for what was happening to Paris. Soon the sound of bones breaking under intense muscular strain gave way to the low, watery growl of a cat in pain, and he glanced up at the fully transmogrified Paris.

He was beautiful as a human and beautiful as a cat, but then again, was there such a thing as an ugly tiger? He was over six feet long, which was kind of “short” for a proper tiger, but since he was three feet high at the shoulder and around two hundred pounds, still broad across the chest, no one would ever call him small in this form either. His fur was orange and white with black stripes, but oddly enough, it was the same sleek, glossy black that Paris’s hair was, giving him an indelible mark. Amber eyes as fathomless and empty as an abyss glared at him from a broad feline face, and as the tiger got shakily to its feet, its growl became far more menacing. No, Paris had no apparent consciousness in this form, no memories, and all the cat knew was that it hurt, it was penned up, and there was a man here who smelled like a rival cat. It would blame him for its circumstances, want to hurt him for the perceived pain and captivity. “I guess I’ll get ready to hit Poison,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand. He had no idea when he’d started crying, but he wasn’t really surprised. He stood up with the help of the safety rail. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

The tiger roared and threw itself against the bars of the cage, wanting badly to get to him, to get to the thing that it thought had hurt it, and its ivory fangs gleamed under the dim light from the naked overhead bulb. A cat as big as Paris could bite a man in half, rip his head off like it was nothing more than a fruit from the vine. And staring at the big, beautiful, enraged cat behind the bars, his lover transformed into a mindless beast, Roan realized that was another problem too: no small cat would have been able to cut a person in half easily. But no big cat would have left a passage so unmarked; the overgrown grass in the backyard outside the window would have been broken in its path. There would be a trail, a visible passage, something showing where it had gone.

So what kind of beast were they actually dealing with here?

 

 

ROAN DIDN’T know why he didn’t like shopping malls. He wished he could say it was a big lefty thing, like he was opposed to the corporate murder of small businesses, but it really wasn’t that (although he was convinced big corporations would destroy the world a buzzword at a time). He just found most malls joyless places, claustrophobic and unappealing, generally full of crap he couldn’t imagine needing. Did someone actually get up one day and really look forward to shopping at the Gap? He couldn’t imagine.

He was trying to remain focused on his disdain, because it kept him from thinking about Paris and about the murder scene at Tweaks’s. He was suddenly wondering what they had overlooked at the DeSilvo scene, and if all the people in the house at Tweaks’s were actually killed by a cat, or if only Tweaks was, and the rest mutilated after death to look like they were killed by a cat. But that was nuts. And anyway, the coroner would soon prove that if it was true. He saw no evidence at the scene indicating the deaths were anything but killing by cat… and yet, the pieces still didn’t fit. Maybe they would never fit.

But he had to stop thinking about it. It wasn’t his case. And Sikorski was really just an acquaintance, not a genuine friend. He thought it was amusing to know such a macho queer who was also a kitty and had a “super-smelling” ability; it was a lark to him, something funny to tell the wife over dinner, but he never got the sense Sikorski actually liked him as a person. He liked him as an oddity, a circus freak. He respected him as an investigator, though, and that was the only reason Roan tolerated him. He wondered if Gordo realized how lucky he was.

Poison was in the rough center of the mall, across from a gaming store and between a Claire’s and an f.y.e., and the music was so loud it sounded like Poison and the record store were having a contest. He wasn’t sure who was winning—Poison was blasting My Chemical Romance and f.y.e. was responding with Kanye West—but Roan figured everyone’s eardrums and nerves were losing.

The inside of the store was actually fairly dark, lit with a neon scheme, showing off “rock” clothes that tended toward leather and goth, with some emo duds on the side. There was a counter in the center of the store for jewelry—hey, Par wasn’t being sarcastic; you could get piercings here—as well as makeup that would make a Cure fan swoon. There was a small rack of CDs against the far wall, and there were some in wire baskets on the glass-topped counter that all seemed to be compilations of various sorts. (Ooh, did that one say “queercore”? He didn’t have that CD.…)

There were two women behind the counter, one in her midtwenties with a chain connecting her eyebrow ring to one of her earrings, and a teenage girl with magenta hair cut in a kind of retro bob, wearing black lipstick and possessing eyes so smeared with black eyeliner that she looked vaguely like a ghoul from a low-budget movie. “Marley?” he asked her and showed her his ID. “I’m Roan McKichan, we talked on the phone.”

She looked at his ID carefully, blue eyes narrowing like she didn’t have her contacts in. She was a little plump in the face, not unattractive, but she had squeezed herself into an outfit that was too tight and definitely not flattering. The top was some kind of black lace corset-like affair, paired with a laughably short black miniskirt over plaid-patterned tights. She wore a lot of chunky jewelry, mostly silver colored, including an Egyptian ankh dangling from her neck and several different charm bracelets that jingled when she moved her hands. Was she being retro or goth or retro-goth? He couldn’t decide. “Oh, yeah,” she said, chewing loudly on gum that smelled like apples. “I guess I can talk.”

He almost said “Over this noise?” but thought better of it. “Do you know where Danny might have run off to?”

She shrugged, shaking her head, looking at a guy over near the rack of CDs. “Naw. I mean, I know he wasn’t all that happy at home, but I didn’t think he’d just bail.”

The deliberate glance away was the tell: she was lying. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Why wasn’t he happy at home?”

Again the uncomfortable shoulder shrug, the glance away, but this time she looked back at him. “Y’know, his parents were just… on his case. He had to be perfect, y’know. He couldn’t get a B, he couldn’t let his grade point drop, he had to get into Harvard or Yale or some other place like that. He just wanted to hang out, y’know, go to a concert, but they wouldn’t let him.”

He nodded, doing his best not to sneeze. She was wearing a perfume that tickled his nasal passages and was sharp enough that it felt like inhaling shredded glass. Was she into kitties too? He glanced at her jewelry and saw she was wearing a necklace with a small silver jaguar on it, and one of her charm bracelets was full of cat figurines. “I’m not bad-mouthin’ ’em,” she continued, chewing her gum like cud. “I mean, they were cool to me an’ all, they weren’t mean, they never beat him or nothin’, they were just very… y’know.…”

“Bourgeois?”

She stared at him blankly. “What?”

He could have given her the official definition, but he decided he didn’t want to be condescending or a dick. Marley was helping him more than she realized and would help him even more, whether she knew it or not. “Uptight; conservative.”

That made her half-shrug, half-shake her head again. “Yeah, I guess.”

He pretended he’d just noticed one of the CDs in the wire basket, and picked it up and looked at it while keeping his arm flat on the counter, his wrist turned up so his Leo tattoo was plainly visible. “Your boss is giving me the stink eye,” he muttered. “Pretend I’m buying something.”

She glanced over at her manager, who was currently at the second cash register ringing up a purchase and then turned back toward him. “Well, maybe you should go. I don’t—” Marley did the slightest double take upon seeing his tattoo and tilted her head to the side, as if making sure she was seeing what she thought she saw. She then leaned toward him, eyes as large and bright as new silver dollars, and asked in a hushed tone, “Is that a mark?”

Some kitties did go and “mark” themselves, literally advertising their affliction on their sleeve. That wasn’t why he had a tattoo, but it didn’t matter right now. He nodded, giving her a sly look as he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m a cat, yeah. I’m a virus child.”

“Really?” Her eyes were shining now. He was another boring adult when he walked in, but now he was suddenly exotic and appealing. “Cool.”

He thought of Paris’s breaking bones and wanted to backhand her across the face. Not cool, not sexy, not exotic; painful, heartbreaking, agonizing. But if he was going to play this right, he couldn’t let his true feelings show. Instead he smiled in a slightly lecherous manner. “You…?”

“Oh no, I’m not. But it’s kinda… I mean, it must be cool to just become something else.”

“You can’t imagine.” No, she couldn’t; none of these kitty wannabes could. “Do you ever go to the, um.…” He looked around, as if making sure they were alone, and felt like a fool. He must not have looked like one, though, because she seemed to be buying it. “The church? Divine Transformation?”

A grin bloomed across her face, as sudden and stark as a bullet wound. There was such joy in it, such raw need, that it genuinely frightened him. No one should be so unhappy with themselves. “Are you kidding? We go all the time.”

There it was—we. Not she; we. As in her and Danny.

Bingo.




10
 
Touch Me, I’m Sick

 

PRETENDING TO be an infected sex predator on the prowl was one of the few deceptions that could make Roan physically ill.

Normally he had little trouble bullshitting about anything—he liked to think that was part of the job of being a detective—but those people he hated in a reflexive, belligerent sort of way, kind of like Fox News commentators or televangelists (who were often sex predators, so maybe that was a chicken and egg sort of thing). Any predator was bad enough, but the ones who preyed on kids were the ones he wanted to flay alive and nail to barn doors with an industrial staple gun. He was sure some psychiatrist would have a field day with that, say it was related to his miserable childhood (and was there something he wasn’t mentioning?), but at the end of the day he couldn’t give a shit. People who preyed on those weaker than them—and why would anyone prey on someone stronger than them?—needed an ass-kicking of galactic proportions.

This was when he really missed Paris. Paris was an award-winning actor that the Academy would never notice. He could pretend to be whatever he needed to be to get the job done. He said he’d been training all his life, pretending to be a perfectly straight lady’s man and something else entirely at other times; he could shift identities as he slid between worlds, so much so that it became second nature for him to put on a mask. Being honest was difficult as a result; Paris said that even now, when he was generally too exhausted to pretend to be anyone else for long, he fought the impulse to lie when he didn’t have to, to adapt to whatever people wanted from him. Roan found it astounding, as Paris made lying an art, made deception a beautiful dance. Him? It felt like he was pulling his own teeth out with ice tongs, and everybody knew it; he felt like people could see through him so easily that they only went along with the charade to humor him.

Still, Marley was clearly buying him as a scumbag (now that was an ego blow). He mentioned the rave thing that was going on right now, and she admitted she never got out there during the weekdays because of work and school. She mainly went on the weekends. She implied that there were some great parties at the church, and “they” met a lot of friends there. Some schoolmates even, people they didn’t even know were into the whole “kitty thing.” He wanted to ask her for names, but her trust was fragile, and he didn’t know how to do it without breaking the spell. Besides, it didn’t matter; that wasn’t what he was actually after.

He asked if Danny ever went during the weekdays, which reminded her that he was also a detective looking for her best friend (whom she surely knew was running away; she had probably helped, probably knew where he was), and she cooled off a bit, becoming deliberately vague. Her boss finally did come over and reminded her this was work, not a coffee shop. Roan looked at her directly and said, “Sorry, ma’am,” secretly enjoying the way her eyes grew hard at being called “ma’am”—no one with a nose ring ever expected to be called that. Marley enjoyed it too; she turned away, smirking, so her boss didn’t catch her.

He bought the queercore CD, and they discussed seeing each other at the church sometime. Apparently she must have thought a straight man would enjoy a CD such as this. Well, it was possible—he enjoyed straight people’s music from time to time too.

Roan wandered down toward the mall exit, which cut through the food court, and he passed an A&W stand. They still existed? Wow. Was there anything more sickly sweet and disgusting than root beer? He was hard-pressed to think of anything. So he went and bought a root beer, then sat down at a table in an empty corner of the food court. (Wasn’t hard to find, since the food court was rather empty at this time of night.) He took out his cell and called Sikorski.

It rang three times before a female voice answered. “Hello?”

“Hi, Connie, it’s Roan.”

“Roan!” Oddly enough, she sounded happy to hear from him. “How are you?”

He had to kill a minute with small talk. Connie was Gordo’s wife, whom he’d met at a funeral for another police officer. She was a rather matronly woman, slightly plump in that soft, older-middle-aged way, crow’s-feet starting to make a crease of her lead-colored eyes, her straw-blonde hair showing streaks of gray and framing her apple-pie face like a designer scarf. She looked like she smelled of lavender and baby powder and made her own oatmeal raisin cookies (which were both true). She seemed like she was too good for Gordo and too delicate to be a cop’s wife, but he suspected that only the latter was false.

After some pointless chatter where he lied and said everything was just hunky-dory, she put Sikorski on the phone. “This isn’t a social call, is it?” he asked sarcastically.

“I just wanted to make sure you rode the coroner hard, make sure he doesn’t just superficially glance at the bodies of the kids.”

Sikorski groaned. “And why would you think he’d be so unprofessional, Roan?”

“That crime scene was fucked-up. You know that, right?”

“Of course it was. We had four bodies.”

“No, I mean beyond badly mangled people. It’s fucked-up. How could the kids be killed in that way while Tweaks was chewed on like an old bone? Why did it chew on Tweaks but kill the others quickly? How was one segment of the house unaware of what was going on in another segment?”

“Huh?”

“The milk on the floor. Tweaks was surprised getting milk from the fridge. One kid was in the bathroom and two were in a bedroom, and this is a single level. Someone being killed would have screamed, would have alerted the others, but it looks like they were all surprised. How did that work?”

“Roan—”

“And the grass outside the window. You saw how overgrown the backyard was, right? So how come there’s no path in it? A big cat would have broken the grass, it would have left a trail. There wasn’t one. How does that make sense?”

“Roan!” Sikorski snapped. “You aren’t on the force anymore. This isn’t your investigation. You weren’t even supposed to be at the scene.”

“No, but I was, and I’m telling you this stinks to high heaven.”

Sikorski sighed heavily and started to lecture him on this being his case and Roan technically being a civilian now. Roan had heard it before, so he didn’t really listen, just sipped his too-sweet soda and read the back of his CD. No Pansy Division?! Sacrilege. But why he cared when he had all their CDs he had no idea. Maybe it was the principle of the thing.

Finally, when he could get a word in edgewise, he said, “Just promise me you’ll look into it, Gordo, that’s all I ask. Don’t let this get dismissed as a routine kitty kill.”

“There’s nothing routine about a cat kill, and you know it.”

“Tell that to the boys downtown,” he replied, and his phone obliged his little snit by losing the connection just then. Fine. He could have called him back, but he just didn’t feel like it.

If Paris was here he’d probably be lecturing him too—not your case, not your case—but he began to wonder what possible connection there could be between Tweaks and DeSilvo, if any. Seemed like the sort of thing worth investigating.

But that was for later. He finished his sickly sweet root beer and tossed the cup in the trash. He needed to get to the church, needed to confront Eli.

And without Paris trying to hold him back, he might be able to beat something useful out of him.

 

 

BY THE time he arrived, he could actually find a place on the street to park. There were still too many cars there, and he thought he could hear the strains of AFI leaking from the area near the auditorium as he approached the church. In the dark, with the wan light from streetlamps and porch lights, and the homey glow of yellow lights bleeding from curtained windows, this place looked harmless, almost welcoming, a harbor in the darkness. Maybe that’s why it was so attractive to kids.

The path to the porch was dim, but the house itself was fairly well lit on the inside. By the time he reached the porch, he was torn on whether he should just storm in or knock. It was technically a church, but right now it seemed like a house. Luckily they had some closed circuit cameras watching the front, and Rainbow opened the door as he neared it. “Roan, you’re back.” She pasted on a weak, phony smile that seemed to strain her in some mysterious fashion. She didn’t seem that happy to see him.

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” he told her, pushing the door open gently and forcing his way inside as she looked over his shoulder, searching for Paris. “I’ve just confirmed that Danny, the boy I’m looking for, was here on several occasions, including quite recently. “

She backed up into the foyer, her innocent little doe eyes looking blurry and confused. “We don’t do anything illegal.”

“I’m not saying you have. But you know there are some members who are more inclined to help kids who may be in trouble, may be unhappy at home… especially if they’re young boys.”

She started shaking her head halfway through his sentence. “We don’t—”

“He could be in serious danger,” he interrupted, fixing her with a stern look that had made a few weak-willed suspects fold in its time. “Look, we all know I don’t like Eli and he doesn’t like me, but I have no interest in nailing the church with anything right now, no matter what Guy thinks. I just want to find Danny before he turns up dead.”

The use of the word “dead” visibly shocked her. “Dead? What are you implying?”

“Have you heard what happened at Tweaks’s? Did that make the evening news?”

He’d been subtly advancing down the hall as they talked, forcing Rainbow to keep backing up, and letting him deeper inside the church. The music had lowered until it was barely a thrum, and he could still smell a rather large amount of people, but elsewhere. The incense had faded to a background irritant, and it was because of that he picked up the faint but undeniable scent of a cat. It was diluted, but quite recent. 

“I don’t watch the news,” she admitted. “It’s never good.”

He had to give her that. “Tweaks was killed, Rainbow, and so were three kids staying at his place.”

She gasped hard, bringing a hand to her throat as tears welled in her eyes. It could have been a magnificent bit of fakery, but he didn’t think so; Rainbow just wasn’t that good an actress. “What? How? What happened?”

“I don’t think you want the details. But Danny was supposed to be there, and I have a horrible feeling that someone’s after him. I’d like to get to him before the killer does. So I need those names, Rainbow.” Okay, he was bullshitting her, but he knew Danny was probably camped out at the house of one of these oh-so-helpful church visitors, who were as kind as could be to those with young, firm bodies.

She looked torn, her bottom lip quivering slightly as she squeezed her eyes shut in sorrow and doubt, but she let out a little sigh. “I don’t know—”

“This could be life or death. I’m serious.” And he was, if not precisely honest. He could see the thought process going on behind her eyes as soon as she opened them, the flicker and fade of emotions, doubt, and loyalty to the church. But Rainbow didn’t just look like an old hippie, she kind of was one too, and that’s how he knew she’d cave and give him what he wanted. She’d be more concerned about the welfare of the kids than her boss’s approval. 

“I may know some people who can help you. Wait here,” she said, disappearing through a side door.

But Roan had no intention of waiting. He decided to see if he could follow the scent of the cat who had passed through here recently, although that was far from easy. In fact, it was damn near impossible in a place where lots of people, especially infecteds, passed through, but with the incense extinguished he figured he had a good shot at it if he concentrated. He closed his eyes to concentrate on the smell, and carefully worked his way through the lobby and its pictures of big cats, and turned into the corridor beyond. He thought the scent headed toward the auditorium, but no, it headed the opposite way down the hall, where it seemed to get stronger by the simple virtue of so few people coming this way and the air conditioner being absent from this end of the hall. He opened his eyes as he banged into an end table, and he quickly snatched a vase of dried flowers out of the air before it hit the carpet. The scent trail seemed to lead upstairs, which was strange. Only a few select church “members” lived on the upper levels, and as far as he knew, none of them were actually infected. Had that changed? Or had someone decided to sneak their bit of jailbait upstairs? Perhaps both. Oh boy, he couldn’t wait to see.

He started up the stairs, which were narrow and creaky, probably the original stairs of the house that had never been upgraded. There was a wall sconce that looked tarnished with age, another holdover, but it was sadly dark so he couldn’t enjoy the feeling of being in a Victorian mystery, however fleeting.

“Roan,” Rainbow cried from below, and even though he didn’t answer her, she heard the creak of the stairs and looked up toward him. “What are you doing?” she hissed, lowering her voice to a strained whisper. She quickly came up the stairs after him, a small piece of paper gathered in one bony fist.

She was too late, of course. He was in the upstairs corridor, which was narrow and unlit, so much so that he could barely make out the braided carpet runner or the separate doorways down the corridor. One was ajar, but it was simply a bathroom; he could smell the 1,000 Flushes from here. He’d just started down the hall when Rainbow did something unusually bold for her—she grabbed his arm. It was pure reflex, he didn’t mean to, but he yanked his arm clear of her grip more forcefully than necessary; he was concentrating on the scent trail and he didn’t like another of his senses (touch) being engaged. She took a step back, giving him some room. “What are you doing up here?” she whispered fiercely. “Guy won’t like this.”

“Guy can go fuck himself,” he snarled. “In fact, he’d best do so, ’cause I can’t imagine who else would.”

“You shouldn’t be up here.”

“I smell a cat.” The scent went straight down the hall; he was sure of it. The hall ended with a white painted door, the largest one on the floor.

He sensed Rainbow stiffen behind him; it was like the charge in the air jumped a thousand fold. “Why—you can’t… I mean, there’s no 
cats—”

“You’re lying.” She was. And more to the point, she was nervous, scared. Who the fuck was behind that door?

He just went ahead and tried the doorknob. It was locked, so he slammed his shoulder up against the door, once, twice, three times. Finally the door frame began to splinter as he put his weight behind it and got angrier and angrier, and finally it slammed open.

What it revealed was a fairly spacious bedroom showing signs of damage—broken mirrors and a shredded chair were strewn across the wheat-colored carpet, the bed listed to the side in a broken wooden frame—but what caught his eye was the movement of the curtain. The color of eggshells, it billowed and flapped in the breeze coming from the broken window like a trapped and frantic ghost.

The smell of cat was strong, as this one had clearly marked its territory, but there was something else. The faint smell of Ferragamo aftershave permeated the room beneath the cat scent, and he knew of only one person in this place who wore Ferragamo: Eli.

Rainbow walked into the broken room, squeezing past him, and looked around with genuine shock. “He… he said he wasn’t feeling well.…”

Eli was now an infected. Worse yet, he was on the loose in his cat form.

Roan wondered if he’d just solved the case.
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A Town Called Malice

 

ROAN KNEW it was far too late to catch Eli—he didn’t even know what form of cat he was, except not tiger—but he decided to look for him anyway. He grabbed the note from Rainbow’s hand and headed downstairs. He half expected her to follow, but she didn’t.

There was no way in hell that “cat Eli” would be waiting outside, loitering in the bushes around the church and ready to pounce on him, although he had held out small hope that maybe he would be. He wasn’t afraid of the transformed cats, not like everyone else was, and he honestly wasn’t sure why. He knew he should be; they’d want to kill him more than most people because he smelled of a rival cat. He just figured he could handle one, and if he died, well, he probably deserved it. Was that fatalism? Even when he was on the force, he had no fear of going into a domestic situation or providing backup when there was a hostage situation, because all he could think was, “I’ve survived worse than you.”

He went back to his car and pulled out his HK P2000 SK from beneath the seat, clipping the holster to the waist of his jeans and putting on his jacket so it concealed the weapon from view. He wasn’t worried about a cat seeing it—they could smell it anyway, and wouldn’t care—but about people catching a glimpse of a strange guy with a gun and calling the cops on him. Nothing sent a cat fleeing like screaming sirens and flashing lights. He made sure the safety was off and he had a full clip before snugging the gun in the holster.

He took a good long look up and down the street, hoping for some sign of where Eli might have gone. If he’d changed around the same time as Paris (and since the transformation was based on viral cycles, that was the poorest bet you could make), he’d had two and a quarter hours on him, over two hours in which he could have struck out and hunted. He probably wasn’t anywhere near here anymore.

Or he could have been just around the corner. Cats were inherently unpredictable, especially the human-transformed variety. The one thing you could count on was they always came home to their territory before the virus cycle ebbed and they became human again. The general assumption was they started to feel bad and retreated to where they felt safest, and for whatever reason, that was where they first found themselves. So he could stake out the church and simply wait for Eli the cat to come back, but he just knew he’d fall asleep due to boredom before he did. Truth be told, he was exhausted; the lack of sleep yesterday was catching up to him, and his forty-minute nap had given him a brief second wind that had already petered out. He was just too old for all-nighters, especially two days in a row.

But he wasn’t giving up yet. He just picked a direction and started walking, hoping he’d find some sign that a big cat had been that way. If it had marked its territory along the way he’d catch a scent, but otherwise olfactory cues wouldn’t help him now. Out in the open, in a (mostly) residential neighborhood close to a busy street, there were too many competing scents for one to stand out. Well, maybe car exhaust, but that was no help at all, and too much of it gave him a headache.

He tried to give off a “fresh meat on the hoof” vibe, but that was hard to judge. The night was quiet, save for its usual noises: the strangely arrhythmic thuds of a bass-heavy car stereo in the distance, the faint barks of dogs, the noise of a television bleeding through the walls of a house he walked past, the blue light almost strobing in the darkened window. He was catching no hint of big cat, seeing nothing helpful, and while he was trying to radiate a “tasty victim” aura, he really didn’t know if he could. He slowed by big hedgerows and beneath overhanging tree branches, places where a big cat could lurk and hide. “Come on, big boy, come and get me,” he muttered, no longer one hundred percent sure what block he was on.

Oh wow—had he just said that? There wasn’t a gayer thing to say on Earth… well, besides “You know what this room needs? Chintz!” And frankly he wasn’t gay enough to say that under any circumstance, unless he was being a smartass.

Eli wasn’t anywhere near here. He had run off, possibly out toward Tweaks’s place… and could he be responsible for that? It was possible, but frankly, anything was possible there. He would insist to his dying day that the crime scene didn’t make sense, no matter what the medical examiner concluded.

He knew he could stake out the church, wait for Eli the cat to come back, and simply shoot him in the head. While it wasn’t legal for police officers to shoot “transformed humans” without attempting humane capture first, civilians could shoot a transformed in an open, public area without any penalties. It was considered a matter of public safety: the public couldn’t be expected to have the major-league tranquilizers and stunning equipment the cops had access to, and they had a right to defend themselves and other people. It was controversial, especially since rednecks put together posses that did nothing but drive around all night and look for cats to shoot, but Roan knew he could use it to his own advantage: he could murder Eli, and he wouldn’t even get a slap on the wrist. It was a thought he mulled over as he walked back toward his car.

He knew he could kill a person—a cat—if he had to. He had joined the police force, however briefly, and if you couldn’t pull the trigger, you never got through training. It could be boiled down to Star Trek crap, mainly “the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.” He also knew, thanks to his illustrious childhood, that there were simply some people who honestly deserved to die; there were some people who had no raison d’être besides causing misery and pain to others. Oh, he knew the arguments—who was he to judge the worth or life of a person, blah, blah, blah—but he also knew, from his own experiences, that there were some people life would simply be better off without. It was cold, cruel, possibly psychopathic, but it was how he felt, what he sensed to be true. If life was made up of many kinds of people, there would be some in this vast ocean who were simply predators or parasites, remoras who existed only to drain the life from others. All they could do was destroy.

Not that he would ever back wholesale murder or even the death penalty when it came to that, but he knew of at least a couple of people it would have been worth going to jail for. They were probably still alive, unless someone else had gotten them, but he knew if he ever ran into those people again, they’d better hope he wasn’t armed.

He walked back to his car without being followed or stalked, and as he got in, he took off his holster and tossed it into the passenger seat. He had a free pass to get rid of Eli once and for all, a get out of jail free card plopped in his lap. Would he use it? Would Paris forgive him? That was the big one, the killer. Paris would know it was cold blooded; he’d know he staked him out to exterminate him.

He had some time to think about it; if Eli was new to transforming, he could have four to six more active days before the virus went back into dormancy. It would give him time to consider whether he wanted to add murderer to his résumé or not.

 

 

COMING BACK from a transformation was akin to regaining consciousness after being hit and dragged by a train. Or at least Paris imagined it to be so; he’d never been hit or dragged by a train. But it seemed appropriate somehow.

He had to lie there for five minutes after he came to, feeling his muscles spasm and tasting coppery blood in his mouth, before he thought he could bear the pain enough to move. He wasn’t strong enough to stand, so he had to crawl to the cage door, and after two tries managed to unlock it. There was no way to describe the pain; he felt like he had been pulverized, tenderized to within an inch of his life by the biggest meat hammer in existence. His muscles were probably as tender as veal.

Ro had left a first aid kit just outside the cage door, out of swiping distance. It was one of their medical kits, though, which meant instead of Band-Aids and gauze it was full of painkillers and hypodermic needles. Paris liked to call it the Courtney Love edition. He had to rest between opening the case, fishing out a needle, and loading one up, all actions that shouldn’t have been exhausting and yet somehow were, especially when you were in so much pain your hands couldn’t stop shaking and your eyes couldn’t stop tearing up, and your muscles decided to have spasms that made your whole body tremble like you were an unstable fault line.

Paris reflected on the general irony of him being such an expert at shooting up as he stabbed the needle into his thigh and depressed the plunger. He used to hate needles, and he still did really, when he wasn’t in so much pain, but at times like these he loved the needle. The needle was his friend now; the needle made it all stop. He lay on the cool concrete floor of the basement as he waited for the drugs to fully take effect, waited for that slow, warm wave to engulf him and carry him away to a tropical, forgiving sea.

He just lay there, staring up at the ceiling, feeling fantastic—maybe that’s why Courtney was such a big fan of drugs—and finally pulled himself up slowly, using the base of the stairs to help him climb to his feet. He still felt strangely loose, like all his joints had been dislocated and his bones replaced with rubber, but the good thing about the drugs was he didn’t care.

He went straight to the downstairs bathroom and took a shower. The sense of smell was always strongest for about an hour afterward, and he could never stand the rank, musky smell of himself. Ro always said he didn’t smell that bad, but he was just being kind, because for a little bit Paris had a near-feline sense of smell and he couldn’t believe Ro could stand to be in the same room with him.

He felt lightly buzzed, relaxed, like he could go lie down or maybe just go out drinking, maybe go listen to some singer-songwriter who’s having problems with her boyfriend. But his stomach didn’t so much growl as roar, and he had to go have a bite before it started digesting itself.

Paris turned the TV on for some welcome noise, and he got the BBC World News, which was always infinitely depressing, but that Daljit Dhaliwal was a hottie. If someone had to tell him there was another war in Eritrea, she was the easiest on the eyes, and that voice was like liquid silk. She could announce the end of the world, and he’d still get a boner.

Ro was home—the Mustang was in the driveway, and his bike was still in the garage—but since he heard nothing upstairs, Paris figured he was sleeping. Sunlight glowed like radiation beyond the curtains, and it was already incredibly warm; it’d probably be in the nineties again. He hated heat waves, but there was nothing he could do about it but whine and turn on the air conditioner.

He ate two frozen croissant breakfast sandwiches he nuked in Chiquita the microwave, a breakfast burrito, an Australian toaster biscuit, and a slice of cold pizza with a can of cold, overly sweet coffee. He reminded himself of a pig in a trough, but it wasn’t his fault he was always left ravenous after a transformation. He did wonder how many preservatives and grams of fat, salt, and sugar he’d just ingested, but did it matter? The virus would kill him long before his arteries would clog.

He went upstairs to get some clothes, and discovered Roan sacked out on the bed, lying on his back with half of the tan, suede-like comforter on the floor, the other half tangled around his legs. He was so deeply asleep that even turning on the AC didn’t wake him up, so Paris figured he must have only gotten to bed a couple of hours ago.

Ro had left a yellow legal pad on the nightstand on his side of the bed, and Paris glanced at it. Sometimes Ro left him notes if there were developments in a case, and he was hopeful, because maybe if he solved one case, he could concentrate on the other. The note was only partly for him, though; the rest of it was Ro clearly making notes for himself, things to do or keep in mind when he was awake:

Eli’s infected, was out last night, loose. Killer? Haven’t done anything yet—weighing options.

Marley probably knows where Danny is, but wouldn’t tell me. Probably with someone they met at the church. Rainbow gave me three names: Timothy Nelson, John Hatch, Andrew Freeman. Follow up.

Connection: Eli to Tweaks? Eli to DeSilvo? Eli to both?

Follow up: Did DeSilvo steal from drug busts? Is this significant to his death?

Eli was rumored to have a drug problem in college. Coincidence? Something else?

Who infected Eli? How much of the church is now infected? (Rainbow clear—Guy missing. Significant?)

Need: Migraine strength Excedrin, microwave popcorn, AA batteries, paper towels, pineapple orange juice

There was something a little jarring about finding a shopping list beneath all these names of suspects. Roan could really multitask, he had to give him that.

But the most startling thing was the first item. Not Eli being infected; really, that was only a matter of time if he was at all serious about the “holiness” of transformation. It was what Ro had written after that: Haven’t done anything yet—weighing options. What options were there? Calling the cops and reporting him as an unrestrained infected in a transformation cycle, or… what? Shooting him?

Oh holy shit.

This was Roan thinking out loud, and as a consequence drawing him into the debate. If Ro had honestly wanted to kill Eli, he could have done it and just claimed that he was menaced or something (although he found it personally a bit hard to believe that there were any cats out there with the balls to menace Roan), and Paris would have believed him simply because he would want to believe him. But the thing he really admired about Ro was his brutal honesty with himself; he could lie as much as the next person, but he never believed his own bullshit for a minute. The fact that he even bothered to mention it pretty much meant he wasn’t going to… probably. Still, Paris now knew what he was going to do today.

He picked up the comforter and draped it over Roan, pausing briefly to look down at his scar. Since he wasn’t wearing a shirt and was lying on his back, it was quite visible. Even though most transformed lost their scars during transformation, Ro still managed to hold on to three, which he called “ghost scars”: they were all so pale they looked white, slightly raised as if in relief. The two most visible were the smallest ones, one on the back of his hand and the other on his face, slightly subsumed by his eyebrow, while the most often hidden scar was the largest, a white line that started at his left shoulder and snaked along beneath his collarbone, tracing an irregular line toward the hollow of his throat. Paris tried to imagine what could cause a scar like that, and all he could think of was a knife, but Ro had denied that was the cause. But he never said what the cause was, and only by precision wheedling had Paris ever gotten him to admit the one on his hand was due to an iron. He didn’t talk about his scars any more than he talked about his childhood, although Paris had picked up enough bits and pieces to figure out it was hellish. The thought that someone did this to Roan as a child infuriated him. He wanted Ro to name names so he could go and kick their asses, even though Ro was more than capable of doing the ass-kicking now. He pulled the blanket up to the scar and then kissed him gently on the forehead, trying hard not to wake him up. His eyes didn’t stop moving beneath his eyelids, so he took that as a good sign.

Paris finished getting dressed, grabbed his keys for the Mustang, and left the house, happy to have a mission no matter how grim it was.

He probably shouldn’t have been driving, considering he was on twice the maximum dose of an illegal painkiller, but he felt oddly sober, probably because he was still in an incredible amount of pain. Pain was a great equalizer. He drove carefully anyway.

The thing about Eli—the thing he never told Roan—was that Paris felt that he was his own evil twin. He was a reasonably good-looking guy with lots of charisma (well, Paris knew he was better-looking, but why kick a man when he was down?); but whereas Paris devoted himself to hedonism, Eli had actual ambition and devoted himself to building a cult. He got people to worship both him and his own beliefs, no matter the fact that his beliefs were quite openly nuts. Perhaps this is what would have happened to Tom Cruise if he hadn’t gone into acting.

Anyway, Paris knew that his charisma, what his own grandmother called “the charm”—she claimed it ran in the family, although it skipped a person here and there—was a weapon of sorts. He never had problems getting dates, getting laid, and he had no idea what other guys complained about. He could get anyone he set his mind to, and he used to think he was quite special, but then he met Eli, and he realized he was just in a small minority of people who contained enough charm to be dangerous. And the more they believed they were special, the more they bought their own bullshit, the more dangerous they were. Eli had hit a special level, a plateau that few could reach: he was a cult of personality now, insulated in his own greatness, confident in his near-godhood, and now that he had gotten himself infected, his people were probably going to worship him directly and forget about the rest of it. It was all pretty fucked-up; actually, it used to be fucked-up. Now it was so fucked-up there was no adequate phrase to cover it. And none of this would be so bad if it was a small thing, even regional, but thanks to the Web he had an Internet empire, and he was head of the biggest kitty cult around. He was power and he was trouble, from several different angles. Even if Ro legally killed Eli in his kitty form, Ro would probably be assassinated by an angry follower.

By the time he reached the church it was pretty quiet, and he found a place to park right out front. Getting out of the car, he noticed he’d accidentally put on one of Ro’s T-shirts, his Clash one. Normally Ro’s shirts were a bit small for him, but his Clash shirt was oversized, so it was just about a perfect fit for Paris. He still couldn’t quite get over that: a cop into punk. It seemed wrong somehow, but he bet he could chalk up some of it to Ro’s contrariness. He never liked to be what anyone would expect.

Rainbow was sitting on a wicker chair on the far right side of the porch, working on her laptop, enjoying the early morning heat. She looked up as he came up the stairs, and she gave him a brilliant smile, which he returned, cranking up his charm. She had dark crescent moons under her eyes, suggesting she was sleep-deprived. “Paris! How good to see you.”

He heard the “without your damn boyfriend” in that, and he had to swallow a laugh. It was unfair of him to use the charm on Rainbow, but he really did think of himself as Roan’s “guy Friday.” What Ro couldn’t get by smarts or muscle, Paris could get by guile or charm. He couldn’t actually pay Ro back for saving his life, but maybe he could make a small contribution when possible. “Good morning to you too. I was wondering if it was possible for me to get a private conference with someone.”

She put her laptop aside and stood up, and he pretended not to notice the hopeful gleam in her eyes. A “private conference” wasn’t just talking one on one with a “counselor” here; it was the first step in indoctrination, in joining this wondrous cult. And he bet Rainbow would have loved to get him in a private conference. “Oh really? That’s fantastic! I know you’re quite special, Paris, and we’d be honored to have you.”

Quite special? Oh yes, he was tiger strain—also known as the “suicide cat.” No one knew why a tiger strain was worse than any of the others, but it was, and as far as he knew, he was the only living tiger in the tri-state area. What an honor; he felt like he should have a sash and perhaps a tiara, waving to bystanders from the back of a convertible. “I just have a request, if you’d indulge me.”

“If I can.”

“I want the consultation with Elijah.”

Her thrilled little smile faltered, cracked slightly, and she made strange motions with her hands, like they were fluttering birds trying to escape. Finally she just wrung them tightly together. “I… um, that’s perhaps not….”

“Oh, so Mr. Lehane wants to talk to me, does he?” Eli said, appearing at the door. He was wearing a button-down robin’s egg blue shirt, sleeves rolled up and buttons open at the collar, and loose khakis that were quite baggy at the knees and probably only held up by the thin alligator skin belt around his waist. Paris could understand: you were never quite prepared for the drastic weight loss the first transformation caused. That’s why some people trumpeted infection as a “weight loss miracle.”

Eli was lean anyway, so he couldn’t afford to lose too much more weight. He had the fake-bake tan that was probably airbrushed on him daily, giving him a healthy (if oddly artificial) glow, and neatly swept-back blondish-brown hair that looked effortlessly styled in a way that probably cost him about two hundred dollars. His eyes were a watery pale blue in a high-cheekboned face that was a bit too severe to be classically handsome, but he was good-looking in an icy, slightly Eurotrash way. He claimed to be six feet tall on his Web site bio, but he was actually only five ten; Paris looked down at him easily, and in more ways than one.

Although a wicked smile curved Eli’s bloodless lips, he never broke challenging eye contact with Paris even as he came out on the porch and said, “Why don’t you give us a minute, Rainbow?”

She hesitated, looking between them nervously. “A-are you sure, sir? I’m not sure—”

“I’m fine, Rainbow. It’s okay.”

She seemed doubtful, but she did go inside the church, closing the door behind her so they had some privacy. Once she was gone, Eli said, with fake casualness, “So Roan sent you out, huh? Odd choice.”

“He didn’t send me out here, Eli, I came on my own. Thought I’d welcome you to the club. And give you a warning.”

Eli tried to raise an eyebrow at him, but he couldn’t quite do it. It was tricky. “A warning? You?” He snickered derisively. “It doesn’t work when you’re known to be the guy who hates confrontations.”

“Ah. See, that’s what I love: generalizations. They do give me such an edge. Here’s the thing, Eli: I do hate violence, as a general rule. Physical.” He gave him a cold smile that never hit his eyes, and felt so false he was surprised it actually held. “But emotional violence, psychic violence? Love it. Bruises heal, bones set, but that kind of injury could last forever. When I wanted to hurt someone, I simply slept with their girlfriend, boyfriend, sister, brother, mother… hell, father even, possibly all, depending on the person and circumstances, and then I let them know about it. See, what you and other people seem to forget is I’m a completely manipulative bastard; there isn’t an angle that I can’t play. And I’m not going to let a good man go down for you.”

Eli was still eying him with humor, but something unsettled was starting to creep into his expression. Paris was being honest, and Eli must have recognized that, also being a manipulative bastard. They were evil twins and all, at least in spirit. “What’s that supposed to mean? Is that some kind of threat?”

“That wasn’t, no. But this is: tonight, turn yourself over to the cops. Tell them you’re infected and in the high part of the cycle, and you have no cage. They’ll have to put you up in a cell as a public service, and you’ll be safe for the night. Oh sure, they may question whether you have an alibi for yesterday and the day before, but even if you did nosh on all those people, we both know you’ll be down in Florida golfing with O.J. within the week. You’re too rich and too well-armed with lawyers to go down for any crime but white collar; you have a pass. You’re good. And it’s better than the alternative.”

Eli looked deliberately bored and hostile, crossing his arms over his chest. His pupils were a bit too wide, suggesting that he too was high on painkillers. “Oh, here’s the threat. I was starting to nod off.”

Paris walked toward him slowly, staring him down, putting his size advantage to good use. “Roan and I will come back here about five-ish, and you’d better be gone, Eli, or we’re coming to take you home with us. See, my idea is, you share my cage with me.”

He looked like he was about to make a smart-ass remark, probably based on sexuality, when the reality of what he was saying—and who was saying it—sunk in. He tried to beat back the horror in his eyes, but the drugs were slowing his reaction time. “You—you can’t be serious. That’s murder.”

“No, it’s not. It’s law of the jungle, survival of the fittest. Do you think your cat can beat a tiger?” A rhetorical question: the tiger strain was the most deadly, and the tiger itself was the most deadly of the cats. Now he was so close to Eli he was invading his space; he couldn’t just reach out and touch him, he could pick his fucking pocket. Eli was forced to look up to keep eye contact, and he was fighting his own body posture so he didn’t seem like he was cringing. “Perhaps I’m overestimating the appetite of a tiger, but I can’t imagine there’d be much of you left, and once we dump the assorted kitty parts left over, there’s a very good chance that the cops will simply assume you were an unrestrained cat who got bested by another and won’t even attempt a DNA match. You’ll probably become a legend, a mythical figure—dropping off the face of the earth like Aimee Semple McPherson. You’ll probably convince them you really were the second coming of Jesus or whoever the fuck it is you’re claiming to be. You’d become more in death than you ever were in life. Which is a bit of a pisser, but at least you won’t be here to enjoy it.”

Eli had paled, even beneath his spray-on tan. It took him a moment to find his voice. “Y-you’d never do that. It’s still premeditated—”

“No, it’s not; legally, it’s not even manslaughter, because neither of us are technically men once transformed. You know cops don’t care if one cat kills another. It’ll come down to Roan’s word, and do you really think they’ll disbelieve him if he says I broke out of my cage in tiger form and got into yours? Face it, Eli, you’re fucked. If you don’t want me crapping you out for the next week and a half, then turn yourself over to the cops and take your lumps like an actual human being for once.” He was staring down at Eli, his chest almost touching his, with Eli backed against the wall. He had nowhere to go, and Paris had such a size and experience advantage that even if Eli attempted to shove him back it wouldn’t do any good; he’d never succeed. “Where’s your faith, Eli? Don’t you think the best cat’ll win?”

Eli took a last hopeless jab at dignity. He looked him square in the eye, setting his jaw, and said, “You couldn’t live with that.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised at what I could live with.” If it was Eli or Roan, Eli just didn’t have a chance, no matter what he had to do. Just to have a dramatic exit, Paris growled, but it didn’t come off how he anticipated. Namely, there were still some lingering aftereffects of the cat; the growl that came out of his throat wasn’t even remotely human. It was deeper than even Roan’s growl, not so much inhuman as monstrous, something that vibrated through his bones and seemed to rattle his brain. Eli’s eyes almost popped out of his face; he was just as startled as Paris was, too much to even attempt to hide the fear. Paris was freaked too, but the drugs made him so lethargic it never got through.

He turned and walked away, confident that Eli had gotten the message. Yes, he could buy and sell the lot of them, he could sue them into indentured servitude, but even Eli wasn’t willing to face off with a tiger. Man, talk about a ball-less wonder. Some evil twin he was.

Halfway down the front walk he turned to see Eli glowering at him, but when Paris caught his eye, it seemed to startle Eli out of his hateful reverie. What, was he afraid of him now that he remembered what strain he was? Pussy. “You didn’t think I was just a pretty face, did you?” He tossed his car keys up in the air and, without looking, snatched them out of the air as they came down, a sudden movement that made Eli twitch nervously. Paris gave him a big, insincere smile, then turned away for good.

Some people just needed to learn the hard way that there were limits to his good graces.
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Destroy Everything You Touch

 

ROAN WOKE up rather suddenly out of a nightmare. Even though he could barely remember what it was about, his heart thudded heavily in his chest, and he was glad to be awake. He was also glad that he seemed to have a subconscious “eject” button, one that told him to wake up when dreams started really turning south. He had no idea when he’d acquired it, he was just happy to have it.

He sensed warmth beside him and looked over to see Paris sprawled on the other side of the bed, so deeply asleep it looked like he was barely breathing at all (those were the drugs for you). Sunlight was bleeding through the edges of the curtains, a plague of light, but the air conditioner was on and it was almost chilly.

As he got up, he noticed Paris had written something at the bottom of the legal pad on the nightstand: Don’t worry about Eli. Really? Why not? He wanted to shake him awake and ask him what he’d done, but it wasn’t like Paris had gone out and killed him, so it wasn’t that urgent. But Roan was curious: what had he done?

He hopped in the shower and went downstairs to get some breakfast—okay, now it was technically lunch—before knuckling down to work.

Although Sikorski was one of the few higher-ups who would talk to him on a regular basis, he had other friends in the police department, including one who let him peek at files he maybe shouldn’t have had access to. While he was searching DeSilvo’s personnel records, he also started searching the database for all the names Rainbow had given him, as well as for Eli’s name. John Hatch had nothing on his record but a DUI and a speeding ticket, both of which gave his address as that of a subdivision in Harrison Park; Andrew Freeman had a juvenile record that included vandalism, assault, misdemeanor pot possession, and resisting arrest; but Timothy Nelson was the real troublesome one. Although his record was clean here, there was a notation in his file: sex offender. Apparently he had been convicted of molesting one of his friend’s sons—twelve at the time—with an Alford plea (which was a guilt-free way of pleading guilty; it meant you were not guilty, but were pleading guilty because a jury or judge would most likely find you guilty), but for some reason he only did four-and-a-half years before being released and moving from Maryland to here. There was no information pertaining to whether he’d finished counseling or had simply cut a deal with the prosecutors for the plea, just that “sex offender” notation. It meant either that he had been red-flagged by the Feds or Maryland police as a high risk, or that someone on the staff had a bug up their ass about all sex offenders. He lived alone about a mile away from the church, suggesting that his wife must not have believed his Alford plea, divorced him, and left with the kids.

Roan made a mental list in his head, the ones he would visit in order: Timothy Nelson (of course), John Hatch, and then Andrew Freeman if those two were dead ends (all Freeman’s troubles were juvenile ones; his adult record was clean).

DeSilvo, meanwhile, was a bit of a troubled man himself. Allegations of thefts from busts dogged him over the years, and he had been investigated by Internal Affairs a couple years back, although they found no evidence to substantiate the charges. It wasn’t above felons to make unsubstantiated allegations against cops, that pretty much came with the territory, but all this smoke? There must have been fire somewhere. Roan was now positive that sawed-off shotgun he had was ill-gotten booty, a methhead’s prize. Yet this didn’t actually explain anything. So he was mildly dirty—so what?

DeSilvo’s first partner, Curtis McAvoy, died eight years ago in an off-duty car crash. His partner until early retirement was Mitchell Henstridge, a man ten years his junior, a man who—oddly enough—had taken a lot of medical leave in the last couple of years. There was no reason given, and he’d recently left the force. There was a reference in his file to the Family and Medical Leave Act, so presumably all that medical leave he took wasn’t necessarily for him. He too had been investigated by IA and came up clean.

Speaking of clean, Eli was. But Roan knew the old police captain around here, McClarty, was a Winters family friend. If Winters’s troublemaking son got busted, McClarty’d have been happy to sweep it all under the carpet and keep it off the books. Roan had no way to prove it, though.

While he was writing down the last known address of Mitch Henstridge, a forwarded call from the office came in. Technically the doors were closed today, but he was still taking calls.

It was a woman on the phone, who introduced herself as Susan Heffernan, and wanted to hire him to investigate her husband Ryan. He sighed and grabbed a notepad by the phone so he could take her information. Infidelity cases were the bread and butter of detectives nowadays, and they were usually pretty simple to prove or disprove. A couple days’ work, and not hard work at all.

But as she kept talking, he realized this wasn’t typical. “Wait, let me get this straight,” he repeated, in a bit of disbelief. “You want me to find out if your husband is gay?”

“I know that sounds funny,” she admitted nervously. “But he spends so much time with Cooper, he talks about him all the time, he invited him to come with us on what was supposed to be our eighth-anniversary trip. And when we were in Vegas, they supposedly spent all their time in the casino, and I never saw either of them. Ever since that movie, y’know, I’m wondering.…”

“Movie?”

“Brokeback Mountain.”

“Ah.” He rubbed his eyes and briefly wondered if someone was playing a practical joke on him. It was possible, but she sounded awkwardly sincere. “Look, Mrs. Heffernan, I think hiring me would be a huge waste of your money. Just talk to your husband. Just tell him you feel uncomfortable about how close he is to his friend, and how you’d prefer if there was some space there.”

She let out a tiny little laugh. “You don’t think I’ve tried? It’s not an easy topic.…”

“And you think spending hundreds of dollars to confirm his sexuality is easier?”

“Well… hundreds?”

“Do you have any other reason to doubt his sexuality or his faithfulness, Mrs. Heffernan?” Sometimes he felt like a marriage counselor, and that was definitely not what he’d signed up for.

“Actually… um, yes. Lately he’s started dressing nicer.”

Roan almost dropped the phone, but instead he put her on hold and laughed. If the husband redecorated or tidied up, that would have been the end of him for sure. As soon as he got a hold of himself and calmed to his neutral, professional tone, Roan picked up the receiver once more. “If you really want to pursue this, I suggest you come by the office tomorrow. We’ll be open by ten.”

“Can’t we just set this up now? I’d rather just know as soon as possible.”

“I’m afraid there’re contracts to be signed, and we’re not open today. I’d suggest you talk to your husband if you want to get this over with sooner rather than later.”

It was a last-ditch attempt, and he hoped he’d finally gotten through, but after a long moment she sighed, and said, “Fine. Ten o’clock tomorrow. I’ll be there.”

After he hung up, he wrote down her name and the time, with the added notation of Ryan Heffernan and Cooper Godwin. He’d never “outed” anyone before, and he really didn’t want to start, but his was not to cast moral judgments, just see his clients’ cases through to the end. Besides, if this guy was actually in denial or in the closet, it wasn’t fair to his wife.

Also he made a note to drop her one of Melanie’s cards. Melanie was a divorce lawyer he worked for on a semiregular basis, and even if Ryan and Cooper were as straight as Henry the Eighth, just a bit too close and male bonded, that marriage was done. If you couldn’t straight up ask your partner if they were fucking around and get an answer you felt you could accept, then why were you together? If communication had broken down to the point where you felt you had to hire a complete stranger to trail them with a digital camera, stick a fork in the damn thing and move on. It was over in all but name.

It made him think of Connor, which he didn’t like, so he grabbed up the addresses of Nelson, Hatch, Freeman, and Henstridge and headed out the door.

But Connor lingered like a bad taste in his mouth. Roan had had two whole relationships in his life, or at least ones he counted as genuine relationships: Connor Monaghan and Paris. So far, the one with Paris had been running a lot smoother.

Connor had been married once to a woman. His parents were staunch Catholics, and he tried to pretend to be straight to please them, but he called the marriage the biggest mistake of his life. His wife was “cool” about it when he told her the truth (the marriage was annulled), but his parents didn’t see why he didn’t just stay married to her and try to “be normal.”

He’d met Connor when he was a rookie cop, and he’d met him literally on the job. A drunken college football celebration turned into a small riot near a downtown bar, and Connor was one of the few who was willing to and could actually identify who had beaten a bystander half to death. (The man ended up in a coma and eventually died. A star college football player went down for his senseless beating, although that was very controversial.) 

He remembered Connor standing there with blood all over his white T-shirt—he’d tried to help the beating victim—clear-eyed, sober, and perfectly indignant. He was handsome, with a voice that Roan could have listened to for hours (he was an immigrant from Dublin; his Irish lilt was nothing like the grotesque, stereotypical Irish accent), and eyes that seemed to vary between green and hazel. There was nothing stereotypical about Connor, and most thought he was joking when he said he was gay.

He knew where Connor lived, due to his witness status, so he made sure he went out of his way to be at a café in Connor’s neighborhood when he was off duty so that when Connor ran into him, it was as a civilian. Luckily, Connor found him attractive too, so it wasn’t too awkward, and he didn’t accuse him of stalking him. (He wasn’t really; there was just something about Connor he found unforgettable and magnetic.)

The first warning flag should have been the fact that he was a writer. Mostly novels and short stories, although he wrote a short play that was an entrant in a local playwrights’ competition. He was extremely intelligent, extremely talented… and tortured really didn’t cover it. He was an alcoholic and knew it; alcohol was a “demon” he said he’d lived with all his life, and when he was drunk, he could get pretty ugly. Roan let him know immediately that he wouldn’t stand for it; he’d had enough drunks in his childhood and on the job that he didn’t want to put up with one at home. 

They lived together for three months, and for those three months he managed to stay sober, and had won the competition, and everything seemed good. But Connor seemed to have a gift for self-sabotage; any time things went well for him, he seemed to go right out and shoot himself in the foot. Connor got incredibly stinking drunk on his prize money, and Roan took him into the station on a drunk and disorderly. He spent the night in the drunk tank, while Roan moved out. By the time Connor was sober and out, Roan was gone.

He made it clear he loved Connor, he just wasn’t going to do this drama. He’d given him the choice: booze or him. As far as he was concerned, Connor made his choice.

Connor was all apologies and self-pity, and while Roan decided to give him another tentative shot, Con couldn’t even last a week without getting drunk. So he broke it off completely. He wished him well—and honestly, it killed him—but he couldn’t do this.

Connor committed suicide two weeks later. Always dramatic, he walked out on some train tracks as drunk as hell, in front of the Amtrak headed to Coeur D’Alene. He left a suicide note that simply said he was tired, and Roan found that Con had left a message on his answering machine. It wasn’t much, but the words still haunted him: “I’m sorry. I loved you, you know.” Roan wasn’t perfectly certain, but he thought he heard a train whistle in the background.

He had pretty much written off relationships at that point. He was never good at them anyway, and Con’s death seemed to be a big universal flashing sign: You suck at this. So he fought getting into a relationship with Paris, at least with himself. These things were always fraught with peril, and he’d had enough drama in his life. But at least Paris wasn’t an alcoholic or suicidal; in fact, he couldn’t even imagine Paris deliberately sabotaging himself, not the Paris he knew anyway. He was like the polar opposite of Con. No worries there.

But he had never told Paris about him. He didn’t talk about Con at all. Even when the paper ran a little feature on suicides in the local creative community and he was gobsmacked to find Connor staring out at him from his morning newspaper, he never said a word. Why? He knew logically he wasn’t responsible for Con’s suicide; it wasn’t even his first attempt, he’d had faint scars on his arm from when he’d tried to kill himself as a teenager, razor blade marks that ran the length of his forearm. He varied from angry to hideously self-piteous when drunk, and declarations to “finish it” were part of his drunken script. You couldn’t blame another person for someone else’s suicide (unless they crammed pills down their throat or forced the noose around their neck), as that was a personal choice. And yet he still felt so unbelievably guilty he couldn’t bear to speak his name. Could he have kept Con from doing it? Did he push him over the edge? Would Con be alive today if he hadn’t left him?

Some tough guy he was. Pathetic.

Nelson lived in a relatively clean but bland apartment building known as the Hampstead Arms, which proved the odd law that the “fancier” a name for a place the more low-rent it was. No one answered the door, and Roan was pretty sure he didn’t hear anyone inside (hard to tell; someone the next floor up was really cranking up the Jay-Z). A Hispanic woman carrying a laundry basket walked past as he was at Nelson’s door, and paused to ask if he was a “friend of Tim’s.” He played along and said yes, just to see what would happen.

As it turned out, nothing. She said he was gone most of the day and usually didn’t get home ’til around six or so. He thanked her and left, adding that note to his small list of names. At least if Nelson had a job, it limited his time for hanging around the church.

Hatch lived in a pretty nice place, a prefab suburban house not unlike DeSilvo’s, but newer, and with more trees lining the streets and the yards. A woman answered the door of the house after he knocked, a slightly chubby brunette with a pale, round face, her makeup barely covering a smattering of acne that decorated her forehead like a scatter of buckshot. (Did Dick Cheney live around here?) John wasn’t home either, although she didn’t offer up when he’d be home. Her expression was pinched, suggesting she didn’t like him one bit; she didn’t know him, but she didn’t like him. Maybe they didn’t like strangers around these parts.

He showed her his photo of Danny and asked if she’d seen him. She barely even glanced at it before saying no. He had a feeling he could have held up a photo of Hatch and she would have denied seeing him; she just gave off a hostile vibe. It could have been simply that she didn’t like his face, she didn’t like (vague) redheads, she didn’t like guys wearing olive drab T-shirts… it could have been any piddling thing. But this reaction was simply too suspicious for him to dismiss so easily. After leaving, he did a brief tour of the property, but the backyard was cut off by chain-link fencing and a dog that looked like a cross between a German Shepherd and a wombat snipped and growled at him as he looked over the fence at a large outbuilding that was probably a shed, but was large enough to have been someone’s workshop… or something else. The yard stank so badly of dog shit it made his eyes water. Again, he made a note to come back and bring binoculars.

He got lucky with Andrew Freeman. He was home, as he was laid up with a broken leg and was on disability from the quarry where he usually worked. He was a guy with dirty blond hair and an honest-to-God mullet, as well as a mustache that was a quarter inch short of a Fu Manchu. To top off his general redneck/stoner look, he was wearing homemade cut-offs and a sleeveless black T-shirt depicting an eagle fighting a snake. He smelled of sweat, cigarettes, and pot smoke.

His watery blue eyes had the glaze of someone who was high, but that also made him very friendly and slightly gregarious. He admitted that he liked going to the church because they had some “hot bitches” there, and the guy he liked to buy his weed from usually hung out there, but he hadn’t been there since he got his leg broken a week and a half ago. He admitted that he didn’t go anywhere anymore since he could barely get around on his crutches in the house, but his brother, roommate Chuck, and “on-and-off” girlfriend Mindy brought him supplies, and he had satellite TV, so he was good. He admitted he might have seen Danny around the church but wasn’t sure because he didn’t pay too much attention to the guys. He invited him in for a beer, but Roan politely turned him down and wished him luck. Only when he was back at the car did he realize he’d never identified himself to Freeman, and he had never asked who he was. He scratched Freeman off the suspect list.

On a whim, he drove past Henstridge’s place, but found the quaint little clapboard house had a “For Sale” sign in the yard, and a quick glance in the living room window proved that the house had been cleaned out; Henstridge had moved on. He called the real estate agency handling the sale of the house, and told them he was a private detective who needed quite badly to find Mitch Henstridge. The real estate agent was a rather hyper-sounding woman named Sabina, and after looking for several minutes she finally gave him an address that he took without comment. He knew that address quite well; it had been a favorite of transients or people who didn’t want to reveal their actual place of residence when arrested—a vacant lot at the end of a dead end street downtown. Fifteen years ago there had been an apartment building there, but it was condemned and then burned down, and the city, which owned the land, had done absolutely nothing with it. But the address still technically existed on city maps and would register as valid to anyone who checked in any way but personally.

So Henstridge had turned rabbit? According to Sabina, the house had only gone up for sale two days ago, and he was “highly motivated to sell,” although she couldn’t exactly say why. Well, this didn’t make sense at all. It was possible it was just coincidence; maybe the family member who was sick had died. Then why give a fake address?

He was running and hiding. But from whom and why? Curiouser and curiouser.

He sat in his car and called Sikorski. As soon as he answered, he asked, “What do you know about a former cop named Mitchell Henstridge?”

Sikorski sighed heavily. “Don’t you believe in foreplay?”

“I’m Scottish. My idea of foreplay is ‘roll over, Margaret.’ So what do you know?”

He snickered. “Wouldn’t it be Angus in your case?”

“Don’t ruin a classic joke, Gordo.”

He heard him settle back in his chair, which creaked like doors in a haunted house. “The name sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t place it. When did he leave the force?”

“Three months ago. He was DeSilvo’s partner.”

“Oh. Why are you checking out DeSilvo?”

“I’m checking out Henstridge now. I’m finding some oddities in his current behavior that could use a bit of explaining.”

“Like what?” Sikorski challenged, almost belligerently.

“Like giving 1520 Oakview as his home address.”

“Oakview? The dead drop?” That’s what cops called that area: “dead drop lane.” Mainly because it would be a perfect place for a money exchange with kidnappers, but also because dead people had a tendency to show up there with great regularity. Many were just ODs and transients who died in the cold, but sometimes they were people killed on the spot, or killed elsewhere and then dumped in the vacant lot. It was a really fun part of the city. “That is weird. Is he escaping creditors?”

“You tell me.”

“Huh.” Roan heard the click of his fingers on his keyboard as Sikorski went to work. “Here I thought you were calling to gloat.”

“Gloat? Over what?”

“Coupla things. Eli Winters showed up with that hard-ass lawyer of his—what’s his name, Stovik?”

“Stovak. Why’d he show up?”

“Apparently he’s infected and doesn’t have any restraints; he was out last night. He thought somebody told us already and was doing damage control. Who woulda known and not told us?”

“It’s a big church, Gordo.” What had Paris said to Eli? Oh, now Roan had to know how he could have scared Eli into a confession at the police department. Again, Paris had the makings of an excellent super-villain, which really should have scared the shit out of everyone, but he was so disarmingly pretty you couldn’t help but think he was honestly harmless. And that just made him that much more dangerous. “What’s the other thing?”

“Oh, the coroner’s report came back on the kids at Tweaks’s place. You were right.”

His stomach burned, and he suddenly felt more awake than he had all day. “What? How?”

“The kids were killed by a bladed weapon, probably a machete, hours before Tweaks was killed. The cat gnawed on them, but there’s some indications they were killed at different times and repositioned afterward. Why, we don’t know. Tweaks was definitely killed by the cat, though.”

Vindication should have felt better than this, but he supposed when it came to a mass slaughter, there was never anything to feel good about.
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HE AND Gordo talked for a few more moments, but neither of them could think of a viable scenario where the kids would be killed, then a cat would get loose in the house and kill Tweaks and gnaw on all the corpses. It didn’t seem to fit any workable plan they could think up. But after he hung up, sweating miserably in the hot-box Mustang, he realized there was an un-viable setup that would kind of fit: a smart cat. A cat that knew what it was doing, even in its non-human form. It was part of the killing; perhaps Tweaks was also a part of it, but then Tweaks was killed in an attempt to cover it all up.

That story had more holes in it than a sieve, even if you set aside the fact that there’d never been a cat that had retained an iota of human self-awareness. It was even more unlikely than Gordo’s pet “virus child cat mutation” theory (which was right up there with “Bat Boy Becomes Secretary of Agriculture”).

He rubbed his eyes and then pulled his T-shirt out of his armpits, as he was sweating enough that it was sticking to him. God, he hated this fucking heat wave; he hated the weather and he hated this goddamn case. Well, okay, it wasn’t his case, he wasn’t a cop anymore, but so far he had been right. That and five dollars would get him a latte, okay, but he now felt a duty to see this case through to the end.

So what did they have? A bunch of dead bodies, three killed one way, one another way, all in the same house, and all chewed on by the same cat, which had presumably jumped out the back window and yet didn’t leave a path in the backyard. A magical cat and a magical killer. He hit the steering wheel in frustration and started the car, just to get the hell out of there.

He stopped by a Starbucks, which he shouldn’t have done because he couldn’t see how anyone could justify charging so much for coffee or tea… but those green tea lattes were so good; goddamn the Starbucks corporation! They were in it with Microsoft, some kind of Seattle hegemony determined to wring every cent out of you. (He liked to entertain wild conspiracy theories from time to time, solely for their entertainment value. Paris had once thought up a great one involving grunge music, flannel shirts, and sexually frustrated loggers, but he couldn’t remember how it went now.)

By the time he got home he had called “fag hag” Randi Kim and asked her if she could check out all known financial records for DeSilvo and Henstridge, and if she went extra-legal that was fine, she just wasn’t to tell him. Randi not only had connections across all financial institutions, but she had a cousin who worked for the IMF—well connected didn’t even begin to describe Randi. But of course she wanted something for the info, so he had to promise she could come over to dinner one night. Why she wanted to come over to dinner at their place he had no idea; why was that a prize? So she could stare at Paris while he ate his mashed potatoes?

Oh. Come to think of it, yes, staring at Paris was always a prize.

Speaking of which, Par was up and working on the plywood reinforcement to the broken sliding door. He’d called some people he knew to get an estimate on replacing the glass, but apparently the cheapest estimate was in the thousands. So he was shoring up the plywood for now, until they could save up for that additional expense. Because it was so hot, Paris was wearing nothing but his cargo shorts, and the hammer he wore through one of the loops was pulling his shorts down until they were just barely covering his firm little ass. Roan watched a bead of sweat trickle down his lovely long spine and thought he should really throw him in the shower and get in with him.

Pheromones—all it was. He could ignore it. He could, seriously, honestly. (As long as Paris stopped parading around him all sweaty and half naked and muscular and… oh shit, he hated this part of the viral cycle.)

He went upstairs so he’d stop looking at Paris and got down to work on his computer, background-checking Tweaks. His real name was Anthony Andersen, and Roan couldn’t believe it when his birth certificate said he was thirty-two. He looked like he was in his midforties at least; he looked like fucking hell for his age. But drugs could do that to some people.

Another shocking thing was he had been married and divorced and had two kids, the youngest four years old. Tweaks was a college dropout who used to work for a software company until he apparently discovered the waning edge of the rave scene and first experienced Ecstasy and meth. It was all downhill for Tweaks from there, as he lost his job and his wife in subsequent order, as well as his expensive condo in Lakeside, trading it in for that dilapidated house right by the railroad tracks in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. Tweaks had a spotty employment record after that, usually just doing odd jobs, most at minimum wage, all well below his experience level. With his résumé he could have done a hell of a lot better, but that meant actually putting effort into it and actually agreeing to show up to work on a regular schedule. He owed child support into the double digit thousands at the time of his death.

He was arrested several times for disorderly conduct as well as possession of drug paraphernalia, but somehow he never got nailed for drug possession itself, so he’d managed to keep some of his wits about him as far as that went—or he’d had the special luck of the intensely stupid, which Roan knew existed. His last arrest was six months ago, when he was run in for public intoxication after cops busted up a rave at a house in Edgewood (he was probably just stupidly high, but it was also probably easier for the arresting officer to nail him on a public intoxication beef).

And that’s when Roan’s heart skipped a beat. The arresting officers? Hank DeSilvo and Mitchell Henstridge.

No fucking way.

He stared at the computer screen for a moment, willing the words to change back into what they were, not what he wanted to see, but they didn’t. DeSilvo and Henstridge were the last to arrest Tweaks; now two of them were dead by cat, and the third was presumably on the run. What the fuck…?

Now he investigated the house in Edgewood. It was owned at the time of the party by a guy named Edgar Rodriguez, but had since been taken back by the bank that held the mortgage, since he’d defaulted shortly after the rave. Rodriguez had moved out of state as well, relocating to Florida. Coincidence? Perhaps; his record was clean.

But now he had a connection between Tweaks, DeSilvo, and Henstridge. Still, it was what a prosecutor would call circumstantial, at best. So they arrested him, so what? Eight different cops had arrested Tweaks in his brief life as a junkie, and DeSilvo and Henstridge had arrested hundreds of people in their time as cops, DeSilvo alone possibly thousands.

Yet his gut, his detective “instinct” was absolutely screaming. This meant something, this had to. No way was this just coincidence. He had tied the three men together for a very brief period in time, and now death seemed to be tying them together again. That had to be something.

What the fuck had happened in that house in Edgewood? If he could find Henstridge, he could ask him. But oddly enough, he didn’t trust him to tell the truth.

He had finished making a note of the rave house when Paris came upstairs, complaining, “Now I thought those lascivious looks you were giving me earlier were going to add up to something.”

“They weren’t lascivious, they were… distracted.”

“Don’t be a tease; it doesn’t suit you.” He ducked into the attached bathroom and came out toweling off the sweat. “You have that look on your face.”

“Lascivious, is it?”

“No, it’s your I’ve-blown-the-case-wide-open face. So what did you discover, Sherlock?”

“A connection between DeSilvo, Henstridge, and Tweaks.”

“Who’s Henstridge?” he asked, sitting on the end of the bed. It looked like he’d pseudo-made the bed, which meant he’d just spread the blanket over the top and figured, good enough.

“DeSilvo’s partner. Oh, and what did you do to Eli? He grabbed Guy and scampered to the police.”

Paris chuckled, a sly grin breaking across his face. “I told him he either threw himself on the mercy of the cops, or we were gonna be over there pre-sundown and drag him back here so he could share a cage with me.”

Roan stared at him, hoping Paris was joking, but he clearly wasn’t; his clear blue eyes sparkled like diamonds. “You threatened to eat him?”

“Not in a good way.”

Roan rubbed his eyes and wondered what kind of lecture he’d get from Guy next time he saw him. That was assuming Eli told him what had happened—maybe he wouldn’t. Guy hated him openly, Eli treated him with smug contempt, but both of them seemed unsure how to feel about Paris. Did his beauty or charm—or both—make him hate-proof? Or did Paris so kill them with (patently false, although they never quite caught on) kindness that they put him in the “okay” category? Maybe they just dismissed him; maybe he didn’t even register on their radar. (Although Roan was willing to bet that he did now.) “You think you know a guy, and then he does something like this.”

“Oh, come on. I knew it would work because I know exactly what Eli thinks of us. He thinks we’re a couple of weird and potentially dangerous gay boys who don’t deserve the “gift” of infection and are living proof that his god occasionally makes no sense, especially since his god hates fags.” He paused. “Wait—do the cat worshipers hate queers?”

“I don’t know, I can’t say as I’ve read their entire playbook. But it’s a safe assumption, since nearly all religions do.”

“Yeah, figured. Doesn’t it just make you feel so special?”

“I’ve always felt special. Being handled like nuclear waste for most of your life can do that to a person.”

“Shall I go get the violin?”

Roan flipped him his middle finger, and Paris just chuckled, the sly grin never leaving his face. Actually, he appreciated Par never letting him slide down into self-pity, but telling him that would only encourage him. After a moment, Paris asked, “What about the case you’re actually being paid for?”

Again, he never let him get away with anything, but that was good. Annoying as shit, but necessary; much like medicine, it was good for him, no matter how bad it initially tasted. “I may be close to him. That woman at the Hatch house acted way too hostile, and Nelson wasn’t home, so I intend to go back tonight and see if I can get him after work. If neither of those leads pan out, I only have to wait until the weekend.”

“Why?”

“Marley has weekends off, and that’s when she usually joined Danny at the church.”

It took him a moment, but he got it. “You’re going to tail her.”

He nodded. “See if she leads me to him.”

Paris stood up and stretched, deliberately showing off his nicer-than-average torso, all lean muscle that he genuinely worked to get, as opposed to those strange people who spent huge chunks of their day in loud, depressing gyms. And Roan hated him all the more because he could work in a steel mill for ten hours a day for a year and never look like that. It just wasn’t fair. But then again, Paris’s odd mix of hard work and vanity had probably saved his life; all the doctors speculated that he only survived the tiger strain because he was in peak physical condition. Anything less, and the stress of the change would have killed him. 

“Isn’t that a bit weird, you tailing a teenage girl?”

“Tell me about it. I already feel like a stalker, and I haven’t done anything yet.”

The turns life took sometimes could give you whiplash.

 

 

ONCE HE had Paris safely locked in his cage for the evening, Roan placed a call to the Nakamuras, but only got their home answering service. The message he left was honest, that he hadn’t found Danny yet, but he was confident he was still in the city and he was on the verge of finding him. He told them to call back if they wanted further details, but he honestly wasn’t sure how much he’d tell them if they did. Did he have the right to violate Danny’s privacy by telling them about his fascination with kitty culture and the church? Yes, his parents probably had the right to know, but Danny was on the verge of adulthood and probably felt infringed upon by his parents enough. If he wanted to tell them, he could, and they should really hear it from him, not a private detective. He thought Danny’s obsession was idiotic and dangerous, and yet it felt almost like “outing” someone, and again, that wasn’t something he was inclined to do.

He showered and changed into clean clothes, which made him feel marginally better and then drove back out to the Hampstead Arms. The heat still rose off the pavement in shimmering waves even as the sky turned a deep blood-orange beyond the inverted cracker-box shape of the building, making it look more dingy and ominous than it actually had in unforgiving sunlight. There was a racially mixed group of kids playing in the cracked parking lot, most of them between seven and ten, and they all gave him dirty looks. He wanted to ask if it was his face, his clothes—what was with people giving him unaccountable dirty looks? His tattoo wasn’t visible, he wasn’t carrying his gun, and it certainly didn’t read “dirty fag” on his forehead, as he had checked before he left the house. Maybe it was just this part of town; maybe they equated a stranger with trouble.

He knocked on Nelson’s door, the surface marred with peeling paint, and he saw the glass peephole darken as Nelson looked out of it. In a strangely quavering voice, he asked, “What do you want?”

“Mr. Nelson, I’m Roan McKichan, a private detective working on a missing persons case related to the Church of the Divine Transformation. May I speak with you a moment?”

There was no answer, and for a moment he thought he’d best step to the side so, in case Nelson was getting his shotgun, the first shot would go wide, but after a long moment he opened the door a crack, the inner chain lock still securely fastened. “I haven’t done anything wrong,” he hissed, his voice an angry whisper. He was a slightly bloodshot brown eye staring out of a face yellowed with nicotine and liver problems, his hair so short it was almost shaved to a nub, a stain of black like mold discoloring his scalp. He smelled ill; Roan could actually smell a certain sickly, vaguely rotten odor coming from him that was by no means a good sign.

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Mr. Nelson,” he said smoothly, producing the photo of Danny from his pocket. “I’m just wondering if you’ve seen this boy at the church lately.”

“Did you find out about me on that Web site, is that it?” he continued in an angry, breathless whisper. “I don’t know what you people want from me, I served my time, I—”

“Sir, I’m not here to harass you. I simply want to know if you’ve seen this boy.” He kept his tone soothing and low, like he was talking to a spooked animal. By Web site he assumed Nelson meant one of those that cheerfully listed the names and addresses of everyone declared a sex offender; there were so many he really had no idea which one the man meant.

That one eye glared at him over the chain for several long seconds, and then he looked down at the photo, which he stared at for several seconds. “I dunno. I can’t tell the Asian kids apart.”

Charming. He had to keep his poker face on firmly to keep from grimacing, rolling his eyes, and asking how the weather was in 1952. Roan pocketed Danny’s photo and pulled out one of his business cards, which he held out toward the crack in the door. “If you see him, I’d appreciate a call.”

Nelson reached through the crack and snatched the card away like it might come alive and bite him. “I didn’t do nothin’,” he protested. “I’m leavin’ the kids alone.”

Roan nodded, glad but not convinced that this was truly a decision made by him. “Is it cirrhosis of the liver?”

The eye seemed to get higher as he stiffened in shock. “What?”

“What you have. It’s a liver disease, right?”

Roan heard him swallow hard, a dry click in his throat, and that single accusing eye shined wetly with something akin to regret. “Liver cancer. H-how did you—”

“I’m a detective, Mr. Nelson,” he replied blithely, turning and walking away. Chemotherapy would explain his unfortunate haircut.

In the car, he made a mental note to cross Nelson off the list. He was too ill to be a threat to anyone at this rate, although just barely. He was convicted of molesting a boy, and he lived in an apartment building full of kids in the same age range as his victim. And he was “reformed,” huh? Maybe that just meant he jacked off while watching them from the window; either way, if Nelson had been in full health, Roan might have felt it was his civic duty to warn the parents to watch their kids more closely.

So, he could smell cancer. That was just fucking creepy. He decided he was never going to mention that to anyone and hope that this was a complete fluke, something that would never happen again.

Roan was about to start the car when the opening chords of Pete Townsend’s “Rough Boys” started, startling the shit out of him and making him drop his keys. He quickly deduced it was his cell phone going off, as Paris had clearly fucked with his ringtone. He liked a plain, simple ringtone, something professional, but Paris lived to monkey around with it. Since Paris had put “Rough Boys” on his phone before, he had to ask him why, and Paris claimed the song reminded him of him. He was not rough trade! Okay, yeah, he was kind of butch, but he wasn’t a leather daddy. Roan decided he should just take it as a compliment—kind of—and let it go, but he had uninstalled it from his phone. Clearly Paris had reinstalled it. But it could have been worse. Paris’s ringtone varied lately between “Michael,” Franz Ferdinand’s ode to homosexual lust, and “Let The Wind Erase Me” by Assemblage 23, a bouncy piece of electro-beat-pop that wouldn’t have been out of place in a gay nightclub. The only gayer things he could have had were show tunes or something by Clay Aiken.

He was a little surprised to see that it was Sikorski calling him. “What’s up, Gordo?”

“You doing anything right now?”

What a weird reply. If it had come from anyone else, he might have suspected it was a bad come-on. “Just work. Why?”

“We need you to come by the station and get a bite print from Winters for us. Vasquez is in Toronto.”

“What?” He put the phone down and leaned his head against the steering wheel, barely repressing the urge to head-butt it until either his skull or the wheel broke. It was standard practice for all police departments voluntarily (or involuntarily) restraining cats to get a “bite print” from them, since most were as unique as a human bite print. The problem was, usually only a certified handler could do it—the union wouldn’t let a cop do it—and as a rare “cat handler,” Annie Vasquez did all the “cat business” for every police department on this side of the state. Since she sometimes had her hands full, he had been asked personally by Chief Matthews to become certified, in case “filling in” needed to be done within the precinct. Much to his chagrin and horror, getting certified was sitting through a three-hour class—it had been harder to get his detective license. “Why the fuck is she in Toronto?”

“Some kind of conference. It’d take us a couple of days to get someone from the university, ’cause they seem to be all on vacations.”

How nice to know he was the last resort. “Fine. But I want Stovak gone; I ain’t dealing with that piece of shit right now.”

Sikorski grunted an agreement. “We already got him the fuck out of here. God, whatta piece of work. I just wanted to stomp on his head until it broke like a hollow chocolate Easter egg.”

“He seems to have that effect on people.” The Guy effect seemed to be the direct opposite of the Paris effect: repulsion instead of attraction. He sighed and glanced at his watch, aware that he honestly had no timetable for visiting the Hatch house. “Fine, I’ll be right over. Oh, and there’s something you should know: DeSilvo and Henstridge were the last officers to arrest Tweaks, six months ago.”

Now Gordo sighed right back at him. It was almost a contest. “So? Do you know how many cops have arrested Tweaks in his lifetime?”

“Around here? Eight: Jones, Alvarez, Thun, Martinez, Scott, Jackson, DeSilvo, and Henstridge. I refuse to believe it’s mere coincidence when both DeSilvo and Tweaks were killed by the same unidentifiable cat.”

The pause on Gordo’s end was so long it threatened to stretch into eternity, and he could feel the disapproval coming in waves over the phone line. “How the hell do you know that?”

“I can’t reveal my sources. But look at it this way—I’m doing the work for you. All you have to do is reap the glory.”

“Reap the glory?” he repeated in disbelief. “God, you are so gay sometimes.”

“I’ll be right there. Hide the homophobes.” He shut off his phone—Pete Townsend was not startling him again—and started the car, which had heated up about twenty degrees while he’d been talking. While Gordo didn’t like that Roan clearly still had access to police files, he probably wasn’t going to make a big stink about it, because he honestly did like other people to do his work for him sometimes. He wasn’t lazy, he was just usually juggling a dozen active cases at once.

Roan was, personally, just sorry he wasn’t wearing his Pansy Division T-shirt. Whenever he had to turn up at the cop shop he liked to wear it or a similarly “gay” shirt, if just to make everyone uncomfortable and piss them off. He got almost more shit for being gay than for being an infected when he was on the force, and the sheer ignorance of it all made him want to start Tasering officers at random. The more they sneered and made their little jokes, the more he fought back by being as blatant as possible. Deny who he was to make them feel more secure in their own masculinity? Fuck them. He had no intention of being like Robinson over in Vice.

Kevin Robinson was a good cop, and being on the vice squad was an unpleasant job, but he seemed unfailingly sanguine about it all. He never went out of his way to harass Roan, which put him instantly in the minority, but he wasn’t overly friendly to him either… until after work. And then he was a kind of awkward friendly, always looking over his shoulder to make sure no one saw him with the gay guy. He invited him to a barbecue he was having at his place one weekend; it was just a “welcome to the neighborhood” kind of thing for some people who had moved in on his block, and Roan went out of sheer curiosity. No one had ever invited him to one of their do’s before, except the lesbian cop on the homicide squad.

There had been no other cops there, just him and Kevin, which was pretty weird, since cops generally socialized with other cops. (Who else was there to socialize with on their time schedules?) As the thing wound down, they sat at a picnic table in Kevin’s backyard—he had a fairly sizable house for a man who lived all alone with two cats and a dog, but apparently he’d inherited it from his uncle—and Roan watched Kevin pick at the label on his beer bottle as he admitted he was gay and kind of wanted someone he could talk to who would understand. He said if he came out it would just kill his mother, and he knew the shit that Roan was taking at the precinct and didn’t want that to happen to him either. He claimed to not be “that brave.”

Roan pitied the guy that day, and still did. He lived alone in a big house with few genuine friends—no one who knew the truth about him at any rate—living a life of quiet, lonely desperation, with the underlying fear that he might get outed if he crossed any sort of lines. How did he live that way? He didn’t get it; he had no idea how anyone could be that hard on themselves just to make other people happy.

Kevin was a quasi-friend, as he still wasn’t sure how friendly he could be with Roan (he was always looking over his shoulder), and never in public. But he was very good about giving Roan access to the police computer system. He should probably invite him over to dinner when they had Randi over; that wasn’t public, and he’d probably fall head over heels in love with Paris on first sight. Maybe that would encourage him to get out of the closet.

The sky had turned a pale shade of indigo by the time he reached headquarters, a “modern” sprawling cinder-block complex that managed to look oppressive and depressing as all hell, in spite of efforts to make it “friendlier” by adding ornamental trees in little concrete islands around the parking lot, with bright white rocks that seemed to glow in low light. If your life was going well, you wouldn’t be here; a precinct house could never look friendly enough to overcome its basic function of locking people up.

Inside it was busy, with the usual assortment of perps in various stages of sobriety and belligerence, almost rivaling the assorted disbelief and belligerence of people here to bail someone out or accompanying the newly arrested. The assortment of smells was unpleasant and nearly overwhelming. But a couple of the cops looked up and scowled, recognizing him, and Gordo appeared in the doorway of the corridor leading to the “special” cells and waved him over. Roan cut through the crowd, only the people who recognized him bothering to hurry to get out of his way, and joined him there.

As soon as the door closed, sealing off a great deal of noise and smells, Gordo bitched, “I thought you’d be here five minutes ago.”

“Traffic is hell this time of night. So what type of cat is he?”

“Leopard… I think. He’s spotted.”

“That’s a leopard all right.” That was kind of a shame; he’d really been holding out hope that Eli would turn out to be a house cat or something; maybe a skunk.

He followed him down a cool corridor of easy-to-hose-down cement, although the air was redolent of that curious odor of industrial soap, vomit, body odor, and piss, with the lingering tang of cat, many different ones, all blending into a sharp, indefinable stink.

A metal door opened into what could best be called an antechamber, with a concrete floor and industrial white painted walls, and a guard’s observation post, where a pudgy, uniformed woman sat, observing the cell block on the monitors. Each cell was separated from others by soundproofed portable walls, but the cats could still smell each other and generally spent their nights (or days) pacing in agitation. A quick glance showed that six of the twenty available cells were occupied, five by cats in various states and one by a woman curled up in fetal position on the floor, who had probably just metamorphosed out of her cat form. Also in the room was Sikorski’s usual partner, the almost abnormally calm and stoic Detective Sebastian “Seb” Estes (if he’d been white, he could very well have been Joe Friday), a guy from the tech branch he only knew as Allen, Officer Jeremy Brown, a cop he knew (and loathed), and the Chief herself, Julia Matthews. Chief Matthews stepped forward and gave him a courteous if slightly strained smile. “Thank you for coming in, Roan.”

“Anything for you, Chief.” And she was yards better than McClarty, who’d retired ahead of a minor scandal involving all those “good” families whose rebellious offsprings’ names he kept off the books. The first female chief of this particular precinct, she ran a really tight ship, as if appearing as anything less than a ball-buster might open her up to charges that she was too “weak” to run the place. She was on the far side of forty, her almond-brown hair cut almost military short, her uniform seemingly so starched and tailored you could have cut yourself on its crisp edges. She was above average in height, almost six feet tall in flats, and fairly solidly built; she claimed that’s just “how Montana farm girls turned out,” but Roan knew that was just deflective self-deprecation. She was a good cop; he didn’t hold it against her that she asked for his badge after that whole Jenkins’ incident, and she always seemed shocked that he didn’t resent her for it. But how could he? She was simply doing her job, and he had already concluded that he couldn’t remain on the force. It seemed like a momentary lapse of reason that he ever even became a cop; he suspected he only had because people told him he couldn’t.

Little Allen—not an insult; at barely five five he was the shortest person in the room—stepped forward with what looked like a thick, square dustpan on the end of a pole, the dustpan coated with a thick layer of a whitish-orange compound that smelled of antiseptic, filling amalgam, and plaster. “You know how to use one of these, I presume? You—”

“Yeah, I know the drill,” he said, taking it from Allen. The dustpan thing was the “bite plate,” the thing he had to make Eli the cat bite so they could get an accurate bite print. The stuff set pretty fast and tasted nasty, so after a cat bit it, it was more than likely to let go quickly, but there had been instances where the cat tore the whole thing to pieces. You had to be careful, which was also why it was on a long pole, so you didn’t have to get too close to the bars. “What cage is he in?”

“Three-B,” the female officer at the observation post reported, sounding so bored she could have been half asleep. The name patch on her uniform shirt said Stahl. “Go in, take a right; he’s the second one down.”

He nodded, then headed to the metal door plastered with all the warning signs in English and Spanish. “Got it.” Stahl hit a button that unlocked the inner door with a mechanical clank, and then he was within the small maze of cat cages, the tiny wing smelling like a disreputable zoo. The door clanked shut behind him and locked with an ominous thunk.

As he walked the aisle around the cages, he remembered bringing Paris here when he was homeless and living in his car, on the verge of a shift but having nowhere to go. Paris was just getting his sanity back, his self, and had told Roan he hated police stations and hospitals, he hated places where there were so many people he could hurt if things went wrong. Roan had to soothingly talk him in here and promised him he would watch from the monitors and make sure he didn’t get out and hurt anyone; he promised he’d watch him all night. Roan had no intention of doing so, because even a tiger had no hope of getting out of here, and certainly not into the heart of the station. But as soon as his shift was over, he did come back, and the poor schlub on watch duty was more than happy to cede the chair to him. He told himself he just wanted to see what an actual tiger looked like, if they looked like the ones you saw in zoos, and yes, they did, or Paris did at any rate. He was the most magnificent cat he’d ever seen in his entire life, as well as one of the largest; no wonder he was worried about hurting someone.

He did end up watching him all night. He just hadn’t meant to.

As cats went, Eli wasn’t that big, just as he wasn’t in real life. He was a lean, almost scrawny leopard with wheat-colored fur, his spots mere suggestions on his thin coat, ghost echoes of circles like the rings of enlarged moles. His lean, almost vulpine-shaped head turned toward Roan, and he snarled, stopping his restless pacing to run, snarling, at the bars, reaching a paw through to try and swipe at him.

Roan was too far back for the cat to even get close to scratching him, but he swore he could almost see Eli’s arrogance in those yellowish eyes, something more Human than cat, and something in him bristled. “Back down, Eli,” he snapped. “Be a good loser for once.”

The cat looked up at him and snarled again, black lips pulling over ivory teeth, and Roan snarled back, the growl rising easily to his throat. He crouched down so he could be at eye level with him, and the cat’s ears went back flat against its head in what could very well have been confusion, if cats were even capable of that. Roan felt his snarl and growl become one, a thrumming like the engine of his bike, and the leopard charged forward again with a roar; Roan roared right back, stopping it in its tracks.

It was a roar, although it was also half-angry scream, and it scoured his throat raw the moment it was pushed out. But the growl continued throughout it all, and Roan didn’t know how. He didn’t know a lot of things, actually. He was feeling oddly dizzy, almost detached from himself, and he felt his anger like a physical entity inside his own body, making his muscles bunch together beneath his skin, smooth fibers flowing into hard knots. He leaned forward on his hands, now on all fours, closer to the cage than he should have been, and somehow he roared once more, the force of the noise making blood well up in his throat, as he felt the muscles in his back tense, the hair on his neck bristle as his lips pulled back and revealed his teeth to the cat, growling as he moved forward slowly toward the bars of the cage.

The Eli leopard backed up, its posture one of submission, but that wasn’t enough for him. Roan’s blood pounded in his ears as his head seemed to swim in its own internal fog, and he could feel his muscles become liquid steel as the anger rose inside him, drowning his vision in red as he realized this cat had to die; he wanted to feel its warm blood gush in his mouth as he ripped open its throat, and—

What the fuck?

It was an effort of will to reassert himself over the beast in his system, the one rising up to take him over, and he nearly threw himself backward, shoving himself away from the cage as he panted for breath and finally stopped growling. What the fuck was that? What the fuck was that?! His own blood was coppery in his mouth, and his throat ached as if it had been rubbed with a steel scouring brush. His muscles shifted back into their usual places as—

His muscles shifted?

He looked at his hands, almost expecting to see fur and claws, but they were just hands; he could see the black curl of his Leo tattoo and his ghost scar, and he could see his hands were shaking. His whole body was quivering. Again it was an effort of will to make it stop, and it was almost painful, since his muscles wanted to spasm. He felt like he was coming back to himself, but he had no idea where or when he had gone. He didn’t even remember dropping the bite plate.

His head spun, swam, and he felt almost unable to deal with his own thought processes. Was he going to become…? Was he going to change? That was impossible; the change couldn’t be forced, it couldn’t be controlled or made to happen outside the viral cycle. It couldn’t happen; it had never happened.

He’d felt the muscles move. He didn’t roar; he couldn’t make that noise. The second one wasn’t even remotely human. He had no idea where all that rage had come from or why he was so mad.

His first urge was to run, to get as far away from here and cats as he could, to barricade himself in his house and try to hold on to his humanity against an enemy that lived inside his own body, in his own head, but that was such a chickenshit reaction he was ashamed of it. He swallowed down his own blood, the very act of swallowing making him wince in pain, and he picked up the bite plate as he got to his knees and shoved the thing sideways through the bars, only turning it level once it was inside. “Come on and bite the thing, you stupid cat,” he grumbled, and his voice was gravelly hoarse, painful to listen to.

The leopard had lain down on the floor of its cage, its head down on its paws like a person in a guillotine waiting for the blade to come down. He jabbed the plate at its face, annoying it, and finally it raised its head and bit the thing, but it was strangely perfunctory, with almost no aggression in it at all. After he pulled the plate out of the bars, it resumed its submissive posture, its tail twitching in mild irritation.

Roan used the wall to get back to his feet, and as he walked back to the exit, he saw something that horrified him to his very core: the other cats were all in submissive postures, too. The lion, the panther… he had a feeling if he walked the entire block, they would all be that way. They had somehow all heard him, or smelled him, or… no, no, he couldn’t deal with this. It suddenly felt as if the air was thickening, the walls closing in on him.

The door unlocked mechanically several seconds after he’d reached it, almost as if no one had wanted to let him in. As he stepped inside the antechamber, he saw a sea of faces all staring at him in abject horror, standing as far back from him inside the room as possible. Even Stahl was standing up from her station, although duty dictated she couldn’t move anywhere.

He shoved the bite plate into Allen’s hand—he nearly flinched away from Roan as he did so—and finally Gordo asked, the shock making his voice reedy, “Roan, what the fuck was that?”

Not sure he could keep his poker face intact, his vocal inflections flat, he still managed to spit out, “I had to establish dominance. I guess I’m done here.” He quickly left the room and no one challenged him, no one made to follow, and he simply plunged through the crowd outside, elbowing people aside as he tried to leave the building as fast as he could without breaking into a run. His heart was pounding triple time, a beat that seemed to reverberate inside his head and his eyeballs, and he wondered if this was a heart attack. He wondered if he’d mind if it was.

He barely made it back to the Mustang before he doubled over and vomited on the asphalt.
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ONLY AFTER the painkillers started to work did Paris realize the thudding he was feeling was actually coming from above.

As he climbed up the basement stairs, he realized it was music, a bass line and drums pulsing through the floor, and as he pushed open the basement door he recognized it as a song from Absurd Pop Song Romance, Roan’s favorite Pansy Division album. He’d heard it enough now that he could recognize it from a single guitar riff.

The sound washed over him as he stumbled blearily into the living room and found Roan sprawled on the sofa, swigging directly from a bottle of rum. That was shocking for several reasons. Roan didn’t like rum (the bottle was a Christmas gift from a totally clueless passing acquaintance); Roan drank very sparingly, and when he did, he had a preference for microbrews; and, perhaps most shocking of all, it was just after seven in the fucking morning! Since when did he drink in the morning?

“Ro?” he asked, padding around the sofa.

Roan looked up at him slowly, his bottle-green eyes glazed, red-rimmed, and strangely unfocused. “Oh, sorry, hon,” he slurred, his syllables an almost inaudible mush. “I didn’t think I’d wake ya.”

“You’re drunk.” Yes, it was an idiotic thing to say, but it was startling to see him this way; he couldn’t help but be stupid.

Roan shrugged in a strangely defeated way. “Con always liked it, so I thought now was as good a time as any to give it a serious shot.”

“Con?” he repeated, puzzled. Or had he said Vaughn? Either way, he had no idea who that was.

“I guess I get the appeal of drunkenness, but fentanyl’s easier.” He took a swig from the rum bottle, then grimaced as if it was the worst thing he’d ever tasted. “God, this is horrible. It’s like drinking hair spray.”

“Then why drink it?”

“It’s the only hard liquor we have in the house.” He sighed heavily and let the bottle thunk onto the carpet, where it still managed to remain upright. His voice was scratchy, hoarse, and Paris wondered if he was coming down with something. (Which would be about time, really. The whole time he’d known him, Roan had never gotten a single cold.) “I didn’t want to think anymore; I wanna stop thinking. I wanna shut off my head.” He dry-washed his face, and that’s when Paris saw that the knuckles on Roan’s right hand were red and slightly swollen, filaments of blood marking the back of his hand like a henna tattoo.

He reached out and grabbed his hand, examining the injury close up. “Holy shit, Ro, did you get in a fight?”

Roan yanked his hand away violently before Paris could get more than a cursory glance. “Naw, I… I broke the bathroom mirror. Sorry. I’ll replace it.”

“How’d you break it? Are you all right?” But even as he asked that, he realized the injuries on Roan’s hand could only have come if he’d punched the mirror, possibly more than once.

He shook his hand in the air as if it did actually ache, but then he let it fall casually to his lap. “I’m fine. I’m so fine I’m golden,” he replied, but with a derisive, sarcastic snicker, and he got a pained look in his eye. “I’m the king of the fucking cats. I’m the alpha male.”

Paris sat on the couch beside him, and it was a fight to catch Roan’s eyes, as he seemed to be looking everywhere but at him. “Sweetheart, you’re not making sense.”

Roan’s eyes started to turn liquid as tears welled in them, and once again Paris was quietly amazed at how perfectly, richly green they were. When he’d first met him, he thought he was wearing colored contact lens. 

“They knew I could kill all of them. How’d they know that when I didn’t know that?”

Paris shook his head, trying hard to make sense of this. Well, drunken rambling wasn’t new, it was just new for Ro.

Roan sniffed and wiped the tears away with the back of his hand. “There was this social worker once, her name was Allison. Rainbow reminds me of her in a way: very hippie-ish, kinda mousy. Allison was the only one who would touch me; she’d take my hand or give me awkward hugs. She would always tell me at the end of our sessions: ‘You are not your disease.’ She’d look me in the eye and say that, and I didn’t know why she was telling me that; it was other people who needed that info, not me. But I’m starting to think she was smarter than everyone else. I’m more my disease than I’ve ever wanted to admit.”

Paris reached out and touched his face, cupping his cheek and turning him toward him. “That’s nonsense—”

Roan pushed his hand away and shoved himself farther into the corner of the couch, like he was in one of his moods where he didn’t want to be touched. They were rare, but every now and then he’d get in these dark places inside his own head where he wanted no one near him, where a casual touch, no matter how gentle or affectionate, would make him nearly jump out of his skin. Roan never wanted to talk about it, and Paris respected him enough not to ask. He could imagine what it meant, though, and it made him a little sick to think about it. 

“It’s not. I wish it was. I’ve known for some time that too much of the cat is bleeding into me, but I liked to pretend it didn’t mean anything. But it does. What d’ya think’ll happen one day? Do you think I’ll change and never change back?”

What in the fucking hell was he talking about? Was he serious? “That doesn’t happen. Infecteds don’t become cats and stay that way. You know that.”

“Infecteds like you. Functional virus children… the medical profession still doesn’t know what to make of us. We’re the freaks of freaks.” He continued wiping away snot and tears, even with tears still streaming from his eyes as he stared resolutely down at the carpet. “And I’ve just gotten confirmation that I’m King Freak. I suppose I should be glad. If I gotta be a freak, at least I’m the biggest one.”

Paris wanted to tell him that was total bullshit; he was not a freak and he was not his disease—what kind of thing was that to say anyway?—but Roan was not in a mood to listen right now. He reached out tentatively, letting Roan see his hand from the corner of his eye before gently touching his face, feeling if his forehead was hot. His skin did seem abnormally warm, but that could have just been the booze; he’d been to enough keggers to know that. “Come on, let’s get you upstairs. You need to get some sleep.”

Paris stood and took his arm, and Roan reluctantly let him help him up to his feet, not so much stumbling as taking a moment to find his balance. He leaned against him and buried his face in the side of his neck. “You smell good,” he said, his breath hot against Paris’s neck.

Oh joy. You had to love these drunken mood swings. “No I don’t, I haven’t had a shower yet.”

“Doesn’t matter. Tigers smell good.” He scraped his teeth along his neck, not quite a love bite but very much in the same spirit.

“Are you serious? Have you ever been to the zoo?” He held Roan back by the shoulders and said, “I’m on a supposedly lethal dose of illegal painkillers, and you’re falling-down drunk. Do you actually think we’re capable of doing anything at the moment?”

Roan stared back at him in glazed, bemused defiance. “Nobody likes a quitter.”

Paris frowned, trying not to laugh. At least Roan was still in there, beneath all the self-pity and alcohol, still being a smart-ass. “Come on, horndog, let’s go.”

“Shouldn’t that be horncat?” he suggested, but not very seriously.

Paris helped him up the stairs in an odd reversal of their usual roles, chewing over everything Roan had said. It didn’t make any more sense in retrospect, and he wondered what the hell had happened to drive him this far to the edge. Roan was one of the toughest guys he’d ever known, in just about every sense of the word; he had a contrarian’s soul, so the more you tried to push him down, the more he fought back. You could beat him black and blue and dump him by the side of the road, but he would just spit out teeth and go right back to where he had been (once quite literally). It was either tenacity or insanity, depending on who you asked. It wasn’t that he wasn’t afraid, it was just that his fears had a tendency to be more esoteric and obscure. A gun in the face would just make him roll his eyes, but an EEG appointment would keep him up all night.

Obviously something was bothering him about himself, about his strain, but what? Yes, Roan had several aspects of the cat that never quite left him in his human form. The most obvious was his sense of smell, but his eyesight was equally acute, and he had a tendency to move with a feline grace that occasionally verged on eerie. People couldn’t actually move without making a noise, but Roan seemingly could; if he wanted to, he could be in a room with you and you’d never know it unless you somehow saw him out of the corner of your eye. He could stand in the shadows, move in them, and you’d never know it. (That’s why he got so many great pictures of cheating spouses and could tail people so successfully.) He also had lightning-fast reflexes that allowed him to catch insects in midair and grab people’s fists even when they attempted an out-of-nowhere sucker punch; according to him, the police recruiters were especially impressed with his reflexes. (That Matrix shit, ducking bullets? He bet Roan could do that in real life, although he hoped that never actually had to be proved.) But none of that seemed especially “inhuman,” although he had to admit his “super-smelling” was a bit creepy at times.

Oh, and he did growl a bit. Usually when he was really angry—he always seemed to be startled to find himself doing it, like it was an unconscious reflex—but sometimes when he was aroused too, although that was a different kind of growl. It was much softer, lower in the throat, almost a kind of purr. Did he know he did that? It had never occurred to Paris to ask, but now it did, although there was no way in hell he was bringing it up while he was drunk. Paris always found it kind of flattering, that he could make someone want him enough to growl, a weird kind of ego boost.

His eyes were always the same. Did Roan know that? He never told him because he didn’t know how he’d process the news. But even when he was in his lion form, his preternaturally green eyes remained, almost like there was just a little bit of Roan still in there. (The eyes changed shape, of course, it was just the irises didn’t change color.) Did he find out and freak? No, Paris didn’t see how he could find out, and even if he did, that would hardly send him careening toward a self-pity drunk. He was having a hard time imagining any scenario that could shake Roan so badly.

Although he tried to help him down onto the bed gently, Roan just kind of collapsed on it but didn’t seem to notice or mind. He took off Roan’s shoes and put them aside, pulling the blanket over him as Roan stared up at the ceiling, water still leaking from the corners of his eyes, tears like fragile diamonds getting suspended in the stubble staining his jaw. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Paris knelt down beside the bed, so he could be more or less at eye level with him, and stroked the hair off his forehead. He did feel a little feverish; maybe he was simply sick and reacted weirdly to it.

“For this, for everything. I’ve just wanted to believe I was more than a virus, but I don’t think I can deny it anymore. I am my disease; I’m not sure I’m all that human.”

“What bullshit is this?” He turned his face toward him, and this time he seemed too weary to resist it. “You aren’t your disease. You are Roan Christopher McKichan, and don’t even try and insult me by implying I love a walking virus. Got it?”

He smiled weakly, but it almost looked like a grimace. “Yes, dear.”

“Don’t you ‘yes, dear’ me,” he said in mock-outrage, before giving him a kiss. He was right; the rum kind of did taste like hair spray.

Paris held him close, putting an arm around his chest and burying his face in his neck, and before he nodded off, Roan said the weirdest thing. “I wonder if I wanted you, or if it wanted the tiger.”

He was a little surprised to find out he was dozing off as well—Roan’s voice made him start a little—but when he looked at him, his eyes were closed, and his breathing had the deep, slow rhythm of sleep. Had he dreamed Roan said that? He must have. What a weird thing to think you heard. What did that even mean? Oh well… dreams, right? They weren’t supposed to make sense.

He shoved himself up from where he’d been kneeling beside the bed, and he figured he’d be aching from being in such a strange position if it hadn’t been for the fact that he was so full of painkillers his insides felt like jelly, and his joints were so loose they could have been greased with WD-40.

Paris went and took a shower, and since the mirror in the bathroom was intact, he figured Roan must have broken the mirror in the downstairs bathroom. That reminded him of Roan’s hand, and as soon as he got out of the shower, he found the actual first aid kit—not one of their Courtney Love variations—and returned to work on his hand.

Roan slept through everything: the antiseptic spray, the wrapping of his hand in gauze, even the last-minute slapping on of the “cool patch,” the ones they kept in the medicine cabinet for Roan’s migraines. Paris was hoping it would bring the swelling in his knuckles down. He couldn’t have punched the mirror hard enough to break them, could he? What would upset him that much?

He went downstairs and shut off the stereo before going into the bathroom to clean up the shards of bloody glass. Roan had done an excellent job of shattering it in its frame; in fact, there was a fist-shaped indent in the wall behind the mirror. He’d hit it incredibly hard, so hard he must have broken his hand. But you’d think, even as drunk as he was, he’d have felt a great deal of pain. You’d think he wouldn’t have been able to use it to hold a bottle of rum. Maybe that was another gift of the cat; maybe he could do things like this and not be hurt as much.

A bizarre thought, especially since Roan was hardly immune to injury, but since that was what Ro seemed so upset about, his cat aspects, he wondered if that was somewhere in the neighborhood of what was bothering him. God, he hoped he was willing to talk once he was sober. Ro shut down so often, he kept things so bottled up, Paris felt privileged to pry little bits of information out of him. That thing he said about the social worker? Paris had no idea he even used to meet with a social worker, but if he was a kid in the state foster care system that would make sense.

He thought about calling Sikorski just to see if he knew what the hell had happened to Ro last night, but Sikorski barely knew who the hell he was—he’d met him briefly at the funeral for that cop friend of Ro’s a couple months back—and Paris could still remember the look the old man gave him, like he was thinking “So you’re the guy Roan fucks,” a look both dismissive and disdainful yet tempered with an obvious splash of amusement. Paris loathed him on first sight, but played nice because it was a funeral and because he was an acquaintance of Roan’s. But he also hated him because he so obviously used Roan; he used Roan’s compulsion to solve puzzles and his ability to look at a scene, at a pile of evidence, and see the tiny little flaw that would bring the whole thing crashing down. Roan was a born investigator. He was almost supernaturally good at it, and Sikorski knew it; Sikorski knew the force had lost a major asset when Ro was bounced. Worst of all, Ro had to know Sikorski was using him, but he so loved to do this, he so loved what he did, that he let him. Mundane private detective work was never going to completely satisfy him; he needed meatier puzzles, he needed challenges to make him feel useful.

And that’s all this came down to. Roan, cynical and tough as he was, just wanted to help people. He did, and it was so obvious Paris didn’t understand why Ro pretended that wasn’t it. He felt totally abandoned by people, by society, and yet he wanted to help them, because maybe that would allow him to be a part of them in some way. If he couldn’t be “normal,” if he couldn’t be un-infected, then maybe he could be valued for what he could do. And if society was at all smart, they would have. It was a terrible cliché, but even Roan just wanted to be loved, even though he’d never admit such a thing, even under the threat of death.

Thinking of mundane detective work reminded him that Ro was supposed to be at the office today to meet a potential client. He’d mentioned it last night before Paris had to go in the cage, something about a woman worrying her husband was on the down low with his best friend. Roan was a little queasy about possibly “outing” some closet case, but Paris pointed out it was a cheating spouse case, just like any other, with the possibility that he’s fucking a guy as opposed to his secretary. After all, they had had one case that accidentally turned into an outing: the Patterson case. That was just last year. A guy showed up and wanted his wife followed, as he was pretty certain she was having an affair with a guy named Grassow, a neighbor, but as Roan soon discovered, Mrs. Patterson was actually having an affair with Mrs. Grassow. The husband was utterly flabbergasted and apparently wasn’t sure what he was going to do with this information. In the end, it probably didn’t matter; the two women ran off together, and last Roan heard, they were living in Rhode Island.

Paris found the notebook Roan had left by the phone, and found all the information he needed to know. Ro was rather eccentric in that he liked to keep handwritten notes, usually meaning half of Paris’s “job” at MK Investigations was scanning or transcribing his copious handwritten case notes and entering them into the computer files for the various cases. Paris always left out Ro’s occasional conversations with himself on the paper. (“Coincidence? Follow up. This guy is so disgusting I’d cheat on him too.”) He hated to do it, because they were often the most entertaining things.

Paris hated to put on a long-sleeved shirt on a day that was already promising to be as miserable as yesterday, but Ro tried to look “casually professional” on the job, meaning he’d only wear a “cubicle noose” (a tie) if he was absolutely forced to, but otherwise he tried to look professional and presentable. So Paris followed his lead, since he’d be filling in for him, playing detective.

He didn’t do it often, but he did like to do it. He felt like putting on a fedora and one of Ro’s long coats (bless him, he had trench coats and dusters, giving in to the stereotype stylishly), maybe stick a cigarette between his lips (he hadn’t smoked since he was infected, but it seemed to go with the image), and not so much walk as swagger. Again, he knew none of this was true—he knew most detective work was rather dull and somewhat voyeuristic—but it was such a good stereotype, how could you not want to be a part of it?

Still, it was hot enough that he eschewed the trench coat and rolled up the sleeves of his button-down shirt as he went out to the Mustang and drove to the office, stopping along the way to grab some fast food to calm his roaring stomach.

It was stuffy and slightly stale in the office from being closed yesterday, so he opened the blinds and turned on the rattling air conditioner, and although he thought caffeine had absolutely no chance against the painkillers in his system, he put the coffee on to get a pleasant aroma in the office. He almost sat down behind his desk out front, then remembered he really should be in Ro’s office. He felt odd walking in and not seeing him there behind his cheerfully weather-beaten wooden desk, which was relatively neat, with a cup of gel and ballpoint pens (Ro preferred gel pens; he felt they were smoother and easier to write with) and an appointment book on one side, and his computer on the other. Paris booted it up, feeling a little like he was prying where he shouldn’t, and wondered again what was in that locked bottom drawer.

It was on the bottom right, and it was the only drawer that was actually locked. (The left bottom one could lock, but it never was.) Roan said the lock was stuck on that drawer and there was nothing in it, but Paris suspected he was lying. Why, he had no idea, and he supposed if he pushed, Roan would tell him eventually, but in a strange way he almost didn’t want to know. He feared he’d find artifacts of old lovers or something, things Roan didn’t actually want to share and things that Paris would feel better off not knowing.

Roan didn’t talk much about his romantic past at all. He said he’d had “one or two” relationships that never worked out, but he mostly stuck to casual relationships because he wasn’t good at serious ones. Paris suspected he had gotten his heart not so much broken as minced, sautéed, and served to him in a light Béarnaise sauce, but if that was too painful for him to talk about that was okay. Everybody had a hard-luck relationship story… well, okay, not him, not unless you counted the one-night stand with Darlene that got him infected with the tiger strain. All in all, that could probably top a lot of people’s stories.

He sat in Ro’s chair, an old leather seat that looked battered but was incredibly comfortable (no wonder he never got a new chair), and tried to pretend he was him for a minute. He was pretty sure he could mimic the attitude—be a smart-ass? Check!—but he couldn’t actually think like Roan. He wished he could. In fact, he’d decided a while ago that while he was initially attracted to Roan’s gorgeous, intense eyes, the slinky way he moved, and his great ass, what he fell in love with was his kindness and his fascinating, almost inscrutable mind. Paris knew he wasn’t the most intellectual guy around—hell, he’d spent most of his life as a dedicated hedonist, focused only on getting laid as much as humanly possible—but he knew there was something different about the way Ro thought, the way he could find those little flaws, take obscure leaps of logic that miraculously panned out, find the threads that everyone else missed. Paris wished he could think that way; he wished he could feel out leads like they were tangible objects, something he could hold in his hands and examine at his leisure. But he felt more comfortable in his male “femme fatale” role. He didn’t know things, but he knew people; he knew what they wanted, he knew their desires, and he knew how to make almost anyone beg. That was good enough.

He heard the office door open, and he jumped to his feet and went out to greet the client. Susan Heffernan was a Clairol sun-kissed blonde with muddy roots, average height and average weight, with relatively large breasts and a small bulge of a gut, dressed in a pink top that was a bit too tight for her form and a pair of denim capris that didn’t quite work with her clunky sandals. As she adjusted her suede hobo bag, she stared at him in what must have been shock. “You’re Roan McKichan?” She said it like someone might say “You’re my daughter?”

“No,” he replied with a small, professional smile and wondered if she knew how lucky she was. She’d just pronounced his last name “McKitchen.” “I’m afraid Mr. McKichan”—he pronounced it correctly, with some emphasis—“is ill today. I’m his partner, Paris Lehane.”

“Oh.” She shook his hand, but held on a bit too long, and he knew she was taking a mental snapshot of him for later. Oh well… it happened too much for him to be bothered by it now. “Named after the city?”

Most people guessed that; Roan had impressed him by asking, “City or myth?” His mother was a teacher of classical mythology; he was named after the guy who supposedly started the Trojan War by kidnapping (or eloping with, depending on interpretation) Helen. Of all the kids, he’d probably gotten the best end of the name game; his sisters were named Antigone and Deianira.

It was a pretty much straightforward transaction: he gave her the standard forms, told her their rates, he got the basic information about her husband (where he worked, what his shift was, where he liked to go after work), and she also provided a photo of Ryan and his “best friend” Cooper. They were both blandly good-looking and not screaming queens, so it was impossible to say if she had a reason to be worried or not. What an easy case to solve; just give him five minutes alone in a room with Ryan, and he’d know if he was gay or bi or not.

It didn’t seem perfectly ethical somehow, but they were one payment closer to getting the sliding glass door replaced, so that eased his conscience a bit. He was happy to put the down payment receipt in his wallet (so she paid by credit card; it was better than a check) and decided to close up before Braunbeck came over with a sack of gorp and an offer for a free rolfing. He couldn’t help but worry about Roan, although he knew the last person in the world he ever needed to worry about was Roan. But whatever had happened to him last night must have been… heavy.

While he was locking up, Randi came over, buzzing on coffee, and handed him a manila envelope as she talked in a Starbucks-fueled mania. (It wasn’t her lunch hour, so she must have been taking a break.) She’d e-mailed Ro all the stuff, but she thought he might want to have some hard copies to look at. Apparently DeSilvo and Henstridge both had been receiving money from something called Metropol Limited, which was, as far as she could tell, a dummy corporation and a very lame tax shelter based in the Cayman Islands. It no longer existed—it shut down after a huge donation was made to Henstridge’s account two days ago—and she was sure it was probably just a person trying to hide some cash. Her guess was they were trying to hide money from the IRS, but the amounts were dribs and drabs, so she wasn’t sure. 

But she thought Ro would be really interested in it, and so did he. It was suspicious, but he had no idea what it could possibly mean; Roan would undoubtedly know what it meant and would stare at the two of them like the complete morons they apparently were.

On the drive back home he kept running over scenarios where Roan would freak-out over being infected, but he kept drawing a blank. Ro wasn’t like him; he wouldn’t wake up one day and find himself covered in someone else’s blood, aching like he’d just been shoved off the roof of a twenty-story building and run over by the ambulance that was supposed to pick him up, and take a minute to figure out that the weird… things on him, the things that looked like random pieces of shredded plastic, were actually flesh cut so thin it was almost translucent. Paris shuddered at the memory, his gut churning, but he felt a certain healthy distance from it now, which was probably good. That would make anyone lose their mind for a while, right? Well, maybe Ro could deal with it; maybe anyone would deal with it better than he did.

Pulling up to the house, he saw a silver Subaru Outback parked across the street and a man standing at the base of their driveway. Paris recognized neither the SUV nor the man, and he suddenly had a really bad feeling about this. It didn’t help that the man turned around suddenly, as if surprised. The gun was under the seat, right?

He got out of the car and the man came up to him with a friendly enough “Hi,” and an additional, “Do you live here?”

Ro was a bit paranoid, but there was always some logic to it. For instance, he always advised Paris to be careful in giving away information, no matter how seemingly harmless, if you didn’t trust someone. Paris didn’t trust this guy enough to confirm even that. “Can I help you with something?” he replied, meeting a question with a question.

The guy was six foot even, probably midthirties, reasonably broad across the shoulders but slender, face square-jawed and ruggedly all American, his eyes hidden behind slender, pitch-black sunglasses, his ash-brown hair short and slightly spiky in the front, like he combed mousse through his bangs with his fingers. He wore a loose, vintage T-shirt, dun brown with the “Twister!” logo on it, and oversized Levis that were baggy enough to hide his legs (and surely his ass as well… and maybe a gun). Paris figured he could take the guy if he tried anything, unless he was a martial arts expert or a character from a Tarantino film or something.

The guy claimed to have been driving by when he saw the GTO. He also claimed to be a classic car collector (in a Subaru Outback?!), and it had happened to Paris before, when he was painting the GTO, so he could almost buy it. The guy did seem to know something about muscle cars, but Paris couldn’t shake his suspicion that that wasn’t why he was here, that if he hadn’t driven up, this guy would have… what? Was he casing the joint? Was he looking for Roan?

For some reason, that made him feel slightly queasy. Looking for Roan.

The guy said his name was Mark, and he made Paris an offer for the GTO, a thousand in cash and another thousand in check form to buy the car as is—with the engine out—but Paris turned it down. Restoring cars like the Mustang and the GTO was a hobby, one that allowed him to turn off his mind and pretend for a while he was normal, like he was back in high school working in his Uncle Mick’s garage—not infected, not doomed to a grisly fate. Also, he didn’t believe “Mark.” He had no real reason to disbelieve him, but something about this was all wrong. Paris couldn’t completely shake the feeling that he had interrupted “Mark,” but in the course of what he had no idea.

He watched the Outback drive off, but not overtly. It was a new car, apparently; it had no license plate, and the temporary one in the back was so obscured by the tinted windows he couldn’t read it. You’d think the cops would hate that.

Once inside, he went straight upstairs and was relieved to find Roan still asleep and perfectly fine. He didn’t know why he was seized by the sudden fear that he’d find him hurt… or worse. It was stupid; he wasn’t a nervous Nelly, and Roan wasn’t helpless (although currently he was as close as he ever came). There was absolutely no reason for him to be worried about this.

Right?
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Bloodshift

 

CURIOUSLY, AS bad as vomiting felt, he always seemed to feel better afterward.

Well, perhaps that was an overstatement. It was just that after the violent spasms of his stomach, the feeling of emptiness was a strange relief. Unless he got the dry heaves; then it was another form of misery.

Roan leaned over the toilet for a full minute after the last stomach spasm, watching a thin line of saliva dangle from his bottom lip to the very surface of the water, but his stomach finally seemed hollow and quiet, so he figured he was safe to move.

He flushed the last of his vomit away and stood up with the help of the sink, rinsing his mouth out with water and mouthwash to try and get the burning taste of bile out of the back of his throat. It kind of worked, but his head continued to pound as if his thoughts had rebelled and taken up violent revolution against the confines of his skull.

Paris knocked softly on the bathroom door before gently pushing it open. “Didn’t drown in the toilet, did you?”

“Only wish I had,” he admitted, looking at Paris in the bathroom mirror. He looked far too awake and happy, in khaki walking shorts and a maroon T-shirt with a drawing of a piñata on it, and the phrase “I’d Hit That” written beneath. (He recognized that as a gift from Randi, which Paris of course absolutely loved.) “I feel like a complete asshole.”

“Don’t. If you didn’t break down now and again, I’d worry about you.” He came in and put the bottle of ginger pills and a bottled water on the counter beside the sink, then put his arms around Roan and pressed up against his back. “Excedrin’s in the medicine cabinet.”

“So’s Vicodin. I think I’d rather have that.” He leaned back against Paris, who was warm and comforting, and made him feel a bit better (at least physically; he still felt bad in every other respect). “You’re being far too nice to me. I’m getting suspicious.”

“Why? If I was pissed off at you, I’d be a total hypocrite. You do know I probably had three sober days in college, and those three days were total flukes. The ’shrooms weren’t magic, and the pot was mostly stems.”

Roan grimaced, as he still hurt too much to smile. “Exaggerating much?”

Paris rested his chin on his shoulder, still looking at him in the bathroom mirror, his hair tickling the side of his neck. “Hardly. I can’t even remember what my bullshit major was supposed to be. Drama or film studies or some shit like that. Thanks to my athletic scholarship, I had access to the hot chicks, but I had to go into the arts to get the hot, sensitive guys confused about their sexuality and unable to hold their liquor.” He grinned at him and raised his eyebrows in a mock-suggestive manner.

It hurt to laugh, but Roan chuckled weakly anyway. “I can’t quite totally believe that, you know.”

“You really should. I was a pleasure-addicted man whore, a complete and utter slut. I was just there for the sex and drugs. Isn’t that what college is for?”

Roan smiled as he popped a couple of ginger pills and washed them down with the bottled water, which was clean and icy cold. Paris really was too nice to him sometimes.

(That made him wonder if he had been a total bastard to Con.)

“I’m sorry I missed out.” He opened the medicine cabinet and found the bottle of Excedrin, popping off the cap and pouring three bitter-tasting pills directly into his mouth. He had never gone to college. In fact, he’d dropped out of high school and got a GED instead, because it wasn’t like he could hack it at a normal high school anyway: he was a fucking lion five days out of every month. And if normal teens thought high school was hell, they should have tried it being both infected and gay. At least it taught him how to fight and how to take a beating, which was almost as important as the former.

Besides, he felt like he learned more on his own, spending so many long days and evenings reading (there often wasn’t much else to do in the temporary group and state homes he was sent to), plowing through entire libraries until he could read so fast people began to think he was a speed-reader.

He closed the mirrored medicine cabinet to find Paris grinning at him in an openly lecherous way. “I’m still a man whore at heart, you know. I can help you make up for lost time.”

It hurt to smile, but he continued to do so anyway. Okay, maybe Paris was a man whore, but he was his man whore, damn it. “Maybe when I’m not hungover.”

“Excellent choice. It’s more fun when you’re not half-dead.” Paris’s smile faded slightly, although he continued to stare at him in the mirror. “So, you gonna volunteer the info, or do I have to pull it out of you?”

Roan sighed, weighing his options. He didn’t have many that he could see, and Paris did deserve an answer. He glanced down at the sink, busying himself finding the shaving cream among all the bottles at the back of the countertop, and told him, not meeting his eyes in the mirror. He only glanced at him when he was done, and Paris’s expression was unreadable, save for surprise in his eyes. 

“Feeling you can bring it on and actually being able to bring it on are two different things,” he finally said.

“I know. But… there was a moment there when I was sure I could do it if I just let go.”

“No change happens that fast.”

“I know. But…” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Something’s happening to me, and I’m not sure I like it.”

“You shouldn’t worry. I know you, and I know you’ll always do the right thing. That’s the kind of guy you are. Unlike me, Slutty McWhore over here.” He kissed him on the cheek and added, “When you’re ready, I’ve got lunch and news for you downstairs.”

“I really don’t think I could eat right now.”

“Give it a minute.” He gave him a final squeeze before letting him go and leaving the bathroom.

Slutty McWhore? Oh, he was definitely writing him up a name tag with that on it. And knowing Paris, he’d wear it proudly.

 

 

PARIS APPARENTLY did know what he was talking about when it came to hangovers, because as soon as the smell of eggs and sausage hit his nose, his empty stomach rumbled hungrily. Perverse little thing.

Paris had made what he called his “kitchen-sink omelets,” which was basically anything he found in the fridge or cupboards thrown into a bunch of eggs and cooked together in a pan. He sat down at the breakfast bar and Par slid a plate full of eggs in front of him, along with a vanilla Frappuccino (he told him he’d need the sugar and caffeine). As far as he could tell, the eggs were full of salsa, olives, vegetarian sausage, red peppers, and pepper jack cheese, and it was incredibly good; he had to close his eyes for a moment just to savor it. Why couldn’t he cook like this? Everything he tried to cook inevitably tasted like the processed food it started out as.

Paris sat on the opposite side of the breakfast bar from him, eating his own lunch, and filled him in on what he’d missed. He’d covered for him in meeting Susan Heffernan (he deserved some kind of boyfriend medal) and handed him the relevant paperwork, the meager fact sheet and the photo of Ryan and Cooper. Looking at the photo, he felt like he’d been smacked in the face. “Is Ryan the one in the blue T-shirt?”

“Yeah, that’s him. Why?”

“Just trying to keep it straight in my head,” he lied, turning the photo facedown and setting it aside. How did this happen to him? Was it because he hadn’t ever moved out of this state? Maybe he should have moved to San Francisco or New York City or something; maybe these things wouldn’t happen in such a big place.

The New Year’s Eve after Con had committed suicide—and before he met Paris—he had wandered the streets in the biting cold, trying not to feel depressed and failing miserably. He always hated the holidays and didn’t celebrate Thanksgiving or Christmas; they seemed to be holidays invented for people with families and something to be happy about, neither of which applied to him. (Paris insisted on having a Christmas tree, though, and generally made pumpkin pie for Thanksgiving, and Roan didn’t stop him, mainly because he couldn’t.) He hated gay bars and nightclubs—they were just too damn annoying, geared toward femmes or butchies and little in between—but he didn’t feel like being alone, so he ended up in a sports bar, trying new microbrews and munching on barely passable Buffalo wings. He started up a conversation with this guy who said his name was Jeff, and while he wasn’t hitting on him—who cruised a sports bar?—it became clear that Jeff was subtly but obviously hinting that he thought they should go someplace more private. Jeff wasn’t really his type; he wasn’t too bad-looking (or that attractive, actually), but it was New Year’s Eve, and he was tired of being so fucking depressed. It was just a one-nighter, no biggie… but Jeff was clearly Ryan, unless Ryan had a twin brother. He glanced at the fact sheet to see how long the Heffernans had been married and saw that it had been eight and a half years. Holy shit, he was married then. He certainly hadn’t been wearing his wedding ring that night.

At least he’d already solved the case.

He quickly forgot all about his inadvertent fling with a married man when Paris gave him the envelope Randi had given him earlier. DeSilvo and Henstridge were on someone’s secret payroll? Oh, now that was interesting. Why? Whose? According to the dates, Metropol had started shifting little amounts into their bank accounts, a couple hundred here and there—as Randi had noted, dribs and drabs, just small enough not to raise any eyebrows—less than two weeks after the Tweaks arrest at Edgewood. There was no way in hell Tweaks had that kind of money, no way he even knew how to set up a dummy corp in the Cayman Islands (even if it only existed in a post office box and on the Internet), and if he’d ever had that kind of money, it’d all go to Ecstasy and meth, not some patrol cops. The last payment to Henstridge alone was sizable, nearly thirteen thousand dollars, but it was like a money dump, somebody emptying the account so they could close it, and Tweaks was dead by then. Still, he called Randi and asked her to do a similar search for Anthony Westmore Andersen, and promised that Paris would make her dessert for that. As soon as he hung up, Paris asked, “I will, will I?”

“I’m hoping begging and pleading will work at this juncture.”

He smiled slyly, and Roan knew he’d just walked into something. “How about a trade?”

Roan figured he knew exactly what he was alluding to. Man whore. “We’ll haggle when I’m not hungover.”

“Oh joy, your excuse for the day,” Paris replied, but lightly, with a tolerant smile on his face.

Actually, Roan was feeling a hell of a lot better; the combination of the pills, the food, the caffeine, and something else to think about were doing wonders for him. Paris probably knew that too. He always claimed not to be all that smart, but Paris, being an expert manipulator, always knew how to read people as easily as any decent criminal profiler. He followed people’s subtle emotional shifts, to the point that he could easily extrapolate what they wanted from him, what they expected, and he could tailor his response to get what he wanted from them. That was probably why they worked so well together; they had a whole left brain/right brain dichotomy going on.

Which was why the next thing Paris told him was a little troubling. He recounted the incident with the man he didn’t trust in their driveway, although the description of the guy was just vague enough that he was almost familiar and yet obviously not at the same time. “Maybe you should have taken the check,” Roan suggested. “The name and address might have been something we could’ve traced.”

Paris frowned, making faint furrows appear on his smooth brow. Paris was creeping toward thirty, creeping toward the age when tiger-strain victims began to die in large numbers. No tiger strain had ever been documented as living over the age of thirty-five. He felt a twinge in his chest just thinking that these might be Paris’s last years on Earth… and he’d obviously chosen to spend them with him. Just another reminder that there was no way in fucking hell he deserved this man, and yet he couldn’t possibly imagine life without him at this point. In fact, he wasn’t going to, because the mere thought of it would cripple him. He had to focus on the here and now and let the future worry about itself. 

“Oh fuck. I didn’t think of that.”

“Doesn’t matter. If this guy was as phony as you thought he was, that would have been a bogus check, borrowed or stolen. Wouldn’t have panned out.”

Paris sighed slightly, letting his shoulders sag. He seemed to be relieved at being let off the hook. “Good, I don’t feel like such an incompetent asshole now.”

“You’ve never been that, Par.”

“Oh come on! I can’t even tell you why I didn’t like this guy.”

“Except he had a cheap-shit, David Beckham-ish haircut,” he replied, parroting part of the description he’d given him earlier.

“And he was driving a fucking Subaru Outback.”

Paris had a pretty amusing and slightly baffling hatred for all SUVs, minivans, and any type of similar bulky, boxy vehicle, with Hummers especially singled out for his acidic scorn. As he liked to say, “If your penis is really that small, they have surgery for that now.” Roan couldn’t say he was a fan of any of them, but Paris’s extreme hatred of them always struck him as kind of funny.

Paris sighed, letting his fork drop to his mostly empty plate. “I’m just being stupid. If he was really some kind of bad guy, he’d have attacked me or something.”

Roan shook his head. “Not at all. If he was planning something, a second person could have screwed up his scenario. And you’re not exactly a limp-wristed pansy; you’re a big guy. Maybe he figured that, even with the element of surprise, he couldn’t take you.” Paris opened his mouth to speak, but he cut him off. “A man whore joke would be really inappropriate now.”

“Damn it.” Paris got up and took his plate to the sink, rinsing it off before putting it in the dishwasher. (Which they hadn’t named yet: Roan wanted to call it Joe, and Paris wanted to call it George. It was a stalemate.) He went ahead and did this to all the pans he’d dirtied while making his omelet so he didn’t have to face him when he asked, “Do you think someone might be after you?”

Roan chewed on a forkful of eggs, considering his answer carefully. “He could have just been a process server, you know. They have to deliver those directly to the person named. I wouldn’t worry about it at the moment, although I’ll be careful. Being a P.I. is never a popular job.” Which was true. He knew people sometimes held a grudge against him for “ruining” their marriages by snapping pictures of them with their lovers. Once a guy had tried to jump him in the parking lot and beat the shit out of him, but Roan was easily able to put him in an arm lock and slam him onto the hood of a car, letting him know that he’d be willing not to press charges if he got the fuck out of here and never crossed his path ever again. He was still belligerent and cursing him until Roan told him he was gay, and damn if he didn’t have a really nice ass, especially from this vantage point. That made the guy shut up and leave.

Sexual threatening was as low as you could go, but it did work with surprising alacrity on a number of straight men. All he could figure was they assumed gay men were all sexual predators, treating men like they’d like to treat women: all as potential (if unwilling) fucks, whether they were attractive or not, as long as they had the appropriate holes.

By the time he was nearly done with his eggs, Paris asked, “So are you going to tell me why you looked at that pic of Ryan and Cooper funny?”

Damn it. There was no getting away with anything in this house, was there? He could have lied, but why? No point. “I had a one-nighter with Ryan a couple years ago. I didn’t know he was married.”

Paris laughed, wiping down the countertop so he couldn’t see the evil look Roan was now giving him. “Oh shit. That’s going to be an awkward confrontation. So, was he any good?”

Only Paris would have asked that. And the fact that Roan had to think about it pretty much answered the question. All sex was, by definition, good, but if you couldn’t recall it instantly, if it was completely lost to you, it couldn’t have been very good. “He was astoundingly average. I wasn’t drunk, but I barely remember it. I only recalled him because I’ve never been picked up in a sports bar before or since.”

Paris finally looked at him, a disbelieving grin lighting up his face. “A sports bar? What the hell were you doing in a sports bar?”

“It was open and had beer.”

Paris shook his head and went back to stacking the dishwasher. “You think you know a guy, and he does something like that. What’s next, a tractor pull?”

“I’m going now,” he said tartly, swigging down the rest of his Frappuccino, hiding his smile.

“Oh, I know,” Paris continued to taunt him. “Monster trucks. Maybe a duck hunt!”

He was saved by the phone, which rang and cut off any further teasing. The fact that caller I.D. identified the caller as Sikorski didn’t discourage him at the moment. “Hey, Gordo, what do you got for me?”

“Good news, in a way. Eli’s bite print matched a mauling we had a couple days ago.”

That was good news? “What?”

“A homeless man was mauled in Sprague Park the night before yesterday; he’s still in the hospital but they think he’s going to make it. Anyways, Eli’s bite print matches the bites on his arms and legs, so we can hold him and charge him for assault and being unrestrained. We have a pool going, see how mad we can make Stovak before that vein in his forehead finally explodes.”

“Is he aware of this? He might sue.”

“Not if he’s in a hospital with an aneurysm he won’t.”

Roan smirked at the thought. When Guy got really angry, a little vein did start to pulse in his forehead, like it was a second heart. But Roan had gotten him pretty upset, and it had never gotten close to exploding (not for lack of trying). He wished the PD luck. “Got anything on Henstridge for me?”

“Uh, no. He was a decent cop, retired out early ’cause of his son’s health problems; his wife died a while back, and he was the only one around to take care of him. Last known address we have for him is 1725 Longview.”

That was the address of the little clapboard house that was currently up for sale. Quietly, Paris said, “Super Bowl party,” and Roan flipped him off. 

“What did his son have?” Was that relevant? Perhaps. Health problems, especially if they were chronic, cost lots of money.

Gordo sighed in disappointment. “Is that really any of your business?”

“It could be relevant.”

“How?”

“Humor me.”

The pause was so long he wasn’t sure if Gordo was going to actually tell him or not. He heard his chair creak, and in the background he could hear someone angrily ranting. Was that Stovak? “Couldn’t you find out yourself? You seem to know everything else.” But that was a rhetorical question, as he heard him shuffling papers, and a moment later, Gordo read, “Polycythemia vera, some kinda rare blood disorder. You owe me.”

Roan grabbed the pen and pad by the phone, and asked him to spell that for him. With an angry sigh, he did. After that, Gordo asked something Roan had been hoping he’d forget. “You gonna tell me what the fuck happened last night?”

“As soon as I figure it out. Thanks, Gord.” He hung up before he could press the issue. He’d decided that not thinking about it was the best way to go; denial could be your friend.

“I take it you have another lead,” Paris prompted.

“I have a medical condition to research. I figure I can look it up before I head out to Hatch’s place. Oh, and Eli apparently mauled someone the other night, so he’s being held.”

Paris stared at him in surprise, all traces of humor gone, and he let out a low whistle. “His followers won’t like that.”

“Tell me about it. The cop shop will probably be swamped with angry cultists tonight. Glad I don’t work there anymore.”

But Paris grinned in an unsettling, predatory way, his eyes glittering with malice. “You should take the video camera there tonight. That way if someone does something terminally stupid, you’ll have the footage to prove it. There’s no better way to destroy someone than to let them do it themselves.”

“You know I love you, hon, but sometimes you’re frightening.”

“We man whores are a vicious breed.”

In that case, he was glad Paris was on his side.

 

 

ROAN DIDN’T understand how Henstridge’s son could have polycythemia vera. Was it a lie?

A quick check of his personnel file confirmed his son, Michael, would only be thirteen, but polycythemia vera was an abnormal increase in blood cells caused by excessive production in the bone marrow. It was extremely rare, it was almost never diagnosed in people under forty, and yet if he used Henstridge’s requests for personal time off as a measure, the kid might have been diagnosed as early as eight. Maybe if the kid had had leukemia at some point it could have been the cause, except oddly enough, polycythemia vera could actually lead to a form of leukemia. So was this just a kid doomed with a strange illness, or was his father lying for some unfathomable reason?

He searched online for what had happened to Henstridge’s wife, who was listed in his personnel file as Anita (Havner) Henstridge. He found an old newspaper obituary from ten years ago, saying only that she died after a “long illness” that was never specified. Could it have been something related to polycythemia vera? Another weird thing, though: PV was more likely to affect men than women. This didn’t make too much sense, but what in this case did? Maybe Anita used to be Arnold, pre-surgery.

He made sure Paris was locked in and safe before heading out, and while he wondered briefly if he could make the tiger become as submissive as Eli and the other cats, he decided that he didn’t want to know. Roan felt it would confirm something about the cat in him, and he was still embracing denial at this point.

He set the Henstridge/DeSilvo case aside for the moment and drove out to Hatch’s place. The same beat-up red Mazda Miata that he’d seen in the driveway when he’d talked to the acne-riddled woman was here, as was a white Ford pickup with some minor body damage and peeling paint. (He could almost hear Paris giving him an itemized rundown on how much it would cost to fix the damage.)

Lights were on in the house, although the curtains were drawn and most of what he could see was bleeding though cracks, places where the drapes weren’t closed all the way. Their closest neighbors apparently weren’t home—there was no car in the drive, no lights on, their gate locked—so he parked just in front of their house, hidden from direct view by a large Ponderosa pine. He was in what Par called his “ninja clothes” (black T-shirt, black pants, black hiking boots), and since it was a warm night he didn’t wear his coat. He tucked his HK in a belt holster and pulled out his shirt to cover it and wore his binoculars around his neck. He had a digital camera small enough to shove in his pocket; he could have just gone with the cell phone camera, but he didn’t like their generally poor definition.

He got out of the car and walked toward the house, sticking to the faint but growing shadows in the blue twilight, and the wind came up against his back, warm and dry, making dead leaves scrape down the road with a sound like claws. It was like he was the only living thing on earth.

The Hatch’s dog caught his scent and began to yip and growl, but as he came across their yard, Roan started to growl, too, a low sound that almost got lost in the wind, but the dog heard it and stopped. Roan approached the chain-link fence where the dog waited, reeking as if marinating in its own shit, and his growl grew louder as he looked down and met the dog’s empty brown eyes, feeling his lip pull back and bare one of his sharp canine teeth. The dog whimpered and ran for the back of the yard to hide.

He heard the low murmur of a television inside the house, as well as a woman’s voice slightly raised, yelling at someone to get their ass out here. Did Hatch have a kid?

He was on the verge of moving toward the front when a bright flash of light caught his eye.

It came from the large outbuilding in the backyard, which was shut up completely, but there were some gaps in the black paint covering the tiny windows that allowed that light to pulse through. Roan stared at the shed, almost willing it to happen again, but it didn’t. No matter how muffled a gunshot, he’d have heard it from here, so it must have been a picture flash. Now who would be taking pictures in a blacked-out, locked shed?

Roan grabbed the top of the fence and easily pulled himself over it, jumping down and landing quietly in the dead grass. The dog was too scared and too busy hiding from him to comment, and the woman was still arguing with someone in the house.

There was only one way to find out what that flash had been. He just hoped it was worth risking a trespassing charge for.
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Stockholm Syndrome

 

ROAN CHECKED what the vantage point would be from the rear of the house and crept carefully across the back lawn, glad that no lights were on outside yet. Mentally he asked himself—again—what he was doing, but he’d had a bad feeling since talking to Hatch’s wife, and he wasn’t about to ignore his instincts. There was something going on here, whether it was connected to Danny or not, and he wanted to determine what the fuck it was before moving on. It wasn’t like he had any other leads at the moment anyway.

He moved around to the window that was improperly covered with black paint and pressed his eye against the narrow strip of clean glass on the far right side. It took him a moment to focus, but there were low spotlights on inside the shed, illuminating shapes that only came to life as the figure moving around the shed kept turning on more lights. They looked like floor lamps, the kind you could pick up for a song at Ikea, although some of them had brighter than average bulbs. As he—Hatch?— lit the place up, Roan could make out what appeared to be hard drives on shelves (which would explain the electric hum he was hearing through the glass), and metal poles… no, a type of makeshift headboard, wasn’t it? As more lights came up in the small room, he saw there was indeed a bed in there, and silver metal glinted against the black iron. Handcuffs? The way the sliver of clear glass was angled and the way that he was turning on lights, it was hard to get a good look, but then the camera flash went off again. It caught him off guard, and he had to blink away afterimages that nearly blinded him. But in that short window between overexposure and blinding, he caught a glimpse of a face: a young man in profile, his black hair a mess and nearly obscuring his eyes, which were closed. He was Japanese and looked unconscious, his wrists handcuffed to the bedposts.

Oh holy shit.

He felt the rage rising, and he let it come as he darted around to the door. As he hit it with his shoulder, Roan could feel the change wanting to happen, he could feel his muscles going hard; they were humming like live wires as the door exploded open, and Hatch jumped in shock, dropping his digital camera. “What the fuck—” he exclaimed angrily.

The smell of the place overwhelmed Roan, and in its way it was as stunning as a punch to the gut. It was the smell of body odor, fear sweat, piss, semen, adrenaline, vomit, blood, and ozone, all confined in a small space and baked in heat and static electricity. Roan saw Hatch coming for him, swinging something he’d grabbed up from the corner (baseball bat?), and even though he knew he could have grabbed it out of the air—his arm twitched, the knotting muscles responding without him—he let it come down, only bringing up his arm to keep the blow from landing on his face.

He needed an injury, a mark, a bruise, to legally excuse what he was going to do to this man.

The bat hit hard, possibly fracturing a bone, but Roan hardly even felt the pain as he yanked the bat out of Hatch’s hand and threw it away, hitting something with a solid thud. Hatch’s eyes darted toward the hit object, but Roan never bothered to look.

Hatch tried to land a punch then, throwing a wild right, but Roan easily caught his hand and twisted the arm with a sharp, savage motion, snapping the bone clean. At the same moment, he kicked out, stamping a foot flat against Hatch’s left knee with excessive force. The leg bent as it was not supposed to, and the crack of his leg breaking was as loud as a rifle blast in the tiny shed.

Hatch tried to scream, but he had no breath; the noise that came out of him as he toppled to the floor was a high-pitched squeal, like some kind of bizarre tea kettle whistle. But as soon as he hit the floorboards it jarred his broken leg, and he managed a surprised, agonized yelp, grabbing for his leg with his one good arm as tears of pain streamed from his eyes. “Do not try me,” Roan grated. “You will lose.” Only belatedly did he realize he was growling as he spoke.

Swallowing back his rage, reining in the beast, he went over to check Danny. He was still breathing, but his breaths were slow and shallow, and even when Roan called his name he didn’t move. He appeared naked to the waist, but that’s where a tattered green blanket covered him; it was probably safe to assume he was completely naked. The handcuffs looked like old regulation issue, before plastic ties came into wide use, and the skin of Danny’s wrists looked abraded, like he’d been in them for some time. “Where are the fucking keys?”

Hatch was still curled up on the floor on his side, his broken arm hanging down uselessly, and when he looked up at Roan his slate-gray eyes were wild and showing too much white. He was a soft-looking man, of above average height, but middle age was catching up to him rapidly, making his bark-colored hair lank and thin, and his middle looked like a pillow of slowly swelling dough. “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m a detective hired by Danny’s parents to find him, you sick son of a bitch.” He saw that Hatch’s good hand was scrambling to pull out something beneath a lower shelf, and just because he felt like playing with his prey he let Hatch pull out the gun—a little Smith & Wesson 9 mm—before he put his foot down on the gun and let him take a good, long look up the barrel of his HK. “Mine’s bigger.” He kicked the gun behind him, and Hatch didn’t try to fight. From the sharp new scent in the shed, he’d just pissed himself. “Now, keys, or I’ll take your other arm.”

It took him a moment to form the words; all the blood had drained from his face, and he wondered if Hatch was starting to go into shock. Like he gave a fuck if he was. “C-coffee can, to your right.”

There was an old Folgers can on the largest shelf, roughly waist high, and inside it were the little silver keys to the cuffs. He plucked them out and holstered his gun—like Hatch was capable of making a sudden move right now—before freeing Danny’s hands. It was then he noticed small needle holes in Danny’s bicep, ones that looked fairly fresh. “What the fuck did you shoot him up with?” When Hatch didn’t answer promptly, he snapped, “You have more bones I could break. Wanna see?”

“Special K,” he replied, his voice weak and defeated. Part shock and part realization that he was powerless. Roan bet he was in a lot of fucking pain now that the initial numbness had worn off. “He wanted it; I wasn’t doing anything he didn’t want.”

“Oh fuck you, asshat. If he was so willing, why did you keep dosing him with Special K? Why are his wrists raw?” He pulled out his cell phone, and hit the number for Sikorski.

He picked up on the third ring. “This better be good,” Sikorski replied crossly. Roan thought he could hear a lot of noise in the background.

“I need you to get your ass down here ASAP and send ambulances to 125 Lake Court South. I got a kid dosed on ketamine, a probable victim of sexual assault, and the perp’s been injured.”

“Whoa, whoa—what? What the hell are you involved in, McKichan?”

It was funny how he called him by his last name only when he was angry at him, or about to get angry. “I found my clients’ kid. He’s not in good shape.”

That news, a good answer, seemed to short-circuit Sikorski’s temper tantrum. “Oh shit. You hurt?”

“Do I sound hurt?” Actually, his arm was aching a little where he took the blow (not from a baseball bat—he could see now that it was an ax handle), but the fact that Hatch was hurting so much more made him feel better.

“What’d you do to the perp?”

“Nothing,” he replied blandly, couching his sarcasm in a dark, funereal tone. “He fell down the stairs.” He hung up the phone before Sikorski could comment on that.

Sikorski must have been worried that he was going to go psycho on the guy before he got there, because a patrol car came screaming into the cul-de-sac barely three minutes later. Still, Roan had time to look around the shed: a miniature and very cheap-shit version of a sadomasochist’s lair, layered with cheap soundproofing and small Internet and digital video cams set up to capture the action, although none appeared to be on yet. But those hard drives—all of them—were active and humming. He’d probably interrupted just before the show could start.

The blue boys (actually, one was female) had to deal with Hatch’s wife, whom he could hear shouting epithets and abuse at the cops until they had no choice but to cuff her and stash her in the back of their prowler. It made Roan fairly certain she knew what her husband’s hobby was; perhaps she participated from time to time. Although most sex predators were men, you did find the odd woman or two.

The ambulances and Gordo and Seb arrived at about the same time, with the two detectives who usually got the sex crimes beat (Foster and Blanchard) close behind, and he was glad to see a friendly face among the EMT crews, Diego Cole. Diego was actually an ex-boyfriend of his, but unlike him and Con, their breakup had been mutual and free of drama and hard feelings. They just knew they weren’t a good match, and there was no point trying to pretend they were. Roan’s idea of relaxing after a hard day was reading a book, maybe watching a movie; Diego preferred playing Xbox until three in the goddamn morning. He liked to say it kept his reflexes sharp, but somehow Roan doubted that.

Gordo and Seb took it all in, and seeing Hatch on the floor in a small pool of his own piss, they both stared at Roan as the two EMT teams split up, the strangers going to Danny, while Diego and his rig partner, Steve Tsuro, got the fun task of working on Hatch. “His right arm’s broken, as is his left leg,” he told them.

Diego, who was crouched beside Hatch, looked up at him rather coolly. “Anything else we should know, Dirty Harry?”

He scowled at him, but decided to save the evil remark for a more private moment. “He’s a total prick.”

There was some fear that Danny had been mildly overdosed on ketamine—mild meaning he wasn’t dying, but he was barely alive. His respiration rate was incredibly low, and they couldn’t even get a reflex response from him. The rest of them had to clear the shed so the EMTs could work, and Seb kept an eye on things from the doorway, but there was hardly any need: Hatch was too hurt to try anything, and knowing Diego and Steve, they’d just smash him over the head with their kits if he did. Foster remained in the shed, looking over the crime scene, while Blanchard stood near the back of the house, barking into her cell phone that she needed Judge Shapiro to get her a warrant now.

He gave Gordo his gun, still in its holster. Since he hadn’t fired it, Sikorski’d give it back to him as soon as statements were taken and everything was judged kosher. To make it all easier, Roan lied about what had led him to the shed. Namely he said he had smelled blood and fear, and recognized Danny’s scent from the Nakamura home. Complete bullshit, but everybody was so in the dark about his smelling ability that they wouldn’t be able to disprove it, and they wouldn’t know that the Nakamuras kept their home so surgically clean that they had all but scrubbed out every trace of Danny’s scent, and that the dog shit around here was so pungent it was overwhelming his sense of smell. It was all more legally plausible than simply saying he had a hunch. In the shed, Foster had recovered Hatch’s gun.

Hatch, clearly shocky and immobilized on a portable gurney, complained that he’d just broken in and attacked him and then repeated that he didn’t do anything Danny didn’t want. That’s when Roan showed the cops the bruise on his right forearm, and even he had to admit it was impressive. A deep, angry red already becoming blue-black at the edges, it was in the exact shape of the segment of the ax handle that hit him. “He hit me first,” he pointed out. “I simply defended myself.” And that was the truth, even though it was a deliberately calculated truth on his part. He could have prevented the hit, but he didn’t. Again, it was something that couldn’t be proven.

Diego, done with Hatch, came over and looked at his arm. “This looks bad. You’d better come to the hospital with us.”

He stared at him in surprise, almost feeling betrayed by Dee. “What? It’s a bruise.”

“Which could be a fracture. Look, you can see the imprint of the damn thing in your skin. And don’t you even think about arguing with me.” Dee gave him that look, the kind of look you could only get from an ex who knew you so well that it was borderline mortifying, and he knew arguing was pointless.

Didn’t matter. He could give his statement at the hospital as easily as he could here.

 

 

BY THE time they got to County General, the waiting room was swamped with an unusual amount of people. Apparently there had been problems at the police station involving some angry cultists, who’d turned over cars in the parking lot and got their fool asses hurt. (Paris was right: he should have been there with the video camera.)

He was lucky, if you could call it that. Being an infected, he was to be handled a bit differently than everyone else, and therefore got processed pretty quickly, with people wearing latex gloves as thick as oven mitts handling him gingerly as they x-rayed his arm, as if he was somehow wildly contagious even though he was not bleeding. It did turn out he had some blood on his hands, but it was Danny’s; he must have gotten it while taking the cuffs off of him.

Afterward he called the Nakamuras, and when he told Sara he’d found Danny, she actually shouted with joy, an emotional response that surprised him. It also made him feel worse when he had to tell her Danny was in the hospital.

Danny was expected to make it, but right now there were many questions about the condition he would be in when he regained consciousness. The problem with ketamine was it could fuck people up as much as a bad acid trip: it could give you a psychosis you never had before using it, and some people who abused it a lot could find it as psychologically addictive as heroin. The fact that Hatch was pumping him full of so much of the stuff and not saying how much he’d dosed him with and for how long meant they wouldn’t know how profoundly Danny had been affected until he woke up. The only good news in that was if Danny was riding high on Special K through most of his ordeal, he might not remember any of it.

His injuries were essentially superficial, although there was basic confirmation he’d been raped, or at least subjected to rather rough sex (and if he was on ketamine, it was considered rape regardless—it was a date-rape drug after all, a dissociative anesthetic, and no one on it could make any kind of decision or consent). Hatch had stopped complaining and started demanding a lawyer, but he was totally fucked. Not only were they confiscating his hard drives, but a rather large stock of ketamine had been found in the shed, and that shit was so illegal he was guaranteed to spend a butt-load of time in prison for possession of it alone.

Although things weren’t perfectly clear at the moment, Roan had figured out a workable scenario. LadyLeopard, the not-so-secret secret admirer on Danny’s Facebook page? It was either Hatch or Hatch’s wife, using infection and the Church of the Divine Transformation as a lure to meet impressionable, lonely kids in their general vicinity, and fuck them up royally. Hatch was nothing more than a bargain-basement predator, who simply adapted tactics to use the taboo “thrill” of infection to lead them to victims who would inadvertently help them. After all, if you were running away to get infected, you’d hardly announce it to your parents, would you?

And the kicker? He wasn’t infected; neither was his wife. Presumably Danny got lucky, but he was being tested anyway, because it was unclear if Danny had been “shared” with other people.

When the Nakamuras arrived, he was prepared to break the news to them, but in an odd act of sympathy, Gordo came over and helped him do it. Although horrified by what had happened to Danny, they seemed glad the cops had the perpetrators in custody (although for the moment one was in surgery; Roan had apparently done a real number on Hatch’s leg), and Sara had hugged him for “rescuing” their son. Maybe they were a bit hard on him, but they loved Danny, and that was probably what counted the most.

He went and sat in a currently unused exam room afterward, feeling like he wanted to be alone. He didn’t know why exactly. Technically this had to count as a good resolution—he’d found Danny, he was still alive, he’d gotten at least one predator off the street (and fucked him up pretty good)—but in an ideal world, Danny never would have been hurt in the first place. In an ideal world, he’d have just been crashing on a friend’s couch and smoking pot all day. But this world was not ideal, and he didn’t know why he suddenly wanted it to be.

Diego tracked him down, coming to join him sitting on the edge of the exam table. Dee was his height but much more slender in frame, almost willowy (although he would object to that description), a light-skinned black man with male model cheekbones and sleepy but expressive dark eyes. He was, as he liked to say, “half black, half Mexican, all man.” He was good-looking, funny, smart, but they just didn’t work as a couple, which was kind of a shame. They were, sadly, better friends.

Dee squeezed his bicep as he sat down, and Roan scowled at him. “What are you doing?”

“Seeing how strong you are now, macho man. Jesus, have you been working out?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He scoffed. “It means what it means. Did you see how you fucked-up that perv’s arm? To get a complete spiral fracture like that, you must be in the bodybuilder category now. How much do you bench?”

That made no sense… except in retrospect he remembered how liquid his muscles had felt when he got mad, when he let the beast peek out, and suddenly he wondered if the shift made him stronger. It must have. Hadn’t he always been aware that he was at his strongest when he was mad or hurt? The transformation from human to cat did change your body; why wouldn’t it affect your strength levels? “I dunno. I’ve just been borrowing Paris’s weight set from time to time.”

“Time to time? Somebody’s being modest. Have you been replaced by a pod person?” Roan glared at him, but it only made Diego grin, flashing blinding white teeth. “How’s Paris?”

Dee was one of the few exes that Paris knew about; in fact, they’d met. They got on so well it made him wonder if he really was attracted to a certain type of guy. If asked, Roan would have claimed he had no type, but he was no longer sure. “He’s good. He’s going in for his routine checkup next week.” Tiger-strain people always needed to go in for checkups after the high point in the viral cycle, just to make sure there weren’t any aneurysms waiting to explode or that their hearts weren’t damaged. The older they got, the more vital this became.

“Good. And let me say, on behalf of the entire gay male community, we hate your fucking guts ’cause you landed him. Share, you selfish bastard.”

Roan chuckled, although he really hadn’t wanted to. Dee and Par had that in common: they could always make him laugh. “Let me officially say, to the entire community, tough titties.”

“I just knew you’d say something like that. Creep.” He sighed dramatically, but then changed the subject. “By the way, your arm isn’t fractured; you just have some tissue damage.”

“I figured.” His fingers on his right arm tingled a bit, but mostly his arm just ached. He’d get over it.

“Why didn’t someone get you an ice pack? I’ll go get you one—”

“No, it’s okay. I don’t need it, really.”

“Being macho again?”

“No. I’ve just had worse. I’ll live.” He felt Dee’s suspicious glare, but didn’t turn to acknowledge it. “Can I ask you a bizarre question?”

“Do you ask any others?”

He ignored that. “Do you know anything about polycythemia vera, a blood cell disorder?”

Dee thought about that a moment, staring down at the foam-green tiled floor and frowning. “Specifically? No, I’d have to look it up. Why?”

“Do you have any idea why a thirteen-year-old boy would get a blood disorder specific to middle-aged men?”

He gave Roan a suspicious look, one that seemed to say What are you up to now, freak-o? but he did give him a serious answer. “Well, if the kid had an immune system disorder, he could be susceptible to almost anything. Age would be irrelevant.”

“What kind of immune system disorders are we talking about? AIDS?”

“That would be the most devastating, sure; people with that have been known to die from diseases that humans aren’t supposed to be susceptible to.” After a pause, he added, “Being infected can do that to people sometimes too.”

That was news to him. “Since when?”

“Well, some infecteds’ systems don’t take the major infections quite well, mostly tiger. But mainly it’s the virus children. You’re a bit of a miracle, Roan, although I’m sure you’ll roll your eyes at that. You’re a fully functional virus child; that’s about as rare as surviving a tiger infection. Most viral kids are damaged on the genetic level; they get diseases that come out of nowhere within their respective families, like progeria, Tay-Sachs—”

“—and maybe something like polycythemia vera?” he interrupted, feeling his skin prickle as the answer seemed to explode in his mind. Oh shit. It all made sense now. He didn’t have all the answers, but damn if he couldn’t see the through line, the connecting thread between it all, the bits and pieces falling into a shattered picture. He jumped off the exam table, no longer aware of how much his arm hurt or how bad he felt for not finding Danny sooner. “Oh God, I know who killed Hank DeSilvo.” He grabbed Dee’s face in his hands and planted a quick, friendly kiss on his lips. “Thank you. Remind me to buy you a drink sometime.”

As he left the exam room, wondering where the hell Sikorski was now, Dee called out, sounding flustered, “What the hell did I say?”

He found Seb first, nursing a cup of the toxic swill that passed for coffee in the hospital, and Gordo wasn’t far away; he was talking on his cell to someone down at the station. As soon as Gordo saw him, he told the person on the end of the line to hold on and gave Roan a piercing look. “What now? I really hate that look on your face, Roan.”

“You need to bring Mitch Henstridge in now.”

The stare didn’t waver. In fact, now Seb joined in, although his look was more deadpan. “Did they give you pain medication? Are you having a reaction?”

“I’m not asking for an APB; just bring him in for questioning, that’s all I ask. Do it now before he skips town… if he hasn’t already. If he was at all smart he’d have already run, but I don’t know if he has any further loose ends to tie up or not.”

Gordo’s look was one of stark disbelief. “What the fuck are you on about?”

“Henstridge killed DeSilvo, and probably Tweaks as well.”

Now he looked downright hostile. “You telling me he’s a killer cat, is that it?”

Roan felt his stomach start to burn. It felt like damning, outing, and he wasn’t sure how it worked precisely, but it was the only thing that made sense. The Nakamuras instinct had been right about Danny’s disappearance: although he left voluntarily, he didn’t end up where he expected to. His instinct was right that Hatch was hiding something. Now it was Sikorski’s turn to be right about a virus child mutation. “No. His son is.”

 

 

THE TIGER paced in its cage restlessly, not understanding the bars but enraged with them all the same. Biting them didn’t work and swiping them with its claws did no good either. Sometimes if it threw its body against it, it would hear a rattle, feel a shift, but nothing else happened.

It stunk of humans here, but there was another scent, one that nearly drove it into a frenzy: another cat. It was faint though, tangled with a human scent, enough to confuse it. Was the cat here, or had one once been here? It thought if one was here the scent would be more tangible, that it would be able to smell the blood as well as the musk, hear the other cat’s heartbeat. But all was silence and cold, and not even the human scent was strong anymore.

It had lain down on the hard floor, giving up, when it heard a noise.

It was a strange noise somewhere above its head; it could see nothing but the same pale orb of light that was always there, but the noises—strange, unidentifiable, far—continued. A faint scent eventually came with it, a new human scent, and…

… a cat.

This was a new cat. A new musk, and better yet, new blood, a new heartbeat. On its territory. The scent was above its head somewhere, above the glowing orb, and there was no containing its frenzy now. This was its territory, its, and no other cat was allowed.

The tiger began throwing itself against the bars of the cage, the pain only making it that much more determined to escape and rip the other cat’s throat out.

 

 

THE PLYWOOD plank had been nailed to the back door far more expertly than he had thought. Mitch had had to go back to his car and get his tire iron to pry up a corner of it, and he was glad that McKichan lived so far from his neighbors. He had to break the panel to get a big enough opening, but it would do. Whoever had put that up had done a damn good job, though.

In all honesty, he hadn’t wanted to do this; he didn’t want to be here. This was all Hank’s fault.

If he hadn’t been a cop, he’d have been a thief; Hank had even told him that once. But Mitch hadn’t really believed it until the money was on offer, and that’s when Hank’s ugly true colors started bleeding through. He was going to fuck him and Mitch knew it. Mitch needed the money, Hank knew that, and yet Hank intended to fuck him out of it anyway. Hank had even made vague noises about the truth about Mitch’s son getting out, and that was the last straw. Fuck him over? Fine. But no one fucked over his son.

Mikey was getting harder and harder to control, possibly due to puberty. He strained at the leash, so Mitch let him go, detaching the lead from his shock collar, and whispered, “Go upstairs, boy. Go get the man.”

Even in the dimness, he could see that the living room he was in was astonishingly ordinary, a living room like any other. He had expected different, although he didn’t know what. He supposed that a gay guy would have a more flamboyant place, something a bit more extravagant.

He had absolutely nothing against McKichan at all; he didn’t know him, and frankly, he didn’t want to know him. A kitty fag? Great—the worst of both worlds. But he’d heard from his buddies in the department that he was digging around, that he’d started investigating Hank, and for some reason had turned his sights on him. That was intolerable; he was getting too close.

And he wasn’t even on the fucking force anymore! Why wasn’t someone reining him in? Why was someone letting him investigate cops? In a way, this was his fault. If he’d just minded his own business, he’d have gotten to live.

But Mitch felt somewhat bad about his boyfriend. He probably had no idea what McKichan was up to, and yet he was sending Mikey up to kill him. He was shocked by his own feelings, because gay guys usually made his skin crawl a bit. Who’d want to fuck a man? Seriously. A naked man wasn’t an attractive thing. The sheer size of the boyfriend had surprised him; he had the shoulders of a linebacker. He didn’t think they made gay guys that big… but there was that transvestite he arrested that one time, wasn’t there? That guy had been six six and nearly three hundred pounds if he’d been an ounce. Scary.

The problem was those kids. He hadn’t been able to sleep since he’d had to take out those kids at Tweaks’s. But he didn’t have a choice, much like with McKichan’s boyfriend. The kids could have identified him, and God knew who Tweaks had talked to. They had to go, much like the boyfriend had to go. He had to protect Mikey.

He was a special boy, with special needs. If he didn’t take care of him, who would? They’d probably throw him in a fucking zoo or something. He had to stay out of prison to take care of him, especially now.

Mikey made a strange noise, a growling whimper, and seemed reluctant to approach the stairs. He pulled out the collar control and gave him a little shock, adding insistently, “Go.” The cat that he was twitched its tail in annoyance, but after a moment’s further hesitation, Mikey loped upstairs, as quietly as a… cat, which figured.

He knew McKichan was gone, and he had no idea when he’d be back, but he was prepared to wait. He’d had to wait for Tweaks too, and that fucking space brain never even noticed that everyone was dead. Supposedly, McKichan would be more on the ball—no pun intended—but he’d get him as soon as he came in the door. He might be armed, and gunfire might get attention before he could get out of here.

Mitch waited at the base of the stairs, stomach knotting as he braced himself for the aborted scream of someone waking up to find a cat ripping out their throat, when he heard a strange noise. It was like a muffled, metallic clang, but very faint. He looked down at the carpet and wondered if it had come from beneath the house. Did they have a basement? Was the boyfriend down there at this time of night?

Now there was another noise, one that was growing louder. It was a repetitive thudding, almost a gallop, and as he turned he saw a door on his immediate left. He’d thought it was a closet, but now he wondered if it was the basement door, and pulled out his revolver.

Hardly in time. The basement door didn’t open so much as it exploded off its hinges, and it slammed into him, knocking him to the floor. The door pinned his legs down with a tremendous weight, and he saw why the door was so heavy—there was a big, fucking tiger on it.

The cat was huge, its head almost twice as big as his, and it roared at him, its fetid breath washing over him, saliva dripping down from its large, ivory teeth. Its amber eyes were almost lambent in the dark, and he finally understood why Mikey hadn’t wanted to come in here.

He hadn’t considered the fact that maybe the boyfriend was infected too. But even if he had, he was sure he never would have entertained the possibility that he was a fucking tiger.

Mitch raised his weapon and wondered if a bullet would even make a dent in this beast’s skull.
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YES, THE theory had very obvious holes in it, but it felt right. The motive was there: money, connected to some sort of illegal activity that took place at the Edgewood house (which would explain Tweaks as a loose end; perhaps he was a witness, if not openly involved). How Henstridge could “control” his infected son he had no idea, but he was sure that was the real cause of the son’s medical condition and the real cause of his wife’s death. 

Although Paris was one of the few exceptions, it was extremely rare for an infected woman to infect a man. The nature and mechanics of sex always made it easier for the man to infect the woman (or other men). As for why Henstridge would hide the fact that his son and wife were infected… well, who wouldn’t hide it if they could? There was still a huge stigma attached to infection, and it could have had a huge, negative impact on his career, or at least Henstridge might reasonably fear that could be the case. Sure, the PD took Roan on as an officer, but only after a major lawsuit involving accusations (fairly well-proven) of sexism and racism in the department: he’d been part of public relations blitz and nothing more. He was waved about as “See—we take on filthy degenerate lepers too; we’re progressive.” Henstridge, already a cop, would know what a laugh that was.

Although they listened patiently, Gordo was quick to point out he had no proof of anything, just supposition—although that whole money thing was damn suspicious. But all that aside, he told his friend on the other end of his cell phone to see if anyone knew where Henstridge was, because he needed to talk to him right away.

With the waiting game begun, Roan went back to his clients, the Nakamuras, and sat with them a while. Danny was still out cold, but his vitals were starting to look better, so the doctor figured he’d be conscious in another couple of hours. She didn’t think there’d be any permanent physical damage.

Gordo found him eventually and told him no one had found Henstridge yet; no one seemed to know where he was. Gordo still wasn’t sure about his theory, but he told him—in a hushed voice, in case someone wandered by—that he’d make sure Henstridge would be brought in, and when he was, he’d make sure he was there. “We both know the reason I put up with you is because you do have the sharpest instincts of anyone I’ve ever met. So… if you say you think Henstridge is the guy… okay. We’ll look at him hard.”

This was clearly a painful admission from Gordo, and he supposed he should have been touched, but Roan was too tired to muster it. “Are you hittin’ on me?”

Gordo scowled at him, shaking his head. “You just can’t keep from being a smart-ass, can you?”

“Snarky is my default setting.”

He sighed heavily, a fatally put-upon man. “So I’ve noticed.”

Although there were some questions about trespassing and excessive use of force, he was essentially let go. After all, as Seb so helpfully pointed out, according to the law, anything short of death was permissible in self-defense—and death was acceptable in some cases. Hatch was hardly dead, just hurting (although probably not nearly enough).

He’d left the Mustang on Hatch’s block, but Gordo and Seb offered him a lift home, and he figured he’d take it. He and Paris could head out tomorrow on the bike and pick up the Mustang—maybe they’d encounter a local “action news team,” and they could say something unconscionably filthy on the air. It was always fun to piss off someone with plastic hair and nothing better to do.

It was odd riding in the back of an unmarked police car, but at least Gordo gave him his gun back so he didn’t feel totally like he was being run in. He mostly nodded off in the back, vaguely listening to Seb and Gordo talk to Em at dispatch, and was looking forward to simply crawling into bed with Paris and sleeping for three days. Except Paris wouldn’t be there yet, would he? The sun was starting to come up, the sky’s fragile blue giving way to a pale blush dotted with thin, blue-gray clouds, and he figured Paris had just changed back or was soon going to. He’d be happy he’d solved his cases, although then that meant they had to start worrying about the bills again.

His eyes were half-open as they turned the corner down his quiet, rural street, and he saw, parked on the soft shoulder of the road across from his house, a silver Subaru Outback. “What the fuck?” he exclaimed, sitting up, totally awake now.

Seb was driving, and while this exclamation did not make his driving suffer in any way, he glanced at him in the rearview mirror as he pulled the car smoothly into the driveway. “What’s wrong?” His voice almost had an inflection; that was near panic for Seb.

“That Outback,” he said, hastily getting out of the car. “It belonged to a suspicious guy that was here the other day.”

“Suspicious how?” Gordo asked. “Nutball?”

“I don’t—” The reply died in his throat as he took a step toward the house and caught the scent of blood. He had the instant mental image of Paris lying on the floor of the cage, his head punched in on one side, collapsed due to the force of a bullet pulverizing part of his skull, in a pool of blood like a collapsed shadow. His heart was trip-hammering, and he knew he should approach with caution… but it all disappeared in a sudden flush of rage, his vision tinting red as the muscles knotted inside his skin, and as he ran for the house he shouted, “Paris!” Only later, when his throat hurt, did he realize that the scream turned into a roar.

He didn’t open his door, even though he could have; he was too enraged to think clearly, the beast surging out on a wave of desperate emotion. He slammed a flattened palm against the deadbolt and it shot out through the door, cracking like spun glass, the metal bouncing across the floor as he kicked the door open, braced to pounce on the first thing that wasn’t Paris. He could almost feel the hot blood of the intruder in his mouth already.

He was smashed across the face with the rank, meaty smell of blood, and he saw that the basement door had been ripped off its hinges and was partially covering the body of a man sprawled out on the floor at the foot of the stairs. It wasn’t Paris; he knew that from the smell of his blood before he was even able to rein back the beast enough to focus on the body.

He was dead; he smelled like shit and decay already. His throat had been torn out, his skull punctured and face scarred by teeth marks. His right arm, extended away from his body, was held on only by the bone and a few straggly bits of sinew. There was a gun just beyond his curled fingers, and dark blood had pooled around him like a fallen shroud. He felt a dark sense of triumph that the stupid fucker had encountered the tiger and not Paris, the prey suddenly rendered predator in front of a man not prepared for it.

Anger mingling with relief and panic, Roan felt a bit more in control of himself, and looking around the room, spotted Paris curled up by the back door, blood so completely slicked down his naked back and torso that it looked like he was wearing a red shirt. He scrambled to him as Gordo and Seb came in the door, and one of them—he honestly didn’t know which, and didn’t care—exclaimed, “Jesus Christ!”

He grabbed Paris in his arms and curled himself around his upper body, fighting back tears as his nose confirmed that the blood wasn’t his; none of it belonged to Paris. His pulse, thready and rapid in the aftermath of the change, pounded away in a steady rhythm, and Roan felt almost dizzy with relief. For a second there he’d thought Paris was gone; he’d thought he was dead. He tried to swallow back the lump in his throat and realized he was trembling now, partially out of adrenaline overload and partially out of the fact that he’d just realized he had been more than ready, willing, and able to kill someone with his bare hands. It never even occurred to him to draw his weapon.

He was aware that someone was standing nearby, just far enough away to give them some semblance of privacy, and just by the scent of his cologne—it was faint and he didn’t recognize it at all; it smelled of wood smoke and pine, with a hint of cigar—he knew it was Seb. 

“Is he all right?”

“He’s okay. He’s only out due to the change,” he replied, his eyes tightly shut, his voice gravelly. He stroked Paris’s sweat-soaked hair, and was glad he wasn’t conscious yet. How would he explain this? The last time Paris woke up in someone else’s blood, he’d had a nervous breakdown.

“Oh my God,” Gordo gasped. Roan heard the rustle of Seb turning toward his partner, and he risked opening his eyes to look. A couple errant tears spilled out, but they stopped. Gordo was crouched next to the body, just beyond the penumbra of blood, and he was holding two driver’s licenses that he must have pulled out of the coat of the victim. Gordo looked up at them, blue eyes weary with the general horrors of humanity, and said, “It’s Mitchell Henstridge.”

Roan wiped the tears away with the back of his hand, and tried to figure out how he had become a loose end that needed tying up. Had Henstridge known he was investigating him? He must have. He must have worried he was getting close, and what the fuck were two more murders on top of the five he’d already committed? Once you killed at least two people, it was unofficially a “spree” anyway.

He laid Paris down carefully on the floor and grabbed the throw off the couch, covering him, as Seb called in for a meat wagon and the rest of the “cat” investigative unit. Roan had intended to go to the ground-floor bathroom and get Paris some fentanyl (he didn’t give a fuck that they were here; Paris was really going to need it), but he stopped as his nose got so accustomed to the smell of blood and death that he could now smell something else: a cat. A cat he’d never smelled before, one that didn’t belong. “Fucking hell, his son’s still here,” he snapped, heading for the stairs.

Gordo stood up, drawing his service weapon, and asked, “You can smell him?”

“Yeah, upstairs.”

As he started up the steps, Gordo moved to follow, but he looked back down at him and shook his head. “I can get this.”

“If he’s the cat that’s been killing people.…”

“Remember what happened at the station? If he’s a cat, I can handle him.”

Gordo frowned, but his eyes seemed to darken with newfound knowledge as he thought back to what had happened at the cat containment unit, and he understood now what Roan only was starting to understand: the cats were afraid of him. He smelled half-cat, half-human, and they just didn’t know what to make of him. He was the alpha male by default, because he was a strange mutation that couldn’t fit into their limited frame of reference. Gordo nodded reluctantly, but kept his weapon out, pointed at the ceiling. “You need help, shout.”

Roan nodded and went up the stairs quickly and quietly, unconsciously shifting his weight to the balls of his feet. He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, following the scent trail to the room beside the bedroom that they sarcastically referred to as “the library.” It was just a storage room for random crap that they hadn’t found a place for yet, but mainly it was full of Roan’s books, boxes and boxes of books. He knew of this great used-book shop on Pike Street that he could spend hours in, just perusing the stacks and finding hidden gems. He always went in there intending to buy only one or two books, and invariably left with a bag full of them. Paris used to joke that he should just open his own damn used-book shop in the house, if only to free up the room.

He slipped into the bedroom and then the connected bathroom, taking out a medical kit and loading up a hypodermic with painkillers, so practiced at it by now he could do it faster than Dee ever could. He hesitated, filled a second needle, and tucked them both in his pocket before returning to the library.

There was a window on the far wall, across from the door, and as he shoved the ajar door all the way open he was greeted by the smell of fresh air stirring around the scent of slowly moldering books. Mitchell’s son had jumped out, perhaps because it didn’t want to face a tiger. It had cut itself on the glass; he could smell a faint trace of blood, and that was enough for him to track it.

He went to the pane and looked out, but the backyard was clear. Glass sparkled below like water, and before he realized what he was doing, he’d jumped out the window and landed easily on his feet in the grass. The boy’s scent was easy to pick up, and he followed the faint smell of blood toward the copse of trees at the back of the property.

Had he just jumped out the fucking window?!

When he’d found this place, the copse was the second reason he wanted to buy it. Being far from human neighbors was the main attraction, but this copse, full of towering pines and thick underbrush, huge ferns that were almost waist high and tangles of blackberry bushes as tall as a man, was an attractive cat hideaway. It was full of small animals that development had chased out of their old homes, and it could, in theory, provide enough distraction for any big cat that might have broken out of the house. It was small hope that they’d be distracted enough by a possum to forget about hunting human prey, but he had odd moments of living in hope.

He found Henstridge’s son, Michael, by the dried-up creek, lying underneath the hollow of a blackberry bush, his injured leg still sticking out from under the shrub. He was still in cat form, and as Roan knelt down and pulled a hypo out of his pocket, he saw why no one had been able to identify his bite pattern.

Michael Henstridge was like no cat Roan had ever seen in his life. His fur was short and camel-colored, but he had an awkward, lanky body, almost more like a cheetah’s than anything else. But his head had the broader, flatter shape of a panther, and considering his age, he was a lot larger than he would have expected, almost the size of your average panther. But he wasn’t an average anything; he almost looked like some kind of cat hybrid. Although one of the most bizarre and troubling things was the black nylon collar around his neck—it looked like a shock collar, the kind you might use on an obsessively barking dog.

He stabbed the hypodermic in a vein in its leg, and Michael looked up at him, ears flattening, but Roan aborted his growl with one of his own. “It’s over, boy,” he snarled. “Stay down.”

For a long moment he stared into uncomprehending yellow eyes, and then the cat laid back down, the drugs taking hold of its system as powerfully as for any human.

Or at least that’s what he told himself. He hated to think that, on some level, Michael understood him.



Epilogue

 

MAYBE HE had simply come to terms with his own impending death far too well, but the fact that he had killed Mitchell Henstridge bothered Paris less and less as time went on.

According to Dennis Caldera, a criminal lawyer that Roan worked cases for occasionally, Henstridge’s death wasn’t so much self-defense as it was a classic “asking for it” scenario: he broke into a house with a gun and a dangerous cat, clearly intending harm. The fact that he was partially eaten by the resident cat only meant the possibility that karma existed was better than ever. In fact, Henstridge’s death was basically classified as “death by misadventure”—no one even considered pressing charges against Paris.

Maybe he didn’t feel bad about it because the bastard was coming to kill him and Roan. And because God knew what a fucked-up job he did on his own son.

Michael Henstridge was an infected, and a pretty odd one. A little digging found that Anita Henstridge had been infected by tainted blood given to her in a transfusion after a car accident in her first trimester of pregnancy, when the two of them were living in Chicago. The hospital had ended up infecting several patients in a similar manner; there had been a huge class action lawsuit that was settled out of court, and by the time the lawyers got their cut of the money, all the survivors blew through their meager leftovers quite quickly. By the time the Henstridges had relocated here, their money was gone.

Michael Henstridge had several problems, beyond just being infected and having polycythemia vera. He was something of a flip side to most infecteds, meaning he was more often cat than human, reverting to human form for only about a week out of every month. And when he was in human form, he still acted like a cat. He walked on all fours—it was difficult to get him to stand unless he was trying to reach for something—and growled, yowled, and snarled; he didn’t speak. He did understand some commands, though, mainly stay, down, no, and sic. Clearly he had some serious brain damage, but there was some question as to how much of it had been made worse by Henstridge “conditioning” his own son. Michael was in a special hospital upstate, where they were trying to figure out what they could “fix” and what was permanent. He hadn’t been charged with his role in the murders, because he was a minor, because he was brain damaged, and because he was going to spend the rest of his days locked up in an institution anyway. How did you convict a boy who was mainly a cat?

Henstridge had a second identity established, Peter French, under which he’d been renting a ramshackle house not far from Tweaks on the East Side. There was a small pond on a neighboring property, and a search of it turned up a machete that was assumed to be the murder weapon used to kill the kids at Tweaks’s place. Roan had said there were some things left at the house that indicated Mitchell honestly thought he was “protecting” his son, that he was taking care of him in some way, but Paris couldn’t quite wrap his mind around that psychotic reasoning. He trained his son to a leash—how was that doing the best for him, exactly? How was training him to kill on command beneficial? Bizarrely, he thought Roan might have actually felt a bit sorry for Mitch, although he was still glad the fucker was dead.

And Roan. He wondered how and if he should try to get him to talk about what was happening to him. He heard from Diego what he’d done to Hatch, just as he saw for himself what he’d done to the deadbolt on the door. Paris worked on doors, he knew how hard deadbolts were to break, and Roan had punched it out—in one single piece. There was a break in the door where the lock had been engaged and forced out. The strength needed to do something like that was supernatural, and if you combined that with how he broke Hatch’s arm, it added up to an interesting picture. Namely, the cat was bleeding into him more and more—but did he want to acknowledge that in any way? No, he was keeping it to himself, as if denial could somehow keep it from happening. Paris just went along with him, pretended he didn’t know, but he wasn’t sure how long he could keep doing it. Yes, he was an excellent liar if he said so himself, but he was sure that not talking about it was slowly killing Roan. He’d found him up some nights, pacing or staring out at nothing, once even trying to see if he could read a book in the dark. (Did that work? He was kind of curious.) But he had a variety of lame excuses, from too much caffeine to insomnia. Roan had to know he knew too, but he hadn’t banked up the courage to say it. How funny was that? The bravest man he knew afraid of talking about what was happening to him.

Paris had already decided what he was going to do. He was going to make him a nice dinner one night and then simply tell him he knew. Yeah, that was a hell of a way to ruin a nice dinner, but that was how they did it in the Lehane family, damn it; it’s what always made Christmas so interesting. Recriminations and presents.

Sikorski had come around shortly after the entire incident, once they had scrubbed all the blood out of the carpet and re-hung the basement door, and brought them a bottle of wine, saying he’d never brought Roan a housewarming present. Sikorski tried very hard to be nice to him, which made Paris instantly suspicious, and even Roan hadn’t known what to make of it, but Paris was relatively sure he eventually figured it out. He felt bad for doubting Roan or using him, and also it got through his thick, straight head that he and Roan genuinely loved each other. It was probably a weird thing for the terminally straight to get, but hey, his boyfriend punched out a deadbolt for him and almost became a lion on demand—would Sikorski’s wife have done that for him? (Assuming she could.)

Sikorski also brought up a point that awed him somewhat, and that was, if Hank had grabbed his Remington before going outside—instead of his sawed-off shotgun—Roan might have never taken an interest in the case, and Ro had to admit that was probably true. It just struck him as an odd weapon for a cop to have, and Paris couldn’t help but feel a little bit of pride. That was what Roan was great at: finding the one little flaw, the one little thing that didn’t quite fit, and blowing a case wide open.

He still didn’t trust Sikorski; he’d still used Roan. But maybe he judged him too harshly otherwise. At least he was trying.

The money remained a question mark, the answer to which had probably died with DeSilvo, Henstridge, and Tweaks. Randi had confirmed that Tweaks was in debt up to his eyeballs and wasn’t getting the Cayman Island gift baskets like Hank and Mitch, but since Metropol had disappeared as mysteriously as it had showed up, leads had dried up quickly. Roan had two theories, both of which were plausible enough: during the bust of the house in Edgewood, DeSilvo and Henstridge found a whole bunch of money (perhaps Tweaks, desperate to keep another more serious charge off his lengthy record, lead them to it, or was simply present when they found it) that was clearly ill-gotten gains and took it for themselves. Unsure how to best launder it and wanting to keep suspicion off of themselves, the account was set up in the Cayman Islands and they pulled out small amounts on a monthly basis, just enough not to garner attention. Or conversely, they had found something incredibly illegal at the Edgewood house, and knowing that Edgar Rodriguez had the cash or the capabilities of getting it, blackmailed him into paying them hush money. Rodriguez denied any knowledge of the cops or a Cayman Island account, but the cops in Miami were still investigating him. Roan had told Paris, if it was Rodriguez, he’d covered his tracks extraordinarily well. They would probably never know what precisely happened at the Edgewood house. That ate at Roan a lot—he hated mysteries even he couldn’t solve—but he was learning to let go.

The Nakamuras were so pleased by the job Roan had done for them that they gave him a five-thousand-dollar bonus. Roan had actually tried to refuse it (refuse!), but the Nakamuras insisted he keep it, so he did. It went very far in home repairs, so they were able to get the house secure again in no time. Danny was okay, although he’d seemingly suffered amnesia, possibly due to constant exposure to ketamine (or because he didn’t want to deal with it), meaning he didn’t remember exactly what had happened to him. But the hard drives had an awful lot of incriminating evidence; in fact, it seemed Hatch was trying to get into the online porn business, and he’d had a couple more underage victims on film that the police were having a hard time identifying (mainly because Hatch didn’t film too many faces). But between child pornography, kidnapping, rape, and ketamine possession charges, Hatch wasn’t going to see the light of day for a long time. And Roan hinted rather darkly at what other convicts did to pedophiles in prison, so it wasn’t a huge shock that Hatch’s lawyer was trying to get him sentenced to a special sex offender’s treatment center, although the state was resisting so far.

The Hatch case had gotten MK Investigations a lot of publicity, even though Roan had made it clear he didn’t talk to reporters and wouldn’t, and once when Paris did it just for the sheer lark of it, Ro got really pissed off. He didn’t want to be a “sideshow,” the infected detective, and Paris couldn’t help but wonder if the new thing he was going through—the changes, the cat traits lingering behind longer now—had made him want to retreat even further from the world. Was he afraid he’d end up like Michael Henstridge, more cat than human? That wasn’t going to happen.

Okay, no, he had no basis for saying it, no proof he could give Roan, but Ro wasn’t brain damaged, and if he was going to change into a cat permanently, wouldn’t he have done so by now? He honestly thought Roan was simply growing into his abilities, which he’d never bothered to explore before. Paris bet Roan could do a lot of things if he wasn’t so afraid of himself and what he could do. Sometimes he just didn’t get Roan at all; if it had been him, and he’d found out he could have super strength and shit like that, by God, he’d be out there using it. He’d be ripping off bank vault doors and juggling Volkswagens and just really impressing the hell out of extremely attractive people as well as trying to swing a movie or TV deal. Just call him Super ManWhore.

At least business was really good now; everybody wanted to hire them. They had cases backed up into next month, although Roan was very careful about weeding out clients who simply wanted to hire them for the novelty factor. He’d once angrily tossed out a guy who turned out to be a reporter, just trying to be sneaky.

Paris weeded through the newspaper, finding the only section he bothered to read—the lifestyle section—before heading to the basement. He was supposed to go out with Randi tonight, but he’d decided he wanted to spend the night at home. He and Randi usually went out to clubs, and Roan knew about it, but he didn’t mind, because he trusted Paris.

Okay, maybe he didn’t; he just knew that if Paris cheated on him he could smell the man or woman on him, no matter how well he showered. That was the problem with being with someone with super-smelling, although at least it kept him honest. (Of course, the fact that he would probably kill anyone else he slept with kept him monogamous as well; was any sex safe enough when the tiger strain was like playing Russian roulette with a fully armed semi-automatic?) Besides, he had a good thing going here; he wasn’t going to screw it up by fucking around. He had a feeling his fucking-around days were long past gone.

When Roan was in the high part of his cycle, Paris and Randi would hit the town, mainly going to gay clubs (which Roan hated) and the occasional straight clubs, generally just to dance and drink and have a good time. Also there was a continuing attempt to get Randi laid, but so far it hadn’t really paid off, to the point that she preferred going to the gay clubs with him. While she hated being a “cock blocker,” she’d made a whole bunch of new gay male friends, although she claimed that most were just friendly with her in hopes of eventually getting to nail him. Paris didn’t know if that was true or not, but they were generally nice guys, although not necessarily his type. (Which was funny, because pre-infection, almost everyone was his type if he was high or drunk enough.)

Randi had sounded a little disappointed when he called to cancel, but she said it was okay; Lost was on, and she could stay home and watch it. Besides, she wasn’t sure she was in the mood to watch him get hit on by gorgeous guys she had no hope in hell of nailing unless she got a sex change. Maybe tomorrow night. (For going out, not getting her a sex change. That seemed more like a weekend thing).

Paris left the new basement door open so the CD he’d put in the stereo could be clearly heard. It was Death From Above 1979’s You’re A Woman, I’m A Machine, which was a recent album that Ro liked a lot in spite of its “flaming heterosexuality” (ah, he never did stop being a smart-ass). Paris went down the steps and sat in the center of them, a good distance away from the repaired cage, but still within the general eye line of the lion inside.

Roan in cat form always looked spectacularly regal. He was lying down in the pose of library stone lions everywhere, his deep green eyes a striking counterpart to his ocher fur and his large, luxurious mane, partially shot through with the dark, reddish-brown hair that Roan’s mother had named him after. (It had taken Paris a stupid amount of time to realize that Roan’s mother had named him after his hair color; roan just wasn’t used much as a descriptive term anymore, except in relation to the color of horses. It made him wonder about Roan’s mother, what she was like to know that name, to give it to her son.)

“Just so you know, I changed your ringtone again,” Paris told the lion conversationally. “It’s a Pete Yorn song that makes me think of you, so of course you’re going to absolutely hate it. And I’ll be the first to admit that ‘sister’ line is not only gender inappropriate, but even in correct context just totally creepy. I have no idea what possessed him to write that, unless he was just desperate for a rhyme. I mean, it’s icky.”

The lion just stared at him, oozing the lazy, arrogant disdain that only lions seemed capable of, its tail flicking with impatience. Sometimes he wondered if Roan was actually semi-aware in there; sometimes he liked to annoy him just in an attempt to prove it. If Roan, after changing back, went and deleted his ringtone, it’d be proof positive that he retained some kind of awareness. 

Paris unfolded the Lifestyle section and glanced at the day’s scintillating headline. “Gray Is The New Black.” 

“Seriously, who comes up with this shit? And who cares? Good lord, there are so many wrong things about this I don’t even know where to start. And if you were here, I know you’d say, ‘Why do you read that stuff if it pisses you off?’ And I’d say, ‘Because sometimes I like to complain about things that have no consequence whatsoever. Sometimes I like to think about silly things that aren’t life and death.’ You know what my favorite part about these imaginary conversations between us is? I always win the argument. I’m ten for ten, baby!” He pumped his fist in the air in triumph.

The lion continued to stare at him with Roan’s green eyes, its tail flicking once more. The oddest thing? Roan rarely growled at him. Oh, he supposed he would if he went right up to the cage; he might make a lunge at him, but as long as he kept his distance he just regarded Paris with what seemed to be haughty indifference. It was almost a “We both know I can kick your ass, so why go through the motions” kind of deal. And that kind of attitude seemed more human than cat, although he supposed that was debatable.

Paris opened the newspaper and looked inside, looking for something new to complain about, and maybe a movie they could go see on the weekend when Roan’s transitional phase was over. He glanced up at the cat to see it continuing to watch him in a way that could have been annoyed, or one that was almost—dare he even think it?—somewhat affectionate. “Isn’t it nice to spend a cozy evening at home?” Paris asked, flashing the cat a big, slightly sarcastic smile.

The lion’s tail twitched once more, and he figured, as answers went, that was good enough.




Book Two

Prey





1

The Fallen



THERE WAS something unbelievably depressing about preparing to jail yourself for the night.

Ashley liked to think she’d feel better about it if she had someone to help, a boyfriend perhaps, or maybe a friend, but she’d only moved here a month ago and hadn’t exactly made a lot of friends yet. She wasn’t good at the club scene, and while being a barista was certainly a job that exposed you to a lot of people, most didn’t seem to notice you unless you got their order wrong. There was that one guy with the piercings—she knew him best by his regular order, a half-caff macchiato with a shot of caramel syrup—who seemed to flirt with her, but the whole idea of dating anyone made her nervous.

All her life she’d only had one boyfriend, Jack, her high school sweetheart, and she’d thought they’d be together forever. Until she discovered he had infected her because he’d been fucking around quite a bit, including with hookers down in Tijuana, where he assumed he’d been infected. He claimed to be drunk, that he “didn’t know what he was doing,” but then two other girls (including Savannah, that skank) at school turned up infected with the same strain. The fucking bastard!

So he’d cursed her to this, to this lonely, nomadic existence as a diseased freak. The irony? She never even liked cats; she’d always been a dog person.

Her family claimed to want to “support” her, but clearly she made them nervous, and her mother started drinking again. When Ashley accidentally cut her finger on a paring knife, everyone acted like there had been a toxic waste spill and wouldn’t come near her. So she took the money in her college fund and simply moved on, hoping to start over in a larger city with a larger infected population so she wouldn’t be considered such a freak. She intended to lose herself in the crowd, become just another damned leper among all the other damned lepers.

But San Francisco and New York were both too expensive, and she didn’t like Los Angeles. She’d heard there was a big group near Helena of all places (lots of wide open spaces—it almost made sense), but there was something about Montana that made her feel slightly agoraphobic. So finally she’d drifted here, near the Church of the Divine Transformation. She’d never been there, although she’d been encouraged to go since she was an infected, and supposedly they helped all infecteds. But she couldn’t quite get over the fact that they were blasphemers.

Her mother would have been proud. Ashley had never been quite the radically devoted Christian her mother was, but some of those boring Sunday sermons from her childhood had obviously sunk in, and she couldn’t quite embrace the idea that this infection was somehow a “gift,” the actions of a god who favored them above all. She was alone with Goodwill furniture in a dingy apartment building, with barely enough to cover her rent and expenses, living on macaroni and cheese three days out of the week: she didn’t feel “blessed.” That’s where therapy kind of helped; the doctor told her she was “self-sabotaging” because she hated herself, hated her disease. He was trying to help her “come to terms” with it, and frankly she wished him luck, because she felt it was all bullshit. But she liked having someone to talk to, which was all the doctor was to her.

She let down the metal shutters over the dirt-smeared windows, glad that the government at least made sure even the poorest infecteds had some protections (even if the rich always got the best stuff), and was surprised by a sharp knock on her front door. No one ever knocked on her door, unless it was the landlord inquiring about the rent check or a neighbor complaining about something. As she approached the door, she asked, “Who is it?” She didn’t like the way her voice went up half an octave. She was trying to sound mean, and she only sounded jittery.

“UPS, ma’am,” a man replied, his voice almost robotically flat.

She peered out the door and saw a sort of plain-faced young man with curly almond-brown hair tucked under a backward-turned baseball cap that was the same shit brown as his shirt—the unfortunate color of UPS uniforms everywhere. He held a box wrapped in brown paper, but she couldn’t see who it was from. Had he gotten the wrong address? Who would send her something? Who would know where to find her?

She undid the chain lock and deadbolt and looked out the door curiously. His eyes were pale blue and had a sort of bored vacancy to them, as if he’d been working all day long and had already left it inside his own head. He had the type of broad, oval face that would keep him looking youthful until his midforties. He was a bit average looking, but not bad, better looking than your typical delivery guy.

He glanced down at the package and asked, “Ashley Cryer?”

“Yes?” She looked down at the package, trying to see what the return address was.

He moved the package, pulling his hand out from underneath it, and it took her a moment to realize that he was now pointing a gun at her and then another moment to actually grasp the reality of it. Why the hell would a UPS guy be aiming a gun at her?

It occurred to her that he wasn’t a delivery man just as the gun went off.





ROAN PULLED himself up to the chin-up bar and wondered which one this was. He’d forgotten the number. Forty? Fifty? Three? No, probably more than three; he could feel the sweat dripping down his back, running down his face, plastering his hair to his scalp. He switched to one arm, letting his right arm dangle as he pulled himself up with only the left, did five reps, and then did the same with his other arm. His muscles were starting to burn, but it quickly faded away.

He dropped down to the floor and decided to go have a quick shower before making breakfast ahead of Paris getting up. 

He’d taken to sneaking out in the dead of night, leaving Paris sleeping peacefully and obliviously, just to see what he could do. Did he even know what the fuck he was doing? This was probably insanity, but so far he couldn’t stop. Rather than ease his anxiety, it just increased it. Roan knew that Paris knew he was taking on cat traits—after all, what was that dinner all about?

He should have known it was a trap. Paris had made some great pad Thai and found this hard-to-find pale ale microbrew that he absolutely loved, and as soon as he’d dug in, Paris just dropped it on him like a bomb: he knew Roan was keeping cat traits and manifesting other things, and he wanted to know why he wasn’t talking to him about it. That was a fun night. Denial became reluctant admittance became an argument, and he’d stormed out for a while. Roan had considered going to a bar, but found himself instead at this run-down apartment building he used to visit quite a bit in his cop days (lots of domestics and the occasional incident of gang violence). Before he even realized what he was doing, he’d climbed out on the fourth-floor fire escape, looked down at the garbage-strewn alley below to make sure there were no homeless guys Dumpster diving, and then jumped off the edge.

He’d landed on his feet, and while he felt a pained shock up his legs on initial impact with the pavement, he was perfectly fine. He walked to the end of the alley, looked around, and then started running.

Four stories. He should have broken his ankles, his legs, both; four stories could even be a fatal distance, depending on how you landed. But he was fine; he had no problem landing on his feet at all. His legs didn’t hurt.

Four fucking stories.

He wondered how high he could jump from without hurting himself, how high he’d have to be before landing on his feet was impossible. Five? Six? A dozen? He almost wanted to know—he was terrified to find out. At what point did he cross the threshold permanently? When did “cat traits” become inhuman? If he had already crossed the line, when had it happened and why hadn’t he noticed? How could he notice everybody else’s flaws but never see his own?

When he’d come home that night, he was flushed and shaking, so much that Par asked him if he’d been in a fight. Roan assured him he hadn’t been, it was just colder than he thought. Whether Par had believed him or not he had no idea, but they both apologized and had absolutely fantastic makeup sex. Sometimes that was even better than angry sex.

He’d never mentioned the jump. Sometimes he could almost believe that he’d imagined the whole thing, that it was a delusion, but even he wasn’t that masochistic.

He’d been getting up in the dead of night, unable to sleep and happy to exploit the fact that there were fewer prying eyes out at three and four in the morning so he could experiment, see where his “abilities” could take him. So far he had determined that he didn’t pull muscles like a normal person, like he used to do; that if he could get his adrenaline up it increased his strength as much as getting angry did; that he could see quite sharply in very dim light; that even though he’d never been much of a runner and had a desk job, he could run three miles without getting tired or winded or sore. He didn’t time himself, but he figured he’d actually made really good time for a rank amateur. About the only thing left was to lock himself in the cage and see if he could force a change… but he wasn’t ready for that. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready.

Roan found himself wondering what else he could test himself on, and he was telling himself to stop. He didn’t want to know anymore; he was freaked out enough. He’d spent quiet times at work pouring over the results he got on his MedNet searches for virus children and unusual conditions. Most of the stories so far had been about kids like Michael Henstridge, ones with multiple illnesses and brain damage. He’d found none that mentioned anything about lingering cat traits. He didn’t want to believe he was somehow, through some bizarre fluke, alone, but… maybe others were reacting the same way as him, pretending their powers didn’t exist.

Once he got out of the downstairs shower and dried off, he put on his work clothes, which he’d taken to stashing downstairs beneath the sink. When he pulled on his pale green Arrow shirt, he noticed the sleeves seemed tight at the biceps. His testing was giving him more muscle mass? Apparently so. There was another reason to knock it off; he’d never be able to hide that from Paris.

He heard the shower go on upstairs and busied himself heating up the croissants and making scrambled eggs, a dish even he couldn’t fuck up too much. He was just emptying the eggs into a huge salad bowl when Par came downstairs, looking crisp and frighteningly awake in a deep red shirt the color of old blood and black sharkskin pants that looked a bit like an oil slick. He was starting to grow his hair out longer, so now it fell softly to his shoulders and looked almost as shiny sleek as his pants. All he needed was a look of haughty disdain, a slight pout, and a personality removal, and he could be a male model.

They ate in companionable silence, splitting the paper up without even thinking about it, and it was just another day of bland domesticity, piling the dirty dishes in the sink before heading out to the Mustang, Roan just naturally taking the driver’s seat as Par slid into the passenger seat and started fiddling with the radio as he drove. Roan had left it on NPR, the voices kind of soothing as he trailed yet another cheating husband (he didn’t have a single mistress, just a penchant for a “massage parlor” near the airport), but Paris jumped between stations with obvious restlessness until finally settling on a station playing Green Day.

Traffic wasn’t too bad, and they got to the “office” with a couple minutes to spare. Oh joy, a day of background and credit checks. All day he got to stare at the computer and wait for a server elsewhere to spit out the past of these poor sods on his list. It never felt like proper work, but Vicuna Software and Edwards Financial paid well enough, so he shouldn’t complain.

Paris sighed heavily and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Is there someone else?” he finally asked.

Roan looked at him so sharply he almost gave himself whiplash. “What? Are you shitting me? Hell no! Why would you ask me that?”

Paris met his gaze with the slightest frown, mimicked in the crease between his eyebrows. “Because I woke up at three thirty this morning and you were gone. It’s not the first time either. I figured you either had a bit on the side that worked the day shift, or you were out… testing yourself again. And frankly, I preferred you fucking around over you not trusting me enough to tell me about it.”

Oh good. That was a nice boot in the ribs. He rubbed his eyes, buying himself time to think as well as giving him an excuse not to look at Par’s wounded expression. “It’s not you—”

“—‘it’s me’. Say that, and you’ll be sleeping in the garage.”

Fair enough. “It’s not a question of trust. I’m just… if I talk about it, it’s real. If I don’t, there’s still a possibility I’m just making it up or dreaming; it could all be a figment of my imagination. But saying it aloud… I’ll have to deal with it. I’m not sure I’m ready for that.” He couldn’t look at Paris, not only because he wasn’t sure he could face his rightful indignation, but also because he had inexplicable tears in his eyes. He had to rub them away before Paris noticed, and he had no idea why they’d appeared in the first place. Because it was the awful chickenshit truth?

There was a long and painful silence, but then Par touched his shoulder, giving it a small squeeze. “Sweetheart, I know you think this is horrible, but I don’t think it is.”

“I’m inhuman.”

“No.” Paris grabbed his face firmly in his hands and made him look at him. He had his “wise beyond his years” expression on his face, his eyes a peaceful, sympathetic blue. “You are human, and you will always be human no matter what. What you have are gifts. They don’t make you less human.”

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have them.”

“No, but I wish I did. Just think how much I’d get laid after that.” He gave him a big, cheeky grin, eyes sparkling like sapphires in the sun.

Roan didn’t want to feel better, didn’t want to laugh, but he couldn’t help but crack a smile. Par was just trying to make him feel better, but this wouldn’t be laughed away—how could it? “Can you ever not think with your dick?”

“I’m a man—of course not,” Paris claimed, then pulled him in for a kiss, dropping one of his warm hands to Roan’s thigh. It was nice, so nice he was kind of sorry they had to go to work. He kissed him hard in response, tangling his hand in Paris’s soft hair, and when Roan pulled away, he said, “We should go home for lunch.”

“Now who’s thinking with his dick?” Paris gave him a wink and got out of the car.

He sighed, blindly reaching for the door handle. The morning was overcast, the sky a layer of dirty cotton, but all it was doing was holding in the humidity. It felt like a storm was on the way, the ozone giving the air a sharp tang he could feel in his sinuses. “Bastard, you did that on purpose.”

Paris was already halfway across the parking lot, but he looked back at him with the kind of seductive smile that always cut him—and every other breathing humanoid member of the planet—off at the knees. “Did I? Oh, but I’m so harmless and cute.”

Roan shook his head, unable to keep from genuinely smiling now. “Cocktease,” he accused, just as one of the lawyers over at the small Gorman and Singh firm came out his unit door. He stopped as if shocked with a cattle prod, looked between the pair of them in goggle-eyed shock and quickly turned and went back inside his office.

Paris tried to stifle a laugh but failed, and that startled a laugh out of Roan as well. Poor guy. Maybe they should send him a fruit basket or something as an apology.

Okay, no, fruit might not be appropriate in this context, and muffins might be pushing it. Something manly was called for—a basket of power tools and motor oil. But he was a lawyer; a basket of Scotch and Pepcid AC would probably be most appropriate.

Once inside the office of MK Investigations, the phone on Paris’s front desk was already ringing, so he went into professional mode right away, and Roan put on the coffee before retreating to his office and getting down to the boring job of running computer checks. This was certainly the job for someone who worried they were losing what little humanity they had. Did anything make you feel more human than being a bored corporate drone? Inhuman was starting to look better and better.

He’d killed about forty minutes and two-and-a-half people on his list when he heard a tonal change in Paris’s voice out in the front office. He couldn’t make out the words precisely, not over the rattle and hum of the air conditioner, but Paris always had this smoothly professional but wonderfully friendly “assistant voice” he used on clients that always seemed to relax them and make them like him immediately. (Paris was the perpetual good cop, and he was the perpetual bad cop. Playing to strengths, as it were.) This was more his normal voice, with an added edge of hardness.

He got up and opened his office door, not sure what he expected to see, but fairly certain it wasn’t what he did see.

Paris was standing up behind his desk, arms crossed over his chest in a posture of barely contained anger. On the other side of the desk, out of lunging distance, was the last person Roan had ever expected to see in his office: Eli Winters.

Eli had managed to get off his assault and unrestrained charges with nothing more than community service, proving that, as odious and ugly a person as Guy Stovak was, he had some redemptive value as a weasely, shit-slick lawyer. So that’s how he excused his own existence—Roan had always wondered.

Eli gave him a smile meant to be friendly, but it didn’t reach his eyes and looked like a rictus, a final, muscular spasm of a dying body. Eli had a new haircut, fashionably short with the bangs swept up like a sea wall and highlighted sunny blond, a two-hundred-dollar haircut he probably spent five hundred for, and—oh, he was dying to tell him—extremely gay. All he needed was a skintight white T-shirt and jeans that were slung just below the waist, showing a few centimeters of taut, tan flesh, and he could have been every other guy in any gay bar in this city. Was Eli aware he had a gay cut? Maybe it was trendy… but wasn’t metrosexuality out now?

Eli’s outfit seemed to tell him metrosexuality was still in, as he was wearing tailored Armani slacks and a needlessly expensive silk button-down shirt of bright green, blue, and red vertical stripes, the shirt open at the collar so you could see the silver necklace with the small cat pendant. Was it supposed to be a leopard? It was a detail-free silhouette, a drop of liquid mercury; it could have been any cat. 

“Roan,” Eli said, his voice both flat and slightly edged with sarcasm. “It seems your… assistant thinks I’m here to cause trouble.”

Roan leaned against the doorjamb, fixing him with a caustic glare that he hoped would scare him off. “You don’t cause much else.”

Eli attempted to chuckle, but it sounded forced and false. “People say the same thing about you.”

“In my case, it’s true. And if you don’t want some, turn around and leave.”

Half of his mouth quirked up in what might have been a genuine smile. “I like that, that’s good. You should be an action hero.”

“Five seconds, then I physically throw you out.”

He raised his hands in a warding-off gesture, as if Roan was physically advancing on him right now. Filtered sunlight coming through the blinds glinted off his platinum Rolex and a chunky gold and ruby pinky ring he always, inexplicably, wore. Roan thought it made him look like a Mafia don’s kept boy. “Look, I know you don’t like me, but this is no way to treat a client, is it?”

Roan straightened up, feeling muscles tense across his shoulders. “I told you to get out.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Eli continued, ignoring him. “It’s time to do something for your community, Roan.” He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a check, which he held up like a shield. “I want to hire you.”

If this was a joke, it was a really poor one.
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The Best Revenge



ROAN FELT he had waited long enough for a punch line. “You want to hire me?” he repeated, not bothering to hide the disbelief and contempt in his voice. “For what exactly? Piñata?”

“I have a serious matter that needs looking into, and I believe in hiring within the community,” Eli replied, without a hint of facetiousness.

Paris rolled his eyes, and Roan had to restrain the urge to do the same thing. Eli was comparing himself to Roan because they were both infected, huh? “I’m not your community.”

“Oh, I know you don’t like it,” he said, with a patronizing smile. “But we have much more in common than we have in difference.”

“Take that back and I’ll give you five minutes.”

“You this nice to all your clients? I’m surprised you’re still in business.”

Roan turned and walked back into his office, leaving the door open. Eli followed, closing the door behind him. “All this hostility,” Eli said, as he looked around his office, as if appraising its worth. “It can’t be good for your chi.”

Roan sat behind his desk, closing the browser on his computer screen. “You’re wasting time.”

Eli sighed expansively, like a balloon deflating, and took one of the metal and leather chairs before his desk. Eli had a “messenger bag,” aka a man purse (seriously, was he trying to look as gay as possible? Was this some sort of obscure shot at him?), slung over his left shoulder, and as he sat down, he swung it onto his lap. “Did you see the paper this morning?”

“Yes. Why?”

He rummaged in his bag for a moment and pulled out the local section of the paper. “You see this?” He tossed it on Roan’s desk.

The paper was folded so the story facing up was a tiny column on the mysterious shooting of a nineteen-year-old girl at the Wildwood Apartments, which he knew from his cop days was a tenement. Nothing good ever happened at the Wildwood, so he couldn’t say he was surprised by a homicide—they probably had about three to five a year, mostly drug- and gang-related. “Yes. And?”

“Did you know she was infected?”

He scanned the article rapidly, but there was no mention of that. It only mentioned she was nineteen-year-old Ashley Cryer, originally from Corpus Christi, Texas, and a barista at the Starbucks on Third and Grant. Dead from a single gunshot wound to the head, which probably meant she was killed almost instantly. Not likely to be a gangbanger, so what was the deal there? Robbery gone wrong? Mistaken identity? Psychotic ex-boyfriend? “It doesn’t say that.”

“I have sources, Roan. And do you know what? She’s the fourth infected who’s been mysteriously killed in a month. They’re all killed by gunshot wounds, usually to the face, usually point-blank.” He rummaged in his bag again and pulled out what looked like a computer printout, which he slid across the desk. “Look at them. On top of that, they’re just kids.”

The computer printout was a collection of different little articles—and little was the key word, being at most four paragraphs long—about people dead by gunshot wounds in the area, going back to a little under three weeks ago. The first victim, chronologically, was a twenty-two-year-old named Patrick Farley, who lived downtown in a reasonably decent apartment building. Next was a twenty-year-old named Christa Hernandez, killed in a suburban housing estate, and last was twenty-year-old Melissa Prescott, killed eight days ago in a run-down complex about a mile from here. None of the articles specifically identified them as infected… but they probably wouldn’t. That was medical information, and if it wasn’t relevant to how they died, it would be left out so the surviving family didn’t sue for “defamation of character” or whatever bullshit reason a lawyer could cook up. But although the space of days was uneven, essentially there was one kill a week.

He glared at Eli. “How do you know they were infected? This goes no further until you tell me how you know.”

Now Eli rolled his eyes, as if he was being pointlessly difficult. “The coroner.”

“You know the county coroner?”

“He’s a friend of the family. My dad and his dad were hunting buddies; we’ve known each other since we were kids.”

Oh fun. The coroner was of privileged stock; or had the Winters family occasionally slummed in its choice of companions? Either way, this was a nugget of information Roan happily filed away. That could become useful. “So he’s been leaking illegal information to you?”

“Don’t be a butthead, Roan. Don’t you hear what I’m saying? Someone is murdering infecteds.”

“Have you been to the police?”

Eli clicked his tongue in exasperation. “Of course I’ve been to the police, but you know how they are with us. Hell, you should know better than anybody.”

“How they are with ‘us’? Rich-boy pricks who deify themselves?”

Eli glared back at him, and he supposed the look was supposed to be intimidating, but Roan actually had to swallow back the urge to laugh. Oh yeah, he was shaking; he was so scared he just might yawn. 

“I know you hate me, Roan, but I had no idea you were such a self-loathing asshole.”

“Excuse me?”

“You hate being infected, don’t you? You probably think they got what they deserved.” Eli snatched back the computer printout angrily, and Roan half-expected him to ball it up and throw it in his face.

Roan’s own anger was tempered by puzzlement. Did Eli actually think they were “brothers” now, because they all shared the same illness? “Infection is a disease, Eli. It’s not a divine gift, like you claim it is.”

His eyes flashed with resentfulness. “See? Self-hating. I pity you.”

“This is a police matter, Eli, and I only get involved in police matters if they ask me to.”

“Really? They asked you to get involved in the Henstridge case?”

Roan made sure to keep his eyes and expression stony. He wasn’t going to give in to anger; he wasn’t going to give Eli anything that might suggest he was getting to him. That was not a pleasure he deserved. “That wasn’t a police investigation. They weren’t looking at him at all.”

“Which is why I’m here. For all your obvious faults, you’re a better investigator than that bunch of idiots that call themselves a police department. Besides, I thought you’d want to help your people out.”

“My people?” He rubbed his eyes and was pretty sure he could feel a headache coming on. “Which ‘my people’? Are they gay? Or Scottish? Oh, wait, are they crossword puzzle aficionados too?”

“Now you’re just being a smart-ass.”

“I’m told that’s what I do best.”

“Don’t you even care that someone’s killing these kids?”

He let his hands fall flat on his desk, fixing Eli with a look that was just slightly frosty. “I care when anybody is killed. But I can’t interfere in an open police investigation, or I risk getting my license yanked. You may not like the cops around here, and God knows a lot of them are putzes, but they’re not criminally inept. Usually. So if this is what you want to hire me for, I suggest you take your man purse and go, because I don’t care how big a check that is.”

He scowled. “It’s not a man purse, it’s a messenger bag.”

“Whatever.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed to evil slits, making his brow furrow and showing a hint of his true age. He must not have had a Botox treatment recently. “Actually, what I want to hire you for is a matter a little closer to home.” He rummaged in the man purse once more, and this time he pulled out a number of things, mostly paper, but Roan noted a black and translucent CD-ROM case as well. “The church is being threatened.”

“Threatened?”

“Bomb threats, arson threats, vandalism.” He picked up a manila folder and shoved it over to him, and Roan glanced inside to see copies of crudely made letters, mostly sporting bad spelling and poor grammar, threatening harm to the fucking pussies and godless hethens. What was a hethen? Heathens, he knew, but that was just stupid. He wanted to find the person who wrote it and shout “Spellcheck, moron!” 

“It’s picked up very recently. Phone calls, mass e-mails, graffiti, eggs and dog shit thrown at the church, car windows smashed, tires slashed. Now look what we found in the mailbox this morning.”

It was the local section of the paper he’d shown him just a minute ago, only over the small column about Ashley Cryer’s death was written, in red ink, Your next. It looked like Magic Marker-style ink; it had soaked into the newspaper like blood—surely the desired effect, even though the author had never heard of contractions. “You turn over the original to the cops?”

He nodded. “For all the good it’s going to do.”

“If it’s an open case.…”

“Oh come on, Roan, you know how the cops feel about us. They ain’t doing shit.”

He sighed, tapping his knuckles on the edge of his desk. Talking to Eli wasn’t like beating your head against the wall, it was more like having your head in a vise, and the sides were closing in a few centimeters every minute, just slowly enough that the pain seemed to sneak up on you. “Again with the all-encompassing ‘us’. Are you coming out of the closet? I mean, with that haircut—”

“Give this whole jaded P.I. attitude a rest, would—what about my hair?” he suddenly exclaimed, touching it as if afraid it might have slipped off and hit the floor. Had he forgotten to fasten the chinstrap this morning?

Roan dry-washed his face to hide a laugh that was just itching to get out. When he was sure he had completely squashed the urge, he took a deep breath and faced the poor little rich boy cult leader. “If this is an active police investigation, I can’t help you. Is that clear?”

Eli sat forward, almost leaning over his desk, a certain desperation flashing through his toilet-water blue eyes (colored contacts—Roan was honestly surprised he hadn’t put in the ones with the cat-shaped pupils, because he just knew a guy like Eli would have them). “All they’re doing is amassing a file of threats and notes. They don’t take it seriously at all. They actually said they thought we’d get a lot of things like this.”

“Frankly, so did I.”

He frowned deeply, making more lines appear on his otherwise frat-boyish, vaguely Eurotrash face. “What I want you to do is find evidence, enough that the cops—who are sitting on their fat, cat-hating asses—can arrest the fuckers who are doing this.”

“Does this mean you have a suspect?”

“Of course I do.” He tossed another manila folder on Roan’s desk, and inside was a two-toned flyer, which had, in bold letters that took up most of the middle of the page, the words Humanity First. 

“Is this an Earth First offshoot?” Roan wondered aloud, scanning the rest of the flyer. It seemed to be about meeting other people interested in keeping humanity free of “mutagenic and cross-species diseases.” It was a very subtle way of saying “kitty-free.” “Ah, the vanguard of the anti-cat league. Don’t tell me—they want to pile us in sacks and drown us in the river.”

“He’s been trying to create his own Internet empire. He’s not doing too badly; the anti-cat sites have been spreading like wildfire over the Web.”

“He?”

“Reverend Harold Marber.” Eli rolled his eyes when he said “Reverend,” as if the title itself was a joke. It probably was.

“Oh boy, he’s a religious freak? Does he hate gays too? I bet he does; they always do.” It was an awful thing, but he felt a slight, vicarious thrill; he did so love shutting down the religious hypocrites. But the problem was, there was one sitting right across from him.

“The rhetoric’s been getting more open, more hateful. He’s been recruiting downtown; I’ve heard he’s even had his people trying to get kids from the high schools.”

“And you haven’t?” he riposted with sarcastic cheerfulness.

Eli did not like that one bit. If looks could kill, Paris would have been scraping his brains off the wall of his office this afternoon. “He’s encouraging violence. We don’t hurt anyone; we never have and we never will.”

Roan gave him a challenging, disbelieving look before shuffling through the papers, finding more flyers, one with a contact phone number and Web page address, and a couple of computer printouts, including a page displaying a column titled Twenty-five Ways To Kill A Cat. Cute. Oh, and here was confirmation: an article stating that a “queer” fucking a cat led to the disease. Eli had probably made sure to include that little inflammatory tidbit just to get his blood boiling. “If being an obnoxious idiot was a crime, there’d be no room in prison,” he pointed out, closing the file.

Eli pulled out the check again and slapped it on the desk. “Give me a week. Investigate Humanity First, see if they’re behind the violence like I’m sure they are; get proof and take it to your cop friends. That’s all I ask.”

“What if I don’t find any proof? What if I discover they’re just a bunch of mouth-breathing troglodytes?”

Eli shrugged, his head twitching to the side. It was a kind of reluctant shrug; he felt beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was right, comfortable in his complete smugness. How was the weather up his own ass? “So you don’t. I’m not asking you to fabricate anything or entrap anyone. I just don’t want any of my people hurt.”

His people? Did he mean people at the church, or was this an all-encompassing, royal “people,” all the infected? He didn’t ask, because he was afraid he’d be unable to keep his gorge from rising if Eli actually told him the answer. He tried not to do a double take when he glanced down at the check.

It was for ten thousand dollars. Roan was careful to count the zeros, roughly certain he was seeing one that wasn’t there. No, it was there all right. “This is a bit more than my standard fee.”

Again he shrugged, but it was far more nonchalant. “You get what you pay for. I want the job done right.”

Taking this prick for ten thousand sounded really good. But this was Eli, and he couldn’t trust him, and frankly, ten thousand dollars for him was nothing; Eli probably spent that much on aftershave yearly. (The Ferragamo was thick enough to make his eyes water.) Still… wouldn’t it be fun to see if he could dig up some dirt on this Marber dickhead? And wouldn’t it be ironic if he dug up some dirt on Eli using his own money? That was just too rich a prospect not to enjoy. 

“If I do this, standard client protocols are in effect. Which means you don’t tell me what to do, you don’t interfere in my investigation. I’ll give you status reports, but that’s it. I work independently and autonomously, and I’m working for you personally, not the church. Is that clear?”

Eli sat up, a child happy with long-denied attention, and fought hard not to smile. “Absolutely.”

Obviously Eli believed all of what he’d told Roan: he believed his people—but mainly himself—might be in danger. The problem was, Eli had a tendency to believe every piece of bullshit that plopped out of his mouth. What kind of religious leader would he be if he didn’t? There was something else going on here, something being held back or omitted, but with such skill it was almost unnoticeable. Almost.

As Roan pulled the standard forms out of the drawer, Eli added, “Your people will thank you for this, Roan.”

His people? Infected gay men with lingering kitty traits? Now there was a party that everybody would want to attend.

As Eli signed the forms, Roan wondered how long it would take him to find the real reason Eli had hired him.
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Less Than Zero



AS SOON as Eli left, Paris came in, so curious he almost looked pained. Roan had no choice but to tell him what Eli wanted to hire him for and showed him the files. 

“I assumed they got a lot of threats,” Paris said, making that assumption unanimous to everyone but Eli himself. When Roan told him he had taken the case, it looked like Paris was considering throwing his desk over. When Roan showed him the check, it calmed him down, but made him deeply confused. “What the hell is this? A payoff?”

“That’s what I’m wondering,” he admitted. He called up the Web page of Humanity First as Paris slowly sank into the chair Eli had just vacated, flipping through all the printouts. The Web page was just what the printout suggested. The front page seemed almost reasonable in its assertions that infecteds were getting too much of a “pass” for their crimes in kitty form; but the more you explored the site, the more hateful homophobic shit you found, including that “kill a cat” list and the open speculation that fags liked bestiality and had started all of this. There was a “calendar” of meetings in various areas and a chat room. Roan signed up for the chat room using one of his anonymous e-mail addresses (he had a couple, ones he could use for cases and easily discard), and decided on the user name “Catkiller68.” (Why use subtlety when a sledgehammer would do?)

“You’re really going to investigate them?” For some reason, Paris sounded slightly queasy at the prospect.

“And Eli, as much as I possibly can. Can’t hurt.”

“But how can it help? I don’t care about Eli, but these Humanity First fuckheads could be dangerous.” He seemed genuinely concerned, and Roan was touched. He still wasn’t quite used to someone caring when he did something stupid.

“If they are, I want to know so I can pass it on.”

Paris really wanted to argue with him, Roan could see it in his eyes, but as Paris grimaced at his own thoughts, it was equally clear that after a moment’s debate with himself that he had given up on the idea. There was no point in a debate, and they both knew it; he wasn’t going to drop the case and return the check just yet. 

“So how are you going to start?”

“There’s an informal meeting tonight down in the rec room of a church on State Street,” he noted, checking the online calendar. “I think I’ll wander by and be a dirtbag for a while.”

“Are you insane?” Paris exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “You can’t just walk in there!”

Roan looked up at him in genuine confusion. “Why the hell can’t I? I’m not wearing a scarlet letter, I don’t have a big L tattooed on my forehead. I’ll cover the lion mark on my wrist and pretend to be rabidly hetero—I’ll fit in just fine.”

Paris continued staring at him in bug-eyed shock. “If they find 
out—”

“How are they going to find out? And even if they do, it’s not like they’re going to tear me apart like fresh bread; it’s not like I’m even human. They’re welcome to start some shit if they want, but there’s no way in hell they’re finishing it.”

Paris fixed him with a stern look, his clear blue eyes remarkably cold, and shook his head slowly. “You and your macho bullshit.”

“It’s not macho bullshit. Give them Uzis, and I still wouldn’t be afraid of a bunch of redneck punk-ass bitches like that.” Okay, yeah, that did sound a little like macho bullshit. But he really wasn’t bothered by a bunch of impotent men who could only feel powerful when beating on other people; they were weak little bullies, limp dicks who didn’t want a real, hard fight. The ones you needed to worry about were the ones who relished a bloody, messy fight, but they were few and far between.

Paris sighed dramatically and rubbed his forehead like Roan was giving him a headache. After a moment, he said, “Fine, I’m going with you.”

Few things left Roan speechless, but this did. He needed a few seconds to find his voice. “What? No fucking way—”

“You can’t stop me.”

“The hell I can’t.”

Paris put on his unyielding face, the one that usually prefaced a huge, pointless argument between them. He sometimes wondered if he’d infected Paris with his own assholic stubbornness. “I’m going.”

Son of a bitch. He wanted to tell him to stop being difficult, but he could just imagine the apocalyptic fight that would ensue, and there was no guarantee that getting Paris mad enough would keep him out of the meeting tonight. So he considered the pros and cons and how much he cared about Paris and really didn’t want to fuck this up. Goddamn, the things you did for love. At least he knew, from the endless parade of cheating husbands and wives that came through his office, that straights had it no easier at all. “Okay, fine, if you want to come along, be my guest. But remember, you’re utterly charmless, and if you can be uglier, it’d be a help.”

“I have great experience playing straight,” Paris pointed out. That was true enough. He looked at him with almost absurdly kind eyes now, as if he knew the pride Roan had to swallow to make this compromise. Roan was trying very hard not to let that get to him. A stupid fight was almost better than gratitude. (And what was wrong with him that he thought that?)

“But we have to watch it. We’re just friends, that’s it. If anyone gets an affection vibe off us, we could be in deep shit.” While that was perfectly obvious, it was actually more insidious than you’d think. There was an unconscious body language that people who’d been together for a while or people simply into each other projected, as subtle as being turned toward another or as obvious as a casual, lingering touch. Roan knew he himself would have to watch out for such things if Paris came with him; they had to be together but always completely parallel, physically, emotionally, and in all other ways and behaviors. They were two straight guys who liked each other but otherwise had no interest in each other. Something like that was usually easier said than done, but at least Paris had the experience of pretending to be straight and passing for a great deal of his life; he knew how to play the game successfully.

Paris flashed him a brilliant, cocky smile as the phone started ringing in the front office, and he turned toward the door. “I’ll try not to give you a blow job in front of everyone.”

“Well, if the mood strikes you, far be it from me to stop you.”

Paris blew him a kiss as he ducked out to the front, closing the door behind him. How were they going to ugly Paris up? Without prosthetics, that was going to be difficult.

He picked up the phone and punched in a number he hadn’t used in a while. He wondered if he’d be as welcome as a heart attack. After two rings, the phone was answered and a woman’s clipped, professional voice said, “Sergeant Murphy, homicide.”

“Dropkick Murphy, how’s it hanging?”

She chuckled faintly. “Angus Podgorny. Why am I not surprised somehow?” Sergeant Darinda Murphy was also known as the “lesbian cop in homicide,” the most accepted openly gay member on the police force. She never got the shit he got, and he knew why: straight men just accepted lesbians easier. Maybe because they often seemed like “one of the guys,” or perhaps—and most likely—they weren’t afraid the lesbians were going to rape them in the shower. (That would probably be filed under “fantasy” for some guys.)

He called her Dropkick after the band, the Dropkick Murphys, which she had never heard of, but she liked the nickname because it was different from the usual nicknames she was given, which were generally Rindy or the Dyke. In response, she called him Angus or Angus Podgorny, a Monty Python reference—supposedly the first and only Scotsman to win Wimbledon. People generally looked at them funny, but at least it was deserved. “Hey, does that mean you were thinking of me? How’s Kim?”

“She’s good. We just renovated our kitchen, and now I don’t have any idea where anything is.” Kim was a nurse over at County General and had been Dropkick’s partner for the last seven years. Roan had met her a couple of times, mostly on the job, and she seemed nice enough. Neither she nor Dropkick were butch or overly feminine; no bull dykes or lipstick lesbians here. They were both just normal, average, as if deliberately going out of their way to subvert stereotypes. “How’s Paris?”

“A willful little snot.”

That made her chuckle once more. “All you men are like that. So why the call? Somehow I have a feeling that you’re not just wanting to shoot the shit.”

“You caught me. I was wondering, since you’re the hotshot on the squad, if you and Dubois had the kitty-killer case. You know, the idiot going around shooting infecteds.”

He heard her chair creak, and since she had a much nicer chair than Sikorski, he knew that meant she’d sat forward. He could picture her leaning her elbows on her neat desk, her stylishly bobbed chocolate-brown hair falling forward and obscuring at least one of her equally brown eyes. She dropped her voice to an angry whisper as she hissed, “Where the fuck did you hear that? Who the hell is your leak, Roan?”

“I heard it from a guy who has a leak in the coroner’s office. And has apparently spread it to the Church of the Divine Transformation.”

She let out a breath between her teeth, a slow whistle like a deflating beach ball. “Fuck. Tell me you’re joking.”

“No. As far as I know, they haven’t acted on the info yet, but who knows what they might do with it.” If nothing else, it was fair warning. “So, are you on the case? What’s the deal? What’s the connection between the kids?”

Again the creak, and he could imagine her pinching the bridge of her nose, which she did when she was trying not to get angry or impatient. “I’m not discussing an active case with you. I can’t believe you’re even asking.”

She didn’t deny being on the case, which meant she was on it. He was glad, because he knew she was a good cop. Dubois wasn’t too bad, but he just didn’t know enough about him; Jon Dubois seemed to avoid him whenever possible, which meant he was either one of those guys who had no problem with lesbians but couldn’t tolerate a gay male, or was a closet case who didn’t like to be reminded of what he could have become if he didn’t fight his sexuality all the way. “I’m not asking for anything damaging, and I’m not going to discuss this with anyone. You know me.”

“Yeah, I do. That’s the problem. I don’t need you butting in.”

“I’m not going to.” He wasn’t sure if he was lying or not. “Is it one killer or one group of killers? Is the church the common denominator?”

She sighed heavily, and he waited for her to decide whether she wanted to tell him anything or just hang up on him. After what seemed an eternity, she finally said, quietly, “It looks like the same weapon was used in all the killings, and everyone was taken by surprise. This is all off the record, capice?”

“I’ve got you, Murph. This is just between us.”

“Two of the victims had been to the church, but the other two, as far as we can tell, never went. We have no common denominator for the victims at the moment, beyond their illness.”

Holy shit. The cops had nothing. In a homicide, the first twenty-four hours were crucial: if you didn’t identify a suspect in that time, the odds got increasingly worse that you ever would with every hour that passed. Usually the first person identified within that twenty-four-hour span was also the actual killer; it was cozy how that worked. “Is it a professional?” he wondered.

He heard her tapping a pen on her desk. That was another nervous habit of hers. “There are no indications of that.”

With cops, it was often how they said something, not what they said. “It hasn’t been ruled out.” She tapped her pen at a more rapid pace, and he felt his heart sink. No. “You haven’t ruled anything out, have you?”

“I can’t talk about this,” she replied, the strain obvious in her voice. There was nothing more frustrating than a case that seemed like a zero-sum game right from the beginning. This was fucked-up.

“If I can help at all.…” he offered, wondering why there were no witnesses willing to come forward about the shootings. Were they really supposed to believe no one saw anything? Okay, no one ever did at Wildwood, but what about the other places? And come to think of it, why was Eli sitting on the information that all the killed were infected? Did he just learn it this morning before coming into his office, or… was there some other reason he wasn’t holding a press conference and accusing the police of indifference? This was starting to seem a lot less straightforward and far more messy.

She snorted derisively. “If we need a bloodhound, I’ll call you.” After a moment, she realized how harsh and bitter that sounded and added, “Shit, I’m sorry Roan, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Actually he was fairly certain she did, but he let it go. “That’s not all I’m good for.”

“I realize that, but you’re a civie. Stick with your cases and leave us to ours.”

“I’ll look into the kids, see if I can find a connection.”

“Roan, I just said—”

“I know the cat community,” he interrupted. “People will talk to me more readily than they will to a cop.” This was doubly true if he sent in Paris to do the job.

She sighed, but he heard the concession in it before she ever said a word. “Fine, ask around. But that’s it, okay? Let’s not have a repeat of the Henstridge thing, okay?”

“What, you think I want the suspect to come to my house and try and kill me?”

“Not that.” He heard her shift once more, and she lowered her voice. “You didn’t make any more friends around here by breaking that case.”

“’Cause he was a cop.”

“And because you made the investigative unit look bad. He wasn’t even on the radar until you mentioned his name. Do yourself a favor and try not to get arrested between now and next year.”

He scoffed, although he knew she wasn’t joking. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll see what I can find and call you back.” As soon as he hung up, though, he wondered where he was supposed to start. Well, where did any decent detective start? With the victims’ backgrounds.

By the time he had to give it up and do some other work, he had the home addresses and workplaces of all the victims, and he’d already found a tenuous connection between them: all lived away from their families, save for Christa, who lived with her great-aunt. But her parents and siblings lived in Mission Viejo, California; Patrick’s family lived in Cleveland; Melissa’s family lived in Richmond, Virginia; and Ashley’s family lived in Corpus Christi. Was that significant? The church and very liberal social policies had brought an influx of infecteds to the city, as it was seen as more “kitty friendly” than most, and he knew that scared a lot of people, although kitty crimes hadn’t gone up. A lot of the influx was kids, runaways who couldn’t hack it at home or simply weren’t wanted. It was kind of sad when you thought about it. But it also meant there was a social network for the kids themselves, and he wondered how he was going to insinuate himself into it.

He put together an action list, places to hit and people to interview, and he wondered if he could get permission from Murphy to visit one of the crime scenes, but he figured he’d wait until tomorrow. Right now, he didn’t see her being amenable to it.

The meeting was at five thirty, so he wrapped things up and told Paris they were closing up early. He was hoping that Paris would change his mind about going, but oh no, he was determined to see this through. Why was he attracted to the stubborn? Life would be so much easier if he could somehow tolerate the naturally submissive.

Back at the house, he went through the closet and found the stash of “undercover clothes” at the back. Following people, especially in crowds, you couldn’t draw attention to yourself; you had to be as inconspicuous as possible, as average and unnoticeable as the scenery. He kept a wardrobe of things he normally wouldn’t wear just for the various situations where he might have to tail people, and sometimes he did find himself at a loss. Luckily nowadays, most of the time, you could fit in to any situation with a T-shirt and jeans.

And that’s what he settled for: a plain blue Gap T-shirt that looked well-worn (because it was—he bought most of his undercover clothes at the Goodwill) and faded Levis that were just a little bit too big for him, along with dirty Nikes that looked like he’d spent the day tracking through the mud. He topped it all off with a gimme cap that covered his hair and had the symbol for the Toronto Maple Leafs on it. He enjoyed this, because it allowed him to get a suspicious look on his face and say, “Didn’t you take me to a Leafs game?” This was a very obscure reference to a Kids In The Hall sketch, and while it amused him endlessly, Paris had only the vaguest idea who the Kids In The Hall were and had never seen the sketch he was referring to. It made him feel so very old and so very geeky. He had to get the DVDs one of these days, if only to torment Par with them.

Paris went with a more quasi-frat-boy look, wearing a basketball jersey. (What was the significance of the number 32? He had no idea, but he wasn’t about to admit it.) He added the jeans he sometimes wore while working on his cars, which meant they were a bit torn and grease-stained and looked authentically like jeans worn by someone who didn’t give a flying fuck about fashion or good taste or laundry. Paris also gathered his hair into a tight ponytail, making him look like a guy who hadn’t gotten the message that the nineties were over—the only way he could have looked less fashionable was if he wore moon boots and a skinny tie. He still seemed a bit too handsome, but they were just going to have to live with that.

Par glanced at his cap and grimaced. “Oh no, not the Leafs game joke again.”

“Tonight I’m straight; I’m not making that joke.”

He glanced at his watch. “I give it five minutes.”

“Very funny.” He had to dig in his top dresser drawer to find his leather cuff watch, the one with the wide band that hid his Leo sign tattoo quite handily, and snapped it on. He added a worn brown leather jacket before they left and then belatedly worried that he was too color coordinated, but fuck it.

On their way to the church, they decided on fake names and backstories. It was unlikely that anyone would ask, but it was always good to have them ready just in case. Roan had decided on Chris McDonald, a recently unemployed corporate drone who’d once been mauled by a cat (hence his hatred of them). Paris was Kevin Stiles (apparently the name of this prick he hated in high school), a house painter who had an uncle killed by a cat. It wouldn’t actually be hard for them to dredge up some anger toward cats, because it wasn’t like they loved being infected. If they were perfectly honest with themselves, would they have actually wanted this? Would they want to have to deal with this fucking disease and all the baggage that came with it? Of course not, which was why the people who deliberately chased it, the ones who wanted to get infected, always puzzled them. It wasn’t quite like the Gothic horror romances said, and he thought the trans-porn, even as cleaned up as it was, would send that message loud and clear. Becoming something else was not fun, it was not painless, it was not Buffy The Vampire Slayer. It sucked, it hurt, it lowered your life span dramatically, or in the case of surviving tiger strain infectees, chopped it down to almost nothing.

So anger and discontent wasn’t hard to imagine; it was understandable. But mass slaughter? That was an impossible pill to swallow.

They parked a block over from the church in a Safeway parking lot, because a restored and souped-up bright blue metallic ’69 Mustang was a very memorable car. (See, if he had a “normal” gay boyfriend, this wouldn’t even be a consideration.) If they were going to keep this up for a while, they’d probably have to borrow Randi’s Saturn or get a rental; God knows Eli’s check gave them more than enough cash to even buy some anonymous piece-of-crap car just for these kinds of situations. But as Paris would surely point out, what was the fun of a normal piece-of-crap car when you could have an unusual piece-of-crap car?

The church was a typical one. Not a converted house like Divine Transformation, this was a “proper” one: small, with a starkly peaked roof leading up to a steeple, the lawn neatly scalped, with an old-fashioned wooden sign that hadn’t even been graffiti-tagged yet (or if it had, it had been cleaned up well). It looked like the kind of church you’d see in a Currier and Ives Christmas card, only there it would be frosted with snow and have a horse-drawn carriage out front. Lights inside made the leaded windows glow, and the small parking lot off to the right side of the complex looked reasonably full.

Churches always made him feel strange. They were places for other people, places where people were married and buried, places where he was an odd and unwelcome guest. He couldn’t walk into one without immediately wondering when he was going to be thrown out. There were few places where his alienation became so acute it was almost a physical pain, but churches were at the top of that small list. He didn’t get them, and no one who went to one ever seemed to want anything to do with him. People’s devotion to them would always remain an abstract puzzle for him.

They paused, and Roan took a deep breath. “Ready to go into the lion’s den?”

They were standing a regulation six inches apart so they couldn’t even accidentally touch, although when Par looked at him, it was with a wry, weary affection. They were alone out here, so it was okay. “I wish it was a lion’s den. I’d feel more comfortable.”

Actually, come to think of it, so would he. But if they wanted to learn anything about Humanity First, they had to see it for themselves. Hearsay was nothing next to witnessing it for yourself.

“Cowards die a thousand times,” Roan replied, going to the second to last refuge of scoundrels, the cliché. “Brave men only once.”

Paris stared at him, raising an eyebrow. “You suck as a motivational speaker.”

He could only shrug. “I’m more accustomed to discouraging.”

Paris shook his head and started toward the front door of the church. “See if I ever take you to a Leafs game again,” he muttered.

He laughed, he couldn’t help it, but it felt good and was probably necessary anyway.

The real tension was just about to begin.
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Cry for a Shadow



THE CHURCH’S rec room was a sizable, perfectly rectangular room that reminded him a bit of a basement apartment, only with dimensions too small to live in. (A New York basement apartment?) The walls, unlike the rest of the church, were cool, industrial drywall that was supposed to be white but was really an off-cream color now bleeding toward sickly gray. The floor was concrete, but they’d tried to soften it with threadbare industrial carpeting of gold-flecked brown that was so unattractive if you blurred your vision and looked at it, you could almost believe someone had vomited all over the floor. There were two dozen metal folding chairs set up facing a small, impromptu dais and a folding table in the back of the room holding a large metal coffee urn, plates of stale cookies, and neat rows of Styrofoam cups. It looked like a room where an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting might happen, and judging from the pin-ups tacked to a corkboard, that happened every Friday night. The Narcotics Anonymous meetings were on Wednesday.

A little over a dozen chairs were already taken, so he and Paris took chairs in the very back row near the snack table. Unpleasantly harsh florescent lights buzzed overhead like angry insects, and he was glad he’d brought his coat, as there seemed to be a chill breeze, although it was perfectly unclear where it was coming from. The strong coffee scent almost covered up the sharp, lingering smell of carpet glue.

Paris slumped down in his chair and put his feet up on the back of the empty chair in front of him—rude, but a very straight male thing to do—and chewed gum nosily as Roan scanned the existing crowd. (God, he was good at this; perhaps being bi helped.) They all seemed to be in their twenties and thirties, white males (with the exception of a single woman on the far left), the perfect demographic for frustrated violence. But they also looked very normal, the guys you might wait in line at the supermarket with, the guys you would pass on the street without a second glance; no one looked like an extra from The Road Warrior or a foaming at the mouth Jerry Springer guest (except that guy in the front row with the buzz cut—he had a swastika tattoo on his exposed right bicep, only it had the unsure construction and spidery black lines of a prison tattoo).

A couple more people came in, and at 5:36, a pale man with prematurely graying hair and small square glasses came in, wearing a blue cable-knit sweater and chinos and holding a sheaf of papers to his chest like a prized object. Just his wardrobe and demeanor marked him as a speaker, not a crowd member. God, he looked like the middle manager of a paper company in Slough on casual day.

At the dais, he made a show of neatening papers that were already neat and cleared his throat before speaking in a voice that managed to be soft and loud at once; the consonants timorous and yet full enough to fill the enclosed space. He introduced himself as Tim and welcomed them all—not counting Paris and Roan, there were nineteen people here—and much like a group therapy counseling session, asked if there was anyone who had a story they would like to share about “encounters with infecteds.” Roan felt like crossing his arms, but since that could be interpreted as a defensive or hostile gesture, he didn’t.

It was the woman who stood up first, and really, that didn’t surprise him. She was a medium-sized, stout woman with stringy brown hair the color of mud and surprisingly bony hands, her face a knife blade of anger and pain. Something haunted her and twisted her, something that made her look about fifteen years older than she actually was.

In a voice that grew more strident as the tale went on, she told the story of her daughter, whom she said was “preyed upon” by “fucking cats” (she never said cats without the “fucking” modifier first), who convinced her that being infected was a good thing and infected her. She didn’t survive her first transformation, and this woman felt it was murder, but the cops said if her daughter voluntarily sought to get infected there really wasn’t anything they could do. Even if they figured out who infected her, it wasn’t assault because she had sought it out. (If you infected someone without their knowledge, that was legally considered assault, unless you had the tiger strain, then it was considered attempted murder.) Her growing rage seemed to galvanize the crowd, bringing them together in a way they hadn’t been.

Roan felt bad for her; it was an awful thing that had happened, and her grief had not only aged her but warped her, turning her into this jagged, fragile person who clung to hate in lieu of hope. She was probably the most dangerous person in this room, although he was certain only he and she knew that.

People started speaking up after her, with the lamest complaint being a cat damaging one man’s property and the insurance company raising his rates because of it, and one of the most harrowing being the neo-Nazi in the front admitting that he came upon a cat gnawing on his girlfriend’s younger brother (the boy lost his arm).

In the cacophony of people talking over one another, Paris added with convincing anger, “One of those damn cats deliberately infected my roommate in college just to get revenge on the guy who infected her. He went fucking nuts and no one’s seen him since.” It was a change to the backstory—which only mattered on a consistency level because they’d told no one their stories yet—but Roan fought to keep his expression neutral, his posture and feelings a studious blank.

The anger was convincing because the anger was genuine; Paris had been talking about himself in the third person. Paris did seem to split his life into two halves, before infection and after, and sometimes he talked about his “then” self as if that was indeed a different person. He was. In Paris’s own words, “that Paris” was selfish and pleasure obsessed, vain and extremely manipulative, something he couldn’t quite imagine this quick-witted, sweet, frustrating man being. (Okay, the manipulative part tracked, yet he tried to use that only for good.) But Roan sometimes wondered if Paris still mourned everything he had lost. How could he not? He wanted to sympathize, and he tried very hard, but Roan knew he could only do it in a sort of abstract way, as he’d never lost himself. He was born with this disease; he didn’t know life without it. But Paris did; Paris had had a good life, an enjoyable one. He had been popular and loved and a golden boy, one destined for great things even though he was probably going to fuck and manipulate his way there; his life was set. Then he was infected, and his life imploded. Roan was born in rubble and grew up in the craters; he didn’t know what it meant to have a home, a life beyond this. It must have been devastating to have something to lose and then lose it all in one fell swoop.

He wanted to touch him, just put a hand on his back and let him know that he understood his pain even if he couldn’t quite share it, but he didn’t dare; he couldn’t here. So he allowed himself to cross his arms over his chest and slumped slightly to the opposite side, adopting a posture of impatience and boredom. If he couldn’t communicate anything to Paris, he could at least send out a message to the room.

Tim managed to get control of the group and started to explain that Humanity First was trying to channel this “discontent” (ha!) into action on the political stage; they felt that the infected were not getting equal rights but “special” rights, ones that allowed them to terrorize and kill normal people with little fear of punishment. Paris leaned over and whispered so quietly Roan could barely hear him over the muttering of the crowd, “Those fucking cats want to get married and not get fired ’cause they’re trans-species abominations… or am I thinking of gays? Which ones are the butt fuckers again?”

Roan covered his mouth with his hand, pretending to scratch his jaw, and bit the inside of his cheek until the urge to laugh passed as Paris offered him a stick of gum, a lame cover for being so close to him, but Tim was holding the room, and no one noticed. Roan took the proffered gum and murmured under his breath, “I can’t take you anywhere.”

Looking at him directly so no one else could see him, Paris mouthed, “You love it and you know it,” and raised his eyebrows in a mock-suggestive manner before slumping back in his chair and assuming a blank, almost surly look on his face. Paris was such a natural actor it was frightening—but which part was the act? He chewed the gum and wondered.

Tim started handing out pamphlets that looked hand-stapled and seemed to be the Humanity First manifesto, although cleaned up a bit, not so rabidly zealous. The ready-for-prime-time version. But Tim was saying that they were always looking for volunteers to be more “proactive in their communities” and had a sign-up sheet up front for those interested. He exchanged a glance with Paris to make sure they were on the same wavelength—they were—and waited until almost everyone else in the room was standing before they got up as well.

Roan waited until almost everyone else who was going to sign up did; this included Paris, who even managed a brief chat with the neo-Nazi. 

How did he do it? Seriously, how? Roan had an almost unquenchable urge to sucker punch anyone who had a racist tattoo; he just wanted to smash their heads into walls until they left dents. There were so many good reasons for hating people on an individual basis that mass, generic hatred seemed idiotic. Hate a person for who they were, God knows he did, but for what they were? Moronic and lazy. 

As Roan printed his fake name and address (he gave the address of his old apartment building, but his current cell phone number), he scanned and memorized the names and phone numbers of the other people on the list (he skipped “Kevin Stiles”; he’d given Randi’s address as his own), making a note to get the only female name on the list. Her name was Karen Hammond.

It was unlikely anyone in this room had committed violence against infecteds or would, but the most likely person to do something was Karen. Yes, she was a woman in her late thirties to early forties—it was hard to guess her age, considering how weathered her face was—and demographically not the most likely to commit violence. But what the demographics never included was how rage and the need for revenge—not a desire, a need, a physical ache that begged to be sated—could push the most timid person over the edge. Karen radiated rage like a low-level electrical current; she hated because she didn’t dare feel anything else. It was almost a smell, something like flop sweat, sour adrenaline, and slagged metal. Killing some dirty cat would probably dull her pain, but not for long; there might not be enough people for her to kill to make her feel even remotely better. He felt for her, he really did, but he also knew that she was a potential suspect.

He waited until they had left and turned the corner away from the church before pulling out his small notebook and scribbling down the names he could remember. Unless you had perfectly eidetic recall, your memories were bound to screw things up the more time passed.

He and Paris didn’t speak until they got back to the car. Thunder rolled in the distance, and Roan could smell the rain coming in, but they reached the car just as it started coming down, fat drops as warm as blood. Once they were inside, the rain started sheeting down, pounding on the roof of the car like an angry mob.

“That was really weird,” Paris finally said, staring out at the rain streaming down the windshield. The water seemed to obscure everything now; they could have been at the bottom of a lake. “Do you think we’re going to get in?”

Roan nodded. “I’m sure there’s a vetting process, but as long as we keep to the script we should be able to get inside without a problem.” After a moment, he said, “You changed your backstory.”

Paris shrugged a single shoulder, continuing to do everything but look at him. It was forced nonchalance, and Roan wasn’t buying it. “It seemed better, more honest somehow.”

He did what he’d wanted to do back at the church. He touched Paris’s face, trailing his fingers lightly over his cheek. “I’m sorry.”

Paris looked at him finally and seemed startled. “About what?”

“What happened to you.”

For a long moment he just stared at Roan, something like panic flashing through his eyes as the percussion of the rain filled the car with noise. Paris finally decided to say something, but he cut himself off, grimacing painfully, and then leaned over, burying his face in the side of his neck. Roan put his arm around him as Paris broke down into huge, wracking sobs, the kind that you couldn’t hold back and felt like they were punching their way out of you. He didn’t know what to do or say, so he just held him, resting his head against his, and let him cry, stroking his back and occasionally saying soothing things that meant absolutely nothing. His heart broke for him. Maybe Paris was as far from a saint as you could possibly get, but he didn’t deserve what had happened to him; no one deserved that. No one deserved to have their life destroyed or their body ravaged by a virus that killed you a little bit every passing month and very nearly robbed you of your sanity.

Tears soaked his shirt; he could feel them sliding down his neck, and through the window of water he saw a brief, bright flash in the sky that was soon followed up by a grumble of thunder that seemed so close it felt like it shook the car. Paris was clinging to him desperately, shuddering as he tried to fight back the tears, but they came out of him anyway. He had no idea Paris had so much pain in him. He was always the guy with the joke, the smart remark, turning everything into a comedy routine, but what kind of detective was he that he couldn’t see that was a deliberate choice on Paris’s part so he didn’t have to deal with any of this shit? Roan was so concerned with the “big” stuff he kept missing the little stuff. He should just turn in his license now.

The storm raged inside and out for about ten minutes, during which the lightning and thunder seemed to grow closer and then went away, surging past like an inconstant tide. Paris finally managed to get a hold of himself, probably just running out of tears, and he sniffed and shifted uncomfortably, embarrassed by this violently emotional display. He leaned back against the seat and looked out the passenger window at the water sluicing down the glass, wiping tears and snot from his face with his forearm. Roan wanted to tell him he shouldn’t be embarrassed, that he shouldn’t feel bad for finally letting it out, but he wasn’t sure how to say any of this. So he just started the car and drove away.

They rode home in silence, the rain gradually letting up, going from a torrent to a milder cascade, but visibility remained piss-poor and the gutters on the side of the streets filled up fast. The water was spilling onto the road, and he supposed it was a good thing they were getting off the street, as everybody around here seemed to forget how to drive in the rain and needlessly freaked out about it. Either they had outpaced the thunder and lightning or it had gone in the opposite direction.

Since Roan was already drenched from Paris’s tears, he didn’t care about getting soaked, which turned out to be a good thing because he was a drowned rat by the time he got in the house. Not that he was complaining; they needed the rain after the long, abnormally hot summer, but he hated feeling clammy.

Paris had his back to him; he was just standing at the base of the stairs, water dripping from his hair and pattering on the floor, and he seemed to have the frozen, distracted air of someone who suddenly isn’t certain why they’d come into a room.

He waited a very long moment, slipping off his coat and hanging it on a hook parallel to the door, adding his dripping cap afterward. “Par?” He wondered how upset he still was. The grief process, especially when you were basically mourning your own broken life, could be a weird one.

Paris slowly turned to face him, his eyes red rimmed from tears and his hair plastered to his face in spidery wisps, and Roan saw this look come into his eyes. It was need, almost fury, and he wasn’t sure if he was going to kiss him or hit him as he approached.

Luckily Paris went for the kiss, but it was hungry and violent, so raw it caught Roan off guard. Paris snaked his hand under his wet shirt, pulling it up and peeling it off of him as he briefly broke away. He tossed the shirt aside and then took off his own, throwing it aside just as heedlessly. “Let’s go upstairs,” he said before kissing him again, pressing him back hard against the door.

Did he have a choice? Of course he did, but as Roan felt the hard, smooth muscles of Paris’s back move beneath his warm, damp skin, he didn’t think he had the willpower or desire to remind Paris they were still technically on the clock. Besides, Paris probably just wanted to forget, to escape, and Roan didn’t think that was such a bad idea.

He just wished he knew what it was specifically that Paris was trying to forget.





THEY HAD dinner around ten o’clock that night, both too tired and too ravenous to call for delivery, so they just nuked some leftover Chinese food they had in the back of the fridge. It wasn’t moldy or furry, so Roan figured it was good enough.

They were still both damp, but at least it was from the shower, so they were warmer. It continued to sheet down outside; in the far corner of the kitchen, you could hear the gutter gurgling as it attempted to deal with the deluge. He wondered if he should clean the gutters and then wondered if he had ever cleaned the gutters. He was new to this whole house owning thing—that was his excuse, and he was sticking with it.

Par was sitting on the end of the couch watching The Wire on TV, dressed in black silk boxers with little red lipstick prints all over them (he loved that kind of tacky shit), feet propped up on the edge of the coffee table, eating mint chocolate chip ice cream directly from the carton. There was a spoon in the carton for Roan too, as Paris had figured there was so little left that there was no point in getting bowls, and he supposed he had a point. (And how lucky was he that he’d found someone else who liked mint chocolate chip ice cream? So many people hated it, and he had no idea why; that shit just rocked.)

Roan sat next to him, handing Paris his cup of tea. Beer and ice cream didn’t exactly go together, but Roan had felt like one anyway. For a technically short day, it had felt like a long one. He propped his feet up on the coffee table too, and noticed goose bumps on Par’s legs. See, that was why he was wearing the flannel pajama pants with the little cats all over them (Par’s idea of a joke): you couldn’t be damp and eat ice cream and not get cold.

After a few minutes of silence, Paris finally said, “I’m sorry about… y’know, what happened in the car. I don’t know where that came from.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” he replied. He wanted to tell him he knew where that came from but didn’t mention it. Par knew too, he just didn’t want to admit it.

That just settled in the room for a moment, long enough for Roan to grab his spoon and help himself to some ice cream (yeah, it tasted really weird with beer), before Par added hesitantly, “I guess I don’t like to talk about it. It just seems like… it’s like it all happened to someone else, you know? It doesn’t even seem like my life anymore, just something that happened to somebody I’m not sure I know.”

“You can always talk to me about it, you know. I mean, I know my experience isn’t exactly similar, but I can listen.”

Paris glanced at him with a weak little smile. “I know. I guess it’s like you and the whole cat traits thing; it’s just not easy to talk about.” He had to bring that up, didn’t he? Oh well, fair enough. He put his hand on Roan’s chest and rubbed his thumb underneath his collarbone. “As this is, I’m sure.”

Paris wasn’t caressing his chest—he was tracing the scar across his torso, the one that ran from his shoulder to the hollow of his throat, the one he never talked about. Oh, there was the one on his face too, but it was small and of all of his scars it had faded most with age. This one hadn’t; this one would dog him forever. “Someday,” he said lamely. It was all he could offer right now.

Par nodded and seemed to accept that for now, letting his hand fall away. Enough time had passed to signal the change to a more comfortable topic. “That meeting wasn’t anything like I expected. It was like group therapy.”

“That’s the processed, user-friendly face of Humanity First. The real group, the more rabid side, won’t be visible until you go deeper. Kind of like their Web site.”

“Or Divine Transformation.”

“Exactly. It’s a cult buffer system.”

The telephone rang sharply, not so much startling Roan as annoying him. Everybody knew not to bother him during The Wire—who the fuck was calling now? He let it go to the machine.

The voice that responded to the message was heavily muffled, not professionally distorted but still very hard to understand. “Ask Elijah about Melissa Prescott. He knows more than he’s said.”

A cold shock stabbed through him, and he exchanged a surprised look with Paris before scrambling to the other end of the couch and groping for the phone. He grabbed the receiver and asked, “Hello? Wait—” But all he got was the drone of a dial tone; they’d already hung up.

Caller ID said the number was blocked, so he hit star sixty-nine to dial the number. But it rang and rang, at least twenty times, before he finally decided to hang up. Son of a bitch.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Paris asked. “Was that a prank?”

It was possible, but they’d have to know that Eli (Elijah) had hired him and was concerned about the killed infecteds—and that latter information was not common knowledge.

Who the hell could know that much?




5
 
A Prayer for Broken Stones

 

ROAN DIDN’T sleep well at all that night. He must have awoken three or four times and stared at the ceiling in the dark, listening to the rain hit the windows like thrown pebbles, the wind occasionally surging and slapping tree branches against the walls like waves against a ship. It wasn’t the noise keeping him awake, though.

It made perfect sense, didn’t it? Why Eli had not gone public with the news. If he was tied to one of the victims in a close way, he could fall into suspect territory. But then he would have to have been very close to Melissa Prescott to be so scared that his natural inclination toward shallow displays and PR blitzes would be curtailed. After the phone call, he told Paris he’d talk to Eli about it tomorrow, but Par seemed to think he was included in this. He wasn’t, not yet, but he wasn’t going to argue with him about it. There was nothing to argue about. He trusted Paris with his life, his business, all of it, but he wasn’t really a detective. He was, to use his own term, his “guy Friday.” Roan had to go this one alone.

While Paris was brushing his teeth, Roan did a quick bit of checking. Melissa Prescott wasn’t what he would call gorgeous (okay, yeah, gay guy, but he knew attractive when he saw it, no matter the gender), but she did look young—extremely young. She was twenty years old, but with her perfectly round face, full apple-hued cheeks, pale blue doe eyes, and shoulder-length cascade of crimped honey blonde hair, she could have passed for fifteen or sixteen.

Eli had a thing about barely legal girls, didn’t he?

Melissa was his type all the way, with the added benefit that she was actually legal. Could she have been one of Eli’s many girlfriends? Part of his little “harem”? Now that the possibility had lodged in his brain, it seemed to fester, unwilling and unable to come out. Who was the other one of the four who went to the church? If it was Patrick, okay. But if it was Ashley or Christa….

Those girls? He looked at their pictures too. They both looked younger than their ages; they both could’ve passed for sixteen. They both could have been Eli’s type.

He always fell back to sleep, although he was never quite sure how. Finally the alarm went off, set to radio instead of that annoying buzzer, and he woke to the very loud swells of some bombastic classical music, lots of strings and deep wind instruments building to a crescendo (which included a gong; you always needed a gong), and he slapped the alarm in irritation, rolling away from the warmth of Paris’s side. Paris made a half-conscious noise and snuggled deeper into his pillow, not bothering to open his eyes. That was the thing, the habit; Roan got up when the first alarm went off, and Paris usually didn’t bother getting up until the snooze alarm went off. So Roan sat on the edge of the bed and simply switched the snooze alarm off. Yeah, Paris would probably be pissed off when he woke up and realized it, but he could always claim it was an accident; there was some benefit of the doubt there.

He took a quick shower, got dressed, and went downstairs to start the coffee. The smell would probably wake Paris up eventually, and he’d figure out he’d been ditched. He left a note on the fridge: Following something up. We’re closed today—enjoy your day off. He filled a travel mug with coffee and got out of there.

It was still raining, but some of the more dramatic weather had let up. It was pissing down steadily now, the wind almost nonexistent, the sky a gunmetal gray that made him feel like he was looking up at the hull of a battleship. He noticed the actual time and stopped at a coffee shop about a half-mile from the church, where they knew him fairly well.

It was a small place, one of those that sprung up to try and compete with Starbucks, and did it by promoting its “bohemian” atmosphere and dedication to local artists. As he sat at a small table by the window, eating some kind of pastry that didn’t have enough blackberries in it, he saw the fliers for a “poetry slam” night (people still did that?) and an open mic night. Every time he saw one of those, he always wondered what would happen if he signed up for one, got up on stage, and started ranting like this one vagrant he knew when he was a beat cop. Everyone at the station knew him—they called him “Saint Dude” (when asked for his name, he claimed it was Dude)—and he had these wonderfully elaborate, incoherent rants about topics as varied as the conspiracy surrounding aluminum foil, the secret cabal of cattle kings who really ran the world, the saltpeter in pretzels, how the CIA was fitting house cats with 3D imaging systems for spying on people, and the way the local television station was beaming microwaves directly at him to disrupt his brain. He was a schizophrenic who hadn’t had meds in years, but the sad thing was there wasn’t much they could do for him. They never got a positive ID for him, never found any family, and the local loony bin was so overcrowded they were actually booking rooms in advance. Unless he was an obvious danger to himself or others, they had to leave him out on the street, and they did, because Saint Dude was never violent. He eventually was hit by a car and died, but his rants lingered on in the minds of those who were treated to them. If only he could have taken his meds, he might have been a hit blogger by now, or a commentator on Fox News. He was a genius before his time.

Figuring he’d wasted enough time, Roan went back out into the rain and drove to the church, parking directly out front and putting on his fedora before getting out. In his trench coat and hat, he felt like a hard-boiled detective in some stylish ’40s film, and it was as silly and sad as all hell, but it usually made him feel better. Not today, though; today he just felt a bit foolish. But at least the hat kept the rain out of his eyes.

It was still too early for anyone to be manning the CCTV cameras, so he was forced to knock on the door. He almost pushed the doorbell, but then he remembered that the last time he’d heard it, it played “Year of the Cat.” If he heard that, he might be forced to beat the shit out of Eli, and if he was going to go to jail on assault charges, he wanted it to be for something more meaningful than that.

Rainbow answered the door, trying to be cheerful but unable to hide a slight wariness. “Oh Roan, what a surprise.”

Was she ever going to say, “What the fuck are you doing here?” She was just too nice, wasn’t she? “Don’t worry, I’m not here to cause trouble. I have to see Eli about the job. Can you tell him that?”

Her eyes squinched in curiosity, but she glanced off to one side as if looking for directions from the stage manager and said distractedly, “Um, okay, just a moment.” She left him out on the porch, rain dripping off the brim of his gray-blocked felt hat (luckily it was waterproof), but he didn’t wait too long before she opened the door again and looked at him with wide-eyed surprise. “Come in. He says he’ll see you.” That really seemed to be a shocker, but he expected that reaction from her.

She led him down a hallway he’d never been down before, narrow and lined with small framed cat prints hardly bigger than photos, and behind a heavy oak door was an old-fashioned-looking study full of polished cherrywood and dark red and gold upholstery, where books by the foot lined the side walls and a picture depicting a fox hunting party in the woods set the general tone of a stuffy, old world, British-style library. A plush oxblood-colored carpet ran from wall to wall, and there was a heavy oak desk that made up the centerpiece of the room, where Eli sat talking on the phone, motioning Roan in, and throwing Rainbow a reassuring look, the tacit approval to leave them alone. Roan sat in one of the burgundy velvet upholstered wing chairs and looked to see if any of the books had ever been moved or read. Nope, didn’t look like it. He hated designers who used books for aesthetic purposes only, and he hated even more pretentious boneheads who went along with it. There was a huge picture window behind Eli, but gauzy curtains the color of marigolds had been pulled against the gloom, so the only thing visible was the meager light bleeding through. The room spoke of old money and power, and he couldn’t have felt more out of place.

Roan took off his hat and waited for Eli to finish his call, which he finally did. “You couldn’t possibly have found out something so soon,” Eli said, as soon as he put the receiver down.

“What was your relationship with Melissa Prescott?”

Eli was a bit like Paris in that he was a natural actor. Shock flashed through his eyes, but his expression remained stony, and he cocked his head to the side curiously. “I beg your pardon?”

“Let’s not do this shit, okay? If you want me to work for you, I need full disclosure or I’ll walk. The police have asked me to find a connection between the four victims, and I’m starting to wonder if the connecting factor’s you. Talk to me or talk to Sergeant Murphy in homicide.” He was overstating his case slightly—there was no way to make Patrick fit into the equation since Eli was straight (no matter what his haircut and man purse would have you believe)—but scaring the shit out of Eli was the best way to get him to spill his guts.

The Ferragamo turned sour with fear as it oozed through his pores. He could hide the visible response, but not the physical one that coursed through his body. “You are fucking unbelievable. Do you really think I would hurt anyone? Not to mention why the fuck would I hire you if I’d killed all of them? Why would I be that stupid?”

He shrugged. “Guilty conscience?”

Eli glared at him, eyes like lasers, and shook his head. “Un-fucking-believable. Melissa came here a few times, I talked to her once or twice, she seemed like a good kid. I was horrified to discover she’d been murdered.”

“So that was it? Melissa was a random church visitor that you just happened to remember?”

His eyes, as clear and brown as Scotch today (he loved his contacts), narrowed in disgust. “I do make a note of remembering my people.”

Especially the young women whom he had a sexual interest in? Roan could buy that. But at this moment in time, he didn’t quite. “Who was the other church visitor of the victims?”

Eli opened his mouth, shut it, and then tried again, eyes briefly darting down to some papers on his desk. “I-It was Patrick Farley. He came here once or twice, but he never stayed long.”

Which screwed up his theory, but it wasn’t a fatal flaw. “So why did you have to consult a cheat sheet for Patrick but not for Melissa?”

Eli’s right eyelid twitched, and he watched the muscles in his jaw work as he ground his teeth, biting down hard on some ugly comment. “What is it you want from me, McKichan?”

“The truth. You were fucking around with Melissa, weren’t you?”

“No.”

“She was one of your girlfriends.”

“I said no.”

“And I don’t believe you. You’re shit scared; I can smell it.”

That startled a derisive laugh out of him. “You can smell it? Holy fuck, stop the presses! We gotta conviction on scent. Jesus Christ, the cops buy that shit, do they, Scooby?”

Roan stood up and put his hat back on, making a point of flicking the raindrops on the carpet. “I’ll refund you your money less one day’s work. Expect a visit from Sergeant Murphy this afternoon.” He turned and walked for the door.

As he expected, he’d taken two steps before Eli exclaimed, “Wait! I hired you! You can’t quit.”

He glanced coolly at him from over his shoulder. “I just did. See you in the funny papers.”

Roan had his hand on the brass doorknob when Eli snapped bitterly, “What the fuck d’ya want me to say? I did a consultation with her, all right? We didn’t date; it wasn’t a big deal.”

He turned to face him, but didn’t take his hand off the doorknob, which he made sure Eli saw. “You slept with her?”

Eli was on his feet, his face twisted in an ugly scowl. He didn’t look so Eurotrash handsome anymore. “How the fuck is that relevant?”

“It is if I say it is. Yes or no?”

He glowered at him, clearly loathing every single fiber of his being, and it was all Roan could do not to laugh. Ooh, Eli’s hatred just made him tingle all over. Was that wrong? 

“Yes,” he grated through gritted teeth, not so much sitting as collapsing back in his plush leather desk chair. He added snappishly, “Do you want photos? Diagrams? Videotape?”

“Do you have them?”

Eli’s hateful look continued, his eyes nearly glowing like embers. Man, some people just had no sense of humor.

Roan turned to face him, digging his hands in the pocket of his coat. “How serious was your relationship with her?”

“It wasn’t. Didn’t you hear me? It wasn’t a big deal.”

He almost said “trick,” but that was a gay term that didn’t translate to the straight world; in the straight world, a trick was something either a magician or a prostitute did. “A one-night stand?”

Eli fidgeted in his chair, squirming with discomfort. “Yeah. Happy now?”

“How close to the time of her death?”

“What?”

“A couple days before, a week, a month? You didn’t want this getting out, Eli, so I’m figuring the timing was bad.”

Eli rubbed his face, and Roan weighed the possibility he was hiding his expression as he concocted a lie. Moderate to extreme. “About a month ago.”

“So, since she was killed roughly two weeks ago, that meant you slept with her two weeks before her demise?” Eli nodded, face still hidden in his hands. Any personal relationship with the victim would get him added to the potential suspect list, but honestly, it wouldn’t be a big deal, not in a case like this. The shootings seemed so random—save for the infected connection and the general ages of the victims—that all looks at boyfriends and girlfriends would be perfunctory and shallow, unless there was known violence in the relationship. Maybe it was an ego thing; maybe he lived in fear of having the cops come in and rummage through his life, especially after his near miss with the court on the assault charge.

Maybe, but Roan still had the feeling he wasn’t getting the whole truth here. And then there was the informer, the person who had squealed on him. Roan had listened to the recording with Paris several times last night, and while neither of them could recognize the voice, they decided that the caller was either a woman or a man with a higher-pitched voice. It had to have been someone from here, the church, someone who knew that Eli had hired him and was concerned about the killings. Most likely someone from within Eli’s inner circle… but why blow the whistle on a one-night stand? Eli probably had dozens of them a month. Either it was more than Eli was saying, the informer had some issues with Eli that were just now boiling to the surface, or a combination of both. It had occurred to him that the informer could be someone who had soured on Eli, turned against him, and Roan wondered how far that disappointment and anger extended. To murder? Was that why Eli was supposedly next? There could have been a couple of different things going on here, and that was a problem. “Did you infect her?”

That made Eli look up at him sharply, horror naked on his face. “No! Fuck no, she came here infected, I didn’t… I didn’t! She was a cougar strain, okay?”

That was easy enough to check, so it was unlikely he was lying about that. But judging from the smell, the size of his pupils, the tiny beads of sweat gathering at his hairline, the rapid beat of his pulse in his throat, Eli was still lying about something. His relationship with Melissa was more than he was saying, wasn’t it? But even under duress he wasn’t willing to give it up. Why? Was there something damning about it, something that would make him more suspect than he already was? “Do you have a current serious girlfriend?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You’re still being evasive. I’m just trying to figure out why.”

He exhaled sharply, holding his hands open on his desk and attempting an innocent look that didn’t quite fit his face. “I swear to you I am not. I had a fling with Missy, yeah, but it was just the once, and it was no big deal. I don’t even think she liked me that much.”

“Bad in the sack, huh? You should ask Paris for tips—he’s a real dynamo.”

His eyes narrowed once more, and a more comfortable look of barely veiled disgust and hostility settled in his features. There was the Eli he knew and loathed. “Is this what I hired you for? To be a complete prick to me?”

“Hell no, I’ll do that for free.” He opened the door but never looked away from Eli’s face; he wanted him to know this wasn’t over. “But as soon as I figure out why you hired me, you may wish you had found someone else.” He left, closing the door behind him, and figured Eli was probably having the shits about that right now.

 

 

IT WAS as easy as hell to find out the name of Eli’s current girlfriend. He simply went up to Rainbow and asked her if she knew where he could find Sandy, Eli’s girlfriend. She looked at him with great puzzlement, and said that Eli’s girlfriend was named Mia. He made a show of being embarrassed, and after blaming the early morning and a lack of sleep, asked what her last name was again. Not realizing this was complete entrapment, she volunteered that it was DeSoto, and when Roan asked if she was around, said she usually didn’t show up until around six or so. Poor Rainbow—she was so trusting, so friendly. He felt like a complete fuck taking advantage of that, but it did make his job easier.

In the car, he added the name Mia DeSoto to his extremely tiny list (so far) of people who were potential suspects. He definitely needed to talk to her as soon as possible; she was the favorite to be the informant. Hell hath no fury like a woman cheated on.

Since he was in the neighborhood, he stopped by Melissa’s apartment to talk to her neighbors, but most weren’t home and the ones who were had nothing of value to say. No one was home at the time of the shooting, and no one knew much about her, as she was one of those who “kept to herself.” He stopped by the Starbucks where Ashley Cryer had worked, and he got a chatty barista named Matt who was a tall, wispy kid in a canary-yellow T-shirt as tight as a second skin, with sterling silver rings all over his face (nose, eyebrow, earlobes), a shock of electric blue in his spiky golden-blond hair, and three loops of barbed wire tattooed on his left wrist. He was happy to talk to him—and give him extra foam on his mochaccino—as he’d liked Ashley and was devastated by her death; he couldn’t figure out who would ever hurt her. Matt was also flamboyantly, obviously gay, as well as extremely impressed that he was a “real-life” private detective. He agreed to meet Roan later, after work, at the Café D’Ante to talk about “Ash,” but before he left, Matt leaned over the counter and whispered, “I’ll bring her key.” Her apartment key? Jackpot. Thank God for the flamboyantly gay best friend.

He got back home to find the GTO out of the driveway (Paris had finally put the engine back together and reinstalled it last week; he just felt it had some bodywork left to do) and a note stuck to the front door: Went to the store, be back soon. P.S.: You’re a putz. Okay, yeah, he’d figured Roan had ditched him. He wondered what he’d have to do to make it up to him. A scalp massage would probably make him forget all about it. (In attempting to treat his own migraines, he’d learned quite a lot about scalp massages, and according to Paris he gave great ones. It was kind of a shame that the scalp massages didn’t work for his own headaches, but at least it gave him an odd skill he could seduce men with.)

As soon as he’d checked the answering machine (there was nothing of note), he called Kevin, his trusty, closeted inside source in the police department. He could have called Dropkick, but he doubted she’d give him this kind of information. Kevin could. “Detective Robinson.”

“Hey Kev, can you talk freely?”

There was a pause as he checked. He could hear typing in the background, people talking; it was a noisy day at the vice unit. “Kind of,” he finally said. “How are you?”

“Oh, copasetic. I know it’s not online, but I need you to check the autopsy report on Melissa Elaine Prescott. She’s one of the murder cases being worked by Murphy and Dubois.”

“What?” he exclaimed a bit too forcefully and then lowered his voice to a hiss. “An active case? Are you mental? How do you expect me to do that?”

“Says the computer whiz. Oh come on, Kev, I have the utmost faith in you. Besides, I don’t need a detailed report, I just need to know if there were any signs she’d engaged in sexual activity shortly before her death.”

When he and Paris had Randi over for dinner a couple weeks back, he’d managed to cajole the nervous Kevin (“What if someone sees me at your house?”) to come too. Kevin had the most attractive skin color you could imagine; it was a kind of burnished chocolate (his eyes also matched), but otherwise… he looked like a nebbish, the poor guy. He was almost barrel-shaped—not fat, just stocky, broad at the chest and shoulder but a little soft in the middle—and his round face seemed to be set in a permanently hangdog expression, like he was the saddest guy on planet earth. (Which may have been the truth; hard to say, he was just so reserved.) He remained fairly quiet through dinner, which wasn’t a big surprise, especially since Randi and Paris were both so gregarious that they held the floor the entire night.

But Kev hadn’t reacted to Paris like Roan expected. He glanced at him like, “Oh wow, look how attractive that guy is,” but that was it; he didn’t fall in rapt, instant lust like nearly every person who met Paris. He acknowledged he was too damn good-looking and just seemed to move on. Maybe he didn’t like white guys; Roan didn’t know. In fact, he knew next to nothing about Kevin; save for privately outing himself to him, Kevin never talked about personal stuff. He talked computer shit, cop-shop gossip, maybe small talk like the weather and sports, but almost nothing else. He was so far in the closet that not even his personality peeked out very much. Again, this made Roan feel very bad for him. What must it be like to be that tightly wound?

But it seemed to bring home the fact that, while he knew Kevin, he didn’t actually know Kevin at all. He had no idea what his ultimate motivation was. He couldn’t quite believe that Kev helped him so much because he was gay and he was keeping his secret, but what other motive could he possibly have?

Kevin sighed heavily, and Roan knew he wanted to say no, but he wouldn’t. He never did. “If I’m caught and fired, you have to make me a partner,” he hissed, then put him on hold.

While he waited, Paris came home, coming in the door juggling two paper bags (Paris always insisted on paper whenever possible, because he hated those “fucking plastic bags”—this was another strangely passionate hatred of his, like SUVs) and a twelve-pack of diet cherry Pepsi. Upon seeing Roan on the couch with the receiver glued to his ear, Paris fixed him with a stern gaze, almost mocking but not quite. “How deep is the shit I’m in?” Roan wondered aloud.

Paris thumped the bags down on the counter, let the twelve-pack drop to the floor. He held his hand up level with his chin.

“Crap. I don’t suppose dinner and a movie is going to cover this, huh?”

He shook his head and started unpacking the groceries. “Nope, not even buying me something frilly.”

“Damn it, that was plan B.”

His look wasn’t quite forgiving, but he seemed to be thinking about it. “So what did you dig up without me?”

“Eli was fucking Melissa Prescott.”

He made a dismissive noise, shaking his head in disbelief. “And I call myself a man whore. Eli should give lessons.”

“No. Apparently he’s crap in the sack.”

Paris fixed him with a curious, slightly sardonic gaze. “And you know that how?”

“He said so.”

“He just admitted it? Were you holding him at gunpoint or something?”

“No, just slamming his testicles in a desk drawer.”

Paris chuckled faintly, and Roan knew it was okay. If he could make Par laugh, he couldn’t be that mad at him. “And you didn’t think to capture this on film? We could’ve had it on YouTube by now.”

“I know, I’m a complete idiot.”

“You said it, not me.”

Par finished putting the groceries away and then walked over to the stereo, sipping from a can of Red Bull. Watching him move in his slightly baggy blue jeans that just barely hovered below waist level and his royal blue T-shirt that wasn’t tight but still showed off his arms and the long line of his back to great effect, Roan wondered how Kevin could not have fallen in lust with Paris. Was he insane? Had he seen his ass?

Paris crouched down and flipped through some of their CDs; they had a whole bunch of them, and it was easy to tell whose were whose. Roan had the punk and the crunchy guitar stuff, while Paris had a lot of electronic, current “alternative” stuff, and the occasional questionable pop rock CD. Sometimes they found a common ground—Roan could tolerate Franz Ferdinand and Interpol; Paris could tolerate Pansy Division and Nine Black Alps—but many times they clashed. “Keane or Orbital?” Par asked.

“Door number three.”

“Pick one or I choose.”

“Oh fuck. Can’t you choose—”

“No,” he interrupted, punching the button on the CD player and opening the tray. “You’re running out of time.”

“This is a reflection of how mad you are at me, isn’t it?”

Paris didn’t answer. He just put in a shiny silver disc and hit the close button, putting the CD case back in the rack before Roan could see what it was. “I guess you’ll find out,” he finally replied, turning the sound down until it was barely audible, giving him some peace for his call. It was the opening strains of “Under The Iron Sea” that drifted down from the speakers set high up on the walls, and Roan figured that meant he had forgiven him. If Par was still really pissed off, it’d be Orbital thumping down at him.

Kev came back on the phone with a huff of breath, as if he’d just sat down. “You do shit for my blood pressure,” he accused.

“But you didn’t get caught, did you? What did it say?”

“Nada. No sign of any… uh, you know.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary at all? Nothing of note?”

“No, just death via gunshot wound to the head.” There was a pause, and Roan suddenly wondered if he had gotten a copy of the report and was looking at it at his desk. He was in vice: that was fucking risky, to look at a homicide file there. Wait a second: where the hell did he get it from anyway? “She had some damage to her back teeth that was consistent with bulimia; you know how all that stomach acid damages the enamel. Although morning sickness probably didn’t help.”

Roan sat forward, only doubting what he’d heard because Kevin was talking so softly. “What?”

“She was about three weeks’ pregnant at the time of her death.”

There it was—what Eli was trying to hide. A perfect motive for murder.
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ONCE HE’D ended his phone call with Kevin, Roan told Paris what he’d learned about Melissa, and he was shocked. “Does this mean he could’ve done this?”

Roan rubbed his temples, closing his eyes as he thought. “No. What it does is explain why he hasn’t gone to the press about this. All he needs is someone to mention he knocked up one of the victims—a fact he conveniently never mentioned—and he’s under the police microscope. But come on, Par, you know Eli; he doesn’t do his own dirty work. He strikes me as the type of guy who’d faint if he got a paper cut.”

Paris sat near him on the sofa, turned to face him, one leg bent under him casually like he was on Oprah’s couch. “Yeah, but he has motive and people who will do anything for him. He’s a good suspect.”

“Yes, but he’d never have hired me if he was guilty. No matter what he thinks of me as a stinking faggot, he knows I’m good at my job. I doubt he’d give me the satisfaction of nailing him to the wall.”

“So why did he hire you?”

Roan leaned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. It was a good question, but at least he thought he had an answer for it. “To clear his name before they can drag him through the mud; find a genuine suspect. Of course, he doesn’t tell me this because he’s afraid I’d balk at helping him.”

Paris touched his hair, stroking it back from his temple, an almost unconscious affectionate gesture. Paris was a very touchy-feely sort of guy, which Roan had had to get used to, since he’d never really been. Now he almost liked it. “Ten thousand dollars wouldn’t be enough?”

“To save his ass from the fire? No.”

“As long as you’re not bitter.”

He gave him a sharp look, which just made Paris grin. Looking at him closely, though, Roan noticed a strain around his eyes, a tightness in his jaw. Was he still mad at him, or was it something else? “Got something on your mind?”

“Other than you being an asshole?” he replied, but with some humor. His grin faded as he sighed, considering whether to tell Roan or not and then ultimately decided to go ahead. “Actually, I got a weird phone call today.”

“Weird how?”

He propped his elbow up on the back of the sofa, resting his head on his hand, tilting his face at an angle best described as rakish. “Remember when I talked to that reporter about the Hatch case?”

“Yeah. Did he call back?”

“No. He just put my name in the article, and the article is apparently available online. My sister found it somehow, and she was able to use the online phone directory to find our number. She left me a message.”

“Oh?” Roan kept his tone casual, but he knew this was important. Paris had had no actual contact with his family since he’d been infected; he occasionally sent a postcard to let them know he was alive and okay, but never left a return address or told them where he was or what he was doing. They didn’t know of his infected status either, and Roan honestly had no idea why Paris kept his distance from them, since he’d told him he got on well with his family. “Which sister?”

“Annie—Antigone. She wanted me to call her back.”

He stroked the left side of Paris’s jaw with his thumb, feeling rough but almost invisible stubble. Paris leaned into his touch. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I guess I don’t have a choice, do I? She knows where I am. And she’s pushy enough that if I don’t call back she’ll just show up on our doorstep one day.”

“So call her and let her know you’re all right. That’s probably all she wants to know.”

He scoffed. “You don’t know Annie. She’s a lawyer, and she’s pushy as hell. She’ll want to know why I’m here, why I’m working for you, and where I’ve been all these years. I’m not sure I want to tell her, and sadly, she knows when I’m lying. She’s immune to my charm.”

He wondered what the subtext was here. “Do they know you’re bisexual?”

Par licked his lips nervously and avoided his gaze. “I never exactly told them. If they asked around at college, they may have figured it out.…”

“If it makes it easier, just forget me. Tell her we’re friends and leave it at that. I won’t be offended.” Yeah okay, so maybe this made him a hypocrite, since he wasn’t crazy about people who decided to spend their entire lives in the closet, but he’d actually hoped Paris would reconnect with his family before the tiger strain burned him out. Paris wouldn’t admit it, but Roan suspected he missed his family, and if they had to lie about their relationship so he could be with them again, so be it. He was willing to take that hit for Par.

Paris’s eyes snapped back to his instantly. “What? No. I love you and I’m not ashamed of that. Besides, my family is a bunch of intellectual lefties; we had a cat named Che Guevara when I was a kid. I’m also pretty sure my Uncle Ben was gay, and no one cared.”

“You haven’t mentioned him.”

“Oh, he was a painter. He used to come to holiday gatherings with his ‘friend’ Travis, who was a literary agent with a great love for Brooks Brothers suits and Berlioz. They seemed like an odd pair since Ben was so freewheeling and Travis seemed so mainstream, and I couldn’t quite guess how they’d come to be such good friends or why. But in retrospect I can see it was just a case of opposites attracting.”

“Like us?”

Paris smiled at him. “Are we that opposite? I kinda think we’re a good fit.”

“And neither of us owns a Brooks Brothers suit.”

“A point in our favor.”

They were starting to digress from the point, though, and he could feel the low hum of attraction between them as Paris placed a hand flat against his chest. If they didn’t watch it, they’d be tearing each other’s clothes off within ten minutes, and while that was always a great deal of fun, he had to go meet Matt at Café D’Ante soon. And besides, he wanted to go out and see if he could go by Patrick Farley’s place beforehand, maybe run by Christa Hernandez’s place and see if he could talk to her great-aunt. Maybe last night they had been able to call an early end to the work shift, but there was no way he could justify it to himself two days in a row. Although part of him loved the idea of itemizing a bill for Eli and including notations for Fucking. “What are you afraid of?” he asked Paris, aware that this would probably short-circuit this slow-building, comfortable lust between them.

It did, quite rapidly. Paris let his hand drop away from his chest and broke eye contact, glancing at the stereo as if appealing to it for help. “You know what I’m afraid of, Ro.”

“Telling them you’re infected.” Par sighed heavily, which was an answer. “If they’re a bunch of intellectual lefties as you say they are, they’re not going to care.”

“I’ve disappointed them enough. I don’t want to disappoint them further. I mean, I know they’ll act cool about it, they’ll say they’ll support me, but I know it’ll break their hearts.” He grimaced and rubbed his face, and Roan suspected he was trying to hide the tears building up in his eyes. “I’ve done that enough. I’d rather just die suddenly and have them find out once I’m gone that I was infected. That way I wouldn’t have to pretend I didn’t notice how horrible I made them feel. That’s cowardly of me, isn’t it?”

“A bit.”

That made Paris look at him in surprise. Maybe he wasn’t expecting honesty. “Would fudging the truth have really killed you?”

“I have a reputation to uphold.”

Paris shook his head and rolled his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’d be really pissed at you if I didn’t know you were right. No, wait, I’m pissed at you anyway.”

“I think I’ll take that as my cue to leave.” He slowly unfolded himself from the couch and stretched, some exhaustion from so much broken sleep making itself known in his tired limbs. If those forays late at night had proven anything to him, it was that he could make that disappear as soon as he started moving around. He gave Paris a gentle kiss on the forehead before walking away.

Paris watched him with narrowed eyes, but if he had been really angry at him, that vein on his neck would have stood out. He was more annoyed with him, which was bad enough. “Anything I can help with, or am I supposed to do some light filing and just sit here and look pretty?”

“I’d hope you’d call your sister. Really, I’m not doing anything thrilling, just seeing if people are home and willing to talk to me. I still have to make the connection between Eli and Cryer and Hernandez, which may be impossible.”

Paris’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Huh? I thought you said the church wasn’t the connection between the four victims.”

“Right, the church isn’t. But I have this feeling Eli is. He may be the cult leader, but he is separate from the church. I bet the police didn’t even bother to break them apart.”

“Is this a gut feeling?”

“Kind of. But Eli goes out and has coffee; he goes out and eats.” Ashley worked at a Starbucks, and Christa worked as a waitress at a trendy sushi restaurant called Kaisou, all within three miles of each other, and all within five miles of the church. “They were his type, and I know for a fact that he’s been to Kaisou. He was fucking Melissa, and Patrick was a church attender; if I can tie Eli at any point to Ashley and Christa—”

“You have the link between the victims,” Paris concluded, nodding at the logic of it all. “But, wait, doesn’t that make Eli a suspect again?”

“It could. Or it really could mean he is the next victim. Someone’s obliquely working their way down.”

“Oh shit. No wonder he was freaked out enough to hire you.”

“And yet he’s not freaked out enough to tell me the whole truth. Funny how that works.”

Paris suddenly smiled slyly, as if he’d just had a funny thought, and of course he felt compelled to share it. “A leopard doesn’t change his spots, Roan.”

“Oh God, that’s horrible. I’m calling the pun police on you.”

He raised his eyebrows suggestively and lowered his voice to a seductive tone as he purred, “Shall I assume the position, Officer?”

Roan shook his head and snickered, waving to him as he walked to the foyer and grabbed his coat and hat off the hooks by the door. “Call your sister, man whore. I’d love to meet her sometime. I bet she has a ton of embarrassing stories about you as a kid.”

“Thank you for giving me another reason not to do it,” he replied cheerfully.

Roan actually hoped he did call, and he thought that, fears and sarcasm aside, Paris would eventually. If he cared for his family as much as he seemed to, he’d reach out to them, even if he did omit certain facts about his existence.

After all, life was short—and for some people, much shorter than seemed fair.

 

 

CHRISTA’S GREAT-AUNT lived in a quaint little clapboard house that could have been made of gingerbread and iced with lemon frosting, but no one was home save for one of those little yippie dogs that could only shake and pee, so after scaring it off to the other end of the house by growling at it through the door, he wrote a note asking her to please call him and arrange a good time for them to meet, as he wanted to talk to her about Christa. He left one of his business cards folded inside the note, and slipped it through the mail slot in the door.

He had a bit more luck at Patrick Farley’s apartment, as he encountered a neighbor who was willing to talk to him. His name was Juan, a young Hispanic man with long, shaggy black hair who smelled of cheap aftershave and cigarette smoke and who had Korn blasting on the stereo the whole time he was talking to him. He was the neighbor across from Patrick and had talked with him several times, including lending him some quarters for the laundry room. He knew that Patrick went to the church, but he didn’t know he was actually infected; he assumed he was a “wannabe,” although he didn’t look like one of those “Anne Rice-lovin’ motherfuckers.” (Roan loved that description; he was going to have to use that sometime.) He was at work at the time of the shooting—Juan worked for a pest extermination service (which explained the aftershave; it wasn’t bad cologne but lingering traces of insecticide)—but he came home and found his body. He was digging out his apartment keys when he’d noticed Patrick’s door was slightly open, and he knew that wasn’t right, especially in a place like this. He knocked on the door and attempted to open it all the way, but something was blocking the door, and then he smelled “it”—presumably blood and shit, the pungent, awful smell of death. He saw blood on the floor and an outstretched hand, as well as a big mess that looked like “spilled lasagna” (presumably the remains of Patrick’s head). He called 911 and was careful not to touch anything else, because he figured a non-white guy finding a dead white guy might give the cops “ideas.”

He’d only known Patrick in a casual sense, but he didn’t think he was a bad guy, and he hoped the cops found the pendejo who did this. He was actually shocked the cops hadn’t arrested anyone yet, as he figured they were extra speedy when the murder victim was an “all-American white guy,” but maybe the fact that he was “one of them” (infected) made them drag their feet. Juan also said, as far as he knew, no one disliked Patrick, he was pretty friendly and pretty quiet, and he couldn’t think of anything especially suspicious around here in the days leading up to the shooting. Roan left him his card on the off chance he remembered something else, and he said he’d call if anything occurred to him. Roan actually believed him.

The sad thing? Patrick had been dead forty minutes by the time Juan found him—meaning that if anyone else had seen the open door, they hadn’t checked; or if they had, they hadn’t called it in because they hadn’t wanted to get involved. Roan knew he was overly cynical at times, but the world seemed extra callous nowadays, with people too concerned about their own asses to risk involvement in anything that might get them in trouble. Juan was actually one of the good guys, but he probably didn’t know that.

The rain had let up to a dismal drizzle, although the sky was so dark it seemed like dusk when that was actually hours away. He found one of the last parking spots in the sprawling lot beside the Café D’Ante and went in, bracing himself.

The Café D’Ante was one of those places that tried so hard not to be pretentious they were actually pretentious, a casual but trendy place that just tried so damn hard to be something it both was and wasn’t at the same time that it was irritating. It had lots of windows to let in light (on any other day but today), potted plants to give the place an air of life, and lots of little round tables covered with tablecloths as white as snowdrifts. The hostess who greeted him far too eagerly was a perky young brunette who was probably a former cheerleader and wore a black satin vest, which all the servers had on as their “casual” uniform. He told her he was meeting someone, and when he started to describe him, she said, “Oh, Matt.” So that’s why he picked this place—he was known.

She led him to a window table at the back, where Matt waited, looking frighteningly eager. He’d changed from his yellow T-shirt and walking shorts to designer black jeans and a pale blue muscle shirt that wasn’t quite as tight and showed off the other tattoos on his arms: he had a “bracelet” of black tribal marks encircling his right upper arm and a dark red kanji on his left shoulder. It looked like there was a small red and blue mark peeking from beneath the neck of his shirt, but he had no idea what that tattoo could have been.

Roan had never really liked blonds; his tastes had always run toward darker men (his last three boyfriends—Connor, Diego, and Paris—all had black hair, their one common denominator), but there was something appealingly open and attractive about Matt’s face, well-scrubbed with solid bone structure, a firm jaw and sharp cheekbones, his eyes large and golden hazel. In about ten years he’d probably be really handsome. He wore a cologne Roan didn’t recognize, something woodsy and smoky, and beneath that was the scent of soap and shampoo. Had he gotten cleaned up extra-nice for him? Oh no.

Matt’s face lit up in a bright smile. “I brought the key.”

“Great, thanks.” The waitress hovered nearby, and he just ordered coffee. He was hungry, but he wasn’t eager to face pumpkin ravioli with vodka aioli, or whatever pretentious “fusion” food they served here.

Matt was Matt Skouris, a nineteen-year-old city native who grew up in the fairly tony suburb of Harmon Hills. He admitted sheepishly that he was a high school dropout who had only recently got his life back on track, which made Roan guess he had a drug problem. Matt won some points for admitting that as well, saying he’d been dropping Ecstasy and hitting the amphetamines (speed and coke) pretty hard since he was fifteen and discovered the party circuit. He was eventually forced into rehab by his parents and had been totally clean for eight months, but it wasn’t always easy.

Matt had ordered an appetizer, some kind of bruschetta thing (small pieces of toasted bread with some tomato mixture on it) and it smelled good enough that his stomach rumbled nosily. Matt clearly heard it and offered him some, and he didn’t refuse. It was pretty good.

Matt also told him he wasn’t actually Ash’s best friend, and that she had probably barely considered him a friend at all. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be, but Ash had been very aloof and nervous, he supposed because of the way people treated her when they discovered she was infected. She’d given him a copy of her apartment key after an incident in her building involving an “invasion” that left three people tied up in their apartment for a whole day. It was a drug-related crime (of course; it was the Wildwood) but since she lived alone and far from her family, she had liked the idea of having someone around who would be willing to check up on her if she suddenly didn’t show up one day. He felt a drive to be nice to her because she was infected, and he knew what it was like to be singled out and treated badly because you were different.

Matt was very animated. He used his hands when he talked and talked almost a mile a minute, but that might have been due to his complementary lattes from work. He had clearly traded amphetamines for caffeine, and while surely his blood pressure was better for it, he still got a nice buzz.

While Roan was chewing on a bruschetta piece, Matt leaned over the table and seemed to study him intently. “Too bad you aren’t gay,” he said.

Roan almost choked on a tomato chunk. “Excuse me?”

Matt rested his elbows on the table and put his chin in his hands, just staring at him like he was the best-looking dessert behind the glass counter. “You’re the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen in person.”

He glanced behind himself to make sure he was talking to him. “Huh? Me?”

“Yes silly, you. Oh my God, you’re not telling me you don’t know how attractive you are, are you?” Roan wasn’t sure how to answer that and was going to steer the conversation back to Ashley, but Matt gasped dramatically and continued. “Oh holy shit, you don’t, do you? Will you marry me? I mean, right this second? I know a chick who’s like a Unitarian minister or some shit like that.”

“Um, Matt, why don’t we—”

But Mr. Caffeine kept on going. “How can you not know? You must look in the mirror to shave, unless you got electrolysis. I know this drag queen who had it done to his face, and he says it hurts a little bit, but it’s totally worth it ’cause you don’t need to shave for a long time. Even when you came in to the Starbucks today, I noticed you right away; I even whispered to Shanaia to let me have you, since we tag team the front counter. You have the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen. Are they really that green? I was thinking contacts, but usually you can see contacts, y’know, if you stare hard enough you can make out the edge of the plastic. But I don’t see any edges. And your eyes kinda go down a little at the corners, not Asian, more really European, like the French, ’cause a lot of French people have eyes like that. They’re like cat’s eyes, y’know, really striking. And they must be, ’cause noticing a guy’s eyes is like eighteenth on my list, but on you I just saw them and that scar and that jaw of yours and I was like ‘Please God, let him be gay and into me.’ You just look so… I guess rugged’s the word I want, but not exactly, y’know? Something like that. You just look strong and manly without being too butch or a muscle queen, you exude testosterone, but not in a caveman way, you’re like regal, and I just want to bury my hands in your hair. You don’t dye it, do you?”

Finally he paused, and Roan took a breath for him. Just listening to Matt made him feel like he was hyperventilating. “Umm, no, I don’t. And technically I am gay, but I have a boyfriend, so thanks for the interest. But no thanks. Can we get back to—”

Matt’s eyes widened so dramatically he wondered if the passing waiter had kicked him under the table. “You are gay? You’re fucking with me, aren’t you? You’re totally teasing.”

“No, I am. But I’m in a relationship, and this really isn’t relevant to the case. If I show you a picture of someone, can you tell me if they’ve been in the shop or not?”

“Oh sure. You’re honestly gay? Y’know, I have the best gaydar—I can’t believe I missed you. So tell me about this boyfriend of yours—is he cute? Please don’t tell me you’re one of those hotties who ends up with a guy who looks like a troll. ’Cause I’ve seen that so often, and I don’t get it at all. I mean, who needs a sugar daddy that badly, y’know?”

If he said “like” or “y’know” once more, Roan was fairly certain he was going to punch him. No, no he couldn’t, because he hadn’t given him Ashley’s key yet. With a sigh, he dug the picture of Eli out of his pocket, and said, “My boyfriend is the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen. Now, can you tell me if this man is a regular at the Starbucks?”

Matt took the picture eagerly, but reared back slightly as soon as he saw it. “Don’t tell me this guy is your boyfriend.”

Roan rubbed his forehead. Motor-mouth Matt was starting to give him a headache. “No, that’s the man I was wondering if you’ve seen in the Starbucks.”

“Oh. Yeah, he’s in now and again. He’s no rabid regular, but he comes by at least weekly, usually Tuesday or Sunday.”

He stared at Matt somewhat skeptically. Could his memory be that good? “You know him that well?”

Matt nodded, handing the picture back. “Venti espresso con panna half-caff with a shot of mocha syrup.”

Okay, now he wasn’t sure if he should be impressed or scared. “Do you know all your customers that well?”

“No, just the ones I like or hate. Isn’t that weird?”

“Which one is he?”

He clicked his tongue in disgust. “Hate, darling. He seems like a kinda skeevy bastard, y’know? And he never tips. I hear he’s famous, like some kinda local celebrity, but I dunno. He used to make eyes at Ash, but she never noticed and claimed I was making it up. But I wasn’t! I mean, I know what a guy looks like when he wants a piece of that, I’ve gotten it enough in my lifetime, and it doesn’t matter if they’re gay or straight, the look’s the same. Nobody knows a man like another man, y’know?”

Wasn’t that interesting? Eli had an attraction to Ashley that wasn’t reciprocal—and she died anyway. It could be coincidence; it could mean a hell of a lot. Unless Matt was mistaken, like Ashley had seemed to think… but Roan actually thought, dramatic overstatement aside, Matt probably could nail lust in a man at fifty paces. He struck him as a “party guy,” the type who’d happily give you a blow job in the back of your car ten minutes after you met him. Not to be disparaging, but… okay, yeah, there was probably no way that couldn’t be disparaging. But if he’d just shut up for five minutes, he might be an okay guy. “Was he in Starbucks the Tuesday before she died?”

He shook his head, making his five consecutive earrings jingle. “No, he was in Sunday. Along with his regular espresso he bought a double chocolate muffin. I know, ’cause I served him; Ash was busy fighting with a jammed napkin dispenser.” Despite his appearance and his magpie chattering, Matt would have made one of hell of a witness on the stand. Gossipy as all hell, he saw everything.

Sunday? Ashley was killed on Monday. Holy shit, there was no way in hell that was coincidence. But which way was this going?

Was Eli actually the killer, or was someone hunting people around him?
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Pattern Against User

 

MATT GABBED for a solid ten minutes, but Roan was too busy thinking to pay attention.

Okay, so he had a connection between Eli and Ashley, but it was a casual (circumstantial) one at best. Something wasn’t right, but he didn’t know what. He couldn’t see all the pieces of the puzzle, and it was annoying him more than Matt’s ceaseless prattling.

Finally—and as politely as he could—he asked for Ashley’s key. Matt gulped down his third glass of Coke (no wonder he was so jazzed) and stood up, digging in his pants pocket. “Sure, let’s go.”

Roan glared at him, but he seemed oblivious to it. “I’m going alone. By trespassing on a closed crime scene, we’re committing a crime.”

Matt found the key and pulled it out. It was alone on a key chain that doubled as a bottle opener. “Not if you’re with me. I have her key, and I’ll just say I’m, like, checking on her plants or something. You’re simply with me.”

He almost admired his gall. “No way in hell they’ll buy that.”

Matt made a “tsk” noise and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, they will. If we get caught, let me do the talking. I’ll so annoy the shit out of them they’ll agree to anything to make me shut up and go away.”

Now Roan did briefly admire his gall. “You know?”

“What, that I talk too much? I have ears, sweetie, how could I not know? Sometimes even I have no fucking idea what I’m talking about; it just comes gushing out, y’know? I call it diarrhea of the mouth.” He jingled the key and pulled his black motocross-style leather jacket off the back of his chair. “We goin’?”

Roan paid the bill even though he’d hardly had anything, simply because he figured baristas just couldn’t make that much. Matt had walked here—he lived with a roommate in an apartment four blocks away—so they took the Mustang by default.

It was unlikely they’d get caught; that was just an excuse to try and escape Chatty Cathy in the passenger seat. (And yes, he kept rattling on, although Roan tuned him out.) But just venturing into the Wildwood seemed like a risky proposition, and he wondered how Ashley had managed it on a daily basis. She was either very brave or very desperate.

The Wildwood looked exactly the same as it had the last time he’d been here, two years ago, on a domestic violence call. It was a square, six-story apartment block with brick facing that had faded to a sickly brownish gray and was crumbling like rotted teeth. Gang tags were the only true spots of color, warped letters and numerals as bloated as waterlogged corpses, their meaning cryptically elusive to most people. All the first-floor windows either had bars or were simply boarded over.

If defeat looked like anything, it looked like the Wildwood.

“Wow, this looks like a crack house I once went to,” Matt commented, following Roan into the piss-soaked “lobby” of the building. He didn’t ask, because he really didn’t want to know.

Inside the Wildwood it was murky dark, like they were submerged beneath a polluted lake, and the smell of urine, cooked food, spilled beer, and the sickly sweet and sharply chemical smell of crack rendered the hallways into a pungent, unpleasant stew. Roan had cinnamon gum in his coat pocket and popped a stick in his mouth, using its overwhelming smell and taste to block out everything else. It was mostly successful.

Ashley had lived on the third floor, third apartment on the left. Yellow crime scene tape still crisscrossed the whitewashed door, although someone had scrawled on it, in thick black ink, Kitty fucker. That warning was probably the only reason the tape hadn’t been broken—who was going to touch anything a kitty fucker had touched and possibly contaminated with their infected blood?

Matt—who had been blessedly silent since they’d entered the building—carefully unlocked the door and they both went in, ducking under the tape and being careful not to break it. Inside, Ashley’s apartment was even darker than the hallway, and the smell of blood and death was so overpowering that Roan rocked back on his heels. Son of a bitch, no one had cleaned it up yet, had they?

Matt must have smelled a bit of it, as he cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, but his eyes widened as he saw the metal shutters that blocked out every scrap of light. “Whoa.”

“She was infected,” Roan explained. “If you’re going into your transformational phase, you have to block the windows, otherwise you’re liable to jump through them or die trying.”

“Oh. I didn’t think she was kinky. She never struck me that way, y’know? She actually seemed kinda lonely.”

Roan’s eyes had adjusted to the dark, although he pulled out the small Maglite he always carried with him. (Essential P.I. tools: cell phone, digital camera, flashlight, notebook, a laptop if you could carry it and had a Wi-Fi connection, and maybe a gun, but only if you were really paranoid.) He could have turned on a light—no one was going to see it from the street as long as they kept the shutters down—but he didn’t want to lose what he had of his “night vision” right now. Also, if he could keep Matt from seeing the huge rusty-brown stain on the cheap, yellowish industrial carpet, he felt things would go better. “No friends, no boyfriend and/or girlfriend? Sounds lonely.”

“Yeah.” Matt fumbled something out of his coat pocket, and Roan didn’t really see what until he snapped it and a bright but icy-blue glow emanated from it. It actually lit up the area around Matt quite well.

“Do you always carry a glow stick?” he wondered, kind of amused. Somehow it figured a party guy like Matt would just happen to have a glow stick handy.

“Naw, I just remembered the last time I wore this coat, I was at Panic. Hey, if you’re gay, how come I’ve never seen you there?”

Panic was the hot gay nightclub in town, and he was sure the little bit of black script at the base of the glow stick identified it as coming from there. “I’m not into the nightclub scene. It’s too… techno for me.”

“Oh man, you’re missing out. You need to come down, if only to see this guy who shows up like every other coupla weeks. Don’t know his name, but we call him the Hottie down there, ’cause he is. I mean he’s fucking gorgeous; you’d cut off your left nut to be with this guy. He has guys lining up three deep to dance with him and ten deep to buy him drinks. He always comes with this fag hag, she looks like a young Margaret Cho, and he’s just the world’s biggest cocktease, y’know? He’s got great moves, he’s cute, he looks like he’s got a rippin’ bod, but he always says he only comes to dance and ain’t interested in hooking up, y’know? It’s as frustrating as hell, but God, it’s worth the sexual frustration just to watch him for a couple of hours.”

Hearing this description, Roan suddenly wondered how small a gay subculture it was. “Is he about six foot three, two ten, with black hair and blue eyes?”

Matt nodded eagerly, eyes showing his happy surprise. “Hey, you’ve seen him? Isn’t he just to die for? You wouldn’t think such a solid slab of man meat could be as graceful as he is, but wow, he’s just all kinds of lust-bait. And that ass! God, I just want to grab him and—”

“That’s my boyfriend.”

Matt stared at him levelly, the blue light casting bruised shadows on his face. “You’re shitting me.”

“No. I sort of doubt there’s two gay guys in town that match that description.” And he couldn’t imagine Randi being thrilled with that “Margaret Cho” comment. In fact, he could imagine her “Oh, I bet you think all Asians look alike” rant, as he’d heard her give it to a clearly embarrassed man in the parking lot at work once. A shrinking violet she wasn’t.

Matt held his gaze for a long moment, attempting to judge his veracity. “Holy shit. I always wondered who could land him, and now I know: another hottie. Makes sense, y’know. Uh, does that mean I have to stop talking about him?”

“I’d appreciate it.”

“Damn, he was distracting me from the smell.” He moved the glow stick around, lighting up spots of the small, austere apartment, as well as leaving brief blue trails in the air, and asked, “So what are we looking for exactly?”

“We?”

“I’m not totally useless. I got a great head for, uh… remembering things. In fact, I can remember this one time when—” He froze, looking down at something that had been caught in the narrow scope of his light. As he bent down for a better look, Roan already knew what he’d just discovered—that huge, dark stain. “Is that, uh….”

“Yep.”

He looked down at it a moment, transfixed, then slapped his hand over his mouth, the color draining from his face with a frightening rapidity, and he dropped his glow stick as he turned and bolted into the small bathroom. Since he didn’t have time to close the door, Roan could hear him vomiting quite clearly. See, this was why he preferred doing things on his own.

The apartment was tiny, enough so that Roan figured Ashley must have been a small cat, perhaps a cougar, to keep from breaking out of here. The living room and kitchenette were separated only by their floors—the living room had the carpet, while the thin strip of floor that marked off the kitchen was cheap, peeling linoleum with an alternating square pattern. The walk-in-closet-sized room on the right was the bedroom, and the tinier spare-closet-sized room straight ahead was the bathroom where Matt was puking up his lunch. He figured it was a good thing the lights were off, as the apartment would probably be more depressing if he could see it clearly.

He crouched down to pick up Matt’s glow stick, which had rolled toward the base of the avocado green refrigerator, a relic from the ’80s if not the ’70s. It was close up that he noticed a thin magnet advertising a pizza place was stuck to the fridge’s bottom metal grill, and he caught a glimpse of an edge of white paper on the floor, wedged between the fridge and the kitchen cabinet. The magnet must have been holding up the paper and both had slipped down.

He pulled out the paper and wasn’t surprised to find it was a business card with the logo “New Horizons” on the front, and on the back there was a handwritten note about an appointment with Doctor Johnson, which was at three thirty next Wednesday. There was an appointment she was never going to make.

He’d heard of New Horizons; it was a hodgepodge of services for the infected, one of those liberal social policy compromises that made this city so attractive to the infected. They probably had a ton of Doctor Johnsons that worked out of there, but he thought it would be worth checking out. It was just a shame it didn’t say what kind of doctor Johnson was: a dentist, a GP, a psychiatrist, hell, maybe even a nutritionist. (They had a whole bunch of odd services available, some very questionable.)

Matt had finally stopped retching and turned on the taps to rinse out his mouth before he came out. Roan had tucked the appointment card in his pocket and picked up the glow stick, which he handed to Matt as soon as he rejoined him. “I’m sorry about that,” he said sheepishly. He still looked quite pale.

“It’s okay. But you see why I didn’t want you to come here? She was your friend; this has to hurt.”

“She wasn’t my friend. I wanted to be friends, but she was so scared. I didn’t get it at all.”

“What was she scared of?”

He shrugged, grimacing slightly. “I dunno. Being infected? Trusting people? She musta got screwed over pretty badly.”

So he wasn’t talking about a specific person. Too bad; that would have made his job easier.

A cursory search turned up nothing of note, nothing as interesting as the card from the New Horizons center. Matt remained oddly quiet and trailed behind him, embarrassed about barfing and afraid of what he might find if he wasn’t careful. The kid really shouldn’t have been here; he felt kind of bad for him.

They left, and Matt remained strangely cowed. By the time they left the building, the sky remained gunmetal gray but the rain was no more than a cool mist, the kind that drenched you even better than a downpour. They had to walk over to the next block, as there was no way he was parking the Mustang around here, and it was then that Matt asked, “What’s his name?”

“Whose?”

“Your boyfriend, the Hottie.”

“I thought we weren’t talking about that anymore.”

“Oh c’mon, I’m dying of curiosity over here. Also, it’ll take my mind off things.”

He weighed precisely how much he should care with the possibility that it didn’t really matter. He was honestly surprised that everyone at Panic didn’t know Paris by his first name by now. Then again, maybe he never said so he never got stalked. “I’ll have to check in with him first. He might go out with a pseudonym.”

“Come on, dude! That’s so not fair. But hey, why don’t you ever go out with him, y’know? Why is he always out with the fag hag?”

“She’s his best friend. Also, he usually goes out with her when I’m busy.” There was no point in telling him, when he was in the transitional phase of his virus. Matt could know he was “in the tribe,” but he didn’t need to know he was infected. He didn’t need the sympathy. “And as I said, I hate the club scene.”

“Why? You’d be a hit.”

“You’d be surprised how little I care about that.”

He grinned broadly, an expression that lit up his face and seemed to bring some color back to his cheeks. “I bet I wouldn’t.”

Yeah, perhaps not.

The next block over had lots of sad little shops: a corner store, a barbershop, one of those cheap teriyaki places that just seemed to spring up out of nowhere, a liquor store with extravagantly barred windows, that kind of thing. A downtown neighborhood too poor to qualify for strip-mall status, but still losing a monumental amount of business to the strip malls and big box stores in the neighboring outskirts and suburbs. Almost anyone who had the ability to shop elsewhere did, so these shops were dying a slow, crumbling death, usually reflected in their dirty windows and scabby facades. Only the liquor store would probably survive.

He’d parked the Mustang beside the curb in front of the teriyaki place, the only open slot when they drove up, but as they came up the street he realized the car was sitting kind of funny in the back. He stepped out onto the curb as they approached and checked out the side of the car that faced the street. Just as he feared, the back tire had been slashed; there was a deep, long gash he could put his fingers in.

He felt the shadow of Matt behind him, and he whistled low. “I’d say you ran over a nail, but I don’t think so.”

“Slashed with a knife. Somebody really hated this tire.” Or him; hating him was clearly more likely. But that raised a couple of troubling questions.

Okay, now he was being paranoid again. It was probably just a bored kid who got a kick out of vandalizing other people’s rides; he should probably consider himself lucky the asshole didn’t key the car—that really would have pissed Paris off.

“Gonna call triple A?”

He shook his head, standing up and attempting to brush the grime on his hands off on his pant legs. “I got a spare in the trunk.”

Matt stared at him in wide-eyed shock. “You can change a tire? Really? I can barely pump my own gas.”

Roan stared at him in open disbelief. “I’m sorry, but no one is that femme.”

He let out a breathless laugh. “I am, seriously. I only had a car for a year before I sold it for coke, and at that time I’d had my license suspended anyways, so I didn’t think losing it would be a big deal, y’know. I haven’t had a car since.”

Roan dug out his car keys and sifted out the trunk key. “You’re saving yourself a lot of money.”

“Probably, but I’ve saved more being off the coke, y’know. It’s kinda expensive… well, the good stuff is. I mean there’s a lot of shit stuff on the market, people who put in too much filler, y’know, shit that doesn’t do anything….”

Roan had pretty much tuned him out at this point—he really didn’t want to know how you quality shopped for cocaine—but he’d just moved around to the trunk when he heard a loud but well-tuned engine, purring like a panther. Why the hell did it strike him as odd?

Roan didn’t know and wasn’t sure he would ever know. Something made him turn and look, and he saw a dark green Jeep Grand Cherokee speeding down the street, so clean it almost shined, and he glanced down at the license plate to see that something had been inserted into the frame—Paper? Masking tape?—something that totally obscured the plate. Its windows were also tinted, not so much dark as complete ebony.

That was his only warning.

He was already moving up to the sidewalk, glad he’d decided to wear his SIG Sauer for the walk to the Wildwood, when the person in the passenger seat opened fire. Roan had already shoved Matt brutally aside, throwing him down behind the Mustang, as he pulled his gun and took aim even as he threw himself behind the car.

Time slowed to a crawl, and he could see everything with crystal clarity, even though he didn’t think he should have been able to. The gun barrel was sticking out of the open passenger window, and the person behind the gun was a dark blur. Were they wearing a ski mask? He saw the flashes from the muzzle, heard the shots (which were always less than impressive; they were loud, but not quite the cannon blasts you usually heard in films) and heard glass breaking as the gunmen sprayed bullets wildly, shattering some of the windows of the Mustang and a window of the teriyaki joint. He also felt something hit him in the upper left side of his chest, but he didn’t know if it was shrapnel or what; it was more force than pain. He squeezed off two shots of his own before the Mustang obscured his view, and he knew they hit. He saw one shatter the passenger window and another disappeared in a dull thunk of impact, and he was sure it’d hit the door.

By the time he hit the pavement, the impact jarring his body, he heard the squeal of acceleration, the skid of tires on a wet road, and the Jeep tore around the corner, causing a car at the intersection to blare its horn. His shoulder hurt, and his left arm felt numb.

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Matt shouted, on his hands and knees on the sidewalk, eyes wide and wild with fear. “Who the fuck was that?!”

“No idea,” he admitted, rolling up to a sitting position. Just moving made it feel like some muscles tore in his chest, and his back felt damp from the pavement. Had he landed in a puddle? That would figure.

“God,” Matt panted, sitting back on his haunches and putting his hand on his chest, like he was having a heart attack. “You saved my life.”

He put the gun back in his belt holster, hidden beneath his jacket. They could come back for a second pass, but he was fairly certain he’d hit the gunman, or at least scared the fucking shit out of him. “No, I didn’t. They were shooting at me.”

“What? Why? And how fast can you move? How’d you get your gun out that—oh shit.” Matt had suddenly stopped talking, looking horrified and staring at him.

“What?” He looked down at where he was staring just as Matt suddenly grabbed his trench coat and threw it open.

Okay, now it was easy to see why. He had a neat little hole in his shirt just above his left pectoral muscle, and pouring from it was an interesting amount of blood, which had already soaked through the left side of his shirt. No wonder he felt damp. Shouldn’t it hurt more? It just felt a bit bruised. The first time he was shot it hurt a lot more, but he was younger then. Maybe age desensitized you in some fashion.

Matt exhaled like he’d been holding his breath, and said, “Okay, good, completely missed the heart. But the trajectory might’ve—”

He grabbed Matt’s hand as he reached for his shirt. “Get away from my blood. I’m infected.”

Matt stared at him, the shock still naked on his face. “Huh? You mean.…”

“Yeah, I’m one of those kitty fuckers too.” He’d unconsciously grabbed his cell phone, and had already punched up 911. It was strangely automatic, almost like when he was a cop and you always reached for your radio. Same difference, really. As soon as the 911 dispatcher picked up, he said, almost cheerfully, “Hi. There was just a shoot-out on Brazil Street, and apparently I was shot in the process. The gunmen are gone, so don’t worry about sending out the tactical squad. I’m on the sidewalk in front of the teriyaki place.” The woman tried to get a word in edgewise, but he knew exactly the kind of information she needed, so she didn’t need to go through her script. “I’m Roan McKichan, a private detective—you might want to pass this on to the cops, as several of them will get a good laugh out of it. The wound’s not serious, I don’t feel that bad, but there’s a lot of blood, and I’m infected, so warn the EMTs coming in. The gunmen were in a dark green Jeep Grand Cherokee heading northwest down Elmore, and no, I didn’t get a plate, it was covered, and I have no idea who they were, except they didn’t like me very much. I may have hit one of them with return fire; I definitely hit the Jeep. I think that about covers it, so let the EMTs know they should check behind the Mustang that’s had the shit shot out of it.” As he cut the connection and dropped the phone back in his pocket, it occurred to him that what had happened to the car would break Paris’s heart. He could probably fix it, but it would take a while, and glass was always a motherfucker to replace.

“How can you be so calm? You must have balls of steel,” Matt said, shucking off his coat, and before Roan could comment on that, Matt pulled off his own shirt. He quickly wadded it up and pressed it against the bullet wound. He took a breath to say something, but Matt cut him off with, “I don’t have any open cuts on my hands, I’ll be fine. You need to keep pressure on it to slow the bleeding.”

There were so many things he wanted to ask, but he settled on, “How do you know so much about bullet wounds?”

“I don’t. I mean, I know about wounds in general. My mother’s a doctor over at County.” He grimaced sheepishly. “So as you might imagine, my coke habit was pretty embarrassing for her.”

“Teenage rebellion is embarrassing for everyone.”

He shrugged his naked shoulders, which were surprisingly bony, and now his skin was pimpling with gooseflesh since he was exposed to the cold drizzle. But now Roan could see the tattoo on Matt’s chest, the one that had been peeking up slightly beneath his neck. It was a spectacular Chinese phoenix design, a stylized bird with a swan neck and broadly spread wings, its tail almost dragonlike, the feathers reproduced with such loving detail that they almost looked like they would be soft to the touch. It was a riot of color—red, blue, green, yellow, and black—and covered most of the center of his upper chest as it sprawled out in flight, its long, slender, feathered tail curving around his pierced left nipple.

“That’s gorgeous,” Roan blurted. It was; it was one of the most beautiful, detailed tattoos he’d ever seen.

Matt glanced down, as if he wasn’t sure what he was referring to, and again shrugged as Roan finally heard sirens screaming off in the distance. “I was really into body modification there for a while. This was the first part of a sequence of tattoos that was going to cover my entire torso like a shirt, y’know. But I found out that, once you’re sober, tattoos kinda hurt. Also, without downers, I didn’t have the patience to just lay there and get stuck by needles for hours on end.”

“I bet.”

Matt studied him closely for a moment, and said, “You’re a lion, aren’t you?”

This kid was just full of surprises, wasn’t he? “How do you know that?”

He smiled warmly at Roan, proud he’d guessed it right. “Like I said, you’re regal.”

“Lions aren’t regal. From what I understand, they’re lazy, sexist bastards.”

“You can’t believe everything you hear on Animal Planet, y’know.”

A very familiar ambulance screamed to a stop next to the curb one car removed from them, and it had barely stopped before the back doors of the rig burst open and a familiar EMT jumped down, holding a medical kit as big as a pro fisherman’s tackle box. “I just knew it was you,” Diego exclaimed, bustling over. “We hear about an infected who’s been shot in a firefight, and I said to Steve, ‘Holy shit, Ro has finally snapped.’” He was crouched down next to him before he even noticed Matt, and at Dee’s slightly stern look, Matt withdrew his shirt and backed away from them, giving Dee room to work. He ripped open Roan’s shirt for a better look at the wound and scowled at it, like he could frighten the bullet out of his chest. “Oh man, what are we gonna do with you?”

“Buy me body armor?” he offered. Dee’s harsh glance suggested he didn’t find that funny.

The first cop car finally pulled up, and he asked Dee quietly, “Call Paris for me, would you?”

Dee’s expression softened as he nodded. “Of course.”

And he thought Paris was going to be heartbroken about the Mustang. Oy vey, he didn’t even want to imagine how he was going to react to this.
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Meantime

 

PARIS KNEW he should have called Annie, but he felt like he should be useful first. He had a job to do, right? Okay, technically it was Roan’s job, but he was his partner. Kind of. In a way.

Oh fuck it—okay, he was looking for an excuse to put the call off. Roan was the strong one, not him. He did the facing up to things, while Paris was more than happy to wade deep into denial and do some fly-fishing. That was why Ro was the Rock of Gibraltar and he was the sissy boy who had a nervous breakdown as soon as he’d realized he was infected and had probably killed (and ate) someone. What he’d always hoped was that he’d get some of Ro’s strength by osmosis, that he’d finally grow a fucking spine. Had he? He didn’t really know; he suspected he’d have to ask someone else, although that wasn’t a good sign. And what irony: he was a tiger. A big, strong tiger that wasn’t afraid of anything, unlike its Human counterpart, who was a bit more of a pussy.

Ro had given him his username and password into the special database that apparently was exclusive to investigators, and Paris knew why after first getting into it—it was fucking scary. The sheer amount of shit you could find on people! He’d once started a search on himself and stopped, because it freaked him out a bit. And he was Canadian! He’d assumed the database would only cover him since he’d been in the States, but oh no, this database went over the border. He’d almost searched Roan, but then thought better of it.

Roan had left behind notes from the Humanity First group therapy/bitch session, and he decided to make himself quasi-useful by investigating the woman that gave Ro such a bad feeling, Karen Hammond.

She was only thirty-six, which shocked the hell out of Paris; he had been sure she was in her forties. Man, she looked really shitty for her age. Was she a heavy smoker or drinker? That kind of info wasn’t in the database, but nearly everything else was. She lived in a trailer park in a really sad suburban outskirt known as Frederickson, and she owned the trailer (and had for the past eight years) but not the land she was residing on. Twice divorced, she had four kids: Noah, twenty, Lacey and Joshua, both eighteen (fraternal twins), and Kaitlin, fourteen, deceased (the dead, cat-chasing daughter who had made her so vengeful). She’d worked at the Rite-Aid down on Hauser for the past eight months. Karen had some minor arrests on her record, ranging from driving under the influence (he knew it—drinker), misdemeanor assault, a domestic violence charge that was dropped (pressed by her second, soon-to-be-ex-husband; she’d scratched his face and hit him with a coffee pot), public nuisance, and some neighbors of hers once got a restraining order on her when she lived down in Redding. She wasn’t an emotionally stable person, that was pretty obvious, but he could almost hear Ro saying in his head, “None of this adds up to serial killer.” Which was true and fair enough. (Ro was going to make him an investigator if it killed him.) It did make her a good suspect, though. She was a troubled woman who really didn’t have much to lose and wasn’t averse to resorting to violence. But again, that Roan voice: “Not enough.”

Now what? He input the names of a couple of other people who had been there and whose names Ro had made a note of, but none of them were nearly as interesting as Karen. One guy, Vince Hempstead, had quite a lengthy juvenile record, but that meant next to nothing, especially since most of those were for vandalism and shoplifting. Karen still remained the most viable “potential” in the crowd.

He switched the CD to Thom Yorke and went to grab a Pepsi when the phone rang. Inwardly he cringed, sure it was Annie again, but when it went to the machine, he got a surprise. “Paris, it’s Diego. If you’re there, pick up, it’s an emergency.”

Diego was calling for him? Weirdness. It wasn’t that they didn’t get on okay, because they did; Diego was cute and smart, although a bit type A, and he really didn’t get how he and Roan could’ve had a relationship, no matter how brief. Roan was very much a type B, in spite of his personal intensity, and it just seemed like a recipe for disaster. Being smart and gifted with a cutting wit were about the only things Roan and Diego had in common; from there on in, it was just conflict.

He just had a sudden awful feeling about this and darted over to the phone to pick it up. “I’m here. It’s not about Ro, is it?”

He sighed heavily, and Paris felt his stomach just drop to the floor. Oh God no. “Look, he’s okay,” Diego began, which wasn’t the most heartening way to begin a conversation. “He got incredibly lucky, which is actually par for the course with him, but don’t tell him I said that; I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Paris wasn’t sure he could speak for a moment. “What the fuck happened?”

“He was shot. He—”

“Shot?” It felt like someone had injected liquid nitrogen straight into his circulatory system. “What? Who shot him? Where was he shot? Is he… are you at County?”

“I am. I told you, Paris, he’s fine, he never even lost consciousness. Which is creepy when you’re trying to examine a wound and your patient keeps criticizing it—”

“I’ll be right there,” he said, trying to remember which coat he had the GTO keys in.

“He’s in stable condition,” Diego said, in his low, steady paramedic voice. It was the professional one he used to calm the upset and panicked, and Paris mildly resented hearing it. He wasn’t panicking yet; he thought he was holding in the hysterical scream quite well. “He lost some blood so they’re going to keep him here, but he’s being a total dickhead about that. Maybe you can talk him into staying overnight before he tries storming out of here, dragging an IV stand.”

“I don’t think even I’m that good,” he replied and then told Diego he’d see him in twenty minutes—fifteen if he could open up the throttle. Only after he hung up did he realize that Diego never told him where Ro had been shot or how much blood he had lost. Christ, now his imagination was just going to run wild.

He went up to the bedroom to get his jacket, the one with the GTO keys, but before he even knew what he was doing, he was crouched in front of the dresser, opening the lowest drawer. There, beneath some folded shirts that Roan only kept around as “schlep clothes” (where Roan had picked up so much Yiddish he wasn’t sure, although he had said that when he was a teen he’d dated this “nice Jewish boy” he met at a Cramps concert), was a small cherrywood case, too long and flat to be a jewelry box, although it was nice enough. Inside was the “spare gun,” the Beretta Cheetah (yes, that was its actual name—Roan thought it was kind of funny), along with a spare ammunition clip. He didn’t need the clip, though, as the gun was fully loaded, the safety on. Buried among the shirts was a belt clip holster; hanging in the closet was a shoulder holster rig. Where you wanted the holster depended on what situation you were going into, what you could conceal, what you were more comfortable with. Paris had never liked the shoulder holster, although it looked quite manly on Ro.

He knew how to shoot. He had an air rifle and pistol as a kid, although he’d never used them for much beyond target practice and mild vandalism. (He was never into killing anything, not even animals, which may have been why waking up covered in blood and bits of skin was such a shock.) Roan had also walked him through the basics on the Beretta and the SIG Sauer, on the off chance he ever had to use them. Paris had paid attention but hated the idea, as he wasn’t a fan of guns—real guns, ones that could kill so easily and indiscriminately.

But now he clipped on the belt holster and snugged the Beretta inside before retrieving his jacket and heading downstairs. Someone had shot Roan; the very idea turned him to solid ice. He wanted the fucker to come back, to show his face, because Paris had a surprise for him. Shoot his lover, would he? Two could play that game, and Paris was willing to bet he was a better shot.

But as he headed out, all he could think was the killer had come calling. And he wondered if he should pay a visit to Eli and see if his alibi held up. He wondered what he’d do if it didn’t.

 

 

HE HAD just reached the hospital when his cell went off, Franz Ferdinand’s “Michael” startling the shit out of him. He grabbed his phone and turned it off, not caring who was calling or why. Right now, he only had room in his head for Roan.

Even though it wasn’t nearly hospital “prime-time” hours (pretty much any time after sunset, according to Diego), the waiting room seemed unbelievably crowded and noisy, and he cringed slightly at the intrusion on his perfect fear and perfect rage. He had to ask the nurse at the desk twice what room they were keeping Roan in and then had to clarify he wasn’t asking about Joan. Part of him just wanted to barge off and find him himself, but this was a huge hospital and he had no doubt that he’d get lost easily.

She was telling him these weren’t visiting hours when Diego showed up in his dark blue paramedic’s jacket, waved at the nurse, and said, “He’s with me,” before grabbing him by the arm and pulling him off down one of the corridors.

“Thank you,” Paris told him, as soon as they ducked into an elevator.

“I figured you might need the help. It’s a zoo around here.” Diego said it so casually it was almost impossible to tell it was a lie, but it was. Once again, he was being kind.

Paris always felt big next to Diego. He wasn’t short, he was just so thin; he was so type A he seemed to have a super metabolism, one that burned up the calories almost as fast as he could put them in, although he imagined his job probably helped as well. He was a good-looking guy, with café au lait skin and large, dark eyes, curly black hair cut short and tight to the scalp (which flattered his delicate bone structure, and boy did he know it), so it was easy to see what Roan saw in him, but it was also easy to discern why it didn’t work. He seemed to hum with energy, even standing still, and he knew those type of people got on Roan’s nerves after a very short period of time. “How is he doing?” Paris asked. “What happened?”

“Again, he’s fine. He must be fine if he’s still being a stubborn asshole. And from what he told the cops, it was essentially a drive-by.”

“What?”

“Somebody shot at him and this kid he was with on Brazil Street, barely slowing down to do the job. Roan put a couple rounds in their vehicle, though, and they took off. They shot out a few windows and put some holes in his car, but Roan only caught a single bullet, which was damn lucky. Those guys had an automatic or something.”

“Where was he shot?”

“Upper left quadrant of the chest.” Diego held up his hands in a warding-off gesture even as Paris took a breath to speak. “It totally missed his heart, it was a couple inches off. It passed through him on a straight-line trajectory—which is good—and the worst he got out of it was some torn muscles and blood loss. He will be fine. He’ll recover. Although they want to get him into surgery to repair some of the muscle damage, and he’s refusing. God knows why. I think Roan just likes being a stubborn butthead sometimes.”

The elevator’s slow ascent stopped and the doors opened with a faint chiming sound, disgorging them on a floor Paris vaguely recognized as a sealed part of the ICU. Because Roan was infected and his blood was full of a contagion, he had to be kept in a special wing.

Paris’s head was spinning with all this information, his heart trip-hammering, and he followed Diego out, feeling numb. The bullet missed his heart by a couple of inches? Jesus Christ. (He didn’t care about his pacifist stand at the moment—if he saw that fucker, he was dead. He’d punch him until something in him broke, then he’d shoot him. Was he becoming very American, bitter, or some combination of the two?)

As they walked down the white-tiled corridor with its rainbow of colored lines on the walls leading to various places, a lanky young blond kid who looked like one of the “junior cruisers” (his and Randi’s term for the barely legal, extremely horny young guys who’d pretty much fuck anyone who smiled at them) who hung around the fringes of Panic—but was strangely wearing a doctor’s pale green scrub top—stood up from the molded plastic chair he’d been sitting in and started to say something, but he paused and stared at Paris in shock instead. “Oh Christ, you’re even better looking in real light,” he breathed.

Paris glared at him. “Do I know you?”

Diego stepped forward, neatly inserting himself between him and the junior cruiser, as if afraid Paris might haul off and smack him. “This is Matt Skouris, he was with Roan at the scene, and coincidentally his mother was the doctor that treated him once we reached the ER.”

“I called and asked her to see him when they got here,” Matt said, almost meekly. “She’s a real hard-ass, y’know, but she’s a great doctor.”

“Why the hell were you there?” Paris snapped, feeling an inexplicable surge of anger toward this kid. Roan probably took the bullet for him, didn’t he? Roan would do that; he would take a bullet for a complete stranger because that was sadly the kind of guy he was. He was a born protector.

Matt looked genuinely surprised and took a step back, as if he intuited Paris’s rage level accurately. “Uh, I, um, went with him to Ashley’s apartment. I had the key, y’know, I had to let him in—”

Paris nodded and gestured sharply for him to stop, as he really didn’t want to have a discussion with anyone right now. “Yeah, okay, Ro said something about that.” He shifted his gaze to Diego. “Where is he?”

Diego pointed to a door on the left side of the hall, barely three meters away. He headed straight for it, and Matt called after him, “Um, nice to meet you.…”

“Tell him to stop being such a fuckhead,” Diego added emphatically.

As soon as he was inside and the door slapped closed behind him, Paris found himself hammered by a sudden surge of emotion. He’d been okay up to this point; he’d held it together with what he felt was startlingly great aplomb. But now he was in a tiny, ivory-walled hospital room that smelled of disinfectant and blood, with Roan looking unusually small and pale in a bed of starched white sheets and blankets, and he found it hard to breathe due to the sheer size of the lump in his throat. Somebody had tried to kill him; the killer had tried to add him to the list. Holy fuck. That was wrong on several levels, but the most basic one was that Paris was supposed to die first, not Roan. The tiger was going to kill him from the inside out, and Roan would survive because he always survived.

But before he could completely tear up, Roan looked at him, his eerie green eyes slightly glazed, and said, “Good, somebody who can get me the fuck out of here.”

This startled the tears back in his eye sockets. “What?”

Roan sat up, making the bags on the IV stands sway slightly as he threw his legs over the side and started to slide out of bed. “I ain’t staying here. I’m fine, they’re overreacting. Fucking doctors.”

Paris rushed to his side as he attempted to stand and almost fell over. He steadied Roan, accidentally hitting one of the tubes that connected him to the IV bags (one was filled with clear fluid, the other was filled with something that wasn’t), and held him firmly by the shoulders. “You are not going anywhere. Get back in bed.”

Ro glared at him. Although his usual fire was there, that odd glaze remained. Was he in shock? “Don’t baby me. I’m fine.”

“Fine? You were shot in the fucking chest! That earns you a time-out.”

He grunted in disgust. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

“Fuck you, Black Knight.” He grabbed Roan by the face and stared straight into his eyes, making sure he had his full attention before he spoke. “You are going to get back into that bed and tell me what happened. You are going to answer my questions, and then I’ll think about getting you out of here. If you don’t, I’m going to leave without you. Understand?”

He stared at him sullenly. “This is stupid.”

“I don’t care.” He dropped his hands to Roan’s shoulders and forced him to sit down. Normally he couldn’t, but Ro was clearly not at his best at the moment. For the first time, he actually noticed that he was wearing one of those awful paper hospital gowns, and it made him look that much paler. Shit, how much blood had he lost? “Humor me.”

Ro rolled his eyes, but he sat back, slumping against his pillows. “Why’d you bring the Beretta?”

“What?”

“I can smell the gun oil on you. You’re not planning to go all Death Wish on me, are you? ’Cause that’s my job, not yours.”

Sometimes that super-smelling thing could be such a pain in the ass. “What happened?”

He told him, in a slow but concise monotone. How could he remember so many details when he was being shot at? It was typical of him, but no less bizarre. So there were two killers, or at the very least an active accomplice—did that kick Karen Hammond off the suspect list?

While he listened, he casually brushed the hair out of Roan’s eyes—his hair was growing out fast again—and noticed how cool his skin was to the touch. He let his hand trail down to the side of his throat, where he unobtrusively felt his pulse through his neck. It was a bit slower than usual, but reassuringly strong and steady. But his eyelids were heavy and kept threatening to close, even though Ro kept fighting it like the stubborn bastard he was. As soon as he was done telling the story, Paris kissed him gently on the forehead and told him, “Get some rest. I’ll go talk to the doctor and see when I can get you out of here, okay?”

His eyes narrowed angrily and he scowled, unnaturally pale lips twisting downwards. “No, get me outta here now. I’ll sleep at home.”

“Diego told me you need surgery and you’re refusing it. Why?”

“I don’t need surgery. I can repair my muscles myself.”

Paris took a moment to try and make sense out of that, but failed. “With what? A staple gun?”

Ro stared at him in dazed disbelief. “No. If I can trigger a partial change, the muscles will fix themselves.”

“Are you hearing what you’re saying?”

“Oh come on, Par, you know what happens when we change: bones break and reset, muscles tear and reattach themselves. It’s the trauma that eventually kills us all, right? If I hurt enough or get angry enough, I can get a partial change that I can control as long as I don’t go too far over the edge. But those fucks drugged me after I tore my IVs out—”

“You what?” He looked at Roan’s arm, and sure enough, where the tubes entered his skin, they were wrapped up with what seemed to be an excessive amount of gauze and tape.

“—and I have no idea what they gave me, but it makes me feel too good to be angry. Also, I tried punching the wound, but I seemed too ready for it, braced for it. It didn’t work. Oh hey, that gives me an idea. You punch me.”

Now he knew he was out of his goddamn mind. “What the fuck did they give you, angel dust?”

Roan slipped one arm out of his paper gown and then realized he wasn’t going to get the other out with the tubes in the way, so he just ripped it down until he exposed a large, hand-sized rectangular gauze pad taped to his chest. There were tiny speckles of blood on it. “I know I can do it. Remember when I punched out the deadbolt? I can manage a partial change. I just need some stimulus, apparently—believe me, I have tried without it. It’s not enough. Just punch the wound, as hard as you can. It’ll hurt me for a second, but it’ll help me a hell of a lot more. Come on.”

“No! I am not going to punch you! Jesus.…”

“Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this, but you can see why, right? It’s not human to be able to change your musculature. But I can, and I can be back on my feet by tonight; I don’t need to be laid up for a week due to surgery. I need to get back out there.”

This was completely freaky, and yet the plea was obvious in Roan’s voice. What did you do in a situation like this? He certainly wasn’t going to hurt him. It had to be the drugs, right? Maybe he was serious about being able to trigger a partial change, but… for some reason, Paris found it hard to wrap his brain around it. What Roan needed to be was sober so they could discuss this. Paris sat on the edge of the bed and slid his arm around his shoulders. Roan needed to stop fighting the drugs and sleep, and he knew exactly how to make it happen. He couldn’t talk him into it, but he could trick him into it.

“I started investigating Karen Hammond. I found out a couple of interesting things,” he said, launching into a slow, steady monologue in a quiet voice and gently stroking the back of Roan’s neck. Paris made sure he told him the truth but nothing actually interesting, and he took his damn time about it. It took a few minutes, but finally Ro slumped against him, the drugs overwhelming him. Took long enough. If willpower alone could blast holes in mountains, the Cascades would look like Swiss cheese once Roan was through with them.

A nurse came in, but she was a frightening-looking thing, wearing gloves up to her elbows and a thick surgical mask over her nose and mouth. He forgot they were treated like plague victims; it was easy to forget when you lived in your own little world, far from “normal” people.

She wanted him out of there, so he went, but he made sure Roan was asleep and still sleeping before he left, and once out in the hall he felt strangely drained. He slumped in one of the plastic chairs sporadically placed throughout the corridor, and he was relieved that Diego wasn’t loitering out here. That damn junior cruiser was still here, but he was far down the hall, talking to a female doctor with short blonde hair the exact same color as his. Obviously that was his mother, and he caught a random bit of conversation. The kid was saying “—no, I’m not using again, that had nothing to do with this—”

His rage had cooled to a hard lump in his stomach, but he still felt like punching something (although not Roan). So he could trigger a partial change? Could he trigger a full one? That was the next logical step, wasn’t it? Of course he’d never heard of anyone actually being able to do that, but then again he’d never heard of someone spending more time in cat form than human form until he met Michael Henstridge. The virus children, the ones with the viral DNA in their basic genetic makeup, were starting to change everything they knew about this disease, and they knew so little about it even after all this time. It was like they were rewriting the laws of physics as they went along.

He wondered what kind of experimenting Roan had done when he snuck out late at night, how far he had pushed the boundaries, and if that was why he was so scared to talk about it. Or if he didn’t talk about it because Paris really wasn’t one of his kind. He was, he was infected, but he wasn’t really, because he started off as human and became otherwise. Roan had always been a bit more than that.

He checked his cell, if only to get his mind off this topic, and after hoping it wasn’t Annie calling him (his cell phone number wasn’t listed, to his knowledge, but a lawyer had to have resources beyond the norm), he realized the message left was even stranger. “Hi, Kevin, this is Tim Barlow, from the Humanity First group the other night. I know this is last minute, but we’re having a private meeting tonight at eight thirty at 817 Roland Avenue, and we’d be glad to have you there if you can make it. No need to call back, just come on by, although if you can’t make it there should be another one in a week or two. And also, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone. As I said, this is a private meeting, personal invitees only. So… anyway, hope to see you there. Bye.”

Okay, he hadn’t been expecting that. He—no, sorry, Kevin Stiles, that prick from the lacrosse team—must have passed inspection, whatever that was. Or, considering the timing, it was a trap.

Could go either way, couldn’t it? It was a meeting at a private household because potentially illegal activity would be discussed—or it was a setup because they’d figured out he was infected and wanted to find out how much he knew in a setting where they wouldn’t be bothered by any pesky witnesses.

The hubbub from Roan joining the police force had flared and died years ago (and his resignation was never actually covered), but it was possible that someone had recognized him in spite of his pseudonym. And because he was an infected that dared to get close, they had him shot today, and now they were going to privately bring in his friend after fucking the hit up. He would be an easier mark up close and personal. Was that it? Did these fucks have Roan shot? Were they planning something similar for him?

Paris knew if there were any doubts he shouldn’t risk it, he shouldn’t go, and if Ro were awake and not as high as the International Space Station he’d also give him an emphatic “Hell no, you don’t go.” But his rage flared anew, a burning warmth that actually felt good, and he realized he absolutely had to go. If these assholes had tried to kill Roan, he wanted to know right this goddamn second. If they wanted to try something with him, they were free to do so.

But if they expected him to go without a fight, they were in for one hell of a nasty shock.
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PARIS WAS leaving the hospital when he saw a familiar face coming in. “So how’s our guy?” Sergeant Murphy asked him, pulling him aside in the lobby.

Darinda—or as Roan called her, Dropkick—was actually a fairly petite woman, he had to look down to face her, but built solidly enough that it looked like she could slap the cuffs on your average offender with no problem at all. She looked neat and presentable in an off-the-rack black suit with a no-nonsense ivory blouse and leather flats, her badge clipped to her belt and barely visible beneath her jacket. Her hair was cut in a shorter than average bob—her dark brown hair laced with the occasional silver—her open, friendly face unadorned with makeup, and her eyes burned with an intelligence that was fearsome. She was in her forties but looked good for it. 

“He’s asleep. Diego said he was going to be okay, and considering how combative he was, I can believe it.”

“Combative?” She raised a delicately arched eyebrow, her hazel eyes bright with mischief. “Dare I ask what he did?”

“Oh, ripped out his IVs, attempted to storm out. They drugged him, and he fought it for a very long time.”

She chuckled faintly, shaking her head. “That crazy Scot. He just never got over his childhood, did he?”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, just me doing a bit of amateur psychology. He spent his early life at the mercy of the foster care system, in state institutions, and it seems that he has spent the rest of his life making sure he was never at the mercy of other people ever again. Being in a hospital is probably a bad flashback for him.”

That made perfect sense, and he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of that. What kind of boyfriend was he? Then again, Roan didn’t talk about his childhood much, or his past in general, except in the occasional brief anecdote. Paris didn’t press him because it was clearly painful and uncomfortable for him. But part of him was a coward; he knew Roan had been at least physically abused; those scars he didn’t talk about and the one he did (the one on the back of his hand, from a hot iron) were the obvious markers of a bad past. Did it go beyond that, though? He had a hard time thinking about Roan being hurt as a child; it made him feel sick with rage, and his mind shied away from the possible worst-case scenarios because he wasn’t sure he could deal with it. But he knew there were times when Ro just couldn’t bear to be touched, which could have simply been due to physical abuse, or it could have been a sign of past sexual abuse. If Roan didn’t want to talk about it, though, he wasn’t going to press it. But he knew why Ro had such a bone-deep hatred of wife beaters and child abusers; some grudges were just too personal to fade away that easily.

Murphy touched his arm, and it startled him. He didn’t realize he had zoned out for a moment until she did. “Hey, you okay? Need a ride home?”

He shook his head, snapping out of it. “No, thanks. I was just… I hate that people seem to live to hurt him, both then and now.”

“Well, he can more than take care of himself now. Also, sometimes you can’t help but want to give him a smack.” She smiled faintly, trying to make it a joke, and he tried to respond in kind but found it difficult. She seemed to realize that now wasn’t the time and went back to a safer topic. “We found the Jeep used in the shooting.”

That was a real surprise. “Already?”

“Oh come on, with the description he gave us? He remains a wet dream as a witness—he sees all, he remembers all, and getting shot isn’t enough to stop him. We found it less than a mile away in an abandoned lot, set on fire. It had only been recently set alight, though, and only the front seats had burned by the time we put it out. We got forensics going over it, hopefully they’ll be able to pull something we can use.”

“No plates?”

Her lips thinned to a grim line as she shook her head. “Took ’em with ’em, so they’re not complete idiots. But they forgot the VIN, so we’re seeing if that gets us anywhere. I don’t want to say I’m glad they went after Roan, ’cause God knows I’m not, but I’m relieved they targeted the wrong goddamn person, and that’s gonna cost ’em. I only wish it was our killer.”

She was just full of surprises for him today, wasn’t she? “How do you know it’s not?”

“A major change in M.O. is the main one. This man—and I’m just assuming it’s a man because they’re generally your spree/serial killer; women are more your ‘crime of passion’ type—does like to shoot his victims, and he does like to take them by surprise, but he also likes to be right there, up close and personal, so he can savor the death. It’s quite possible he even gets a sexual charge out of it. For him, this act is very intimate. A drive-by with an automatic weapon is a change in weapon and a change in basic motive, and all of this ignores the fact that there was an obvious witness right there, that the victim wasn’t alone even though the victim was alone in every other case. I think someone else shot Roan—two someone elses.”

“But who? And why?”

She held her hands open in a type of shrug. “Well, big guy, I was hoping you could tell me. Has he gotten any death threats lately? Has he pissed someone off more than usual?”

“Other than the police department? No.”

That made her grimace, but she conceded the point with a nod. “If you think of anything, let me know. And I’m gonna have a prowler give your neighborhood a pass through tonight, okay? Call immediately if you think you hear or see anything suspicious.”

It was almost funny in an odd sort of way, yet he couldn’t laugh. “You think they might come after me?”

“You work together. If they have a grudge against him, they could include you in it.”

Paris wished they would. He wanted them to come after him, because he wanted very badly to beat the shit out of them before the cops showed up to haul them away. He knew if they could get Roan they could easily get him, but death just didn’t bother him anymore. He didn’t actively seek it out like he did before Ro, but he’d come to terms with it. It was inevitable, and after all he’d been through, it was difficult to see it as a scary thing for himself. “I’ll be okay. If Roan was the target, you should get the cops here to watch his room.”

A corner of her mouth quirked up in a bitter half-smile. “Oh yeah, he’d love that.” Okay, she had a point. “Actually, I’ll have people check in on him regularly, but cops are in and out of County all the time. This is where we drag those belligerent drunks who fight each other with pool cues and the assholes who get on the wrong side of knives. Those guys would have to be idiots to come after him here, and I really don’t think they are. I’d wager money Roan scared the shit out of them. They fired a couple dozen shots and only stuck one, and Roan fired two and hit both. How’d he do that, by the way? More of his amazing luck?”

Paris shrugged and shook his head. “Guess so.” She didn’t know, did she? She probably knew about the whole super-smell thing, but didn’t she know about his eyesight, his reflexes? He thought that’s why the cops were so happy to have him, even though he was one of the freakish infected. Maybe she knew, but wasn’t aware of how supernatural they actually were. They all thought of him as Human, and he was slowly realizing that that was demeaning to what he actually was.

She rubbed his upper arm in a comforting gesture and forced a weak smile. “Sure you’re okay?”

She thought his zoning out earlier was him trying not to lose it, but she’d misinterpreted it. He wasn’t upset about that, he was angry at himself—furious he’d missed the subtext of fear in Roan’s insistence on leaving the hospital. He felt like he’d failed him in some key way. “I’m okay, thanks. I’ve got some stuff at the office to clear up.”

That seemed to surprise her. “Are you sure you want to go back to work?”

“It’ll keep my mind off things, and believe me, I need that right now.” A bit of a lie, but he was always an excellent liar, and she never saw it. She was a good cop, an excellent profiler, and yet she couldn’t see through him. He wondered what awful thing that meant about him.

But he decided that was something else he wasn’t going to think about.

 

 

HE WENT home and killed time before he had to go to the “meeting.” He couldn’t call his sister, not now, and he couldn’t eat either, even though he knew he should. He had about a week before he entered his viral cycle, and he needed to start banking calories now if he didn’t want to look like a skeleton after his first change. Instead, he did a reverse directory search on the address he’d been given and discovered the address led to a private home owned by Reese and Amy Campbell, two people he’d never heard of. A quick check of the database showed that all Reese had on his record was a variety of traffic violations; Amy was clean. He worked as the manager of a copy shop, while she was a manicurist, and perhaps not coincidentally, their separate shops shared a strip mall location.

Paris changed into a T-shirt that advertised a golf pro shop he’d never heard of, and slightly baggy, worn jeans that hid the belt holster quite well. He put the spare clip inside one of the hiking boots he was wearing, although he thought it was crazily optimistic that he’d ever get a chance to reload. If they were guilty, if they did this. Now he wasn’t sure.

They were responsible for the killer, but not for Roan’s shooting—or they were responsible for Roan’s shooting, but not the killings. Or Dropkick was totally wrong, but he didn’t think she was. Her profile of the killer sounded excellent, bulletproof logic, and it just served to remind him of what an amateur he really was. But there was something he was excellent at, something he was sure neither Roan nor Murphy could do, and that was making people believe whatever he wanted them to believe. He’d spent his whole life perfecting the art of bullshit, and now here was a major test of his abilities. Time to see if he could still play with the big dogs.

He left a note on the breakfast bar saying where he was going, and added that Roan should check his cell’s voice mailbox. In case he didn’t come back, he wanted Ro to nail the bastards.

Although it was still drizzling, he decided to take Ro’s motorcycle, as it was generally seen as a very macho, “straight” thing to do (apparently most people were unaware of the gay leather gangs), and his bike was a bit more anonymous than the GTO. Ro’s bike was a Buell Lightning “City” model, a really beautiful bike with a four-stroke, fuel-injected V-twin engine, chrome and black with translucent blue accents; this thing was fast and rough and kicked a hell of a lot of ass. It was also a fairly expensive bike, but Roan had got it on the cheap from a police auction; it was apparently among the ill-gotten gains of a drug dealer who got busted a while back. He used to have a Kawasaki, but was happy to sell the thing to get this instead. It was definitely a trade up.

Paris put on his black leather flight jacket, zipping it up to avoid the worst of the rain, and then put on the full face helmet at the very last minute, as it always made him feel claustrophobic. But once he got going, the bike chewing up asphalt as he raced toward the city and out into the suburbs, he felt almost high. This was as close as he ever got to flying, and when he could really kick the engine into overdrive, it felt even better than that. It was freedom as well as an open flirtation with death, an adrenaline rush that could be a major turn-on. But the possibility that he was driving straight into hell killed any latent horniness.

The house of the Campbells sat in the center of a tree-lined block, a pale blue two-story with egg-white trim and a struggling weeping willow in the front yard, an ’03 maroon Toyota Camry and an ’05 Range Rover in a color that could best be described as sewage sludge brown in the oil-stained driveway. This looked like a nice, quiet neighborhood, the kind where they might set a made-for-TV movie about the perils of alcoholism or infidelity or something. He parked the bike in the driveway, behind the sludgy Range Rover, and took off his helmet and carried it beneath his arm as he approached the front door. A helmet could actually be a pretty good weapon; you hit someone with it right, and you could break their nose as easily as snapping off a pop top.

The door was answered by a trim, petite brunette with shoulder-length hair and a reasonably attractive—if slightly overly made-up—face, dressed casually in a Budweiser T-shirt and tight jeans. Her storm-cloud-gray eyes quickly scanned him, took him in, and he saw a reaction in her pupils that suggested attraction. He made a mental note of that, in case he could string her along and take advantage of it. “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice betraying a hint of a Southern accent. Amy (Reynolds) Campbell was a thirty-four-year-old woman who hailed from South Carolina originally, and he knew that was precisely who he was dealing with.

“I’m Kevin Stiles. I was told there was a meeting here…?”

“Oh, of course, come on in.” She stepped back and held the door wide open, her face splitting into a warm but slightly wolfish grin. Once he was inside, she shut the door and he unzipped his jacket so he had more immediate access to the Beretta. “Ain’t you a cute one? Tim never mentioned that.”

“So how many people are here?” he asked, giving his voice just a little bit of nervous tension. If he was too relaxed, they’d be suspicious. But inside he was amazingly calm and centered: all ice. When you had decided on a course of action that could be irrevocable, it was bizarre what a weight it was off your shoulders.

“Just a few friends, that’s all. Tim said your story was really moving. Can I take your coat?”

He shook his head, and as she continued to look at him with that special glint in her eye, the one that suggested he could have her after one more beer, he gave her his best slow, sensuous smile, the one that without fail got him to at least third base. (Okay, the first time he used it on Roan it hadn’t worked, but that had only intrigued him.) “Naw, that’s okay. I picked a shitty day to take the bike out, and now I’m paying the price. I’m fucking freezing.”

Her responding smile was amused, which he thought it would be. Women were usually impressed when a man came right out and admitted he was an idiot, and he’d found making fun of his own mental shortcomings seemed to be a good way to get women into bed. It could work the same on a man too, although that was wholly dependent on the guy. “I’m Amy, by the way. Pleased to meet you. Why don’t I get you a beer? That oughta warm you up.”

“Thanks, I’d like that.”

She threw him a smile that suggested he could have a lot more before leading him into the living room, her hips swaying a bit more than necessary. She did have a nice ass, he had to give her that.

The living room was an uncomfortable mix of Ikea and Goodwill, with a mottled brown carpet that probably hid every kind of stain known to mankind and reminded him for some reason of the ’70s (although there was no way this house could be more than ten years old). The sofa was a large brown sectional that was probably older than the house, and on it were seated three men, all between the ages of midtwenties and midthirties, and he recognized Tim from the meeting, now wearing little wire framed glasses and a beige V-neck sweater. He looked so much like a therapist it was insane.

The other two men were a study in contrasts. The youngest of the men was a string bean, tall and wiry, in a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt and khakis, his curly brown hair tucked beneath a trucker hat advertising STP, his eyes as shiny and empty as small brown mirrors. He was sitting on the edge of the couch, his knee bouncing up and down with nervous tension. Sitting at the opposite end of the couch was an average-sized man sprawled back comfortably, his stomach a small, round lump like he was smuggling a bowling ball, making his plain green T-shirt pull up and expose a small strip of skin with a few stray black hairs visible. His head was perfectly round, his skin betraying the slight flush of windburn, his scalp shaved and shiny as if waxed. His eyes were like small, polished stones shoved deep in the clay of his face, and he was almost avuncular, although there was something about him that put Paris’s teeth on edge.

Tim stood up as he came in, thanked him for coming, and introduced Jack Sprat as Brad, while Humpty Dumpty was Reese. (No wonder Amy was attracted to Paris.) He shook hands with them all, noting that Brad’s hand was clammy although his grip was crushing, and Reese’s barely registered at all. Tim had a grip like a wet rag. Everyone had a Rolling Rock, save for Tim, who had a bottled water.

Paris sat in a white leather love seat across from the sofa, which gave him a perfect view of everyone and an unblocked shot, and he set the helmet on the carpet. Amy came sauntering into the room with two bottles of Rolling Rock and handed him one, sitting on the other end of the love seat and curling her legs beneath her. She was careful not to sit too close to him, but when her husband wasn’t looking, he caught her giving him a certain look out of the corner of his eye. It was possible she was trying to play him, though; it was possible she was trying to bring him in or lull him into a false sense of security with the lure of her. Men were sadly simple—get them by the dick and you had them, gay or straight or other. But if she wanted to play the game with him, he hoped she realized she was tangling with a master of sexual manipulation; he wasn’t as easy to get by the short and curlies as other men. He’d learned his lesson the hard way.

Tim did the talking at first, and it was almost like they were pitching Amway at him. They quizzed him on what he knew about Humanity First and his story of infected horror. He elaborated his story this time out, about his college roommate, “Perry,” who was deliberately infected and disappeared, never to be found, with the inclusion of his girlfriend, “Darlene,” who was apparently sleeping around on him with Perry. She, too, got infected, and he said she died at her first transition. Paris played up the pathos, allowing himself to get genuinely angry (not hard—he just thought of Roan lying in that hospital bed and contemplated the fact that two of the fucks in this room might have done it) and even teared up a bit, although he never cried (too girly). He took several swigs of his beer, but he actually only allowed a few drops to get through his lips; he didn’t want to let his guard down by a single iota, not until he knew the game.

Tim feigned sympathetic looks, while Brad seemed to get more wound up and anxious (judging by the increased bouncing of his leg), and Reese seemed perfectly impassive. Amy made sympathetic noises, but that was about it. Paris wasn’t impressed. He added angrily, without prompting, “I hate those fucking cats. Everybody makes excuses for them—they’re diseased, they’re victims—but most of those fucking freaks got infected by their own stupid behavior. Since when do we give special rights to people who fuck themselves up and fuck other people up? We don’t excuse rapists or killers, so why do we allow these freaks to do whatever they want?”

There were nods all around. “We should put ’em all in camps,” Brad said, his knee still bouncing like he had a neurological disorder. “I don’t care if we firebomb ’em after or just leave ’em to rot, but they ain’t people and they shouldn’t be around us. The fucking PC bleeding hearts, it’s their fault the world’s so fucked-up. If we locked the faggots up when AIDS started, it wouldn’t have spread, it’d just have killed off the fudge packers like it was s’posed ta.”

Amy sighed dramatically. “Way to make us sound nuts, Brad.”

“Hey, Buchanan said it first, I’m just—”

“I don’t care,” she snapped, glaring at him with open contempt. “Just shut the fuck up.” Although Brad had no accent, the way she talked to him and the slightest facial resemblance made him wonder if they were related. Brother and sister? Cousins?

Paris decided to play the “impatience” card now, as it would probably be expected at this point. “Is this the entire meeting? Just us? Seems a bit… small, doesn’t it?”

Tim sat forward, resting his clasped hands on his knees, taking on the look of a marriage counselor about to tell you that learning to trust is the hardest but most rewarding part of any relationship. “You have to understand, Kevin, we have to be very careful about the people we let in. We want people who are committed to the cause, who want to be proactive. We have to be careful, because there are people who wish to… sabotage us.”

He pretended to be confused, all the while thinking, Yes, people like this fudge packer here. “Sabotage you? For what, not liking cats?”

“It’s more than that,” Tim replied, clearly trying to think of some way to put it.

“You a cop?” Reese suddenly asked. It was the first thing he’d said all evening.

Paris’s scoff was genuine. “Do I smell like bacon to you? No, I’m not a cop. What the hell’s this about?”

He watched Amy, Tim, Brad, and Reese all exchange looks with each other, quizzical and demanding, and he had a feeling he was in. Which meant they didn’t shoot Roan, but that didn’t make him feel better. It just meant they were still in the running as the kitty killers.

Tim remained coy, which Paris suspected was his strength. They needed “young people like him,” full of “vitality and passion” (he was tempted to ask if he was coming on to him, but he knew no one in this room had a sense of humor), and they wanted to know if he was committed to bringing these infected “to justice,” no matter how it might seem to some people. (“Kitty fuckers.” Brad sneered. “They ain’t people. They’re like another species entirely.”) He pretended to take a moment to work out what they were really saying, then feigned shock at the idea before gradually settling into it, letting the anger come back as he almost accepted it. But he retained some wariness as he asked how illegal the things they were discussing were. Tim explained that they weren’t “illegal per se,” just things that people wanted to do but were afraid to do.

He found himself thinking of 1984, of Orwellian doublespeak as Tim calmly and rationally sold a vague bill of goods that could have meant anything from simple vandalism to all-out murder. This was Tim’s role: he was the clear-eyed, seemingly sane cult leader, the subtle snake oil salesman who gradually suckered you in, as insidious as the more obvious and charismatic Eli. They were two sides of the same coin, with Eli never hiding the fact that he was a pure showman in it for the ego-stroking, and Tim hiding everything behind a plain vanilla exterior that belied something truly ugly lurking beneath the surface. He never would have pegged him for the ringleader; Roan hadn’t, either. But he was. Sitting across from him in this sitcom-bland living room, Paris recognized a fellow predator, someone who, in different incarnations, had probably talked the susceptible into assassinating abortion doctors or burning down synagogues. He wondered how many he had suckered and what he’d gotten them to do for him. Was murder still on the roster?

Paris pretended to be susceptible, to fall under the hypnotic sway of his low, metronomic voice and friendly Mr. Rogers demeanor. He didn’t become an instant soldier for Tim’s personal jihad, he still held himself back at arm’s length, only agreeing to think about his proposal, but he said it in a way as to leave little doubt what his ultimate decision would be. And they bought it, of course, because Paris was still the king of all liars (although it was hardly anything to be proud of). Tim thought he was a snake oil salesman? He had no fucking idea. He let Tim think he was hypnotizing him, pulling him into the snare, while inside Paris quietly gloated over how easily Tim was falling for his trap.

By the time he left, Tim had given him a “special number,” one where they could discuss these things more in depth, as well as his IM name in case he felt more comfortable speaking that way. Amy saw him out, holding his arm in an unusually friendly manner, and she let her hand linger longer than needed as she looked him in the eyes and gave him a smile that could only be described as lascivious. He was half-convinced it was an act, a honey trap, but he held her gaze longer than polite company would allow, feigning a response that she would expect. He could play the honey trap game too, and much better than her. They wanted him bad, and he suspected it was a setup. But a setup for Kevin—they needed a patsy quite badly, and he had been chosen. He was glad. Roan was great with the investigations, the motives, and the physical stuff, but this was where Paris shined.

It was dark when he went in, but it somehow seemed even darker out now, as if all the lights in the sky had been switched off, the moon hidden behind clouds as thick as cotton wool. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t run Tim through the database, but that was okay. If he was as slick as Paris suspected, he wouldn’t have a record. Just like Eli, he got people to do his dirty work for him. He drove off, not sure where he was going to go, which he figured out on the road, watching the pavement dissolve beneath his wheels.

The hospital had an underground parking garage manned by rent-a-cops, and Paris parked the bike down there, to get it out of the rain and hide it from any prying eyes, then took the elevator up into the hospital.

Dropkick had been right about the police presence in the place. In the busy lobby were two uniformed cops talking to the nurse at the front desk, with a handcuffed man between them. He had a swollen left eye and a huge gash on his forehead that was sending blood gushing down his face. He continued to rant drunkenly while the cops and the nurse talked over him. It was so noisy it was hard to tell, but it sounded like the drunk guy was going on about a moose.

No one noticed as he slipped by and ducked into one of the hospital’s inner elevators, which he shared with a nurse and a man in a wheelchair. He got out alone on the fifth floor, the one with the isolated ICU, and was only mildly surprised to find the hallway empty and quiet. There was a male nurse manning the in-charge desk, but he was arguing on the phone with another nurse about the wrong chart being left behind. No one noticed Paris duck into Roan’s room.

It was dark and quiet, the sounds of Roan’s slow, deep breathing the only noise. He tossed his helmet on the room’s only chair and went to check on him, putting a hand on his face and waiting to see if he stirred. He didn’t; he was probably only a few steps out from a drug-induced coma. “You must have really freaked them out when you ripped out your IVs. You bled, didn’t you? Never do that around normals—you know how they spaz.” Of course he probably couldn’t hear him, but this was the only time he could scold him without getting a smart-ass reply.

He took off his coat and the Beretta, wrapping the gun and the holster in the jacket before setting them on the chair. “We got him, babe. The ringleader, if not the exact triggerman. Can you believe it’s the guy who looks like Doctor Phil’s replacement? He wants me as an ideological suicide bomber. I attract all types, don’t I?” He stepped out of his boots, and was relieved, as the spare clip had been poking him in the ankle for about a half an hour now. He bet it had left a dent. “No hard proof yet, but let me string him along for a bit. He’ll give us enough rope to hang him with. I’m an angry and naïve young man, after all. I have no idea when someone’s trying to play me. I just want revenge against those fucking cats.”

Roan was sleeping on his side, which was good, as the hospital bed was quite small, so much so that Paris figured he’d have to balance on the edge. Which was okay, because he didn’t expect to be comfortable at all. He wasn’t here for himself.

He climbed carefully onto the bed and put his arms around Roan, which was again uncomfortable, but he didn’t care. The smell of his hair was instantly comforting. “You’re safe,” he whispered. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” Roan didn’t wake up, but he settled back against him, and Paris took that as forgiveness of a sort. He couldn’t turn back time and redo earlier, but he could stay here and let him know he wasn’t alone.

He’d failed him once. He wasn’t going to do that again.
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APPARENTLY SOME nurses just had no sense of humor at all.

Paris got woken up by a very angry nurse who wondered what the hell he was doing here—did he think this was a hotel? She really didn’t appreciate his response: “If it is, your room service sucks.”

He was probably lucky he didn’t get shot full of Ebola.

He took the opportunity of the rampaging Nurse Ratched to go home and get some clothes for Roan, as well as swap the bike for the GTO. He also took the opportunity to grab a quick shower, change his clothes, and pick up some breakfast (which was a Red Bull and a nuked breakfast burrito—also known as the breakfast of champions). The rain was supposed to taper off, but of course it was now bucketing down with renewed enthusiasm, and he discovered the hard way that a couple of roads were closed or so badly flooded that they were all but impassable. It was like fall in Vancouver, only the rain was a bit warmer here.

Once he got back, he encountered Diego in the lobby of the hospital. He looked exhausted, with dark crescents beneath his eyes and a sort of ashen undertone to his otherwise brown skin. He was in civilian clothes—a bronze shirt, olive drab pants, and a red leather jacket that was stylish and yet helpfully announced to everyone that he couldn’t possibly be gayer—and Paris assumed he’d been working all night and was just getting off shift. He had Roan’s coat, the one he’d been wearing when he was shot. Ro was adamant about keeping it, and Diego hung on to it, even though, as he pointed out, those bloodstains would never come out. Paris took it and thanked him for it, and Diego put a friendly hand on his arm as he told him, “I never thought I’d be jealous of Roan, you know, but… he’s lucky to have you. Don’t let him forget it.”

He must have known he’d spent the night. He was tempted to say it was a kind of penance for fucking up so badly earlier on, but who was he to deny himself an ego stroking? “I never do,” he told him, flashing a brief, brilliant smile. His arm was still a bit numb from having slept on it wrong, but he could live with it. After all, he’d had a lot worse. For instance, waking up after a transformation, feeling like his skin was full of broken glass. And when he actually deigned to move, it was even worse.

To think he used to be afraid of going to the dentist. Pain really became a relative thing when your whole body was broken down, remade, and then broken down again, all in the course of a night. It also gave him a new appreciation of powerful painkillers.

When he got up to Roan’s room, his bed was empty, and the IV tubes had been tied together like a couple of balloon ribbons and balanced on top of one of the bags. There was a small trail of blood leading to the bathroom, the door of which was closed. “I got some clothes for you,” Paris announced loudly. “But I’m not giving them to you if you’re just going to bleed on them.”

The door opened, and Roan came out, looking not only frighteningly awake but much better than before; he looked like his normal self. “Thank you. I didn’t think I could take wearing paper much longer.”

Paris visually scanned him before handing him the pile of clothes. His arm wasn’t bleeding; there was still fresh blood on it, but no wounds, no marks that showed where the needles had been in his arms and yanked out. He suddenly had a sneaking suspicion about what Roan had done in his absence. “Did you…?”

Roan took the clothes and tossed them on the bed as he shucked off his paper gown and started getting dressed, quickly stepping into his boxer shorts. “Hurt myself? Yeah, finally. I’m ready to go home.”

He allowed himself a moment to enjoy Roan’s torso before noticing the bandage still on his upper chest. He’d noticed lately that his arms were getting more toned, his abdomen more solid, but Paris had never thought that this was some result of Ro attempting partial transformations to develop his own musculature. It seemed dangerous somehow, although he wasn’t sure why. “This is all a bit… weird, you know.”

Roan nodded, but Paris noticed he wasn’t meeting his eyes. “I know. I’m sorry I just sprung it on you. I just… it’s not easy to talk about.”

“Or do, I imagine.” Before Ro could put his shirt on, he reached out and touched the bandage on his chest. Ro finally met his eyes, and at Paris’s unspoken question, he nodded an assent. He grabbed the edge of the gauze and yanked it off in one quick motion, revealing that the wound that should have been there was completely gone. His skin was unblemished, unmarked—there wasn’t even a scar.

Roan winced, and let out a delayed yelp of pain, grabbing his chest. “Jesus! I should have just ripped the bandage off.”

Paris smirked, about to accuse him of being a wimp when he looked at the bandage—there was still some old blood on it—and noticed the chest hairs clinging to the tape. “Oh, ouch. At least you’re not a bear. That really would have hurt.”

“It’s bad enough as it is.” He rubbed the red spot on his skin, which faded away quickly enough. 

If Paris had seen the bullet wound, the ragged hole torn in his chest, he supposed he would have been really freaked out, but since he’d never actually seen it, there was a distance in the fact that Ro was uninjured. But the needle marks… wouldn’t there have still been holes from the intravenous tubes? How come there weren’t? That was skin, not muscle. He healed that as a side effect, huh? A minor scratch compared to the torn fibers of his sinew.

The thought still struck him as surreal, and he started catching Roan up on what he’d missed, just to distract himself from the thought that the lion was insinuating itself into Ro more and more. Would there be a point when the two were inseparable, a hybrid entity, neither cat nor human? Was that even possible? And what would happen to him if that actually occurred? People wouldn’t accept it; they barely accepted him now.

Roan agreed with Murphy’s sentiment that the shooter was probably not the killer they were after, although he felt they were lower on the intelligence scale. He didn’t seem bothered by it, which bothered Paris, but he figured Ro would react like getting shot and nearly killed was no big deal at all. Paris waited until he was pulling his shirt on before telling him about going to the Humanity First meeting, and how Tim Barlow was emerging as the ringleader. He wasn’t pleased that he’d gone in on his own, but he was surprised about Tim, or as he called him “the Mormon middle manager.” (Actually, he did kind of look like that.) He wanted him to be careful going to any further meetings, and whatever he did—be it a phone call or an in-face meeting—he wanted him miked up so they could record it all. That was such a good idea he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it last night, but then again, he had actually gone there prepared to kill or be killed. Not really something you wanted to save for the scrapbook.

Roan hugged him, slipping his arms around his back and resting his head in the crook of his neck. “You have to stop doing these things, you know,” he murmured. “I do the stupid shit around here, not you.”

“Nope, I’m an idiot too. Can’t stop me.”

He sighed, his breath warm against Paris’s throat. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Can I offer suggestions?”

He scoffed, but it was mild, and for a moment they just stood there, not moving. Paris slipped his hand under Roan’s shirt, just to feel his skin. It seemed almost unnaturally warm, but he couldn’t quite tell. Transformations played holy hell with everything: metabolism, blood pressure, balance, body temperature. Would even a “partial” transformation have some effect on him? How could it not? Was he killing himself just a little bit every time he tried this stuff?

“I should be kicking you out for yesterday,” Roan finally said.

“Sorry about that. But you did need the sleep.”

He didn’t acknowledge that, he just let it go. It was a few seconds before he said, in a whisper, “Thank you.”

He didn’t think he was thanking him for making him sleep here; he was fairly certain he was thanking him for staying, Nurse Ratched be damned. “I love you. No matter what, don’t forget that.”

Roan looked up at him, almost smiling. “You know a statement like that usually prefaces something horrible.”

Paris tried on a lazy smile that had the added benefit of being genuine. “Since when am I a usual person?” He kissed him, glad he was up and around and in one piece. If he didn’t think of the “why” of it, he was remarkably okay with it. Roan’s stubble felt like fine sandpaper against his skin, but so far it was at the almost erotic level. In a couple of hours, if he didn’t shave, it’d be at the truly painful stage. It was a thin line.

They were interrupted by the door to the room opening and a chirpy voice proclaiming, “Knock-knock! I know the food around here sucks so—okay, busy, be back.”

They broke away from the kiss to see the junior cruiser backing out the door, a paper coffee cup and a small brown paper bag in his hands. Roan fixed him with a remarkably hard glare. “You’re still here?”

The junior cruiser—Matt—stopped, halfway in and halfway out the door. “Um, no. I mean, I just thought I’d drop by. Hey, why are you, like, out of bed?”

“Because I’m leaving. Is there something I can help you with?”

Matt came back in the room, looking slightly chastised but no worse for wear. He had changed the color of the streaks in his hair—they were now purple, matching his T-shirt, which also had a tribal pattern on it that seemed to mimic one of his arm tattoos. Now that was coordinating your outfit to a scary degree. “I, uh, brought you some breakfast.” He held up the coffee cup and bag. “I didn’t know what you liked, but I got you a mocha macchiato and a decent breakfast sandwich, deli as opposed to Mickey D’s.” Matt’s blue eyes shifted nervously between Roan and him, as if he knew he didn’t have a shot in hell at this, but he was far too committed to back out now (also known as the Iraq war strategy). “Are you sure you’re cleared to go? ’Cause you weren’t looking good yesterday.”

Roan sighed and must have felt a bit bad for the kid, because his look softened. “I’m okay, really. I heal fast.” He went toward Matt, and Paris didn’t move his hand from his back, just let it fall away as Roan moved. Did he feel the slightest twinge of jealousy? It was funny, because he did, but in an odd way. He was jealous Matt wasn’t crushing on him—he was so accustomed to men and women alike looking at him with lust that he came to expect it, and it stoked his ego nicely. But the funny thing about Roan’s admirers was they never settled for lust; they fell straight in love with him, and Paris felt he should know, since the exact same thing had happened to him. And Roan always seemed perfectly oblivious to it. For instance, he didn’t seem to realize that his friend Kevin, the vice cop, was so completely in love with him that it was insane, but Roan just didn’t see it. That was probably for the best, though, because he’d probably feel weird dealing with him, and it wasn’t like Kevin was ever going to come out of the closet and admit it anyway. Also, poor Kev didn’t have a shot with Roan—Ro just didn’t go for the closeted—which just added to the general tragedy of his situation.

Roan took the bag and the coffee and said, “Thanks, I appreciate it. I’d appreciate it even more if you run interference for us so I can get out of here without being hassled.”

Matt seemed to brighten at this. He wanted to feel useful to his new object of obsession. “Sure, yeah. You leaving now?”

“In about five minutes. Think you can get us clear?”

“Oh, no prob. The staff is used to humoring me ’cause of my mom, and this one time when I was usin’ and I mixed some X with some meth and was really freakin’ out, y’know, they had to strap me down to a gurney. They thought my heart might, like, explode or something.” He must have noticed the look Roan was giving him, because he stopped his ramble with a visible effort. “Ya got five, then I’m gonna tie up the front desk.”

“Thanks, Matt.” He gave him a weak little smile, which Matt returned with a hundred times the intensity, and as soon as Matt was gone, Roan shook his head dismissively. “That kid is the most annoying person I’ve ever met. Yap, yap, yap.”

Paris chuckled knowingly. “But puppy has such a crush on you.”

He groaned in disgust. “That’s your job, Par. They’re supposed to crush on you and leave me the hell alone.”

“Ah, but I didn’t save him from a bullet yesterday and act all macho.”

“Is it too late to turn back time and take it back?”

“Yep. But next time he starts chewing your ear off, just tell him to give you a blow job. Either he’ll be offended and storm off, or he’ll give you one, and at least that’ll make him shut up for a few minutes.”

“Why didn’t I think of that? You’re a genius.”

Paris tapped his temple with his index finger. “Sharp as a razor.”

Roan gulped the coffee and wolfed down the sandwich in four bites, proving that even a partial transformation could speed up your metabolism, and then they attempted to clean up the blood on the floor. (It was the only polite thing to do.) The rough paper towels in the bathroom were about as absorbent as cement blocks, but the napkins in the sandwich bag proved to be just the thing.

Matt did his job well; they left the hospital without even being noticed, and on the drive home, Roan dug a card out of his bloodstained coat. He’d found it at Ashley’s place, an appointment card for New Horizons, and that was the lead he was going to follow next. He thought Paris should try to get Tim on IM and save all the IM messages from him. “Try and arrange a meeting, maybe agree to meet him at a bar after work,” Roan told him. “Go in wired. I’ll sit out in the car and listen in.”

“Set me up with an earpiece and you can feed me lines,” he suggested.

“And not make you crack up laughing? The temptation will be too great. Besides, you don’t need lines fed to you—you’re too good.”

“Wow, was that a compliment? I’m touched.”

Roan scooted over, putting his arm around his shoulders and leaning against his arm as Paris navigated the rainy, dreary streets. His weight was comforting and familiar, even if his skin did seem to have a little too much heat within it. 

“I know I don’t say it a lot—well, seriously anyways—but I do love you, you know. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 

For a long moment there was silence, just the rain beating a constant tattoo on the car and the windshield wipers slapping out a counterpoint, and Paris basked in the warmth of this admission. Oh, he knew Ro loved him; he’d let him into his life, which was a big thing. Roan seemed to be happy with the idea of being a hermit, a crotchety curmudgeon who viewed all of humanity’s weaknesses with distance and a jaundiced eye. 

But after a minute of sappiness—which was probably a minute too long for Ro—he added, “But don’t let it get to your head.”

Paris laughed—he’d just been waiting for him to say something like that—and Ro laughed as well. They were probably the best-matched pair of weird fucks that life had ever coughed up. The fact that they managed to find each other was probably a minor miracle.

They’d have to enjoy it while it lasted.

 

 

NEW HORIZONS was a dreary-looking rectangular building that looked like it was made of cement, although up close you could see the stucco on the façade had simply corroded to the color of old asphalt. Inside it was actually neatly appointed, the walls brightly whitewashed and the lightly tinted windows letting in filtered light, realistic-looking fake palms adding a sense of life to the lobby. The furniture was sparse and industrial, lots of bare metal and cheap molded plastic in cheap plastic colors, although the moon-shaped desk at the far end of the room, just before the building dissolved into heavy security doors and mazelike hallways, looked both fancy and slightly out of place.

“Hello, may I help you?” a bright, cheerful voice asked, betraying just a hint of an accent. Roan knew it came from the direction of the desk, but he didn’t see anyone behind it until he was six feet away, and then he saw her, although he had smelled her musky perfume at about twenty feet.

The receptionist was a young woman of Indian extraction, hidden so low behind the desk because she was in a wheelchair. She was also extraordinarily lovely, with sloe eyes, sensuous bow lips, and dusky skin, her deep black hair long and lustrous, so clean and shiny he had an almost undeniable urge to touch it. She was the type of woman so beautiful he could almost entertain the idea of being straight… well, for a couple seconds at least, as long as he kept looking at her from the neck up. Still, he bet some evangelical preachers would consider that a victory and proof that he could be “cured.”

“Hi, I was wondering if Doctor Johnson was in?”

She turned to her computer, a flat-screen model that was still a couple of years out of date, and tapped the keyboard. “Which Doctor Johnson?”

He was afraid that would happen. No, he had no choice but to tell her the truth and hope it was enough. He showed her the card he’d taken from Ashley’s and his own little laminated detective license, small enough to be shoved in his wallet beside his driver’s license and the folded square of his concealed weapons permit. He explained that Ashley had been murdered and she seemed to be one in a sequence, and he was trying to establish a connection between the victims for the police. He just wanted to know something about Ashley, as all he’d been able to establish from the people who worked with her at Starbucks was she was an intensely private and lonely person.

The woman—whose name turned out to be Tanika—seemed fascinated that he was a detective and scrutinized his license in a way that suggested as much wariness as awe. Oddly enough, she didn’t know Ashley had been killed. Apparently she didn’t read the paper, and Roan was able to guess that Ashley’s death hadn’t made the five o’clock news. And while normally a pretty, young white girl getting inexplicably killed would headline, the fact that she was an infected living in a notorious tenement block had probably sunk her. Not that the newspeople would come out and say being a freak meant she deserved to be shot in the face, but no one was interested in a kitty death unless it was a bloodthirsty cat killed by heroic cops.

She did seem to think his name was “kind of familiar” though, although she couldn’t place why. He told her he had been in the papers a few years back (had she read papers then?) when he was accepted into the police force, and that’s when she gasped, her large eyes growing wider. “Oh my God!” she squealed, sounding inexplicably like a Valley Girl for a split second. “You’re that infected cop, aren’t you?!”

He cast a suspicious glance around the lobby, making sure the only thing New Horizons had on its walls was a framed health department poster and a corkboard full of colorful flyers. If they had a shrine devoted to him somewhere, he was compelled by good sense and decency to destroy it.

He confirmed that he used to be the infected cop, and she was suddenly looking at him with renewed admiration, almost giddy, like he was a celebrity or something. She did babble for a moment, something about him being a pioneer, and he wondered if he should mention he was asked to turn in his badge because he’d lost his temper and put a belligerent wife-and-child-beating son of a bitch in the hospital, which pretty much disqualified him from “hero” status. But she seemed so pleased to meet him now it would have been like kicking a puppy to tell her the ugly truth, and besides, maybe now she’d be inclined to help him. It’d been hard to tell she was infected under that cloying perfume, but yes, she was, which was why she was seemingly excited by who and what he was. He had no idea there were infected out there who liked him—he thought they thought he was a “sellout,” if they thought of him at all.

Although she prefaced her statement by saying that all clients here were confidential, she did seem willing to bend the rules a bit, since there had been a murder and all. (She didn’t know Ashley; she couldn’t recall ever meeting her.) By accessing Ashley’s records, Tanika discovered that the doctor he wanted was Doctor Randolph Johnson, a “personal therapist” who wasn’t in today—he only came in on Wednesdays and Sundays. She wasn’t allowed to give out his home address and said so, but she did write his phone number on the back of a New Horizons card and gave it to him. He simply wasn’t to tell him where he got the number, which was easy enough.

For some reason—maybe morbid curiosity, maybe yet another sneaking but random suspicion—he asked if she could confirm if other people had been clients here, no matter the services. She said it was a breach of the confidentiality agreement and she couldn’t, but she still had that eager look in her eye, the one that told him there wasn’t a Law & Order spin-off she’d missed. So he asked her if it would be okay if he just tossed off a couple of names, and if they had been clients here, she could simply nod once or shake her head. She was amenable to that.

Roan told himself he’d say one, and if she indicated no, he’d just move on to Johnson. But when he said Patrick Farley’s name, Tanika checked her computer and nodded, and his gut clenched in sudden anxiety. It couldn’t be that simple, could it?

It was. They had all been clients here: Patrick, Christa, Melissa, Ashley. And wasn’t that what New Horizons was for? It was a social safety net for the infected who had been cast out or run away from their old lives. It was some meager attempt to make up for the family these people no longer had. It was either this or the church.

According to Tanika, there were no hard-copy files of clients: it was all confined to the computer, and it was secure; it couldn’t be accessed by just anyone. He asked if they’d had any problems with viruses or firewall breaches in the last year or so, and she admitted that they got hit by a virus a couple of months ago that had destroyed a lot of data, but they had backups and were able to replace everything after the virus was wiped from the system. She wasn’t willing to tell him how many clients they had on file, but she conceded that it was around “two hundred.”

He thanked her and left, his mind spinning as he retreated to the GTO to get out of the rain.

That virus hadn’t just destroyed data, had it? It had stolen it. He thought there was a connection between the victims and Eli, but save for Melissa, it was superficial at best. Either he was in this up to his eyeteeth, or someone was actually attempting to frame him for this. And while Roan could sympathize with wanting to fuck Eli up, this wasn’t the way to do it.

He called Dropkick. As soon as she realized it was him on the phone, she asked, “What the hell are you doing out of the hospital? You were really out of it yesterday.”

“They doped me like Keith Richards. I’m fine now. Look, I have a connection between the victims, but the news gets worse.”

“And you’re back working too. You do know what a ‘break’ is, don’t you?”

“Something other people take. This is serious, Murph.”

She sighed heavily, letting him know tacitly that he was lucky she put up with him. “People are dying, Roan. Of course it’s serious. What have you got?”

“The victims were all clients of the New Horizons center, which had its database breached two months ago. I think the killer pulled the names and addresses of all the infecteds they served to that point—all two hundred of them.”

She sucked in a sharp breath, and he knew why. There was a killer out there with all the information he needed to hunt down and kill a major cross section of the infected population.

And they still had no idea who he was. Things could be worse, but it would be hard.
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MURPHY HAD to go, as she was soon to be busy hitting up the IT people who worked for New Horizons, in hopes that they got something useful when they worked on the besieged computer system. Roan honestly wished her luck, because he’d bet Tanika’s obliviousness that it was an actual attack was a shared belief.

This was horrible. This killer, if he stuck to his usual pattern, was due to strike within the next couple of days, but the list of potential victims was far too big. Even if Murph got the list of clients at New Horizons—unlikely without a court order, as the infected were naturally wary of cops—there was no way they could figure out who might be in the pool of most likely victims before the killer showed them. What they needed was a miracle, and he knew they didn’t exist, no matter what various churches said.

Sikorski called him before he got back on the road. The VIN of the Jeep used in his shooting was traced to a Jeep that had been stolen off a car lot a couple hours before. They were reviewing security tapes, hoping they caught the guys responsible for the theft and therefore the shooting. He wondered why Gordo was calling him, since he was on the kitty crime beat, and that was when he was informed that they were treating this as a kitty hate crime for the lack of any other motive. “Of course if it turns out to be a gay hate crime, that’ll get flipped to another department,” Gordo said. “Or if they shot at you because you’re a P.I., that’ll just get chalked up to public service.”

Very funny.

Of course, Roan had a problem with the term “hate crime”: was there any such thing as a “love crime” or even a “like crime”? Yes, it was just semantics, but it annoyed him. A lot of things about being a cop had annoyed him, actually; it was a shock he’d lasted as long as he had.

Paris called, sounding giddy, like he’d had two Red Bulls too many. It took a while, but he had finally got Barlow on IM and gotten him to agree to meet him at a place called TJ’s Pub at seven thirty tonight. They hadn’t discussed anything of note, mainly because Par felt he had to reel him in slowly; being far too gung ho and anxious to jump into the kitty killing would be a huge warning sign that he was being set up. Roan agreed with that, as anxious as he was to get on with all of this. Par knew people; he had an almost intuitive grasp of their limits, what they could abide and what they couldn’t. He had no doubt he could play Barlow like a finely tuned violin, and that it would be fun to hear. Although on the other hand, it would be frustrating, because Roan liked to think that, when it got down to it, he was an excellent liar when he put his mind to it: you had to be if you were a private investigator, as it came with the job. But Paris made him feel like a rank amateur, like he hadn’t the slightest idea what it actually took to successfully con people. Paris was the big leagues, and he felt like the Triple-A minors at best. But then again, being a pretty face helped immensely.

That was just basic psychology. People felt safer with and more trusting of the aesthetically pleasing; they let their guards drop easier, and you didn’t have to be a gay man or a straight female to appreciate how handsome and impossibly well put-together Paris was. Roan supposed he wasn’t that bad-looking—at least he wasn’t horribly repulsive—but people never dropped their guards that fast around him, ever. Except Tanika, but she seemed to be laboring under the misapprehension that he was a hero or a celebrity or something. For some reason, it made him feel bad.

He stopped at his favorite Chinese restaurant, the Bamboo Gardens, and let the friendly owner, Mr. Wing, practice his somewhat broken English on him. The food here was great; he’d been coming here since they opened three years ago, and he knew Wing and his family by sight, just as they knew him. They had no idea he was an ex-cop, a detective, an infected, nothing like that—they just knew him as the red-haired guy with the strange name who tipped really well. And he was happy with that kind of friendly anonymity.

He stocked up on everything he and Paris liked—Mongolian beef, kung pao chicken, princess beef, fried won tons, hot and sour soup, vegetarian egg rolls—and took it home so they could have lunch and discuss strategy for the meet with Barlow tonight. Not that there was much to discuss, as Paris knew what he was doing. But he liked to feel included somehow.

The IMs between Barlow and Paris were just as bland as Par had said, committing to almost nothing and not really mentioning the kitty problem by name, but he supposed Barlow might be wary of discussing this online anyway, as it was just too easy to sink someone that way. He’d especially be aware of the lack of computer safety if he had had something to do with the New Horizons firewall breach.

The Mustang had been towed home; it was sitting in the driveway looking like a beating victim, and while they ate, Paris told him how he was pretty sure he could fix it up, it would just take a while. He’d been down at the auto-wrecking yard already, talking with his friend Rodrigo (another car rebuilding enthusiast who worked at the yard), and it seemed a ’73 Jaguar convertible model had just been brought in. Paris waxed on about this eagerly, as if it meant something, as it clearly did to him. But Roan honestly didn’t care about cars, classic or otherwise. Still, he pretended to care, because that’s what you did in a relationship—you humored your mates even when their obsessions struck you as frankly bizarre. He suspected Par felt the exact same way about his book collection and fondness for punk.

He got a call during lunch, a lawyer he knew wanting to hire him to do a skip trace on a client who’d flown the coop, and he wondered when his life had gotten so complicated that the boring, regular detective shit like this would seem so appealing.

His SIG Sauer had been returned, along with the car (it was protocol to examine any weapon that had been fired, even when it was in self-defense), and he was glad to have it back, although he wondered if he should actually bother to wear it tonight. He wasn’t expecting Barlow to try anything, nor did he think his shooters would return, but he knew it was exactly when he wasn’t expecting anything that things had a tendency to occur. So he loaded it up and put the Beretta away for another day.

He rented a well-used Ford Taurus, gray in color but dingy from desperately needing a wash, so he had an anonymous car with which to follow Paris to the bar. Paris took his bike, which made him feel slightly possessive—well, it was his bike, damn it, and he’d have rather been on it than in this bland Taurus—but the Taurus had a CD player in it, so he was able to listen to Pansy Division and Dead Moon on the long drive to TJ’s Pub.

Just to indulge his paranoia, he let Paris reach the bar five minutes ahead of him, so by the time he parked the Taurus in the lot of the small, roadhouse-style bar, Paris was already inside and meeting with Barlow, as Paris had decided to be fashionably late (by only four minutes, though, so it seemed accidental).

He could hear the faint noise of a television over the wire, as well as rumblings from the other patrons of the bar, although none as well as Par and Barlow. Paris was so cool butter wouldn’t have melted in his mouth. He feigned interest in the football game on the TV and batted about small talk with Tim like they were just a couple of guys getting together for a drink after work. They had a beer and talked about the weather and local politics before getting to anything substantive, and then Par turned the conversation on to Tim. Tim was married and lived in Summerbrook (a prefab, upper-middle-class housing enclave in the suburbs), had a wife named Shelly and two kids, and Tim worked for the MetLife branch office. Just from the tone of voice, Roan picked up that he wasn’t happy with something in that mix, if not all of it, and it somehow figured that an anti-cat activist would work for an insurance company. (They must have paid out a lot in cat claims.)

Paris went about asking what Tim expected of him in a sort of sideways fashion. Tim was equally oblique, simply saying that “radical cat activists” had made the city and its outskirts unsafe for normal people, and they wanted to take their cities and towns back. Paris asked if that meant violence, and after some hedging, Tim pointed out that the cats had resorted to violence first, since they hurt and killed people when loose, and that wasn’t counting infecting innocents. Damn, Roan had no idea those damn cats were so nefarious or organized. Why didn’t they invite him to the meetings? It was because he was Scottish, wasn’t it? Discriminating bastards.

He was startled by his cell phone ringing, but it was okay, as the conversation had gone on for about an hour now, and he didn’t even have a beer or a television to watch to cut the boredom. Paris was extracting some good stuff out of Tim, there was just the usual bullshit in between, and he was finding it difficult not to yawn. The phone at least woke him up. Since Tim was currently expressing disbelief at Paris’s statement that he didn’t have a girlfriend at the moment (and that wasn’t even a lie), he decided to answer the phone, figuring it was Murphy complaining about the New Horizons people.

There was a tremendous crackle of static, a bad cell phone connection, and somewhere in all that broken noise he heard a small voice asking, “Roan?”

“Yeah. Can you speak up? This connection’s shitty.”

More static, and some of the opening syllables were lost. “—in trouble. I think I may have gotten you in trouble too, I didn’t mean to, I didn’t know—”

“Who is this?”

“Matt, Matt Skour—” A huge burst of static obliterated the last syllable, but he knew what it was.

Oh terrific, Chatty Cathy. But as the white noise receded somewhat, Roan heard him sniff loudly. Had he been using coke again, or was he crying? “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

Some crackling, but a bit better than before. “I came home from work, and I found the neighbor’s cat nailed to my front door. He left a note, saying he saw me with my new boyfriend, and he was going to do to me what he did to him—”

“Wait, wait. Who? And what did he do to your boyfriend?”

Another loud sniff. “He thought you were my boyfriend—that’s why he shot you. Or maybe he was really aiming for me and settled for you, I dunno.…”

Roan turned down the audio feed on Par and Tim’s discussion. It wasn’t important right now anyway. “Who are we talking about, Matt? I need a name.”

“I don’t know it… not really. Everybody calls him Rambo, ’cause he used to be in the Marines, but I’ve heard him called Sam before.”

“And this idiot shot me?”

“Yeah, I think so… fuck, he nailed Mrs. Pretsky’s cat to my fucking door! I think he’s following me too, or at least Leonard is. I took off before I could get cornered, but I still think I’m being followed—”

This was so much information to digest he felt like shouting at Matt to make more sense, but he knew it wouldn’t help. He had to put this all in order. “Where are you now? Can you get somewhere safe?”

He laughed breathlessly. “What the hell is safe? He’s a fucking psycho crackhead who thinks he loves me so much he has to kill me.”

Oh wonderful. Had he ended up in the middle of a domestic dispute? No wonder he’d gotten shot. There were no enemies like former lovers. “You have nowhere you can go?”

“I don’t think so. I only have a few friends, I don’t want him killing them.”

“Okay. Get to County General, or get to the cop shop on Grant. Can you do that?”

“What? I ain’t going to County, my mom’s there—”

“And so are a bunch of cops at any given time,” he interrupted sharply. “If Sam wants to try something there, fine, but he’ll be Tasered or given a dose of Ativan within a minute. Have you called the cops, reported the cat on your door?”

Matt scoffed, and it was almost lost in a rip of static. “No. As soon as I saw it and got the sense I was being watched, I got the fuck outta there.”

“You need to call the cops and report this. It’s still animal cruelty, and if he’s making threats toward you, it’s worse than that. Do you know where he lives? What he drives?”

“No. I barely know this freak! I met him at a club back when I was using, he bought meth from my dealer. I thought he was creepy, but I shared a hit with him. I shouldn’t have, y’know, but it’s too late to do something about that now.”

“And that was it? He was convinced he loved you?” It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. There were complete psychos who believed they were destined to be with people they saw on a TV screen or sitting in a Starbucks sipping a latte. You just had to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, when their meds wore off or what was left of their lucidity decided to take a long vacation.

“Yeah. Lucky me.”

“And he’s a real crackhead?”

“Oh yeah, total Bobby and Whitney time. He stopped bothering me after a while, and I thought maybe he finally listened to me, y’know, or overdosed or something, but I guess he was just hibernating. God, what a nightmare.”

The fact that he was really a crackhead added a fun new level of psychosis to everything. Crack and meth really did a number on your brain; it fucked you up but good. Cops used to think an angry perp on PCP was hard to subdue? They seemed like arthritic old ladies compared to an enraged crackhead or methhead. No fear, no pain, nothing approaching sanity. Drugs could be so much fun. “Who’s Leonard?”

“His junkie sidekick. I don’t know what his story is, if he’s a boyfriend or a fuck buddy or just a Smithers, but wherever Rambo is, he’s kinda always there. It’s creepy.”

“You need to call the police now and report the cat and the threat; you may also want to mention that you think he’s following you and imply he shot me. If necessary they can take you into protective custody.”

“I don’t like cops,” he replied bitterly. “Not the ones around here. I’ve given them enough entertainment for one lifetime.”

That was an interesting—and ominous—thing to say. “You’ve been abused by them?”

“In a manner of speaking, yeah. They all had a good laugh when I tried to report what Rambo did to.…” He trailed off, sniffing once more. Roan heard a horn honk in the background. “Doesn’t matter. Rambo claimed his brother was a cop anyway. If I call, he might find out.”

Wow—Chatty Cathy could actually shut down. He was so scared he was doing so right now. “He’s hurt you?”

Matt was quiet for so long only the street noises and the occasional scratch of static let him know the line was still open. “Once, yeah. Can you help me?”

“I’m on a surveillance case right now. I’ll get to County as soon as I can, but I need you to get there right now. I’ll send some friends on ahead of me, okay? Matt, you have to do this—I’ll be there ASAP.” After thirty seconds without a response, he was forced to repeat, “Okay?”

With a sigh of defeat, Matt replied, “Yeah, okay.”

As soon as he hung up, Roan checked the audio feed—it sounded like Paris was wrapping things up with Tim—and called Sikorski back. “I’m going off shift, McKichan,” he complained.

“Then find someone who’s friendly to get to County General as of a minute ago.” He told him precisely why, which made Sikorski groan like his ulcer was flaring up.

“So you were shot because this kid’s psycho crack addict ex-boyfriend thought you were fucking him?”

“I don’t think he’s an ex-boyfriend, just an obsessed stalker.”

“Lovely. How do you get into these situations, Roan?”

“Clean living and good luck, I suspect. This kid is afraid of cops as much as this psycho, so I need plainclothes, okay? Also, no homophobes.”

“You’re going to guilt me into doing this, aren’t you?”

“Can I?”

Another sigh. “You owe me big time, Roan. He’s the club-kid-looking guy, right? Lots of piercing?”

“Yeah. Lanky, blond with purple highlights, tattooed, slightly flamboyant and a bit femme.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“Oh sure you don’t, butchy,” he taunted sarcastically. “Just go, now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Don’t be long, or you get to tell Connie why I’m late for dinner.”

“Yeah, she’s a real dragon lady. Move.”

Paris wrapped things up, and he soon saw him come out of the bar, zipping up his leather jacket and donning his helmet before straddling the bike. He was such a pro he didn’t even glance toward the Taurus, although he said, under his breath, “I suckered him too well. I didn’t think he was ever going to shut up.”

Paris took off without further comment, and Roan knew he was headed to the 7-Eleven two blocks over, as they had decided to meet there afterward to discuss what had occurred. But Roan stayed on the off chance Tim would leave the bar shortly after Paris, and he did. He was in a shadowy, poorly lit part of the lot so no one could see him in the car, and he watched Tim get into a Range Rover. He wrote the license plate down in his notebook, glad that so much experience with stakeouts and surveillance had allowed him to write legibly in complete blackness.

By the time he pulled into the back lot of the 7-Eleven, Paris was leaning on the bike, sipping a Slurpee out of a cardboard cup that looked as big as one of those comically large mayonnaise jars they had down at the Costco. As soon as he got out of the car and walked toward him, Paris raised his eyebrows in mock-amusement, and said, “We get anything legally actionable on tape?”

“Borderline. He admitted he wants you for acts of violence—all we need him to do is seal the deal and get specific. Do you remember my friend at the DMV?”

He thought about that a moment, holding out the huge cup of sugary slush in tacit invitation of a drink. Roan shook his head. “Keisha, right? “

“Yeah, her. Go home, call her, see if she’ll run this plate for me.” He handed Paris the notepad with Tim’s license plate written on it.

“Barlow’s?”

“Yep.”

“Why me? Where are you going?”

“Gordo called me while I was listening. He needs me to go over a cat crime scene. Shouldn’t take me too long.” He had to lie to him, mainly because he knew if he told him the truth, Paris would want to come along, and if he actually met the guy who’d shot Roan, he’d probably reach down his throat and pull his lungs out.

Paris rolled his eyes and sighed, accepting it but not liking it. It was an easy lie to swallow, because Gordo had done it enough, and at all times of the day or night. It didn’t matter that he technically wasn’t a cop anymore; Par was still something of a cop widow. “Be careful,” he told him wearily, leaning in and giving him a quick kiss on the corner of his mouth. He tasted like Coke, which wasn’t really a good thing, as Coke always made his salivary glands hurt. “Don’t be too late.”

“I won’t, promise.” But the way Paris’s eyes coolly appraised him, he suspected that of quite possibly being a lie.

The traffic was on his side, and he reached County General in record time. He found himself looking around the lot for an unmarked sedan, but then figured Gordo might have come in his own car, a dented little Infiniti that seemed far too silly to be a veteran cop’s car, but he didn’t see it. Could he have actually beaten him here? There’s no way he’d park in the underground garage, was there?

Roan was still wandering the lot, headed toward the sprawling rectangle of the hospital, when the wind brought a snatch of angry conversation to his ears. “—fucking hands off me you trog—?” The insult ended in a dull noise that could only be flesh hitting flesh.

He followed the voices to the dead side of the building, the one where an entire wing of the hospital had been shut down for refurbishing, so there were no lights at all. The lot wrapped around this side and went around to the back, but had been cordoned off with sawhorses as some paltry attempt was made to fill potholes large enough to swallow a Honda.

His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he saw a guy built like a refrigerator leaning against the dead wing… only no, he wasn’t. Matt was sandwiched between him and the wall, the guy’s left arm lying flat against Matt’s chest as he held something up against the base of his throat. It was hard to see, since the blade was as dark as a KA-BAR, but it was a large, wicked-looking hunting knife, the kind that could gut a deer with little trouble, and he was pressing it so firmly into Matt’s throat he could see a shine of wetness that indicated the skin had been broken. It was a shallow slice, but only for now—one quick tug or a single deep push, and Matt’s blood would either be spurting like a fire hose or his head would hit the ground independent of his body. Roan considered sniping the guy, just putting a round in him from this angle, but there was almost no way he could take down Rambo—Sam; Rambo was just too silly, even if it was apt—without potentially killing Matt as well. It would have been better if Sam was threatening him with a gun; a shot to paralyze would have kept him from being able to pull the trigger.

He got the sense that someone was trying to sneak up on him—this would be Leonard, yes?—and Roan decided to let it happen. He needed to get closer to Sam to disarm him safely. He felt something hard poke into his spine, as a voice snarled in his ear, “Make a move, make a sound, and you’re dead.”

He’d actually put his gun flush against his back? What an amateur move. Had he actually ever held a gun, or did he only know of them from Tarantino films? Moron. “One word for you tough guy: Altoids. What have you been doing, eating roadkill?” His breath was pretty bad; Roan thought he smelled rot and figured it was his teeth. Heavy meth and crack usage was not friendly to teeth or your appearance in general. The harsh chemicals ate away your teeth, making them crumble like old drywall, while it pitted your face like the surface of the moon. After a while, you could tell the habitual users on sight alone.

“Shut the fuck up,” Leonard snarled, as he frisked Roan roughly and inexpertly with one hand, the other continuing to press the gun into his back. (This idiot would be easy to disarm.) This was a bit of a stretch for old Leonard, as he was a couple inches shorter than him and apparently didn’t have much of a reach, but after doing something that seemed like copping a feel, he found his SIG Sauer and pulled it. “Plannin’ on shootin’ us?”

“Only if you asked nicely.”

He shoved him violently, making him stumble forward. If he’d wanted to disarm him, he could have now, but it was still too soon. Leonard smelled faintly of blood and just a bit of cordite. Even though he was the driver, he was the one who took the bullet yesterday, wasn’t he? The bullet missed Sam but hit Leonard, and because he couldn’t go to the hospital about it, the wound was still open. Not fatal, but give it time. “Move it, funny man,” he growled unnecessarily, then added with a shout, “Sam, look what we got here.”

Sam looked their way, not letting up pressure on Matt. Matt had clearly been angry, which was good because that was often more useful than fear, but when he saw Roan panic flashed through his eyes, along with what could have been an apology. Roan tried to reassure him with his eyes, let him know that this was all part of his plan, but he didn’t know if he got that.

Sam stared at him appraisingly as Leonard frog-marched him closer—again, an idiot move; these guys were not rocket scientists—and Roan got a good look at his shooter. He was a muscle head, one of those obsessive weightlifter types who’d long ago crossed the line from toned to grotesque, which also meant he could be a ’roid rager. Terrific. His head was block-shaped, his scalp shaved clean, his eyes glittery black dots like chips of polished onyx. In spite of his unnaturally carved body, there was something doughy about his face, which was pitted with both acne scars and the kind of pits that ate into the face of heavy meth users, making his cheeks look like they were starting to collapse in. “How the fuck are you up and around?” Sam demanded, his voice sounding scratchy. Had he smoked up recently? Maybe; Roan swore he could smell the sour chemicals of crack exuding through his pores. “I shot you.”

“Badly. You can’t shoot for shit, can you, Sam?” Yes, he was provoking him. If Sam turned his anger away from Matt and on to him, he could end this charade.

Sam’s expression sharpened, moving from crazed to crazed and contemptuous. “I can cut real well. Wanna see?” He increased the pressure on the knife, and Matt leaned his head back as far as he could, as if trying to avoid the blade.

“Afraid to pick on someone your own size? I guess I should have figured that.”

That made Sam glare at him. “What, you mean you?” He snickered, although there was no actual humor in it. “You overestimate yourself, string bean.”

Sam was easily twice his weight and half a foot taller than him, and yet Roan had no doubt he could kick his muscled ass. He just had to get him to move that knife off Matt’s throat. “You’re a pussy, Sam. You can’t even face me to kill me. But then again, I bet you lost your balls long ago, huh? Shrunk ’em to the size of raisins. You really should have quit the ’roids while you still had your dick.”

That was it. Insult a man’s dick, and you plucked a nerve that was hard to ignore. Sam continued to glower at him, and Leonard jabbed the gun barrel in his back and snapped, “Shut the fuck up!” Matt seemed to be sending a “Don’t!” look to him, but Roan ignored it in exchange for locking eyes with Sam.

Sam finally embraced the challenge. “Oh, you think so, huh?” He moved, taking the knife away from Matt’s throat and grabbing him by his hair before slamming his head back into the wall and dropping him to the asphalt. Matt was still conscious, but dazed. “Let’s—”

Roan didn’t wait for him to finish his threat. He spun, ripping the Glock out of Leonard’s hands as he turned and smashing a flattened palm into Leonard’s eagle-beak nose, shattering it, his warm blood spurting over Roan’s hand. “Fuck!” Leonard screamed, staggering back and grabbing his bleeding nose.

Sam had screamed as he lunged, so Roan knew Sam had launched himself at him, probably knife first. He spun aside and Sam sailed past him, coming to a quick stop and turning as Roan raised the weapon and fired, blasting a hole in Sam’s chest. He seemed to waver for a moment, looking down and seeing the blood that was now spreading out all over his skintight gray tank top, and Roan figured he might have nicked a lung. He didn’t get the heart, although God knows he had reason for a kill.

Sam then looked at him in disbelief. “You fucker,” he spat, and threw his knife at him.

It wasn’t a throwing knife, but Sam actually threw it quite well, and it had a chance of actually hitting and doing some damage, except Roan turned aside and let it fly past harmlessly. But it was then Sam moved, much faster than you’d think a guy his size could, and wrapped an arm as thick as an average man’s leg around his throat from behind. “You dirty cocksucker,” he snarled, his breath redolent of something akin to ammonia. Roan felt Sam’s blood soaking though his coat.

Sam started to squeeze off his air supply, and Roan put the Glock point-blank against Sam’s meaty thigh and pulled the trigger, only to feel the gun pull hard, like something had clogged the firing mechanism. Nothing had, it was simply the gun had picked an excellent time to jam. Motherfucker.

He let the rage come, wash over him, as he threw his head back hard and caught Sam in the bridge of his nose. He kept slamming his head back, ignoring the pain, as he broke his nose and continued to drive the cartilage shards deeper into his head, the blood running warm down the back of Roan’s neck. In spite of it being poisoned with drugs, his blood smelled oddly good.

Sam punched him in the kidneys, hits that seemed to numb him from the waist down—or would have, if his muscles didn’t knot and release, a strange kind of warmth infusing him as adrenaline flooded his body and every sight and every smell became acutely sharp, almost painfully so. Sam shoved him away, but Roan turned instantly with a growl deep in his throat and punched Sam in the neck, hard enough to nearly crush his larynx.

It wasn’t what he wanted to do. He wanted to grab his throat and rip it out in one big chunk, feel the hot blood pour down his own throat as he ground the flesh beneath his teeth….

In spite of the drugs artificially propping him up, you needed to breathe to keep going, and Sam couldn’t. He started choking, bending over at the waist and grabbing his throat as he struggled to catch a breath.

Roan sensed Leonard’s attack coming, the clumsy charge to come to the aid of his friend, and while Roan, slightly detached from himself, found it amusing, the beast in him didn’t. He spun with a roar and met Leonard’s charge with his own, catching the scrawny man in a tackle and throwing him to the ground hard enough to break something in him with a crack like a snapping twig. He stared down into the man’s rodentlike face, growling, feeling the muscles in his face twitch and jump as if anxious to get out, and the smell of fear coming from Leonard was as sour and pungent as piss—perhaps it was piss. His pale blue eyes were wide with abject horror as he stared up at Roan, mouth agape as if frozen in a scream, blood from his ruined nose streaming down his face. Leonard’s mouth eventually started to work as if he was trying to say something, but nothing came out but a series of ineffectual squeaks. Roan heard a noise like the rumble of a jet engine and realized his own growling had filled his head like a curse. He saw his hand was gripping the top of Leonard’s head, tangled in his greasy mop of black hair, and he was thinking idly how easy it would be to twist his head off, just rip it away clean. His blood smelled much better than Sam’s, less toxic, as if his flesh was slightly less poisoned, no matter the state of his teeth.

There was a noise near the cordon, and two separate beams of light stabbed toward them. “Police! Nobody fucking move!” Sikorski’s familiar voice shouted, and Roan squinted at the bright lights, smelling the flesh of two clean people and wondering which one he should take out first.

What?!

It was hard to come back to himself—in fact, it was almost fucking impossible. The beast was out and didn’t want to go back in. It wanted to feed; it wanted to rend flesh from bones and make everyone who made it hurt pay. And the worst part was Roan kind of wanted the beast to do it; he was almost inclined to let go.

Gordo and Seb lowered their flashlights, but he could still see with crystal clarity, and the shock on their faces told him they had seen something on his face that they wished they hadn’t. “Roan, are—are you okay?” Gordo asked, trying to hide the surprise in his voice and failing miserably.

What had they seen? He almost didn’t want to know. He made to speak, but then suddenly realized he was still growling. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to force the beast back inside its cage. It didn’t want to go, and Roan wasn’t sure he wasn’t shoving some part of himself back in with it. When he opened his eyes, he was sure he was back inside himself; the pain in his kidneys was proof of that. He’d probably be pissing blood for the next couple of days. “I’m fine,” he finally said. “Where the fuck have you guys been?”

“We got cornered by the desk sergeant on the way out,” Gordo said, trying hard to sound normal, but there was a thread of tension in his voice that couldn’t be covered.

Roan got up off Leonard, who instantly shoved himself backward down the pavement as if trying to reach the cops before Roan could change his mind and rip his head off. He was making unintelligible noises, and it was now obvious he had pissed himself in fear.

Looking at him and Sam, who was now on all fours, still choking and hacking loudly, trying very hard to catch a breath, Seb commented dryly, “At least we’re right next to the hospital.” But even as cool as Seb was, he wasn’t looking him in the eye.

He turned to see how Matt was; while he had a long but shallow cut across his throat, a much shorter and deeper cut down his left cheek, and his right eye was swelling, he looked relatively okay. Only he was staring at Roan in wide-eyed shock, and he seemed to want to say something but couldn’t yet muster up the ability.

What had they seen? Holy Christ, how close had the lion come to getting out?
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The Thinnest Line

 

ROAN DELIBERATELY avoided everyone as he ducked into one of County General’s bathrooms to clean off the blood. Gordo asked him if he needed to be checked out, but he assured him none of the blood was his. He didn’t seem surprised by that.

He stared at himself in the plastic mirror over the sink, hoping that he could see a shadow of what the others had seen. He stared deep into his own eyes, until he could see the thin, erose line of gold around his pupils, the only place where the green of his iris gave way, and he tried to see the lion lurking there behind them. He couldn’t see anything but himself, of course, but at what point was the separation? Was there one? He was beginning to think that it was a convenient excuse in his own mind, that there was no such thing as his desires and the beast’s desires—they were all one thing, and he only created the separation in his own head because it made him feel better.

He did the best he could washing the blood off his neck and out of his hair even though he couldn’t see it; he could feel it, though, smell it, saw the water in the sink turn pinkish-red as he poured water over it. At one point a reasonably attractive Asian resident came into the men’s room, and when he was at an adjoining sink, washing his hands, he showed him the back of his neck and asked, “Did I get all the blood off?”

If it wasn’t a hospital, that probably would have earned him a much stranger look than he actually got.

Whenever he went out on a surveillance detail, even when it was unlikely anyone would spot him, he carried a duffel with him that he called his “recon kit.” It was full of plain T-shirts in various colors, windbreakers and light linen jackets, gimme caps, and cheap sunglasses. Cheap disguise techniques, yes, but usually surprisingly effective. Unless there was something really striking about you, people just went on bare surface appearance, and as long as he covered most of his hair (occasionally someone commented on his hair color) and hid his eyes (he knew that green wasn’t exactly common), he was just an average Joe, a nobody, someone you passed a million times a day without a second glance. Looking ordinary was a boon to a detective.

It was also a boon to a man who often got other people’s blood on him. He could dump the jacket and the shirt, exchange them for something in the kit, and he just had to hope he had no blood on his pants. And if he did, that he was able to get out of them before Paris noticed. He wasn’t going to tell him about this if he could at all avoid it.

Of course he had to answer a few questions, but Matt’s story that Sam—apparently Sam Merton, and Roan was relatively certain he had heard of a cop named Merton—was trying to kill him before Roan showed up was backed up by Sam’s full-scale freak-out in the ER. They had to give him a tracheotomy so he could breathe (okay, maybe Roan had punched him a bit too hard), and as soon as he could breathe, he got violent with a nurse and actually tried to storm off, picking up a scalpel and trying to stab someone with it. He was doped to the heavens and his arms and legs restrained so they could finish working on him—he did have a bullet wound, after all.

Leonard was such a wreck he admitted everything—including catching the cat that was nailed to Matt’s door—as long as the cops promised to keep “the freak” away from him. “What the fuck is he?” Roan could hear him screeching from the room down the hall. “He ain’t human!” He didn’t know what answers the cops gave him, if any.

Seb had recovered his SIG Sauer, and since it hadn’t been fired, he gave it back to him. Before he could leave, Gordo pulled him aside, into a quiet part of the lobby between the vending machines and a more private waiting room. Gordo looked uncomfortable for a long moment, as if he wasn’t sure how to say what he wanted to say, but Roan just let him squirm. He wasn’t going to help him; he honestly didn’t want to know what he was going to tell him. Finally, Gordo spit it out. “Are you… all right?”

He shrugged. “Coupla bruises. I’ve had worse.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. I mean… you’re in control, right? This isn’t your… it’s not that point of the viral cycle, is it?”

He didn’t want to say “that time of the month,” did he? Not to a man, at any rate. “No. Why? What did you see?”

Gordo glanced away nervously, rubbed his mouth as if he suddenly needed a smoke or a drink. When he looked back at Roan, it was with great trepidation. “You really have no idea what happened to you?”

“I felt it—I couldn’t see it.”

Sikorski sighed heavily, his breath reeking of coffee. “Well, your eyes, they were… something happened to the pupils. They were barely there and they weren’t exactly round. And your face was… the veins were standing out on your neck and cheeks, and it looked like your jaw was… it didn’t look right. Your teeth looked… bigger. It’s hard to explain. It wasn’t too dramatically different, it was just… bizarre. I mean, you didn’t look like a wolf man or something, it was just… incorrect. If you get what I mean.”

He remembered feeling the muscles in his face twitch, but he didn’t remember feeling the teeth change, or his jaw. But as long as his jaw didn’t break or dislocate, he probably wouldn’t have known if it had changed. If the lion’s teeth started to come out, he’d have felt the pain, tasted the blood… but he was gone on adrenaline, and he did taste blood, didn’t he? But he chalked that up to the choking. Had his jaw actually shifted? Had the teeth started to come out? The thought panicked Roan, mainly because he really hadn’t felt it. He had the urge to touch his jaw, but he fought it down. He had seen it in the mirror—it looked normal, except suddenly he had some stubble coming back. Maybe the hair growth came with the partial change.

Roan still didn’t escape clean. He was almost out the doors when Matt shouted his name. He turned with great reluctance, not sure what he was going to say, not sure he wanted to hear it anyway. Matt had fresh stitches in his cheek, but very slender bandages patched up the cut on his throat. His eye was now a deep purplish black, swollen until it was half shut, but his fully open eye had the light glaze of good painkillers. Matt didn’t say anything as he approached; he just suddenly hugged Roan, nearly collapsing in his arms. “Thank you,” he said quietly. He was afraid he was going to start to cry, but Matt managed to keep it down to a couple of sniffles, the drugs keeping him on an even keel. When Matt let him go, he attempted to smile, but failed. Admiration shone in Matt’s eyes, and it made Roan’s skin want to crawl off and find a nice, quiet hiding place. 

“I owe you my life.”

“No, you don’t,” Roan countered, not unkindly. “Just do me a favor, and stay away from the crackheads.”

He nodded, wiping errant tears away with the back of his hand. Matt looked at him with something akin to wonder; he was no longer freaked out by what he’d seen. Roan wondered if it was the drugs, the puppy crush, or a combination of the two. “I got that lesson, believe me. Look, if I can ever do something for you—”

“You’ll be the first to know,” he replied, quickly turning and heading for the door. He really didn’t want to face either gratitude or a come-on at this point. “I know where you work.”

Matt waved at him as he went, and he felt somewhat bad for him. He bet Matt was just the type of guy who habitually dated fucked-up men; he probably tried to “save” them and then wondered why it never worked. If he thought he’d actually listen, Roan would have told him that you were lucky to save yourself in this life, but he didn’t think he would. The codependent never did.

On the drive home he let PJ Harvey rage for him and The Dead Milkmen be snarky for him as he tried to clear his head and think of nothing, just let the music fill it. He dumped his bloody shirt and jacket in the first Dumpster he saw, trading them for a clean green T-shirt and a dark windbreaker from the kit. Would Paris notice? It was possible, as he was the more fashion sensible between them, but he was hoping he could get away with it.

As it was, he caught a break. He got home to find Paris had fallen asleep on the couch watching television. As he came in, Paris was sprawled loosely on the sofa, one arm draped over the side and touching the carpet, a rerun of South Park playing on the screen. That just reminded him that some of the cops—supposedly behind his back, but still rather obviously—used to refer to him bitchily as “Big Gay Roan.” That pissed him off so much that one day he just wanted to show up wearing nothing but pink satin hot pants and a T-shirt reading “Ass Bandit.” Of course he didn’t—(like he’d ever wear satin hot pants! He just didn’t have the legs for them)—but the “stairs” incident had happened only a month later, so he never really got a chance to refine his plan.

He got out of his jeans and tossed them in the washer, glad Paris would never get a chance to discover the bloodstains, and went upstairs to shower and shave off the new stubble, as well as trim off about two inches of his hair, which also looked a bit longer and bushier than before. (It could have been his imagination, but he just wasn’t sure.)

He was okay—he was human. And it was a very poorly lit area of the parking lot; maybe what Gordo, Seb, and Leonard thought they saw they didn’t really see. His pupils had probably contracted drastically due to the sudden brightness of the flashlights, and as for the veins standing out… sure, that probably happened when his muscles changed. It was easy to explain, and that thing with his teeth… no, damn it, he would have felt that, and there would have been more blood in his mouth. It wasn’t that the teeth changed when you transformed more than an entire new set grew in over the old—you essentially had two rows of teeth, more like sharks than cats. And it fucking hurt, and since it cut your gums to shit, it always bled a lot. That’s why you always woke up after a transformation tasting blood, your gums as sore as if a dental hygienist with a pick and a grudge had just gotten through with you. Maybe his jaw had distended slightly, which might look pretty weird, but there was no way his teeth had started to come in.

Although it was odd to wake someone up to get them to bed, he did just that. Paris asked him how it went, and he told him an acceptable bullshit story about a sloppy crime scene but a relatively quick arrest. He also told him that the cops had discovered Matt had a stalker and that he and his friend had shot him out of jealousy or because he’d shoved Matt out of the way of the bullet. Either way, they were both in custody, and Par seemed so relieved by it that he felt guilty for leaving so much out.

But obviously not that guilty, as he fell asleep while Par was brushing his teeth. Adrenaline crash could be a dramatic thing.

He dreamed he was running, the street disappearing beneath his feet as if it ceased to exist the moment he was done with it, the view changing unpredictably from low to the ground to higher above, but his speed and his gait never changed. He loped past apartment buildings so tall they seemed to be propping up the canopy of the sky, which had the odd, washed-out, blue half-light of a false dawn. The buildings soon gave way to open fields, although the stinging scent of wet asphalt, exhaust, and too many humans bedeviled him, haunted him like a bad memory, following him into the tall grass where their smell should have brushed away. His muscles stretched and his lungs pulled in air like bellows, but there was no tiring, no pain of exertion; only exhilaration, as if he was free from his cage at last. Finally there was the scent of water and earth, of compost and chlorophyll, but the smell of the human lingered. It was rank and fetid, sweat and blood and fear and sex and rage, and he realized dimly that the scent was clinging to him. He was the scent, and it disgusted him.

With no transition at all, he’d gone from the razor-blade grass to a home, a staircase he climbed with the softest steps, and he realized that a new scent was pulling him, something familiar and welcome, something that made his stomach feel like it was full of fluttering birds. Once again he was simply there, standing over Paris, asleep on the bed, the sheets and blanket tangled around his waist and legs like a partially constructed cocoon. His flesh was warm, the blood beneath a slow but steady roar, and he put his head on his chest and listened to that heart thumping away inside its rib cage, something in its rhythm suggesting a desire to get out and run. Paris touched his face, ran his hand through his hair and held on, while lifting his own head and baring his throat to him. Roan kissed the skin, tasting the salt of it, feeling the pulse of a vein beneath his lips, and then bit deep, his fangs sinking into Paris’s neck and the blood roaring from Paris into his mouth, slaking the thirst that had turned his own throat into sandpaper.

Roan instantly woke up, his own subconscious emergency eject system kicking in—he’d had enough nightmares in his life that he’d taught himself to wake up once his dreams turned terrible, although it didn’t always work as quick as he hoped—and he had to check that Par was alive and breathing and had an intact throat. Paris’s back was to him, curled up in a semi-fetal position, hogging almost all the covers (as usual), his breathing deep and regular.

He stumbled off to the bathroom, and stared at himself in the mirror over the sink, trying to will the animal inside him to make an appearance. It didn’t, but he knew that it was in there somewhere, a shadow behind his eyes. “If you touch Paris, if you hurt him, this is over,” he snarled to his own reflection. He made a gun of his thumb and forefinger and shoved them beneath his chin at just the right angle, so that if it were a real gun, pulling the trigger would have blasted off the top of his skull. “Bang—our brains all over the ceiling. Heal that, asshole.”

If he was wrong, if there was no actual beast, then he was simply talking to himself. But that was okay, as his other self clearly needed the message anyway.

Was he a lion who dreamed he was a man or man who dreamed he was a lion?

Oh fuck it. He hated bullshit questions like that anyway.

 

 

WHEN HE woke up, the sunlight streaming in through the window and the birds singing so noisily outside he felt like roaring out the window to make them shut up, he had a single moment of panic, since he was alone. But the smells of coffee and toast were wafting up from downstairs, and any momentary fear that the beast was as naturally contrarian as he was faded away.

Roan wandered downstairs in only his sweatpants, deciding he’d rather see that Paris was genuinely okay and didn’t think anything was strange about him before bothering to get dressed for the day. What the hell was he doing today anyway? He could do some more checking on Barlow, maybe run that skip trace, but he had hit a dead end on leads as far as the killer went. Since all of this could be done on computer he didn’t need to show up at the office; he could just stay home in his sweatpants.

He had to admit it—sometimes this job was pretty damn good.

One of the most annoying things about Paris was that he was often a “morning person,” one of those people who were inexplicably awake and happy to be so, full of energy and pep even without an intravenous caffeine drip. Roan personally wanted to beat all those freaky people with a sock full of wood screws, so of course his boyfriend would turn out to be one of them—that was just how the world worked. Paris was as happy and chirpy as the birds outside and had decided to make French toast for breakfast. He made gourmet-style French toast too, perhaps reflective of his better-than-middle-class background, no thin slices of regular white bread for him. He got actual baguettes and sliced them thick, so a single piece of his French toast was about the size of a pancake stack at an IHOP, and on top of that he dusted them with a cinnamon/nutmeg/powdered sugar mixture and brought out the “real” maple syrup, which he always bought in Canada, because he said the American stuff was shit. (“Vermont can kiss my ass.”) It was another thing Paris was inexplicably passionate about, but who really cared since his French toast rocked?

Paris told him a couple of interesting things during breakfast. Namely that a deliveryman had brought a coffee basket from Starbucks this morning, which had a small note on it that simply said Thanks. Paris thought it was very sweet that he was getting gift baskets from the puppy, but he wondered if it wasn’t time to start dusting off the restraining order. Paris was just kidding, of course, but he really hoped Matt didn’t do that again.

The other interesting thing was the plate run on Barlow. Keisha had done it when she got in that morning, and it turned up the fact that Barlow had gotten himself a parking ticket over a week ago back on Pine Street. What was interesting about that? It was issued the day before Melissa Prescott was murdered—and she lived on Park Street, which was just over from Pine. Son of a bitch; they’d just placed him in the area prior to the shooting. He was sure that Barlow wasn’t doing any of the dirty work… but it didn’t mean he couldn’t scout. Still, it was circumstantial at best, and he could always claim he wasn’t driving the car; his wife or one of his kids could have been, or at least he could say that.

Which made him suddenly wonder how old Barlow’s kids were.

Paris didn’t know, so Roan interrupted his breakfast to go get his laptop and have a look. Tim had a ten-year-old daughter, Sierra, and a seventeen-year-old son, Troy. What did Troy think of his Dad’s anti-cat feelings? Was he sucked up in it too? Would Tim groom his own son as a “soldier” for the cause? It’d be interesting to find out.

Roan had gotten a bit complacent, though, and while he was helping Paris load up the dishwasher, Par gasped and grabbed him, turning his back toward him. “Oh my God! Where did you get those?”

He tried to look over his own shoulder, but was kind of limited. “Get what? Don’t tell me I have a tattoo.”

“I wish. These are some very ugly bruises.” He brushed his fingertips lightly low on his back, and Roan felt a tiny ache at even that gentle pressure. Oh shit, he should have worn a shirt—he forgot all about the kidney punches Sam had given him. (And why? Did he not piss some blood this morning? Jesus, sometimes he was a moron.) “Do they hurt? Who did this to you?”

“Well… I kinda helped apprehend my shooter last night,” he said, settling on a partial truth. “He didn’t go quietly.”

Paris let him go, if only to scowl at him. “And you were going to tell me this when?”

“Possibly never, if I could at all avoid it.”

The evil look he got from Paris presaged a lecture (he knew it by heart), but before he could start, the phone rang, and Roan lunged for it like a lifeline. He didn’t get saved by the bell often, but when it happened, he was glad about it.

It took him a moment to recognize the caller, who was on a cell phone with a semi-crappy connection. It was Juan Marquez, the exterminator who was Patrick Farley’s neighbor. He prefaced his statement with lots of hesitation, saying he’d thought of something but it was kind of stupid and probably not important, but Roan coaxed him into telling him what he had just thought of. “So yesterday there was a UPS guy at the apartment,” he said, with an almost constant crackle in the background. “And he parked his truck right out front, in what’s s’posed to be the fire lane. All the UPS and FedEx guys park there; they just run in and run out, so no one thinks too much about it, know what I mean? But the day before Patrick got capped, I came home from work and saw a UPS guy in the lobby, where all our mailboxes are. But I didn’t see a truck out front; I didn’t see a truck anywhere. They’re pretty distinctive, ya know, hard to miss, but there was just the guy. I thought it was weird at the time, but I really didn’t think about it until I saw the UPS guy yesterday. You said to call you if I thought of anything strange around the time Pat was killed, so I thought I should.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it.” And he really did: a fake UPS guy. Motherfucker, that was perfect. Who else could get slightly paranoid, stranger-wary infecteds to open a door? And who, when asked if they saw someone strange, would ever report seeing a UPS guy? They weren’t strange, even if seen leaving a recent crime scene.

This was why you canvassed people in person, in the hopes you could gain the trust of a good witness, one who would make your job infinitely easier. He asked Paris to put the scolding on hold while he called Murphy, and she was a little grumpy, as New Horizons was going to make them take them to court to get the list of clients. She asked him to go talk to them, thinking they’d be more amenable to someone like them. He decided to overlook the “someone like them” comment, the slight edge to it, as they were both a “them” in other people’s contexts, both being homosexual. Also cops (admittedly, him formerly).

He was tempted to start chanting, “One of us, one of us,” but she sounded like she might have him arrested if he did.

After getting off the line with her, not committing one way or the other about talking to the New Horizons people, he started searching through their entire list of suspects—and honestly there were quite a few, including all the names of the Humanity First people they’d managed to uncover—and to speed up the process he divided the list in half, with Paris volunteering to do the other half. What he was looking for was someone who worked in any kind of mail-delivery capacity: UPS, post office, FedEx, courier even. He didn’t think the killer just pulled the whole UPS angle out of his ass. Yes, it was brilliant, but he had a feeling he knew that from personal experience, from the way people reacted in such a blasé manner to his arrival. If that didn’t pan out, he was willing to go to delivery professions of less “official” capacity—pizza guys and newspaper deliverers, if necessary—but he thought the connection would grow tenuous to the breaking point by then.

It would have been nice if he’d gotten a hit right away, but things like that rarely happened outside of cop shows. It took them hours of sitting in front of their respective computers, until their butts went numb, but they got two solid hits and a partial third. Reese Campbell, the copy shop manager who had hosted the Humanity First recruiting meeting for “Kevin,” had worked at the post office for six years before quitting and going off on the career path that led him to Kinko’s; Jordan DeSoto, Mia DeSoto’s brother (Eli’s quasi-girlfriend), worked at FedEx as a delivery driver before being fired for being drunk on the job (classy); Noah Hammond, Karen Hammond’s oldest son, worked as a bicycle messenger downtown.

So much for the lazy day half-dressed in front of the computer. These guys had all vaulted into the best-bets category, and if any of them were expert computer hackers, that would pretty much cement them as the only suspect. The only one who had been on their radar at all was Reese; he’d discarded the DeSotos for now since he wasn’t terribly interested in getting between Eli and his bitter current girlfriend, and only Paris had followed up on the Hammonds in any respect.

They needed to get on these guys and start narrowing them down now. Roan called the Kinko’s and asked to speak to the manager; he put it on speaker, and as soon as a man responded, hung up. Paris confirmed that was Reese’s voice. So they knew where he was and where Reese would most likely be for the next few hours. This left Jordan and Noah up for grabs.

Jordan was currently unemployed, although he apparently functioned as something of a handyman around the church (a sop thrown by Eli to his girlfriend, surely), and Roan called the service Noah worked for and confirmed he was working today. What was left now was checking these men out, staking them out, and trailing them if necessary. Nothing too intensive, just enough to see if there was even a smidgen of possibility they were cold-blooded murderers.

There was no choice in the matter. Roan was too well-known at the church, and his hanging around would cause obvious consternation; Paris was generally liked there, and no one made a big deal about him working for a detective agency, whereas Eli and Stovak liked to point out Roan was a “failed cop.” Paris was the only one who could observe Jordan without too much suspicion. That left Roan chasing around the city after a bicycle messenger, and that was going to be a shitload of fun.

They worked out possible covers and stories, how often they were going to keep in touch, and Paris left first, giving him a quick kiss before grabbing his leather jacket and heading out to the GTO, with the warning that they were going to talk about last night later. (Roan was taking the bike, damn it, as it only made sense if he was going to be chasing after a guy on another type of bike.) Roan changed into nondescript clothes, shoving as much of his hair up in his Toronto Maple Leafs cap as possible, and dug out a pair of deep black Ray-Bans to hide his eyes. He couldn’t take the recon kit with him on the bike, so he was just going to have to do his best not to get noticed.

But he found himself wondering about something. Downtown area. It was a long shot, but sometimes they were all you had.

He called Matt’s apartment, and his roommate told him he was staying at a friend’s place because he was so freaked out about last night. But the roommate gave him the number of where Matt was staying (at the apartment of a woman named Candy), and he called it. It was Matt who picked up, and when he heard it was Roan, he went from sounding slightly irritated to frighteningly cheerful.

Before he could get started on some digressive ramble that would probably sidetrack into profuse thank yous, Roan asked him if they got a lot of bike messengers at Starbucks. Matt scoffed. “Are you kidding? Shit yeah, those guys are comin’ in all the time. Not that I’m complaining, ’cause some of them look pretty good in those shorts, y’know.”

“I bet. You know any by name?”

“Some of ’em, yeah. They’re mostly straight, though, so it’s casual.”

“You don’t know one named Noah, do you?”

“No.” He paused suddenly. “But I think he’s that creepy guy that I sometimes see with Elvez.”

“Elvez?”

“Oh, that’s what we call him; I think his real name’s Adam or something, but we all call him Elvez ’cause he looks kinda like a Spanish Elvis, y’know?”

Cute. “Is Noah a regular?”

“No, he never comes in. We see him standing outside the window with his bike, but it’s always Elvez who comes in. I don’t know why. I just figured that maybe he had some kind of dislike of Starbucks commercially, but would still drink the coffee if someone bought it for him.”

“But Elvez is a regular.”

“Fuck yeah, every single weekday, although Noah’s only with him about half the time. Venti skinny double-shot espresso.”

“What time does Elvez show up? Does he have a regular time?”

Matt snorted humorously. “Of course he does. He usually stops in, like, at a quarter to one on the dot, unless traffic’s really shitty or he had a job way the hell on the other side of the city.”

He glanced at his watch and realized he could actually beat Elvez there if he made tracks now. “Thanks, Matt. Oh, and thanks for the gift, but stop sending me stuff. I just did my job, okay? I appreciate the gesture, but it feels weird.”

“Your job? You’re not a cop. Since when is helping me part of your job?” Okay, that was a point for him. “Few people have ever stuck their neck out for me. I really appreciate it, y’know.” He paused briefly, then asked, “This stuff about that Noah guy—is this related to Ashley’s case at all?”

“You know I can’t tell you that.”

“Y’know that sounds like a yes to me.”

“Can’t do anything about that. Stay out of trouble.” He then hung up and dry-washed his face before grabbing a brown canvas jacket and heading out to the garage.

Either Ashley’s murder was pure coincidence, or the killer had had more casual contact with at least one of the victims than they had been aware of until now. For some reason, that wasn’t a comforting thought.
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Digging the Grave

 

FOR A stakeout on a suspected killer, it was surprisingly civilized.

Rainbow—just the woman he wanted to see—intercepted him almost immediately, and the two of them ended up sitting on the wicker chairs at the far end of the front porch, drinking chamomile mango tea and discussing how long Jordan DeSoto had worked for them. Rainbow was aware Roan was working for Eli in some capacity related to the threats he had received, but she didn’t know much beyond that, and Paris didn’t go out of his way to illuminate things for her. It wasn’t personal—how could you not like Rainbow?—but if Eli had actually wanted her to know he’d have told her. Also, it was an open case and all that. He actually wasn’t sure how Roan applied these rules, but he could fake it if he had to.

According to Rainbow, Jordan was a good groundskeeper, but he seemed to have a troubled relationship with his sister and the church alike. He didn’t seem to like infecteds much, and he didn’t like that Eli was dating his sister, but he needed the job, and he wasn’t rude or mean to anyone. He just kept to himself a lot and didn’t really socialize. As if on cue, Paris heard a mechanical roar somewhere in the back, slowly growing louder (closer), and he judged it to be a lawnmower. Good old Jordan was taking advantage of a rare sunny day to mow the grounds—lucky him. Paris asked if they kept records of the days he worked and the days he didn’t, and she said Eli had all the time sheets.

Chamomile mango tea actually tasted quite nice, but it went through him like a bullet train, and he had to duck inside to use the bathroom. Had he been aware before now that the church had Italian tile in its bathrooms? He was sure he’d have remembered a detail like that. He was washing his hands at the sink, and after noticing that they had those blue LED things attached to the tap so the water came out looking neon blue (now he knew who bought shit like that), he noticed he looked a little flushed. He stared at himself in the mirror a moment, wondering if the lighting just had a reddish tinge to it, but then he listened to his heart; he could hear it pounding in his ears, feel it making his chest vibrate like a hollow drum, and he wondered why this was happening so soon.

Roan had his secrets, and he knew it. He didn’t want to tell Paris he’d got in a fight last night, probably because he’d partially transformed, or because his life was in genuine danger, or both. But Paris had a secret of his own. His last routine checkup, typical after he went through his viral cycle, his doctor had had some news for him that wasn’t that shocking but was still depressing. She told him, very kindly, that she had detected a heart murmur and suspected the blood flow to his heart was now being affected. He was tiger strain and approaching thirty—it wasn’t a surprise. Heart valve problems and blood flow irregularities were common with tiger strain; according to his doctor, it was usually the valves that went first, and aortic dissection killed many a tiger. She was very kind: she’d said it was “early days” and was probably not going to be a real problem for up to a year; all he had to do was watch that he didn’t exercise too strenuously and expect some heart palpitations (although she’d advised him to come in if they started to get really frequent or really bad). She suspected that he wouldn’t notice until he was near the high point of his viral cycle.

He hadn’t told Roan. He’d told him he got a clean bill of health and praised his continued luck. Roan was relieved and held him for the longest time, so long he felt horrible for lying to him. But he didn’t want Ro to worry or, worse yet, coddle him somehow. So what if he was on borrowed time? He had been since he’d contracted this virus and since he’d met Roan.

Which was the funny thing… funny in a bitterly ironic sort of way. He’d never been brave enough to commit suicide, but he still chased death, afraid of this thing inside him. And when he met Roan, he had almost achieved his goal, although he was unaware of it. Roan knew he smelled like he was in the transition phase, but he also thought he smelled sick. After he spent the night in the police transformation tank, Roan took him to this special clinic that was for the treatment of infecteds with other medical problems. It had a waiting list, but Roan knew the right people and got him in. He had pneumonia, apparently, and according to the doctors who saw him, he was suffering from malnutrition. Which sounded insane, but apparently due to his wonky metabolism he didn’t have enough fat in his body to tolerate another transition, and he was one or two away from a fatal heart attack or organ malfunction. By that time he was too medicated to say “Let it happen,” and he’d stayed in that clinic for weeks while they cured his pneumonia and got him back up to fighting strength. By that time he’d figured out he wanted to live, as Roan had visited him as often as he could, brought him books (from his own collection, which he didn’t know at the time), and sometimes called to talk to him when he was on boring stakeouts, just to have the company, and somewhere in all those days Paris had fallen in love with him, although he wasn’t sure when. It just sort of struck him one day that he loved him, and rather than being shocking, it struck him as bizarrely commonplace. Who couldn’t love a guy like him? Besides, he’d given him his life back, and love was the least possible response.

But that was how life tripped you up, wasn’t it? As soon as you were content with what you had, it took it away. He was glad to have some semblance of a life, and now the walls were closing in, and the death he had chased had now turned around and was charging at him. He could have been angry about it or depressed, but mostly he was just weary. It was almost too predictable.

He closed his eyes and took deep breaths through his nose, letting them out slowly through his mouth, trying to get his heart to just slow the fuck down. That was much harder to will than you would have thought. Maybe he’d had too much sugar and caffeine this morning.

He splashed cold water on his face and rubbed it in, hoping to absorb it through his pores, and he thought his heart rate finally went down. He hoped his face was less flushed, but he wasn’t sure.

Roan had told him about the narrow side hall leading to Eli’s pretentious private office, so he slipped down it, coming to a huge door that he knocked on quite loudly. He thought he heard the strains of SportsCenter leaking through the cracks. “Who is it?” Eli shouted in reply.

Paris didn’t answer. He turned the knob, found the door unlocked, and walked in. He found Eli sitting on an overstuffed sofa, watching a flat-screen TV hidden within an open cabinet, drinking a Coors Light. He looked at him, indignation twisting his features, but when he realized who had just barged in he paused himself mid-rise and sat back down on the couch, grabbing the remote and bringing the volume down. “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.

“And good afternoon to you too,” Paris replied cheerfully. “I need the time sheets of Jordan DeSoto for the last month and a half.”

He loved the way Eli looked at him, like he was the millipede he’d just found in his chicken salad. He still hadn’t forgiven him for threatening to lock him in the cage with his tiger, had he? Well, he hoped Eli knew that offer was still on the table. “Why Jordan? McKichan can’t be suspicious of that… loser.”

“You don’t like him.”

It wasn’t a question, but Eli treated it as such. “He’s a terminal fuck-up.” Paris entertained the idea of telling Eli that his own brother actually thought of him that way, but decided there wasn’t a point. He wasn’t sure Eli had a sense of irony. Or humor. Or dress sense, judging from his unfortunate choice of beige Dockers and a pale pink short-sleeved shirt. He still had the slightly spiky Eurotrash hair going on too, which just didn’t go with anything from the neck down. Every time he saw him, Eli brought home the fact that he had much more money than sense.

He levered himself off the couch, leaving his beer and remote behind, and walked over to a desk that looked like it was made for a grown-up, not Eli. He started working on his computer, but didn’t sit down.

“So why did you hire him if he’s such a fuck-up?”

He snorted derisively. “I know you play for the other team now, but you can’t be that stupid.”

Paris smirked at his snide little comment, but he suddenly realized his head felt very light, like someone was pumping it full of hydrogen, and the room started a slow but obvious tilt. He sat on the arm of the sofa before the dizziness could fully overwhelm him. “To make Mia happy.”

“More like to shut her up, but same difference. She thought maybe I could put in a good word for him with Tom, get him in one of his businesses, but she apparently doesn’t understand our relationship.”

Tom was his much more respectable brother, and as far as Paris knew, they barely talked before Eli had managed to get himself infected. Now that he was genuinely infected, Tom probably didn’t take his calls for any reason. “Is he good at his job?”

Eli shrugged and started to print out the documents. “A chimp could mow a lawn.”

“Wow. You should slap that on his résumé.”

He glared at him. “He’s hungover when he isn’t drunk, and he’s a total bastard in any state. If he wasn’t Mia’s brother, I’d have fired his ass already.”

“He doesn’t like infecteds or just you?”

Eli sighed heavily, glancing at the TV instead of him. “Is there any difference?”

“A bit, yeah—you’re not every infected. Does he blame you for Mia’s infection?”

Eli’s neck stiffened, and it was clear he was trying not to react to that. “Mia was infected before she got here, so I don’t see how he could.”

“But he hates your fucking guts.”

Another shrug, but far too deliberate to be casual. “Probably. He’s an ungrateful bastard.” He checked the printouts, which continued. There must have been five pages already.

Over dinner last night, before he went to meet with Barlow, Roan had told him he didn’t think the person threatening Eli and the killer were one and the same. Roan figured that since the killer was framing Eli, he wouldn’t kill him off, and then there was the fact that the killer hadn’t warned anyone else with a threatening note before doing the deed, so why would Eli warrant one? As far as Ro was concerned—and Paris agreed with him—someone was taking advantage of the killings to put the fear of God into Eli. A spurned lover, perhaps, or an irate brother of a lover. But as soon as they told Eli he was probably just the victim of harassment and not being stalked by an actual killer, he’d stop funding the investigation. So they weren’t going to tell him right away.

There was the question of how the harasser knew of the killings, but that was simple enough, at least according to Roan: Eli knew. He knew as soon as Patrick was shot, and he probably mentioned it to someone, but he didn’t care about the killings until he himself was threatened. So much for caring about “his people,” but neither of them were shocked that Eli was a selfish hypocrite.

Outside he could hear the hum of the lawnmower, but Eli had flimsy yellow curtains drawn over the window, letting in light but blocking out most of the heat and any prying eyes. Staring at the yellow light made him feel even dizzier, although he didn’t know why.

The printing finally stopped, and Eli gathered up the pages, bringing them over to him. As soon as he came within arm’s reach, he made to grab the papers, but paused, making Eli stand there uncomfortably close to him. “Is there a garden shed? Somewhere where Jordan gets his tools?”

“Yeah, out back, past the gazebo.”

He took the papers. “I didn’t even know you had a gazebo.”

“No reason you should.” He’d turned away, but Paris heard the sneer in his voice.

Just for a laugh, he growled low in his throat, and Eli jumped, startled, turning around so fast he nearly gave himself whiplash. Paris grinned at him, all teeth and ill will, as he managed to stand and not fall over. “Don’t fuck with me, Eli. Roan isn’t the only one who can bust your balls.”

Eli’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “Aren’t you fags supposed to be effeminate?”

Ooh, he’d used the “f” word. He wouldn’t do that in front of Roan, but he felt it was safe to use in front of the bi. What, he didn’t think he would be offended? Paris took a couple of steps toward him, saying nothing, and Eli suddenly realized he might have made a mistake, eyes widening slightly as he took a corresponding number of steps back, bumping into his own desk. “Do I look effeminate to you?” Paris waited for him to respond, but when he didn’t, he prompted, “Well, do I?”

Eli finally understood it wasn’t a rhetorical question. “No, no, of course not.”

“Goddamn right. I’m a fucking tiger, Eli, and we don’t take shit from little pussycats like you. And get that word out of your vocabulary before I’m forced to smash your face in. We’re only your employees until we solve this case, and then it’s open season on you again, bud. Keep that in mind.”

He nodded hastily, clearly wanting to say something nasty but too scared to do so. Paris had height and muscle mass on him, and the reminder that he was a tiger—and the corresponding memory of threatening to lock him in the cage with it—made him shut the fuck up. He probably should have done that two minutes ago.

He left Eli’s office and walked through the church’s main building, passing through several “sitting rooms,” a dining room that was mostly for show, and the sterile, stainless-steel-heavy kitchen before finding a back door he could actually leave through. He folded up the papers as best he could and shoved them in his pocket, where they fit very awkwardly but would do. He was still light-headed, but now it was kind of pleasant; it was almost like a contact high.

The “backyard” of the church was almost a solid acre, which was impressive for a city location. It was walled off by a seven-foot-high wooden fence, stained to a warm reddish-brown. The lawn was as smooth and weed-free as a golf course, with small, highly landscaped little islands, usually following a theme: one was filled with roses in all hues, another full of azaleas that were mostly in white and reds, another with various kinds of long ornamental grass. The gazebo was latticed and painted a bright white, big enough to hold a barbecue and several people to clean it, and just past a small, koi-stocked pond with a fountain that looked like a heap of rocks was a small shed. It was painted the same reddish-brown color as the fence, so it kind of blended in, but it looked so nice and new someone could have lived in it. Well, if it wasn’t the size of a walk-in closet.

There was a shiny new hasp and padlock, but both were open so he didn’t have to break them. Inside it looked just like a tool shed, with weed eaters, edgers, and other large tools lined up against the wall, with a variety of saws and clippers hanging up on the right side. There was a kind of utilitarian table set up against the far wall, where a huge tool kit sat, along with a couple of random tackle boxes. Jordan had left a scuffed brown leather jacket in here, right below the calendar picture of a hard-faced blonde with artificially inflated breasts in a red bikini that barely covered anything, and proved she’d had a full body wax.

The toolbox wasn’t locked, so he opened it up and had a look. It had the usual assortment of tools, all haphazardly placed and in varying states of wear, but when he removed the first level and started searching among the others, he found something interesting: a red permanent marker. The type that was used by the person who wrote “Your next” on the article about Ashley Cryer’s death? Since he could still hear the buzz of the lawnmower growing farther and farther away, he decided to search the pockets of the leather jacket. There was nothing in them but a half-filled pack of crumpled Marlboros and a cheap red plastic lighter. He must have kept his wallet with him.

He called Roan while he continued searching the levels of the toolbox. Roan picked up after the fourth ring. “How’s it going?” he asked, without preamble.

“Guess what I found in Jordan’s tool kit? A red marker.”

“Really? That wasn’t very smooth of him.”

“There’s also a stack of newspaper in the back corner, for recycling, I imagine.”

“I imagine. I’m going to guess he’s not a bright guy.”

Paris found what looked like a small aerosol bottle, but something wasn’t right about it. He screwed off the cap and caught a whiff of strong whiskey. “He drinks a lot. How are things with you?”

“Well, I’m standing in the lobby of a bank, watching a bike messenger called Elvez and Noah drink lattes at an outdoor table at the Starbucks across the street.”

“Why are you standing in a bank?”

“The windows are mirrored; they can’t see me watching them through binoculars.”

Made sense. “And the tellers haven’t called the cops on you yet?”

“You won’t believe this, but the security guard’s an old cop I used to know. We didn’t get along, mind you, but he knows I’m a detective, and he told the others I’m harmless. So I’m being tolerated.”

Paris had finally gotten to the lowest level of the tool kit, and beside a plumber’s wrench was a red, grease-stained rag. It looked to be covering something, so he pulled at it, only to find it weighted down. “So nothing of note yet?”

Roan sighed in a way that suggested he had hoped something—anything—would happen. “Not really. I’ve been trying to lip read, but it’s harder than it looks. So, what do you want for dinner tonight? Should I pick something up?”

Man—you knew a stakeout was unbelievably boring when he started thinking about dinner. But Paris smiled, remembering the time he was in the hospital, and Roan had started talking about this crazy Greek restaurant he’d take him to as soon as he was out of there. He’d kept his word too; he did, and the place was even more fucking nuts than he’d said. It was like a living Monty Python sketch. When it burned down a couple of months after that, it was sad, but not really a surprise. That was the place where he’d first tried ouzo, which he never really acquired a taste for, and where he’d first kissed Roan in public, which he did acquire more of a taste for. “I’ll be done sooner than you. I should probably do the picking up.”

“Fine, but no tofu. Stop that.”

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.”

“Look, we’re cats, okay? Carnivores. Don’t make me smack you.”

He snorted humorously. “You wouldn’t even have known it was tofu if I didn’t—” He paused sharply as he finally loosened the rag and pulled it free of the thing weighing it down.

“What?” All the lightness in Ro’s tone had fled as he sensed something was wrong.

“Jordan has a gun in his tool case.” Paris stared at it, trying to figure out what it was. He didn’t know his weapons like Roan, so all he could say for sure was it was a compact black handgun. He supposed if he picked it up he could figure out what it was, but even he knew the first rule of finding a weapon that may have been used in a crime was you never fucking touched it. Let the forensic guys and the cops do that. “I thought it was grease on the rag he wrapped it in, but it’s gun oil. It’s been cleaned recently.”

“Get out of there now,” Roan said, his voice all business. “I’ll call Murphy, have her send out some blues. Do you have his time sheets?”

“Yeah.” He threw the rag over the gun and started putting the toolbox back together. This wasn’t proof Jordan was the killer—all it proved was he hid a gun in his tool kit. Why? Maybe he really was planning to kill Eli. Maybe he wanted him to stew in his own juices for a bit before taking him out. Or maybe there was a very good reason he couldn’t think of right at the moment.

“Check them. Was he working the day Ashley was killed?”

Paris headed out of the tool shed and was walking across the back lawn before he bothered to check. He wedged the phone between his shoulder and ear and unfolded the papers. That info was on the last page, and as he checked, he felt a sudden twinge of anxiety, and his heart decided to do laps around his chest again. He wished he could tell it to stop that. “No, he wasn’t. It looks like he works maybe three days a week, if that.”

Roan started listing dates for him to check, and they were all negative: he was not at work at the times of any shootings. He was at work the day Eli was threatened, but he’d have to be to deliver the message, wouldn’t he?

Paris sat on the back steps of the church, listening to the distant hum of the mower out front, feeling his heart thump against his chest walls. “Is he our guy?”

Roan didn’t answer that right away. “It’s looking really bad for him at this rate. Let’s see what alibis he can come up with. Ballistics will be able to tell us if that’s the gun or not, and then it won’t matter if he gets the Pope to vouch for him, he’s fucked on toast.” There was a brief pause, followed by a distant, “Sorry ma’am. But he’s probably heard worse on the Internet.”

That made him smile. Ro’s apologies often sounded woefully insincere. “Cursing in front of children? What a bad influence you are.”

“I’m a rebel,” he replied, deadpan, and Paris found it hard not to laugh. Roan paused, long enough to get serious on him. “You okay?”

He knew he meant here, sharing the grounds with a possible serial/spree killer (he really didn’t know how you parsed those definitions), but for a moment he wondered if Roan could hear his racing pulse over the phone. The lion was coming out more and more now, and Paris thought that Ro just didn’t realize the control he had there. He didn’t care if the cats in them were mindless creatures of pure instinct—he knew Roan. And he knew that his willpower could force the beast back down. Ro had a good shot at controlling it because he was a born fighter, and he bet the cat in him would back down if it really came to that. If Ro was afraid, it was probably mostly due to him being afraid of himself. Paris knew that the tiger was stronger than he was, in almost every sense of the term. He knew that in the battle between Ro and the lion, the lion didn’t have a shot in hell. But did Ro know that? Roan doubted, and Paris didn’t know why. His rare sense of insecurity rearing its ugly head, he supposed. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he lied, and rested his head down on his knees, assuming a crash position in hopes the dizziness would fade. He was glad these weren’t videophones. “Do we think Jordan could hack a system though? If he hated Eli so much he would frame him, why go through New Horizons? He could use his contacts here.”

Roan thought on that for a moment, and Paris could just picture that computer-like mind of his clicking away behind his eyes, considering theories and discarding them with a rapidity that would have made other investigators jealous. “Two possibilities,” he finally said. “One: he wanted to keep himself off the suspect list, and the more disconnected the killings were from the church, the better. Or two—and I admit, this one bugs the hell out of me, but may be more possible.”

“What?”

“He’s not working alone. There’s more than one killer.”

Paris wondered if the sudden nausea he felt was related to his erratic heart. Or maybe it was due to the fact that he was now wondering if Jordan had any connection at all with Humanity First. He bet as soon as Roan called Murphy he’d start checking that, because that was how he worked.

He hung up so Ro could call Murphy, and heard the hum of the lawnmower motor change, becoming louder, nearing him in a slow but deliberate manner. He sat up and waited for Jordan to come around the opposite side of the complex, which he did eventually. He probably wasn’t anyone’s preconceived idea of a crazed killer. He was of average height, maybe five seven at best, with short, wavy brown hair now plastered down to his scalp by sweat, and a slender but soft build that was shown off thanks to the fact that he was shirtless, only wearing worn jeans that sagged down toward his ass and showed a good inch of gray boxers, and overly expensive Nikes. He was also listening to an iPod, clipped to the front of his baggy jeans. His chest was underdeveloped to the point that it was almost concave, with a sparse, mangy smattering of brown hair dusted across it like fallen shreds of tobacco, and a doughy stomach that swelled ever so slightly, the promise of a beer belly just starting to grow. He was definitely the type of guy who should have kept his shirt on under any circumstances. Paris glanced at him as he pushed the lawnmower by, and while Paris gave him a tight but insincere smile, Jordan’s return glance was curiously hostile, thin lips curving down into a scythe of a scowl. He just didn’t like infecteds at all, did he?

He was just digging his own grave deeper and deeper. Paris supposed that he should get up and try to turn his charm on him, see if he could weasel some reason out of him before the cops came to take him away and dug their jackboots into his ribs.

But today, he just wasn’t feeling that kind.
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Ready to Fall

 

ROAN WANTED to go over to the church and see how things were going down, but he decided to stick with his surveillance because there was still something deeply suspicious about Noah Hammond.

Okay, that was hardly enough to go on. In fact, he’d be laughed out of the force if he was still a cop, so perhaps it was a good thing he wasn’t a cop anymore.

His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, as he’d set it to vibrate instead of ring, and he expected it to be Paris, catching him up on what was going on, but his screen showed him it was Matt. He almost didn’t answer, but if he didn’t tell this kid off now, he might never get the hint. “Matt,” he answered with an irritated sigh. “I can’t have you—”

“I know,” he interrupted hastily. “I know, I’m a total pain in the ass. But I got somethin’ for you.”

Save him from the amateur detectives. “What?”

“Noah’s real address. I called around, I know some guys who—”

“I have his address,” he interrupted, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “He lives at the trailer park with his mother.”

“No, he doesn’t. I mean, he gets his check there, he gives that as his official address, but it’s not true. It’s only his mail drop-off point, ’cause he doesn’t want anybody knowin’ where he actually stays, y’know. But he’s had Elvez over, and he told Trip about it.”

He was positive Matt wasn’t using again and just high on caffeine, right? “Trip?”

“Another bike messenger. It’s short for Tripod, which is—”

“I can guess where that came from,” Roan told him, digging his notebook out of his coat pocket. “Where is it that Noah supposedly lives?”

“Over on Jefferson, at a place called Sun Hill. Apartment 32.”

Even as Roan wrote it down, he found himself looking at it in disbelief. “Sun Hill on Jefferson Avenue?”

“That’d be it. You know it?”

“I’m surprised you don’t.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Almost as bad as Wildwood.” It was another tenement, and in fact it was just a mere two blocks down from the Wildwood. It was smaller and was on a block more known for its bars and convenience stores than its apartments, but if you wanted to live somewhere where no one noticed you engaging in illegal activities—ranging from drugs to prostitution to outright murder—that was the place you went. No one ever saw anything, even if it happened right in front of them. There was a high concentration of high-risk parolees there, as the landlord of Sun Hill, ironically, used to be one himself. (Admittedly it was back in the ’70s, but he still seemed a bit too creepy. His fondness for polyester shirts was unnatural.) “I know bike messengers don’t make much, but he’d be better off living in the trailer park than in that shithole. I don’t suppose Trip knows why Noah would be there.”

“Well, Elvez supposedly asked him about that, and Noah said he didn’t like living with his mom ’cause she was a total drunk and a slut and all sorts of shit like that. He said he got his mail there ’cause he still checks on his brother and sister, and he didn’t want them knowin’ where to find him.”

He wasn’t sure he followed that. “He doesn’t want his family to know where he lives?”

Matt clicked his tongue, like he was being stupid on purpose. “No—them. Y’know, the government and that sorta shit.”

“He’s a conspiracy nut?”

“I dunno, nobody’s quite sure. They think he might be born again, y’know, ’cause he has this, like, fundamentalist view on things. He doesn’t drink, he doesn’t smoke, he thinks all drug dealers and users should be executed, that sort of thing.”

Now Roan was very glad he’d stayed. It didn’t matter the religion—all extremism was bad, and most extremists could be convinced to commit violence with the right prompting. It wasn’t a huge leap from being intolerant to being deadly. Of course he was a cynic who believed everyone could become a killer, given the right circumstances, but that just meant he took too much of his work home with him.

Matt continued talking, which was par for the course. “He’s never been seen out on a date either, or ever talks about a girlfriend, y’know. Some think he may be gay but in the closet, but I think he’s just asexual, y’know? ’Cause he doesn’t set off my gaydar; he just sets off my ‘creepy straight guy-dar’… which doesn’t exactly sound right, but you know what I mean.”

“Because he seems to have no sex life or social life?”

“Right.”

“Which just supports the religious extremist supposition.” And did you have a lot of time to date when you were planning to murder a large group of people? Getting away with murder usually required some planning.

Matt seemed to pause for an abnormal amount of time. “I have no idea what that word was, but you sound very manly saying it.”

Roan chuckled, but he shouldn’t have. He didn’t want to encourage him. “Thanks, I try. Is it likely any of these friends of yours will tell Noah you were asking after him?”

Matt snorted, a partial laugh mixed with a scoff. “No. Even the guys that kinda like him find him creepy.”

“Does that include Elvez?”

“Oh yeah. He’s nice to everybody, y’know, but you can tell he isn’t sure what to make of him. Still, it isn’t like Noah has any other friends.”

At least that his work friends and other peripheral acquaintances knew of. He probably kept his lives separate, like a good boy.

He’d been watching Elvez and Noah throughout this conversation, but now he saw Noah grab for his cell phone like it was ringing, but he didn’t talk into it; he just looked at the screen, and his face went astonishingly blank. A text message? Roan guessed that whatever the message was, it didn’t make him happy, and he was struggling not to show it. If he was right, he expected Noah to make an excuse and leave, and it looked like that was exactly what he was doing. “Matt, I have to go. Thanks for your help, but stop it now. I don’t want to have to save your ass again.”

“Yes, Mom,” he said sarcastically, but he could hear the smile in his voice. “If this bastard killed Ash, nail him to the wall.”

“I intend to.” He flipped his phone shut and dropped it back in his pocket as Noah got up, leaving his coffee cup behind, and retrieved his bike. Roan’s binoculars were also the kind that folded up, so he was able to put those away and leave the bank just as Noah started pedaling north down the main drag. Roan figured he could follow on foot; he knew he had the stamina to run after him no matter how far he went, but then he’d be at the mercy of the traffic, and he’d be pretty conspicuous.

His bike was pretty conspicuous, in the sense that it was a motorcycle, and a very nice motorcycle at that, but it gave him the ability to be more mobile than a car in this traffic, especially while on the trail of a bike messenger. The trick was keeping far enough back that Noah—whom he had to assume was a paranoid sort—wouldn’t suspect he was being followed.

He tried to guess where Noah was heading based on his general direction, but he was shocked by where he actually went: the Kinko’s where Reese Campbell was the manager. Wasn’t that a coincidence?

He parked the bike in an alley beside the dollar teriyaki place, hiding it behind the rather smelly Dumpster, and strolled into the Kinko’s. (It wasn’t like either Reese or Noah knew who he was.) The copy place was surprisingly busy, but he recognized Reese right away—Amy Campbell had a chatty Facebook page full of pictures of herself, her husband, and some of her friends (surprisingly, she didn’t mention her politics either)—a bald man whose scalp had a sunburned, reddish tinge, and whose gut strained at his button-down white shirt. He was talking to Noah on the far side of the shop, a counter between them, their voices so hushed he couldn’t hear them over the noise of copying, faxing, and customers, but he could tell from their body postures that Noah was upset about something, and while Reese wasn’t happy either, he was trying to calm the boy down. He watched them from the corner of his eye as he pretended to be fascinated by the amount of paper colors available, and it suddenly occurred to him what might have upset Noah: Jordan had just been arrested. Could all three men be connected?

He could connect Reese to Barlow, and Noah to Barlow only through his mother, but Jordan was a nonstarter as far as they knew. Maybe a little more digging into his background was necessary. But Roan was uncomfortable with the conspiracy he was starting to smell here. The reason why most killers worked solo—beyond the obvious fact that serial murderers usually killed as some grotesque parody of intimacy—was the same reason vast conspiracies rarely existed: the more people involved, the more likely someone was to talk or to fuck up. Yet if there was a group behind the killings, plotting, planning, perhaps sharing gunman duties, it might explain why the cops had absolutely zero to go on. They were looking for a single killer, but in fact there was a group that had managed to plan its hits pretty well. But the thing about groups was there was often a fragile dynamic, and it was more than possible that yanking one of the people out could cause the whole thing to collapse.

The best-case scenario was they were able to hold Jordan for a while, he wouldn’t lawyer up immediately, and he broke and sang like a drunken American Idol contestant, but Roan knew better than to count on best-case scenarios. If he could make a solid connection here between Jordan and Barlow, he could call up Murphy, apologize profusely for running his own investigation on an active case, and turn it all over to her. He honestly didn’t care that he’d get no credit at all and might, in fact, get a lot of shit—he just wanted these fuckers stopped.

He was trying to work out how such a cabal might function as Noah finally left, and Reese turned and headed back into his office, looking sweaty and vaguely dyspeptic. It would make the most sense, efficiency-wise, if the duties were split: one to hack the New Horizons system and pick out the likely targets, another to scout and confirm targets (they had to have some knowledge of when these people were home, when they were alone, when their streets or apartment buildings weren’t so busy), another to drive, and the last to do the shooting. So a minimum of four people? Noah, Reese, Jordan, and… Barlow? The math tracked, but he wasn’t sure the people did. Who among them was a hacker? And who was the most likely triggerman?

He couldn’t follow Noah out instantly, so that pretty much meant he’d lost the tail, but not really. Matt—super-annoying puppy that he was—had given him Noah’s real, “secret” address. He had time to go home, trade the bike for the rental car, grab his laptop, and stakeout Sun Hill until Noah got home. And where he went after work might be a hell of a lot more illuminating than following him on his rounds through the city.

He felt his cell vibrate in his pocket on the drive home, but there was no way to use a bike and talk on a cell at the same time (well, maybe with one of those hands-free models, but he wasn’t sure how that would fit on his head along with the helmet), so he just let it go, figuring they’d call back if it was important. When it started buzzing a second time less than a minute later, he pulled off into a gas station and answered the phone.

It was Paris. “I just got the weirdest call from Barlow,” he said. Did he sound slightly breathless? Roan thought he had before. He was okay, wasn’t he?

“Weird how?”

“He wanted to meet me as soon as possible. He said it was really important, but he couldn’t talk about it over the phone. I agreed to meet him at the Road House at five thirty. Isn’t that interesting timing?”

It definitely was. Was that who Reese had called? Had he gone back to his office after talking to Noah and called Tim? “Très suspicious. Was Jordan taken in?”

“Oh yeah. I told Eli what I’d found, and when the cops arrived, Eli gave them permission to search the shed since it’s his property. They found the gun, Jordan claimed he’d never seen it before and had no idea how it got there, but a routine run on his name turned up a bench warrant. Seems he got a DUI in Fairview last year and never showed up in court.” He paused briefly. “Did you just say très suspicious? Could you be more gay? Is that possible?”

He smirked, trying hard not to laugh. “Girlfriend, please.”

“You’re doing the snaps, aren’t you? You can’t say that without the snaps.” Paris let that hang for a moment, just long enough to signal a topic shift. “What do you think’s going on, Ro?”

“I think Reese, Noah, Barlow, and Jordan are all in on this. There’s enough concern about Jordan being taken in that I suspect he was vital to the next hit. Maybe that is the gun that’s been used in his tool kit, or they’re afraid a search of his home or car will turn up something incriminating.”

“Or he’ll talk.”

“All potential disasters.”

“How do you think they’re all connected?”

Roan explained what he’d just seen and what Matt had told him about Noah. Paris’s reaction to this was a succinct, “Well, shit.”

“I think we may have kicked over a hornet’s nest here.”

“So why do you think Tim needs to see Kevin so badly?”

That was a good question, and there were a couple of troubling possibilities. “It seems early to slot you into Jordan’s place.”

“Too bad. If they ask me if I want to kill someone, we could get them arrested on the spot.”

Roan rubbed his eyes, trying to work out the timing of staking out Noah and listening in on Paris and Barlow, and he knew almost immediately that he couldn’t do it. He had never been able to bilocate, and it was unlikely he’d learn to do it in the next couple of hours. “Yeah, but I doubt they’ll make it that easy for us. Listen, since I’m going to be tailing Noah, I’m gonna call Phil and see if he has an operative free that can shadow you tonight, okay?” Phil was the fellow private detective who ran a huge operation over in Springfield, and they occasionally helped each other out. Phil owed him, because the last gig they did together it was Par and him working as floaters at that conference Phil was providing security for. That’s where he’d gotten all the name tags for their appliances.

Par scoffed. “I don’t need a shadow. I can handle myself.”

“I know you can, but you’re meeting with a guy who may be in a super-group of serial killers. Even I wouldn’t go into a situation like that alone.”

“Bullshit.”

“Par, please, don’t do this now.”

“You’re tailing Noah alone, aren’t you? He’s in the same super-group, if you’re right.”

“Yes, but he’s never going to know I’m tailing him.”

“Ideally.”

“Yes, and if I’m dumb enough to let him see me, I deserve what I get.” He sighed, aware that this discussion could go nowhere positive. “I don’t want to fight. You don’t send someone into the field alone, and that’s that. I’m not going into the field, I’m loitering on the sidelines. You’re going in, and you’re having backup.”

Par let out an exasperated sigh, and Roan glanced at the traffic gliding by on the road. People honked as risky lane changes almost caused accidents, and that was always the first sign that rush hour was almost here. People’s driving got worse and worse as more cars got on the road, and he wasn’t sure how that worked, but it did. Maybe it was the auto corollary of people being stupider in large groups than they were on their own. 

“Is that why you went after your shooter all by yourself?”

Oh, he should have known Paris was going to trot that out. “I didn’t. I called Gordo and Seb as backup. Ask them if you don’t believe me.”

“And not me?”

“You’re not police—you couldn’t have arrested this crackhead fucker.” As soon as that escaped his mouth, he regretted it, and rolled his eyes at his own stupidity.

“He was a crackhead?” Paris repeated in angry disbelief. “Jesus Christ, Roan! No wonder you weren’t going to tell me about it.”

“It wasn’t that big a deal, really. It sounds worse than it was.…”

“How badly did you get hurt?”

“You saw it for yourself, just some kidney punches.”

“Fuck you. That’s after you partially transformed and healed yourself. What happened before?”

“Nothing. The guy was high and inept, and he didn’t have his gun. Ask Gordo if you don’t believe me.” Okay, that was a partial lie, but not by much. Sam didn’t crush any bones in his neck when he attempted to strangle him, and repeatedly head-butting him hadn’t done any harm to his hard head. He glanced at his watch, the cuff one that was covering his Leo tattoo. It just seemed like the best idea on a stakeout, just in case. “Look, meet me at home, we can argue there.”

“I don’t want to argue.”

“Neither do I! So what the hell’s this about?”

Again with the exasperated sigh, but at least it didn’t sound as angry this time. “Don’t shut me out, Ro. I’m getting the sense that you are, and I’m not sure what I’ve done to make you do that.”

Oh great, just what he needed: industrial-strength guilt. “God, Paris, it’s not you. I just… I don’t know how to handle this. Just be patient with me, okay?”

“I have been, hon, but I can only wait so long before I start to feel like a complete idiot.”

“You’re not. You’ve never been that.”

“My sisters will disagree with you,” he replied, a humorous tinge to his voice. But it faded away long before he added, “I’ll see you at home.”

He hung up after Paris did, wondering if he was fucking this up. He just wasn’t good with relationships; he was used to being on his own, doing things on his own, relying on no one but himself. It made things infinitely easier. Lonely, sure, but easier. He trusted Paris, he knew that he did and could, and yet it was still so hard for him to do so in a meaningful way. He was so accustomed to betrayal and disappointment, and he didn’t even think it was anyone’s fault; the human animal seemed built for betrayal, for the casual meting out of pain, and he almost expected it on some level, even though he never abided it when it happened. There was a difference between expectation and acceptance, and he was proud he hadn’t crossed that line.

He wished he was one of those guys who was good at anonymous, quickie sex, but even that required a level of trust he wasn’t comfortable handing out to just anyone. He probably should have been straight, as he figured he was an awful gay man, but that just wasn’t how he’d turned out.

Life was full of perversity like that.

 

 

ONCE HE got home, he changed into another set of anonymous clothes—he had gone into the Kinko’s, after all—and did another search on Noah Hammond, but it was much the same as before: he was so squeaky clean he could have been an honorary Mormon. A search on the address Matt provided him showed that that apartment had supposedly been rented out to a “John Smith.” Incredible. Was no one good at thinking up pseudonyms anymore?

Paris came home with some takeout Vietnamese food, and for a little while they just pretended that everything was okay, but there was an obvious awkwardness. While he was eating his curry, he decided to tell Paris, with no preamble, about the scar on his chest.

He hadn’t been in a lot of abusive foster homes; most foster parents were do-gooders who meant well. The problems were the people who actually thought this was an easy way to get money from the state (it wasn’t), or one person who wanted to be a foster parent in a couple and the other who didn’t but went along with it anyway. They were usually quite bitter and resentful, and they usually took it out on the kids.

Such was the case with the Swansons. Phyllis was a church-happy do-gooder who saw helping these kids as “God’s work”—Roan found her overbearing, but he appreciated that she never tried to convert him. Henry was different; Henry was an extremely angry, controlling man who, in a clinch, got intimidated by Phyllis. Roan suspected he had an Oedipus complex that he’d never gotten over, and he saw Phyllis as much as his mother as his wife. (Henry’s mother was a scary, creepy old Bible-thumper, so the through line between her and Phyllis was pretty obvious.) Henry had a tendency to smack him around when Phyllis was at one of her many church functions, which was often.

Sometimes he wondered if being exposed to so many dysfunctional heterosexual relationships was why he so happily embraced being gay, but honestly he had no idea. It was fun to think about, though.

His memories of childhood were very fuzzy things; he only remembered scraps, most of them bad. He could remember being in the Swansons’ garage, for example, but he could no longer remember why he was there. Henry was mad at him for something again—and again he couldn’t remember why, but that wasn’t his bad memory; that was because he rarely knew why Henry was mad at him beyond the fact that he simply existed—and Henry made to smack him, but Roan saw it coming and was big enough at this stage to catch his arm and shove it back. He was ten, after all. This infuriated Henry more, so he grabbed something blindly off his workbench (which was actually little used, as Henry had no patience for anything), and hit Roan with it. He jumped back, avoiding most of it, but what Henry had picked up and hit him with was a saw, and the tip of the saw caught him, the teeth sharp enough to rip open his shirt and the skin beneath. Blood was everywhere before Roan even realized he’d been cut, and it even seemed to take Henry a moment to grasp it. He could still remember the naked terror on his face, making him look a thousand years old as he held the bloody saw, and then his eyes drifted toward it, and when he saw the blood running down the blade he threw it across the garage, like the metal was so hot it was burning his skin. He started shouting for Roan to get away from him, so horrified his skin had turned the color of old oatmeal, and fled the garage like he had the devil on his ass. It took him a moment to work out why; it wasn’t like Roan had hit him with the saw, but then he figured it out as blood continued pouring down his chest, turning his shirt red, dribbling down his jeans and pooling on the oil-stained cement floor.

It took him a moment to understand why Henry was so freaked out, but then he tried to staunch the blood with his hand, and that was when he got it: his blood. His diseased, pestilent blood. He was suddenly full of rage, just furious, and he began splattering his blood all over the garage, collecting it in his hands and flinging it all over the room, smearing it on the walls, the workbench and tools, even Henry’s car. He wanted to bleed to death, he hoped he did, as his disease would taint this fucking place and everything in it. He wanted them to live with it, to live with this. He was so angry he knew he was acting like a fucking crazy person, but he couldn’t stop; his rage was bigger than he was. He thought he was screaming, but he didn’t know for sure; he remembered nothing but red-hot rage.

An ambulance team arrived—Henry had said that Roan had “accidentally” cut himself—and he still remembered the laconic, sleepy-eyed EMT who knew immediately that Henry’s story made no sense with the wound involved, and that he’d lost an awful lot of blood for someone who’d “just” done it. Roan could remember that the patch on his jacket said O’Neil, and he had hair the color of driftwood, and his touch on the cut was very gentle; he suspected O’Neil was his very first crush. Although his partner, a wiry guy who seemed more comfortable around Henry than around the kid with the diseased blood, seemed nervous, O’Neil was too much of a pro to care. He looked him square in the eyes (he could barely remember the color of O’Neil’s eyes, but he was pretty sure they were as brown as his hair) and said, “You didn’t do this to yourself, did you?” Roan shook his head, and glared over O’Neil’s broad shoulder at the cringing, terrified figure of Henry in the garage doorway. He didn’t need to say it—out of the four of them in the garage, three of them knew what had happened. The EMTs took him to the hospital, and he never went back to the Swansons again. He ended up back at a state foster-care group home, and they said he’d probably be left with a nasty scar, but it had faded pretty well over time. Oh sure, it was still there, a ghost scar that seemed to trace the contour of his collarbone where the tip of the saw had gotten caught in his skin, but it had healed a lot more cleanly than anyone had ever expected.

While he told the story he’d kept looking down at his curry, moving the vegetables and chicken pieces around the Styrofoam container, rearranging rice that was the color of saffron. He didn’t want to see what was on Par’s face, because he was afraid he wouldn’t like it. But after he told his story, Par reached across the breakfast bar and put his hand over his. “Oh God, sweetheart, that’s horrible. I hope they threw his ass in jail.”

He shook his head, sparing a quick glance at Paris. His eyes were shining with empathetic tears, but none of them had fallen, and he was glad about that. “No, nothing really happened to him; the laws were a bit looser then, you understand, a little abuse here and there was tolerated more. I just hope it took him eighty years to decontaminate his fucking garage.”

Paris squeezed his hand, and he looked indignant as well as sad. “If I ever find the guy, I don’t care if he’s a multiple amputee in an old people’s home, I’m kicking his fucking ass. Hitting a kid with a saw? Jesus.”

He leaned over the bar and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

That seemed to startle Paris, or at least deeply confuse him. “What for?”

“For caring, for putting up with me. I can barely stand myself at the best of times.”

Paris reached across, burying his hand in Roan’s hair, and pulled his head over the bar, meeting him halfway and kissing him full on the mouth. He tasted like sweet green tea and bo kho. After the kiss, he leaned his forehead against his for a moment, and Roan felt a surprising surge of relief. He hadn’t fucked this up too much; this wasn’t beyond fixing. “You are a wonderful, amazing man,” Paris told him. “And if you don’t give yourself a break, I’m gonna kick your ass too.”

That made him smile. He probably meant it, too, but it was still oddly touching.

He called Phil after their combo lunch-dinner (he was on a stakeout tonight and Paris was meeting Barlow in a seedy bar, so this was probably their last chance to eat for a while), and luckily he was able to dispatch Jamal, who didn’t have any open cases at the moment. He knew Jamal; he was ex-military intelligence, like Phil himself, but he had a better sense of humor in general. He was on the short side but built like a fireplug, and he had no doubt at all that if things went really horrible, Jamal could kick the ass of the entire population of the bar and not even break a sweat, which was exactly the type of person he wanted shadowing Par tonight. Paris and Jamal decided to meet in the parking lot of a Wendy’s just over from the Road House and work out the cues in case something went wrong. (Unlikely, but it was always vital to have them.)

Roan left in the rental first, feeling a bit better about things in general. Admittedly, the records search on Jordan turned up nothing that connected him in any way to Barlow or Reese or Noah, it just reinforced Eli’s view that he was a “fuck-up.” Clearly he had problems with alcohol, as he had a few DUIs on his record, and a couple of arrests for public drunkenness and urinating in public (classy again), although none since last year. He seemed like the type you didn’t want in on an intricate assassination plan, so Roan couldn’t imagine they used him for anything really important. He was close to Eli, though—did he tell them how best to frame him?

He parked down the street from Sun Hill, in front of an abandoned building whose broken windows were covered with wooden planks and gang tags, and was once again glad he’d insisted on tinted windows on the Taurus. Since he assumed he was in for a long stakeout, he’d brought a thermos full of hot, sweet black tea (full of caffeine and sugar, a one-two punch that should keep him hyper-alert), a sizable empty plastic bottle to pee in (disgusting, but necessary when you couldn’t leave your post to piss), and an audio book that he slipped into the CD player. It was a Stephen King one, so it’d last all night and possibly into the next morning. At least audio books made these long, dull stakeouts a bit more tolerable.

He tried to focus on the front of Sun Hill and ignore all the drug deals going on around him, as well as the johns picking up the occasional prostitute (mostly female, but a couple male; in fact, he recognized two of the women, DeeDee and Cherry, and one of the boys, Justin, from his time on the police beat). He’d been there for a bit over an hour, sunset making the sky cycle through the spectacular crimson shades you could only see in polluted areas, a red explosion like neon blood painted across the bottom of the clouds, when a car far too nice for the area pulled up to the curb outside Sun Hill. It was a silver ’04 Audi A8 with some minor denting in the back, but still a lot newer and classier than any car that ever parked around here. (Some of the johns’ cars were extremely expensive, making you wonder why they were trolling for cheap tail down here.) As he took a photo of the plate, he saw a woman get out, and she instantly struck him as familiar.

She was petite with a very slender, willowy frame, her black hair styled in a short pixie cut that just reinforced the youthfulness of her elfin face; she looked barely legal, but she carried herself like a much older woman, making her true age a crapshoot. She looked around nervously, giving him a good look and shot of her profile as she drew her leather jacket around her anxiously and walked into the plain brick building that was the Sun Hill Apartments.

Holy shit. It was Mia DeSoto.
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PART OF him was almost hoping that the Road House would resemble that cheesy Patrick Swayze film, but no such luck. It was just a random cheap dive, noisy with pool players, a jukebox playing classic rock tunes (he came in to strains of “Don’t Fear The Reaper”—foreshadowing?), and people talking. The clientele was almost all male, but the place was too dreary, the lights so dim it was like suddenly submerging into an algae-filled pond, to ever consider it a “gay” bar. It was just a depressed bar, the kind perfect for career drinkers who wished to wallow in their own rampant misery. If they’d had neon Molson and Moosehead ads on the wall instead of buzzing Budweiser and Miller ads, this easily could have been a saloon somewhere in the dreary plains of Alberta. And was there a single mullet-sporting bouncer? No there wasn’t. That was about eighty different kinds of suck.

This time he beat Barlow here, so he got one of the round wooden tables in the back, near the pool players, and he ordered a tonic on the rocks with a lemon slice, which made the burly Hispanic bartender look at him funny, but it would look quite a bit like a vodka and tonic to Barlow. He couldn’t actually drink tonight. After Roan left, he’d gone into the bathroom and taken half a Valium, as his heart was starting to race again, an uneven lope that seemed more like a spastic gallop, and he knew half a Valium should take down his heart rate without compromising him. But drinking a beer on top of it would threaten to put him to sleep, so he couldn’t risk it.

He was watching the pool players—one guy with a beer gut so massive he probably hadn’t seen his feet since 1985, and a skinnier, seedier-looking guy wearing a “No Fat Chicks” T-shirt (Paris had no idea those existed outside of The Simpsons)—and trying to discern if they actually knew what they were doing by the time Barlow showed up, apologizing profusely for his lateness. He said there was a wreck that was holding up traffic, but Paris honestly didn’t know if he was lying or not. It was times like this that he wished he could smell a lie.

Barlow ordered a beer and got to business pretty shortly afterward, and it wasn’t quite what Paris expected. Barlow was asking him to go to a meeting tomorrow night and pretend he was a newcomer. He said they did that because people were often reluctant to be the first one to share their story, and they had plants as a way of getting the ball rolling. Paris was glad about the Valium, as it helped him not react to things, but his gut twisted in sudden anxiety. “Was that woman there the night I went a plant?”

“Karen? Yeah, she’s been with us for a couple of months now. But she can’t do the meeting tomorrow night, and I was thinking since your story was so dynamic, you might want to give it a try. I know how it sounds, but it actually helps people open up.”

So Roan’s instincts paid off again. It wasn’t that Karen was homicidal as much as that she was lying—while telling the truth. Roan knew something was wrong, but didn’t know what, so he’d tagged her. It was creepy how he did that.

And if Karen had been active in Humanity First for a couple of months, it probably meant that Noah had been too. There was the connection between Noah and Barlow. The circle had been closed… but was that enough?

He was thinking of when to make an excuse to leave when Tim’s cell phone buzzed and, after apologizing, he answered it. But it wasn’t a phone call or even a text message; he had a web-enabled phone, and it was an e-mail. He learned this after Tim grunted in what seemed to be muted disgust, and asked, “Have you seen a man like this around?”

Looking at the cell phone screen Tim held out toward him, Paris was once again glad the Valium had numbed his responses. The tiny picture was of a man in a dark blue police uniform, only visible from the shoulders up. He had a narrow, almost vulpine face, with sharp cheekbones and big, deep-set green eyes that had just a hint of an exotic shape, like maybe there was some Eurasian blood in his family, while his normally full lips were pulled slightly flat, as if he was trying hard not to smirk. There was a sparkle in his eyes that suggested he was actually trying not to laugh because he thought this was so stupid.

Of course he knew this man. It was Roan, and that was the photo they took for the newspaper article that came out when he joined the force. He looked a bit younger and strangely adorable, with his reddish-brown hair short and combed back; Paris took a moment to regret the cut, but enjoy how sexy he looked otherwise. There was nothing really classically handsome about him, but he still seemed unbelievably attractive, and Paris had no idea how Roan couldn’t quite see that about himself. He was glad, though, because there was only room for one unbearably vain person in their house, and he had no intention of giving up his throne. 

“No, I’ve never seen him before,” Paris replied. “Why?”

Tim pulled the cell phone back toward him, and took a moment to decide what to say. “It seems he may be following some of our people. If you see him, don’t confront him—just call me and let me know where you are, okay?”

“Is he dangerous?”

He shook his head, and flashed him a very anemic attempt at a reassuring smile. “No, don’t worry about that. He’s just… not a person we want around.”

Kevin Stiles would be puzzled about this, so he pretended to be. “What is he, a stalker?”

“Something like that, yes.”

Paris finished his drink, and excused himself to the men’s room. There was a guy at the urinal so he ducked into a stall. The bathroom was as dark and dreary as the rest of the bar, but it wasn’t quite the disgusting cesspool he had braced himself for. Under his breath, he said, “Don’t worry, Jamal, I’m just calling Roan. There’s been a troubling development.”

Real troubling. And what made things worse was that Ro was either away from his phone or he had turned it off. After four rings he was shunted directly into his voice mail system. “Damn it, Ro! Look, Tim wants Kevin to be a plant at the next meeting, taking Karen’s place. She’s been with HF for months now, and it’s a good bet that, despite their estrangement, Noah has been as well. Also, Tim just got an e-mail on his phone, I don’t know from who, but it included a photo of you. Hon, get out of there, you’ve been made; they know you’re investigating them. I don’t know what they’ll do if they find you, but if they are the killers… look, call me as soon as you get this message, let me know you’re okay. Oh, fuck it, I’m heading to Jefferson Avenue as soon as I’m out of here. Call me or not, I’ll be there ASAP.” He hung up, not sure what else he could do.

Didn’t it somehow figure? Ro was worried about him, and it should have been himself he was worried about.

 

 

MIA WAS in Sun Hill for almost forty-five minutes. It took him barely a minute to pop the lock on her passenger door, and while he was doing it, Cherry recognized him and called out, “How ya doin’, Officer?” The street immediately cleared of drug dealers, nervous johns, and all her rivals in prostitution. She had to know he wasn’t on the force anymore; she just wanted to get the others off her corner. He gave her a sarcastic little wave, and she blew him a kiss as he ducked into Mia’s car. This behavior didn’t strike her as weird or out of the ordinary, which spoke volumes about the area and about Cherry herself.

Cherry was actually a woman named Nadine Guest, and she was probably about thirty now, although she looked about forty under all that makeup. She was one of the hookers the cops called the “old guard,” as she was hooked on heroin, whereas most of the hookers nowadays were supporting meth or crack habits, not smack ones. She had at least one kid that he knew of, in state foster care (the father was identified, but couldn’t be found), and lived in one of the crappiest apartments around, one that probably should have been shut down as a health hazard. Her story was as sad as hell, as was her life, and he used to feel horrible running these women—and the boy hustlers—in. What they were doing was illegal, sure, but they were just trying to survive, and most were feeding monstrous habits they couldn’t kick. They needed help, not incarcerations or fines, most of which they couldn’t afford anyway. He wasn’t the only cop who had felt that way, but they were employed to enforce laws, even if those laws struck them as unjust. But he’d only run the hookers and rent boys in if he absolutely had to, and therefore that segment of the street community actually looked kindly on him, or at least more kindly on him than they did other cops. They knew he was a soft touch, good for a burger or a cup of coffee, and they’d tell him things they wouldn’t tell other cops. That left the Chief torn, as he didn’t like him slacking on the job, but he’d forged some valuable connections that would be hard to replicate. Of course, as soon as he left the force it was a moot point, but he was strangely touched that they still remembered him.

He hid in the backseat of Mia’s car, which had a nice gray leather interior, and hunkered down on the floor behind the passenger seat. It was a clean car, well looked after, and he thought Paris would have approved, although he did find a stale French fry, straw wrappers, and a loose scattering of change beneath the seat. Also a pill that looked like Prozac, but it was partially melted, its name obscured.

Finally he heard the click of the driver’s side door being unlocked, and she got in, a swirl of perfume filling the car as she tossed her purse in the passenger seat and slammed the door. Chanel No. 5? He was pretty sure that was it, although he wasn’t always great at perfume recognition.

He waited until she’d started the car and started driving, and then popped up, leaning over the passenger seat. “Hello, Mia,” he said.

She let out a startled shriek and her hands twisted on the steering wheel, nearly making her plow into a parked car before she fought to get back under control. She glared at him out of one dark eye, and he had to admit she did have a very attractive profile. He could also see that the indigo blouse she wore was silk, not satin like he’d first thought, although paired with jeans was an odd choice. 

“Who the fuck are you, and how did you get in my car?”

“I think you know who I am,” he replied, doffing his baseball cap and pushing his sunglasses up to the top of his head. “You date Eli after all. Surely he’s mentioned me.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously, and she sneered slightly. “You’re Roan McKichan, that infected detective.”

“Isn’t it neat how that kind of rhymes?”

Apparently she didn’t appreciate his sense of humor. “He has you following me, is that it?”

“Now why would he do that? Just because your brother just got arrested with a gun in his possession.…”

“He’s been framed,” she snapped bitterly. “Probably by your pretty-boy boyfriend. He was there, wasn’t he?”

He sat back in the seat, crossing his arms over his chest and shaking his head as he stared at her in the rearview mirror. “Rookie mistake number one. Just a minute ago you were pretending you didn’t know who I was, and now you’re telling me you know my boyfriend and that he was there when Jordan got popped. So why the act?”

She looked away in disgust. “I don’t have to say anything to you.”

“I think you’ll want to, Mia, especially since I don’t think Jordan is guilty.”

That really did surprise her. Her head shot back, and she stared at him in the rearview mirror. “What?”

“Jordan is a perfect fit for the timeline, but for once, Eli and I agree on something: he’s a fuck-up. He might have the will to do this, but I don’t think he has the ability, not with his chronic alcoholism. But you, you fit a hell of a lot better.”

Her face had hardened until it looked like a mask. A pretty mask, but one that still wouldn’t have been out of place on a gargoyle. “What the fuck are you talking about, you smug little faggot?”

“I’m not little.”

Again, she didn’t appreciate his jokes, but he wasn’t surprised. The hate she was radiating was nuclear, and while he’d be the first to admit that what he’d done—breaking into her car, scaring the shit out of her—was an act deserving of anger, he wasn’t sure he deserved the sheer amount of contempt coming from her. This felt deeper and older, far more personal than could possibly be warranted. “I’d like you to explain something to me, Mia. You’re infected, just like I am, so why would you help kill fellow infecteds? I know some of us can be as self-loathing as gays, but come on—there’s a huge difference between preaching that fags are a scourge that should be wiped from the earth and then picking up a young hustler who’ll beat you with a leather strap before fucking you up the ass, and actually taking out a gun and shooting someone in the head. Admittedly, it’s a small gulf, but it’s there.”

She grimaced in disgust at the mention of a guy being fucked up the ass, which is what he’d intended; clearly, she wasn’t a fag hag. “You’re disgusting.”

“Says the murderer.”

“I am not a murderer!”

“Then why were you meeting with Noah Hammond?”

“Who?”

He sighed wearily, catching her eyes in the rearview mirror. “You know I can smell lies, right? Eli mentioned that, didn’t he?”

“He says you claim that.”

“It’s much more than a claim, and he knows it. So let’s just can the bullshit, okay? Noah’s in on this. What I don’t get is, was Jordan threatening Eli on his own? He must not have been aware that you were helping Noah frame him. But where did Patrick Farley fit into this? The other victims were women Eli had some interest in—more than interest, in Melissa’s case—but Patrick doesn’t fit. He wasn’t gay, and even if he was, Eli isn’t. So what could Patrick have done to get himself on the hit list?”

Her lips had thinned to a line so tight it looked almost as if they were disappearing, receding into her taut face. “You think you’re so smart,” she growled. “You know nothing about me.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. You were born in Flagstaff, Arizona, raised in the tiny town of Elk’s Grove, Colorado, dropped out of Brown University one year in, probably due to being infected or due to your shockingly low grade point average, whichever came first. Jordan had been bounced from college almost right away, after he got hospitalized for alcohol poisoning, and the two of you wandered up here. You’ve been working as a temp in a law firm for the last six months and dating Eli for two of those. I believe you’ve been taking care of Jordan, even though he lives apart from you, possibly because you’re the only family each of you has. Your father died when you were seven, and your mother died three years ago. What am I leaving out?”

She was shaking her head throughout his recitation. “You’re typical, aren’t you? You’re just like the rest of them.”

“Can you specify the ‘them’? I get tossed in with a lot of groups. Gays, infecteds, redheads, men, nerds, hummus eaters.…”

“Being infected is not next to godliness, it doesn’t make us special. It makes us diseased. It makes us freaks. And there’s so many stupid people who want to be infected, who think it will make them super-powered or tragic stars of their own Gothic dramas. They have no idea what it’s really like. They have no fucking clue how horrible it is. And people like you and me keep spreading this fucking thing, making the cult bigger, making it worse.”

“I’ve never infected anyone.”

The look she flashed him was sharp as broken glass. “So you say. But we will if we’re around long enough, if we’re not celibate. We might not even mean to, we might not even have been aware we were sick, and we could have given it to someone.”

“I’ve been sick all my life. I was born this way. I’ve never infected anyone.”

But she wasn’t really listening to him; she had a faraway, almost crazed look in her eye. This was a speech she’d said many times before, at least in her head. “This has to stop. The number of infecteds just keeps growing, no matter our high mortality rate. Eli doesn’t even believe it’s a religious experience, no matter what he claims, but he won’t stop. He’s an attention whore, and he won’t stop.”

“He has to be stopped,” he prompted, feeling that he knew where this was going.

“Yes! But it’s for his own good and the good of everyone. He’s a menace. Every infected is a menace. We were all people, we started off as people, and it’s up to us to protect them from us.”

Oh dear God. Again, he’d encountered this kind of thing, self-loathing turned to near madness, in closeted gay men before. They were the type who made hating fags a religion, who went out on Saturday nights looking for queers to beat up, who showed up at funerals of AIDS patients to harangue their relatives, and all the while, inside, they were really beating themselves up; they were trying to burn out the thing they most hated about themselves, even though they refused to admit it. Mia had taken loathing her disease to a level of madness; she loathed herself and everyone who had the disease, and she wanted them all dead. She was the perfect foil for Humanity First, as there was no traitor like an insider. That meant she was using Eli, didn’t it? She only started dating him to get into his inner circle. Or had Eli’s hypocrisy pushed her over the edge? He wouldn’t blame her if it did. “What’s the limit of those protections, Mia? We’re infected, but we’re still people too—”

“Fuck you!” she exploded, spittle flying, anger twisting her face into something truly ugly and frightening. The light in her eyes was hard and messianic, so far beyond sanity she couldn’t even see it from here. “You just said you can smell lies, asshole! How normal is that? How human is that? It isn’t, is it?! And you were shot! I heard you were shot! And yet here you are, looking just fine to me. You’re worse than most—you weren’t even born human! You’ve been inhuman since day one.”

“Did you infect someone accidentally, Mia?” he asked, going back to what she’d said previously. He’d already searched the car; she didn’t have a weapon, but it was possible she had one in her purse. “Is that why you hate yourself?”

“I never infected anyone!” she roared. Her face was red, flushed with blood, and she was starting to sweat, cords standing out in her neck. She no longer looked barely legal; she looked every single month of her twenty-six years. “And I won’t! Not like Patrick, not like that fucking bitch Kelly, and they won’t infect anyone else either.”

“Kelly? Who’s Kelly?” She knew Patrick? Was that why he was on the list? “Did Patrick infect you?”

“That fucking son of a bitch!” she screeched, her voice raw with rage. “You men just can’t keep it in your fucking pants!”

“It’s a genetic flaw,” he replied, trying to calm her down. But he sensed the tipping point had been passed; there was no pulling her back down to earth now. He’d pushed her too hard, too fast; he hadn’t realized how fragile her sanity was. He knew from the profilers that there was an actual term for this, when a killer who had previously been slick and together started to lose it—it was called decompensating. And Mia was decompensating right before his eyes.

Wow. Eli really knew how to pick women, didn’t he?

She kept casting furtive glances at him in the rearview mirror, looking between him and the road. “You have to be stopped. You know that, don’t you?” She had lowered her voice to an almost calm register, which he knew was bad. She was probably totally disconnected from reality now.

He had no choice but to ride this, see where it landed him. He could take her if he had to, but he imagined she’d go down hard. She was crazy, after all. At least he wasn’t human. “I know. Are you gonna be the one to do it?”

She didn’t answer that, just swallowed hard, sweat running down her cheeks like tears, flesh colored from her foundation. “You know what I like about this car?”

Yeah, this couldn’t go anywhere good. “What?”

“It has an airbag.” And with that, she turned the steering wheel hard, too suddenly for him to reach over the seat and grab it, and crashed them head-on into an SUV in the oncoming lane.
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The Animal I Have Become

 

ROAN KNEW what was going to happen, but he wasn’t sure what to do about it as the wide, red front end of the SUV filled the windshield at a frightening speed. He knew enough to throw himself down on the seat—it was his best chance at surviving without serious injury—but even as he did so, impact reverberated through the car, a shudder like an explosion, safety glass shattering and flying around the car like a sharp whirlwind as gravity seemed to shift violently, throwing him forward into the seat that was also shoved back, and he was vaguely aware of hitting leather-coated metal with his face.

It hurt as gravity threw him back again and the world seemed to slew violently around, and another impact slammed the car, making gravity jump elsewhere once more.

The problem was he could feel the adrenaline spike through him, and he decided to let it ride, letting the partial transformation take care of whatever injuries he acquired. But he never considered the fact of what might happen if he lost consciousness mid-transformation, as his head slammed hard into the door.

 

 

THE AUDI hit the Ford Explorer at somewhere near forty miles per hour. The front ends of both vehicles crumpled, but the Audi nearly accordioned while the Explorer lost its fender and headlights, and the Audi was hit from behind by a Civic that was going far too fast and sent the Audi into a spin that ended with it crashing into a parked car on the opposite side of the road. The Explorer was nudged from behind, but the Nissan behind it had managed to turn away and only gave it a love tap, taking out a brake light and one of the Nissan’s headlights.

It was still a fucking bad wreck, and broken glass was scattered across the middle of the street like rock salt in winter. Darinda Murphy was already calling for paramedics and a black and white for traffic control as she pulled her unmarked sedan off into the parking lot of a fondue restaurant. (Jesus, who went to fondue restaurants?)

Was Roan in the Audi? If she could believe a hooker, he was. And she rather hoped he wasn’t, because if he was actually hurt, she couldn’t beat the shit out of him.

Paris had called her ten minutes ago, clearly worried about Roan, who was staking out someone named Noah Hammond. Paris admitted they were investigating the killings, and he was afraid that Roan, since he’d been identified, might be in immediate danger, and he couldn’t get a hold of him. She started to read Paris the riot act, but saved it. He was just following Roan, and Roan knew better than to delve into an open case. What made it so much worse, and so deeply infuriating, was that Roan and his ever-tolerant boyfriend had gotten so much farther on the case than they had.

She was glad she had just finished up at a crime scene at Blair and 43rd, putting her only a few blocks out from Jefferson Avenue. It allowed her to get down here and find the rental car that Roan had hired for the stakeout. She knocked on the tinted windows in increasing frustration, warning him she was going to bust out a window if he didn’t act like a goddamn man right this second. That was when a hooker across the street piped up and shouted, “You lookin’ for Officer Roan? He just left in that silver car down there.” And she pointed at an Audi that was just rounding the corner.

It was possible the hooker was just fucking with her because her badge was visible on her belt, but calling Roan “Officer Roan” was such an odd thing to do, Murphy believed her. Must have been one of Roan’s skid-row friends from his days on the force. Roan was known as “that” cop, the one who seemed to make friends among the junkies and whores, sad sacks and losers that you ran into more often than not on your rounds. Each precinct had at least one, and she couldn’t say she was surprised that the ex-abused foster kid/gay/infected guy was a friend of the outcasts. That was kind of a natural fit, wasn’t it? It was a sure winner in the office pool. (Although she’d lost the bet that he was a fan of musical theater —apparently he “loathed” it. So much for that stereotype. Then again, she didn’t like it either, but no one went around saying lesbians did. But she didn’t like the plaid flannel/she-mullet look, so maybe that was an equivalent.)

Paris hadn’t told her much, just given her the bare bones of what they had, and she chewed it over as she followed the car, three cars removed. A group usually wasn’t great at killing unless they were terrorists, but would Humanity First be considered a domestic terror group? Admittedly they simply targeted the infected, which put them in the realm of hate crime, but when you went around killing people, hate was generally implied. They seemed to be going forward on Roan’s hunches, but Roan’s hunches were another thing that could win you big bucks in the office pool. Maybe it was because he was a virus child—he did have that whole “smelling” thing (a dubious superpower if there ever was one)—but he often picked up on very subtle things that would later break a case. He was scary good at times, which is why it kind of figured that being a beat cop would be the end of him.

But she needed more. If she was going to get warrants and start running people in, she needed something a bit more concrete, something she could put in front of a judge and not have laughed out of court. She wasn’t sure they had anything yet, except for Jordan DeSoto and his gun, and that all depended on how the ballistics tests came out.

But if anyone asked her if she thought Roan was on the right track, she would have said yes. Okay, legally proving it was one thing, but if Roan said the wheel was going to come up twenty-six red on the next spin, that’s where she’d put her money. Not that she’d tell him that; he didn’t need a big head. Besides, so far, what little she’d dug up on this case made no sense. It had the hallmarks of a random crime while clearly being deliberate, and frankly, a specific group working together would make more sense than a single person. It was just so unusual that it was hard to credit.

And didn’t she know, in the back of her mind, that Roan wouldn’t let this die? That if she asked for help finding the connections between the victims, he wouldn’t just do that and pull back. She knew he’d pry, and she was hoping that with his access to the infected community, he’d get something they couldn’t. She set him up, and she did it deliberately. Roan couldn’t fight temptation any more than she could, and she knew it.

Then the accident occurred, without warning. The car didn’t swerve; it seemed to lunge across the white lines as if bound on committing suicide. It happened so fast she couldn’t be perfectly sure, but her instinct was that there was no way what she saw was an accident. After calling it in and parking, she quickly went out to the street to try and get some semblance of order imposed before backup arrived. 

Already crowds were gathering, because that’s what they did at horrific wrecks, so she began shouting for people to get out of her way and holding out her badge, which allowed her to shove through and be as rude as possible. Of course, being a plain-clothed homicide cop should have given her no special access to the scene, no actual authority, but people were usually glad to hand over control when people could actually die.

The woman in the Explorer, a bottle blonde who looked like she’d just stepped out of the Anne Taylor catalog, was already on her cell phone, loudly explaining that she couldn’t be somewhere because some lunatic had just hit her, so Darinda dismissed her as okay—if you could bitch and moan like that, you were in great shape—and headed for the Audi.

There was a tall, slender Arab man with a strangely short mustache and a baseball hat by the Audi. He had opened the driver’s side door and was talking to the female driver, who appeared passed out on her airbag. If the sheer violence involved in the crash hadn’t made her pass out, it was possible the explosive release of the airbag had—they could do that, especially in smaller people. (And this woman was a petite thing.) She appeared to have a trickle of blood coming from one nostril, but it was just a smear.

The man was taking her pulse from her neck when Murphy moved up to him. “Sir, I think it’s best you step back,” she advised.

He looked at her, his brown eyes wide and curious. “Should we move her from the car? In case it, you know, catches on fire or something?”

She glanced up and down the length of the car. The engine wasn’t smoking, and she didn’t smell gas, so she shook her head. “It doesn’t appear she’s in immediate danger, so it’s best to leave her where she is until the paramedics arrive.”

He seemed reluctant, but he was only the good Samaritan, and she had the badge, so he nodded and stepped back. Darinda found her eyes drifting back to the woman though, who, save for the blood coming from her nose, could have simply been asleep on a wide white pillow. Didn’t she look familiar somehow? She did, she just couldn’t place her face at the moment.

“Murphy?” a familiar voice asked quizzically. She looked over her shoulder and saw Paris standing at the edge of the gathered crowd, with a short but powerfully built black man in a gray suit and tie. He had a shaved head and a trim goatee and also looked familiar. Something about him screamed “hired muscle,” but she assumed it was some detective/executive security friend of Roan’s—at least he had contacts outside the police department. Paris looked pale and drawn in the quickly dying light, almost like a ghost. “What the hell’s going on?”

Traffic was stopped on both sides of the wreck, so their car was probably somewhere in the mess beyond the Explorer. He couldn’t have known where Roan was, so she assumed they’d gotten out and gone to see what the commotion was about and saw her. Or at least she hoped, because she suddenly realized she hadn’t seen Roan in the front seat. Where the fuck was he?

She was turning back when she heard the growl.

It was funny how you were never prepared for it. In the back of your mind, you expected something from a movie, something deep and ominous, but a big cat’s growl in real life usually didn’t have the same bass notes and wasn’t that loud. Usually. The growl she heard inside the car was faint but definitely deep; it was almost like a well-tuned engine in the distance, roaring as the throttle was released and the car tore off into the night. She saw a shadow of movement in the backseat and instinctively started retreating from the car. “Everyone back!” she shouted as the lion jumped through the shattered passenger window, and some people screamed and instantly fled the scene. At least it did make the crowd move away.

The lion was as large as Roan was, a bit shorter in vertical height but slightly longer than your average lion, although it had the same tawny coat, large paws, and sleek muscles you would expect from such a thing. But there was a difference here, one she had never seen before, and it almost threw her off for a second.

You could really never tell a real big cat from a transformed infected save for those slight height variations. Otherwise they looked just the same as their wild, more genetically “pure” brethren, and sometimes you didn’t know what you were dealing with until you got the autopsy reports. But this lion had eerie green eyes, ones she had seen before in a redheaded smart-ass, and his thick, large mane was shot through with the same, odd reddish-brown hair, fading into black in certain spots as the thick fringe of hair wreathed his neck and face and joined his shoulders. His head and face was that of a lion, his jaw protruding and full of jagged teeth that were by no means human… and yet she could almost see him, couldn’t she? It had to be her mind playing tricks on her, but she knew this was Roan in his transformed state beyond a shadow of a doubt. But the intellect wasn’t there; there was nothing in those slit-pupiled eyes but a nameless, shapeless anger. It was bleeding on its side from some shallow scrapes, probably from broken glass, but that could be enough to make it lash out.

She pulled her service revolver and aimed it, using a steady two-handed grip, and said to no one but herself, “I don’t want to do this. Don’t make me do this.” But it was a matter of public safety. Here was a lion, and here was a crowd full of people. She was not only within her rights to kill him, it was expected. Public safety trumped the transformed infected’s right of existence.

Could she wound him seriously enough to keep him down until the guys with the tranqs arrived? She knew she was a damn good shot, but there was a thin line between a paralyzing shot and a lethal shot, and she knew human anatomy a lot better than cat anatomy. A couple centimeters or minutes either way could make the difference between immobilization and death.

But the lion was just standing there, as if protecting the car, still growling, and she thought that maybe this stalemate, this inaction, would prevent her from having to shoot him. But then the lion’s large head turned back toward the injured woman in the driver’s seat, the black pad of its nose wrinkling as it smelled the blood. Oh shit.

She had braced herself to fire—she was going to have to give the paralyzing shot a try—when Paris said suddenly, “Roan.” His voice wasn’t questioning or angry; it had just the mildest tone of pleading in it, insisting gently on his attention.

She spared a glance over her shoulder and saw him walking up beside her. “Get the fuck back!” she snapped. “He can’t hear you!”

But Paris barely glanced at her; his intensely blue eyes were fixed on the lion. “I’m not so sure about that.”

The lion was looking back at both of them now, and its growl was loud enough to make the crowd that was still here back up another two feet. She and Paris were now the only ones on the street with it. Him.

Paris was talking low to the lion, his tone calm and measured, but there was a certain tension in his shoulders and across his back as he approached it slowly. To stop him she’d have to reach out, and such a sudden gesture could set the lion off. 

“Roan, I know you’re in there. I know you can hear me somewhere in there. You’re stronger than it, I know you are, and you have to fight it.”

The lion continued its rumbling growl, but it was focused on Paris now. Paris had also now crossed into her line of fire, so she no longer had a clear shot. She just knew he’d done that on purpose. “Get out of my shot,” she snarled.

“If you shoot him, you might as well shoot me,” he replied quietly, sounding strangely resigned to it, as if he expected to die one way or another. But in a moment she got her shot back, as Paris sank to his knees on the asphalt. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” she asked, fighting to keep her voice to a whisper so as not to startle the cat.

Paris didn’t answer, so she wasn’t sure if he had heard her or not. He kept his hands loose at his side, limp, and he was holding his head at an odd angle, his head tilted to the side and raised slightly up. It took her a moment to realize he was showing his throat to the lion, sending a clear signal of submission; nothing that showed its throat to you could be a threat. But it also meant that if the lion was going to lunge at Paris, it would have a damn easy kill. She probably wouldn’t get a shot off before it killed him, and he probably knew that. Bastard.

“You know me,” Paris insisted quietly to the cat. “You know my voice, you know my smell, you know who I am. And they’re gonna kill you if you don’t stop now. You have to take over, Roan; fight it back.”

A weird hush had fallen over the street, allowing her to hear the distant scream of sirens. What fucking idiot turned on sirens when there was a big cat loose? That could only make it panic. Her grip was so tight on her gun her palms were starting to sweat, and she felt slightly queasy at the possibility she was going to have to shoot a friend. He wasn’t even doing anything wrong—he’d just picked a really bad time to be a cat. But wasn’t Roan usually smarter than that? Didn’t he know when he was entering the high point of his viral cycle? It didn’t really make sense.

(Come to think of it… if he’d entered the car as a human, when the hell had he had the time to transform? That was too fast; no one transformed in minutes. It took about an hour or so. So what the hell had happened here?)

The lion was slowly approaching Paris, still growling, like he was prey. But Paris didn’t move, and his voice didn’t waver. If he was scared, it wasn’t obvious. “Roan, come back to us. I know you can hear me. You’re running out of time.”

Everyone seemed to be holding their breath as the lion neared Paris, and there was a general unspoken consensus that they were all waiting for the lion to kill him. It seemed inevitable, like waiting for the mirror ball to drop in Times Square on New Year’s Eve, and Darinda felt oddly paralyzed. She knew she should do something, shoot Roan before he got any closer to Paris, but her mind kept stalling on “shoot Roan.” She really didn’t want to do that, but she knew she had to suck it up and do her job, even if it meant killing a friend.

The lion was within a paw’s swipe of Paris, and she knew she’d fucked this up. Oh, the Chief would let it slide because she’d understand the reluctance to shoot a former colleague, but she knew she’d fucked up. She should have shot the lion as soon as she had an unobstructed view.

Time stretched out to impossible lengths as a few seconds seemed to take hours, and the lion seemed to move slowly toward Paris’s throat, and she tensed to fire, wondering if she really wanted to see the lion ripping his throat out. Paris, for his part, didn’t move at all—she didn’t know if he was absurdly calm or paralyzed with fear.

The lion went for Paris’s throat, but she wasn’t sure she was seeing things correctly, as the lion seemed to rest its head on Paris’s shoulder instead of biting deep into his neck. But then the lion seemed to collapse, one of its rear legs twitching like it was having a type of seizure, and Paris wrapped his arms around its throat, burying his face in its thick mane. He was saying quietly, “Thank you.”

Gasps started running through the crowd, which almost sounded disappointed that it had missed out on a good bit of violence, but there were also small comments like “What the fuck…?” On several levels, this didn’t make sense. Cats had no higher consciousness—they were just cats. They couldn’t understand a person, and they couldn’t respond to a loved one. (Much like they couldn’t transform in under an hour.) She had no idea what the fuck had just happened here, except it felt impossibly wrong. It was like the world as she knew it had suddenly shifted ever so slightly sideways.

It was coincidence or the cat was hurt or… something. But she couldn’t believe that Paris had actually managed to reach Roan, because that was impossible. A transformed human wasn’t a human at all, and everybody knew that.

So what if they were wrong?

The sirens were much louder now, the aid cars only a block or so away, and she reluctantly holstered her weapon, her mind snapping back into containment mode. “Paris, get him off the street. I have an unmarked sedan in the fondue lot, get him in there.” Of course she had no idea how he was supposed to do that, but she figured it was his problem. After all, the lion seemed to respond to him, so.…

Jesus Christ, how fucked up was this? She found herself trying to imagine what she’d put on her report about this incident and realized she had no idea what she was going to say.

Then again, did it matter? No one would believe her anyway.
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Pigeon Camera

 

THERE WAS nothing more disconcerting than waking up with the certain feeling that something had gone horribly wrong.

Roan opened his eyes to complete darkness, and he would have started panicking, except this dark place was familiar. He also felt warmth, strong arms around his chest, a body conformed to his, breath against his neck. He was at home, in his bedroom, the clean smell of Paris’s skin confirming the identity of the man spooning him. But how the hell did he get here?

The last thing he remembered was… what? It took a moment for him to recall being in Mia DeSoto’s car. Okay, right, she crashed the car to try and kill him. And then… what? His memory felt scattered, fragmented; he only had a solid feeling of dread.

He moved to look at the digital clock on the nightstand—it couldn’t have been a dream, could it? No way. That thing with Mia was way too weird… and that’s when Paris stirred. 

“Finally awake, sleepyhead?” he murmured, giving him a small kiss on the back of his neck. “I thought you were going to sleep until the weekend.”

Roan saw that it was just after midnight, but he couldn’t believe it. Wasn’t it just sundown when he’d gotten in Mia’s car? “What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” He nuzzled his neck, an affectionate gesture that could become amorous with repetition. Roan was suddenly acutely aware he smelled like cat and wondered what his pheromone level was.

“I remember Mia trying to kill me. I assume she didn’t succeed.”

“No, but not for lack of trying. She could have hurt you badly.”

“How much did I transform?”

Paris hesitated, lightly stroking his abdomen with his fingertips. “All the way.”

“Oh shit.” That was the worst possible scenario: full transformation out of cycle. He was now officially the biggest freak possible. Just call him Roan, the Cat-Faced Boy. “Why am I here now? Did they tranq me?”

“No, I talked you down.”

“What?”

So Paris told him, and it sounded so surreal he would have thought Paris was teasing him if his sense of humor was that cruel. There was no way in hell that could have worked, and also, it was fucking nuts. “Why the fuck did you do that? I could have killed you!”

“No you wouldn’t.” He sounded so calm and so certain.

Roan rolled over to face him, wondering if Par had decided to start taking Prozac or some other kind of mood stabilizer. “How can you say that? In cat form, I’m a big dumb lion.”

“No you’re not. Do I really have to explain you to you?”

“Probably.”

His eyes had adjusted enough to the dark that he could see Par’s sly, bittersweet grin. “Infecteds like me get invaded by the cat and the virus alike. We go through life alone, and then suddenly we have another thing inside us, something that overwhelms us and takes us over. We have to learn to live with this… this other, no matter how much it hurts, but it occurred to me that you virus children have things much differently.

“From the beginning, the cat has to learn to live with you as much as you have to learn to live with it. You know how Michael Henstridge is more often a cat than a human, and no one can figure out why? What if that’s the way he wants it? He’s too brain damaged to say, but that doesn’t mean he can’t impose his will on the cat, and maybe he finds life easier and less painful as a cat than as a human. And if that’s true, if he can will the cat, why can’t other virus children? Okay, you can’t break the virus cycle, that’s a given, but what if the cat really isn’t that separate? What if it’s an integrated aspect of you? Most virus children are too ill or too damaged for this to be investigated in any meaningful way, but not you.” He touched his face, and Paris had such big hands that his palm covered just about all of Roan’s cheek. “See, when you told me you could force a partial transformation, it got me thinking. Yes, it’s a purely physical process, and it has to be jump-started by pain or adrenaline, but you can switch it off. And that’s the key.”

“Umm… I was with you until now.”

“How do you shut it down? When you let it start, you stop it after a certain point. How?”

This was what Roan both loved and hated about Paris. He knew him better than he knew himself, and such a thing could range from touching to downright creepy. This seemed to fall in between those extremes. “I just… force it to stop before it goes too far.”

“Force. In other words, you will it to stop.”

Yes, exactly. This felt like a “D’oh!” moment. “You’re going to make me hit you, aren’t you?”

“Bring it on, pansy.” Paris lunged forward as if he was going to bite off his nose, but just kissed the tip of it instead. “Look, I’m not saying you can totally dominate the cat at all times; I’m just saying the cat has to make as many accommodations for you as you do for it. And I was counting on it when you were in your transformed state. Would it make you feel any better if I said I’d never try that if you were in the transformational stage of the virus?”

“A bit. But you risked your life on a supposition.”

“Not a supposition. I risked it on a belief that you were stronger than the cat. And I was right. So no more busting my balls about it, okay?”

Roan ran his hand through Paris’s hair and smiled, wondering what he’d ever done to deserve someone like him. And how he could understand something so naturally, something Roan should have got but somehow didn’t. Everything he said made a curious sense. Maybe Paris really had missed his calling as a detective. “You scare me sometimes.”

“You scare me too, so we’re even. And before I forget, Murphy wants you to know that you’re no longer on this case, and if you even try and resume investigating any of this, she’ll throw you in jail so fast your ass will get windburn.”

“Ah. I guess I should have expected that.” It wasn’t the worst thing that had happened; that had to be learning he could fully transform out of the viral cycle. But hadn’t he always suspected he could? If he could force a partial change, there was nothing stopping him from a full change. It was just unforgivable that he’d had to learn it in front of Murphy and a crowd full of strangers. He was just lucky Paris had been there to get him under control and keep him safe and lucky that Paris was a hell of a lot smarter than most people gave him credit for. Even him. “She’s going to want all our case notes, isn’t she?”

“Yep. She said she’d swing by about nine tomorrow to pick ’em up.”

“So we have less than nine hours to fool around?”

Paris smiled seductively, his sky blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “Looks like it.”

“Damn. We’d better get started.” Roan drew Paris’s face to his and kissed him passionately, letting Paris’s body swamp his. He knew he should worry about the public transformation and all the fallout sure to come, but he just wasn’t up to facing it right now. He’d face it in the harsh light of day when he absolutely had to, but if he could avoid it for a while, he would.

Sometimes denial was a fun place to be.

 

 

PULL ONE piece out of a group dynamic, and the group could fall to pieces. That’s what happened, but not quite in the way Roan had expected.

He assumed Mia took care of Jordan on some level, and she did, but what he hadn’t considered was that Jordan looked after his sister as well. He must have known about her fragile mental state, and in his drive to protect her, he destroyed everything. The best intentions and all that.

Murphy had arrested Mia on suspicion of vehicular assault. At first Mia claimed that Roan had grabbed the wheel and done it while they were struggling, but while Paris was in the back seat of her car, searching through Roan’s bloody and shredded scraps of clothing for his SIG Sauer, he found the microcassette recorder he’d been using to document his conversation with Mia. Rewinding the tape and playing the last bit of it for Murphy, they all heard Mia’s obvious threat and no sound of a struggle, so Murphy slapped the cuffs on her and suggested she might change the charge to attempted homicide. Mia apparently had a bit of a meltdown as she was thrown in the back of a cruiser, screaming bloody murder and attempting to kick anybody within reach. She was such a commanding loon that, rather than keep her in a holding cell, as soon as she was processed she was taken to Western State for observation (the hospital for the criminally insane).

She’d had the gall to call Eli to bail her out initially, but when he showed up at the station house with Stovak, Paris told him that Mia was in with the group killing off infecteds and was deliberately trying to frame him. Stovak went off on one of his anti-gay rants, but Eli was convinced enough to turn around and leave without even attempting to see Mia. Needless to say, she was never bailed out.

Jordan, being held on the bench warrant, heard about this and was pretty upset about it. Murphy took advantage of this, pointing out anything that he could tell her might help clear the charges against Mia, and he reluctantly took the bait. He confirmed that Mia knew Noah Hammond and that he didn’t like the kid because he was “weird,” although he couldn’t say precisely why or how she knew him. But he thought Noah was a paranoid “gun-nut” type, although Mia claimed he wasn’t. Still, Jordan had bought the gun found in his tool kit from Noah. He claimed it was only for “protection,” since he worked around “damn cats” all the time, and had nothing to do with Eli. It was a street gun, the barrel filed down and the serial number gone, and while the ballistics tests cleared it in the “kitty killings,” the bullet looked like a good match for one discharged in a convenience store robbery three months ago. Jordan said he’d only owned the gun for a month, and besides that, he did have a good alibi, as he was working at the church that day, in full view of a lot of people. But it gave Murphy enough cause to bring Noah in and get a warrant to search his place for more illegal weapons.

Noah denied all of this, but the cops did find a couple of other “hot” guns in his apartment, as well as a couple of other interesting things: a computer with a surprisingly capacious hard drive, and a UPS man’s uniform. They also found a scrap of paper with the names “Patrick, Christa, Melissa, Ashley, Kelly” written on it, with the first four names crossed out. (Kelly was never identified, but the fact that her name wasn’t crossed out was a positive sign.) His computer was so clean it was squeaky—Noah apparently knew his stuff and gave that thing a computer enema, leaving no trace of anything—but there was little doubt he was the hacker, they just couldn’t legally prove it. Not that they needed to; not only were the guns reason enough to hold him, but he had no alibi for the day of the robbery, and no one believed his excuse that the UPS uniform was an “old Halloween costume.” Murphy didn’t really believe he did the robbery, but she was willing to have him charged with it if they couldn’t get any murder charges to stick.

Noah refused to give up a “client” list of people who bought guns from him, but some solid detective work turned up the name of the Campbells. When questioned about knowing Noah Hammond, they denied it and denied even owning a gun, but Murphy pegged them both as liars, and her partner, Dubois, decided to stake out the house for a bit, and since he actually had an in-law who lived in the Campbells’ neighborhood, he had a perfectly legal reason to be there. He saw Reese carrying a satchel to his Range Rover before driving off rather late at night. He noted Reese was speeding and driving a bit erratically, so he notified a black and white that stopped him only a couple of blocks down the way.

This is where they lucked out in a big way: Reese failed a Breathalyzer, and he seemed so agitated that the cop arrested him on the spot. In the leather satchel that Dubois noticed? A gun—the same gun used by the killer. It was a perfect ballistic match. Reese had been on his way to dump it.

And that was that. The group all started attacking one another, blaming the others for the killings, and Murphy played them like violins. Tim, who must have seen the writing on the wall as soon as Mia was pulled in, had fled town—so quickly, he had abandoned his family. There was an APB out for him, though, since Reese had fingered him as a co-conspirator. Roan had heard a rumor that Amy was working out a deal to sell her husband and Noah up the river in exchange for a much milder charge, but Murphy refused to confirm or deny that one.

Humanity First wasn’t dead; far from it. It sunk below the radar once more, but in some wacky places on the Internet they were branded as “heroes of humanity,” along with Reese, Amy, Noah, and Tim. Somehow Mia was left out of the equation, which figured. Jordan was working hard to get her declared mentally incompetent due to insanity so she would remain in the hospital and not face prison, which most people seemed to think was best; most people thought her sane days were behind her. Eli had intended to press harassment charges against Jordan, but Murphy convinced Eli to drop it, mainly because Jordan was suffering enough. Roan assumed blackmail was involved, because Eli wasn’t known for his generosity of spirit.

Speaking of which, Murphy seemed happy to pretend his transformation hadn’t happened, and he decided to leave it be, although he lived in fear of the day when she and Gordo compared notes and figured out something was wrong with him. Paris was a little peeved that Murphy and Dubois were getting credit in the media for breaking the case, but behind the scenes Murphy did give them credit when possible. That reporter who talked to Paris about the Nakamura case called them up again, apparently having heard the scuttlebutt that they were involved in this one too, but they refused to talk to him about it.

Luckily, by the time the case was nearing what would surely be a lurid media circus, he and Paris took some time off to go to Vancouver so Par could reconnect with his family. Paris had pretended he wasn’t a nervous wreck about this, but he obviously was. In some attempt to calm him down, Roan made a small vacation of it.

They drove up, as the border wasn’t far, and they listened to The Tragically Hip all the way there, in some attempt to get in the mood. They’d been to Canada quite a few times but mostly on runs for beer and prescription painkillers they really couldn’t get in the States without a lot of hassle. Or, as Paris liked to call them, “the staff of life.”

They reached downtown Vancouver on a cold but clear early afternoon, the sky a high blue between buildings, and Paris had dragged him to a Tim Hortons because he insisted Roan had to try the “Timbits.” The place was steamy warm and smelled of coffee, soup, and pastries. “I know how it sounds,” he claimed. “But they’re like crack. You’ll love them.”

Roan stared at him from across the table of their tiny window booth and actually found it hard not to smile. He was nervous, sure, but Paris also seemed energized, as if being back in his hometown was good for him. “There’s two things wrong with that statement.”

Paris didn’t kick him under the table, but nudged his leg in a way that implied he’d get a kick next time. “Oh come on, we all know you’re fearless. Don’t prove the rumors wrong.”

“You know I’m a bad cop. I don’t like doughnuts.” He didn’t; he generally found them way too heavy and had no idea how people could scarf them for breakfast. This included Paris, who could positively inhale a raspberry cream cheese Danish like it was nothing. “Or crack, for that matter.”

“Timbits are not just doughnuts—just you wait. Now, stop stalling and tell me what you want to drink.”

“Can’t I order a beer here? I thought this was Canada.”

“Be a good boy, and I’ll take you to this brewpub I know about in Victoria for dinner. There’s a pale ale you’ll kill for.”

“Don’t make me kill again, Par.”

That made him chuckle, which was what he was hoping for. Paris scrubbed his hands across his scalp and leaned back in his seat, favoring him with a fragile smile. “What the hell was I thinking by taking you home with me?”

“I assume you were high at the time.”

He grinned and shook his head, looking away to briefly watch other people order their overpriced coffees and leave, and Roan sensed the shift in his mood before he glanced down at the table, clasping his hands together nervously. “Ah shit, I don’t know if I can do this.”

He almost made a joke about the difficulties of ordering frou-frou coffee in a foreign land, but he knew he was talking about going home again. Roan had had to cajole him into calling Annie back and arranging the time of his visit. Paris had seemed to swing back and forth between nervous excitement and total hysteria at the prospect of the meeting ever since. “You can. You remember what Annie told you; they all want to see you. They miss you. How great is that, to have people who miss you? I’m jealous. Most people are glad to see me leave.”

“But if they’re expecting the old me….”

“How likely is that? You told me they were smart people. So many years have passed. They know that time doesn’t stand still. They won’t expect you to be the college student who walked out the door and never returned.” He reached across the table and put his hand over Paris’s. “You’re going to be okay. Take it slow, and remember you don’t have to tell them anything you don’t want to right now. I’ll back whatever you say.”

Paris flashed him a frail smile. “I know. Thank you. I just… how do I put it exactly? ‘Mom, Dad, remember how I was such a ladies’ man in high school? Well, I was seeing guys on the down low the whole time. I’m bisexual, but the love of my life is a man, and oh, people seem to be always trying to kill him, possibly because he’s an irredeemable smart-ass. Also, I’m infected, and better yet, it’s the tiger strain, so I’m a dead man walking. What’s new with you?’” He let his head fall to the table with a dramatic thump, just barely missing their hands.

Roan stroked his hair, wanting to say something comforting, but not sure what. Going for the joke was always easier. “You could say ‘Hi’ first.”

Paris just moaned miserably, not in the mood for jokes right this second.

“They’ll probably just be glad to see you after all this time. You can just say you want to catch up with them, and you’ll explain your missing years later. Don’t worry so much. No one’s expecting you to blurt out your sordid life story as soon as you get in the door.”

Roan had a feeling he would respond to that, and he did. He lifted his head and looked at him curiously. “Sordid?”

“Oh yeah, totally X-rated. I really would advise that you not tell your mother about your college foursome unless you think she’d be really cool with it.”

“Foursomes, plural.”

He stared at him. “You’re making that up.”

“I swear, I’m not! I told you I was a man whore. If it had a pulse and was reasonably attractive, there’s a very good chance I’d sleep with it. Do you know how many cases of the clap I got in a three-month period? The pharmacy just had a standing prescription of tetracycline for me. It’s probably a shock that it took me so long to get infected, as I was just asking for it.”

Roan took his hands away from him like he’d suddenly just realized Paris was a venereal disease farm. “Remind me to burn our sheets when we get home.”

Finally Paris laughed, his shoulders losing some of their tension as he slumped back against his seat. “You knew I was a reformed whore when you started seeing me, so you can’t claim you’re shocked now.”

“I don’t know if I’m horrified or slightly jealous. I’ve led such a vanilla life, and you’ve actually attended an orgy, which I’d assumed died off with the Roman Empire.”

“Orgies are really overrated. You can only enjoy them while high, and once it wears off, you realize how many people there have flabby asses and pinched faces, and it loses some of its luster.”

“I really do hope this is a comedy bit, ’cause I’m starting to lean toward horrified.”

“And you call yourself a gay man? Sister, please.” Paris gave him a big, smart-ass grin that was dazzling in its brightness. It lit up his whole face, making him look painfully handsome. He could see why people were eager to invite him to an orgy. “You know what we should do? We should get married. Just think of the reaction of my folks when I tell them I’m married, and then introduce you as my husband. After that, telling them I’m infected would be a drop in the bucket.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“What? Why not? I’m still a Canadian citizen.”

“You know how I feel about marriage. I don’t know why it exists; I’ve never seen anything but misery associated with it. Hell, I make a living on broken marriages, on spouses who cheat and lie to one another, who break prenups and cat around town with the Dallas Cowboys or their cheerleading squad, or both. I mean, if gays want to be as miserable as straights, fine, let ’em marry, but I think it’s a disaster no matter the gender.”

Paris was still grinning. “You’re such a romantic.”

“You just want a reason to get yourself a Cowboy. Or a green card.”

“Just think of how many people we’ll upset if we come home and claim we got married in Canada. Eli would probably have a stroke, and Stovak’s head would explode. I bet Doctor Braunbeck would stop offering us gorp.”

“That’s no fair. You know I do most things out of spite.”

“I know! And this would be the ultimate act of revenge.”

He was serious, wasn’t he? Weird. But time wasn’t on Paris’s side, and that’s why Roan had pressed him to reconnect with his folks. Roan tried hard not to think about it, but Paris’s last transformational period had probably been the worst one yet; he’d lost way too much weight (at the end of the cycle, he had looked like a starvation victim), and the pain was so bad they’d had to up his drug dosage to levels so ludicrous he ended up sleeping most of the day. He even missed three days of work after the cycle was over; Roan thought he should have taken the whole week off, but Paris refused. He was just starting to look like his normal self again.

He didn’t want to think about this. He didn’t want to think that Paris’s assessment of himself as a “dead man walking” was correct, but he knew it probably was. He didn’t know how much time he had left now, but it couldn’t be measured in years. He couldn’t imagine life without him in it, and yet he knew realistically he was going to have to prepare himself for just that.

How did you do that? How did you brace yourself for the most important person in your life dying on you? And that was the tragedy  almost everyone faced at some point in their life. He just thought it would never get to him because he’d tried so hard not to let anyone get that close. He preferred being alone, he really did… only now he wasn’t so sure. He kind of hated himself for it, and on top of that he hated himself for hating himself over it. He just couldn’t win.

Roan looked at Paris and wondered where they would go from here and if there would be any light at the end of the tunnel before it collapsed on top of them.

Too bad there was really no such thing as a happy ending.
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A Beautiful Lie



MATT WAS glad Callie had told him about the faulty bathroom window, or he’d never have been able to break into her apartment.

It was awkward, as he had to shinny through the narrow window and get down into the bathtub, but he was glad he was still pretty thin and had done enough yoga to contort himself without pulling something. He belatedly wished he’d brought a flashlight, but he was new at this whole “breaking and entering” thing, and on top of that, he was never that organized to begin with.

He carefully drew back her shower curtain, which depicted colorful tropical fish of all kinds swimming in an ocean too blue to be real, and he quietly crept to the door, which was ajar. He peeked out and saw a light on in the bedroom (its door was open as well), but the front room looked empty, so he ventured out.

You could usually tell if a place was occupied, although he couldn’t say how. It was just one of those things, a sense that there was another warm, breathing person near you, a kind of sixth sense that everyone had. That sense was telling him he was alone here, which he’d kind of expected, but it was still a bit creepy. He really had no right to be here, not like this, but he knew something was wrong. Callie wasn’t answering her phone, and after what that bartender told him, he was really worried that something awful had happened to her. She should have been safe at Panic, and he had no idea what had gone wrong, or who could’ve wanted to hurt her. Sure, she was screwed up, but weren’t they all?

His eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and it was obvious now that he had not been the first uninvited visitor in the apartment.

The front room was totally trashed. Her glass-topped coffee table was lying on its side, her shell-shaped candy dish upside down on the oatmeal-colored carpet, and the M&Ms that used to be in it were scattered across the floor like confetti. Glossy fashion magazines were splayed open and strewn about like discarded fliers, while junk mail that she never bothered to open lay like broken tiles beside them. Judging from the indents in the carpet, her leather sofa had been shoved back as well.

Oddly enough, her Bose stereo system and flat screen TV were untouched. Thieves would normally take things like that, wouldn’t they?

He went to the bedroom, and things were no better in there. He could see her computer sitting on a desk, the hard drive, printer, and iPod dock all untouched, and the light in the room was coming from the bedside lamp, which had been knocked off its table and was now lying on the floor. Save for that and an open drawer on her nightstand, everything else looked perfect: her bed was made so that the wine-colored duvet looked as taut as the surface of a trampoline, her mirrored closet doors shut tight, reflecting all the clean emptiness in her expensively appointed but rather sterile bedroom.

Of course, everything in this place had an expensive but rather cold, sterile look to it, because Callie was a rich girl, and she had a whopper of a case of OCD. She was one of those neat freaks, one of those kinds of people who had to scrub down an entire kitchen if they found a single hair in the sink. She’d tried a whole bunch of medications for it, but nothing ever worked, and her own obsessions drove her crazy, enough that she took to using more illegal drugs to try and kill the impulses she could barely live with. It also helped her anorexia, or at least the pot did; the pot at least made her eat.

She never would have left her place like this—never. She couldn’t even sit down if the chair wasn’t in exactly the right spot.

Something had happened to her, he knew it in his gut, something awful.

But the problem was, he couldn’t think of a single person besides himself who would care.





ONE OF the biggest problems of working with the person you were in a relationship with was the arguments that occurred when one of you was sick but refused to stay home.

Roan had reached the point where he wasn’t going to argue with Paris anymore, mainly because it never got him anywhere, and it just made both him and Par upset. Par insisted he wasn’t sick, which was technically true, but he wasn’t well. The last transformation had taken a lot out of him, and it was shocking how skinny he was now. His heart problem kept him from working out too much, at least until he got his weight back up, and it was a constant struggle for him to gain back weight in time for the next cycle to begin, no matter how many fattening foods they kept giving him. 

Paris compared it to racing uphill in a hurricane: it wasn’t a race he was ever going to win. He used to be nearly two hundred pounds, most of that muscle, the kind you’d think an athletic, broad-shouldered man would have. Now he was closer to one hundred and fifty (to be generous), his handsome face lean enough to have an almost feral look to it. His clothes, once perfectly suited to him, hung limp and baggy on his frame. He was cold a lot and had taken to wearing lots of fleece and layering his clothes, the latter of which had the added benefit of making him look a bit more solid. Paris had enough vanity that he chose his clothes carefully, and he had had his hair cut in a midlength, casually shaggy way that accentuated his sharp cheekbones and sensuous eyes, made him look like a male model, not only healthy but alluring. But he tired easily nowadays, and he had almost no energy at all, so that’s where his carefully crafted illusion ended.

And it scared Roan. Holy Christ, it scared him so badly he could hardly stand it. Paris was getting weaker, getting another day closer to dying, while he had never been stronger in his life. It was like he was a vampire, sucking the life out of Paris, even though that wasn’t exactly what was happening. The tiger was burning Paris from the inside out, consuming him, while Roan and his lion had reached some kind of equilibrium; they had reached a détente, as if aware how much they depended on one another to survive. He wished there was some way he could talk to the tiger in Paris, get it to understand that killing its host was counter-protective… but it didn’t work like that. The tiger wasn’t really doing it; the physiological trauma of it all was breaking down Paris’s body. It could no longer tolerate having its bones broken, its metabolism abused, its muscles and ligaments torn. As a virus child, Roan’s body had adapted to this insane abuse from the beginning; this was still a shock to Paris’s system, a shock that only got worse with repetition.

Things had gone downhill so fast. Just yesterday Paris was working on the Mustang, still his hobby of choice, but coming in from the garage, he looked oddly flushed. When Roan commented on it, he said he was just “overheated” and needed a drink, but he stumbled on the way to the kitchen and Roan could have sworn he fainted; Paris was limp when he caught him. But after a second of holding him up, Paris straightened as if by reflex and claimed he hadn’t fainted, he was just “woozy.” It was bullshit, they both knew it was bullshit, but Paris refused to admit it. And Roan decided to just let him have it because he was weary of playing the role of the nag.

He’d avoided coming in to the office for days, so Paris had no reason to either, but he just had to today. He was done with his usual adultery cases and had accepted a job to do some background checks, and he needed to access his computer at work. He was hoping to sneak in alone, but of course it didn’t work that way. He really thought Paris should have stayed home and slept, but Par felt differently. He still refused to be “babied,” and sometimes he could get downright surly about it.

Sometimes Roan wondered if Paris kind of hated him now. He was so obviously healthy and Paris was so obviously not. He supposed he’d hate himself if he were in Paris’s position, at least in the back of his mind.

The drive to the office was relatively quiet, and Paris nursed his coffee as Roan drove, the radio on and filling the silence. Winter was starting to come in and let itself be known in air cold and sharp enough to scour the lungs, a layer of frost glistening whitely on the grass and glazing the edges of the windshield. Until the heater really warmed up and filled the car, they could see their breaths like vapor trails in the frigid air.

Roan had dressed warmly but casually in a heavy blue plaid flannel shirt, black wool trousers, and his fleece-lined bomber jacket, and he knew he didn’t look much like a private detective, but fuck it, he didn’t expect to see any clients today. It was cold, and the holiday season had a tendency to scare off the suspicious spouses, or at least deprive them of the money to hire a private detective. Around New Year’s was a bit of a boom time, though. 

Looking at his outfit, Paris had joked Roan looked more Canadian than he did. Paris was wearing lined jeans and a loose gray cashmere-blend sweater over a long-sleeved T-shirt, with a lightweight blue parka over it all, and a gray watch cap pulled down over his forehead. His haircut was so good that it could survive hat hair, which Paris said came from knowing where to find the good gay hairstylists in the city. Roan couldn’t help but point out that it also helped that the guys found Paris insanely attractive and wanted to jump his bones right in the chair, and with a slightly smug smile, Par admitted that never hurt.

By the time they reached the office, Paris had apparently decided to pretend that their brief but fraught argument that morning over whether he should come in or not had never happened, as he pulled out his set of keys, opened the door, and asked Roan what kind of coffee he was in the mood for. Roan decided to play along and told him anything that had enough caffeine in it to kill a rodent would be fine.

As Paris started the coffeemaker going, Roan opened the blinds, letting in the icy cool light of day, and noticed that the bright bouquet of daisies, dyed in a rainbow of artificial colors (some also painted with glitter), was still alive. “Goddamn,” he cursed, inspecting the flowers up close. The blue plastic dollar-store vase they sat in on the back filing cabinet was the same, but you could buy a truckload of those and easily swap them out. It wasn’t above Randi to do it either. “I swear, Randi is sneaking in and replacing these damn flowers daily. She’s doing it on purpose.”

That made Paris chuckle faintly. “You really think she wants to annoy you that much?”

“I don’t like flowers. I don’t see the point of them outside a garden. And these damn things won’t die. How long have they been here?”

“Uh… God, is it almost ten days now?”

“I think so. And they’re still going. So either she’s replacing them and denying it, or we have undead flowers.”

Paris smirked at him. “I think I read somewhere that daisies can last as cut flowers for a long time. This is probably just proof of that.”

“No, I still say it’s a conspiracy. Somebody’s fucking with me.” He went ahead and turned the thermostat up, a bit beyond what he normally did. He usually liked to keep it warm but still fairly brisk in here, mainly so he didn’t nod off during interminable background checks, but he didn’t want to make Paris miserable. Paris had almost no body fat to help keep him warm anymore.

“Driving you insane with flowers? That’s a rather passive-aggressive approach, isn’t it, when forcing you to listen to a Josh Wink album will do the same thing quicker.”

“Yes, but you’re the only one evil enough to try that.” 

Even though it was an unspoken rule that they keep home stuff at home, not bring it to work, looking at Paris was just breaking Roan’s heart this morning. He wasn’t cut out for this shit; he wasn’t. He was bad with people, and he was worse with loss.

Roan went up and put his arms around him from behind, and Paris leaned back against him with a sigh. “I’m sorry about this morning,” Roan told him, giving him a quick kiss on the neck.

“So am I. This is just so stupid. I want to have as much of a normal life as long as I can, okay?”

See, if Paris put it that way, it sounded perfectly reasonable. The bastard. As if he didn’t feel bad enough already. “I love you, you know.”

“I know. That’s why I don’t put you through a wall.”

“Bring it on, pansy,” Roan teased. He held Paris and wished somehow he could give him some of his strength, transfer it by osmosis, but that didn’t seem to work. Nothing seemed to work, and if he thought about it too long, he’d get too depressed to even get out of bed in the morning.

The phone rang, a noise that seemed shockingly loud, but it was their cue to go back to “work mode.” Paris did so easily, slipping out of Roan’s arms and moving to his desk to answer the phone, pulling off his watch cap and dropping it on his desk before lifting the receiver. And yeah, his hair still looked great. Why couldn’t hairdressers ever want to fuck him? If that was how you got a decent cut, Roan had to work on that.

The call was from Dennis Caldera, wanting to hire him to do some work on a case of his. On top of suspicious spouses, most of Roan’s other work came from lawyers and businesses, so he wasn’t too shocked to hear from him. In fact, Dennis had been his very first client and helped him get a toehold in the private investigations marketplace. Roan didn’t kid himself, though—yes, Dennis was a nice guy (for a lawyer) and a decent human being (again, for a lawyer), but the reason he had hired Roan in the first place was because Roan was gay. And Dennis, being gay himself, liked to keep business “in the community” whenever possible, and it wasn’t like there was a plethora of openly gay private eyes around here.

He’d just gotten the first of the background checks out of the way when he heard the front office door open. His inner office door was slightly ajar, so he assumed it was just Randi come to see if the flower torture was working—or maybe Braunbeck offering them holiday gorp—until he heard Paris gasp in surprise, “Oh my God—just look at you!”

Curiosity made him get up and look.

At first he almost didn’t recognize the man, but when recognition finally clicked, he was just as shocked as Paris. There was a lean but obviously fit young man, with stylish but slightly spiky blond hair and a close-cropped golden blond beard framing a youthful, handsome face, with watery blue eyes and a tasteful silver stud in his eyebrow piercing. It was that and the four slender gold rings and fake gemstone studs in each of his earlobes that gave his identity away. “Matt?” he asked.

Wow, he looked… different. He’d added about twenty pounds of sleek muscle to his frame, so he no longer looked like a string bean, and the close-cropped beard and mustache combo made him look less fey and more masculine. In fact, Roan had no idea a blond guy—usually not his type—could look that attractive. He was wearing battered black Converse sneakers, black sweatpants, and a brown leather jacket over a dark blue sweatshirt, making Roan think he had stopped by on his way to the gym or on the way back. He grinned openly at both of them, although his eyes seemed riveted to Paris. “I was about to say the same about you, man! Look at you! Love what you’ve done with your hair.”

“Love what you’ve done with you. You’ve been working out.”

Matt glanced down at the floor, his smile slightly sheepish as he blushed faintly—it was too easy to see on the fair skin. “Yeah, well… I had to do something to keep the cravings from driving me crazy, y’know.”

Paris eyed him sympathetically. “Drugs?”

Matt nodded, still not looking up from their industrial blue carpeting. “Yeah. It got kinda bad there for a while, but I got through it.”

“How long have you been clean?”

He looked up as he thought, as if trying to see inside his own head. Even his personality and demeanor seemed more thoughtful, quieter than when Roan had first met him. Maybe almost being killed by a stalker had had that effect on him, or maybe he’d finally given up caffeine. “Uh, wow, I guess it’s almost been a year and a half.”

“Hey, congratulations.”

“Don’t ever let anyone tell you it’s not fucking hard, ’cause it is.”

“I know what you mean, brother. After I discovered I was infected, I spent almost two entire years in a bottle. In fact, I’m still not sure how or when I got over the border. But detoxing wasn’t too bad for me, ’cause I was in a hospital at the time, and drugs made it better than it should have been.”

“I feel left out,” Roan admitted.

Paris rolled his eyes. “This one’s so squeaky clean, you’ll plotz. He has no fun at all.” He added a knowing wink to that.

Matt finally looked at Roan and smiled and tried to give him a quick, surreptitious once-over, only Roan caught it. Still hadn’t gotten over the puppy-dog crush, had he? 

“You look good too. Hey, are you wearing a ring? I never figured you as a jewelry type.”

“Oh. Well, it’s a wedding ring, so apparently I’m obligated to wear it, or I’m sleeping in the garage.”

Matt’s eyes got wide as silver dollars as he looked between Roan and Paris, and he must have finally noticed the same type of ring on Paris’s hand. “Holy shit, you guys got married? Wow! Congrats! I didn’t even know that was legal in this state.”

“It’s not. We got married up in Canada. It’s more a symbolic gesture than anything.”

Paris cleared his throat, grinning somewhat evilly. “He has a thorn in his paw about it because he thinks I conned him into it.”

“You got me drunk.”

“Oh please! You were barely tipsy. The spite idea really appealed to you.”

“You took advantage of my weakness.”

Now Paris was grinning broadly at him, and he looked better than he had in days. “Crybaby.”

No matter what Paris claimed, he had plied Roan with a lot of pale ale that night—and he had to admit that the place Par took him to had some great microbrews—and convinced him that them getting married would piss a lot of people off. The rings they had weren’t traditional by any means; they were little silver metal snakes biting their own tails, forming a circle, that they bought in an open air market in Vancouver’s version of Chinatown. They were manly and, as Paris cheerfully pointed out, wonderfully phallic, so of course they had to get them. They were also only twenty bucks apiece, so how could they say no?

Paris’s parents were pretty surprised, but Roan thought they handled it well, considering. They did seem like very nice, decent people, and certainly Paris’s sisters were impressive: Annie wasn’t just a lawyer, but a human rights lawyer, and Dee was a medical examiner (!) in Toronto. It was easy to tell that, only son or not, Paris was the black sheep in this studious family, and he clearly enjoyed that. His infected status never came up the whole time they were there, though, and Roan didn’t push him. They were invited back any time, and Roan sensed that they mostly meant that.

And Roan had to occasionally complain about the whole married thing so Paris didn’t see the truth of the matter: that he’d married Paris because it seemed like that was what Paris wanted, and he’d do anything for Paris if he thought it would make him live an extra day, an extra week… anything. He really didn’t care what. If he actually thought it would help, he’d sacrifice a goat to Ba‘al—that’s how desperate he was.

Matt was looking between them, as if not completely certain whether they were kidding or not, and Roan decided to give the kid a break—he probably wasn’t used to the way they joked with each other. “We’re legally married in Canada. Here, we’re dirty, filthy outlaws and somehow a menace to all straight people everywhere.”

“Which keeps things hot,” Paris said, with such cheerfulness that Roan had to fake a cough to hide a laugh.

Matt smiled, apparently getting that joke. “Is that why you haven’t been to Panic lately? The guys were starting to get worried about you. They actually discussed reporting you as a missing person, if only they knew your name.”

“Hey, I’m married now. I have to become a fat, cold shrew. I don’t have time to go have fun anymore,” Paris answered, still clearly enjoying himself. Of course, the real reason he hadn’t been to Panic was because he’d been too sick, but he wasn’t going to tell Matt that. “But I’m touched the guys miss me.”

“I’ll let them know you’re snubbing them for being a bunch of loser nellies.”

“Ooh, do that! But only if I can watch what happens after that.” The phone rang again, and Paris exchanged a surprised look with Roan before he picked up the receiver. Business was positively booming today—unless it was a process server making sure they were on site before visiting. That had happened before.

Roan took the opportunity to ask Matt seriously, “Did you just drop by to say hi?”

A slightly guilty look flashed across his face, and Roan wondered how good a junkie Matt could have been if he had never mastered the poker face. His emotions were all right there, out front where everyone could see them, and Roan had no idea how he had managed to survive so long in this world. “Umm, no. It’s funny, ’cause I was always trying to think up a good excuse to see you guys, but a reason kinda fell in my lap while I was still thinking about it.”

“Oh?” He hoped Matt’s crackhead stalker wasn’t out of prison yet… although it would be fun to kick his ass again.

“Yeah, I, um, wanted to hire you.”

Roan raised his eyebrows and resisted making the obvious dirty joke. “Really? Well, I guess you’d better step into my office.” He led the way, wondering what Matt could possibly hire him for and how precisely Matt could afford to on a barista’s salary. He suspected he’d have to let him down gently.

Once inside the office, he gestured to the lonely chair in front of his desk and shut the door quietly, deciding to cut right to the chase. “I’m not cheap, Matt.”

“Oh, uh, I know, I saw your web page. Nice job on that, by the way.”

“That’s Paris’s baby, tell him that. I just know what I need to know about the Internet and no more.” By the time Roan had taken a seat behind his desk, Matt was sitting as well, as ramrod straight and anxious as a third grader called into the principal’s office for reasons unknown. “What’s the problem?”

Matt looked briefly confused, as if he wasn’t sure what the question was referring to, and then he seemed to understand Roan was asking why he wanted to hire him. Learning Roan had married Paris had really thrown him, hadn’t it? Poor kid. Roan almost felt bad for him. 

“Um, a friend of mine from my rehab group has gone missing, and I was hoping you could find her. Or at least find out what happened to her.” He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a folded check. “This is your initial fee and expenses, I believe.”

He took the check and looked at it, noting both the number of zeroes and the still youthful scrawl of the handwriting across the check. “Yes, that’s a good start. But how on earth can you afford this, Matt?”

Roan could see the play of emotions across his face and knew then that Matt had to be the world’s worst liar. There was actually something refreshing about that; the world was so full of liars, himself among them. 

“My family’s not exactly poor. I mean, emergency doctors don’t make much, but my dad’s a malpractice lawyer, and believe me, he’s rolling in it. Also, I gave up the barista gig and decided to try and grow up a bit. Although I don’t know if working at a spa is growing up exactly, but at least it pays better.”

“A spa?”

“Yeah, Avalon Spa, you know that place near the mall?”

“Oh, right. What do you do there?”

Again the nervous glance at the floor, and the small flush of color rising up his neck. “I’m a masseur. Which I know sounds as phony as hell, but I’m licensed and everything. Also, my clients are women—the only men at Avalon are the ones on staff. And while I’ve got nothing against women at all—I’d have had no friends in high school if it weren’t for women—I find them as sexually attractive as roadkill possum.”

Roan had to swallow back a laugh. “Don’t tell them that.”

“Oh, God no! I’d never get any tips then.”

At least he wasn’t the male hustler kind of masseur; he had that going for him. Of course, Roan had no idea how much they made, but the fact that he had to be licensed probably put him a pay grade above barista. Still, he had a sense there was something Matt wasn’t telling him. “So this is all your money?”

A nervous glance, and when their eyes locked, something in Matt caved, and his shoulders slumped appropriately. “Well, actually… her aunt is chipping in on this too. But I’m not supposed to tell you that; she doesn’t want it getting back that she hired you.”

“Why?”

He shrugged, rolled his shoulders a bit, squirmed slightly in his chair. “She doesn’t get along too well with her sister, Callie’s mother, and she’s afraid this could make things worse, y’know.”

“Callie—the missing woman?”

He seemed to feel better with this topic change. “Yeah, Callie Stone. Well, not really, that’s just the name she’s been living under. Her real name’s Thora Bishop—gee, I wondered why she changed that, right?”

Bishop—that last name sounded familiar, although he couldn’t immediately say why. “Tell me about her.”

Matt was more than happy to oblige. He had met Callie/Thora in the Laurel Springs Therapeutic Recovery Center, which was an exclusive, private rehab clinic for the children of the wealthy (proving that Matt was right when he said his family had money). Part of Laurel Springs’ recovery program was that the group you were put in with met twice a month on an outpatient basis, a sort of exclusive AA program. Callie had been in for abusing prescription drugs and coke and was also an anorexic who weighed about eighty-nine pounds when she was brought in and often had to be fed through a stomach tube. Her parents were also concerned about her OCD problem, which had led to her washing her hands until they bled.

The girl was pretty fucked-up, which was why Matt gravitated to her. He said he always sympathized with the deeply screwed (which may have led to his crackhead stalker problem, but Roan wasn’t going to bring that up now), and Callie kept to herself a lot, even in group therapy, although eventually she began to confide in him. Not a lot but enough that he realized her family—the Bishops of the Thorp Chemical concern (that’s where he recognized the name: there was controversy all last year about Thorp buying a few thousand acres of formerly federal forest to build a new chemical manufacturing plant)—were fucked-up in quiet but elaborate ways. They exchanged e-mails once they were out of rehab, and plans were made to get together, but Callie developed a mild case of agoraphobia and never could manage it. They were never great friends, although Matt suspected he was the closest thing she had to a confidante, which made him feel bad for her. He played that role a lot, but he figured he was the “safe gay guy” for most of these conflicted women.

Yesterday he got a phone call from her, and she sounded near hysterical, and the first thing that struck him as weird was that it was obvious she was calling from outside—quite a feat for a person with agoraphobia. She was really scared; she was sure there were these guys following her, and she was afraid to go home. She wouldn’t call the cops—according to her, “It wouldn’t help”—but he was at work and it was too far away from where she was to be of much use to her, and sending her to his apartment when he wasn’t there and she had no way to get in wasn’t something she was up for. So he told her to go to Panic and he’d meet her there as soon as he could, banking on the fact that, most likely, her pursuers were straight men who wouldn’t enter a gay bar in a million years, and besides that, the bouncers were gym queens with an excellent sense of gaydar—no straight guys were getting past them even if they tried. (Roan’s opinion of Matt went up a notch; that was very clever of him.)

But when he got there, she was nowhere to be seen, and the bouncers hadn’t seen a woman matching her description. One of the bartenders thought he might have seen her, though. He told Matt he had been out in the alley having a smoke break, and he thought he saw, on the street, a woman matching her description being helped into a silver sedan type of vehicle. He remembered it because she was so skinny; he thought maybe she was a junkie of some kind, someone who spent more on drugs than food. He thought she looked passed out, but he wasn’t sure.

Matt knew she had a couple of brothers and hoped that maybe they’d picked her up, as far-fetched as that was. He had gone to her place and said it was “trashed” and she was nowhere to be found, which really scared him. He was now certain something terrible had happened to her.

“Have you reported this to the police?”

Matt shifted in his chair, sitting up a bit straighter, his eyes suddenly troubled. “No. The family asked me not to.”

Of all the possible responses to that question, that was the one Roan didn’t expect.
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“WHY WOULD the family not want this reported?” Roan asked, having a bad feeling about this. Stuff with families got messy and complicated and often quite ugly; families were, as far as Roan had seen from the outside looking in, hell. He was glad he’d avoided them.

Matt gave him a look that suggested he agreed but had been verbally beaten down. “They think it will get out to the press and become a media circus. I talked to Callie’s aunt—her name’s Hannah Noyes—and at first she wanted to go to the cops, but then she reconsidered it. I even had to talk her into hiring you. She was afraid you’d leak it to the press. I had to vouch for you, tell her you weren’t the type to do that.”

Roan sat forward, scratching his head as he thought. Something wasn’t adding up here. “Who would care? I mean, sure, the Bishops are rich, and there was the whole Thorp Chemical thing, but they just aren’t that big of a deal. The Winters have kicked them off the scandal sheets, Eli being an infected cult leader and all.”

Matt shifted in his seat again, and it was clear he hated being in the middle of something. He may have led a rather dramatic life, what with the drugs and the stalkers, but Matt was one of those guys who didn’t like conflict. He disliked conflict so much it made Roan wonder what his childhood had been like. “I know, I said I didn’t think it was likely, but… she’s family, y’know? And the only one who’d talk to me, the only one who seemed to care. I had to play along. Callie always said that Hannah was the only sane one in her family, the only one who gave a damn about her.”

Roan opened a small notebook he always kept on his desk and wrote down the name Hannah Noyes on the left-hand side, and the name Thora Bishop on the right-hand side. He was going to make a list of the family members and connect them all in a daisy chain. It might lead somewhere, it might not, but it would help him keep track of all the players. “How old is Callie?”

“Seventeen.”

He looked at Matt sharply. He was expecting maybe nineteen at the outset but not seventeen. “She’s that young?”

Matt grimaced. “She’s pretty fucked-up. She told me she’s been anorexic since she was twelve and her dad called her a butterball. She started using at thirteen. It started with diet pills and snowballed from there.”

The name Adam Bishop popped into his head, and he wrote it down above Hannah’s name. He recalled it from the newspaper coverage of the Thorp Chemical controversy. That must be Callie’s/Thora’s father. “There’s no chance she’s run off?”

The look Matt gave him said “No, dumbass” better than words ever could. “She had her own place, which she wouldn’t leave most of the time ’cause of her agoraphobia. She has money—if she wanted to take off, she could and come back. Why call me in a panic? If she was simply leaving, she’d have told me. Hell, she’d probably invite me along, like she did to her cousin’s wedding.”

“You took her to her cousin’s wedding?”

“A couple months ago, yeah. Oh, and you know what was horrible? The groom hit on me.”

Roan stared at him. “No, he didn’t.”

“He totally did! He cornered me in one of the bathrooms—and my God, you should have seen this house, it was a fucking mansion! The bathrooms were bigger than my first apartment! Anyway, he said he knew I was gay, he could tell, supposedly, and he thought it might be fun to have a little… fling before he was tied down, y’know? God, I was horrified. He must have thought I was a total slut or something. Also, he wasn’t that good-looking. Rich, sure, but he should have spent some of his money on a nose job and liposuction.”

Now he could see why a guy would randomly hit on Matt; now he looked really good. Of course, if he still had his “club kid” look at that time, then the guy was not only a total skeeze but possibly a child molester, as Matt looked barely legal without the beard. “Who were these people? How are they related to Callie?”

“Oh! The cousin was named Crystal… God, something. I’m sorry, they weren’t very close, Callie just felt she had to be there, y’know, to keep up appearances and show she wasn’t dead yet. The guy was named Cody Ginter—–now, that I remember, ’cause Callie told me he was some big noise on the East Coast, but I’d never heard of him. Also, as I said, he hit on me, and I never forget a guy who grabs my dick, especially when I don’t want him to.”

Roan wrote Cody and Crystal Ginter at the very bottom of the page, not figuring them into the mess yet. “To show she wasn’t dead yet? You don’t mean that literally, do you?”

Matt ran a hand nervously through his hair, ruffling it only the slightest bit. (He must have used quite a bit of product on it.) “Well… kinda. She’d heard from Heather, Hannah’s daughter, that either her parents or her brothers had started a rumor that she was dead. She wanted to show she wasn’t.”

Roan sat back, wondering why he wasn’t surprised. He wished he wasn’t so cynical at times, but the world seemed to conspire to keep him that way. “Her family wanted her dead?”

“No! I mean… I don’t think so. I don’t really know. I mean, to hear Callie talk, she seemed pretty convinced that they’d have been happier if she OD’d fatally rather than survive to end up in rehab, but she was kinda… a drama queen, y’know? After a guy was late for their date, I spent an hour talking her out of killing herself.”

Roan rubbed his eyes, took a deep breath, and wondered how heartbroken Matt would be if he turned down this case. “So what you’re telling me is she’s an unstable, troubled teenager who wouldn’t mind getting back at her family?”

“What? No! I mean… maybe. I don’t know. Am I?”

“Basically, yes. Has she ever disappeared for any length of time before?”

“No, not that I know of. Look, as I said, she’s fucked-up, but I don’t think she’d fake her own disappearance. Please, just find out what happened to her.”

The personal appeal for help. Damn it, it was his weakness. There was no way Matt could have known that, but, briefly, he was a little resentful of it. Then he asked for more information on Callie/Thora.

She was barely sixteen when she’d ended up in rehab, after an interesting overdose of Percodan and cocaine. Matt said it wasn’t a suicide attempt, but just an “over-enthusiastic” attempt to “balance herself out.” She’d also been hospitalized on at least one occasion due to her anorexia, although he didn’t know when. She didn’t have a job; she had simply been living off her trust fund while taking college courses online. He pulled out a snapshot and gave it to Roan, saying it had been taken last month and given to him by Hannah.

Good lord, she was a stick figure. She was so thin she looked like a head on top of a broom. She was painfully thin, Calista Flockhart “tie-her-down-it’s-getting-breezy” skinny; she was wearing a scoop neck top in the photo and it allowed him to see a collarbone standing out in relief, protruding through the skin like it was trying to get out. Her face was narrow and nearly skeletal—she didn’t have enough fat in her face to have cheeks—and her eyes seemed sunken. But her lips were artificially plumped, her hair dyed to a hay color and so straight it might have been ironed, not so much falling to her bony shoulders as positioned there. She had small breasts, but they were still startling on a body so free of fat—they were either artificial, or she was wearing a push-up bra. No way in hell were those breasts natural. “Has she had plastic surgery?” he wondered. She may have been attractive in a cold, artificial way, but all he felt for her was sorry. He wanted to sit her down and buy her a sandwich, much like he had done for Paris when they’d first met. (He was as skinny then as he was now, wasn’t he? But back then he’d been trying to die; the irony wasn’t pleasant.)

Matt snorted as if that had been a funny question. “Oh yeah. Nose job, chin job, collagen, boob job. I think she even had some work done on her ass, although maybe she was joking about that. Hard to tell in an e-mail, y’know.”

He stared at Matt in disbelief. “She’s seventeen years old.”

“I know. She got the boob job as a gift on her sixteenth birthday. She got the nose job for successfully completing rehab.” He said it flatly, but there was dry disapproval in Matt’s tone. He thought it was pretty sick too.

“Who the fuck are her parents, Michael Jackson?” He dropped the Polaroid on his desk, shoving it aside, and knew it was wrong this early in an investigation to just hate the parents, but he did. Either they were overindulgent parents who let their young daughter do whatever the hell she wanted, or they were fucking monsters who thought the best way to deal with teenage awkwardness was with a scalpel, but they were total assholes, no matter the case.

Her parents were actually Adam and Celestine Bishop; her brothers were Adam Bishop III (although he was called Jay by the family) and Joseph, both older, and she had several aunts and uncles and cousins, but she only had regular contact with Hannah. Hannah, though, had been estranged from Celestine (her sister) for several years, although Callie never told Matt why. Callie lived in Stonehaven, an expensive condo complex, and her condo was on the ground floor, as she was afraid of heights. (What neuroses didn’t this girl have?) That led him to ask Matt if he had a key, like he had a key to Ashley’s place, but Matt said he didn’t, which led Roan to ask how he knew her apartment was trashed. After a little hesitancy, Matt admitted he’d gotten in through the bathroom window.

Roan groaned in disgust at his stupidity. “You broke in?”

“I know, I know, but I didn’t break anything, that window’s always been wonky—”

“That’s not the point. You’ve left your fingerprints everywhere. You’ve been arrested before, yes?”

Matt didn’t want to answer; his eyes seemed to dance around the room like he wanted to look at anything but Roan, yet he finally gave up with an air of surrender. “Well, kinda. The charges were dropped.”

“Doesn’t matter. You were fingerprinted, right?”

He squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. “Yeah.”

“Then if I get my friends in the force to dust the place, your prints will be all over. It’ll look like you did it.”

Matt groaned and let his head fall back as he grabbed his forehead. “Fuck! I didn’t think of that. I just wanted to see if there was any clue as to where she might have gone or who might have been after her, y’know? I never really think of myself as a felon either, ’cause I’m not. I mean, yeah, I got arrested once for obviously tweaking in public, but my dad bein’ my dad, he got the charges dropped. I’m Robert Skouris’s son—that apparently carries some weight amongst the cops.” He fell silent for a moment, but before Roan could take the conversational reins again, Matt looked at him with infinitely sad eyes, making him look like a wounded little boy. “That was the last time I saw him, and mainly I just saw his back as he walked away. When I came out, at sixteen, he stopped talking to me. It was like he found it too painful to be in the same room with me. He moved out of the house. Mom said it wasn’t my fault, they’d been having problems—well, new problems—but I dunno. When I called his office, I was put on indefinite hold, and if I called his house, he’d just hang up on me. I didn’t call him when I got arrested, I called Mom; I guess she called him to fix it, and he did. But he did it for her; he just gave me this look, y’know? Like he wished I was dead.” He sniffed and rubbed his eyes. “Aw hell, queens and their daddy issues, huh?”

“If he can’t handle your sexuality, it’s his problem,” Roan pointed out. “Fuck him if he can’t handle it. Don’t let him make you feel bad.”

He half-smiled in a pained way. “You don’t have parental issues, do you?”

“I don’t have parents. I was a foster kid.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. The longer I’m in this job, the more I get the feeling I dodged a bullet.”

They got back on track, although he now wondered if Matt and Callie had bonded over issues of parental rejection: him because he had the audacity to be gay, her because she had the audacity to be mentally ill. In both wealthy families, that was probably seen as the equivalent of being a serial killer… or a hippie. Whichever was worse in their estimation. The Bishops lived in Avondale, which was no surprise—Eli Winters’s parents used to live there too, and Tom Winters still did. It was where the very wealthy lived, with waterfront views and unspoiled old growth making a natural barrier between them and the great unwashed. Hannah Noyes lived in Harrow Hill, which was the second-place slot for the wealthy around here; it wasn’t as exclusive, and it was slowly going to seed as those wealthy were old money who were getting older, moldering like mummies in their sarcophagi as the world crumbled around them, the new generation leaving them behind,  and all the new wealthy were filling out the ranks of Avondale or the luxury condos going up downtown near the waterfront. He wondered how long it would take for every one of those people to look at his wardrobe and just assume he was the “help.”

But the first person he had to talk to was the supposed witness to Callie’s “disappearance,” the bartender at Panic. Sadly, Matt only knew him by his nickname, “Chi-Chi”—oy vey, that was one of the reasons why he hated gay bars—and had begun to describe him as a “really cute Asian guy” when Roan got up from his desk and opened the door. “Par,” he asked. “The bartender nicknamed Chi-Chi at Panic, who is he?”

Par, who was clearly playing Tetris on his computer, sat back and thought about it for a moment. “Oh, that’s Eric Chiang. Into leather daddies. Why?”

“No reason. Thank you.”

As soon as he closed the office door, Matt looked up at him in wonderment. “How did he know that?”

“Everybody hits on Paris—everybody. He generally remembers their names when they offer them.” Once he sat back down at his desk, he entered the name Eric Chiang into his database, and it turned out there were a couple of different Eric Chiangs around here. But one lived on Calvin Street, and that was pretty much a “gay” neighborhood—you couldn’t walk fifty feet without getting a rainbow flag in the eye. It was also one of the neatest streets in the downtown corridor, with swept sidewalks and window boxes exploding with riots of begonias and geraniums and zinnias during the appropriate seasons… but surely that was just coincidence. As was the “adult novelty store” on the neighboring block.

He wrote down the address and phone number and figured he should give Eric a call first. Also, when he paid Eric a visit, he probably shouldn’t be wearing his leather jacket—there was no point in giving him false hopes.

After watching him write things down for a few moments, Matt asked hopefully, “Are you taking the case?”

“I’ll see if I can find out what happened to her. But I’m making no promises here, Matt. She sounds like a serious head case, capable of almost anything, and the family doesn’t sound that great either. I don’t like getting involved in family things—they always end badly.”

Matt levered himself out of his chair, looking absurdly grateful. “Thank you. I… we appreciate it.”

Roan stood, just to be polite, and didn’t know what to tell him. He didn’t have high hopes about this case; in fact, he had an awful feeling, ever since looking at Callie’s photo. It wasn’t just that she was too skinny—although he did feel like notifying the Red Cross about her—there was something desperate in her forced, capped-teeth, bleached smile, something like a swallowed scream. There were shadows in her eyes, and they weren’t all physical. She’d been crying for help for years and years, and no one had ever really noticed. The only person who had—too late to be of much help—was a former junkie turned barista turned masseur, a guy she only knew from rehab, and that was just too sad for words.

As he came around the desk to escort Matt out, Matt suddenly hugged him, fiercely enough that he thought he felt his ribcage creak. “Thank you,” Matt murmured into his shoulder. “I’m kinda afraid it’s me, y’know? That everyone around me just….” He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. First Ashley and now Callie. He suspected that Matt, in spite of his obvious physical attractiveness, was very lonely. He had probably been used and tossed aside by a lot of men; everybody loved to go out of their way to stomp the shit out of the eternal optimist.

Roan patted him on the back awkwardly and noticed, since they were so close, that he smelled like mousse, Calvin Klein cologne, fabric softener, and… something a bit more chemical, coming through his pores. He held him back at arm’s length and looked him in the eyes. (Those blue eyes were contacts—were the brown eyes real, or were they contacts too? Suddenly he wondered if he’d ever seen the real color of Matt’s eyes.) “Matt, are you using again?”

Matt looked deeply confused. “What? No. Why would you ask that?”

“I’m smelling something chemical on you, medicinal.”

“Medicinal?” he repeated, blond brows dropping down in confusion. “I can’t think why that would be… unless… my therapist has me on Norpramin. Are you smelling that?”

“Could be. What is it?”

“An antidepressant. Prozac did nothing for me, and Xanax gave me a headache. I feel a lot calmer on Norpramin, less like I have ADD.”

Roan nodded. “You seem calmer.” He really didn’t like therapists throwing happy pills at everyone, but they did seem to help some people. They seemed to help Matt, which was good. Obviously he’d needed some kind of help.

As Roan moved past him toward the door, Matt said, “That’s weird. I didn’t think Norpramin had a smell.”

“Everything has a smell, especially when it’s processed through the body.” He’d come back out into the main office, and Paris heard that, which made him smile charitably at Matt.

“Is he giving you the ‘how I smell things’ lecture?”

Roan scowled at him, but there wasn’t much heat behind it. It was nice to see Paris so animated, so happy. “It’s not a lecture.”

“It’s fascinating really,” Matt said, being kind. “I never thought about how we smell things and how much different it must be for you guys… umm, I mean for Roan. You don’t have the super smell thing, do you?”

Paris shook his head, still smiling. “Nope. The perfume counter at Macy’s holds no terror for me. Well, beyond the usual.”

“Lucky bastard. Rub it in, why don’t you?” It was his usual response, stripped almost bare of sarcasm.

Matt and Paris exchanged a little small talk before Matt left, and Roan assured him he’d call as soon as there were any developments. Once he was gone, Paris said, “Goddamn, puppy grew up hot, didn’t he? We should ask if he’s into threesomes. Oh hell, if you’re involved, he’ll say yes so fast you’d think his pants were attached with Velcro.”

“Very funny. Who called?”

“Oh, that. Now that was weird.” He picked up the note he’d made and looked at it, even though it was unlikely he needed to. “It was a woman—sounded kind of old—who said her name was Doctor Petra Rosenberg. Now there’s a name for you, huh? Anyway, she said it was imperative, see, I wrote it down,”—he did, he had “imperative” in quote marks and everything—“that you call her as soon as possible. She said you’d know what it was about.”

Roan took the note with her name, “imperative,” and her phone number on it and scowled down at it in the hopes it would explain itself. Didn’t happen. Did the name Doctor Rosenberg sound a little bit familiar?

“So are you finally giving in and getting that sex change or what?” Paris teased.

Roan flipped him off, which only made Par laugh.

He wandered back into his office with the note, and finally a little bell started to ring in his head. Rosenberg. Didn’t he have a doctor named Rosenberg when he was a kid? She had worked for the state; she was one of the first to specialize in infecteds and their medical conditions. This had to be her. He tried to bring up a mental image of her, but all he really got was the same white coats with anonymous faces that he always saw when he thought of all the doctors who had tried to treat him when he was growing up. There was some association with her name and tortoiseshell glasses, though.

Why was she calling him now? He tried to remember the last time he’d seen her and figured it must have been about eighteen or nineteen years ago. How “imperative” could it be if there was a nearly twenty-year gap between her last seeing him and her calling?

Still, just looking at the name on the Post-it note made him feel uneasy, the coffee churning sourly in his stomach. What had she just figured out about him? The timing was both suspicious and ominous, what with Paris’s condition deteriorating and his own just getting stronger. The use of such an old-fashioned word as “imperative” also set him on edge. Did people ever whip those out except when they were freaked?

He was tempted to crumple up the note but didn’t. He knew he should call, but he wasn’t sure he was brave enough right now.

Roan honestly didn’t know when he’d feel brave enough to make this phone call. He almost wanted to tell Paris that see, he too could get scared. But it wasn’t anything he actually wanted to share.
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Sucker Punch



ROAN TUCKED the message from Rosenberg in his pocket and decided to call her later, on the off chance he inherited some courage along the way. It was unlikely, but stranger things had happened.

He called Eric Chiang at home (he was not calling him Chi-Chi) and caught him in. As soon as he explained who he was and why he was calling, Eric told him to go ahead and come on over, as he’d be happy to help if he could. He actually didn’t sound that enthusiastic about it; he just wanted to placate Roan on the off chance he was really a cop.

He told Paris about the case, mainly because he had to, and even Par blanched when he saw the photo of Callie. “Holy shit, are you sure she’s not sick?” That could explain her thinness, but somehow Roan doubted it. When he discovered where Roan was off to, Paris suggested he should come with Roan, since Eric was more likely to be amenable to him—actually a good point. After all, Eric had hit on Paris enough that Par not only knew his name but his personal kink.

Of course, he didn’t know if Paris was up to it, if he had the energy to do it, but Roan couldn’t think of any way to ask without offending him, so he just let him come along.

Eric lived in one of the apartments over a small ground-floor bookstore/coffee shop called Remains of the Day (which might as well have called itself “Gay Gay Gay Gay”). There was a back way to enter the apartments, so they avoided going in, but it looked interesting enough that Roan made a mental note to check out the shop sometime. Paris must have noticed him looking at the books in the display window on their way around the back, because he whispered in Roan’s ear, “You love your damn books more than me.” When Roan shot him an evil look, Par was grinning at him ear to ear. Roan nudged him with his elbow, hoping he didn’t blush at being caught in his book lust. What could he say? They had saved his life when he was a kid; books took him out of hospitals, group homes, and foster homes. They let him know that there was something other than this. He was eternally grateful.

They went up the outer stairs to an inner corridor, redolent of French roast, where four doors led to four different apartments, all marked with brass numbers. The one they wanted was number three, which was at the end of the hall on the left side. Roan knocked, but he took a step back, so the first thing Eric saw would be Paris. That was an automatic reflex now—letting Paris take the lead was a guarantee you’d get in the door, whether it was a swanky party he’d never be invited to in a million years or a reluctant witness’s home. Paris was like a magic key, and they both knew it.

Eric opened the door a crack, but when he saw it was Paris on his doorstep, he threw the door wide open, gaping in shock. “Oh my God! You’re the hot—I mean that guy from the club! Sister, where the hell have you been?”

“Working on my tan,” Paris replied with a full-wattage smile. Paris was actually looking gothically pale these days, but Eric’s eyes were so riveted to Paris’s face Roan bet the bartender didn’t even notice.

Roan stepped forward and introduced himself, handing him a business card, and while Eric nodded and took it all in, he almost never looked at Roan.

Eric’s place was small but neat, with only good Goodwill furniture and a tastefully stark futon, and a single framed photo of a well-built naked man’s torso. It was in arty black and white, cutting him off at the neck and at the waist, so all you could see was the rocky surface of a gym-blessed chest, which was, sadly, waxed. Roan was with it as a piece of art until that little detail; even that tiny line of hair that usually started just below the navel was completely missing. He wasn’t into bears but, come on—real men had hair. That picture was as erotic as a mannequin.

Eric himself was nice looking in a somewhat fey way, with delicate features and attractive almond-shaped eyes in a slender face, his black hair short and spiky in a cut not unlike Matt’s. He was a wisp of a guy, maybe five five and a hundred and twenty pounds, and he asked if they minded him getting ready for work while he talked. They didn’t, and they sat on his hard futon while he shouted at them from the tiny bedroom. He left the door open, and there was a full-length mirror in his room that was turned just so, so that every now and then they caught a glimpse of skin. Was he putting on a show for Paris? Roan suspected he was and found it hard not to smirk. Par grinned right back at him, trying not to laugh.

Eric told—shouted—them a slightly more elaborate version of the story Matt had told him. He was out in the back alley of Panic, sneaking a smoke, and while he was smoking he noticed a really thin girl being carried to a car on North Avenue. He figured she was a junkie of some type or maybe a “party girl” being taken away by her friends; she looked limp and unresponsive. He only noticed it because she looked so damn skinny, “like one of the Olsen twins.” He didn’t know cars at all, so all he could say was it was a silver car, “sedan-ish,” and he never noticed the plate, nor could he describe the men, except they were white and “kinda big.” As witnesses went, Eric kind of left you wanting. Even having Paris there didn’t bring any extra details to mind.

Eric came out wearing low-slung jeans, professionally worn in all the right places, and a leather vest without a shirt, showing a lean, hairless torso of his own. (This was another reason why Roan hated gay bars.) “It’s a little cold to be without a shirt, isn’t it?” he couldn’t help but ask. Paris elbowed him in the ribs for that.

“Not in the club, it ain’t,” Eric responded, talking to him but glancing at Paris. “You stopping by tonight?”

“I doubt it,” Paris told him. “I’m working.”

“So you’re a private detective, huh? I had no idea they made ’em as hot as you.”

Was he flirting? Yes, he was flirting with Paris right in front of Roan. Clearly Eric didn’t notice the matching rings, or the emphasis Roan put on “partner” when he had first introduced them. Or he did and he just didn’t care.

Paris smiled coyly and glanced down at the threadbare mustard-colored carpet, as if abashed by this attention. But Roan knew from the way he was biting the inside of his cheek that he was trying really hard not to laugh. “I’m really an associate. Roan’s the private dick around here.” And Par raised his eyebrows lasciviously when he said “dick,” forcing Roan to look away and then dry wash his own face. Bastard was trying to make him laugh too.

Eric didn’t look disappointed as much as confused, as if he wasn’t sure exactly what associate entailed. “Oh. So what’s with this chick anyway? I heard she was rich or something?”

“Or something,” Roan said, as soon as he was sure he wouldn’t laugh. He stood up from the futon, wondering if it had left indents in his butt. It felt like it. (How did anyone sleep on these things?) “If you see this car again, or remember any more details, please call me.”

Paris stood up with him, looking beatifically alluring, and Eric was just riveted. He should have had his tongue hanging out like a cartoon wolf—he couldn’t have wanted Paris more. And of course, Par was doing this on purpose, perhaps to make him a friendlier witness, or perhaps just to prove that, sick or not, he could still turn the world on with his smile. “Yes, please. No detail is unimportant.”

Eric nodded like his neck was a spring, suddenly so eager to please Paris that Roan half expected him to make something up on the spot.

They left and somehow made it to the outside stairs before they exploded into laughter, leaning into each other as they howled helplessly at Eric’s desperate little show and Paris’s shameless performance. They both laughed until they had tears running down their faces. It wasn’t quite that funny, but being forced to hold it in made it come out with that much more power.

When he could finally speak, Roan wiped the tears away with the back of his hand and told Par, “That poor kid. Could you have been more of a slut?”

Paris looked at him with sparkling eyes, flushed with vitality. “Dare you ask that? Of course I could. I could have asked him if he wanted to give me an opinion on my new Speedo.”

There was no point in replying that he didn’t actually own a Speedo. “His balls would have exploded.”

“Oh, I know.” Par grinned, starting to laugh again.

Shameless. But that’s what Roan loved about him, right? He was fearless, and Par was shameless; together, they could mortify the world.

As they were leaving, Par pulled him into the bookshop to have a look-see, apparently deciding they were in no hurry to get back to the office. And they weren’t, were they? Talking to Eric had not really given them anything of note.

The shop was owned by a woman named Ally, a thirty-ish lesbian with nut-brown skin, well-toned arms, and many tattoos and piercings, her severely short hair a whitish blonde with pink streaks. She was friendly, though, and the shop cat—a ginger tabby that was apparently called Maya—hissed and ran away to hide in the stacks when they came in. Still, Roan soon found it following him, its pale green eyes bright and wide. It stayed out of pouncing range but seemed almost perversely fascinated with him. “I don’t make much sense, do I?” he whispered to Maya, crouching down and holding out his hand. Eventually she crept over toward him, and after a wary sniff of his fingers let him pet her. Her fur was soft and glossy; she was a well-fed, well-cared-for cat. “I’m glad humans can’t smell how wrong I am.” She purred, a low rumble, and rolled over until she was exposing her stomach. He wasn’t sure if that was a sign of submission to the alpha cat or just an invitation to rub her stomach, so he scratched her belly and then went back to perusing the stacks of used books, which were crammed messily into plain wooden shelves. But he liked this setup better than the ones in the big bookshops; there was a controlled chaos that suggested people actually read these books, not just looked at them.

Maya continued to follow him around. As he returned to the front to buy some books and pay for the overpriced coffee Paris had gotten, Ally looked around to see Maya standing behind him. “Weird. You must be a cat person, huh?”

He couldn’t help but stiffen, even though he knew she meant a person who likes cats. “Why do you say that?”

“She doesn’t like men,” she replied casually, pulling his change out of the till with a practiced ease. “I got her from the pound, and the woman there told me she was pathologically afraid of all males. She even cringed at their voices. I’ve been kind of hoping exposure to guys here would help her get over it, but… we don’t get a whole lot of guys in here.” It was a lesbian place? Oh, yeah, that might explain why everyone in the coffee shop appeared to be female.

Paris waved at Maya, and she arched her back and zoomed off toward the stacks like a bat out of hell. Par raised an eyebrow at him, quietly wondering if she was afraid because he was male or because he was a tiger. Roan could only shrug—could be a little of both.

Instead of returning to the office, they went home. Roan said it was due to his book purchases, but truth be told, he had all the business he cared to handle right now. He didn’t want to handle any, actually; only the threat of bills he couldn’t meet made him go in. He knew he should go talk to Hannah Noyes, but he didn’t want to; he didn’t want this fucking case at all. He wanted to just spend as much time with Par as he could before… no, he couldn’t even finish that thought. He wouldn’t finish that thought.

He made sure calls to the office would get forwarded here and was almost glad when Paris said he was going to go take a bath to warm up. Even wearing layers hadn’t kept him warm enough.

He waited until he heard the water running upstairs before digging the Post-it note out of his pocket. He’d put this off as long as he could bear to, hadn’t he? He decided to call her on his cell phone, so in case Par came down, he could always duck into the garage.

He went into the kitchen to start heating up the milk for Paris’s hot chocolate, trying to ignore the gnawing in his gut. Hot chocolate was great for both warming Paris up and getting lots of calories into him, which was especially true when he substituted half and half for milk, as he was doing now. Not that throwing calories at Paris ever seemed to help much—he probably needed some horrific Homer Simpson diet of nothing but fried foods and pureed doughnuts at every meal.

He set the half and half on low simmer and called Petra Rosenberg, half expecting her machine, and was surprised when she answered. It took him a moment to figure out what he was going to say. “Um, yeah, hi, this is Roan McKichan. Apparently you called me earlier?”

“Yes, Roan, hello, how are you?” she said familiarly, sounding as friendly and sweet as a long-lost grandmother. The problem was, she wasn’t. (Was she?)

“Who the hell are you?”

She chuckled warmly. “I treated you as a child and young adult at the McAmmon Center. Once, I—”

“Yeah, I remember. I just don’t know why you’re calling me.” He pulled the dark chocolate syrup out of the fridge, let it clunk on the counter, let her hear it as he wedged the phone between his cheek and shoulder and pulled a microwavable mug out of the cupboard.

She cleared her throat nervously, not sure how to continue in the face of his aggressive disinterest, but she tried anyway. She sounded like she was maybe sixty and a smoker at one point in her life. “I was sent a very interesting video the other day. It showed what appeared to be a man talking to a lion on a street I recognized downtown. The man appears to be communicating with the lion. It seems to understand what he’s saying.”

Roan suddenly knew where this was going, and his heart sank to his stomach. Fuck those people and their camera phones. He poured the right amount of chocolate syrup into the mug and put it in the microwave to nuke it for a couple seconds. It didn’t need to be hot, just warmer than it was. “People can do amazing things with computers these days.”

She wasn’t dissuaded. “It’s a very poor quality video, and the sound quality is laughable, but I was able to make out a name the man used: Roan. It made sense, certainly. There’s no forgetting your hair color, and the lion had unusual coloring in its mane.”

“And you just remembered me off the top of your head, is that it?” The microwave dinged, and he checked the saucepan on the front burner of the stove. The half and half was starting to roil ever so gently, a hint of steam coming off the smooth white surface of the liquid.

“I never forgot you,” she replied, and he could hear a smile in her voice. “You were so very unique.”

He snorted, turning off the burner and removing the pan from the heat. “Yeah, the freak boy. I never outgrew it.”

“I always thought you could, you know.”

That almost seemed like a non sequitur. “Could what?”

“Transform out of viral sequence,” she replied, as casually as if they were discussing the weather. “The way the virus incorporated itself into your cellular structure was just so unique. You, and a good percentage of virus children, seemed to have the potential to express traits of the virus, but most are unable to capitalize on it for obvious reasons. Yet you… you were always special. I assumed that you could learn to manipulate it to a certain degree, but it isn’t something you can really discuss with a child, even one as bright as you obviously were.”

Taking the mug out of the microwave, he carefully poured in the hot half and half and stirred it, watching the liquid turn a rich, deep brown. It smelled good too, but Roan hardly noticed it. His heart was thundering in his ears, and he had the urge to toss the phone in the microwave and nuke the fucker. This was not a conversation he wanted to have. “What is it you want from me?”

She sighed as if disappointed in him. “I’m not calling to… I have no desire to upset you or your life.”

“Then why call?”

She paused. He’d been trying to call up a mental image of the woman, but he continued to fail. It wasn’t going to happen. “I’m working on a research project here at the university now, and I was wondering… would you be at all interested in an experimental medication?”

He almost dropped the empty saucepan but managed to get it on the counter. “What? A medication for what?”

“For the virus, although it’s not a cure or a preventative. What we’re hoping it can accomplish is a lengthening of the viral cycle, essentially delaying full expression. We’re hoping that this can lengthen the life span of—”

“I have a husband,” he blurted, suddenly feeling weak in the knees, feeling his pulse pound in his temples. Oh God, was this it? Was this an honest to fucking Buddha ray of hope in all this crushing darkness? “He’s infected. Can you take him instead? I mean now, today. Can you get him in?”

She was stunned into silence for a moment. “A husband? Is that legal yet?”

“Not really. Look, can you?”

“I take it he’s not a virus child?”

“No, he’s a standard infectee, tiger strain.”

That made her suck in a sharp breath, as if punched. “Good lord. I didn’t know we even had one in this state. How, uh, how old is he?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“How long has he been infected?”

“Seven years.”

“Really?” She sounded depressingly surprised. “That’s incredible. I’ve never heard of anyone with the tiger strain surviving that long.”

“He’s not a normal man,” he replied and felt tears suddenly spring to his eyes. He had to close them and concentrate to make the tears disappear, to swallow down the lump inexplicably forming in his throat. No, Paris wasn’t a normal man; Paris was the only man he’d ever trusted this much or loved this much. He had a feeling that if Paris died, he would die—maybe not physically, but in all other respects he would die. “Please. If this medication doesn’t work on the deadliest strain, then what fucking good is it? You need a tiger strain in the trials.”

She was quiet so long he wondered if he’d scared her. Finally she cleared her throat again, and he could hear her typing on a keyboard in the background. “You have a good point. It would also be a good idea to have a virus child in the trials, just to see if it affects you in the same way as it does the infectees.”

“Is that it? You want me? You have to take him too, or it’s not happening.”

“I’m not trying to blackmail you into this,” she assured him. “We’d be happy to have him in the trials as long as he volunteers for it.”

“He will.” He’d blackmail Paris into it if he absolutely had to, but Paris was going to volunteer, damn it. If there was any chance at all, they had to take it. “How fast can we do this thing?”

“Well, if you come down to the University Medical Center today, the Kesselman Wing, we can have you fill out the forms and take some medical details. The trials themselves won’t begin until next week—”

“Fine, whatever, we’ll be there.”

“There is no guarantee this will work,” she quickly exclaimed. She must have heard his note of desperation. “This is experimental.”

“I know, I heard. But some hope is better than none, right?”

She had no real answer to that. He hadn’t thought she would.

As soon as he composed himself—he was shaking, why the fuck was he shaking?—he grabbed the mug of cocoa and went upstairs, mentally preparing his script. He was hoping Paris wouldn’t fight him, but he really didn’t know; Paris could be so stubborn. And Roan was afraid he’d already given up and become comfortable with the reality of dying.

Roan knocked on the bathroom door before going in, the heat and steam of the room clubbing him like a wet, velvet fist. Paris must have been using the hottest water he could stand, and Roan bet it would have been too uncomfortable for him. Par was slumped low in the big white porcelain bathtub, a behemoth that could easily hold two people and was probably almost as old as he was. Paris’s head was tilted back, resting on the edge of the tub, his chin dipped just below the surface of the water. His eyes were closed and he looked asleep, but he opened them tiredly as Roan approached the tub and smiled weakly. “I don’t suppose you want to join me, huh?”

“Some other time,” Roan told him, crouching down beside the tub and handing him the mug of hot chocolate. He told Paris everything: about why Rosenberg called him, the trials, the fact that he wanted to do this all as soon as possible. Paris’s expression was simply tired as he sipped his drink, not giving anything away, but that in itself was troublesome. Had he really given up?

Finally Paris looked at him with weary blue eyes, his expression still frighteningly flat. “You really want to do this?”

He nodded. “Don’t you?”

Paris rubbed hot water into his face before weakly nodding himself. “Sure. Give me a few minutes, then I’ll get out and get dressed.”

Was he humoring him, playing along? Maybe. But Roan didn’t care; he hadn’t felt this hopeful in a long time. He kissed Paris on the forehead—his skin seemed feverishly warm—and let him be to soak in the warmth for a few more minutes.

Roan had decided to change his shirt, to swap the plaid flannel out for a dark green fisherman’s sweater, figuring he didn’t need to see Doctor Rosenberg after a nearly twenty-year absence looking like a gay lumberjack, when the phone rang. He was afraid it was Rosenberg calling back, saying they had decided they didn’t want a tiger strain in their study, but after a couple of rings he forced himself to pick up the receiver.

It wasn’t Rosenberg, although it took him a moment to identify the voice, it was so broken and small. “Matt?” he asked, taking a guess.

There was a sniff, and his voice came back, a little stronger but still choked with grief. “Roan, God, I’m sorry. But Hannah just called me, and—” His voice disappeared in a strangled sob.

“What, Matt? What’s going on?” But even as he asked, even as he suspected the answer, he didn’t really want to know. Paris was the priority here; fuck the case.

Matt sniffed again, coughed to clear his throat. “She’s dead. The police just found her… Callie’s dead.”



4

Cat Like Me



ROAN SAT on the edge of the bed and coaxed details out of Matt, but there weren’t many to be had. Hannah had just called him and said she’d been contacted by the police, who had found a body floating in the water off pier twenty-seven that they suspected was Callie. They’d called her in to identify it, as they were having a hard time contacting Callie’s parents and brothers.

He tried to calm Matt, but he did a half-assed job and wasn’t good at it at the best of times anyway. So he told Matt he’d call some of his friends in the force and see if he could find out anything. It didn’t exactly calm Matt, but it gave him an easy out. As soon as he hung up, Roan sighed and hung his head, feeling a headache coming on. He opened the nightstand on his side of the bed, pulling a bottle of Excedrin out of the drawer, and dry-swallowed three of them. Sadly, he went through quite a bit of Excedrin, and while he preferred washing them down with liquids, he didn’t always have that option.

Pier twenty-seven. That was on the rundown side of the waterfront, wasn’t it? A popular spot for a lethal version of the pump and dump, as in “pump a bullet in ’em and dump ’em in the water.” Why would a little rich girl like Callie be anywhere near there? Of course, the obvious answer was that she hadn’t been there; she had simply been dumped there. She’d been killed somewhere else, perhaps somewhere nicer.

Okay, no—he was jumping to conclusions. Maybe she wasn’t murdered. Maybe it was an accident. (Oh yeah, sure. She got in a car with some strange men and then accidentally died. That was plausible.) He punched up a familiar number, just now starting to hear the water drain from the bathtub.

After a couple of rings, the phone was answered. “Murphy, homicide,” a clipped voice said.

“Hey, Dropkick, I’ve got some info for you.”

She sighed, a reaction only partially exaggerated. “Oh God, here comes trouble. What do you got, Angus?”

“You just fished a vic off pier twenty-seven? Young Caucasian female. Partial ID as Thora Bishop?”

She tapped her keyboard for a few seconds. “We don’t even have a partial on that one, just speculation until we get a confirm from the relative. Don’t tell me she’s one of yours.”

“Yeah. If it is Bishop, she went missing the night before last, pulled into a car on North Avenue. I’ve got an eyewitness.”

Murphy made a noise of disappointment as she did a computer search. “I’m not pulling up a missing persons report.”

“Because it wasn’t reported. The family was afraid it would leak to the press. A friend of Thora’s hired me to look into it.”

Her reply was a disgusted groan this time. “So these are the Thorp Chemical Bishops then?”

“Yep.”

“Seriously, who gives a fuck? If the girl went missing under suspicious circumstances, why didn’t they report it, regardless of whether the press would get it or not?”

“I was wondering that myself. Can you tell me anything about the body? Method of death?”

“It’s not really a homicide case, it’s just suspicious due to its location, and the coroner probably only got the body within the hour. You know damn well autopsies don’t move that fast.”

“But initial impressions were made, yes? Did the body appear to have been in the water a while? Was she dressed? Was the body visibly injured? Come on, Dropkick. And don’t tell me you didn’t see it—you know who in the station did.”

An impatient sigh was followed by a “Hold on a sec.” After several long seconds, the bathroom door opened and Paris came out, hair partially wet, clad only in black silk boxers that clung sexily to his damp skin. Yes, he was too skinny, had lost a lot of muscle tone, but he was still a good-looking man, still broad across the chest and shoulders, his legs long and strong. So what if he had inexplicable bruises and skin so unnaturally pale it almost looked translucent sometimes? He was still beautiful to Roan; he’d always be beautiful to him.

Paris gave him a questioning look as he searched for clothes, and Roan quietly signaled that he’d tell him once he was done. Par just nodded. It was nice having this kind of wordless communion with someone. He tried not to dwell on it. 

Finally Murphy came back on the line. “She was in the water long enough to discolor and bloat a bit but not long enough to be significantly nibbled by fish. She was dressed, and there were no obvious wounds or blood. She didn’t appear to be harmed. That do ya?”

“Call me once the autopsy report’s in, okay?”

“That is so against S-O-P.”

“But you will?”

She grumbled. “Yeah, yeah. You’re lucky I owe you one.”

As soon as he hung up, he told Paris what had become of Callie as Paris stepped into his jeans, and Par frowned sadly, pausing as he pulled a thermal undershirt out of the drawer. “God, that’s terrible. Are we headed to the crime scene?”

That startled him. Why would Paris think that? “No. There hasn’t even been a positive ident of the body yet. If it’s not her, we’d look like idiots, wouldn’t we?”

Paris just stared at him for a moment, as if not sure what to say, then pulled a dark blue sweater on, using that as an excuse to turn away. Just by the set of his shoulders he knew Paris wanted to say something, that he had said something wrong, but Roan couldn’t imagine what, and Paris had clearly decided to let it go. Roan almost asked but decided he didn’t want to know. The way the sweater hung off of Paris made Roan, for a single moment, feel like crying, but it passed. It was a feeling Roan lived with more often than not these days.

On the drive to the university medical center, they talked about the case and what might have happened to Callie, what it could mean if it was her, then talked about whether it would snow or not, if those dark clouds on the fringe of the horizon were snow clouds. Paris insisted that, being Canadian, he’d know better than Roan. The music filled the rest of the silence, and Par eventually leaned against him, resting his head on Roan’s shoulder as he drove. Roan put an arm around Paris’s shoulders and wondered how a cynic like himself had come to this, come to have his heart break in eight thousand little pieces a day at a time.

The medical center was a sprawling collection of buildings amidst lawns as sculpted and green as a golf course. Inside the Kesselman Wing, after talking with a painfully cheerful young receptionist, they waited in thinly padded chairs in a lobby with large windows, letting in lots of cold winter light; a television they both ignored sat in a far corner in a wooden entertainment center, flashing pictures and lights that meant nothing.

They were escorted into separate exam rooms at different times; Paris first, him about five minutes later. The doctor who took Roan’s blood pressure and all the other routine shit was a young Indian man who was already starting to lose his hair; his black hair was thinning enough in the front that he was already brushing it forward over his forehead. He’d probably be totally bald by thirty-five.

After giving a blood sample, Roan was sent back out to the lobby, where he expected to see Paris waiting for him. Paris wasn’t. He talked with the receptionist, whose name was Sarah, an attractive young woman with skin the color of coffee and a dazzling smile that seemed brighter than the muted light of the lobby. She smelled of some vanilla perfume, but it wasn’t so strong that it was overpowering. She told him that sometimes the doctors around here worked at their own pace, and she’d check to make sure everything was okay. It was then that he felt his cell phone hum in his coat pocket, and the vibration actually startled him for a moment, as he’d forgotten he’d left it on in any capacity. Well, at least he’d remembered to turn off the ring; the latest ringtone Par had inflicted on him was David Bowie’s “Cat People” theme.

Roan had no intention of answering it, but as he returned to one of the lobby chairs, he took it out to see who was calling. There was no way it was Murphy with an autopsy report, but maybe someone else at the pier had seen something she hadn’t mentioned. But it wasn’t Murphy calling; it was Gordo. Roan hadn’t heard from him in a while, so he was almost surprised to see his number. He answered out of curiosity.

Gordo didn’t even give him any foreplay. “You busy right now?” His voice sounded drawn, tense.

“Not particularly. What’s up?”

“We have a really weird situation developing here at the base of Washburn Road. If you can beat the SWAT team here, I’d appreciate it. I’m not sure I want to see a human/cat bloodbath on the six o’clock news tonight.”

“What’s going on?”

“A homeowner seems to have a nest of cats in his abandoned barn, that’s what. We can’t even get close to it, hence the wait for the SWAT team.”

“A nest? Cats don’t nest.”

“Tell these cats that. I think they’re mostly cougars, but I haven’t seen them all. It’s… you have to see this, McKichan; you have to tell us what the fuck this means.”

He rubbed his eyes, wondering if he had the option of actually saying no, but his curiosity was getting the better of him, as well as a vague sense of guilt—the SWAT team probably wouldn’t even try and tranq them first. They’d just shoot them because it was more expedient. But he couldn’t leave Paris here. “What’s the ETA on the SWAT team?”

“Twenty minutes. As it happens, there’s a nut holding his ex-wife and her boyfriend hostage downtown, so they’re occupied.”

“Okay. I’ll… see if I can beat them.” He hung up and instantly called Diego. It was Wednesday, right? That was one of Diego’s days off. He worked nights and weekends and generally had afternoons and a couple weekdays off; he was deliberately odd and enjoyed it, which was how the two of them had hooked up in the first place. Being weird was almost the only thing they had in common. When he picked up, Roan asked him right off if he could come down to the university medical center and pick up Paris. Because this was Paris and he’d mentioned “medical,” Dee stowed his usual attitude. 

“Is he all right?”

“He’s fine; we’re trying to get into these medical trials.” He hastily scribbled a note for Par, apologizing for his sudden absence, but he knew all he really needed to write was “Gordo” and Par would understand. “Gordo is having a cat emergency; I have to go. How soon can you get here?”

He heard the odd noise of a video game being paused in the background. “Uh… six minutes, if traffic is good.”

He added that to the note and held the phone away as he thanked Sarah for holding on to the note until Par came out. He talked to Dee on his way out to the car, still worried that Par hadn’t come out yet. He almost asked Dee what it might mean, but he already knew, didn’t he?

What if Par was too sick to be in the trials? What then?

He wasn’t going to think about it, mainly because he couldn’t. He’d deal with it if and when it occurred. In fact, even though he couldn’t get a decent station out here, he turned up the radio just so the music would drown out the possibility of thinking.

The head of Washburn Road was cut off by a hastily erected police cordon and manned by a couple of bored-looking blues, but once he got out of the car and flashed his card, the female cop, who looked a bit more butch than her male companion, obviously had been briefed by Gordo, as she almost automatically waved him through without a glance at it.

He walked up the poorly maintained road, enjoying the rural space for its temporary existence. Already all this former farm and grazing land was being bought up by developers for “exurban” housing developments, and while he smelled a strong scent of cow shit, he wondered when was the last time there were cows here—a year ago? More?

He walked past a long, low-slung ranch house at the end of a gravel drive—the mailbox read “Thurman”—and past a split-rail fence, until he found the assault-weapon-armed cops and two members of the kitty crimes unit, Gordo and Seb, standing with them beyond the fence, looking at an old barn, whose red paint had faded to a hint of fleshy pink. The big door was ajar, although everything beyond it was swathed in shadows.

But he smelled them, didn’t he? A fierce stink of cats who had marked their territory; it made the hair rise on the back of his neck, and he had to suppress the instinctive urge to growl. Definitely cougars; maybe one or two others—it was hard to tell.

As he came up to them, both Gordo and Seb glanced at him, while the cops in body armor, holding their assault rifles as uncomfortably as UN peacekeepers, gave him strange, sidelong glances and stepped back. “You smell ’em?” Gordo asked, apparently catching the flare of his nostrils.

“Yeah. What’s the approximate number? I think I’m smelling about a half dozen.”

Far behind him, he heard one cop mutter, “Did he say smell?”

Gordo shrugged expansively. “Your guess is probably better than ours. We were called by the homeowner, who had moved from this property several weeks ago. When he approached the barn, he suddenly found himself confronted by several cats, including a cougar, who mauled his arm pretty badly before he was able to get in his car and call 911 on his cell. We thought it was possible we were dealing with wild cats as much as infecteds, but this grouping behavior… that’s not normal.”

“And the cougar I saw had an odd build for a wild one,” Seb interjected coolly. When did he not say something coolly? “Also the coloring was off.”

“They’re definitely infecteds. I take it you haven’t approached?”

“We did try initially,” Gordo told him. “But as soon as we were within fifty feet of the place, they all started comin’ out, growling and snarling. We retreated, and they seemed to do the same thing.”

“More odd behavior,” Seb noted.

“Not necessarily—they may have smelled the gunpowder on you. God knows I do. They may not be human right now, but they haven’t totally taken leave of their senses.” He looked at the barn and sighed, fairly certain he could see the chatoyant glimmer of eyes in the dark. “I’ll go in, calm them down. Hold off the SWATs.”

“You got your piece?”

He shook his head. “I’m not armed, but I don’t want to be. They’ll smell it and freak. I need to confront them as just me. That’s enough.”

Gordo stared at him with great dubiousness. “Look, I know you got something on all of us, but—”

“I will dominate the pack or I won’t, but I have no need to shoot them,” Roan reassured him. “If worse comes to worst, I’m a lion—I’m bigger than a cougar.”

Gordo snorted as Seb handed Roan what looked like a flare gun but was actually a form of modified tranquilizer gun that the kitty crimes unit carried in their cars. He did take that with a grateful nod and stuck it behind his back, in the waistband of his pants. It only had three “shots,” so its usefulness was limited, but if you took down key members, three could be all you needed. 

“You can’t turn the lion on and off, Roan.”

Okay, that confirmed that Gordo and Dropkick hadn’t exchanged notes and no one had sent Gordo the video of him and Paris… or they had, and Gordo just assumed it occurred in the correct part of his viral cycle. “It won’t let me die at the fangs of cougars,” he told him, easily climbing over the waist-high split-rail fence. “That’d be too fucking humiliating.”

The body-armored cops either didn’t know who he was, or had never heard of “Big Gay Roan, the kitty fag” back at the station, because there was quite a murmuring coming from them. They mostly thought he was an idiot, approaching the barn alone without a weapon, which made him want to turn around and shout that he was the weapon, but he couldn’t be concerned with them. There was a pride of cats in there, and he already got the sense they wanted him nowhere near them.

This was good, though. Ever since he grew out of preadolescence, he was never afraid of a fight. If anything, he prided himself on his instinct to fight, no matter how hopeless or pointless it was; he always wanted to go down swinging. Going quietly was something other people did. He didn’t win every fight, not back then, but at least he left scars, little reminders that fucking with him was a mistake. Now that he had learned to manipulate the virus, the lion in him, he had no concerns at all about winning a fight—he would, one way or another. But he’d also come up against an enemy he couldn’t fight, one he couldn’t beat, and the sheer helplessness of it all made him furious, terrified. His lover was dying, and all he could do was watch. He hated it, he hated himself for his uselessness, and he wished that death was a physical presence, a guy in a black robe holding a scythe. He’d kick that fucking bastard’s ass right up into its shoulder blades and take great pleasure in ripping its head from its body with his bare hands.

In lieu of that, these cats would have to do.

He was growling low in his throat as he neared the barn, the smell of the cats pungent and overwhelming, and finally a panther came out to the edge of the door, growling at him in return. He could see what Seb had meant about its build being off—it seemed a bit more squat and square than most real panthers, and its tawny coat of fur had a slightly muddy tinge to it. Its lips pulled back to reveal rows of thin, sharp teeth, its eyes as yellow as a traffic light, and its growl grew to a low roar. Roan matched it in volume, roar for roar, never looking away from its eyes. He could feel his muscles starting to tense, some shifted, but not in a major way… not yet. But they would. How far he went would depend on how hard he held on to his temper.

They just stood there, the protector cat in the doorway and him outside the barn, and it lowered its head, tensing, and roared louder, taking up a defensive stance. Roan roared back even louder, a partial scream, the force of it scouring his throat raw, and the panther’s ears twitched back in annoyance. If it didn’t acquiesce, he’d have to force the issue.

It was all quiet behind him. No one was speaking—he wasn’t sure any of the police behind the fence were even breathing.

Finally the panther looked away and went back into the barn, almost a grudging invitation. Roan walked after it, keeping his shoulders loose, feeling his muscles as sleek and hard as steel beneath his skin. He was ready for anything, and part of him was hoping for a fight. He had a lot of pent-up frustration to get out.

The barn still had the faint scents of horses and hay, although the scents of cat and mildew and bat guano were so strong they were hard to discern. The only light came from the open hatch in the hayloft and a couple of holes in the roof, so there were more shadows than illumination. But still he could see that he was surrounded by about seven cats of various sizes, all cougars save the panther and one other, who might have been a pretty sad, battered leopard, small enough to have been either a child or a very petite woman. Most had been lying down, but as soon as their eyes focused on him, as soon as they caught the scent of a man who wasn’t quite a man/a cat who wasn’t quite a cat, they were all on their feet, their growls a low rumble like the distant warning of an earthquake. The bigger ones began to pace around him, circling him like sharks, their paws scuffing up small clouds of dust that threatened to make him sneeze. He was growling back, keeping it low, something he could feel, and trying to work out who was the pack leader. In this dark, noisome barn, all the cougars looked roughly similar, and there was no way to work out their coloring unless they stepped in a dusty shaft of light.

He crouched down to be at eye level with them, catching their eyes as they passed and making them look away, their low growls so constant Roan couldn’t distinguish his from theirs. He smelled fresh cat blood, saw dark marks on the packed earth, and realized one of them was hurt. That added a level of instability, because if they’d been hurt by the men outside, they’d be extra agitated.

He sensed their low-level rage, the confusion he dragged with him and his unusual scent, and he snarled to up the ante, to get a reaction. Finally, the muddy panther and the battered leopard let out snarling roars in response, the panther nearing him, breaking the circle. It stalked close and he met it eye to eye, snarl for snarl. Neither was willing to back down, but one of them was going to have to. Roan felt his jaw shift, felt his hands curl like he had claws, and he fought to hold it back as he sensed the other cats gathering around him, preparing to either fight or flee, depending on how this turned out. The fact that the alpha cat hadn’t yet ceded to him was troubling, because by now it should have. Something was weird with these cats, beyond the obvious. This could be bad news, although he couldn’t even find a small corner of his mind where he’d be concerned about this.

Yes, he was surrounded and outnumbered, but he didn’t think he was doing too badly. After all, he hadn’t been mauled yet.




5

Freak Scene



FACE TO face with the panther, Roan could smell its fetid breath as it washed over him and smelled something wrong. It was a sickly sweet scent, like rot, and he knew suddenly what was going on here. It didn’t make too much sense, but it was the common denominator: the wounded one, the battered one. Safety in numbers.

He brought his growl down to a minor register and lowered his forehead. After a moment the panther sniffed at him, letting out a low grunt of annoyance, and then banged its head against the top of his head. Weird, but that was a gesture of affection amongst cats, a gesture of acceptance. Although a couple of cats kept pacing, most of them sat down and watched him, tails twitching with impatience.

Roan sat back on his haunches and waited for the lead panther to settle down. He didn’t know how he was going to explain this to Gordo and the rest of the guys outside, but he figured he’d worry about that later.

The common denominator among these cats, what presumably brought them together, was illness. What he didn’t understand was where they’d found each other and why they hadn’t torn each other apart.





DIEGO WONDERED belatedly if he should have brought his EMT jacket along to give him some implication of authority. Not that it would mean much here, but maybe they’d be more willing to answer his questions.

Or not. The jacket didn’t always work—it depended on the situation and the people involved, and he knew no one at this medical center, which wasn’t a proper hospital anyway, just a research center. He’d known they were doing some studies on the virus that caused cat mutations, but he’d had no idea they’d advanced so far as human trials. He was glad Roan and Paris could get in, but what if it was too late for Paris?

Poor Paris. And poor Roan, come to think of it, although he’d never say that to his face. Roan was nothing if not a prickly, butch bastard. He supposed Roan had a reason to be that way—several good ones, actually—but still, it was the principle of the thing. Roan had, basically, dumped him. Okay, it was a mutual thing; clearly it wasn’t going to work, but Roan was the one who’d laid it out on the table. They had been in the living room, both having after-work beers, Roan scanning the newspaper while Diego was playing Halo (playing video games relaxed him), when suddenly Ro had just put down the paper, stared at nothing for a moment, and then said, “You know what? This isn’t working. Why are we doing this?”

That was a damn good question, and beyond the obvious answer (sex), Diego had nothing. Roan was a decent guy, smarter than you’d suspect, good looking, good in bed, which was all Diego pretty much asked from a guy (although smart was negotiable). But Ro could be a bit of a know-it-all, annoying, and he always interrupted Diego’s games, which was a cardinal sin. After a night dealing with bleeding, agitated, and sometimes dying people, all he wanted to do was get out of his own head with a little digital carnage, which was nothing like the real thing and meant absolutely nothing; that was all. Roan had his books and his personal “mysteries” for escape; Dee had the games. And if Ro couldn’t see that, he had his head up his ass.

So yeah, their split-up was inevitable, and they both knew it. But since Ro was the first one to bring it up, Diego felt he had the right to be bitchy.

As he walked the cold, sterile halls of the center, finding his way to the Kesselman Wing, he wondered if he was also just a bit jealous. Maybe? He couldn’t have a relationship with a guy to save his life. Most of his so-called “relationships” were basically one-night stands that extended up to a month, and while that had been good with him for a long time, he was getting older, and he realized, to some personal horror, that maybe it would be nice to put up with one guy for a while, as opposed to a series of flakes. And it seemed that flakes were all he ended up with, besides Roan and Ethan. But Ethan wouldn’t give up his wife, and Diego was just not going to be some closet case’s boy on the side. (And what made it worse was Ethan was a surgeon at Saint Joe’s, so Diego saw him every now and again on the job. Diego just pretended he didn’t know him, although every now and then Ethan threw a wounded-puppy-dog look his way. Jerk.)

Roan and Paris seemed to be really good together; they seemed to be happy too, and they’d been together for what, about four years now? Maybe a bit more. How could you not be jealous? Especially since Paris was an absolute sex bomb, which just made it that much more painful. Roan couldn’t have split up with him and taken up with a dumpy guy with no hair and a small penis who would use him shamelessly? Was that so much to ask?

He found the Kesselman Wing finally, after two false starts, and found a reasonably attractive sister behind a semicircular, walnut-finished desk. He told her who he was and who he was here to pick up, and she had started to tell him that Mr. Lehane wasn’t out yet when a familiar voice asked, “Roan got called away again?”

Paris had just emerged from a narrow corridor to the left of the receptionist’s desk, looking pale and thin in a bulky sweater that hung off him like a flour sack, with Roan’s fleece-lined bomber jacket thrown over his shoulder. He had his sleeves rolled up, and Diego could see the piece of medical tape holding a cotton ball on his arm. It was either covering up an injection site or an IV site, but either way it probably wasn’t good. Diego couldn’t help but size him up visually in paramedic mode, and from the way Paris looked so tired, pale, and cold, that work side of Diego’s brain assessed him as probably being in shock. He needed to keep Paris warm and conscious, hydrated, see if he could answer some simple questions, ascertain his level of functional awareness. “Afraid so. Gordon needed him for some reason.”

Par just nodded, and the receptionist got out from behind her desk and gave him a note Diego assumed was from Roan—he did love his notes. Par looked at it, read it quickly, then folded it up and shoved it in the front pocket of his jeans. “Yeah, apparently so. Makes you wonder why the police didn’t keep him in the first place.”

“’Cause he was a pain in the ass, remember? I’m parked out front.” Diego had to fight the urge to touch Paris’s arm, gently but firmly support him on the walk back to the car. He had to snap out of diagnostic mode; it wasn’t fair to Paris. And in spite of looking sickly, he was still hot, which was a credit to his supernatural sex appeal. Needing something to talk about, he asked simply, “How was it?”

“The exam?” Paris shrugged. “It was an exam. They don’t change much.” As soon as they walked outside, into the biting air, Paris shivered and shrugged on the coat, burying himself deep in it. He still looked cold.

As soon as they were in his car—a sky-blue Volkswagen bug Roan liked to occasionally tease him about—Diego couldn’t help but ask, “How’s your blood pressure?”

Paris looked at him with a small, sly smile, his lips so bloodless they were barely pink. “You can just tell it’s bad by looking at me, huh?”

“Well, I am the world’s best paramedic.”

He seemed to appreciate Diego’s attempt at a joke, but Par looked away, out the windshield. “It’s low. They wanted to hospitalize me, but I told them that wasn’t happening. So they hooked me up to an IV, got me on a fluid drip with some meds, until the numbers hit a point they were happy with. I still feel a little out of it.”

“It wasn’t just your blood pressure, was it?”

Paris shrugged, still looking away from him as Diego pulled out into traffic. It wasn’t too bad this time of day, as most people were still at work. “I really don’t want to talk about it,” he finally said, leaning his head against the passenger window. “My metabolism is going haywire, and there doesn’t seem to be a way to stabilize it. We all know how this is going to end—I just don’t want it to end in a hospital.”

He nodded in understanding. Considering how much time Diego spent in hospitals, getting patients there or transferring them from one place to another, you’d have probably thought he would have liked hospitals better than he did. He liked the people there—with some exceptions—but he still didn’t care much for the places themselves. 

“I’m hungry,” Diego announced, aware that it was a terribly obvious segue, but there was nothing to be done about it now. “I haven’t had lunch. You want something?”

Par glanced at him with that small, slightly patronizing smile. Of course, he knew what Diego was doing. “A coffee would be good.” He paused briefly, long enough to signal a subject change. “I was wondering if I could talk you into doing something for me.”

“Anything.” He was kind of hoping it was something salacious, but he doubted it, considering Paris’s physical state.

“I’m recruiting people to make sure Roan doesn’t retreat from the world after I’m gone. I’ve got Randi so far, and I’m trying to figure out who might be good at annoying the shit out of him. You can do that, can’t you?”

“In my sleep.”

“That’s what I thought. Exes are great at that, aren’t they? I’d consider it a personal favor if you didn’t let him slip away after I’m dead, because I know he’ll try. He’s already starting to neglect work because of me.” He sighed heavily, dry washing his face with his hands. “I hate the feeling that I’m going to hurt him so much.”

Wow. He knew Paris loved Roan enough that it made Diego just want to explode with envy—why didn’t anyone love him that much? He was prettier than Roan, damn it!—but this was almost too much. “Why the hell are you worried about him? You’re the one who’s….” Dying. He couldn’t quite finish the sentence, but he didn’t really need to. No one was more acutely aware of their own mortality than Paris.

He flashed Diego another smile, this one heartbreakingly sad. “I should have been dead years ago, Diego. All this time has been a gift. I have no right to complain.”

Diego snorted derisively. “You sure as hell do. You’re not even thirty.”

“Yeah, but I think I’ve had all the life I can stand as a tiger strain. I was never even curious what it might feel like to have all the bones in my body broken, yet I know it pretty well now. I don’t really think anyone should know that if they can at all avoid it.”

What could he say to that? He could only grimace at the thought. “You know, if you guys need meds….”

He shook his head. “Thanks, but no, we’re good. In fact, I’m not sure Roan needs them so much anymore. He’s adapting.”

That was such a curious thing to say that Diego briefly took his eyes off the road to glance at Paris’s profile. He looked oddly serene, a man at peace with himself and with the end. Diego was pretty sure he wouldn’t have that much dignity if he was facing death; he’d be screaming and flailing and quite probably throwing Molotov cocktails through his enemies’ windows. “What d’ya mean?”

Paris must have known Diego was looking at him, but he didn’t turn his way; he kept staring out the windshield like he was the driver. “Just that. He’s finally learned how to manipulate his inner animal, and his body has changed with it. He’s a virus child—he’s always been different. I just don’t think anyone ever knew how different.”

“Uh… what are you saying exactly?” He thought he knew, but he was having a hard time accepting it. Was he saying that Roan was part virus, less than human? (Or more than human?) 

“You’ve seen him lately, haven’t you? Haven’t you noticed how he’s changed?”

He thought about it. “He looks… good. But that’s about it.” And Roan did look good; it looked like he’d started going to the gym. He looked fitter than he ever had before, although he’d never been the dumpy sort. He thought perhaps Paris’s slow deterioration had made Roan worry about his own health.

Paris nodded, as if he expected that answer. “He hasn’t really been working out; he hasn’t changed his diet. He’s just learned how to control the shift of his muscles. He can trigger the change, Diego. Anytime he wants.”

For a second there, Diego thought he was joking. He must have been joking, right? That couldn’t happen. The infected were slaves to their viral cycles, and the change was a slow, agonizing process that killed quite a few of them. That’s why he’d never understood the cultists and the Goths who thought infection was something to aspire to, like this was some stupid fucking werewolf movie and being one of the “transformed” would give them special abilities or something, when all it really did was promise you agony and an early death.

But maybe that was only true for some of them. After all, Roan did have his dubious bloodhound sense of smell, and hadn’t he healed abnormally fast from his bullet wound? He’d never had the surgery to repair his torn muscles, had he? Viruses adapted; they could change with their environment in some cases. Was Paris saying Roan was doing the same thing? “You’re serious?”

Paris nodded solemnly. “I am. And if I don’t get around to it in time, I want you to recruit Matt into this conspiracy of bugging the shit out of Ro once I’m gone.”

Now Diego was starting to feel drugged. This seemed almost too big and too strange to comprehend. Roan could become a lion any time he wanted? Why hadn’t he told him that while they were seeing each other? The secretive bastard! “Matt? Who’s Matt?”

“Skouris. Remember, the puppy?”

“Him? Why would you want him in on this?”

“Because he obviously loves Ro and won’t stop bugging him no matter what. Also, he’s more annoying than you could ever be. I have to make sure Roan doesn’t do a Michael Henstridge.”

“Okay, now I’m lost. What?”

Paris smoothed his hair back with his hand, still not messing up his expensive cut, and gave him a look that made it feel like Diego’s heart had cramped in his chest. It was full of such pleading it was almost painful. “I don’t want him to retreat into the cat and never come out. Make sure that doesn’t happen. Do whatever you have to do—just promise me you won’t let him do that.”

Diego shot glances at him as he tried to concentrate on the road at the same time, finding the latter to be even more difficult than usual.

He wasn’t sure what was more unbelievable: the thing Paris was asking, or the fact that he was asking him.





THE CATS were resuming their positions on the barn’s packed dirt floor, not so much lying down as flopping down, eying him with some wariness but generally accepting him. Now that he concentrated on the smells, he could pick up more scents of decay and organ failure, as well as blood from the bleeding cougar. These were dying animals; it was astounding they had the strength to maul anyone. But why were they grouping together? It didn’t make sense, not across breeds. Sick animals were generally attacked by stronger animals too.

Was that a reason? Again, safety in numbers… but that was a human thought, evidence of reasoning. What the hell was going on here?

His ears pricked up at the same time as the rest of the cats, his nose catching the scent of gunpowder as he heard the grit of stones under boot soles. The muddy panther raised itself back to its feet, its sides heaving, but Roan made his way to the barn door first to see a couple of SWAT members slowly approaching, their bulky body armor adding about twenty pounds to their solid frames, assault rifles raised to fire. “Get the fuck away from here,” he spat at them, only aware in retrospect that he was growling while he spoke. “I have the situation under control. Stand down.”

The men paused, their rifles aimed at him, and finally one consulted someone on his radio. The order must have been given, because they started backing slowly away, back toward the fence, but their guns were still aimed at him. Why the fuck were they doing that?

Oh, yeah—he was still growling at them.

He turned back to the cats to find that the muddy panther was still sitting there, and none of the other cats had gotten up. He’d been accepted as the alpha, the protector of the group. “I’m sorry, but this has to end now,” he said in a slow, quiet voice. “I drug you, or they kill you. It’s the only choice on the table.” Moving slowly but deliberately, he pulled out the drug gun and shot the panther, then the battered leopard. The drugs worked fast if you got them in the right spot, and he did—he shot them both in the neck, and they barely had time to lie down before they fell over. The other cats weren’t alarmed in any way; their “friends” weren’t dead, and he was the leader now anyway. He put the third dart in the cat that looked the most disturbed by this turn of events and then returned to the open barn door, dropping the empty drug gun. “I need four more shots,” he shouted. The cops had retreated and seemed happy to let the SWAT team take over, although Gordo and Seb remained where they were at the split-rail fence. In fact, it was Gordo and Seb who tossed him the extra drug guns so he could finish the job.

As soon as all the cats were drugged, he left the barn and returned to them. As he stepped over the fence, a SWAT guy suddenly came stomping up to him. He was almost a full foot taller than Roan, with shoulders as broad as Par’s, but he was a Hispanic man with a round face, narrowed eyes, and a wispy hint of a moustache that looked somehow prepubescent pathetic. (Roan felt like bragging that, if he really wanted to, he could have a good start on a beard tonight, but it was childish to point out a man’s inability to grow facial hair, or only grow facial hair that looked pubic.) “You do not order my men, nor do you threaten them,” the SWAT captain said, a sneer in his voice. “You’re a civilian.”

He wondered how he had threatened them, then assumed he meant the growling. “I was a cop.”

“You’re a civilian now,” the man insisted, his eyes like glowing embers. He hated Roan way out of proportion, it seemed. Did he hate cats in general, or him in particular? “Stop forgetting that.” The man spun on his heels and stalked off, showing him his back. Did he know how inflammatory that was amongst cats?

“Don’t,” Gordo warned him softly. What the hell did he think Roan was going to do? Even Roan wasn’t sure. He was torn between the obscene gesture and winging him with a rock (a small one). Gordo then asked, in a normal tone of voice, “So what’s the deal with the cats?”

“They’re all sick and hurt, maybe dying. Call me when they’ve transformed, I need to talk to them as humans to determine what the hell is going on.”

“Sick?” Seb repeated, so confused he almost showed an emotion. “Why would that make them group together?”

He shrugged. “That’s why I need to talk to them when they’re human.” He had a hunch, but he wanted it confirmed before he started to wave it about. If he was wrong, he’d seem even more foolish than usual.

He left the cops to transfer the cats to the van that would take them to the kitty holding cells back at the precinct and walked back to his car, feeling surprisingly weary. Was everybody in the world dying? Sometimes it felt that way. Everybody but him.

He didn’t want to die, but he was slowly becoming aware that outliving everyone around you was its own special kind of pain. He felt like his own energy was being drained away just by psychic pressure, by the slowly dwindling life force of the people around him. He wished he could contribute his energy to the others, keep them going, but it didn’t work that way.

Paris had told him often enough, “You can’t save everyone.” And while he knew that logically, a part of him was just unwilling to accept it. There were some people he wanted to save no matter what, and Paris was on the top of the list. It might seem counterproductive, but he was willing to die if it would save Paris. If he could swap his life for Par’s, he would. He just didn’t know where to go to do that.

He was sitting in his car, resting his head on the steering wheel and willing himself not to cry or punch out the passenger window, when he felt his phone humming in his pocket again. He let it go for two rings, then figured it might be Paris or Diego, so he answered it. As it was, there was no phone number displayed—it was blocked.

“Leave town tonight or die,” a voice said, made slightly robotic by an electronic filter. “This is your only warning.”

Before he could even take a breath to say anything, they hung up. He tried to star-sixty-nine them, but it didn’t work.

Considering what he’d just been thinking, he wondered if this was irony or karma in action.
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To the End



HALFWAY HOME, Roan’s cell phone went off again, and he rather hoped it was the person giving him death threats this week, as there was nothing more life-affirming than knowing a stranger hated your guts so much they wanted you to die. Okay, most people didn’t understand why he took that view of it, but when people had been threatening to kill you pretty much all your life, you could only take it as a bit of a joke. He wished he could get his haters to fill out a form as to why they wished him to die—there were so many reasons to hate him. He wanted to know which one was the leader.

But alas, it was just Murphy asking him about the witness he had to Thora’s being grabbed off the street. “The aunt confirmed the identity,” she told him, sounding slightly distracted. He heard noise in the background and figured a belligerent perp had just been dragged in. “So I’m thinking I should probably have a talk with this guy. He got a problem with cops?”

Roan considered that. He just didn’t know enough about Eric Chiang to say, but why hadn’t he gone to the cops in the first place? It was possible Matt had talked him out of it, but Chatty Cathy probably would’ve mentioned it if he had. “Possibly. He’s flaming.”

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like cops.”

That was true. The relationship between the gay community and the cops had improved; it was much better than when he and Murph were championed as “liaisons” between the communities. The relationship between cats and cops would never be good, though; that one was a lost cause. “He works at Panic as a bartender.”

There was a very long pause on her end of the line. “The gay disco?”

“Is there another Panic around these parts?”

She sighed heavily. “Holy shit. That’s going to be a tough one. Doesn’t that place have guys in cages and shit?”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been.”

“Bullshit!”

“No, really. I hate house music. If real guitars and drums aren’t involved, I don’t want to hear it.”

She clicked her tongue in disapproval. “Are you seriously telling me that you’ve never once been to Panic? Even I’ve been to Lipstick, and I hate the scene!” Lipstick was a lesbian bar, essentially Panic’s gender opposite. He’d been there once as a cop to break up a bar fight. (Yes, it was a stereotype that lesbians were more aggressive than “regular” women, but there were some women out there—regardless of whom they chose to sleep with—who could brawl as eagerly and stupidly as a man. Especially if you got them liquored up, and they thought you were hitting on their girlfriend.) But otherwise Lipstick was classy and civilized and a hell of a lot quieter than Panic.

“I’ve been to Lipstick too. I liked it. You and Kim should go more often. Especially if it’s tequila shooters night.”

The length of the silence that ensued told him Murphy was glaring evilly at the phone and considering slamming the receiver on her desk just to hurt his ear. Ultimately, she decided not to. “You’re just a big old dyke in a man’s body, aren’t you?”

“Me and my dick resent that statement.”

“Leave it to a man to bring his dick into the conversation.”

He sighed, trying not to laugh. “Is there any way I can win this?”

“I’m a woman, so no.”

Well, that was fair enough, he supposed. He gave her Eric’s address but told her Eric was probably already at Panic, since he’d been getting ready for work while Roan and Paris were talking to him earlier. This got a groan of disgust out of her. “Do you know how hard it is to get the straight guys around here to go into a gay bar? They act like they’re going to get cooties if they step in the door.”

“A lot of those macho assholes are insecure about their own sexuality. Believe me, I know. Nobody wanted to ride in a patrol car with me, remember? Like I’d actually rape their flabby asses. They think highly of themselves, don’t they?”

“Well, you were a cat too.”

“Oh right—so maybe I’d give them fleas as well.”

She chuckled breathlessly. “Or turn into a lion and then teabag them.”

“A fate worse than death.” He’d turned down his road and saw the Blue Bug—his nickname for Diego’s Volkswagen Beetle—sitting in the driveway. Roan didn’t realize he’d linger after dropping Paris off, but he supposed he should have expected it. (What if he had medically bad news about Paris? Oh shit, he didn’t want to know.)

“Can you sweat this guy, see if you can bring him in to make a statement voluntarily?”

“This is just your way of making me go to Panic, isn’t it?”

“Hey, track him down wherever you want. But if you can get him to come in of his own accord, it’d be easier for all of us.”

“For all of us? I think not.”

“At least you don’t have all this paperwork to deal with.”

Which was true. The absolute worst part of the cop job—worse than the violently unstable crackheads or the heartbreaking murder scenes—was all the goddamn paperwork you had to sit down and fill out. It was what you really felt like doing after nearly getting killed. Going from sheer terror to sheer boredom in under sixty seconds could wear on a body pretty fast.

He parked the GTO parallel to the front yard so the driveway would be clear for Diego to get out and noticed how the winter had killed off most of the plants in the yard. The lawn looked pale with frost, and even the pine tree that towered over the house looked curled in on itself with cold. A season of death; a winter of discontent. God, he really needed a beer—he was getting maudlin. Or poetic, whichever one was worse. After a moment, he rubbed his eyes, and said, “Fine, I’ll talk to Eric again, see if I can get him to make an official statement. But I’m adding this to the ‘owe me’ column.”

“You can be such a whiny queen sometimes,” she teased.

“And that’s going to cost you too,” he warned, then hung up. He just sat there for a moment, listening to the engine tick softly, wondering if he was strong enough to go inside. Yes, of course he was—he wasn’t a weak person. If he had been, he’d never have survived this long. So why did he feel like he was growing weaker by the second?

He mentally cursed himself out for a few seconds, then climbed out of the car and headed toward the house, the frozen grass crunching under his feet. The door was unlocked, and he came in to find Diego waiting for him, sitting at the kitchen counter and having a Diet Pepsi. “Paris is upstairs taking a nap,” Dee told him. “He was pretty shagged out.”

He nodded, not surprised. “They’re not going to include him in the trials, are they?”

Dee shrugged, but he grimaced in sympathy. “I have no idea, but I think he may be too sick for them.”

“Yeah, I was afraid of that.” He went to the refrigerator to get himself something to drink; his throat was still rough from growling. But as soon as he opened the door he was shocked by how bare the shelves were. There were some cans of soda, a bottle of beer near the back, some take-out containers from the Chinese place, a carton of half and half, the chocolate syrup, and a bright yellow bottle of mustard, but that was it. He was so accustomed to Paris doing the shopping (not that Par had ever given him any choice; he’d just kind of barged in and taken it over, and Roan hadn’t minded ceding it all to him) that he’d inadvertently neglected it. He told himself to stop tonight and stock up, then grabbed the beer. It wasn’t his favorite, but it would do.

“You need to hire a personal assistant to do your shopping,” Dee said. He was being sarcastic but said it so weakly it had no bite at all. He looked too depressed to be his normal smart-assy self. God, how bad was Par?

He twisted the cap off the beer and took a gulp, aware that things had been so much easier when he was alone. It was true that when you had nothing, you had nothing to lose. “You upping for the job?”

“Oh you wish, girlfriend.” Diego held up an injector in a sterile plastic wrap and put it down on the kitchenette counter. “Vitamin B-12. Give it to Par when he gets up. It should give him a shot of energy for a little while. I’ll bring some more over tomorrow.”

“He’s that bad, huh?” Roan replied. Dee swore by B-12 shots to get him going on hard days, and Roan assumed that Dee pulled that from his own personal first aid kit that he kept under the front seat of his car. He had an odd first aid kit—along with the usual stuff, he also had the B-12 shot, caffeine tablets, Tylenol codeine, and a handful of condoms.

Dee stared at him, his hazel eyes both kind and harsh all at the same time. “You know he is, Ro. And you know what he’s worried about? You.”

He almost choked on his beer. “What do you mean?”

Dee scoffed, shaking his head. “He may be sick, but he’s still the same perceptive guy he’s always been. I don’t have any idea why, but you’re the one thing in this world he’s going to miss, and right now it’s killing him thinking he’s hurting you. I don’t care what you have to do, I don’t care how badly you have to lie, but as soon as he wakes up, you need to go upstairs and convince him he’s not. He deserves some peace of mind, if nothing else. It’s probably the only thing we can do for him at this point.”

“We?” He hated the way his voice thickened on that syllable. He hated Dee telling him this shit, but mostly he hated it because he knew Dee was right.

“Fine—you. But he’s afraid for you. He’s afraid you’re going to retreat into the cat, whatever the fuck that means.”

“He said that?”

Dee nodded, his lips thinning to a grim line. “And I think he’s right that you’re off your game. I don’t blame you at all—Paris is a better person than all of us, and you’ve been a better person since you’ve been with him. But I know this person, she’s a grief counselor, and I think you should probably see her before… well, this has gone on long enough. I know you’d prefer to muddle through this by yourself, Mr. Macho, but I’m not sure I can, and I’m not even married to him.”

Roan shook his head, letting out a small, humorless laugh. “I don’t need to see a fucking grief counselor. I had my share of counselors and psychologists and social workers growing up. I don’t want anymore.”

Dee raised his eyebrows in the facial equivalent of a shrug and slid off the kitchen stool. “I’m sure you don’t want anymore, honey, but you need it. I’ll call her, see what her schedule is.”

“Not for me you won’t.”

Dee waved his hand in a dismissive manner as he grabbed his Pepsi and started toward the door. “Remember what I said. Lie to him and make it good.”

“You don’t think I can get through this.” The funny thing was, even as he said it, he knew what a silly thing it was to say. Roan knew he probably couldn’t, and that was what was scaring him. He could take beatings, shootings, stabbings, even being forced to eat at Tim Hortons but not losing Paris. This was a slow-motion nightmare.

Dee gave him a compassionate look that was almost pitying, so it was a good thing he was way out of punching range. “I’m not sure anyone could.” With a final sad, knowing glance, Dee left, and it suddenly seemed amazingly quiet and empty in the house. It occurred to him that he should get used to this, to this absence, and he grabbed the B-12 shot and went upstairs, leaving his beer behind.

Paris was asleep, and had apparently slept through their entire downstairs conversation, which was a good thing. Par had always been a fairly heavy sleeper, but nowadays it had become disturbingly closer to comatose. When Roan bothered to set the alarm, Paris almost never woke up.

Currently he had the suede comforter wrapped around him like a cocoon, the blanket partially covering his face, and almost out of habit Roan checked to make sure he was still breathing. He was, just not very loudly or forcefully.

Roan could smell the cats all over himself, the musky scent of cougar along with a trace of the sickly sweet scent of illness, and stripped off his clothes, tossing them in the corner hamper before going into the bathroom and starting the shower. He left the B-12 injection on the nightstand, figuring Dee must have told Par what it was.

So Par was worried about him? Dee was right—he couldn’t let Par continue doing that. But lying to Par was such a tricky thing. He could fool most people, but Paris was nearly impossible to bullshit. What could Roan tell him? What would he believe? What would make Paris stop worrying about him? Christ, he didn’t know. He was horrible at this kind of thing.

Clearly. He hadn’t fooled Paris for one second, had he?

He stepped into the shower and pulled the curtain shut before turning the faucet up full blast, hot enough to almost scald. He let it drench him, washing away the faint traces of foreign cats, and then he started to sob. He hated it, but there wasn’t much he could do to stop it, and he didn’t even try. He was just glad Paris couldn’t hear him.





ROAN ALMOST wished Dee had left him a B-12 shot, because after he woke up he felt terrible. His head full-on ached now, a painful throb like an infected tooth, and he was forced to figure out how he could handle Panic with a head that felt like a swollen, overripe melon. The first loud techno beat would make his skull explode, splattering his brains all over like the world’s grossest piñata. So he got dressed, went downstairs, and ate a few forkfuls of cold Szechwan noodles before popping a Vicodin. He could probably handle one with few obvious effects, mainly because his drug tolerance was so incredibly high he could take elephant tranquilizers and hardly notice it at this point. He ended up finishing the Szechwan noodles, mainly because he was starving and hadn’t realized it until now.

He’d dressed down, in jeans and hiking boots and a loose red T-shirt with the “Duff Beer” logo across the chest, and was painfully aware that he’d probably stand out like a seven-foot drag queen at a Mormon church. He didn’t look like the type of guy who’d go to a gay disco, which was the point—he didn’t want to look like a guy who’d go to a gay disco. He didn’t want to belong. He just wanted to find Eric and talk to him, and if anyone hit on him, he might have to claim he was straight. (That might fly… for a bit. Maybe. He would swear he could pass.)

But as he washed down the last of the spicy noodles with a Diet Pepsi that still seemed overly sweet, he heard movement upstairs. Paris was awake.

Part of him wanted to just grab his coat and dart out the door, but that was so cowardly he was ashamed of himself. Okay, no, he still had no idea what he was going to say to Par, but he had to say something. Roan headed upstairs to let him know what he was doing and where he was going.

By the time he returned to the bedroom, Paris had already found the B-12 shot and used it, judging from the used needle tossed in the metal wastepaper basket beside his computer desk. He didn’t know if the shot really worked that fast, but Paris did seem a bit more alert than before; maybe the nap had helped too. When Roan told him what he was doing, Par chuckled and said, his face splitting into a grin, “You, going to Panic? Oh, this I gotta see.” That didn’t really fill him with confidence. But he was glad Paris felt well enough to venture out, so he wasn’t going to discourage him.

Paris dressed more or less to match him, wearing jeans and a loose, long-sleeved gray sweatshirt, and joked that the bouncers might not recognize him without the skintight T-shirt and the silver hot pants. The hot pants were, of course, just him being funny. (Right?)

By the time they reached Panic, the sun was going down, and the club was approaching its busy hours. The Vicodin was working nicely; his headache had faded to an annoying background pulse, and he felt slightly disconnected from it, like he could hold it in his hands and examine it objectively. That was the really good part about Vicodin—not that it killed the pain as much as it made you cease giving a shit about it. Paris seemed more bright-eyed than usual, almost like his old self, and Roan hoped Dee brought a motherfucking case of those shots tomorrow.

The bouncer on the door was clearly a gym bunny. He was a huge black man about the height, girth, and possibly approximate weight of your average refrigerator, his head shaved bald and reflecting the blue neon glow of the Panic sign far above him. Even though the light was fading rapidly, he was still wearing cheap black sunglasses, and in spite of the cold, he was only wearing Nikes, jeans, and a navy blue T-shirt stretched so tightly across his barrel chest that Roan was pretty sure when the shirt snapped off him—and he was sure it would—it would take out an innocent bystander’s eye. He looked like a statue carved of granite, with arms about as big around as an average man’s leg, but as they approached, his face split into a wide grin that showed many nicely capped teeth. 

“Oh my God, you! I was so afraid something happened to you.” The man’s voice was so high and fragile, Roan almost burst out laughing. It was like hearing a five-year-old-girl’s voice come out of Atlas. But he didn’t, because it was rude and because, little-girl voice or not, he bet the guy could snap him in half like a piece of frozen beef jerky.

Paris introduced him to Jimmy (apparently the big guy’s name) as his husband, which shocked him needlessly. “Him?” Mighty Mouse Jimmy squeaked.

Oh, that was nice. What an ego boost.

Things didn’t really get any better once they were in the small, dark alcove where they paid the cover and got the neon green plastic bracelets that signified they’d paid and would let them back in the club tonight if they left. Roan protested that he was not coming back, but it was apparently protocol to put the damn thing on. The guy manning that station, with platinum blond hair shot through with cotton-candy streaks of blue and pink and a big gold nose ring that he’d apparently stolen off a bull somewhere, also recognized Paris and was happy to see him back. Roan could see both a positive and a negative here: Paris was popular enough that everybody would be more than happy to talk to him. That was both the positive and the negative. Funny when it worked that way.

They walked through an inner door that led to a sprawling nightclub, split almost evenly between a large and packed dance floor and a small side area full of small tables and leather booths. There was a large, black-painted bar off to the immediate left in a distended horseshoe shape, and there were two bartenders behind it, both men wearing leather vests over shirtless chests, but neither was Eric. One was a Hispanic man with a very pretty, feminine face, and the other guy was a Caucasian who didn’t have six-pack abs as much as a twenty-four pack—you could have washed clothes by hand on his abs. He must have done eight thousand crunches a day.

The bar was lit by yellow spots, giving it a topaz glimmer, while gel lights of red, blue, green, and purple lit up the dance floor in confetti-like hues. The music that pounded through the club was some dance remix of a Nine Inch Nails song with an almost tribal drum beat, and he was glad he’d popped the Vicodin, as he was sure it would have cleaved his head in half like a rotten coconut. But hey, Nine Inch Nails—that was pretty cool. The place smelled like many hot bodies in a small space, sweat and lust and a nearly toxic mélange of colognes, aftershaves, deodorants, and hair products.

They approached the empty end of the bar, and Mr. Abs came down almost instantly. “You! My God, where have you been?” He had neatly cut dark brown hair, brown eyes to match, and about a day’s worth of artful stubble. He was attractive, but in a rather calculated way, and couldn’t have been a day over twenty three.

“Around,” Paris answered cryptically, then put an arm around Roan’s waist, a possessive gesture meant to signal to the pretty bartender that he was off limits. “So, Toby, where’s Chi-Chi? We heard he was working tonight.”

“Oh, he was, but he took a break. He was totally getting cruised by some jailbait, but Chi-Chi looks barely legal too, so that makes sense.”

“Did he leave with him?” Roan asked.

Toby glanced at him and seemed to take a good, long look at Par’s arm around his waist. He seemed to be thinking the same thing as Mighty Mouse—Him?—but was too polite to say it aloud. “Technically, no, but the kid left at the same time as Chi-Chi, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they were together somewhere.”

“Not out in the alley having a smoke?”

He shook his head. “It’s not really private there. Or legal.”

Roan glanced at Paris, and he knew they were thinking the same thing—Eric’s place was just a couple of blocks away. If he wanted to sneak in a quick fuck, he probably brought the guy back to his place. So they probably hadn’t needed to come here at all. What delicious irony.

On their way out, about a dozen guys in ages ranging from twenty to forty, from respectable looking to club kid to flaming Goth, besieged them, asking Paris where he had been and if he was all right. (Matt hadn’t been kidding when he said the guys at Panic had missed Paris.) He showed his wedding ring and introduced Roan as his husband again, a way of deflecting attention away from the question while presumably answering it, and while there were many “congratulations” and men telling Roan he was a very lucky man, there were some more “Him?”s and some obvious jealousy. He wondered how jealous they’d be if they knew Par was dying. He tried not to think about it.

They detoured through the alley to make sure that Eric wasn’t there, but Toby had been right: they found a bouncer (not Mighty Mouse, but a white gym queen who could have been his half brother) and a guy who could have been a patron (or his boyfriend) sharing a smoke and discussing the latest episode of Project Runway, but no Eric, and when asked, both said they hadn’t seen him out here.

It was a quick jaunt back to Remains of the Day and back up the outer staircase to the apartment access. But as soon as they entered the inner corridor, Roan smelled burned microwave popcorn, and a meaty, metallic scent underneath it that was all too familiar and too depressing. “Oh shit,” he exclaimed and raced to Eric’s apartment.

“What’s wrong?” Paris asked. He couldn’t smell it.

Eric’s door was just slightly ajar, so Roan pushed it all the way open with his knuckles while pulling out his Sig Sauer. Seeing the gun, Paris paused and his eyes widened. “Oh God, no.”

Oh God, yes. The open door revealed that Eric’s futon had been pulled out into bed mode, and Eric was splayed across it with one arm and leg hanging over the side, on his back, staring up at the ceiling. It was hard to tell if the sheets were red, or simply turned that color by the blood; some of it was still dripping off his hand, puddling on the carpet.

Roan neither smelled nor saw anyone else in the tiny apartment, so he holstered his gun and approached Eric, hoping the dripping blood was a sign that he was still alive. But as soon as he was standing over him, he could smell the hideous scent of death beneath all the blood. He was dead; not long dead, maybe two minutes or so, but they had still arrived too late to do anything for him.

He’d been stabbed, mainly in the chest but also once in the shoulder and throat; Roan counted seven small but viciously deep wounds in all, as well as one through the palm of his hand—a defensive wound. He’d tried to fight back, but he had been overpowered. Roan didn’t see the knife anywhere, and there was a pretty decent half footprint in the blood in the carpet. As Roan pulled out his phone and called Murphy, he noticed blood had splattered the far wall and left red droplets all over the naked torso picture.

“Oh my God,” Paris gasped from the doorway. “The poor kid.”

Murphy picked up the phone, and he told her, “Get down to Eric Chiang’s apartment now. Your witness has been murdered.”

And he really didn’t care what the coroner’s report on Thora said now. This was pretty much proof that someone was belatedly covering their tracks.

The only question was, how did they know Eric had seen something he shouldn’t have?
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Gravity Gets Things Done



THEY WAITED out in the hallway for Murphy and Dubois to arrive, as there was something awfully intimate about a murder scene. It was where a person had spent the last minutes of his life, in pain, in terror, and while Roan didn’t believe in ghosts or “negative energy” or any of that crap, there was a sense that you couldn’t shake, that something hideous had happened, even after the blood and the body were gone. And it would linger. The smell, an eerie feeling that something was off, a stain that would never quite come out. People would move in and never be aware of it, but people who had seen the scene would never be in the place again and not remember it, not sense it. Sometimes at the base of the stairs in his house he would see the pool of blood and Mitchell Henstridge lying splayed on the floor, his throat ripped out, but he didn’t feel bad about that. Maybe he should have, but it wasn’t a cold-blooded murder, like what had happened to Eric Chiang. Tigers couldn’t commit murder—what had happened to Mitchell was simply the law of the jungle. The bigger, meaner, faster, more lethal one wins.

Roan didn’t close the door, though; he didn’t want to touch it, mess up any potential fingerprints, so they simply waited at the end of the hall, just out of the way of the door, so they could see into Eric’s apartment but not see his body. You could only just see a bit of the blood from where Roan was standing.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, arms touching as they faced the door at the opposite end of the corridor, the one the cops would have to come through to enter the building, and the contact was comforting after seeing Eric’s fresh corpse. It was horrible to think that the last time they had seen him, they were secretly laughing at him. He wished he could apologize to him now, even though Eric probably never knew. “This is my fault,” he said, thinking aloud.

Paris didn’t turn his head, but the gaze out of the corner of his eyes was sharp. “No it’s not. You didn’t stab him.”

“If I had taken the case more seriously, if I had devoted more time to it, I could have figured out Eric might have been in danger. But I didn’t see it. Goddamn it, I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want this fucking case, so I did nothing but make a few phone calls. Pathetic. I haven’t even talked to Hannah Noyes yet.”

“Then the fault is mine, not yours. I know it’s because of me you haven’t been following up.”

He shook his head, and he felt oddly loose in his own mind, almost detached from his own emotions. The Vicodin still? Maybe. The drugs were actually helping him see what he had to tell Paris, what he had to say to put him at ease, if only for a little while. He needed chemical help to lower his own mental and emotional barriers—how fucking sad was that? He probably did need a therapist. 

“It’s because of me, Par, not you. I’m so afraid of… I have this nightmare where I come home to an empty house, but I know it’s not really empty, I know you’re upstairs. It’s just you aren’t….”

“I’m dead,” Paris said. It wasn’t even a question; it was like he already knew. Dee was right—his body was failing him, but his mind was still intact. And Paris could always read him like he was see-through.

He just nodded, his throat threatening to close up at the very thought of saying it. “I feel so fucking helpless. I can’t do anything to help you, and you’re the only person I actually want to help. I don’t know what to do. I just know I’ll never forgive myself if I let you die alone.” In spite of the protective layer of drugs, he felt tears sting at the corners of his eyes and shut them tight, trying hard to swallow back a lump in his throat that felt as big and hard as a matzoh ball, and Paris put an arm around his shoulders and pulled him into a hug, kissing the top of his head as he squeezed him tight. It was a life-or-death struggle not to burst into tears at this point.

“That’s not going to happen,” Paris assured him. “I’d hang on for you, you know. That’s what policemen’s wives do. We wait better than anyone.”

“You’re a wife now, are you?”

“I must be. I have the best hair.”

The bastard was trying to make him laugh again. He couldn’t, though, as he knew he’d start crying, so he held back the impulse and clutched tightly at Par’s waist, waiting for the feelings to subside. They did, and he knew he had Vicodin to thank. (Now he was starting to understand drug addiction better. What a comfortable crutch to have.)

At least he got it together before Murphy, Dubois, and the forensics team showed up. They answered all the questions, and Murphy made sure to ask them, since Dubois kept casting glances at them like they’d pissed in his coffee. As soon as the preliminaries were out of the way, he asked Murphy if they had anybody back at the station who could work the identikit like a pro, preferably Pilar or Gary. Luckily, it seemed Gary was still there, although she wanted to know why he wanted to know.

Toby, of course. The last person to see Eric alive was Toby, who had probably gotten a very good look at the guy who was cruising Eric and who was the obvious suspect at this point. The sooner Toby could give a description of him, the sooner they could find him, so once they got the all clear, he and Paris went back to Panic, and he was suddenly glad about the stupid bracelet.

As soon as they went back into the throbbing mass of the club, they made a beeline for Toby’s side of the bar, and when he came down to them, Roan showed him his card and said that he needed Toby to come outside with them, as they really couldn’t talk here.

Toby went from mildly confused to alarmed in almost record time. “Has something happened to Eric?” he asked, guessing correctly that this was bad.

“We should talk outside,” Roan shouted over the machine-gun drums that threatened to make his head hurt once more. Maybe the Vicodin was wearing off.

Toby seemed to understand and disappeared into the back for a couple of minutes. While they waited for him, a moon-faced guy with hair so black it was basically blue leaned over and shouted at Paris, “You married a detective? How does that happen?”

Roan wasn’t sure if he should be offended or not.

A new bartender came out, a whisper-thin guy who had a flat stomach with no abdominal definition whatsoever, which made Roan like him, and then Toby emerged again in a weather-appropriate heavy coat. They followed him out and once out on the street, out of the hearing range of Mighty Mouse and some kids trying to convince him they were eighteen (in what—dog years?), Toby stopped them and asked, “What happened to Eric? I’m not going any farther until you tell me.” He’d zipped up his jacket against the cold, which also hid the fact he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

“He was killed,” Roan told him, deciding there was no time to fuck around.

Toby stared at him in such a hollow-eyed way he was briefly worried Toby might faint. But he held it together and leaned against their GTO as if to keep from collapsing. “How… was it that guy? The guy who was cruising him?”

Roan shook his head. “We don’t know, but it looks that way. That’s why I’d like you to come to the police station with me and describe the man you saw tonight to a police artist. They’re gathering evidence at the scene, but if we have a face to look out for, this could be a lot quicker.”

Toby just sagged against the car, hiding his face in his hands for a moment. Roan thought he was going to lose it, break down sobbing, but he held it together, and after several seconds glanced at them with his jaw set angrily, eyes flashing with rage as much as sadness. “I knew it. I knew that guy was bad news. Yeah, he was cute, but I just got this… feeling from him, y’know? His eyes looked hard, and he had a tattoo on his neck. I’m sorry, but I don’t trust any guy with a tattoo on his neck. I told him maybe he shouldn’t encourage the guy, but Eric has been on a dry streak since he and Chris broke up, so he….” He shook his head at his own rambling, and a few tears slipped down his cheeks, but he quickly wiped them away with the back of his hand. “How did it happen?”

He really didn’t need to know the details; it’d be much better if he never did. But Roan knew he had to tell him something or he wouldn’t go. “He was stabbed.”

“Oh Christ,” he breathed, exhaling as if punched. Again, Roan thought they were going to lose him, but Toby was a lot stronger than he looked, because he managed to hold it together. “How did you know he was in trouble? I mean… do you even know him?”

“He witnessed a crime, but I don’t think he realized that’s what he witnessed at the time. We were hoping to get him to make an official statement for the police, but they found him first.”

“Oh shit.” He rubbed his eyes to wipe out any nascent tears and then said, with a flat anger, “This world is so fucking dangerous. You think it gets better, but it never does, does it?”

Roan had no answer for him. It did seem like the world never changed, that nothing really ever did except the numbers in the body count, but somehow admitting that seemed like defeat, so he said nothing.

The car ride to the precinct was pretty quiet, although Toby did guess Roan used to be a cop just based on the way he talked. “I didn’t know there were any cops out of the closet in this city,” he said, somewhat bitterly. Roan was briefly tempted to ask him if he’d ever had a lonely vice cop named Kevin in the bar but decided against it.

The station was fairly busy, as nighttime was always the boom time for crime, and while they got some fairly unfriendly looks, they managed to get to where Gary was without comment.

Gary was an average-looking guy made striking by deep brown eyes and full lips, and he had oodles of charm, which he used to put witnesses and crime victims at ease. Roan had seen him get through to the most traumatized people; he had a real gift for it.

Toby didn’t need much coaxing to describe the guy, as he was still angry, and it was pretty quick. The person he described was an oval-faced kid with a nose stud and eyes that looked a bit smaller than would be advised, his tousled hair bleached to a snowy whiteness, even though he had a small base of black roots. The tattoo on his neck was on the left side, and Toby said he wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but it looked tribal, black and full of sharp peaks and swirls; it started halfway down his neck and disappeared beneath his collar. He’d been wearing a tight white T-shirt, worn, torn jeans, and a ragged denim jacket, and Toby guessed he was in his early twenties, even though he looked about seventeen.

“Hey there, Roan,” a familiar voice said tentatively.

He glanced over his shoulder to see Kevin—speak of the devil—loitering nervously close by. He was in his civvies, so Roan figured he was off shift and heading home. “Hi, Kevin,” he said neutrally, surprised that Kevin would speak to him in the precinct. But then again, everybody knew Gary was bisexual—even Gary’s teenaged son—so why would he rat?

Paris held out his hand and said, “Hi, I’m Paris Lehane, Roan’s husband.”

Kevin looked briefly startled but quickly covered it up, although a certain gratefulness flashed through his eyes. Paris was pretending that he’d never met Kevin, like they’d never had him over to dinner, like he didn’t know he was in the closet, like he was just another cop buddy of Roan’s. It was surprisingly kind of him. Kevin shook his hand and replied, “Kevin Robinson.”

“Nice to meet you,” Par said, with absolutely no sarcasm or irony.

Kevin nodded, glanced at what Gary was putting together, and froze. It was clear from his body posture that he recognized the suspect. “You know him?” Roan prompted.

Kevin almost shook his head but leaned in for a closer look. Gary moved aside so he could get a better angle for study. “I think so. He looks familiar. Let me… just a second,” he said distractedly and quickly turned and walked away.

Toby exchanged a curious look with all of them. “Is it that easy?”

“Only if we get lucky,” Gary told him.

Kevin came back a couple of minutes later with one of the big, thick folders that was full of mug shots. He opened the folder to a page up front and showed it to Toby. “Is this the man you saw?”

Roan saw the answer in Toby’s eyes before he spoke. They widened before he even took a breath. “Yes! That’s him, that’s the guy who was cruising Eric tonight.”

Roan reached out and tipped the folder closer to him so he could have a look. Gary had done a terrific job on the identikit, as the match was almost uncanny. What greeted him was the mug shot of a sullen man with a dark smear of a tattoo on the side of his neck and—Toby was right—hard, flat eyes, like those of a shark or some other beast whose soul had been killed off a long time ago. He might have been handsome if the look in his eyes hadn’t made him ugly. “Who is this guy, Kev?”

“His real name is Parker Davis, but he usually goes by Colt Turner.”

“Colt?” Roan snickered. “What the fuck is he, a wannabe porn star?”

“In a way. He’s been arrested several times for solicitation and prostitution, which is why I recognized him,” Kevin said, closing the folder. “He’s one of the hustlers who habitually works the area between the bus station and Anderson Street.”

Toby looked deeply shocked. “Why the hell was he at the club trying to pick someone up?”

It was a good question, but Roan had a suspicion. “Is he a meth user?” Meth, crack, and prostitution went hand in hand, like bullets and sucking chest wounds.

Kevin nodded, his always sad expression just a bit grimmer. “He’s been arrested with a pipe in his possession, and one time he had a major freak-out in a holding cell that seemed like someone major jonesing.”

“So he’s a frequent flyer.”

“Oh yeah. I think he was busted two weeks ago, but after the usual night in the stir and reminder to show up for court, he was booted.”

Roan nodded, putting a supposition together. “He was paid to pick up Eric and take him home. Since he’s not a hit man, I have to wonder if someone was waiting there to talk to Eric, and Parker took his cash and split.”

Kevin raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you lookin’ at him for?”

“Murder. He was last seen with a victim who was stabbed in his home.”

Kevin was so shocked by this news he almost dropped the folder. “Damn. He’s gotten himself into the big leagues, hasn’t he?”

Toby sat forward, and he looked completely lost. “I don’t understand. You don’t think he killed him?”

“He could have, but… my guess is he was the middleman and an easy scapegoat.”

Toby’s dark brows scrunched together in a V over his nose, and he shifted so far forward in his chair Roan almost wondered if Toby was going to get up and punch him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Gary shifted, leaning back in his own chair as Kevin went off with Parker’s mug shot, and smirked knowingly. “Our Roan here is the infected equivalent of Sherlock Holmes. Or is it Miss Marple? Anyway, he’s always doing things like this. It made people pelt him with day-old doughnuts in the break room when he was a cop.”

“That happened once,” Roan corrected him, fixing him with a stern glare. “And that was you.”

Gary gave him a toothy grin that he probably thought was charming. “Face it, Roan, sometimes you’re just freaky.”

Toby sat back, his jaw going slack, and his eyes darted between Roan and Paris. “Infected?” he repeated, putting it together. Oh shit, now everybody at Panic was going to know Paris was infected and dying from it. Gary and his goddamn big mouth.

But that wasn’t really something worth worrying about at this point. Right now, they had to find Parker before he either got lost on his own, or ended up as another “loose end” floating in the bay. Still, the fact that he was a crackhead and a hustler meant they’d probably leave him to kill himself. After all, he was in the lowest strata of human society, and who would believe a damn thing he said? His credibility would be less than zero, and he was a central-casting-perfect murderer. Every prosecutor in the world would be pleased to get him, because he was a professional junkie and fuck-up who was destined for a violent end anyway. Conviction would be a cakewalk, everybody could break for an earlier lunch, and people could walk away feeling that justice was served.

Which was complete and utter bullshit. If there was one coincidence here, maybe he could buy it, but there were just too many stacking up. A guy turns up to hit on Eric right after Thora’s body was fished out, a guy who’s a hustler and doesn’t exactly do “freebies” or go to gay discos, and Eric turns up dead while the guy turns up gone. It was way too much, although Roan almost had to grudgingly admire how well executed all of this was. Whoever set this all in motion was good at their job.

An APB was put out on Parker, and although it was a long shot at best, Kevin thought it might be worth checking out the areas where Parker was known to work and maybe the Nite Owl Motel, the seedy dive that he named as his place of residence the last time he was hauled in.

Toby called his boyfriend to pick him up from the precinct, and Roan made sure that Paris was up to this before they headed out, following Kevin as he made the rounds. Technically, Kevin was off duty, but as a vice cop he was extremely well acquainted with the area where they’d be looking for Parker, and most of the hookers and hustlers around there knew him. That would usually be considered bad—and it was for undercover stings—but it actually fostered a little bit of trust as well. They knew he was a cop, yeah, but not a bad one, not one who beat them up or bullied or demanded freebies to keep from running them in. Kevin was nothing if not a remarkably gentle soul. If he asked for their help to find someone, even if it was one of them, they just might help him out.

Roan had a chicken or egg question that no one was ever able to answer. Did bus stations just end up in bad areas, or did bad areas just spring up around bus stations? Either way, once you got to within two blocks of the Greyhound station, things took a turn for the worse. There were decaying businesses and boarded-up apartment complexes that violated major health and safety codes, a tenfold increase in homeless people (mostly men) camped out in doorways, and drug dealers loitering on the corners, freely advertising their wares with little fear of getting busted. The roads down here were even falling into disrepair, the potholes almost big enough to be sinkholes, and while Paris had made sure the GTO had good enough shocks to take it well, Kevin’s battered little Celica looked like it nearly went airborne a couple of times.

Kevin eventually pulled over beside a curb beneath a broken streetlight, and an extremely statuesque black prostitute in a skintight dress and a magnificent rooster-hair wig of tall brown hair that made her look a bit like Tina Turner after an eight-day bender seemed to melt out of the shadows. Judging from the size of the Adam’s apple, Roan guessed she was actually a transvestite, but an extremely convincing one.

He talked to Kevin for a couple of minutes, and then Kevin drove off, and Roan continued to follow him, deeper into the black hole that was known around the station as the “vice triangle” (triangle because of drugs, prostitution, and illegal gambling). Roan’s phone rang, and he wasn’t surprised to find it was Kevin. “Chalice knows Colt and said that as far as he knew, he’d gone to get a hit at a crack house over on Henderson.”

Chalice? What an interesting name—sounded like a female porn star. “When did he last see him?”

“He wasn’t sure, a trick or two ago. Maybe a couple of hours.”

If that was true, that would have been before he went to Panic to pick up Eric. “Was he high?”

“Chalice? Oh, yeah. His pupils were so dilated it looked like he had no irises at all.”

Okay—his sense of time could be majorly fucked-up. Depending on the drugs, time could compress or spread out into infinity.

“You have a theory,” Paris asked from the passenger seat, but it wasn’t really a question.

Roan shrugged. “A minor one. Once this person—whoever they are—discovered that Eric witnessed Thora’s abduction and worked at a gay bar, he hired a hustler to pick Eric up and get him out of the club, because the guy—and it’s probably a guy—is straight, and there was no way in hell he was setting foot in a gay bar. Maybe Parker can tell us who hired him, but whoever this guy is, he must be pretty confident that Parker can’t or won’t identify him.”

“Not someone native to this area.”

“Absolutely not.”

“But how did they know Eric witnessed anything?”

Roan nodded, pleased that Paris was asking all the right questions. “I have to find out who Matt mentioned it to. I think the answer’s there.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Paris raise an eyebrow in surprise. “You think Matt blabbed?”

He gave Paris a slightly disbelieving glance before fixing his eyes on the road once more. “I know he’s better than he used to be, but he can’t help but talk. And if Thora was conscious when she was grabbed, she didn’t fight or make a scene, suggesting she knew who these men were and wasn’t afraid of them, although she should have been. I think the guilty party is within the circle that Matt and Thora shared.”

He felt Paris’s stare on him in the dark. “Mutual friends?”

“Maybe. Or people even closer than—oh holy shit,” he exclaimed, cutting himself off as a veil of thick, black smoke, chemical smelling and so sharply scented that it felt like he was inhaling broken glass, rolled across the road.

They turned onto Henderson and stopped abruptly, as the smoke was roiling out in thick black plumes from a dilapidated house that also had bright, yellowish-orange flames shooting from broken windows, the plywood boards that had once been nailed over them scattered all over the street in smoldering ruins. There was a weed-filled lot that worked as a lawn, but the flames and heat were so great that people were standing gawking in the street rather than on the grass. Both he and Kevin pulled over on the opposite side of the road, as far from the flames as possible. The fire lit up the night like a false dawn, and Roan felt the heat hammer him as soon as he stepped out of the car, as did the sour, sickly smell of ammonia and other chemicals. Even as he and Paris joined Kevin at the fringe of the gawking crowd, he said, “This is our crack house, isn’t it?” It sounded like a question, but it really wasn’t. The smell had given it away. Somebody had been cooking up a batch, or maybe attempting to freebase, and it had all spun out of control before anyone could react. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Kevin nodded. “I’m afraid so.” He then started going through the crowd, asking, “Has anyone called 911? Is anyone inside?”

There were no real answers, and from the scent of body odor, ammonia, and smoke wafting from their tattered clothes, Roan knew most of this crowd were people who had actually been in the crack house when it started going up and wouldn’t have called anyone. Kevin called 911 on his cell phone, probably figuring that out from the mass of blank stares that greeted his questions.

Half the house was already engulfed in flames, and as he and Paris sweated in the jittering shadows of consumption, Roan knew the firefighters would never get here in time. By the time they got here, the only thing left would be smoldering embers.

“This case just keeps getting more and more fun, doesn’t it?” Paris asked with cheerful sarcasm, reflected flames dancing in his eyes.

Roan glared at him, scowling at his inordinate cheerfulness. Yeah, so far it had been a total barrel of laughs.
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A QUICK check of the crowd revealed none of the onlookers to be Parker, and if anyone was still inside the house, nobody knew about it (or volunteered the info). So as soon as they heard the scream of approaching sirens, they decided to go on to the Nite Owl Motel.

This was a motel near the freeway off ramp, one that was a collection of single units in two separate lines around a cracked and pitted parking lot that had seen better decades. In fact, the entire motel had seen better decades, even though it was built in the ’80s in a late ’70s style, and probably the very second construction was ceased, the place had looked like it needed a new coat of paint. It still needed that coat of paint, some new shingles, and a full-scale decontamination. Even the big sign that advertised its name and ability to rent by the hour had notable holes in it, making it look like the “ite Ow Mot l” from one side.

There were a few cars in the lot, most battered, and one water company truck. The office was at the very end of the lot and, quite tellingly, the motel desk was hidden behind bulletproof glass, like this was a bank and not a cheap fly-by-night motel.

As soon as Kevin came in, the man in the bulletproof booth said, “We want no trouble here. You go away now.” The man looked like a mad scientist from a Troma film, with a messy shock of silver hair that stood up as if he’d been recently electrocuted, a weathered, long face with a prominent chin, and thick eyebrows that were still the deep brown color his hair used to be, his eyes a filmy, corrupted blue beneath thick lenses. His accent was dense and Eastern European.

“I need to find Park—Colt. Is he here?” Kevin asked, undeterred by the man’s free-floating hostility.

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he barked, waving a hand at Kevin. “Go away.” He glanced behind Kevin’s shoulder at Roan and Paris and gave them a dirty look. This made Roan flash him an insincere, toothy grin. As expected, that visibly unnerved him.

Kevin took out his cell phone and held it up. “Tell me or I call in a raid. I heard gunshots here. Didn’t you guys hear gunshots?”

“Oh yeah,” Roan agreed.

“Seven or eight, I think,” Paris added.

The mad scientist scowled evilly, bringing out new lines in his face. Roan had judged him to be in his forties, but now he adjusted that to his fifties. “Fine,” he spat, with a surprising amount of venom. “You cops always harassing the small businessman. He is in… one of the rooms. I don’t remember which one. One of the Western units. I want no trouble here.”

“You won’t get any,” Kevin assured him. “Thank you.”

As they left the small hotbox of the office, Roan heard the man cursing them under his breath in what sounded like Russian.

“Where the hell did they get that dude?” Paris wondered, almost laughing.

“Yegevny?” Kevin replied, walking toward what must have been the “Western” units—they were on the left side, the ones closest to the road. “He immigrated here from Estonia in ’96.”

“Estonia?” Roan repeated, impressed. He’d never met anyone from Estonia before.

“Yeah, I know. There are rumors he was a low-level Russian mobster who fucked something up so bad he had to run for his life and get lost in the States, leading to him running this shitbag motel.”

“Fun rumor,” Roan said. “Probably not true, though.”

“Probably not, but isn’t it neat?” Kevin agreed, flashing an unaccustomed smile.

“He’s not a pimp, is he?” Paris wondered.

Kevin shook his head. “Naw, not that we know of, but he does get kickbacks from the hookers who are regulars here. They pay him to keep his eye off the clock, mostly. There are also rumors there are webcams in some of the rooms, and Yegevny makes extra money on the side through online porn, which gets kickbacks to the hookers, but again, prove it.”

Close up, the motel units looked even worse, with their white paint nearly brown from road grime and peeling off in big, flaky strips, like the skin of a bad sunburn victim. There used to be trim around the small, postage-stamp windows, but it had worn away to where you could see the naked wood beneath. Kevin pounded on the first door with a meaty fist and bellowed, “Colt! We need to talk!”

An annoyed woman’s voice shouted, “He ain’t here, you dumb motherfucker! Try number three!”

So they walked down two doors, and Kevin did the pounding routine again. “Colt! Get out here! It’s urgent!”

Roan was pretty sure he heard a faint “What the fuck…?” inside the room, and it looked like the industrial blue-flower-patterned curtains rustled, although he saw no one look out. After almost a minute, Colt came out, shirtless and sweaty and reeking of sex and drugs.

In person he looked more youthful than his mug shot would have led you to believe. He had fine bone structure, which made him look even younger, although his pale blue eyes were wide and wild with drugs, the artificial euphoria making them look almost lively. His neck tattoo, a tribal mishmash of jagged triangles like shark fins and swirls like the wake they left behind them in the water, started on the left side of his throat and spilled down in a black cascade to just above his left pectoral, where a gold-plated nipple ring occasionally caught a passing headlight and glinted at them. His chest was smooth and hairless, and he was so skinny his stomach was almost concave, the black board shorts he pulled on barely hanging on to the bony points of his narrow hips. “What the hell’s going on, Kevin?” His eyes then scudded toward Roan and Paris, and he studied them for quite a few moments, lingering on Paris especially. “Look, I’m busy right now, but if you wanna party, fine. I just need cash up front. Although wow, you got some cute ones here. Why d’ya need me?”

Because Kevin was a darker-skinned black man, it was basically impossible to see him blush, but the set of his shoulders and the way he stared almost aggressively down at the asphalt told Roan he would have been blushing had he been able to see it. This exchange confirmed a suspicion he’d had since Kevin had recognized Parker right away, and he didn’t know what to do with the feeling. He was just glad the Vicodin was giving him distance, or he suspected he would have punched Kevin in the arm. “Colt, were you at Panic earlier this evening?” Kevin asked, finally looking up at the hustler.

The boy was flying. Roan could smell meth in his sweat, but he thought he picked up something else too, maybe Ecstasy. His skater shorts weren’t quite baggy enough to hide a continuing chemically induced erection. “Why would I go to a fag club?”

That was the thing about male hustlers: not all of them were gay. Yeah, their clients were men—women hiring a man for sex was just wishful thinking on the man’s part—but they were generally junkies and street kids looking to survive any way they could. The younger a guy looked, the more he usually made in the hustling game. He just had to be able to fake desire for a man and fuck them or tolerate getting fucked, however it went. And again, the better you were, the more you made. Parker looked like a classic twink, a seventeen-year-old who should probably be at home working a Playstation or behind the counter at The Gap rather than servicing a desperate man, so Roan was mildly surprised he was working such a shit place; you’d have thought a guy with his looks could work somewhere better.

Kevin looked deeply disappointed, and his voice took on a rare harsh edge. “You were spotted there. Don’t lie. Things will be a hell of a lot worse for you if you lie.”

Parker was clearly stoned out of his fucking mind; he was swaying, standing on his feet, and his hands were twitching like he was sculpting something in the air. He rolled his eyes and his hands rose briefly, like birds struggling for flight. “I was paid not to talk, ’kay? It was a special job, and the guy had some E, so I was cool, okay? What’s the BFD?”

“This guy—can you describe him?”

Parker stared at Kevin as if he was very far away, a dark blot in the distance, still wavering like he was on the deck of a storm-tossed boat. “I dunno. He was just a guy. What the fuck’s this about?”

Kevin grabbed Parker by his shoulders, attempting to steady him. “Tell me what this man hired you for.”

Parker broke free of Kevin’s hold but in the process stumbled and almost fell. “Whatever, man. The dude said his buddy hadn’t gotten laid in a long time and he wanted to give him a birthday present, but he didn’t want him to know I was bought. So I was to pick him up at the club and go back to his place, fuck him, and get out once he showed up.”

“The man who hired you showed up?”

Parker attempted to nod but stopped, as he seemed to be making himself dizzy. “Yeah. I’d barely blown the guy by the time he did. He showed up sooner than I thought. But why did I give a fuck? Easiest hundred bucks I ever made. And free E. I saved most of it for myself.”

That statement finally made Roan speak up. “What do you mean, you saved most of it for yourself? He wanted you to dose Eric with Ecstasy?”

Parker stared at him belligerently but seemed to get distracted. “Your hair’s a funny color, isn’t it? Do you dye it? I hate guys with red pubic hair.”

Here was the downside of drugs: Vicodin had lulled him into a false sense of security. “Parker, st—”

“My name’s Colt!” he suddenly shouted, with a surprising amount of vehemence. “When I’m working, I’m Colt! Don’t call me that.”

Roan mentally chided himself for such a stupid mistake. It was actually relatively common for hookers to have a “working” identity and a real one and to separate the two, as if they were two different people. It was almost like they could put all the degradation and humiliation of their lives on the “working” identity and remain otherwise untouched. As far as he knew, that had never actually worked. “I’m sorry. I forgot, Colt. No offense intended. Did he want you to dose Eric with Ecstasy before you seduced him?”

Parker’s head twitched to the side, either a nervous tic or a drug-induced spasm. Either way, it only happened once, and Parker acted like it hadn’t happened at all. “Eric…? Oh, wait, the Asian guy? Yeah, the guy said he was uptight, that’s why he hadn’t gotten his rocks off lately.”

And it had compromised Eric entirely, made him let his guard down, and left him vulnerable to the attack that took his life. The fact that Eric had still attempted to fight back was a credit to him. It was possible that Colt was lying, making this vague story up, but right now he seemed too stoned to be capable of a decent deception; he was naked in his honesty, only because he didn’t have the sense to realize he should cover his ass.

Kevin seemed to understand that too. In his gentlest voice, he told Parker, “You need to get dressed and come with me. I need you to identify the man who hired you.”

Colt stared at him, barely seeing through the haze of his high. “Why? What the fuck’s this about, Kevin?”

He kept addressing Kevin in a familiar, casual manner, and it made Roan’s stomach twinge. It could have been just the casual relationship between a sympathetic cop and the hustler who saw him as a rare friendly face, but there was something in their tone of voice and their body language that said that wasn’t it. Roan just had too much on his plate to deal with this right now. “He’s trying to set you up, Colt,” Kevin told him, in that same casual manner. “We need to stop him before he’s successful.”

Parker just kept staring at him, like he was having trouble focusing on Kevin’s face. “Set me up for what?”

Kevin dodged the question. “I’ll tell you on the way. Okay?”

Parker looked uncertain but was too tweaked to hold on to the thought for long. What it came down to was he trusted Kevin, cop or not. Finally he shrugged and said, “I’m done with this guy anyway. His time’s up. Gimme a minute.” He staggered back to his room and left the door slightly ajar.

Roan turned to Kevin and fixed him with a caustic look. “We’re going to talk about this later, right?”

Kevin met his eyes briefly but quickly looked down at the parking lot, trying hard to pretend he wasn’t ashamed and failing miserably. “It’s not what you think.”

“God, I hope not,” he said and then turned and stalked off back to the GTO.

Paris remained quiet until they got back on the road. “He’s a very lonely guy,” he said, sounding both sympathetic and apologetic.

Roan looked at him askance. “He doesn’t have to be; he made the choice. He’s in a prison of his own design.”

“Maybe, but not all of us are as brave as you.”

He snorted derisively. “Like bravery has anything to do with it. Are straights vaunted for their bravery at being so aggressively hetero? It’s who I am, and it’s who he is. I don’t know who he’s pretending for.”

“He has his reasons. Just like I have my reasons for not telling my parents I’m infected.”

He frowned, really not liking the comparison—which he honestly felt was spurious anyway—but he let it go. If Paris wanted to feel some sympathetic kinship with Kevin, he could, but there was a huge difference between not telling your parents you were dying of a bizarre, vicious disease and paying for sex from hustlers on the down low because you couldn’t be honest and admit you were gay.

But maybe one form of denial was just as good as another.





BACK AT home, Roan called Matt after ordering them a pizza (he still hadn’t gone shopping yet) and asked him who he’d told about Eric witnessing Thora being grabbed off the street. Matt sounded tired, as if totally exhausted and unable to muster being upset, or perhaps it was just the antidepressants he was on, wringing all the strong feelings out of him.

Roan remembered his own brief flirtation with antidepressants. After Con had killed himself, Roan’s depression had been clearly visible to others, as someone reported him to the sergeant and he got sent to the department therapist. He didn’t mention Con to her, mainly because he couldn’t; just contemplating saying his name aloud made it feel like someone was twisting a knife made of ice deep inside him. He also wouldn’t talk about his troubled childhood, and talking about being infected didn’t thrill him either. So she decided he was probably a “burnout” depressive and prescribed him Prozac. Out of curiosity, he tried some and found it left him emotionally flat, like nothing was all that bad—or that good either. And it triggered a migraine later on, so he flushed all the pills down the toilet and never saw the therapist again. But he still remembered that curious feeling of having all his emotions drained of heft. Nowadays it was almost a tempting thought.

Matt said he told Hannah (of course) and a few of their mutual friends in group, but he was fairly sure he didn’t mention Eric’s name. Still, Roan got the names of those he’d talked to: Nikki Bartolonis, Trang “Trey” Phan, Drake Stein, and Danae Willis. Roan recognized all those last names from the financial pages, save for Stein.

He had a slice of pizza before heading out, hoping Matt was right about Thora’s apartment having a faulty bathroom window. It turned out to be true, as he was easily able to force the window open and slip inside, careful to wear gloves so he didn’t leave prints, and carrying a flashlight with a red filter. It would be difficult to see from outside, and if it was, most people would think it was reflected brake lights or something. Beyond that, it preserved his night vision. He might not need it, but you never knew.

Matt’s idea of “trashed” and his were obviously quite different, as a thrown-over coffee table really didn’t meet his definition. Okay, if she was as OCD as Matt had implied, it was a shocking sight, but to him it almost indicated the aftermath of a snit rather than evidence of a search.

What struck Roan was how devoid this place was of true personalization. Eric didn’t have much space or money, but he still managed to give some indication of his personality in his place; Thora’s apartment was a tasteful blank slate, like a model apartment for Martha Stewart magazine or something. Somebody extremely clean with a vague idea of current trends had furnished the place, but it seemed like it was for show, not something to be lived in. The fact that she did disturbed him, although he couldn’t say why. Maybe it just seemed wrong for someone to live in such a sterile, pseudo-institutional setting when they had a choice to live differently. Was her mind so disordered she felt a genuine pressure to keep everything on the outside as orderly and controlled as possible? Then he remembered she was anorexic and wondered if that was it. Anorexia at its core was all about control—you felt so out of control or lacking control in your life that you had to control yourself, to the point where you’d almost kill yourself declaring total dominion over your own body. Had she done that in her own home as well? He really needed to know more about Thora.

Her computer was in her functional, tasteful, and otherwise unappealing bedroom, but even though it looked just fine, he couldn’t boot it up, and it was easy to see why once he futzed with the case: the hard drive had been removed. This was discouraging, although he noticed there was a wireless Internet connection, despite this computer appearing to be DSL. A second computer? A laptop? If so, the searchers had probably snagged it.

Still, he dutifully searched the apartment for it, on the off chance they had missed it. He searched under the bed (no dust bunnies under there—that was almost creepy), through the closet of overly expensive clothes and shoes, through drawers of even more flimsy and expensive lingerie (he was so relieved to find schlep clothes, mainly inexpensive Joe Boxer sweats, in the bottom drawer; he’d been fearing for this girl’s sanity), through kitchen cupboards of little-used china plates and sparkling glassware, and never-used pots and pans so squeaky clean he could have eaten off them right now. There was little food in her cupboards, just some Crystal Light drink mix and a box of Celestial Seasonings’ Sleepytime tea, and her refrigerator was equally bare, with a pitcher of iced tea, a huge bottle of Evian, and a bagged salad mix that was slowly starting to go limp and brown scattered about the otherwise empty shelves. He found ice cubes and a bottle of Absolut in her freezer, but the seal on the vodka bottle hadn’t been broken.

There were few places to search in the living room; she had few DVDs and CDs, and all looked quite genuine, not good hiding places. (She liked romantic comedies and contemporary pop music, with little deviation.) He searched the bathroom last and found a whole host of prescription drug bottles in the mirrored cabinet over the sink. She had several varieties of antidepressants, antianxiety meds, sleep aids, and a sizable stockpile of Valium—she could have opened her own pharmacy. She also had a ton of vitamins and laxatives.

In the cupboard under the sink, he found toilet paper, a bottle of liquid soap, and a huge Costco size box of maxi pads. He was attempting to move the box just to get a better look at the back of the cupboard when he realized it was way too heavy for a box of pads. Looking inside, he found her laptop.

It made him chuckle and grudgingly admire her. Most burglars were male, and would they look in a box of maxi pads? Hell no; most men didn’t want to know about female sanitary issues, even if they were heterosexual. Even he wasn’t going to look, he’d just wanted to do a thorough search. Maybe the man who’d been searching for the laptop had kicked the coffee table over after being unable to find it.

But this added another layer to things. Either she was paranoid, or she thought that someone might want her laptop, that there was something on it that someone didn’t want anyone else to see. She knew she might be in trouble, so she’d hidden it… but didn’t have enough paranoia to be afraid of those who grabbed her? Something wasn’t adding up here, but at least he was on his way to figuring some of this out.

He slipped back out the bathroom window, the laptop wedged under his arm. He felt a little queasy about having to dig through this poor girl’s life, but that was just the deal when you were a private detective. If you couldn’t stand being a voyeur every now and again, this was the wrong job for you.

Back in the car, he found his cell phone going off and answered it once he got settled and had stashed the laptop underneath the passenger seat. No surprise, it was Gordo. 

“Where the hell have you been?” he carped. “I’ve been calling all fucking day.”

“I’ve been busy. I assume the farm cats have transformed?”

He grunted, still pissed off at Roan. “Yeah, and some have already transformed back into cats again.”

“But not all.”

“No. A woman named Carmen Serrano is out of her transformation cycle, apparently. But she’s pretty ill. I bet you knew that.”

“I guessed. No record?”

“None. And she wants to talk to you—only to you, in fact.”

Which probably just added to Gordo’s animosity level. “She at the station still?”

“For now. If you don’t hurry up, we’re just going to ship her to County General.”

“I’m on my way,” he assured Gordo, then tossed the phone aside, peeling off his gloves and throwing them in the passenger seat before starting the car.

He really was getting neglectful of his job, but he didn’t know why. He’d gone almost twenty whole minutes without thinking of Paris—if this kept up, it would be a record.

Belatedly, he wished he had taken some of Thora’s Valium. He could have used it to get to sleep tonight.



9

Multitude of Casualties



THEY WERE not happy to see him at the precinct again, but at least he didn’t run into Kevin, who was probably in talking with the chief. (Parker had surely been arrested, since he was the only suspect in a murder case. Kevin probably wasn’t going to bargain for Parker, as that would tip his hand about his close relationship with him, but he’d probably argue that Parker said he was hired by another man to pick up Eric. He’d work the “plausible deniability” or “other suspect” angle.) Roan went on ahead to where Gordo and Seb had their desks, and found both detectives waiting for him, Seb finishing up some paperwork, and Gordo angrily chewing gum, like he thought perhaps it was Roan’s head instead of a stick of Doublemint.

They had Carmen Serrano in one of the “boxes,” the interrogation rooms, because oddly enough, it was the most temperature-controlled—and therefore comfortable—place in the precinct. Also, you could smoke in there, and it was pretty much the only place in the building where you could, thanks to the new health and safety regulations. He knocked on the door of the interrogation room before going in, even though the only reason the door was shut was to keep the smoke in.

The room was about ten degrees warmer than the station house; Roan instantly felt sweat break out on his forehead and under his arms. Smoke seemed to swirl and wreathe around the harsh florescent fixtures that made the room look stark and charmless. She looked up at him and waved away the fog in front of her face as she exhaled smoke out her nose. “You must be Roan McKichan,” she said, her voice weary. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Really?”

“No, not really. I’m just making conversation.” She tried on a faint smile, but it quickly disappeared. Her face was long, almost oval in shape, her jaw strong and her forehead wide, which she mostly hid with her long dark-brown hair. And while her face seemed drawn, almost gaunt, her eyes were wide, expressive, and haunted; it made her striking, if not exactly beautiful. Her skin was pale, and Roan imagined she had an attractive olive complexion when she was healthy, but she was sick and it was obvious. She was wearing sweats that someone must have loaned her, the dark blue sweatshirt hanging on her like a burlap sack, and as she held her cigarette he noticed her hands were bony, the veins standing out like cables. “It does seem that the SWAT people are pissed at you, though.”

“They been grumping around here, huh?” he agreed. She pushed her crumpled pack of cigarettes toward him, a tacit offer, and he shook his head. Cigarette smoke (or something in it, at least) was a migraine trigger for him, actually, but he figured since he was on Vicodin he might get through this okay.

She nodded and seemed to study him a moment as she tapped some ash into a round ceramic ashtray that looked like it might have been stolen from someone’s rumpus room in the ’70s. “Are you gay?”

Oh, what were the SWAT guys calling him? Faggot? Butt pirate? Ass bandit? Fudge packer? Dick smoker? Cocksucking pansy ass? There were so many possibilities, and quite frankly, he had to know which one was their favorite. Also, it was always expedient to form a bond with a person you were questioning—if they thought of you as an equal, a peer, human as opposed to a uniform, they talked a lot easier. “Yes. Why?”

“Because I’ve never met a straight man in real life with a nice-looking chest,” she said, surprising him. He looked down, wondering if this shirt was tight enough to show off his muscle definition. It certainly didn’t feel tight, but looking at it now, he could make out his pecs fairly well. The shirt must have shrunk in the wash. “I mean, I’m not trying to stereotype, but that’s been my personal experience.”

“Don’t say that too loud, there’re some straight gym addicts around here who will object.”

She waved her hand dismissively, making a sour face. “They always get it wrong. My ex-husband, when he was going through his early midlife crisis, started working out all the time. He was trying to impress some woman far too young for him. He had to stick with his prostitutes. He used to like this massage place near the airport. The… oh fuck, what was it called? Lotus Bloom?”

“The Lotus Room,” he corrected her. “It’s caused many a divorce. I should give them a kickback for all the cheating husbands I’ve photographed there.”

That made her smirk. “Must be a fun job.”

“Not really. It’s mostly dull. I kind of wish this state would hurry up and legalize gay marriage so I could photograph cheating gay guys. That might be a bit more fun.”

She chuckled. “You could probably sell the pictures on the Internet too.”

“Yeah, recoup some of my expenses.”

She tapped out more ash and nervously scratched her thumb. “What did you do to the SWAT guys, anyway? Some of them were hanging around outside the door for a bit. They didn’t know I was in here.”

“Trash-talking me?”

“Yeah.”

He was kind of hoping he’d get more than that, but she was probably trying to be polite and spare his feelings. “I ordered them off. They take that personally from a civilian. Especially a limp-wristed faggot civilian.”

She grimaced, trying not to laugh, but he could tell from the guilty look that flashed across her face the SWAT guys must have used at least one of those terms, if not all of them. “They seem to think you’re arrogant.”

“I am. It’s a problem with us butt pirates.”

She finally did chuckle, taking a long drag. “I bet that’s what they don’t like.”

“Butt piracy?”

She laughed again and lightly smacked his arm, which was resting on the flimsy table of the interrogation room. “Stop that! No, although I’m sure that has something to do with it too. I meant you don’t seem to be a shy, retiring type.”

“Oh God, no. I’m a battle queen.”

She smiled, and it seemed genuine, but her face was so thin and rawboned it looked painful. “From the way they were talking about you, I expected a girly guy with a high voice and a skirt.”

“And I think they’d rather I was that way, as I’d make them question their own sexuality less. With all the macho bullshit around here, it’d be easier for them if I was a femme.”

“And you’re infected too.”

“I am. Lion strain.” He turned his arm over, showed her the Leo tattoo on his wrist.

She looked at it, her thin eyebrows raising in surprise. “Wow. You’re not shy about that either, are you?”

“I got over shy a really long time ago. I’m queer, I’m feline, get used to it.”

She grinned, stabbing out her cigarette in the ashtray. Her gums were so pale they were barely pink, while the enamel of her teeth was so worn away in some spots that the tips of her canine teeth were nearly translucent. The smoke had been almost strong enough to cover the faint but unmistakable sweet-rot smell of cancer coming through her pores. “You’re fun. I like you. I’m sorry we couldn’t have met under better circumstances.”

He was wondering when she was going to get to that. He had no intention of rushing her, though, as one thing you learned quickly as an investigator was that most of your job could be done for you if you just sat down and listened. An astonishing number of people just wanted to talk; it didn’t matter if it was potentially damning or something they’d never told to anyone before. Sometimes they just needed an excuse to spill their guts. “They aren’t optimum, no.”

She picked up the cigarette pack and fiddled with it, so nervous she wanted to do something with her hands. “They said you were able to get us under control in cat form. I was wondering how you did that.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure how I do it. Cats seem to recognize me as some kind of alpha male, maybe because I smell really weird and they don’t know what to make of me. I smell half cat and half human to them. It’s turned out pretty handy, though.”

“I bet.”

There was a long enough pause that Roan knew she wasn’t going to keep talking, so now it was time to push. “I was wondering how you banded together to commit suicide by cop in cat form. I assume you worked this out in human form first.”

She stared at him for a long moment, the conflict visible behind her eyes. Finally, she looked down at the cigarette pack and asked, “How did you figure that out?”

He gave her credit for not even trying to lie. “You were all sick, all small, and there was no way in hell you could have done too much damage even banded together, because you were all so ill and weak. The only reason you could have been together was to scare people with your numbers, which would bring the cops and their guns. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

She shook her head, still looking down at the barren surface of the table. “You’re not. We’ve been living together at Katie’s late father’s house, and since we’ve all been getting sick, we’re not even attacking each other in cat form anymore. What’s the point?”

The story came out in fits and starts, but Roan already knew all seven of the cats were female, and all were sick. A couple of the women, including Carmen, had cancer, while most of the rest had immune system dysfunctions and the mysterious wasting disorder that seemed to be plaguing Paris. Most of their insurance had run out, if they’d even had insurance in the first place, and most of them were, quite frankly, tired of living. Since they were all ill and knew their time was running out, they hatched what was essentially a suicide pact. They picked an isolated area—the barn—where they’d be unlikely to do much damage before the cops were called and where they could camp out before the change occurred so they’d all be on the right spot.

“I appreciate that you planned this all meticulously, but still someone could have been seriously hurt or killed. I sympathize with your predicament, but this was irresponsible. You understand that, yes?”

She nodded, still not looking at him, her bony shoulders slumped in defeat. “It was stupid, but we really feel like we don’t have anything to lose at this point. We’re corpses in all but name.”

He winced, because that was so harsh, because that was probably true, because Paris was almost there as well. He searched his pockets for a business card, found one, and found a pen as well. “You’ve heard of the New Horizons Center, yeah?”

She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Who hasn’t? But it’s nearly all touchy-feely crap there. I’m not sure we want their kind of help. I don’t want to spend my last few weeks of life wasting away in a hospice run by well-meaning but irritating strangers.”

“Call this number,” he said as he scribbled the information on the back of the card. “I know someone there, and they may be able to help you and your friends in a manner more to your liking.”

He slid the card across to her, and, with obvious reluctance, she read it. He had written on it This isn’t New Horizons. These are people who will help you no matter what path you choose followed by a phone number that had nothing to do with New Horizons. Thanks to Dee, he knew of some medical professionals who were willing to help people who were infected get certain meds that would help them end their lives, if they so chose. It was all under the table, clandestine, and illegal as hell, but what was the point of watching people suffer and waste away in agony, waiting for a big aneurysm or massive organ failure to take them permanently out of the game? Yes, it was euthanasia, but Roan was a huge believer in choice. If you were an adult of sound mind and suffering a terminal illness, suicide should be a viable option on the table. Everybody had a limit, and he trusted most people to know what theirs was.

After reading it, Carmen seemed to understand what he meant. She did her best to hide the surprise in her eyes and quickly pocketed the card. “Okay, I’ll try it. When I can. Am I being charged?”

“With what, being uncontained? No. Considering your illness, I think the chief’s willing to look the other way for you and the others, although they won’t be released until the expressed portion of the viral cycle is done.”

She nodded, seemingly relieved that they weren’t being arrested. “It was idiotic. We won’t do that again.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Is there someone you can call to pick you up?”

Carmen glanced up at him and grimaced slightly, turning it into a brief, pained smile. “No. All my friends are in the cat holding area, and my family’s in Florida.”

“Wow—the other side of the country.”

“Yeah. I’m sure it suited them that I got my diseased ass as far from them as possible.”

Oh, that kind of family. Lovely. “Well, if you’ll give me a couple of minutes, meet me out front, and I’ll give you a lift home,” he told her, standing up.

That surprised her too, but this time she didn’t hide it. “Really?”

He shrugged. “Why not? I’m heading home anyway. I just need to talk with Gordo before he shoves my head through the wall.”

She gave him a faint, tight smile that made her face look nearly skeletal. “Can he do that? I thought you were a battle queen.”

He grinned at her and winked conspiratorially. “Oh, I gotta let him have a good shot now and again. You know how men’s egos are.”

He left the room, leaving the door slightly ajar, and as he walked down the narrow corridor to the area that homicide shared with kitty crimes, an unadorned door close to the interrogation room opened, and the statuesque form of Chief Matthews came out, following him quietly down the hall. So she was observing his chat with Carmen Serrano? He didn’t think it warranted the big guns.

He detoured into the small break room, and she followed. A cop he didn’t know was in there getting a cup of coffee, and he opened his mouth to say something, but as soon as he saw the chief come in behind Roan, he grabbed his cup and scooted out of there. 

“I forgot how good you are with suspects,” the chief said, opening the conversation.

“Certain suspects,” he countered, deciding to help himself to some diesel-grade coffee. He could use the caffeine jolt. “The guys used to call it the freak parade. Do they still call it that?”

“Not around me,” she replied. She leaned against the nearest counter, crossing her arms over her chest.

“They used to say I was the majorette at the head of the freak parade, which is why I got on with them all so well. Coffee?”

“No thanks, I think I have a sufficient caffeine to blood ratio.” She barely paused before adding, “How would you feel about an honorary badge?”

He was dumping packet after packet of sugar into his coffee to make it palatable, and he glanced at her suspiciously. He had to look up just to do that; damn if she wasn’t one of the tallest women he had ever met. “I’m technically a ‘cat expert’, right? At least to the satisfaction of the lawyers down at City Hall. Why would I want an honorary badge?”

“Because if I made you an honorary member of the cat squad, maybe Garcia and the rest of his SWAT boys wouldn’t give you as much shit. You’d technically not be a civilian.”

Ah, she was trying to be nice to him. That was kind of her, he supposed. “Actually, I beg to differ. I’d be a civilian with a useless badge. But they’d probably see me as the chief’s pet, and wouldn’t give me shit around people who could make things hard for them.” He sipped the coffee in its paper cup. It tasted like very sweet oil, but he forced himself to take a gulp anyway; caffeine was always good, as long as you could suppress your own gag reflex.

She arched a well-shaped eyebrow at him, looking torn between being pissed at his candor and admiring it. “You know what notes McClarty made on you in his file? ‘Mouthy’ and ‘a pair of brass balls the size of Buicks’. It’s nice to see some things never change.”

“Look, I’m not trying to offend you. Honestly, I appreciate the gesture, and I should probably take you up on it, but it’s been a shitty night, and I’m barely functioning. Is there any chance we can have this conversation at a later date?”

“Barely functioning? You cracked that woman like a bad walnut. And don’t let her fool you—she was as silent as a monk before you showed up. All she asked for was cigarettes and water. No one could get a conversation going with her.”

“Yeah, but you’re all cops, and you’re all clean. I’m not a cop, and I’m infected. I have more in common with her than any of you do.”

She shook her head in disbelief, smiling faintly. “Unbelievable. I should call Sikorski in here. Has he ever seen you being humble before?”

“Very funny, Chief.” He took a couple deep gulps of the coffee, but it was all he could stand, so he poured the rest down the sink and balled up the cup before tossing it in the garbage can tucked away in the far corner. “Look, I really am tired. I’ve been working on a case that just took a couple of turns for the worse. I don’t think I have room in my head for this right now. Also, I fucked up when I had a real badge—I’m not sure I’d even trust me with a fake one.”

“You’re a hell of an investigator, Roan. Suicide by cop? Shit, that never even occurred to me. I didn’t even know cats were capable of grouping, even if sick.”

“Well, there is precedent for it, at least among feral female housecats. It’s not unknown for females, especially with kittens, to form a kind of pride, a collective group entity, as there’s greater safety in a pack.” Which was true enough, although it felt odd drawing a connection between cougars and wild housecats. Still, they were all feline, so at least they were in the same general family.

The chief was eying him with barely suppressed amusement. “Only females, huh?”

“Yeah. You know us men—we’re too macho to ever admit we need help.” Suddenly he remembered that was pretty much what Dee had accused him of earlier today. Oh, irony. He could just imagine Dee shaking his head and rolling his eyes at Roan’s general obtuseness.

Roan had turned to go back out, as he really did have to say something to Gordo before he left, when the chief asked a question he wished she hadn’t. “How’s Paris?”

After being with the sick, dying Carmen in that little hotbox, the question was like a Taser to the spine. He could all too easily imagine Paris that ill and that defeated; he was already so very close. He was glad he was facing away from her, because for a moment he thought he might actually get teary eyed, but he managed to hold it back. God, he was so fucking tired. What time was it, anyway? “He’s maintaining,” he replied vaguely, not certain if that was a lie or not.

“How are you?” she asked and then added, as if aware that might be too personal a question, “If there’s anything we can do to help, let me know. You did used to be one of us. We don’t leave men behind.”

“I thought that was the Marines, not cops.”

“Supposedly I’m a Marine drill sergeant. Ask the boys out front if you don’t believe me.”

“Eh, they’re a bunch of pussies,” he said dismissively, and at least as he fled the room, he left her laughing.

The chief hadn’t been alone in the observation room, it seemed, as when he reached Seb’s and Gordo’s put-together desks, they were both a bit stunned that the whole setup had been an attempted suicide by cop. Gordo was surprised enough that he forgot to be angry at Roan, so he decided to take that victory and move on.

Carmen was waiting outside for him, smoking another cigarette and shivering in the cold. She was kind enough to put out her cigarette before getting in the car. She lived on the south side of town, a little out of his way, but nothing that bothered him much. He cranked the heater in the GTO, even though he found it uncomfortable, because it seemed to stop her shivering.

When he dropped her off, she gave him a long hug and thanked him. He really didn’t know why; he hadn’t done much for her at all, but he hugged her back and wished her luck. Maybe she just needed the hug, just like she needed to talk to someone who could understand what desperation really looked like.

It was moments like this when he couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of the uninfected. They would never know this feeling; they would never look at themselves in the mirror and wonder if they could survive the punishment of existence one more day.

And now he was wondering if it wouldn’t have been much more humane in the long run if he had just stepped aside and let the SWAT team do their job.
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Hole in the Earth



ON THE way home, Roan stopped at the first store he came across and started shopping in a slightly numb daze. He was too busy thinking about Paris, about Kevin, about Carmen, about the whole damn mess. He found himself in an aisle staring at a virtual wall of canned vegetables, and had no idea why, as he hated canned vegetables.

He did have to talk to someone, didn’t he? Oh fuck. He never did like therapists much, but they did have a purpose. It was more than he could say for himself much of the time.

When Roan got home, all was quiet, and his stomach rumbled uneasily, reacting finally to the high-octane cop-shop coffee. Before unpacking the groceries, he went upstairs and made sure Par was just sleeping… not dead. Only then did he go downstairs and put the groceries away.

He decided to eat something in hopes of settling his stomach, so he noshed on some chocolate chip mint ice cream while booting up Thora’s laptop. He was afraid it might be password protected, which would make it something of a pain to get past, but luckily Thora hadn’t password protected a damn thing.

The desktop was fairly blank, with a picture of turquoise water and a bright white-sand beach as a background. Along with the Internet browser shortcut and a shortcut to some MP3 files, there were two folders: one marked “Group” and the other marked simply “Others.” He opened the Group folder only to find about a dozen Word documents, which he started opening in order.

It was a diary. Or perhaps memoirs for a book or a blog; it seemed to be in book format. It was clearly about her experiences with the Laurel Springs rehab and recovery group, which was a place specifically for rich people who didn’t want the dirty laundry about their children’s drug addictions coming out. But Thora was happy to air the dirty laundry—more than happy.

Although she only referred to the people in her recovery group by first initials, the descriptions of the families they came from made them easy to suss out. Matt—M.—got off the easiest, probably because he was her friend, but she still described him as “basically pathetic” and “constantly mooning over a man he couldn’t have.” (Ouch.) D.—Drake Stein—was summed up as a preening egotist who had made it a personal goal to bed as many women as possible in the center and, in direct violation of the rules, was having it off with a married counselor nearly twice his age. Behind her back, he slagged her off in the cruelest manner possible, and he had photos he planned to post on the Internet if she didn’t give him prescription pills once he was out of the center. 

N.—Nikki Bartolonis—was described as a total airhead, a ditz more concerned with looking good and appearing fashionable than anything else. She got herself hooked on diet pills and didn’t think of herself as a drug addict, mainly because all she wanted to do was fit into a size zero. In rehab, she became bulimic so she didn’t gain weight, but swore Thora to secrecy about it. 

T.—Trang, aka Trey—was a closet homosexual who denied he was one because it was a “sin” and “wrong,” and it also jeopardized his position of inheriting his family’s wealth, as his parents made it clear that “fags” were not welcome in the family. He was engaged to be married to the daughter of friends of his family, even though he’d barely even spent any time with her, and had had a fling with Matt at some point, but they had fallen out spectacularly, because Matt thought Trang was a “self-loathing fairy” and wanted nothing to do with a “closet case.” Any mention of his sexuality made Trang “violently angry”—he continued to deny being gay, even after admitting he’d had sex with Matt—and he really wasn’t a drug addict at all, but he thought it was preferable that his family think that rather than come to know he was gay. 

G.—Roan had no idea who that was, he’d have to ask Matt—was described as a “himbo,” a good-looking rich boy who was coasting his way through life on his parents’ money and had only been sent here to avoid conviction for being caught drunk driving with an ounce of cocaine in his car. He’d had a friend sneak booze into the center for him in a fake shaving cream can. She characterized him as “a Pauly Shore for the ’00s.” (Double ouch.) 

DW—Danae Willis—was described as a total “rich bitch” who looked down at everyone in the center and insisted she, too, didn’t have a drug problem; it was just her “gold digger” of a stepfather wanted her out of the way so he could spend more of her mother’s money, which Danae felt was her money by right. Thora called her a “princess without a kingdom,” which Roan felt was rather poetic of her. 

Finally, F.—another person he didn’t know—was described as a “Goth queen,” alcoholic and suicidal, who was also the youngest member of the group and had cutting problems, which she attempted to explain away—poorly—as “tribal scarring.” She had left the center two weeks in, after a halfhearted suicide attempt.

Beyond this were stories of Laurel Springs, which seemed rather tony with harsh pretensions, and which was, at its core, largely ineffectual. Thora wasn’t a bad writer, but this tattletale memoir needed a bit more polish.

Still, at least he had a motive for her death now. There were probably a lot of people who would be upset if this ever saw the light of day, and “Trey” Phan had moved up to the top of his interview list. So mention of his sexuality made him “violently angry”? (Thora wrote of an incident where Matt had confronted Trey over the use of an offensive slang term for gays, and Trey got so angry he threw a chair through the “relaxation area” window and threatened to “cave [Matt’s] skull in” if he didn’t shut his “fucking faggot mouth.” Much to Matt’s credit, he invited him to give it a shot, but by that time orderlies arrived to break it up.) Would he be willing to kill to hide it? Funny how whoever set up Eric knew exactly where to pick up a hustler.

Finished with the Group folder, he moved on to the Others folder, but found that, sadly, it had been password protected. Since he was yawning enough that tears were blurring his eyes, he decided he’d call Matt in the morning and see if he had any ideas about a password, and if that was a bust, he’d see if Kevin could crack it for him.

Oh shit—Kevin. That was a whole other can of worms. Again, he’d worry about it tomorrow.

He went upstairs, brushed his teeth and undressed, crawling into bed beside Paris. He was in his dead-to-the-world sleep, so much so that when Roan put his arms around him and snuggled up against his back, he didn’t even stir. Roan breathed in the scent of his hair, of his warm, sleeping skin, and wondered if Paris wanted to die, just like Carmen and her friends. Could he handle it as well if Par wanted to?

That was something to face and handle on another day—assuming he ever could.





HE WAS woken up by the creepy, ambient noise of Vidna Obmana playing on the stereo downstairs, and Roan was surprised to open his eyes to a coldly bright room, another sunny day where the sun’s heat was strangely absent. Even though he heard the thrumming hum of the heater, the air was still remarkably cold. He had to assume Paris hadn’t been up too long himself.

After showering and deciding he was too lazy to shave today, he got dressed and went downstairs to the warm smell of toast, cinnamon, and coffee. He found Paris sitting on the sofa, the laptop balanced on his lap. “So you broke in and did some snooping? How illegal of you,” he said cheerfully.

Paris was more bright-eyed and awake than Roan had seen him in a long time. Wandering out to the kitchen, he saw that a medical kit had been left on the counter. Dee must have been here and dropped off the B-12 shots already, which explained everything. Paris had left out the cinnamon and the bread, but he had to go into the refrigerator to retrieve the honey butter. He’d bought this last night? Weirdness; he could barely remember shopping at all. “I never said I was a saint,” Roan responded, checking out the fridge and freezer to see if he’d bought anything else really weird. Yep, there it was—meatless buffalo chicken wings. If they were meatless, what the hell were they made of? That was it—no more shopping on Vicodin.

“Good thing too, ’cause honey, you ain’t even close.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Hey, that was a compliment! Saints are boring. Also, bad in bed.”

Roan shook his head and smiled but struggled to keep it out of his voice. This was the old Paris again. He almost felt like crying from joy. “You’ve bedded a lot of saints, have you?”

“A couple. The lights from their halos always kept me up.” Paris paused, long enough to get serious. “It’s so weird to hear about someone freaking out because they’re gay in this day and age, isn’t it? I mean, shit, what’s the trauma?”

“Well, there are still a lot of people who think it’s perversion, or should be listed as mental disorder, or would be a whole lot happier if we just went back into the closet and stayed there. There are people who think it’s a choice, like when they were thirteen they woke up one day and said to themselves, ‘You know what—I’m going to be heterosexual!’ See, we made the wrong choice by picking being gay and training ourselves to get turned on by men.”

“You’re speaking of the ultra-religious, I presume. You think Phan’s parents are religious nut jobs?”

“I don’t know. They could just be traditionalists. And by the way, who told you you could read that, snoopy?”

“You taught me well, Obi-Wan. I have become well versed in the ways of the sneak.”

“Don’t blame it on me, you were sneaky when I met you.” His toast was done, so Roan spread the honey butter on and dusted the cinnamon over the top. It was really simple and really good… and perhaps a bit gay, but hey, what could you do? They now had some frou-frou espresso machine, given to them as a “wedding gift” from Paris’s folks (what did you get your son and his husband? Roan had kind of been hoping for matching bowling balls, but Par chided him that his parents weren’t quite that clueless), and Roan had never bothered to learn how to use it, so only Paris operated it. He poured a cup of coffee that smelled strong enough to strip paint—but in a good way—and went out to join Paris on the couch. As soon as he sat down next to him, Paris asked, “What’s Callie’s birthday?”

He had to think for a moment. It didn’t help that he’d come to think of her by her real name, Thora, not her assumed name. “June 17th, 1988. Why?”

Paris didn’t answer, just typed the numbers 061788 into the box that popped up when you tried to open the Others folder. It came back with an error message. “Damn it.”

“It’s rarely that easy,” Roan commiserated.

“We can keep trying. What was the name of her childhood pet? What’s her favorite color? Where was she born?”

“Boston.”

He tried that too, with no effect. “Damn it.”

“I’ll call Matt and see if he has any ideas, but I may have to turn it over to a more expert hacker after that.”

Par gave him a very knowing look. “Kevin, perhaps?”

He lifted up his slice of toast. “We’re not discussing that now. I’m eating first.”

“Chicken.”

Roan just bit into his toast and chewed it, giving him an evil look.

Paris sighed dramatically and turned back to the screen, trying a few other password guesses at random. “You haven’t talked to her Aunt Hannah yet, have you?”

He took a gulp of the coffee, which was very strong but rather pleasant in spite of it, and then admitted, “No, but I was going to talk to her today.”

“Good. Let me have Trey.”

Roan wasn’t sure he’d heard Paris correctly. “What?”

Paris looked at him with a sly, amused smile that was just this side of evil. “Oh, I’m so good with closet cases. Do you know how many of those boys I slept with in college said ‘I’m not queer’? They must have had untraditional definitions of queer, considering what I did to them shortly after they said that.”

“Yes, but it’s not fair, because you’re you, and they’d almost have to be dead not to think you were hot. Also, you were Satan in college, weren’t you?”

“I prefer Lucifer,” Paris replied, giving him a big grin. Paris reached up and ran his knuckles over Roan’s cheek. “Speaking of hot, the stubbly look suits you.”

“I was too lazy to shave. I’ll do it later when the itching drives me insane.”

“Oh, and here I was looking forward to a bit of beard burn later on.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that, even as he wondered if they had time to fool around this morning. “You’re just trying to manipulate me, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Once a cocktease, always a cocktease.”

Paris leaned forward, so close Roan thought he was going to kiss him, but he stayed just out of range. “And if I can manipulate you, just think of the effect I’ll have on a pent-up closet case.” He then brushed his lips against Roan’s and sat back, grinning from ear to ear.

Roan tried to scowl at him but had to look away and scoff, shaking his head at being so easily played by him. How awful was that? He wondered at what age he’d become immune to Par’s machinations, and realized with a sudden, sickening jolt that he’d never know. “You’ll kill the poor boy.”

“He’s young, he’ll survive.”

“He could be dangerous, Par. From what Thora said about him, it seems he projects his self-loathing outward.”

“Again, no worries. I’ve dealt with that kind before too. And I might be kind of sickly right now, but I’m still an ex-jock, still the former hockey and football player. I have a forearm shiver that’ll make you spit your teeth out and a hip check that’ll bust your ribs. I’m not afraid of getting physical. In fact, I kind of like it.” He raised his eyebrows in a deliberately lascivious manner. “But it won’t come to that. He’ll be so paralyzed with lust he won’t know what to do.”

“As long as you’re not too full of yourself. Keep in mind he’s the best suspect in Thora’s and Eric’s murders.”

“I know, and if I think he’s that unstable, I’ll get out of there. I’m not a complete idiot, just a partial one.”

Roan gave him a warning look, and he didn’t like the idea of Par going off alone to interview a man who could be a cold-blooded, desperate killer, but he also knew if he made a big issue of it, Paris was likely to take offense and assume he only felt that way because Paris was sick. After all, he’d let Paris go off and use his charms on other persons of interest before, hadn’t he? And he had to admit that Par, as sick as he was, still had that deadly charm, the kind that could lure an otherwise law-abiding person into outrageous acts just to impress and get close to him. Paris was so utterly irresistible when he turned on the charm full blast that you could imagine the Pope beating the shit out of a bishop just to get next to him. If he’d been an actor, Paris easily could have been a movie star—he had charisma and sex appeal to burn. His illness hadn’t taken that away from him yet.

But it was risky—this guy could be a fucking lunatic. Par was a big, strong guy, but he wasn’t quite as strong as he used to be. “Why don’t you take Matt with you?”

Paris narrowed his eyes at him coldly. “Matt, as backup?”

“No, not as backup—come on, I’m not stupid either. He’ll know where Trey is, and he should be able to take you there. And on the way, you can ask him why the hell he stays in touch with a man he supposedly categorized as a self-loathing fairy, one he can’t be alone in a room with without a huge argument erupting.”

Paris’s look softened as he considered that. “Hey, yeah, that’s a good question.”

“You still have much to learn, young one.”

He poked him in the ribs. “Don’t get cocky. You bite it in the third reel.”

“Damn it. I thought I was better than that.”

“Should’ve given in to the dark side, like me. Believe me, it’s a hell of a lot of fun.” Paris then kissed him before putting the laptop on the coffee table and heading upstairs to change. Roan finished his toast and called Matt, telling him he needed to chauffeur Paris to wherever Trey was. Matt seemed a little surprised, but willing to do it, as Roan had expected. He also asked Matt about possible passwords, but none Matt speculated on panned out. He wondered aloud if she talked about putting out some memoirs, and Matt said it was all over her Facebook page that she was writing about her experiences in rehab. Apparently a few people were unhappy about that—and yes, Trey was included in that.

Tired of creepy ambience, Roan got up and hit the CD shuffle, since Paris had loaded up the player, and the sound switched over to Peeping Tom, which was still creepy, but in a totally different, noisier way. He decided to leave it, for fear that the next one up would be The Prodigy.

He got a glass of pineapple orange juice and perused Thora’s Facebook page, which he really should have done before. Her page was full of text, as she was a chatty sort. She only talked about her “memoirs” peripherally, saying it was very cathartic to get all of this “out of the closet”—what an unfortunate choice of words. Or was it deliberate? Was she going out of her way to taunt Trey and the others? He found some feedback left by people who had no accounts, or obviously fake ones, where they went off on her, saying no one would give a shit about her memoirs and she could be sued if she revealed something “slanderous,” as well as one message that said she should stop now or “she’d regret it,” and he found himself wondering which of her rehab mates those were. The usernames offered no real clues.

Paris came down the stairs looking incredible. He’d gone with the simple, classic look of the tight white T-shirt, the low-slung jeans that showed off a glimpse of his flat belly, and a black leather jacket. His hair was perfectly mussed, a calculated look that seemed natural and sexy. At the bottom of the staircase, he turned around slowly, holding his arms out to his sides. “Well, how do I look?”

Damn. “Like I want to rip your clothes off right this second. You’re gonna kill that kid. He’s going to explode, and they’re going to have to scrape his remains off the wall.”

“Yeesh, I was with you until you got descriptive.”

“Can’t help it. You make me poetic.”

“I thought I made you horny.”

“Same damn thing.” Roan went over to him and gave him a kiss, enjoying the warmth of his body, which felt wonderfully solid and strong with all the B-12 and caffeine in his veins. He still tasted of cinnamon.

Paris rubbed his forehead against his, running his hands through Roan’s hair, and said, “How about we come back here and exchange notes once we’re done with the interviews? Take a long lunch.”

“Only exchange notes?”

“No one said we can’t exchange notes in bed.”

That was true, and it sounded like something to look forward to. But, of course, it was just then that there was a knock on the door, totally killing the mood. Paris sighed and kissed him on the forehead before turning toward the door. “Wish me luck with Matt.”

“Good luck. Remember, if he starts running off at the mouth, you can always shove him out of the car.”

He snickered and opened the door. Matt stood there, dressed like a gay Johnny Cash—black T-shirt, black jeans—but when he saw Paris, he blinked for a moment. “Whoa. We’re not going to Panic, are we?”

“Only if that’s where Trey is.”

“Umm, no, he’s not. He wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like that.”

Interesting—yet another checkmark in the suspicious column for Trey. Paris must have thought that too, as he gave Roan a knowing look and then saluted sarcastically by way of goodbye. “See you later, chief.”

“Be careful,” he warned Paris, and flashed Matt a look that said the same thing, only he was quietly asking him to make sure Paris was careful. Matt must have gotten the message, as he looked a bit concerned, frowning slightly. Maybe he wasn’t confident that he could control Paris (which was a good bet, as no one really could, but he’d appreciate the attempt).

Before the door even shut, the phone rang, and after momentarily wondering if he should let it go to the machine, he picked it up. “Heya, Angus,” Murphy said.

“Hello yourself, Dropkick. What’s up?”

“Well, I got the coroner’s report on Thora Bishop.”

“Terrific. What was the cause of death?”

She sighed heavily, and he knew then it was bad news. “You’re really not going to like this.”

“Just hit me with it. A Scotsman can take anything.”

“I’m off the case.”

He hadn’t expected that. “What? Why?”

“Because she died of a speedball overdose. Her case has been reclassified a suicide.”

Son of a bitch.
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Desire



PARIS VAGUELY recalled that Matt had neither a car nor a driver’s license last time they’d seen him, but like so much about him, that had changed too. His ride was an ’05 BMW 330i in decent shape, its color a shade that Paris knew the BMW wags had dubbed “mystic blue metallic,” because “blue” just wasn’t pretentious or gay enough.

The seats were butterscotch leatherette and actually fairly comfortable, although Matt grimaced sheepishly at having such a luxury car, since his last vehicle had been a ten-speed. He said it was his Aunt Steffy’s car that he’d simply bought off her fairly cheaply, since she had gotten a new car for her birthday. (She had apparently married extremely well.) Matt had also splurged on getting satellite radio for his car, so they had some good tunes to listen to on the ride into the city. Matt’s musical tastes were close to his own, so that was encouraging.

As soon as they got under way, Matt explained that Trey worked at the big Barnes & Noble on Madison Street, as he couldn’t quite hack working for Menham Lewis, the financial consultation firm that was currently run by Trey’s father, John Phan. Trey had an MBA in business administration, but he had confided to Matt that he found it all unbearably boring, and he hated it; he hated working for his father’s company. But rather than tell his father that, Trey told him he thought it was better if he got some experience “working with people,” which John thought was a good idea, and was the only reason why he allowed it. Trey was totally cowed by his father, a stern taskmaster who demanded both perfection and obedience, and Trey was too scared to go against him. His mother was no better, manipulative and bossy, and had arranged Trey’s engagement to the woman he barely knew.

Paris asked Matt why he still kept in touch with Trey, and Matt shrugged, embarrassed, and was careful not to look at him as he told him that although he couldn’t stand Trey much of the time, he kind of felt bad for him. Trey had almost no friends at all, although he apparently kept himself quite busy in X-rated gay chat rooms. “His handle is—get this—LongJadeDong,” Matt said, shaking his head. “And believe me, it’s not.”

Matt wasn’t lying, but it was clear he was conflicted. He probably still liked Trey a little bit and so held on, even though most of the affection had curdled and become anger and resentment instead. Paris asked if Trey had a temper, and Matt seemed reluctant to answer that. But finally he admitted that Trey did, that he tried so hard to repress every emotion he had that they often came out in sudden, explosive moments, where he broke furniture and shouted until he was hoarse, but Matt claimed he never got physically violent—not with him, at any rate. Paris believed that Trey had never gotten violent with him, but he sensed Matt was hiding something—Trey had gotten violent with someone, even if it was just a college bar fight. He was sure Roan was currently running a background check that might turn up Trey’s history of violence, if there was one. Paris was starting to think there was. Repression often led to ugly consequences; no good ever came out of it. How could it?

He asked Matt if he’d read Thora’s memoir, and he said he hadn’t, that he’d wanted to, but she’d said he’d have to wait to read it along with everyone else. Paris mentioned that he and Roan had seen the memoir, and Matt was not only surprised but very curious about it. Paris told him that the violent incident between him and Trey at the Laurel Springs Center had been recounted, which made Matt wince and stare resolutely at the Kia ahead of them. Paris also mentioned that she had described Matt as constantly mooning over a man he couldn’t have, which mortified Matt. Paris assured him it was okay, that Roan didn’t realize Thora meant Matt was mooning over Roan, and Matt was so horrified he almost swerved them into the oncoming lane.

Once he got hold of himself, Matt asked haltingly, “How… how did… did I…?”

“Don’t worry about it. Roan will never get it, because he honestly believes that he’s an inhuman freak pretty much unworthy of love. In fact, that’s pretty much all you need to know about Roan psychologically: he’s afraid he’s never quite good enough and that he’s not really human. He will never admit it, but it’s always kind of there. He might shrug off his bad childhood now, but no matter how jaded you are, that kind of shit leaves scars.”

Matt nodded in understanding, calming down. He wanted to know about Roan, know the stuff he couldn’t know otherwise, so he was happy to listen and forget about his own shame at being found out so easily. “There was always something about him that struck me as kinda sad, y’know? Like maybe under it all he was kinda depressed.”

“Well, he was diagnosed as a clinical depressive. But he seems to be bulling through it on his own, which probably isn’t recommended, but you know how stubborn he is.”

“He’s a depressive?” Matt seemed surprised by that. “I had no idea. He doesn’t seem like it. I mean… he doesn’t seem like any of that. He seems so confident, y’know. He seems more sure of himself than anyone I’ve ever met.”

“He’s confident in what he does and his ability to solve puzzles—he doesn’t seriously doubt himself there. And showing weakness is something he’s just not going to do. Not in public, at any rate. But he’s not as invincible as he seems.”

Matt accepted that, ruminating over it like it was some great truth of the universe. Finally, after a long moment, he asked, “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I’m going to ask you a favor, and before you do it, I want you to know what you’re in for.”

His sidelong glance was really suspicious now. “What kinda favor?”

Paris took a deep breath before continuing. If Ro knew what he had just said to Matt, he’d probably get so mad he’d lion out, but he probably would never know. (Well, not until Paris was dead and didn’t have to worry about it.) “You know as well as anybody that I don’t have a lot of time left.” The baldness of the statement made Matt wince, but what could Paris do? He’d already accepted the fact of life that he was going to die—it wasn’t his fault if other people weren’t quite ready to deal with it. “When I’m gone, I want you to help make sure Roan doesn’t retreat from the world and stay in his damn house moping like a sullen bear in a cave. Annoy the shit out of him, tempt him with work, get him out there—I honestly don’t care what you do, just make sure it works.”

He’d baffled the poor boy; Matt looked stricken, like he wasn’t sure what to say. Paris felt like he should take a picture, because Roan would never believe he had made Matt speechless, no matter how briefly. Finally, Matt said, “I… I don’t know what you want me to do.”

“Just annoy the shit out of him and don’t give up on him. I’m asking friends to do it, because I know he’s going to try and withdraw from the world. He’s been hurt a lot, and it’s just what he does when he’s hurt. He shuts down.”

“He wasn’t that way when he was shot.”

“That was physical pain. He’s almost immune to physical pain at this point. It’s emotional pain that kills him.” He remembered, before they got married, Roan finally breaking down and telling him about Connor. See, Paris always knew Ro must have had a really bad relationship in his background, but he could have never guessed that Roan’s boyfriend had gone off and killed himself. Talk about a drama queen. But hey, playwright, maybe that made a certain amount of sense.

That solved the mystery of the locked lower desk drawer in Ro’s office as well. Apparently there were mementos of his relationship with Con that Roan couldn’t quite get rid of, including the last script Con had completed before his death via train (which was very Anna Karenina, but again, he couldn’t say that without seeming both callous and incredibly bitchy), with a dedication that Con had written on the cover page, reading: “To the most beautiful man I’ve ever known. Love always.” 

The play was titled God’s Country and was a semi-autobiographical tale about a fucked-up family that gets caught up in the Catholic Church’s sex scandals, which sounded really depressing and pretty much was. As soon as Paris read it, he instantly spotted a character who was clearly Roan. He was Ian, the wife’s laconic cop brother, a rare beacon of sense in a chaotic sea and probably the most sympathetic and adult character of the bunch. It was basically a huge downer (then again, a cheerful play about alcoholism, abuse, and pedophilia would have been jarring, to say the least), but it wasn’t a badly written story. As far as Paris could tell—and if he was honest, he was no arbiter of this—Con wasn’t a bad writer. According to Ro, the play was currently running off-off-Broadway and doing pretty well for itself, as death, especially a rather dramatic and tragic one, could be good for an artistic career. Ro knew this because all profits from Connor’s work were automatically split between him and Siobhan, Connor’s ex-wife, as stipulated in his will. Roan didn’t touch the money, he didn’t want it, but it hadn’t been very much… so far. But he’d heard from Siobhan that a gay filmmaker was interested in doing a film version of God’s Country, and if so, it could bring the pair of them a sizable chunk of change. Roan saw this as “blood money” and didn’t want it, which Paris thought certified him as crazy. Okay, maybe their breakup had precipitated Connor’s suicide, but Ro had to know he wasn’t responsible for it, that it was the impulsive action of a man he himself had categorized as self-destructive. Come on—movie money! Shit, if it was him, he’d already be pricing hot tubs.

Okay, it wasn’t his ex-boyfriend, and it was really insensitive for him to think that way and he knew it. Paris was actually a little embarrassed at his own inherent bitchiness toward Connor, a man he’d never met and only knew from photographs. It was easy to see what Ro had seen in him, as he was attractive and had laser-blue eyes that looked both sharp and haunted. But Paris felt an unaccustomed sting of jealousy, as Ro had clearly loved him, even though Ro had left him because he couldn’t live with him. Paris was just used to causing jealousy, being the man whore that he was, not being on the other side of it. It was kind of weird, actually, especially since the man he briefly felt some ill will toward had been long dead, and before that Ro had left him anyway. But it was clear that just the thought of Connor still hurt Ro, and Paris hated that. It was no comfort to think his death would hurt Ro even more.

Paris told Matt to drop him off and get lost in the parking lot of the Target next door, because if Trey saw Matt, he imagined that the jig would be up. Matt was worried about him being alone with Trey, but Paris assured him that he didn’t think Trey would try anything in such a public place, and if there was any problem, he’d call Matt’s cell phone. Matt seemed uncertain about it, but everything Paris had told him about Roan had thrown him off, and he didn’t have the will to be difficult at this moment.

The Barnes & Noble wasn’t busy yet, although there were a few people wandering around the clean, well-stocked shelves, and most of them seemed to wander toward the Starbucks that shared a space with the shop and filled the air with a very specific coffee and pastry scent. Although this was the biggest bookshop he’d seen in some time, it did occur to him that Roan would hate this place—there was something very sterile about it, commercially clean and acceptable, homogenized and prepackaged for your convenience. Roan liked his bookstores slightly grotty and sloppy, clearly used, temples to books that barely limped through the publishing process and had almost no hope of ever getting on anyone’s best-seller list. Roan seemed to embrace his outsider aesthetic as ferociously as most people rushed to embrace their insider status. Still, Paris thought he might buy Ro a book here, a gift he would appreciate, and it really wouldn’t be too difficult to find him one, as he wasn’t too picky about his books outside of certain genres. (For instance, he knew Roan hated lawyer thriller genre books—oh dear lord, Grisham could set him off on an hour-long rant.) Paris browsed while watching Trey out of the corner of his eye. He was one of two clerks at the checkout counters, currently ringing up an Oprah’s Book Club selection for a woman who was quite rudely having a conversation on her cell.

He could see what Matt saw in Trey. He was cute, with fine bone structure and high cheekbones that most male models would kill for. His dark, almond-shaped eyes were deep set and heavy lidded, natural bedroom eyes, his face lean and almost knife-blade narrow, giving him a hungry look that could be mistaken for rampant passion. And while his olive skin wasn’t exactly flawless, the couple of acne scars on his face gave him a certain type of character that kept him from being blandly attractive and made him kind of interesting. In a strange way, it made him look a little dangerous, which, while probably truth in advertising, had a troubling allure. His black hair was cut reasonably short but had a strange unevenness to it, the hair on the back and sides of his head shorter than the jet black hair on the top of his head, sitting there like a squashed and mangled hat. Either he’d gone for a trendy haircut and suffered a tremendous misfire, or he was growing out a faux-hawk and all the shorn hair was growing in at its own different speeds. He wore a dark blue polo shirt that didn’t flatter his skin tone in the least, and Paris wondered if that was some attempt to appear straight on his part—an inability to dress. 

Paris stayed where Trey could see him, pretending to browse the 25 percent-off table (he saw nothing Roan would like here—he’d probably have to go back to the paperbacks, which Roan preferred to read on stakeouts anyway), and when the woman left in a cloud of perfume, still nattering away on her phone and ignoring everyone else, he saw Trey’s all-encompassing glance become a riveted stare.

Paris smiled to himself as Trey seemed to take an inordinate amount of time studying his ass, then took in the rest of him. He couldn’t help but feel the old swell of pride at how goddamn good-looking he was. Was it vain and egotistic of him? Oh fuck yeah, but since he’d gotten so sick, it was nice to know he still had it. Paris turned slowly and caught his eye, and for a moment Trey stared back at him with a heat that was combustible, but then he seemed to remember something—Oh, right, I’m not supposed to be a homo—and he looked away suddenly, as if he’d gotten a Taser in the ass.

Paris felt really good as he sauntered up to Trey’s cash register with his sexiest smile affixed firmly to his face. This was the hunt, and he felt almost ecstatic at the rush of it. This poor kid would be easier prey than he thought. He leaned on the counter and said, “Hi, I was wondering if you could help me?”

Trey’s eyes scudded toward his face, and again their eyes locked, Trey’s stare as helpless as that of a deer in the headlights. Paris just knew Trey was thinking he was gorgeous, and of course that gave his ego a needless pumping. (But damn if this type of outward validation still didn’t feel good.) 

“Um, yeah, if I can,” he said, quickly turning to his register and pretending to do something so he didn’t have to look at Paris face on.

“I was hoping to buy a book for a friend, but you know, I’m kind of overwhelmed by the choices. I was wondering if you could recommend something.”

Trey’s dark eyes flicked toward him, then flicked away, like he was too bright to look upon for long. “Well, what does she like?”

“He likes lots of things, that’s why I’m having such a problem,” Paris said, giving him his sunniest smile and leaning in enough that Trey could probably smell him. The emphasis on “he” made Trey give him a long, hard, sidelong glance, and Paris gave him the look. The look that gay men gave each other, the one that said I’m gay too and interested. Straight people didn’t know the look; they didn’t recognize it when they saw it. They might smile politely back at you, but they’d totally miss the subtext, the edge, the appraisal and hunger in the eyes. Trey recognized it—he returned it before catching himself and looking away again, nervous and fidgety, like he’d broken out in a rash all over his body.

But he glanced back at Paris, as if helpless to resist his overwhelming gravity. Trey was starting to sweat, and it looked like his hands were starting to tremble. Paris’s smile deepened, mainly because he found it a struggle not to laugh. This must be what it felt like when a cobra hypnotized its prey; this was what it felt like to make someone your puppet. He knew this feeling well, and it was a blast from the past, really, a wicked hit of nostalgia. He used to do this all the time before he got infected and his world turned upside down and inside out. It felt really good.

Did that make him evil? Oh, probably. This power over someone, this deliberate manipulation, was wrong, and yet it came with a rush of pure adrenaline. The power was absolutely intoxicating, and he had missed it terribly.

He could make this boy do whatever he wanted him to do. He could make him crawl. Paris supposed he’d have felt a bit sorry for him if he hadn’t suspected that Trey was a killer.

But since he suspected he was, he didn’t regret this one damn bit.





ROAN COULDN’T believe this. He sat on the arm of the sofa and asked, “Why suicide?”

Murphy sighed, prepared for the inevitable third degree. “Because the dose she took was far too fucking big to be an accidental overdose, at least in the coroner’s opinion. She took a speedball that could have killed three average-sized men—and this girl was five three and ninety-eight pounds. I have to admit, that makes it seem deliberate.”

Roan was surprised, mainly because he didn’t think anyone combined heroin and cocaine anymore. “What sense does that make, Murph? She was taken off the street by men and found dead hours later of a suicide? She was in the bay, for Christ’s sake! Did she decide she wanted to overdose by the fishes?”

“It’s possible she OD’d elsewhere and was dumped by panicky friends, which is technically a crime, but not one usually pursued. And really, we have no evidence she was taken off the street by anyone.”

This was un-fucking-believable. “Yes, you do! I have a witness who saw it.”

“A witness who is dead and never got to make an official statement. All we have is you reporting what he told you.”

He huffed an angry sigh through his nose. “And my word isn’t good enough. Thanks, Murph. Thanks a lot.”

“Don’t be that way. If you can bring me some actionable proof of anything….”

“What about my witness getting murdered just before he made a statement? That doesn’t strike you as suspicious?”

He could hear her tapping a pen on her desk impatiently, and he knew he was trying her patience, but fuck it. He was closing in on a good suspect here—well, okay, currently Paris was—and he didn’t need this right now. “The timing was really bad, I admit—”

“Really bad?”

“But we have a suspect in custody for that, and unless you can connect Parker Davis in some way to Thora Bishop….”

“Davis was set up! He’s an easy patsy!”

She sighed again, this time more sharply than ever. “You buy his lame excuse? We have an eyewitness who can place him at Panic picking up Eric before he was murdered.”

“Toby the bartender, I know, I brought him in.”

“So you don’t believe your own witness?”

He shot an evil glare at the phone, even though it was totally wasted. “You know I do. But I think we’re only getting half the story. Do you have any physical evidence tying Davis to the scene? Do you have a weapon?”

The pause was so great he knew she was glowering at her receiver now. “Not yet, but all the forensic tests aren’t in.”

“This is bullshit, Murph, and you know it. Eric’s murder was no coincidence. Thora could have been easily overpowered by any man and shot up with a speedball. Were there bruises on her body?”

“Of course there were; she was fairly discolored from being in the water. You know what the water does to a body.”

Sadly he did. Water could do amazingly awful things to corpses, which was probably why water was such a favorite dumping place for killers. “Why aren’t you investigating the bruises?”

“The coroner was unable to determine if she received them due to violence or because of medical problems.”

Roan collapsed back on the sofa and stared at the ceiling, where a sliver of sunlight cut across it like a spear. There were times he was so very glad he wasn’t actually a cop anymore, and this was one of them. “What medical problems? Do I assume her anorexia left her anemic or something?”

“You know that information—”

“Is the case closed?” he interrupted.

“Goddamn, you’re a rude bastard sometimes. Yes, the case is closed.”

“Fine, then it doesn’t matter if you tell me or not.”

She was silent for another moment, and he could feel the waves of hate coming down the open line. It was funny, but sometimes he and Murphy fought like a married couple, more than he and Paris did at any rate. Their fights were brief squalls, but when he and Dropkick locked horns, it was like a tsunami. “She was anemic, smart ass. She also had a small viral load in her bloodstream.”

“Viral load? What virus?”

She scoffed. “Oh wow, have I actually uncovered something you didn’t know? I should call the Guinness Book of World Records.”

“Can the sarcasm. What are we talking about? I assume the common cold’s right out.”

“She was infected. Newly infected, for what it’s worth. It hadn’t expressed itself yet, she hadn’t had enough built up.”

It was a good thing he was lying down, he thought. Because while he knew the room actually hadn’t shifted, it felt like it had. “She was infected? How long?”

“Well, it’s hard to tell exactly, but the coroner put it at approximately two weeks, give or take a couple of days on either side.”

Enough time to maybe inform one or two people, although clearly she hadn’t told Matt (probably because he was a bit of a motormouth). Suddenly he wondered if he’d just found a new motive for murder.

Or even suicide.
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Satin in a Coffin



HANNAH NOYES lived in a gated community that was an actual gated community—not one of those weird suburban ones where the big metal gates were flanked by fences that looked like they were made of plywood, flimsy ones a big dog or an average toddler could knock down, a place where you bought the idea of security rather than the actual thing. (Ones he hated with a passion so pathological he wondered if perhaps he was projecting. He always had the urge to kick in a fence slat or two when he saw them, show them how delusional they were, and Paris wondered if he should give antidepressants a try.) No, this was a genuine gated community, with wrought iron gates and regular security patrols down its abnormally clean streets by rent-a-cops. As he walked the wide, tree-lined streets, a couple of rent-a-cops in silver and blue sedans cruised by him slowly, eying him with obvious suspicion. The first time they drove by, he waved good-naturedly; the second time, he blew them a kiss. That earned him an evil look, and he suspected the patrols would increase from now on.

All the houses were on wide lots, Victorian reconstructions and rococo monstrosities, and Hannah’s was at the end of one block, painted a pale lilac with sky-blue trim, and it had a little cobblestone walkway up to the main porch, a path lined with flowering cherry trees and white dogwoods. He felt for no reason like he was a part of a bridal procession.

Hannah was an average height woman as thin as a bird, her skin like a taut shroud over a framework of sharp bones, and it made her look like she’d had two facelifts too many. Her face seemed like it was mostly eyes, a washed-out blue like a desert sky, her nose pug and surgically perfect just above thin lips painted a coral pink that was a sophisticated grandmother shade, all topped off with straight, chin-length platinum-blonde hair that looked like a wig. (Was it?) She was in her midfifties, but looked so thin and frail she could have passed for sixty, and while she was dressed in what was probably an expensive indigo dress, it hung on her like it might on a broomstick.

The inside of her home was sparkling clean and smelled of floral potpourri that made him sneeze until he popped an Altoid, and the peppermint overwhelmed his senses, made his eyes water briefly, stung his sinus passages raw. He blamed allergies, because he wasn’t about to explain to her that his superpower was a sense of smell beyond the average person. As superpowers went, it wasn’t only lame, but more often a hindrance than a help, especially in situations like this.

Lots of windows let in cold, early winter light, and there was so much Victorian reproduction furniture and so much lace everywhere that he felt as if he had walked into a life-sized dollhouse. The hardwood floors were polished to a warm high gloss, so much so that he expected them to be as slippery as ice. (They weren’t.) He might have been gay, but this place was far too gay for him, and he had to suppress the urge to run out of the house screaming.

He perched on the edge of a mauve settee, and she offered him tea, which he accepted. Hannah called for a maid named Luisa, a short, stout, young Hispanic woman in a pale blue uniform with a frilly white apron, her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Hannah asked her to get them some sweet tea, and Luisa simply nodded and left. Roan felt like getting up and following her—he was more like the “help” than anyone else in this entire fucking neighborhood. Was it envy? Or did ostentatiously wealthy people just bug the shit out of him? He wanted to think it was the latter, as really they did. Seriously, get your own fucking tea.

For some reason, he started thinking of Arrested Development, the canceled sitcom, and wondered if there were hidden cameras filming him somewhere. Maybe this was a more reality-based sequel. It would explain the décor.

Hannah thanked him for looking into what had happened to Thora and for his “discretion,” which he took as a very veiled warning not to bug the rest of the family. She had a leather-bound photo album that showed pictures of Thora, as well as the rest of the Bishop clan. They were all very handsome people, redolent of good breeding and old money, and none of the females appeared to be above a hundred and twenty pounds. Did they have a family nutritionist? A family liposuctionist? Adam Bishop, family patriarch, looked like he’d had some chin work done too—an early picture had him with a Bruce-Campbell-like lantern jaw, but more recent photos had it smaller and less prominent. Looked like he got an eye lift too. Did he dye his hair?

The last photos of Thora in the album were taken at cousin Crystal’s wedding, the one Matt had escorted Thora to, the one where he said the groom, Cody Ginter, had groped him and hit on him in the bathroom. He was able to pick Thora and Matt out of the photos quite easily, as they were usually standing off to one side. Thora wore a flimsy dress of a really unfortunate mint green that was ruffled like a ’70s tuxedo shirt, apparently the bridesmaid’s dress. (Crystal must have been a sadistic bitch.) Now, you couldn’t judge people by looks, that was a slippery slope to go down, but Cody did look like the type of weaselly, oily guy who’d cop a feel in the bathroom. Maybe Cody was Crystal’s punishment for having such cruel tastes in bridesmaid’s dresses.

Hannah’s grief was extremely restrained but genuine. She just seemed too patrician and emotionally constipated in that classic New England old money way to shed tears, but her face pinched and her lips thinned until they almost disappeared. There was a pain in her eyes that made them seem cloudy, and her body posture became more rigid and painful, until it looked like she might snap her own bones. She referred to Thora several times as a “darling girl,” and when Luisa came in with a silver serving tray, Hannah tried to cover it all up, like proper white people didn’t grieve in front of the help.

The tea was served in actual china cups, ones with roses painted on them and gilded rims that could have been genuine gold. A perfect tea set for a dollhouse, now that he thought about it. The tea was a golden amber color and so powerfully sweet he could feel the sugar buzz through his veins on contact. He thanked Luisa for the tea, which seemed to surprise her. Was that improper etiquette?

Once she was gone, he started asking Hannah about the Bishop family dynamics. The problem was, she didn’t want to talk about it. She said her relationship with her sister—Thora’s mother—had always been “complicated,” but she didn’t go into details. He asked if perhaps she didn’t like Adam Bishop, and she said that she had no problems with Adam—which was a lie. There wasn’t enough floral potpourri to cover that up. She said Thora had been going through a rebellious teenage “phase” that had caused the rift with her parents, but Hannah assumed it was temporary and just another one of those “teenage things”—and this too was a lie. So she didn’t think it was temporary, or there was far more to the estrangement than she was willing to go into. He didn’t press, but he filed it away for future exploration if necessary.

Thora had had a room at Hannah’s place that she stayed in until she got her own apartment, and he asked to see it. She led him upstairs, up a red-carpeted staircase with a banister polished so smooth it felt like silk gliding beneath his hand. The room was painted a marine blue, with gauzy azure curtains framing a large window overlooking a well-landscaped backyard. The room had a four-poster bed with a blue print bedspread, a white desk that held an older style computer, and there was a glass-framed print of a sailboat on an ocean, completing what seemed to be an oceanic theme. It was very neat, clean enough that you could have done surgery in this room, but once again there was a startling lack of personalization that was starting to suggest pathology. As he looked around the room, searching for something that could have told him a bit more about Thora, Hannah looked out the window at the backyard and talked about the last time Thora had stayed here, which was after her stint at Laurel Springs. Under her computer keyboard, he found a yellow sticky note with random words written on it—passwords? A good bet. He slipped the note into his pocket.

Once she was done with her story, which told him nothing really, he asked if she knew Thora was infected. He watched her already rigid spine straighten more, and he half expected to hear a snap. She said she did know, that Thora had mentioned it in the last phone call she’d received from her, and that she wasn’t sure how Thora was infected.

Another lie. Interesting. So Hannah knew how she was infected? “Was it deliberate?” he asked the upright column of her back. Her hands were clenched nervously in front of her, giving her a disturbingly armless silhouette. “Did she deliberately get infected?”

“What? No! Who would do such a thing?”

She didn’t turn around to face him, but he sensed that wasn’t a lie… exactly. Did Hannah have her doubts?

Roan decided he’d pushed her enough for today, but he had a feeling he’d have to come back for another go-round. Or maybe he’d just do it over the phone—the floral scent was making him vaguely queasy. He chewed cinnamon gum on his way out, but it didn’t help much. Hannah had also thanked him once again for his “discretion.”

On the walk down to his car, the police academy dropout rent-a-cops drove by him again, and this time he ignored them… until they drove off. Then he flipped them the bird, aware that if they saw it they’d probably come back and beat the shit out of him. They didn’t see it.

Back in the GTO, he pulled out his laptop and used the Wi-Fi coming from a nearby house to get online and do some background checks. No shock—Hannah Noyes was clean, as was Heather, her daughter. Cody Ginter was also clean, as were Adam Bishop and Eric Chiang. Parker Davis certainly wasn’t; he had an arrest record stretching back to shoplifting at thirteen, with more shoplifting charges and vandalism before graduating to solicitation, prostitution, and drug possession. Still, no assaults, no major felonies, no history of violence, although a lifestyle as a hustler and a drug addict usually led to violence one way or another. Also, a quick LexisNexis search turned up that Parker Davis was one of the kids of Charles and Eileen Davis, a couple who were arrested about fourteen years ago in a drug sting. They’d made news because they were a white suburban couple who were so coke-addicted they tried to make their own crystal at home. For money, they basically rented out their young son and daughter for others to use, and the catalog of sexual abuse was so luridly awful that Roan was pretty sure someone had made a Lifetime movie about it. A search turned up an obituary for Parker’s sister, who had committed suicide at age eighteen. If Parker was charged with Eric Chiang’s murder, he could see Parker’s truly horrible childhood being used against him in the media, and by his own lawyers: see, look how he was raised; he’s damaged; he couldn’t help it. It would mortify him, dredging up his ugly past like that, and Roan already felt oddly bad for him.

Trey Phan, on the other hand, did have a history of violence; he had been arrested twice in the past six years, both times on assault charges that were abruptly dropped. Did his daddy pay them off? Or did some expensive lawyer scare the victims into submission? There was no way to say.

So what did he have? There was an obvious rift between Thora and the rest of her family (save for Hannah), and it wasn’t something that was discussed. Was it due to her “lifestyle,” her use of drugs, or was there something else going on? Had Thora ever gone to the Church? Was she a believer—did she see infection as a good thing? Eli owed him that much. He pulled out his cell phone and called him.

After putting up with some bullshit and being forced to threaten his stupid ass, Eli said he’d see if there was any record of someone named Callie Stone ever attending the church and hung up. Roan had a message waiting for him on his cell, but it was just another death threat, so he simply erased the message without listening to it all. No one used their creativity with death threats anymore.

As he drove out of Hannah’s gated community, he saw that damn rent-a-cop-car again and shouted out the window, “At least I got through the police academy exam!” Okay, so he seemed to just be in a pissy mood. It happened.

He was starting to feel slightly light-headed and saw little pinpricks of light at the edges of his vision, all warning signs of an impending motherfucker of a headache. Damn it, he didn’t need a migraine sequence right now, but then again, he never really needed or wanted one. The funny thing was there wasn’t much the doctors could do for him; there were some pills he couldn’t take because of his infected status, and those he could take had a tendency to make him sick. So he was basically roughing this shit on his own. And this was where a partial change into the lion didn’t help him at all. (He had tried, but a migraine wasn’t a physical injury.)

At least he had strategies. He stopped at the first shopping center complex he came to and bought a bottle of migraine Excedrin at a Walgreens before stopping off at a Starbucks for the largest triple espresso they had, and ending up in a Subway, where he got a veggie sandwich loaded with mustard. The mustard did nothing; it was just a comfort food for him, and he was going to need food to tolerate this massive caffeine hit. He took a couple of bites before opening the Excedrin and swallowing three pills with the espresso, grimacing at the bitterness. Within five minutes, he was pretty sure everyone could take his pulse just by staring at the side of his neck, but at least the pain was starting to recede. He wanted to call Paris, see how he was doing, better yet just check up on him and make sure Trey hadn’t gone all repressed psycho loony on him, but that wasn’t the deal.

Roan considered bugging other members of the Bishop family, but if Hannah was their nicest member, did he really think the colder, more hostile ones would talk to him? No, he needed to talk to someone who just might know the dirt, who might have some insights into the thing that kept Thora estranged from her family, and who had no compunction about talking to him: Matt. He had to know more than he had said, whether he realized it or not, and he was such a nosy little motormouth he probably knew more than even Thora realized.

So while sitting in the parking lot, finishing off his espresso—frankly, the stuff Paris had made this morning had tasted better—he called Matt’s cell and got him. “Oh, jeez, I thought you were Paris,” he said, with a slight, nervous laugh.

“He’s still in with Trey, is he?”

“Um, yeah, he wanted to go in on his own.”

“That figures. Listen, what can you tell me about Thora’s estrangement from her family? I got a weird vibe from Hannah that I can’t shake.”

“A weird vibe?”

“Like there was an elephant in the room that I wasn’t supposed to notice. It feels like this family is hiding something. I want to know how bad this secret is.”

He was pretty sure he heard Matt chewing his fingernail. “Well, um… she really didn’t talk about it much.”

“Much,” he prompted. “What did she say, Matt?”

A long pause. Why was he so uncomfortable talking about this? “Just that… she felt they were hypocrites, that’s all, that they were supposed to be this perfect family and they weren’t.”

“Did she give examples?”

“No. As I said, she didn’t talk about it. I mean, she never went into details, y’know?”

“Was she a member of the Church of the Divine Transformation?”

“What?” He sounded genuinely startled. “No! I mean, not that I know of. Why would she go there?” Wow—had she not told Matt she was infected?

Matt was probably telling the truth, but he was holding back. Roan realized this was doing nothing for his mood, and really this type of thing would be better in person, where he could be a better judge of Matt’s veracity. So he said that he wanted to talk to Matt about this later, and an audibly nervous Matt agreed to meet him at the office tonight.

Roan sat in the parking lot for a few minutes, rubbing his temple and trying to figure out what all of this could mean. Trey was still the best suspect; he had motive and a short fuse. While no reasonable person would kill someone over a fucking blog or manuscript, Trey had such problems dealing with his emotions that rationality went straight out the window. He could become so enraged, his emotions so inflamed, that he’d simply react. Maybe he’d feel bad about it later, but he could definitely commit a crime of passion without a problem.

And yet here was the thing: if Thora had been murdered—and in spite of some doubts, he still thought she had been—there was a cold-blooded calculation about it that didn’t necessarily fit Trey’s emotional profile. Thora hadn’t been violently killed; she’d been given a deliberate overdose of a speedball and her body dumped in the bay. Eric Chiang wasn’t knifed on his way home from work; someone hired Parker Davis to take him to his apartment, and that’s where he was cut down. Admittedly, that crime was more violent, but… oh holy fuck.

The E—the “free Ecstasy” that Parker Davis mentioned. Ecstasy could kill you; too much of any drug could kill you. Fuck, if he swallowed his whole bottle of Excedrin that would probably do him in. Maybe the plan was to overdose Eric too, but something went wrong. Parker took too much of the product for himself, and, being an old hand at drug use, only gave Eric an amount he could tolerate; or, maybe because Parker only gave Eric a safe amount and not the one the guy intended, Eric wasn’t so tripping balls when the killer showed up that he couldn’t fight back (the stab wound through his hand). Parker fucked it up. He didn’t know it, but he had; Eric’s “quiet” death had been made messy because Parker was a master of pharmaceuticals. Eric’s death had been intended, but it wasn’t supposed to be via knife… that had been a hasty last-minute substitute.

Irony of ironies—it was probably a good thing Parker was in prison right now, because there, he was safe. He wasn’t another loose end that could be tied up.





ONCE ROAN got home, he discovered that a courier had left a package on the doorstep, and opening it, he saw it was a thin manila envelope containing a copy of Thora’s (now closed) case file. There was no note with it, but he assumed it was Murphy’s attempt at an apology. He was combing over it when Paris came home, carrying a Barnes & Noble bag. He looked as good as he had when he’d left—no, even better. He was wearing that big, glowing grin that just oozed triumph. “Let me guess,” Roan ventured. “Trey was putty in your hands.”

Paris took the book out and placed it on the kitchenette counter in front of him. “He still doesn’t know what hit him. I’m supposed to meet him at a bar tonight called Sullivan’s. You heard of it?”

“I have. It’s a dive on the east side where they deal drugs in the men’s room. Anything could go on there, and no one would care, as long as you didn’t get blood on their shirt or spill their beer.” It said a lot about Trey that he even knew where it was. But if you were gay and way in the closet, you could meet another man there without suspicion—it wasn’t a gay bar, it was a very macho place. And yet, if you jacked someone off underneath a back booth table, it was unlikely anyone would notice or even be sober enough to care.

Roan looked down at the book. It was a recent reprint of Jonathan Lethem’s Gun, With Occasional Music, and Roan smiled at Paris. Par knew he liked Jonathan Lethem. “You’re the best husband ever.”

“Wow, I didn’t even have to buy you jewelry.”

“I don’t have the wardrobe for jewelry.”

“What, a diamond necklace doesn’t go with a trench coat and a fedora?”

“It could, but I don’t have the moxie to make it work.”

“Moxie? How old are you?”

He gave Paris a playful shove back, which made him chuckle. “So how did Trey strike you? What’s your impression?”

Paris leaned in, snaking an arm around his chest and nuzzling the side of his neck. “I thought we were going to discuss this in a more horizontal position.” He lightly bit Roan’s neck, not enough to hurt, just enough to be erotic. In spite of the report in front of him, Roan felt a tiny growl come unbidden and knew that he was done with this for now.

He knew from working for so many straight clients and cataloging the failure of their marriages in glossy prints that marriage was a good way to doom your sex life to catastrophic collapse, or at least to monumental boredom, but that hadn’t happened to them yet. Maybe because they hadn’t been married so long, or maybe because they were only technically married in Canada, or maybe because Paris was probably the sexiest guy in the known universe. Who knew?

(Or maybe it was because they both knew Paris was dying, and any time they had sex could be the very last time. He didn’t like to think about that.)

As it was, they didn’t exchange notes until afterward, when they were in the bathtub, Roan sitting back against Par’s still broad chest in such a way that he didn’t crush any vital body parts. The water still seemed overly warm for his taste, but it wasn’t as flesh-scalding as it had been earlier. Par’s legs briefly tightened around his as he ran his hand through Roan’s wet hair, and they each recounted what they had learned.

Paris thought Trey was perhaps the most desperate man he’d ever met. He could see why Matt felt so bad for him that he stayed in contact with him, in spite of not liking him very much. He seemed pathetic and perhaps the loneliest person he had ever personally encountered. Paris had left him a stuttering wreck of lust, which was what he was supposed to do (he was a honey trap, after all), but while he enjoyed having so much power over Trey, in retrospect he felt a little guilty. “It was too easy,” Paris told him, letting his hand fall to Roan’s chest. “We could have sent Kevin in, and he might have gone for him. I think Trey is scared of himself, of his own sexuality, and is so busy living his life to please others that he’s killing himself in inches. I almost think he wants to get found out, uncovered, so he doesn’t have to do this anymore. From what Matt told me about his family, it would probably be a mercy. I think he may have Stockholm Syndrome.”

Sex was even better than caffeine in short-circuiting Roan’s migraines. Oh sure, he was a little tired now, but his head felt great. “I think he’s an excellent example of a passion killer.”

“Agreed.”

“But not a cold-blooded killer.”

Paris forced out a dramatic sigh. “Oh no. You’re going to tell me you don’t like him as a suspect anymore, aren’t you?”

“No, he’s still our best bet. I’ll still be showing up at Sullivan’s tonight.” That was the deal: Paris made the date, but it would be Roan showing up, putting Trey off balance right at the start. It was sneaky, but it was a good way to get a hostile witness off guard. Too bad poor Trey wasn’t going to get any nookie at all. “But Thora’s newly infected status changes things, as does that weird vibe I got about her family.”

“Vibe? You know that won’t hold up in court.”

“I know. But this is an image-obsessed family, and just think how they’d take it if their only daughter turned out to be a religious fruitcake who went about touting the superiority of the infected.”

Paris considered that a moment, and Roan ran his hand down Par’s arm, trying not to notice that he could feel his ulna just beneath the thin surface of his skin. “You think her family had something to do with her death.” It wasn’t a question.

Hearing it put that baldly, Roan shook his head, but even as he did, he wasn’t convinced he was completely wrong. “I don’t know; I have no proof of that.”

“But killing your own kid? That’s extreme.”

“Yes, but it’s done every day. And it would explain their odd reaction to her demise.”

“Not wanting to talk to you about it?”

“Or anybody. Thora Bishop was a rich white girl who died in tragic circumstances. What normally happens in those cases?”

Paris didn’t have to think about that for long. “Media circus. Wall-to-wall coverage.”

“Right. And yet oddly enough, the media has been all but ignoring this story. Why? My guess is Adam Bishop asked his equally high-powered friends to skip it, and since he knows the guys who own the major papers and TV stations around here, his wishes were respected.”

Paris had decided to play devil’s advocate, but Roan was glad. He felt he needed people to challenge him, especially when he wasn’t sure he was on solid ground. “Maybe they just want to grieve in private, hon.”

Roan conceded that with a nod. “Maybe. Or maybe they’re glad she’s dead.” And as he said that, he suddenly wondered if Hannah’s parting message to him, thanking him for his discretion a second time, was more than simply a warning not to bug the rest of the family.

Maybe it was also a warning not to tip them off.



13

Take Me Out



BY THE time they drove out to Sullivan’s, Roan already knew that none of the passwords he’d found on the sticky note in Thora’s room worked. After getting out of the bath, he’d remembered them and dug the note out of his pocket, trying them out while Paris was drying his hair. But her Others folder wouldn’t open no matter what he typed for the password. He even tried them backward.

Paris suggested that perhaps she had hidden the password somewhere on the computer itself, but where? He tried the names of everyone she had written about that he knew of, but their names didn’t open the folder. He was going to have to call Kevin, wasn’t he? Oh damn it.

Even though it was a clear and briskly cold night, Paris thought they should take the motorcycle. Roan thought he was nuts, but Paris pointed out that Sullivan’s sounded like a macho kind of place, and the bike would be a perfect fit. Since he had seen Paris giving himself another shot of B-12, Roan felt like he didn’t have the will to argue with him.

He couldn’t even remember the last time they took the bike out, except when they had a car to pick up. And why? He had no idea. The bike was undoubtedly fun.

And cold. Very, very cold. So that’s why they hadn’t taken it out lately.

They both wore leather jackets and helmets, and yet Roan could feel the cold biting through his jeans, rendering his hands numb beneath barely insulated leather gloves, and while Paris felt warm, his arms around Roan’s waist and his body pressed up against his back, he wondered if Paris was freezing. Lately, the slightest breeze could send him into paroxysms of shivers.

Sullivan’s had a parking lot that was half asphalt and half gravel, although he thought the gravel part was a mistake—the asphalt had simply worn away there until it crumbled to dust. The outside of the bar was a basic box shape, its color now indistinguishable from the layers of road dust that stained the outside, and its small windows looked as amber as beer, covered with neon signs advertising domestic brews and flyers about the new smoking laws that relegated smokers to a small shack off to the side of the building. Roan was surprised they were even pretending to follow the law, because this place looked like it would have a constant miasma of cigarette smoke helpfully blinding the patrons from the true depression of their surroundings.

Going in with Paris, he could smell it, the faint odor of cigarette smoke still in the walls and on the clothes of the patrons, if not exactly fresh in the air. The place was so dark it was like being submerged. The only true light came from the ones above the bar, yellowed like old smoker’s teeth, minimizing the pits and burns in the worn semicircular bar and the acne-scarred bartender and leaving the rest of the room, the small tables and back booths, swathed in thick shadows. His eyes adjusted quickly, and Paris took off his helmet first and smiled at Trey, approaching his back booth, and Roan took off his helmet and followed him, making sure Trey didn’t see him until the last second.

When he did, the beaming smile Trey had given Paris died on his face. Trey was a slender, almost willowy Vietnamese man with undeniably handsome features, rendered much more interesting by his somewhat flawed skin. Trey’s eyes scudded between them, noticing their leather jackets and helmets were both similar, and he asked Paris, “What the fuck is this?”

Paris slid into the fake leather booth across the small, beer-stained rectangular table from him, and said, “Sorry sweetheart. I think I forgot to tell you I was married.”

“Married?” he blurted, horrified, remembering on the last syllable to lower his voice. Luckily, the whiny country music coming from an unseen radio was loud enough to drown out most conversations.

Roan kept standing at the end of the booth, just in case Trey made a break for it. “My name is Roan McKichan; I’m a private detective; I’m looking into the death of Thora Bishop. Can you tell me where you were between the hours of seven and 10:00 p.m. on the night of November second?”

Trey stared at him and swallowed hard, eyes darting between him and Paris like he still didn’t see the connection between them. To help him, Paris started tapping his ring against the table top, twisting it as well, just so Trey would look at it. Trey then glanced back at Roan, looking at the hand holding the motorcycle helmet, and noticed the matching ring on his finger. His dark eyes widened in genuine surprise. “I didn’t think that was legal,” he muttered, glancing around the room as if to make sure no one saw him with this pair of raging queens. No one was even paying attention to any of them.

“Are you going to answer my question?” Roan asked.

Trey glared at him, surprise turning to sullenness. “Why should I? You’re not a cop.”

“Would you rather have them involved? Just give me a minute, and I’ll get them down here.”

Trey didn’t answer, he just kept glaring at him, so Roan took out his cell phone. That seemed to kick him out of his sulk. “Fine. I was working, if it’s any of your goddamn business. Chrissie’s off on maternity leave and I was covering her shift. Happy now?”

That would be easy enough to check out. “You worked two shifts that day?”

“Yeah.”

“You hardly need the money.”

That earned him a new glower of contempt. “It spares me from goin’ home, okay?” Trey then looked away with a slight wince, as if he knew he’d said too much.

He wasn’t lying. “What about November fourth between six and 8:30 p.m.?”

Trey was still radiating open waves of hostility, but he answered the question. “I was getting my teeth cleaned. My dentist is Doctor Marvin Chu, he works over in Redmond. I was probably on the road driving to there or back from there for part of the time. Maybe he can give you exact times, ’cause I really wasn’t paying too much attention. I hate going to the dentist.”

“A dentist named Chu?” Paris replied. “How funny.” Both Roan and Trey glared at him, but all he did was meet their gazes innocently. “What? You know it is.”

He loved Paris, he really did, but sometimes he was such a goofball. Roan pulled out a tiny notebook and pen and wrote down the important information on it, keeping the corner of his eye fixed on Trey to see if the fact that he was taking notes made him nervous. It didn’t. He was pissed off, and if he thought he had a decent chance of actually landing a hit on Paris’s pretty face he’d have done so, but he was not afraid of getting caught in a lie. “Look, are you done humiliating me?”

“Our intent was never to humiliate you, Mr. Phan,” Roan assured him. “I simply wanted to make sure we were getting the truth in a setting where you’d be disinclined to cause a scene.”

Trey sat back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. He was wearing a clean, possibly brand-new dark red polo shirt over black cargo pants. He looked reasonably nice, especially for a guy who expected a quick fuck in the back of his car. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning I’m aware of your history. You have a temper, don’t you?”

Trey snorted in disgust, shaking his head. “I was never charged with anything.”

“Wrong. You were arrested, and charges were leveled against you, but for some reason they were dropped. And that doesn’t count throwing a chair through a window at Laurel Springs.”

That made him look up sharply at Roan, eyes narrowing dangerously, the skin of his face flushing so lightly that it was almost impossible to see in the low light of the bar. He fought hard to get it under control, but it wasn’t easy; his hands clenched and unclenched, fists that wanted a target, and a tiny bit of sweat was now visible at his hairline. After a moment, where he swallowed so hard it was an audible, dry click in his throat, he whispered harshly, “Who told you that? Who the fuck told you that? Was it Matt, is that it? What did that little faggot say about me?”

Paris shot a glance at Roan, and he knew Par wanted to take this. It was unorthodox, but he let him go ahead. “That little faggot may be your only genuine friend in this world,” Paris told Trey, sitting forward and leaning his arms on the grotty table. He kept his voice pitched at a whisper, mimicking Trey’s own inflections. “And I have no idea why, because you’re a pent-up, angry little man who doesn’t deserve it. So don’t take your sexual frustrations out on him or on us, for that matter. We’re out and we’re good with it. Maybe you should give it a try, Trey. The world doesn’t end.”

This little speech didn’t please Trey. In fact, the flush that had slightly darkened his skin seemed to get worse, and he narrowed his eyes at Paris until they were mere slits. “I am not one of you,” he snarled. “I’m not a faggot.”

“One of us, one of us,” Roan said quietly, mockingly. Trey shot him a homicidal look for it. What, had he never seen the movie Freaks?

Paris just smirked at Trey and shook his head in a slow, dismissive way. “Oh please. The moment you laid eyes on me you got a hard-on. Believe me, I know the second the blood rushes out of a guy’s brain. So you’re turned on by guys—so what? Who really gives a fuck nowadays? Just live your life and stop worrying about other people.”

If looks could kill, Paris would have been a gory splatter on the dusty floor. “Fuck off and die, you little pansy faggot. I’m not like you. I’m normal.”

“Ooh, normal,” Par taunted. “Like meeting a guy you hardly know in a dive bar for a date. Very normal. No worries there, Trey.”

Before Trey could attack him or perhaps throw over the table, Roan decided to get things back on topic. “Did you want Thora Bishop dead?”

This topic shifting seemed to be bewildering Trey, which was the point. He was so off balance that lying would take a great deal of effort, and would be patently obvious, even without the sniff test. “Fuck yeah, I wanted that little bitch dead. She had no right to say anything about any of us. Our parents paid big bucks to get us all into Laurel Springs just for the anonymity—otherwise we could have just gone to some low-rent clinic somewhere. But I didn’t do it.”

“Do you know who might have?”

He scoffed. “Any of us. I’m not happy she’s dead, but she was asking for it, rubbing it in our faces like that.”

The way he said that, a new possibility sprang to life. “She wasn’t blackmailing you, was she?”

A troubled look flickered through his dark eyes. That thought had never occurred to him. “No.”

“What about any of the others?”

He both shrugged and shook his head. “I dunno. I guess she could, but she’d be stupid to try. Then again, she wasn’t a rocket scientist.”

“Was there anyone in your group who had a lot to lose if Thora went ahead and published?”

“Besides you, of course,” Paris added with an unfriendly smile.

Trey glared at him, and it was funny to see lust and hate warring in one man’s expression. Funny and disturbing; he almost wasn’t sure that Trey could tell the difference between them anymore. If he didn’t learn how to simply deal with who he was and what he wanted, Trey was a ticking time bomb—he was dangerous. One day, he was going to go off on someone and really hurt them. Roan had seen his kind a million times before, usually being shoved in the back of a police car. 

“I don’t know. Ask them.”

“We intend to,” Roan said, then jerked his head back toward the door. Paris got the message and stood up, giving Trey a friendlier, pitying smile.

Roan took a card out of his pocket and handed it to Trey. “Feel free to call me if you think of anything else.”

Trey glanced at the card, then stared at him levelly as he balled up the card and tossed it on the floor. Roan just nodded in understanding and walked back toward the door. Paris followed and sarcastically blew Trey a kiss.

Once outside, Paris commented, “What a miserable bastard.”

“Well, he was expecting to get laid. You can understand if he’s a bit grumpy.” He didn’t tell Paris he expected to see Trey on the front page in a couple of months, arrested for some grisly beating or another. Maybe Trey would wise up, get therapy before that happened; in fact, he hoped so, because he was already pitying that future victim. Maybe a guy he was attracted to who didn’t like the closeted thing; maybe that poor girl suckered into being his fiancée.

“Oh come on! Look at me. Did he really think he had a shot?” Paris grinned at his own vanity and then pulled his helmet back on, hiding his gleeful expression.

On the ride over to the office, Roan considered this alternate possibility: blackmail. There was no proof that she was attempting it, and she didn’t need the money, but blackmail was only partially about money—it was mostly about control. And Thora was a woman who obviously craved control in her life. But did she have any information damaging enough to be worth money, or worth her life? Maybe Matt would have some insight.

Once they parked in the lot and he saw Matt’s BMW, he took off his helmet and told Paris, “I’d like to talk to him alone, okay? I don’t want him to think he has a way out. I want him feeling psychologically cornered.”

Paris took off his helmet and fixed him with a stern look as he automatically smoothed down his mussed hair. “Go easy on him. He’s still the client, you know.”

“I know. I won’t smack him around.”

“Promise?” Paris grinned at his own joke and got off the bike, planting a kiss on his forehead. “I see the light’s on in Braunbeck’s office. I think I’ll go bug him and see how he likes it.”

“If he offers to show you how gorp is made, say no.”

That made Paris smile, but for the first time, Roan noticed that Paris looked kind of tired. In spite of the second shot of B-12, maybe this was all just too much for him. Paris headed off across the parking lot of the office complex, waving at Matt as he got out of his car and headed over. Matt paused halfway to their office and said, “Whoa, nice-looking bike. What kind is it?”

“A Buell Lightning.”

“Huh. I’ve never heard of them.”

“I don’t think they’re as well-known as some other bikes.” Roan got his keys out and opened his office door, and Matt followed him in as he flipped on the lights. It was cool inside, and the flowers looked like they were finally giving it up, or Randi hadn’t been in to switch them yet. He didn’t bother to go into his office, as there was no point. He simply offered Matt a chair and sat on the edge of Paris’s desk, asking him questions about Thora’s family.

Matt continued to insist he didn’t know anything, really, but after a bit of prodding he admitted that Thora had totally avoided her brother Jay (Adam Bishop III) at Crystal’s wedding. “She didn’t say why, except he was the biggest dick in the family, and she didn’t mean it in a good way,” he explained. “She said he was the golden boy and a total creep, that the family let him get away with murder. She hated him. Luckily, he just made a brief appearance with his trophy wife and left.”

“And that’s all you know? She never said why she hated him?”

“No.” He paused briefly, biting his lower lip. “But….”

Roan sighed, scrubbing his hands through his hair. Maybe antidepressants were bad for Matt. He was much more forthcoming off of them. “Yes?”

“She once said the family picked him over her.”

“How so? In what way?”

He shrugged helplessly, holding up his empty hands. “She never said. I asked, but she didn’t go into it.”

“Fine. I guess that’s something to go on.”

But as he stood up, Matt looked troubled, almost queasy. “Look, don’t… don’t go after Jay, okay?”

Roan met his blue eyes fearlessly, trying to see what Matt was hiding. He was nervous and scared, but the reason wasn’t obvious. “Why not?”

Matt seemed to fidget while standing in place, as if something was itching beneath his skin and he was under orders not to scratch. “He’s an arrogant prick. A powerful arrogant prick.”

“So?”

“So?” he repeated in disbelief. “He could crush you. He could put you out of business with one phone call. Thora used to say he loved to show off how powerful he was, that he loved to be cruel just ’cause he could be.”

“Interesting. That makes him all the more suspicious.” He walked toward the front door, but Matt grabbed his arm as he walked past.

Roan looked down at Matt’s hand on his arm, and Matt seemed horrified by his own reflex and quickly let him go, taking a step back, as if afraid he’d invaded Roan’s personal space. “Sorry. It’s just… I met him only the once, and he freaked me out, you know? He seemed… I dunno. Mean.”

He nodded, wondering if Matt’s pills were wearing off. “Fine. I like taking mean people out. It’s fun.”

“Roan… please. He’s really homophobic. He hates gays.”

Roan shrugged and resumed course for the door. “I wasn’t going to wear a feather boa during my interview with him. Well, not if it didn’t match the rest of my outfit.”

“I’m serious! Don’t… what about Paris?”

He looked back at Matt, his hand on the doorknob. “What about Paris?”

“He doesn’t… he needs you right now, Roan. And if something happened to you—”

“You’re being absurd,” he said sharply, perhaps a bit more harshly than he intended, judging by the way Matt’s head snapped back. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. If he’s a murderer, Matt, need I remind you that you and Hannah hired me to uncover it? If he wants to take a shot at me, he’s free to, but I don’t go down that easy.” 

He opened the door and stomped out into the parking lot, and wondered why the hell Matt would throw Paris’s name and condition out like a weapon. That really pissed him off. He didn’t care how freaked out Matt was by Jay Bishop—that was uncalled for.

Of course, he came out to find Paris leaning against the motorcycle, eating gorp out of a small plastic sandwich bag. As he approached, Paris held it out and said, “Want some? I’m just eating the M&Ms.”

Even in the faint illumination from the nearby streetlights and the few lights coming from the businesses still open in this office park, he could see how hollow and exhausted Paris looked, how darkness carved crescents beneath his eyes and made his cheekbones seem like razor blades ready to slice through his skin. It was time to take him home and hope death was so far away it was just a faint blip on the horizon. “I’ll pass.”

As Matt came out, Roan went back to shut off the lights and lock the door, and Paris must have thought nothing of the uncomfortable silence between him and Matt, as he offered Matt some of the gorp as well. Matt also turned it down, and that’s when Paris asked, “Did Thora have a favorite drink?”

Matt shared a puzzled glance with him. “Y’mean when she was drinking? Um, yeah, she liked Aqueducts.”

Now Roan shared the puzzled look with Paris. Roan had never been a dedicated drinker, but Con had been, and he was sure he’d heard of every drink that had ever existed, especially since Con had briefly been a bartender back in Ireland. Paris, being a Canadian and a former party whore, also seemed to know a thing or two about drinking. But what the hell was this? “Is that a real drink?” Roan asked first.

Matt nodded. “Oh yeah. I know, I’d never heard of it before either, but it’s this vodka drink with apricot brandy and white curacao. She really loved ’em.”

“That sounds disgusting,” Paris said. “But kinda intriguing. I bet it got you pretty hammered.”

Matt shrugged. “I guess so, but she also said if she had too many of ’em, everything started shootin’ out both ends.”

Roan grimaced at the thought. “So that’s why they called it an Aqueduct.”

Paris snorted in dark humor, and Matt looked amazed. “Oh hey—yeah! I bet that’s why they called it that. That hadn’t occurred to me before.”

They split up for the night, and Matt left first, his BMW humming off into the night as they mounted the bike. Roan got ready to put on his helmet, but paused. “Why’d you ask what her favorite drink was?”

Paris had tucked the rest of the gorp away in his coat pocket. “Password, hon. She might have used her favorite drink. It was something she loved but couldn’t have anymore.”

He glanced back over his shoulder at Par and gave him a suspicious look. “You know that’s not fair. I’m the detective, you’re my guy Friday.”

“Hey, is it my fault I’m better than you sometimes?” He then winked and pulled his full-face helmet on so Roan could only see the reflection of his own exaggerated evil expression. Roan felt a twist in his gut and turned away as he wondered if there was life after Paris.

The traffic wasn’t too bad. They’d missed rush hour, and now it was prime time, with the only people out most likely to be on their way to or from restaurants or bars rather than going to or from work. Roan found the road passing beneath their feet almost hypnotic, the tires hissing against the asphalt as they chewed up the street almost a type of lullaby. He wasn’t tired, though; his thoughts were threatening to go to a deep, dark place, and he decided to think about nothing, to fill his own head with white noise and just let the null state of driving hypnotize him. The air was even colder now, as sharp as broken glass through the leather, but Paris still felt warm against his back. It felt like they were speeding to their own execution.

And maybe that wasn’t a melodramatic feeling brought on by thoughts of mortality. Because after waiting for what seemed like an undue length of time at an intersection, he turned down Fawcett Street, and quite suddenly a black Lincoln Navigator, its headlights off, veered from the oncoming lane and headed straight for them, its engine roaring like an angry beast as it picked up speed.
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Lawyers, Guns, and Money



THE GRILL of the Navigator appeared impossibly huge as it raced to meet them, and yet time seemed to slow. Roan knew he didn’t have time to get out of the way… or did he? He turned the nose of the bike away, not too sharply, and opened the throttle, figuring he had a shot of just missing the bastard.

Heart in his throat, he felt the street threatening to slide away beneath them as they drove past the Navigator, so close Roan could almost feel the damn thing. As soon as they were past, he took them right off the road and onto the shoulder, shedding speed and turning sharply enough that he slewed up a rooster tail of gravel as he looked back at the beast of the SUV that had just tried to turn them into roadkill.

It was farther down the street now, turning the corner to a chorus of squealing brakes and honking horns. The license plate on the back was so caked with mud he couldn’t read it, but he revved the engine of the bike, figuring he still had time to catch the fucker. So some asshat wanted to take him out? Fine. But they did not take shots at Paris. That did not fucking happen, and he wasn’t about to let it stand.

He felt Paris’s helmet butt against his, his hand moving up to the center of Roan’s chest. “Don’t,” Paris shouted, his voice muffled through the fiberglass. “The DOT records this intersection. Ask Murphy to get one of her contacts there to pull the tapes.”

A quick glance up at the streetlights confirmed the presence of slim, small cameras painted white to blend in with the rest of the poles, although they never actually did. If you bothered to look up, the cameras were extremely easy to spot. Paris was pressed up so tight against him, Roan could feel his heartbeat, as rapid and fluttery as a bird’s, pounding against his back. “Please, Roan,” Paris said, and he sounded so tired.

He sighed and wondered if that fuckhead in the Navigator knew how lucky he was. Next time, he’d confront him without Paris, and he’d be fucking lucky if Roan didn’t squeeze his neck until his head popped off.

He drove home, the adrenaline surge in his veins making him want to speed, so he had to fight to keep to legal speeds. The lion in him wanted out, and it was hard to keep it under control, mainly because he wanted to let it out. He wanted to turn it loose on whoever had just tried to splatter them on his grill. Targeting him was one thing, but targeting his family was another—and Paris was all the family he had. That knowledge hit him in the gut like a punch, yet another thing he didn’t want to think about.

Once they got home and parked the bike, Paris took off his helmet and said, “Oh my God. I’m so glad you have the best reflexes in the known universe, ’cause I was sure we were goners.”

Roan saw his own hands were shaking as he took off his helmet, but that was more from adrenaline overload than anything else. “We got lucky. We shouldn’t have had to.”

Paris snorted derisively. “Luck had nothing to do with it. I bet even the guy who tried to hit us isn’t sure how he didn’t.”

He shrugged, aware Paris was probably right, but now he resented the dipshit for not doing his homework on him before trying to kill him.

Once inside, he instantly called Murphy. She was at home now, but she had her cell with her. He told her where and approximately when someone had tried to run them off the road, and she promised she’d make a few phone calls, see what she could find out. Then she added that maybe he shouldn’t piss so many people off, but that wasn’t a helpful suggestion.

He had a beer to try and calm down, to bring down his adrenaline jitters, but it didn’t work. He went upstairs to find Paris already in bed, the covers pulled up to his waist as he slumped against the headboard, Thora’s laptop in his lap. “Trying Aqueduct?” he asked needlessly. Of course he was.

Par just nodded. “In all the excitement, I didn’t want to forget… and hey, what do you know?” Roan sat next to him on the bed, and Par moved the laptop screen toward him. The Others folder had finally opened, revealing twice as many documents as the Group folder. Paris clicked on the first document to open it, and it seemed like Thora had written her autobiography.

Paris yawned and put the computer on Roan’s lap. “You’re the reader—have at it. I’m too tired to read.” He kissed Roan and then turned over, settling into bed and pulling the covers up to his chest. Roan put a hand on his shoulder, and Paris put his hand on top of his. He knew Par was asleep when his hand slid away, down to the mattress. He still kept his hand on Paris’s shoulder though, just for the reassuring feeling of contact.

Thora had written a hell of a sleeping pill here. Within three pages he was yawning, his adrenaline buzz forgotten in a blizzard of poor little rich girl prose. Maybe because he had been raised in a series of foster homes—some really fucked-up—and group homes, he could muster no sympathy for her because she was raised by nannies as opposed to her parents. Her parents were distant, busy, obsessed with appearance and wealth, yada, yada, yada. Not that that wasn’t horrible, it was just hard to identify with. In fact, it irritated him more than anything.

He had to set the laptop aside after a while and got undressed and slid in beside Paris to sleep. He should market that book, as it was better than Sominex. At least the rehab memoirs were more interesting.

He had a dream that escaped him once he woke up, although it left him with a vague sense of unease, like he’d had a nightmare that was disturbing more for its reality than its horror-movie tone, but once he woke to dim half-light and the percussive pounding of rain on the roof, he lost whatever grip he had on it.

Par was still sleeping, so he went downstairs to make breakfast and took the laptop with him, figuring he could skim the rest of the documents, since reading them would put him in a coma. He meant to make omelets, but kind of forgot how to, and ended up making scrambled eggs. He threw some salsa in anyway, if just for flavor.

He made coffee in Manuel, their old, less fancy coffeemaker, and ate his eggs as he skimmed the remaining files in sequence. Finally, he came to something that stopped him in midbite.

Thora claimed that when she was five—and Jay was fifteen—he had molested her, and the family had decided she was lying, being a “wicked girl,” trying to get him in trouble. She said from then on she had been branded a liar by the family, and Jay had kept his taste for young girls, which expressed itself in younger girlfriends (some not legal) and a collection of child porn. Of course, she offered up no proof of this, but this was wildly inflammatory, and if it got out to the press, it would remain there for some time. Would Jay kill his own sister over this? He knew people who had killed for much less. He needed to interview Jay Bishop as soon as possible.

When Paris came downstairs, Roan served him up a plate of eggs and some nuked croissants (yes, he was still trying to fatten him up), and told him what he had come across. Paris was horrified by the thought of anyone molesting their own sister and already judged Jay a “total fucking scumbag.” “Even if he didn’t kill her, can we lock him up for something?” he wondered.

Roan sympathized with the feeling, but he wanted to get Thora’s and Eric’s actual killer. But it would be nice to get Jay to rot for something, if even half this stuff was true.

Murphy called as he was getting dressed to go out. Apparently the Lincoln Navigator that had tried to run him and Paris down had been reported by an irate driver who was almost sideswiped by it, although he didn’t get a license plate number. Still, he happened to be a mechanic and identified not only the year of the model, but one of the only places around town where they could have gotten the fancy hubcaps on their tires. (Roan hadn’t caught that, but then he generally didn’t notice tricked-out rims.) Also a traffic camera, one of those automatic speed traps, caught the same Navigator going eleven miles over the speed limit several blocks away. The windows were tinted so they couldn’t see the driver, and mud splattered both plates, but they got a partial number on the front, so they were running that now and trying to make a match. She was pretty confident they should have something solid on the owner of the vehicle pretty soon.

She also told him they’d gotten a confirmation of Parker Davis’s fingerprints on Eric’s door, purely circumstantial evidence putting him at the crime scene, but between that and Toby’s positive ID of him as the guy who’d left Panic at the same time as Eric, it was enough to hold him, and unless something really dramatic happened, would probably be enough to charge him. The fact of who and what he was—a drug-addicted male hustler—would hurt him quite badly. If he was just a guy, they might have streeted him until they got harder evidence, but everyone from the street cops to the prosecutors to the judges knew how violent and ugly the worlds of drugs and prostitution were. Wherever human exploitation reigned, there was violence, and the only variable was whether it was directed at them or caused by them. That he would snap and kill a client would sound not just logical but inevitable to most, especially since he was gay for pay. Roan wondered why such a logical pat story didn’t make him happy. Personal problem?

While he got dressed, Paris played “assistant” and checked out Trey’s alibi, as well as tried to get him an appointment with Jay Bishop. Jay was in charge of public relations for Thorp Chemical, which just struck him as bleakly hilarious, and because he was supposed to go interview a big, powerful child molester—okay, no, alleged child molester—he thought he should look a bit more like he belonged in a big, important building. He decided to wear a long-sleeved button-down shirt, but he wouldn’t wear a tie; he hated those damn things. They felt like a leash around his neck, like he was on a choke chain, and it drove him crazy. He decided on a pale blue shirt and was mentally debating whether to go with a sports coat or just wear his waist-length leather car coat, which was a rich, deep brown and looked classy as opposed to rough trade, when Paris came up. He came over to Roan in front of the mirror and gave him a slightly sarcastic, disapproving click of his tongue. “You should wear the pale green, as it really highlights the color of your hair. Or the pale yellow, which brings out your eyes.” Even as he said that, he reached around and started buttoning up his shirt for him.

“I’m not going on a date.”

“You’d better not be. But I was thinking if you stunned him with your beauty, he might forget to try and kill you.”

“All we know is he’s probably a scumbag. If all scumbags were killers, the world’s population would be exactly three, and they’d probably all live in Iceland.”

Paris kissed his ear and smiled at him in the mirror. “You know what I love about you? You’re such an optimist.”

He scowled sarcastically at Paris in the mirror. “Ha. When’s my appointment?”

“Um, well… there isn’t one. His schedule is full until next week.”

That made him frown and turn to face Paris. “You did tell his people I had to talk to him about Thora, right?”

“Of course I did. And that woman on the other end of the line couldn’t have given a shit about it. I’m surprised she didn’t tell me that you’d have to use the service entrance when you were allowed to see him.”

“Good. They’ll be all the more shocked when I park my ass in their lobby and refuse to leave until I speak with him.”

Paris fixed him with a very paternal scowl and straightened his collar. “No instigating.”

“Since when do I instigate?”

He let out a small, sarcastic gasp. “Since forever. It should be on your business card. Roan McKichan, private investigator, instigator.”

“I bet that doesn’t pay well.”

“Depends on what you’re instigating, I guess.” Deciding his collar was as straight as it was ever going to be, Paris gave him an honestly worried look, staring him straight in the eyes. “Maybe I should do this. You know how good I am with hostile people.”

“Yeah, but I really need to see him in person. I need to see his reactions.”

“And smell them.”

“That too. So, do I look like I can get into Thorp Chemical without being intercepted by security?”

Paris made a show of thinking about it for a very long time. Then he said, “If they see instigator on your business cards, the jig is up.”

“Keep the day job, Shecky.” He shrugged on the leather car coat and gave Par a kiss before leaving. The fact that Paris wasn’t putting up a fight to come along was actually suspicious and a bit worrisome—did he feel so unwell today he preferred to stay at home?

But he couldn’t let it sidetrack him as he headed for Thorp Chemical’s main business office downtown. It was an anonymous skyscraper amongst similar skyscrapers, a tower of mirrored glass and steel, similar to dozens of businesses along the downtown corridor. The sign announcing who owned the building was so discreet you could only see it on foot, approaching the main entrance. Inside, he found a wide lobby with a high ceiling, people coming and going at such a rate it seemed the elevators were constantly opening and closing. There seemed to be some sort of security desk up front, but he ignored it and looked at a plaque on the wall that denoted who was on what floor. He saw the PR office was on the seventeenth floor and slipped into the open door of the nearest elevator. Oh, how he loved lax security.

The seventeenth floor opened up on a lobby of beige and white, with a slim, blonde receptionist sitting behind a white curve of a desk that resembled a half moon. The only bit of genuine color in the room was a huge rubber plant in the far corner, and Roan just bet it was fake. The woman looked up, a wireless headset perched on her head like a high-tech crown, and while her storm-gray eyes were focused on him, she barely saw him as she punched a button on her phone, presumably putting someone on hold. “Can I help you sir?”

“I’m here to see Adam Bishop.”

She glanced down at her appointment book, which was an actual ledger. In these days of Blackberries, that was rare. “Are you his one o’clock?”

“No, I wasn’t allowed an appointment.”

She sighed and gave him a rather sour look. “Sir, Mr. Bishop is a very busy man—”

“Tell him Roan McKichan, a private investigator, is here to see him about the death of his sister, Thora,” he interrupted, meeting her frosty look with one of his own. “And considering the inflammatory nature of some of the accusations made by her against him, he might want to talk to me and give me his side of the story before this all comes out.”

Her look swung between confused and hostile. “If you’d like to make an appointment—”

“Tell him,” he insisted, taking a seat on the beige leather sofa in the lobby. There was a glass-topped coffee table full of business magazines and a folded-up copy of today’s Wall Street Journal. There could hardly be a more boring paper in existence, but he grabbed it and pretended to start reading it, half hoping he’d come across some vitriolic right-wing screed—those were always hilarious, especially if the “homosexual agenda” was mentioned. He felt so left out. He was never included in the homosexual agenda; he never even got an invite to the meetings. Was it because he was infected? The blackballing bastards! The least they could do was send him the newsletter.

Actually, he had heard that someone was introducing a bill forcing all people with tiger-strain infections to register with the health department. It was unlikely to get very far, because any mention of involuntary registration had uncomfortable shades of Nazism about it, but also it was just a waste of time. Yes, it was the most instantly deadly strain, and a loose tiger was an extremely troublesome thing (if anyone could bring Mitch Henstridge back from the dead, they could ask him all about it), but living tiger-strain people were so rare and never very long for this world. Paris was probably the only tiger strain in the state, if not the entire Northwest, and he was dying.

Not what he wanted to think about right now.

The receptionist had obviously told Jay what he had said, because she cleared her throat and gave him a look that was positively arctic. “You can go in now.”

He folded up the paper and put it on the coffee table before getting up and tipping an imaginary hat to her. She didn’t look at all amused. He went ahead into Jay’s inner office.

It was fairly expensive, like he’d expected it to be, but it also had a cold sterility to it that was anything but friendly. The window wall on the far end of the office let in light that was filtered and gloomy, and cast Jay in partial shadows. He was standing up behind his heavy oak desk, his plush leather office chair (was it one of those massage ones?) shoved off to the side. He was a tall man, maybe six three, and while he had fairly broad shoulders, Paris still could have kicked his ass. He wore a dark Armani suit with a white shirt and a red “power” tie, his dark brown hair in a short bristle cut that looked more military than commercial, his neck thick and his face round, almost puffy, although he was in good shape for a businessman. He had the general look of a star high school quarterback ten years after his glory days. His eyes were small and pale and seemed a little too far apart, divided by a Roman nose that was easily the biggest and most natural in the entire Bishop family. “You have five minutes before security throws you out,” he growled. Well, a human attempt at a growl—not very impressive. Roan briefly considered giving him a real growl, a lion’s growl, but decided to save it for later.

“Well then, let’s skip the foreplay, shall we? You undoubtedly know what I’m referring to with regards to Thora, so why don’t you tell me your side of it.”

“No, I have no idea why you’re here,” he replied, his voice clipped and ball-shriveling cold. Roan could almost see icicles forming in the air between them. “My sister was a liar, Mr. McKichan, an inveterate one—she lied every single day of her life. She could have told you I was an alien for all I know.”

Jay believed what he was saying, and yet Roan was fairly certain he was exaggerating. His open, flagrant hostility toward Roan simply made him suspicious, although maybe Jay was always that way; maybe that’s why Matt was so afraid of him. “She claimed you molested her as a child.”

He snorted in disgust. “Her favorite lie. She always cast herself as a victim in her own drama.”

Again, Jay believed this, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t lying. In fact, he didn’t say he hadn’t—he just said she was lying. He knew enough lawyers to know that wasn’t an actual denial. “You didn’t like your sister very much, did you?”

His eyes narrowed, and Roan could almost feel the pressure of his gaze. Jay didn’t like him either. “My family is my family, and I stand by them. She was my sister, even if she was a pathological liar. I don’t know how well you knew her, but she was a very troubled girl, and she never got all the help she needed. I’m not surprised she committed suicide.”

“So you think it’s a suicide?”

Jay smirked, ever so slightly. “You’re one of her loser drug buddies, aren’t you? You made up being a detective.”

“Nope.” He took out a business card and walked over to his desk. He held it out, but Jay wouldn’t take it, so he dropped it face up on his desk. “There are some anomalies surrounding her death. I’m just making sure they’re looked at.”

Jay glanced at the card without moving his head. Roan could almost feel a solid wall of smug coming off him. “There’s no case here, rent-a-cop. You were not hired by family, and you will not be allowed to smear us. Is that clear?”

“How do you know I wasn’t hired by your family?”

“I know everything that goes on in this family. And we would never need the likes of you.”

“You’re hurting my feelings here, Jay.”

He wasn’t amused. Roan didn’t think he would be. “If you’re trying to extort money from us, it won’t work.”

“Extort money? Extort you with what? I’m simply repeating what Thora claimed. Unless there’s some substance to the allegation….”

Jay stabbed a button on his phone, but never broke eye contact with him. He was eye-fucking Roan in a major way—and not a good way either. “Sheree, please send security up immediately.”

“Do I frighten you that much?”

He moved his finger off the button, but otherwise he didn’t move—hell, he didn’t even blink. That was creepy. “If I see you anywhere near my family or near here again, you’re a dead man. Is that clear?”

Roan tried hard not to smile, but that just made him want to laugh, so he split the difference and chuckled. The eye-fucking from Jay not only continued, but got worse. “What the fuck are you laughing at? Do you think I’m joking?”

“Absolutely not. I’m sure you’re quite serious. But do you have any idea how often I’ve been threatened with death? At this point, it just strikes me as kind of sad—the last card of the desperate man.”

Jay leaned slightly over the desk, as if trying to intimidate him with his height advantage. (Good luck!) “I don’t fuck around with bottom-feeders like you. Leave my family alone, or you’re history.”

“Bottom-feeder? Interesting choice of phrase. Are you at all familiar with pier twenty-seven?”

Jay’s arm shot out, going for Roan’s neck, but he didn’t have a chance. Roan’s reflexes were much better, and he grabbed his wrist in midair, turning Jay’s arm until the palm of his hand was open toward the ceiling. A bit more of a twist, and he’d have Jay on his knees on the floor. From the slight reaction in Jay’s eyes, he knew it too. 

“You don’t threaten me, and you really don’t touch me. Do you think you’re fucking around with just another member of the proletariat? If you can’t buy me off or intimidate me, you’ll physically threaten me? Chew on this, Jay: I’m not a normal anything. And if you’re going to take a shot, you’d better make it good, ’cause you’ll only get one.” Roan let his arm go, giving it a shove for emphasis, and turned and stalked back toward the door. When you almost got into fisticuffs with your witness, the interview was over.

“You’re finished,” Jay snapped, his voice low and angry. That was the remarkable thing about Jay—he was so tightly controlled, it was almost like he didn’t feel much of anything at all.

“Am I?” Roan turned to face him and called up his own rage and disgust. He really hated this fucker. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with, do you?”

“A smug, fucking asshole.”

“Yes, that. But you forgot an adjective.” He used his rage to force a change, centered around his eyes. He’d never done it before without changing the rest of his face, but he was willing to give it a shot, and he figured it must have worked, because he could hear the bones creak along his jaw and his vision changed. Roan had recently learned he was slightly farsighted with lion eyes, but he could see much better in the dark. “Inhuman.”

It must have worked, because Jay’s face paled beneath his fake-bake tan, and the hate in his eyes was washed away by sudden fear. “What the fuck…?” He took a step back, needlessly straightened out his jacket, and attempted to put his mask back in place. “What the fuck are you?”

Roan let his face go back to normal, ignoring the slight ache in his jaw and the small shock of an infant headache behind his eyes. Damn, he hoped it was worth it. “Someone you really don’t want to fuck with, Jay. I’ll see myself out.” And he did, walking out of the office and ducking into the elevator ahead of the security goons.

Did he have anything? All he knew was that Jay wasn’t afraid of anything—except when Roan’s face had changed, he was afraid of that. But who wouldn’t be? Either Jay was so confident in his superiority he had no fear of anything, he was a total sociopath, or he hadn’t killed Thora. Molested her maybe, but not killed.

It was pouring when he left the building, and he was sorry he hadn’t brought his hat as the water pounded down, drenching him as he walked to the parking lot where he’d stashed the GTO. He was so lost in thought, trying to figure out Jay, that he didn’t notice he wasn’t alone until he heard the crunch of gravel under someone’s shoes and looked up to see someone standing on the passenger side of the car, someone wearing a hoodie they had pulled up over their face but was now soaked through anyway. No matter in either case, as he knew by the smell of his cologne that it was Trey. And he was holding a Glock 9, the barrel pressed up against the passenger window, and since Roan was standing on the driver’s side with the keys in his hand, that was a good straight shot. Finally, Matt had an ex-boyfriend who knew how to use a weapon properly. 

“Get in the car,” Trey snarled. “You do or say anything I don’t want you to, and I’ll blow your fucking head off.”

Roan had known Trey would go off on someone at some point. He’d just never considered the possibility that he’d go off on him.
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The Gentle Art of Making Enemies



ROAN OBEYED Trey, doing as he was told, because frankly he wanted to know what this was about. Paris had told him Trey’s alibis had checked out, so why was he doing this?

Trey sat in the passenger seat, keeping the gun trained on him at all times. Although Roan sat in the driver’s seat, Trey told him not to start the car, as he wanted Roan to keep his hands where he could see them at all times, which meant glued to the steering wheel. Roan thought that was clever of Trey to be so paranoid about him—had he learned not to underestimate him from the whole trying to run them down thing last night?

Rain pounded on the roof, and Trey shivered from cold as the water dripped off his chin from his soaked navy blue hoodie and landed with a soft plop on the wet legs of his jeans, but he never stopped glaring evilly at Roan. “I’m not gonna let you do it,” Trey sneered, his voice sounding odd as he tried to still his chattering teeth.

“Do what?” Roan kept his voice low and even, like they taught all cops to do when dealing with hysterical or unstable people. Always sound like you were unaffected and in control; getting them to believe it was all you needed to do.

“You know damn well, you fucking faggot! I’m not gonna let you frame me!”

“Frame you?” Holy shit, did he have a paranoia disorder? That might explain some of the violent tendencies. “Trey, why would I frame you?”

“Because you’re a fucking freak,” he spat, with a surprising amount of venom.

Roan pondered this. Was Trey projecting—did he assume he’d do such a thing because Trey himself would do such a thing? Or had a gay man once screwed him over royally, and not in a good way? Or did he have a persecution complex—did he assume everyone would make him a victim if given a chance? 

“I’ve already cleared you from the suspect list. Your alibi checked.”

“What?”

“You’ve been cleared, Trey. This is a pointless display.”

He stared at Roan for a very long moment, the rain the only sound. Trey’s look was cold and belligerently hateful. “You’re full of shit.” 

“No, I’m not. Why do you think I’m here? I was questioning Jay Bishop.”

There was something slightly unfocused about Trey’s eyes, and although it was difficult to smell over damp cloth, flop sweat, and too much aftershave, there was a fermented alcohol scent about him. It was faint, though, odd—vodka? Maybe Thora wasn’t the only one who drank Aqueducts. “You could be workin’ with him.”

That got a genuine laugh out of him. “Oh yeah, he and I, we’re really tight. Ask him.”

“I bet you are.”

“If you get out of my car now, I won’t tell the cops. I’ll forget this ever happened. Just get out and walk.”

He snorted and waved the gun barrel. “I’ve got the fucking gun, asshole. I give the orders.”

“I really don’t think that falling back on American foreign policy is helpful at this moment.”

“What?”

Okay, so Trey wasn’t down with the jokes. Many crazed gunmen weren’t. It was like sense of humor was the first thing to go out the window, followed by general sense and restraint. Roan sighed and tried hard not to roll his eyes as he looked at Trey, shivering in his wet clothes, although his gun hand was admirably steady. “What exactly is it you want from me?”

That question shouldn’t have confused him, but somehow it did. He was a man of impulse, one who didn’t think things through, one who simply acted. That was really catching up with him now. He came to a decision, his gun never wavering from its chosen target. “I want you to knock it the fuck off. I didn’t kill Thora. I’m not a faggot.”

Roan shook his head, feeling pity for this train wreck of a human being. “What does sexual orientation have to do with anything?”

“I don’t want you or your fucking whore of a boyfriend telling people I am. ’Cause I’m not!”

“Fine, you’re not gay. Now get the hell out of my car.”

It happened so fast that, while Roan saw it coming, he was so surprised by its suddenness that even his inhuman reflexes didn’t jump to intercept it. Trey smashed the butt of his gun into Roan’s face so hard that Roan heard a crack of bone and felt a hot, angry surge of pain in his cheekbone. “You don’t talk that way to me!” Trey was shouting, as he raised the butt of the Glock to bludgeon him once more. “Nobody talks to me that way!”

Trey had picked the worst time and way to freak out. Roan had just done a partial transformation up in Jay’s office, and the lion was still very close to the surface. Close enough that the sudden pain sent it out, and Roan found himself scrambling to hold it back. On the inside.

On the outside, Roan snarled and grabbed the wrist of Trey’s gun hand as he seized Trey’s throat with his other hand, and slammed Trey’s head back so hard against the passenger window that there was a clunk deep inside the door, something breaking. Trey’s eyes bulged until they looked like they might fall out of their sockets, and the stink of sudden fear was like vinegar as Roan heard himself growl, “You do not touch me.” The words didn’t sound like they were made by a human—it was a gravelly sound, painful, a growl roughly modulated into approximating human speech. He felt his lips skin back over teeth that were shifting in his mouth with a familiar creak of his jawbone, making the pain in his already-broken cheekbone flare anew, like acid burning beneath his skin. He literally saw red as his vision flattened out, and Trey came into sharp relief. Trey’s fear suddenly didn’t smell quite so repulsive to him, and Roan started fixating on a throbbing vein in Trey’s neck as he squeezed it, his fingernails digging crescents into Trey’s flesh. Trey tried desperately to pry his hand off his throat, but Roan was too strong.

Trey’s mouth opened and closed, like he was trying to say something, but nothing came out but a rusty squeak. His face was flushing dark as he struggled to catch a breath and was unable to, and Roan was dimly aware he was strangling Trey, that he didn’t have claws, although the muscles in his fingers were jumping, feeling like they were trying to trigger the change.

It was almost impossible to will it back; his face was throbbing like an open wound and his nerves were already frayed, but he managed to somehow do it, easing up on his chokehold and making himself stop growling. His throat ached, although not as much as his face. “You should have never hit me,” he grumbled, his voice still raspy. “Pain brings it out.”

Trey was gasping in breaths like a drowning man finally dragged to shore, and he had to fight to find his voice. “You’re… you’re a monster….”

“No, I’m a lion. And if you’d just stopped being a fucking mental case, you’d never have had to find out.” He looked to see what had happened to Trey’s gun and found it resting on his side of the dashboard. He didn’t remember throwing it there. He grabbed the Glock and with practiced ease pulled out the ammo clip and put the safety back on.

Trey continued staring at him like he was a gelatinous alien that had just oozed out of a meteor crater in his garden, blindly groping for the door handle behind him. Roan glared at him. “You get out when I say you get out, or I drag you back in here. You won’t like it if I have to drag you back in here.”

Trey suddenly stopped reaching for the handle and sat with the quiet wariness of a man who knows he’s going to die and doesn’t like it, but knows he can’t fight it. He may have pissed himself, but it was impossible for Roan to tell if that was what he was smelling, or if the smell of Trey’s fear had simply soured as Roan pulled the lion back. His face was aching even more now.

“Are you going to kill me?” Trey asked, in a small, raspy voice. He seemed oddly sober now and was shivering twice as hard as before.

Roan snorted. “No, I’m not you. You need help, Trey. I mean serious psychiatric help. What the fuck is your damage?”

“I don’t… I’m not….”

“That was a rhetorical question,” he snapped, an inadvertent growl punctuating the last syllable. He was still angry, still in pain, his nerves frayed like old wires, and the lion continued lurking just beneath the surface, waiting to come out again. He knew he couldn’t actually feel it pacing, and yet he still thought he could. “Did you have anything to do with Thora’s death? Tell me now—if you’re lying, I’ll know.”

“No. I told you no. I’m not lying.”

Roan nodded. He wasn’t. “Do you have any idea who might want to? Anyone in the group who might have had a grudge?”

Trey was quiet for a long time, but in a strangely thoughtful way. Roan couldn’t quite believe it, but that one moment of physical violence had broken him. No, scratch that—not the violence; Trey probably thrived on violence. It was what he had seen in Roan’s face, the distortion in his jaw and eyes, the strength in the hand that had nearly crushed his throat, that rendered Trey obedient. He understood that he had finally come up against a more unstable creature than himself… which really didn’t make Roan feel all that good. Yay him, he won the violent bastard sweepstakes.

Finally, Trey said, “Thora and Danae never got along. And then there was that thing with Gavin.”

Here was a new name. “Gavin?”

“Gavin Lorimer. He had a thing with Danae before Laurel Springs, and then at the end, he hooked up with Thora. I don’t think that lasted, though.”

Roan thought hard and recalled a G. mentioned in Thora’s rehab memoir—right, he was the “Pauly Shore for the ’00s.” That must have been Gavin. “A himbo?” he asked, just for confirmation.

Trey nodded meekly. “Big time. Cute, but kinda… vacant.”

Roan could have run his name, found all the info in a few seconds, but with a compliant Trey here, why bother? “Do you know where Gavin lives?”

He shrugged. “Somewhere in the Hillfield district.”

“Hillfield?” That was odd. It was downtown and not all that ritzy or exclusive—you’d think a himbo would live somewhere nicer. Hillfield was about a mile away from Panic. Coincidence? (Yeah, probably.)

“I know. His mom wanted him to live on his own or something, stand on his own two feet for a while. I think Gavin and his stepfather fought a lot.”

“Does he work?”

“Gavin? I don’t know. I kinda doubt it. Unless you can drink and mooch as a career.” Trey sounded disdainful, suggesting that, while he clearly had an anger and sexual identity problem, he at least had a solid work ethic.

“So he’s a trust-fund brat?”

“Or living off his mother still, just not living with her.”

Roan nodded, not at all surprised. His face still throbbed and burned, but a little less than before. He was accustomed to having his bones broken, thanks to his infected status, and he was pretty sure he’d be healed soon enough, since he had just been through another partial change. The bruise might stay, though, and he wondered what he was going to tell Paris about it. “Do you know why Thora and Gavin broke up?”

“No. So, um, you’re infected?”

“I’m a virus child, yeah.”

“What about, um…?”

“Yes, he’s infected too. Tiger strain.”

“What? Oh my God. He didn’t look—” Roan shot him a sidelong glance, and Trey cringed ever so slightly. “Not that you do. Not until your, uh, jaw distends….”

“Save it. I don’t give a shit what you think about me.”

He nodded and almost seemed relieved. “Okay then.” Trey rubbed his throat, as if it hurt. Roan could see the discoloration in the shape of his hand on Trey’s throat, and then there were the tiny marks of his fingernails. Some of them looked to be leaking blood, but since rainwater was still drizzling down Trey’s neck, he honestly couldn’t tell. He really had wanted to rip Trey’s fucking jugular out. The lion still thought he should just rip it out with his teeth. It didn’t like getting hurt.

“Where does Danae live?”

Trey shook his head. “I think her family has a mansion in Southwick, but as far as I know, she left for France after rehab and hasn’t been back.”

“Why France?”

“They have a home there.”

Roan sighed. “The rich really are different. So she and Thora didn’t get along, huh? Any reason?”

He shrugged again. “They both thought that the other was a rich bitch.”

That was probably enough. Lifelong feuds had been started over less.

They sat for a long minute of silence, letting the percussive sound of rain on metal fill the void. Trey shot him several anxious glances before saying, in a small voice, “I guess I’m not going to get my gun back.”

He chuckled. “Oh, fuck no.”

Trey shifted nervously in his seat and really looked like he wanted to bolt, but didn’t dare. Which was good, but also proved how broken he was. Roan wondered once again what he looked like when he partially transformed. Sure, Gordo gave him a partial description, but frankly, for a cop, it was a piss-poor one. Then again, he was probably terribly freaked out at the time. And part of Roan really didn’t want to know what he looked like when he was mostly human, but slightly not. He thought if he saw himself that way, he might not ever go out in public again.

“What are you gonna do with me?” Trey wondered.

“I was thinking of burying you in a shallow grave.” He glanced at him and noticed Trey’s shoulders sag. Roan scowled at him. “Oh give me a fucking break. I already said I wasn’t gonna kill you.”

“So what now?”

“I’m thinking.” And he was, but there just weren’t many options were there? If Trey had tried to run them down last night—and after this, he suspected that Trey was the guilty party—he would be arrested in a short amount of time. He could have charges added to that roster, but for some reason he was no longer interested. Again, he thought Trey was pathetic. He was a sad, damaged little man who could’ve really hurt someone—they were probably all lucky that Trey picked on him. (The way his cheek was aching, though, he didn’t feel lucky.) “You have a choice. You turn yourself in to the police now, or you go check yourself into a mental hospital until you can figure out what’s behind all these psychotic outbursts of yours.”

Trey stiffened, his expression darkening. “I’m not crazy.”

“No, you’re not. You just can’t control your anger, and you hate yourself so much you can’t stand it. It must be painful to be in your skin.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you mean.” The anger was creeping back into his voice, but in a minor way. He was still holding back, still frightened of bringing the beast out once more. Trey still loathed him, but he knew in a straight fight he couldn’t win, and wrestling the gun out of Roan’s possession was not advised. He might have also been afraid of getting infected himself, even though he could hardly get the virus from Roan by being scratched or bitten, even if he was in lion form. (It was blood or semen or nothing—and Roan had no intention of fucking him or bleeding all over him.)

“Yeah, Trey, you do. Tell me, do you belong to a family that openly reviles gays? Your parents religious?”

He looked out the passenger window, lips so thin and pale they were hardly a seam in his face. “Baptist.”

“Oh holy fucking Christ, that explains everything. Go now, check yourself into a mental hospital, and try and figure out if going through life loathing yourself and every man who turns you on is worth whatever inheritance you could get from your family. Ask yourself if annihilating all sense of self is worth taking a family job that you don’t want. You’re fucking miserable, Trey—it’s obvious to everyone. You’re a hard worker; you don’t need whatever your family can give you.”

Trey looked at him, eyes narrowing in contempt. “Oh yeah—who needs respect? Who needs to be a productive member of society? Who needs a family?”

“You can make your own family. You don’t need one that won’t accept you.”

His glare was caustic. “You get one family in life—one. The rest is bullshit.”

“Better a fake family than one who can’t accept you, that would hate you if you ever bothered to tell the truth.”

“Just what I’d expect from a faggot. Can I go now?”

Roan made a show of thinking about it, scrutinizing him in an unfriendly way. “Where are you going?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Rosewood. Is that acceptable to you?”

Rosewood was a mental health facility. He wasn’t sure that Trey would actually go there, but right now he didn’t care. He was probably an hour or two away from arrest anyway. “Yeah, fine. And if I ever see your face again, I’ll smash it flat.”

Trey continued to give him an evil look, but he scrambled rather hastily out of the car, slamming the door after him and disappearing into the rainy, gray parking lot. Roan pulled out his cell phone and called Matt, just to ask if Thora and Gavin had dated and what broke them up. Matt confirmed that they had “hooked up,” but he wouldn’t call it a proper relationship. He didn’t know why they broke up, except she told Matt on the phone that he was a complete fucking bastard. The problem was she said that about all her boyfriends, and Matt could sympathize, since he inevitably said that about his boyfriends as well. The one thing that united gay men and straight women was a common enemy.

Matt did have some information about Gavin that Trey either didn’t have or didn’t volunteer. He had a favorite hangout, an upscale lounge inside the extremely expensive, pretentious restaurant Paradiso. A relative of Gavin’s was co-owner of the joint, so he had his own barstool and a running tab. Roan was slightly jealous—he never had a tab anywhere. He was a private detective too; wasn’t the stereotype that they had tabs at dingy bars and loose women in every port? (What he’d do with the loose women he had no idea, but it was the principle of the thing.)

He checked his reflection in the rearview mirror, and saw no hint of the cat that was still itching to come out, but he did see a bruise underneath his left eye, reddish and slowly turning purplish-black, swelling and slightly puffy. It was in a rough, slender, ovoid shape, the butt of the gun distorted slightly. The bruise would heal faster for him than it would for anyone else, but it would still be around for a day or three. What a pisser. He touched the bruise at the edges, wincing at the dull but intense pain that coaxed from it, but figured his bone had probably healed already or was healed enough to make the break negligible. That was the one thing his lion was good for. Well, that and pants-wetting scary, homicidal surges of rage. Animals had no modulation of emotions—when they were angry, things got torn to pieces. He hoped Trey knew how lucky he was, but somehow he doubted it.

A quick search turned up Gavin’s address, and it didn’t take long for him to drive there. Gavin lived in an apartment complex that was shaped like a bunker—low (five stories, tops) and excessively square, with even, rectangular windows set at rigid intervals. It had probably once been white but was now the color of dirty cotton. It had all the outward charm of an industrial school, and the entire area looked worn-down and depressed. Why would the Pauly Shore of the ’00s be living here?

You had to buzz people to be let in the building, which was no problem at all (you just buzzed randomly until someone let you in), but Gavin either wasn’t home or didn’t answer his buzzer. Roan decided to work his way down to Paradiso to see if Gavin was drinking his afternoon away.

It took him a while to get into Paradiso. The place was so fucking snobby that even though he just wanted to see if his “friend” was in the bar, they wouldn’t let him in because he wasn’t dressed properly, and he suspected that the fresh bruise on his face additionally alarmed the maître d’. He looked like a lowlife, and therefore he wasn’t their type of customer. Finally they let him peek in, with heavy chaperoning, and he didn’t see Gavin. (Matt had e-mailed him a picture. Gavin resembled a young Jeff Bridges crossed with a traditional California surfer boy.) He decided to check in later, but maybe he’d bring Paris with him to schmooze the maître d’. He wasn’t sure if the guy was gay or not (although he did have a bit of a lisp), but Paris was just so damn pretty that he would fit into such a posh place with ease. Unlike Roan, who—if the maître d’s withering glance could be taken as solid fact—would be more at home in a soup kitchen, or perhaps a trailer park.

He checked his messages, and Doctor Rosenberg had called. He erased her message without listening to it, as he really didn’t care what she had to say—if Paris wasn’t going to be included in the trials, he had no interest in them. He had a time-share worked out with the cat; he really didn’t care about finding a chemical solution to it.

He headed home, mainly so he could put an ice pack on his bruise and see if he could bring the swelling down before he had to go back to Paradiso. He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell Paris about it, but what was wrong with the truth? A minor pistol whipping. Yeah, he’d let Trey walk, but he’d probably be in a holding cell before nightfall, so he didn’t care. Maybe also he was a little embarrassed at how close he came to totally losing it and lioning out on the asshole. He pulled it back, but he’d really wanted to rip Trey’s throat out.

Roan faintly heard the stereo outside the house—Paris had A Perfect Circle on now—but it wasn’t too loud, so he was a little surprised that Par didn’t answer when he knocked on the locked door. But it was possible Par was upstairs, so he didn’t let it bother him, and dug out his keys to let himself in. “Hey, honey, I’m homo,” he shouted, quoting a Pansy Division song. Well, he thought it was funny.

There was no reply, and he thought maybe Par had gone to take a nap—Par was sleeping a lot lately—and he’d be able to escape the conversation about his bruise until later. But once he walked into the living room, he saw, on the far side of the couch, a can of Pepsi on the carpet, sitting in a dark brown puddle of soda, most of which had already soaked in. Since when would Paris drop a can of soda and just leave it there?

His gut tightened, and he felt a sickening dread as he went around the couch and saw why Paris hadn’t bothered to clean up the spill.

Paris was sprawled face down on the floor.
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Tapping the Vain



IMMEDIATELY HE went to Paris’s side, turning him over onto his back, making sure he was breathing and had a fairly even pulse. He did, which was a relief, but then Roan wasn’t sure what to do. Call an ambulance? That would be the logical thing, but he was pretty sure Paris would resent him for doing it. Assuming he regained consciousness.

“Paris,” he said loudly, giving him a light smack on the cheek. Did that ever wake anyone up? “Paris! Can you hear me?”

He’d just pulled out his cell phone when Paris moved, letting out a small sigh, and Roan waited anxiously as his eyelids fluttered open. For a moment he stared up at the ceiling, his eyes slowly coming back into focus. “Why am I on the floor?” Then his eyes scudded over to Roan’s face, and he gasped. “And how did you get that bruise? Did you get in a fight?”

“I’m okay. What happened to you?”

Paris sat up, and Roan helped him, propping him against the couch. “Nothing happened to me,” he claimed, although he noted with a scowl that he was sitting on the floor. “Look, I just… I felt dizzy, I figured it was a caffeine rush, so I was gonna sit down….”

“And you didn’t make it,” Roan guessed, filling in the rest of the sentence for him. Paris still looked abnormally pale, and it looked like a bit of sweat was starting to gather at his hairline. Roan put a hand on his face, this time feeling it, not just smacking it. “You’re hot.”

“Well, duh.”

“No, I mean you feel feverish. Maybe I should call Dee.”

Par fixed him with a stern, almost paternal glare. “I have a temperature. Big whoop. It’s not a national emergency.”

“It is if you passed out.”

Par reached up and touched his face, letting his thumb trace the area just beneath the bruise. It took everything in Roan not to wince, as there was just a little bit of pain, even though Paris was being very gentle. The heat seemed to be radiating from his hand. “Maybe we should call Dee for you.”

He frowned at Paris, aware of what he was doing. “It’s a bruise; I need an ice pack. You know it’ll be gone in a couple of days. When you start collapsing for no reason, though, it’s time to call in the experts.”

The look on Paris’s face morphed into something he really didn’t want to see. It was a mixture of pity and love, sorrow and sympathy, all conflicting with a slightly feverish glaze in his eyes. “Hon, you know as well as I do if I go to a hospital now, I’m never coming out again. I don’t want to die in a hospital.”

Something tightened in his throat. He really didn’t want to hear this. “Don’t say that.”

“What? It’s the truth, I don’t. And I don’t have a lot of time left here.”

“Please stop.”

Paris’s hand smoothed down Roan’s face and came to rest on his shoulder as Paris sighed wearily. “I wanted to talk about this last night, but I chickened out. I guess now’s as good a time as any to finally mention it. I’m not going to survive another transition—”

“Paris—”

“No, listen. I’m running out of time, and I don’t want to die as a tiger in a cage. I was born human, and I want to die one.”

Roan grabbed Par’s arm, feeling the lean but still hard muscle of his bicep. He could remember when he couldn’t quite fit his hand all the way around Paris’s upper arm, but now he could. But it only bothered him because he knew what was no longer there. He was fighting back tears, because he knew what was coming, what Paris was going to ask him, and while he had half expected it, it still wasn’t something he thought he could handle. “You can’t ask me this, Par. I’m not sure I can do it.”

“I’m not asking you to do anything; I wouldn’t put that burden on you. I just want you to be there with me.”

“Of course. I’m not going anywhere.” He moved in for a hug then, mainly so Paris didn’t see him struggling not to cry. If he lost it now, he would be all fucked-up for the rest of the day, and he still had a murder to solve and a fucked-up hustler to get out of jail. None of it was as important as Paris was, though, not to him. And Paris had already worked out how he was going to die. While he was off bugging the shit out of people, Paris was here figuring out how—and probably when—he was going to die. It made everything else seem silly and pointless.

Paris hugged him back fiercely, and he bet Paris knew how hard this was for him. It certainly couldn’t have been easy for Par either. God, what was he going to do without him? He couldn’t think about that now either, or he couldn’t function. A couple of tears slipped past his eyelids, but he managed to hold the rest back.

After a moment where they just held each other, the heat coming from Paris sickly and uncomfortable (at what point did a fever become dangerous?), Paris asked, “So how did you get that bruise?”

Damn it. He should have known he wasn’t going to get out of it that easy.





ROAN GOT Paris to go upstairs and lie down, and even gave him the ice pack because, fuck it, Paris needed it more. As soon as he was gone, Roan shotgunned a beer, aware that using alcohol to numb your emotions wasn’t recommended by anyone, but right now he needed the numbness. He contemplated taking another Vicodin yet decided to just stick with alcohol for the moment. But his head was starting to ache from unshed tears, so maybe he was going to hit the pills anyway.

A background search on Gavin Lorimer showed he was clean, record-wise, and came from an interesting family. His father was apparently some big-time agent down in L.A., although he had split with Gavin’s mother when Gavin was four years old. When he was fifteen, his mother had married a lawyer with political ambitions, Clifford Braben, who was currently on the city council and gathering capital for a run at the governor’s office. Braben was pretty conservative, a real right-wing prick, so maybe it wasn’t a shock that he and Gavin didn’t get along. Wouldn’t the news that his stepson had been arrested for drunken driving with cocaine in his car paint him as a hypocrite, since he was major zero tolerance on drugs? It wasn’t in his file, though—charges had never been leveled against Gavin. Presumably Braben’s connections made sure it all went away in exchange for shipping Gavin off to Laurel Springs; Thora had said as much in her memoir. If Gavin had wanted to embarrass his stepfather, he must have been disappointed.

A LexisNexis search turned up some awful sound bites of Braben’s that Roan tried hard not to read. Oh good—he hated gays, and on top of that he thought all infecteds should not only be registered with the local health department, but that they should all live in special “complexes” that would spare the uninfected from being subjected to exposure or cat attack. Would he call them zoos? Perhaps cat houses—now that would be funny. He closed the browser window, because Braben wasn’t the focus of the search.

Or was he? Gavin’s family might prove relevant to his state of mind and personality. It might also explain why he didn’t live at home. Maybe he couldn’t stand Braben, maybe Cliff didn’t want to share space with a fuck-up who could only be a detriment to his political aspirations, or perhaps the truth was somewhere in between. He needed to talk to Gavin, if only to establish why he’d broken up with Thora and how ugly the breakup was.

He called Paradiso to see if Gavin was in the bar, but so far not yet, or the bartender was lying for him. He then searched online for fevers, and discovered it was a symptom of autoimmune disorders, along with dizziness, fatigue, and malaise—all symptoms Paris had had for some time. Roan listened carefully, making sure Paris wasn’t moving about upstairs, but then ducked into the downstairs bathroom anyway and called Dee on his cell phone.

“Better be important, Ro,” he answered, his voice fractured due to the crackling of static on the line. “I’m reading someone’s blood pressure here.”

So Dee was on shift now. Because of that, he decided to cut to the chase. “Does Paris have an autoimmune disorder?”

There was a long quiet moment, broken up only by bursts of static, and he was beginning to think the connection had dropped off when Dee sighed. “Probably, yeah. Eventually the body rebels against the virus, but it overreacts, and it’s too late anyway. It starts destroying itself in an effort to save itself: the ultimate in self-destruction.” He heard Dee say faintly, off the phone, “One fifty over ninety.”

“Is there anything that could be done for him?”

“Paris? Well, you could get some immune suppressors, but I really wouldn’t recommend it. He’s just too weak for them.” There was another long pause. “I’m gonna hate myself for saying this, but Ro, you gotta start letting go. He’s… this is it for him. Paris knows this. He’s accepted this with a lot more dignity and grace than I could ever manage.”

Roan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He didn’t know if he was angry or disgusted or simply scared. “Since when do you give up so easily?”

“I’m not giving up, I’m being realistic. You know I’d do anything for Paris if I thought there was anything I could do. But there isn’t anything I can do, and there’s nothing you can do either. You can’t save him, Ro. You need to stop trying before it starts killing you too.” There was a noise in the background, but the connection was so cut through with static he couldn’t tell what it was. “I’ve gotta go, this guy is going into v-tach. I’ll call you later.” He hung up abruptly, but Roan didn’t blame him—he was working, and the only time you should call a paramedic was when he was off the job or on a break. People could die if they got distracted.

Roan folded up his phone and tossed it on the counter next to the sink. If Dee said nothing could be done for him, then there was nothing that could be done. He needed to accept that; he needed to come to grips with it. Paris had accepted it, so why couldn’t he? Because he didn’t want Paris to die? Because he hated feeling so helpless? Because he couldn’t stand the pain of such a slow, inevitable loss? Because everyone he loved died horribly?

He didn’t know, and he didn’t want to focus on it because it hurt all the more.

He opened the bathroom cabinet and pulled out the Vicodin bottle, popping a tablet before he could think too much about it.





HE WAS feeling good and numb by the time he returned to Paradiso. Luckily, a different maître d’ was on duty and let him peek into the lush bar, which was full of highly polished wood, burgundy draperies that had the soft distortion of silk, pale golden light, and gleaming reflective surfaces. It looked like a great place to get loaded, as long as you didn’t mind getting overcharged for your drinks. Gavin was nowhere to be found.

Roan drove back to Hillfield, suddenly wondering if Thora and Eric had been the only victims. What if they were the only found victims? The bay only occasionally gave up bodies—there was a lot of debris on the bottom, refuse of sunken ships and detritus heaved into the water, that could snag a corpse and hold it. It was possible that Gavin had been taken out the same night as Thora, only no one had reported him missing, and the body hadn’t turned up yet. The new, friendlier maître d’ had told him Gavin hadn’t showed up at the bar the last couple of days, and that was unusual to say the least.

He buzzed Gavin’s apartment, but there was no reply. As he was doing that, a middle-aged brunette woman in a thick, blue quilted jacket came up, and she was a resident, as she used her key to get in the door. He stood aside as she went in, giving her a friendly smile, and then, just before the door closed all the way, he grabbed it. He waited a minute for her to vacate the lobby, then went inside.

The lobby was dingy and looked like a thousand other sad little apartment lobbies he had seen in his life. He expected it to smell like pee, but it smelled like cigarette smoke, enchiladas, and burnt tuna casserole. Rather than take the small and frankly dangerous-looking elevator, he was so tired from his booze and drugs combination that he decided to take the stairs up to Gavin’s floor. He noticed the stairwell was remarkably cold, almost colder than it was outside. Roan thought he smelled snow out there, in the sharp, dry air, and even though it was a bit early for it, he bet they were in for some. Maybe Paris would get to see it. He might have been Canadian, but he still liked snow mainly because it gave him the chance to say, “You call this snow? Pussies.” (Of course Paris was from suburban Vancouver, not the Yukon, but if this production made him happy, who was Roan to piss on his parade?)

Gavin’s apartment was at the end of a long hallway that smelled like spaghetti with an undertone of pot smoke. It was poorly lit and narrow, with a worn, burnt-orange carpet that could have been a reject from a swinging ’70s halfway house. He knocked loudly on Gavin’s apartment door and announced, “Pizza delivery!”

It took a moment, but he thought he heard something thud to the carpet inside the apartment. Now he knew Gavin—or someone—was home, and they knew they had given themselves away. A muffled voice finally slurred, “Wha’? I din’ order no pizz.” It was a male voice, and either stunned with a head injury or drunk off his ass.

“According to the order slip, I’ve got a pizza for Gavin, extra large pepperoni and sausage thin crust.” Oddly enough, this seemed fun. It was probably the Vicodin.

There were more stumbling noises, and then the voice, closer to the door, said, “I didn’ order a pizza! I don’ even like sausage….” Roan heard the sound of locks being thrown, and the door creaked open like a coffin lid. “Bu’ as long as yer—”

He came face to face with Gavin Lorimer. His face was flushed with alcohol and puffy as well, his gray eyes watery and glazed in his handsome actor’s visage. He had a strong jaw and a dimpled chin, currently covered with a light fuzz of stubble, and it was easy to see what women saw in him… well, when he was cleaned up. But it was clear he hadn’t bathed in at least a day, and his dishwater-blond hair hung down in greasy strands, slightly curly from being uncombed and unwashed. He wore a dark blue tank top and khaki walking shorts, both of which hung on him like someone else’s clothes.

The scent hit Roan so hard he took a step back. It was body odor, sure, but that wasn’t the startling thing—the startling thing was the reek of cat all over him, feline musk oozing through his pores. He smelled like a lion, and Roan felt the lion in him wanting to roar, to establish dominance over this interloper. Gavin scanned Roan in confusion, and when he brought his eyes back to his face, Roan could see his pupils were so large that his irises were slender rings. “Where’s th’ pizza?”

“You’re infected,” Roan said, even though it was the most obvious thing to say. “You’ve transformed recently, haven’t you? That’s why people haven’t seen you lately.”

Gavin stared at him, panic flashing quickly across his mannequin face. He was just too drunk and too drugged to get worked up about it. “Who the fuck are you? I ain’t infected! I’m not—”

“Yes, you are. I can smell you. You’re a lion. You just came back to consciousness a couple hours ago, is that it? You haven’t showered yet. The smell of the cat is all over you.”

“Yer full of shit,” he slurred, then reached out, grabbed a fistful of Roan’s shirt, and yanked him into his apartment. Roan let him, because that’s where he wanted to be. Gavin shut the door heavily, mainly because he was leaning against it. He could barely stand. “Who the fuck are you?” he whispered harshly. “How d’ya know?”

“My name is Roan McKichan, I’m a private investigator looking into Thora Bishop’s death, and holy fuck, you infected her, didn’t you?”

Gavin’s apartment was a sad affair, a bachelor pad all the way: the furniture was all thrift store and sparse, with his stereo shelves just planks of wood held up and apart by concrete blocks, and his wooden coffee table hidden beneath about a dozen empty beer and Jack Daniel’s bottles. He had a calendar with topless models on it, which really must have impressed the females, but Roan had a feeling that he didn’t do a lot of entertaining here. What he assumed was the bedroom door was hollow core metal, meaning it was probably where he barricaded himself when the change came on.

Gavin glared at him, trying to muster some rage through the heavy blanket of painkilling drugs. “She prob’ly gave it to me, the bitch.”

“What about Danae?” he wondered, feeling like pieces of the puzzle were starting to click together. “Is that why she went to France—supposedly—and hasn’t been seen since? Did you infect her too? How many women have you infected, Gavin?”

“I haven’t—” he began, shouting, but then he paused, as he realized his voice might carry through the walls. He visibly steeled himself, then tried again, this time achieving a softer voice. “It isn’t like that. I don’ know who had it first or who gave it to who. Okay? Don’t blame me.”

“But female to male transmission is rare.” Yes, Paris had been infected that way, but that woman had figured out how best to do it and had done it deliberately. She was pretty psychotic from being infected, and Roan wanted to blame her, as it was a horrible thing to do to someone, but somewhere in his heart of hearts, he could understand it. He didn’t approve of it, but he knew where that impulse came from. You couldn’t take out your rage on the virus, so you took it out on others.

Gavin snorted in a kind of laugh and staggered over to the worn, swaybacked brown corduroy sofa. He tripped before he got there and ended up collapsing on it, but that seemed to suit him just fine. Not only was he completely wasted, he was still trying to find his coordination through the remaining pain. His change back to human must have been very recent indeed. “Yeah, well, I got it somehow, didn’t I?”

“Have you ever used intravenous drugs?”

He snorted again and snagged a beer bottle off the table. Apparently they weren’t all empties. “Do I look like some smackhead?”

Roan glanced at Gavin’s bare arms. He didn’t see any track marks, but then again, Gavin could have shot up in more unobtrusive places. The smart junkies did. “I wasn’t aware there was a look.”

“Yeah, there is. Haven’t you ever heard of heroin chic?”

Roan leaned against the nearest wall, tired but not desperate enough to attempt to sit in one of the few rickety chairs Gavin had scattered haphazardly around his messy apartment. “Have you had unprotected gay sex?”

This time he got a snort and a laugh. “I ain’t no butt pirate.”

Roan felt the urge to say, “Arr matey, prepare to be boarded,” but somehow managed to repress it. It was still hard not to giggle, though. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this line of questioning, and frankly Gavin was so reeking from cat and sweat and alcohol that it was impossible to say if he was lying or not. “Did you know you were infected when you slept with Thora?”

“No. I ain’t like that.” He swigged down the rest of his beer and tossed the empty bottle aside. It landed on the opposite end of the couch and bounced once before falling to the floor. Gavin didn’t seem to notice or care.

“But you didn’t use a condom?”

Gavin fixed him with a disdainful glare. “What the fuck are you, my sex ed teacher?”

“It might have prevented you from being infected and from infecting others.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now. I think I do wanna pizza now. You wanna get the fuck outta here?”

Roan studied him as the boy limply reached for his telephone, his limbs like rubber, and he realized it all did click, didn’t it? At the end of the day, was there anything more scandalous than a family member riddled with a disease of known perverts and drug addicts? “I will, as soon as you answer a question for me.”

Gavin huffed a sigh impatiently through his nose, his eyes slowly gliding over toward him. “What?”

“Who had her killed, you or your stepfather?”
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It’s Not the Fall That Hurts



GAVIN SNORTED again, but it was in a forced, unconvincing way. “What the fuck are you on about, man? She committed suicide. She was one fucked-up bitch.”

Roan started the recorder in his coat pocket and folded his arms over his chest. He was tired of this. He was tired of this venal, stoned little man and his dirty-sock-smelling apartment, and he was tired of this whole sordid mess. Paris was dying; he was going to die. He wanted to be home with him, although he didn’t know what he would do if he was home. Lie next to him and listen to him breathe, just reassuring himself he was still alive? Sob uncontrollably and hide in the shower until the hot water ran out and his skin was totally pruney? Take more pills until he could find the magic number that would make him stop feeling like the world was ending? “Was she upset over the end of the relationship?” he asked, deciding to reel this fish in and then club him over the head.

“We didn’t exactly have a relationship; we just hooked up a coupla times. But yeah, I guess she was upset about it.”

“And about being infected.”

He nodded like his neck was a loose spring, eager to play along with this scenario. “She said she was gonna kill herself, but I didn’t believe her. I mean, she was always a drama queen. But what woman isn’t, right?”

Roan shrugged, playing along with the sexism. “It’s the hormones.” He could imagine Murphy pulling out her Taser and jabbing him in the neck with it, so he was glad she wasn’t going to hear this.

Gavin snorted in agreement. This penchant for snorting was starting to drive Roan up the fucking wall. What kind of annoying frat boy reject was he? “Yeah, must be. And Thora acted like she was always on the rag, y’know? Bitchy and always complaining.”

“What did she complain about?”

“What didn’t she complain about? Bitch, bitch, bitch.” Roan waited, and Gavin, feeling drunk and expansive, filled in the silence. “I mean, she knew goin’ in that no bitch is gonna tie me down, right? I’m a good-lookin’ guy, okay? And I’m rich. Women throw themselves at me all the time. What am I, a monk?”

There was the motive. “And she was going to out you in her memoir, wasn’t she? As a Lothario who was casually infecting women?”

He shrugged and shook his head at the same time. “Like anyone would have published that piece of shit. And people never believe anything in a blog.”

“Except the media.”

He rolled a single shoulder and fidgeted anxiously. “Nobody would believe her. She was full of shit.”

“She was blackmailing you.” That was a guess, but one based on some experience.

Gavin stopped staring at the blank TV screen and looked at Roan sharply, sudden anger making him look almost sober. “She knew that I’d be disowned if my stepdad found out I was infected. The vindictive bitch knew it. She was gonna tell them about it and the drugs, and she knew I’d be cut off. Not only would I lose the money, but if Cliff did manage to get his ass elected—unlikely, but people are sheep—I’d lose out on that gravy train. The governorship ain’t shit, but Cliff’s an ambitious little prick, and all he needs to do is get his toe in the door and then he’s shooting for the top. And he’s just the kinda oily hypocrite who always gets elected.”

“She was trying to sabotage your future. It was an attack.”

“Yes, exactly!” he agreed vehemently, sitting up. “She was threatening me. Since when is that legal?”

Roan wondered if he should tell him that knowingly having unprotected sex with an uninfected person when you knew you were infected was basically a felony assault charge—an attempted murder charge if you were tiger strain. But he wasn’t going to get him to continue digging his own grave if he was hostile toward him. “You were in a corner. What else could you do?”

“Right! I mean, shit, what would you have done?”

It was fun leading the witness, but the hard part was hiding your contempt. “Anyone who gets attacked lashes out. That’s just human nature.”

Gavin slapped his open hand down on the couch in enthusiasm as he bounced once, like a child given too much sugar and Ritalin. “Yeah! I mean, it was self-defense, basically.”

“She brought it on herself. She was asking for it.”

“She shouldn’t have threatened me,” he said, sounding sulky as he searched the coffee table for a bottle with some beer in it. “I know a lotta people think I’m stupid, but I’m not. She shoulda known better.”

Blaming the victim just never got old, did it? But this time it exhausted him. “What about Eric Chiang?”

That made him pause and look at him curiously. “Who?”

“The bartender at Panic. The one you stabbed.”

His pale eyes narrowed, and his look hardened, becoming belligerent in that special drunken way. “I didn’t stab nobody.”

“Did Eric threaten you?”

That made him scoff and go back to searching for a bottle with a drink left in it. “I thought you were cool.”

“I am. I’m just trying to understand what happened there. Thora got what she deserved, but I can’t see how Eric fits. Was he working with her?”

He sighed heavily, shaking a micromillimeter of alcohol in the bottom of a Jack Daniel’s bottle. “I dunno. Look, I’m sorry about the queer, all right? But there weren’t supposed to be any witnesses. He was gonna fuck things up.”

“And he wasn’t supposed to die violently, right? He was supposed to overdose on Ecstasy.”

“Yeah, which is actually a fucking good way to go,” he said, gulping down the dribbles of Jack. “But that fucking man whore kept most of it for himself.”

“What do you expect of a hooker, though?”

That made Gavin snort humorously as he tossed the bottle aside. “Yeah, I guess I shoulda thought of that. But I felt kinda skeezy talking to him, like I could catch AIDS or the clap just by being within arm’s reach of him.”

“But you went to check on him. You must have suspected the hustler wasn’t trustworthy.”

He shrugged diffidently. “Something didn’t seem right about him. I thought it was because he was, you know, gay, but I figured out later he was probably tweaking. You can’t trust whores but especially druggie whores.”

“Why didn’t you use a speedball on Eric like you did on Thora?”

“You know how expensive a good speedball is? I got connections; Ecstasy was cheaper.”

The financially prudent murderer. If it wasn’t so repugnant, it might be admirable. “Well, thank you, Gavin. I think that’s enough.”

That made him look at Roan curiously, his eyes even more heavily glazed now. “What? What d’ya mean?”

“Enough of a confession. Thanks for your cooperation.”

Gavin was confused, his synapses so loaded down with booze and drugs that they were barely firing, but he still managed to call up a hostile look that Roan found queerly funny. (No pun intended.) “I didn’t confess to nothin’. What the fuck are you talking about?”

He repressed the urge to point out Gavin had used a double negative, and not for the first time, but what was the point? Wasn’t “Generation Y” the one without grammar? “I’ve been taping our conversation. It’ll make for an interesting soundtrack.”

His pale, dry lips curved up in a smug smile that would have made Roan hate him instantly if he didn’t hate him already. “That ain’t legally permissible. I didn’t say you could tape nothin’….”

“I’m not turning it over to the police, even though I should. It’d give them probable cause to arrest you, but you’re right, it’s inadmissible in court. Truth be told, I bet you have enough high-priced lawyers to get out of anything thrown at you anyway.”

The smug smile increased, and he sat back against the couch, folding his arms behind his head. “You betcher ass.”

“So I’m sending the tape to Jay Bishop. Enjoy your life while you still have it.” Roan shoved himself off the wall and headed for the door.

He heard the couch springs squeak as Gavin shifted nervously, not getting up only because he wasn’t quite capable of standing. “Wha’? What… what does that mean?”

At the door, Roan turned to look at him and saw that the smugness had left Gavin’s face, and he was struggling for logic underneath the blanket of alcohol. “You know, Thora’s hated older brother? He didn’t like Thora, but I think he’ll like her gloating murderer even less. You know I’ve heard he can destroy a person with a single phone call? And I believe it, because I’ve met him, and he’s a complete fucking sociopath. You two are perfect for each other. Too bad you both aren’t butt pirates, although, you want to talk drama queens? I’ve known some pirates that put most women to shame. They don’t call us queens for nothing.”

Gavin was still struggling to digest all this. He sat forward, his total befuddlement making him look ten years younger, a harmless prepubescent. “I don’t… Jay hated her. He’s not gonna care about this. C’mon.” His voice was uncertain and at the end, became pleading. He was now sober enough to be a little scared.

“I’m done here, and so are you.” Roan opened the door and stalked out, not waiting for a response, as he didn’t want to hear it. He’d heard enough shit from this asshole. He thought he heard Gavin shout something through the door as he went down the hall, but all Roan heard was the voice; he couldn’t make out the words. It didn’t matter; he could probably guess what Gavin had said.

Once back in his car, he checked his phone. There was a message for him from Murphy, telling him an arrest had been made in the rampaging Lincoln Navigator case: Trang Phan. No shock there. But she’d left a second message, saying there was a “new wrinkle” in the Parker Davis case, although she didn’t elaborate on what that was. He called her back.

For once, it seemed something had gone right. “Parker got himself an alibi,” Murphy explained. “The owner of the liquor store down on Fourth came in to complain to us about all the hookers who work his parking lot from time to time, and as proof he brought in a few days’ worth of security camera footage. The night of Chiang’s murder—in fact, at the approximate time of his murder, according to the time stamp—Parker is clearly visible having a brief argument with the owner, who was telling him to get the hell away from his store. There’s no way Parker could have gotten from there back to Chiang’s apartment in time to stab him, not unless he had a helicopter or a teleporter, and he just ain’t that good of a hooker.”

Roan sighed in relief. He was worried about what he was going to do about that, since homo-hating Jay wouldn’t give a fuck about Eric or Parker. “That’s a stroke of luck for him, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I know. He should probably thank his lucky stars that Kevin is so sharp-eyed.”

He felt a sudden coldness settle in his stomach. “Kevin?”

“Yeah, the guy brought the tapes to vice. Kevin humored him and watched them and caught it.”

Roan suddenly knew what had happened. Kevin had gone about trying to retrace Parker’s steps and found the liquor store and the security tapes—maybe Parker had even remembered having a fight with the store owner. Either way, Kevin had found a way to spring him, and without casting any suspicions upon his motives for wanting to help him.

Oh God, Kevin hadn’t fallen in love with Parker, had he? It was bad enough if he was paying for sex from that drugged-up train wreck of a human being; it was worse if he had fallen in love with someone who could never ever love him back or even like him beyond a simple client-employee relationship. Paris was right in that Kevin was very lonely—there wasn’t a lot of room in the closet—but if true, that was beyond sad. He had to talk to Kevin, but he didn’t know what he would say to him.

Roan got off the phone before Murphy could get suspicious of his silences and drove to the nearest messenger service headquarters. He rewound the tape and listened to it to make sure he’d gotten everything he needed—he had—and he cut off the discussion after thanking Gavin for his confession, taping nothing but the interior silence of the car afterward. Jay didn’t need to know Roan was playing him for his sociopathic impulses, nor did he need to know that Roan was gay (which he had essentially admitted there at the end). Then Roan went inside the business and arranged for the package containing the tape to be dropped off at Jay’s office tonight. He included a note that simply said: This is the only copy. The cops can’t touch him, but she was your family. Do what you want—I’m off the case.

It wasn’t the only copy; he’d quickly duped another copy. But he’d destroy it if Jay did what Roan suspected he was going to do.

Was this legal? Hell no; this was vigilantism. But it was probably the only way that Thora and Eric could get anything close to justice.

Gavin was dumb. He thought he was hot shit, but he forgot that no matter how big and bad you were, there was always something bigger and badder out there—it was evolution in action. You might sit on top of the shit heap for a while, but sooner or later someone would come along who could easily knock you down, and then someone would come along and knock them down, ad nauseam. The Bishops were one family he shouldn’t have fucked with, but he was so arrogant it had never occurred to him. He was probably certain he’d never get caught. Funny now, since being caught by the cops probably would have been kinder.

Roan watched the bike messenger, a lean young man with the muscular legs of a Tour de France participant, take off with the envelope addressed to Jay, and Roan wondered how he could stand to wear shorts in this cold. Roan felt cold all the way to his toes, his blood becoming liquid nitrogen as he sat in his car and cranked up the heat. He entertained the idea that the cold was all in his head, psychosomatic. If Paris ever found out about this, he wouldn’t approve.

So he wasn’t going to tell him about it. It was the final lie, the one he would always keep to himself.

On the way home he stopped off and got some Korean fried chicken, japchae, and samgyetang from this little Korean restaurant that was a favorite of Paris’s, and then he ran by a store and bought some chocolate chip mint ice cream, a bottle of wine (he hated wine, but Paris loved it), and a pint of Ben and Jerry’s “Black and Tan” ice cream, which had become a new favorite of theirs. Stout ice cream? That shouldn’t have worked, but it was pure genius.

When he got home, Paris was vegged out in front of the TV watching an old Simpsons episode, conscious and awake but lying down, with the blue plaid blanket that usually covered the sofa covering him instead. He chuckled and called out, “Hey, you’re missing one of your favorites—it’s a Troy McClure one.”

“Really? Damn. Well, at least they repeat them eight thousand times a month.” He paused by the heater register and turned it up to seventy-four. It would be too warm for him, but it would be comfortable for Paris.

“True. You’ve got endless chances to catch it again.” He then sat up, sniffing. “Do I smell Korean fried chicken?”

“Wow, you are such a chowhound.”

He grinned, looking so handsome and happy it was easy to overlook how unnaturally flushed his face was and the slight glitter of sweat on his brow. “I can smell a wonton from three hundred yards.”

Roan smirked as he put the bags of takeout on the kitchenette and started putting the ice cream and the wine bottle in the freezer. “I know you’re joking, but I still believe it.”

He shucked off his jacket and started making up plates of food for both of them, telling Paris about the development in Parker’s case. He left out Kevin being Parker’s savior, as he still didn’t know what he was going to do with that knowledge. He also told Par that he knew that Gavin Lorimer had killed Thora and Eric because Thora was threatening to out his infected status to his stepfather, who would cut him off entirely from the family-money tit, but since he had no actionable proof yet, he had no idea what he was going to do with the information. Paris insisted he should at least call Murphy and let her know, and he agreed to, but he really didn’t know if he would or not. He wanted to wait to see what Jay’s initial reaction would be first.

Once the wine was chilled, he agreed to have a glass of it with Paris even though he didn’t like it, just because he’d lied and said he’d never tried white wine before, just the red. When he came back with the bottle and the glasses, Paris peered at him curiously. “Should you? Your pupils look a little big.”

So Par knew he’d popped a Vicodin before he left. Again, Paris saw right through him, which could be as endearing as it was inconvenient and annoying. At least if Paris knew he was lying about Gavin, he hadn’t called him on it. “It’s worn off by now.”

Paris studied him carefully with his brilliant blue eyes, his scrutiny belied by the weariness Roan could see in them. “If your migraines are getting this bad again, maybe you should take a couple days off.”

And now Paris was giving him an out. He might have teared up in gratitude if he himself wasn’t exhausted. “Yeah, I was thinking about doing that. I guess, since I’ve already solved the case, there’s no harm in it.”

Paris flashed him a sad but warm smile, raising his wine glass in a mock toast. “That’s the spirit.”

But the worst part had already begun—the waiting. Waiting to see what Jay Bishop was going to do, and worst of all, waiting to see when Paris would decide it was time to die.
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Sour Times



JAY ACTED fast, although not fast enough to make the morning paper.

Since neither he nor Paris had anything to do, they slept in until almost noon, and then Roan discovered Paris had actually gotten up before him and was making his famous French toast. Roan figured that combining Vicodin with both beer and wine was just asking to be put in a coma, and he was probably lucky he wasn’t barfing his guts out. 

After showering and getting dressed, leaving some itchy stubble on his face because Paris liked the look (and because it covered some of his bruise), he went downstairs to the smells of warm bread, maple syrup, and espresso, and the faint chatter of a television tuned to the Canadian channel. (Paris would occasionally watch it when he was feeling “nostalgic,” but it never seemed to last longer than fifteen minutes—nostalgia with Paris had a very brief shelf life.) “Damn it,” Par exclaimed upon seeing him. “I was gonna come upstairs and stick you with a B-12 shot. I thought you were never getting up.”

“Yesterday really took it out of me. I don’t know why.” He did know why, and the look Paris gave him, one of sad affection, seemed to say he knew why too. But he didn’t say it. He just slid a plate of French toast down the breakfast bar and put a mug of espresso beside it. Roan took that as an invitation and sat down on one of the stools, as Paris took a seat on the other side and started in on his breakfast.

The newspaper was sitting, folded, off to the side, and Roan glanced at it, but it was the same old depressing stuff: war, death, privacy violations, a human-interest story that seemed depressing for its attempt at forced cheer. Paris had the remote for the television and picked it up, flipping through channels as he sipped his espresso, which had a thick dollop of whipped cream on top. While he was scanning channels, Roan wasn’t really paying attention, but the name “Clifford Braben” suddenly jumped out, and he turned around to see the screen, saying, “Hold it there.”

It was the local news channel, where a blandly attractive Asian woman in a bright red blouse was reporting from behind a low desk, with smaller, more fragile desks and people somewhat visible in the background. The local news channel had no budget, and it generally showed.

The story was all about Clifford Braben being accused of taking gifts and money from a development company before casting the deciding vote on the Hidden Hills golf course project, which had turned out, so far, to be a financial sinkhole. The city council had to change zoning laws to allow a large parcel of formerly public lands to be sold to the development company that supposedly had bribed Cliff for his vote, and they’d been planning a superluxury golf course that would not only have a horrible effect on the environment, but would be financially out of reach for anyone who actually lived within twenty miles of the place. Braben was shown leaving an attorney’s office looking pinch-faced and annoyed—like Dick Cheney when asked anything besides “Why are you so great?”—and pushing his hand against the camera lens in a gesture known to white-collar criminals everywhere. 

“Isn’t that that guy’s father? Gavin’s?” Paris asked.

“Stepfather,” Roan corrected, chuckling low in his throat. So Jay wasn’t content to just take down Gavin—he was going for the whole family. And whether Clifford actually had been bribed to push through the Hidden Hills debacle or was a complete innocent, it didn’t matter; this would be covered by the local media for a while, as it was just that desperately unpopular. And Clifford wasn’t going to be running for the governorship—his political career here was over, at least for the time being. He’d been torpedoed by a man who’d probably done his share of bribing to get his own unpopular land-grab deals through. What on Earth was Jay going to do to Gavin, who’d really pissed him off? “Sic ’em, boy,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?” Paris asked.

“Nothing. Do you know he hates cats and queers both?”

“Really? Ooh, we should go to his office and make out in front of him, and then when security tries to toss us out, you can lion out on them. It’ll be a twofer.”

“You still live to shock, don’t you?”

“Hey, I’m the slacker in a family of overachievers. If I wanted to get noticed, I had to make a display of myself.”

“Which explains your perfection of it.” He turned back to face Paris—the news team had moved on to the weatherman with the ill-fitting hairpiece—and shot him a grin, which Par returned in blinding affection.

“Damn right, baby. I’m the king of desperate displays for attention.”

“Which explains your shirt,” he responded, gesturing at it with his fork. It was a black T-shirt that said simply, in plain white letters across the chest, “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful. Hate me because I fucked your dad.” That had actually been a birthday present from Randi, which Par had absolutely loved, although Roan had to ask him to please never wear it to the office.

Paris grinned slyly. “This isn’t just a bid for attention. There were a couple of instances where this was factually true.”

“Please don’t bring up your sordid past now. I’m eating.”

“Sordid?” he repeated, then did it again, thinking it over. “Sordid. Is it wrong I like the sound of that?”

“Probably, but I won’t hold it against you.”

“See? That’s why you’re the best husband ever.” He leaned over the breakfast bar and planted a kiss on his forehead, and Roan gave him a tight, slightly sarcastic smile.

Par turned off the TV, since the news was done having anything interesting in it, and they finished breakfast in a mix of companionable silence and meaningless talk. Roan had a feeling they were talking around something, but he really didn’t know what it could be.

And then he did. They were piling breakfast dishes in the sink when Paris, facing away from him, said simply, “I’m doing it tomorrow.”

It took Roan a minute to understand what he’d said, and then another minute to hope he’d heard him wrong. But he hadn’t, and there was no mistaking what Paris meant. Unsure what to do, he finally put his arms around Par’s waist and rested his head on his shoulder, swallowing back a huge lump that had spontaneously formed in his throat. “Why so soon?”

Paris sighed and reached up and cupped the back of his neck. “I realized how close I was cutting it. I’ll be within the virus cycle’s high range starting tomorrow, and you know I could transform at any time after that. I thought I’d have more time, but it just got away from me.” Paris caressed the back of his neck for a moment, and Roan found it amazing Par was trying to comfort him. “So, because of that, I thought we could have some fun today.”

“Absolutely. What do you want to do?”

“Besides you?”

Roan laughed. “Yeah, besides me.”

“It sounds nuts, but I want to go to the beach.”

“Hon, it’s thirty-three degrees outside.”

“I don’t want to go swimming or anything. I just want to see the ocean.”

He kissed the side of Paris’s neck, once again noting how abnormally warm his skin was. Something in his mind wanted to rage about how unfair this was, but he didn’t allow himself to, because he wasn’t going to ruin Paris’s day. Nothing about this stupid fucking disease was fair, any more than life was fair. Was it fair that, of all the virus children born brain-damaged and ill, he somehow came out of it okay? Was it fair that while Paris was getting sicker and sicker, he was only getting stronger? He might actually have a fair shot at living an almost normal human lifespan—and the prospect of that terrified him. A large part of him thought he’d be much better off going with Paris, and he wished he could. “Okay then. Let’s get going.”

Paris glanced back at him, gracing him with a warm, affectionate smile that made Roan’s stomach twinge. How would he live his final day, if he knew it was? Roan wasn’t sure, didn’t know, and didn’t want to think about it.

They poured a thermos of espresso, then put on their coats and headed out to the garage. They took the Mustang, Roan driving so Paris could lean into him as he drove, Roan’s arm draped over his shoulders and Paris’s warm hand on his knee. The traffic wasn’t bad and got even thinner as they headed out toward the coast, as a cold November day was hardly peak time for the tourists. He was pretty sure Paris dozed off against him for a bit, his body radiating so much heat he hardly needed to have the car heater on, but Roan didn’t mind. He felt a surprising emotional numbness, but maybe it wasn’t that surprising in retrospect. After all, the world was ending; this was it. But it was one of those things that was so huge, so impossible to fathom, that it didn’t really strike you what was happening until it had already happened. Knowing that the world was about to be ripped out from under you wasn’t the same as finding yourself falling into a bottomless chasm.

The parking lot for the beach was almost totally empty, save for an old-style Volkswagen van, and once they got out onto the empty beach, they figured out who it must have belonged to. Way out in the blue-gray ocean they saw a lithe figure clad in a tight, full-body wetsuit balanced on a yellow surfboard, attempting to catch some of the meager waves out there. They decided he was fucking nuts, but more power to him, as long as he didn’t suffer from hypothermia.

It was beautiful here and peaceful, with the sighing of the waves and the cries of the seabirds; only the biting cold was a bit of a pisser. But Paris sat down on the hard-packed sand and began tracing a pattern in the beach with his finger. Paris had always had an artistic bent, but he never did much with it; as he’d told Roan when he showed him some of the drawings and paintings he had done as a teenager (his parents kept them all, and the Lehanes had a more abstract effort of his framed in their living room), he had never had any ambitions beyond getting laid as much as humanly possible. He just didn’t care about anything else. Roan figured he was exaggerating, but Paris did seem to suffer a terminal lack of ambition. As strange as it might sound, Roan actually liked that about him; it seemed very Zen.

Roan, who had no artistic ability to speak of, joined him, ending up making some sort of mandala pattern, as it was easy to draw spirals and circles. Paris looked at it and seemed to like it, and he joined him by drawing his own mandala pattern as well. What the hell were they doing? Roan had no idea, but bizarrely enough, they were having fun.

They had covered half the beach with loops and whorls, circles and geometric patterns, when the surfer paddled back to shore. He was older than Roan had assumed, in his early thirties, although he had shoulder-length brown hair, and the body encased in the black wetsuit looked impressively sleek. He looked at what they had done and said, “Cool. You guys artists?” He actually had the faintest trace of a German accent, which surprised Roan—he really hadn’t expected that.

“Only he is,” Roan said, pointing at Paris. “I’m just copying him.”

Paris denied that, but surfer dude—as Roan had mentally dubbed him—seemed impressed. He went back to his van and put his surfboard away and then came back, dressed in drier, warmer clothes and carrying a digital camera. He took pictures of what they had done, and as it turned out, he was an artist—a glassblower, actually. (Oh, the jokes Roan could have made, but didn’t.) They chatted for a bit and exchanged e-mail addresses so he could send them copies of the photos he’d taken. His name was Lukas, which actually seemed like the perfect name for a German surfer/glassblower wearing a Grateful Dead T-shirt and driving a VW van. Roan bet ten to one that the back of the guy’s van smelled like old bong water.

They all shook hands, and Lukas invited them to drop by the “gallery” sometime (not a proper gallery, just a small shop in a local market where he and a bunch of other artists attempted to sell their wares) before leaving. Once he was gone, Paris laughed. “Well, that was weird. It’s not every day you meet a German surfer.”

“And glassblower.” Roan chuckled and put his arms around Paris, pulling him close. “I think he was checking you out.”

“You’re just saying that to feed my ego.” He slid his arms around Roan’s waist and smiled at him.

“No. He was totally checking out your crotch. I was thinking of punching him.”

Paris’s grin broadened until it looked like he was going to laugh. “I can’t possibly love you more.”

They returned to the car, and Paris snuggled against him for the drive back. They stopped at their usual Chinese restaurant and, because they were much-liked regulars, they got the best booth and the nicest waitress. He didn’t know if they knew they were gay; what they knew was they were great customers and they tipped really well. Ultimately, that was probably all they cared about. It would have been nice if things were always that simple.

During lunch, they both had one more drink than they probably should have, and picking over dessert, Paris told him, “I have stuff marked. I put it in the bedroom closet.”

Was it the beer? Or did this just not make sense? “What?”

“Everything else is yours. Do what you want with it. Except no throwing away my CDs, damn it.”

Now he understood what Paris was saying. He had prepared his things, what he wanted to give away to various people, and set them aside for Roan to distribute after his death. A detail that probably would have escaped Roan or would have been exceptionally painful. He wanted to ask Paris when he did that, but realized it must have been yesterday, when he was home, before he’d collapsed. Maybe that was why he’d collapsed—the fever and doing all that work might have taken it out of him. “I’m not going to throw away anything of yours,” he told him honestly. How could he? It would be all he had left of Paris. The thought of it made his throat threaten to close up again.

Paris reached across the table and stroked his cheek with the back of his hand, his look so kind it was almost painful to look at straight on. “I’m always going to be with you, you know. As long as you remember me, I will exist. Memory is a form of existence, life after death. Just do me a favor and try to remember only the good things.”

Roan couldn’t help but gasp at this. It was almost a laugh and yet also a reaction of shock. Yeah, he said he liked Paris because he was kind of Zen, but he’d never actually been Zen. Tears came to his eyes and he wiped them away as he asked, “Goddamn, how are you handling this so well?”

Paris gave Roan a kind smile and took his hand in his, giving it a comforting squeeze. “Because I expected to die years ago, hon. Hell, I wanted to. I was never going to have sex again, and I couldn’t trust myself around people; the tiger could kill again. I would have killed myself quicker, but I was too scared to do it. So I figured if I kept drinking and just waited, death would find me. It almost did too, before some private eye with a preternaturally sharp nose crossed my path.” He lifted Roan’s hand and kissed it, giving him a sweet smile. “So all this time has been a gift. I didn’t expect it, and I’m grateful for it. I’ve had so much fun. Thank you.”

“What the hell are you thanking me for?”

“For the good time, sailor.” Paris gave him a hearty grin with a white flash of teeth. “You should charge admission into your life. It’s a trip.”

“People would demand refunds.”

“Only if they’re complete pussies.” A couple walked past on their way to a table, and Roan’s first impulse was to let Paris’s hand go—you had to be really careful about showing affection in public places, because people could have the most astonishingly psychotic reactions—but Paris didn’t let go of his hand. And he was right—who gave a fuck? Today, nothing much mattered at all, beyond Paris. Besides, they could go psycho, but he could partially transform into a lion. He won. Again, he won the biggest fucking psycho sweepstakes.

“So what do you want to do now?”

His blue eyes glowed mischievously. “Go home and fuck our brains out.”

Now that was the type of cheap date that he liked.

So they went home and did just that. Paris was still the most beautiful man he’d ever seen, even though the ravages of illness made his ribs stand out beneath his skin, made his hip and shoulder bones jut out almost painfully, made his flat stomach concave. It occurred to Roan that he’d probably think Paris was beautiful no matter how he looked, because to him he always would be. He loved him so fiercely it honestly scared the shit out of him. He had not wanted to ever feel so much for anyone, especially after Connor, but somehow he had fallen harder for Paris than he ever had for Con. It was almost like he had subconsciously sabotaged himself… which wouldn’t surprise him, actually.

The good thing about living so far away from everyone was they had privacy no matter the fact that they had their bedroom curtains open, and while they fell asleep with the pale winter sun warming their skin, when Roan woke up, the sky was dark and sparkling with stars, and he caught Paris giving himself a B-12 injection. Well, why not? This was his last day to use them.

Paris now wanted to go out, hit Panic and maybe a more sedate bar on the way home, which Roan kind of suspected he’d want to do. What he hadn’t expected was that Par would insist on picking out his clothes. “Oh come on,” Paris said, clad only in a towel wrapped around his waist. They’d just gotten out of the shower, and Roan had just pulled on his boxers and had grabbed a pair of pants when Paris stopped him. “You’re such a hottie and you always hide it. I want to show you off.”

He sighed heavily, fixing Paris with a skeptical look. “I am not, nor have I ever been, a ‘hottie’. You’re just saying that because you love me.” Saying that made him feel a twinge in his chest that he ignored.

“No, not just because of that. The puppy still has a major-league crush on you, you know.” Paris put his arm around his waist and kissed his ear. “You have the most striking eyes I’ve ever seen, and you have the greatest arms. Once the queens at Panic get a look at your arms, they’re going to faint.”

Roan groaned in defeat. “You’re going to make me wear something sleeveless, aren’t you?”

“Just stay here,” he said, carefully not answering the question, and then went to search the drawers and closet.

“No half shirts!” Roan warned him. “And if you bring me anything spandex, I swear to your mother I’m flushing it down the toilet!”

Eventually he dressed Roan up in this sleeveless black muscle shirt that had see-through fishnetlike vents on the side, but since it was Paris’s shirt—of course it was Paris’s shirt; he didn’t own anything even partially see-through—it was a bit baggy and not all that revealing. Roan was able to pick out his own jeans, but Paris objected to him wearing a weather-appropriate coat. “You have to go with the black leather jacket. You’ve got this whole rough-trade thing going on.”

“I am not rough trade,” he snapped, but of course completely caved to Paris’s wishes. Par knew he would too, the bastard. Par, as if wanting to deliberately contrast with his dark wardrobe, wore a skintight white T-shirt and extremely pale jeans with strategically worn holes in them, although they were baggy enough that you couldn’t actually see how slender his legs and hips were now.

Once again, Mighty Mouse was on the door of Panic and was happy to see Paris, whom he let through instantly. He also looked Roan over and said, “Don’t you clean up nice?”

Inside the noisy, crowded club, that seemed to be the general consensus of the men who swarmed Paris like a long-lost brother at a family reunion. One of the twinks even said to him, “You don’t look so bad, y’know, for a redhead.”

He sat at the bar while Paris went to talk to the DJ who was working tonight, a whisper-thin but still nicely built black man wearing a magenta cowboy hat and no shirt (was it a rule that employees of Panic could not, under any circumstances, wear shirts?), and slipped him a folded-up computer printout. He knew it was the playlist that Paris wanted at his wake—he’d already let him know he wanted a wake at Panic. He wanted to be cremated, and he wanted a wake here, so everybody could get bombed and “not be so fucking miserable.” Even in death, Paris wanted a wild party.

Roan folded his arms on the bar and rested his head on them as some kind of inexplicable dance remix of a Stone Roses song pounded through the club, causing reverberations he could feel up his legs. Why did time do this? Why did it move so fast when all you wanted it to do was slow the fuck down? He felt like he was waiting for his own execution. Although he suspected it wouldn’t be so bad if it was his execution. He could fight that; he could go down swinging. But you couldn’t fight time, and you couldn’t fight this fucking relentless virus, or the effects it was having on Paris’s system. All he could do was stand by helplessly and watch, and he couldn’t tolerate being helpless. He had sworn that, once he grew up, he would never be helpless again. Oh, how life loved to stick in the shiv.

Suddenly he felt a warm hand on his arm, and he lifted his head to see that it was Toby the bartender, whose chocolate-brown eyes were almost liquid with sympathy. “You guys’ drinks are on the house tonight,” Toby told him, giving his arm a pat before withdrawing his hand.

Only then did Roan realize Toby hadn’t told anyone—he hadn’t told any of the others that he and Paris were infected. He was a good bartender, and he kept his clients’ secrets to himself. Roan would have thanked him for that, but something in Toby’s expression told him that wasn’t necessary. “You don’t have to—”

“It’s done,” he said, with a casual shrug of his shoulder. “Just take care of yourselves.” He was called down to the other end of the bar by a customer, and Roan watched him go. Did the manager set that up? He must have known Paris was in bad straits, since they had to set up the wake. Just from the looks he occasionally threw their way, he surmised only Toby knew.

Paris captivated all the men, but they couldn’t stay as long as he probably wanted, because in spite of the B-12, he got tired fast. Paris decided this was enough barhopping for him, so they headed home. Because Roan wanted to see if there was anything more about Braben, he listened to the local news update on one of the AM bands. The same scandal was enveloping Braben, and apparently the IRS was now investigating him. But as the story on him ended, one on his stepson began. Gavin had been charged with assault by three different women who claimed he had deliberately infected them. When the cops arrived to interview him, they found illegal drugs on the premises, including pot, Ecstasy, rohypnol, cocaine, and heroin. He claimed the drugs weren’t his and he had infected no one, but he was in the infected wing of the local prison. It seemed the sheer amount of illegal drugs found in his possession was enough for a federal charge. Had Jay set him up? Probably—Gavin was a user, not a dealer. Ironically, he’d probably do more time on drug charges than he ever would’ve for murder. Jay Bishop’s terminal fucking-up of the lives of Gavin and Clifford was probably complete. And if either of them got away unscathed, there’d be a new bear trap waiting around the corner for them, for as long as Jay lived. He seemed like a vindictive bitch.

Paris commented on Gavin’s bad karma, and Roan agreed. He didn’t know if Paris suspected the truth, because neither of them pursued it.

Back home, Paris wanted to do something they hadn’t done since Paris had moved in to Roan’s house: go up on the roof and look at the stars. It wasn’t difficult; thanks to an architectural quirk, there was a pointless, narrow ledge outside the main bedroom window, and from there it was easy to lever yourself up onto the roof, which was sloped gently enough that you could lie back and just enjoy the overhead view without worrying about falling off. It was freezing up there, but the night was still, there was almost no wind, and the sky was magnificent. Inky black, but out here, far from the light pollution of the city, the stars were bright pinpricks of white light, and there was a crescent moon that seemed almost as bright as a spotlight, gauzy clouds occasionally scudding over it, looking like wisps of velvet. It was beautiful, but Roan mainly watched Paris watching the sky, his breath visible in ephemeral white clouds. Roan wished he could freeze this moment, stop time completely.

Paris eventually got too cold, so they had to climb back inside. To warm up, they crawled into bed and made love once more, Roan trying very hard not to think that this was the last time they ever would. Then they slept for a while, holding each other tightly in spite of the general discomfort of doing such a thing. Roan needed to know Par was still here.

He woke up when Paris got up in the early morning, and Paris kissed his forehead and told him he’d be right back. Roan actually dozed off for a bit before faint music coming from downstairs roused him. It sounded like mellow electronic music, and he eventually placed it as M83’s “Before The Dawn Heals Us.” Paris had said that seemed like an appropriate final soundtrack. Paris finally came back, smiling, and carrying a hypodermic needle. “There’s a dusting of snow out there,” he reported happily, crawling back beneath the covers. “It’ll probably be gone in a couple of hours, so if you want to build a really tiny snowman, you’d better get out there soon.”

Paris was hiding the needle, but he knew what it was, what it contained. A fatal overdose. Roan couldn’t keep from crying as he admitted, “I don’t want you to go.”

Paris took his face in his hands and kissed him, but when he pulled back, Roan could see tears in his eyes as well. “I don’t want to go either, but I have to. I can feel it, you know? The sicker I get, the more I can feel the tiger waiting. I think it wants to get out before it dies too. That’s not going to happen.” Roan buried his face in the side of Paris’s neck, trying to make himself stop crying, and Paris held him tight, stroking his hair. “Sweetheart, I need you to promise me something: live for me. I can’t do it, so you’re going to have to do it for me.” Paris pulled him back, making him look him in the eye. He knew Roan couldn’t lie to him when he was looking Roan in the eye. “Roan, promise me.”

He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t start denying Paris anything now. “I promise,” he said breathlessly, in complete defeat. If Paris was dead, did any promise he made to him matter? He honestly didn’t know.

Paris kissed him, hard and deep, and Roan knew this was it. He wanted to stop him, to break that fucking hypodermic, overpower him to stop him from doing it… but he was going to die. He had to respect that Paris wanted to do it this way, not wait for his final, fatal transformation to a tiger.

Roan was shaking as Paris finally showed the needle, and he realized that Paris was shaking too. “I love you,” Roan told him, and it was almost a plea.

Paris touched his face, stroked his cheek. “Oh, sweetheart, I know. And you’re the only person I’ve ever loved. Remember that.” He then looked at his left arm, bared over the cover, and made a fist tight enough that a vein stood out in stark relief. With a hand now steady, he plunged the needle into the vein with the slightest hiss of pain, and injected the toxic drug into his bloodstream.

Roan grabbed his face and kissed him softly, trying not to cry and perfectly unable to stop. Paris let the empty needle drop on the carpet and kissed him back, looking at him with sleepy eyes. “If there’s an afterlife after all, I’ll see you there. I’ll save you a good seat.” He lay back and closed his eyes, and Roan held him, unable to keep the tears from flooding out his eyes.

It should have been world-shattering, something that came slamming down like a heavy mausoleum door, but that wasn’t how it happened. Roan lay there listening to Paris breathe, his breaths becoming shallower, his heart rate becoming slower. There was a muscle spasm, much like the kind you sometimes got inexplicably when falling asleep, and his breathing continued, but with more space between inhales and exhales.

And then, he simply stopped. He exhaled, and he just never inhaled again. Roan kept waiting for it, waiting for the thud of his heartbeat, but when he caught the faint but unmistakable scent of death from his skin, he knew it was never going to happen. Paris was gone.

He sat up, looking down at him. Paris’s face was slack, peaceful, like he was sleeping… but Roan’s nose was telling him what his eyes refused to see. He couldn’t deny it. He threw back his head and screamed, a sound from the pit of his soul that quickly became a roar so savage and forceful that it didn’t just scour his throat but tore it up from the inside out. As the lack of oxygen finally made him stop, he could taste blood in the back of his throat.

He reached for the phone, feeling dizzy and disconnected, the tears finally drying as he called 911 and reported that his husband was dead. The operator tried to get specifics, but after giving his name and address, he hung up. He pulled on his boxers and stumbled downstairs, hearing the phone ring as the operator called him back. He didn’t answer it. He just turned off the stereo—that was unexplainable to the cops—and collapsed on the sofa, feeling like an empty husk of a human being. He bet he was hollow now; he bet if you pushed on his chest, his ribcage would collapse.

He had no idea how long it was between the phone call and the siren-screaming arrival of the ambulance; time had lost all meaning at this point. Nothing seemed real. Was he still sleeping? Maybe he was. He liked to believe he was.

A male and female duo of EMTs arrived, ones he vaguely recognized but couldn’t place, and then Dee in civilian clothes showed up and took over, telling them where to find the bedroom upstairs before gathering him in a solid embrace. “I’m sorry, Ro,” he whispered, squeezing him tight. “I’m so sorry.”

How had Dee showed up so fast? He probably had alerted people to tell him if a call ever came in from this address; Dee had lots of friends. Had he gotten Paris his lethal injection? It probably didn’t matter; Paris could have gotten it anywhere. He had had lots of friends too.

Dee wasn’t the only one who had tagged his name and address, though. Gordo and Seb, their morning coffees still in their hands, showed up to take the standard report. This wasn’t a cat crime, this was the usual routine stuff done by beat cops, but he imagined that Gordo was trying to be kind to him. A further apology for how he sometimes used to treat him and Paris.

The official story was easy to report, and no one questioned it. Roan was vaguely aware that Paris, who had been sick and in a lot of pain lately, had gotten up this morning and retrieved a painkiller to help him sleep. Roan wasn’t sure what, as he was pretty much asleep, but he woke up a short time later, smelling death and finding Paris dead. It would have been a bizarre story for someone who didn’t know what being infected was like and who didn’t know about his sensitive nose, but Gordo and Seb knew, and they didn’t ask any further questions. If he’d known they were coming, there’d have been no need for him to remove all the other drugs from the house and hide them—they weren’t even going to attempt to search the place.

He was right. Both Gordo and Seb extended what seemed to be genuine sympathy as they closed their notebooks, and while Seb went to talk with the EMTs bringing Paris down the stairs, zipped inside a body bag atop a stretcher, Gordo asked Dee—who’d been sitting beside Roan the whole time he gave his bullshit account of how Paris had accidentally overdosed—if he was going to stay with him (like Roan wasn’t in the fucking room). Dee nodded and said he was, and Gordo nodded back before telling Roan to call if he needed anything. Gordo’s eyes could barely settle on his face before he quickly looked down at the carpet. Looking someone else’s grief in the face was one of the hardest parts of the job.

They all left, save for Dee, whom he heard making a cell phone call, telling someone on the other end of the line that he was taking the day off and wouldn’t be in today. But Roan wasn’t really listening as he let himself fall over on the couch, boneless as a doll, waiting for his body to die off as surely as his heart had. He wished he believed in an afterlife; he wished Paris really had too.

T.S. Eliot was right after all, and it wasn’t surprising, just disappointing. If he could have felt anything at all it might have made him sadder, but he felt nothing but empty and cold. A wasteland in humanoid form.

This was how the world ended. Not with a bang, but with a whimper.
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Arriving Somewhere, But Not Here

 

IT WAS times like these Roan knew he’d made a big mistake becoming a private detective.

Of course, it was his fault. He’d lost his temper at that redneck shitbag. He was probably lucky he hadn’t been sued and the Seattle PD hadn’t decided to make an example of him. Which was probably why he was back in the PD’s evidence room, looking at a roadkill squirrel in a plastic bag. Even though the bag was sealed, Roan could still smell the blood, guts, and rot through the supposedly airtight closure.

As he rubbed his nose, doing his best not to gag, Kevin Robinson said, “I don’t suppose you want to take it out of the bag.”

“God no.”

Roan watched Kevin put the marked evidence bag full of squashed squirrel back in the cold-storage cooler. Yes, Kevin worked vice, but he was one of Roan’s biggest remaining allies on the force. Neither Dropkick nor Gordo would sneak him into the evidence room to peruse evidence from a scene (well, maybe he could wheedle Dropkick…) even though there was no way to contaminate said evidence. Oh, maybe you could, in theory, contaminate a dead squirrel, but it was just too disgusting to think about. “It’d be foolish of me to ask if you pulled any prints off of it, huh?”

Kevin stared at him in that hangdog way of his. “It’s a squirrel. No. All we know is whoever put it on your client’s car either ran over it or picked it up on the side of the road, as it was definitely killed hit-and-run style.”

“It’s old. My bet is he was just trolling for roadkill and scooped up the first thing he saw.”

His latest client was Emma Wills, a paralegal for the high-powered downtown law firm of Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall. She was being harassed by a stalker, someone who was constantly leaving disturbing messages on her phone, in her mailbox, in her e-mail, and now on her car, although the roadkill squirrel jammed under her windshield wiper was an obvious escalation of the situation. The problem was there was no shortage of men who could be harassing her.

Her first ex-husband was an example of the type of men Emma seemed to welcome into her life. Brody Dawes was a fairly recent ex-con, released from prison a couple of months ago in West Virginia, where he did a couple of years for a brutal barroom beating that left the victim partially paralyzed. At the time of the incident, Emma had a restraining order against Brody as she claimed he was violent (no shit!) and harassing her. He had supposedly been living with his mother since his release, but some cops bothered to check, and it turned out that she was lying and covering for him, and he’d never stayed there. She claimed not to know where he was, but that probably wasn’t true. Regardless, Brody was unaccounted for and could very easily be here, harassing Emma.

So could Nathan Forrester, a guy that she very briefly dated before realizing it was a mistake. They were paired up on a dating web site, and he was not only a local, but he was also involved in law, albeit as a bailiff at the courthouse. She decided he was too old for her (about ten years older) and just not her type, which he didn’t take well. Namely, he defaced her web page and started circulating photos of her head on the body of a woman having sex with a donkey, as well as sending abusive e-mails calling her a “dyke.” He’d been reprimanded, warned not to do it again, but he couldn’t be conclusively tied to any of it, although it was generally acknowledged he was behind it all.

And then there was Todd Bittner, a former client of the lawyer she worked for, Bill McCall. Bittner felt McCall had fucked up his case and had harassed him enough that McCall already had a restraining order against him. But Emma had no such order, and it was possible he was harassing her because he couldn’t get to her boss.

All three men were sketchy, and all could have done this. Two—Brody and Todd—were almost impossible to pinpoint. Todd had an address, so Roan knew where to find him (no one knew where Brody was), but he was unemployed, and he had lots of free time and few solid people to back his alibis. Nathan still had a job and therefore had some schedule he had to adhere to, but his off-hours often had him at various bars and strip joints, none of which were known for their high-class clientele or witnesses willing to talk.

Three suspects should have been enough. But an odd e-mail pointed to someone else, and a confrontation with Emma after this latest incident had made her admit a potential fourth possibility: Tucker McCall. Yes, the son of her boss, who also happened to be a junior lawyer at the firm and a married man. It seems he and Emma had carried on an “on and off” affair for six months, which Emma had broken off recently after a pregnancy scare. He thought they should get back together, and he wasn’t taking the answer “no” very well. He sent her violently pornographic images through e-mails and left messages with vague threats, worded so carefully he could actually say she was simply misinterpreting them (proving he was indeed a lawyer). As for the pornographic e-mails, they were “accidents.” He was just the kind of smug, rich white bastard Roan hated instinctively, making him hope he was the harasser, just so Roan could nail him.

But all these men were particularly loathsome, so he had no problem with nailing any of them. Still, all he had were suspects. Solid clues were lacking.

As it stood, Emma had ended up working late last night and had gone out to her car in front of the Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall building around 11:00 p.m. It was there she found the dead squirrel wedged beneath her windshield wiper. She called the cops, who had an open investigation going, but the problem was the cops were undermanned, overworked, and had too many bigger cases to worry about. In fact, they’d encouraged her to hire him in the first place, which made Roan wonder if some of the cops around here still held a grudge against him. Probably.

Once outside, Roan straddled his motorcycle and wondered what he was supposed to do with a case where he had oodles of suspects and few worthwhile clues. Usually good suspects were hard to find, but most of these suspects were too damn good. What he needed was one of these jackasses eliminating himself from the suspect pile.

Still, he’d only had the case for four days. Maybe he should give himself a week before becoming suicidally frustrated with it.

He put on his helmet and headed downtown to the Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall building. This was a fool’s errand, and he knew it, but Roan figured he could excuse his failure easier if he at least did all the basic groundwork.

The LBMC building was just one of the many mirror-finished skyscrapers downtown, but the area was interesting. It was right where the more or less good part of town gave way to the bad side of town. So it was in this weird area where, at eleven at night, all you’d find would be homeless people and maybe a hooker or junkie who got lost on their way to somewhere else. Sure, you’d get an occasional working stiff of some sort, but not often. The likelihood of any witnesses being around to see the planting of the squirrel and being willing to talk to him—or be a reliable witness at all—was miniscule.

Roan parked at the curb outside the building, roughly where Emma had parked the night before, and took off his helmet to have a good look around. He got some funny looks for having a motorcycle out here, but that was about it. The sidewalk was pretty busy with pedestrians, as it was just after one, and some people were returning from lunch hour, and some were just leaving for it. No one looked like they might have been the type to hang out after 11:00 p.m.

Roan walked over to the Chinese restaurant across the street and started there, but the guy behind the counter spoke little English, or at least pretended to speak little English so as to avoid talking to him. The dry cleaners was a little more helpful as the woman there admitted to leaving the shop at about 11:20, but she didn’t recall seeing anything unusual at all. Just what he expected but still depressing.

Looking around outside for security cameras that might have caught incidental footage, Roan caught a glimpse of the bumper of a car parked in the alley. It was an old car, a ’60s model at least (maybe ’70s—truth be told; he didn’t know his cars that well), and the windshield was blocked with cardboard inserts on the inside. Interesting. Usually such things indicated someone was living in a car or just too cheap to buy a sunshade, but the age of the car and the rust on the bumper seemed to suggest it wasn’t being driven much. Was someone living in the car? If so, if they were here last night, they were in prime position to see someone screwing around with Emma’s car. If they noticed, if they were sober, if they were sane. All pretty big ifs. But he was so desperate for any witness, Roan decided to take a chance.

He knocked on the hood of the car and said, “Hello? Anyone here?”

There was a subtle shifting of the car, and a back door opened. A man peered out cautiously from the gap between the door and the body. “If you’re trollin’ for shelters, I know already.”

The smell hit Roan so hard, he almost took a step back. The guy hadn’t showered in a while, but it wasn’t just body odor—it was the smell of infection. A kind of cat that smelled different, exotic… something he hadn’t encountered before. As he was trying to parse this, figure out what it could be, he realized the guy was looking at him kind of funny. He looked tired, but his blue eyes were bright with intelligence, not madness. Roan almost always expected madness or alcoholism (or both) with these guys. “That your real hair color?” the man asked.

Roan was kind of surprised that was still the question most people asked him when they first met him. “Yeah. You’re infected. What strain?”

Whatever humor was in his eyes before, they became suddenly hooded, guarded. He’d said the wrong thing. “How do you know?”

“I can smell it?”

“Smell it?”

“I’m a virus child with a heightened sense of smell. The virus has a scent. It’s just most people can’t pick it up.”

“Virus child?” he repeated, scratching his chin beneath his scraggly black beard. “I thought they were all born deformed and shit like that.”

Roan shrugged, which was really the only thing he could do. “All but me. And I’m not trolling for the shelters. I’m Roan McKichan, a private investigator.”

“Really?” The homeless guy gave him a half smile that was oddly heartbreaking. “I didn’t think you guys existed outside of ’70s television shows.”

“I know. We probably should have stayed there.” There was no subtle way to go about this, so he simply asked, “And you are?”

The young man thought about it for a moment, and Roan wondered if he was thinking up a lie or wondering if revealing his name could get him into further trouble. Finally, he said, “My name’s Paris, homeless sad sack.”

“Named after the city or myth?”

Paris gave him a genuine smile that was rather beautiful. “Hey! No one ever guesses myth. That’s awesome.”

“What can I say? I’m a nerd.” Roan realized he was trying to see through the man’s scraggly beard and messy hair and made himself stop. He didn’t seem like the typical homeless guys he ran into this far downtown, and it triggered his curiosity. “Were you here last night, around 11:00 p.m.?”

Once more, he seemed to weigh the consequences before he spoke. “Afraid so. The radiator sprung a leak, and it ain’t like I have the cash or the tools to fix it. Why?”

“Last night, at approximately that time, someone put a dead squirrel on a ’92 Nissan parked in front of that building.” He nodded his head back at the LBMC skyscraper behind him. “You didn’t see anyone around that time, did you?”

Paris stood, moving out from behind the relative safety of his open car door. “Is that what that guy was doing? I thought he was putting a menu or a flyer on the car. It was an animal?”

It came out with such genuine surprise Roan knew he was telling the truth. “Yeah. Can you describe the person who left it?”

He grimaced uncertainly. “It was a white guy who was bald. I remember he had quite a shine on his scalp. I think he was wearing a long coat. Otherwise, no, that’s all I can give you. I’m afraid I wasn’t paying that much attention.”

Bald? None of the men on his suspect list were bald! Holy shit, was there actually another suspect he was unaware of? Come to think of it, one of the guys on the suspect list could have outsourced the job. He couldn’t imagine any of them handling a dead squirrel besides Nathan. “No, that’s more than I had before. Thanks.” He was pretty sure he heard the guy’s stomach growling from here, and Roan found himself deeply curious about this man. The way he pronounced his vowels, he was clearly Canadian, and that made him wonder why he didn’t run into more homeless Canadians. “Hey, look, I was gonna go get some lunch. Wanna come with me?”

Paris’s expression became an interesting mix of eagerness and trepidation. “Why?”

He knew this part about street life, didn’t he? Nothing was free; it all had strings. Roan had to think up some plausible strings to get Paris to follow him. “Well, I’m hungry, and I thought it might give you some time to recount the entire story of what you saw. There may be some helpful details you’re unaware of.” Couching it as Roan’s own search for knowledge would make him seem selfish, but that was the easiest thing to believe about people. Most people were selfish—it was the human condition, so it was no great leap in logic.

Paris considered that, scratching his chin beneath his beard. “I told you everything, really.”

“So you think. But if you take a few minutes and tell the whole story, you’d be surprised at what comes up.” This was both true and a lie at the same time, one of those rare collisions of opposites that somehow makes sense.

He seemed very hesitant, but after a moment, Paris’s hunger seemed to get the better of him. “Okay. Most places won’t let me in, though.”

“Let me worry about that,” Roan assured him. Paris closed the car door, and Roan saw that, as a homeless guy went, he was dressed decently enough, wearing camouflage pants, a black sweatshirt, and an olive drab army jacket. All his clothes were baggy, and since he smelled due for a change, they’d just get baggier still. Although, at his current weight, there was a chance he wouldn’t survive it.

Roan was hoping to change that. And if his plan worked, he wouldn’t have to worry about a loose cat in town either.
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Fitter Happier

 

DEE SHOWED up at the outdoor café with the ambulance rig, but without his current EMT partner Steve. “Technically we’re on a lunch break,” Dee told him, giving Roan the stink eye. “So I’m off the clock. You owe me.”

“I know,” he agreed. At least they were well past their break up. So well past, Dee had already broken up with his rebound boyfriend, who was apparently nothing like Roan, and Dee now said maybe that wasn’t such a good thing. Not quite a compliment, but Roan was willing to take it.

Paris was a little reluctant to get in the back of an ambulance, but he had a full stomach for the first time in what seemed to be a while, and he was amenable to just about everything.

Dee had parked around back, so there was no audience, and Paris sat in the back of the rig, legs dangling, as Dee ran through some basic tests, mainly blood pressure and other vitals. From the look on Dee’s face as he took them, they weren’t good.

“I think you’re gonna owe me double, Ro,” Dee finally said, using a pen to write something on his latex-gloved hand. The implication, as far as Roan could tell, was that all the vitals were so bad they were an automatic run in—he was legally bound to bring him to the nearest emergency room.

Paris looked between them, even more perky now that he’d had two sandwiches, a side of fries, and several glasses of soda. “How do you two know each other?”

Dee shared a glance with Roan, quietly asking if he should say, and Roan shrugged. He didn’t care. If Paris reacted badly to it, it was his hang up. “We used to date,” Dee admitted, studying the equation on his glove with a furrowed brow.

Paris looked at Roan in wide-eyed shock. “You’re gay?” Roan just nodded. “Wow, I never would have guessed that.” He paused briefly. “I mean, that coat….”

Dee burst out laughing, and Paris just gave him a sly and extremely attractive grin. Roan looked down at his coat with a scowl. “What about my coat? This is an awesome coat.”

Dee gave him a disbelieving look, which Roan was accustomed to seeing. “Sure, yeah, if you’re a nineteen-year-old boy.”

“It’s a leather jacket. I have a motorcycle.”

“Right. You’re not participating in motocross, Steve McQueen.”

Paris snickered, enjoying their back and forth. “Actually, it’s kind of hot.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that. Was he gay or just teasing him? He couldn’t tell, but he didn’t get the sense he was being made fun of. Well, beyond his fashion sense, which was fair game.

“Don’t encourage him,” Dee said, picking up a clipboard. He started hastily jotting down notes, and Roan was sure he was putting a file together for whoever took care of Paris next. “I really need to advise you, you should go to the hospital.”

Paris looked slightly alarmed. “I don’t wanna go to the hospital.”

“Can you stabilize him?” Roan asked. “I’m gonna try and get him into Willow Creek tomorrow.”

Dee appeared surprised, mainly because Roan once told him that was a favor he would probably never use. Inwardly he was most likely smiling, because Dee loved it when he went back on things or was a complete hypocrite. “That’s probably an ideal place for him. I’ll forward these to them. It’ll probably help him get placed on a priority notice.”

“Thanks.”

Paris looked between them. “Do I need to be here?”

“Don’t be a smartass,” Dee said, putting the clipboard down. He then dug in his kit until he found a syringe and started sifting through his medications.

“Yeah, that’s my job,” Roan told him, and Paris gave him a heartbreaking smile. Good Lord, there was something about him so magnetic Roan could feel the pull every time he smiled. It could be madness, mental illness, but there was so much intelligence in his eyes Roan wasn’t ready to buy it.

Dee gave Paris a couple of shots, then set up an IV drip in his arm because he was apparently dehydrated, and while he was lying in the back of the rig, getting his fluids, Dee motioned Roan aside. They went to the front of the ambulance, where Dee somehow managed to sit on the bumper. “This guy needs serious help.”

“I know. He’s tiger strain.”

“Beyond that.” He scratched his chin, stalling. “Look, Ro, I’m pretty sure he’s dying.”

“Considering his lifestyle, I’m not surprised. But the clinic should be able to help him, right?”

Dee narrowed his eyes at him, like he wasn’t sure he was being serious. “If so, not for long. He’s what we generally code a CTD.”

Roan had been around enough medical personnel in his life to know what that meant: circling the drain. “He seems pretty alive to me.”

“Don’t make this personal.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know damn well what that means. You love playing hero, and you love saving people. Don’t get invested. Consider him a trauma victim with long odds. Got it?”

“What, are you threatening me?” He didn’t mean to smirk, but it was better than laughing. If he laughed, Dee would have punched him.

“Maybe. I know where you live, and I know your viral cycle. If you don’t watch it, you’ll come to in a drunk tank.”

From someone else, that might be an idle threat, but Dee was most likely serious. Hell, he might just do it out of spite.

Roan went back to talk to Paris alone. He apparently had a thing about hospitals, which Roan totally understood because so did he. But what he had to ask him would require a lot of trust he hadn’t earned, and the fact that the guy had yet to share his last name with him said he had a long way to go.

As soon as he got in the back, Paris looked at him with tired eyes. “This is where you tell me I’m gonna be hospitalized, right?”

“No. This is where I cut a deal with you.”

He couldn’t interpret the look Paris was giving him, but it seemed caught somewhere between amused and sad. “That suggests I have something to bargain with.”

“You’re good. A little too good for your homeless sad-sack identity.”

“It takes all kinds. Besides, how could the Hollywood cliché of brilliant homeless guys be a total lie?”

Paris was genuinely weird. Not in a bad way, just in a startling way. What was his story? Roan was just itching to know it. How did he end up like this? He seemed too smart. Not that the homeless were stupid—more often than not, bad luck and a bad choice was all that stood between you and homelessness—but there was something about him that didn’t fit his current station. Or maybe his pheromones were getting to Roan; he couldn’t be sure. “That notwithstanding, I can tell you’re very close to the transformation phase of your cycle.”

Paris opened his mouth to respond, then paused for a moment before trying again. “You can smell that?”

Roan shook his head. To be honest, his lack of a shower or trip to the Laundromat recently could have been swaying him, but he couldn’t take that chance. 

“I dunno,” Paris said. “Maybe. I haven’t been keeping track of time lately.”

“I can’t let you go. You’re gonna have to go somewhere. This is the deal I wanna make with you. Instead of staying at the hospital, you can go stay in the cages at my old precinct. I can tell you they’re clean and much nicer than any other part of the precinct house, and you won’t even have to give your name. They’ll just let you crash there tonight, and I will pick you up tomorrow and take you to Willow Creek, the clinic Dee and I have been talking about. Sound good to you?”

The mention of precinct made Paris’s expression cloud over, as no one liked the mention of cops, but then he raised an eyebrow as he digested Roan’s words. “Your old precinct? You were a cop?”

“Once, yeah. Which is why I can vouch for the place. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of and safe.”

Paris studied him so hard Roan could just about feel his gaze eating its way through his brain. He wasn’t sure what it was Paris was expecting of him, but surprise slowly blossomed in his clear blue eyes. “Holy fuck, you’re serious?” It almost wasn’t a question.

“I try not to say things I don’t mean. It just gets me in trouble.” Except with some clients and boyfriends, but that wasn’t what Paris needed to hear or know right now.

“Holy shit, how did the last honest man on Earth wander into my orbit?” Paris asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

“I’m not, really. Ask Dee.” He almost touched Paris’s arm, but at the last second, he stayed his hand. It was too familiar, and Paris might not have appreciated being touched.

Paris looked at him with pained worry narrowing his eyes. “I hate hospitals and all places like it ’cause… what if something goes wrong, y’know? I could hurt people…. I don’t wanna hurt anyone.”

Roan heard the tacit “again” in that and figured he knew why Paris was homeless and seemingly on the run. He sympathized. If you were infected and didn’t know it, bad shit could happen during your first transformation. He bet that was doubly true if you were tiger strain. “I know it’s asking a lot, but trust me, you can’t get out of the cages at the precinct. It’s even in its own sealed wing. If everything that can go wrong does go wrong, I guarantee you will not hurt anyone.”

Paris gave him a shattering look, one that was equal parts sorrow and fear. “Will you come with me? Keep an eye on me?”

Ah fuck. This guy had the most amazing puppy-dog eyes for a homeless guy. It probably helped that he seemed relatively sane and sober. “Sure.” He wasn’t lying. He didn’t specify how long he’d stick around, and fifteen minutes surely counted.

Afterward there was a little negotiation, as Dee would have to take him to the station since Roan was on his bike today. Luckily, Paris was a little too tired to put up much of a fight.

Roan was hoping the precinct wasn’t too busy. The cages were unlikely to be full—they almost never were—but he didn’t need any homophobic or anti-infected dickwad making comments. As it turned out, he was pretty lucky, as the worst dickhead cops were either out on calls or busy, so he was able to lead Paris back in relative peace.

On their way, Paris asked somewhat sheepishly if they had any communication with Canadian police stations, which made Roan instantly curious. “Got a record?”

“No. I just…. I’m not sure, but my parents may have filed a missing persons report on me up in Canada. But I don’t know.”

Roan nodded in sympathy, wondering if that was true or if he’d simply borrowed the identity of a missing person. He wouldn’t be the first to do so, and unless they were identical twins or he had some elaborate backstory involving reconstructive surgery, it should be easy to confirm or deny it.

He escorted Paris through processing and back into the special holding area, the security “airlock” that separated the main precinct from the cages in the back. That way, even if everything somehow failed and all the transformed cats got out, they’d still be unable to get into the rest of the building. He told Paris he didn’t have to give any particulars—legally they were optional—but said he’d take it as a personal favor if he did. Paris stared at the form for a moment as if it was written in a language he didn’t understand and then looked at Roan with the slightest hint of a frown. “This was the part of humanity I missed the least.”

Roan couldn’t help but smile at that. “Form filling?”

“Yeah.”

“But that and hair gel is all that separates us from the other mammals.”

Paris stared at him for a second and then laughed. It was a surprised, genuine laugh that made him bend over like it hurt his stomach. When he sat back up, he rubbed his eyes. “Wow. How can you make me laugh when I feel so shitty?”

“I have a sparkling personality,” Roan replied, as Gary the sketch artist walked by on his way to the main precinct. He must have heard, because Gary suddenly burst out laughing. Roan shot an evil look at his retreating back.

But when he looked back at Paris, he was giving Roan a sweet smile, and again he wondered how handsome Paris was cleaned up. Because if he could look this good now, he must be an absolute stunner when he wasn’t modeling homeless chic. He was quite eager to get Paris cleaned up, and Roan mentally chided himself for such a shallow impulse. But he was only human, right? At least in theory.

Paris was nervous enough about going into the cages that he grabbed Roan’s arm, and Roan had to suppress the urge to pat his hand. He really did feel for the guy.

Once he got him in the cage, Roan assured him everything would be okay, and Paris asked once again if Roan would keep an eye on him. He assured him anew before leaving.

So was it guilt that made him watch Paris on the monitor? When Roan got back to the main airlock, he looked in on Paris from the security monitors and sat down to watch.

He’d already lain down on the cell’s cot and curled up as much as possible, his body language a perfect picture of exhaustion. Roan felt a twinge of compassion for him, but he felt it for all the homeless. He could have been them. Hell, he should have been them. Like all foster kids, he was brutally bounced out of the system at eighteen, despite having nowhere to go. But being a freak worked for him as the state had a decided interest in keeping tabs on him, living medical oddity that he was, so he was luckier than most. The fact that it was a cruel twist of fate and nothing more gave it a taste of bitter irony.

Roan finished up the paperwork he’d started—Paris thought it was done, but oh no, Roan spared him a couple of pages—and occasionally glanced at the screen. Eventually, he caught Paris starting to transform, the muscles jumping beneath his skin like they were trying to burst out, and he deliberately looked away, grimacing and feeling sympathy pain. Was the pain that much worse for a tiger strain? It was probably all relative. Bones snapping were bones snapping, no matter the ultimate size of the cat.

He told himself that once he was done here, he was going to go home, but Roan ended up getting a shitty cup of coffee and checking out the snack table before wandering back. What was he doing? He knew even as he made the promise that he was lying, that he had no intention of keeping it, and Paris wouldn’t know if he did or didn’t anyway. But here he was, back in this dark little room, watching cats on monitors. He could hear Dee in his head saying, “Don’t do this. You always do this. Don’t get attached to a lost cause.”

But he figured it was probably too late anyway.



3
 
Saturn Missiles

 

TIGERS WERE magnificent.

Even transformed human tigers were gorgeous, in a way that Roan hadn’t expected. Paris was a big man, so as a cat he was huge, and large tigers had a sort of grand majesty. On one level, Roan knew the pain of transmogrifying into such an impressive beast must be off the charts; yet, on another level, all he could see was this beautiful creature, and he really wanted to run his hands through that orange-and-black fur. It was on the thin side, sure—Paris was on the thin side—but when it roared, all the other cats in the cells shut the fuck up. They weren’t fighting with a tiger. Who would? That was a no-win scenario.

Why had he stayed up all night? Roan had no answer for that, not even for himself. But the tiger seemed to hold him rapt, even though it did little but pace restlessly before settling down to sleep. Roan found some time to do some searching in the system, though.

Paris Damon Lehane (Damon? Really?) was indeed listed as a missing person in Canada, having walked away from the University of British Columbia over a year ago (making him only twenty-three now). But there was no mention of him being infected, which is probably why he wasn’t front-page news. A missing tiger strain would be all over everything. People were fucking terrified of the tigers. For good reason, yeah, but considering how briefly they lived, it seemed like overkill to Roan. But they were splashy and sensational, and what tabloid or rating’s monger didn’t love that?

The family had looked for him. There was a small article in a Vancouver paper on Paris and his unexplained disappearance about six months after it happened. His parents were teachers (not a shock since they named him Paris after the myth, not the city), and apparently they were worried sick about him, although the police had nothing to go on and said there were no indications of foul play. At least the article told him a lot about Paris’s background, some of which he never would have expected. He was apparently a very good son, rarely in big trouble, and while hardly a brainiac, he was popular and well liked in school, and was able to get a basketball scholarship to college. (Holy shit, really? There were basketball scholarships in Canada?) The parents had hired a private detective to look into Paris’s disappearance, but he never got anywhere. Paris’s last known hours were accounted for. He was supposed to show up for an on-campus party and said he’d be there earlier in the day but didn’t show up. When one of his friends dropped by to see why he’d missed it, he discovered Paris wasn’t in his room. Paris’s car was eventually discovered trashed in a bad part of town, and amazingly, the Vancouver police actually caught the thief who stole it, who said he found the car “all messed up,” door ajar, keys still in the ignition. While they didn’t precisely believe his story, the cops didn’t think he’d killed Paris for his car because the thief had no history of violence, and Paris’s car was an old beater with little street value. The parents weren’t so sure of the car thief’s innocence.

Roan found himself wondering if Paris transformed in his car. That would explain the “messed up” interior and the keys in the ignition. Not necessarily an open door, unless the tiger threw itself at the door hard enough to pop it open, which was possible. That would take a lot of force, but he was a big man and a big cat. And an athlete. Maybe that’s why he was still alive. His body could take the strain of the tiger better than most.

But how did he get infected? Since no one knew he was infected in Vancouver, that question remained unanswered. He was going to have to ask Paris about that when he was human again. Roan also couldn’t help but wonder if he was gay. There was no mention of it in the article, but then again, they might not feel that was worth mentioning, or his parents didn’t know. Why did it matter to him if Paris was or wasn’t?

He called Chris, the guy he knew at Willow Creek, and left him a message. He knew the words “tiger strain” alone would open up a spot. While everyone was scared of them, this same fear made them irresistible to medical types. Who didn’t want to see a rare beast up close and personal?

When Officer Peck came in for the morning shift, he was surprised to find Roan there, and Roan was surprised to find out it was morning. But he was hungry and tired, his eyes so dry they were burning, and Roan mumbled something about losing track of time before gathering his stuff and leaving.

He was in that precarious state you hit when you were way too tired and yet hadn’t quite gotten your second wind yet. His head felt loosely attached to the rest of his body, and he was fairly certain if he allowed himself to close his eyes, he’d fall asleep sitting up on his motorcycle. It was a strangely tempting thought, but he managed to remain conscious until he got home.

He was shocked when he walked in his front door as it was bloody freezing, colder inside than it was outside. He had turned off the heater when he left the house, and as a result, it seemed to have absorbed the brunt of last night’s unseasonable cold. Wow, coming home to a cold, empty house—was his life becoming a cliché, or had it always been one, and he only realized it now?

Yes, this house was probably too big for him, but he liked it. It was perfectly situated, close enough to Seattle but still outside it and far enough away from the suburban housing tracts springing up like so much crabgrass that he kept both his privacy and a little buffer zone between himself and populated areas, on the off chance he ever escaped in lion form and decided to have a ramble. It had never happened, but he didn’t want to risk it. There was also the bonus that the house itself—a little two-story, split-level ranch-style house with a copse in the backyard that gave way to a more rambling group of trees, a perfect place for a big cat to lounge in—was dirt cheap. He’d actually bought the house at a police auction as the guy who used to own the place was also a major player in a stolen car “chop shop” ring and occasionally hid stolen cars in the garage until he could part them or have them transferred elsewhere. Supposedly, there had been ten boxes of license plates in the basement. That was also how Roan got his fantastic Buell motorcycle. It was owned by a coke dealer. Yeah, being an ex-cop, he did feel a little bad buying up other people’s ill-gotten gains… but it didn’t stop him, either. In his defense, the Buell was a fucking awesome bike, and as a foster kid who was constantly bounced between houses, group homes, and hospitals, the idea of actually having a home struck him as both a novelty and the type of irony a cruel universe could get behind.

Frankly, all the space was nice. He had his own library upstairs, which was just a fancy way of describing a room full of shelves crammed with books, but he loved it. He loved books. They were virtually the only escape he’d had from his dreary, harrowing, best-forgotten childhood, and he never took them for granted. And while he’d tried relationships, he knew he was better off alone. Roan felt he’d been born to be a disgruntled, curmudgeonly loner.

He used to think it was his infected status that made him poison to others, but that whole thing with Connor had shown him it wasn’t the virus, it was him. Roan knew he destroyed just about everything he touched, but that experience really brought it home. He wasn’t cut out to be a cop, and he wasn’t cut out for relationships, either. So what was he cut out for?

Well, obviously, to be a sad, clichéd detective. Honestly, it was better than he could have hoped for.

Roan took off his shirt on the stairs, tossing it aside to pick up later, and kicked off his boots on the first-floor landing. He walked into his bedroom in a dreamy haze, aware he hadn’t made his bed since yesterday, but did he ever make his bed? In a half-assed way before he went to bed, usually, but otherwise, no. He was backsliding into terrible bachelor habits since he didn’t have to worry about anyone else seeing the mess.

When the phone rang and woke him up, he felt like he needed to sleep for a thousand more years. He should have unplugged the damn thing.

He picked up the receiver and grunted into it, and the person on the other end took it as a hello. “This is Doctor Hoffman, calling from Willow Creek,” the man said, his voice just bristling with briskness. He was probably tanked to the eyeballs on caffeine. “Is this Roan McKichan?”

“Yeah,” he replied, yawning and running a hand over his face.

“You say you found a living tiger strain?”

He knew that would get their attention. “Yeah.”

“Where is he now?”

“He’s homeless, so he was in the cells last night.” Roan sat up, wondering if he’d have to get up now. He really didn’t want to. Exhaustion weighed on him like a concrete cloak.

“He’s ill?”

“Dehydrated, malnourished, but nothing much beyond that.”

“Which precinct? We’ll send an ambulance for him.”

That really got his attention. “No, don’t, he’ll hate that,” Roan said, then wondered why he should care. Paris probably did need an ambulance, whether he wanted it or not. “I’ll bring him in.”

Hoffman made a judgmental noise but simply said, “Please do so immediately. We have a room standing by.” Roan heard the tacit “and medical team” in his statement.

“Be there shortly,” he said, hanging up before he could yawn again. Why did he even care? He found himself wondering about it as he took a quick shower and tried to wake himself up.

Yeah, finding a tiger strain seemed like finding an actual living unicorn—a magical creature whose existence you took on faith, not one you ever expected to see in your lifetime. But there was something about Paris too. A spark in his eyes, more intelligence and wit. Or it could be just tiger pheromones working their magic, as the guy had to be rife with them at the beginning of his cycle. Yeah, that was probably a huge part of it, if not all.

Roan couldn’t ask a guy in such shaky physical shape to ride on a motorcycle, so he decided to take the GTO. He couldn’t believe he even had that old piece of shit, but it was actually given to him by a client who couldn’t pay the remainder of his bill. Now, looking it up in the Blue Book did reveal it would be worth some money, but only if restored, and Roan had no desire or interest in restoring an old gas-hog muscle car. It was rusty in some spots, splashed with Bondo, dotted with primer gray where the original black paint had chipped off, and had a couple of minor dents. He’d ended up holding on to it because he occasionally needed a car for tails or for hauling stuff, but he wasn’t sure he was keeping it. He’d had some offers, to trade or to buy, and he was considering them, but he hadn’t made up his mind, mainly because he’d been busy with other things. Would the dinosaur of a car even start? It’d been a while since he’d taken it out. Before he left to find out, he found an old tote and put in baggy sweats that would probably fit Paris and a couple of spare paperbacks.

Roan had to gun the engine for a minute, careful to give it a little gas so he didn’t flood it, and the engine finally started rumbling like a malcontent dragon. Sometimes it shuddered randomly, like a person with the flu, but since it seemed to have no major negative effects, he did his best to ignore it. But he really was going to have to have it looked at one of these years.

Roan stopped for a couple of mochas—one for him, spiked with a shot of espresso, and one for Paris—and the caffeine and sugar infusion seemed to banish enough of his exhaustion to keep him upright. Next, he stopped at a drug store and picked up some basic toiletries as Paris had nothing, and he picked up some socks and underwear too, guesstimating his size. It was better to err on the side of too big than too small. His final stop was at Jack in the Box, where he picked up breakfast burritos and hashbrowns, figuring Paris could use the most caloric, fatty things he could get. He briefly considered ordering him a milkshake, but decided he could always bring him one another time.

Between bites of his own breakfast burrito and the mocha, he was essentially awake by the time he reached the precinct, and Roan felt lucky that it was a reasonably busy morning so nobody paid much attention to him. He made his way back to the cat cells, only to find Peck waiting for him. 

“I knew you were comin’ back,” Peck said, barely glancing up from a form he was filling out. “The paramedics are already in there. Go ahead and join ’em.”

“Paramedics? Did something happen?”

Peck shrugged, still more interested in his form than anything else. “No, it was a precaution. Apparently there are special regs for tiger strains.”

“I didn’t know that.” He really didn’t, and he felt he should have. After all, he was the “cat guy” around here.

“Join the club.”

Roan went back into the cells and followed the sound of voices to the paramedics inside Paris’s cell. The door was open, so he went in to see two EMTs he didn’t know. Roan knew it was too much to hope it would be Dee. 

“—levels up,” the male EMT said to his female partner.

Paris, dressed in police sweats and sitting slumped wearily on the cell’s only bench, gave him a small smile. “Hey, Roan.” His eyes were glazed, both by pain and by drugs. Roan knew the look. Often, drugs just weren’t enough to make the pain go away.

The EMTs looked up at him. “You a family member?”

“No, I’m the cop who brought him in.” Okay, ex-cop, but there was no need to get into details. “I came to take him to Willow Creek.”

The EMTs traded a knowing glance before the female EMT asked, “The cat hospital?”

Roan really objected to that terminology as it made them sound like a vet, but now was not the time or place to argue about it. “Yeah. And I’m running behind, so we really oughta get going.”

“We can take him,” the guy said, packing up his equipment. “We were gonna run him to the hospital anyways.”

“I think it’d be better if I took him.” Roan had to stop there, as he had no good reason beyond general pheromones and morbid curiosity about the tiger man.

“I’d rather go with him,” Paris said, pulling his sleeves up over his hands. He was trying, and failing, not to appear cold.

The EMTs exchanged another glance, but kept their expressions neutral. Roan knew, from general experience, they thought Paris was crazy. “We could get you started on fluids on the way there,” the male EMT said. “We could probably get you there faster, too, since we could use the lights.”

Paris started to shake his head but then winced and stopped. He still hurt too much to move fast. “I’d really rather go with Roan.”

“Okay,” the man said with a small sigh. He stood up, hefting his kit, and his partner did the same. Roan stepped aside so they could leave the cell, and the man paused by him and whispered, “Get him straight there. He’s pretty weak.”

“I intend to,” Roan replied. He didn’t know if it was comforting or not, but it was all he could offer.

As soon as they were gone, he entered the cell. “I have food in the car, coffee, some other stuff.”

Paris smiled weakly, and despite the pain, it seemed quite genuine. “I’m beginning to think you’re my guardian angel.”

“Trust me, I’d never pass the entrance exam.” 

Paris used a bar of the cage to help pull himself to his feet, and while Roan wanted to help him, he held back, deciding to let Paris have this much dignity. Roan still went to him when he was standing on his feet but wavering there, holding on to the bars. “You okay?”

“I’m trying to figure out how I can be this stoned and yet hurt so fucking much.”

“I know the feeling.” Just about every time he woke from the change and had to wait for the drugs to kick in. It was a terrible underworld, caught somewhere between relief and astonishing pain. You thought you’d get used to it, but no, you never did.

Roan offered his arm, and Paris took it with a small, grateful smile. He leaned heavily on Roan as they made their way out of the cell, but Roan didn’t mind. Paris seemed to be radiating heat, even though he would shiver every now and again, and he still smelled like tiger; it seemed to radiate through his pores. It wasn’t completely unpleasant.

Roan had to help him pretty much all the way out to the car, and when Paris gasped, he thought maybe the pain had finally become too much for him. But Paris quickly followed that up with “Oh my God, a goat. You have an actual GTO. ’68?”

Roan was forced to shrug. “Maybe.”

“I haven’t seen one of these since I worked for my uncle,” he said. Once they were close enough, Paris let go of Roan’s arm and leaned on the hood, running his hand over it. “With a little TLC, this could be restored to mint.”

He was a gearhead? Well, considering he was found living in an old car, maybe Roan should have guessed. “You used to work in a garage?” That was simply a guess.

Paris nodded carefully. “Just for a little bit, in the summers. But that’s where I learned about muscle cars. Some are real beauts. Shitty gas mileage, but they make up for that in generally being Road Warrior cars.”

“Road Warrior cars?”

“You know, cars that can hit stuff and keep on runnin’ for that tanker.” Paris smiled, and it was so genuine Roan couldn’t help but smile back. Also, it continued to hint at an inner life, one that madness and despair hadn’t wiped out. Paris was getting more intriguing by the minute.

Once they got in, Paris ran his hand over the upholstery and dashboard, grinning ear to ear, and as Roan put on his seatbelt, he watched him, curious.

“Holy shit,” Paris said. “Most of this is original, isn’t it?”

Roan shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t really know. I received this in lieu of payment.”

It was Paris’s turn to look at him with abject curiosity. “You barter?”

“Only if I have to. He didn’t have the cash to pay me, and I needed a car, so why the hell not?”

Paris continued grinning at him, showing surprisingly good teeth. “You are one of the strangest men I’ve ever met. And I mean that as a compliment.”

“Thanks. I think you’re pretty strange too.” Roan smiled at him, and they just sat there a moment, grinning at each other.

Goddamn it, this was weird. Roan realized he really needed to go home and get some more sleep before he became hysterical.
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ROAN HELPED Paris get situated at Willow Creek because there was no way he could just drop him off. But from the way the doctors reacted, apparently they were hoping Roan would do just that. They seemed unable to wait to get their hands on Paris.

The tiger strain thing, of course, but it clearly made Paris a bit nervous, and Roan found himself staying to run interference. Finally, he had to go, but by that time, Paris seemed to be more accustomed to the attention. At least Paris could say honestly he’d eaten, because as soon as Paris had stopped admiring the car, he’d wolfed down all the food Roan had bought him. Still, Roan wondered if it was enough. He was only a lion, but his metabolism went crazy after a change. He couldn’t even imagine what it must be like for a guy who was a tiger.

Roan knew he should head home and make up for lost sleep, but he went to the office instead, mainly because he had to make some case notes and a phone call or two. He still had the Emma Wills case, and he was no closer to narrowing down the suspects. Oy gevalt, what was he going to do?

He sat at his desk, going over his files, and he quickly got sucked into the case once more. There had to be something he was missing, something that would free at least one suspect from suspicion. McCall and Bittner were married, and there was a possibility he could question their wives and hopefully catch one lying to him, but that wouldn’t prove much. Besides which, neither woman seemed to want to talk to him. And why would they?

Damn it, this was frustrating. The only thing he could do was maybe stake out Emma’s office building while she worked. He’d have to convince her to park out front again, but that alley where he found Paris would be a perfect place to hide. But would the guy be stupid enough to do it again? Well, stalkers weren’t known for their brilliance, so probably. It had to be worth a shot, especially since he didn’t know what else to do.

He called Emma, and coordinated times for a stakeout. He had to reassure her he’d be watching her car the whole time as she didn’t want to find more roadkill, and he couldn’t blame her there. That squirrel was pretty gnarly.

He was getting ready to leave, deciding to go home for a late lunch (and actually take a nap), when his phone hummed in his pocket. He didn’t recognize the number on display but answered it out of curiosity. “Hello?”

“Hi. Not interrupting anything, am I?” It took him a moment to place the voice, but he did.

“Paris? Did I… give you my number?”

“No. But I told one of the nurses here that I lost the number you gave me, so she looked you up for me.” Roan could hear the smile in his voice.

He shook his head. “That’s way too sneaky. You must be feeling better.”

“Well, yeah. I mean, the pain has faded, and I’m really hopped up on drugs, but I’ve been poked, prodded, and stuck with so many needles I’m kind of surprised I don’t turn into a lawn sprinkler when I drink water.”

“You’re the first tiger strain any of them have seen. You’re probably lucky you’re not trapped in a large jar with holes poked in the top.”

Paris chuckled. It was soft and nice. “You are an optimist, aren’t you?”

Roan found himself smiling, and he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was just that Paris was doing amazingly well, especially since every paramedic they’d encountered had written him off as a dead man walking. Maybe he was stronger than they thought. He certainly seemed to be recovering by the minute. “I’ve been called many things in my life but never that. So what’re you calling me for?”

“I wanted to thank you for the food, the clothes, getting me in here. And hey, books. I thought that was an especially nice touch.”

“Well, I didn’t know if you had a genre preference, so I just included a couple of favorites of mine that I feel transcend genre affections.”

Paris scoffed. “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and The Hitchhikers Guide To The Galaxy?”

“Have you ever read them?”

Paris was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t think so. I saw the Fear and Loathing movie, though.”

“Doesn’t count. Although I think the critics were harder on it than they needed to be.”

“Ooh, you’re a critic too.”

“I’m a Renaissance man.” After another moment of silence, Roan said, “You’re bored out of your mind, aren’t you?”

“Oh hell yeah. I don’t suppose you’d like to drop by and keep me company?”

The funniest thing was how enticing a prospect that was. Roan was still very curious about Paris Damon Lehane. “Are you allowed visitors?”

“I think I’m allowed anything I want. Being King Freak has certain privileges.”

“I could’ve told you that.”

“Could you?” It was amazing how much of a smile he could hear in Paris’s voice. It sounded like he was grinning ear to ear, and it made Roan smile in turn. “You’re strange, but you didn’t strike me as freaky.”

“You’d be surprised.” Was there some kind of entendre in there? He wasn’t completely sure. “Well, I was gonna take a break for lunch. You hungry?”

“I’m gonna say no, but I’m sure the answer is yes. My appetite seems particularly insatiable today.”

“Some shift days are like that. What’s your favorite kind of milkshake?”

“Ooh. I don’t think I have a favorite. They’re all good.”

Roan slipped on his jacket one arm at a time and mentally berated himself. If Dee were here, he’d tell him once more how he was wasting mental and physical energy on a lost cause, on a guy who could probably count his remaining life on a thirty-day calendar. And yet, he found himself strangely drawn to the mystery that was Paris. He did find it hard to say no to a mystery. “So, surprise you?”

“You keep doing that,” Paris replied. “Why stop now?”

Roan decided to take that as a compliment.

He locked up his office and instead of heading to a fast-food joint, Roan visited a small diner that packed up a couple of milkshakes and sandwiches to go, and then he drove back over to Willow Creek. Wasn’t easy because traffic at this time of day was something else, but the milkshakes needed a good melting to be drinkable. Otherwise they were way too thick. He knew that from experience.

As soon as he entered the clinic, the charge nurse said, “Mr. McKichan? Can you wait for Doctor Hoffman?”

Oh dear, this couldn’t be good. He knew he had no choice in the matter, so he nodded and took a seat, placing the bags on the chair beside him.

At least he didn’t have to wait long. Doctor Hoffman showed up a little over a minute later, a short man in a white lab coat, with a sharp widow’s peak and deep-set brown eyes that seemed to hold all the trouble of the world in them. “Have you been able to find his family yet?” he asked with no preamble.

Roan shook his head. “Not as such.” He didn’t add that Paris had asked him not to contact them. He knew it was general protocol, but if someone was sane and of legal age and asked that their family not be contacted, he respected that. It was their choice.

“You might want to prioritize that,” Hoffman said, looking at the chart he was holding. “Mr. Lehane is malnourished, dehydrated, and showing signs of kidney dysfunction. It’s fifty-fifty at best that he survives the transition tonight.”

Roan was tempted to reply “Isn’t it always fifty-fifty?” but didn’t because he didn’t want any objections to his jackassery taken out on Paris. “Are there any drugs you can use to cushion the process?”

The doctor shook his head and shrugged. “He’s too weak to take most things. He’s in bad shape.”

“Just try, okay? And talk to him. It’s his risk to take if he wants it.”

Hoffman arched an eyebrow at him. “Is he capable of making those decisions?”

Roan scowled at him. “Just ’cause he was living rough doesn’t make him crazy. There are sane homeless people.”

Hoffman scowled right back. “I’m aware of that. But he admitted to being suicidal. That usually classifies you as a mental-health case.”

“He’s tiger strain,” Roan said, grabbing the bags off the chair and standing up. “If he wasn’t suicidal, he’d be a mental case. Now which room is he in?”

Hoffman sighed as though Roan was being unreasonable. He was treated that way enough to believe there was probably some truth to it. “Forty-two. If he seems unwell at all, notify us at once.”

Roan knocked on the door and waited for Paris to say something before opening the door. He didn’t want to intrude, even though he knew the clinic, same as a hospital, did so all the time. But he wasn’t a doctor.

As soon as he saw Roan, Paris smiled. He was sitting on top of his bed, wearing sweats so oversized he appeared to be a kid wearing his dad’s clothes. But Roan was only peripherally aware of that because Paris had shaved off his scraggly beard and mustache, and Roan almost dropped his bags of food.

Paris was the most fucking gorgeous man he had ever seen.

The facial hair had hidden model’s cheekbones and a perfectly chiseled jaw, along with that beautiful mouth and eyes that seemed even slyer now. His long hair emphasized a sexy, casual look.

Before he could stop himself, Roan exclaimed, “Holy fuck.”

Paris just grinned and pointed at his face. “Oh, this? This was my golden ticket for so many years it wasn’t funny. I was a vain little fuck. I sorta forgot how I looked, and I think I was okay with that. Being vain is exhausting.”

“I’ll take your word on that,” Roan said, stepping into Paris’s room and closing the door. It was a private room—all rooms at Willow Creek were private—but it was relatively small, big enough for a bed, a chair, and medical equipment if necessary, with a very tiny bathroom off to the side.

The room sported a soothing color palette of pale green and blue, perhaps in the hope you’d absorb the general atmosphere and ignore the thick walls and door specially altered to act as a cage if and when necessary. It wasn’t that Roan didn’t appreciate the effort, but it was hard to conceal the purpose of a fortified cage.

Paris saw the bags and sat forward, clasping his hands together. “Ooh, what kind of a shake did you bring me?”

“A mixed chocolate and strawberry.”

“Holy shit, they have those?”

“In some places,” Roan said, pulling up the chair. He gave Paris one of the bags, which also contained fries and a bacon cheeseburger. Roan knew he probably didn’t need all the fat right now, but Paris needed every single calorie he could get his hands on.

Paris looked in the bag, and said, “Oh, you beautiful man. You keep bringing me gifts.”

“I’m like the infected Santa Claus, only thinner,” he replied, opening his bag. Roan put his shake on the floor, not wanting to use one of Paris’s medical monitoring machines as an ad hoc table, but Paris went ahead and did it.

Paris took a drink of his shake and closed his eyes in ecstasy. “Jesus Christ, that’s good. I think this may be the best thing I’ve eaten since yesterday.”

“I used to be a cop. I know where to find all the best junk food.”

Paris ate a couple of fries before asking, “Is that a perk?”

“More like a hazard of the job.” Roan took a drink of his own shake, which was melted to a very drinkable consistency now. He’d gotten a chocolate-strawberry too, mainly so he could mix up the cups and still have it turn out okay. It was really good, but then again, he’d expected them to be. His favorite was the chocolate-pineapple, which he knew some people found too disgusting for words.

He let Paris tuck into his food, which he did with sheer ravenousness, as if he didn’t have a glucose drip in his right arm at the moment (which he did), and only then did Roan say, “About your family.”

Paris sighed but still chewed on another fry. “They told you I’m on death’s door, I take it.”

“Yeah, but I think it’s something we should work out now, regardless of their histrionics.”

Paris raised an eyebrow at him, giving him a sly half smile. “Histrionics? What, you think I’m not on death’s door?”

“I think you’re precarious. But I also think you’ve made it this far, and you’re a fucking tiger strain. If you weren’t tougher than people gave you credit for, we wouldn’t be here talking.”

Paris studied him for a moment, letting Roan really see how gorgeous he was head on, and then Paris laughed. “Fuckin’ A, I like you, Roan McKichan. You just cut through the bullshit, don’t you?”

Roan shrugged, although it gave him a nice warm feeling to think that Paris liked him. (Dee, in his head: “Stupid man. Stupid, stupid man.”) “I’m infected. I don’t have time for bullshit.”

Paris continued to laugh and put down his burger to clap. “I’m borrowing that. Can I?”

“Knock yourself out. But I’ve noticed you haven’t answered me.”

Paris sighed and sank back into the pillows piled up at the head of his bed. They must have been giving him special privileges because Roan had never seen so many pillows on a hospital bed before. “Ah yes, you would, wouldn’t you? Normally I could charm my way out of this.”

“People trying to charm me inevitably pisses me off.”

“Ha. Yeah, I could see that.” Paris ran a hand through his long hair, which was so glossy Roan was almost jealous. Apparently a good washing was all it needed. “I don’t know if I’m ready. I don’t even know how to apologize to them. There aren’t enough words in the English language.”

“You have to start somewhere. It won’t get any easier with time.”

“I know.” He thought it over as he took another bite of his cheeseburger. Somehow, it was almost gone, and Roan would have sworn he’d only taken two or three bites out of it. “Is there any way you can look up one of my sisters? Maybe I can drop her a postcard, let her know I’m still alive, and then take it from there if I am?”

“Sure. Just give me a name and last known location, and I’ll find her.”

Paris smiled. “It’s not going to be that hard to narrow her down. Her name is Deianira Lehane.”

“Are you serious?” Paris nodded, so Roan put his food down and dug his small notebook out of his pocket. “You’re going to have to spell that for me.” He did, and Roan recognized it as a mythological name—much like Paris—but he couldn’t quite place it. Not a goddess, but something similar. “Dare I even ask what your other sister is named?”

“Antigone. I just call them Annie and Dia, though.”

“You’d have to,” he replied, closing his notebook and tucking it back in his pocket. When he looked up, Paris’s grin had turned goofy. “What?”

“That notebook is adorable. I didn’t think hard-boiled private eyes took notes.”

“They do if they want to remember anything.” Roan picked up his shake and added, “You think I’m hard-boiled?”

“Of course you are. You got the whole macho swagger thing going on. It’s pretty hot.” Paris then gave him a look that made Roan feel weird in the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t gratitude, it was attraction, and it hit Roan like a two-by-four. Paris was gay? He must be. And he was so attractive this was very unsettling.

Roan didn’t want to just scramble out of there like a nervous teenager, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. He gathered up his fast-food bag and stood. “Well, I hate to eat and run, but I have a case I should work on. I have a bunch of suspects but no clues.”

“Oh, do you have to go?” Paris frowned. “Can you come back soon?”

Roan knew he’d make it easier on both of them if he said no, or maybe, but it was impossible. “Yeah. You just keep showing them they’re wrong.”

Paris graced him with the full wattage of his smile, which was dizzying. “I will.”

Roan left and was strangely grateful to be in the hall. He had to remember the guy was just rife with tiger pheromones, and that had to be getting to him, along with his overwhelming beauty. But why the guy would be attracted to him was up in the air. Well, Roan had just saved him, in a manner of speaking. Instead of being grateful, Paris had funneled it into something else. That was understandable.

But Roan was pretty sure he had no excuse for his attraction—except general loneliness. Damn it.
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Bent Nail

 

ROAN FIGURED he’d stay away from Paris for at least a day, give them both some space. He also considered going out and getting laid, only he hated the bar scene and hooking up in general, so that was a thought quickly discarded. He liked sex as much as the next guy, but oftentimes it didn’t seem worth the trouble.

Dee had said he was a “serial monogamist,” like that was a bad thing. Roan knew he had trust issues, and when he decided to trust a person, it wasn’t like he could suddenly shut that down (unless he had a good reason to stop). He didn’t give it away easily. And Dee, of all people, should have understood that. Although maybe he did, and he just preferred to needle Roan about it. What else were exes for?

Roan decided to concentrate on the case. He got out a piece of paper, wrote down the names of the suspects, their potential motives for harassing Emma, and their alibis, if any, for the night of the squirrel.

Some poking around and a few well-placed phone calls turned up the fact that Tucker McCall had an alibi for the night as he was at a family get-together at his father’s home in Medina. But Tucker was the kind of rich bastard who never did his own dirty work, so he wasn’t in the clear at all. He could have—and would have—hired someone to leave the roadkill on her car. Roan still couldn’t find Brody, her ex-husband, and his mother was no longer taking any of Roan’s calls. He’d circulated the guy’s picture at the station, asked if anyone encountered him to let him know, but Roan knew a lot of cops there weren’t crazy about him and weren’t inclined to help. Brody was not only likely to be living as a vagrant in the area, but if he was using a name, it was undoubtedly a false one. Todd and Nathan had no alibis at all. He couldn’t wipe a single person off the suspect board.

He should go back and start at the beginning, but he was still there. So what was the next step? Well, there was staking out Emma’s car in front of the building, but that wasn’t until tomorrow. He could go back and tour the sad motels again, with Brody’s photo, but getting a bite that way was super iffy and was dependent on Brody not changing his appearance in the least, which seemed like an awful lot of faulty assumptions to make about a man who honestly didn’t want to be found.

Roan was aware of a minor headache just starting to bloom when there was a knock at his door. He wasn’t expecting anyone, but he never expected anyone. He wasn’t much for entertaining.

Roan opened the door, hoping for the UPS guy (he wasn’t Paris hot, but he was pretty easy on the eyes as long as you didn’t look down at his knobby knees), but it was Dee, dressed down in civilian clothes for once, in jeans and a red plaid shirt. “I thought grunge was dead,” Roan said.

Dee frowned at him. “You’d know more about that than me. C’mon, get your coat. We’re going out.”

“You remember we broke up, right?”

Dee sighed and shoved him inside the house with a flattened palm. Roan let him because while Dee was whip thin, he was generally stronger than he looked, which he attributed to his EMT job. Who needed to lift weights when you were lifting people all day? Dee came in and shut the door behind him. “Look, smartass, when was the last time you went out? And not on a case. The cops calling you for help doesn’t count either.”

He had him there. “I went shopping.”

“Don’t even try. There’s a new gay bar opening up, and we should check it out.”

“I hate gay bars.”

“No shit, I hate ’em too. But you and I are both in danger of becoming crusty, crazed loners… well, you more than me.”

Roan gave him a sickly smile. “May be too late for me.”

“Maybe, but I’m still going to drag you in front of the people like the bitter old cat queen you are. Now get a coat. Maybe one that doesn’t scream ‘leather daddy.’”

“This early? Goddamn it, man, it’s only—” Roan glanced at the clock, and almost did a double take. “Six o’clock? Holy shit. How did it get that late?”

“Dare I ask what you’ve been doing all day?”

Roan was wondering the same thing himself. “Chasing my own tail. And no, that’s not a euphemism for jerking off. I can’t seem to figure out the Emma Wills case.”

Dee leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “Even more reason to go out. Get out of your own head for a while. It may help.”

Roan rubbed his eyes and groaned. Dee was right, which was probably the worst thing. “What’s bringing this on?”

“The opening of the new gay bar.”

“Nuh-uh. Several gay bars have opened in this city, and you’ve never demanded we go gawk at the twinks. So why now?” He stared at Dee for a long moment, but Dee’s poker face never wavered. Still, Roan instantly understood. “Oh, fuck me. This is because of Paris, isn’t it?”

Dee shrugged, still trying to keep it all casual. “I’m sorry, Ro, but I told you he’s CTD, and I just know that has your hero complex all riled up. You really need to find a new focus.”

“He’s still alive.”

“Good for him. But how long do you think that lasts? He’s tiger strain. Those who live don’t live long.”

“You keep saying that like I don’t know it.”

“I’m sure you know it, but I don’t think you’re ready to believe it,” Dee said, and while it sounded like a statement, Roan knew it was an accusation. And not completely out of line.

But Dee hadn’t talked to this guy. He didn’t know how strong-willed Paris was. Although admittedly, sometimes the will could go on much longer than the body ever could. Roan figured that was how he’d ultimately die. He’d want to keep going, but entropy and physics would rip his body out from under him. It could only take so much before something gave way, and as Dee would no doubt tell him, failing organs usually set off a domino effect, with one causing all the others to fail in turn. “I know he’s doomed, okay? I’m just not ready to write him off.”

“It’s not writing off; it’s being realistic,” Dee countered. “For a macho asshole, you certainly have a squishy-soft interior.”

“I resent that. Although I’m not sure if I resent macho asshole or squishy more.”

“Resent it on your own time. C’mon, get your coat and grab your keys.”

“Grab my keys?”

Dee shook his head. “Duh. We’re taking our own cars so if one of us gets lucky, the other doesn’t have to call a cab.”

Well, that did make sense, except there was still one nagging issue. “You just assumed I’d go along with this?”

He chuckled. “No, I knew you’d give me shit. But two-for-one drinks, hot guys, a chance to get your mind off shit for an hour or two? I know you’re crazy, Ro, but you ain’t that crazy.”

He tried to think of a point he could argue with but couldn’t. Roan had no desire to club hop, but Dee had a point. He had to get his mind off the current problem if he wanted to solve it. Dee used to call it “vapor locking,” the way Roan would focus in so tight on one thing that it was almost its own problem. He really did need to distract himself as usually his best ideas came when he least expected them. So he could stand bad music and watered-down drinks for an hour. And taking his own car meant he could sneak away when Dee wasn’t looking, which was great. “Fine,” he sighed, as if this were a major concession. “Give me a minute.”

“And don’t think you’re sneaking away after five minutes either,” Dee called after him.

Damn it. That really was the problem with having an ex as a friend. He knew your tricks.

Still, he also knew Dee’s, so that leveled the field.

Roan went to the bathroom and popped a couple of Excedrin in hopes of chasing away the tiny headache. He also looked at himself in the mirror and was a little surprised by what he saw. He looked tired and like he hadn’t combed his hair today. Also, he had tea dribbled on his shirt. No wonder Dee thought he should drag him out around other people. Roan was slowly losing his social skills. Not that he ever had many to begin with.

He changed into the first Murder City Devils shirt he grabbed out of his closet, and as a rebuke to Dee, grabbed a leather jacket too. He came down the stairs to Dee shaking his head. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

“Doing what?” he replied, even though he knew. Yes, he was.

On the way out, Roan asked, “So what’s this new place called, anyway?”

“Panic.”

Roan considered that a moment. “Panic as in gay panic? Or a Smiths song reference?”

“I assume the former, ’cause I didn’t know it was a Smiths song reference. How the hell do you know all this stuff? Is it a you thing or a white-guy thing?”

“It’s a me thing. I don’t think all honkies know the Smiths.”

Dee laughed. “God, that’s what I miss about the ’70s. The word honkies.”

“Me too. It’s so much more fun to say than Caucasian. ‘We have an APB out on a honky who really needs to mellow the fuck out.’”

Dee laughed hard at this and leaned on his car for a moment. But as Roan went to his behemoth of a vehicle, he straightened up and said, “Don’t think your comedy act is gonna distract me. I’m gonna make you suffer through this with me, damn it.”

Roan wanted to protest he didn’t have a comedy act, but that wasn’t completely true. No, he didn’t have a thought-out, written-up act, but humor was one of his go-to coping mechanisms. He’d discovered it early in life, with PBS repeats of Monty Python and the knowledge that life was fucking absurd. To its core, life seemed to be a farce that ended in tragedy, or at least it seemed that way from his viewpoint. Maybe the viewpoint of a virus child wasn’t the most unbiased on this subject, but it seemed so plain he had no idea how anyone could miss it. Yes, laughing or crying was a cliché, but really, it seemed like the only honest choice.

Roan followed Dee to the club even though it did occur to him he could drive off at any point. Just the thought of how pissed off Dee would be kept him following along. The parking lot was full, so they both had to park around the corner and walk in, which seemed like added trouble.

Panic, looking pretty nondescript on the outside, was in a part of town just starting to slowly gentrify, very close to the traditionally gay part of Seattle. Inside, it was colored gel lights and noise, house music thumping from hidden speakers, a cliché come to eardrum-aching life. There were so many young twinks in the place Roan felt like he should start carding people; then he remembered he wasn’t a cop anymore. But he still felt like carding people.

Dee never believed him, but testosterone did have a smell. It was like aluminum, tainted with vinegar and a hint of copper, and this place was rife with it, along with the scent of self-tanner and hair products. There were a few blandly handsome guys and some who seemed way too pretty, and Roan knew instantly there wasn’t a single guy he was interested in here. His mind immediately went to Paris, and he all but physically moved it onto another track. Dee was at least right about that—no good would come from that path.

The bar appeared to be translucent plastic, and the bartenders were all hot and shirtless, although Roan thought they would have been hotter if they had a single chest hair between them. (Was waxing a law now?) Still, one of them came up to him and Dee as soon as they approached, a very youthful-looking boy with short blond hair and wide blue eyes. He was probably someone’s idea of hot, but he was too pale and too much like jailbait to ever appeal to Roan. “What can I get you guys?” he asked, flashing Roan his perfect white teeth.

“Get us a couple of appletinis,” Dee said.

Roan gave Dee an evil look. “I don’t want an appletini.”

“Yes, you do,” Dee responded, deliberately being an ass. Possibly to remind him needlessly that two could play that game.

“What would you like?” the bartender asked.

Roan looked around for a menu of any kind but just saw a list of frou-frou drinks written on a piece of slate. “What do you recommend?”

The bartender seemed to chew it over for a few seconds, studying him. “You look like a guy who’d probably like a Negroni.”

“Super sweet?” Roan asked.

“On the bitter side,” the bartender replied.

“Okay, I’ll try it.”

The bartender nodded and smiled at him before moving away to make the drinks.

Dee gave him a hard elbow in the arm that almost sent him falling. “You fucking son of a bitch.”

“What?” Roan said, rubbing his arm. “What did I do?”

“What did you—oh Jesus Christ, are you that stupid? That bartender was totally giving you the eye.”

“Jailbait?” Roan snorted. “No way. That’s part of the job. Flirt a bit, get a bigger tip. You know that.”

Dee still looked like he wanted to kill him, but he leaned in and lowered his voice. “I know the difference between fake flirting and the real thing. And I fucking hate it that you can turn heads as soon as you enter a room, and you’re the last person who knows it. How can you be so smart and so goddamn dumb at the same time?”

That was a very good question. Roan had been asking himself that very question for the last five years of his life, and he still had no answer.

Jailbait came back with their drinks, a neon green one for Dee and Roan’s drink a suitably bloody shade of red.

Although Jailbait gave Dee a polite smile, the one he gave Roan came with prolonged eye contact and a brief brush of his hand as he took the drink. Once the bartender had moved on to another customer, Roan admitted, “Okay, I saw that.”

“A blind man could see that,” Dee said. “Check the napkin.”

“What napkin?” he asked, just as he realized Jailbait had slipped one under his glass before sliding it across to him. He pulled it out, and it seemed like a normal napkin until he looked inside it. There was a hidden name (Darren) and phone number. Roan had barely seen it before Dee ripped it out of his hand and gave an exasperated sigh.

“We haven’t even been here five minutes. How the fuck do you always do this?”

“I don’t always do this. I never go to these clubs. I thought you didn’t either.”

Dee gave him an exasperated eye roll worthy of a teenage girl. “You know what I mean. You steal thunder like Thor if he were a shoplifter.”

“I think you mangled up an analogy, but I’m not completely sure.” He knew he should be upset by the comment, but it was difficult because he found the comment so puzzling. There seemed to be so many things wrong with it he had no idea where to start.

“Don’t start that,” Dee said. He then sipped his appletini. “You’re missing out. These taste just like candy.”

“If I want candy, I’ll have candy.” Roan sipped his Negroni tentatively. Yep, it was bitter all right.

“How is it?” Dee asked.

“Tastes fancy. A lot of it depends on how much you like Campari.”

“Ick. Counts me out.”

“Thought so.”

Roan wasn’t a fan of Campari either, but the drink itself wasn’t too bad, so he nursed it slowly, figuring it would last him until he could sneak away. When Dee started talking with a blond guy who looked like a lumberjack on shore leave, he thought he might have a shot, but that was when a brunet started talking to him.

He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, maybe a little too blandly handsome, but okay. They were having a nice chat when the guy, whose name was David, noticed the tattoo on the inside of his wrist.

“Oh, that means you’re a Leo, right?”

Roan glanced at it, which he did out of habit and had no idea why. But he always did. Was he expecting it to change color? “Yeah, but really it’s because I have the lion virus. I felt it was apropos.”

At that, Roan watched the guy’s expression just shut down. No more flirty smile, no more interest. “Oh, um… you’re infected.”

There was a death sentence in that statement, and for some reason, Roan couldn’t help but smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to make up an excuse. You can go ahead and move on. I get it.”

“I’m not—” the guy began.

“It’s okay. We’re all adults here.”

Even though that was essentially a nonsense phrase, meaning next to nothing, Dave nodded like it meant something, picked up his drink, and left. Roan chuckled to himself because this kind of thing always amused him. 

“You were way too nice to that guy,” a man said, bellying up the bar. “He was a dick.”

“Yeah, but I’ve dealt with them all my life, and the sooner they go, the better I feel.”

Roan glanced at the guy as he knew, by smell, the guy was also infected. He was a delicate Asian man, very thin and barely average height but still attractive, with high cheekbones and sleepy eyes. His black hair also had a kind of messy style that Roan liked a lot, even if it was totally unintentional. “Leopard strain, huh?”

The guy looked around him as if he thought maybe someone was standing by with cue cards. “How do you know that?”

Roan tapped the side of his nose. “Virus child. I have a better than average sense of smell as a result. And are you close to your cycle or just out of it?”

“Close to it, by about a week and a half. And I didn’t think virus children… you know… lived.”

“I’m an exception to the rule.” Meeting the man’s eyes, he said, “Roan.”

“Shawn,” he replied, tilting his beer toward him in greeting.

“So how long have you lived with it?”

He sighed. “A few months. A gift from a bastard cheating ex who couldn’t even play safe.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah. But I doubt it’s as bad as living with it your entire life.”

Roan shrugged. “Eh. You’d be surprised what a person can get used to.”

“I can’t believe anyone would ever get used to shifting. Sometimes I think the pain is never going to stop.”

“Yeah. It’s… good to have a solid drug connection.”

Shawn snorted a bitter kind of laugh before taking a gulp of his drink. “And then the drugs stop helping.”

“That’s why I can’t believe those stupid cult people.”

“Oh, right, the Divine Transformers or something?”

“Transformation,” Roan said, sorry he knew this at all. But there had been small articles in the paper about this so-called religious leader, Elijah Prophet (not his real name), buying a piece of property and moving in downtown. Roan had done his own follow-up, as he wanted to find out all about this shyster and his so-called religion, and what he found disgusted him. He was a trust-fund brat, which figured, and Roan had a sneaking suspicion he was doing all of this to piss off his more successful older brother and stuffed-shirt father. It seemed a weird thing to base a religion on, but there had been stranger.

Shawn shook his head. “Idiots. There’s no way anyone’s actually gonna fall for that shit, is there?”

Roan wasn’t sure if he should be honest with him or not. But then he figured, what the hell. “Oh yes. That’s how all religions work. They pull in broken people, people who want to believe, especially if they’re infected and trying to pin a reason to it beyond stupid, shitty luck. People really want to believe there’s a point to all of this. It makes them feel better. If you can make people think they feel better, and are maybe better than everyone else, you have a business well that will never run dry.”

Shawn stared at him a moment before snickering and shaking his head. “Fucking hell. Sir, you are dark, and I salute you.”

“I came by my cynicism the old-fashioned way. I earned every bit of it.”

They talked a little while longer, and Roan discovered Shawn was a supermarket stock boy and usually worked the night shift, but he had a couple of days off. He wasn’t a huge fan of the bar scene either but couldn’t turn down cheap drinks and some company. He never said he was lonely, but Roan understood that he was. That was another thing about the virus. If they didn’t belong to some insane cult, people who weren’t infected had a tendency to run far away from you. Roan was actually lucky to have met uninfected who didn’t mind it. Normally, they were the modern equivalent of lepers. (But in his mind he could hear Dee say, “You’re fucking cute, and you know it, asshole. They won’t kick you out of bed for eating crackers or being a lion.”)

Eventually, Shawn suggested they should go someplace quieter, and you hardly needed to be a genius to read that subtext. Roan knew he should say no, but he liked the guy, so he said yes, even if he wasn’t completely sure why. As he left, Dee, who had moved on to another guy (where Blondie went, Roan had no idea), gave him an evil glare and mouthed the word “asshole” at him. Fair enough. He was inadvertently proving Dee’s point too.

They went back to Shawn’s place, which was a small apartment within walking distance of Panic. It was tiny but relatively neat for a bachelor. He owned a cat, but like Roan figured, it went into hiding as soon as he entered the apartment.

Shawn said he usually had a roommate, but the latest one had moved back to Portland, and he had yet to find a suitable replacement. He offered Roan a drink, but Roan just accepted a glass of iced tea as he felt he’d had enough alcohol for one night. His tolerance was okay, but alcohol wasn’t his favorite. He didn’t seem to like it as much as other people.

They ended up talking for a while, and perhaps that was the strange thing, but Shawn was kind of easy to talk to. And Roan realized Dee was invariably right (although he’d never tell him, because he’d be insufferable about it). He was lonely, although he liked his solitude enough he sometimes didn’t realize it. The edges blurred, and he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

Roan liked the guy, but that was exactly why he was thinking about leaving when Shawn leaned in and kissed him. And when that happened, Roan no longer had the desire to leave. It had been so long since any man had touched him he was surprised by his need for it. In some distant part of his brain, he tried to remember the last time he’d been with a man. New Year’s Eve? Holy shit. He was becoming a crazed loner. No wonder he’d felt so drawn to Paris.

Even though he’d come home with Shawn, he hadn’t planned to sleep with him. He knew, logically, that this had nowhere to go, and they could probably have a complication-free friendship if they didn’t sleep together. But he was only human (well, humanish), so of course he did. Roan knew he probably had a below-average sex drive, which he attributed to his depression, but as soon as he felt warm skin against his own, he couldn’t say no.

What really surprised Roan was waking up in an unfamiliar bed, with strange noises he soon identified as the upstairs neighbor. Were they wearing steel boots? Sounded like it.

Shawn’s apartment was basically three rooms: bathroom, bedroom, and living room/kitchen. (How he squeezed a roommate in here Roan had no idea.) When Roan came out, he found Shawn sitting on his couch, eating a bagel. “Want one?” he asked. “There’s more on the counter.”

“No thanks, I’m more of an English muffin guy.” Which was true. He’d never gotten the hang of bagels. Mainly he didn’t care for the texture.

“Seriously?” Shawn asked. “But where’s the always important jaw workout?” Shawn was sitting there shirtless, a pair of gray sweatpants his only item of clothing. He looked fashionably slender, with a flat stomach and naturally hairless chest, and it reminded Roan of the truly cruel irony of the infected. They all looked fashionably svelte and fit society’s perfect body image to a T… because they were dying. They couldn’t keep fat on their bodies for long because their bodies were eating themselves. Eventually this metabolic mechanism that kept them slender would start digesting their organs and muscle, and they’d lose all the weight. Meaning they’d be dead. But fashionably thin corpses! And wasn’t that the most important thing?

“I get it other ways,” Roan said, picking up his shirt from the armchair. Shawn must have put it there, because the last time he’d seen it, it was on the floor.

“Was that a double entendre?”

“Not intentionally,” he replied, pulling his shirt on. The good thing about a T-shirt-heavy wardrobe was it never really mattered whether it spent a night crumpled on the floor or hanging up in a closet. It pretty much looked the same regardless. His coat was on the chair, so he shrugged that on as well.

“I had fun last night,” Shawn said somewhat nervously. Neither of them had done this for so long, it was awkward and weird for both of them. There was actually some comfort in that. “Could I maybe, I dunno, call you sometime?”

Roan had had fun too. But he wasn’t sure they should repeat this. Still, he liked the guy, even if he couldn’t see this particular relationship going anywhere. Roan wasn’t sure he should do relationships anymore, not after Connor.

“Sure.” He felt around his pockets until he found a business card, which he handed to Shawn.

Shawn examined the card with a smirk. “I still can’t believe that private detectives exist and weren’t just made up for old movies and stuff.”

“We exist, although probably not for much longer. The Internet age is elbowing us all out of business.”

“It’s a trying time for us all,” Shawn replied. It wasn’t sarcastic, but those same words coming from Dee would have been.

Roan left feeling weird, but there was no way it wasn’t going to be that way. This was another reason he didn’t like casual hookups; he never felt quite right about them afterward. How did other gay men do it? He just couldn’t get past feeling as awkward as fuck.

Roan had just walked back to his car, not surprised to find the hunk of junk hadn’t been stolen, when his phone hummed in his pocket. He answered it without seeing who it was because he didn’t care. He needed a distraction, even if it was just Dee cussing him out. “Yeah?”

“Ain’t you just a ray of sunshine this morning?” a female voice replied. It took Roan a moment to place it as Dropkick Murphy, one of his few friends on the force and the only out gay officer he could think of right now. “I was led to believe you’d asked us to keep an eye out for a guy named Brody Dawes?”

“Yep. He’s the ex-husband of my client, and he might be stalking her. Why? Did he finally turn up in the drunk tank?”

“Uh, no. He was killed outside a bar last night. We just got a positive ID from the ME about twenty minutes ago.”

Well, that was one way to get a suspect off the list.
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ACCORDING TO Dropkick, Brody was being obnoxious at a bar downtown, Oscar’s, which was known as a low-rent hole where assholes gathered to be assholes. Being the king of said assholes, Brody got in a fight that was taken out to the back alley, where he fell (after being punched) and cracked his head open on the pavement. He’d had the bad fortune to fracture his skull, and the subsequent brain swelling killed him. It was an accidental murder, but a murder all the same. Anyway, the hunt was on for the other guy in the bar fight, even though those who admitted being at Oscar’s the night before seemed unwilling to talk. But nobody there was a genius even when sober, so it wasn’t going to be too difficult. Of course, it was easy for him to say that because he wasn’t a primary on the case.

This did simplify something for Roan. Clearly, Brody had been in the state, as Roan had figured, and laying low. But unless the harassment stopped immediately, that didn’t make him guilty. (If it did stop, then yes, it did.)

Dropkick must have pitied him because she threw him a bone. They found a key on the body that suggested the vic was staying at the Pacific Rose hotel, unit 6-A.

That figured. The Pacific Rose was also a hole. If the rock bottom most addicts hit was a place, it would be the Pacific Rose. A transient motel, you could rent a unit by the hour or the week. Either way, it was cheap, and you got exactly what you paid for. Low-rent hookers whose drug habits were totally out of control and sex offenders who had nowhere else to go lived side by side, along with scofflaws of many varieties. (When you were looking for bail jumpers and parole violators, the Rose was usually the first stop. While Roan was still on the force, a really shitty counterfeiter got busted there.)

Roan knew he couldn’t interfere in an ongoing police investigation, but Dropkick had hinted it would be a while before they got to the motel, so he had time to make a cursory examination. It wasn’t a crime scene because no crime they were currently investigating had been committed there (to police knowledge, at any rate), and besides, there was no such thing as an uncontaminated scene at the Pacific Rose. The hygiene of the place was just about what you’d expect, and Roan wasn’t 100 percent sure there was even a maid service there, at least not a regularly employed one.

Roan forgot the name of the guy who ran the place but knew he was a low-level dirtbag with rumored “mob connections” Roan was sure were false, just stuff the guy spread around to make himself seem less pathetic. He did have a huge gambling problem, and it was rumored there were high-stakes games—mostly poker and craps—almost always going on in one of the rooms. There were also reports that he had something to do with cock and dog fights taking place nearby, but not on motel property (probably because the noise would be impossible to cover).

Roan could have talked to him but didn’t really feel like starting this morning banging his head against a brick wall, so he found the room instead. The Pacific Rose was a single story, roughly U-shaped affair, with a hub consisting of a cracked, potholed parking lot. Even at this time of morning, there was a working girl with some ugly scratches on her leg loitering near the motel entrance, smoking and trying not to look cold in a miniskirt. It made Roan feel sad.

There was no need to get physical on the door. It was flimsy, and he was able to bypass the lock simply using the credit card trick. It was times like these when Roan really regretted his sense of smell. He wished he had something he could rub under his nose to block out all the scents. He could smell the last five people to have stayed in this room, his target no doubt included, but he wasn’t sure which scent was Brody’s. He’d have to do more exploring.

The bed was unmade, but save for that, a towel on the chair, and a couple of cigarette butts in the bedside ashtray, there were no signs anyone had been staying here recently. There was a small closet, and inside he found a rucksack that had to be Brody’s.

Rather than go through it carefully, he opened it and dumped the contents out on the bed. Interestingly enough, he found a middling-quality fake ID among some dirty clothes, identifying Brody as one Paul Jensen. More likely than not, he’d checked into the motel under this identity. Roan also found a couple of crumpled dollar bills, a small Baggie of what was, by the smell, crushed-up crank (also known as “trucker speed”), and a gun. It looked like a cheap handgun, a .38 special, but that didn’t necessarily mean it was purchased on the street. Brody could have bought it from a legitimate seller with his fake ID. It was really insane how it was much easier to get a gun than it was a driver’s license, but that was despair for another time.

The gun didn’t smell like it had been fired recently, and Brody’s clothes, while dirty, didn’t have a single trace of animal blood on them. It didn’t totally rule him out as the guy who picked up roadkill—it was possible the clothes he died in were the ones he wore while shoveling up the squirrel—but Brody didn’t strike Roan as either clean or careful. A quick but more thorough search of the room turned up empty Jack Daniel’s and malt liquor bottles under the bed, and Roan caught faint traces of vomit in the bathroom. Had Brody been on an epic bender?

Considering he’d had a gun, Roan wondered if Brody would have bothered with the foreplay of terrorizing Emma when he could simply show up and kill her. That really seemed more like his style. Maybe he’d come here with dark intent but got sidetracked by his addictions, which, again, seemed like his style. He was a man undone by his own impulses, none of which had ever been good. They’d also killed him.

The visit to this sad, dingy room convinced him Brody could have done it, but probably hadn’t. He couldn’t have had any good intentions toward Emma, but he probably didn’t have the patience for a stalking campaign, either.

Roan left the room and snugged the door shut, making sure to wipe his fingerprints from the knob before leaving. He’d been aware of arguing in one of the nearby units, but he hadn’t been paying any attention to it, although now as he walked past the door, the sharp noise of flesh against flesh stopped him. Someone had just taken a hell of a slap, and it sounded like a man and a woman were fighting. No good could come from this scenario. He sighed before pounding on the door and shouting, “Want me to call the cops? Knock it off.”

He should have known. He got a whiff of sour alcohol through the door before he heard the scratch of a chain lock against wood, and a bulky homunculus of a man flung open the door, a living perp stereotype in a stained white T-shirt and dark track pants, broken blood vessels like long-submerged roads on a flooded plain decorating his florid face. “Who the fuck’re you to be stickin’ your nose in my fuckin’ business,” the man ranted, his breath like a distillery that had gone to seed. Roan took a step back to put some distance between the man and his overwhelming scent, but the drunken asshole took it as a sign of intimidation, and he was itching to fight. Roan saw the decision to strike in his eyes before he balled up his fist and swung at Roan. Roan easily dodged the ham-fisted, telegraphed swing and then quickly stepped in and rabbit punched him right in the solar plexus. As he doubled over, Roan grabbed his greasy head and brought it down to meet his own rising knee, which sank into the man’s cauliflower of a nose with a crunch like someone snapping celery. Roan felt hot blood spurt onto his pant leg before he shoved the man down to the dirty walkway with blood pouring from his broken nose. Between that and the gut punch, the guy was having trouble catching his breath.

“Sober up and find a new way of life, because this one’s killing you,” Roan told the man. Through the open door, he could see a string bean of a woman in a miniskirt and a bra, looking only a little more sober than the man on the ground. “Wanna get out of here? Let’s go.”

She stared at him a moment but then made up her mind, grabbed her shirt and her purse from the bed, and followed Roan as he walked away. The man finally got some of his breath back and wheezed after them, “Fuckin’ kill you, motherfucker—”

“You and what robot army from the future?” Roan replied, flipping him the bird without even looking behind him. The woman snickered. The fat bastard didn’t realize that beating the shit out of a drunk, abusive fucker got him kicked off the force in the first place. Sloshed abusers were Roan’s favorite punching bags.

The woman shrugged on her shirt before getting in the car, and he guessed she was a working girl, or maybe just one bad life choice away from being one. Her legs were blotchy and pale, and he spied track marks almost hidden by the four-leaf clover tattooed on her calf. “Where we goin’?” she asked. She smelled like cigarettes and hangover sweat. She had a red mark on her face that was shaped like a hand.

“I can drop you off wherever you want. I know where the women’s shelter is.”

She snorted a harsh laugh. “I don’t need no shelter. I need a drink.”

He sighed. There was no help for some people. (His mind flashed back to Paris, and he would have cursed if he didn’t have company.) “I can drop you off at a bar if you want, but how about a diner instead? Gracie’s is good.”

She studied him for a long moment before saying anything. “What’s the matter, Red? Ain’t I good enough for ya?”

“I’m a detective working a case, and no offense, but I don’t need a sidekick.”

She went as stiff as a board, except for her hand, which instantly flew to the door handle. “Cop?”

“Private detective,” he clarified, starting the car. “I have no interest in busting you. I just don’t like bullies.”

“Private detective?” she repeated, relaxing. “That’s a real thing?”

Awesome. Apparently it was his day for that question.

The woman, who claimed her name was Pepper (no fucking way it was), wasn’t drunk, not really, although a malt liquor stink had curdled on her skin. No, mainly she was stoned, probably on an exotic cocktail of pills that could have killed lesser beings. She had a rambling story full of half-truths and clichés, and while he felt bad for her, his empathy was at the exhaustion point. She should get out of the life, but he wasn’t sure she would, and he knew from bitter experience there was nothing he could say that would ever change her mind. Some people could only learn the hard way, and some people only learned when it was way too late to do anything about it.

He dropped her off in front of Gracie’s, well aware there were at least two different bars within walking distance on alternate blocks. She could make the choice for herself.

It was only when he was driving down Howell that he realized he had no idea where he was going. He pulled over into the first parking lot he saw and made himself focus.

Pepper hadn’t thrown him off that much. He was vapor locking, his mind chasing its own tail again as he tried to figure out which of the living men was now his best suspect, and that wasn’t the way forward. The list had narrowed, which was great, but he had no new facts. That was as good as nothing happening. Roan took the time to call Emma. He got her voice mail, and while he briefly considered calling back later to talk to her directly, he realized she would be relieved by the news of Brody’s death. So he told her Brody had been killed in a bar fight, and Roan was 100 percent sure he wasn’t her harasser. A good news/bad news situation. He then called Willow Creek, just to confirm Paris was still alive. It took longer than it should have because “patient confidentiality” apparently covered saying whether someone was alive or dead. But at least it gave him a task he could do.

He was having a hard time not thinking about Paris. Maybe he could use that distraction to his advantage.
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Evangeline

 

ROAN ARRIVED at Willow Creek with a bag full of really good deli sandwiches and some blackberry-vanilla shakes, as well as a couple of paperbacks he’d picked up at one of his favorite used bookstores over by the university district. He’d only meant to buy some favorites for Paris, but he’d ended up picking up a couple of books for himself. He had more books than he could possibly read in his lifetime—he knew this, and yet he still bought them. It was a strange addiction.

He found Paris sitting in bed, the covers pooled around his waist as he watched something on the TV perched high in the corner, out of reach of claws and teeth. He smiled at Roan in that heartbreaking way of his, and from that and the pain in his slightly glazed eyes, Roan knew Paris was stoned to the gills on pain medication. 

“Hey,” Paris said. “I was beginning to think you forgot about me.”

“Sorry. I’ve been caught up in my case,” Roan replied, feeling horrible for trying to stay away. But hadn’t he done it so he wouldn’t get so attached? And yet, who else did Paris have here? In retrospect, it was remarkably selfish, and Roan was shamed by it. “I’ve brought a peace offering, if you’re up to it.”

“More milkshakes? Yes, please. You’re forgiven.” He sat forward with the slightest groan, and Roan almost asked if it had been a bad change, except it was patently obvious. Paris wouldn’t be drugged to the eyeballs if he hadn’t been in extreme pain.

Roan handed him his milkshake and put his bag of food and the plastic bag of books on the bed within reach. Paris noisily slurped the shake while Roan pulled up a chair and sat down. “Feeling any better?”

It took Paris a minute, mainly because he was still busy drinking the shake, but finally, judging from his wince, the brain freeze must have set in, and he put the drink on one of his monitors. “Goddamn, man, I love you. Blackberry, right?”

“Yep, blackberry and vanilla.” Roan took a sip of his shake.

“It’s great. You really must know where all the best shakes are.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I feel better now that you’re here. But I’m mainly wondering how I can feel so wasted and still hurt so fucking much.”

“The basic paradox of being an infected,” Roan said, not without sympathy. “Did they bust out the fentanyl? That’s the real good stuff.”

Paris smiled wanly at him, picking up the plastic bag. He glanced inside. “More books? Wow. You are quite the nerd, aren’t you?”

“Yep. I used to have four eyes and everything.”

Paris stopped pulling out the books to squint at him. “Contacts?”

“No. I’m still a little bit nearsighted, but it was weird. When I was seventeen, my eyesight got better.”

Paris stared at him a moment as if unsure he’d heard him right. “What?”

“Yeah, that was my feeling at the time. But I went from being almost legally blind to almost normal overnight. I went to bed needing my glasses and found upon waking they were too distorted for me to look through. The doctors thought maybe my infected status caused a change in the shape of my corneas, but they could never tell me how or why. It was a freaky thing.”

Paris scratched his head. “You fucking with me?”

“Absolutely not. I wouldn’t do that to a stoned person. It’s cruel.”

“Huh. So… it’s ’cause you’re a virus child?”

Roan shrugged, digging into his bag of food, searching for his sandwich. He was starving. “I guess. Most of us don’t live long enough for it to be studied. By the way, I hope you like pastrami.”

Paris picked up his food bag and looked inside. “You brought me a pastrami sandwich?”

“It’s actually peppered turkey salami on sourdough with Dijon mustard. It’s my favorite sandwich this deli downtown makes, and I was hoping you might like it too.” To prove it, Roan bit into his sandwich. It was a heaven of spicy, sour, and crunchy, even though the Dijon sometimes made his sinuses hurt.

Paris decided to give his a try, tentatively at first, but then he said, “Holy shit. You weren’t kidding about cops knowing where all the best junk food is, were you?”

“Nope, we take our food very seriously. It’s usually the nicest part of our day.”

“It’s getting to be one of mine too,” Paris admitted. They ate in relative silence for a few minutes, with crunching and the faint hum of dialogue from the television the only noise. The food was too good to talk through, and clearly they were both hungry, so they just went ahead and ate. Paris also perused the books Roan had brought him while he chewed his sandwich and slurped up the last of his milkshake. He looked a little brighter in the eyes; maybe still pained, but better than when Roan had come in.

“You know I’m trying to psychoanalyze you by the types of books you bring me,” Paris said, once he was finished with his sandwich.

“Oh. How are you doing?” The books Roan had brought him today were Joe R. Lansdale’s Cold in July, Joseph Hansen’s Troublemaker, Ken Bruen’s A White Arrest, and Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness. Paris shook his head. “I’m not sure. You brought me a lot of crime fic today, along with science fiction. Add that to what you brought me before… you’re a weird person.”

That made Roan chuckle. “Nailed it.”

“Well, I had help there. You don’t seem like a cop, either.”

“I’m not a cop.”

“You were. And I can’t imagine it. You don’t seem like the type at all.”

“Maybe that’s why I’m not one anymore.”

Paris studied him a moment, chewing on a potato chip. “You’re a mystery wrapped in an enigma, and you like it that way, don’t you?”

“Whoa. You really are psychoanalyzing me, huh?”

He shrugged. “I’m trying. You know, usually I can figure out what people want within ten minutes of meeting them, but you… wow. You’re the first person to truly stump me.”

“Why is that?”

“You… you’re very controlled. And you have really thick armor.”

Roan smirked. “I am a bit of a turtle.”

Paris’s gaze was sharp but not unkind. He apparently didn’t appreciate the sarcasm. “You’re a tough guy, that much I get, but you’ve been hurt, pretty badly if my guess is right. Nobody develops armor that hard if they haven’t been.”

This was interesting, and really uncomfortable. Paris probably wasn’t lying when he said he was good at this. “Life makes you develop armor,” Roan admitted. “Hard to live without it.”

“True. But between the control and the armor, I think you could survive an emotional nuclear blast. Or at least you want people to think you could.”

“Or maybe I just want you to think I could.”

“Yeah.” Paris gave him another one of his brilliant smiles. “Oh, awesome. You’re psychoanalyzing me as I’m trying to psychoanalyze you.”

“It is part of the job. Detectives detect, after all.”

“That they do. So tell me, what’s going on in the case that’s so vital it kept you from dropping off food for me?”

It was kind of Paris to shift the subject, but maybe he didn’t want to be psychoanalyzed either. Fair enough. And while it wasn’t exactly kosher to share client details, the truth was Paris was in no position to share this with anyone, nor was he likely to have any desire to, and Roan had a feeling talking this out with someone could only help. So he told Paris about Brody’s accidental death and his own visit to Brody’s motel room, leaving out the thing with Pepper because that didn’t really matter. Paris listened thoughtfully, finishing his chips, and some of the color seemed to come back to his face. God, he was handsome. But Roan made himself not think about that.

As soon as Roan was done, Paris put his shake down and asked, “What’s the point of the harassment?”

“What do you mean? It’s harassment. They want to scare her.”

“But why?”

Roan sat back in the chair, even though it was uncomfortable. “Well, overall, stalkers do it in general because they’re mentally ill. But specifically, motive would probably shift with each suspect. Nathan is deeply fucked-up and undoubtedly misogynistic. The fact that Emma wants nothing to do with him is something he sees as her fault, as she’s a vindictive bitch who just wants to thwart him, like all the others. It’s revenge, only he’s too cowardly—so far—to push it to a direct physical confrontation. Todd just wants to hurt the firm, but since he’s been slapped down before, Emma’s about the only point of entry he has left. Tucker doesn’t like the fact that she ended their relationship before he was ready to let it go. Revenge again, and it doesn’t help that he’s a spoiled brat who’s never been told no.”

“So two are personal, and the other is kinda personal but not directed at Emma herself. She’s just a proxy.”

“Basically.”

“So what does your gut tell you?”

Roan smirked at this. “My gut?”

Paris shook his head. “Don’t even front. You know you have great instincts. Somehow you got me to jail myself, and I was dead set against that. I didn’t want to be hospitalized either.”

“Maybe I’m just super charming,” Roan said, and he could barely keep a straight face.

Paris grinned, but it wasn’t sarcastic or mean. “You are. But you also figured out how to win my trust, and you had no idea how to do it. You were going on instinct, yeah? So tap into that. What does your instinct say about the case?”

Roan sat forward, resting his milkshake on the floor. “I know it’s in cop shows and such, but that whole ‘instinct’ thing is way overstated and wrong. Instinct is really just an accumulation of experience that makes you able to take the occasional logical leap. I don’t have a lot of experience with stalker cases like this.”

“And you have a lot of experience with homeless tiger-virus infectees?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“Stop trying to diminish yourself,” Paris said. He sat forward, and Roan could see he was 100 percent serious. His eyes seemed to glow with righteousness. “Why are you trying to pretend you’re an average person? You’re not. I mean, my God, you grew up with this fucking monster virus. It would have destroyed me, and probably a lot of other people too. But not you. You’re remarkable.”

Roan didn’t know what to say to that. He was kind of floored. “I-I just survived. That doesn’t make me remarkable. It just means I’m hard to kill.”

“But that’s still remarkable in and of itself. People are pretty fragile as a whole. But you aren’t. I can’t believe you’d even bother to pretend to be normal. You’re so much better than that. You can sniff out a scene—literally smell what has happened and what is going on. You healed your own eyesight. Who the fuck does that?”

Roan rubbed the back of his neck, aware this conversation was making him uncomfortable and maybe a little bit angry, but he didn’t understand the anger at all. “You’re making me sound like the lamest superhero ever.”

“Not lame at all! Totally fucking awesome.” Paris scanned his face and sat back, his smile faltering. “I’ve upset you.”

“No,” Roan lied, trying hard to hide his suddenly urgent need to leave. “It’s just… I know you mean well. But you’re still calling me a freak. Just in the nicest way possible.”

“No, that isn’t what I meant—”

“I know that. But that’s what it sounds like to me. Can you understand that? All my life I have been a freak. And while there’s good freak and bad freak, it all boils down to freak. I can’t help that I was born with the virus or that I was born with the virus and wasn’t fatally deformed. It was exactly the kind of random chance thing that makes the universe so unpredictable and frustrating.” He was starting to rant and he knew it, so Roan forced himself to take a deep breath and calm down. “I’m not angry at you, okay? This is just a topic I’d rather avoid if I could. Yes, I have some strange abilities, but I prefer to think of myself as normal, so let’s just pretend I am, okay? Humor me.”

Paris gave him a look that was kind of sad, but he nodded and accepted that. “Okay. But you know you’re awesome, right?”

Roan shrugged. “I have my moments.”

Paris’s grin returned, and Roan was happy to see it. “More than a few. Now, we got sidetracked, but you never answered my question. What does your gut tell you about the remaining suspects?”

Roan groaned and picked up his milkshake. Taking a drink allowed him to stall for time. “Nathan and Tucker are tied. I can’t tell you who I like better for this because they’re both completely odious men. Todd is a pest, and he’s in with a chance, but the longer this goes on, the less I like him for this.”

Paris chuckled. “Odious? Wow, I have never heard that word used conversationally. You really are a heavy reader.”

“It’s a good word.”

“It’s a great word. People should use it more often.”

“No argument from me.”

There was a rap on the door before it opened and a nurse stuck her head in. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to go. Mr. Lehane is scheduled for more blood work.”

It was Paris’s turn to groan. “Haven’t you stuck me with enough needles? Am I a voodoo doll?”

She gave Paris a strained but professional smile. “How’s the pain?”

“A lot more tolerable now. Thank Roan here. He brings milkshakes full of magic.”

The nurse’s brown eyes scudded toward him. “Magic?”

“Horse tranqs,” Roan replied, making Paris snort a laugh.

Judging from the way her eyebrows scrunched, she didn’t appreciate the joke. “Three minutes, Mr. McKichan.” Roan gave her a small salute, and she left. Roan realized he had too much shake left to comfortably gulp, and held it out toward Paris. “Want it?”

Paris’s clear blue eyes lit up. “Ooh, yes, please. As long as you think I won’t overdose.”

“Nah, I think you’ll be okay. You’re a tiger after all.”

“True. I can take anything.” As Paris took the shake, their hands touched, and Roan felt something not unlike an electric shock, only it wasn’t static electricity. Roan was willing to bet it was just in his head, except the way Paris looked at him, there was no way that was true. Holy fuck, this was dangerous. Roan stood, letting go of the cup, hoping Paris had a hold on it. He did.

 “Promise me you’ll come back soon?” Paris asked.

Roan knew he should say no, but of course he was nodding. “Will do. But you have to get some reading done.”

“Oh, damn. I should’ve known there’d be homework,” Paris said, scowling in a comical way.

Roan left the room, much to the approval of the nurse standing by. Not that he cared what she thought, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. He couldn’t imagine she’d appreciate it.

Had this really helped clarify the case for him, or was it just feeding a dangerous attraction? Roan thought he knew, but he honestly didn’t want to admit it.
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Dumb Luck

 

TO TRY and make up for spending all that time with Paris, Roan did some more work on Tucker and Nathan but didn’t get any further. He couldn’t get past the secretaries with Tucker, and no one else was willing to admit being Nathan’s friend. Not that he could blame them.

Any further thoughts about Paris were shoved aside when he got a call from Gordo. There was a cat loose in the ER at Saint Joe’s, and they were hoping Roan could beat them there. Local cops were trying to lock the area down, but it was difficult, as one might imagine. Emergency rooms were chaotic at the best of times. (Also, Roan found himself wondering how long the guy had been waiting if he’d had time to change shape. And why did no one notice?)

By the time he got there, the beat cops had managed to evacuate most of the ER, but that only meant the anarchy had relocated to the parking lot. He looked around for someone who might be able to give him a sitrep and was immediately drawn to a woman who looked like she might be the head nurse; at least she barked out orders like one. Roan went up to her and introduced himself as being from the SPD cat unit, which she didn’t seem to believe at first, so he showed her his employee ID. She looked him up and down with such obvious disdain that he almost felt like he was back in grade school again. But finally she either accepted his explanation or decided she was too busy and just didn’t care. She told him that the last anyone knew, the cat had been trapped in a storage room off the main ER, but the door wasn’t locked, and she had no idea how long it would hold. She personally hadn’t seen the cat, but witnesses said it was a reasonably large panther. He asked her for a hypodermic full of any kind of tranquilizer in a large enough dose to put down a cat, and that’s when her professional—but slightly pissy—facade broke. “If you’re cat squad, shouldn’t you have a drug gun?”

“I was sent ahead of the others in hopes I could settle the scene. So I don’t have any of the kit.”

The look she gave him could have boiled coffee. “You intend to go after the cat unarmed?”

“No, that’s why I’m asking for the hypo full of fentanyl.”

She continued glaring at him like he was the stupidest person she’d ever met. And considering she was a nurse, that was saying something. (They had to deal with a lot of stupid and crazy in a day. They had nothing but his sympathy.) Finally, she snorted in disgust and turned to get him a needle of something. They had to negotiate, but finally he got a hypo full of enough phenobarbital to put down a cranky hippo. It would probably be enough, or at least he hoped it would be. As he headed off toward the hospital, she said, “You have to get in close to use it.”

He shrugged. “I know.”

Now she gave him that look again, like he was the craziest thing she’d seen today. He knew that couldn’t possibly be true.

Roan cut through the milling crowd, ignoring the looks, and flashed his ID at the cops manning the hastily erected cordon by the doors. He showed it to the highest-ranking one, and the guy looked him up and down with the same scorn as the nurse. “You’re the guy?” he said with obvious disgust. He then shook his head at his own question and said, “Yeah, go on in. Scream when you need help.”

Not if, when. Roan would have been offended but was too accustomed to this kind of shit. He just ignored the guy and walked into the emergency room, which showed the signs of panic and hasty evacuation: tipped-over chairs in the waiting room, magazines scattered underfoot, CNN still playing on the overhead TVs to a missing audience while the phone rang incessantly behind the sign-in desk. He imagined this is what it would look like after the apocalypse. He heard both distant and nearby thuds and scuffs. They had only evacuated the waiting room and some of the open ER rooms. Otherwise they’d barricaded closed rooms and shut them down. They couldn’t evacuate the entire hospital because of a loose cat on the ground floor.

Roan closed his eyes and took a deep breath, parsing out the smells. The problem was there were so many people who had been here recently, it was like trying to find a specific needle in a pile of similar-looking needles. There had been more than one infected in the waiting room, which was a problem. He ferreted out several strands of infected scent, and from there, he had to shuffle through them. He was growling low, and it made his throat hurt a bit. He contemplated roaring, but that took a lot of energy and usually fucked up his throat pretty good. Besides, if the cat was in as much pain as he thought, it wouldn’t take much effort to attract its attention.

“Here kitty kitty,” he said, feeling as idiotic as he always did in these situations. He picked up a clipboard from the check-in desk and slapped it on the wall, then let it fall, creating noises that sounded incredibly loud. Roan walked down the hall, wondering where the cat would come from and why it hadn’t rushed him yet. The fact that it hadn’t meant one of two things. It was so sick/hurt/both, it had settled down to rest and possibly passed out or died. Or it’d had time to settle into stalk mode, which was never good. It would try and sneak up and employ some smarts, not just run into an obvious trap willy-nilly. Number two would be a shame, as it might complicate things, although number one would be a tragedy.

Roan realized that one of the cat scents was getting stronger, and it must be the cat he was looking for. It was definitely a panther. He quietly stepped into one of the open ER rooms that stank of reasonably fresh blood (guy had been drunk; Roan could detect the sour tang of alcohol in his blood. Car accident? Bar fight?). He was disappointed at the number of half-drawn curtains and the amount of turned-over equipment there. That, along with the stink of blood overwhelming everything else, made the whole thing treacherous. Roan thought he saw something dark in the corner, something weird. He stepped forward, and broken glass crunched underfoot. He heard a watery growl a second before the cat lunged at him.

Roan saw it coming and knew he’d never be able to get out of the way in time… and yet, he did. He easily dodged it and shoved it in midair, sending it smashing awkwardly into the wall. It fell to the floor and, contrary to the myth, didn’t land on its feet.

Still, it was up relatively fast, and rather than make the smart move of running out, it decided to try attacking him again, which was good because it made his job easier. This time as it jumped for him, he caught it, but he did it with both hands, meaning the syringe was not immediately usable. He really should have planned this out better.

Roan switched to holding it one-handed, leaving himself open for more claw damage, as he snarled, plunged the needle into its neck, and filled it full of downers.

The cat squirmed and squalled, scratching him up good, but he waited until the needle was empty before tossing the cat aside. This time it landed on its feet and, proving everyone hated needles, decided now was the time to run. It scrambled over wreckage toward the door, and Roan could see when the drugs really started to sink in, as its hind legs slid out from underneath it.

He didn’t bother charging after it. It wouldn’t go far. Instead Roan looked at his injuries. The cat had ripped through his shirt, and he was bleeding a bit. Goddamn it. It kind of hurt now, but he knew as soon as the adrenaline wore off, it would hurt ten times more. He thought about raiding the cupboards, trying to find some gauze or butterfly bandages, but it hardly seemed worth it.

Roan walked out of the room and found the panther collapsed in the hallway, trying like hell to get up, and failing. Roan gave it a reassuring pat on its heaving side and told it, “It was either this or kill you. And while killing you may have been kinder, I just didn’t feel like it today.”

It was disabled enough that he was able to pick it up and sling it over his shoulder, and while it made a growl of protest, it was fighting to keep its eyes open and losing. By the time he walked out the doors, it was dead weight. “Ambulance here yet?” he asked the cops, enjoying the irony of asking for an ambulance at a hospital.

The cops turned to look at him, and one jumped back. “Jesus Christ!” 

Roan thought he was reacting to the cat, which was ludicrous as it was clearly unconscious and no threat to anyone, but then Roan realized simply from the direction of his stare the cop was looking at him. Or, more specifically, his blood.

Right. Boy, he went a few minutes there without remembering his blood made him toxic waste. It was the nurse and a burly orderly who approached him and found a place for him to put the cat while they waited for the cat squad to arrive. (They strapped it to a gurney.) They then sat Roan in a wheelchair and treated his scratches with antibiotic wipes and bandages. Since the ER was now open, they thought he should go in for stitches on a couple, but he knew he’d be okay and declined. Besides, he really didn’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.

When Gordo and the cat squad arrived, Roan was bleeding through his shirt again, and he couldn’t help but notice everybody stood an arm’s length away from him. This was why he wanted to wear a cowbell around his neck so he could ring it and shout “Unclean!” as a warning. The only problem was, most people probably wouldn’t see it as the sarcasm it was.

For some reason, he drove off angry, and Roan wasn’t sure why. No, okay, he knew why. Something about being treated like a plague rat, like something less than human, made him indignant and instantly furious. He’d been treated that way as a kid more often than not, and one day, he just decided he’d had enough. He wouldn’t swallow any more of it. Roan couldn’t say what had thrown the switch; it was just that he’d decided he was going to get simple respect if he had to drag it kicking and screaming out of everybody. The problem was he hadn’t realized this fight would be constant. There was never going to be a time when he wasn’t treated like the most dangerous freak in the world.

And the worst part of that? They had no idea what he was holding back. Roan didn’t really either. It was just that there were times when he felt like he was on the edge of control, although he wasn’t certain what he was about to cede control to. The virus? The lion? Neither really made sense, but then again, none of it made sense.

The virus was, by nature, a senseless thing, and so was he.

When he got home, he went upstairs and hopped straight into the shower, hoping he could wash the stink of cat and disinfectant off himself. Roan stood and watched as his blood ran down the drain, and reflected on the time he’d figured out there was power in his plague, or at least in people’s fear of it. Of course, he felt cheap and stupid taking advantage of it… and yet, there was something easy and nasty about it that could be weirdly satisfying.

Roan knew he had always been at war with himself and that he was a mass of contradictions trying to function in a single body. He had always expected to fly apart, the center unable to hold, but somehow he hadn’t. He was even dashing his own expectations.

Once the water got cold, he got out and slapped bandages on the biggest scratches, then decided to forget about the rest. He’d heal or he wouldn’t.

Time seemed to be slipping by quickly, and he had a stakeout to get to. On his way to Emma’s office, he was forced to stop at a store as he’d noticed before he left that his refrigerator was mostly bare. He made a quick stop, picking up items that didn’t need refrigeration so he could store them in the trunk until he got home. Whenever that would be.

He had a long stakeout ahead of him, possibly all night, so he quickly scanned his collection of audiobooks, looking for one he hadn’t listened to yet. Roan liked to check them out from the library for this purpose, as long, boring stakeouts were pretty much the only time he had to listen to them. They had to hit a rare middle ground, neither too interesting nor too dull as either could be really distracting. What did you even call a story like that? Just good enough?

Roan made sure he was wearing dark clothes before he left so if he bled, it wouldn’t be visible. He didn’t need people freaking out in the store because he was injured. Luckily he hit the store at a good time: it wasn’t too crowded, and no one paid much attention to him.

Roan was dimly aware he was buying lots of canned and shelf-stable goods. Was he preparing for an apocalypse? He wondered if it was natural to heckle yourself, even if it was only in your own head.

He parked in the alley where he’d found Paris, whose junker had finally been towed off, and it gave him a great vantage point. A really boring one, but otherwise fantastic.

He’d shown up early, so Roan was already settled down and watching when Emma arrived, parking more or less in the same spot she had when she ended up with roadkill squashed under her windshield wipers. She sort of looked across the street, but to be fair, she looked everywhere, just like a stressed, harassed person would. It was then he got his audiobook out, because this was going to be a long night. He wasn’t even sure he’d get a hit tonight; he was just hoping the harasser was so arrogant it wouldn’t occur to him that this might be a setup.

Before Roan could start the book, his phone hummed in his pocket. He pulled it out, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw it was Willow Creek calling him. There was no way that was good. “Hello?”

“Hey there,” Paris said in what must have been his sexiest voice. It was silken and very sexy indeed. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into making a late-night drive-thru run for me, huh?”

“Someone’s feeling good tonight.”

“Oh yeah. Apparently I’m out of cycle early, which is great news. I was pretty sure I was never going to stop hurting from the last change.”

“How are you now?”

“Oh, I’m good. You really do make me feel better.”

“It’s all the fat and sugars in the fast food.”

“That helps, but it really is you. You make me feel safe.”

Roan was stunned into silence. There was no doubt Paris was being sincere, which was the weirdest thing of all. “How can I? You don’t know me,” he finally said.

Paris snickered. “Are you kidding me? Everyone around here seems to have a Roan story. You’re a very popular man. Although infamous for your attitude, apparently.”

Roan chuckled. “I’m not the best patient in the world, no.”

“And yet apparently a pretty kick-ass guy. Most people talk about you in awe. You’re a legend.”

“Legends are dead people. I’m not dead yet.”

“No, you’re not.” There was a long moment of silence, and Roan could feel a tingle of lust even over the phone. What was it about this guy? It wasn’t just his insane beauty, although sure, that was part of it. But not all, because that would be too simple.

“So are you gonna make a late-night visit or not?”

This guy was killing him. “Wish I could, but I doubt they’d let me, since it’s so late. Also, I’m on a stakeout right now.”

“Ooh, cool, detective stuff. Are you getting ready to bring in a perp?”

Roan smirked at his use of lingo. “I’m waiting to see if he ever shows up. I might be in for a long wait. There’s no guarantee he’ll show.”

“What, there’s no dial-a-bastard hotline where you can order one?”

“Oh, I wish. Then I could be done with this case.” He shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable. He hadn’t been lying to Paris. He was in for a super long night.

“This still that stalker case, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“I could keep you company,” Paris suggested, sounding a bit coy.

Roan wondered how far he was willing to take that. “Okay. Why don’t you tell me about you?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Anything. Everything.” Roan knew he might be walking into something, but he had to know if Paris would tell him.

As it turned out, Paris did. Roan learned everything he could possibly want to know about Paris, from his growing up in suburban Vancouver to figuring out he was bisexual as a teenager. (Oh, so he was bi, not gay. Not that it made anything any easier….) Paris also admitted that he always knew he was good-looking, and he used to be one vain and selfish motherfucker, using his looks and his charm to get absolutely anything he wanted. He was a jock too, which Paris figured compounded the problem.

Paris also told him how he got infected, starting with meeting a known “crazy girl” at a party. But he also knew most crazy girls were great in bed, so why not? He couldn’t remember much about the sexual encounter with her at all except she used her nails big-time and really scratched him up. He only knew he was infected when, a couple weeks after that, he woke up wedged in some tiny container, covered in blood and bits of some other stuff, in so much pain he could barely move. When he finally pulled himself out, he realized he had been inside a doghouse, and the dog must have been the disemboweled creature scattered across the backyard he was in. And the bits of stuff on him? Its skin.

Paris figured he was in shock and was still kind of hoping this was a prank taken way too far when he returned to his room and found a message from her awaiting him. She congratulated him for surviving, saying he was the first one to do so. She may have said more, but Paris didn’t remember. His memory actually became scattered after that, and there was a period of a couple of months he didn’t remember at all, which scared him a little. But Roan assured him that was pretty normal after a psychotic break/nervous breakdown, whatever he wanted to call it. The mind could be pretty amazing like that. If it decided it couldn’t handle what was going on, it would attempt to erase it, like a bad dream. That rarely worked without some kind of fallout, but it was a valiant try.

These memories drove Paris to the verge of tears, as you might expect. It was the single most traumatizing event of his life. But Roan knew that Paris would ask him about his story, and he did, which left Roan feeling stuck. He found it infinitely easier to get naked in front of a stranger than talk about himself in any meaningful way. He wasn’t scared exactly, but… okay, maybe in some way he was. He wasn’t sure how to explain it otherwise. The past was just an abandoned house he didn’t like visiting. He didn’t want to see the rubble, all the broken pieces that could never fit together into something stable, all the things he never wanted to think about, naked and ugly.

So Roan did what he did best: talked about himself while still being vague on the details. How he bounced around from foster homes to hospitals growing up, a ward of the state no one wanted or knew quite what to do with, while Roan himself found solace in books. There was the occasional nice person, but that was about it.

Roan wasn’t sure why talking about himself—especially his past—was so painful. Yeah, it was no laugh riot, but was it any worse than anyone else’s? There were some horror stories out there, far worse than anything he went through. But truth be told, this was where Roan’s mind did the judicious editing. He didn’t want to think about it, so much of it was washed away.

Paris asked a couple of questions, but as soon as he figured out that Roan just wasn’t going to talk about it, he backed off, which was kind of him. Roan’s phone started to make its “low battery” noise, and he checked it, only to be stunned by the time. “Holy shit. Do you realize we’ve been talking for over two hours?”

“What? No way.” There was a brief pause as Paris did a time check. “Holy shit. It doesn’t seem that long at all.”

“I know,” Roan agreed, suddenly wondering what it could have meant. It seemed like they’d been talking for about twenty minutes. But since they couldn’t have fallen into a wormhole, it had indeed been much, much longer. Even with the broaching of uncomfortable topics, talking to Paris was incredibly easy.

“Can I say something that’s gonna sound super weird?”

Although he feared it, Roan decided to suck it up. “Sure, why not?”

“I wish I had met you before I was infected.”

“I wish you had too,” Roan said and wasn’t immediately sure what he meant by that. He meant it, yes, but why? Did he think he could have saved Paris from infection? Did he just want to sleep with him without all this potential “gratitude” baggage? Roan wasn’t sure.

The beeping continued, so he had to go, but he was kind of glad. Roan knew he was going to have to do something about this attraction, anything but act on it, but he honestly didn’t know what right now. Move away, change his name, become a monk. Could atheists be monks? Maybe he could be the first.

The one good thing about this old car was it had a cigarette lighter, and he had an adapter, so he plugged his phone in it to charge as he kept an eye on Emma’s car and finally started that audiobook.

Nothing had happened in the time he was on the phone, except some people walked by on the sidewalk, but no one was too close to the car or stopped by it, or paid any attention to an unremarkable parked car. So Paris hadn’t pulled his attention away from anything of note.

It was a good thing Paris got kicked out of cycle early, as he might not have survived another change. He was going to need to build up his weight before the next cycle, and a little more muscle mass couldn’t hurt. But still, fat would be ideal. Roan wondered if Paris would let Roan put him on the Homer Simpson “fat guy” diet. Oh, he also wondered if Paris would think less of him due to his encyclopedic Simpsons knowledge.

Of course, because he didn’t change, Paris would be eligible to leave Willow Creek in a few days… if they would let him leave. He was homeless and a tiger strain, and they didn’t just let them walk. Since he was a native Canadian, Paris would probably have to get in contact with his family, whether he felt ready or not, and return there. Unless Roan could work something out.

Could he? There were some people out there who owed him favors. He should be able to find a place to put Paris up where he could ostensibly keep an eye on him so the medical authorities would be appeased. Then again, he might not even need to go to such trouble. He knew of a place that had room and should make the docs happy.

In his mind, Roan could hear Dee say, “No. Stop it, you idiot. This would be a disaster and you fucking know it. You wanna kill yourself? Get out your gun and shoot yourself in the fucking head, you self-destructive moron. You really can’t remember the depression spiral after that Connor business? This only ends one way. And no matter what happens in the meantime, it will kill you. You know it, and you don’t need me to spell it out for you, you stupid asshole.”

That was the funny thing about humans. You could see disaster coming, you could write it down in excruciating detail, and yet it never stopped you. You did it even knowing you were setting yourself up for failure. It was a peculiar type of self-destructiveness no other mammal seemed to have. Even when you knew better, there was something in the human species that made you want to throw yourself off the cliff.

But that’s what he and Paris had in common. Yes, they were both infected, but it wasn’t that. At base level, at the bones of it all, there was the simple fact that they were both utterly, irretrievably doomed. Paris had even less time than Roan did, so he had less time to waste, but Roan knew his bill was probably going to come due one of these days. Yes, sure, he’d been told he was as good as dead since he was five years old, and the normals around him had problems grasping that he could hear better than the average bear—it wasn’t just his olfactory sense that was heightened by his virus. So they thought they were talking behind his back when they may as well have been shouting through the door. But his oft prophesied death continually missed him, and he began to realize that not only was a moving target harder to hit, but the prognosticators simply didn’t know. Not one of the myriad doctors who poked and studied him all his life could tell him what precisely was going to happen to him. They were guessing, and he could guess as well as the rest of them. It was stupid to think he could feel death before it came, but he still had a sense he wasn’t going to just randomly drop dead. It wasn’t going to be that way forever, though, and the older he got, the more he was aware he was tempting fate. It was an extreme long shot he’d ever see forty. What it boiled down to was there was no point in waiting. There might not be a tomorrow.

Roan knew he could very well be talking himself into being stupid and reckless, but it wouldn’t be the first time—or the last. Even living on borrowed time, he knew that much.

The night was a bust. Emma came out at the end of her shift, and the car was unmolested. Did the stalker know it was a trap, or did the alteration to her schedule happen too quickly for him to adapt? Either way, Emma was probably happy.

Roan had killed the audiobook and was about to start his car when he saw a figure lurch out of the shadows toward Emma.

Fantastic. The stalker had picked a great night to reveal himself.
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Nowhere Fast

 

ROAN WAS out of the car fast, not even bothering to give the cars on the street more than a cursory glance before running across. By this time, Emma had screamed, and it was unclear what the man was saying, although he and Emma were struggling. 

“Let her go, asshole,” Roan shouted. He was trying to make out what the guy was saying, but it was a blur of profanity and general nonsense.

Roan grabbed the man’s arm and kicked him in the back of the leg at the same time, driving him down to his knees as Roan twisted his arm up behind his back, instantly rendering him harmless. There wasn’t much you could do with an immobilized arm, but there was absolutely nothing you could do if you were also on your knees. Unless you were an alien without arm or shoulder joints, but that was another story.

“Let go’a me, you mudderfugger,” the guy slurred. He reeked like a brewery, and he sounded mush mouthed, his consonants and vowels all smearing together. He tried to pull out of Roan’s grip but couldn’t. Since he was so drunk he might just be painless, Roan put his other hand on his shoulder to keep him down.

Although he was looking down at him, Roan didn’t recognize the guy at all. He asked Emma, “Know him?”

She was leaning against her car, wide-eyed and still shaken up, but she eventually looked down at the man and shook her head. “No. I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

“Lemme go, man,” the drunk said.

“Who the fuck are you?” Roan replied.

The guy didn’t seem inclined to answer, so Roan put a bit more pressure on his arm, and the guy said, “Bill, al’right? She-it.”

“Why did you attack her?”

Again, Bill didn’t seem to want to talk, but how much of that was based on drunkenness and not simple recalcitrance was up for grabs. Roan honestly couldn’t tell, although he was getting a little drunk-man ’tude from this guy. “Fiffy bucks is fiffy bucks, okay?”

“You were paid to attack her?” Sounded super weird, but to be totally honest, Roan wouldn’t put it past the stalker. He seemed to like having middlemen. “By whom?”

“Some guy.”

“Some guy? You really think I’m gonna accept that?”

He rolled his rheumy eyes. Roan was aware he was picking up a telltale scent of dysfunction beneath the rotgut and body odor. This guy’s liver was starting to go south. Did he know? As always, Roan wondered if he should tell him. Weirdly enough, most people didn’t like it if you told them you smelled cancer on them or soon-to-occur liver failure. They acted as if you were doing it to them somehow, even though you were only informing them of their current condition. Roan wondered what he would do if he woke up one day and smelled cancer or organ failure on himself. Would he be mad at himself? “I dunno the guy, ’kay? He offered me the money if I’d come scare the hot blonde who came outta the building. Tha’s all.”

The funny thing? Roan believed him. He was just drunk enough and desperate enough to do something that monumentally sketchy and stupid. “Emma, could you call 9-1-1? I left my phone in my car.”

That seemed to jolt her out of her shock. “Oh. Okay.” She started searching through her bag.

“There’s no reason to involve the pigs,” the guy insisted, like he actually had room to negotiate. Roan wondered if his blood-alcohol level was reaching lethal territory because how dumb did you have to be?

“You have the right to remain silent,” Roan reminded him. “I’d use it right now.”

“Wha’, you a cop?”

“I was,” Roan admitted, tightening his grip on the drunk’s arm. No one knew more about painful arm holds than cops, except maybe martial arts champions.

“I wasn’t really gonna hurt her,” the man claimed, his voice taking on a wheedling tone now. Was there anything sadder and more annoying than a drunk trying to ingratiate himself with someone? It set Roan’s teeth on edge, and much to his surprise, he had to swallow a growl.

“What did the guy who hired you look like?”

Bill tried to shrug, but it was difficult with one shoulder immobilized. “He was just a guy, ya know? Kinda as tall as me, bald, looked like that wrestler but fatter.”

Bald. Interesting. Paris described the guy who left the roadkill as bald. So if he was the middleman, at least whoever was harassing Emma was using the exact same middleman. All Roan had to do was find him, which would be so easy. (Great, his own thoughts were sarcastic?) 

“That wrestler?” Roan repeated. Did he know of any bald wrestlers? Not that he was exactly well versed on wrestling. He just took a stab in the dark. “Steve Austin?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Okay, so he was looking for a middleman who looked kind of like Steve Austin, but not. One who knew her schedule, one who knew where to find drunk guys who needed money badly enough that they’d accept a shitty, clearly shady “job” such as this. “Which bar?”

“Huh?”

“Where did this guy approach you? What bar?”

“Sully’s.”

Roan sighed. “Be more specific.” He actually knew of at least three Sully’s, two of which were within five miles of each other.

“Y’know the one,” Bill insisted. “It’s not far from here. It has the moose?”

What the hell bar had a moose? Roan had no idea what the guy was talking about. But which Sully’s was closest to here? “The one in Pioneer Square?”

“Tha’s the one,” Bill said.

Quite possibly the most run-down of all the Sully’s and a good bet to find someone desperate enough to scare a stranger. If Roan knew that, anyone who had been in the area for a while would know that. It was no help at all.

Goddamn it, when the hell was he ever going to catch a break on this case?
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Luna

 

DEE WAS aware that if Roan knew he was doing this, he wouldn’t appreciate it in the least. So hopefully, he’d never find out.

Dee had a morning shift but carved out some time to pay a visit to Willow Creek, where some of the nurses who knew him—the same ones who’d tipped him off about Roan’s frequent visits—let him in without any hassle. They told him Paris was out of cycle, which was lucky for him as he probably wouldn’t have survived much longer. With a month to gain weight and get enough vitamins, he might have a chance to survive the next shift. Maybe. Being a tiger strain definitely put him on the speeded-up stopwatch.

He knocked on the door and waited for Paris’s okay before he opened it and stepped inside. Paris was ridiculously handsome, the kind of man you’d punch out your grandmother to reach. It figured Roan would find the one smoking-hot homeless guy in the world. It also looked like staying at Willow Creek had been good for him, as his complexion wasn’t as pallid, and it looked like his face wasn’t quite as gaunt as before. It had only been a few days, but a regular caloric intake and an IV drip could do wonders if you really needed it.

Paris smiled at him, and Dee was almost knocked back by it. He was so good-looking it was fucking ridiculous. It made him angry, that’s how attractive he was. 

“The paramedic, Roan’s ex,” Paris said, sitting up. He was reading a paperback, and he set it aside. Dee didn’t even have to look at it to know it was one of Ro’s books. Him and his book love. How did such a bookwormy nerd end up a macho cop? It was just one of Roan’s million paradoxes. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name.”

“I probably didn’t tell you,” he admitted. “My name’s Diego Cole, but my friends call me Dee.”

Paris’s smile was gentle and lit up his eyes in a warm way. Again, it was completely unfair. There was a chair in the room, and he gestured to it. Paris took his meaning and nodded. “Okay, Dee. Thanks for not pressuring me to go to the hospital.”

“It was your call to make,” Dee told him, sitting down. “And while I didn’t think it was the wisest thing ever, I knew Roan would take you where he said he would. He’s usually good for his word.”

Although Paris looked much better than he had the first time he’d seen him, Dee still scanned the machinery at Paris’s bedside, checking up on his readings. They were pretty good, considering how close he was to death’s door when they first met, but they weren’t normal by any means. His blood pressure was remarkably low, for one, and he was probably still malnourished despite the glucose drip. He was better than he had been but nowhere near nominal. 

“Can I be nosy and ask why you two broke up?” Paris inquired.

Dee made a show of thinking about it, but he already figured the information itself was harmless. “We just made better friends than anything else. Personality wise, we weren’t super compatible.”

Paris nodded. He tented his knees beneath the blanket, and put his arms around them. “Wasn’t ugly, though. The breakup.”

“Oh no. No hard feelings. When something isn’t working, you know, and we were both on the same page.”

“I’d love to hear about him.”

“Roan?” Paris nodded, even though Dee knew it had been a stupid thing to say. No, he meant Gandhi. Who else could he have meant? But Dee saw the way Paris’s eyes lit up at his name, the flush in his cheeks. Hero worship at the very least. “Well, he’s been here a few times, right? I’d kind of be interested in hearing your impressions of him.”

Paris raised an eyebrow at that. “Okay. He’s really funny, and smart. Both of which are things I never really ascribed to cops.”

Dee had to suppress a snort at that. “Oh, I’m with you. Roan was both the first and last cop I ever considered dating. They’re control freaky and have weird complexes, usually.”

“But not Roan.”

“He has control freak elements, yeah. But he’s… weird. He’s all hard macho shell and cynical as all fuck, and yet, inside, he’s all marshmallow fluff. He’s weird in a way I didn’t expect and still can’t explain.”

None of this seemed particularly surprising to Paris. “He has no idea how magnetic he is, does he?”

Wow. Right out of the gate with a fact it took Dee four dates to learn. “No, not a clue.”

“Why not? He seems pretty perceptive to me.”

“He has a certain blind spot when it comes to himself. I know he’s a rebel and has a fuck-you attitude about it, but I think growing up and being called a freak all his life still had a psychological effect on him. I think he still thinks of himself as a freak and can’t see himself beyond the label.”

Paris nodded, a thoughtful look on his face. He still looked hot. “He’s awesome. He’s unique.”

Jesus Christ. He couldn’t possibly be in love with Roan yet. In lust, sure, but lust looked a bit different. Was this hero worship? “He is. But I suppose when you’ve been unique all your life, it’s more of a burden to you than anything else.” Dee remembered he’d brought Paris some empty calories and pulled it out of his coat pocket. “Hope you like Snickers.”

“I love Snickers,” Paris said and quickly took the large candy bar. He eagerly tore off the top of the wrapper and dug in like he was starving. Maybe he was. He might be out of cycle, but the metabolism of the infected could be wonky for days afterward, especially if they were a large cat. And there was no cat larger than a tiger. “Thanks.”

“Not a problem.”

So with that meager bribe, Dee got Paris to tell him about himself, about his self-described vain and selfish past (although to be fair, if Dee looked like Paris, he’d probably be vain and selfish as well—when you looked that good, why the fuck not? It was probably the only time you should be allowed to be that way), and about being bi, which meant he was still subject to Roan’s thrall.

And Paris was right. Roan definitely had magnetism, even though he seemed oblivious to it. So he could forgive Paris if he was caught up in it, but what was Roan’s excuse? Besides Paris being hot as fuck. Frankly, that was probably enough, even for Mr. High-horse Roan.

Roan had to be lonely too, which couldn’t have helped matters. Connor’s death had been traumatizing for him, and Roan still felt guilty, even though he wasn’t to blame. Connor was a depressive drunk, and while he may have been “really sweet,” he was all kinds of fucked-up. Roan had slowed Connor’s self-destruction for a while, but it was kind of inevitable. Dee always saw it as a slow-motion car crash, even though he knew Roan would have objected to that characterization of Connor. But the why eluded Dee, because that’s exactly what Connor had been.

Maybe that was part of what was going on here. Roan had a thing for strays of the human variety, damaged people, like he wanted to heal the world one person at a time. Connor was one of his attempts, and now maybe Paris was slipping into the hopeless cause category. (Of course, he and Roan had been together for a bit, but Dee considered himself one of Ro’s anomalies. He wasn’t damaged or hopeless… well, okay, the latter might apply, depending on the context.)

After a while, Paris cocked his head and asked, “Have I passed?”

Dee went over the past conversation in his mind and couldn’t figure out what Paris was referring to. “I’m sorry?”

Paris flashed him a million-watt smile, one that nearly blinded him. Not with the whiteness of his teeth—the homeless had no access to teeth whiteners—but with the sheer joy and charisma coming from it. Again, it was so ridiculously unfair how attractive he was, it made Dee furious, even if he wasn’t sure who he was furious at. Paris? Yes, but also no. It was an impersonal anger. 

“I have a feeling I’m being tested.” Paris said. “I’m not completely sure for what.”

“Not at all,” Dee lied. “I’ve never met a tiger strain before, and I have to admit I was curious. Frankly, I was beginning to think they made you guys up.”

“Well, we are an endangered species.”

“Oof. That’s really in bad taste.”

“But true.”

Dee shrugged one shoulder, silently conceding the point. There were some jokes only various ethnicities could make, gays could make, transsexuals could make, and infecteds could make. Maybe they made you cringe internally, but it was their right to make them. Being mixed race himself, he had to walk a line and was astonished at how many single-race friends and acquaintances—mostly white, but not all—thought they could make racially suspect jokes around him. It convinced Dee that many people thought they were hilarious and cool, when in fact they were anything but.

“You still love him, huh?” Paris asked.

Dee chuckled. “As a friend, yeah. Nothing romantic.”

“That can be difficult with an ex.”

“Yeah. But Roan is easily the strongest guy I’ve ever met. Mentally and emotionally, although physically he’s no slouch either. He’s just been through the shit, I mean, unimaginable stuff he won’t even talk about, shit that’d break an average person, and he’s still going. Not only that, but he genuinely wants to help people, in spite of knowing most of them are a piece of shit. That’s fucking amazing. Possibly naïve. But mostly amazing.”

Paris smiled faintly. It was gentle and sad and still insanely attractive. Hell, everything the guy did was attractive. Roan probably saw it through all the homeless beard and messy hair. “Yeah, I got that vibe. He’s… intense for a guy who cracks jokes all the time and seems really laid back.”

Dee snorted, shifting in the chair. No matter the hospital, they all had the same plastic, butt-numbing chairs. “Don’t let that fool you. Yeah, he seems laid back, but watch his eyes. He’s studying the room, and he’s studying you. In fact, by the time you notice it, he’s already done.”

“Does that mean I’m in trouble?”

“Not necessarily. But best of luck at hiding anything from him. I couldn’t even get away with a white lie, you know? He had this way of staring at me, letting me know he knew I was lying, but he wasn’t sure if he should care or not. Drove me fucking mental.”

“Can’t turn off the detective, huh?”

“Nope. Remember that. He can use his powers for evil as well as good.”

“I will,” Paris said, still smiling faintly.

Was he gone? Dee got the feeling he was. Paris was too into Roan to pull back from the ledge. Poor bastard.

Dee had always known Roan should be handled like a controlled substance, but not for the reason most people would think. Not because his blood was dangerous and infectious, but because his pheromones and natural animal (ha!) magnetism doomed so many men who crossed his orbit.

Not for the first time, Dee imagined all the fun he’d have with such a superpower. Why even give it to a man who didn’t seem to enjoy it? The universe was all kinds of fucked-up.
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Shangtian

 

WHILE THEY were at the police station, Emma told Roan she was quitting her job at the firm. She knew another lawyer, with a much smaller practice, who’d probably be willing to take her on, and while it was letting her harasser win, she was done. Roan didn’t try to talk her out of it because she had a point. Her stalker had escalated, hiring someone to physically assault her. But the problem was where she worked didn’t matter. She’d be just as vulnerable, although he’d need time to adjust to her new work schedule. Still, she had the right to do whatever she needed to do to feel safe. Whether it actually worked or not was kind of irrelevant.

Roan was relieved none of the cops on shift and in the shop at the moment openly despised him as that would have been hard to explain to Emma. Oh, they weren’t friendly, but they were professional, and that was really all he wanted.

By the time they got out of there and he got Emma home, it was very late, he was tired, and all he wanted to do was call Paris and listen to the sound of his voice. So unprofessional. Paris did have a sexy voice, though.

And he was no closer to figuring out who the stalker was. The cops got less out of the wino than he did, and that was saying something. A sketch artist did his best to draw the man Bill described, but it was so vague as to be useless. Bald man with sunglasses. Could have been Jason Statham for all anyone knew.

Once he was home, he realized he was as hungry as he was tired, so Roan threw a frozen burrito in the microwave and admonished himself not to call Paris. It was too fucking late, and he couldn’t grow accustomed to it. It wasn’t fair to Paris, and it wasn’t fair to Roan. Dee was right; he was lonely, and he was probably allowing Paris’s looks and similar loneliness an opening in order to soothe his own.

But…. He felt a genuine connection to Paris, and he needed no more proof than the fact that both talking to him and listening to him was so easy. That was a special kind of intimacy, beyond sex. Although sex sounded nice.

He ate the burrito without really tasting it, which was probably for the best, and then took a couple of sleeping pills before trying to go to bed. He knew, despite being tired, his mind would just chase its tail for hours, keep him up, and make him more exhausted and more frustrated, which seemed impossible. And yet, he knew it would happen. Roan knew he was sadly predictable in this area.

He looked over his notes, made a few more, and tried to see a picture in this stalker puzzle. The stalker had a middleman. Why? Because he was afraid he’d be recognized, or he hated doing his own dirty work, or he wanted plausible deniability, possibly a bit of all three. So someone who knew what he was doing was beyond the pale, or at least knew Emma had hired a detective. Who of his suspects did Roan like for this?

Tucker had just jumped to the top of his list. He was a lawyer, he knew Emma’s schedule as well as his own, he knew lots of people, and he was a married man, so he was limited in his ability to trail her at all hours. He’d have to farm some of this out to a middleman for that reason alone. But who would he trust to do such a thing?

The answer hit him like a board between the eyes. A private detective. Law firms often had in-house dicks (and yes, he was going to call them dicks), ones who were fairly loyal to their employers. Did any of the dicks on Tucker’s firm’s payroll match the description of a white bald guy? At least Roan knew where he was starting tomorrow.

Thanks to the pills, Roan did get some sleep, but he had a dream about Paris that was, at once, both uncomfortably erotic and weirdly sad. He couldn’t remember much about it when he woke up, just those feelings. His brain was trying to fulfill the Dee function, warn him away, but it was too late.

He was mentally debating between coffee and tea when the phone rang, and he wasn’t surprised it was Doctor Hoffman from Willow Creek. “Is Paris okay?” Roan asked first because with a tiger strain, you couldn’t take that for granted.

“Yes, he’s improved by the day, which was counter to our original thoughts,” Hoffman admitted. “We didn’t imagine he’d last this long.”

“He had to be strong to be a living tiger strain,” Roan pointed out, deciding to just get a soda out of the fridge. It had caffeine, and that was all he needed right now.

“Yeah, but he came in half-dead. As rallies go, it’s pretty miraculous. In the next couple of days, trusting that there isn’t an incident or a reversal, he will theoretically be well enough to release.”

“Theoretically?” Roan replied, although he knew exactly what the doctor was getting at.

“You know as well as I do that a tiger strain can’t be homeless.”

“I know. But have you asked him?”

“Yeah.” Just the way he said it told Roan all he needed to know. “He doesn’t want to stay here, but he has nowhere to go, so—”

“He does, though.”

“He does? That’ll be news to him. Where is this place?”

“It’s my house. I have more than enough room, a cage in the basement, and I can keep an eye on him. Who better to keep tabs on an infected than another infected?” Roan knew that was a point Hoffman couldn’t argue.

From the way he sighed—heavily—the doctor knew he had nothing to counter with beyond the obvious. “But Mr. Lehane doesn’t know about this?”

“I haven’t proposed it to him yet. I was planning to today. But if the choice is my place or the hospital, I don’t think you guys have a chance. No offense.”

“None taken. But you know he’s a special case, right? A tiger strain is no equal of a lion strain.”

“Yeah, but I’m not your typical lion strain, either. I can handle this.” Or at least he hoped he could. Roan knew he was acting on pure impulse here, but he was ready to give it a shot. Right now, logic seemed to be of little help.

As soon as he was off the phone and had his requisite dose of caffeine, he started looking through the files he had on Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall. Technically they only had one full-time private dick on the payroll, one Angelo Stickles, but he was pretty stolid and boring, as well as too old to be the balding guy who supposedly hired Bill. (He was on the bad side of fifty, and Bill speculated the guy who hired him was in his thirties, which meant he could be anywhere between late twenties to early forties.) Also too visible.

But there were several other investigators who worked irregularly for the firm, basically as contractors on a “need the help” basis. They were a rotating roster of five, for some reason all men (there were female private dicks, just not employed by this firm), and when he got to number three, he felt his skin prickle with eerie recognition.

His name was George Drummond, he was thirty-seven, he was bald, and he had the beefy build of a guy who used to be a muscle head but was slowly declining into paunch. The name sounded familiar to Roan, in a police context, and looked an awful lot like the police artist sketch made from Bill’s description.

Roan immediately picked up the phone and called Kevin. He got his voice mail, so he left a message asking him to search for a George Drummond around the time he was still on the force. Roan was sure there was something there. And he knew George was his man.

Roan found out where George lived and regularly worked easily, as he hardly made a secret of it. But he decided to swing by the hospital and talk to Paris before he paid a visit to George’s office. He needed to calm down since at the moment, he really felt like taking George apart. Slimy private dicks like him gave them all a bad name.

Because it was habit by now, he stopped by a fast-food joint and picked up some calorie-dense food for Paris… and himself as well, of course, because there was no way in hell he was passing up a breakfast sandwich. Sadly, he knew he was addicted to breakfast sandwiches/burritos of all sorts. It was his fast-food Achilles’ heel, and he’d be damned if he knew why. Like much in his life, it was just another confusing oddity about him.

Roan was a little more awake and fed by the time he reached Willow Creek, and he was sort of glad he didn’t run into Doctor Hoffman. He had nothing against the guy, but dealing with doctors had a way of wearing him down emotionally that must have been some terrible echo of his misspent childhood. Just the thought that it was still affecting him on any level made him angry at himself.

He came into Paris’s room to find him awake, but his hair was sleep mussed and his eyes drowsy. Of course, it was dead sexy on him. Roan knew for a fact he looked like a crumpled newspaper in similar circumstances. 

“Ooh boy, presents,” Paris said upon seeing the bags of fast food. He flashed Roan his brilliant smile. “You need to stop this, you know, or I’m going to expect gifts every time you show up.”

“You should. It’s only right to bring a gift when you visit someone.”

Paris sat cross-legged on top of his bed and dug into the bag of goodies. He was shirtless, wearing only sweatpants, allowing Roan to see how skinny he was. Not quite as bad as he had been when Dee first checked him out, but Roan could still see his ribs. He’d gained weight, but he needed to put on at least thirty pounds before his next cycle. Of course, if he kept eating junk food, he could hit that target easily. 

“I’m about done with that Bruen book you brought me,” Paris said around a mouthful of breakfast croissant. Paris still ate like a feral cat, like he was afraid someone was going to rip it away at any second, and Roan didn’t begrudge him that at all. There had been times in his life when he was that hungry. “When I started reading it, I wondered how anyone could write a book with so few words, y’know. I mean, he hardly describes much of anything, does he? But then at some point I got sucked in. He can say a lot with a little.”

Roan smiled. That’s what he always thought about Bruen. “A good way to put it. He has a lot of the terse machismo of Hemingway without a lot of the macho bullshit and sexism.”

Paris smirked at him. “I’m not sure I’ve read Hemingway.”

“What do they teach you up in Canada?”

“Gordon Lightfoot lyrics.”

He chuckled. “Not Rush?”

“Maybe now. But when I was growing up, it was Lightfoot. I can recite all of ‘The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald’ in French.”

Oh good, a guy who liked to bullshit. They could have fun together, maybe work out a couple of comedy routines. “I’d love to hear that sometime.” There was no good segue, so he shifted his posture and paused to signal a conversational turn. “You’re doing really well. You’re really driving the doctors to the edge.”

That made Paris smile around the remains of his first breakfast sandwich. Roan had bought him two, because that was the least of what he needed. “I didn’t set out to do that, but yeah.” Once he finished off his first sandwich, he used a napkin to wipe the crumbs off his fingers and said, “I guess you know they want me to stay here.”

“That’s why I’m here. You don’t have to.”

Paris paused as he was reaching into the bag to get his second sandwich. “Really? Got something lined up for me?”

Roan nodded. “If you’d like, you could move in with me. Temporarily, of course. I have a fairly sizable house. I got it for a steal at a police auction, and you could have your own room. It’s out in the boonies, pretty remote, so even if the worst-case scenario happens and you get out of the cage, you’d have to travel a long way to find a person.”

Paris gave him a grin, which was more mischievous than usual. “You want me to move in with you? Why Roan, we haven’t even had a date yet.”

Roan sensed a blush coming on, although he felt it wasn’t his fault. Paris brought this out in him. “It’s not—I mean, I know what it’s like, staying in hospitals when you have nowhere else to go. And while Willow Creek’s nicer than most hospitals, it’s still one.” Paris was just staring at him, still smiling, and Roan found his blue eyes unreadable. “I mean, it’s up to you. If you’d rather find somewhere else to go, I can try and work it out.” There was a long moment of silence, and Paris’s expression still didn’t change. “Well?”

“Can I kiss you?” Paris asked.

Of all the things Roan had thought he might say, he hadn’t expected that. He actually wasn’t sure how to respond. Part of him wanted to say “Yes, please,” but another part of him was urging caution. Sure, he’d run a background check on the guy; he knew him reasonably well, but he didn’t really, did he? He felt close to Paris, but he was still something of an enigma. Finally, Roan managed to sputter, “I don’t—maybe we should—I don’t want you to think this is in any way romantic, ’cause it’s not. I mean, I like you; it’s just that it’s not a requirement. I’m not expecting anything.”

Paris nodded, but he was still smiling. “I know. But you get that’s just making you more irresistible, right?”

Okay. This wasn’t getting any better. “Not my intention.”

Paris’s smile remained, even as he nodded and set the bag of food aside. “I know. As a semiprofessional liar most of my life, I can’t believe I’ve finally met someone so honest. Most people I’ve known didn’t care about it. Oh, my parents and sisters were honest—it mattered to them—but I just never cared that much. Maybe ’cause I was in the closet about my bisexuality, I just found it easier to lie about everything.” Paris stood, showing off how tall and broad-shouldered he was. The fact that he was so thin undercut it a bit, but not by much. He had most likely survived infection with the tiger virus because he was an athlete, and they made athletes big these days. Roan expected some football team to draft Godzilla any day now. But of course, he was trying to distract himself from the fact that he was facing a half-naked guy he was weirdly attracted to. He stood up so Paris didn’t loom over him, but as soon as he did it, he realized it may have been a mistake.

Paris was still a little taller than him, but it put them basically at eye level. “In retrospect,” Paris added, “it was kind of stupid.”

“Umm,” Roan said, suddenly speechless. What did he say to this man? You’re gorgeous, but we can’t do anything because I’m afraid you’re just projecting, or maybe I am, possibly both of us. It sounded good in his head, but he knew if he said it, it would sound insane.

Paris closed in on him, and Roan could almost feel his magnetism pulling him in. Paris had a weaponized version of charm, one Roan normally would have blamed on Paris’s pheromone load if it wasn’t dropping off by now. It was just Paris, and Roan could easily see how he used to be the center of attention. He seemed to silently, mysteriously demand it, and you couldn’t deny him.

There were half a dozen things Roan could have done to sidestep Paris, but he did none of them. Paris leaned in and gave him a soft kiss on the forehead, standing so close Roan could feel his body heat. Paris kept his face close to Roan’s, and by the time he kissed him, Roan was dying for it.

Wherever Paris touched him, it seemed like he was on fire. Roan kissed him back twice as hard, slipping his arms around him, the skin-on-skin contact dizzying. Or maybe it was the general lack of oxygen. He was big enough that Roan felt almost overpowered by him, and that too was weirdly sexy. When they finally broke apart, they both had to pant for breath.

Roan took the opportunity to step back and put some distance between them, even though he wasn’t completely sure he wanted to. “Uh, um,” Roan said, once again surprised by his own speechlessness. Paris just disarmed him.

Paris smiled at him. It was warm and genuine and made his face light up. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to do that.”

“I’ve… completely lost my train of thought. Was I here for some reason?”

Paris chuckled. “You were gonna let me move into your place. Which is way beyond kind of you. But I’m not gonna sit around on my ass. I’ll earn my keep.”

Roan’s mind immediately went somewhere unsavory, so he reined it back and tried to think of household chores he hated. “Can you cook?”

Paris shrugged a single shoulder. “I’m willing to give it a shot. I think I remember how to make french toast.”

“How do you feel about washing dishes?”

“With a dishwasher or without?”

“With,” Roan assured him. He wouldn’t have a single clean plate if he didn’t have a dishwasher.

“I feel fantastic about it,” Paris said. “Well, as fantastic as anyone can feel about domestic drudgery.” He chuckled at some private joke, then let Roan in on it.

“I’ve wanted to die since I was infected. I finally feel like I wanna live again. Irony, huh?” His smile faltered a bit, went a little sour. “I probably have so little time left that buying a yogurt is a waste of time.”

“Don’t think like that,” Roan said before he even realized what he was saying. He was not one prone to happy thoughts or the power of positive thinking. But he really didn’t want Paris dwelling on this. He’d just started recovering. He needed to keep going to even have a shot, and discouragement wouldn’t help. “Maybe you can’t beat this thing, but you can fight it off for a while. Believe me, I know. My whole life has just been putting my head down and pushing on. If I can do it, you can do it.”

Paris brushed his fingertips on Roan’s cheek, and it sent a small shiver of pleasure down his spine. “That’s not fair, you know. I have a feeling you’re a force of nature. I’m just an asshole who got sick.”

Roan scoffed. “We’re all assholes who got sick. What matters most is what we do now, not how we got here.”

Paris studied his face for a moment, and Roan wondered if he was looking for something in particular. He couldn’t honestly tell. “Why the hell are you a private detective? You could be so much more.”

Roan knew Paris didn’t mean that as an insult, but he still bristled a little inside. “I like being a detective. I know it’s becoming anachronistic, but I’m pretty good at it. Most of the time.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean it as an insult. I just meant that I could see you as a leader of men. You have that kind of drive about you, and a hell of a lot more compassion than most. Which may have just answered my question about why you haven’t gone into that arena.”

Roan shrugged, aware suddenly that this was skating close to an uncomfortable line for him. “If I stayed a cop, maybe I could have become a leader, or at least an authority figure. But I wasn’t… it wasn’t for me. There’s politics to it all that never appealed to me. I’m not good at that sort of thing.”

Paris quirked up an eyebrow at that. “Why detective, you’re not implying you lack in the people-skills department, are you?”

Roan couldn’t help but sigh, yet he enjoyed the slight lessening of sexual tension. “Dee’s been talking to you, hasn’t he?”

Paris’s smile was all slick charm, a feigned innocence that they both knew didn’t quite fit on his lovely face. “He may have said a thing or two, but I took it all with a grain of salt. I know how exes can be. Although I think he’s a little sweet on you. Either that, or my exes were really vindictive.”

“Dee’s a good guy. A little annoying, but who isn’t?”

Paris scoffed and made a showy flip of his hair. “I’m way too sexy to be annoying.”

Roan chuckled, even though he didn’t want to encourage him. “The sexy can be the most annoying.”

“You’d know, wouldn’t you?” Paris gave him a flirty look, a ghost of a smile, and before Roan knew what was happening, they were kissing again. Roan heard the plastic chair he’d been sitting in fall over, but all he was honestly aware of was Paris pressing him into the wall as his hand ran through his hair, the weight of his body erotic. Roan tangled his hand in Paris’s silky hair and kissed him back, pushing into him with all his weight. It was a kiss, yes, but it was also a battle of strength, a way of asserting dominance or ceding control.

Running his hands over Paris’s body, Roan felt ribs, which made him wince internally and reminded him this probably wasn’t a very good idea. Although it was difficult, he pushed Paris away and said, “We can’t do this.”

Paris studied him, hand still tangled in Roan’s hair. “Sure we can.”

“No,” Roan insisted, even though a part of him really didn’t want to put an end to this. “First of all, this is a hospital.”

Half of Paris’s smiled hitched up into a sexy smirk. “Wouldn’t be the first inappropriate place I’ve had sex.”

That just reminded Roan how much wilder Paris was than him. Also, that his sex life had always been super vanilla, although he liked it that way. “Yeah, well, it’s too weird for me. Also, we really shouldn’t be doing this. You’re still recovering.”

“I’m great,” Paris insisted. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? You make me feel invincible.”

“But you’re not. None of us are.”

Paris gave him that half smile again, the one that made his eyes sparkle like gems. “I bet you’re pretty damn close, Mr. McKichan. I can kinda see the lion in you.”

Roan didn’t even know how to take that. It wasn’t really flirtatious, although he said it with a kind of flirtatious air. It was just strange, and Roan was glad for it, because it made his libido shrink back further. Anything helped. His jeans now felt really uncomfortable.

“You don’t think we’re moving too fast?”

“I need to move fast,” Paris countered smoothly, letting his hand trail down Roan’s neck. It made him shiver—and also wonder how Paris found his strange erogenous zone so damn quickly. “I don’t have a lot of time.”

“Didn’t I just tell you not to think that way?”

“In this context I see it as a good thing. No time to waste.” Paris’s hand settled on his chest, warm and strong, and Roan knew if this hadn’t been a hospital where he’d spent so many unhappy childhood times, he’d have thrown Paris onto the bed already. But he just couldn’t have sex in a hospital. They left him feeling too claustrophobic and suffocated. He couldn’t relax.

Roan put his hand over Paris’s and let it linger for a moment before gently removing it. “Rain check.”

Paris sighed heavily, like Roan was both trying his patience and breaking his heart.

“You’re determined to play hard to get, huh? I like it. Challenges are fun.”

Roan rolled his eyes at that. Some challenge he was. He’d totally sleep with the guy if the setting were just a little bit different. And wasn’t that terrible?

Roan told himself he wasn’t going to get involved because it hardly seemed fair to Paris. Except, looking in those sparkling blue eyes of his, it was hard to believe he could ever take advantage of Paris. Everything about Paris seemed to suggest he’d been a man-eater (and woman-eater) in his time, and while infection might have changed his circumstances and caused a blip in his usual life, he seemed to be bouncing back admirably. That weaponized charm was helping matters considerably. Roan had a feeling that if Paris wasn’t infected, he could have chewed Roan up and spit him out before he even realized what was happening.

Paris was not only in a different league lookswise, but datingwise, and everything elsewise. Paris had oodles of experience, while Roan’s naturally cautious nature (and he had to face it, depression-cooled libido) made him look like an amateur. In fact, he got the sense that, compared to Paris, most people were. “You’ve never faced a challenge involving sex in your life,” Roan accused.

Paris snickered and backed up a step, holding his hands up as if he’d been caught. “Well, maybe once. It wasn’t common.”

Roan just nodded. Looking the way he did, and broadcasting charm like the sun threw out UV rays, it was no surprise at all.

In spite of all of this, Roan hated to leave. He had to all but fling himself out of the room because the pull of Paris was just so strong, or at least Roan told himself that. It was nicer to believe that as opposed to his will being so weak.

He was planning to do something, right? Before he saw Paris? He had to wait for most of the blood to return to his brain before he remembered. George Drummond, the private dick who was helping harass Emma. Got it. Finding his anger about the situation helped diffuse his lust completely.

Inviting Paris to move in with him had been a huge mistake, hadn’t it? Goddamn it. Too late to take it back now, even if he really wanted to.
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DRUMMOND’S AGENCY was called Drummond’s Security Services and was a small two-room office buried between a chiropractor and a dog groomer. Roan knew he was hardly one to talk, but his office was bigger, and at least it was part of an office park, not just the second floor of a building that looked like a barely renovated apartment complex.

It was stupid and petty to feel superior over a detail like this. But he still did, because hey, he wasn’t above it. Some days he’d take any victory he could get, especially the small ones.

The interior of the office was pretty simple, with bare white walls occasionally disrupted by the security company’s logo, which was probably supposed to look like a shield but looked more like a melted blob of chocolate to Roan. He imagined if he touched it, his fingers would come away sticky.

Drummond had a receptionist, a woman who wore a face mask of makeup (Roan could see where her foundation ended and her real skin began) and whose bottle-blonde hair looked like straw. She wore a pleated blouse the oddest color of lavender he had ever seen. It would have been more of a fuchsia if it wasn’t so washed out and pastel. She eyed him with suspicious distaste, like he was a hobo coming in from the cold, reeking of rum. “Can I help you?” she asked, continuing to give him the stink eye.

“I need to see Mr. Drummond.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but he’ll want to see me.”

The look on her face was seriously unimpressed, verging on scary. “He sees no one without an appointment.”

Roan sighed, not really surprised by the hostility. “I’m a private detective too, and I think we have an overlapping case. It’s in our mutual best interest to clear this up.”

“Uh-huh,” she replied, somehow making that noise sound extremely skeptical.

“Fine. He can talk to me or talk to the cops. His choice.”

She kept giving him a baleful glare but stabbed a button on her phone and said, “Mr. Drummond, you might want to come out here.”

It took at least a minute for the door of the office to open and George to stick out his big bald head. He was wearing a cheap rumpled suit, and the collar stretched around a bodybuilder’s thick neck. “Is there a problem, Donna?”

She jerked her head in Roan’s direction. “He says he’s a private detective, and he wants to talk to you.”

“The name’s Roan McKichan. You do occasionally work for Bailey, Lawrence, and McCall, yes?”

Drummond gave him a gimlet-eyed stare, cocking his head like a curious bird. “Let’s see your license.”

Roan felt like asking him for the very same thing but decided to save it for later. This was all a show anyway, as he had no doubt George knew who he was. Roan showed him the copy of his license he carried with him, and George studied it for many seconds, in a very showy display that made Roan want to laugh. Was he playing to Donna? That was the only possible explanation.

What a dick. If Roan didn’t already hate this guy, he’d have fucking despised him now. “Okay, Mr. McKichan, what is this about?”

He deliberately mispronounced his name too. The balls on this guy. “I think you know.”

He gave Roan back his license and shook his head. “Nope.”

“Emma Wills.”

George kept shaking his head. “I have no client by that name.”

So this dick wanted to play games, huh? Roan was determined to shut him down. “Tucker McCall.”

“That’s a lawyer at the firm I occasionally work for, but he’s not a client.”

“I have a witness who can put you in Sully’s last night, maybe more than one. And I have another witness who has you putting roadkill on her car. So do I call the cops and have you arrested, or do you talk to me?”

George crossed his arms over his chest, and a look of stern disappointment crossed his face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Right. Cops it is.”

Roan pulled his phone out of his pocket, but as soon as he thumbed a button, George said, “You’ve got five minutes to explain yourself. Then I want you the fuck outta my place.”

Roan dropped his phone back in his pocket but didn’t say anything until he joined George in his office and closed the door. “Why the act? You know exactly who I am.”

George scoffed as he retreated behind his desk. It looked like a big-box warehouse special, a cheap metal desk with a couple of nicks and dents in it. There were some papers piled on one side, a computer monitor and keyboard, and a phone, nothing else. The walls were surprisingly bare, with just his framed detective license on it. “Sorry, guy, I don’t know every private detective in town.”

Roan sighed, doing his best to rein in his temper. But the urge to growl was almost overwhelming. “If you’d done your homework on me, you’d be aware that I am currently the only human awarded bloodhound status legally by the courts. Do you know what that means?”

He sat down heavily and chuckled, the chair settling with a slight pneumatic hiss. “You’re a dog?”

“I have access to a whole range of a scent language most humans can’t possibly know. To simplify it for you, I can smell lies. And you’ve been lying since you stepped out of your office.”

“Oh, really? Please, tell me what lies smell like.” He said it in the most patronizing manner possible, not bothering to hide his smirk. But the metallic scent of his sweat went up a notch. Despite his appearance, he was as nervous as hell.

“Like sweat, but more sour, more panic based. Yours smells a bit like burnt aluminum with an undertone of Fritos. And… did you have asparagus this morning?”

All humor fled Drummond’s expression, and he scowled slightly. “Are you following me?”

“No. But I can smell it through your pores. Laugh all you want, but I’d be perfectly content to rattle off every kind of product you’re wearing, what you last ate and drank, until you become convinced the courts knew what they were doing. It’s not a status they hand out to just anyone who claims they can do it. Now, are you going to stop lying, or do I start the list?”

“Look, just ’cause—”

“Portman’s scalp wax, Old Spice aftershave, Degree antiperspirant—sea breeze scent—Cruex anti-itch powder, a topical antibiotic cream—amoxicillin, right?—coffee with three sugars, a full shot of nondairy creamer, and a slug of cheap whiskey you’re keeping in a flask inside your jacket—”

“Fine,” he interrupted loudly, slamming his hands down on his desk. “You’re either a stalker or really good at smelling. Whatever.” He sat forward, trying to gather up a modicum of dignity. “I have done nothing illegal—”

“Lie.”

George glared at him. “—and I can’t divulge my clients. I’d think, as a detective, you’d know better than to even ask.”

“You had an omelet with ham and asparagus for breakfast, along with a side of white toast with margarine, and several cups of coffee, not all Irished up, but many. Recently, although not today, you spilled wine on your sleeve—”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” he interrupted, a flush crawling up his neck. “This is the creepiest party game ever. Will you shut the hell up?”

“I dunno. You gonna start telling the truth?”

George slumped in his chair, looking defeated by his own growing irritation. “You’re an asshole.”

“At least I admit it.”

George crossed his arms tightly over his chest; his body language was still pinched and constricted. Roan had successfully rattled him, but he still didn’t want to talk. “Why didn’t you bring in your cop buddies if you have so much evidence on me? Or do you have any cop buddies left?”

All of this confirmed he was a liar, but Roan didn’t know if George cared or not. “I want you to stop. As of now, when Tucker calls you to do a job for him, turn it down. Tell him you’re busy, or tell him you’ll do it and then don’t. Stop harassing my client.”

George glared at him. “And what if I don’t?”

Roan couldn’t believe this guy. No, he took that back; he totally could. He’d known Drummond was a dick the second he saw him. He was probably also recording this conversation. Roan was pretty sure he heard a faint mechanical noise that could only be a bug. “You really want to see the ‘or else’ here, George? My answer is simply this. Find out. Keep doing it and wait for my response. I can guarantee you won’t like it.”

“You think I’m scared of you?”

“No. And that’s why you’re a moron. You should be. And you may want to get rid of that recording, ’cause you just admitted you’re harassing my client on tape.”

He sat up straighter, blinking rapidly. “How did you—”

Roan tapped his ear. “Think sense of smell is my only heightened sense? Jesus Christ, you are an idiot.” He turned and put his hand on the doorknob, but it was only a dramatic pause before he turned back toward him. “Oh yeah, I thought your name sounded familiar, so I ran it through the system. Your ex-wife ever pull that restraining order off of you?”

George didn’t look amused. In fact, he looked like he was trying to make his head explode through sheer force of will. “You’re a dick.”

“Coming from you, that’s a compliment,” Roan replied before opening the door and leaving. He had his phone out by the time he hit the parking lot and was speed-dialing Kevin Robinson. “Hey, Kev, put George’s photo in the lineup you show to Bill.”

Kevin sighed. “He wouldn’t give, huh?”

“Oh, he’s a total ass hat. I wish I was dating him, just so I could slap a restraining order on him.”

“Since when is straight up punching him out of the question?”

“He seems litigious. I can bring Paris in for a lineup soon too.”

“Good, you may need to. I don’t know if Bill’s claims alone will be enough.”

Roan got in his car and sat behind the wheel, staring at George’s office. This was just stop number one. He really wasn’t looking forward to stop number two.

As it was, the universe threw him a rare break. Tucker was not in today, and while Roan considered visiting him at his home, he’d have had to head to Medina, and he wasn’t up to that. Besides, Tucker lived on a gated estate, and Roan was certain if he jumped it—which he’d have to—Tucker would call the cops on him. Money had all the privileges.

So he went home to start getting his place ready. Roan had always had this ambition to put in a home office, but really it was just a room with a desk and some bookshelves. He moved the desk out and figured all he had to do was put a bed in there, and presto, Paris had his own bedroom. Of course, he’d have to buy a bed, wouldn’t he? Crap. You’d think a huge detail like that would be hard to overlook. Paris just left him so flustered.

Roan was still trying to figure out where to put the desk when his phone rang. He saw who it was before he answered, so when he did, instead of hello, he asked, “You wanna desk?”

Dee was silent for a very long second. “Why would I want a desk, Ro? What would I do with it?”

“I dunno. Might make good kindling.”

“You remember I live in an apartment with no fireplaces, right?”

Roan sighed and sat on the arm of the couch. “Can you blame me for trying?”

Dee didn’t even need to think about that. “Yes. It was an idiotic question.”

That was the problem with having an ex like Dee. He didn’t even bother to humor you. “So why are you calling me?”

“Fuck that. Why are you offering me a desk?”

The funny thing was he almost didn’t want to tell Dee. Maybe because he knew what he would say. “I’m clearing out my home office and turning it into a bedroom.”

“Why?”

Roan steeled himself, taking a deep breath. “Because Paris is moving in here so he doesn’t have to stay in the hospital.”

“Oh no,” Dee replied sternly. “No no no. Don’t you dare.”

“I’m not abandoning him to a hospital.”

“It’s better than what you’re doing.” Dee sighed heavily. “You can’t do this, Roan. He thinks you’re the best thing since Jell-O shots. This won’t end well.”

“That’s another thing. Why the hell were you talking to him?”

“What? He’s a tiger strain. Why the hell wouldn’t I want to talk to him?”

Roan pinched the bridge of his nose. “And you talked to him about me.”

“Hard not to. He’s got a man crush on you big enough to see from space. And I’m wondering about you.”

“I don’t have a man crush on Paris.” Lusting after him was far different from a crush. Crush indicated something lightweight. This felt distressingly heavy.

“No, you just met the guy a few days ago, and you’ve asked him to move in with you.”

“Wow. You’re deliberately taking it all out of context, and you know you are.”

“Hardly.” He sighed heavily. “Ro, I know you. Why can’t you be a normal man? Why do you have to nest like a fucking bird?”

“As a cat I take real offense at that.”

“I mean, if I was infected, I’d still play the field more than you. You just—”

“Hey,” Roan interrupted, honestly angry. “I know you’re just being you, Dee, but you have no idea what it is to be infected and live with this fucking thing your entire life. You don’t know, and you can’t know.”

“You’re right, and I’m sorry,” Dee said, his voice losing its usual snarky tone. “I didn’t mean—look, what I’m trying to tell you is, even though you can be a tremendous asshole, I’d do anything for you. Well, almost anything. And I know how you attach to people. Connor almost killed you. You were broken up with him, and he still almost killed you. I don’t want that to happen again.”

“Dee…,” Roan said with a slight exhale. He knew what he was saying, and he knew Dee was right. Connor was suicidal and all sorts of fucked-up—his alcoholism was why he broke up with him, right?—but still, his death was a shock, a mortal blow to his system. He didn’t know how he could have expected it and yet still been surprised by it, but that’s exactly what had happened. “Dee, we’re fucked. Paris and I are doomed, and we know it. We don’t have a lot of time left to waste. So while I appreciate what you’re saying… what do we have to lose here?”

“You,” Dee replied. “Paris doesn’t have long. But you… fuck you, man. You’ll probably outlive me, that’s how much of a stubborn bastard you are. I know you. If you get involved with him, and he dies… do I really hafta tell you how that ends?”

“I appreciate your concern, but you’re not my mother.”

“Good thing for you, ’cause I’d have slapped your sassy ass silly. You got too much ’tude, and you should listen to me. I know of what I speak.”

“I know you do. But I’m an adult, and I know what I’m doing.” Well, he was an adult, but honestly Roan wasn’t sure what he was doing. He didn’t know if he should begin any kind of relationship with Paris, if Paris even wanted to (although that seemed like kind of a given at this point). Dee was right, which just made him all the more insufferable. And yet… it wasn’t enough to stop him, was it? It should have been. He usually had better common sense than this. “So, know anyone who wants a desk?”

Roan honestly didn’t think Dee needed to curse him out that much. It was a genuine question.



13
 
Guilty of Everything

 

TUCKER DROVE a really nice Mercedes, one in a special black metallic color you had to special order, and every day he stopped in for a special espresso at a Bellevue coffee shop called Café du Monde. Roan knew this because Emma told him. So Roan was hanging around the fussy, overpriced café when Tucker came in for his drink. As soon as he saw him, Roan abandoned the newspaper he was pretending to read and went outside, where he leaned against that beautiful Mercedes and considered keying it, except he’d be obviously guilty. Best to save it for sometime when he could get away with it.

Tucker took a couple of steps outside the cafe before he looked up and saw Roan, and then he stopped, fixing him with an evil glare. “What the hell are you doing here? And get off my car.”

Roan didn’t move. “We need to talk, Tucker.”

“Do we? I’ll call my lawyer, then.”

“Fantastic. I’ll call your wife. Let’s see who we can make angrier in the shortest amount of time.”

If looks could kill, Roan would have exploded in a cloud of glitter and organs. Tucker scowled in disgust but managed to mutter, “Get in. Don’t mar my upholstery.”

For the first time, Roan was sorry it was a sunny day. If it was rainy, he could have jumped in a puddle before getting into the car. As it was, Roan searched his pockets for anything that could stain. He was desperately hoping for a ketchup or mustard packet from a fast-food place. The seats were nice, real leather. Maybe he had a pen he could break so ink would get all over it.

Tucker got in the driver’s seat and slammed the door, putting his coffee cup in the holder before facing Roan. “Is this another empty threat session?” He said it with a sneer. It was hard to speak while maintaining a sneer, so perhaps that was Tucker’s lame superpower.

“Nope. George Drummond has been popped, and it’s probably only a matter of time before he gives up your name. You might want to get your affairs in order.”

“Popped?”

“Arrested. Jesus Christ, don’t you watch The Wire? You should, it’s really good.”

Anger warred with confusion in Tucker’s pale blue eyes. He was blandly handsome in a frat boy turned stockbroker sort of way, but that was a type Roan had never gone for. He liked his men kind of offbeat (except in Paris’s case, where he was just too fucking gorgeous, but those types didn’t come along often). Also, Tucker went for some kind of weird thing with his hair, which wasn’t quite a pompadour but was close. Part of it was also slicked back—made him look like a real shitheel. 

“Are you retarded or something?” Tucker demanded. “You don’t seem to learn at all.”

“Oh, good, slur the mentally disabled. You’re just a prize, aren’t you? Philanderer, abuser, stalker, homophobe, ableist. I’m surprised the HRC isn’t boycotting you.”

“Who the fuck are the HRC? And I can sue you for slander, so shut your fucking mouth.”

“No, you can’t, because I can prove every single charge. And I’m not here to give you fair warning. I am here to tell you to leave my client alone for the rest of your life. Because with all the shit that’s going to come out about you, it’s gonna be so easy to destroy you.”

More glaring. Roan was beginning to think Tucker could only glare and sneer and had no other expressions at his disposal. “You know nothing, you two-bit piece of shit. You weren’t even smart enough to stay a cop, and they’re fucking meatheads.”

“Wow, you’re such a charmer. No wonder you do so well with the ladies.”

“How would you know, faggot?”

Roan studied the rich-boy lawyer. He seemed to be about 25 percent blood, 70 percent arrogance, and 5 percent hair gel. “You really think there’s going to be no consequences to your actions, huh?”

“Even if you and that cunt can prove anything, I know people. This is going away.”

“Even when she sues you?”

Tucker’s head snapped around sharply. “What?”

“Civil trial. I’ve talked with her, and she’s going to sue you for harassment, as well as emotional and physical distress and damages. She knows you have friends in high places. But civil cases are different matters, aren’t they? And this is gonna get ugly. Might wanna warn your wife before some of the evidence gets leaked. Which it will. I’ll make sure of it.” Roan felt a ballpoint in his pocket. Score!

Tucker’s eyes narrowed to evil little slits. “You don’t wanna fuck with me, McKichan.”

“And you don’t want to fuck with me, McCall. I realize you have the money and the connections, but please keep in mind I’m a diseased freak with nothing to lose.” Aware he still had McCall’s attention, Roan bit his lower lip until a bead of blood welled up, and McCall’s expression curdled into horror. Roan knew it was a cheat, that his blood and the reminder he was a plague carrier was too easy, and yet… sometimes it was the only thing that really got through to fuckheads like this. “And it wouldn’t take much for me to change your life forever.”

Even though the odor of Tucker’s expensive cologne and the overpriced coffee pretty much overwhelmed every other scent in the car, Roan could now pick up the sour stink of fear. He was a narcissistic douche bag—like, frankly, all of Emma’s exes (the girl had a type, and it was a bad one)—but no one wanted to be an infected. Except crazy people. 

“Get the fuck outta my car,” Tucker snapped, his voice low, possibly to keep the fear from seeping out. But Roan didn’t need to hear it. He could already smell it.

Roan opened the car door, but as he did so, he slipped the pen out of his pocket and snapped it in half, dropping the broken pen down the side of his seat. This was going to be a fucking mess Tucker would probably never be able to clean. Too bad.

“Just remember, Tucker, you don’t want to push me ’cause it could be bloody. And there isn’t enough money or connections in the world to fix some problems.” Roan honestly didn’t mean to growl. But this guy just pissed him off, and he heard it under his own words, felt the vibration in his throat, and Tucker looked genuinely scared. Roan hated to even think it, but his growl was pretty impressive. It sounded like a fucking huge cat. Then again, he was a huge cat.

Well, sort of. Roan figured there was no point in quibbling about it now.
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Our Hearts of Ruin

 

AFTER HIS brief, unpleasant meeting with Tucker, Roan was happy to call this case solved. Oh sure, it was unlikely Tucker would ever do any time at all—maybe community service—but the allegations would mar him, and his father would probably be pissed off at him as the civil trial went on. Roan assumed they’d settle out of court to make it all go away, but at least she’d get some money out of the bastard, and that was just going to have to function as justice in this instance. Goddamn, was there anyone he hated more than entitled rich boys?

Actually, come to think of it, yes. Religious zealots. He was reminded of this by a bunch of protesters on the side of the road, waving signs. They were obviously opposed to that new cat cult, but they had decided to focus all their energy on general anticat signs: They Should All Be Caged; The Only Good Cat is a Dead Cat; No More Cats in Our Backyard. Roan wondered if there was a website where they came up with the shittiest slogans possible and posted them for all to use.

His further research on Elijah Prophet, aka Eli Winters, turned up nothing new. He was just an entitled rich boy too. Either he wanted to be God, or he wanted the massive tax break you got for being a church. Maybe both. Just thinking about the charlatan made him grip his steering wheel until his fingers hurt.

But he had a happier task at hand right now, although it was also a little nerve-racking. Truth be told, he had Dee’s voice echoing through his head, and he was reasonably certain he still didn’t know what he was doing. It wasn’t going to stop him, of course, but only because he lived most of his life that way. He figured if he genuinely knew what he was doing at any given time, he’d be totally fucking dangerous.

Roan’s heart was racing as he parked outside Willow Creek, and he needed a moment to take a deep breath before getting out of the car and heading inside. This just seemed wrong, but also like the only thing he could do. He hated the dichotomy. He wasn’t naturally nervous. Roan was of the opinion that anybody could die at any time, so why waste any of it being nervous? It gained you nothing and never helped. Yet here he was, with sweaty palms and a skipping heart, like he was a kid going to prom. It suddenly occurred to him he never went to the prom. Then again, he was far too punk rock for such a corny crapfest. Also too infected, and too gay, at least according to the other kids.

He found Paris dressed and packed up in his room, although he didn’t have much to pack. As he rightly pointed out, everything he had was pretty much given to him by Roan. Except not what Paris was wearing, which must have come from Willow Creek itself, or someone who worked there, as he was clad in a royal blue T-shirt that seemed to bring out his eyes. You’d think it would make him look even paler, but somehow it didn’t. He wore dark jeans that were a little too big on him and sneakers that looked relatively new, and yet, in this very basic, generic wardrobe, he looked breathtakingly beautiful. Roan wondered what it must be like to go through life looking like that. According to Paris himself, super easy, but Roan couldn’t help but think there must have been some drawbacks. He had to believe that because Roan didn’t want to think the attractive got a total free pass. (Of course, they probably did for the most part, but again, he didn’t want to think about it.)

Paris frowned briefly. “You didn’t bring me any food?”

“I thought we’d stop somewhere on the way home. How do you feel about Chinese food?”

Paris smiled. “I love Chinese food.”

“Great.” Roan wasn’t sure he’d ever trust anyone who didn’t like Chinese food. “I know this place that makes the best fried wontons.”

“Ooh. But am I dressed okay to go into a restaurant? I mean, I haven’t been in one since…. Oh hell, I don’t remember.”

“It’s a casual place, but believe me, you look great.”

Paris continued smiling at him, but there was something in his eyes. Not quite a sparkle but similar in spirit. “You do too.”

Roan got a sense this could turn into sexy time in a hot minute, so he opened the door and gestured to it with a grandiose sweep of his arm. “After you.” It wasn’t just because he wanted to get a rear view of him, but that turned out to be a nice side effect.

They didn’t talk again until they reached the parking lot. “You hafta let me work on this,” Paris said, petting the hood of the GTO. “It’s not in bad shape. I could make it beautiful again.”

Roan smirked at this. He really didn’t get car love at all. They were simply a means to an end as far as he was concerned, but it clearly meant something to Paris. How could he deny him? “Sure. But I draw the lines at flames painted on the side. I’m trying to look incognito here.”

Paris scoffed. “You, incognito? Pull the other one.”

“Meaning what?”

“You stand out. You just radiate… power. Or something like that. I noticed that the first time I met you. I got the sense I should look away, but somehow I couldn’t.” He shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “I think I’m explaining it wrong. Please keep in mind I’m getting reaccustomed to talking to people on a regular basis. I was never a dummy, but after a while you start losing your grasp on language.”

“You’re doing fine,” Roan assured him. He didn’t say Paris was wrong about the whole power thing, but he was. Roan wasn’t sure he radiated anything, except perhaps a low-level ennui. And, in the right crowds, contempt. But it was strange how those two states often held hands and went together like twins from other mothers.

Paris fiddled with the radio while Roan drove to the Hunan Garden, and he admitted he was searching for electronic music, which he didn’t find. Much to Roan’s relief.

Was he putting off taking Paris home? Oh, absolutely. He had a feeling things would happen there, things irrevocable and something he suspected they both wanted very badly. But Roan couldn’t shake the thought that he really shouldn’t, that maybe he was, in some way, taking advantage of Paris. Although if he said this, Paris would rightly point out he was an adult, not impaired, and capable of making his own decisions, and also probably laugh at the idea of anyone taking advantage of him. Roan knew it was ludicrous—and maybe just a little bit unintentionally patronizing. But still it remained.

They hit the restaurant at a good time, before the lunch rush, so Paris didn’t have to deal with a crowd. Roan was greeted with familiarity by Jade, the waitress, who had seen him enough that she didn’t bother to seat them, just waived toward her section and handed them menus. Roan picked a booth with some privacy so Paris didn’t have to deal with too much too soon, and it seemed someone had left the morning paper on one of the seats. Roan was curious to know if news of Emma’s civil suit was out yet, so he let Paris scan the world section while he flipped through the local.

“I solved the case, by the way,” Roan told him, turning pages. Something caught his eyes, something familiar yet strange, and he ended up flipping back to see what he had missed.

“Oh, so you finally figured out what asshole did it?”

“Asshole is almost too mild a word. Emma’s men had to be complete fuckholes. There wasn’t one I didn’t want to kill with a rusty chainsaw.” Roan found what he was looking for. It was in the obituary section, a picture of Shawn, the leopard strain infected he met at Panic and hooked up with. His obituary said he died of a “sudden illness,” which was code for infection-related complications. He was close to his viral cycle when Roan met him, wasn’t he? Roan could smell it on him. Shawn had been skinny, sure, but he seemed healthy enough.

Still, that was no guarantee at all. You could be healthy one day and dead by nightfall. The virus was vicious, and the transformation even worse. That’s why it was a death sentence, and it’s why these cat-church people made him so mad. This thing killed, with little warning and not a shred of mercy. And before you even met death, there was a lot of agony in between, guaranteeing you’d be ready for it when it came. The poor kid. He’d liked him too, hoped to give him a call sometime when he actually had the downtime to do it. (He could hear Dee in the back of his mind again: “Nesting like a bird.”)

“Something wrong?” Paris asked, a crease appearing between his eyebrows.

“No,” Roan lied, folding up the paper and putting it aside. “I shouldn’t read the paper. I inevitably get reminded how sad the world is.”

“Yeah,” Paris agreed, folding up his section of the paper and adding it to Roan’s. “Life has a way of letting you down.”

“Oh no, am I rubbing off on you?”

Paris grinned at him and raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Not yet.”

Roan rolled his eyes at him, but between that and Shawn’s obituary in the paper, what he’d told Dee about them both being doomed came back at him. He hadn’t been saying that to assuage his own guilt. He could be dead tomorrow. So could Paris. There was no point in putting anything off. It was hard to plan for the future when you knew you didn’t have one.

It was unlikely that either of them would be here in five years. What was the point of waiting?

The food arrived, and there was a lot of it. Roan always liked to order more than he could eat so he could take it home and have leftovers, but in this case he also had to include the appetite of a tiger strain who really needed to get his weight up. So there were double orders of fried wontons, mongolian hot pot, kung pao chicken, fried rice, noodles, almond chicken, tofu stir-fry, everything that would taste great reheated. He was surprised to see Paris pick up the chopsticks. It must have registered on his face, because Paris said, “What? I grew up in a suburb of Vancouver, which, like Seattle, has a high Asian population. You don’t use chopsticks?”

“I could never get the hang of them,” Roan admitted, embarrassed.

Paris gave him a kind smile. “I’ll have to teach you sometime.”

“Yes, you will,” Roan agreed.

They mostly ate in silence, too dedicated to eating to interrupt it. But it was a comfortable silence, and Roan realized he thought of Paris as an ally, as a friend, as if hours on the phone had somehow made them close. But in a way, it had. Although Roan had been purposefully vague about most of his childhood, he’d spoken more about it to Paris than he had Dee. He’d told Connor possibly everything, but that was the night they both got a little drunk and told each other about their gory, wretched childhoods in the weirdest game of one-upmanship ever. (Connor won. It wasn’t much of an honor.)

Once they’d finished and packed up the leftovers, Roan finally drove Paris to his place. Well, their place, at least for now. Upon seeing the house, Paris said, “Wow, this is all yours? I was under the impression cops don’t make that much.”

“And private detectives make even less,” Roan said. “But if you know how to shop police auctions, you can get some good deals.”

“Please tell me this wasn’t a murder house.”

“No, a chop shop. Well, not the house itself, really, but chop shop ancillary.”

“Yaay,” Paris said, flashing him a charming smile. Of course, every smile Paris had was charming. Roan found it hard to imagine him without charm. It was as much a part of him as his bones.

Once inside, he gave Paris the tour, which wasn’t long. He decided to get the cage in the basement out of the way first and then gave him a short glimpse of the upstairs (just gesturing at his bedroom door) before heading down and showing him the ground floor, the outside view, and Roan’s former home office converted into a bedroom. (Roan was able to buy a bed and get it delivered. A good thing since he was otherwise an idiot.)

Paris looked in at the room and closed the door, smiling slyly. “Thank you, but if it’s all the same to you, I don’t think I’m going to use it.”

“I thought that may—” Was as far as Roan got before Paris kissed him, pulling him into an engulfing embrace. Roan didn’t resist.

In fact, he wrapped his arms around Paris and kissed him back just as furiously, pushing back against him as Paris shoved him up against the wall. There really was no point in denying it anymore.

If they were both going to die, might as well die with a smile.
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Waiting For The End



ROAN HAD no idea how he’d forgotten that giving in to pure lust could be so delightful. Somehow, he had.

Although Roan knew it was self-indulgent, he and Paris ended up spending all day in bed, and the night too. They didn’t just have sex. They slept at certain points, got up once to clean up and took a shower together (so they never really got that clean), slept a bit more, ordered a pizza, ate it, had sex again. It was pretty fun.

Paris still remained a bit too thin, but he was beautiful all the same, so much so it could bring tears to your eyes. The phone rang a couple of times, but Roan let it go to voice mail. He felt like he’d earned at least a day off, and there was no better way to spend it.

It was a pleasant vacation from reality, but when the loud tweeting of the birds under the eaves woke him, Roan knew he had to start working his way back toward reality. He really didn’t want to, but he knew it would catch up to him eventually.

Paris returned from the bathroom and slipped back into bed, tired eyed and smoking hot. Again, Paris was so effortlessly hot, and it was so fucking unfair, it made Roan want to punch a wall. Paris faced him and smiled sleepily. “You look serious.”

“I just… if you want to keep this a casual thing, you’ll have to move into the guest bedroom within the week. ’Cause otherwise, I’m gonna get used to this.”

Paris smiled and touched his hair. “That’s not gonna happen. Like I told you at the hospital, I’ve rediscovered my will to live. I don’t have long, and I want to enjoy the time I have left. I mean to enjoy it with you, you silly man. You’re my knight in shining armor.”

“I’m not.”

“You totally are, and you don’t know it, which makes it even cuter.” Paris trailed his fingertips along Roan’s jaw, and goose bumps broke out on his skin. No matter that Paris had been touching him for the better part of sixteen hours or so, it still thrilled him.

Roan had to go to the bathroom before his bladder exploded, and while he was gone, the phone started ringing again. He thought the ring stopped abruptly, but didn’t realize how abruptly until he came out, and heard Paris saying, “—now, can I take a message?” There was a brief pause, and Paris caught his eye and smiled as he said into the receiver, “I’m Paris Lehane, Mr. McKichan’s assistant. I’m new.” Another pause as Paris nodded along to the person on the phone, and Roan slipped back into bed. “Got it. Bye.”

As soon as he hung up, Roan asked, “Who was it?”

“Some guy named Gordo. Should I be jealous?”

Although Paris was obviously joking, Roan still laughed at the thought. “Not in a million years. He’s a cop with the cat squad. They call me in to help with their cat problems sometimes. So you’re my assistant now?”

“Hell yes. It was my life’s dream that I didn’t realize I had until just now.” Paris was grinning ear to ear, and now tracing lazy patterns on Roan’s chest, but he seemed perfectly serious.

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. Being Vera to your Mike Hammer? I’d love it.”

“Holy shit, what a reference.” Roan felt like hiring him just for that. “Can you type?”

“Sure.”

“Work with computers?”

“I can turn them on,” Paris offered.

“Work with the public?”

“Oh, that is my specialty.” Paris paused in thought for a moment. “Well, secondary specialty. My first is giving the best blow jobs in British Columbia.”

“Well, why didn’t you say that before? You’re so hired.”

Paris rolled on top of him with the mildest of chuckles, and Roan ran his hand through Paris’s dark, silky hair. This close, Roan could see what looked to be tiny motes of green in his otherwise clear blue eyes. 

“I don’t care what you say, Roan, you’re the sexiest guy I’ve ever met.”

“Look in the mirror,” Roan told him. “At best, I could only be second.”

“You say the nicest things,” Paris said and gave him a sweet but passionate kiss.

Yes, this was a dream that just couldn’t go on forever. But Roan was determined to enjoy it—and Paris—for however long it lasted.
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Book One

Life After Death





1

The Ghost of You



PARIS THREW open the bedroom curtains, letting in the unforgiving morning light. “You’re going to do it again, aren’t you?” he accused with weary affection.

Roan pulled the pillow over his face and burrowed deeper into the blankets. “What?” he murmured, barely articulating the thought.

“Stay in bed all day, stay here dreaming. Or hallucinating. Is it hallucinating? What’s the difference?”

“You’re asleep for dreaming.”

“Yeah, hon, but you never get up anymore, so how do you know when you’re awake or asleep?” 

Roan felt the mattress shift as Paris sat on the side of the bed, reaching down to touch his arm. For some reason, his hand was cold. In these… dreams, hallucinations, whatever, Paris’s hands were usually cold. He had no idea why. 

“You need to stop this.”

“I can’t believe I’m being lectured by a dead man,” Roan muttered, feeling the same old catch in his chest he always did when he realized Paris was gone.

“Well, someone has to do it,” Paris replied, exasperated. “And you have a tendency to scare everyone else off.”

“Not fast enough.”

“You know this has nothing to do with me,” Paris said quietly, his voice dropping to a deeper, more disappointed register. “This is self-pity.”

Roan pulled the pillow off his head and looked up at Paris, then immediately wished he hadn’t. Paris was looking down at him with so much pity and sorrow that Roan could hardly stand to look at him. “How can you say that? You were—”

“If you ever really loved me at all, you’d stop killing yourself,” Paris interrupted impatiently, looking away.

Roan woke up to a nascent headache somewhere deep behind his eyes and the smell of cooking coming from downstairs. His stomach rumbled noisily, and he wondered when he had last eaten something. He had no idea; time had become irrelevant after Paris died, and days, weeks, and months blurred into the same empty, wan thing. The curtains were closed, but some fringes of light bled around the edges, letting him know it was daytime.

He rolled out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom—see, he did get out of bed occasionally—and after having a long-needed piss, he caught a glimpse of himself in the bathroom mirror. Holy hell, he looked like shit. He’d lost a lot of weight, mainly in muscle, as he was no longer testing the bounds of his ability to partially transform. In fact, he looked almost as skinny as Par had at the end; he could see his own ribcage, and the bony knobs of his hipbones stuck out just above the waistband of his boxers. Even though he’d shaved off his beard—a couple months ago, was it?—it was back again, a reddish-golden color lighter than the odd shade of his hair, spreading up the side of his face and down his neck like a fungal disease. It itched in much the same manner, although he thought he’d earned the discomfort. His hair came down to his shoulders and was so shaggy and thick it looked distressingly like a lion’s mane. When was the last time he’d transformed? He could no longer remember his own viral cycle.

His eyes looked out from beneath a thick fringe of bangs, hot and glaring; they were the eyes of a madman, staring out from behind his own wall of hurt. That made sense. Did you know when you were going insane, or did you just wake up one day and suddenly realize that your sanity had packed up and moved away? That was his experience. He didn’t mind either—sanity was overrated.

He smelled bad. When was the last time he had taken a shower? He couldn’t remember. Probably the day of Paris’s wake, which was just a colorful blur. He’d been hopped up on a lot of pills and a couple of beers just to get through the whole thing, and as a result he had few memories of it. He did remember feeling like he was hyperventilating when the DJ started to read a message Paris had written for him. The DJ had burned a CD of Paris’s playlist for him, but he had no idea why. If he remembered correctly, he had thrown it on the coffee table when he got home, and it had been there ever since.

Roan wondered if he should go downstairs and figured he should. Dee had threatened to put him on an IV drip if he didn’t eat occasionally, and once he had woken up feeling strangely groggy and found a strange bandage on his arm, over a vein. Had Dee actually drugged him and hooked him up to a drip? He honestly wouldn’t have put it past him. Why couldn’t Dee be like every other ex-boyfriend in the world and want nothing to do with him? And why oh why did he have to be a fucking EMT?

Roan’s stomach was pretty insistent on eating, though; it growled rather relentlessly, and he wondered if it was responsible for his headache. Lack of food, just like lack of sleep, could be a trigger, and he knew lack of sleep wasn’t responsible this time.

He went downstairs, wondering which of the revolving door of busybodies he’d face, and what month this was, and he still felt not only light as a feather but as hollow as a chocolate Easter bunny. If he could somehow untether his head from his neck, it would float away, and he would happily let it.

“Oh, hey there,” Matt said brightly, moving about Roan’s kitchen. He’d turned the radio on, but at such a low volume he could barely hear it. Matt’s hair was longer and shaggier than it had been last time Roan had seen him, a calculated bedhead look that indicated a needlessly expensive haircut. He was clean-shaven now too, although he kept his beefier physique up so he didn’t look so much like a twink. He was wearing a burgundy T-shirt advertising Dick’s Drive-In and dark sweatpants, as if he’d come here on his way to or from the gym. “Hope you’re hungry. I saw this recipe on the Food Network and decided to try it out.”

“How the fuck did you get in my house?”

Matt looked at him with grave disappointment and let out a small sigh as he picked up the hot pads and turned toward the oven. “You asked me that last time, remember? Diego gave me a house key.”

“Did he give everyone a house key?”

Matt pulled a pan out of the stove, and Roan couldn’t tell what it was he had. “Me and Randi. That’s it, as far as I know.”

“Seems like too damn many.” He walked over to the couch and collapsed on it, staring at the blank television screen and inactive stereo system. (Matt had brought his own portable radio, at least not feeling comfortable enough here to use his stereo.) “You ever have an ex-boyfriend this fucking annoying?”

He heard Matt put the pan down on top of the stove and then heard him shuffle with some plates and cutlery. Had making him suddenly the subject of the conversation made Matt nervous? Good. “Umm… well, I’ve had annoying boyfriends, yeah, but Diego’s just concerned about you, Roan. We all are.”

“Don’t be. I’m a grown man—I can take care of myself.”

“Really? Is that why you haven’t left your house in almost a year?”

He glared at him. “That’s my business, not yours.” Had it really almost been a year? Wow. Time went by quickly… when you spent most of your time drunk or hallucinating. On some level, he was aware this was madness, that Paris would so kick his ass over this if he were here, but that was the point, wasn’t it? Paris wasn’t here. And it wasn’t just that he loved him, although he did. The point was he had needed Paris. He sort of knew that before Paris had died, but he hadn’t realized how much until he was gone. Paris was like the sun, and now that he was gone, Roan could no longer see anything; he was stuck in a world of eternal night. He hated being that way, he hated having been so emotionally dependent on anyone… but there was nothing for it now. Somehow he had survived before Paris, but he couldn’t remember how to do so now. It was like he’d lost some vital part of his body, and now he had to learn how to walk again, but he didn’t know how, and besides, he almost didn’t want to. What was the point?

Matt cut into whatever it was he had and started loading it on the plates. “Well, I hope you like goat cheese.”

“Paris did,” he replied, and he felt that twinge at speaking his name aloud.

Matt froze, and it took him a moment to start moving again, this time with nervousness tainting his economic movements. “Uh, oh… I didn’t know that.”

“No, you didn’t. You didn’t know anything about him,” he spat, suddenly wanting to beat Matt down with words if not his fists. He had no right to be here. What, did he think this would win him brownie points? That he’d eventually get into his pants this way? It would have been laughable if it weren’t so pathetic. Dee had wanted Paris—that much Roan knew—but for some reason, this stupid, fucked-up kid wanted him. Clearly he had no taste at all.

Matt put a plate down on the breakfast bar, giving him a sad, puppy-dog look, as if that had actually hurt him somehow. Jesus, what a puss. “It’s a frittata. Or it’s supposed to be. Hopefully it came out okay.”

Roan was hungry, but he didn’t know if it was worth standing up. “Fine, you fed me. Thank you. Now you can go.”

Matt sighed wearily and sat on the opposite side of the breakfast bar, picking up a fork of his own. “Not before I have my own breakfast. I didn’t just make it for you, you know.”

Roan leaned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. Could you feel an absence in a home even though someone else was there? He could swear there was a constant emptiness that just wouldn’t dissipate. Paris had taken something with him beyond whatever he ripped out of him.

“Not too bad,” Matt said, commenting on his own cooking. “So when did you get that tattoo? I don’t remember you mentioning that.”

He was talking about the one on Roan’s right upper arm. It was a broken heart with a ribbon reading “Paris” draped across it, blood dripping down from it in three fat, crimson tears, and a black rose laid across it. Yes, rather dramatic, but Roan had felt he needed some mark on his body, some outer sign of an inner wound. He was pretty sure he got it the night of Paris’s wake, but he could no longer remember. He still wore his wedding ring; it never occurred to him to take it off. “I didn’t,” he said simply, and left it at that.

The silence lingered for a bit, uncomfortable and awkward—well, for Matt; Roan didn’t give a fuck—although the radio filled it in faintly with whatever mall-approved emo crap the radio played nowadays. Matt ate for a moment and then said, “You might want to get a move on. Mr. Sikorski said someone was coming over at eleven.”

Roan wasn’t sure he’d heard him right, but unless he was hallucinating or sleeping still, Matt must have said what he thought. “Gordo talked to you?”

“Well, no, he talked to Diego who told me.”

Roan took a deep breath and realized he had a bit of a catch in his lungs when he inhaled. He didn’t know what that was about. “Why is Gordo sending someone over here?”

“Diego said it was someone who needed your help.”

“No.”

“He did. I’m not—”

“I mean no. No, no, no. I don’t help people anymore.” Mentally, he added, If I ever did. “Hasn’t my office been rented out yet?”

Matt snorted in disbelief. “Randi’s been paying the rent and has been making sure your electricity bill gets paid, or haven’t you noticed? Paris left provisions for that in his will.”

Roan shook his head but had to stop, as the room kept moving almost independently of it. “I’m not a detective anymore.”

“No, you’re a sad piece of shit who wallows in his own misery,” Matt said with a surprising amount of venom. “You were a fucking awesome detective, man. I know you miss Paris, and I’m not gonna pretend I know what that kinda loss is like, ’cause I don’t.”

“No, you don’t.”

“But you know goddamn well Paris didn’t want you to do this, and he was afraid you were gonna.”

“You don’t know what he wanted!” Roan accused angrily, just wanting this fucking busybody out of his house.

“Yeah, I do!” Matt shouted back, his face flushing red with rage. “He told me before he died, you….” Matt pondered insults carefully and ultimately discarded them all. Was he too afraid to go that far? (Good. He should be.) “He spent his last days worried about you! I didn’t get that at all, but now I do. I thought you were… fuck, man, I changed my life ’cause of you! I wanted to be better than I was, ’cause… I wanted you to be able to look at me and not think of me as just some fucked-up rich kid.”

Roan fixed him with a caustic glare. “I will always think of you as a fucked-up rich kid. Live with it.”

Matt flinched, like he’d hoped he would, but somewhere deep inside, Roan felt almost bad. Yes, that was needlessly mean—true, but mean. Matt looked hurt, but he also looked angry, his eyes shiny with conflicting emotions. “You’re still alive, Roan. Barely, but you are. So why don’t you try and act like it?” He shoved a couple of bites of egg in his mouth but had clearly lost his appetite. He picked up his plate and returned it to the sink. “Diego told me to tell you Sikorski said you were gonna talk to this woman, or he was going to break down the door and make you. He said he doesn’t care that it’s not legal, you’re a fucking train wreck.”

That sounded like Gordo, and he might actually bust down his door out of spite. Shit. Why couldn’t people just leave him the fuck alone?

Matt bustled around for a moment, downing his coffee—from the cups, he’d gone out and gotten them Starbucks—and then grabbed his jacket from the side table where he’d put it. “If you need anything, call. But don’t be a bastard,” he warned, then headed out the door.

As soon as it shut, Paris—whom Roan could only see in his peripheral vision—said, “I don’t think that’s possible anymore.”

“They’re trespassers. I don’t hafta be nice to them. I didn’t ask them to be here.”

“I did,” Paris replied archly, folding his arms over his chest. He looked like he had when he was healthy, wearing black jeans and a royal-blue T-shirt, his ebony hair almost shoulder-length. Still beautiful, still fierce, still the better part of him.

Roan waved his hand dismissively and struggled to get up from the couch, which was more difficult than he anticipated. “I don’t need help.” He staggered to the breakfast bar and almost slid off the stool once he sat down. He was pretty bad, wasn’t he?

“Says the guy who can barely stand.”

Matt had left his radio, but that was okay, as he was probably coming back. Roan switched it off and got down to eating his eggs. It both smelled and tasted pretty good.

“You owe him a big, fat apology,” Paris continued. “You do realize that there was no way I could have left Randi a year’s worth of rent on the office, right? The money must be coming from somewhere else, and you don’t know a lot of rich people. Do the math.”

Suddenly Roan felt incredibly nauseous, but he rode it out—just barely. Had it been that long since he’d had solid food, or was it some last vestige of his guilt? He got down about half the plate of eggs and then couldn’t eat anymore. He shoved the plate aside and gulped down his coffee. Matt had gotten him a double espresso with a shot of caramel; it was quite good and left him wanting more. “Why would he do something like that?”

“Why? Because he continues to have this big puppy-dog crush on you, although maybe you’ve finally convinced him you’re such a dick he shouldn’t bother. Now stop talking to yourself and get upstairs; you have a client on the way.”

“I’m not a detective anymore. I’m crazy, for fuck’s sake. I still think you’re here.”

Paris sighed wearily. “No, you don’t think I’m here; you know I’m not. You just like to pretend I am. There’s a difference.”

“Which is a crazy thing to do.”

“No, it’s a lonely thing to do. You know you’re just talking to yourself, to a remembered version of me. I’m still dead. I never came back. You know that. It’s just easier to pretend otherwise.”

Roan felt his eyes burn with tears, tears he had already shed so many times it felt like he was crying blood. The food felt like a lead ball in his stomach, and he desperately needed a drink. But he was fairly certain he had no more booze in the house, and Dee had taken all the pills, worried he would try and overdose or might do so accidentally. He might actually need to go out, if only to buy some vodka.

He went upstairs, dragging his carcass like it was only half alive, and took his first bath in God knew how long. (He didn’t take a shower because he wasn’t sure he could stand up that long.) He cried for a little bit, then washed the tears and snot off his face and cut off most of his beard with scissors, too tired to find the razor and shave. He cut off big hunks of his hair too, not looking in a mirror, figuring it didn’t matter how bad he looked. He just cut it so it was easier to wash. He expected his appearance to scare the woman off no matter what.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had done his laundry or even worn clothes beyond boxers, but someone had done it, as the clothes he had were mostly clean. He found Paris’s shirts still in the drawer, still mixed up with his, and he could still smell a hint of his scent in the fibers, caught between detergent and fabric softener. Even though it was absurdly baggy on him now, he put on one of Paris’s shirts, just to keep his smell near him. His own jeans barely fit anymore—he’d lost so much weight and muscle mass—so he had to scrounge up a belt. Ironically, it was also one of Paris’s, from near the end, when none of his clothes had fit him properly anymore. Roan had already realized he probably looked like Paris had then; he was probably too weak to sustain another transformation. Did he want to work on that or not?

The funny thing was, the lion in him had already given up on him in disgust. It was like it knew there’d be no more fun to have, so why bother? It would have rather died than wander around an empty basement for another couple of weeks.

Sitting on top of the dresser was a simple gold chain that had Paris’s wedding ring threaded through it like a pendant. Roan didn’t remember ever getting it. Had Dee left it here for him? He must have. He didn’t really wear jewelry, but he put the necklace on anyway.

Searching in his still grandly chaotic “library,” he found an emergency kit Dee had apparently missed and popped a couple of pills. Maybe now he could handle talking to a real person for a little while. It also settled his stomach, at least a little bit. Heading back downstairs, he stood in the kitchen and ate a handful of potato chips and an apple and gulped down an iced coffee. He had no idea who bought these things, but he could almost hear Paris saying, The guy who was cooking your food this morning, dumbass! Yeah, probably. Now he felt really bad for how he had treated Matt. The kid had also all but admitted he’d changed his entire life so he’d be more attractive to him. Weird. Roan wasn’t sure if he should give him a hug or a restraining order.

Roan was shaking and feeling both edgy and slightly ill when there was a knock at the door. He was sure he couldn’t do this, but the drugs cast a comforting pall on his panic. He had nothing to worry about. She’d take one look at the crazy, homeless guy look he currently had going on and run away screaming. Problem solved.

Roan opened the door on a short woman wearing a blue, floral-patterned dress and thick, black-rimmed glasses that were endearing in their obvious ugliness. She was maybe five two, her figure stocky but not completely unappealing, which also described her open, moon-shaped face, which was unadorned with makeup and a bit on the plain side. Her hair was a poufy black halo surrounding her head, the curls tight but natural, and something about her seemed to suggest the word “matronly,” even though she was probably in her late thirties at best. From her dark eyes, which were almost perfectly black, and dusky skin, he had the impression she was Filipino, which was confirmed when she introduced herself. “Are you… Roan McKichan?” she asked warily, blinking up at him owlishly.

He nodded, then forced himself to talk. “I am, yes.”

She held out her hand somewhat awkwardly and said, “I’m Dalisay Dormer. I was told by a police officer that I should hire you.”

He shook her hand, feeling unbelievably awkward. She was a brave woman, which meant he was going to have to think of a way to scare her off. Still, old habits kicked in, and he invited her in before he caught himself. Damn it! She trailed a scent of floral perfume that made him sneeze, even though it wasn’t that strong at all; it was just that perfume never did his nose any favors.

Once she was inside, he gestured to the sofa, and once she sat down, she told him her story. Her husband, Ron Dormer, had presumably been killed two years ago when the Black Lightning Fireworks factory blew up in one of the worst industrial accidents that had occurred in this state in some time. Eight people had been killed and seventeen injured; one man had lost an arm and an eye, if Roan remembered the news coverage correctly. One of the corpses had been burned and maimed beyond recognition, and it was believed that the corpse was that of her husband, a deliveryman who was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Eventually DNA testing was done to confirm this, although various bureaucratic snafus and general incompetence meant that the DNA results hadn’t come in until last week (!). The DNA said the corpse was not Ron Dormer—it was the corpse of a man named Jeremy Halva, a man who had been reported missing by his wife five days after the explosion. She had had no idea he was at the factory or why he would be there.

It was at this point that Dalisay started crying quietly, and Roan, really feeling the drugs kick in now, was forced to search his own living room and kitchen for Kleenex. 

“So he’s not dead. I should be relieved, and I am. But on the other hand, I’m not. He’s out there somewhere, alive. He must have seen the news coverage, he must have known that he was the suspected corpse, and he never came forward. He never came home.” 

Roan found the Kleenex and put the box in front of her on the coffee table. She nodded her thanks and took one. “It hurt so much when I thought he was dead that I didn’t know if I could go on. I thought I was finally getting my life in order, and now… now it hurts just as much as if he’s died again. Why would he do that? Why would he let me think he was dead? Did he hate me so much?” She paused to use the Kleenex and fight to keep her tears under control. Her grief was genuine, palpable, and Roan could feel it resonating with something inside of him.

The death of a spouse was almost unbearable. And it really fucking pissed him off that this asshole had taken advantage of an accident and a mangled corpse to hit the highway. If that was what had happened—it was possible there was another explanation, but he didn’t care about that at the moment.

Was this why Gordo recommended she hire him? Because Gordo knew he’d be sympathetic to a widow? That fucking bastard! See if he ever helped him on a cat case again. “Were you having marital difficulties at the time, Ms. Dormer?”

She shook her head. “No. And please, call me Dalisay. We were fine. I hesitate to use the word content, but… we were. We had no real problems. We even had a barbecue planned that weekend. Ron loved to barbecue.” She grimaced as if holding back a surge of sorrow or rage; Roan couldn’t tell which. “Why would he do this? If he was unhappy, he could have told me….”

“Men disappear all the time,” he told her, which was true. A sizable portion of missing persons cases every year were people—usually men—who just one day decided to walk away from their lives and start over somewhere else or who committed suicide and were never found. It wasn’t as common as, say, extramarital affairs, but it happened enough that civilians would probably be shocked if they knew the number. “The new wrinkle in this is that he knew his ass was covered by some other poor bastard’s corpse.”

She crumpled the Kleenex in her fists and held it in her lap. “Can you help me find him?”

Roan felt bad for her, ached for her, but he wanted to say no. He hadn’t done any investigating for almost a year, not since he’d lost Paris. And what was the point? It had been almost two years; this guy was definitely out of state, probably out of the country if he was smart and had the wherewithal. While it would have been fun to nail his lying, insensitive ass to the wall, it would have been like looking for a needle in a haystack.

So even Roan was shocked when he heard himself say, “I’ll do my best, ma’am.”

Oh goddamn it, that was it. He wasn’t taking those pills ever again.
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Why Can’t I Be You



HE TOLD Dalisay everything he needed to even attempt to track down Ron, which was essentially every scrap of paper she had on him (including his Social Security number, resume, credit history, schooling, and anything she might feel was at all relevant), and it didn’t take her long to get them, as she had them in an old briefcase in the trunk of her Nissan. This was a woman who came prepared. (It helped that Gordo had probably told her to have her “documents in order.”)

Roan also apologized to her for his awful appearance, explaining that it had been a horrible year. She accepted that without requiring an explanation. She also gave him a check for the job, plus some initial expenses, and he stared at the check without too much comprehension. The drugs were not only in full swing, but he still felt disconnected from reality itself.

Roan sat down at his computer and booted it up, surprised that it still worked and wondering when he had last turned it on. He had no idea. Dee, Randi, or Matt could have had it on at some point, but he didn’t know, and if they had, they hadn’t left any obvious traces. (He could have looked deeper, but he didn’t.) He started doing some basic searches on Ron’s Social Security number and name, and he gathered up his courage and called Randi at her office. When she answered the phone, she said, “This is a joke, right? Jon, is this you?”

He sighed heavily. “It’s me, Randi, you know it’s me.”

“No, it can’t be Roan. He’s a sad piece of shit who mopes all day.”

“Look, I’m up now, I have a job, will you help me with something?”

“Did bedbugs hire you?” she asked brightly.

He banged his forehead on the edge of his desk, but it didn’t help much.

Eventually, after he’d apologized profusely and in every way he could, she decided to forgive him and grudgingly help him. He asked her to run Ron’s Social Security number and name through the financial databases, and she agreed to do it, although he sensed she was not through busting his balls. (Was she ever?)

Not that he could be all that mad at her. She had been Paris’s best friend, and he knew she felt his loss quite acutely; when Roan was in the transformational stage of his infection, she and Paris used to go out all the time. She had also been Roan’s first acquaintance at the office park when he’d opened up MK Investigations, as she came over to welcome the “new dick” (she really enjoyed her double entendres) with a cup of coffee. They were very casual neighbors until Paris started working at the office, and then suddenly she was over almost all the time. She had had a crush on Paris, hadn’t she? She knew Paris was devoted to him, but she probably hadn’t given up hope that he was still bisexual at his core—if he had fucked women once, he always could again. Roan couldn’t blame her for that either. Everybody was always falling in lust with Paris. As he liked to say overdramatically, “It’s my gift—and my curse.” (This was usually followed with a mock sob, and then he would raise his arm like he was wearing a cape and stalk dramatically out of the room. Roan’s contribution to the act was usually shouting after him, Drama queen! If they ever did it in public and not just amongst friends, they would get very funny looks.)

God, he missed Paris. He couldn’t think about him right now, though—he had work to do.

While following up on all the Ronald Dormers Google brought up, he did something that he dreaded doing but felt he had to, if only for his conscience in the form of Paris’s memory. He called Matt. As soon as he answered, Roan apologized to him.

Matt was quiet for a very long moment, and then he sighed and said, “Jesus, Roan, I wish you’d stop doing this to yourself, y’know?”

“I’m trying. I took the job Gordo sent over.”

“Really? Oh, thank God! Is it anything I can help with? ’Cause I’ve gotten pretty good at followin’ people and takin’ photos of them.”

Hearing this news shocked Roan to the core. It took him a moment to find his voice. “Matt, have you been playing detective?”

He clicked his tongue. “Well, playin’ sounds so bad. Look, I’ve never said I was you; I identified myself as your assistant, that’s all.”

Roan felt like banging his head on the desk again, but his forehead still ached from last time. “Matt, I’m licensed. If you run off and do this shit on your own under my name, you’re jeopardizing my license.”

“I’ve never taken anything big or complicated,” he claimed, sounding a bit guilty. “Just, y’know, cheating spouse stuff. And only a couple. There weren’t any problems, except I had to learn how to really use a camera, and, uh, I didn’t realize that being a detective could be so boring most of the time.”

“Matt,” he growled, aware he only had himself to blame for this. He knew Matt thought he loved Roan and saw something glamorous in what was honestly a tedious profession.

“Well, it wasn’t like you were gonna help these people,” he replied defensively. “And I figured since I was paying the—” He shut up quite abruptly, and Roan could have ruffled his hair for confirming Paris’s/his hypothesis, except he was talking to him on the phone.

“How long have you been footing the rent on the place?”

“I haven’t,” Matt lied, quite badly. “Umm, my twelve o’clock has arrived early, so I’ve got to go.”

“Come by tonight,” he told him, wondering if Matt would pluck up the courage to do so. He hung up the phone and continued sifting through Google results. That poor, deluded kid. Roan felt bad for him. All Matt wanted was to be loved and accepted, so nakedly Roan couldn’t help but pity him and yet at the same time fear that need. Matt had to be pretty high maintenance.

There was more than one Ron Dormer in the world; there had to be several. But Roan noted a couple of interesting things and wondered if they would add up. According to Dalisay, from what Ron had told her and what was listed on the copy of the résumé she had provided him, Ron had graduated from Thomas Jefferson High School in Collins, New Jersey, and had gone to college at a state university in Kentucky. A man who was named Ron Dormer and seemed to have been about this Ron Dormer’s age had graduated from Franklin Pierce High School in Secaucus, New Jersey at the exact same time. Could two men with the same name, in the same state, have graduated high school in the same year? Roan supposed it was possible, but Ron Dormer just wasn’t that common a name. There was an explanation, though—they were family. An extended family throughout a state could indeed share a name, and New Jersey just wasn’t that big.

But here was a problem: there was no Thomas Jefferson High School in Collins, New Jersey. Had Ron lied about where he went to school? Why? Oh sure, Franklin Pierce sucked as a President, but that wasn’t enough of an excuse.

So Roan did a little more digging and called Franklin Pierce in Secaucus, giving the woman who picked up the phone the usual bullshit about being a detective who needed to confirm Ron Dormer’s identity for the matter of a will’s settlement. Again, when people thought other people were getting money, they were usually eager to help, and Francine was no exception. She even e-mailed him the class photo of Ron when he requested it.

This Ron Dormer, a pimply teenager, looked nothing like the Ron Dormer in the photo Dalisay had provided him. In fact, unless he’d had extensive plastic surgery, there was no way this teenager could have become that man. The teenager had a moon face, round and soft, with plump cheeks and a receding chin, with small, light eyes set a bit too close to a thin nose, his hair a muddy brown. The adult male had a long, oval face with a strong, prominent chin and an aquiline nose with a bump on the bridge; his hazel eyes were a bit too widely set, and his hair was a dirty, dishwater-blond. He could have gotten a nose job, dyed his hair, gotten contacts—but changed the shape of his jaw and face? No. The jaw was a possibility if he’d lost part of it due to some catastrophic accident or cancer, but the rest of the skull? Nope. These were two different people. They didn’t look remotely related either. They were both plain, ordinary men, but in totally different ways.

He had a hunch. Maybe it was the drugs, but he had a sudden feeling reality wasn’t just sliding sideways for him.

He had another bottle of refrigerated coffee in an attempt to sober up as he called the state university in Kentucky. He was lucky that he got a secretary with absolutely nothing better to do, and she was able to turn up a group photo that had Ron Dormer in it. Again, it was e-mailed to him, and his initial hypothesis was confirmed: this was the kid from the high school photo. He was taller, a little thinner, his hair cut severely, but his skin hadn’t cleared up much, and his chin was still more of an idea than an actual thing, his face as round as a pancake.

Two possibilities. There were two men, distantly related, both named Ronald Lamont Dormer. Or there was one Ron L. Dormer, and the other, married to Dalisay, had stolen his identity. Employers weren’t likely to check a high school—why bother?—but a college? That was more likely, so the fake (?) Ron used the “real” Ron’s actual college, so the story would mesh if they checked.

Roan’s Internet search turned up an odd thing: a note from a city council meeting in Rock Creek, Maryland, in August of 2006, where a Ron Dormer petitioned the council to allow him a permit to erect a “gazebo-like structure” on his property. It was approved. This led Roan to find the online Maryland phone book and a phone number for a Ron Dormer. He called him and did his bullshit spiel about looking for a Ronald Dormer who had once lived here, as he had come into a substantial inheritance. The Ron Dormer on the phone sounded interested but also disappointed, as he admitted it wasn’t him. He said he’d spent most of his life in New Jersey, except for his brief college stint in Kentucky, and then he took a job in Maryland, where he’d lived ever since. If he was lying, he was good at it. Roan asked if there was another member of his family with the name Ron, and he said no, not to his knowledge.

But with an address and phone number, Roan could dig up a wealth of information on this Ron Dormer. He was able to confirm that he had purchased his Maryland home (well, started making mortgage payments on it) in the spring of 2005—before Ron Dormer’s “death” in the explosion here. Also, according to public records, he had married a woman named Sherri Costello in the winter of 2004—again, while he was still here and still married to Dalisay.

Roan was dizzy, and his stomach was grumbling at him again. He was shocked to look at the clock on his computer and realize he’d been at this for hours. It was almost five o’clock. It had felt honestly good to throw himself into work, to think of something beyond himself and the absence of Paris. He probably should have done this before, but that would have required him to get up off his ass.

He levered himself up and went to the kitchen only to find meager scraps in the cupboards and fridge, and mostly stuff he wasn’t crazy about. He decided he needed a break—and beer—and thought he’d try and venture out into the world for the first time in… shit, how long? He couldn’t remember. In fact, he wasn’t sure he could manage it. But he wasn’t going to be able to work this entire case on the computer; at some point, he’d actually have to do some legwork. Might as well practice now.

He took the motorcycle, because both the Mustang and the GTO reminded him of Paris too much. They had been Paris’s babies; he had loved them like they were pets. Roan hadn’t realized how slow on the uptake and generally logy he was, though; he almost went off the road twice and nearly lost control of the bike at one intersection. He wanted to blame the drugs but knew he couldn’t. It was him, all him.

Luckily, the Safeway he visited wasn’t far from his home. But he wandered the aisles for a bit, not sure where anything was, and he was sure he used to know. Had he really just blanked, or had they remodeled since he was last here? As he was taking in the general strangeness of being in a store that was simultaneously familiar and yet not, he heard a man’s voice behind him. 

“Roan?”

Oh no. He turned warily, wondering whom he knew who would be in the produce section at this time of day. He found himself looking at a young man he didn’t instantly recognize. The man was about two inches taller than him, lean but in an athletic way, handsome enough that Roan was sure he should have recognized him. He wore jeans and a black Ramones T-shirt (which won him points) under a black leather jacket that was more chic than butch. He had black hair in a sleek, neat cut and a tiny gold replica of an artist’s paintbrush hanging from his right earlobe. Roan stared at this man blankly, wondering if this was one of Paris’s friends, but as the man’s deep brown eyes searched his face with sympathy, the penny finally dropped.

“I haven’t seen you in so long. How are you doing?” Toby, the bartender from Panic, asked him. 

Roan nearly hadn’t recognized him with his shirt on, and he continued staring at him blankly. What? “Why do you care?” he wondered out loud. He wasn’t being cruel—he was genuinely curious. He hardly knew the man.

Toby blinked at the aggressiveness of the question but responded without being defensive. (That won him another point.) “The last time I saw you was at the wake, and you left looking pretty distraught. I was worried.”

“Why?” Again, genuine curiosity. Who the hell was this guy?

Toby dug his hands in the pocket of his jeans and shifted on his feet uncomfortably. “I know what it’s like to lose the one person in your life who meant the most to you. I didn’t think I’d survive it.”

Oh holy shit, Roan so didn’t want to talk about this. “Yeah, well, death’s a bitch. Excuse me.” He spun on his heels and headed for another aisle. He had no idea what was in it, but he no longer cared; he needed to get away from the nosy bartender as quickly as possible.

“It’s not the end of the world,” Toby said sympathetically. “It just feels like it.”

Roan felt a coldness in his chest as those words sunk in, and once he was out of the aisle and out of sight, he waited a couple of seconds and peered around the corner to see if the weirdo bartender was coming after him. He wasn’t; Toby had turned back to the apples. Okay, so his lover or whatever had died on him—Roan was sorry. But right now it was all he could do to hold himself together. He didn’t need to hear someone else’s tale of woe, no matter how relevant.

Roan bought two packs of a microbrew that wasn’t his favorite but he thought he could live with and a random assortment of foodstuffs, including a pre-made sandwich from the deli, the description of which he hadn’t read, so he had no idea what it was. He also had no idea if he had any money in his bank account, but his debit card worked, so he figured he must have.

Out in the parking lot, though, he suddenly realized he wasn’t sure how he was going to get his groceries home, since he’d taken the motorcycle. Jesus Christ, he was a fucking idiot now, wasn’t he? Maybe he had always been.

His cell phone rang, but it took him a moment to realize that, as he had never changed the phone from the ringtone Paris had last downloaded onto it. For a moment, he just sat there wondering who was playing the Dandy Warhols’s “You Were The Last High.”

Yeah, he had become a complete idiot.

Finally he found his phone and answered it. “Wow, your bedbugs are on to something,” Randi told him.

Oh good, the case. He seemed to be doing better with that than anything else. “We’re looking at identity theft, aren’t we?”

“Well, I got two guys using the same Social Security number at almost the same time on separate coasts, so yeah, something not kosher’s going on.”

It turned out that while one Ron was getting a mortgage in Maryland, the other one was opening a Visa account here, and neither financial institution seemed aware of the other. (Because, in Randi’s opinion, “Most of these companies are fucking morons.”) The Visa account that had been opened here was closed now—it had been since after Ron’s “death”—and the only usage of his Social Security number recently seemed to be on the east coast, where the “first” Ron was.

Randi sounded animated and chatty, and she seemed to have forgiven him for all his pain in the ass suicidal depression. She always loved playing detective when she got a chance, although it wasn’t too often that financial records he couldn’t access came into play.

He hadn’t gone into detail about the case when he initially called her—he was too busy groveling—so he told her how he’d gotten the case and what he thought was going on. “She hired me to find her husband, Ron Dormer. But the problem is, they’re two different people.”

“So you think whoever she married was an identity thief?”

“Yeah. It looks like he was living as Ron Dormer, but that’s not really who he was. What I don’t get is why. Dalisay didn’t appear to have a ton of money, and the real Ron Dormer couldn’t be more of a middle-class schlub. Why pretend to be him?”

Randi was quiet for a moment as they both digested this. “Because who he really was, was even more disappointing?” Randi suggested.

Roan nodded, rubbing his tired eyes. The sky was turning a blood-tinged red, but the evening was almost abnormally warm… or maybe it wasn’t. What season was this? “Or worse. How do I tell Dalisay the man she thought she was married to was someone else entirely?”

“Carefully?”

“I wasn’t looking for a joke, thank you.”

“Well, that’s all you’re gonna get. I crunch numbers, I don’t deal with people.”

“Lucky you.”

But his problem was even bigger than simply telling Dalisay she had married a fraud, a man who’d been living under another man’s identity. He had to look for a man whose name he didn’t know, who could be anyone else, who could have simply stolen another man’s identity for himself.

How did you even start to look for a man who wasn’t there?
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The Quiet Things That No One Ever Knows



ROAN WAS so lost in thought trying to figure out how to start looking for the fake Ron—Rononymous?—that he didn’t realize an idling car had pulled up next to him at first. 

“I hate to seem like I’m entering freaky stalker territory,” Toby said from his open passenger window, “but how are you getting those home?” He nodded at the plastic bags Roan had sitting on the asphalt.

“I was going to eat all of it here.”

Toby smiled faintly at the joke. He drove a slightly battered, homely blue Honda, which seemed appropriate somehow. “If you want, I’ll take ’em home for you. And that’s all, I promise. I’ll keep my fool mouth shut.”

“Do you know where I live?”

“No. I’m hoping you do.”

He smiled weakly at Toby’s joke. That had been a test, just to see if this guy was loony stalker material. He didn’t seem to be lying about not knowing where Roan lived, so he guessed not, which was a relief. He already had Matt in his life, and that seemed like enough. He figured why not—he couldn’t drink all this beer in one go without passing out—and shrugged, telling Toby, “Okay, yeah, I’d appreciate it. I don’t seem to be functioning too well today.”

“I’ve had weeks like that,” Toby commiserated. He left his Honda idling as he got out and opened the passenger-side door and helped Roan load his groceries into the passenger seat. Roan noticed a miniature flag hanging from the rearview mirror, and for a second he thought it was a rainbow flag, but a longer glance seemed to refute that. Was it a national flag of some sort? It seemed to have too many stripes, one each of blue, yellow, red, white, and orange. After staring at it for a moment, he asked, “What’s that?”

Toby glanced in to see what he was looking at and said, “Oh, that’s the Buddhist flag.”

“Buddhists have a flag?”

Toby nodded as he shut the car door. “It symbolizes unity. You’d be surprised how many people see it and think it’s the Italian flag or the German one. Once, someone guessed it was Jamaican. I mean, I look like a Rastafarian, don’t I? My dreadlocks are a dead giveaway.”

“You should keep a bobblehead Buddha on the dashboard. That’ll teach ’em.”

Toby cracked a genuine smile as he walked back around to the driver’s side. “Hey, I’ve thought about it. But most of them have creepy Kewpie doll faces. It’d freak me out.”

Roan never would have guessed Toby was a Buddhist, but then again, he almost never guessed anyone was a Buddhist. Unlike most religious people, they didn’t usually go around beating their chests and trying to force their belief system on others. Buddhists were about the only type of religious people he could tolerate—lucky for Toby. Did they hate gays? Actually, he didn’t think Buddhists had ever gone on record fag-bashing. No wonder Toby was a Buddhist; it was pretty much the only religion that didn’t hate you for existing. (But Buddhists didn’t hate anything, did they?)

He drove home, trying very hard to pay attention to the road so he didn’t lose control of the bike or drift off into other lanes, and he wondered if driving was a skill you could lose. It almost felt like it.

Which was funny, really, since he seemed to have lost the ability to drive and to cope, but he had not lost his ability to be a detective. Was it just easier to pry into other people’s business than simply live his life? He was thinking that was the case. Oh, a psychiatrist would have a field day analyzing him. That was probably why he avoided them whenever possible.

He parked the bike in the driveway, and Toby pulled in behind him, keeping a safe distance. Had he seen Roan’s driving? Did he know how poorly he was doing? He must.

Toby grabbed all the bags out of his car—the good thing about those stupid plastic bags was you could grab a bunch of them at once—and followed him to the front door, waiting quietly while Roan struggled to unlock it. Why was it so hard to get the key in the lock? Had the drugs worn off, or was it really hitting him now, his ravaged system now suffering some kind of backlash from all the toxins he’d been living off of for so long? His legs felt rubbery, weak, and his nausea was coming back. Wow, he was in really shitty shape.

Once inside, he pointed out the kitchen to Toby, and he obediently put the bags on the breakfast bar. He then turned to look at Roan, trying hard not to look too closely at the living room, trying hard not to judge.

“You got people looking in on you?” Toby finally asked, and that was when Roan figured he looked as bad as he felt.

He eased himself down on the sofa, not wanting to collapse, and nodded. “Too damn many, as a matter of fact.”

Toby nodded, accepting that, although the sympathetic look never quite left his face. “Good, I’m glad.”

The silence was awkward, and Roan was torn between wanting to fill it and wanting him to go away. “So who’s this guy you lost?”

Toby grimaced, and in retrospect, Roan realized he’d asked this far too casually. It sounded like he was dismissing it even as he asked. 

“Uh, I really don’t think this is a discussion we should have right now. You… I’ve got to get going. I’m working the evening shift tonight.” 

What was Toby going to say? You look half-dead? You clearly don’t give a fuck? 

“But if you ever really want someone to talk to… you know where to find me. Just call Panic. Maybe we can get some coffee sometime.”

It would have seemed like a come-on from anyone else, but Toby was so fucking earnest and transparent it was simply what it seemed: an invitation to coffee to discuss dead loves. It sounded thrilling. Would he try to convert Roan to Buddhism? Would he try and convince him he’d find peace and enlightenment through meditation and the judicious application of incense? Roan was itching with curiosity, as well as several good lines about Xenu and his religion based on TV Guide crossword puzzles and garbled airport loudspeaker announcements. (“Oh, holy white courtesy telephone!”) “Sure. Thanks for the help.”

“No problem. Next time, though, maybe you should bring a pack mule.”

“My life is full of asses. That shouldn’t be too hard to arrange.”

Toby chuckled kindly and told him to take care of himself as he left. He wasn’t nearly as bad as Roan initially thought he was. Although if he were really a good guy, he’d have tossed him a beer so Roan didn’t have to get his ass up and go get one. Oh well.

As soon as he thought he could manage it, he levered himself off the sofa and got a beer out of the grocery bags, then staggered back to where he’d left the laptop from his earlier searching for Ron Dormer. After a minute or so, he figured out he’d have to use the scanner, which meant going upstairs. He gulped down his beer and felt a bit lightheaded, but it was almost liquid courage, and it was good enough. He went upstairs, not stumbling, and once in his bedroom, he was staggered by the smell of himself in this room. The rest of the house had been kept fairly neat and clean, mainly because all the other rooms were hardly used, but Roan couldn’t remember the last time he’d washed his bedding. He knew he should strip the bed, wash everything, but he didn’t feel like dragging everything down to the washer, so he just opened the bedroom window to air the place out. It occurred to him that the last time he’d opened this window, Paris was alive; they’d climbed out onto the roof from here. His gut clenched and churned, but he tried to set the thought aside as he went to his computer and slumped down in front of his desk.

He scanned the picture of Rononymous that Dalisay had given him and typed out an e-mail to the real Ron Dormer, attaching the picture of the fake one, asking if he recognized this man at all. It was possible that the real and fake Rons had crossed paths at some point in their lives; it was equally possible that they’d had no contact at all. Identity thieves didn’t have to know their victims to take their credit ratings. That was the hell of identity theft: your life could be co-opted by someone else, but you might never know. Although actually, there was something worse than that, and that was the person who stole your identity having a much better life than you. They could just take the damn thing, but they didn’t have to rub it in your face.

He heard the sputtering purr of a car engine in the drive and recognized the sound of Dee’s blue bug. God, how did that car keep going? It always seemed like it was on the verge of crapping out, but it never did. It was like a possessed car, only no demon could ever be lame enough to possess an ancient Volkswagen, could it?

Roan was too tired to let him in, so he stayed where he was and sifted through some more spam e-mails as Dee let himself in and came up the stairs. When he came in, he was still wearing his paramedic’s outfit, the shirt open to show the red T-shirt he wore beneath, and he was carrying a med-kit, which was about the size and shape of a large tackle box. “Wow. Matt told me you were up, but I didn’t believe him.”

“I even went to the store, smart-ass.”

“Good for you. We’ll make you human in no time. Roll up your sleeve.” He put the kit down on the end of his bed and cracked it open, pulling out whatever that thing was that measured your blood pressure. Roan had once known the name of it, but it was now amongst the many things he had forgotten.

Roan sighed, sagging back in his chair. “Fuck off. I don’t need you doing a workup on me.”

“It’s free medical care. Shut your mouth and take it like a man.”

“Wow, I just had a flashback to our second date.”

Dee made a sarcastically sour face at him. “You wish. Now stop being a jackass.”

“Jackasses seem to be a running theme today,” he noted, as Dee put the Velcro sleeve around his left upper arm.

“Today? I thought it was your life in total.” He pumped up the… thing, whatever it was, and the cuff tightened until it was incredibly painful; it felt like it was cutting off the blood circulation to his arm. Roan was sure Dee was doing this on purpose, but he had on his “professional” face, which was emotionless without being stony. Basically it was his Vulcan look, and Roan knew he was in professional mode; he wouldn’t be fucking around in this mood.

Dee frowned slightly as he looked at the numbers and ripped the cuff off his arm. “Your blood pressure is low. I think you’re dehydrated too.”

“Great. Why don’t you go get me a beer?”

Dee’s eyes were lasers that tried to bore into the back of his skull. “Technically, I can run you in with numbers like these.”

He meant run him into the emergency room, and Roan sighed and shook his head. “C’mon, I did good today. I don’t need to end up back in a bed again. I’m working on a case.”

“Are you?” Dee didn’t sound very interested. He pulled out a digital thermometer and popped it in Roan’s mouth, just assuming he knew what it was and what he was supposed to do. Of course he did, because Dee seemed to be always taking his damn temperature, but at least he wasn’t using a rectal thermometer.

After several seconds, which Dee used to take his pulse while looking at his watch (Roan still didn’t get that—he could never find a pulse in a wrist, not even his own), the thermometer beeped, and Dee took it away. “Huh.”

“Is my temperature low too?” Roan guessed.

Dee shook his head as he returned to his medical kit, putting his gear away. “It’s one hundred and two point seven. You’re sick. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sick.”

“Maybe it’s just a high cycle point. Body temperature rises with the virus.”

Dee finished rummaging in his kit and looked at him askance. “You just came out of your transformational stage four days ago.”

“I did?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Oh, yeah, I do. It’s just the days have kinda blurred together.” No, he didn’t remember at all, but Roan didn’t want to get into this right now. “So what do you think I have?”

Dee seemed reluctant to take the bait and move on to another topic, but he did. “I don’t know. What are your symptoms?”

Roan shrugged. “I’m tired.”

“Lethargy’s common with fevers, as well as low blood pressure and dehydration. Do you have a cough, any pains?”

“No.”

“Hmm.” Dee bit his lower lip in thought and was looking toward him but not at him, lost in thought. “I’m going to put dinner on. I’ll be back with some water.”

“I’d rather have a beer.”

Dee waved his hand like he was swatting a fly before disappearing out the bedroom door. Roan was going to tell him he could make his own damn dinner, but then it occurred to him he’d have to go back downstairs to do it, and he decided he could swallow his pride for one more night.

If you didn’t count migraines and the occasional hangover, Roan couldn’t remember the last time he was sick. Well, there was also the fact that he was infected and technically always sick—that was why people treated him like a pariah, right? He was full of icky germs.

But that was it, wasn’t it? He’d always been healthy, so the virus was held in check. He was weak now, and it had decided to come out and play. As soon as he got rehydrated and ate regularly, he’d probably be okay. He’d just lived with this virus for so long, he’d forgotten what it actually was. “I’m part virus,” he muttered to himself, disgusted. “How can it make me sick? That’d be like being allergic to myself.”

“No one is part virus,” Paris argued. He was leaning in the open bathroom doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “It’s actually a kind of racist—specist?—thought, isn’t it? Just because you were born with the virus and born different than most viral children, the virus was somehow a part of you.”

“But it is. They confirmed it with DNA tests. I’m human, yeah, but there’s something wacky going on.”

“I don’t care. It doesn’t mean you’re part virus, it just means the virus adapted to your system. Viruses are good at that.” He sighed, aware that neither of them really cared about this argument, and said, “At least we know why I’m here. Guilt, loneliness, and a constant fever.”

“Please don’t start.” Roan sighed, trying to lever himself out of his chair. It took him two tries, but he got it. It felt like someone was ruffling the back of his hair, but it was just a breeze through the window.

“I can’t start anything,” Paris countered. “Only the living can do that.”

Roan stumbled downstairs, finding the “Comfortably Numb” song running through his head. He wished he were comfortably numb; right now, he was just uncomfortably feverish.

Downstairs, Dee didn’t mention his illness, and Roan figured that he had guessed it was simply his virus and his immune system now having words, meaning there was really nothing he could do about it except get Roan back up to full strength. They had soup, which really didn’t surprise him in retrospect, as it was full of liquid and salt, both of which were good for the dehydrated, and Dee told him about his shift. Day shifts were usually quiet, but they’d encountered Chief again, which was a surprise, since both Dee and Roan had assumed he was dead.

“Chief” was a homeless man and sad alcoholic, the type who would drink Sterno or rubbing alcohol to get a buzz if necessary. He looked about sixty but was probably in his forties and flirting hard with liver failure. No one knew his real name, not even him; they called him “Chief” because that was how he addressed everyone else: “Hey, Chief.” “I’m not doin’ anything, Chief.” “He started it, Chief.” Unless he was very drunk or in a pissy mood—then he’d call everyone “motherfucker.”

He was an excellent example of both the holes in the safety net of society and how a person could simply disappear, erase their own identity. He had been someone at some point; he must have had a name, a family even. But they ran his fingerprints through the database when they brought him in on a drunk and disorderly (he and a homeless crack addict got in a fight; they were both so fucked up it was more noise and fury than actual damage, which was probably a good thing), and he’d never been arrested before with a real name. He was a terminal John Doe. They actually circulated a flyer with his photo, asking the public if they could identify him, hoping to get him some help more than anything, but nothing ever came of it. If someone knew who he was, no one would admit it.

Dee and his new rig partner Shep had been called on a possible person in distress on Elmore and found Chief passed out at the head of an alley, a small cut on his forehead where he had met the asphalt too hard. The cut was superficial, and they brought him around with smelling salts, but he was still rather drunk and incoherent, although Dee assumed he’d have been belligerent if he could have managed it. Roan imagined that Dee was telling him this as a warning, that if he kept on the way he was he’d end up as pathetic as Chief, but he owned his home—he’d bought it reasonably cheap as a fixer-upper. After growing up with no steady home, he was always eager to find one solid place he could call his own. So even if he became a pathetic wet brain, at least he wouldn’t be homeless.

“Not the point,” Paris said. After a moment, he added, “You should tell him Abman Toby gave your groceries a lift home. He’ll go into one of his ‘how come all the hot guys are attracted to your lame ass?’ rants. That’s always entertaining.”

It was, but Toby wasn’t actually attracted to him, he just felt bad for him, and there was a huge difference. Besides, Roan felt he had had enough Dee rants for a while.

Dinner wasn’t bad, though, and listening to someone else talk was kind of soothing, even if it was the rundown of a paramedic’s day. Paramedics and cops probably were decent matches, as each had their horror stories and each could try and one-up the other with them. The paramedics usually had the most bloody stories, but not always.

Roan asked Dee about his social life, which he knew would run him off. Dee was not the luckiest guy in the world when it came to relationships; he admitted he’d never quite got the “knack” of them. It didn’t help that he dated fuck-ups like Roan or his married doctor pal. (What was his name? Ethan? A macho emergency room doctor, with a wife and a couple of kids, who apparently liked being on the down low. Why Dee put up with that shit for a couple of months, Roan had no idea; he must have been desperate, or Ethan was really attractive, or perhaps both.) Dee was happy to go off for a bit on how lame most of the men on the dating scene were and how wildly idiotic most of the young guys were nowadays. He didn’t care if it was just a trick, but if he actually wanted to date them, he wanted a guy with a brain cell or two, which he had a hard time finding. Roan had heard this speech in several variations since they broke up and became friendly exes, and he realized eventually that Dee stayed friends with him because he actually thought he was relatively intelligent. It was flattering, but Dee probably would have been disappointed if he knew it took Roan a while to figure that out. (He wasn’t so intelligent after all, apparently.)

As Roan expected, being reminded of his dismal love life made Dee a bit depressed, and he left soon after, possibly to mope over a video game. Roan felt a bit better for having eaten, which meant he got to get up and help himself to a beer—they had drunk tea with dinner, but at least it was a decent herbal tea—and he found one of Paris’s unused B-12 shots in the kitchen first-aid kit. He didn’t know if it was wise to use it or not, but he did, and he felt a little less tired.

In fact, it started to work too well, as he was suddenly certain he was too restless to sleep. He checked his e-mail and saw that the real Ron Dormer had already gotten back to him. According to Ron, he did recognize the man in the photo; he wondered why he was asking him about Vance Ladowski, his ex-roommate.

If his name was Vance Ladowski, Roan would probably have stolen someone else’s name too.
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A Momentary Lapse of Reason



WITH A positive ID, Roan had something he could sink his teeth into, but sadly Vance Ladowski had never had much of a life.

He had gone to a high school in Blackwell, Idaho—not Franklin Pierce but Elmer K. Thomas High (presumably some local figure of renown)—but then pretty much disappeared from the few records that Roan had access to. What he needed was the man’s real Social Security number, but he didn’t have it, and he wouldn’t have a chance to access it unless Randi could use her magic. He called her and told her about the development in the case as he e-mailed Ron again, this time asking for every scrap of information he had on Vance. Randi agreed to dig around for Vance Ladowski tomorrow at work, but she was going out for the night, so he was going to have to wait for more digging. This really bugged him, and he didn’t know why.

Wrong. He did know. The B-12 had kicked in completely now, and he’d been sleeping for days. He didn’t want to sleep; he didn’t want to think about himself or Paris; he just wanted to find Vance Ladowski and get his ass prosecuted for being a fraud and an all-around bastard (which wasn’t a crime, but damn it, it should have been). But he was stuck in this empty house all by himself, and this house had seemed too damn big since Paris had died. Before Paris, he knew it was probably a bit roomier than he needed, but he thought it suited him just fine. He was one of those guys destined to be a cranky old loner, a hermit that everyone avoided, alone with his books. Or so he thought; Connor had gotten under his skin first, and then Paris had totally ruined his confidence that he was a born loner. He wasn’t sure he even knew how to do it anymore.

It finally occurred to him that Matt hadn’t shown up tonight. He was hiding from him now, wasn’t he? Roan called him but only got his answering machine, and he hung up instead of leaving a message. Matt would show up sooner or later, and he could ask him then how long he’d been keeping his office solvent—as well as playing detective.

Roan tried to watch TV, but he didn’t want to sit down, and bizarrely enough, too many shows reminded him of Paris. He wasn’t sure he could ever watch South Park again. He did some more random and desperate searches for Vance Ladowski, but he kept coming up blank. It was like trying to find out who Chief was. He called Kevin Robinson’s house and once again was greeted by an answering machine. He left a message asking if Kevin could run a Vance Ladowski through the system and see if he turned up anywhere. As soon as he hung up, he realized he’d never confronted him about Parker Davis. Did he still want to? He really didn’t know.

Roan felt like he was going crazy being here, doing nothing, and he really regretted taking that B-12 shot now. He couldn’t stay here, but he couldn’t imagine where he could go. He could probably go to Dee’s; Dee would let him in—if he was awake—but Roan had imposed on him enough, and frankly, he was kind of sick of Dee at the moment. Seriously, nobody needed to spend so much time with one of their exes. 

“Am I going crazy?” he asked himself.

“You’re talking to yourself,” Paris pointed out. “Also, you think I’m still here. Neither of those are good signs.”

Finally Roan did something he thought he was crazy to do even while doing it: he called Panic. It was really hard to hear on the bar floor, but the guy who answered did hand him off to Toby, and Roan asked when he got off work. “About an hour from now,” Toby said, almost shouting into the phone over the raging house music. It was one in the morning, which put him off at two. “Why?” A brief pause. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I think I’m crazy.” He was about to hang up, as it suddenly struck him how embarrassing this was. He didn’t know this guy at all; he didn’t even know why he was talking to him, except that he’d shown him a single moment of compassion. That was his big mistake, wasn’t it? You’d think a bartender, used to dealing with drunks, would know how dangerous that was, showing weakness around the unstable.

Before he could slam down the receiver in sheer embarrassment, Toby said, “Do you know Gracie’s?”

There was a name he hadn’t heard since he left the force. “The all-night diner on Lawford? Yeah.”

“Meet me there in an hour, okay? Can you get there?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Good. I’ll see you then. Right?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.” He almost thanked him but hung up instead. This was a huge mistake. Why did he just do that?

“Because it’s easier to unload crap on strangers,” Paris said. “It’s why people see therapists. Also, he’s a Buddhist—he’s got to listen to you and forgive you.”

“I can’t believe there aren’t bitter Buddhists.”

“Oh, I’m sure there are. Just hope he’s not one of them.”

Roan figured he wouldn’t go, he’d just call and apologize, but somehow that seemed unfathomable. His head was starting to ache, he felt a little dizzy, and his face felt really hot, like he could keep a mug of coffee warm on it. The fever. Should he be driving? Fuck it. Dying in a stupid car accident might be better than some of the alternatives.

He actually liked driving late at night, when it was late enough for the traffic to have thinned out and the city lit up like a landing strip. It had a different energy, something tangible, which may or may not have been connected to the parallel rise in the danger level. People started indulging in their vices, getting sloppy, getting needy, and so many people’s raw emotions mixing together could only add up to trouble. It was the best time to track cheating spouses, but the worst time to have some kind of breakdown. Roan drove the motorcycle a bit better this time, maybe because he was finally relearning how to do it, or maybe because the B-12 had improved his reflexes. Either way, he never came close to losing control.

Lawford Street was a couple of blocks away from the “gay” part of the city, and the change was quite startling. Gone were the clean streets and gentrification, and in their place were crumbling streets and sagging buildings with security grates over the windows. The gay part of the city used to be part of the poor section of town—only then gays became flush with disposable income and brought the neighborhood up. In a downfall for the bullshit “a rising tide lifts all boats” economic theory, this didn’t happen in the surrounding areas. If anything, they seemed to get worse. Nighttime plunged the neighborhood into almost absolute darkness, with the well-lighted Gracie’s a beacon amidst the gloom. There was no way Roan could park the bike around here; it’d get ripped off in no time, so he drove a couple of blocks out, toward the better edge of town, and parked the bike in the underground parking garage for an insurance company. No, he had no business at the insurance company, but the rent-a-cop who kept an eye on the place didn’t give a shit. Roan ended up walking to Gracie’s.

That was actually a dangerous prospect, especially around two in the morning, but he honestly didn’t care. Why would he worry about desperate crack addicts or bored teenagers? He’d bet hard cash he was the craziest, most dangerous thing out here. Again, he knew he took the mad, dangerous bastard sweepstakes, no matter the participants. He saw some questionable men who couldn’t have been up to any good, possible gangbangers or gay-bashers (they were often the same thing), but no one bothered him. He must have been giving off the proper don’t-fuck-with-me vibe.

Gracie’s was a popular spot for drunks, drug users from the various nightclubs shutting down at this hour who had nowhere else left to go, and cops on the night shift. It was a potentially volatile mix, but it was understood that this was a neutral space, and if you didn’t start none, there wouldn’t be none. Sometimes there was an incident—a loud, angry drunk, a freaking-out methhead—but not as often as you might think.

It was a homely place, full of white tiling and tables that could never quite be cleaned well enough to get rid of a persistent greasy sheen that covered everything from the ceiling to the stainless steel appliances visible behind the counter. Decades of fried foods had given the place a helpful coating of lard. It was an honest-to-God greasy spoon.

He’d been here a couple of times as a cop, but not often enough to be recognized, which he was actually relieved about. It was easy to pick out Toby, as he was the prettiest guy in the place by far—prettier even than the best-looking waitress, who was Melanie. She must have been working here twenty years, and every bit of it showed in the worn lines around her eyes and mouth, although she’d kept a good figure. Most of the straight guys rarely looked beyond her breasts, which were large and barely contained by her blouses. Tonight her shirt was sea-green with odd ruffles, her shoe-polish-black hair puffed up in an odd combination of a pompadour and a bun.

Toby looked tired but better, still in that leather jacket Roan had seen him in at the store, but now he wore a yellow T-shirt with a cartoon horse on it. Roan slid into the blue vinyl booth across the table from him and said, “I’m sorry about this. I don’t know why I called you.”

Toby shrugged casually. He had a cup of soda in front of him, but the level wasn’t down much, so presumably he hadn’t been waiting long. “It’s okay. You haven’t been using, have you?”

“What?”

“You sounded agitated on the phone, and you’re looking kind of flushed now.”

“Oh. No, I’m just feverish.”

That didn’t really appease him. “Should you be out?”

“I couldn’t stay in anymore. I think I’m going crazy.”

Toby shook his head. “You’re not.”

“How do you know?”

He smirked in a rueful way. “Trust me, I know crazy. You have a long way to go.”

Melanie came to the table and asked if they were ready to order. Toby handed him the laminated menu as he ordered a big plate of French fries and nothing else, and while Roan had figured he was fine, the smell of all this heavy, greasy food and diesel-strength coffee made him hungry. Gracie’s was a diner, and as such, was only good at diner food, no matter how fancy its menu got. He ordered a cheeseburger as he handed her the menu and also asked for an iced tea, even though he knew it’d be disappointing. As she walked away, Toby asked him, “Should I just talk?”

Roan sat back and stared at him for a moment. He had been through this, hadn’t he? “I’d appreciate that.”

So Toby did just that. He told Roan all about his college boyfriend, Jason Westerfeld. They were both “art hags,” artists, specifically painters, although Toby had a more realistic style and Jason was rather abstract. They’d first met when they had an argument over whether Impressionism was at all a viable style now that it had been completely co-opted by commercial forces. (Toby still liked Monet, even though his work was now appearing on tote bags; Jason thought it was now the equivalent of motel art.) In spite of that, they hit it off really well and started dating. Toby admitted it had been cloying and naïve and stupid to think that he’d found his soul mate, but he felt he kind of did, as Jason got him more than anybody ever had.

They stayed together throughout college and beyond. Shortly after graduation, they went to see a friend act in a local play; they had lots of friends in the artistic community, where they were so known as a couple they were often called by one name, “Dylson”—it was at this point that Toby said his real name was Dylan, that Toby was simply a bar nickname. Driving back that night, they were broadsided at an intersection by a drunk driver with a suspended license. It was a violent crash—the drunk driver must have been going about fifty or sixty when he ran the red—and Toby said he didn’t really remember it, just flashes, bits and pieces that didn’t add up to much. When he came to in the hospital, he was actually rather okay, considering the car was totaled. But when he asked about Jason, people dodged the question, enough to make him feel truly queasy. Then his sister confirmed that Jason was dead, that he had died at the scene of the crash. He was on the side of the car that was hit, and apparently the impact had been great enough that it snapped his neck. Toby said he tried to take some comfort in the fact that he probably died very quickly, but it wasn’t really a comforting thought.

There was a brief interruption as Melanie brought their food, and Roan wasn’t sure he was hungry anymore. Toby said it took him a long time to get over Jason’s death, especially since he’d been driving the car. Survivor’s guilt, according to his therapist.

Toby hadn’t seen a therapist right away, though. He spent the first six months or so barely leaving his apartment, and he wasn’t a drinker, but he abused some prescription drugs. And basically just withdrew from life, until a “halfhearted” suicide attempt forced him into therapy, which he wasn’t thrilled with, but he found it helped. It also helped that a friend of his had recently become a Buddhist and dragged him to a temple, which he found incredibly peaceful. He found their theories on life and death rather comforting too, so he eventually joined them. He said he wasn’t a great Buddhist, but he tried his best. 

“The real test will be when Steadman gets out of prison, though,” he admitted with a sheepish grimace.

“Steadman? The driver?”

He nodded. “Charles Earl Steadman, Jr. Not that I’m planning revenge or something.”

“What’d he get, vehicular manslaughter?”

“And driving without a license, and parole violations, as it seems he was out for other drunken driving crimes. He was a repeat offender, although this was the first time he’d killed anyone.”

“When does he get out?”

“Next year. He’s completed an alcohol treatment program—for the second time—and he’s been on his best behavior.” He picked up a French fry, looked at it, and put it down again. “I guess this will teach me whether I can forgive or not. I tried with Eric’s killer. I guess it wasn’t the hustler, huh?”

“No. But trust me, the guilty party has been punished.”

Toby finally ate a fry and looked at him with curiosity. “Why does that sound ominous?”

“Just think of it as karmic justice.” Roan had lost track of what Adam was doing to the Lorimer/Braben family, but he had no doubt it had been quite good. Well, not from their perspective.

Toby continued giving him that questioning look. “That doesn’t make it sound any better. Are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I can’t, sorry, client confidentiality. Also, I suspect I have to take the Fifth.”

Toby studied him for a moment, scrutinizing him, then shook his head. “I’m sure at this point I don’t want to know.”

“It’s probably for the best.”

Toby took a drink of his soda as Roan sampled his iced tea. Yeah, it was disappointing. 

Toby said, “See, I managed to talk about Jason without bursting into tears. I’m not telling you how you should or shouldn’t proceed, because everybody grieves differently, and you need to work out what’s best for you. But you do need to keep talking. You can’t isolate yourself, because that’s the worst thing you can do. There’s no healing if there’s no movement, and isolation is the same as standing still. Do you have someone you can talk to?”

Roan shrugged, tearing off a piece of his burger and eating it. It was as greasy as hell, which meant it was actually surprisingly good, as a cheeseburger was supposed to be greasy. “Lots of people.”

“Which is why you called me at one in the morning.” Toby gave him a slight smile, cutting down the harshness of that statement.

“Okay, so they’re not night owls.”

“I know a great therapist.”

“I don’t like therapists much. They always want to talk about my depression and anger issues, and parental abandonment issues, and other bullshit like that.”

“Well, I’m a bartender. I think that makes me an amateur therapist. I promise I won’t bring up any of those things unless you want me to.”

“You’re offering to be my therapist?”

“Listener,” he corrected. “I can’t practice without a license.”

“I won’t tell.”

Toby smiled and settled back against his seat. “I appreciate that.”

They finished their midnight snacks talking about almost nothing, but Roan actually did feel a little less crazy. Paris was right; it did feel good to unload crap on a stranger, even though he didn’t unload much. Toby did much of the unloading, and yet it still made him feel better. As they split up for the night, they shook hands, and Toby told him his real name, which was Dylan Harlow. Everybody at Panic worked under nicknames as a security measure, as sometimes really lonely guys could fixate on them and turn stalker. He explained that he got the nickname Toby because one day he came to work with blue paint on his hands, because he was using a new tint and didn’t realize that his usual paint remover wouldn’t quite take it off. Someone jokingly accused him of wanting to join the Blue Man Group, like Tobias on the show Arrested Development, and that was shortened to Toby. Roan was pretty certain he’d never have guessed that.

By the time Roan got back home, it was about four in the morning, and the B-12 was finally wearing off. He went to bed and slept, but not for long, as the ringing phone woke him up. He felt like he’d been asleep for an hour or two, but the sunlight streaming into his bedroom was bright enough to make him squint as he groped for the telephone. “What?” he muttered, although he was so tired it was barely a syllable.

“Hello to you too, Mr. Sunshine,” Randi replied, sounding far too chirpy for so early in the morning. “I’ve got a hit for you.”

Roan opened one eye and squinted at the alarm clock. Was it really ten thirty in the morning? It didn’t feel like it. “Not a slap, I hope.”

“If only I could do it over the phone. No, I found our lying bastard Vance Ladowski. Two days ago, he used a credit card in his name at the Calico Cat Motel in Las Vegas. You know what this means?”

He rolled over on his back and scratched his chin. His beard felt almost unbearably itchy today; he was probably going to have to break down and shave the bastard off. “You’ve been illegally accessing financial records?”

“No shit, Sherlock. It means this guy could still be in Vegas. We gotta go, pick up his trail, nail the bastard.”

“‘We’? Randi, you’re a CPA.”

“Exactly, and I never get any action. So, I can get us two tickets on a puddle jumper that’ll get us to Vegas by three. We can catch the redeye out, so we’ll have enough time to arrest the bastard and catch the nude ice skating show before we leave.”

Roan hit his arm with the phone receiver, just to make sure he was actually awake. Apparently he was. “Are you high? We are not a team. And why the fuck would I ever want to see nude ice skating?”

“’Cause you’re gay,” she teased.

“I’m not that gay. I’m not even sure Siegfried and Roy are gay enough for that.”

“Did Paris teach you nothing? We go for the commemorative T-shirts. That way we can say we saw the nude ice skating show without actually having to put up with big, floppy tits and shrunken junk. It’s a foolproof plan.”

“With emphasis on ‘fool’.”

“Don’t make jokes—I’m the funny sidekick.” He heard her typing on a keyboard. “There, we’re booked. Get your sad ass out of bed and pack a change of clothes in case we have to rough this guy up. You need to get to the airport in an hour. I’ll meet you by gate ten.”

“Hold on a second. You’re not coming with me.”

“Yes, I am. I’ve booked the flight, and I’ve never been to Vegas.”

“It’s a shithole.”

“So says the not-gay-enough gay man. You probably just can’t appreciate it.”

He rubbed his eyes and wondered how much of this was Paris’s doing and how much of Randi was already a pushy broad before he’d come along. “Look, what do you think we’re gonna do down there, even if we find Vance? What do you think is gonna happen?”

“We arrest his ass,” she replied with great confidence.

“Neither of us are cops.”

“So? It’s a citizen’s arrest.”

“We’re crossing state lines to make a citizen’s arrest? Do you know how stupid that is? Where the hell did you learn law—CSI?”

“God, you’re so grumpy after sleeping for a year. Meet me at the airport, Rip van Winkle, or I’m going alone. Hasta la vista, baby.”

“Rand—” But he was already talking to a dial tone. He sighed and hung up the receiver, wondering if he should call her back and figuring it wasn’t worth the bother. Weren’t accountants supposed to be mousy, wimpy people? Why hadn’t Randi gotten the memo?

Besides, he didn’t want to admit it, but it was possible she was right. If he put a big charge on his credit card, it could have been him renting a room for a week, and it wouldn’t even have to be that big of a charge, as the Calico Cat was probably one of those run-down, cheap-ass motels—no Caesar’s Palace, those—for hookers and for gamblers who had pretty much bankrupted themselves. It was the last stop before you were run out of town on a rail or in the trunk of a car.

Come to think of it, Las Vegas would be perfect for an identity thief. There was so much credit flashing in Vegas, people probably weren’t as careful with their credit card numbers as they should be. If he knew what he was doing, Vance could probably pick up a couple of new identities for him to use in other states.

Holy shit, he was going to have to go and babysit Randi. He took a little comfort in the knowledge that he just might get to nail the bastard.
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IT WAS funny that shaving off his itchy, unpleasant beard felt like he was removing his hair shirt. That was why he left it on, right? As punishment and out of sheer laziness, he kept it on, just what he deserved for living through the virus while Paris died. What had Dylan called it, survivor’s guilt? Should he keep it? It occurred to him when it was half off, and by then it was too late. He could only walk around with a beard on half his face if he were in a John Waters film, and even then, it might look better on film than it did in real life.

Without his beard, Roan thought his face looked thinner, almost gaunt, hungry in some frightening way. He didn’t always used to be this raw-boned, did he? He thought he’d looked kind of like a homeless guy before, but now he looked like a junkie hitting bottom. Maybe that was appropriate. His eyes seemed too big and too empty over hollow cheeks, and he suddenly wondered how much he weighed. He could have weighed himself, but he didn’t want to know.

He decided to dress as an average Joe, a person who wasn’t special and meant nothing to anyone, which meant sneakers, jeans (by necessity baggy—he had none that fit him anymore), and a gray T-shirt, this one an Australian tourist shirt he’d picked up in a thrift shop. It displayed Aboriginal-style art across the torso, apparently titled “Crocodile Dreaming.” Roan couldn’t remember why now, but at the time he’d found it, he’d really liked it. Paris had too, which could have been the deciding factor.

He found a black nylon duffel bag on the upper shelf of the closet, and rather than pack a change of clothes, which he felt he didn’t need (why would he have to rough Vance up, exactly?), he just packed in his laptop, a baseball cap, and cheap sunglasses (the basic anonymity kit), and after putting on his black leather jacket, he went into his “library” and scanned the shelves, grabbing a hardback and two paperbacks. Considering he wouldn’t be gone even overnight, that seemed excessive, but he knew that, even with puddle jumpers, a lot of traveling was just hurrying up to wait. He could catch up on his reading.

Roan took the GTO, and he thought he could still smell Paris in the car, traces of him like an olfactory ghost, and his stomach knotted like a fist. It felt wrong to even be in here, since the cars were Paris’s babies, his pride and joy, for whatever reason. No, that wasn’t completely fair. At first, he hadn’t understood Par’s love of muscle cars, but once he’d restored these and Roan had driven them, he got it. They were cars as missiles, metal-bodied torpedoes with substantial power under the hood, and good “Road Warrior” cars (defined as ones that could survive a crash to crash again), and while Paris liked to make several jokes about the potential phallic imagery of it all, it had nothing to do with that. It was all about escape—open the throttle and you could just go, straight on until morning. It was a tempting thought right now, except he couldn’t bear to leave behind these traces of Paris. They were all he had left of him. As he drove to the airport, he found himself fingering the ring hanging from his necklace and wondered if he was just scenting Paris from the traces left on his ring.

He found a good overnight lot to park in and braved the general madness of the airport, which felt more and more like a rather pathetic mall. It even smelled like coffee, the scent wafting over from the Starbucks outlet, and cinnamon buns and egg rolls, presumably from two competing places, only the soundtrack wasn’t depressing pop music but announcements that were almost impossible to interpret.

It really wasn’t that difficult to find Randi, as she had decided to dress somewhat loudly in an effort to stand out. (Or at least he hoped that was what she was doing.) She was petite, five foot three, about one hundred and forty pounds, neither fat nor thin but somewhere in the comfortable middle. Her bone structure was delicate, so she actually did have an attractive, open face, her eyes almond both in shape and color, her glossy black hair cut in a chin-length style that strove to be punky but usually settled for just slightly messy. She had an unexplained love for lipstick in purplish shades—today it was a kind of frosted plum color—and her earrings were dangling, tiny wedges of plastic cheese (again, never explained). She wore a red T-shirt with a Homer Simpson “Mr. Sparkle” head on it, jeans with random rhinestones in vague patterns up the legs, red tennis shoes with platform heels, a silver silk jacket, and a metallic gold scarf, with a crocheted purse and a World Wildlife Foundation logo backpack dangling from one hand. “Over here!” she shouted, waving wildly, even though he’d already seen her and started walking her way. He briefly felt like turning and walking in the opposite direction but fought back the urge.

Randi may have had an unusual dress sense—he suspected she’d had it long before Paris came along and encouraged it—and a cute, delicate look about her, but she was unbelievably shrewd and, according to Par, packed a hell of a punch. She was a shark in Hello Kitty clothing who could smile at you while making sure you were about to get audited by the IRS until you were bleeding out the eyeballs. She was actually a lot of fun, as long as you didn’t get on her bad side.

She made some jokes about him having been in a coma for a while and then moved on to his hair (okay, so he hadn’t cut it as straight as he usually did), and by the time they’d made their way through the security lineup, Randi had decided to pretend to be a Japanese tourist who spoke little English and giggled a lot. (Never mind that her ethnicity was actually Korean and she had been born in Portland, Oregon—she was counting on none of these people picking up on that.) Most of the guys on the security detail found this charming, although the woman found it the exact opposite. If Randi noticed her death stare, she didn’t let on.

Once they were through the intrusive security scan (for a puddle jumper to Vegas? What kind of low-rent, low-aiming terrorist would end up here?), he asked, “Why the hell did you decide to be Pink Lady all of the sudden?”

She grinned at him, and he caught a glimpse of the green apple gum she was chewing. “Oh come on—that was fucking hilarious.”

Paris had warped this poor woman. He’d probably have been very proud of that fact.

The seats on the plane were tiny and close, just as everything on the plane was tiny and close. He and Randi sat together, him in the window seat since Randi said she couldn’t stand seeing takeoffs or landings, and he noticed that the plane was essentially full, but most of the people on it seemed to be elderly. A gambling junket? Probably, or the AARP was sponsoring some sort of gathering in Vegas. “I hope they stocked enough prune juice to go around,” Randi whispered, and he shook his head, pulling out a paperback.

Randi didn’t let him read very much, because once they took off she wanted him to talk to her and keep her distracted. Of course this raised the question: if she hated flying, why did she insist on coming with? But it was too late to toss her out on the runway now.

He was afraid she wanted to talk about Paris, but she kept the conversation weird and utterly pointless. They had similar tastes in cult television shows, so they discussed what characters they’d nail. While they disagreed on which alien and which vampire were the most doable, they did agree that Captain Jack was the only Doctor Who character they’d both be willing to nail (it wasn’t like there was a plethora of hot guys or cheerful bisexuals on Doctor Who), and they both thought Sayid was actually the hottest guy on Lost. God, this was sad—they were such geeks. Lonely, desperately-needing-to-be-laid geeks on top of that.

But this was silly and oddly distracting, and they both laughed enough that they got evil looks from a guy who could have been Wilfred Brimley’s stunt double. Roan couldn’t remember the last time he had laughed, so that was nice.

They hit a bit of turbulence, which was always more violent on a smaller plane. But there was a moment when it felt like zero gravity, when the plane seemed to be simultaneously going up and down at the same time. Roan liked that feeling of being unencumbered by gravity, of competing forces canceling each other out, but from the tense silence in the cabin and the way Randi’s fingers dug into his arm, he was the only one who did. After it had settled, she gave him a slightly dirty look, apparently figuring out he was the only one who didn’t care. 

“Didn’t that bother you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He wanted to say, Because I don’t care if I live or die, but he didn’t, because that was fucking disturbing. True, but disturbing. He settled on a shrug.

They eventually got back to their discussion of fuckable fictional characters, but Randi took it into a really weird area: cartoons. Roan couldn’t even conceive of thinking of an animated character as attractive, not to mention fuckable, but Randi had some ready to go. She accused him of being uptight (him?!), but by this time they were finally landing in Vegas.

To say it was hot was like saying the Pacific Ocean was a tad damp—it didn’t begin to describe it. The heat was dry and oppressive, the sunlight bright enough to make him squint, so he pulled out his sunglasses and put them on. It was in the upper 80s to low 90s, so he shucked off his jacket and shoved it in his duffel bag. Randi eventually took off her jacket and managed to squeeze it into her overstuffed backpack.

She’d gotten them a rental car, a homely little white Infiniti that had two things she considered absolute necessities: air conditioning and satellite radio. He was actually glad about the air conditioning, but he could foresee arguments over the radio.

She had printouts of directions from Mapquest that she’d double-checked because she didn’t completely trust them, which put the Calico Cat on the outskirts of Vegas. They drove there, avoiding most of Vegas proper, ensuring views of the dreary desert where the city actually was. They passed prefab housing projects and collections of trailers roasting under the unforgiving sun, the dirt baked to a sandy brownish-gray, and every now and then they passed a sad gas station or run-down Quick Mart that looked as if they could be set pieces in some modern, bleak horror movie.

Eventually they came to the Calico Cat, an L-shaped complex with a large parking lot of cracked, baking asphalt and a roof that had probably once been red but had been bleached by the sun to a disturbing fleshy pink. It had a sign depicting a winking orange-and-white-striped cat (by definition, not calico), but part of the sign had been broken, making it look like its front feet were missing. There were a couple of cars in the parking lot, all dusty from exposure to the relentless Nevada hellscape, and none more recent than an ’05 Civic.

According to the information Randi had illegally dug up, Vance had room number eleven, but just to cover all the bases, Roan went to talk to the desk clerk, asking Randi to stay outside and out of view. She was happy to do so, since she figured that such exercise was a waste of time. In the brief walk across the parking lot to the glassed-in office, sweat coated Roan’s back and made his shirt cling to him uncomfortably.

The desk clerk was a compact Cambodian man who had his air conditioner cranked up to sub-arctic—Roan shivered convulsively after walking in from outside and half expected to see his breath—and was watching Oprah on a portable television. Roan identified himself as a private detective, which earned him the man’s partial attention, and told him he had been hired to find Vance Ladowski, whom he knew had been here, and he wanted to know if he was still here.

The man asked if Vance was a criminal, and when Roan told him yes (technically, he was—he wasn’t wanted, which was probably what the man meant, but he wasn’t going to split hairs), he suddenly stole away all of Oprah’s attention. The man insisted he didn’t keep track of his clients and simply couldn’t, this being a rather transient place (no kidding), but he consulted his ledger and confirmed that Vance had rented a room two days ago, paying for three days in advance to take advantage of a discount. He’d asked for the maid service not to bother him, but that was it—otherwise he hadn’t made contact with anyone, and no one had complained about him. He hadn’t seen him today at all.

The clerk asked him what he had done, and Roan told him he couldn’t say due to client confidentiality. The clerk guessed murder and then bank robbery before Roan told him he wasn’t a violent criminal, just a sneaky one. He made a couple more guesses before Roan left the office; he must have grown accustomed to the chill, because the heat of outside slammed down on him like an anvil. The sweat that had dried on him in the cold office was now joined by a new wave of sweat springing out all over his body, plastering his hair down to his scalp. He was going to need a shower—or a good spray-down with a fire hose.

He found Randi standing under one of the covered walkways beside the complimentary ice machine, fanning herself with her hand. She complained about the heat, but all he could do was shrug. He should have packed a tank top like a good gay man.

Room eleven was at the end of the L, whereas the front office was at the head of the L and not in direct line of sight. Roan was sure that had been done on purpose. They found the grimy door of room eleven, and it was remarkable for being the only obviously occupied room that you couldn’t hear something through: a television, shouting voices, noises of sex.

He knocked on the door and realized it felt a little loose, the door rattling in its frame. His hackles rose as he realized the door was open. “Stay here,” he told Randi, pushing the door with his foot, making it swing open effortlessly.

The room’s dusty blinds were shut, making it a gloomy cracker box of a room that smelled of unwashed socks. The bed was mussed, the ugly bedspread of pink and brown flowers thrown back to reveal off-white sheets that were approaching beige faster than was appetizing. The walls were painted a pale yellow, the carpet a threadbare, mottled brown color that would have successfully hidden both mud and blood stains, and there wasn’t much in the way of furniture: a nightstand, a small television bolted down to a small table across from the bed, and a tiny armchair with a black jacket tossed casually over it. There was no luggage or any other signs of habitation beyond a loose scattering of pennies beside the phone on the nightstand, and the bathroom door was slightly ajar.

Maybe it was the little air conditioner rattling like a jalopy and circulating chemically cooled air combined with the rank cigarette and exhaust smell outside, but Roan didn’t smell it properly until he stepped well inside the room. When he caught it, though, he scowled down at the floor, waiting for the nausea to pass. Son of a bitch, he’d expected this, hadn’t he? You didn’t leave a door open unless you never intended to return again or your room had been robbed. This room didn’t appear to have been robbed.

Randi came in after him anyway, and he held out an arm to hold her back. “Hey, I didn’t get us these tickets just to be left outside,” she protested, ducking under his arm and looking around the drab room. When she made to move further into the room, he grabbed her shoulder.

“You shouldn’t be here. This is a crime scene. I can explain my presence to the cops but not yours. Get out of here before you leave evidence they can find.”

She looked at him, stunned, and then narrowed her eyes, as if trying to figure out whether he was joking or not. “What do you mean, this is a crime scene? This is just a shitty motel room—oh, wait, are you smelling something?”

He nodded, backing up and pulling her toward the door. “Death. The body’s in the bathroom. Go now, I’m gonna call the cops.”

The look she gave him was one of torn disbelief, but she didn’t resist as he backed her out the door. “What does death smell like?” she asked, lowering her voice to a whisper even though there was no one out here but them.

Should he tell her the truth? “It varies, depending on how long they’ve been dead, but shit is pretty much a constant. The bowels—”

“Yeah, I’ve actually seen CSI, you know.” 

She then grimaced in embarrassment. Anyone who knew him knew he hated that show. Forensic guys interviewing suspects? Not to mention the lab work getting done in record time, as well as a billion other things that really couldn’t happen in this universe. Yes, it was fiction—The Wire, which generally got it right, was still fiction—but too many people accepted it at face value, which was what really annoyed the shit out of him. 

“You’re going to tell me what happened, right?”

“As soon as the cops let me loose, which could take a couple of hours depending on how much they dislike me.” Cops generally didn’t like private detectives; in fact, many of them loathed the average PI, seeing them as just a sleazier version of a rent-a-cop. They often liked to sweat them as much as they could for sport, and he couldn’t count on his status as an ex-cop getting him off the hook. If they were really bored, they might keep him for half the night. “Find a place to hang out. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

“You’re not bullshitting me, are you?”

He sighed wearily but couldn’t blame her for her skepticism; he hadn’t wanted her along in the first place. “I wish I was. I’m tired of constantly stumbling over dead bodies.” He gave her the rental keys and she took them, walking back to their bland little Infiniti.

Roan ducked back inside the room and walked toward the bathroom, shoving the door open with the toe of his shoe so he didn’t leave any prints. A man was hanging from the shower curtain rod, which was bowed under his weight, enough that the man’s legs were touching the floor. He wore nothing but tighty-whities, now stained brown and yellow from his released bowels and bladder, and he had an unremarkable body, with a smattering of hair and zits on his back and a saggy gut in the front, his chest undeveloped and his arms stringy. His face was swollen and blue, eyes and tongue bulging, but Roan still recognized the nose, jaw, and forehead of Vance Ladowski. He had a plain brown belt knotted around his neck and attached to the shower rod, and judging from its original height and his, he could have hung himself from it, although it would have been a close thing.

There were two things wrong with this scenario, as far as Roan could tell. The main one was Vance had hung himself so he’d died of strangulation, not of a broken neck, and that was one of the most hideous ways you could die. Strangulation, suffocation, drowning—anything that deprived the body of oxygen was not only painful but triggered something in the animal brain. The body fought; no matter the wishes of the person involved, the body wanted air. Drowning was the hardest scenario to fight back from, simply because there often wasn’t a choice involved in that or an ability to get to air; in this scenario, not strangling would have been easy to achieve. He could have stepped on the floor if the shower rod was sagging this much, or, if not, on the edge of the tub; it would have relieved the pressure on his windpipe. This didn’t automatically mean he hadn’t hung himself, though, as Roan had actually seen at least one autoerotic asphyxiation accidental death in his short life as a cop. (In that case it was especially difficult for the family, as it was a fifteen-year-old boy.) Sometimes strangulation/suffocation happened, even if you didn’t want it to. But….

It was the smell, wasn’t it? Beneath the heavy scent of shit and piss, there was another scent. Hard to make out in the miasma, but it was a vinegary undertone, sharp and sour, a scent he associated with fear. It could have been anything—Vance could have eaten asparagus before he hung himself—but Roan found himself wondering why a man who had chosen to hang himself would be so frightened of it.

No, he wasn’t going to do this. It looked like a suicide and probably was; he had no doubt this was a troubled man. His case ended here. Dalisay had wanted him to find her husband, and he had. So what if it was dead in a sad, messy bathroom in a Las Vegas motel? It was an answer and an ending. That was probably all she wanted.

He scanned the ivory walls, for what he wasn’t sure, and as he dialed 911 on his cell phone, he caught himself in the pitted bathroom mirror. He looked like a ghoul, a ghost, his cheekbones sharp and his eyes too green and too bright, sunken in a pale face. He didn’t look like a murderer; he looked like a victim. He turned away and walked out of the room as he reported the dead body—a possible suicide—in room eleven of the Calico Cat motel. As he gave the operator all the information she required, he looked around the room as unobtrusively as possible.

No luggage—hell, no clothes. He’d heard of losing your shirt gambling, but this was ridiculous. Just the coat on the chair, which Roan frisked for a wallet. He didn’t find one, just a half roll of Life Savers (peppermint), an unopened condom (Trojan), some Dentyne gum (cinnamon), and a receipt for his motel room bill. But Roan felt something that he couldn’t find in the pockets. Inside the coat? As soon as he was off the phone, he inspected the lining of the jacket. Because it was black it was hard to see, but he eventually found the cut, a small slit that he reached inside. He felt plastic and pulled it out and found he’d discovered Vance’s secret stash of cards: two driver’s licenses and two credit cards, one each for a Ryan Solgot and a Ben Hicks.

He knew he should give these to the cops, but he hid them in his shoe instead, on the assumption they would frisk him and take his wallet to check his info. Roan knew that Vance would have clothes and at least one bag, as well as a wallet; someone had been here. Maybe after he committed suicide, someone noticed the open door and helped themselves to his things, unaware there was a body in the bathroom. That was certainly possible and plausible. It didn’t mean he was killed; it didn’t mean he’d finally screwed over the wrong person, who caught up with him and made him pay a pound of flesh for his fraud and embezzlement. This was a problem for the Vegas PD, not Roan.

He went outside and sat on the concrete edge of the parking lot, under the shelter of the walkway, and listened for the distant scream of sirens as he baked in the heat rising off the asphalt in shimmering waves.

See? This was exactly why he hated Vegas.
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Crooked Teeth



THE COP he ended up dealing with for the most part was an officer named Tyler Hansen. He was a reasonably handsome black man with clear, hazel eyes and shoulders so broad he could have been a vending machine. Roan noted that he was attractive, in a cop way—for some reason, he categorized this differently in his own mind—but he was shocked that it left him unmoved. Then again, Dylan had left him unmoved too, and he knew Dylan was a good-looking kid. Roan idly wondered if he cared about anything and decided that no, he probably didn’t. Should that bother him? Again, he didn’t care.

Tyler was young, a new cop, and it showed in how delicately he handled Roan. He was the good, sensitive cop, the modern cop, which was why his older, gruffer partner was the one who gave Roan shit. He was a stocky, Hispanic bulldog of a man named Ramirez (Roan never learned his first name), who had hair like a scrub brush, stubbly short and wire-gray even though he couldn’t have been older than forty. His shoulders were almost as broad as Tyler’s, even though Tyler had about a foot of height on him.

The cop shop was industrial and crowded, and its air conditioner was inconsistent, with some spots eerily cold and others swelteringly hot; the scent of bad coffee and body odor was almost nauseating. Roan expected to be put in a “box”—an interrogation room—and was, even though the questioning never got bad. He told them what had happened and why he was there several times, and he gave them his references. As it turned out, Chief Matthews had vouched for him big time, saying he was a “consultant” for the PD up there, which was embellishment if not exactly outright bullshit. Calling him when they had bad cats wasn’t exactly “consulting.” But he appreciated it.

He knew when they got his old personnel file by the way they treated him. Ramirez still gave him the gimlet eye, but he stood farther away, and Tyler seemed solicitous, asking if he wanted coffee or something to eat. The coffee smelled awful, and Roan couldn’t imagine anyone drinking anything hot in Nevada, so he requested a soda, which Tyler went to retrieve. So they knew he was infected now. When would they ask the awkward questions? He then wondered if he could ask to see his personnel file—he then pondered if McClarty had written “big, flaming faggot fairy princess” in it, like he’d once threatened to. Maybe that was the real reason Ramirez was standing far away from him.

A check with the airport confirmed what time he’d arrived in Vegas, pretty much meaning the timelines didn’t match, and even if they didn’t think it was suicide (but they did), he couldn’t have done it. The funny thing was, though, Tyler was still curious about the case. Roan had told him about Ladowski’s identity theft ways, and Tyler got this look on his face that Roan recognized from his on-the-force days. It was the look of crusade, of a person who’d just discovered something that didn’t fit. Roan wished him luck, because he wasn’t sure there was anything to find. Ladowski had been a troubled man, one who probably had many demons. They were probably lucky he had just committed suicide and not a homicide-suicide.

Roan left the cop shop to call Randi from the outside, but he felt so dizzy in the heat he had to sit down on the curb for a moment. He closed his eyes, but it felt like the world was spinning even in total darkness.

(Why would a man who was going to kill himself worry about getting a discount on a room rate?)

He heard a very official cop voice ask, “Are you all right, sir?” He opened his eyes to see a rather mannish-looking female cop looking down at him, her eyes hidden behind dark cop sunglasses.

He nodded, climbing to his feet. Sweat had doused him, making his shirt cling to his body like Saran Wrap, and his stomach grumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten today. That was probably the source of his problem.

He called Randi to pick him up, giving her directions to the cop shop and asking her to bring food—he didn’t care what, just something to keep him from passing out.

(Why did Ladowski use his own credit card when he had two others under different names he could have used?)

It took an hour for Randi to show up, and he discovered why once he piled into the car and she tossed a still-warm Jack in the Box bag in his lap. She started talking hyperactively about gambling. She knew it was a sucker’s bet, but she’d won twenty-five dollars on a slot machine and could understand why people could get sucked into it. Roan ate something stuck between a bun, he had no idea what—chicken sandwich? fish sandwich?—but it was food, or at least a food-like product, so he ate it. He was working on the fries by the time she got around to asking about Ladowski, and he told her it looked like a suicide. Then he pulled the cards out of his shoe and tossed them on the dashboard, telling her he wanted her to run these through her system at the first chance she got.

At a stoplight, she gathered them up for a quick glance and asked, with some disbelief, “You took these from the scene?”

“They were hidden in the lining of his coat.”

“Isn’t that illegal? Shouldn’t you have left them for the cops?”

“Yeah.” He left it there, shoving fries in his mouth.

She shook her head and tossed the cards back on the dashboard. “You’re getting more criminal as you get older.”

“Society’s to blame.”

“Eh, that only worked the first two dozen times.” She paused briefly. “You don’t think it’s a suicide, do you?”

“No, I’m pretty sure it is.” (No, it wasn’t.)

She looked at him askance, studying him in a way that suggested she knew he was lying. “Then why do you want me to check the records on these cards?”

“I want to know how many lives he’s ruined.” A partial truth. He did want to know, but mostly he wanted to know why he did this, why he gave up his life to assume someone else’s. And then, at the end, took his life back. What was up with that?

Roan kept telling himself he didn’t care, but his mind kept latching onto the puzzle, to the things that didn’t make sense, the things that didn’t fit. He didn’t want to care, he didn’t feel up to it, but his traitorous mind wouldn’t let it go.

Randi asked him if he was okay, and he told her honestly that he just wanted to go home. Randi must have thought he looked like total shit, as she drove them back to the airport and was able to trade their tickets in for an earlier flight. He slept on the flight back, as he was inexplicably tired.

He shouldn’t have slept, because he dreamed. He was sitting on Vance’s homely bed in his depressing motel room, watching a man who was no more than a silhouette push through Vance’s open door and grab his wallet off the nightstand, ignoring the scattered change beside it, and then grab his single bag of luggage and the clothes piled up outside the bathroom door.

No—at this point Roan stopped it. That didn’t make sense: if the clothes were piled that close to the bathroom door, the thief would be able to smell the body. He might still have taken everything, but more likely than not it would have freaked him out. So Roan started the visualization again, this time with the clothes piled on the end of the bed, but that made no sense.

Paris was suddenly sitting beside him on the bed as Roan was trying to figure out where Vance might have left his clothes. “I can’t make this work,” he admitted to him.

Paris shrugged. “Then your assumption must be faulty. You always told me if something doesn’t make sense, attack it from another angle. A closed mind is a dangerous thing for an investigator.”

He sighed, hating to hear his own words parroted back at him. They sounded kind of pompous. “Was I that bad?”

Par smiled and put an arm around his shoulders, pulling him close. “I thought it was kinda cute. Besides, you’re great at puzzles. I figured you knew something I didn’t.”

“I’m not that great. I can’t make this work.”

“You’re trying to shove a square peg into a triangular hole. What does your gut tell you?”

“No good investigator goes by his gut.”

“Bullshit. What does your gut say?”

He wondered that himself, beyond the insistence that it needed more food. Finally the scene started again, this time with the silhouetted man holding Vance at gunpoint, ordering him to strip, then ordering him into the bathroom. Afterward, he came out, gathered the wallet, clothes, and bag, and left, not closing the door all the way behind him. In his haste to leave, he forgot about the coat on the chair.

“I don’t think that’s quite right,” Roan admitted, scratching his head.

“But it feels closer to the truth than any other scenario.”

“Yes.” He leaned against Paris, feeling the warmth of his skin, and rested his hand on his thigh. “I miss you.”

Paris kissed his forehead softly and leaned his head against his. “Why? I’m always here.”

The plane had a rough landing, which woke him up. They’d come from the heat haze of the desert to the stormy weather of the Pacific coast at night, just beating by minutes a thunderstorm that made landing treacherous. Once they were through the departure gate, Randi, who looked a little greenish, excused herself to the bathroom, and Roan found a plastic seat to slump in, waiting as she barfed up her own lunch.

She didn’t look much better when she finally emerged, but oddly enough she asked him if he was okay. He assumed he continued to look shitty. He really needed to gain some weight.

She asked him several times if he was okay to drive, and he assured her he was, but once he was behind the wheel, he wasn’t sure. Rain was sheeting down now, reducing visibility to near zero, distant flashes of lightning barely getting through. For a while there he felt like he was under water, driving his own private submarine.

Once he got home, he was surprised to find Dylan getting into his pokey little car. As Roan pulled in, Dylan approached. He looked like a drowned cat, as the Land’s End jacket he was wearing had no hood. “God, I was so worried about you,” Dylan exclaimed as he got out of the car.

Roan looked at him funny as he reached in and grabbed his duffel bag. “Why?”

“You weren’t answering your phone, and after last night… I was afraid something happened to you.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that, the rain pelting down on him and sluicing down his face. After sweating so much in Vegas, this actually felt good. “You think I’m suicidal?”

Dylan just blinked at him, raindrops suspended in his dark lashes. “Are you?”

Roan shook his head and headed for his door, unlocking it and kicking it open. “If I was suicidal I’d be dead already.” Even as he said that, he could imagine feeding himself one of his guns upstairs, just putting it in his mouth, angling the barrel upwards so it stuck in his palate and would be guaranteed to blow out the back of his skull, and he could almost feel the cold metal of the trigger as he squeezed it gently, the sound of a gun’s internal combustion the last sound he ever heard.

He froze in his tracks as he realized the thought of it made him want to smile.

“Are you all right?” Dylan asked.

“I’m sick and tired of people asking me that fucking question!” Roan snapped, suddenly furious at… he didn’t know. He was just angry, and Dylan was here. “I’m a grown man! I can look after myself! God, where were you people when I was a kid getting the fucking shit beaten out of me or gettin’ locked in closets ’cause I was a fucking leper, huh?! I’m fine, goddamn it, now leave me the hell alone!” He tossed the bag on the couch and realized a couple of things concurrently. He hadn’t turned on the lights. The anger had made the blood rush to his head, and he now really felt like he was going to pass out. He realized he had just admitted some embarrassing personal shit. Crap. He was so fucking tired; he had no right to be this tired.

Roan didn’t look back; he knew Dylan was frozen in the doorway, letting the sounds and smells of the rain in, caught off guard by this. He knew he’d feel compelled to fill the silence, so Roan decided to fill it instead, hoping to steamroll past all of it. “I was closing my case. I went off to Vegas with Randi. Sorry I forgot to leave a message on my machine.” 

Speaking of which, Roan could see the blinking light of his phone and knew there’d be several messages for him, not just from Dylan. He’d forgotten to tell anyone where he was going—he’d just gone. Dee was probably busting a nut.

“Vegas?” Dylan repeated. He was still trying to get past the other stuff, but at least he was trying.

Roan turned on one of the living room lamps and barely glanced at Dylan before saying, “Yeah, the man my client wanted me to find was there, and would you close that damn door before the water fills the foyer?”

Dylan took that as an invitation to come inside and indeed closed the door, dripping in the foyer like he was a personal rain cloud. How long had he been outside? “Sorry. When I headed out tonight, I swear it didn’t look like rain.”

“It never does. It just sneaks up on you.” He sighed and looked at Dylan, who was shivering inside his damp coat. His raven hair was plastered down to his scalp and face like a clingy veil, and by now it looked like he was standing in a puddle. “Why don’t I get you a towel?”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Roan walked past him to the downstairs bathroom and told him, “You can throw your coat in the dryer if you want.” But the thunder took that moment to come in overhead, making the house rumble, and he was pretty sure Dylan never heard him. So he came out with the towel, holding it toward him, and repeated the message.

Dylan gave him a faint smile and a nod of thanks as he took the towel and wiped off his face before attempting to dry his hair.

 “If there’s a wet T-shirt contest tonight at Panic, you’re a shoe-in for the win.”

Dylan’s smile grew wider. “Actually, it’s my night off, but thank you. Where is your dryer?”

Roan showed him the basement alcove where the washer and dryer were, hidden beneath the stairs, but of course going down the stairs, you got a constant eyeful of the steel cage where he usually spent his transformative time; in fact, the basement was still thick with the scent of lion. But Dylan couldn’t smell that, and while he looked at it, he kept his eyes moving, deliberately not staring at it. But it was cold down here, and even once he’d shucked off his wet coat, Dylan was shivering. It didn’t help that both his jeans and his shirt were partially soaked as well. “Why don’t you throw your shirt in as well,” Roan told him, heading back up the stairs. “I’m sure I’ve got one I can loan you.”

“Thanks,” Dylan called after him.

Roan figured Dylan was about his size, although arranged far better (nearly everyone was, save for Vance), so he went upstairs and randomly grabbed a T-shirt out of his drawer before heading back downstairs. He decided he was going to call for a pizza and then do a round-robin, assuring all the nervous nellies who’d left messages for him that he was okay, then schedule an appointment to see Dalisay tomorrow. He couldn’t tell her over the phone that she was married to a fraud who was also now dead via suicide. He hated to break the news to her, but it was closure of a sort. Perhaps that was all he could have ever offered her.

“How horrible is my life that I’m impressed with your dryer?” Dylan said, with a slight, self-effacing chuckle. “It’s so much better than the one at my apartment complex. It doesn’t even smell like burning rubber.”

“I’m—” Roan began, then instantly forgot what he was going to say and paused on the staircase. Dylan was standing at the base of the stairs, shirtless, looking absolutely fucking amazing. He still had the chiseled chest and rock-hard abs that made him such a favorite at Panic, and he wasn’t shaving his chest anymore, so he had a slight fuzz of dark hair across it. His torso was a perfect V of lean, sculpted muscle. In his mind, he heard Paris say, Hol-lee shit. If you don’t nail this guy, I’ll have no respect for you anymore.

Roan noticed the goose bumps breaking across Dylan’s skin as he hugged himself, obviously cold, and that snapped him out of his trance. Okay, maybe he wasn’t completely dead from the waist down, but for some reason, that made him feel instantly guilty. “I’m glad it doesn’t. Why does your dryer smell like burned rubber?”

Dylan shrugged, inadvertently showing off his impressive shoulders. “I have no idea, but the super constantly denies it. Mrs. Fujikawa claims he must have lost his sense of smell in the war.”

That made Roan smile faintly as he handed Dylan the shirt. (You should have told him you didn’t have one that fit him, Paris scolded.) “She sounds like my kind of lady.”

“Oh, she’s a blast,” Dylan confirmed, pulling the shirt on. Roan told himself he wasn’t going to watch, but he did until Dylan pulled the shirt over his head, then he turned quickly and walked away. “She’s basically Rodney Dangerfield, if he had been a middle-aged woman who threw pottery and had a drag queen for a son.”

Roan had to ruminate on that one for a moment. “Is there a Japanese drag queen in this city?”

“Oh yeah, his drag name is Sashimi, he occasionally does a show down at The Vault. I haven’t seen it personally, but she’s shown me pictures. Mrs. Fujikawa, not Sashimi.”

“The Vault?” Roan couldn’t help but scoff. Glancing at Dylan, he saw the Monty Python and The Holy Grail T-shirt he’d given him was tight enough to fit him like a second skin, emphasizing some of the muscular ripples in his torso. Damn it, he liked that shirt—why did Dylan have to look so much better in it? “Isn’t that a leather bar?”

Dylan swept his damp bangs off his forehead and looked at him with shining, sarcastically stunned eyes. “Yeah. But you should see Sashimi’s act. Let’s just say I have no idea how many riding crops she goes through, but the IRS must find it an interesting business expense.”

Roan shook his head and sat on the arm of the sofa, picking up the telephone receiver. “And right there, I no longer want to know. I’m ordering a pizza—what do you want on it?”

“Uh, whatever you’re ordering is fine, although I’m a vegetarian.”

“Not a vegan?”

He grimaced sheepishly, glancing down at the floor. “I probably should be, but I can’t quite give up ice cream or cheese.”

“Actually, I’m glad to hear that.” He was, as he would have been forced to mock him if he was a full “I only eat grass” vegan. No offense to them, but he wondered if they ever had any joy in their lives.

Once he’d hung up, Dylan asked, “So how did the case go?”

Dylan was trying to talk about anything but his angry outburst, which was fine with Roan, but it was obvious he was still thinking about it. Roan supposed that client confidentiality wasn’t violated as long as he kept it all vague. “Well, the person I was hired to find is dead. It isn’t ideal, but at least the case is closed.”

“What? Oh my God, that’s horrible.” After a moment, he asked, “What happened?”

“It looked like suicide.”

Dylan’s eyes lit up as he gave him a scrutinizing look. Roan noticed his eyes were almost the exact same color as his hair. How odd. Was he wearing colored contacts? “Looked like?”

It was then that there was a loud pounding on the door, making Dylan jump. It couldn’t have been the pizza guy, it was way too soon, but Roan couldn’t imagine who else it could be. Unless it was Dee, ready to punch him in the gut.

He opened the door to find Matt standing there, doused by the rain, his left eye starting to swell shut, a small runnel of blood trickling from his nostril and the corner of his torn lip. “I’m so sorry, Roan, I fucked up,” he said, his words a slurred mush. Roan caught him as he pitched forward and then looked out into the darkness, wondering if the guy who had done this to him was right behind him.
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AS ROAN straightened him out, Matt jerked back to semi-consciousness, almost flailing, and Roan knew from experience that he was probably disoriented. It didn’t matter that he’d only lost consciousness for a second or two—the brain knew it had been switched off, and its internal clock flashed zero until the person who owned it could reorient themselves. 

“You’re okay,” he said instantly in that soothing cop voice, that one you never forgot once you learned it. It seemed to invade your subconscious and become your tone of voice in any emergency situation, although he had no idea how that happened.

As Roan pulled him away from the door, Dylan came over to help, and Roan let him take the burden of Matt as he wavered on his feet, his eyes hollow with continued disorientation. “Are they still outside?” Roan asked him.

Matt’s roving eyes finally focused on him. “What?”

Roan sighed and glanced at Dylan, who nodded as he took the remaining weight of Matt and let Roan go back to the doorway. That earned Dylan some brownie points—he helped out without asking idiotic questions.

Roan peered out into the dark, the rain still pouring down like a punishment, a brief flash of lightning throwing a quick strobe light on the lawn and driveway. He saw only their cars: his, Dylan’s, Matt’s. Since Matt had driven here, it was unlikely his assailant was here (yet, at any rate), but Roan flared his nostrils and breathed in the ozone-heavy air as thunder rumbled like an angry dragon. If there was someone else here, he couldn’t smell them.

And he was disappointed, because he was still angry. Rage was like a small stone in his chest, not quite an ember but hot enough to make itself known. He wanted to take it out on someone; he wanted to let the lion take over and absolve him from feeling anything human. The thought of it was so intoxicating it scared him just a little. It’d be so easy just to let go; hanging on was almost painful.

He ducked back in and closed the door, smoothing his wet hair back from his face as he turned toward the living room, where Dylan had helped Matt to the sofa. Matt was looking at Dylan woozily, as if he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. “Toby? What are you doing here?”

“He’s a friend,” Roan said dismissively, retrieving a mini Maglite from a kitchen drawer. “What the fuck happened, Matt?”

“Umm, remember how I said I did some cases while you were, um….”

“Yeah, I remember. Tell me you weren’t working on one now.” Roan stood in front of Matt and looked down, and he noticed a concerned look briefly flash across Dylan’s face. What, did he think he was going to smack him?

“No! I was just out…. I went to the Starbucks, y’know, to visit my friends there. I didn’t realize it, but one of the guys I took pictures of cheatin’ on his wife was there. I don’t know how he recognized me, but he did, and when I went out to my car, he blindsided me. I didn’t even recognize the guy! Maybe I just didn’t recognize him with his pants on.”

Roan sighed heavily and held the flashlight out in front of one of Matt’s eyes before turning it on. Matt squinted and raised his hand, but Roan caught it and shoved it down. “I’m trying to determine if you have a concussion, so stop it.”

“We should call an ambulance,” Dylan said.

“No ambulance,” Matt insisted. “This is embarrassing enough as it is. Since when are you guys friends?”

Roan saw that Matt’s pupil reactions were normal and asked Matt to follow his finger with his eyes as he moved it slowly back and forth across his field of vision. Matt seemed to follow it okay, so he was betting he didn’t have a concussion; he’d just got his ass kicked. Matt may have filled out with more muscle, but he was still a twink at heart and just didn’t know how to fight. All the muscle in the world wasn’t any good if you didn’t know how to use it.

Paris had been a big guy, and he hated to fight, but he knew how to do it. He’d played junior league hockey, for Christ’s sake. And even in his current wasted state, Roan knew he knew how to fight; he’d learned the hard way as a kid and kept learning until he joined the force, when he had to unlearn some things so he didn’t do a full beat-down on a combative perp’s ass. He never did unlearn it, apparently. The lion just made things worse—and potentially more lethal.

“Since when are you a paramedic?” Matt asked, somewhat surly. The ’tude was probably the result of embarrassment, especially embarrassment in front of a hot guy (Dylan), which just made things worse.

“You put up with Dee’s shit long enough, you learn a few things,” he told him, twisting off the flashlight. “You did lose consciousness there for a second, so you probably should go to the ER, just in case. I don’t think you have a concussion, but we’ve already established I’m an amateur.”

Matt shook his head, then winced and put a hand to his head. Roan noticed his knuckles were red, as if he’d hit back. “I’m okay, really, I just got my brain rattled for a second.”

“Do you have an ice pack?” Dylan asked. Roan pointed toward the kitchen, and he nodded and got up to go get it.

Matt’s eyesight was good enough to follow him for a bit, and then he looked back at Roan accusingly. “Since when do you know him?”

“It’s complicated,” Roan said, wondering what was up his butt—well, besides getting it kicked up between his shoulder blades. Was he jealous? “Do you know who this guy was who beat you?”

Dylan came back with a frozen pack of blue ice, which he held up to Matt’s blackened eye. As Matt reached up to take it, he cautioned, “Be careful, don’t put too much pressure on it.” Dylan had done this before, hadn’t he? No wonder he hadn’t been too alarmed by a beaten guy on the doorstep.

As soon as Matt had the ice pack secured against his face, he answered the question. “Yeah. He accused me of making Crystal leave him and take half his shit, and since I only had one client by the name of Crystal, it’s an easy guess.” Roan stared at him with a raised eyebrow, and finally he remembered to share the names. “Oh, uh, Crystal Murchison, so it musta been her husband, Chuck.”

“Chuck Murchison, great. Did you keep a file?”

“A file?”

“Names, address, contact information…?”

“Oh, yeah. I followed Paris’s, um… files.”

“Great. Then we can tell the cops exactly where to go to catch this guy.” He picked up the receiver to call it in, and Matt grabbed his arm.

“Wait, no. I mean, shit, isn’t this humiliating enough?”

“Hey, no one beats up one of my investigators, even if he did volunteer himself to work for me without asking or otherwise telling me.” Roan gave him a small, sarcastic smile for that, and Matt removed his hand from his arm, aware he was still in the doghouse with him. “Since I wasn’t there to kick his ass, I’ll let the cops do it for me.” He didn’t add, And if that doesn’t work, I’ll go kick his ass, but he felt that was implicit.

As it was, he got a dispatcher he knew, Jamie, and she agreed to get a couple of guys out there as soon as she could. He then called Dee, who chewed him out for a bit, and asked him to come by. At first Dee pointed out he was on shift and couldn’t, but then Roan told him why he wanted him to come over. That got him to shut up.

The pizza arrived, and they all had a slice before Dee and Shep arrived, just ahead of the cops. The cops were made up of a rookie Roan didn’t know, a rather petite, blonde woman named Corinne Nilsson, and one cop he did know, a ten-year veteran named Allen Cho, who was known around the cop shop as “Chewie.” The origin of the nickname was disputed; some said it was because he chewed a lot of gum—which he did. Ever since he’d quit smoking, he’d become a three-packs-of-gum-a-day man and constantly smelled of spearmint. Others said it was because Cho was so phonetically close to “chew,” even though it wasn’t, suggesting some kind of awful racial joke Roan didn’t even want to know about.

Dee agreed with his diagnosis that Matt didn’t appear to have a concussion, and nothing seemed broken, but he wanted to take him into the ER just in case, because he had lost consciousness at some point. Matt protested, but Dee never took no for an answer—well, rarely; Roan could make him do it, but only because he could annoy the shit out of him—and as soon as the laconic Chewie and his partner had what they needed for the report, they let Dee and Shep take him.

On their way out, Chewie told him, “Corry ran him through the system, and it looks like this guy has a couple of priors, mainly for domestics and bar fights. You should warn your guys to run a criminal check before they do a job.”

“He’s new,” Roan said, rolling his eyes. He would have told him he hadn’t actually hired Matt at any point, but Chewie didn’t need to know that, and besides, he was sick of dealing with cops. He’d been dealing with cops all day.

Chewie grunted in acknowledgment, his look sympathetic; he was dealing with a rookie himself, although Nilsson seemed reasonably competent. “Guess the guy’s just lucky he didn’t jump you, huh?” He clapped Roan on the arm in a friendly manner and turned to go, adding, “Take care of yourself.”

Roan closed the door on them, aware of a slight, dull pounding in his head that he knew would just get worse, and Dylan said, “You must be a tough guy. Even Matt told Diego he came here because he figured you could protect him.”

He sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Matt thinks I’m his savior or a superhero or something because I kicked the ass of his ’roid monster stalker. I guess he forgot about the part where—” He stopped himself before he could admit he’d lioned out at least partially and freaked everyone the hell out. But he had to say something. “I was a cop, and we’re taught to handle crazies.”

“Some handle them better than others,” Dylan offered. It wasn’t that he was trying to be kind, although Roan was sure he was. It sounded more like he was speaking from rueful experience. What was Dylan hinting at?

Roan could have asked, but honestly, he didn’t care all that much. He nuked a couple of slices of now-cold pizza in the hopes that more food would send his monstrous headache back to its cave, and Dylan enjoyed a slice as well. They talked about pretty much nothing really, but that was okay, as Dylan was very easy to talk to. He was a good listener and certainly easy on the eyes, but Roan idly wondered what these pieces he gathered about him meant. He’d mentioned over their first chat at the diner that he knew what crazy looked like; he’d shown that he was accustomed to tending to beating victims; he now hinted at knowledge of how cops treated the loonier perps. What did this all mean? He suddenly wondered what a background search on Dylan would turn up.

As soon as Dylan left, Roan went and took a long shower and then went to bed, just laying there for a while and listening to the thunder as it faded away in the distance. Paris used to like storms, although Roan never knew why. The bed seemed much too big.

He had no memory of falling asleep, and yet he woke up to a ringing phone. It was just Matt checking in, letting him know he’d filed a police report and they’d already taken Chuck Murchison into custody. He wasn’t hard to find, mainly because he went home. (The criminal genius of some people was absolutely staggering. It wouldn’t have surprised Roan to learn that Chuck was one of those shirtless, fat guys dragged out ranting from beneath a parked car on Cops.) Matt was physically okay, just embarrassed, and Roan wanted to chew him a new one over becoming a detective without fully realizing what that meant, but he wasn’t awake enough. He needed coffee first.

He’d invited Dalisay over, as she’d hired him here and it just seemed like the place to end it. He started up their old coffee machine, as he couldn’t quite manage to start up Pierre, the espresso machine Paris’s parents had given them as a wedding gift, and he put the kettle on in case she preferred tea. Look at him, playing hostess. But how did you break the news that she had married a man who, one, wasn’t who she thought he was, and two, was now dead, so no “closure” was even possible? It was always hard to break bad news to the clients, but some news was just worse than others.

Waiting for Dalisay to show up, he did some searches. Dylan was clean, criminal-record-wise, but Roan decided he could do some other searches—Lexis-Nexis, Google—just to see if anything else came up, because he had a sense there was something Dylan wasn’t saying that he expected Roan to know. Checking his e-mail, Roan saw Randi had forwarded him some information on Ryan Solgot, one of the names on the credit cards he’d found hidden in Vance’s jacket. The card he’d found was almost totally maxed out, although it hadn’t been used in almost three months, which was about when it was flagged by MasterCard as a fraudulent card. (How did he know to abandon the card? And why was he still carrying it around if he knew it was bad?) But here was an interesting thing—Ryan’s last job? Waiter at a restaurant called El Gaucho in Minneapolis. In spite of that name, it was a very fancy place, the kind that had the gall to charge you a hundred bucks for a steak. That would be an excellent place and an excellent job to get access to other people’s credit card information. There was another Ryan Solgot too, still living in a Minnesota suburb and still working as a banker (how ironic), still fighting the credit card companies over fraudulent charges made in his name. She said there were several Ben Hickses, and she was trying to narrow things down.

Going through all his telephone messages, he found out that Kevin had called him last night, sounding very nasal, like he had a cold. Vance had a record, it seemed; he’d been arrested for mail fraud, passing bad checks, and drug possession in New Jersey, Michigan, and Oklahoma, respectively. He had never done a lot of time for any of them, though.

Roan was doing some other searches when Dalisay showed up. She looked neat and prim in a tailored brown pantsuit, wearing so little makeup that it was almost hard to tell she was wearing any at all. She was still wearing a bit too much perfume for his taste, something floral and cloying, but when he sneezed, he once again blamed it on allergies.

He offered her coffee or tea—as it turned out, she picked coffee—and when he brought her a cup and sat down across from her on the sofa, she said meekly, “It’s bad news, isn’t it? People are always nice before they drop bad news.”

Roan would have denied it, but she was correct. So he laid it all out plainly, telling her that her husband was actually Vance Ladowski, an identity thief, who had killed himself recently down in Las Vegas. He had the box of tissue standing by this time, and he was glad, as she needed it. But after a couple of minutes of shocked crying, the tears trailed off, and she asked, “Why would he do such a thing?”

He was forced to shrug. “I don’t know.”

“Can you find out?”

“Umm… I’m not sure. I could try, I suppose. But why would you want to pay me to do that?”

Her tears dried up, and her lips thinned grimly until they almost disappeared. “Because I need to know why he lied to me for the three years I knew him and the two years we were married. Does he have another wife somewhere, another family?”

“Not that I’ve found.” He didn’t add “yet” or mention that he hadn’t really looked, but he supposed that too was implicit. “Look, are you sure you want to know this?”

She sat up straight, hands folded in her lap, chin raised ever so slightly. It was a posture of poise and dignity, one most people couldn’t muster. “I am. I have to know who he was. I don’t care how bad it is, I want to know.”

That was fair enough, and far be it from Roan to talk a client out of continuing to pay his salary. He told her what little he had gathered about Vance, about his stealing the identity of Ryan Solgot and his brief criminal record. Her expression set like cement, a look that was far beyond stony and resolved. She took it all in but didn’t otherwise react.

She wrote him a check for further fees, and he asked her, just because he had a hunch, if she was from a wealthy family. That stopped her short—did she guess he was asking because that would be a good reason for Vance to have married her?—and after a moment she said no, not exactly rich, but fairly comfortable, as her family was the Tuazons. They were a regional manufacturer of frozen foods, mainly Asian in nature, and while they’d hardly give Swanson a run for their money, they did quite well in sales all along the West Coast and into some rare spots in the interior (Idaho and Colorado). They weren’t poor.

As soon as she was gone, ruminating over the possibility that she’d married a male gold digger, Roan went back to his computer to run some more searches on Vance’s alternate identities to see if he could find a marriage license or announcements. He’d had a window open from a previous search on Dylan and discovered he had some hits. First of all, a Lexis-Nexis search turned up that he’d once appeared in a local newspaper article about the 2000 Summer Olympics (!), as he was trying out for the American archery team (archery?!) while at college. He didn’t qualify, but it was a close thing. Then there was a bland announcement about a court action—he’d changed his name. So his name wasn’t actually Dylan Harlow either? Wow, this guy was hard to pin down.

Roan had ways to get into records, and while it took a phone call or two, he finally found what he wanted: Dylan had had his name legally changed, at eighteen, from Dylan Shepherd to Dylan Harlow, Harlow being his mother’s maiden name. No reason was given, and it wasn’t really necessary in this state to have one on the record.

So he did a search on Dylan Shepherd and turned up a couple others in various states. But for the Lexis-Nexis articles locally, he turned up hits from many years ago, when Dylan must have been, what, five, six?

The articles revealed that Dylan’s parents were involved in a homicide-suicide: his father, a disgraced cop (!) killed his mother after years of physical abuse. It was a well-known, sensational case that led to reforms in the police department and how they handled domestic violence cases amongst officers. Roan vaguely remembered the case, since it was a big local scandal for many years, but it was long before he had entered the force. Holy shit.

Roan stared at the last article for a while, which ended with the woman’s sister taking custody of the couple’s three kids (Dylan was the middle one; his sister, Sheba, was a year and a half older, and his brother Thomas was two years younger) after a brief custody battle with the father’s parents, where the deceased woman was slandered so much by her former in-laws that even the judge was appalled. Jesus Christ, poor Dylan. It even mentioned the kids were in the house at the time of the shooting, and sure they were—it all happened a week before Christmas, during a really bad winter. How much of it had he seen? How much of it did he remember?

No wonder he’d changed his name, and when he gave his bio to the newspaper for the archery trials, he didn’t mention his past history at all. Who would? Who wanted to be known as one of “those” kids? Oh shit, last night, when he’d blurted out where had “they” been when he was getting the shit beaten out of him—Dylan could have said he was getting the shit beaten out of him too. Or that his mother had been killed by his dad before he topped himself. He could have shut him the hell up, or at least won the “Queen For A Day” sob-story contest.

But he didn’t. And why would he? Dylan Shepherd was someone else. He was the sad survivor of a hideous tragedy. As soon as he was old enough, he changed his name and embarked on a new life. He became Dylan Harlow, someone with a past so mundane it was hardly worth mentioning, and somehow a champion archer. (Okay, that bit needed some heavy explaining—how did someone become an archer in this day and age? And why, oh why, was it a fucking Olympic sport?) Dylan had separated from his past by cutting clean from it; maybe it was the only way he could stay sane. Maybe he had to become someone else because he couldn’t possibly remain who he was.

It suddenly made Roan wonder what Vance had been trying to get away from. Himself? Or something much worse than that?



8

Leave You Far Behind



TWICE, ROAN almost called Dylan. But twice he picked up the handset, and twice he hung it up without punching in a single number.

It wasn’t hard to find him—his number was listed in the white pages. Roan wanted to apologize to him, to say he was sorry for boneheaded comments that could have been taken the wrong way, for general insensitivity, but then he realized that maybe Dylan didn’t expect him to know his real past. Maybe what he thought were hints were simply cryptic comments that he’d invested with too much import only because they were so odd. They’d just set off his own puzzle-solving aspect, that’s all, and right now that seemed to be the most hyperactive part of him.

He forced himself to let it go and concentrated on Vance/Ron/ Ryan/Ben. As far as he could tell, while he had taken a couple of waiter jobs as Ryan, Vance had never got married in that identity. There were lots of Ben Hickses, so, yes, he needed to narrow it down.

What he needed to do was start from the beginning, so he did; he spent all afternoon unearthing the life of one Vance Robert Ladowski. His online records were spotty, so Roan had to make a lot of phone calls and fax a couple of people, but he started building a timeline of his life, such as it was. He was born on May 13th, 1970, in Nashville, the second son of John and Helen Ladowski—Vance had a three-year-old brother named Mark when he was born. John and Helen split up when Vance was six, and Helen got custody of the kids and moved to Florida. She married two more times and moved six times, finally settling in Blackwell, Idaho. John Ladowski was a real rolling stone, though, getting married four more times, fathering three other kids (one outside of marriage), and eventually ending up in Sweetwater, Texas, where he died of cirrhosis of the liver in 2001. Helen was still alive, but she was in a nursing home that was known for its care of Alzheimer’s patients, so she’d most likely be no help at all. But Vance’s brother Mark was alive; he was married to a woman named Catherine, they had two daughters, Sarah and Rebecca, and had lived in Bayonne, New Jersey, until they moved to Blackwell, Idaho (to look after Mom, presumably), two and a half years ago. Roan found Mark’s number in the online white pages and wrote it down, trying to figure out the best way to approach this. If the Las Vegas PD had already contacted him about his dead brother, this would seem as insensitive as hell. But the longer Roan waited, the more likely it was that the LVPD would call him first. He just hoped their cases were as backlogged as other police departments’, making notifying a family about a probable suicide a lower priority.

He called, and it was Mark Ladowski who answered. Roan identified himself as a private detective looking for some background information on Vance, and Mark sighed heavily. “Jesus Christ, what has he done now?”

This told him a couple of things. Namely, Mark didn’t know his brother was dead, and two, he knew he was a fuck-up on a grand scale. Maybe he wouldn’t feel protective of him; therefore, he might tell Roan the whole truth.

Of course, Roan knew his brother was dead, and he knew he should tell Mark, but that was the LVPD’s job, and besides, did he know for a fact it was Vance? He thought it was; certainly circumstantial evidence pointed that way, but he never did stop to get his fingerprints. What if he was wrong? (Okay, yeah, he knew he was a chickenshit, looking for an excuse not to do it. He hated telling people their loved ones were dead.)

Mark was willing to talk. Vance had a long history of petty crimes; nothing major, but Mark had kicked him out of his house when Vance was in college because apparently Vance had gotten a credit card in Mark’s name without telling him. Mark had just found out about it when he started getting the bills for a Discover Card he didn’t have. Mark eventually found out that Vance had done the same thing to a college roommate, and that was when Vance dropped out and disappeared. Mark said he’d hear from his brother now and again, but usually just so he could wire him some bail money. Their relationship had never recovered from the credit card fraud, although Mark admitted that they had never been that close to begin with. Vance was the “black sheep,” always a little “strange,” always on the fringe of the family. Roan suddenly felt a bit of sympathy for Vance, even though he was apparently a dick.

Mark turned out to be very helpful, as he remembered an alias that the Oklahoma cops who’d arrested Vance said he’d been using: Brad Wilson. Roan added it to the list. Mark also said that he thought Vance had “settled down” and lived in Fresno for a while, but that was several years ago.

As soon as Roan was off the phone with Mark, he did some searching, made another few phone calls—and again, missed Paris with an ache that was palpable—but was able to connect “Ben Hicks” to Fresno, about a year before he moved up here and met Dalisay. He was e-mailing Randi to let her know what he’d discovered about the Ben Hicks ID in the hopes that would help narrow it down when Dee came over with some takeout food. 

Dee stared at him in disbelief. “You’re awake. When did hell freeze over, and why was I not informed?”

“Very funny. I have a case, remember?”

“It must be a good one if it gets you out of bed. Or did you have help?” He put the white plastic bags on the breakfast bar, and the smell of Thai food drifted toward Roan, making his stomach growl. Roan realized he’d forgotten lunch—was it dinnertime already? Roan also didn’t remember turning on the stereo, but Porcupine Tree was playing faintly in the background, and it was doubtful Dee had put that on.

“Help? Meaning what?”

Dee snorted derisively as he unloaded the cartons. “Like I didn’t notice the boy toy was wearing your shirt.”

Roan sighed, wanting to bang his head on the table but unwilling to give Dee the satisfaction. He knew this would happen. “It was pouring last night, remember? I gave him my shirt while his was in the dryer.”

Dee arched an eyebrow at him and put a hand on his hip, giving him a look that could have blistered paint. “Oh sure, like I haven’t heard that one before. What the hell is it with you and super-hot guys? What do they see in your pale Scottish ass?”

Luckily, he knew an easy way to distract Dee. “You tell me. I mean, you qualify as one of those super-hot guys, right?”

He looked briefly confused, a look of annoyance flashing across his face as he figured out Roan was flattering him to distract him, but he still bought into it. “I think it was temporary insanity. I hadn’t eaten for hours, and my body chemistry was off. Also, I have a weakness for cops who don’t freak out and lose their lunch at gruesome accident scenes.”

Which was where he had first met Dee. He’d still been a cop then, although it was in the waning days of his “career.” He was one of three squad cars that had responded to a five-car pileup on the interstate, and one of the victims, in an insanely accordioned Hyundai, had taken a stomach laceration so deep that his insides started spilling out when another cop tried to pull him out of his vehicle for safety. That cop had to go away to vomit, while Roan reached into the car and tried to close the gap in his skin to hold his insides in, putting pressure on the wound until the first EMTs—including Dee—arrived. Somehow this guy lived for a while, although he would die two days later at the hospital, but that was still longer than you’d think a guy who had his guts spilling out would live. Roan got some credit for keeping the guy alive until the EMTs arrived, but he didn’t think he deserved it, especially since he didn’t ultimately survive. “I’m not squeamish,” Roan pointed out. “I’m infected. I’d better not be.”

“You’re just Mr. Tough Guy,” Dee replied somewhat dismissively, as he moved around Roan’s kitchen like he owned the place. “Hey, I think we just figured out what your appeal is. So, Clint Eastwood, who was the eye candy?”

“His name’s Dylan, and he’s just a friend.”

“Sure he is,” Dee said, in a way that suggested he didn’t buy that for a moment. “He looked kind of familiar. Where have I seen him before?”

“You’re asking me?” He knew that wouldn’t put him off, so he sighed and admitted, “Panic. He’s one of the bartenders.”

Dee whistled as he dumped various amounts of food on a couple of plates. “That’s why I couldn’t place him—I didn’t recognize him with his shirt on.”

“I think that’s a common problem.”

“I suppose it’s crass to ask if, when you’re done with him, I can get a shot? I mean, those young guys are pretty much sluts, and bless their hearts for that.”

“Stereotype much? He’s not like that. He hasn’t hit on me once.”

Dee’s look was dubious. “Damn, Clint, you must be losing your touch.”

This was exactly why it was nuts to be friends with an ex. The amount of shit they slung at you was really annoying.

But he was able to change the subject easily enough. Although this meal was Roan’s dinner, it was technically Dee’s “breakfast.” He was working the night shift tonight, which was also known as “drunken prime-time”—more incidents with people in various states of intoxication happened the later it got, for obvious reasons. When the bars closed, it was a positive boom time. So Dee was getting himself psyched up, pounding energy drinks and giving him crap, all in preparation for a very long night. At least the food was good.

Once Dee was gone, Roan went back to his computer, to discover that Randi had managed to get a hit on Vance’s Ben Hicks identity down in Fresno—he’d once used a credit card to pay his rent at an apartment building named Casa Vista. But before he Googled the address for the apartment building, he rubbed his eyes, which ached a bit, and asked, “What the hell am I doing?”

“Dalisay asked you to find out why he lived a lie with her for several years,” Paris said. “That’s what you’re doing. It’s psychological profiling. You used to do that, yes?”

“But there’s nothing psychological here. Right now I’m just constructing a physical timeline, just creating a file of fake identities.”

“Why?”

“Because I think it’s going to lead me somewhere. But what if it doesn’t? What if this is pointless? Clearly he started his fraudulent ways young; the only thing he was ever running from was himself.” He folded his arms and rested his head on them, wondering if the picture would ever start to form. The most annoying thing was, he was actually relatively certain there was a pattern here; he could nearly make out its edges. Yet here he was talking with Paris again—he couldn’t rely on his mind right now.

Suddenly he had that antsy urge crawling up his spine once more—he needed to get out of here. He needed a drink. Several drinks.

There was a pathetic little bar not too far away. It was a cramped place that was always dark, no matter the time of day, and seemed like some kind of natural black hole of despair that made misery an almost physical thing. He went there, perched on a leather stool, and had a truly awful beer that tasted liked piss. He took drinks of it while holding his breath, but he wasn’t doing very well.

His cell phone went off, and he almost didn’t answer because it was Matt. But he did, and as it was, Matt was asking for help. Quite reluctantly, Matt admitted that he had taken on another “spouse job” just a few days ago, before Roan was “up and about,” but since he was now out of bed and relatively functioning, he thought maybe Roan would like to do it. Or, in other words, he found stakeouts so damn boring and the incident with Murchison last night so freaky that Matt didn’t want to do another photo session with a cheating spouse. Roan agreed to it before he knew what he was doing and swung home to grab his camera and stakeout kit before meeting Matt at the office.

Shit, the office. Roan got a lump in his throat just pulling into the almost-empty parking lot, and he didn’t really know why until he realized that the last time he had seen the home base of MK Investigations, Paris had been with him. Oh God, he used to be so good at being alone; even when he was with Paris, there had been times he wished he was alone again, or at least had his own space. Now that he had nothing but his own space, he felt so empty he thought he was hollow, something fragile that would crumble at the first bruising blow. He hated it, and it shamed him in so many different ways he couldn’t quantify it.

Matt was leaning on his BMW, looking beaten and slightly miserable, and Roan remembered how much black eyes hurt. It’d been a while since he’d had one—for a while there as a kid, he was lucky to get through three consecutive months without three consecutive black eyes—but you never really forgot the toothache-dull pain that seemed to sink into your eye socket and make your skin ache even if it was just the wind brushing your face. Maybe he’d decided to just sit out this stakeout because he felt so punk.

Matt gave him the standard record form and told him what he knew about the client. He had been hired by Sheena Hancock to follow her husband Peter, who worked at that big monstrosity of a building downtown (the Brooks Insurance tower). Her husband had taken to spending a lot of “late nights” at the office, but she already knew from someone who worked with her husband that he always left at the same time. When confronted, Peter claimed he was working “off the books,” but she didn’t buy it; she was sure he was having an affair. And she was probably right, as most cheaters weren’t as subtle as they thought they were; if anything, most of them seemed to want to get caught. It was like they wanted out of their relationships but didn’t have the balls to face the person and say, “I want out,” so they chose a passive-aggressive way to go about it. He was bound to leave work at nine, which didn’t give Roan a lot of time to get there, and he drove a silver ’06 Saab 9-5; Sheena had helpfully provided a license plate number so he could actually find the damn car. (Silver Saabs were a dime a dozen downtown.) Since he didn’t have a lot of time if he wanted to catch Peter, Matt didn’t have a chance to mention Dylan, but clearly he was thinking about it.

At a stoplight, Roan dug his infrared illuminator out of his stakeout kit. You could hardly use a flash on a person you were taking surreptitious pictures of, but he’d gotten a miniature, high-powered LED illuminator (powered by plugging it into the car’s cigarette lighter) that lit up a scene with a light frequency that was beyond a human-visible wavelength but still worked with his camera. The pictures came out as if they’d been lit with harsh fluorescents. Ah, technology was a wonderful thing for the rotten bastard.

Roan loaded up his audiobook while he searched for the Saab 9-5, afraid he had missed Peter, but as it turned out, he was just going to his car. He was a very average-looking man in his midthirties, with the savagely combed-back hair of the severely repressed or potential neo-con, whichever came first. He let Peter get two car lengths ahead before he followed, letting another car cut in to put more distance between them. It was unlikely he’d notice he was being followed, but the GTO was a pretty memorable car, so Roan made sure to keep a good distance.

Peter headed like a man possessed to the red-light district, and while Roan idled at another light, he took several snaps of Peter talking to hookers. One eventually got in, an Asian woman in a turquoise minidress, and Roan couldn’t be certain without a close-up look, but he thought it was Mika. Mika was a gorgeous, lithe woman with an impressive rack who was actually transgender—meaning she was female from the waist up and male from the waist down. Apparently she had gotten the breast implants as a “gift” from an older lover but ended up getting dumped by him, rejected by his family, hooked on meth, et cetera, and ended up hooking. She was gorgeous, and she’d done enough hormones that you’d never guess she was a guy… as long as you didn’t reach under the skirt. Then you were in for a bit of a shock, no matter how well she tucked. Did Peter know he was picking up a true bisexual? Probably not. Mika didn’t really advertise that, except online.

Peter drove around behind one of those cheap teriyaki joints that looked like it promised a side dish of food poisoning in every meal, and the hooker who could have been Mika gave him a blowjob in his car. Admittedly there were no good angles on this unless Roan got closer to the car, but he got a couple with Mika (?) quite obviously putting her head in his lap. What else could she be doing—looking for her contact lens?

He got enough photos that he knew this stakeout was over. Peter wasn’t having an affair per se, just having some fun with the local hookers. Still, Roan hung around to see where Peter would head next—no pun intended. After dropping Mika (?) off, he headed toward the airport, eventually stopping at one of those massage parlors that Roan always felt like he should give a kickback to. Jesus, what was this guy, a sex addict? (Although honestly, he hated that term; what man wasn’t a sex addict? What guy said, “Oh yuck, I’m never doing that again”? And if they ever did, clearly they had done it wrong.) Roan got photos of him going in, then drove off, figuring this was enough not only to confirm Sheena’s suspicions, but sink his marriage. What a life this was—snapping photos of guys getting blow jobs. He was going to take a scalding hot shower when he got home, but he knew it wouldn’t wash the feeling of dirt away.

Roan was shocked to feel something dripping off his face, only to discover he was crying. Why the hell was he crying? Yeah, he was disgusted by his job right now, but not enough to get weepy-eyed about it. Then he realized he thought he could smell Paris in this car, a faint, lingering scent of him, and it had triggered his tear ducts. A hollow pocket behind his rib cage ached, and he had to wipe his eyes to see the road clearly. “Goddamn it, you pathetic son of a bitch, stop thinking about yourself,” he snapped, yelling at himself in the confines of his car. Yes, he was nuts. He thought that was supposed to be a freer state of mind. By the time he got home, he was seething with fury at himself.

While he showered, he had the photo printer spitting out the pics he had taken tonight, the nails in the Hancock marriage coffin. Just like he suspected, the shower didn’t make him feel any better, but he’d cleaned off the tears and felt a mite less pathetic. To distract himself, he turned on the television and went back to the computer to dig up more of Vance Ladowski’s past. He finally searched for the Casa Vista Apartments down in Fresno, and to his surprise, he turned up quite a bit.

Approximately four years ago, there had been a sensational murder there. A woman named Desiree Jones was killed during an apparent robbery, just the latest crime in one of several plaguing the building. About a week after this, “Ben Hicks” ran off, and shortly afterwards “Ron Dormer” surfaced in this state, working as a deliveryman. Surely it was a coincidence. The high-profile crime had probably scared “Ben” off, just like the devastating accident in the fireworks factory scared “Ron” off. These weren’t identities that could hold up to a great deal of scrutiny, especially legal scrutiny.

Still, the timing was interesting, wasn’t it?

The phone rang and he ignored it, letting the machine pick it up. Could Vance have been involved in the killing? There was no evidence that he’d ever been violent, but it only took one time. As he was pondering how he was going to get the Fresno police department to cough up details on the Jones case, he heard, from the phone machine, “Hey, this is Tyler Hansen from the Las Vegas Police Department. If you can call me back as soon as possible, I’d appreciate it.” He then left his cell phone number, and Roan just stared at the machine like the handsome cop might poke his head out of it.

Either he had another problem, or one of his problems had just fixed itself.
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The Wherewithal



ROAN LET a few minutes go by, enough so that it didn’t seem like he was screening his calls, and phoned Tyler Hansen.

In the background, Roan could hear a television playing, and that—along with Hansen’s cell phone number—confirmed that he was calling Roan off duty, from home, meaning this was off the record—or personal. He seriously hoped this guy wasn’t coming out to him long-distance. (Yeah, he’d been wearing a wedding ring at the station, but Roan was still wearing his own wedding ring too.) “I hope you’re not going to try and arrest me over the phone,” he said, just trying to break the tension.

Hansen chuckled politely. “Should I?”

“I’d prefer you didn’t. What can I do for you, Officer?”

There were noises once more in the background, the odd, soft ones of someone settling in a chair. “It’s just Tyler right now. Can I call you Roan?”

“I suppose, since this is off the record.”

“You guessed that, huh?”

“Hardly a guess. You’re watching David Letterman, aren’t you?”

Not so much a chuckle as a sigh. “Is it that loud?”

“I have a good ear.”

“And good other things, according to your personnel file,” Hansen replied smoothly, and Roan was sure he was steering the conversation where he wanted it to go. “I had the distinct impression that you didn’t think the vic in room eleven was a suicide. Could you tell me why?”

So there it was. Was Officer Hansen uncertain about it as well? He must have been; he was now looking for something to support his irrational conclusion, and he was desperate enough to call a diseased PI for an opinion. Roan supposed his being an ex-cop was the only reason Hansen had called him. “One reason was the setup, and the second reason will make you hang up on me.”

“Try me.”

“Seriously, you’ll think it’s bullshit. Have you read all of my files?”

“All I could get a hold of.”

Roan wasn’t sure which files he had, but he supposed he’d find out. He rubbed his eyes and sighed, figuring he should just dive in and get this over with. “Where was his stuff? Yeah, someone could have come in the open door and taken it all, but that’s just too convenient. And secondly, I smelled fear in the bathroom. Why would a man who wanted to kill himself be that fucking terrified of it? Being a little scared is understandable—what if you do it wrong, what if it hurts more than you expect, what if there is an afterlife of some sort? But that wasn’t little; that was big enough to be smelled over shit and piss and death in a sweltering room. That’s a powerful fear.”

Hansen was quiet for a moment, and Roan wasn’t sure whether he’d hang up on him as a complete nut-job or laugh and ask if he was joking. But finally he broke the silence. “What does fear smell like?”

He hadn’t expected that, but he was okay with it. Paris had asked him that once too. “Like vinegar and salt, with a hint of metal.”

“Huh. There’s a notation in your police file that you were ascertained to have a bloodhound-level sense of smell. How’d they test that?”

“At a police lab. They had me sniff various compounds in sealed rooms, compounds that had been diluted down to something like one part per million, beyond the human ability to smell it but at the level a trained bloodhound or bomb-sniffing dog could pick something up. I got nine out of ten—they fooled me with an ether compound that smelled a bit like popcorn. I couldn’t identify it correctly, mainly because I’d never smelled it before.”

“Huh,” he said noncommittally, shifting in his chair again. Roan bet it was a Naughahyde recliner. “And that’s all ’cause you’re a virus child?”

“That’s what I’ve been told, and I have no reason to doubt it.”

“Interesting. Does it hold up in court?”

“Not on its own. I can use it as suppositional to some more tangible proof, but because the defense or prosecution can’t call in their own smelling expert, it’s usually avoided.”

“Huh.” It sounded like he was tapping his fingers on something, maybe a beer can.

Roan was fed up with his passive-aggressiveness. “What didn’t you like about the scene?”

“I’m not really sure. It seemed to be pretty standard. The Calico Cat gets lots of suicides, accidental overdoses, shootings. “

“It’s where hope goes to die.”

He snickered. “That’s a—that’s a good way to put it. But I guess… yeah, his missing clothes made me wonder too.”

“That can’t be all,” Roan prompted. It was sad, but sometimes cops, especially if they were young, needed a bit of a push to be assertive, to go against the grain. He’d never had that problem, but then again he was accustomed to being unpopular. It might be a cliché, but it was true: when you had nothing, you had nothing to lose. “The shower rod was an odd choice, wasn’t it?”

Hansen took the bait. “Yeah, that barely held his weight. You’d think if he was so scared, he coulda put a stop to it.”

“It’s a suspicious setup,” Roan agreed. “Can you get them to do an autopsy?”

“I already talked to my sergeant. I told him there was something not right about the scene, and I wanted at least a tox screen, so I convinced him to go ahead and get an autopsy done.”

“Good for you.” So he was looking for someone to support his irrational decision, and since presumably his partner wouldn’t, he’d gone outside his usual realm to the faggy detective. “I don’t suppose you’ll let me know the findings.”

“Sorry, I really shouldn’t.”

“Just like you shouldn’t be talking to me about this?” It was a slippery slope of degrees—do one thing outside the bounds, and you could easily do one more. “Look, maybe you can do me a favor.” Roan launched into the story of Vance’s Ben Hicks identity in Fresno and his fleeing of the apartment and the identity after the murder of Desiree Jones.

“That sounds suspicious,” he admitted.

“Can you find out if they ever solved the case, if they had any solid suspects? ’Cause the articles I’ve read seem to indicate a no on both counts, but you never know what they leak to the media.”

“I can look into it,” Hansen said, with no reluctance. He sounded intrigued.

Roan thought he heard a high-pitched voice in the background, and Hansen covered the handset and said he’d be right there in reply. “The wife wants you in bed?” Roan guessed.

“You got super-hearing too, huh?”

“No, I’m just a good guesser. You did the right thing with the Ladowski case, really.”

“From what I can tell, McKichan, you were a good cop.”

“I was a horrible cop,” he told him. “But I was a good investigator.” And that was the horrible truth.

Roan hung up feeling a bit better, both about himself and the case, and watched the rest of the Colbert Report before going upstairs to brush his teeth. He’d just started, thinking mint and green tea was the best-tasting toothpaste ever (bless Dee and his occasionally frou-frou tastes) when his phone rang again. He went out and looked down at the caller ID on his upstairs phone and was surprised to see it was Gordo. He figured he had an even chance that Gordo was either calling to bust his balls or ask for his help, but he answered it before it went to the machine. “Yeah, Gordo?”

“So it’s not a myth! Kevin was right—you’re back in the world of the living.”

He sighed and bit back the answer that, all in all, he’d rather be in the world of the dead. “Now that you’ve gotten that out of your system, is there something I can do for you, or did you just want to start some shit?”

“Actually, I need ya to do something for me. You know the Autumn Hills Estates?”

He had to think about that for a moment. “You mean the suburban housing project down the road from me?”

“That’s it. We just got a call of a rogue cat on a rampage there, and the cat containment squad is about fifteen minutes out. We have one fatality and one confirmed mauling victim. From the description, I’m thinking leopard.”

“Shit. What happened?”

“From what we’ve gotten so far, this whole thing started when a homeowner came out to find their Doberman had been eaten. One of his neighbors was a cop—off duty—who decided stupidly enough to go looking for the cat with his own drug gun.”

The phone up here was cordless, so Roan was able to wedge the handset between his shoulder and ear as he walked to his drawer and found his SIG Sauer and belt-clip holster. When was the last time he’d handled either of these things? “Let me guess—he’s the fatality.”

“Got it in one. It’s assumed his shot missed,” Gordo replied, with the weariness of a man who’d heard this story too many damn times. “A woman who came home from work shortly afterwards was mauled but dragged inside her house by her partner. We have one unconfirmed report of someone letting their pit bull out to attack the cat, and the dog also being killed.”

Roan clipped the gun in its holster onto the waistband of his jeans but wondered if he could actually shoot the poor son of a bitch. It sounded like everyone was doing whatever they could to rile and otherwise piss off the cat. “Anybody know why it’s so aggressive? Other than them trying their damnedest to make it angry.” He went to the closet and found his retractable baton. It was six inches in its retracted state, sixteen inches when fully extended, black, finished steel so it didn’t reflect any light and couldn’t be seen in shadows. If you knew what you were doing with it—and he did—it was easy to put someone down with it. A cat? Probably harder, but it was either that or the stun gun, and as far as he knew, stun guns of a certain voltage hurt cats but didn’t put them down. He’d probably just make it madder.

“I dunno. I was hoping you could figure that out before the squad shows up to shut it down.”

He attached the baton, in its holster, on the other side of his waist. He felt like an Old West gunslinger (hey—Clint Eastwood). Of course, most likely he wouldn’t use either; usually he could just calm a cat by reminding it he was the alpha. But if it was mad, sick, or injured, it might not give a shit. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can. Where was it last spotted?”

“201st Street, but there have been lots of false reports. Everybody’s paranoid now.”

“Where are you?”

“Caught in traffic on the freeway,” Gordo complained in disgust. “Some drunk fuck in a minivan overturned in the middle of the road. There shouldn’t be a traffic jam after midnight.”

“Agreed. Call the cat squad and tell them I’ll be on site. I don’t want ’em arresting me because I ‘interfered’ in their action.”

“Got it. But they might wanna arrest you anyways.”

“I know.” He hung up and tossed the handset on the bed, which was still unmade. When was the last time he’d made his own bed? He couldn’t remember; before Paris’s death, certainly. Roan searched through the shirts and jackets hanging in the closet until he found one that Paris had worn on his last day, one that had been hung up and never washed. Roan brought the fabric to his face and inhaled deeply, breathing him in. This wasn’t a trace, like he smelled in the car, or on his ring—this was him in full. He could have been standing right here.

Roan’s throat closed up, and he thought he was going to lose it, but he managed to hold on. He had to go and find that cat before the squad showed up to kill it, and it was all because of Paris. Because that poor leopard could have escaped his captivity accidentally, could be a person who didn’t know he was infected and had transformed unexpectedly, or one who had decided, while human, to give suicide by cop a try. All except the latter (to his knowledge) had happened to Paris while he was alive. Roan owed it to him to save all that he could.

He grabbed a coat, but in retrospect he didn’t know why. Maybe to hide the weapons—old habit. But the cat would smell the gun, and it wouldn’t know about the baton until it was whipping through the air.

Thinking about it, he took off the gun in its holster and tossed it on the bed. Let the other people kill it.

He grabbed the motorcycle, figuring it would give him a better view of the scene, and breaking some speed laws, he was out at Autumn Hills in about two or three minutes. It was a bland, suburban housing project, all the houses the same shape on similar-sized lots, all painted in varying drab earth tones that he imagined stuck to the “autumn” theme. (Where did the hills come in? There were no hills here.) The sound of his motor was one of the only noises, replacing the usual chorus of barking dogs, but he assumed they were all inside now. An entire pack of dogs would have a shot against a leopard, but a single one? Only if it was a really vicious one, trained for dog fighting; maybe it would stand a chance, but he wouldn’t bet on it.

He found 201st Street and killed the engine, putting down the kickstand and leaving the motorcycle beside the curb of a house painted a color he suspected was called “pale dung.” He took a deep breath, slowly parsing the scents, trying to find the cat one. There were housecats he had to filter out as well, but he caught the rank, musky scent of a wild cat underneath it all… and blood. Was it the blood of something it had killed, or was it bleeding? Was it hurt? That would explain the aggressiveness.

He closed his eyes and used scent alone to guide him, to pick a direction, and he was both lucky and unlucky that there was no breeze for the moment. Lucky because it wasn’t blowing the scent away from him, but unlucky because it wasn’t blowing the scent to him. Still, he found a scent trail and followed it, climbing over back fences and crossing yards, sometimes setting off motion-sensing security lights. Lights burned behind blinds and curtains, and sometimes he saw them move, people staring out at the idiot, some of them probably grabbing their phones and camcorders on the off chance they got to see the moron get eaten and could get their amateur footage on the news.

Eventually he caught a whiff of fresh blood in the backyard of a darkened house, and as he jumped down onto the grass, he heard as well as felt the ground squelch under his boots. His eyes adjusted to the dimness, and he heard a low but deep growl coming from beneath a half-finished deck.

The grass was wet with blood in a trail leading to the deck, and he saw two eyes, chatoyant in the dark, moving as it crawled out from underneath. It was hurt, but he couldn’t yet discern where or how. Unconsciously he had dropped into a crouch and responded to its growl with one of his own. “I’m not gonna hurt you,” he told it, his voice low and mangled by the growl. “Stay down.”

But of course it didn’t. It was out from beneath the deck now, unsteady on three legs, favoring the fourth. It was a leopard, long and lean with irregular spots, its eyes yellow and its tail flicking so quickly it looked like a blur. He could see that the hair on its neck was standing up and knew this was bad. It was hurt and angry and scared, and he had no idea if he could dominate it with his scent and presence alone. Its growl amped up to a loud warning, and he roared at it, a challenge as much as a warning. He hoped it took it to heart. His jaw ached with the desire to change, his muscles bunching beneath his skin as the scent of fear and blood suddenly seemed intoxicating, making him slightly dizzy. The lion in him was itching to get out. He hoped the cat realized that and submitted.

But, of course, it didn’t. He watched its shoulders rise and head dip as it roared in return, a reedy, scratchy sound that suggested its throat might have sustained some damage as well, and in spite of its bad rear leg, he saw its haunches gather beneath it before it lunged straight for him, its fangs flashing white in the dark.
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Reasons to Try



THE CAT’S lunge was like slow motion to him, and yet he still barely missed getting a chunk ripped out of his arm. He may have had “catlike” (ha) reflexes, but so did the leopard, so they were evenly matched.

Roan had reached for his baton as the cat lunged, but as he pulled it out and extended it with a simple flick of his wrist, he realized they were too close to one another. He brought the baton around as the leopard was so close he could feel its hot breath on his skin, and the top of the baton didn’t hit it, but the middle portion distressingly close to his hand did. He hit hard, although not as hard as he could have, and the leopard went flying aside before its fangs could graze his skin or its extended claws tear his clothes. It tried to land on its feet, but momentum had shifted its balance, and it flopped down on its side, shaking its head. He must have cracked it on the skull.

Roan barely noticed. His heart was racing, and the fact that a cat had actually gotten that close to him had triggered the response of the lion in him; it was clawing the walls to get out. He felt as well as heard bones crack in his jaw as it partially transformed, sharp pain stabbing through his gums as fangs tore through the tissue from the inside, the taste of his own blood making the animal inside him even crazier. It was hard to fight himself and the leopard at the same time, but he didn’t see that he had much choice. “Stay the fuck down,” he snarled, the words slurred and barely human through the constant growling. “I’m your only friend here tonight. Don’t make me kill you.” He gripped the baton so hard his knuckles cracked, and he could feel his muscles tightening beneath his skin, the pain in his jaw extending to dig hot spikes into his brain as he could suddenly see so much clearer in this dim light, the smell of blood exploding into a rich, warm scent that made his teeth ache to feel flesh tearing between them.

The lion was coming out. He knew it, and he concentrated as hard as he could to force it back, to take control. It had spent so long in the dark; now it had an overwhelming urge to run, to play (kill), and it was taking all his strength to hold it back. Roan wasn’t sure he could; he was no longer sure that he was the dominant one. He was weak and had let the virus take him over, trying very hard to waste away into nothing, and now he was going to pay for it. His lion was dormant only due to boredom; its strength was undiminished.

The leopard was back on its feet, growling at him, sounding like a distant motor, and he screamed/roared, so loudly and so hard he tasted more blood as he tore up his own vocal cords. It was such an angry sound the leopard’s ears swiveled back, plastering down to its skull, and it slunk lower to the dirt. Frightened? Maybe now it was willing to submit. He snarled at it, his throat aching, the blood tickling as it trickled down his throat, and the cat lowered down until its belly was scraping the ground. It wasn’t preparing to lunge; it hadn’t adopted a totally submissive posture, but it was surrendering. So why wasn’t the lion pulling back?

The effort of holding back the change was killing him. A railroad spike of pain was shooting down from the top of his head, traveling like lightning down his spine and coming to rest in his feet. It felt like his skin wanted to split from within, burst open like a piece of overripe fruit, and it was taking everything he had to hold it back. He could feel his pulse in his head, and it was way too fast.

“Paris,” he muttered, a word that was a growl. Paris knew he could will the cat long before he’d ever known, and he’d be so disappointed in Roan now, losing ground to the beast within. And all because he’d let himself go, become weak, stopped caring about whether the cat took over or not. He tried to focus on Paris in his mind, use that to anchor him, anchor his will against the lion. He didn’t really know if it was enough.

He was aware, dimly, of the static crackle of cop radios, the soft thud of footsteps on grass, and knew the cat squad was here, held up only by their inability to find the cat. He used what little energy he had left to force the cat down, to get it to back off. People with guns were bad; the cat could be drugged or killed, and it didn’t want that, did it?

There was no reasoning with an animal, but Roan was beginning to wonder if there was any reasoning with him either.

When he thought he could, he took a deep breath, and shouted, “We’re over here!” His voice was so raspy, so gravelly, it was painful just to hear, not to mention use. He swallowed a mouthful of blood, and although his adrenaline was still up, his heart pounding, and his head buzzing with white-hot pain, he was pretty sure he was through the worst of it. He suddenly realized his shirt was soaked with sweat, clinging to him in a disgusting, sticky way, and he smelled the hint of lion in his own sweat. Jesus fucking Christ, how close had he come? His jaw hurt, his head hurt, and the muscles in his arms were twitching. He would adrenaline crash soon and hard, and he wondered vaguely if his head would explode. It felt like it might right now.

It took the cat squad another two minutes to find them, and he wasn’t all that surprised by their thundering incompetence when he saw who was leading them. “You’re in the shot,” Nate Anderson barked, raising his rifle. It was the live fire one, not a dart gun.

“No I’m not,” he grated, his voice sounding not unlike gravel tumbling around an empty dryer. “It’s contained. Give me a drug gun.”

Anderson glared at him down the barrel of the rifle, deliberately aiming it at the center of his chest. Anderson was a good, all-American boy that he’d been on the force with; he was Chief McClarty’s golden boy and a member of a really severe evangelical Christian church that hated pretty much everything about Roan even before they knew he existed. Anderson took this as license to treat him as subhuman, and because McClarty protected him, there wasn’t anything Roan could actually do about it. After finding “God hates fags” written in Magic Marker on his locker, Roan had cleaned it off and then wrote, also in Magic Marker, “I hate your God.” Even though he’d written it on his own locker, he was called in to McClarty’s office and warned about “offensive messages,” which was pretty funny since he’d thought “God hates fags” was pretty offensive too. 

In the end, it never mattered. Scandal washed McClarty out of office, all his golden boys scrambled to disassociate themselves from him, and Anderson transferred to another department. Whatever insane bastard had decided to make a kitty-hater head of a cat containment squad must have had one fucking sick sense of humor.

“It killed a cop,” Anderson said, and his pale blue eyes flicked toward Roan’s right hand. He had no idea why, except then he remembered he was still holding the extended baton in a death grip. He was holding it so tight his hand was numb.

“It’s hurt, you fuck,” Roan grated, his voice sounding so rough he was certain he was going to start spitting up tissue any second. “They sent dogs after it. They did everything they could to drive this cat out of its head. Now gimme a fucking drug gun.”

“Step aside,” Anderson ordered. The body-armored troops behind him, four in all, looked really confused. If a cat was contained or not an immediate threat, they were drugged and removed from the scene—you only shot them in self-defense or in the defense of others. Since neither situation was applicable, the plebes had no idea why their commander was so hot to kill the cat cowering behind Roan.

“Make me.”

Anderson snorted. “Stick against gun? That ain’t a smart choice, McKichan.”

“I’m faster,” he told him, and that was the truth. The lion was still close to the surface, and the nanosecond Roan saw Anderson’s finger twitch, he’d knock the rifle out of his hand and hopefully break a finger or two in the process. The weird thing was, Roan had no doubt he could do it. “You always liked to say I wasn’t human, Nate. I’m willing to prove it.”

Roan didn’t blink. He stared right back at Anderson, the cool night air drying out his eyeballs, and Nate started to get nervous, the scent of fear starting to slip out beneath his hideous Aqua Velva. He tried one last gambit, but Roan knew he’d already won. In spite of his poker face, Roan knew Nate had blinked. 

“Why are you defending that fucking thing? It even hurt you.”

“No, it didn’t.”

“You’re bleeding.”

Roan almost denied it, but he suddenly realized he was. The blood was leaking out of his mouth; it was trickling down his throat inside and out, and that might explain why his shirt was soaked. The change, even a partial one, was violent—bones snapped, skin tore, muscles warped. It was stupid to think the pain was the only remnant it left behind.

“Enough with this bullshit,” a woman said—one of the squad. She stepped around Anderson and off to the side, so she had a view of the leopard behind Roan, and shot it with a drug dart. She then glared between the two of them and snapped, “Can we get done with the testosterone fest now?”

Anderson flashed her an annoyed look but started to lower the rifle. “He doesn’t have any,” he told her.

Roan snorted in a mild, vaguely disgusted laugh. “I was about to say the same thing about you.” Anderson glared at him anew, but Roan simply looked at him with lazy contempt. He was the perfect personification of the type of people who made him want to give up on humanity entirely.

The woman wasn’t impressed, but then she shouldn’t have been.

Roan made sure the cat was loaded up without Anderson taking a cheap shot, and an EMT tried to get him to stop so he could take a look at him because he was bleeding. He insisted he was fine, but the EMT was persistent, as they usually were, forcing him to yank his arm out of his grasp. Roan unknowingly growled as he did, and the EMT jumped back almost a solid foot. He should have known better than to grab him.

He took the bike back home, and vertigo hit him so hard he almost ditched it right before his driveway. He staggered into the house in full adrenaline crash, the pain in his head so great he expected his brain to start leaking out his ears. Maybe it was. Somehow he made it upstairs, and he collapsed on his bed, staring up at the ceiling as it spun with the world. One of these days they were all going to fall off, weren’t they? Or maybe it was just him.

He slept hard, aware only that he at some point had a dream that Paris was with him, sleeping wrapped around him like a blanket. That was it; nothing happened. He was just there, his warmth, his skin, the feel of his breath on the back of Roan’s neck, and it made him feel so much better. It did occur to Roan to tell him that he should have been the virus child, not him; Paris would have handled it better. He wouldn’t have been afraid of himself; he’d probably have learned to master the change early on, like Roan never had. But again, life wasn’t fair, was it? Sometimes people got things they shouldn’t have, and sometimes people survived who shouldn’t have.

He woke up with the taste of old blood in his mouth, sunlight streaming through the windows, a bird chirping loudly under the eaves, and something poking him in the leg. He sat up and looked and saw it was his SIG Sauer in its holster. Well fuck, that was smart. Speaking of smart, his pillowcase was now smudged with blood. He’d gotten some on the sheets too.

In the bathroom, he saw how bad it was. Blood had come out of both sides of his mouth, leaving trails that had converged on his chin and run down his throat, soaking into his shirt, which was now stiff with sweat and blood. He also had a full day’s growth of beard now too, another side effect of the partial change.

By the time he shaved, showered, and threw away his shirt, it was almost noon, and his stomach was tying itself in knots with hunger. He was glad no one had invaded his house this morning to make breakfast; maybe this signaled that they were finally going to stop treating him like an invalid. But right now he was so hungry he would have appreciated it. Roan suddenly felt a craving for meat, something he didn’t apparently have in the house, and he thought about the greasy, sloppy cheeseburgers they served at Gracie’s and knew where he was going for breakfast. Or lunch, whichever.

Gracie’s wasn’t too crowded, but Roan wasn’t sure it was ever crowded. He didn’t recognize his waiter, who was a twenty-year-old Japanese kid, not bad-looking, although he’d bleached his hair a shocking blond. He could have been a twink, or he could have simply been a trendy kid—if something existed in the gay community long enough, het kids usually adopted it at some point. Weird, but that seemed to be how things worked. Hell, lots of straight businessmen got manicures now, which frankly puzzled him, because here he was, incredibly gay, and he’d never gotten a manicure or even had the desire for one. Why the fuck would he care about his nails? Far from him to disparage his people—he let others go ahead and do that, which they did, happily—but sometimes gay men were far too fussy for their own good. No one group should ever aspire to be Martha Stewart.

He ate his first greasy, sloppy cheeseburger in four bites, so he had to order another one, along with another iced tea. He was drinking both a Coke and an iced tea, which made the waiter kid—his name tag said Tony—look at him funny and say, with a hint of a smile, “Thirsty, huh?” Actually he was; he had no idea how much he’d bled last night, but he had a feeling he needed to mix getting his fluid levels up with his badly needed caffeine. The Coke was making his salivary glands hurt, but it was getting rid of the taste of blood in his mouth and throat.

He was eating his fries, glancing out the window, when he noticed Dylan walking down the street. He was casually dressed in loose, black linen pants and a sleeveless gray shirt with some kind of faded logo on the front, and his hair was swept back and looked damp. Just coming from the gym? Maybe.

He was almost past the window of Gracie’s when he looked and paused, catching Roan’s eye. He raised his hand in a greeting, then pointed at himself and at the door. He was silently asking if Roan wanted him to join him or would mind if he did. Roan shrugged, then nodded, figuring he was done with the newspaper anyway.

Dylan came in and slid into the vinyl bench seat across from him, trailing a wave of oatmeal-scented soap. Yeah, either he’d just come from the gym or just left his apartment—or someone else’s?—directly after a shower. “I’m eating burgers,” Roan warned him. “You may want to turn your head.”

He smiled faintly. “I think I can take it. You look very bright-eyed today. Good night last night?”

That surprised him. No one had ever called him bright-eyed before. “Uh, actually no, quite the opposite. But I do feel a bit better than usual. Huh. Weird.”

“Sometimes things are better after the storm. You survived it, so you feel pretty good about yourself.”

“Yeah, maybe.” That was weird. Dylan had figured out he didn’t want to talk about last night, hadn’t he? So he glossed right over it. He was extremely observant, which made Roan just a bit nervous. Speaking of bright eyes, Dylan’s were, and they read him with uncanny accuracy. Suddenly this didn’t seem like such a good idea. “So what have you been up to?”

“Oh, just playing racquetball with my brother-in-law.”

“People still play racquetball?”

“I know, it’s amazing, isn’t it? But if I don’t say so myself, I’m pretty good for a novice.”

“Well, you’re an archer. I’m sure you’ve got the hand-eye coordination thing down pat.”

Dylan stared at him from across the table, the playful light in his eyes dimming, and Roan realized he’d just tipped his hand and admitted he’d investigated him. Shit.

Just then, Tony showed up with his second burger and tea and asked Dylan if he wanted something. Dylan asked distractedly for an orange juice, and Tony nodded and turned away, looking Dylan over for a long moment. Did he think he recognized him, or was he checking him out? Either way, Dylan didn’t notice.

As soon as Tony was gone, Roan said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean just to blurt it out like that.”

“It’s okay, I kinda figured you’d check me out. You’re a detective, right? Can’t help it.”

“No, I think it’s a personal problem on my part, to be totally honest. I’m a little paranoid.”

Dylan shrugged a single shoulder and glanced out the window at the people walking by on the street. “I know the feeling. I guess, as much as we want to leave our childhood behind, we don’t quite, do we?”

Okay, he so didn’t want to talk about this now, and he had a feeling Dylan didn’t really want to either. Tony brought his glass of juice over and went off to help other customers, and Dylan hadn’t looked away from the window once. “You know what I do every Fourth of July? I take Valium and go to bed with earplugs in. I’ve never gotten used to it.”

It took Roan a moment to understand what he was saying, but then he did, and he felt horrible for him. “Fireworks sound like gunshots. You heard the gunshots.”

Dylan finally looked back at him with a sickly, forced smile. “How could I not? Our house wasn’t that big. I also saw the bodies. Sheba and I went to see what happened after the silence grew unbearable. We were able to keep Tommy from seeing it, though.”

“Jesus, Dylan. I’m so sorry.”

He shook his head, looking down into his juice as he grabbed the glass. “Dylan Shepherd is dead.” He looked up at him, that sickening smile still on his face. “He had to die, because nothing good was ever going to come of him. I just forget sometimes that he was a different person and that I’m not him anymore. I prefer my life as Dylan Harlow anyways. Hell, I was almost in the Olympics.”

There were a couple of different ways Roan could have played this, but he decided to just go along with him and distance the conversation from “past” Dylan. He had no idea why he’d said that no good was going to come of him as Dylan Shepherd, but Roan wondered if maybe he had a juvenile record, if he’d acted out and got in trouble for it. As long as it wasn’t something major, it could have been purged from his files by now. And Roan knew he couldn’t talk, because he’d got away with some things as a teenager he knew he should have been arrested for, but he’d never been caught. “I was gonna ask you about that. How the hell does a person in this day and age become a professional archer? And why?”

Dylan smirked, and it seemed perfectly genuine and non-sickly this time. This was a more comfortable subject. “I picked it up at camp as a kid. It’s one of those stupid summer camp activities, but it caught me just as I was going through a Robin Hood phase, so I stuck with it. I was actually glad I flubbed the Olympic tryout. In fact, I’m pretty sure I fucked myself up ’cause I was so nervous. Sheba talked me into it. I wasn’t sure it was something I wanted. But at the time, I wasn’t doing much except coasting through college.”

“You weren’t into art yet?”

“Oh, I was, but I didn’t take it all that seriously. I mean, it was doodles and cartoons. Everybody said I was good, but it was just something I did. I still have a hard time believing anybody would want to buy my work, but some do.”

“That’s cool. Do you sell them from a gallery or something?”

“Uh, kinda. I’m in an artists’ collective downtown. We have a loft space that we all chip in on, to both work in and sell our stuff. We like to call it a ‘private gallery’, although I’m pretty sure it fools no one. Still, people come in and look and sometimes buy.”

That made Roan remember something. “You don’t happen to know a German glassblower who surfs, do you?”

His deep brown eyes lit up again, and Roan wondered anew if those were contacts. “You mean Lukas? You’ve met him?”

Roan laughed, mainly because the coincidence of it was nuts. “Paris and I met him last year before… he was very odd.”

“Oh, Lukas is a trip. You know, I’ve known him for three years now, and I still have no idea if he’s gay, straight, bi, or what.”

“No way.”

“Seriously! He has lots of ‘friends’, boys and girls alike, but he doesn’t seem especially close to any of them, and he never talks about his love life.” Dylan shrugged. “I think he likes to make people guess.”

“Maybe it’s all the pot.”

That made Dylan laugh this time. “Yeah, maybe.” He paused to sip his orange juice and then said, “For some reason, that reminds me of something. You work personal security sometimes, right?”

That was an interesting segue. Instantly, he was suspicious, but he tried not to show it. “Sometimes, yeah.”

“I’ve just been hired to tend bar at part of this circuit party Saturday night, and I know the guy’s still looking for some security who can work the inside of the club. Would you be interested? It pays a thousand bucks.”

Roan was glad he wasn’t drinking then, or he’d have done a spit-take. “For one night’s work?”

Dylan nodded. “Not even a full night, just eight pm to four am.”

“What’s the catch?”

“None. At least that I know of, beyond pretending that you don’t realize a good three-fourths of the guys there are stoned out of their fucking minds.”

“I thought circuit parties were on the wane.”

Dylan shrugged again. “Me too, but this guy’s a software billionaire who apparently really likes ’em. He’s rented a warehouse space downtown, got some people in to renovate it, got the permits, and now he’s just getting the rest of the personnel together. Word’s already circulated at Panic about it, and I’m pretty sure it’s gonna be a packed house.”

Circuit parties were an offshoot of the rave scene that catered pretty much only to gay men and usually involved more than one party going on in a general area. They were excuses to get really wasted and half naked with a group of usually younger strangers and a grand excuse to anonymously hook up. Roan had thought he’d heard they were fading in popularity—maybe it was due to the rise in sexually transmitted diseases, or the fact that it was really tough to get wasted every other night and do all those crunches, not to mention get up for work the next day after having been partying twenty hours straight and still in a bit of a K hole—but some people kept them alive. “So who’s this software billionaire guy?”

Dylan looked around for a moment, as if it really was a secret, and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Greg Kirsch.”

Roan had vaguely heard of the name but had no fucking clue what he was supposed to have invented. He didn’t give a shit either. “And he’s a big old mary, huh?”

Dylan grimaced as he tried to stifle a laugh. “Yeah. And the funny thing is, I don’t know why it’s such a big secret. I mean, these permits are public record, right? He has some kinda party planner arranging everything. So why is he still technically in the closet? It should be the world’s worst-kept secret.”

“Oh Dylan, I am charmed by your naïveté. Let me tell you why it’s not being screamed from the parapets: money, money, money. He doesn’t want it reported, so it’s not.”

Dylan stared at him for a very long moment and then finally said, “I’ve never heard anyone use the word ‘parapet’ in a normal conversation before.”

“It’s a gift.”

He chuckled good-naturedly and fixed Roan with a warm smile that seemed almost dangerously flirty. “So, do you think you’re up for the job?”

“What does it entail exactly?”

“Well, if I heard Chris right, you simply stand by in case a fight breaks out, or you have to bounce someone for obvious drug dealing, or clear the way if someone ODs and they need to get taken out of the place.”

There weren’t a lot of fights at circuit parties beyond an occasional spat between boyfriends, as they were for fucking, not fighting. At least he wasn’t checking IDs at the door or patting people down in search of all the drugs that would undoubtedly be circulating. “Can I read between crises?”

Dylan chuckled faintly in disbelief. “You’d read at a circuit party? If you can actually see, yeah, I suppose so.”

“Fine. Have Chris give me a call and make an offer. If it gives me a night off from snapping pics of cheating spouses, I should take it.”

“Okay, I will.”

Roan figured he could use the money anyway, if only to pay Matt back for keeping the office solvent while he was too fucking depressed to get out of bed.

But from the way Dylan was smiling at him, he wondered if it wouldn’t be just a huge mistake.
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One Desperate Moment



AFTER LUNCH, he left Gracie’s and did something he hadn’t done in a long time: he went back to the office.

It seemed like years since he had opened up the door of MK Investigations, and while the air was slightly stale, it wasn’t that bad, nor was it dusty. But then again, Matt had been in here quite recently, airing the place out and keeping the dust from accumulating. It was only he who was a stranger here.

He sat behind Paris’s desk and noted that while Matt had undoubtedly looked at many of these files, he’d tried to return everything to its proper place. He must have known that disrupting anything that belonged to Paris was an unforgivable sin. Roan opened the desk drawers and saw little mementoes that were signs of Paris, pieces of himself left behind. In the top drawer, he found a small, framed photo of the two of them together, smiling at the camera, their heads leaning against one another. Even though he didn’t look drunk—a relief—it took Roan a moment to realize that this had been taken at that pub in Vancouver after they got married. It was the closest thing to a wedding picture they’d ever had. Paris looked happy and handsome, heartbreakingly so, and not at all drunk, just happily tipsy.

Holding the picture, Roan realized he felt something on the back of the frame. Turning it around, he saw a folded-up piece of paper tucked into the side. He took it out, unfolded it, and he felt a twinge in his stomach as he recognized the loose scrawl of Paris’s handwriting. You’re wallowing, aren’t you? the note read. Stop wallowing. Love and kisses, Paris.

Oh, that bastard. He chuckled and said aloud, “Nag, nag, nag,” and then felt the tears coming. He was glad he’d locked the office door, so no one walked in on him in this embarrassing state. He cried for a while, and although his head ached and his nose filled with snot, he ultimately felt better. It was like purging, he supposed. No one liked vomiting, but sometimes it was better to have the poison out of your system.

He put the picture of him and Paris on his desk in his private office and tried not to be pissed off that Matt had clearly been in here, no matter how he’d tried to hide it. He took the note Paris had written and stuffed it in his pocket, figuring he probably needed to take it home and frame it. He cleaned himself up in the bathroom and tried to make himself a bit more presentable before the client showed up. How seriously could you take a private investigator who had clearly been actively sobbing? He had Sheena Hancock coming in, so he could tell her yes, her husband was cheating on her and he had the photos to prove it. It was another part of the job that made you feel so good about yourself.

Randi came by, mainly to rag him about finally being back at the office—he’d expected that—but she was actually mild, for her. He discovered why when she asked if he had any news about the dead body they’d found down in Vegas. He told her honestly that the cops had pegged it as suspicious and were looking into it, but it could take a while, as he had no idea how backed up the medical examiners were in Las Vegas. But then he said quite untruthfully that as soon as he knew something, he’d let her know.

He didn’t have long before Sheena showed up, just long enough to field a phone call from an insurance investigator he knew, Collin. He was going off on vacation and was hoping Roan could take over a case for him, insurance fraud, of course, and the company had no problem paying him for doing that, as Collin’s father owned the company. Sometimes nepotism was a good thing.

Sheena was a very ordinary-looking, upper-middle-class woman in a well-tailored suit that couldn’t quite hide her twenty extra pounds. Her hair was bleached to a beige-y blonde, her makeup applied with an airbrush on the “stucco” setting. She wasn’t attractive—in spite of her efforts—but she wasn’t homely; she was very ordinary, which was probably worse somehow. She had rather large breasts, though, and knowing straight men (and after having photographed so many of them in compromising positions, he felt like he kind of did), that was what Peter had found so attractive about her in the first place.

Her face went from stoic to strained to quietly, horrifically furious as he handed over the photographs and told her of his “fun” night following her husband Peter. She scowled violently, bringing out fine lines on her face. After sitting in tense silence through all of his spiel, she arranged the photos in a neat little pile in her lap. “I’m going to kill him,” she said in a flat, toneless way. It was the exact way you said it when you were serious.

“A divorce would be more productive,” he advised her. “You’d also get half his stuff, which should piss him off. That’s always consolation.”

She had a big, gold, leather handbag—probably designer, but he wasn’t gay enough to keep track of that sort of thing—and she tucked the photos inside it, zipping it up sharply. “I’ll consider it,” she said, exactly like she wouldn’t.

He knew he was supposed to advise marital counseling or something, but after years of doing this, he was too cynical to do such a thing anymore. He really wasn’t sure how people ever managed to make a relationship work. Okay, yeah, he’d managed it briefly a couple of times, but those were under specialized circumstances: Connor had been hard to live with, what with his alcoholism and personal demons, so not too many people were interested in a relationship with him; Paris had been not only a tiger-strain infected, but a suicidal homeless guy when he’d met him. Not a lot of people could see past that to the hotness.

Or maybe that was the trick. It was the perfectly normal people who always seemed to be running around on each other and the perfectly dysfunctional who seemed to be beating on each other. Maybe only damaged people, flawed in similar ways, could have a decent relationship.

Wow—what a fucking depressing thought.

Roan checked his e-mail and printed out the info Collin had sent him on the insurance fraud case, then fielded the phone call from Chris, the guy Dylan had mentioned, about doing a bit of security for the circuit party Saturday. They didn’t need him to do all the security, just act as an inside bouncer, which he could easily do. In all honesty, it sounded like an easy gig.

He called Dalisay and asked if she still had things “Ron” had left behind, and if he could look through them. She said yes, she had all of the things he’d left when she thought he’d died; she’d kept them in a back shed, as she wasn’t sure she could part with any of it. She was glad he’d called, because she was considering burning it all. He didn’t blame her.

He closed up the office once more and drove out to her place. She lived in a nice little suburban home, a two-story A-frame painted sky-blue with a dark-green trim. Although in a suburb, there was a goodly amount of space between neighbors, and she had a neat yard with a controlled explosion of flowers in two well-tended beds, with climbing roses up against the house itself. The smell of flowers was enough to make him sneeze for a bit, announcing his arrival before he could even knock. Inviting him inside, she told him all about this new allergy medication that was doing wonders for her best friend’s son.

She offered him coffee, but since it was starting to get late, he turned it down and told her he should probably get to work. She led him through her neat house, where her cats avoided him deftly, to the fenced backyard, where a little brown alpine-styled shed with a padlock on it awaited him. She had already unlocked it so he could have easy access.

She asked him what he was looking for, and Roan told her honestly that he wasn’t sure, he was just hoping that Vance had left behind something that would give some clue about who he was. She wished him luck, because she wasn’t sure she had any clue anymore.

She had boxed his things neatly, and he spent the next couple of hours going through everything, hoping for some lightning-bolt revelation but willing to settle for a light breeze of awareness. (Fuck, was he high? Maybe the scent of cedar chips was getting to him.)

He was sifting through yet another box of clothes that belonged to Ron when his cell phone rang. “McKichan,” he said, checking out the pockets of a pair of jeans. They were empty of everything except lint.

“Murder,” a silky, sonorous man’s voice said without preamble. It didn’t sound threatening, just ominous, and the smallest hint of a Southern twang pegged this as Tyler Hansen of the LVPD.

Roan sat back on his haunches, back against a stack of large Rubbermaid containers. “The coroner’s report is in, huh?”

“Yeah. Your nose was right.”

“What was the tell?”

“That it was murder? He had a near-lethal dose of dantrolene in his bloodstream. The ME doubts he could have stood up and isn’t sure he was even conscious at the time of his hanging, but if you smelled fear, he must have been conscious at some point.”

“Dantrolene? What’s that?”

“A major-league muscle relaxant.” Roan heard him shuffling papers, clearly finding the one with the definition of dantrolene on it. “Uh, apparently it’s the only drug effective in the treatment of ‘malignant hyperthermia’, whatever that is.”

“I think that’s a potentially fatal reaction to anesthesia. Essentially, fatally excessive body heat,” he told him, sure he’d heard that term before.

There was a brief but telling silence. “And you know that how?”

“I used to date an EMT who could have been a doctor but decided he didn’t want to waste that much time in school. So is the ME saying that Ladowski had so much dantrolene in him he couldn’t have stood up on his own?”

“That’s exactly what she’s saying. She’s saying if he had a supernaturally powerful constitution, he could have leaned on things maybe, but walk, reach up, do the knots around his neck? Never. Fine motor skills would be gone.”

“Shit.” Someone had murdered Vance Ladowski. He’d never really bought the suicide setup, but this was still shocking somehow. Somebody had slipped him enough drugs to leave him defenseless as they dragged his body to the bathroom and set up the belt on the shower rod, fashioning a noose. He could almost see Vance propped on the bathroom floor, watching, unable to fight or even get away. Whoever had killed him had either really hated him or was monstrously cruel. They could have just suffocated him with a pillow. “Who could buy dantrolene?”

Hansen sighed heavily, and Roan figured he’d asked that question himself. “That’s just it. Apparently it’s used as an antidote to Ecstasy intoxication.”

Son of a bitch. “So it’s in every emergency room.”

“Right, and could be ripped off by someone who knew what they were looking for.”

“Damn it.” The suspect field was now wide open. If anyone could have gotten the drug, anyone could have slipped it to him. “Do you guys have any leads? Any suspects?”

“Besides you?” Roan expected that, since he’d reported the body, after all; he was at the crime scene. They had to put him on the suspect list, even though the airplane passenger roster and Vance’s time of death exonerated him. “Technically, no, although we pulled a couple of partial prints from the motel room that aren’t yours or Ladowski’s. Of course, we haven’t been able to get the prints of all the maids there. Some of them are probably illegals, and I don’t expect the manager to be really cooperative.”

“But you’re running them?”

“We’re trying. Most of them are too partial to be much good. And frankly, we found some belonging to about a dozen different people.”

“So the Calico Cat isn’t wild about hygiene. I wish I was shocked.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Roan heard the flat noise of papers being thrown down on a desk before he asked, “What about Fresno? The Desiree Jones case?”

“Oh, that.” Hansen shifted in his seat and shuffled some more paper around before answering. “It’s unsolved, still open, but pretty damn cold. The best suspect they had for that was one Randall James Mackey, a neighbor in the complex, a bad customer who’d done time for both robbery and assault and had been seen having an argument with Jones two days before her death.”

“Sounds good to me too. Why wasn’t he made for it?”

“Airtight alibi. Four different people backed up his story that he was playing pool in a bar at the time of the murder. The cop on him at the time suspected he’d pressured some of these people into backing him up, but none of them cracked.”

“So he was cut loose.”

“Yeah. No choice in the matter.”

“Where is he now?”

“No fucking clue. He moved to Bakersfield about a month after the killing and then completely dropped off the radar. He may have gone to Mexico.”

“Shit. Ladowski was interviewed, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, he and his roommate.”

“Roommate?”

“Yeah. Ladowski—Ben—was sharing an apartment with a guy named Todd Wayne Nelson. Since they were neighbors of Jones, they were both interviewed and said they were at a midnight showing of Reservoir Dogs and didn’t come back until around 2:30 a.m., around an hour and a half after the killing. Record checks on them both came back clean. They were never suspects, not with Mackey two doors down.”

Roan rubbed his forehead, feeling a headache coming on. It was from breathing in the fumes of heated plastic in a small room, probably, although he’d left the shed door open. “He left when Ladowski did?”

“Apparently, but I have no idea where he went.”

“How was Jones killed?”

“It looks like there may have been a brief struggle. She was punched or hit with a blunt object a couple of times before ultimately being strangled by an electrical cord stripped off a blender.”

“Strangled?” Roan’s mind reeled briefly as he realized that Jones’s and Ladowski’s deaths could very well be connected, despite the span of years and distance between them. “Ain’t that a hell of a coincidence.”

“That’s all it could be, you know.”

“I know. Do you believe it?”

There was a very long pause, giving Roan time to finish up the search in this box and move on to the next container. Finally Hansen said, with a heavy sigh, “Talking to you is so bad for me. You put thoughts in my head.”

“I make you think? That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in a while.”

“It could be a coincidence. Seriously man, knock this shit off.” Hansen said that without much enthusiasm.

“It’s not just strangulation but opportunistic strangulation. Whoever killed Jones didn’t bring a rope or a garrote with them—they had to strip a cord to do it. Whoever killed Ladowski didn’t bring a rope or a garrote—they had to use his belt. Maybe they had hoped to kill him with a drug overdose but didn’t bring enough, so they decided at the last minute to try and make it look like a suicide. And since they were familiar with strangulation, they were comfortable with it.”

Hansen sighed like he’d just been punched in the gut and groaned accordingly. “You could be a cult leader, you know? You’re dangerous.”

“Tell me that scenario doesn’t work.”

“You know damn well I can’t, motherfucker.” Again, he said this with no real rancor. He clicked his tongue in frustration and said, “I’ll start looking harder for Mackey.”

“Also, can you e-mail everything you have on Nelson and Mackey, and the statements made by Hicks and Nelson that night?”

“More illegal shit.”

“Not illegal exactly, just not kosher.”

He sighed heavily once more, but Roan knew he had worn him down. He’d told him this much, had he not? Once you crossed the line, you had nothing holding you back. “Damn you, McKichan. I knew it was a mistake calling you. You just give me more work.”

“I’ll do some of it and let you know what I find.”

“I know, and that’s what’s bothering me. Gotta go. I’ll get back to ya.” And with that, he was gone.

Roan didn’t have a web-enabled phone, but he was confident that when he got home, he’d find what he wanted in his e-mail inbox. Hansen’s interest was piqued, but he just might be flying solo on it, and you needed all the help you could get in most investigations.

Roan was going through another container of clothes (how many did Ladowski have?) when something fluttered to the floor. He set the dark-blue windbreaker he was moving aside and found that it was a piece of white paper, folded into quarters. Had it fallen out of the pocket? It must have—when he pulled it out of the container, he had been holding the jacket upside down.

He unfolded the note and saw written on it, in a hurried print that looked nothing like Dalisay’s handwriting, I loved you. I’m sorry.

There was no name signed to it, but Roan found it easy to assume that this was Vance’s handwriting and that he’d left the note in a pocket for Dalisay to find, which she never had. His stomach burned, and it took him a moment to figure out why. As brief as it was, it almost read like a classic suicide note. Was Ladowski planning to leave even before the explosion at the fireworks plant?

And that was when it really sunk in. Holy shit, what if the explosion at the factory wasn’t an accident? What if he had done it on purpose?
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Nine While Nine



ROAN SAT in the stuffy shed for a while, trying to figure out if investigators could have possibly missed that. There was a huge difference between deliberate sabotage and accidental catastrophe, and the investigative team would have been looking hard for any sign of deliberation. No matter how stupid a terrorist would have to be to attack a fireworks factory, some ninny at headquarters would be afraid of its potentiality.

So he had to assume the factory blowing up was a coincidence… for the moment. (The one thing you could count on in this world was almost total incompetence.) Was Vance planning to pull up stakes before that? Was the explosion of the factory just a fortuitous coincidence for him? Maybe it was something he just took advantage of, a happy accident (for Vance, anyway). Or when the explosion happened, he ran just a little ahead of schedule, as he was afraid of the subsequent investigation.

There were too many “ifs,” which was unbelievably frustrating. Roan punched one of the containers, almost completely collapsing its side, but it didn’t make him feel any better. The rest of his search turned up nothing valuable, leaving him with nothing but the note. How funny—Paris had left him a note, and Vance had left Dalisay a note. All these dead guys just couldn’t shut up.

Roan went back into the house and showed Dalisay the note, asking if this was Ron’s/Vance’s handwriting. She sat down heavily, staring at the note, and confirmed that it was, but she didn’t stop staring at the note for a very long time. When she looked up at him, she had tears in her eyes. “If he loved me, why did he do this?”

That was another very good question that he couldn’t yet answer.

When he got in his car and searched his glove box for Excedrin, Roan realized he really wanted to go out and get drunk. He just wanted to get completely fucking blotto and forget all about this case, about dead people and regrets and the open mysteries they sometimes left behind. As much as he hated to admit it, some mysteries could never be solved. It was a cliché, and he wanted to punch himself for even thinking it, but people were honestly the biggest mystery of all. Sometimes only they knew why they did things, and they weren’t about to share or leave any clues behind.

Roan drove home, and he decided to try and get rid of some of his aggression by working on his punching bag. He had a heavy bag in his office, the one that was being redone and would, at this rate, never be finished, as this had been Paris’s project, and he hadn’t lived long enough to finish it. When he turned on the light, the staleness of the air in the room hit him. His old desk sat back against the far wall between two large oaken bookcases, which still had most of his “official” books (legal ones, boring as fuck), but most of the shelves were bare, as he’d moved his really important books—the ones he’d really liked—upstairs. But he saw a couple of books he didn’t instantly recognize, their spines too glossy to be legal tomes, and he went over to investigate them.

They were photo books of naked men, one with a vaguely legal theme, one that aspired to be some kind of “high art” but was really just about getting young, ripped guys naked. Clearly this was Paris having a bit of fun, and since these books were on the shelf closest to where he had the paint-sample patches, he figured that Paris had probably meant to take pages out of the book and put them up as wallpaper. So even dead he was being a smart-ass.

The rest of the furniture had been moved out so the old carpet could be ripped up, and Paris had got in the new one, a deep pile in a rich, dark blue. Paris had picked it out; he felt it looked “distinguished, but not anal retentive.” Roan wasn’t sure what that meant, but it was a nice color.

The heavy bag sat in the corner near the door, all by its lonesome, freestanding so he could put it anywhere, in theory, but in practice, filled with sand, it was too heavy to bother with. The thinly padded gloves he used with the bag were the only things sitting on the desk. He slipped them on and started with a couple of light jabs before letting go and just whaling on the thing, using no plan or even acquired skill—he was just letting out rage.

He hit it as hard as he could, fists thudding against the leather surface of the bag, and at some point he started growling, but it was like a white noise in his head, and he didn’t care. Hitting it didn’t seem to be enough; his anger was bubbling under his skin, and he thought his head might explode with it. He added some kicks along with punch combinations, throwing in a head butt, resisting the urge to sink his teeth into the flesh and tear it. When he heard the chain holding the bag to the frame start to creak in an ominous way, he forced himself to come back to his senses and stop beating on the thing before he broke it. How would he explain that?

It was then he caught himself snarling, his teeth aching from being gritted against the desire to let out the rest of his lion side, and he noticed the muscles twitching in his arms. Had he partially transformed again? Well, fuck—if he had almost beaten a heavy bag off its chain, that was hardly human strength, was it? “I hate being human!” he yelled to everyone, to no one in particular. Humanity was awful; humanity made you hurt. Humanity was a weakness that would kill everyone, one way or another.

He took a shower to wash away the sweat and the tears he didn’t remember shedding, and of course he heard the phone ringing. He let it go to the machine and then wrapped a towel around himself before padding downstairs to the kitchen, leaving a trail of water behind him since he hadn’t really bothered to dry off and not really caring either. He raided his fridge, found some cold pizza, and gulped down a slice. He couldn’t take a Vicodin without having something in his stomach first, or he’d barf it right back up. He was hungry enough to wolf down a second slice and was working on a third when the phone rang again. He let the machine get it, but then he heard Kevin’s voice, strangely weakened, coming from it. “Um… guess it’s true, you being up and about again. Good, I’m glad. Listen, um… I really need the help, so if you could call me back as soon as possible—”

Kevin called him occasionally but never for help. That alarmed him enough to pick up the phone. “Kev, everything okay?”

“Oh, Roan, you’re home. Umm, I’m okay, it’s just… I don’t want to talk about this over the phone.”

“You’re not at work, are you?”

“No, I called in sick today. I got this bitch of a cold.”

“I can hear it.”

“Yeah. I took some cold medicine, but this punk stuff they put on the shelf after getting rid of all the pseudoephedrine is just shit. Fuck those meth-heads, I want my cold medicine back.”

Roan made a good-humored noise but couldn’t quite laugh. “Can’t you still buy it from pharmacists?”

“Probably, but who wants to fuck around with that when it feels like your sinuses are going to explode?” He paused long enough to sniff. “Um, are you doin’ anything right now?”

Was he? Kevin being so evasive brought back his halting, fumbling attempts back in the day when they were on the force together, when Kevin had admitted he was gay and then quickly added that he never intended to come out of the closet but admired Roan for being so “brave.” Brave for just being himself? What kind of fucked-up world was it when admitting the truth about who you were was considered daring? “No, not really. Why? What’s up?”

“Come over and I’ll tell you. You have dinner yet? I was making myself a curry to see if I can still taste anything.”

“You have beer?”

“Of course.”

“Should I bring my gun?”

“Only if you wanna shoot me.”

Well then, it couldn’t be that serious. “Okay, I’ll be over soon.” He hung up, left the remaining pizza where it was, and grabbed a can of soda to take his Vicodin with. He’d told himself he wasn’t going to do this anymore, but there were just some circumstances where it was preferable to be numb. Since he’d eaten and gotten his adrenaline up before he took the pills, he felt better about taking the bike out this time. He threw on some clothes and got moving.

Kevin still lived in the same house, on the same spot of land in a quaint, rural neighborhood. Although clean and always tidy, there was something vaguely sad about it that was impossible to pin down, which was both confirmed and explained in the interior. There was no hint of genuine personality—anyone could have lived here, or the place could have been suddenly abandoned months ago. You couldn’t quite tell by looking at it.

Kevin looked much the same as he always had, an average-looking black man who was maybe thirty pounds overweight, although his frame had a tendency toward broadness, so he wore it better than most. But he was the living embodiment of the expression “hangdog”—he always looked just a bit sad, like he was in mourning, for what you were never sure, his heavy eyelids almost always at half-mast, a sleepy look that was usually deceptive. His brown eyes had a slightly rheumy look to them today though, probably the cold, and he was dressed in loose navy-blue sweatpants and a gray fleece sweatshirt bearing the logo of the station’s charity softball team over the left breast. There were a couple of small stains of what was probably garam masala and saffron. The house smelled of curry and cats and dogs.

Kevin’s life could be broken down into work, computers, and pets—that was it. The living room was sparsely furnished but neat, and again the lack of personality was shocking. It was like he was planning on moving very soon, but he’d lived in this house for about a decade. It was like he was afraid of giving himself away. 

“You corralled the beasts,” he said, as Kevin let him inside and gestured toward the kitchen.

Kevin nodded, sniffing all the way. “I know how the cats and dogs react to you. The dogs are in the backyard, and the cats are shut in upstairs.”

“Thank you.”

While Kev’s living room was nice but sterile, his kitchen made up for it a bit. The walls were painted a honeyed gold, the surfaces either stainless steel or sand-colored tile, the appliances all white as snow. There was a small kitchen table off to one side by the sliding back door leading to the backyard, although Kevin had closed the opaque ecru curtains across the door so they couldn’t see the dogs giving them sad looks (or evil looks, in his case). The table was small, big enough for four people, and looked as homely as the four mismatched kitchen chairs around it—thrift-store buys, one and all. And yet it gave this room more personality and charm than the rest of the house. Someone lived here and spent time here, and it showed.

Even though he’d already eaten, Roan accepted a paper plate with a multicolored scoop of curry on it, redolent of ginger and lemongrass, the yellow of saffron mixed with the orange of carrots and green of peas. An odd combination of authentic and North American, but it worked somehow.

They sat at the table, eating curry and drinking good, dark pilsners, and they got the small talk out of the way, asking how the other was, yadda yadda yadda, waiting to get to the real point of why they were here, filling in each other’s loneliness. Only in the silences did Roan realize that Kev had the radio on faintly, tuned to the classical station.

Finally, Kevin decided to broach the topic of why he had asked him here. “I wanna hire you as a detective, but I want you to listen to me fully without freaking out or judging me.”

“Since when do I judge you?”

Kevin fixed him with a stern glare. “I know you think I’m pathetic because I won’t come out.”

“I wouldn’t say pathetic,” he argued, aware that Vicodin might have hampered his ability to lie.

But Kev looked down at the remains of his curry and pushed the yellow grains of rice around his plate, which was also paper. Kevin had said that using actual dishes seemed like a waste of dishwashing liquid when it was usually just him eating alone. He had dishes in his cupboard, but they remained in the box they had been purchased in. K-Mart stuff, but they looked fairly nice… on the box. Kevin had never taken them out; he said he had no reason to. That always struck Roan as monumentally sad.

He agreed to be on his best behavior—knowing the Vicodin would keep him that way—as Kevin told him about this online gay chat site that he spent some time in and how members of this locally based “escort” service would often take part in the chats, usually trolling for customers. One of these guys was “named” Kai, and he had suddenly disappeared—but not only online. Kevin had talked to one of his fellow “escorts,” Jordan, via e-mail, and he admitted that they were scared for him but didn’t know what to do. Kai—real name Jacob Tolliver—had seemed jittery and nervous about something but had never said what before he left for home on Thursday night and never made it there. Everyone had assumed it was more shit with his father, but now they weren’t so sure. Kevin admitted he might be able to help, as he knew this private eye, and that brought them to here. 

“I’ve looked into things as much as I can,” Kevin admitted. “But nobody’s filed a missing persons report on him—like they’re going to show up at the station and say, ‘Hi, I’m a man whore, and I’d like to report the disappearance of another man whore’—and I can’t really dig as much as I’d like to without… you know.”

“Raising questions.” Kev would hardly be the first vice cop to dip his toe into prostitution in a nonprofessional capacity. And even though Roan really wanted to bitch him out, point out that if he was out and out there on the dating scene, he wouldn’t have to secretly pay for sex or risk anonymous fucks with equally desperate Internet prowlers, Kevin surely knew that. And besides, he hadn’t asked him here and given him dinner to get a routine speech in return.

“You got it.”

“The family doesn’t care?”

“They disowned him, so I’m gonna say no.”

“Why does Tolliver sound familiar?”

“Pastor Mike Tolliver?”

Roan gasped in recognition. “Oh shit, that guy with the hair that looks like a stunned wombat’s been strapped to his head?”

Kevin’s face contorted as he tried not to laugh. “Uh, I never thought of it that way, but yeah, I guess so.”

“I’ve been tempted to watch his show just to see if that thing ever wakes up and breaks its chin strap. When it does, there’ll be hell to pay. Hey—hell toupee.”

Kevin looked away to laugh and then sneeze repeatedly. Pastor Mike was sort of the local God guy, with a big multimillion-dollar church and a show on a local channel early Sunday morning. He had two frighteningly cheerful Stepford children, but there was never any mention of a son named Jacob, no appearance of him in promotional materials. “They disowned him for being gay or being a whore?”

“Gay. According to Jordan, his parents caught him making out with a guy in Bible college and told him he was out of the family until he begged God for forgiveness and got help for his perversions.”

“I’m hoping he told them to go fuck themselves.”

“He did, which is why his family no longer acknowledges his existence. He was the missing Tolliver kid long before he actually went missing. They’ve excised him from all the biographical materials.”

“How very Christian of them.”

“It’s selective Christianity,” Kevin said wryly, reminding Roan that he was a half-hearted Christian. Half-hearted because Kevin had some problems reconciling himself with some of the church teachings. Roan didn’t believe in any higher power and had no idea why anyone did, but he tried to be tolerant of people who did, as long as they didn’t shove their beliefs down his throat. Then he was forced to pretend he was a Scientologist or a Satanist or something, although he inevitably made up so much of what he claimed to believe in that he figured one day he’d be sued for slander by Tom Cruise.

“How long has he been missing?”

“A little over two weeks now.”

“And he doesn’t have a history of running off? How old is the kid?”

“Twenty-three. And no, he didn’t. If I didn’t think there was something serious behind this, I wouldn’t bring this to you.”

And since Kevin probably wouldn’t want to admit to him that he spent a lot of time in gay sex chat rooms and knew some gay escorts well enough to know their real names, he probably should have guessed that. “I’m still working on a case, but I’ll get to it as soon as I can.”

“The identity thief one? How’s that goin’?”

Normally client confidentiality kept him from talking about these cases, but he had asked Kevin to look for police records on Ladowski and some of his aliases, and besides, he felt like he needed someone to talk to about this case. Usually he had Paris, but not anymore, and his absence was sadly noticeable and vast. Paris had been more than his husband and his assistant—he’d been a sounding board, someone he could work out theories with, someone who could occasionally give him insight into the human condition. Maybe Kevin would have to sub for one of those things right now.

As Roan told him about it, Kevin cleared the table, throwing away their paper plates, and pulled a white casserole dish of warm, caramel-smelling flan out of the oven. Kevin doled out portions of it into what looked like white ramekins and never asked if he wanted dessert, just assumed. Roan figured it was only polite anyway; he was a guest in his house. Besides, it smelled good, and he never knew anyone who made their own flan.

Kevin put the small container of warm flan in front of him before sitting down with his own. “Roan, you were a cop long enough to know that sometimes people do things and they don’t know why they do them. You know that sometimes when we haul a guy in, covered in blood after chopping up his entire family with a hatchet, that you can sit him down and ask him why the fuck he did that, and he will tell you with great sincerity that he doesn’t know why… and that’s the truth. It’s the hardest lesson to learn, isn’t it? There’s just some shit we will never understand. And as cops—investigators—it’s our job to uncover this stuff, find the reason, which is why we all get ulcers and tear our hair out when we come to realize that sometimes there’s no reason to be had.”

“You’re telling me I may never know why Ladowski ran.”

“You’re a logical man, Roan, and I respect that, but this world isn’t logical. Okay, let me qualify that before you jump all over my ass—it’s a logical world. But the people in it aren’t. And relationships are the most illogical, irrational things. I mean, look at me. I only fall for guys I can’t possibly have, sparing me the possibility of both love and heartbreak. It’s pretty fucked up, I know it, but some people are just better off alone.”

Roan nodded, figuring he was talking about him. “Yeah, I know.” The flan actually tasted good, rich and creamy with a hint of cinnamon and nutmeg. Who knew Kev was such a chef?

“Not you,” he said, sharply enough that Roan looked back at him. “You need someone, Ro. You’re… wild. Without someone to help ground you, you spin off compass. Look what happened after you left Connor. And now that Paris has died.”

For a long moment Roan just stared at him, glad he was on the Vicodin to prevent him from getting really angry. “Was that an insult?”

“Absolutely not. I wish I was like you, Ro. I wish I could be that… uninhibited, that raw, fearless. Most people are prisoners of themselves, of all their own shit, but not you.” He smiled sadly, only half his mouth quirking up. “You’re the one who flew over the cuckoo’s nest. Must be nice.”

“It’s always fun throwing drinking fountains through windows,” he cracked, still wondering if Kevin’s assessment was accurate or if he was just being kind—or mean. He really didn’t know, and the combination of beer and Vicodin was doing him no favors.

Before things could get weirder, they finished dinner and Kevin gave him a manila envelope full of documents relating to the Kai/Jacob Tolliver case. He also wrote him a check, which Roan felt weird about taking, but Kevin insisted he treat him just like any other client. And it wasn’t like Kevin didn’t have the money; he had quite a bit socked away in savings. Kevin was one of the most well-off cops Roan had ever known—it wasn’t a job that paid generously—he just didn’t live like it.

The ride home was almost hypnotic, and he felt like driving the bike up into the mountains, just driving until he ran out of road or gas or both, but the food, pills, and beer made him too tired. So he went home and forced himself to crack down on the Ladowski case, even though it was dark now, the stars starting to pop out across the sky, and he was tempted to climb up on the roof and just stargaze. Paris would have loved this.

He ducked inside and wondered if Kevin knew how he wrestled with his own inner beast. Maybe he just seemed so “raw” because the lion was always on the verge of surfacing. Maybe it wasn’t him who “flew over the cuckoo’s nest”—maybe it was the lion. How could he tell the difference?

Roan sat down at his laptop and looked through his e-mails, finally finding the files Tyler Hansen had sent him. There were the interviews the night of the Jones murder, the records of Mackey, the coroners’ reports on both Jones and Ladowski, what they had put together of Desiree Jones’s last day, facts upon facts that seemed to be a jumble of hints and clues that added up to nothing.

But he studied a couple of things more closely, and then suddenly, like a lightning bolt from the blue, he realized who had killed Desiree Jones and Vance Ladowski.

Yes, relationships were irrational all right. And sometimes so were the people in them. 
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Tied to a Million Things



THERE WERE a lot of gaps, stuff he just had to speculate on—which would never hold up in court—but if you followed it logically, it all made sense. As soon as he worked it all out in his head, he called Hansen. “Can you talk?” he asked as soon as the cop picked up the phone.

“Yeah. I’m at home, just watchin’ Law and Order.”

“Oh God, not you.”

He chuckled. “Well, it’s escapism to me. So what’cha got?”

“I know who killed Ladowski.”

He was silent for a moment. “Goddamn, you work fast. Okay, so hit me with it.”

Roan prefaced everything with the fact that there was much speculation on his part and then went ahead and told him his theory. “What tipped it was Desiree’s job. Did you notice? She worked at the Social Security Administration.”

“A lot of people do.”

“Yeah, but just think what an identity thief could do with access to even a small portion of legitimate SSNs.”

“You think she was working with Ladowski?”

“I think she was intending to, or there was some attempt at blackmail. And I believe Mackey and Nelson were in on this as well. At some point, Jones had a change of heart—she didn’t want to do this, wouldn’t cooperate, whichever, and they were afraid to let her go because she might talk. One of them killed her, and the group then split up, all running to different identities, which is why they all fell off the radar. I think murder freaked out Ladowski—and why not? He stole money and identity, not actual human life—and he tried to start a more settled existence up here. But then his past caught up with him in the form of Randall Mackey. By the way, you can stop looking for Mackey.”

“Why?”

“He’s dead.”

There was a long pause. “Not according to the database.”

“That's because his fingerprints were all burnt off, and Mackey never had a DNA sample taken. He died under the identity of Jeremy Halva, in a fireworks factory explosion almost three years ago.” After seeing Mackey’s mug shot, he thought he looked familiar, and going through the press clippings he’d saved on his computer about the explosion, he discovered that with a shave and a haircut and the addition of twenty pounds, he looked exactly like the AP photo of Halva. A closer look into the Halva identity eventually turned up discrepancies that showed the name to be false. It was unlikely his wife ever knew.

Hansen was silent again for a while, clearly mulling this over. “You sure that explosion was an accident?”

“No idea, and ultimately it doesn’t matter. Maybe he was trying to blackmail Ladowski, maybe they were attempting to run an insurance scam together, maybe it was just freakishly bad timing, but I’m certain Ladowski was planning to run before the explosion, probably due to Mackey. The factory explosion gave him a great excuse, but someone else knew what Mackey was up to and that he had failed.”

“Nelson?”

“You got it. I’m fairly certain that Ladowski knew his days were numbered, that his old roommate/buddy, and possibly more, was on his trail, so he sent up the equivalent of a signal flare: he used a credit card in his real name. He probably figured he was flagged on a computer and the cops would be dispatched to find him as soon as possible. The problem is, that didn’t happen before Nelson found him.” That was probably also why he was carrying those cancelled credit cards in his coat—if the card in his own name failed to get attention, those other cards would, but he had died before he could use them.

“More? Are you implying that Ladowski was gay?”

“I don’t know. I have no information on his sexuality at all. It could be that Nelson is just a psychopath. But I know that relationships gone wrong can cause some people to act spectacularly evil, way out of normal character for themselves.”

Hansen grunted an acknowledgment. “Yeah, I hear that. So Nelson killed him?”

“He must have.”

“If Ladowski was so freaked out, why didn’t he just turn himself in to the police?”

“More speculation here. He couldn’t quite bring himself to do that—he didn’t have a good history with police—or he didn’t think Nelson’s threat was as great as the threat of Mackey. I think Nelson told Ladowski that Mackey killed Jones, when in fact it’s more probable that Nelson killed Jones.”

“And they made up the movie alibi to cover.”

“Which is another thing that led me to believe that their relationship might have been more than it was. Nelson had to have told Ladowski he needed an alibi. Wouldn’t that have struck him as funny?”

“Except he’s an ex-con. He probably wouldn’t care.”

“Yes. And maybe he and Nelson had something they wanted to cover up anyways, beyond identity theft.”

“Oh.” Hansen paused again, thinking. “Damn. That kinda fits, doesn’t it?”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Why’d he take all his stuff from the motel room?”

“Physical evidence? Or maybe because he’s a vindictive queen?”

Hansen chuckled, but it quickly died. This really wasn’t a laughing matter. “So we have to look for Nelson.”

“Which may be difficult, as he’s surely living under a different identity now. But I leave that up to the brilliant investigative skills of the LVPD.”

“You’re bowing out now?”

“I've discovered what I needed to know for my client.” Well, yes and no. But if a little wild speculation helped his client sleep at night, he wouldn’t knock it. “And I don’t work for you guys, even as a consultant.”

“Chickenshit.”

That made Roan laugh. “I wish you luck trying to explain this to your sergeant.”

He groaned. “Crap. I forgot about that.”

“Say a man matching Nelson’s description was seen at the motel the day of Ladowski’s death. That should help.”

He was silent for a long moment. “You want me to lie?”

“It won’t hold up in court, but all you need to do is get Nelson in the box. I bet if you lean heavily on the suspected relationship between him and Ladowski—or suggest one between Ladowski and Mackey— he’ll say something incriminating. Spurned lover or irrational psychopath, if you unbalance them a little, they have a tendency to completely collapse.”

Hansen tsked in sarcastic disapproval. “You give cops a bad name.”

“It’s why I'm not a cop anymore.”

“Fair enough.” He paused again, but this time it seemed more meaningful. “You really walking away from this one?”

“Have to. But if you want to keep me updated, I wouldn’t mind.”

“Leave me more work to do.”

“Exactly.”

He let Hansen go and decided to veg out by watching television, trying not to chew over the story too much. While The Daily Show distracted him for a while, he kept coming back to it. He hoped he was wrong; he hoped Nelson was honestly just a psychopath. It’d be terrible for him to turn out gay. While hets had a far and away lead in the realm of killers, their sexuality was never brought up; if they were gay, it was like it proved gay guys were fundamentally evil.

While he got ready for bed, Roan worked out the story he would tell Dalisay tomorrow and left a message on her machine that he was going to drop by to discuss a resolution to the case. He had it all worked out. The fact that most of it was speculation and well-intentioned lies didn’t bother him nearly as much as it should have.

He slept fairly well, thanks to the beer and Vicodin combination, and went out to eat breakfast, this time picking a coffee shop close to his office. He should have rethought that, as instead of being intercepted by Dylan, he was joined by Randi, who wanted to know what was going on with the Ladowski case.

He could have lied, but Roan didn’t honestly see the point. He told her of his conclusions on the case and how there was probably a whole ugly subplot that they’d never know involving Ladowski, Mackey, Jones, and Nelson. Randi kept stealing bits of his croissant while he told the story, but then she applauded at the end. “Who needs to watch Mystery on PBS when they have you for a friend?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow at that. “PBS still shows Mystery? Have you ever seen it?”

“Now I’m offended. Are you implying I’m an idiot?”

“No, but even I only watch PBS to see Red Dwarf.”

“Red Dwarf? Oh my God, Paris was right about you—you’re a big geek.” She made an L out of her forefinger and thumb and put it on her forehead, grinning almost maniacally.

He gave her a sarcastic scowl. “You know what it is, lady CPA. You’re a geek too.”

“Prove it.”

“You just made a PBS Mystery reference.”

“Aw, fuck.” She went ahead and stole the rest of his croissant off his napkin. “By the way, geek boy, I hear there’s going to be some big hedonistic gay party on Saturday night in some warehouse downtown.”

“I know, I’ve been hired as part of the security crew. How’d you hear about it?”

Her almond eyes fixed him with a caustic glare. There was just something about Randi that told you in school she was the “mathlete” who wasn’t picked on by the bullies because they were actually scared of her. She had the soul of a nerd and the personality of a Teamster. “You’re not my only gay friend, you know. So come on, invite me.”

“You don’t want to go.”

“The fuck I don’t.”

“Parties like that are fucking scary. Male sexuality unfettered can be frightening, and I’m saying that as a gay guy. You get a whole bunch of tweaking, horny guys in the same room, and fucking hell, it’s suddenly Thunderdome.”

“Since when do gay guys riot?” she teased.

“Stonewall.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay. Since then.”

“It’s an ugly scene. I wouldn’t be going if I wasn’t getting paid.”

“Chicken. It’s not like they’d be grabbing my ass.”

“True, but still, I’d rather you not be there. And actually there are gonna be guys there who really don’t care what they fuck as long as it has legs: men, women, coffee tables. You want to avoid them.”

She smiled slyly, eyes brightening behind her red-framed cat’s-eye-shaped glasses. “You’re gonna be cruisin’, huh?”

It was his turn to give her the evil look. “I will fucking not. I’m working, Randi.”

“It doesn’t take long….”

“I’m working. I don’t mix the two, and I wouldn’t there.”

She sat back with a resigned sigh, eating the last of his croissant. “Does this have something to do with that hot guy you’ve been seen with?”

He felt a twinge in his gut. “What are you talking about?”

She gestured at the window, as if that was supposed to mean something. “Some guys have mentioned that they’ve seen you with this smokin’ hot piece of ass. A built guy with dark hair, kinda young. Ring any bells?”

“He’s not… I’m not seeing him, all right? He’s just a friend.”

“Why? Go for him! You know Paris would be rootin’ for you.”

He did, but that didn’t make him feel any better. If anything, he suddenly felt very sick.





IT WENT better at Dalisay’s than he could have hoped.

Roan told her that it was his belief that Vance ran because he wanted to protect her from his past, namely his past in the form of a violent ex-con named Randall Mackey. Roan told her he believed  Vance was trying to start a new life and honestly loved her, which he’d written in the note. She cried while he told her all of this but seemed satisfied by it, and he was glad, as Roan wasn’t sure exactly how full of shit he was. It was possible that Vance had loved her, but frankly none of them would ever know the truth. He left no journal, no blog, no scraps of how he thought or what he felt—if he felt anything at all. Vance lived so many other people’s lives, he probably never had much of his own. And he’d probably been good with that.

Roan went home afterward, aware he should get started on the Tolliver case, but he still felt exhausted and slightly sickened by having to lie to a client and the possibility that he was lying to himself. It probably wouldn’t be the first time.

He tried to call Matt, as they hadn’t yet had the conversation he knew they needed to have, but he just got his machine. He left a message and wondered if Matt would ever bother to call him back.

Roan spent the day doing chores around the house, trying to catch up on all the things he’d let fall by the wayside while he stayed in his pit of misery. He also checked his bike, which had held up well for being in storage for about a year… if it had been. He suspected someone had taken it out at least once. Maybe Matt, possibly even Diego, just to piss him off.

He started talking to Paris again, although he wasn’t sure when he started. He was straightening out his shelves in his “library” when he realized Paris wasn’t responding. So even his mind had decided to stop doing that? He hated it when his subconscious knew what was better for him than he did.

Roan ordered a pizza for dinner and started reading all the papers in the envelope on the Tolliver case. Kai/Jacob was a fairly good-looking kid: six feet tall and one hundred and sixty pounds of pure, lean, sculpted muscle and a nearly concave stomach, he had stylishly cut black hair and clear, hazel eyes that almost had a yellowish tint to them. The picture looked like a modeling shot. It had him from the waist up, his worn blue jeans very low on his hips and just barely visible, his shirt off to show off his pecs (he shaved his chest) and the small black circle of a tattoo around his belly button, and he had his head thrown back slightly, giving a haughty look to the camera, the pout highlighting his full lips. This was clearly from the escort agency. According to the profile for Kai that Kevin had downloaded, he was a “straight type” who was a “basic dominator” (that meant he’d be willing to do minor BDSM, but only if he was dishing it out) but disliked most other fetishes. Although Kevin said he was twenty-three, Kai’s age was listed as nineteen, but that was okay, as he could pass for that. He worked for Diamond Escort Agency, but Kevin had made a note that the agency was known to change its name often, sometimes up to three or four times a year.

Kevin had friends at the DMV, which showed, as he had all of Jacob’s info from his driver’s license. Yes, he was twenty-three, and he lived on Larchmont Avenue, apartment 3-B. Larchmont didn’t have a lot of apartment blocks, so he probably lived in that one that had that big-ass mural painted on the side. What was it called? Royal Oaks or something like that? Jacob shared his apartment with a guy named Bret Finch, who worked at the escort agency as well, as a guy named “Phoenix.” He passed himself off as a “surfer” type, basically submissive but not into BDSM. It was Bret who had first mentioned that Jacob never came home. According to the notes Kevin left, Bret and Jacob weren’t involved, just friends. At least according to Chris, who worked under the name “Miguel,” but Kev hadn’t included any more information on him. Kev had to leave him some work to do, he supposed.

Roan found himself on the Web, doing something he’d never done before—surfing porn sites. Seriously, he hadn’t. He didn’t actually like the idea of masturbating anywhere near his computer. He’d spilled water on a keyboard once, and frankly that was bad enough.

He found Diamond Escort’s page, but it was full of little more than teasing still photos and superficial profiles on its “models”—for more, you had to give a credit card number, and he didn’t need to commit to that yet. There was also a chat room where you could talk to the models. But he wasn’t ready to go there either. After all, it would just be sex talk, and all he wanted to know was where the hell Jacob Tolliver was. Besides, he would hate to run into Kev there, if Kev was there. There were just no words for how icky that would be. How awful would it be to find out the guy you were having IM sex with was one of your cop buddies? Eww!

He was about to call it a night when his phone rang, and he picked it up, hoping it was Matt. He heard loud house music in the background and then Dylan’s voice, much closer to the phone and yet almost not audible. “Roan? Sorry to bother you, but we’ve got a situation down here.”

Okay, that was never an auspicious start. “What? Why call me?”

He heard glass breaking, close to the phone, and an angry shout of “Whore!” along with something unintelligible. “Umm, it’s Matt. He’s totally wasted and just started busting shit up—” Dylan suddenly covered the phone and shouted, “Don’t hurt him!”

“Wasted? He’s clean. He went through—oh, shit. What do you think he’s on?” Matt had to pick now to fall off the wagon? And he’d been doing so well! He’d been clean what, three years now?

“He’s drunk, and I think he’s on some kind of speed.”

“Not meth?”

“No… I don’t think he’s tweaking. But I don’t know for sure.”

“Shit. Why is he breaking stuff up?”

“He’s angry at me because apparently he thinks you and I are… involved, and he doesn’t like that.”

Oh God. This was unbelievable. What the hell was that stupid twink thinking? “I assume you told him we were just friends.”

“Yeah. But he thought I was lying and called me all sorts of names and started throwing tables and chairs around. I’m almost flattered. I haven’t been called a slut since… well, ever, now that I think about it. Luis wants to call the cops and have him hauled off, but I’m more inclined to call an ambulance, ’cause I swear Matt started foaming at the mouth. But I thought since he works with you, I’d better call you instead.”

He wanted to deny Matt worked with him, but fuck it. Matt had carried the slack for a long time, and whether Roan had actually hired him seemed like a moot point now. “Yeah, thanks. I’ll come and get him.”

“I didn’t think you two were, uh—”

“We’re not. He just… has a crush on me. I’ve discouraged him in every way I can think of, I’ve even been a total dick to him, and it hasn’t seemed to dissuade him.”

“Perhaps it’s time to consider a restraining order.”

Dylan was joking of course, but Roan really didn’t think it was such a bad idea at the moment.  
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Missed the Boat



DRIVING OUT to Panic, he rehearsed what he would say to Matt and revised it a couple of times. Truth be told, he didn’t know how he was going to tell him this without offending him. He really didn’t want to send the guy away, he had kept his office financially afloat, but he needed to knock this shit off. No meant no, for fuck’s sake.

How weird was this anyway? He wasn’t a horribly ugly guy, he knew that, but he’d never had to deal with someone who wouldn’t stop throwing themselves at him. That was Paris’s territory, not his.

Roan parked down the street from the club and heard Matt’s voice engaged in an argument with someone who was clearly at the end of their patience. When he was within shouting distance, he yelled, “Matt, knock this shit off!”

Matt turned, drunk enough to wobble, but he must have recognized Roan, because his open mouth clamped shut like his jaw was on a spring hinge. The guy he’d been arguing with was, judging from the ID hanging from his neck, one of the Panic security guys. He had bright blond, bleached hair, spiky straight, spray-on-tan skin, with piercings in his ears, lip, and nose. Just going from that, you’d think he was a twink, but he had the big, thick arms of a muscle queen, so he was like a strange hybrid of the two.

The muscle queen gazed at him skeptically. “This asshole your friend?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

The guy pointed a finger at Matt, and it looked like, just for a second, Matt was considering biting his finger off. “He’s banned for the next year. Tell him that when he’s sober.” He had a slight speech impediment, but the tongue stud he was wearing explained that. It was probably new and he wasn’t used to it yet.

Roan saluted him, and after a moment, the guy accepted it with a grunt and, after giving Matt one more evil look, turned away and stalked into the club. Music swelled and pounded out into the night with his entrance, then fell back to a distant echo as the door shut behind him.

Matt opened his mouth to speak, but Roan silenced him with a harsh, shushing gesture. “No, Matt, you listen to me first. Do you want to work for me?”

The question seemed to stun him. “Huh?”

“Do you want to work for me? Yes or no.”

“Well… yeah. But—”

“Then you will get your PI license, and you will knock all of this shit off. We can work together as friends, but that’s it. I have made myself clear about this a thousand ways, some of them unconscionably nasty, and yet you persist with this. If you insist on doing so, we can’t work together at all. Do you understand me?”

Matt’s face was flushed, and his eyes had the heavy liquidity of the drunk. Roan could smell a sharp scent of wine and vodka coming from him like liberally applied aftershave. “Roan—”

“Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, but… I love you.”

“No, you don’t. You think you do.”

“It’s the same thing!”

“It’s not. You hardly know me, even after all this time, Matt.”

Something in his face turned surly. “I know you’re a self-pitying son of a bitch.”

“Exactly, and why would you want a piece of that?”

He shook his head, seemingly aware that he had sabotaged his own conversational gambit. “No, I didn’t mean—”

“Matt, go home, and talk to me in the morning or the afternoon, whenever your hangover allows you to talk. We work as equals or not at all. And that means you don’t get insanely jealous of my friends, and you stay sober.” Roan knew he should feel bad for that last bit, but hell, he only popped a Vicodin now and then to make himself numb. It wasn’t like the crazy addict past that Matt had told him all about, what with emergency rooms having to restart his heart and strap him down to gurneys while he freaked out. It was totally different.

Okay, so he was a big fucking hypocrite. It wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever been called, even by himself.

Roan heard a motor idle at the curb and turned to see the cab he’d already called for waiting there. He grabbed Matt’s arm and led him over to it. “Tell the driver where you live and go straight home. You’re in deep enough shit as it is.”

He looked disappointed. “You’re not gonna take me?”

“And give you a chance to throw a clumsy pass that would embarrass the both of us? Not on your life.” He opened the back door and held it open for him. “This is your last chance, Matt. You can work with me on my terms or not at all. Think about it.”

Matt reluctantly got in, throwing him sulky looks that would have looked more appropriate on a fifteen-year-old. But Roan really didn’t want to keep babysitting a man who was old enough to know better, or at least should have been. He watched the cab drive off and wondered if he’d have enough money to pay Matt back in one bulk payment.

He was still standing on the sidewalk, doing math in his head, when he heard the music swell loudly as the door opened once more. A couple of guys spilled out, talking and laughing, but following close behind was Dylan, looking no worse for wear and wearing an actual shirt, although it was a baggy T-shirt that looked like he’d borrowed it from somebody else. 

“Where’s Matt?”

“I sent him home in a cab. You okay?”

He nodded, hands in his pants pocket. “He’s a bad shot. Lucky me.”

But the wind was blowing toward him, and Roan picked up a hint of blood. He took a deep breath, parsed the scent, and took a closer look at Dylan’s right ear. “You have a cut.”

Dylan reached up, puzzled, and felt the cut, looking with surprise at the blood on his fingertips. “Huh. Can’t be that big. Did you just sniff me?”

He shrugged uncomfortably, glancing away. “Sniffed toward you, yeah.”

“You’re aware of how weird that is?”

“Yes. Sorry.”

“No, that’s okay. I just wasn’t prepared for that.” He then gave Roan a sly smirk and asked, “You sure you’re not a vampire? ’Cause that’d actually be pretty cool.”

He scowled at him sarcastically. “Vampires don’t exist. God, how gullible are you? I’m a werecat, remember?”

Dylan chuckled good-naturedly at his weak joke and glanced out at the street, giving Roan a better look at the cut on his face. It was small, probably just from a fragment of flying glass that nicked him, but that was bad enough. Hell, Matt ought to be thanking Dylan for not having him arrested, because he could have, easily. He even had an injury to show for it. 

“Look, I’m sorry about Matt. I have no idea why he thinks we’re involved. He’s fucking nuts.”

“It’s the place,” he replied, gesturing back at the nightclub. “You work at Panic, everybody assumes you’re a slut. It’s a real pain in the ass. Well, not literally. Not for me, at any rate.”

“So there are sluts working for Panic.”

“Oh hell, yeah. Just not me.”

“You’re the stick-in-the-mud.”

Dylan gave him the finger, and Roan laughed. “I prefer choosy.” He paused and gave him a serious look. “Look, go easy on Matt. I mean, I know he flipped out for no reason, and he’s verging on insane stalker, but I think he really does care about you. He’s just kinda… screwed up.”

“I know. But I’m never going to be grateful in the way he wants me to be, so I don’t know what else to do with him, besides tell him to grow up and shove him out of a moving car.”

“Maybe you can think of a step before that. You’re smart.”

“I dunno. Shit like this makes me feel really dumb.”

Dylan shrugged, but his look was extraordinarily kind. “People rarely make sense. But you should see that as a good thing, since you’d be out of a job if they did.”

That was probably true, but as thoughts went, it wasn’t very comforting.





MATT MUST have been humiliated by his display, because he went to great lengths to avoid Roan.

Namely, he went back into rehab. Roan found a message on his machine the next afternoon, which was Matt apologizing profusely and saying he’d talk to him more once he “got his head together,” and then he went back into rehab for what Dee found out was a twenty-day program. Dee was of the opinion that Roan should either fuck the kid or cut him loose—or both, in that order—but Roan wasn’t sure that was the way to handle this either. At least he had twenty days to come to a conclusion.

It was Saturday before he knew it, and he hadn’t gotten very far in the Tolliver case. He was finding it nearly impossible to track down the legal owner of “Diamond Escort Agency,” a woman (!) named Anya Markov. According to Randi, she did seem to exist in financial records, but the address on her records, which Roan checked out, actually belonged to a rental storage place. The owner of said rental storage place, Samir Husseini, seemed to not know who Anya Markov was, and neither Roan nor Randi could find a connection between them. Roan was half convinced that Anya Markov was an alias, but whose, he had no idea. If Husseini were pimping out high-class rent boys, he’d probably live in a better place than he actually did.

Roan had another lead, though. It seemed that Jacob did have a “semi-boyfriend,” a guy who occasionally did a drag act under the name “Ginger Snapp.” The problem was, no one knew Ginger’s real name, and Ginger’s last performance had been in Portland over two weeks ago. Roan was having a hell of a time finding out anything about “Ginger,” but when he mentioned it to Dylan, Dylan promised he’d ask around the bar. Apparently there were some drag queen fans around the bar, guys who were into the scene, and it was possible that someone knew Ginger.

Roan arrived at the converted warehouse early, just to learn the lay of the land before he had to start patrolling it in semidarkness. It wasn’t really a warehouse as much as it was an airplane hangar, with a humungous dance floor that you could have parked a rather large private plane on, with some room left for a conga line. Risers had been added to the far right side and back walls to make stages for dancers and whatever else they had going on here. (Circuit parties often had odd acts for reasons he hadn’t been able to determine, but apparently acrobats weren’t unheard of, and neither were strippers, go-go boys, or the occasional performance artist.)

There was a bar on the left-hand side that was about twenty feet in length and seemed to be a single piece of black Lucite, curved into a kind of parenthesis on its side. Behind the bar was a door leading to the back, where temporary rooms had been set up, presumably for the “performers” and tech staff. There were lighting rigs above, metal girders with gel lights that seemed to crisscross the corrugated metal ceiling, and a special riser only a few feet off the ground, full of various DJ equipment. A closer look at their surroundings showed hidden speakers. There were probably some up near the lighting rigs as well.

As it turned out, Dylan had shown up early too, and for much the same reason, although he just wanted to get the layout of the bar down before he was mobbed by a bunch of guys demanding drinks. Luis would be working with him tonight, mainly because he had schmoozed his way into the party, so he wasn’t worried about being too overwhelmed.

It was odd to see Dylan with a shirt on behind a bar, but he took advantage of the change of venue to vary his wardrobe. He wore jeans that seemed genuinely aged and comfortable and a yellow T-shirt with a big lion’s head on it, its mane flowing around it like hair, inexplicably wearing a pair of human glasses. “I thought you’d like this one,” he admitted. “Also, it seemed just surreal enough for the evening.”

Roan had to admit he had a point. Roan also had to go into the back to find something he could sit on, since he didn’t want to stand at the bar like a loser all evening. (The bar had no seats, as it wasn’t expected that anyone would want to sit down at any point.) He eventually found a stool and brought it out, parking it at the far end of the bar where he’d have the best view of the room. Although Dylan was setting up the bar, he paused to comment on the paperback book Roan had brought with him, the latest Haruki Murakami novel, and it turned out Dylan actually knew who he was. They talked about him for a bit before the DJ arrived—the trim, good-looking black guy from Panic, one of the regular DJs. Roan was fairly certain he knew his name, but he couldn’t recall it.

He greeted Dylan with warm familiarity and then mentioned he had to do a sound check, for levels and balance, so he asked them if they had any requests. While Dylan gave it more thought than was probably necessary, Roan suggested, “‘I Like Your Booty, But I’m Not Gay’.”

That made the guy laugh and ask, “Is that real?”

“Oh yeah, it was in the Aqua Teen Hunger Force movie.”

“I’ll have to look that one up.”

“You got the new Interpol?” Dylan asked him.

“Of course, yeah. I should have guessed.” He winked at Dylan like this was some kind of private joke between them. Maybe it was.

“How about some Skinny Puppy?” he asked, just assuming the DJ wouldn’t have any Pansy Division.

“The industrial punk band?” 

Roan nodded. 

“Yeah, I think I got some of them. Let me know if you hear a sound imbalance, ’kay?”

For some reason, he patted Roan on the back in a friendly manner before loping off to the DJ booth. Roan looked at Dylan and asked, “Old boyfriend?”

Dylan grimaced sheepishly and continued setting up the bar. “Not exactly.”

“And you told me you weren’t a slut.”

Dylan gave him a mock evil look and went back to setting things up as music started pounding over the sound system, which was almost loud enough to stop Roan’s heart. The lighting techs started testing the lighting rigs too, which meant the true overheads dimmed and the colored gels started to turn on, splashing colors like neon paint across the cavernous dance floor. They also turned on black lights that seemed to highlight stains left behind by the cleaning crew. It was between the testing of the red spots and the indigo ones that Roan finally noticed the very faint scars on the inside of Dylan’s forearms. Normally you couldn’t see them, because they were very tiny, but something about the lighting made them appear very faint against his olive skin. Those were razor cuts, weren’t they? He’d tried to commit suicide at some point in his life. They weren’t the horizontal wrist slashes of the amateur drama queen, either, but the full-on vertical arm cuts of the dedicated depressive. Well, he had admitted he’d gotten semi-suicidal after Jason died, but he’d never admitted to going that far. They all had their secrets, Roan supposed.

Roan was forced to give his book up for the evening when the overhead lights were killed completely and the partiers started showing up. Luis showed up about an hour after they started letting people in, and Dylan wasn’t surprised, suggesting that Luis always showed up on his own timetable. He was a young, good-looking Latino, but he was wearing a black mesh hustler-style shirt and short shorts that always looked patently ridiculous on a grown man and yet probably got him a shitload of tips. He did seem to be a hit with the guys.

In no time at all, the warehouse, which had seemed so cavernous when he’d arrived, seemed claustrophobic, as men filled it from one side to the other, the majority with their shirts off—if they’d even bothered to wear one at all. There was some muscle queen, built like Michelangelo’s David, who wore nothing but what looked like swimming trunks and an almost life-sized boa constrictor added to his chest and back in body paint. There was almost no ventilation, so it got hot and sweaty in there in no time, and that just encouraged more stripping. Which was surely the point.

Roan didn’t want to drink anything, as he didn’t want to be forced to go into the bathrooms and see the sheer amount of fucking and drug dealing going on, but it got so hot in there from all the bodies that he was forced to have something. Since he was technically on duty, he stuck to cola, but he figured he’d have stuck to nonalcoholic drinks at any rate, as he didn’t want to lose any of his inhibitions in a place like this. That would be a disaster waiting to happen.

There were some infecteds here too. He could smell their musk mixed in with the testosterone in the crowd, although there were so many men here, so many strong competing scents, that he probably would have a hard time tracking them unless they neared him.

There was a wicker bowl on the bar, but while most bowls would usually contain pretzels or peanuts, this one contained condoms. When he was hit on for the fourth time in the evening, this time by a guy in his early twenties with a bare chest that looked carved out of granite, who wore only low-riding jeans and a nipple ring with a fake ruby in it, Roan told him, point-blank, “I’m infected. And I’m not the only infected here.”

The guy squinted at him as if skeptical, but his pupils were so wide Roan could have parked the Mustang in them. “You’re shitting me, right?”

Roan held up his arm and pointed at his Leo tattoo. “Yeah, I just have this for show. There are others here, and I can smell them.” He grabbed the bowl full of condoms and shoved them into his hands. “Tell others and pass those out. Unless they really want to turn into a leopard or something.”

The guy just blinked at him for a moment or two, as if not comprehending any of this, but finally what was left of his synapses fired, and he wandered back off into the living mass of dancing bodies. Roan had no idea if he would follow his orders or not, but at least he had tried.

He noticed Luis staring at him with his pretty, dark eyes. “You don’t fuck around, do you?”

“Not with other people’s lives, no.” Or at least he tried not to. He wasn’t sure how good his record ultimately was.

So far the night hadn’t been too bad. Within three hours, he’d only been forced to get up twice, once to break up a loud argument between ex-boyfriends and tell them to take it outside or get bounced, and the next time to separate two guys who seemed to be in an argument over one man’s boyfriend and whether he had been grabbed or not. Roan had been willing to let them go to their separate corners—the crowd was certainly big enough—but then the bigger guy, who was almost bearlike in weight and size, shoved the other one, who was more of the skinny twink tribe, hard, and Roan had to throw the bear out. He wasn’t going to go, but Roan got him in an arm lock and dragged him, cursing, to the door, to a tiny current of enthusiastic applause. He almost felt like part of the floor show.

By the time he made it back to his corner of the bar, he was sweating so much his shirt was sticking to him. He gulped down the rest of his soda while Dylan wandered down and said, “He was nearly twice as big as you! I thought you were about to get pummeled.”

“Are you kidding? I’m the bad-ass detective. I floss my teeth with guys like that.” There was no point in mentioning that he could, at almost any time, call on his lion side to take care of any real threats. Dylan didn’t need to know that.

It was about fifteen minutes later when he realized something was wrong.

It started small. He was sweating profusely, making him think all this combined body heat was getting to him, but then, looking out at the floor of writhing men, he thought he saw the floor start to tilt, which he knew wasn’t happening. He rubbed his eyes, figuring it was an optical illusion, but when he opened his eyes once more, things still didn’t look quite right.

He felt a flush of heat, and with it came this odd sensation, not unlike a slightly prickly feeling under his skin, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. In fact, it was oddly pleasurable, sending an enjoyable shudder through his body. It seemed to make his scalp tingle as he realized he had this wonderfully light, disconnected feeling in his own head, like his brain was suddenly filled with warming sunshine.

Oh holy shit. Somebody had drugged his drink.
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Map of the Problematique



ROAN WAS desperately trying to hold on to what was left of his sobriety, but he felt it slipping through his fingers like a handful of sand. What drug was this? Was it a roofie of some sort?

Oh shit, he knew better than this! He knew better than to leave a drink unattended and then finish it off, especially in a place like this. Looking out at the half-naked men moving to the thudding beat under deep, colorful lights that seemed like signs of violence—bruise purple, blood red, cyanotic blue, decomposing green—he could almost believe he was looking at some kind of underworld gathering, a stag party in hell.

Roan knew he was disconnecting. His mind felt fuzzy, and his skin continued to prickle, but in a way that was pleasurable. Much, much too pleasurable; just a breeze against his skin verged on eye-rolling ecstasy.

Ecstasy. Oh shit. This was Ecstasy, wasn’t it? Or some chemical equivalent. He shouted for Dylan as the drug continued to make reality seem glassy, like a pond coated with a thin sheet of translucent ice. Dylan came over and started to ask what was wrong, but then he looked at his eyes, and his expression transformed into a mask of shock. “Are you high?” he asked in disbelief.

“Who was near my drink?” he asked, holding on to the edge of the bar as if he might fall off. And he was afraid he might.

Dylan shook his head. “I don’t know. I was at the other end of the bar. Somebody drugged your drink? Was it a roofie?”

“I dunno. I think it might be something like Ecstasy. I’d better get outta here.” He slid off his stool and tried to walk to the back, but he found standing and walking at the same time surprisingly difficult. Maybe because the floor seemed to be moving.

He leaned heavily on the bar, and Dylan slipped out from behind it—part of it opened, which Roan had hardly noticed before—and he quickly draped Roan’s arm over his shoulders as he put his own arm around him, and he didn’t so much help him into the back room as drag him. At least Dylan was pretty strong. “Cover for me,” he said to Luis before kicking the door shut, leaving some of the music behind, but only the treble.

There was an equipment locker shoved up against the wall, and Roan didn’t sit on it as much as he collapsed, feeling the last of his sense drain away. Oddly, he didn’t have that much to lose.

“We have ambulances standing by,” Dylan said, and Roan belatedly realized he’d been talking for a while. “You know how these things go. It’d be easy to get some EMTs in here—”

“And have it get back to Dee? Fuck that. I’ll be fine.”

“Who cares about who it gets back to? If you’ve been overdosed—”

“I haven’t. Anyone who wants to kill me with drugs has a fight on their hands. I’m an infected—we have a drug tolerance that would make Keith Richards jealous.” He pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes and watched the colors explode inside his eyelids with a strangely pleasurable feeling attached to each and every one. He knew he might be putting too much pressure on his eyes, but there was no pain. Only the pleasure center of his brain seemed to be functioning right now.

Dylan grabbed his hands gently and pulled them away from his eyes, probably worrying that he was inadvertently hurting himself, but his touch seemed to send an electric current through Roan’s arms, shooting up his spine and raising goose bumps on his skin. When had someone’s touch ever felt that good? Dylan crouched down in front of him, holding his hands between his, giving him a worried look. “What if I take you to the ER, huh? Get you checked out?”

Roan shook his head. “I’m fine, really. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I felt this good.” He slid his hands out from Dylan’s, enjoying the friction, and realized what an idiot he had been.

Roan had never been good at the game, at picking up guys, which was probably why all his boyfriends—Connor, Paris, Diego—were really quite excellent at it. They played the game, so he didn’t have to. All this talking with Dylan, even though it didn’t really seem like it… it was flirting, wasn’t it? No wonder everyone was under the impression they were fucking. They were giving off signs of interest, only he hadn’t realized it. Wow—some detective he was.

Dylan’s concerned look didn’t go away. “Okay, no. You know it’s the drugs.”

“That’s most of it,” he admitted, and he grabbed Dylan’s face and kissed him. It felt much better than he could have ever imagined; it was like a straight shot of Ecstasy right into his brain, electric and intense.

Dylan was shocked, and it seemed he tensed under the contact, pushing Roan away and holding him back at arm’s length. “Whoa. Okay, you don’t mean that.”

“Don’t tell me what I mean. You can’t say you don't want me.”

He looked confused. “Roan, you’re completely stoned right now. The drugs make you horny, which is why everyone uses them in a place like this. It’s why you often find an orgy in the bathroom by the end of the night.”

Roan grabbed him by the back of his head. His hair was as soft as silk. Dylan did have really nice eyes, chocolate brown and almost feline in shape, deep and dark, suggesting something a bit exotic in his genetic background. Dylan grabbed his arm, but Roan knew he could easily overpower the normal human if he really wanted to—no matter how muscular you were, you were still human, and Roan didn’t have that limitation. 

“Did you know that attraction has a smell? It does. When you’re attracted to someone, there’s a shift in body chemistry, which is a shift in your smell. It’s subtle, no one ever really notices, but I can pick up pheromones. They taste like adrenaline, you know? Metallic. I know you want me, but the weirdest thing is, I didn’t realize I wanted you. I didn’t want to realize it. It’s like cheating on Paris.”

“Roan…,” Dylan began warningly, and Roan was picking up conflicting scents from him. Fear, lust.

“You shouldn’t be scared of me. I only want what you want.” He drew him back into a kiss, hard and passionate, and Dylan’s resistance crumbled almost instantly. He responded with a kiss as hungry as Roan’s own, and Roan felt bad for the kid, that he’d never read the signals he was giving off.

That was one thing he didn’t get about heterosexuals. In most cases, a man could accidentally hurt a woman, couldn’t he? He couldn’t kiss her as hard as he wanted to for fear of inadvertent harm. But you could kiss a man as hard as you wanted, and he could kiss back just as hard—there was no holding back. In most cases, you had a partner who could give back as good as they got.

Roan stood up, feeling a bit surer on his feet, pulling Dylan up with him, and shoved him against the wall, the feeling of his hard, warm body far more pleasurable than it had any right to be. Dylan tasted like the mints he’d been chewing all night, a cool taste like ice water. Roan reached up under his shirt, as he had to feel his skin, and it was like sweet electricity running up his arms once more as he touched the long, smooth muscles of Dylan’s back. Sweat was pouring through Roan’s pores at such an alarming rate he could smell the drugs in his own bloodstream, and the scent was confusing, enough so that Dylan was able to push him back again, although not as far this time. “Okay,” he gasped, panting for breath. “Okay. Roan—”

“Don’t deny it,” he said. Had he growled? Belatedly, he thought he heard a growl in his voice.

Although Roan thought he smelled a spike of fear coming from Dylan, it didn’t show on his face. “I’m not. It’s just—”

“You want me.”

“Not like this.” He cupped his face gently in his hands and looked him straight in the eyes. “Let me get you home, okay?”

The feeling of Dylan’s skin on his remained electric, sending a shuddering pleasure through his nerves. “Fine. Let’s go to my place.”

Dylan grimaced, almost smiling. “Damn, that did sound like a come-on, didn’t it? Not what I meant.”

“I mean it,” Roan said, and then bit his neck. Not hard enough to break the skin, just hard enough to let him know he was serious, to let him know he was marked. Dylan let out a gasp of… surprise more than pain, and Roan felt his fingers briefly tighten on his biceps. God, it felt good; even the smell of his fear was arousing.

He remembered leaving the warehouse only as a cessation of noise and smells giving way to cooler night air that initiated a cascade of pleasure all its own. Who knew a temperature shift could feel this good? Blood pounded through his head, an echo of drums like machine guns, and his shirt was so wet with sweat it was like he’d just walked out of the bay.

(Somewhere, vaguely, in the back of his mind, he remembered something about dehydration being a serious consequence of Ecstasy, and some people actually dying from it while on the stuff. But only vaguely, and he didn’t really pay attention to it, as he couldn’t. His mind was pulsing with energy, and his skin was just one raw nerve.)

The drive home was a colorful blur of lights that felt like a caress. Dylan occasionally said something, mostly along the lines of “You still with me, Roan?” which Roan thought was a funny thing to ask. Where else was he going to go?

Dylan had to unlock his front door, because for some reason Roan had some problems with the key. “You need to drink something,” Dylan said, taking a minute to figure out where the light switch was.

“Beer’d be good.”

“No, you need water.” He headed to his kitchen like this was his place too, and Roan just leaned against the wall, amazed that this felt good. He now knew why people did Ecstasy, even if it did burn your brain out faster than a Brady Bunch marathon.

Dylan brought him a bottle of water from the fridge and asked, “Why are there nametags on your appliances?”

“I can’t have pets. I might eat ’em.” He took the bottle from Dylan, painfully aware that he was standing arm’s length away from him, out of reach. “You really that scared of me?”

“I’m not scared of you, you’re just not yourself right now.”

He took the cap off the bottle and gulped the water down, the sudden cold feeling like the world’s best orgasm. Holy shit, what a great drug this was. He hadn’t realized he was thirsty until he had the water, and now he was incredibly thirsty, guzzling the water like it was the last bottle of the stuff on the planet. He finished it off and gasped, suddenly realizing he needed to breathe, and when he could talk, he told Dylan, “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head dismissively. “You have nothing to be sorry for. The drugs—”

“No, not that. I’m sorry I didn’t realize I was kinda leading you on. Was I doin’ that to Matt too? No, I don’t think so in his case.” He felt unsteady on his feet, so he sank down the wall and sat on the floor, letting the empty bottle drop there. “I’m so fucked up. I’ve been fucked up since I lost him, you know? I’m not sure I know how to live without him. Isn’t that awful? How someone can just come in and upset your entire life.”

Dylan sat down on the floor, still remaining safely out of immediate reach, folding his long legs beneath him in an easy lotus position. He probably did yoga; it probably went along with being a Buddhist. “I’m not going to lie to you and say it gets easier, because it doesn’t. It’s just that you get used to it. The human animal has an amazing capacity to get used to almost anything.”

“But you almost killed yourself.”

Dylan visibly flinched and looked away, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “You dug that up too, huh?”

“No. I saw your scars tonight.”

Dylan looked down at his exposed arms. In full light, they were harder to see; they were almost invisible. But now that Roan knew they were there, they were impossible not to see. 

“It wasn’t actually Jason that made me try it,” he muttered, his voice lowered to a whisper. “After his death, and after I got out of the hospital, I wasn’t sure I could function or even wanted to. But then I poured everything into vengeance; I wanted to make sure Steadman paid for what he did, hitting us and killing Jason. But as the court date kept getting put off and the charges kept getting bargained down, I got obsessive and furious. That fucker was gonna do only a couple of years for taking all of the rest of Jason’s life away, and he never even seemed remorseful. As the hearing approached, I went out and bought a gun and started to plan how I would get it in the courtroom and take him out. I had a friend working janitorial at the courthouse, so I had a way to get it in, and in my mind I had worked it all out. I could see myself killing him, blowing him away, his brains coating the wall like a Jackson Pollock. 

“And that’s when I realized I was seeing my mother’s brains splattered all over the bedroom wall, and my father’s. I thought… shit, I was turning into my dad. I was a monster, just like he was. I just… it scared me so much, I couldn’t bear it. I grabbed the first thing I saw, which was an X-ACTO knife, and sliced my arms open. It was better to die than to be another monster like that. But Sheba found me before I totally bled out, and I was in the hospital when Steadman was sentenced, which was surely for the best. When I got out, I chucked away the Prozac and found Buddhism, hoping against hope that it would save me from becoming like him.” 

He rubbed his eyes like he was trying to hide tears, which was something Roan knew all too well. Even through the drugs, he could remember that self-loathing, that fear, that lingering stain of abuse.

“I was afraid of that,” he admitted. “I still am sometimes, that I’m gonna turn out just like my foster parents, the bad ones. But it’s not true. I’m not them, and you’re not your father. You’re one of the sweetest men I’ve ever met. And I have scars too.” He knew Dylan could see the one that sliced his eyebrow in half—everyone could see that scar—but he peeled his shirt off so Dylan could see his largest scar, the one along his collarbone. Since he was sitting against the wall, he’d never see the bullet hole scar—more of a pockmark really—on his back, but that was a minor one anyway. “We all have scars. The ones you can see are easier.”

Dylan stared at him for a very long moment, his eyes eventually finding the long, whitish scar made by the saw and then moving slowly back up to his face. For a very long time, his expression was unreadable. “Paris used to talk about you all the time,” he said. “When he came into Panic. I always wondered why he never hooked up with anyone, and yeah, I was attracted to him too, although I knew better than to hit on him. After flirting for a while and getting too many guys’ hopes up, he’d sit at the bar and wax rhapsodic about you. God, he loved you. He told me that you had a brusque exterior that some people found off-putting, but if they got to know you, if they got in under your armor, they’d fall instantly in love with you. I think I know what he meant now.”

Bringing up Paris now was disorienting. Roan missed him; he missed him so fucking much he didn’t know how he could stand it. But the drugs were filling in all those empty places, smoothing away so much pain that all he could feel now was need. “Stay with me.”

There was a long silence as Dylan thought it over.





ROAN WOKE up with a pounding headache and a taste in his mouth like it had been reupholstered with dirty sweat socks. Since when did Ecstasy give you a hangover? Maybe it was dehydration—he had absolutely no spit left.

He took a long shower, washing the drug stink off his skin, and took three Excedrin after considering Vicodin and rejecting it. He’d had enough hard drugs for one weekend.

Vaguely, fragments of the previous night started coming back to him. Someone had slipped him a mickey at the circuit party—God, how fucking embarrassing. He pulled on some sweatpants and went downstairs, his aching stomach now taking precedence over the pounding in his head, and he let his hair drip down over his face, enjoying the mere feeling of water. He was probably lucky he hadn’t fatally dehydrated.

Or maybe it wasn’t luck. He’d found a couple of empty water bottles just beyond the base of the stairs, as well as the shirt he’d been wearing last night, sweat-soaked and discarded. That was when he remembered Dylan—and froze. Oh shit, oh holy shit, had he fucked him? He desperately searched his aching brain for memories, but there weren’t many forthcoming.

There was movement on the couch—he heard it as well as saw it out of the corner of his eye—and he looked to see Dylan stretched out there, the blue plaid throw half-covering him and half on the floor. He was still wearing his clothes, although he’d kicked his shoes off. Roan breathed a sigh of relief, although it belatedly occurred to him that maybe Dylan had just gotten dressed before he decided to sleep it off. Seemed unlikely, though.

Roan padded quietly to the refrigerator and drank pineapple orange juice directly from the carton. He gulped down most of the quart without taking a breath—he couldn’t remember the last time he had been this thirsty. He grabbed another bottle of water to have while he put the coffee on and heard a sleepy voice say, “Good morning.”

Roan glanced at the clock on the microwave display before glancing at Dylan, who was sitting up and stretching his arms over his head. “Technically, it’s afternoon.”

“Is it?” Dylan dropped his arms and rolled his head like he was working kinks out of his neck. Maybe he was; there weren’t any pillows on the couch. “Well, parties take it out of you.”

“Yeah. Um… did we…?”

“No, we didn’t,” Dylan said, getting up. “Can I use your bathroom?”

What a relief. “Knock yourself out.” This proved how noble Dylan could be, because Roan wasn’t sure, if the situation had been reversed, that he wouldn’t have taken advantage of him. He was an attractive man, beyond a doubt.

As Dylan went off, Roan searched around to see what he could nuke for a quick breakfast, but there wasn’t a lot. He needed to go shopping again, although this time he should bring a car. There were some croissants he nuked to warm up, and by that time the coffee was done and Dylan had returned. “What do you take?” he asked, gesturing at the coffee.

“On days like this? Way too much sugar.”

“Got it.” He searched the cupboards for a full minute before coming up with a couple of sugar packets that must have been leftovers from some fast-food restaurant past. “This is all I’ve got.”

“I’ll take it.”

They sat on opposites sides of the breakfast bar and had croissants and coffee, and Roan realized he was shirtless. But Dylan didn’t seem to care.

They ate in silence for almost five minutes, and then Roan decided he couldn’t stand it anymore. “I’m really sorry—”

“Don’t,” Dylan replied, shaking his head. “It wasn’t your fault, there was no damage done. So don’t be sorry. How do you feel?”

“Besides completely fucking humiliated? Better than twenty minutes ago, but not as good as last night.”

“I wouldn’t recommend doing Ecstasy as a lifestyle.”

“Fuck, man, don’t worry. It was fun for a while, but I need all the brain cells I have. Besides, I don’t like getting out of control like that. The lion could come out, and no good ever comes of that.”

Dylan studied him for a moment, and Roan knew now that he wasn’t wearing colored contacts. “Would that ever happen? You really seem like the stronger of the two.”

“Usually I am, but I have moments of weakness. You saw some last night. I’m… okay, I can’t apologize without you telling me not to, so I won’t. Assume it’s implied.”

Dylan finished his croissant and his coffee and set his plate and mug aside. “What happens now?”

Roan considered pretending he didn’t know what he was talking about, but even Dylan wouldn’t believe he’d lost that many brain cells. He set his dishes aside and folded his hands together on the breakfast bar. “I don’t know. What… what do you think?”

He didn’t have to think about it for too long. “I don’t want to be your rebound guy, Roan.”

Roan nodded, totally understanding that. “It’s not something anyone wants, no. I—” Roan paused as Dylan stood up and came over to his side of the breakfast bar, where he leaned down and kissed him.

It was a very chaste kiss on the lips, really, but he kept the contact for a long time, and it just ached with tenderness. Something about it seemed strangely erotic. Roan let Dylan break the contact, as it was the absolute least he could do after last night. “I want more than that,” Dylan told him, his voice and expression both questioning and kind. “Is that possible?”

There was no other term for it, really—he felt gobsmacked. After all that, Dylan still wanted him? And for more than a quick fuck? Weird. It kind of scared him. “Give me time.”

“Absolutely.” He then gave Roan a gentle kiss on the forehead before quickly taking his place on the other side of the bar. “Do you want to finish getting dressed? I can drive you back to the parking lot so you can pick up your car.”

Oh shit, he’d forgotten all about that. That wasn’t a great area of town either, so he hoped no one had ripped it off. “Oh, yeah. Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”

“No problem.” Roan was halfway up the stairs when Dylan added, “Oh! Crap, I forgot to tell you last night. I found out Ginger Snapp’s real name. It’s Bryan Dodd; he used to work at the Blockbuster on Jameson Avenue. Is that a help?”

Roan looked down at him and knew why he was scared. This shit was always scary, interacting with people, but even more troubling was the idea that there might be life after Paris. But there probably was, whether he liked it or not. “It’s a big help, Dylan.”

And Dylan was too, although he didn’t know if he’d ever tell him that.




Book Two

Hysteria



1

Day of the Baphomets



One Month Later



AS ROAN grasped his upper arm firmly, trying to staunch the flow of blood, he wondered how he’d gotten himself into this mess. 

Maybe the problem was this was another male lion, one not inclined to fold, but also, he could smell illness coming off of it—it wasn’t right in body or mind, and therefore it was not assessing threats correctly. The panicky people didn’t help either; their fear was sharp in the air, and it was making Roan salivate just as much as the lion growling in the alley.

“Roan—” Dylan asked pleadingly, visible in his peripheral vision.

“Get away!” he snapped, and as the lion took a step forward, Roan took a step toward the cat as well, roaring a challenge that made its ears flatten against its scalp. It knew he was injured, but it also had to know he was still stronger than it was. Its mane was predominately black, making Roan wonder if it was a black-haired man under the transformation, although such a characteristic wasn’t always a sure bet. He was a good-sized guy, though, at least six feet, somewhere around two hundred and fifty pounds. 

How had this happened? He had been meeting Dylan for coffee before Dylan went to work—that was all. Innocent as could be. Then he heard a woman scream, a truly genuine scream of horror, and he came charging around the corner to find a man under attack by a lion, which had him on the ground and was gnawing his forearm like a turkey leg. Roan didn’t have a chance to finesse this, and of course he wasn’t armed, as he had closed up the office for the day. Not that it mattered—there was no way he’d open fire on a cat anyway, and certainly not with civilians around.

Roan did what he had to do. He charged the cat and tackled it, ripping it off the man and sending them both rolling out into the street as he yelled at Dylan to get the man inside. Cats, being a hell of a lot more flexible than people, were hard to keep hold of at the best of times, and this was a big lion, slippery with blood and its own fevered sweat. It twisted violently in his grasp as a car’s tire just missed their heads by inches, and it sank its teeth into his arm, tearing through the flesh like paper.

A mistake. On the cat’s part, as Roan had been holding back his instincts quite well, but now, with the pain ripping through his body, his own cat instincts had broken out. He threw the cat bodily away, so hard that it hit a parked Lexus with an audible thud, making it rock on its shocks and leaving a huge dent in its side door. The cat landed unsteadily on its feet, shaking its head, as Roan struggled to hold in the cat instincts wanting to emerge. He felt his jaw shift, heard the bones crack, and tasted blood in his mouth as his teeth ripped through his gums, but the most troubling thing was he wanted to rip its fucking throat out. He could almost taste its flesh in his mouth, and he wanted it as badly as he had ever wanted anything. It was a desire so electric he wanted it to sweep him away.

He couldn’t let it, though. He fought it back inside him, only vaguely aware that Dylan was trying to get the crowd back, assuring them that Roan knew what he was doing and could handle the cat. The other lion was momentarily stunned by the impact and the conflicting smells of blood: blood from Roan’s fresh arm wound and the blood of the man who had been dragged inside a nearby barber shop but whose blood was still on the sidewalk and smeared on Dylan. Roan instantly recognized the danger and growled, earning the cat’s attention, and it growled back, hair standing up along its spine. 

Roan wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he lurched to his feet and charged the cat, roaring all the way, and while Roan knew he never would have done that had a shred of his humanity had control, somehow it worked. The cat turned and ran, heading for the nearest bit of cover, which was a dead-end alley between a thrift store and a specialty bakery. It snarled and growled warnings, its eyes a lambent yellow as it crouched behind an industrial Dumpster, and Roan stood at the mouth of the alley, keeping an eye on it. It wasn’t a permanent retreat; the cat was sizing up its options, and if it was able to race past him, if it could get to any of the people who were still looking on in spite of Dylan’s best efforts to warn them back, it would. This was now a territorial thing between two male cats, a struggle for dominance before a fight that couldn’t possibly be fair. Yes, the cat had claws and teeth and speed, but Roan had strength and a peculiar animal rage that seemed far more dangerous manifesting in his human form. He had hands and feet and both the knowledge and desire for a kill. The win was his the moment he decided to take it.

He was vaguely aware of an authoritative male voice barking, “Back, get back!” and then movement at the side of his vision, which made his muscles tense as the cat squad came—a tall black man in a black squadron jacket quickly taking aim at the lion and firing a drug-gun cartridge at it. Even though it hit the cat in the front leg, it roared in pain and charged, and Roan shoved the man aside and caught the lion with an open palm to the side of its head, making it slam against the brick-fronted wall on the left and come sliding down to the pavement, both the drugs and the impact combining to take it out of play.

“You don’t shove a—” another cat squad member began, sounding angry.

But the shooter was up and intercepted him before he could come within reach. “Torres, chill, it’s okay. That’s McKichan.”

Hearing his human name seemed to bring him back to himself, and he closed his eyes and took several deep breaths through his nose, trying to make his lion go back into its cave.

“The cat guy?” Torres said in disbelief.

Someone else, someone on the other side of the street, commented, “Did you get that? I’ve never seen anyone move that fast—”

Oh shit, had someone captured him on a phone camera again? God, he hated those fucking things. Once he was sure his cat side had submerged to a reasonable level, he opened his eyes and visually scanned the nearby crowd, but they looked at him funny, and he couldn’t tell who the dick with the cell phone camera was.

This cat squad was slightly more deferential to him, as their leader—the man who’d shot the cat, Moore—seemed to think he was pretty nifty. Moore mentioned meeting him as a rookie, but Roan had no memory of it. He was glad he’d left a good impression, though, or he might have gotten a gun butt in the back of the head.

The ambulance crew that arrived didn’t include Dee, which was actually a relief. Roan didn’t think he could deal with him right this second. Although they wanted to take him to the hospital for his arm wound, he told them he’d be fine, they could just wrap it up. This was met with frowns and suspicion, but they had no choice. 

Once Dylan was done giving his statement to police, he came to see if Roan was okay. He was uninjured, but he had the man’s blood smeared on the front of his shirt—he’d picked a bad day to wear a white T-shirt. He was a bit unsettled, which was to be expected, but as much as he tried to shrug it off, Roan knew he had scared Dylan. Was it the roaring, fighting the cat, the partial transformation of his face? At any rate, it was good for him to see this. Dylan might have known the realities of Roan being infected, he might have known Roan transformed into a lion a few days a month, but he needed to know this. He needed to know other cats could bring out his inner lion; he needed to know pain and rage could do it too. Roan wasn’t a normal infected; he was a virus child, and that brought its own perils and problems. If Dylan couldn’t handle it, now was the time to find out, before he got too accustomed to having Roan in his life. 

Although Dylan didn’t seem to feel good about it, Roan told him to go ahead and go to work and that he was just going to go home and do some paperwork, which was only a partial lie. He suspected Dylan was slightly relieved; Roan suspected he was, himself, as well. 

Roan drove home, wondering how long he should wait until he searched YouTube for himself, and his cell rang. He let it go to voice mail, but he already knew it was Dee. There was some kind of mysterious EMT network that allowed someone to tell Dee all about Roan’s occasional travails and treatments almost the instant they were done. He didn’t know how that worked, yet it always seemed to. 

At home, he showered, getting the blood and sweat off, and unraveled the bandage around his arm. Although the teeth had torn through his flesh after biting, there was still a pretty good imprint in it, and blood still oozed from the deeper punctures. He threw on some sweatpants and went downstairs to his still unremodeled office, where he started to throw some punches into the heavy bag. It hurt his arm, but that was the point. Along with the physical pain, he concentrated on how he still missed Paris, how there were moments—just like this—where he longed for him with a physical ache, and that was enough to bring on the partial transformation. He felt it building, felt his muscles burn and twitch, his skin itch from underneath and grow hot as it too stretched and moved, and he watched with almost clinical fascination as muscles and subcutaneous fat reached out across gaps left by the teeth to reconnect again. Within five minutes, the only way you could tell the lion had bitten him was by the blood still streaked on the pink, fresh skin of his forearm. Also, as soon as he called back the transformation, wrestled the lion back into its cage, it hurt. It hurt so badly it felt like his arm had been run over by a dump truck and set on fire, and his upper chest and face had been slightly mauled in the incident. But at least he wasn’t bleeding anymore. 

He still felt horrible. It was probably thinking of Paris, of course. He’d been dead for over a year now, and Roan hadn’t been quite able to let him go. How could he? He’d been his husband and the one person in this world whom Roan could truly say was perfect for him; they had balanced each other out almost perfectly. Which was exactly why it couldn’t last, as things like that never did. You got a moment in the sun, but that was all—a moment. Good things never seemed to last beyond that. 

Roan liked Dylan, he really did. He was intelligent and serene and had a good sense of humor, and there was no doubt at all that he was extremely attractive and seemed to like him, for some unfathomable reason. And yet he couldn’t stop wanting Paris, missing him. Dylan was being patient with him, waiting for him to make the moves, but Roan was already convinced it would never happen. He wondered if he’d ever get the courage to tell him before he left in disgust.

The phone rang as he was about to start upstairs. He figured it was Dee calling him again to ask why he hadn’t called him back earlier, but as he glanced at the caller ID, he saw it was displaying Murphy’s number. Was she calling to taunt him about his latest cat-fighting venture? She really wasn’t the type to do that. Roan picked up the receiver out of curiosity.

“Something I can do for you, Officer?”

She made a small noise, a smothered laugh. “Well, aren’t you snappy? You should be in action-hero mode more often.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Oh, don’t be that way. I heard you saved that guy’s life. So just take your compliments graciously, you negative queen.”

“I am not a negative queen,” he snapped, sounding pretty negative to himself. He sighed heavily and collapsed on the end of the sofa. “What can I do for you, Murph? Besides be a punching bag.”

“Well, I have this favor I wanna ask you, but I’m afraid to.”

“Oh God, this isn’t one of those things where you’re gonna ask me for some of my sperm, is it?”

“God no! Keep your goddamn spunk to yourself!”

Roan felt oddly relieved. “Good. I mean, I am infected and a bad candidate, but if you believe Hollywood, all you lesbians are sperm-hungry baby machines.”

“So I’ve heard. It’s news to me and Kim, but I imagine we’re out of the loop,” she admitted sardonically. She cleared her throat—he imagined her spunk comment had been overheard and earned her a funny look, which she cut off with that sound—and after a moment, she said, “I’m afraid to ask you this because I know you’ll go off and investigate it yourself. And you can’t do that, as it’s a police matter. Do you get me, mister?”

Now he was curious. “Is this some cat thing?”

“No.” There was a long pause, and when she spoke next, she had dropped her voice to a low whisper. “You don’t know about this because no one in the media has picked up on it, but we seem to have a serial hustler beater in town.”

“What?”

“These hustlers—I think you guys call ’em twinks, younger guys, kind of on the slim and feminine side—have been turning up beaten bloody and left in parking lots, on the sides of the road. They were reported by emergency rooms, and occasionally a statement was taken, but for the most part the hustlers gave fake names or got out of there before or when the cops showed up.”

That was understandable. Even female hookers weren’t likely to report beatings or rapes for the same reason: who believed them? They also had a poor opinion of and association with most cops and just didn’t trust them. If they admitted what they did, they could get arrested. “How many in what time frame?”

“Well, what we’ve got is five in as many weeks.”

“So he’s a busy boy.”

“Worse than that. The newest victim was found bleeding in a gutter on Tuesday night, very nearly beaten to death. His jaw was fractured in six places, he’s missing four teeth, his eye socket was shattered, and they had to induce a coma to keep his brain from swelling.”

Roan winced. “Jesus fucking Christ. He’s still alive?”

“He is, but barely. And get this—he’s fifteen.”

He groaned and sank back deeper into the couch. “Motherfucker.”

“He’s been ID’d as a fifteen-year-old runaway from Idaho, Michael Gilpin. He was new on the street and claimed to be a seventeen-year-old named Eric. No one who has talked to us claims to know him.”

“But you think they’re lying.”

“I do. I also think our mystery john is decompensating fast. I think his next victim will be a murder victim.”

Considering Gilpin had been beaten almost to death, Roan was willing to bet she was correct. “You’re homicide. I had no idea they had you working on future murders.”

She exhaled heavily, like this comment was a low blow. “They’re not. This is Wilson’s and Lozano’s case, but I’m doing Wilson a favor.”

“Which Wilson?” There were actually three cops that he knew of working out of that precinct with the last name Wilson, two white and one black, and none of them related to each other. He decided to make a wild guess. “Maya?”

“Yeah. She asked me if I had any street-level contacts, since she and Loz are having such a hard time getting any of the hustlers to talk to them honestly. I didn’t, but I did think of you.”

“’Cause the whores love me.” He said that with thick sarcasm, but really it wasn’t sarcastic at all.

“They do, Roan. They always talked to you. I’m hoping, since you’re no longer on the force, they’ll do that even more.”

He thought about that, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. The one thing he had done as a cop—lousy as he was at it—was open up dialogue between some of the street people and the cops. He wasn’t sure why, except he didn’t see them as sad junkies but people who’d made poor decisions in their lives and were just trying to survive, which he couldn’t begrudge them. Also, he was seen as an outsider even amongst his fellow cops: openly gay, openly infected. Pariahs had a tendency to recognize each other, and while they didn’t necessarily stick together, they did try and deal with each other honestly. Occasionally, arrested hookers would request him specifically because they knew he wouldn’t rough them up or make backhanded remarks about them, and he usually gave them a cup of coffee. 

“So that’s the favor. Go talk to the whores and find out what they know.”

“We need to get this guy before he kills. Considering his pattern, we’re quickly running out of time.”

That made him open his eyes. “One a week. How many days do you think we have?”

“He hasn’t stuck to a strict seven-day schedule, so it’s hard to say. It could be as many as five days or as few as two.”

“Son of a bitch.” He rubbed his eyes, wondering why this day had turned out so shitty. “Where was the Gilpin kid found?”

“On Royal Avenue. We have reason to believe he had been selling his ass on Weston Boulevard.”

Which only made sense—you wanted to buy a piece of ass, you went to Weston Boulevard. “Okay, I’ll start there.” He wondered vaguely if any of the hustlers he knew by name were still working the streets down there.

So much for his plan to brood and feel sorry for himself tonight.



2

Survivalism



ROAN WENT upstairs and changed into some ratty jeans and an old Jesus Lizard T-shirt and grabbed his worn leather jacket out of the back of the closet. No, he wasn’t going to blend in completely, but he didn’t want to or need to; all he needed to do was look inconspicuous. The worst thing a detective could do was stand out when there was no benefit to standing out. If you couldn’t look like you were one of them, you could at least look like you belonged.

He headed out into an early evening turned overcast, steel-wool gray and just starting to drizzle, but the air was still thick and the rain tropically warm, so it was more oppressive than refreshing. He took the GTO but ended up parking it a block away from his intended location, in a Starbucks parking lot, because Weston Boulevard wasn’t really made for parking, and what spots existed were taken up quickly. On his way, he stopped in a 7-Eleven and bought cigarettes. He didn’t smoke, but cigarettes were as much currency on the streets as they were in prison.

He walked down to the boulevard and looked around for any familiar faces. It was possible that no one he remembered from his time on the streets was still here—hooking wasn’t a job with great security or longevity built into it. But after a minute or two, he saw a familiar, lanky figure wearing a tan Stetson saunter out of a doorway and take a seat on the bus stop bench. Roan walked down to the bus stop and took a seat on the bench too. “Hey, Cowboy, how are you doing?”

The hustler looked at him askance, studying him while pretending to ignore him. He was a gaunt boy, five ten but maybe only about one hundred and thirty pounds, his eyes a delicate blue in a face made to look rugged through an interesting pattern of acne scars. He was called Cowboy because of his ubiquitous hat and the fact that he had a thick Oklahoma accent. He was probably about twenty-six now, although he barely looked it, and Roan vaguely remembered that his real name was Leo.

Roan figured it was hair color that gave him away. Cowboy’s eyes seemed to lock on that, and recognition dawned. He noticed the boy’s pupils were awfully big, and he was giving off a slightly chemical scent. 

“Oh hey, Officer Roan, right?”

“Right. Only it isn’t officer now.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard about that. They kicked you out ’cause you was gay?”

Was that the rumor on the street? Considering the rather poor relationship between the gay community and the cops, he couldn’t say he was surprised. “No.”

“Infected?”

“No.”

Rain was starting to drip off the brim of his hat, making a dull, plopping noise as it dripped onto his sodden pant legs. “What then?”

Roan shrugged but was forced to admit the truth. “’Cause I sucked at my job. I beat the shit out of a guy.”

Cowboy glanced at him before turning his eyes to the street. If one of the cars driving past slowed down, he was being cruised. “Did he deserve it?”

“I think so.”

“Then what was the problem? Cops beat the shit out of guys all the time, and half of them don’t deserve it.”

That was an interesting perspective. Roan wasn’t sure the math worked, but far be it from him to defend his ex-employers. “It’s all politics, isn’t it? Wanna cigarette?”

That simple question brought an eager brightness. “Yeah, you got one?”

He pulled out the pack from his pocket, tore it open, and shook out a cigarette, which Cowboy took with practiced ease. By the time he’d popped it between his lips, he already had a red plastic Bic lighter in his hand, and he lit the cigarette while Roan was still putting the pack away. You had to feel a bit bad for the nicotine addicts. “Thanks,” he said, exhaling a stream of smoke. “So what d’ya want?”

“Just for you to answer a couple of questions for me.”

The goodwill the cigarette bought seemed to disappear. He was eying him with open skepticism. “I thought you said you weren’t a cop anymore.”

“I’m not. I am a private detective, though.”

His suspicion eased, but not by much. “Really? Like some TV guy? So what are you investigatin’?”

“Right now I’m looking into some beatings that have occurred out here. You heard of them?”

The tension that had suddenly appeared in his shoulders seemed to melt away as he nodded, but Cowboy chose then to avoid looking at him, gazing across the street instead. “Yeah. Some skeeze jacking the greenies. He’s goin’ for them for a reason, y’know? ’Cause I can just look at a guy and know within five seconds if he wants to fuck me, fuck me up, or bust me. The new kids gotta learn that.”

“So you’re not worried.”

“Naw. ’Sides, if I was ever stupid enough to go with someone like that, I got my knife, and I used to castrate bulls. Doin’ the same thing to a guy wouldn’t be much different.”

Roan squelched the urge to wince. Unlike most of these sidewalk cowboys, Cowboy actually had some credentials. He was a rancher’s son, one who had gotten kicked out of the house when his parents caught him with another guy in the barn. He said he just hit the Greyhound station and randomly got on the first bus out of town, figuring he’d ride it as long as he could, which was how he ended up here. He said he had been hoping to end up in San Francisco or Los Angeles, but he kind of liked it here. He’d been here ten years and had been hooking for six. At the last count Roan was privy to, he’d been arrested three times. 

“Did you know any of the kids who got beat?”

He shook his head. “I don’t hang with other hustlers. They’re all thieves and users.”

“Does that include you?”

His eyes and lips narrowed to deadly slits, but his cigarette remained firmly clamped in the corner of his mouth. “You bein’ a smart-ass?”

“Probably. If you didn’t know the kids, did you see anything unusual those nights? Did you see who picked them up?”

He shook his head as he tapped ashes onto the sidewalk. “I don’t even remember seein’ ’em.”

“You know of anyone who might have?”

He shrugged again, taking a deep drag off his cigarette. There was something remarkably stoic about Cowboy, and yet Roan always got the impression that he was the loneliest guy on the planet. It could have been a gambit, a way of attracting customers, but Roan wasn’t so sure about that. It never seemed intentional. 

“Dunno. I haven’t asked.”

He may have been a known quantity, but he wasn’t an ideal informant. “Does Dude still work this strip?” Dude was a long-haired, surfer-boy-looking type, hence his street name.

“Naw. He headed to California last year.”

“Spike?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t seen him for a long time. Dunno what happened to him.”

Shit. Both Dude and Spike got really chatty, especially if they were stoned or you bought them some booze. You had to love the gossipy queens sometimes. “Mika still come by here?”

“Not anymore. She got popped for possession and went to court-ordered rehab, and in there I hear she met a sugar daddy who financed the rest of her operation.”

“Oh. So he’s a full female now?”

“Apparently, yeah.” His lips twisted in distaste as he slumped back against the bench. “Why would someone do that? Voluntarily get their dick cut off? That’s just creepy.”

This from the guy who was threatening to castrate any man who raised a hand to him. “If that’s what it takes to make him feel comfortable in his own skin—transitioning to female—who are we to judge? Whatever gets you through the night.”

Cowboy snorted in amusement. “I see what’cha mean about bein’ a bad cop.”

Very funny. He wracked his brain for any other hustlers who might have some information and might be willing to talk to him. “What about Fox?”

“Oh wow, him. He’s moved up in the world. He works for this high-class place on Lincoln.”

“Really? What’s it called?”

“Um… Elite Escorts.”

“Cute. Why didn’t you go with him?” Cowboy probably could have; he had a good-sized customer fan-base.

He shrugged uncomfortably and took another serious drag off his cigarette. “The guy who runs the place is pretty strict. Supposedly he drug tests. Fox said there were ways to get around that, but it seemed like a hassle.”

“What’re you on?”

Cowboy gave him a cutting glance. “Thought you weren’t a cop.”

“I’m not. You just look a little thinner than usual.”

After a moment, when he’d scanned the traffic with predatory eyes, he finally said, “Ice. It’s brilliant. I haven’t slept for twenty-eight hours, I can’t remember the last time I ate, and I feel fucking fantastic.”

It was sometimes curious what people considered a good thing. “Why don’t we hit the café? I can buy you some food, some coffee.”

He shook his head emphatically, sending rain droplets flying. “Naw. I mean thanks, but I ain’t hungry. I got cash.”

“Good.” But Roan had a sneaking suspicion all that money would be going for ice, which he knew was some form of refined, synthesized speed. Like meth, but “cleaner.” He knew that was yet another drug that was sweeping the gay clubbing culture—high on that shit, you could stay up and fuck all night without a break to sleep or eat. Of course, you’d probably drop dead of a heart attack soon after, but what was life without risk?

He wished Cowboy luck and told him to take care of himself, which Roan doubted he’d do, and then walked the few blocks to Lincoln Street, hoping he’d see someone he recognized along the way. He didn’t, but two hookers offered him “dates,” one male (whom he didn’t recognize) and one female (also new to him). 

Lincoln Street was totally devoted to businesses, and most were in identical buildings, although there were a couple of older-style high-rises that had some charm. One looked deceptively like a New-York-style brownstone, with all the businesses occupying a floor apiece. He went inside to the lobby, where all the businesses were listed on a wooden board, with their floors listed beside them. There was a real hodgepodge here: an orthodontist on one floor, an Internet travel company on another, a very vague company on another (“Meridian Limited” could have meant anything), and a company named only “Elite” on the fifth floor. That was probably them.

He took the elevator up to the fifth floor, and when the doors opened, he double-checked to make sure he had pushed the right button. The floor was almost totally empty; it was just an empty hallway leading to a closed door that had dents and scrapes marring the wood. He assumed Elite did most of their business by phone and Internet but needed a physical address for some reason. Still, he went up to the door and tried the knob.

Bizarrely, it opened, and he found himself in a tiny, white-painted office, with a small Ikea desk that had an old Dell computer sitting on it. Seated behind the desk was a young woman with hair dyed an unnaturally bright orange-red, and she was wearing black lipstick and a spiked dog collar around her neck. She was neither attractive nor unattractive, simply there, and she wore a tight, spandex, paisley top that showed off a rather tremendous pair of breasts. “Yeah?” she asked, chewing gum loudly. He could see that the gum was a disturbing pastel blue.

“I’m looking for Fox.”

“Fox who?” She was eying him like a particularly stinky piece of fish.

“Fox the… escort. His real name is Holden Krause, if you’re keeping track of that.”

She kept chewing loudly, giving him a look that could have curdled milk. “We ain’t got no escorts here. You got the wrong place.”

Oh good. The business’s lone defense was an obnoxious secretary. “I’m not a cop. I’m a friend of his. Cowboy told me he works here now.”

“I don’t know anyone named Cowboy.”

“He works Weston Boulevard. He’s hard to miss, seeing as he’s usually the only guy there wearing a cowboy hat.”

The gum went smack-smack-smack as she chewed it, a noise so obnoxious he was sure she was doing it on purpose. “I don’t know of any Weston Boulevard.”

He rolled his eyes and balled his fists, trying to tamp down his rage. Obnoxious secretaries actually were an excellent line of defense. If he slapped the gum out of her mouth, would that qualify as violence against women? Probably. All he could hope was that she’d start choking, and he’d have the excuse to give her a too-enthusiastic Heimlich maneuver. “It’s the street three blocks away, with the Moorhart building on it.”

She looked at him with a blank, aimless hostility. “So?”

Okay, this was it. He was going to put her under citizen’s arrest for no good reason and make up charges when the cops arrived. He had opened his mouth to start reading her Miranda rights when the door behind her opened and a tall, well-built black man looked at him in open surprise. “Boyfriend of yours, Ashley?”

She snorted so disdainfully he was surprised she didn’t swallow her gum. “Hardly. He’s some dick nattering on about the Moorhart building.”

After giving her an evil look, Roan looked at the man in direct appeal. “I’m a friend of Fox’s. Cowboy told me he worked here now. I’m just trying to find him.”

The man studied him with a skeptical eye. He was six three and leanly muscled, wearing loose black pants and a skintight red T-shirt that showed you what he’d had for lunch (he’d skipped today—either that, or he’d had a single raisin). “Why are you trying to find him?”

Roan held his hands out in mute appeal. “I just need to talk to him. If it wasn’t important, I wouldn’t be here.”

The man raised an eyebrow, and Roan noticed he glimmered faintly. Body glitter? 

“Are you a cop?”

“Hell no. Do I look like a cop?”

The man made a show of slowly looking him over and said, “I guess not. But you don’t look like you’re in the game either.”

“I wasn’t. That isn’t how he knows me. Call him and ask. He’ll tell you I’m cool.” This was a bit of a risky gambit, but Fox wasn’t called Fox because he was so damn gorgeous—he’d earned his nickname because he was so fucking cunning. He was smarter than you’d ever expect a street hustler to be, and there wasn’t an angle he couldn’t work. He had gained himself almost legendary status on the street when he talked a judge into throwing out charges against him in court. He was so sly and slick it was impossible; he’d missed his calling as a politician. Roan had asked him why, considering how smart he was, he had decided to work as a hustler. Fox’s reply was, “It beats work.” He was betting Fox would know that if he was asking for him, there was a good reason for it.

The man pulled a tiny cell phone out of his pants pocket and hit a single button, indicating that he had Fox on speed dial. He was another one of the hustlers, obviously, but it made him curious who was behind the door. “Hey, Fox? There’s a guy here at the office who says he knows you.” His brown eyes fixed on Roan curiously.

“Roan McKichan,” he said, as the guy was obviously fishing for a name. 

“Roan McKichan.” The man paused briefly, listening, a slow scowl forming on his face. “You sure? Okay. See you later.” He turned off the phone and slipped it into his pocket. “He said to send you on over. He lives in Lakeview Terrace on 38th Street, apartment 24. You know where that is?”

“Yeah, I do. Thanks.”

As he turned to go, the hustler asked, “Hey—how do you know him? Are you an ex-boyfriend or something?”

“No.” He looked at him over his shoulder and said, “I arrested him once.”

He hadn’t really personally arrested him, but the lie was worth it for the look of shock and horror on his face.

The thing about Fox was, Roan was sure if he didn’t know anything, he’d know exactly who to talk to. If there was anyone out there who knew anything, Fox would find them. The only problem was, he wouldn’t help Roan if he didn’t see how it could benefit him, which was a major problem. You couldn’t outsmart Fox. You could only hope to convince him it was worth his while to work with you. 

And Roan frankly didn’t know how he’d convince him this was worth his while. But he supposed he’d cross that burning bridge when he came to it. 
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Condition Boy



LAKEVIEW TERRACE was just another one of those cracker-box-shaped apartment buildings/condos that had gone up all around the East Side in the last decade. The only way to tell them apart was they were painted various muted shades, and some of the exterior landscaping was different. Lakeview Terrace had a pretty good view of Patterson Park, where there was a lake, though it wasn’t visible from anywhere on this side of it. Amazing how no one had ever sued the owners for false advertisement.

To Roan’s surprise, unit twenty-four was on the ground floor, tucked in the farthest corner possible. He’d just started to knock when the door was opened. “Hello, Officer,” Fox purred, giving him a seductive smile. “Have I been a naughty boy?”

Roan simply glared at him, and Fox started laughing, unable to keep a straight face. “Well, come on in, before the neighbors think I’m mixing with the wrong crowd.”

With some reluctance, Roan took him up on the invitation.

Fox—Holden—was a solid six footer, somewhat wide across the shoulders, although invariably lean. This was really easy to see now, since he was wearing only baggy, blue velvet pajama pants (or did they call those “lounge pants” now?), loosely tied low on his waist, and about a half-dozen various necklaces that made him jingle slightly when he moved. The necklaces were kind of interesting, mainly because Roan was certain there was a story behind every piece, from what appeared to be a pair of dog tags—obviously not his, since Holden was never in the military—to a small gold skull and crossbones and, oddly enough, a pendant that appeared to be a single silver wing (bird or angel, he couldn’t say). In spite of the necklace collection and the pants, the fact that his hair was sticking up in all directions seemed to indicate he’d just gotten up, even though it was early evening.

As if to confirm this, Holden wandered into his kitchenette, yawning. “Want some coffee?” he asked, turning to his fancy espresso maker. 

“No thanks.” Holden’s living room was far more elegant than Roan would have expected. The carpet was sand-colored and fairly new, while the coffee table looked like a curved piece of chrome, and his sofa and matching loveseat were black velvet. His curtains were open, showing off a surprisingly pleasant view of an overgrown back garden extending off toward the park. “You often sleep in this late?”

He made a small noise of amusement. “No. I was just up ’til after four last night. Me and Andre and five of the girls had to show up at the Sheraton for a party. Some big company wanted us at their soiree to make the stockholders happy.” He yawned again, padding back out to the living room with a steaming coffee mug. “Go ahead and sit down. Mi casa is su casa.”

Fox wasn’t traditionally handsome, but there was something very striking about him that was hard to quantify. He had an all-American jawline, cleft chin, and blue eyes, while his pale eyebrows and eyelashes indicated he was a natural blond, although he dyed his hair to a high white-blond that was strangely pure and totally unrealistic. He had a small mole near his left eye, although Roan was never sure if it was real or a cosmetic affectation. He also oozed sex so casually and reflexively it was almost difficult to believe he did it on purpose. 

“Have you heard about the guy beating up the boulevard boys?”

Fox had a seat in one of the armchairs, folding his long legs beneath him like a child might, as Roan perched on the edge of the sofa, kind of ill at ease and not sure why. “Yeah. Going after the twinkies, huh? That’s just too easy. I bet, when the cops find this guy, he has a dick so tiny it can only be found with an electron microscope.”

How many hustlers could use “electron microscope” in a sentence? But that was exactly why Roan could never quite trust him—Fox was way too smart for the strata of society he had settled for. Why would he do that unless he had something to hide… or a deep desire to lord his superiority over others? And which was worse? “Probably. The cops have no leads because most of the victims took off before they could make an official report, and the latest victim was beaten nearly to death. He’s in a coma in the hospital.”

Fox grimaced sympathetically and shook his head. “Too bad. But are the cops actually gonna look for a guy preying on fags? My impression is they find us gross, like we all have cooties or are contagious or something.”

“The victim is fifteen years old.”

Anger flared to life in Fox’s eyes, infusing his face with genuine energy. “What? That motherfucker. You leave the boys alone. You catch this guy, give me five minutes alone with him. Then you guys can have what’s left.” 

At least he could count on that from Fox. He didn’t like anyone fucking around with minors—he was always very protective of the really young kids on the street. Roan had no idea if something had happened to Fox when he was young or if he just had a strangely healthy sense of morality for a man who sold his own body to the highest bidder. As people went, he was one of the more puzzling contradictions. 

“So you’ll help me? I’m trying to dig up some solid leads, and while I’m not sure all the hustlers will talk to me, I know they’ll talk to you.”

“Ah, so there it is. I wondered what you wanted from me.” He took a sip of his coffee and put the mug down on his metallic coffee table, which had nothing on it but a TV Guide, an Entertainment Weekly, and a well-read copy of Albert Camus’s The Stranger. Fox fixed him with a sleepy, sly smile. “I was kind of hoping this was a personal call. You know, there’s three guys I’d do for free. You’re one of ’em.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that, suddenly aware of why he felt so uncomfortable. “You don’t need to come on to me. It doesn’t impress me.”

“It’s not an act. I’ve always found you a bit fascinating. You were way too smart to be a cop. I mean, you were never a Lieutenant Dangle, were you? You deserved so much better; you could have aimed so much higher. Why didn’t you?”

“Why didn’t you?”

That made Fox smile deeply, like Roan had just passed some sort of test. “Ah, see? We probably have more in common than you ever realized.”

He was still flirting with him. Unbelievable. “Will you help me, Holden?”

“Ooh, reduced to real names are we, Roan? Aren’t you doing the cops’ job for them? Shouldn’t they be out looking for this limp-dicked perv?”

“Without any leads? They can’t. I’m trying to scare some up as a favor to a friend.” He had no choice but to be honest with him, because if Fox picked up a hint of deception, he’d probably stonewall him. You could do a lot of things to Fox, but you could never insult his intelligence; that was the deal breaker. And frankly, Roan respected that about him. 

Fox tilted his head to the side and studied him for a moment like a cat might examine a mouse before pouncing on it. A lazy smile crept across his face, making Roan’s guard instantly go up. “How about we make it a trade? I help you in your investigation, and you do a favor for me.”

“What kind of favor?”

“There’s a person I want found. Do you think you can do it?”

“Sure. But why do you want them found?”

“Now, now. Let’s make an agreement before we get into any particulars. Deal?” He reached a hand across the coffee table to shake hands. At Roan’s openly skeptical look, he smiled. “Trust is important in partnerships, don’t you think?”

Roan knew he’d regret this, but he shook his hand, which was still exceedingly warm from the coffee mug. “Fine. Now who am I supposed to find?”

“My sister.”

That honestly surprised him—he’d braced himself for something sinister. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“Neither did I,” Fox admitted with a rueful smile. He retrieved his mug and looked past Roan, out the window, as he told him, “I bet you didn’t know this, but I was adopted as a baby. Apparently I was found in an apartment with my dead mother when I was a few weeks old. I don’t know if it was an accidental drug overdose or suicide, I don’t think they ever determined that, but I was adopted straight out of the hospital by a well-meaning pastor and his wife.” His eyes scudded back to Roan, and his smile became wicked. “Yeah, I’m the son of a preacher man. It’s a horrible cliché, isn’t it? I honestly think there’s something about growing up in a strict, repressive environment that triggers a latent gay gene into full, flamboyant life. That’s why so many Republicans and Born Agains have gay sons and dyke daughters, but let’s not tell them that, shall we? I’d hate for our population to go down. Anyways, a bit over a month ago, I showed up for my usual HIV and kitty flu tests at the hospital, and by chance, there was a nurse who was having her retirement party that day, and she recognized my name. 

“She was at the hospital I was adopted from all those twenty-six years ago. Apparently my story was heartbreaking and tragic and everybody wondered whatever became of me. Well, she dropped a bomb by asking me how my sister was. That was the first I ever heard of a sister, but yeah, I was found with my dead mother and a three-year-old sister. Her name was Zoë, but she said momma hadn’t given me a name, leaving me as “Baby Boy Williams” until the Krauses came in and gave me a name. According to this nurse, my sister had to remain in the hospital longer than me, ’cause she had a staph infection, but she just assumed that the Krauses adopted her too. They didn’t. They didn’t even tell me I had a sister.” He scoffed. “Hell, they only told me I was adopted when I came out to them, and my dear old daddy blamed my junkie genes for permanently warping me. And before that, he liked me. I used to be the star of my baseball team, and he was so damn proud of that. I was—of course—a pitcher. A damn fine one, if I don’t say so myself.”

Somehow it figured that Holden was an ex-jock. He seemed like the type, and he had the long, finely muscled torso Roan associated with one. In fact, if he didn’t shave his chest, it would have been really attractive. Roan dug the small notebook he usually carried with him out of his pocket and flipped it open, pulling out his pen as well. “Her name was Zoë Williams? Any idea of her middle name?”

“No, she didn’t say.” Holden leaned forward and looked a bit more closely at Roan’s pen. “What is that?”

“Oh, it’s a souvenir that they give you when you try out for Jeopardy.”

Holden grinned at him, so guilelessly goofy that he knew it was genuine. “You tried out for Jeopardy?”

He shrugged, somewhat embarrassed. “Paris talked me into it. I got into the final testing round, but I didn’t quite make the cut. Honestly, I have no idea what I was thinking with that.”

“I’ve thought about trying out for it myself, if only to announce on national TV that I’m a male prostitute. But I bet I’d be edited out of the finished broadcast.”

“I bet you would be. What was your mother’s name?”

“Catherine Jane Williams. Both my father and Zoë’s father were unknown. She claimed Zoë’s father was dead on her birth certificate, but she didn’t name names, apparently. She was never married and died at twenty-five. If she had living family, they never came forward.”

Jesus. Roan was willing to bet Catherine Jane’s life, no matter how brief it was, had been spectacularly tragic. “What hospital were you adopted out of?”

“Saint Joe’s.”

That was farther south of here than Roan expected, but it explained why he’d never heard of a Pastor Krause. “What was the date of your arrival there? Do you know?”

“No, I don’t. But I was born on November fourteenth, 1982, if that’s a help.”

“It is, yes.” If he was only a couple of weeks old when he was found, that probably put him being taken to Saint Joe’s around the first week of December of that year. Those records shouldn’t be too hard to turn up. “What about this nurse? Did you get her name?”

Fox grinned at him, showing perfectly bleached white teeth. “I saw it on her cake and her name badge. Marylyn Thomason.”

At least Holden was one of those thinking witnesses, the ones who knew that what was going on around them might have some future significance. “Is there any way I can get a copy of your adoption papers? Some of the information on there might be useful.”

He nodded. “I’ve got them with all my other legal paperwork in a safe deposit box. I’ll get you a copy later today.”

“Great.” A safe deposit box? Again, he was too crafty by half. Roan folded up his notebook and tucked it back in his coat pocket. “Now, what can you do for me?”

He probably shouldn’t have put it that way. Holden gave him that languid, sensuous smile again, settling back in his chair in a pose that he obviously knew showed off his long torso to its best advantage. Roan was just able to read the printing on one of the dog tags: Lieutenant G. Rogers. 

“I have some suggestions, if you’re open to them.”

“Cut the crap, Holden. The latest victim was dumped on Royal Avenue. I’m thinking that might be a good place to start asking questions.”

He nodded in an agreeable manner. “Do you have a theory on who we’re looking for?”

“What do you mean?”

“A psych profile, an idea of what kind of damage this guy may have.”

“I’ve got nothing but irresponsible speculation.”

“So? There’s no one here but us foxes.” His grin was wide, eyes sparkling. There was something about him that reminded Roan—just a little, just a tiny bit—of Paris. That sense of nostalgia and need was dangerous, and he knew why he felt like running screaming from the apartment.

“I’m a lion.”

“We’re all predators here.” The grin remained, unchanged.

Here was the bizarre thing—Roan really wanted to bounce ideas off of him. Who knew more about people and their seamier quirks than a man who made his living off of them? While that didn’t guarantee insight, Holden was still the type to have it. “The most obvious conclusion to draw is that the man who’s doing this loathes himself—he can’t accept he’s gay and hates himself for it. So he’s taking out his own rage on these poor boys he picks up.”

Holden nodded, his posture in the chair so casual and yet so studied it was like he was posing for a calendar. “That does seem obvious.” He paused briefly. “Since when are you obvious?”

Roan sighed in defeat. “I have no information to go on at all. There’s not much other speculating I can do.”

“None of his previous victims said a word?”

“Most of them took off at the appearance of blue.”

Holden made a noise that was almost a laugh, but not quite. “Poor kids. They’re so young and green they don’t even know they can report this guy without getting run in.” His next pause was brief but thoughtful, and when he looked at Roan again, his eyes were bright. “What if he’s counting on that?”

Roan felt something click in his own mind. Wasn’t that an interesting thought trail to follow? “Using their naïveté against them?”

Holden nodded. “Maybe he’s not just a self-loathing queen taking out his issues on the twinks. Maybe he’s counting on them helping him get away with his crime.”

“But he can’t possibly know that all of them are new at the game just because they appear young. You and I both know that’s no way to judge.” Roan considered the possibilities as he flipped over the few facts he did know in his mind. “Shame. What if he’s counting on their shame? If you feel like a complete fucking idiot, you’re not gonna go out of your way to admit it to anyone.”

Holden’s smile was indulgent. “We’re hustlers, honey. We have no shame.”

“If you’re fooled, you do.” Roan’s mind raced for a scenario that could fit this, and he found it. “What if he said he liked it rough? Offered them extra money for a bit of a slap and tickle, and things got way out of hand.”

Holden sat up straight in his chair, clearly latching on to the thought. “Maybe he had no intention of stopping at a slap and a push. He tricked the kids into thinking it’d be a bit of spanking, and then he’s beating the shit out of them. Maybe this guy gets off on other people’s pain.”

“Which makes him extremely dangerous. If that’s true, it’s amazing he hasn’t killed yet.”

Holden’s eyes seemed to fix on the framed art he had hanging on the soft, violet walls, a print of Franz Marc’s expressionistic “Blue Fox” (which was actually a lovely piece, although Roan took points off for Holden’s use of his own nickname in decorating his home), but after a moment, Roan realized he wasn’t looking at it. He was thinking of something, looking inside his own mind, and his eyes just needed a place to rest. “Ignoring the safe word,” he muttered.

“What?”

Holden looked back at him now, a sudden knowing in his eyes. “Oh my God, Rocky was telling me last week about a guy who got kicked out of the club because he ignored the safe words.” He levered himself out of his chair and headed back to his kitchenette, where Roan had noticed he’d left his cell phone on the counter.

“Rocky?”

“A leather daddy. A scenester, not in the game, we’re working on this Internet project together. Anyways, he’s in this S&M club. It’s both gay and straight; they’re people united in their mutual love of the same kink. They’re actually remarkably harmless as a whole. They’re all doctors, lawyers, cops, accountants, dentists—people who secretly get off on being beaten or beating someone else and kind of enjoy having this dirty little secret. But that’s why you won’t find a scene that plays by the rules more rigidly than the SMBD crowd. They are totally fucking serious about having a safe, welcoming place to play. You break their rules, and you’re no longer invited into the sandbox. Anyways, Rocky was telling me the other week about this freak, this guy they not only barred from their clubs but warned people about on the message board.”

Roan wished he was surprised, but no, he’d been alive and in this job too long. “They have a website?”

Holden smirked. “Honey, I have a website. Anyways, Rocky was telling me about this guy, ’cause it was really weird. I mean, they have the Dungeon, you know? An entire nightclub devoted just to them on Friday nights. If you want to be spanked and humiliated, you can go there and get it done for nothing more than a two-drink minimum—it’s S&M paradise. They’ve had to warn and occasionally send away the curious or the frat-boy gawkers, but they’ve never had to turn away one of their own, at least not while he’s been around.”

Roan could see where this was going. “But this guy ignored the safe words.”

“Oh yeah. He was a dominator that wouldn’t play by the rules and blackened someone’s eyes. He was bodily thrown out and told never to return.”

“And he had no other place to go to get his kicks.”

Holden had flipped open his phone and appeared to be scrolling through a phone list. “Except maybe the streets.” He pressed a button and scowled as he waited for the person on the other end of the line to pick up. “Rocky? It’s Fox. Call me back as soon as you get this; it’s serious. I need the name of that freak you tossed out of the club. Call me back on the main line.” He flipped his phone shut with a sigh. “He’s not home.”

Roan knew that he would regret this, but he had no choice, did he? Not when someone’s life was possibly at stake. “Is the Dungeon open?”

Holden turned to look at the digital clock on his microwave. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it is.”

“You want to show me where it is?”

That lazy, sensual smile crawled back on his face as he realized what it was Roan intended to do. “You be Dante, and I’ll be your Virgil.”

He could have simply said yes, but oh no, he had to show off. Smart-ass. 



4

My Violent Heart



HOLDEN WENT to change, and since they were off to a leather bar, he jokingly offered Roan a “harness.” Or at least Roan hoped he was joking—he turned it down, either way. When Holden finally emerged from the bedroom wearing black leather pants, black leather biker boots, a tight red PVC shirt, and a black leather jacket, he figured out Holden probably wasn’t joking about the harness. He still had his tangle of necklaces on too, which made him jangle like he was covered in heavier chains.

“Please tell me you don’t have a whip,” Roan asked.

Holden grinned mischievously. “I have a couple. Why? Have you been a naughty boy?”

“You’re into the S&M scene?”

“Naw, I just have a regular who pays me to do nothing but tie him up and beat the shit out of him. Seriously! I’ve never fucked the guy; he just wants me to beat and humiliate him. He travels a lot, and he calls me whenever he’s in town. I go to his hotel room, truss him up like a turkey, and smack him around while calling him a dirty cocksucker.” He grabbed his keys off the kitchen counter, along with his cell phone. “You know how weird it is to show up in the lobby of a Best Western or a Sheraton—someplace sedate and normal like that—with a backpack full of whips and restraints? He’s married too. He wears a wedding ring. Sometimes when the session’s over and I’m untying him, he tells me about his wife and kids and about somebody at his church he really likes—he’s a big-time Catholic, apparently. Big shock, huh? Anyways, he always says his wife wouldn’t understand—isn’t that always the way? I don’t know how breeder marriages ever work, since the wife never seems to understand.” He paused briefly on his way out the door. “I think he’s an airplane pilot. I’ve seen the cap in his luggage.”

Roan frowned. What a frightening thought. Then again, a pilot into pain probably wouldn’t fear a terrorist pistol-whipping him—he’d probably look forward to it. It’d be like a little bonus.

Roan thought about taking his own car and following him to the club, but Holden smirked and asked him what he was afraid of, making him feeling a bit stupid. Was he actually afraid of being alone in a car with Holden? Why? So he got into Holden’s car, a sleek black Mitsubishi Eclipse with some minor body damage on the side, although the engine purred in a way that would have pleased Paris. 

They were quiet for a while, the local college radio station filling the void, but after a while the silence became awkward, almost vaguely hostile. Roan finally asked, “What kind of web thing are you involved in with an S&M guy?”

Holden’s almost ubiquitous smirk reappeared. “Soft-core porn.”

“Of course.” Why had he bothered to ask?

“But we’re also trying to get this charity going.”

Was this the setup to a joke? “What kind of charity?”

“To help out homeless gay kids. It’s a growing problem, although you’d never know it through the mainstream media. And the majority of these kids aren’t white, so that just makes it more of an invisible problem somehow. But it’s gettin’ really bad out there.”

He was actually serious. This was weird. “I had no idea you cared about things like that.”

Fox gave him a sidelong glance. “What, ’cause I’m a whore I’m a heartless bastard?”

“No. It’s just it seems… noble. And you’ve never struck me as the noble type.”

That made Holden snort a laugh. “’Cause I ain’t, Officer Roan. But even I know I can’t be a whore forever, and Jesus fucking Christ, I hate seeing fifteen-year-olds out on the boulevard. They should be in school or skateboarding or some shit, they shouldn’t be peddlin’ their ass. I mean, I was seventeen when I started, and I made a deliberate choice. I could have done other things, other avenues were open to me, but I had a game plan, and I knew what I was doing. I was not an innocent, and while I was doing it to survive, I wasn’t gonna starve if I didn’t do it for a night or two. I always knew the game, I knew the risks and the price. These kids are too fucking young, and they end up too fucking dead way too soon.”

Normally Roan wouldn’t buy that Holden was so sophisticated that he knew even at seventeen what prostituting himself was going to be about, but in his case he could almost believe it. It wasn’t because Holden graduated high school at sixteen, although he had, and had just started college at seventeen before dropping out due to the fallout over his sexuality with his parents. Although the fact that he went to college at all, however briefly, was more than most hustlers in his age range could say. No, it was simply because of his personality. Holden did seem to be the perfect manipulator. He was always thinking of how something could benefit him the most; he never went into anything if there wasn’t more in it for him than anyone else. It was why Roan couldn’t completely trust him. Oh sure, he wanted Roan to find his long-lost sister, but Roan didn’t believe that was all there was to it. He was up to something, Roan just wasn’t sure what yet.

Holden drove them to the warehouse district, which seemed kind of odd, but it turned out the Dungeon was in a warehouse. It was just a normal-looking, tin-sided affair, a squat rectangle amongst a sea of other rectangles, but up close you could feel music starting to throb through the walls. The door was unmarked. Holden just opened it and walked right into what appeared to be a small foyer lit by a red light bulb, showing a single stool, a heavy black leather apron (?) hanging down over the inner doorway, and a rather large man sitting on the stool. He was, in gay parlance, a bear—well over two hundred pounds, with a massive chest that was so thick with dark, curly hair he could have actually looked like he was wearing a shirt from a distance. His chest was crisscrossed with a leather harness, and he wore black leather chaps, black leather boots, a black leather cap, and absolutely nothing else. He had a handlebar-style black mustache that hid his upper lip in its entirety. 

“Hey, Fox, long time no see,” the man said in a painfully scratchy voice. Did he have a sore throat, or did he just always talk like that?

“Rocky here, Yogi?”

“Yeah, I think he’s in the break room.”

Yogi?

“Great, thanks.” Yogi got off his stool—all six five of him—and stood aside so Holden could go through the leather curtain. Yogi eyed Roan warily as he followed, but he didn’t say a word; being with Fox was enough to get you a free pass, apparently.

The club wasn’t as noisy as he’d feared, although Roan couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard My Life With The Thrill Kill Kult playing anywhere. It was lit in even more red lights with just an occasional pale white one, leaving the entire space cloaked in bloody shadows. There was a conventional-style bar and leather stools off to one side, while what may have been a small dance floor—currently empty—led off to four closed doors and a single beaded curtain. Roan was afraid to know what was going on behind those doors. 

“So this is an active sex club?” Roan asked him. An S&M club was one thing, but sex clubs, gay or straight, were illegal. No wonder the club wasn’t marked in any way. 

“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” Holden replied, as Roan could just make out what sounded like whips, barely audible under the music. The place smelled like sweat and booze and wet leather and sex, with just a hint of blood. In other words, it could have really used some air freshener.

“Is that guy out front actually nicknamed Yogi Bear?”

“Yep. Well, it’s perfect for him, don’t you think?” Holden stepped up to the bar and said, “Troy, is Rocky accepting visitors or not?”

“I’m not sure,” Troy replied. Troy was the most aggressively androgynous person Roan had ever seen. He—she?—was bald, but fine-boned and very pale, wearing a tight leather vest that could have concealed small breasts (or not) and a heavy gray utility kilt with Doc Martens, while he/she had a chain connecting his/her earring to his/her nose ring, and tattooed on the back of his/her perfectly rounded head was a tiny rose. The eyes were small and pale blue, but the lashes were long… although not so long that you’d think female. He/she also wore a thick, spiked dog collar around his/her neck, right where an Adam’s apple would be, if he/she had one. The voice, which was light and slightly feminine, still could have gone either way. Damn it! This was going to bug him.

“Fine,” Holden sighed, sitting on one of the stools. “Can I have a gin and tonic?”

That made Roan stare at him. “You drink gin and tonics?”

“Yes. So? What’ll you have?”

“Nothing, thanks, I’m good.”

Holden just smirked at him again. “I bet you are.”

Roan rolled his eyes as he took the stool next to him. “Make that the last cheap innuendo, all right?”

Holden raised an eyebrow at him. “Who said it was innuendo? Boy, do you have a filthy mind.”

Roan shook his head and looked around. You’d have thought they were all alone here, save for the gender-neutral bartender and a woman down at the opposite end of the bar, a hard-faced brunette dressed in black vinyl with a scrawny guy on a leash. He was on all fours, drinking out of a dog bowl by her feet. Roan liked to think of himself as open-minded, but exactly how was that erotic? Wouldn’t that collar chafe? 

The music hit a dead spot just as there was a rather loud noise—whip lash?—from the back, followed by a yelp that was part pain and part pleasure. Just the noise of the hit made him start, and he rubbed his nose, covering his face in an attempt to hide the discomfort. The faint smell of blood was doing him no favors either. “You okay?” Holden wondered.

“Can we just find this guy and go? I really don’t want to stay here longer than I have to.”

Holden studied him for a moment, then got wide-eyed. “Oh shit! I knew those scars were too old to be from your cop days.”

Roan glared at him, afraid he’d already guessed and loathing him for it. “What? What the hell does that mean?”

Holden grimaced as he slid off the stool. “You got knocked around as a kid, right? Man, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t tryin’ to be insensitive. I’ll just barge back there and see if I can get Rocky out for a few minutes.”

“That’s not—that has nothing to do with anything,” he protested. “It’s the smell of blood. It’s putting me on edge.”

Holden’s look turned from worried to puzzled. “Blood? What are you talking about? I don’t smell blood.”

“I’m infected, remember? I smell the slightest traces of blood.” And it always disturbed the beast within him; he could almost feel it pacing, not sure if it wanted to attack or feed. Or both.

“Weird,” Holden said. “I’ll be back as soon as possible.” He disappeared behind the beaded curtain, which clacked like dry bones, and Roan rubbed his eyes, once again avoiding his surroundings.

Was that it? Was he so “damaged” by his childhood that he couldn’t stand this? It seemed too glib, too simple an explanation for what was almost knee-jerk revulsion. He liked to think, as a gay man, he simply couldn’t be uptight, but that was as much a bullshit stereotype as the limp-wristed queen. He’d met gay guys so fucking uptight he had no idea how they could stand themselves. God knew he couldn’t.

He was trying to figure out what his problem was—maybe it was just the blood—when a woman’s voice asked, “Hey honey, you okay?”

He looked over as she took the stool on his left. She was an overweight woman but had managed to work that into a certain voluptuousness that was appealing, even though she was dressed in a black leather corset and what looked like leather shorts—although her thigh-high black leather boots made it hard to determine that. She was showing off an impressive amount of cleavage, as well as a tiny red heart tattoo on her left breast that almost appeared to be a mole, and she had her artificially red hair tied back in a high, tight ponytail. She also wore a leather eye mask, making him think bizarrely of Zorro, and her long fingernails were painted the same wine-bright color as her lips. She’d put her riding crop on the bar, shoved to the side. 

“I’m fine, thank you.”

She grinned at him, her eyes bright behind her mask. “You’re a newbie.”

“I’m just here to talk to Rocky. I’m not staying. I’m not… into this.”

“That’s okay. It takes all kinds.” She signaled for Troy and said, “Set me and my shy friend here up with Sweet Sidecars.”

“Thank you, but—”

“Don’t refuse a drink, that’s rude,” she chided. She then held out her hand and said, “Bellatrix.”

Oh, that certainly wasn’t a fake name. “Roan.” He shook her hand, which was so dry he suspected it was powdered.

“Nice. Is that a reference to your hair color? That’s a great color. Where’d you get it done?”

“Nowhere. It’s my natural color.”

“Cool. So, if I may be so nosy, why are you seeing Rocket J. Squirrel?”

He looked at her in surprise. (Oh please, let her be kidding.) “That isn’t his actual nickname, is it?”

“Oh yeah. Although since he got his teeth fixed, it doesn’t seem so appropriate anymore.”

Holy shit, this place was an S&M cartoon zoo. “Unbelievable. Well, I’m here to talk to him about a guy who was thrown out of the club a week or so ago.”

“Oh, you mean that pig-faced bastard who blackened Velvet’s eyes?” Troy brought their drinks over, and Bellatrix gave him/her a polite nod as he/she did so. 

“You saw him?”

She made a noise that was probably a small, dark laugh. “I clipped that fucker in the ear with the handle of my crop to get him off of her. I heard her scream and I knew it was wrong—I was the first one in. He was just lucky I didn’t have my steel-tipped bullwhip with me. That thing cuts aluminum siding.”

To avoid commenting on that, Roan took a sip of his drink. He’d never had a sidecar before, but it wasn’t bad, considering he’d braced himself for the worst. He could tell it had some powerful alcohol in it, though. “Why do you call him a pig-faced bastard?”

“’Cause he looked like a pig. I mean, his eyes were small and too close together, which I never trust, and his nose seemed kinda… flat. Well, no, not flat, just… weird.” To illustrate, she pushed back the tip of her own nose with her finger, making her nostrils flare. 

“Pug nose?”

“Yeah, like that.”

“Can you describe him?”

She considered that a moment, taking a swig of her own drink. She belted it down like she had a bus to catch. “I guess so. He was about five nine, two hundred pounds, brown brush cut that made his ears stick out, probably in his midthirties. He must love The Gap.” She then tilted her head at him curiously, making her long rope of red hair swing to one side. “Why do you want to know?”

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out one of his business cards. “I’m a private investigator. I’m looking for this man as a possible suspect in some beatings of some hustlers on the boulevard.”

She took his card with a big smile. “A private eye? Oh, cool! Just like in the movies. Ever shoot a guy?”

“Not as a private investigator. Do you think you’d recognize this man if you saw him again?”

“Absolutely.” After reading his card, she tucked it into her cleavage. “Shouldn’t this be a police matter?”

“I’m working with the police. The victims have been unwilling to talk, so they don’t have much to go on.”

She reached into the top of her leather boot and pulled out her own business card, which she handed to him. It had her name and number on it in a thick, black font, with a tiny drawing of a cartoon dominatrix with a whip and devil horns drawn on the side. “Oh wait a minute,” she said, plucking the card out of his hand. “Troy, you gotta pen?”

The androgynous bartender reached under the bar and tossed Bellatrix a Bic, which she grabbed before it hit her. She then scribbled a new phone number on the back. “This is my home number,” she said, giving him the card back. “Don’t share it with anyone.”

“Scout’s honor,” he promised.

“You can call me if you need me to identify the guy. I’ll bring my bullwhip and peel him like a grape.” She pushed her mask up to her forehead, revealing a friendly, almost maternal face, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Name’s Fiona.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said, tucking her card in his inner jacket pocket. 

As she secured her mask back over her eyes, she said, “Or you could call me for whatever. It might be fun to hang out some time.” 

“I’m sorry, I’m gay.”

“Oh sweetie, I know. You came in with Fox. Also, this entire time you haven’t once looked at my tits.”

He smirked. “That is a giveaway, isn’t it?”

“With me, oh hell, yeah,” she said, pulling up the top of her corset and making her ample cleavage shift ever so slightly. “I’m lucky to get three seconds of eye contact from straight men.”

Feeling he should say something, he said, “Well, they’re very nice.” Oh God, could he possibly be more gay? Maybe if he was in full drag and waving a rainbow-colored dildo around. 

She looked down at her own boobs and said, “Thank you. That means a lot coming from you. Straight guys just like boobs—all boobs are good with them.”

“Except for man boobs.”

That made her laugh. “Okay, yeah, nobody likes those.”

“Is there any way Velvet would speak to me?”

The dominatrix mulled that over as she tapped her empty glass on the bar, signaling for another sidecar. “You know, she probably should. She’s not here tonight—she hasn’t been back since then, it really freaked her out—but I can call her. Troy, can I have my purse?”

The bartender reached under the bar and produced a brown suede bag that sagged like it was heavy. She/he dropped it on the bar with a thunk and a rattle that suggested she was carrying around a lot of spare change… or maybe just chains. Fiona unzipped it and groped through it for a moment before pulling out a Motorola and flipping it open. 

Holden wasn’t back yet, but Roan didn’t much care. Who knew a friendly, professional dominatrix would give him a better lead?
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For What Reason



FIONA HAD just talked Velvet (real name: Christine) into talking to him when Holden emerged from the back with the man who could only have been Rocky. He was a stocky man, maybe five six, but broad across the shoulders and gifted with a muscular chest that fell just short of muscle queen. He was Hispanic and honestly not bad looking at all, with a rugged jaw and dark, flashing eyes, but the awful mustache was kind of a turnoff, as was the buzz cut that rendered his hair a dark, bristly stain across his scalp. He wore nothing but a black leather vest, open across a hairy chest, and black leather pants that had a belt with a buckle that was a pair of chrome handcuffs. If he didn’t look like he could seriously kick some ass, Roan would have felt compelled to make a Village People joke.

After introductions and handshakes, Rocky told him about the creepy guy, who apparently used the nickname Crow. (Nicknames were big here—most people used them as another layer of anonymity.) He was new and had been given an “invitation” from another club user on the website, although he never did say who invited him. Rocky had figured he was new to the scene since he looked “square” and only had a brown leather jacket that wouldn’t have looked out of place on an accountant, but he said Crow was way too familiar with the terminology and equipment to be all that new. Fiona and Rocky gave similar physical descriptions, although they disagreed about eye color: she thought his eyes were kind of gray, but Rocky insisted they were a light hazel. 

Since Fiona had told Velvet she’d bring Roan over, he had his excuse to leave the club but not to escape Holden—Holden offered to drive them to Velvet’s place, and Fiona figured that might be a good idea. She returned to the back to change, and they left, waiting outside for her. “I’m so sorry about that,” Holden told him once they were out in the cool night air. For once, Roan was surprised how good exhaust-heavy air smelled. There were too many bodies in that club; the smell was too close, too tainted with blood. It wasn’t precisely claustrophobia, but it did fill him with the urge to escape. “I didn’t realize—”

“Just stop there,” he interrupted impatiently. “I don’t know what story you’ve built in your head, but the lack of proper ventilation in there was driving me apeshit. I’m a virus child. I need to breathe and be able to clear the human scents out of my head. That’s all.”

Holden nodded, but the look he was giving Roan suggested he thought he was lying. Well, he was, partially, but it still pissed him off. 

“So what else can you do?”

That threw Roan for a moment. “What?”

“What other ‘special abilities’ do you have? I mean, you can smell the slightest traces of blood, and you can deck a lion with one punch, so what else can you do?”

“Deck a lion? Where the fuck did you get that from?”

“Are you kidding? I have the video saved to my iPhone!”

Roan groaned and shook his head in disgust. YouTube was going to be the death of him. “Look, I didn’t ‘deck’ it. It had been drugged, it was just making a last attempt before unconsciousness. And I didn’t even punch it, I just used an open-palm strike.”

“Which is more impressive,” Holden claimed. “Shit, man, you’re like a real-life superhero. And you’re a friend of Dorothy too, which is so fucking cool. You should be promoting yourself, man. You could charge to show up at pride parades. You’d make a mint.”

Roan glared at Holden, fighting to keep his anger under control. “I’m a joke, is that it?”

Holden actually did a slight double take, eyes widening in surprise, and backed up a step. Roan was starting to get a scent of fear off him beneath the smell of all the product in his hair. “No! I just meant—”

“You just meant I’m a freak, and I should make money off of it. Come see the amazing cat-faced boy.” Roan took a step toward him, lowering his head but keeping his eyes locked on Holden. “Maybe I can put out a DVD, huh? ‘Watch him transform and break every fucking bone in his body.’ I’ll make thousands in the fetish market.”

“You’re taking this totally the wrong way, and would you please stop growling at me? I’m wrong, okay, I’m an asshole. You’re freaking me out. I’m sorry.”

He was growling? Yes, apparently he was, and his hands had curled into fists at his sides. The depth of his own rage had completely surprised him. And Holden too, obviously. For the first time he seemed to have a genuine expression on his face; he wasn’t being coy or flirtatious or sly; he was suddenly concerned that he was upsetting the crazy person. Roan was suddenly aware of muscles twitching in his face and arms, and he was humiliated. Had being in that place upset him that much? He honestly had no idea.

Holden still looked nervous. “Are you gonna be okay?”

Roan shook his head and turned away, taking deep, calming breaths. “I’m fine. Just… leave it.”

“Great, yeah—forgotten.” Holden paused briefly and uncomfortably before adding, “Do, um, do your eyes do something? ’Cause I swear I saw them start to change shape….”

“Hey, boys—hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long,” Fiona said, coming out of the warehouse/club. She’d changed into a baggy Microsoft T-shirt, jeans, and black and white Converse tennis shoes, a gym bag presumably full of fetish wear slung over her shoulder. She didn’t even look partially related to the dominatrix Roan had met in the club. Her hair was still in a tight ponytail, though. 

“Actually, I think you’re saving my life,” Holden said, like he was joking. He probably wasn’t.

“Where does she live?” Roan asked, hoping he sounded normal. As far as he could tell, he did.

Velvet didn’t live that far away, as she had an apartment in the Hempstead Arms, a building smack in the center of downtown. It wasn’t the best neighborhood, but it was probably cheap. Roan voluntarily sat in the back seat, ceding the front passenger seat to Fiona, as Holden attempted to navigate the always-fun downtown corridor. 

Fiona played with the radio, as she must not have liked Fugazi, and crossed a snippet of ludicrous news. That made her stop, turn it down, and ask, “Do a lot of gay guys pick up guys in bathrooms?”

Both he and Holden groaned in unison—they were expecting the question—and Holden said, “That is so old school.”

“Yeah, it’s pre-Stonewall,” Roan agreed. “And maybe just a bit after.”

“We can go to bars and meet guys for hookups or set something up on Craigslist now. I don’t think I know anyone who’s ever had a trick in the bathroom.”

“I don’t either. I think it’s just for the desperate closet queens and those who get a thrill out of semipublic sex,” Roan said. 

“Guys too embarrassed to be seen in a gay bar,” Holden agreed with a nod. “And too cheap to hire me.”

“Do you think this means all Republican homo-haters are actually gay?” Fiona wondered, taking her hair out of the ponytail. As she undid what must have been an industrial-strength rubber band, a few tresses of crimson hair came with it—extensions. “I mean, wasn’t there that guy down in Florida who got busted for offering a narc twenty bucks for a blow job?”

Holden scoffed. “Twenty bucks wouldn’t even get a hand job from me.”

“I think all people who are way too obsessed with other people’s sex lives are hiding something,” Roan said, watching a couple of clearly drunk men on the sidewalk arguing at a bus stop. He couldn’t really make out words, although he could read their lips quite well and hear an occasional expletive. He wasn’t sure if it would sputter out or if he should call 911 just so the cops would get there by the time one of them pulled a knife. “And why are all these police departments wasting time and money on these stupid, petty busts? They should be out there doing something more productive. It even verges on harassment, at least in this case—that guy in Florida was a fucking moron and was just asking to be busted, not only as a hypocrite and a racist scumbag, but as one too stupid to know where to actually hire a hustler. But this other stupid, hypocritical scumbag didn’t actually commit an arrestable offense. Disorderly conduct? That’s just a charge you throw when you have nothing else. He should have fought it in court. He should have pointed out what a crock of shit—no pun intended—the whole sting was. But that would require him to stop saying ‘I’m not gay’ at some point, and that’s not going to happen.”

Holden chuckled and eyed him curiously in the rearview mirror. “Oh my God. Is Officer Roan accusing other cops of harassment?”

“Hey, it’s a macho culture, and no one knows that better than me. As ‘enlightened’ as police departments like to say they are now, there’s still the racists and the homophobes. Some police departments don’t discourage the oh-so-wonderfully-named ‘fag bashing’ at all. Believe me, I got a lot of shit for being openly gay, although once they knew I’d give ’em shit back, they kept their insults and pranks anonymous.” He paused briefly. “Of course, it was never actually anonymous, because I have a virus child’s sense of smell, but that’s how idiotic these guys were. And they carry guns. Everyone should be upset about that.”

“Ah, but two men fucking is so much worse,” Holden said sarcastically. “Let’s face it, the more Republican and gay-hating they are, the more I suspect they really crave cock.”

“Well, have you seen most of their wives?” Fiona said. “Who wouldn’t crave cock?” She then turned in her seat to look back at Roan in open surprise. “You used to be a cop?”

As he nodded, Holden added, “How do you think we know each other?”

She let out a small, amused gasp. “You busted him?”

Roan shook his head, wondering how the conversation had digressed to this point. Oh right, his fault—he had to get on his soapbox. “No, but I was around when he was run in once.”

“Roan is being modest,” Holden told her. “Me and this other hustler called Cowboy got caught in a prostitution sting, although I knew Cowboy had just been approached by a cop and was getting set up, but see what trying to be a good Samaritan gets me? Anyways, we got hauled in, and this fat pig of a cop was giving us shit—what the fuck was his name? Wiggums?”

“It should have been, but it was Clarkson.” Len Clarkson, one of those “anonymous” insulters Roan had to deal with. He really hadn’t missed that bastard when he left the force.

“Whatever. Anyways, Roan came over and told him to knock it off, and they got in an argument, which ended with Wiggums stomping away and poor Officer Roan processing our paperwork. For a pig, Roan was suspiciously nice.”

“I don’t see the point of adding to the misery of people who are already having a shitty night, or day, as the case may be.”

Fiona kept looking at him with an endearingly goofy grin on her face. “Wow. You’re thoughtful.” She smacked Holden on the back of the shoulder. “He’s thoughtful. Why the hell aren’t you dating him? If you won’t, I will. And hon, I know you’re gay, but I don’t give a shit.”

Holden gave her his patented sly smile. “I don’t date. I just fuck for money.”

“You don’t date? At all?” she asked in disbelief. 

“No. Why would I? Dating’s all about sex, and I have my fill of that.” 

She shook her head and threw Roan a “can you believe this guy” look over her shoulder. “Mr. Cynical. So who broke your heart?”

Holden continued to smile and shook his head. “No one. That dating bullshit is just for other people.”

She gasped dramatically. “Oh. My. God. Roan, are you hearing this? He’s a dating virgin.”

Roan actually laughed in spite of himself, but mainly because Holden seemed genuinely uncomfortable about the accusation. “I am not! I mean, I’ve dated, like in high school, but it’s bullshit.”

She gave Holden’s arm a playful shove. “Whoever he was, he must have done some job on you. I’ve never considered chucking it all and just becoming a prostitute ’cause some guy was a total dick to me.”

Roan caught Holden scowling in the rearview mirror, and he tried very hard not to smirk. “That wasn’t it at all,” Holden complained, but he didn’t go on to explain what it had actually been. 

Roan decided to change the topic, if only to keep Holden from pouting the rest of the way there. “So Fiona, how does a person become a professional dominatrix?”

She sighed and tucked her hair extensions into her already stuffed gym bag. “Well, I was laid off by a certain software company that shall remain nameless, but I’m sure you can guess which one.”

He nodded. “Explains the shirt.”

“And they had to lay me off at the worst possible time. Sure, I have tech skills, but so did every other schmuck in line at the unemployment office. Well, this was around Halloween, and my friend thought she’d cheer me up by taking me out to this big Halloween do at The Rafters. I didn’t really feel like it, but she was able to cadge a costume for me from Goldie’s. You know Goldie’s?”

It took him a moment. “The sex shop?”

“Yeah. She works there. Anyways, she brought me this dominatrix costume, and while I felt as silly as hell, I did feel kinda sexy. I also won second place in the Rafters’s costume contest, which was an ego boost. I kept the costume, and I realized that the idea of actually being one sounded fun. I mean, I always liked a little light bondage, and beating the shit out of guys and getting paid for it? Heaven. I started e-mailing this other dominatrix I came across in an ad in the back of the Stranger, Tansy, and she started to give me some tips on breaking into the biz.”

“She wasn’t afraid of the competition?” Holden teased.

“No, she works up north—we don’t have the same clientele. The dominatrix thing is only a part-time gig. I’m a freelance web designer too. Only sadly, a lot of people don’t need my services anymore. I’m making a lot more as a dominatrix nowadays. There’s lots of men who want to be beaten and bossed around by a big-breasted woman in a catsuit.”

Roan smiled, trying hard not to laugh, while Holden said, “Well, if you put it that way, how much do you charge?”

They all laughed, which was a good tension breaker. But Roan liked Fiona. He had no idea what he thought a dominatrix would be like, but this probably wouldn’t have occurred to him.

While Holden was looking for a place to park, always tricky downtown, Fiona filled them in on Velvet, aka Christine. She was what was known as a “slave”—she liked to be dominated. Fiona didn’t know much about her, since she went for male “masters,” but she said she knew she was a teacher (!) and usually only came to the club looking for a new “experience,” but she hadn’t been back since Crow went bugfuck on her. She liked to be dominated, but not beaten.

Holden found a parking space, but Fiona told him to stay with the car, as Velvet had only agreed to see Roan, and she was fragile right now. Holden clearly wanted to protest, but Fiona was a dominatrix after all, and she brooked no sass. This made Roan like her all the more and kind of wish he was straight, as he would have bet she’d be an awesome girlfriend.

As they left the car and Fiona led the way to the somewhat decrepit-looking old brick building, he asked, “Do you have any secretarial skills? Because I need an assistant.”

She gave him a sidelong glance with her vivid blue eyes and barked a short, sharp laugh. “You’re offering me a job?”

“I could use a person like you. I bet you could get those bill shirkers to pay up in no time.”

“Ha! Yeah, I bet I could, especially if I brought the bullwhip.” She paused briefly, her look turning slightly suspicious. “So you said back in the car that you were a virus child. Does that mean what I think it means?”

He uncovered his wrist and showed her his Leo tattoo. She looked at it and nodded soberly but then looked at him with bright eyes. “Holy shit! You’re the guy who decked the lion, aren’t you? I thought you looked familiar!”

He hated YouTube. He wished it would die of mad cow disease.

The apartment building, as old as it looked, still had a fairly modern buzz-in system, but with Fiona there, Roan had no problem getting in. The stairwells were narrow, dark, and cramped, and smelled like some drunken assholes had been peeing there instead of waiting to reach their apartment. This seemed like the kind of place where the cops would be getting domestic violence calls every Saturday night.

Christine lived on the third floor, third door on the left of a poorly lit corridor, and she had five locks on her door, judging from all the unlocking she had to do before letting them in. Roan had no idea who he was expecting, but it was still probably not the person who greeted them: a small woman, midthirties, five foot five in stocking feet, maybe a hundred and forty pounds, with dull brown hair in a modified bowl cut and a plain but not unattractive face still discolored by bruises around her eyes that concealer hadn’t hidden very well. Because the flesh was still slightly swollen around them, her eyes looked like tiny, gray-blue thumbprints in risen dough.

She wore a shapeless and undoubtedly cheap floral-pattern dress whose main colors were antique yellow and faded blue, and when Roan shook her hand, it was clammy and seemed to have no strength in it whatsoever. She seemed to either be trying to fade into the woodwork or trying to slip through the floor, become something intangible and invisible.

Her apartment was neatly appointed and sparse, thrift-shop chic but without Holden’s style or budget, with a couple of “World’s Best Teacher” knickknacks scattered about. The place smelled like she’d just had pesto-laced pasta for dinner.

She offered them coffee, which they both declined, and they sat on a floral-patterned loveseat while Christine curled up on a corner of her brown sofa, holding a steaming mug of Earl Grey tea laced with a bit of brandy. 

Because she seemed more comfortable talking to Fiona than him—which would make sense, as a man had beaten her, and she probably didn't look too kindly on strange males right now—Roan let Fiona steer the conversation after he asked basic questions. Christine spoke in a voice so soft and embarrassed it was almost drowned out by the street noise below.

She had met Crow that night at the Dungeon, and she’d thought he was reasonably attractive—or at least “very masculine,” which was the type she liked. Also, judging by his rather “straight” (square) wardrobe, she figured he wasn't a “freak,” but she soon discovered she was wrong. 

Although at first he played by the rules, tying the restraints as tight as she wanted, et cetera, he started to get a little too rough with her, pinching and biting. When she told him to stop and used the safe word, he proceeded to punch her in the face, all the while calling her names. (She said “the C-word,” which Roan thought was awfully prim for a woman who had just admitted to liking nipple clamps.) That was when Fiona came into the picture, hitting Crow in the ear and getting him off of her, and Rocky and Yogi were summoned, briefly hearing the story before tossing Crow out on his ass.

Roan asked if Crow had any distinguishing characteristics the others might not have noticed or if he had talked about himself at all. She thought about it, sipping her potent tea, staring at her threadbare, smoke-blue carpet all the while. “He had a Marine tattoo on his upper left arm. USMC, an eagle tattoo. I think there were some numbers or letters, I didn’t get a real good look at it, it was kind of faded. Also he had the shadow of a wedding ring on his right hand, a discolored area on his finger. He didn’t really talk about himself, although he said he had to drive a while to get there.”

“From where?”

She shook her head and looked up but seemed only to be able to look at his knees. “I don’t know. I asked, but he didn’t tell me.”

Roan really didn’t like this; in fact, he hated it. He was starting to get the feeling this guy was much more dangerous than they actually realized, mainly because he was a conniving bastard. What a perfect victim in Christine! Was she actually going to go to the police, tell them she was assaulted in an illegal sex club, and, oh yeah, she had consented to being tied up, but that was different? It was, but Roan knew many cops, lawyers, and judges wouldn’t necessarily care about the finer points between bondage, discipline, and sadomasochism. And on top of this, the guy went after young male hustlers, too new to the scene to realize they were being set up and too scared to file a report with the cops. Oh, Roan loathed this man—he was a fucking bully, preying on those who felt they could lose everything if they reported him. They were victimized twice. When he found this fuck, it would take all his willpower not to jump up and down on his head.

He thanked Christine for her time and willingness to talk to him as a prelude to leaving, and she seemed relieved. But as she escorted them to the door, she asked, “Do you think you’ll find him?”

“I’ll find him,” he promised her. “And if he’s lucky, the cops will get to him first.”

“And he can do it too,” Fiona told her, reaching out and squeezing his bicep. “He’s stronger than he looks.”

Oh, that goddamn YouTube clip again. Could a website die of syphilis? 

As they headed back down the stairs, Roan pulled out his cell and called Murphy. “Dropkick, you have to do something for me,” he said as soon as she picked up.

She groaned into the phone. “I’m just leaving. Kim will skin me alive if I’m late for dinner tonight.”

“Fine, assign it to a rookie. I need to know if there are any female prostitutes in the city who have recently been beating victims. Not just battered, but maybe tied up and possibly tortured, bitten. Done by johns, not pimps.”

She was quiet for a moment. “You think our mad bastard swapped genders?”

“I think gender is irrelevant to him. He gets off on his power over others and other people’s pain, maybe even their fear. He’s a twisted, sick fuck who knows exactly who he can prey on, and he’s probably gloating over it.” Shit, he probably was—Roan had to troll the Internet, see if he could find a blog or maybe a forum where someone was crowing over this. Fucking hell—Crow. Goddamn, Roan hated this fucker.

“I’ll get someone on it. So, Roan, you got info I can use yet?”

“Midthirties, Caucasian, ex-Marine, probably married or recently divorced, probably a suburban dweller.”

“Well, at least I know you’re working,” she replied acerbically. “But I could have pulled all that from a profiler. Except the ex-Marine bit; maybe I can follow up on that. You got a witness who will testify?”

“Not yet. But I’ve only begun to look.”

“Keep looking. And thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. The more I learn about this putz, the more I want to nail him to a wall with an industrial stapler.”

Murphy cleared her throat in a vaguely threatening manner. “You’re looking for us. This is not a case. Don’t let it be personal.”

“I got it.” But it was too late now; this already felt personal. He hated people who picked on easy victims, and this guy didn’t do anything but. 

By the time he tucked the phone back in his pocket, they were outside the Hempstead Arms. Fiona linked her arm around his and asked, “So, does this assistant job have medical coverage?”

Well, what do you know? Maybe he was going to hire a dominatrix after all. 



6

Starlight



HOLDEN ACTUALLY seemed shocked—and mildly jealous?—that Roan was discussing hiring Fiona as his assistant. On their way back, they exchanged e-mail addresses so Fiona could send him her résumé and discussed whether or not she could still keep her dominatrix gig on the side. Since he figured being his assistant nowadays was a part-time prospect—he sometimes didn’t bother to get out of bed, and there wasn’t enough work to justify showing up at the office every damn day—he had no problem with that.

Of all of them in the car, Holden had the steadiest employment, because who didn’t like to fuck? Fiona was probably a close second, because, although she wasn’t a prostitute, people also loved their fetishes. Roan was just plain fucked.

It wasn’t that he didn’t have enough work to survive, because he did. He worked for Dennis Caldera’s firm as their resident P.I., and working for lawyers (and corporations) was pretty much the steadiest employment you could get in the business, unless you spun off into private security. And if he had wanted to be a bodyguard or a security guard, he’d have become one in the first place.

Detectives were becoming dinosaurs in this day and age, and he knew it. But he didn’t imagine that he was cut out for much else.

They dropped Fiona off at her car, and then Holden drove back to his place, asking Roan if he had any solid leads. Roan found that funny, even though he knew he shouldn’t. He told him it was too early, but he felt like he was on the path to finding the guy, and he reluctantly thanked Holden for the lead. Holden accepted that somewhat smugly, but Roan didn’t expect any less from him. 

Back at his place, Holden invited him in for a drink—Mr. Subtle—but Roan just thanked him for the lift and said he’d call him, which felt great in an evil sort of way. Like he was a trick he just pumped and dumped. Holden scowled at him like he knew it.

He drove home, wondering what his next move should be. The night was cool, the road slick under his tires, and he vowed next time he’d take his bike. On the bike he could just zone out, mentally enter a sort of Zen space where he could pretend he was almost bodiless, an empty thing nearly fading away. It was a nice thought that he could, one day, just disappear.

Once at home, he made a few phone calls, got the bureaucratic beast lumbering to its feet in the search for Zoë Williams. He then got himself a bottle of pale ale from the fridge and turned on his stereo before surfing the Web, finding a few records here and there. The newspaper articles on the case were easy to find, but after a small spate they trickled down to nothing; there was always a new “freak of the week” tragedy, and two kids found with their dead mom was just another one in a long list of common disasters.

It was amazing how parents could fuck up kids even if they weren’t around. It also brought home how much he and Holden bizarrely had in common: both had mothers who had died when they were young, and neither ever knew who his father was. 

Roan was reading one of the first articles on the mother found dead in her apartment, and he noticed something a little odd, something that the reporter who wrote the article—one Alice Rothwell—apparently wanted someone to notice. (But he seriously doubted anyone had.) A man had called 911 to report a constantly crying child and a suspicion that something was wrong with the mother, which eventually brought the cops to the apartment. But none of the other neighbors—none of whom were all that near, as her apartment was in a rather unfortunate spot, next to the laundry room—reported having heard anything out of the ordinary, and Alice had been unable to find the neighbor who had called in the report to talk to him. Now she could have talked to him and he had simply denied it. But why mention such a thing in a story? It could have been left out, and no one would have noticed. The most obvious answer was she was suspicious—she didn’t think the caller was a neighbor. Meaning someone knew the mother was dead but like a chickenshit had called it in anonymously. Since her death was ruled accidental (probable suicide), likely no one thought anything of it. Who cared? It probably meant nothing.

But it could mean everything. Roan did a little poking around online and found Alice Rothwell was still alive. She wasn’t working for the paper anymore; she was retired and living in a senior-citizens-only apartment complex known as Autumn Woods up near Everett. He was jotting down her phone number when there was a knock at his door. Very weird, as he was expecting no one, but when he neared the door, he caught a scent of who was on the other side.

He opened the door to find Dylan standing there. Roan assumed he was stopping by before going to work, but his raven hair was casually messy, with a slight, natural wave to it, his jawline was lightly stained with new stubble, and he wore loose jeans and an emerald T-shirt beneath a brown leather bomber jacket. If Roan knew anything by now, he knew Dylan wore tighter jeans and junkier T-shirts when going to work, and he was always totally clean-shaven. “Hey, stranger,” he said, holding the door open so Dylan could come in.

Dylan did, briefly looking toward the living room as These Arms Are Snakes raged over the stereo in all their noisy chaos. “You constantly surprise me, Roan. I thought you private detectives were supposed to listen to jazz and drink Scotch by the barrelful.”

“Yes, well, we’re also supposed to go for the femme fatale, so right out of the gate I’ve fucked the image.” After shutting the door, he asked, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just called in sick tonight. I haven’t taken a night off in a while, and I just didn’t feel like going in.” His dark eyes scudded to Roan, asking a silent question, and Roan nodded, so Dylan collapsed on the couch with a tired sigh. “Maybe I’m getting a cold or something, I don’t know.”

“Are the sales that bad?” Roan wondered, going to the kitchen to retrieve him a bottled tea. Dylan continued to hang in with him, although Roan had no idea why, as their relationship—if you could call it that—hadn’t really progressed a single iota. They hadn’t really kissed, not to mention anything beyond that. But they knew an awful lot about each other now.

Dylan was a teetotaler, so Roan knew by now not to offer him a beer. (Although the irony of a nondrinker being a bartender was pretty rich, and it always brought to mind that lyric in that Hold Steady song, “hard drugs are for bartenders.”) Also, along with the gallery his artists’ collective had downtown, he had some paintings, sketches, and poster prints available at a bookstore on the East Side that supported local artists. 

Dylan was actually a very good artist, sort of expressionistic, who could sit down and bang out a wonderfully detailed street scene sketch in about ten minutes—Roan had actually seen him do this during a lunch together that Roan had unfortunately spent most of on the phone. He had found himself getting distracted by the way Dylan’s hand moved smoothly and quickly over the notebook paper, turning pen strokes into the street and buildings around them like he was rubbing charcoal over a gravestone. Roan had tried to buy one of his paintings only to have Dylan refuse the money, saying friends got pictures; they didn’t buy them. But Roan showed up at the gallery when he knew Dylan wasn’t around and bought one anyway, a night cityscape, although Dylan didn’t know that, as it was hanging up in Roan’s bedroom and he’d never been there.

Of course, the pictures he really wanted to buy weren’t for sale, just exhibition—if that. Dylan had several paintings and drawings he referred to sardonically as his “bleeding hardware” series. They were all works that featured blood—no people, no living things, just blood and inanimate objects. They looked like photographs of crime scenes after the bodies had been removed: a wall with peeling wallpaper and dusty hardwood floors where a pool of crimson glistened like fresh oil; a mattress with disturbed white sheets splattered with dark blood; a hole punched in a wall and trickling blood from its blunt edges. They were startling and disturbing to the point that Dylan often saved them for private or smaller exhibitions, as many people wondered if he was sane after seeing them, but Roan got them. On that floor, for example, all you had to do was imagine the body of Dylan’s father after he committed suicide, just like on the bed all you had to do was imagine his mother in the aftermath of her murder. This was Dylan dealing with the trauma of being the survivor of a homicide-suicide and seeing the bodies at such a young age—how that could have fucked him up. Working it out in his art was a lot more productive and healthy than many alternatives. And there was more trauma than that, of course. Roan knew that when he saw the painting of a rain-dappled windshield spiderwebbed with cracks, blood seeping through a cigarette-sized hole in the middle: Jason. He wanted to buy one of those paintings—they were morbid in subject but gorgeous in composition—but the pain and rage were almost palpable, and he doubted that Dylan would ever want to see any of these paintings in someone else’s house. He usually hid them in his studio, in a closet, with a sheet over them. They were his dark side given form, and once he exorcized the demons on canvas, he was more than happy to put them away.

As talented as Dylan was, the terrible truth was you just didn’t make a lot of money as an artist, hence his night job as a bartender at Panic. Technically, he could have gotten a better job, but then he told Roan how much he made in tips monthly, and Roan felt his jaw unhinge. Apparently, in a gay nightclub, a shirtless bartender with a beautiful chest and face could make enough to buy himself just about anything he wanted, or at least Dylan could. 

As Roan brought him the tea, Dylan flashed him a smile and gave him a nod of thanks before his expression fell to neutral. “I actually sold one yesterday. It’s so weird, but I’m almost depressed when I sell a painting. It’s one of my babies going away.”

“Then don’t sell them,” he said, sitting back down and shutting down his laptop. 

“And be a shirtless bartender all my life? I have a feeling I’ll be fired as soon as my boobs start to sag.”

“I’ll be your sugar daddy.”

Dylan shook his head and smiled, trying not to laugh. “You’re not already?”

“I’d have to make more than you, so I’m gonna say no. You could kill me with your tip jar.”

“Only ’cause I’m one sexy motherfucker,” Dylan joked, although it wasn’t actually a joke. He was a sexy motherfucker, only he was aware of it in a very abstract, removed way. Unlike most men who knew they were good-looking—Holden, for example—Dylan wasn’t vain or self-impressed. In fact, he seemed at times almost embarrassed by how honestly handsome he was. Maybe it was a Buddhist thing, although maybe not—Richard Gere still seemed pretty smug. 

Roan took a drink of his beer, then said, “I’m sorry I scared you today. When I get threatened by another cat, my lion side has a tendency to come out.”

Dylan gazed at him steadily with his midnight-dark eyes. “That wasn’t what scared me.”

“No?”

“No. What scared me was the fact that your first impulse when you saw a lion on the street was to tackle it. I mean, I should have known, since you used to be a cop, that you had that hero thing going on, but really. Hand-to-hand combat with a crazed cat? Jesus. You know you were almost hit by a car, right?”

Roan nodded. “But it didn’t hit me. What doesn’t kill you can be ignored until the immediate crisis has passed.”

“I love the way you create your own aphorisms.”

“Somebody has to. They don’t make aphorisms like they used to.”

“For a man who jokes as much and as easily as you do, you almost never smile. Why not?”

Roan hated the way Dylan did that, clobbered him with serious questions when he wasn’t prepared for it. “Dylan, please—”

“Would you tell me about Paris?”

Oh no. “You know about him. He talked to you at Panic all the time.”

“But you don’t talk about him at all. If his name comes up, you just shut down.”

Roan gulped down the rest of his beer and got up, trying hard to pretend he wasn’t seeking refuge in the kitchen. “I’m not up to this tonight.”

“You’re never up to this, Roan. I really think you need to talk to Doctor Thompson—”

“No, I don’t. I don’t need a fucking grief counselor.” He tossed his empty bottle into the recycling bag with undue force, making it break. “Would you give it a rest?”

“I’ll give it a rest as soon as I think you’re not dying inside.”

Roan snickered humorlessly, admiring the drama in that statement. “I’m already dead, Dylan. When Paris died, I did too. I can’t believe I’m still walking around.”

Dylan stood up and faced him over the breakfast bar, his expression mostly neutral but his eyes very sad. “Tell me you don’t really believe that.”

Roan was going to tell him to leave it and let it go, but for some reason he just started talking. He was much more tired than he thought. “I’ve contemplated doing Ecstasy again just so I could feel something other than rage. I’m a burnt-out husk. Why are you even bothering with me? Why don’t you just go and find someone who’s not a loser, huh?”

Dylan just stared at him in that unnervingly placid way. Dylan was younger than him, and yet oftentimes he seemed so much older. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

The idea made Roan’s stomach clench and burn, and inexplicably he felt tears sting behind his eyes. “What do you want from me?”

“Nothing. Just talk to me.”

“About what? About how men have a tendency to die on me? How if you had any sense or desire to live at all, you’d run as far from me as possible? About how it isn’t fair that he’s dead and a useless piece of shit like me is still alive?” Roan didn’t want to cry, and frankly he thought he wasn’t such a wimp that he would, but he felt something deep inside his chest contract until he wasn’t sure he could breathe, and the tears just started coming. He turned away and tried to stop them, but a dam had burst, and he couldn’t do it.

God, he missed him. He still missed Paris like he had just died yesterday. It was a physical ache more painful than the phantom remnant of the lion’s bite on his arm. But he’d have been all right if Dylan hadn’t made him think about it.

Dylan pulled him into his arms and held him, resting his head against his, and while Roan’s initial impulse was to shove him away violently, he just felt too exhausted, physically and emotionally, to bother. He was so tired, and he wasn’t sure of what or why. It was extremely humiliating, and Dylan being kind to him only made it worse.





HE WOKE up with his ear hurting and slightly numb, his nose so clogged he could barely breathe, and discovered he and Dylan had both fallen asleep on the couch. Dylan was slumped back, still in a sitting position, and Roan had been sleeping curled up on his side, his head resting on Dylan’s thigh. He sat up and rubbed his ear—he’d been sleeping on it funny, and Dylan’s thigh wasn’t the softest thing in the world—and felt like a complete idiot. Could he blame the sidecar combined with a beer and a skipped dinner? Maybe he could. It probably wasn’t the drinks’ fault, but he could still try.

The sun was just coming up, the sky outside starting to glow with the half-light of dawn, and he went upstairs to take a shower so he didn’t wake Dylan up. Oh fuck, what was he going to say? Maybe he could sneak out of the house before he woke up.

His own house. How low had he sunk? Okay, so he’d broken down crying; it wasn’t the end of the world. And it beat getting angry for a change, didn’t it? No, it didn’t, but he tried to tell himself that.

That was the problem when you got sick and tired on a fundamental, existential level. How did you know what you felt anymore? Beyond numb, beyond encased in ice.

He made the water in the shower as hot as he could stand it so it opened up his sinus passages, and it was nice to breathe again. His head still throbbed dully, so when he got out he took three Excedrin and figured he’d live with the gut ache. He looked in the fogged-over mirror and asked, “Well, Paris, do you want to tell me I’m being an idiot? Do you wanna tell me anything at all?” His own face was a blur, a barely visible ghost, a reflection in warped glass.

There was no answer, of course—there never really had been an answer. It was all in his head. It was amazing what you could make yourself believe, especially if you were lonely enough and desperate enough. 

Roan threw on some sweatpants and went downstairs, wondering what he should say to Dylan. Should he simply apologize? Should he pretend he hadn’t broken down like a fucking baby? Maybe he should just see what Dylan said and follow his lead. 

He approached the couch nervously—why, he had no idea, as Dylan seemed pretty deeply asleep, slumped back like a weary traveler who had nodded off while waiting for the red-eye—and he realized the scent of him had altered vaguely. Just a bit, but it was there. Lots of things could alter body chemistry, which altered scent in a way so minor that most people never noticed… but Roan wasn’t most people. Dylan was sick, wasn’t he? He’d caught something, a bug, just as he’d implied last night.

Roan leaned in close, sniffing him, trying to see if he could tell what he had by scent. Paris used to hate it when he told him he had a cold before he even felt bad, but it did have a kind of a scent, or the impact on the body did, at least. Dylan had a fever, although it was mild right now; Roan could still feel the heat rising off his skin. 

He smoothed Dylan’s hair back from his forehead and found himself admiring his face up close. He’d seen pictures of Dylan’s parents, although Dylan didn’t keep them around—sadly, he’d seen them through file photos in news reports. Dylan was the spitting image of his mother: they were both olive-skinned, dark-haired, and dark-eyed, fine-boned and lovely in an almost haunting way. They seemed to have an almost otherworldly aura about them, a sturdy patience in the face of their own impending doom. Roan just hoped he wasn’t Dylan’s doom.

Feeling oddly tender toward him, he kissed him gently on the forehead. He took his face in his hands, and desire blindsided him, hit him like a speeding car. He was that out of touch with himself, was he? Actually, that made a lot of sense. Roan liked to ignore himself whenever he could. 

He kissed Dylan softly on his closed eyes, feeling the crepe-paper-thin skin beneath his lips, and gave him a gentle kiss on the corner of his mouth, which woke Dylan up. He looked at him for a moment with a sleepy, half-lidded gaze, smiling faintly. “You didn’t take E while I was out, did you?”

“I’m sober,” he promised.

Dylan cupped the back of his neck. “Good.” He gently pulled Roan toward him, and they kissed passionately, like they had been waiting forever to do it. And Roan figured Dylan might just feel that way.





FOR A split second after the phone rang and woke him up, he thought the warm body next to his was Paris’s. It wasn’t, of course, and he knew that the second he thought it, but it was nice to imagine it was true for a millisecond.

Not that Dylan was a consolation prize. He was beautiful and sweet and, frankly, too good for Roan. He’d probably come to his senses one of these days, so Roan should just enjoy the time he had with him while it lasted. 

Roan settled back into his pillow. He had planned on ignoring the phone, but the bastard thing kept ringing, and he wondered if he had turned his machine on or not. Had he checked his messages and turned it off last night? He couldn’t remember.

He untangled himself from Dylan and reached over to grab the phone, hoping it was good. “What is it?” he grumbled, rubbing his eyes. The room seemed excessively bright, but then he remembered it was afternoon.

There was an obvious pause. “Are you still sleeping?” Holden asked, horrified.

“I was up late,” he shot back defensively as Dylan nuzzled his neck. “What is it?”

Holden sighed heavily, like he wanted to criticize him further for his poor work habits, but he let it go for the moment. “I don’t suppose you caught the guy yet, huh?”

“No. Why are you calling, Holden?”

“Because someone beat the shit out of Cowboy last night,” he replied irritably. “He’s in the hospital.”

Oh shit. Apparently Cowboy’s castrating skills were rustier than he had thought.



7

Harrowdale Hill



ROAN REALLY hated to leave Dylan, but he had no choice. If Cowboy really had fallen prey to this fucking asshole, he needed to talk to him as soon as possible. With Fox there, he was sure he could get the truth of whatever had happened out of him, no matter how embarrassing. 

Although he wasn’t fully awake, Dylan hadn’t wanted him to leave either. Long after Roan got up to jump quickly in the shower and get dressed, he could still feel the heat of Dylan’s hand on his stomach, trying to pull him back down into bed. Roan had told him he’d be back as soon as possible, and Dylan had said he’d better be and kissed him softly on the lips. This was that fun stage of the relationship, where you couldn’t keep your hands off each other, and after so much time alone, he could see himself wanting to take advantage of this. He was fairly certain Dylan wouldn’t object. He was even thinking that, maybe once this case was over, they could go away for a weekend, just take off and not tell anyone where they were going. It might be nice to escape for a couple of days. 

Still, Dylan had a pretty good fever going right now. As Roan got his bike out of the garage, he decided he should stop and get something for Dylan on the way home. But what? He was pretty sure Dylan had a cold, but colds affected people differently. Some were affected mainly in their sinuses or their throats, while others just felt an all-over misery. He had no idea how Dylan was affected. But he could look in the health food section of the store—well, he was a Buddhist and a vegetarian; it was an easy guess that he was into that health food crap—see if he could find something that looked like it might work. And then get some Nyquil, which, while not health food by any stretch of the imagination, was always welcome whether you had a cold or were just really depressed. He really thought they should load up tranquilizer guns with that stuff.

The afternoon was sunny but not too warm; the air had the subtle chill of fall in the air, and it was a nice day to be out on the motorcycle. Maybe it was just his mood that had changed; getting laid did wonders for your general outlook on life. 

The staff at County General were so accustomed to seeing him walk in the doors that they didn’t even bother to check his ID or reason to be there. The nurse behind the desk, a plump, matronly woman whose name was Suzanne but who always went inexplicably by the nickname Candy, looked up, saw him, and pointed down the hall. “ICU,” she said, and then she went back to her paperwork. 

Holden met him at the corner of the ICU hallway, nearly trembling with pent-up frustration and anger. He almost looked like a normal guy, what with his wardrobe of slightly baggy olive-green pants and a loose gray T-shirt, but his hair was still way too blond and studiously, artfully messy, and he was still wearing about a half-dozen necklaces. “This is fucked up,” he said, by way of greeting.

“I’m fine,” Roan replied. “And yourself?”

Holden glared at him, and Roan was sure he was in for some evil remark when another familiar face appeared around the corner. “You may have come all this way for nothing.” 

It was the dark, sad-sack face of Kevin Robinson. He was wearing his full police uniform, which made sense, since he was on duty, and he had his cop cap pushed back precariously on his head, so it looked like a sudden movement would send it flying. That was actually kind of funny, as Kevin had always hated the hats.

“You’re vice,” Roan said, aware that sounded idiotic. Kevin knew what department he was with. “Isn’t this a case for violent crimes?”

“Yes and no. Meloni was here, but he got called off on an ADW. I have a couple of eyewitness accounts that have Leo’s—er, Cowboy’s beating as drug-related.”

“Can you believe they found ice in his system?” Holden interjected. “Ice! That stupid fucker. Once he’s healed up, I’m gonna beat the shit out of him.”

 Roan concentrated on Kevin, mainly because the news that Leo was on ice was hardly a shocker. “Drug-related how? He got in a fight with a dealer?”

“A known dealer and a couple of his buddies. Two eyewitnesses seemed to corroborate that there was a dispute between the dealer—one Francis Gagnier—and Leo over the quality of the drugs he sold him. Leo got very vocal about it and apparently shoved Gagnier, which led to the intervention of two of his friends, who beat Leo with a blackjack and quite possibly the butt of a gun.”

“So, a fair fight,” Roan commented sarcastically.

“Gagnier was taken in, but he claims he has no idea who those men were, although he also claims they saved his life because Leo pulled a knife on him. That’s rather dubious; no witness saw Leo pull a knife, although a switchblade was found in his boot.”

“Do you think he’d have the presence of mind to tuck it back into his boot while being beaten? That makes no sense!” Holden snapped. 

Kevin raised his hands in a placating manner. “I’m not saying that. Everybody knows that Gagnier had his friends beat Leo down. The problem at this point is proving it. The descriptions the witnesses gave of the men are contradictory, and with Gagnier refusing to talk, we’re going to have to rely on Leo to tell us who attacked him. The fact that he was on drugs at the time will not help his case.”

Holden snorted in disgust, folding his arms over his chest and looking away as his jaw took on an angry set. “Yeah, he’s a whore and he’s high. That pretty much gives license to everyone to do what they want to him, huh?”

“Actually, since he was attacked by a known drug dealer and what were probably a couple of low-rent thugs, he still has a good case,” Roan told Holden. Actually, there was a better than even chance this would never be prosecuted, but he wasn’t going to burst Holden’s bubble. “Okay? We’ll get these guys. Don’t worry about it.”

Holden’s blue eyes narrowed to slits. “Don’t patronize me.”

“I’m not patronizing you. I’m suggesting you take a chill pill. Lashing out isn’t going to help Leo right now.” He shot a glance at Kevin and asked, “How is he?”

Kevin scratched his head without moving his cap. It remained a minor miracle of physics. “Well, his jaw’s been wired shut, and he has a broken wrist and three broken fingers. Four of his ribs got busted as well. He’s not going to be playing the piano any time soon, but he’s not gonna die.”

“He’s a fucking mess,” Holden said. “And I swear to God if you don’t find the fuckheads who did this, I will.” Holden turned and stormed off dramatically, and Kevin shrugged as he walked off, saying without words, Well, what are you gonna do?

As soon as he was sure Holden was out of earshot, Roan asked Kevin, “Is Gagnier being held?”

“For the moment, but he’s going to walk. He wasn’t carrying when we picked him up—he’s too slick for that. He never actually laid a hand on Leo, according to our witnesses, and we have no proof he told the men to attack. All he did was not help Leo when he was being beaten, but that in itself isn’t a crime. All we have now is he was a material witness and didn’t report a crime. His lawyer will get him bounced in two seconds.” Kevin then glanced around before leaning in close to him and whispering, “So are Fox and Cowboy… an item? Were they?”

What a curiously old-fashioned way to put it. But Kevin was so in the closet he probably couldn’t say “fucking” without breaking out in hives. “Not to my knowledge. Why?”

Kevin shook his head and stepped back, grabbing the brim of his hat before it could fly off his head. “It’s just the way he reacted is all. He seemed—seems—really upset.”

“Fox was like the older brother to a lot of the boulevard boys when he was starting out. He looked out for them, and he seemed to take the job pretty seriously. Since most of his family out there has run off, disappeared, or died, he’s probably pretty possessive of the ones he has left.”

“So why did he leave them? Why isn’t he out there protecting them now?”

A good question, but the answer was pretty obvious. “Can’t be a street hustler forever. He was always angling for the big leagues, and he got it. He couldn’t save everyone, so he saved himself.”

Kevin snorted in dark humor. “If you call being a high-priced whore being saved.”

“Better than being a low-priced one, I suppose.” Was that why Holden seemed extra pissed off—the guilt? Yeah, he’d made the only choice he felt he could, but now someone was preying on the boys, and he might have been playing the “if only” game in his head: If only I had been there to protect them/take care of them/scare off the big bad trolls, et cetera. Not so much the hooker with a heart of gold but the hooker with a conscience—and the bone-deep belief that he was tougher and smarter than all the rest of them. 

Roan was so lost in his thoughts he was genuinely surprised when Kevin spoke again. “So how’re you doing? I heard that Murphy had you investigating this hooker-beating creep. Got any leads?”

“It’s early days yet.” Cop talk for, No, not a single goddamn one. “But I’ll get him.”

Kevin eyed him skeptically. “You mean we will. You know, the cops.”

“Exactly what I meant. Excuse me, I’d better go find Holden and talk him out of going all Death Wish on these assholes.” He felt Kevin’s eyes on him as he walked away and knew he didn’t buy the slip of the tongue excuse. If Kevin told Murphy Roan was intending to get the guy himself, he’d get such a reaming he’d walk funny for a week.

He found Holden in the corridor leading to the ER, sitting in one of the brightly colored plastic chairs that had probably been put out there for anxious but tired loved ones. Luckily, the ER didn’t seem terribly busy at the moment, which must have been why Roan spied a nurse and an intern loitering around the soda machine, discussing the benefits of having a TiVo. Roan sat in the seat beside him, and Holden grumbled, “I don’t want to hear any cop bullshit.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Holden looked at him sharply, his eyes full of mistrust. “That you guys talk shit? I know that.”

“What happened to Leo. You can’t save everybody, especially from themselves. It’s a chicken or egg thing, isn’t it? Are they on the streets selling their bodies because of drugs, or are they doing drugs because they’re selling their bodies? It could go either way, and it usually does.”

Holden rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the armchair psychiatry, but I don’t need it.”

“You want to help Leo? You can do it now. There’s no way he can get back out on the street with a half a dozen broken bones. Put him somewhere where he can detox and heal and do that thing you do—talk him into trying for a better life, free of the streets. This could be an opportunity to get out of this fucking sewer, but he’s gonna need help to see that. You might be able to save his life, Holden. That’s better than saving him from a beat-down any day.”

Holden shook his head and glanced down the hall, watching a rather twink-looking male nurse walk on by. He did have a pretty nice ass. “So when did you become a life coach?”

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“It’s a personal motivational speaker.”

“Ah, so a shit merchant. No, I have too much self-respect.” Roan’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket like an angry hornet, and he pulled it out and checked to see who was calling. It was Eli Winters, his part-time nemesis. He considered not answering, but Holden was looking at him curiously, so he figured what the hell. 

“I gave at the office,” he said by way of greeting.

Eli sighed heavily. “You know, you’re not funny. I know you think you are, but you’re not.”

“Oh come on, girlfriend, I’m hilarious.” He threw in the “girlfriend” just to irritate Eli, and he was sure he had, which gave him a nice warm feeling inside. “What do you want?”

Eli was silent for a moment, as if considering hanging up, but he was too agitated to do it. “Have you heard what that idiot in the state legislature is doing?”

“You’re gonna have to narrow that down.”

“Metzler. That tweedy little fuck is trying to rush through legislation that would require every infected to register with the health department, all because of that lion on the street incident. Can you believe that?”

“Easily. They do this shit all the time.”

“We need to stop it.”

“We? Call the ACLU—they’ll be up his ass so fast he’ll think he’s getting a drive-by colonoscopy. Besides, as soon as they get a look at how much registration and policing it would cost, they’ll be happy to let it die quietly on the vine. Nobody has that kind of money.”

Eli’s moment of silence was somehow accusing. “You’re rather glib about all of this, aren’t you? Aren’t you at all concerned about your own people?”

That made him chuckle and slump back against the uncomfortable chair. “My own people? Which ones? Oh, right, the infected community. I thought you meant compulsive masturbators.”

Holden grimaced, trying not to laugh, and mostly failed.

Eli sighed heavily, not amused. Was he ever? “This is not a joke. You are a highly visible member of the community. If you come out against this publicly, it’ll carry a lot of weight.”

“I’m a highly visible member? Really? Is it because of that interview I did in Shift magazine last year?” Shift was a magazine for infecteds, and it occasionally profiled a “successful infected.” Paris had convinced him to say yes to it when they’d originally approached him, so he had, but the interview segment didn’t run until after Paris’s death. That may have been a horrible irony, or maybe just bad timing. But since it had a circulation of about five, counting Canada, Roan was pretty sure no one ever saw it. It was a comfort.

“You stopped the lion, didn’t you? Also, you’re the only virus child so far who’s, y’know, normal. For the most part.”

Ooh, this sounded wonderfully offensive. “For the most part?”

“Well… yeah. Being gay isn’t n—”

Roan flipped his phone shut, cutting the connection. Holden openly stared at him, an eyebrow raised. “That sounded like an interesting discussion.”

“I know many an idiot. A hazard of the job.” His phone started buzzing again in his hand, so he shut the power off before dropping it back in his coat pocket.

Holden was giving him a half smile, a twinkling of mischief in his eyes. His pep talk must have done some good. “I know the feeling. So why did you hang up on him?”

“He was either going to insult me or compliment me, and frankly I didn’t know which was worse.” Roan sighed and stood up. “Should we go pay a visit to Michael Gilpin?”

They did, but he was still in a coma, and he was only improving in tiny increments. The doctor Roan spoke to seemed to think he would recover and not be “significantly” brain damaged, but somehow that didn’t sound like a cause for celebration. They glanced through the door at him, but he was a mummy, an object lost in a sea of white and monitored by machines that bleeped and blinked in a monotonous rhythm that reminded Roan obliquely of a funeral march. Poor kid.

Holden must have been similarly touched, because as they walked down the hall, he said, “There’s a guy who works at the agency with me, Cody, a real twink doll. Has a crush on me, keeps trying to get us teamed up on a gig together.”

Roan looked at him curiously. “Is this leading somewhere?”

“Yeah. Let’s set this fucker up.” Holden stepped in front of him and stopped, eyes alight with zeal, and Roan was forced to stop before colliding with him. “Cody will do whatever I ask. I’ll ask him to hit the boulevard, and we’ll watch him. He’s pure twink—no cop in the world could look as genuine as he does. Our psycho won’t think he’s a decoy. But he is. Whoever picks him up, we follow, and if it turns out our john’s the psycho, you make a citizen’s arrest. Hopefully after beating the living shit out of him.”

Roan considered that a moment. “There are so many flaws in that plan I don’t know where to start.”

“What? It’s not entrapment. You’re not a cop anymore, and Cody and I have never been cops. There’s no reason we can’t stake him out. Cody will be good with it; he’s into some light domination, from what I understand.”

Roan rubbed his eyes, restraining the urge to ask if “light domination” meant he liked having his dates order for him in restaurants. “This is a bad idea, Holden. A tragedy waiting to happen.”

“Okay. So how else are you gonna get this guy?”

That was a very good question. He wished he had an answer. 



8

Kissing the Lipless



AS SOON as he got out of the hospital and escaped Fox, Roan headed to the Hunan Garden to have lunch and decided to call Alice Rothwell. 

The restaurant was empty save for him, the hostess/waitress, the cooks in the back, and one bored-looking bartender who was watching the Asian news feed on the television behind the bar. Normally Roan hated the obtuse, rude morons who gabbed on cell phones in restaurants, but there was no one for him to disturb, and it might actually provide entertainment for the waitress and bartender.

As soon as he’d enjoyed his first cup of green tea—he loved their green tea; he could drink an entire pot of it all by himself—he punched up Alice’s number, hoping she’d take a cold call as slightly less rude than an unannounced visit. 

She answered on the sixth ring, with a slightly raspy cough. “Hello?”

“Hello, Ms. Rothwell? My name is Roan McKichan, I’m a private detective, and I was hoping to talk to you about a story you wrote for the Tribune about the Williams children in December of 1982?” This was a long shot—she was in her sixties now, and she probably filed thousands of reports, each as tragic as the last. Why would she remember this one?

She was quiet for a few seconds, then asked, “Private detective, you say? McKichan… that sounds familiar. You’ve gotten yourself in the paper a coupla times, haven’t ya?”

“Yes,” he reluctantly admitted. “When I made the police force, and a couple of times for various cases after I became a private detective. You have a good memory.”

“Damn tootin’. I saved all my stories and notes for my memoirs. Speakin’ of which, sit tight.” There was a clunk as she put the receiver down, and he was sure he heard the burr of distant conversation in the background. Television, most likely. The waitress came back and put a steaming plate of fried wontons in front of him, which he thanked her for and tucked into, even though they were still so hot from the fryer he burned the tip of his tongue. He didn’t care; their fried wontons were tiny pieces of heaven. He’d eat nothing but them if he could, but he had to leave room for the hot pepper chicken, which was also excellent. Damn, he loved his good Chinese restaurants. It was probably a detective thing. 

He’d just finished crunching through his second wonton when Alice picked up the receiver again. “Say,” she began. “Why are you looking into this, hon?”

He took a quick sip of his tea to wash down the wonton, then decided to give her some information. Technically, there was client confidentiality, but Holden’s information was vague enough to protect his identity. “I’m looking into what happened for the former ‘Baby Boy’ Williams.”

“Oh, he’s still in the area? How’s he doing?”

“He’s good.”

“Happy?”

“I think so, yes.” Since he didn’t want to admit he was probably as happy as a high-class rent boy could be, he prompted, “Any information you could give me would be a help. He only knows what he read in the papers.” 

Roan dug out his tiny notebook and pen and got ready to take notes as he heard her flipping through her own. She cleared her throat, a phlegmy noise, and then said, “Let’s see… I have a lot of case notes, ’cause I wanted to do a follow-up, but my editor put the kibosh on it. ‘Too sad,’ he said. Like most of the news isn’t fucking sad. Okay… I got a couple of loose reports from neighbors that she might not have been alone the night she was found overdosed.”

“Might not have?”

“They said she usually had a visitor on Thursday nights, a man with dark blond hair that was presumably called Dane. According to her self-professed best friend, one Elizabeth Droste, D-R-O-S-T-E, Dane was a married man that Catherine Williams had been seeing on and off for several years and was most likely the boy’s father. He could have been the father of her little girl too, but Elizabeth said Catherine never told her. She was unable to tell me if Dane was a nickname or a proper name. She said she never met him.” She paused to cough lustily, although she also made a noise not unlike a piece of gravel rattling down a drainpipe. Did she have emphysema? Pneumonia? 

The waitress brought Roan his steaming plate of hot pepper chicken and smiled demurely as he put the phone down and thanked her. While people who talked on cell phones in public places were generally annoying twits, he truly loathed with a passion people who kept on yapping while dealing with a store clerk or a server. It was fucking rude—since when did you treat people right in front of you like nothing more than furniture? No, no one expected you to have any meaningful interaction with each other in these situations, but acknowledging their existence as human beings was the least fucking thing you could possibly do. Every time Roan saw some rude bastard keep talking on their phone while some poor minimum-wage-earning clerk did their job, Roan had to restrain the urge to smack them so hard on the back of the head their phone went flying. He hoped the waiters spit in their food.

Okay, yes, perhaps he was a little militant about this. Paris apparently wasn’t the only one with odd passions. Maybe he’d rubbed off on him. 

“Sorry about that,” Alice said. “I always hack until my afternoon cigarette.”

“Not because of?”

“Oh no, the nicotine surge always calms it down. Now let’s see, where was I.…”

“Dane. You never identified him?”

“Oh, him. No, I’m afraid I didn’t. He worked very hard not to be identified, and he managed it. There wasn’t even a photo of him among Catherine’s personal possessions.” Alice paused to audibly light a cigarette and take a puff, and Roan took the opportunity to steal a bite of his food. Damn, it was good. If only he could move into this restaurant. “I did wonder if maybe he’s the one who made the phone call and then fucked off so he didn’t get caught and was forced out to his wife.”

“It’s possible.”

“It’s also a motive, isn’t it?”

“For murder? Yes. It’s also a motive for suicide. Nothing makes people more miserable than impossible love affairs.” Which was ironic, in its way—if it wasn’t for love, many of the bad things in the world wouldn’t exist. “Did you get a look at the scene?”

“You mean her apartment? Yeah, I did. It didn’t look like a murder scene, I mean it didn’t look violent… it was a little messy, in that harried, put-upon-young-mother way, but not truly chaotic. It didn’t look like a suicide scene either. There was no note.”

“Which puts accident back into play.” The problem with a drug overdose was all three could feasibly apply, especially if the forensic evidence was lacking or unavailable. Roan doubted they would have used police resources on a poor, junkie, single mother back in ’82. Hell, they probably wouldn’t use them now. “Was there anything else Elizabeth was able to tell you about Dane?”

There was the soft noise of paper shuffling and the sound of someone taking a drag off a cigarette. “Umm… not much. She said Cathy met him at a church function.”

“Which church?”

“Umm… Mission Creek Community Church. They had an outreach program for drug abusers. So Dane was, in all likelihood, another junkie, and you know what wonderful pairs they make.”

Roan made a noncommittal noise, although anyone who’d read the works of Charles Bukowski—or seen Oprah—knew that two substance abusers together had a tendency to encourage each other’s downward spiral, whether deliberately or accidentally. Sometimes they could help each other, but that seemed rare. Usually it was human nature to take the path of least resistance. 

“You don’t have any information on Zoë Williams, do you? The daughter?”

“Umm….” More shuffling of papers, like leaves rustling in the gutter. “She was put in foster care, wasn’t she? The boy was adopted, I believe… but then, white, healthy baby boys are usually snapped up pretty fast, aren’t they?”

“From what I understand.” As a white baby boy who, unfortunately, was infected, he fell into the category of “unwanted.” Gee, that always did your ego big favors. “Do you know where she first went into foster care? What city or jurisdiction?”

“Umm… Springfield.”

“Great, thanks.” He knew one or two people in the agency up there; he might be able to finagle some information out of them. “How goes the memoirs?”

“Eh, nobody wants them. I’ve started posting them as a blog. Want the URL?”

He didn’t really, but she gave it to him anyway, and he accepted it politely, as it was the least he could do for all the information she’d given to him. 

Once he was done talking to Alice, he finished his lunch and the entire iron pot full of green tea. It was probably good for him, but he tried not to think of it that way. He also ordered some vegetarian and tofu stir-fry for takeout, as he felt the least he could do was bring Dylan something. 

Out in the parking lot, he gave Fiona a call. She had the nice name of Fiona Sutton—an upper-class name that made you imagine an icy, anorexic blonde with a sharply groomed poodle, a Brooks Brothers husband, and a minor coke habit. But no, she was a redheaded computer programmer turned dominatrix… which was such a fun description Roan wished he’d thought of it for himself. What a different life he’d have had.

He had read her résumé last night but had been distracted by Dylan. So he called to ask if she could drop by the business office tonight so he could give her a rundown of her duties, as well as give her his spare office key. She squealed—genuinely squealed; he had to hold his phone away from his ear—and said she could be over in twenty minutes. He upped that to three hours, so he had time to get some chores done and run home first.

He stopped at the store to grab some cold medicine and more tea, and even though he was on the bike, he’d brought a small leather backpack, so he could carry it and the Chinese food home. See, he was always thinking… after the fact. But hey, who didn’t?

He’d just reached his bike when a familiar voice said, “Roan?”

He should have known—he thought he’d caught a whiff of a cologne known by the odd name of Nickel Enemy after he left the self-checkout, and he’d only known one guy in his entire life who wore it. “Matt,” he replied warily, turning to face him. “How are you doing?”

After going to rehab again for his little lapse, Matt had decided to take a “sabbatical,” saying his new therapist recommended that he get away and distance himself from the “destructive” relationship he had with Roan. (What relationship? Matt had elbowed into his life, wanted to replace Paris, couldn’t, and freaked out and had a hissy fit at Dylan when he thought they were getting too close. It made Roan wonder what Matt had told this therapist.) Roan hadn’t seen him in a year, nor heard from him since that last e-mail.

Matt had lost the goatee/mustache thing he’d grown to try and butch up and lost some of his muscle mass, going back to his more typical wiry frame. He looked more like the twink guy Roan had first encountered at the Starbucks, although he’d lightened his shade of blond to a hue more unreal than Fox’s. He was also wearing contacts that made his eyes an unrealistic shade of toilet-water blue. 

“Um, I’m good,” he replied, nervously scratching his face. “You look terrific.”

Roan didn’t really know how to respond to that. He didn’t want to encourage Matt’s crush on him—if he still had one—but he didn’t want to seem like a completely rude bastard either. Finally he settled on, “You too. You’ve lost weight.”

“Uh, yeah. Well, mostly muscle mass, ’cause there’s no gyms in rehab.” He said that last part lightly, with a small, forced laugh, but his smile almost completely faded away before he could think of something else to say. “So, umm, you working a case?”

“Aren’t I always?”

“Ha, yeah. You got, umm, you gotta new assistant?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. I’m supposed to be showing her the ropes today.”

“Her?” He said that with a mixture of both surprise and hope, enough of it that it made Roan nervous. 

Before he could think of a way to get out of this conversation, a man he’d never seen before came out of the store, holding a plastic bag, and said, “I wondered where you ran off to.” He went over to Matt and slipped a possessive arm around his waist. 

“Roan, this is Lance.”

“Oh, so this is the infamous Roan,” Lance said with forced bonhomie. He was probably almost twice Matt’s age, somewhere in his late thirties to early forties, a solidly built man about a head taller and thirty pounds heavier, his brown hair starting to thin back from a rather dramatic widow’s peak. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but he was far from plain or ugly—he was slotted comfortably in the middle and probably had enough charm to carry him over the finish line. He wore a polo shirt and khakis, the bland, Yuppie casual-wear uniform, and smelled like Aramis and some kind of slightly medicinal breath strip. “That your motorcycle? I’ve never seen anything like it. It a Kawasaki?”

That instantly ruffled Roan’s metaphorical feathers. A Kawasaki?! “It’s a Buell Lightning, City model.”

“Huh. Never heard of it. I’m more of a Harley man myself.”

Roan had absolutely nothing against Harleys; they were nice bikes (although he was sure the fuel-injected V-twin he had on the Buell could give him an edge), but the way the guy said it gave Roan the impression he’d only seen Harleys in bar parking lots. He instantly loathed the poseur. “Good for you,” Roan replied, just blandly enough to be vaguely hostile.

Though there were no indications that Lance understood the implied insult that Roan was happy he knew the name of at least one kind of motorcycle, Matt got it and quickly asked, “You still seeing Toby?”

That was dangerous territory, but Matt must have thought it was safer than Lance realizing he had been insulted. “Yeah, I am.”

“Toby?” Lance repeated, looking at Matt curiously. “That guy at the copy shop?”

“No. This Toby’s one of the bartenders at Panic.”

Lance thought about it for a minute. “Oh… is he that ethnic-looking guy?”

“What the fuck did you just say?” Roan asked, genuinely surprised.

Lance waved a hand at him dismissively, leaving a cloud of cologne in his wake. “Oh, don’t get all pissy and PC. He is ethnic, isn’t he? I mean, he doesn’t look white.”

“Um, Lance—” Matt said, shooting nervous glances between him and Roan. 

“Wow, Matt, dating the local representative of the Ku Klux Klan’s gay branch? I’d go back to methheads if I were you. This seems like a step down.”

“Roan!” he snapped, horrified.

Lance flushed an alarming shade of crimson. “You smarmy little fucker—”

“I ain’t little,” Roan said, straddling his bike and grabbing his helmet. “Sayonara. Hope you get some self-esteem, Matt, because you can do a lot better.”

He was pretty sure they both said something—and Lance sounded pretty pissed off—but since he’d already kick-started the bike, he didn’t really hear either. Maybe Lance wasn’t really a racist, maybe just a tactless, poseur bastard, but something about him Roan just didn’t like; something about Lance made the lion in him want to come out and rip his hand off. Matt continued to have shockingly horrible taste in men.

To be fair, Dylan was mixed race—in spite of the surname Harlow, his mother had been Hispanic. (He promised there was a “long, scandalous story” behind it, but Roan had a feeling it was probably pretty pedestrian.) But to put it that way—“ethnic”? And he’d said it like it was a disease. What an asshole. If Roan didn’t still feel a little bad for poor, deluded Matt, he’d have decked that Lance son of a bitch.

Once he got home, he knew Dylan must have been up and about, as the living room curtains were open and the heat had been on at least once, but Dylan was lying on the couch, wearing a pair of his sweatpants and an old, pale-blue T-shirt. He sat up as Roan came in, looking flushed with fever, his dark eyes glistening, and he said, “You know, you can tell a lot about a guy from his DVD collection.”

“Oh no,” he said, putting his backpack on the kitchenette so he could unpack the groceries. “Should I duck and cover?”

“You tell me. I usually find porn or shocking things like National Geographic series or a lame ’80s sitcom, but you….” He paused dramatically. “Simpsons box sets? Action films?”

“Hey, the Simpsons were great. For several years. Not now, but hey, nobody’s perfect.”

“Airplane I can understand, but Slap Shot?”

“Slap Shot’s hilarious! Have you seen it?”

He finished putting the groceries away and turned to see Dylan shaking his head but grinning mischievously. “Are you absolutely sure you’re gay?”

Roan fixed him with a serious look. “We did spend a couple hours this morning fucking. I kind of think that’s a point in my favor.”

“You’d be surprised.”

Roan held up the box of Chinese food and the cold medicine, a tacit offer, but Dylan shook his head and held up a steaming mug of what Roan could smell was some kind of citrus tea. What did he have in the cupboard? Probably something with tangerine in it—he had one of those boxed tea assortments, and half the time he had no idea what the fuck he had until he emptied the thing out.

Roan put the food in the fridge but left the cold medicine on the counter. “Fine. That shirt you’re wearing? That color doesn’t flatter your skin tone. It makes you look sallow.”

Dylan lay back down on the sofa. “Okay, you’re gay.”

“Told you.” He went over to him and sat down on the edge of the couch, smoothing his hair off his sweaty brow. “Damn, you’re burning up. You should really have some of the cold meds. I vouch for it. It fucks you up really good.”

Dylan’s smile was faint. “That’s an endorsement?”

“Fuck, yeah. Colds are miserable. Getting fucked up is a good thing.”

“I’m sorry I gave it to you.”

“You didn’t. I rarely get colds.” 

“Really? Lucky you.”

Luck had nothing to do with it. It had everything to do with his strange immune system, which Doctor Rosenberg had said “is almost a hybrid” without explaining a hybrid of what, but he wasn’t going to tell Dylan that. Maybe he would one day, but not now.

Dylan grabbed his shirt and smiled lazily. “Does this mean I get a kiss?”

Roan grinned, aware he was very lucky after all. “You’re a slave driver.” He kissed Dylan’s warm, dry lips and confirmed that the tea was tangerine—probably something needlessly elaborate, like tangerine-mango explosion or something—and that Dylan was extremely warm. 

Dylan slid his hand under his shirt and started kissing his neck, his stubble scraping Roan’s skin, and it did feel nice. Just feeling skin against skin felt good, and he could never quite believe how long he’d managed without it after very random bursts of celibacy. That was the good part and the bad part about a new relationship—the inability to keep your hands off each other. He did have work to do; he had to meet Fiona at the office. But there was always time for a quickie, wasn’t there?

That thought was brief. Dylan stopped and turned away to sneeze violently, three times in a row. He sniffed, wiping his watery eyes with the back of his hand, and said, “God, that was so sexy.”

“I know I’m totally turned on,” Roan agreed, making Dylan laugh. That devolved into a small cough that he had to drown with a sip of his tea.

Roan ran a hand through his sweaty hair and said, “Take some of the meds, okay? And go to bed.”

“I was actually trying to gear up to go home,” he admitted with a small grimace. “I don’t want to just lay around here like a snotty lump.”

“It’s not a problem. Actually, I’d enjoy the company, even if it’s just knowing you’re asleep upstairs.” And that was shockingly, sadly true. Roan usually preferred being alone, but right now he liked the idea of someone being here besides his old ghosts. It was a distraction from his own tendency toward self-pity.

Dylan studied him carefully. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. I have to go out soon, I’m meeting Fiona. If there’s something you’d like at your place, I’m willing to drop by and get it, just give me your key.”

“Who are you and what have you done with Roan?”

“Hey, there’s only room for one smart-ass around here.” He kissed Dylan on the forehead and gave him a quick hug, feeling the contradictory sensations of overly warm skin and a cold shudder running through his body. Yeah, he was pretty sick. “Now go on, go to bed. I’ll wake you up if anything interesting happens.”

“Thank you.”

“No, thank you. I have no idea why you tolerated me so long.”

Dylan gently squeezed the back of his neck and smiled at him, looking sick but somehow still incredibly attractive. It was so unfair. “Because you needed me, even though you couldn’t say it.”

“That is the sappiest damn thing anyone’s ever said to me. I think I’m going to go into a diabetic coma.”

Dylan kissed Roan on the corner of the mouth and stood up. “You’re welcome, smart-ass.” Dylan grabbed the box of cold medicine on his way upstairs, and Roan was about to ask him if he wanted something better to drink than the old tea when his phone rang. When Roan glanced at the caller ID window and saw who it was, he groaned to himself. This was bound to be bad news. 

“What is it, Holden?” he asked as soon as he picked up the receiver.

“Cody’s ready to go,” he reported brightly. “He was really thrilled at the idea of being in on a police sting and not being the one arrested. I had no idea a kid this young even knew what Police Woman was, but hey—I guess YouTube has everything.”

Roan sighed heavily and mentally counted to five—he was too irritated to wait until he reached ten—before saying, “We’re not doing this.”

“Roan—”

“We are not. If it was you or me, okay, but we’re putting some kid at risk, and I doubt he seriously knows how much danger he’s getting into. No.”

“He does know the danger. I like the kid, and I wasn’t going to lead him on. Jesus, give me some credit here.”

“If he has a hard-on for you, he’ll do whatever you say, regardless of consequences. Tell him it’s off.”

Holden was quiet just long enough that Roan knew he was giving him his patented sneaky/evil look, the one that indicated he was about to do something that would get a normal man beaten to a pulp. But Holden wasn’t a normal man and often took advantage of that—his oily charm and sharp wits seemed to allow him to slip through any trap. “We’re doing it. If you want to help, great. If not, see you around.”

“Holden—” But he ended up saying the name to a dial tone, as Holden had already hung up. 

That goddamn bastard. He should have known he couldn’t trust Fox.

He supposed there was a joke about always getting screwed when you dealt with a hustler, but he just wasn’t in a mood to make it right now. 
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ROAN CALLED Holden back, but his call went straight to his voice mail. It wasn’t his hustler mail either, which was a different number entirely and had a different message. (Namely, he called himself Fox; his “normal” voice mail gave nothing but his phone number.) When the recorder kicked in, Roan didn’t identify himself. He simply said, “You’re an asshole,” and hung up. Holden would probably figure it out. 

He went upstairs to change and grab one of his surveillance kits (as he had learned to pack them up ahead of time—you never knew when your plans would be disrupted by the need to tail a client’s cheating husband) and found Dylan splayed out on the bed, already asleep, the box of cold pills left on the nightstand beside the alarm clock. For just a brief second, the moment he came in the door, he thought he saw Paris lying there, but it was just the sight of black hair against the pillow that made his mind take an unwelcome leap elsewhere. It probably didn’t help either that it was the same faux suede tan blanket they’d always had, something he associated more with Paris’s taste than his own. 

It was time, wasn’t it? To pack it away, get something new, try and move forward. Of course, bedding was one thing. Was he going to pack away the framed picture of him in his “library”? The shirt of Par’s that he had hanging up in his closet and liked to smell every now and then, bury his face in the fabric and take a deep breath of the memory of him? No, he couldn’t do that. But you took these things one step at a time, right? Not that he’d ever put away the photos or stop wearing the wedding ring on a chain around his neck; there were some things you just couldn’t do.

On his way out, he made sure the blanket was pulled over Dylan and gave him a kiss on the forehead. He was so out of it he never came close to waking up, but that was okay with Roan. He felt like he was in a weird headspace at the moment and wasn’t sure he could talk about anything relating to himself or them. If there was actually a “them,” but considering they’d already slept together and he’d given Dylan permission to stay until he felt better, there probably was a “them.”

Oh man—he just remembered why he hated relationships. Oh well.

Roan packed the surveillance kit in a backpack and took the bike back out, driving over to Holden’s place on the off chance he was still there. As it turned out, he was, he just wasn’t answering his phone. He answered the door shirtless, dressed only in his collection of necklaces and a pair of blue boxer briefs. Holden leaned against the door, apparently unconcerned about his neighbors getting an eyeful of him, and said, “If you’re going to cuss me out, you can’t come in.”

“What if I’m just going to punch you?”

That made him smirk. “Now you want to get physical. Men.” He clicked his tongue and walked away, leaving his door open. Roan took that as an invitation and came in. 

Holden paid no attention to him and walked back to his bedroom. Roan could have followed, but since he sensed a possible trap, he just stayed in the living room and shouted from there. “You need to call it off, Holden. I’m serious.”

“I’m sure you are, but I can’t. Cody’s on the clock right now, and I won’t be able to talk to him until we’re on the hour. And even then, he said he’d meet me on the boulevard after he’s showered and changed. And, knowing him, inhaled two Jumbo Jacks. That kid has the metabolism of a whippet.”

Roan huffed a breath through his nose and shook his head in disgust. He could have been lying about Cody being “on the clock”—an obvious euphemism for fucking a client—as Roan had no way to refute or confirm this, but Holden had a gloating tone in his voice that seemed to point sharply toward truth. Roan looked around Holden’s living room, noting his iPod dock and a few books, and then wandered to his kitchen to snoop. Hey, he was a detective—if you invited him in and left him alone, you had to expect him to pry. “Tell me about this kid. How young is he?”

“He’s twenty-three, but he looks—and talks and dresses—seventeen. He’s quite popular for that very reason, especially amongst the older clientele.”

Now that was a disturbing detail he really didn’t need. “Can he take care of himself at all?”

“Do you mean fight? Well, his parents sent him to karate lessons when he was young in hopes of butching him up. It failed in several respects.”

“Ah.” Holden must have cleaned up fairly recently, or else he just hadn’t been home much, as his kitchen was quite neat. There was a single coffee mug in the sink, as well as a fork and a spoon, but that was all. His cupboards were equally neat but sparse. His small collection of plates and bowls matched, but his glassware was mixed, and he had a small but inexplicable collection of novelty mugs. The foods Roan found were general staples—peanut butter, pasta, albacore tuna, soup, a loaf of whole grain bread—but here he had been told that good gay guys eschewed carbs. At least he wasn’t alone in liking carbs. 

“But the kid’s tough. Don’t let him fool you. He’s probably stronger than most of us, at least in an emotional sense. I don’t know how he survived half the crap he’s been through in his life.” He could tell by the shift in volume that Holden was coming out of his bedroom, so he retreated to the living room and was standing there when Holden came out wearing a pair of artfully distressed jeans, pulling a brown T-shirt on over his head. It advertised Spanky’s Strip Club, complete with a pole dancer in silhouette. Holden always liked to support his fellow sex workers, male or female. 

“His parents treat him like shit?” Roan guessed.

Holden grimaced and shook his head. “I think he would have preferred being treated like shit. His dad started raping him when he was five.”

“Holy shit.”

“Yeah. And it was only discovered when he was nine and got really sick and ended up in the emergency room… with the clap. Of course they called the cops—what nine-year-old gets the clap?—and all sorts of hell resulted. His father was charged with molestation, his mother mortgaged their house to bail him out of jail, and as soon as he was, he took off, ran to Mexico. So Cody and his mother lost the house, and they ended up moving to Ohio to live with a sick aunt. His mother fucking hated him—she blamed him for breaking up her marriage and ruining her life. She became an abusive alcoholic, and he has the cigarette burns to prove it. When he was fifteen, he dropped out of school and ran away, and he’s been on the street ever since.”

“Goddamn, man—how can we ask him to do something like this? Hasn’t he had enough monsters in his life?”

“Look, I know, but in his Cody persona you’d never know he ever had anything bad happen to him. In fact, if you ask, he’ll say he had a typical, boring childhood.”

The way Holden said that made Roan pause. “The Cody persona? You’re not telling me he has multiple personality disorder, are you?”

“Not exactly. He’s sort of constructed the Cody persona for himself. His real name is Tom, but he doesn’t answer to it anymore; he’s legally changing his name to Cody Alvedo, but the judge has no idea he’s concocted an alternate life story to go with it. He seems to need to believe it’s true, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do, which is why getting him involved in this bothers me. The guy could get in a couple of good hits before we get to him, if he does pick him up. Cody could get hurt.”

“If it’s anything, physical pain doesn’t mean much to him anymore. I brought it up, but he just shrugged. He says he’s had far worse in his life.”

Roan shook his head and winced, glancing out the window, where he found a smoky-gray cat staring back at him through the pane. Since he didn’t smell a cat in this apartment, he figured it must be a neighbor’s cat, or maybe a stray Holden was feeding. Holden was the type to adopt all kinds of strays. Was that why he was so eager to let Roan into his life? “I really don’t like this.”

“I know. But the kid really wants to do it, and I don’t see talking him out of it. Besides, it might actually do him some good to see someone actually arrested for hurting people. His dad got away clean, and his mother was never charged with anything.”

“Lovely.” One of the first disillusioning things you learned as a cop was that justice wasn’t always done; in fact, sometimes it was almost impossible. It wasn’t just the need for evidence—you needed a hell of a lot more things to align to get a solid conviction. That it happened as many times as it did was a minor miracle. Or a rigging of the system, but that was another disillusioning story entirely. “Look, I have to meet Fiona at the office, but I want you to try and seriously talk him out of it. I know you probably can if you put your heart into it.”

Holden gave him the sly smirk that almost passed for charming. “Are you flattering me, Roan?”

He scowled at him, a look that should have backed him off, but, of course, it didn’t. Part of Holden’s sexual allure was his complete confidence in himself; he clearly thought he could do anything, and that made everyone else believe it too. Roan may have had the evil look down, but meeting Holden’s brazen confidence, it was the immovable object hitting the irresistible force. A Mexican standoff of ’tudes. “Cut the bullshit. They don’t call you Fox because you’re pretty. Call me and let me know when you’ve gotten a hold of Cody.”

As he was leaving, Holden called out, “You think I’m pretty?”

Roan flipped him the middle finger over his shoulder, and the last thing he heard before he closed the door was Holden laughing. The guy was nothing but trouble, knew it, and reveled in it. Perhaps that was the only way he could be sure of his own power.

Although Roan showed up a bit early, Fiona was waiting for him in the lot of the office park, sitting behind the wheel of her car, a pumpkin-orange, ancient Fiat that looked like she’d once sideswiped something on the right-hand side. He never would have guessed a dominatrix drove this car, but what did he think she drove? A paddy wagon?

Her red hair was held back in a more casual ponytail, and she wore dark green cargo pants and a lipstick-red fleece pullover, a black bag slung over her shoulder. She looked around at the other businesses, from “gorp master” Braunbeck’s chiropractic office to the lawyers down the way, the dentist who’d just moved in last winter to the all-female CPA firm Randi worked for, and said, “Wow. I never imagined there was a private detective’s office around here.”

“I know. We’re supposed to have offices in shady areas where Peter Lorre look-alikes lurk in shadowed doorways. But do you know how much those places ask for rent? It’s criminal.”

“But you got the sarcastic, wisecracking thing down pat, huh?”

“Oh yeah, that’s free.”

He opened the office and led the way inside, trying hard to pretend the smattering of dust was just a feature. He established that she could start the coffeemaker and was capable of both taking a phone message and filling out a form, then offered her the job. “So do I get to carry a gun or what?” she wondered. From the way she grinned, she was probably being funny.

“Well, if you can find a way to keep your bullwhip in your purse, you can carry that.”

“Who says I don’t already?”

Fair point. 

He was showing her the office computer system and she was criticizing it, telling him about a much better operating system that went in one of his ears and straight out the other, when the door opened and a vaguely familiar man came in. He was relatively tall and wore expensive, tailored black slacks and a soft blue button-down shirt that had a faint glimmer to it, like the threads were taken straight from the silkworms’ thoraxes. On top of this he wore a long Burberry coat that seemed a little heavy for the weather and sleek black sunglasses that hid his eyes and almost matched the sleek black of his dyed hair. He leaned on a fancy mahogany cane, and Roan thought there was something familiar about him, even though he didn’t know anyone with a cane. 

“You know it’s rude to ignore phone calls,” he said, and the voice gave him away as Eli.

Really? Roan was surprised but didn’t let it show on his face. He knew he hadn’t seen Eli in person for a long time, but what the fuck had happened to him? “I gave you my answer. I’m not interested, and nothing you can say will change my mind.”

Eli sighed wearily. “Give me three minutes in private. That’s all I ask.”

He was really leaning on his cane—it wasn’t some bizarre affectation. Just that fact alone piqued Roan’s curiosity, which was a pain. And would probably be the death of him. Curiosity killed the cat, right? “Fine. But make it fast.” 

As Eli limped his way toward them, Roan saw the look Fiona was giving him, followed up by a hearty elbow nudge, just in case he missed it. “Fiona, this is Eli Winter. Eli, this is my new assistant, Fiona Sutton.”

“My name isn’t Eli Winter anymore,” Eli replied testily.

“I am never calling you Elijah Prophet. Accept, adapt, and move on already.”

“Elijah Prophet?” Fiona repeated. “That crazy cat cult guy?” The second that left her mouth, her eyes widened in horror, and she quickly added, “Oh shit, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” 

“I thought that summed it up nicely,” Roan assured her. Eli gave him a dirty look behind his shades, his thin lips turning down into a reverse crescent shape and bringing out heretofore unseen lines in his face.

As soon as Roan shut the door of his office, he asked Eli, “I guess you’ve figured out the blessing is a curse?” Eli looked gaunt, the clothes draped on him in a way that hid most of his thinness, but not enough. Roan figured he was limping from joint pain; if this was during his cycle, it might not go away until he transformed. 

“You’re terribly cynical, aren’t you? It must suck to be you.”

“Not really.” He went to his desk and slid his backpack off and put it on the floor, waiting for Eli to lower himself into the client’s seat. As soon as he levered himself down, Roan sat behind his desk. “Now, say what you’re going to say. I’ll hum quietly to myself.”

“I’m not going to ask you to speak for your people anymore. If you don’t want to, fine, be that way. Let the government round them up and ship them away.”

“That’s not happening, and you know it. So why are you here?”

Eli took off his sunglasses and folded them neatly before tucking them into the pocket of his coat. His eyes looked tired, and fine lines had gathered there, along with circles that were so dark they looked like bruises. Eli still had the rich Eurotrash air about him, but now he also had a dissolute aura as well. Being a leopard was starting to disagree with him more and more, but what did he expect when he got infected at such a late age? The older you were, the harder it was on your body. “I want to hire you for a job, Roan. I have reason to believe that my brother has been conspiring with our family lawyer, Aaron Stockport, for a very long time, bilking me out of the inheritance my parents left me. Can you find out for me?”

More and more surprises from Eli today. “Umm, yes, I’m pretty sure I can.”

“Good.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a thumb-sized flash drive in an electric-blue case. “I’ve copied every single financial document on record, from my parents’ initial investments to the family trust as it stands now. You’ll also find tax documents submitted by my brother and Stockport and a master list of passwords to various financial accounts. I trust you will give this back to me when you’re done?”

If Eli was telling the truth—and why wouldn’t he?—he was handing him the financial keys to the Winter kingdom. That wasn’t small, by any means. “Of course. Eli, why the hell are you trusting me with this?”

Eli pulled out a folded check and put it on the desk beside the flash drive. Roan caught a glimpse of a five and three zeroes. “Because I know you hate my guts, Roan, but you’ve proven yourself to be an honest man. And nowadays, those are almost impossible to find.”

Coming from anyone else, Roan would have dismissed it as blowing sunshine up his skirt, but he knew that Eli hated him too. He was desperate for an ally who wouldn’t steal his money. What a sad day when a man had to turn to an enemy to help him out. “Do you believe this… let’s call it embezzlement, for lack of a better term, is recent?”

“No. I think they’ve been at it for a while, but recently they’ve increased it, which is how I finally noticed it. Stock downturn, my ass.”

If Eli weren’t being paranoid, it would make sense. After all, the Winter brothers had a major falling-out after Eli decided to become the ultimate kitty cult leader. Shit like that could cause hissy fits, especially in a “respectable” family. 

They discussed a few details, and Roan had the horrible realization that he felt kind of bad for Eli. Why? He had done this to himself—he’d gotten himself infected, knowing that even if he survived the initial transformation, he was in for a world of hardship. He’d die young and in pain; there was no way around that. So what if he thought it was divine somehow, a way of connecting with God? He wanted it, and he was facilitating the infection of other people, especially kids, who didn’t really know better. Fuck him! He deserved worse.

They worked out the details, and it took about a minute for Eli to stand up. He was definitely favoring his left leg, and Roan almost asked what his problem was but decided not to. He just didn’t look good. “How much time do you have left?”

Eli must have known what he was talking about, but he remained emotionless as he slipped his sunglasses back on. “I don’t know. But I’d appreciate you taking care of this ASAP.”

As he left, Roan was struck by the fact that he was going to outlive a lot of people. That was both good and bad.

He plugged the flash drive into his computer and was surprised at the sheer amount of documents on it. It was a bigger drive than he’d initially thought. His eyes started to blur as he scanned the records, and he knew he’d have to get Randi to sift through these records and pick out the relevant parts. It was too big for a favor—he’d have to hire her as a “consultant” and pay her an hourly rate—but Eli would pay for that, and Randi would be thrilled to do it as soon as he told her these were the Winter family files. In fact, he might have to take the flash drive back by force. Still, numbers were not his friends, and Randi actually enjoyed them, for whatever reason. Sometimes having insane friends paid off in spades.

Roan went out to tell Fiona how to set up a client file, and she was acing it and making him feel like a dumbass when his cell phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and wasn’t surprised to find it was Holden. “Tell me you have good news.”

Holden scoffed, a noise that was swallowed by cell phone static. “Anything but. Cody called me from the boulevard—his gig ended early, so he decided to get a head start.”

Roan’s stomach knotted so violently he winced. “What the fuck…? He can’t do it without us anyways!”

“I know, I said that, and he said he was just ‘staking out his space’. I’m on my way there now. Join us when you can.” 

Holden hung up before he could respond, or the cell phone dropped out—either way, it didn’t matter. Roan wasn’t sure if he should blame Holden more for this mess or himself. Certainly Cody shouldered a lot of it, but he wouldn’t have been involved in this if Roan hadn’t talked to Holden.

Was there anything worse than an eager amateur? He supposed they were about to find out. 
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It’s Not a Fashion Statement, It’s a Fucking Deathwish



ROAN BRIEFED Fiona on closing up the office, and she seemed to have no problem grasping its complexities (locking a door). He felt like a complete tool, but she forgave him. She was a very kind dominatrix.

He called his own house and got his own answering machine, which always made him feel funny. But he left a message for Dylan, telling him he might be tied up with a stakeout or some similar sort of foolishness and he wouldn’t be back until later. That made him feel slightly wistful, although he wasn’t sure why at first. Maybe it was just the idea that he might actually have someone to come home to; he’d gotten accustomed to coming back to an empty house. It was one of those good news/bad news propositions in that it was kind of nice and yet also kind of a pisser. It pretty much depended on his mood.

Roan drove out toward the boulevard but actually parked his bike in the underground parking garage of the nearby hospital. He told the security guard he was visiting a patient, ducked into the elevator, and let it take him to the ground floor, where he walked out of the lobby and two and a half blocks over to the boulevard. Well, he’d be damned if he’d park his bike on the street in this area. 

It was a relatively nice time for a walk, early evening, the air carrying a hint of chill, and he was only solicited by one drug dealer and two prostitutes. He took that as a sign he didn’t look much like a cop anymore, which was a good thing. It also meant new hookers and drug dealers were hitting the streets, and that wasn’t so good.

Holden’s hair was so impossibly white-blond that it seemed to glow under the streetlights just coming on, making him easy to find. He was on the boulevard, standing between the pawn shop and the barber’s that usually had an illegal craps game going on in the back after six, and he was talking to someone Roan couldn’t see until he came up. “I hope I’m not too late,” he said, and then he saw whom Holden was talking to.

Well, if this wasn’t a hustler, he was a straight man. 

The guy standing with Holden looked fairly young, a wide-eyed brunet with a generous mouth and a somewhat innocent look that you just knew was a total fucking lie. In spite of the weather, he wore worn, old jeans with strategic rips and tears in them and a black fishnet shirt that showed an almost concave stomach and a nearly hairless chest, his pierced nipples so erect from the cold that they looked like they could have cut glass. He was so skinny it looked like you could use him to jimmy a door open. He also wore a black leather motocross jacket that looked relatively butch, but not very warm. Upon seeing Roan, the boy’s hazel eyes widened even further—which seemed impossible; he started looking like a sad-eyed waif you might find in a black-velvet painting—and he gasped. “Oh my God, are you the lion guy?” the kid said, in a light voice that left little doubt that he was as queer as a three-dollar bill. He even had the slightest hint of a lisp. “Wow, Fox was right—you are cute.”

Holden half-smiled in a lopsided way, pretending to be embarrassed when he really wasn’t. “Roan, this is Cody. Cody, this is Roan.”

“Nice to meet you,” Roan said, trying hard not to think about what Holden had told him. This kid had been a nearly lifelong victim of sexual abuse and was now continuing his own exploitation, only now he was getting paid for it. It made Roan want to shake him for being such an idiot and then run off with him, stash him in a nice, upper-class psychiatric hospital until he realized he didn’t have to do this anymore. He felt both sorry for him and infuriated by him. Not all hookers and hustlers had been sexually abused, but more than half had, in his general experience on the street beat. They learned early that all they were worth was whatever their sexuality could buy them, and otherwise they had no worth at all. It was a self-perpetuating tragedy. 

Cody reached out and touched his hair, an inappropriately close bit of contact Roan didn’t like. Roan backed up, scowling a warning, but Cody ignored it, as he was staring at a tress of his hair. “Wow. That’s a real color? It’s almost the color of old blood, isn’t it?”

Holden chuckled faintly as he grabbed Cody’s arm and lowered it, pulling him away from Roan. “Yeah, it kind of is, but Roan isn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy, okay?”

Cody looked at Holden curiously, then seemed to understand what he was getting at and turned back toward Roan. “Oh, sorry. I sometimes don’t know my own personal space very well, y’know? Most of my friends are hookers and just don’t give a shit.”

Roan nodded, careful not to let his pity show on his face. He bet Cody wouldn’t like it, if he’d even acknowledge it. Roan was sure he was on something, but below the scents of deodorant, hair mousse, and the spearmint gum he was chomping on, all he picked up was a scent he usually associated with antidepressants. Was he on a prescription mood elevator? He thought those had sexual side effects more often than not. Maybe he took other pills to counteract that.

As soon as Roan got the chance, he pulled Holden aside, and they went back to his car, parked on the side of the street a bit farther down. Cars that parked here were often subjected to a variety of indignities by the people who lived and worked on the boulevard, but not Holden’s car. Holden was still beloved here, and he was one of the few that could get away with it without getting keyed or having a window broken.

Once they were in the Eclipse, behind the safety of closed doors, Roan snapped, “Get that kid off the fucking street! Even if our sadist doesn’t pick him up, he’s gonna get himself killed.”

“He’s tougher—”

“—than he looks. Yeah, you used that one on me already. I don’t buy it, and I don’t give a shit either way. Is he on fucking Prozac?”

Holden’s eyes widened in genuine shock. He’d caught him off guard. “What would give you that idea?”

“Don’t even try and bullshit me, Holden. I could smell it on him.”

Holden scoffed, hoping he was making a joke of it, but his encouraging face fell quickly. “You’re serious? You can smell antidepressants?”

“They have a certain smell once they’re processed by the body. So what the fuck’s he on, and why is there a guy on prescription meds selling his ass?”

Holden held his hand up briefly in a gesture of surrender, but it also gave him a moment to come up with an answer. “Okay, look… it’s part of his anger-management program.”

This kept getting better and better. “What?”

He rolled his eyes, like this was so minor he had no idea why they were talking about it. “Last year, he got in a… thing with a client.”

“A thing? You really think you’re getting away with that?”

Holden sighed and frowned at him, like he was being the difficult one in this scenario. “This client wanted Cody to call him ‘Daddy’—”

“Oh holy shit.” Roan was pretty sure he knew where this was going.

“—and Cody refused. The client got insistent, and Cody kinda… flipped out. He threw a chair through a hotel window and did some damage to the room, as well as scaring the hell out of his client. I talked to the hotel and was able to arrange payment for the damages, and I got the charges plea-bargained down to disturbing the peace, but the judge still sentenced him to attend a mandatory anger-management class.”

Roan gave him a look that he hoped bored a hole through his skull. “It’s not an anger problem. It’s called post-traumatic stress disorder, and he needs intensive therapy. Get him the fuck off the street, Holden.” He didn’t comment on how impressive it was for Holden to waltz in and manipulate the legal system the way he did. If only all arrested gay guys had access to Holden and his silver tongue and canny brain. 

“You don’t think I’ve tried? I know how Cody looks—and sounds—but trust me, this guy’s as stubborn as fuck. He’s been on his own since he was fifteen, and he no longer trusts people to have his best interests at heart. He lives alone in an apartment on 1st Street with four cats and a Siamese fighting fish. He doesn’t date, he doesn’t have sex beyond his job, he doesn’t socialize beyond his job. His days off, he spends all day in his place, watching TV and playing Resident Evil 4. He has stepped out of life, and it’s hard to blame him. He never graduated high school—he dropped out and ran away, remember?—but I can’t convince him to go get his GED. He doesn’t see the point. He doesn’t see himself living much beyond thirty, and if you were to ask him, he’d say he has no talent or desire to do anything. Guys will pay money to have sex with him, and they pay good money, more than he’d ever make flipping burgers or selling lattes. You tell me what I have to say to him that will make him want more than he has. All he ever wanted was for people to leave him alone and to have a place of his own, and he has it. As far as he’s concerned, he’s living his dream.”

Holden looked at him expectantly, frustration obvious in his eyes and his voice, and Roan just shook his head. Okay, so Holden clearly had tried, but Cody was also very clearly damaged to the point where he might be unreachable. As much as Roan didn’t want to give him that, he probably had to. Not everybody could be saved; not everybody wanted to be saved. 

“I don’t like putting vulnerable people out there.”

“I know. But he’s not as vulnerable as he looks.”

“Yes, he is. Just because he taps his voluminous rage whenever someone brings up the specter of his abuser doesn’t make him not vulnerable, Holden, it makes him ill. You know that.”

Holden grimaced, conceding the point without nodding. “He wants to help. I didn’t see the point of telling him he was too fucked up to help.”

“Are the antidepressants helping him?”

Holden shrugged. “He says they make him feel numb. He considers that a good thing.”

“Jesus.” Roan looked out the windshield to see that Cody had taken a seat on the bus bench where he’d last seen Cowboy, posed with a studied nonchalance. Already an old Ford truck was pulling over. Holden reached in his coat pocket and plugged a device into his ear. “Is that a microphone receiver?” Roan wondered.

He nodded distractedly. “Cody’s wearing a microphone inside his jacket. This way I can hear what’s going on. If he thinks he’s in trouble or going to be, we have a safe word: midnight. He says that, we get him out of there.”

“Where the hell did you get this audio setup?”

“That spy store on Pacific Avenue. I was sure you shopped there all the time.”

“Not all the time,” he protested. Oh sure, he picked up some night vision filters there, but who didn’t?

Holden listened for a moment, then clicked his tongue in what could have been disgust. “Aw fuck, it’s Tobacco Joe.”

“Who?” Roan asked before he could stop himself, and that was a shame, as he’d already decided he didn’t want to know. 

“A regular on this street, for about… shit, six years now, I think. He claims to be a straight guy, but he says only guys give decent blow jobs. He never takes long.”

“Oh please stop,” Roan blurted, rubbing his eyes. 

“Too much information?”

“Yes. I don’t want to know about the customers, okay? Not unless they’re our psycho.”

When Roan glanced over at him, he could see Holden giving him his patented sly smile, his blue eyes twinkling with trouble. “You’ve never paid, huh?”

“No, I haven’t. I think it’s horribly demeaning and depersonalizing for everyone involved. Sex as a business transaction. It becomes mechanical, detached. It’s supposed to be sexy, fun, life-affirming, not something you pick up after work like a bucket of chicken.”

“It can be sexy! You have had sex, right?” Roan just glared at him, which made his smile even broader. “Did you buy a bad lay or something?”

“No.”

“Then how can you knock it if you haven’t tried it?”

Roan sighed in irritation, flashing him a look he knew he’d ignore. “Holden, I met a lot of hookers when I was a cop, and none of them ever seemed happy. As a detective, I’ve seen lots of men visit prostitutes for quick fucks, and it couldn’t be a more depressing thing to watch. I can’t imagine hating myself so much that I’d buy someone else.”

Holden shifted in his seat, grinning like a loon. “So you like to watch?”

Roan’s answer was simply to flip him the bird, and that made Holden laugh, like he thought this was all great fun. Roan could feel a headache starting to build behind his eyes and wondered if he’d had enough caffeine today. It was possible there wasn’t enough caffeine in the world to deal with Holden in one of his giddy moods. “I think I’m going to get my own car for surveillance.”

“Oh, don’t be that way, I was just teasing. I’ve never met anyone who hated prostitution.”

“I don’t hate it, I just think it’s sad for everyone involved.”

“You’ve never been that lonely or desperate?”

Roan fixed him with a harsh stare. “I’m a gay man. If I’m not overly picky, I can show up at a club and hook up with someone pretty quickly. No need for money to come into it.”

“Yeah, but you’re hot. What about guys who aren’t so hot? Or aren’t confident enough or out enough to venture into the club scene? That’s who we’re there for. Although, you know, I’ve had some reasonably hot clients. Of course, they usually self-identify as straight, but who am I to judge?”

Roan shook his head and looked out at the street. Holden had tinted windows, so it would be difficult for anyone to see that they were inside, making it excellent for a stakeout. But it also made it impossible for the couple arguing on the sidewalk to notice they were being observed. “So you’re saying hustlers are necessary for closet cases?”

“Basically, yeah. Before you came out, didn’t you wonder how you were ever gonna hook up with anyone?”

“I’ve been out forever, so no.” Roan was staring with interest at the argument now. It seemed to be between a pimp and a female hooker. The pimp was a white guy, or at least a light-complexioned guy, with greasy black hair slicked back in a deflated pompadour, wearing jeans and a T-shirt and a jean jacket, with an acne-scarred face as pockmarked as the moon. The only sign that he had any money at all was the ridiculously overpriced Nikes he wore, which seemed to glow with an almost supernatural whiteness. The woman was a foot shorter than he was, even in precarious high heels, and wore a short blue skirt and a tight red top that showed off both her breasts and a slight bulge in her middle. He wasn’t sure if that was a few extra pounds, or if she was pregnant.

“What do you mean you’ve been out forever?”

“I stopped hiding it in high school. I think I was fifteen.”

“Holy shit. Really? I thought coming out at sixteen was brave.”

“Brave never came into it. I was an infected foster kid nerd—there was no way the school bullies could hate me more than they already did.” The fight was getting angrier as it drifted closer to the car. Roan mentally commanded the greaseball to get just a couple feet closer.

“So when did you know?”

“I was gay? At about eight, I think, even though it took me a year or two to figure out what it meant. Some of the guys in the group home had shoplifted a girly magazine—not Playboy, one of the knockoffs—and they were all drooling over the pages of these airbrushed women with gigantic breasts that I just found grotesque. What was so exciting about that? It did nothing for me. But while they were flipping pages, there was this ad for a lame erotic thriller—it was during the time when Hollywood was churning them out at the rate of one a month—and it basically just pictured a man’s torso, the well-muscled six-pack kind, and a woman had her arm around him, holding a knife. I really liked that guy’s chest—I mean, really. I was disappointed when they turned the page and there were more beach-ball-sized tits. The next time I was in a store, I noticed all the muscled guys on the covers of various magazines, and I realized that, if I had a chance to shoplift something, it would be those. It still took me a bit more time to figure out that meant I was gay. I wasn’t always the smartest guy in the bunch.” The arguing pair had drifted closer still, and finally, after cussing her out (he seemed to think she’d both stiffed him some money and stolen some of his drugs), he smacked her across the face. To her credit, she shoved him hard and sent him straight toward them. Terrific.

Roan opened the passenger door and hit the guy with it as hard as he could. The guy impacted it with a thud and sprawled on the sidewalk, cursing. Roan got out, saying, “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“Motherfucker!” the guy spat. God, he reeked. He had the medicinal smell of meth in his sweat. “I’m gonna kick your fucking ass—”

He reached into his coat pocket, but Roan quickly grabbed his arm and yanked it out, twisting it just a moment or two from the breaking point. When the pimp reached up with his other hand, Roan grabbed that wrist and twisted it too and then stepped on his upper right thigh, keeping him effectively pinned down on the filthy sidewalk. He looked at the hooker, who’d simply been watching this, and told her, “Leave.”

She stared at him a moment like she couldn’t believe he was insane enough to do this but then took off, deciding her pimp could kill the lunatic while she got clear. 

The asshole was still cursing at him, trying to squirm away, and then he attempted to kick Roan with his free leg, and Roan twisted his wrist a bit more, bending his hand back painfully until the guy turned red-faced and had to stifle a scream. Roan stared straight down at him and said, “I’d perform a citizen’s arrest here, but you’d be booked and bounced in no time. You’re a petty piece of shit in a toilet overflowing with shits of all sizes, so nobody really cares. If I hurt you, you’d just heal and go on beating women, as that’s pretty much the only thing a scumfuck like you can do. Me beating the shit out of you would solve nothing. But it would make me feel better.”

The greaseball kept cursing him out and called him a faggot, which was one of Roan’s favorites. Roan closed his eyes and summoned up the rage that was always just sitting in the dark corner of his mind, waiting for an opportunity to come out. He opened his eyes and stared down at the pimp as he did his best to will a partial change. “Keep making me mad,” he growled, feeling his muscles spasm in his arms and in his jaw, his eyes suddenly losing focus and gaining it again as pain lanced through his jaw and he tasted blood in his mouth. “Come on. Let’s see what happens.”

He lost the ability to speak; he could only growl, but that probably helped. The pimp was now looking up at him in wide-eyed fear, his mouth working but no sounds coming out. Finally he found his voice. “What the fuck kinda freak are you?”

Roan let him go and took his foot off of him but otherwise didn’t move, just kept his head down and his eyes focused on the man, who suddenly had lost all will to fight. He scrambled away desperately, his eyes frozen on Roan, and only when he hit the newspaper machine near the corner did he hastily scramble to his feet and take off running. 

Roan closed his eyes and turned away, forcing his anger back, which was always harder than calling it up in the first place. But he had to get better at it. If he could do this, then he had to learn how to make it work for him. 

He was wiping the blood off his face when he heard Holden say, “Well, I was going to ask if you needed help, but that’s a stupid question.”

Roan’s back was to the car, so Holden couldn’t see how far he’d transformed. He walked down the street and spit blood into an open sewer grate before walking back. He felt like he was back to normal, but needles of pain had settled deep into his brain, and his gums felt like they had been cut with sharp dental implements. “Your concern was laudable but unnecessary. The day I can’t handle a dickwad like that is the day I deserve to get my ass kicked.”

Holden smiled slyly at him over the roof of the car. “I am so turned on right now.”

“Shut up,” he snapped, getting back in the car. He hoped that Holden had some kind of painkillers, but truth be told he was almost afraid to ask. 

There were just some things you were better off not knowing. And the less Holden knew about him, the better. 
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Don’t You Know Who I Think I Am?



WHEN DYLAN woke up in a strange place, it took him a moment to remember where he was. It didn’t help that he was feverish to the point where he was sure there were little cartoon air bubbles floating up from his head and popping. He could almost see them.

Wow—what was in that cold medicine?

As he pushed himself up and realized that night had rendered Roan’s bedroom dark, he was at least glad he could breathe. The meds might have fucked him up pretty good—and Roan had been right about that—but being able to breathe made him feel better. He got up and stumbled his way to the bathroom in the dark, not tripping over anything but running somewhat painfully into what was probably the dresser. He had to squint for a long time to get used to the bathroom light, which seemed too bright, and he took as quick a shower as possible when it felt like he was moving in slow motion. The water felt nice, though.

He hated having to wear Roan’s clothes, but he still needed to get over to his place and get some other clothes, or better yet, just go home. But a kind of torpor had overcome him that had only a bit to do with the cold.

He liked being here. Roan had a nice house, with a lot more room than his apartment and a warmer atmosphere than the loft where he usually painted. Roan himself was a bit of a puzzle, but one that probably said more about him than Roan himself. Roan wasn’t the type of guy Dylan ever thought he’d be involved with. Sure, he was good- looking. His eyes were fascinating; even if Dylan didn’t now know that they could actually transform into cat’s eyes when he was still in his human state, they were gorgeous and intense, the eyes of someone who was always thinking. And he was, much to Dylan’s surprise, one of the smartest men he had ever met. He was not pedantic, not a pretentious professorial type, just someone gifted with an easy intelligence that came from the seemingly contrary habits of reading in great quantities and interacting with a lot of different people. Dylan had always found that a turn-on, although pretentiousness turned him off, which had once led Jason to ask, laughing at him, “What the fuck are you doin’ in the art world then?” Dylan had never been able to answer that question. 

No, what troubled him about Roan was the fact that he used to be a cop, and since his father, he really didn’t trust police officers. He knew consciously that not all cops were bad, and certainly very few could have been as troubled as his father, a seemingly stoic man who had been just a simmering volcano of rage and who one day had finally erupted. But what the brain knew and how it reacted were often two different things, and it didn’t help that Roan seemed so stoic. Except it was a false impression; Roan was anything but stoic. He made wisecracks and got angry enough to spit words like bullets; he sometimes wore his grief like a shroud to keep the world away, and what seemed initially like stoicism was really an enforced calm brought on by fear, because if he got agitated or upset enough, he wouldn’t erupt: he’d transform. What an odd problem to have—that probably wasn’t in any medical journal. 

And was yet another reason to avoid getting involved with him. Both Sheba and his best friend, Tristan, worried about him getting involved with someone who was infected anyway, because you could only be so careful. Shit happened, condoms broke, just an errant drop of blood could ruin your life forever. But he’d learned the hard way that anything could change your life forever—staying later than you expected so you could say good-bye to a friend, taking a shortcut, someone else running a red light. Life was almost ludicrously fragile at times. He refused to live in fear of a possibility, because if he did, he’d never get out of bed. And he trusted Roan not to hurt him—he seemed more freaked out by the idea of accidentally infecting him than Dylan could ever get.

Going back to bed sounded like a good idea, since it felt like his head was a balloon, but he was really thirsty. He pulled on some sweatpants and a random T-shirt, hoping that Roan wouldn’t really be requiring either item soon, and went downstairs to get something cold to drink. He almost felt like he was floating, which was a bad sign. But that was how colds and the flu always hit him: he got bad fevers. He’d been prone to them ever since he was a baby; his mother used to claim he just “ran hot,” like his thermostat was slightly off. And maybe it was; maybe that explained everything about him.

He found some pineapple orange juice in the fridge and poured himself a glass, adding ice cubes to make it even colder, and took a deep gulp. Too fast, probably, as the cold shot a sharp pain through his head—brain freeze from a glass of juice? Wow, how pathetic was he?—but it tasted good enough that he realized he was kind of hungry. When did he last eat? He sipped his juice while he searched Roan’s refrigerator. There wasn’t a whole lot; it wasn’t hard to tell he was a bachelor who ate out a lot, but there was the Chinese food he’d brought home. He found the box of vegetable chow mein that Roan must have gotten for him and put it in the microwave. It smelled good, so once it was done he plopped right down on the couch and started to eat it with the disposable chopsticks he’d found in the bag along with the food. That was a kind of surprising thing he had discovered about Roan: he was thoughtful. He never really expected that.

There was a message on the answering machine, and even though it wasn’t his place, he decided to play the message anyway. It turned out to be Roan, letting him know he was out on a stakeout. Again, more thoughtfulness on his part, along with the assumption Dylan would be nosy enough to check the machine. 

Sitting alone in the house, he didn’t feel quite alone. It was almost like the echo of Paris was still here, still existing in the shadows and the corner of the eye, but it wasn’t a creepy feeling at all. Maybe because he’d known Paris before he knew Roan and never would have known him if it wasn’t for Paris. In fact, he wondered if he should tell Roan that Paris was the only reason he was in his life. One of the last times he had seen Paris at Panic, Paris had asked him if he’d check in on Roan after his death. Dylan had found the request both odd and uncomfortable, because all he knew of Roan was what Paris had told him, and then that brief time he’d spent with the pair of them at the police station after Eric’s murder. His first impression of Roan had been that he was ultra-serious, clearly an ex-cop, intelligent and tough, the winner of any macho-man contest you’d throw at him. It was hard to match that with Paris’s description of him as this sweet, almost emotionally fragile man that he wanted Dylan to check up on after his death because he was sure Roan would retreat from life at the first chance he got. Paris had been so very in love with him that he’d looked at him through rose-colored glasses, and yet he was right about him anyway. You could never fault Paris’s personality insights. 

It made Dylan wonder sometimes if Paris had picked him out as a future boyfriend for his husband. A really bizarre thought, endlessly creepy, and yet… would he put it past Paris? Not really. Paris knew what Roan wanted and needed, and it wouldn’t have surprised Dylan if he had tried to plan ahead for Roan’s benefit. When Roan got to the point where he could talk about him, maybe he’d mention it.

It made him wonder if things would really work between him and Roan. They seemed to come from two different worlds, intersected only by violence and grief. But sometimes that was a good thing, wasn’t it? Opposites attracting and all. 

The remote was sitting on the coffee table beside a copy of something called Science News (did he want to know why Roan had a subscription to that?), and he picked it up, deciding to see what was on. When he turned on the TV, he discovered it was on Comedy Central. Hard-core science and foul-mouthed cartoons—no wonder Roan was so hard to pin down. He was a Renaissance man for a truly fucked-up twenty-first century. 

Dylan pressed the favorites button on the cable remote to see what else Roan had programmed on it. HBO, BBC America, IFC, Here, Cartoon Network, AMC. Well, he certainly liked his cable channels. Dylan had the overwhelming urge to shout, “Nerd!” but managed to suppress it. 

There was a knock at the door, which almost made him jump. Was Roan back already? Did he not want to mess with his key? Dylan shut off the television and cautiously walked over to the door, wondering who it might be. Should he be worried?

It must have been the cold fucking him up still, because he normally wasn’t this paranoid. He shook his head but stopped quickly, as it was making him dizzy, and opened the door.

For a moment he stared at the young guy on the doorstep without recognition, even though he thought he should be familiar. The guy—lean and blond, a classic twink, delicate and somewhat surprised-looking—just stared back at him for a long moment before finding his voice. “Umm… Toby… hi. I swear, I come in peace.”

The fact that he called him Toby caused the penny to drop. That and his voice, which was fairly unmistakable. “Oh, Matt. Hey. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Matt nodded sheepishly, digging his hands nervously in the pocket of his navy windbreaker, looking down at the ground. “Yeah, umm, I lost some weight and um, the facial hair.”

“I can tell.” There was an awkward pause after this, but Dylan was in no hurry to fill it. The last time he’d seen Matt, he was throwing glasses at him at Panic, accusing him of “stealing” Roan. 

Matt fidgeted, glancing at him askance, as if afraid (or too embarrassed) to look him in the eye. “Look, umm… I’m really sorry about… y’know… I was kinda… fucked up at the time. If you hate me, I understand.…”

“I don’t hate you. Grudges only hurt the people who hold them.” Or at least that was what he’d told himself when it came to the man who killed Jason. Most of the time, he just tried not to think about him.

Matt’s pale eyebrows rose in surprise, and a briefly suspicious look faded quickly. “Oh, right, you’re a Buddhist.”

Dylan loved the way people said that, like it was a rare species of person. Maybe it was. “Also, I don’t see the point in holding a grudge.”

“Well, yeah,” Matt admitted, so awkwardly he was like a teenager asking someone out on a date. Dylan did honestly feel bad for him, which reminded him why he was never really that pissed off at the kid: how could he be? He felt bad for him. He wanted what he couldn’t have and didn’t know how to deal with it. “Can I, umm, talk to Roan?”

“He’s not here; I’m afraid he’s on a stakeout.”

“Oh.”

Matt looked so forlorn it was impossible not to pity him. Poor kid. No matter that many of his problems were ones of his own creation. “Would you like to come in?”

That seemed to surprise him. “Oh, um… yeah, could I?”

Dylan held the door open. “Why not?”

He came in, although he kept looking at Dylan like he expected him to sucker punch him. “So, umm… you live here now?”

“No, I’m just waiting for him too.”

Matt nodded, looking around like he expected that Roan had massively redecorated in his absence. Of course he hadn’t, but maybe Matt was expecting to see big poster-sized photos of Dylan and Roan together inside heart-shaped frames. 

It suddenly occurred to Dylan that he’d just let in a slightly crazed former admirer of Roan’s. Was that smart? Oh fuck. Well, hopefully Roan wouldn’t be too pissed off at him when he came home.





AS SMART as he was—and Holden was undoubtedly smart—he seemed stunned that stakeouts were so fucking boring. Roan could have told him this if he had only bothered to ask. 

This gave them a lot of time to talk, which Roan absolutely loathed. When Holden started asking him if he’d ever had sex with a woman (No. Holden had, or at least he had “given punani a shot,” mainly because he hadn’t wanted the guys on the team to think he was a fag. Ah, he was so glad he wasn’t a teenager anymore.…), Roan circumvented him by asking about his necklaces, which had bugged him. 

Holden told him he wore so many because when he was living on the streets, he had had no other place to put them. They were safest around his neck, and people had a tendency to give him necklaces, since he was always wearing some, and it became his shtick. He said he found it kind of comforting now, like it was a type of body armor.

The dog tags were real. According to Holden, he had been out one night with some friends and met this cute young guy, Lieutenant Rogers, who seemed to be drowning his sorrows. He was a GI who was shipping out to Iraq on the weekend and wasn’t looking forward to it, mainly because he was sure he would be coming back in a wooden box. Holden had felt bad for him—well, he was cute—and bought him a drink and had let him tag around for a while. Holden said he’d known he was gay as soon as he saw him (“that was no straight man’s body”), but they never discussed it. They did fuck, though, and Holden hadn’t charged him or even mentioned he was a hustler. He said he saw it as “doing his duty for the troops,” even though he thought the war was one of the most goddamn stupid things he’d ever witnessed, and he’d actually seen a Uwe Boll film once. 

After that, the guy had left his dog tags with him, saying he was probably the only person who knew the real him. Holden thought that was “very Lifetime movie,” and while he took the dog tags, he had just thrown them in his top dresser drawer and forgotten about them. Until a couple of months ago, when he’d seen a newspaper in a client’s hotel room, reporting on the latest local troop casualties. He had seen the guy’s picture among them; he’d been taken out by an IED somewhere near Mosul. There was a tiny bio beneath thumbnail-sized pictures of the dead troops, and Holden said he had been taken by a couple of things: his age (he was only twenty-two, which Holden hadn’t known), and the fact that they interviewed his “girlfriend,” a girl he’d basically met over the Internet and never seen in person. She was convinced they were going to get married when he came back from Iraq. Holden couldn’t believe he was the only one who had known he was gay, especially since if he had just come out, they’d have kicked his ass out of the Army and he’d still be alive. But being seen as straight—or at least staying in the military—had been more important to him than that. So Holden had started wearing his dog tags amongst his necklaces, for all the “closet boys.” Roan supposed it was touching in a way, but mostly just tragic. Pointless death was always tragic.

After a while, Roan insisted on silence, so Holden pulled out his iPod and started listening to it through one earbud, so his other ear was free for the receiver. The bad part was Roan got to hear what Holden was listening to. He stared at him in disbelief. “You listen to Fall Out Boy?” Roan was genuinely horrified.

Holden rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know, it’s high-school-girl emo, but some of it’s pretty catchy. We can’t all be hipster indie rock listeners like you.”

“I am not a hipster.”

“And yet listening to at least five bands that no normal person has ever heard of is hip. Face it. You’re on the trend scale.”

If he took a moment to think about it, Roan would realize this was deeply stupid, and yet being called a “hipster” seemed like a major slur. “Since when was Pansy Division trendy?”

Holden paused briefly but still didn’t turn off the Fall Out Boy. “Okay, point taken.”

The stakeout seemed to crawl by. At one point Roan left to get them some fast food from down the street, which filled a hunger void but was kind of unsatisfying. He’d have preferred a pizza, but there was no easy way to eat that on a stakeout in a small car.

Cody got lots of business, but he was careful about whom he picked. Holden assured Roan that if he got a “thug” vibe off anyone, Cody would go with them, because that was who they were looking for. That didn’t make Roan feel very good, but he hadn’t set this up in the first place.

It was approximately two in the morning, and Roan was chewing his caffeinated gum to stay alert, even though it had an aftertaste like diesel. They were unlikely to get their guy to take the bait tonight—or even tomorrow night. The problem with stakeouts was they could last a while. In this case he doubted it would last a week, but it could. At least it wouldn’t last a month. Their psycho couldn’t wait that long. They just had no guarantee that he’d pick Cody as his next victim.

Holden continued to be unconscionably nosy, so Roan told him what he’d discovered about his mother and his still-unidentified father. State bureaucracy was slow to move, so he hadn’t gotten back those files on Zoë yet, but he had to give Holden something. The name Mission Creek Church meant something to him, though. Holden looked off into the middle distance, not focusing on anything but his own thoughts. “Mission Creek? Wow, that sounds familiar.”

“How so?”

Holden just shook his head, brow furrowing as he tried to call it up from the recesses of his memory. “I’m not sure….”

Roan didn’t think he was lying. He couldn’t remember how he knew the name, just that he knew it, and it bugged him. 

While they were pondering the imponderable, a black Ford Explorer had pulled up, and Cody was talking to the man inside, hidden by both poor lighting and tinted windows. It was so cold you could see Cody’s breath as quickly dissipating clouds, little ghosts disappearing into the ether. After a few moments of negotiating, Cody got in on the passenger side, and Roan asked Holden, “Do you have a mike you talk to him on? I’d like to wrap this up for the night. I’m exhausted, and I’m sure he must be.”

“No, I can only receive, I can’t transmit. But sure, when he’s done we c—” Holden suddenly sat ramrod-straight in the driver’s seat, almost knocking the remains of his Dr. Pepper out of the cup holder. “Holy shit,” he gasped.

“What?”

“This guy who just picked Cody up? He identified himself as Roan.”

Roan felt his heart suddenly plummet to the bottom of his stomach. That could only mean one thing. “How did Cody react?”

“He didn’t. He just said his name was Kyle.”

“Good boy. Follow this asshole, just don’t get too close. If he realizes he’s being followed, he might do something stupid.”

Holden hastily started the car and asked, quite nervously, “Is this our guy?”

“It must be,” Roan said, pulling out his cell phone. Considering the time, he knew he was going to wake Murphy up, but there was no way to avoid it. After four rings, the phone was picked up, and Murphy’s sleep-slurred voice grumbled, “This better be fucking good.”

“It is. We’re tailing our guy right now, but I need you to call in backup. People you can trust, ones who won’t fall back on the ‘brotherhood is all’ bullshit.”

That must have piqued her curiosity, as she sounded a bit more awake. “What? Why, Roan?”

“’Cause our perp is a cop.”
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Vulcan



“WHAT DO you mean it’s a cop?” Murphy repeated, sounding more awake than ever. “He picking up boys in a prowler?”

“No. He just identified himself as me to his latest pickup. He knows I’m looking for him, and he’s being a fucking asshole.” Actually, the perp being a cop made so much sense Roan couldn’t believe he hadn’t twigged to that possibility before. There were good cops and mediocre cops, and they were probably the majority of the force, but then you got to the bad cops. And, to rip off that old quote, when they were bad, they were absolutely horrid.

Times had changed a lot. And sure, he got harassed for being openly gay, he got a lot of shit, and no one wanted to partner with him, but most cops knew times were changing and they needed to keep up or die. Women were on the force, minorities, even non-closeted gays every now and again (lesbians were best—most of these macho shitheels were able to accept them far more readily than a gay man of any stripe), so you needed to tolerate them. But there was still a small faction that harkened back to the days when you could just grab a black guy and beat the shit out of him for the temerity of being black and within your sight. They were the overly macho bullies who got off on having authority over people, and they had to make sure other people acknowledged their superiority at all times. Little tyrant gods, ones who felt they were kings of their little kingdoms and used the badge as a cudgel. The department regulations and insistence on being more PC in these days of phone cameras and lawsuits had winnowed the number of these Neanderthals down… but they still existed. Of course they did. And any cop who denied it was full of shit. It was almost impossible to get rid of them all, simply because this job was the kind that attracted them. This and the military and politics. 

Roan described the vehicle and read off the plate numbers, but even as he did, he suspected this wasn’t the man’s car. Of course it wasn’t—no matter how much of a drooling mouth-breather he was, he knew not to shit where he ate, so to speak. Maybe it was an SUV he’d grabbed from the impound lot. That would also guarantee that any witnesses who came forward would never be able to describe the same car, throwing stories into doubt. An extra layer of protection.

He seemed to be headed toward Dupont, the place where all the strip malls were. All of them were closed at this time of night, so the parking lot was bound to be empty. And anybody in that area at that time of night wouldn’t be likely to report anything suspicious anyway. A cop would know the best place to assault someone else.

“Wait a sec,” Murphy said. “You heard him use your name? You have super-hearing now?”

“No. It’s a long story, I'll tell you later. Just get some backup headed toward Dupont ASAP. And no lights, sirens, or radio chatter. Let’s not tip him off.”

“You think he has a radio with him?”

“He might. Let’s not take the chance.”

She sighed wearily. “You are gonna wait, right? You’re not gonna move in and beat the shit out of him before we get there, are you?”

He couldn’t make a promise he couldn’t keep. “There’s a boy with him now. If he starts hurting him, I have to move in.”

“Fine. Just… don’t hit him too much in the face, okay? Leave him pretty for his mug shot.”

“Kidney punches it is,” he agreed, somewhat jokingly. Holden was looking at him out of the corner of his eye now, in a way that indicated he wasn’t sure if Roan was being serious or not and wasn’t sure if he should be scared or not. That was an expression Roan had seen so many times in his life he felt like he should try and patent it.

As soon as Roan was off the phone, Holden said, “I want Cody out of there before shit starts going down.”

“So do I. As soon as things look like they’re going south, pull Cody out of there. Leave the ass-hat to me.”

Holden’s glance became a stare, but they were at a stoplight so it didn’t matter. “You gonna lion out on him?”

Roan scowled at him. “Don’t call it that.”

“What should I call it? Go all Cat People on him? All American Werewolf In London on him?”

“You know, you’re a prostitute. I can arrest you.”

“You can, but you won’t, because you were always the most decent of them. That’s why they got rid of you.” The light changed to green, and Holden turned his attention back to the road, but Roan wasn’t done with this yet.

“Decent? I beat up a drunk redneck who could hardly defend himself.”

“What had he done?”

“What?”

“You didn’t just do it because he was there, did you?”

Roan sighed and looked ahead at the SUV, its taillights spots of crimson in the dark. “He beat up his wife and terrorized his kids. It was the kids that made me snap, and he hadn’t even touched them.” And it was, that was the odd truth of the matter, something he had only been able to explain to Paris. The wife with the black eye and bloody lip had been bad enough, mascara running down her face like ebony tears. But the kids—two girls, three and six—had pushed him beyond reason. The three-year-old had been crying hysterically, as you would expect, but the six-year-old had sat very quietly, her face pale but her eyes somewhere else, as she was so accustomed to this, to the beatings and the screaming and the terrorizing, that she was growing inured to it. She had already been building up a hard shell to deal with this shit and emotionally withdrawing from a world that was far too painful for her to deal with. Roan knew that look and he knew that feeling; he had been that kid. And suddenly he couldn’t bear doing nothing.

And what they were doing was nothing. Yes, they’d take the husband in, book him, and even if the wife declined to press charges—sadly, most did; they just wanted their abuser out of the house for a night—the state had changed the laws so they could still level abuse charges against him without the victim’s consent, but even then it wouldn’t add up to much. A couple months at most? And that was the best-case scenario. More likely was a suspended sentence with mandatory anger management and maybe Alcoholics Anonymous, and he’d be back in the house, doing as the court told him and smacking her and the kids around afterward, probably telling them it was all their fault. Roan didn’t just imagine this; he could see it in his mind’s eye, and he could see that little girl growing up and perpetuating the cycle of abuse by taking up with a boyfriend just like dear old dad.

At the time, it had been almost an out-of-body experience. He had seen himself grab this man, who was giving Roan’s partner shit—he had tuned the man out completely, maybe because he was taking a statement from the wife—and throw him into a wall. Before he’d even bounced off it, Roan had kicked his knees out and punched him in the side of the throat, making him gag as he kicked him in the kidneys hard enough that he’d probably pissed blood for two weeks after. At the time, he didn’t quite understand why he had gotten so mad or why he seemed to lose control of himself, but now he understood. The lion had come out; it was pure, animalistic rage that made him pound that man until blood drooled from his mouth and his eyes swelled almost completely shut. Roan had come back to himself as he was snarling in the man’s ear, “I know where you live. Touch them again, and they will never find your body, you redneck piece of shit.”

The guy was so drunk he only remembered Roan tossing him down the stairs, without the Roan tossing him part. Except Roan wasn’t so sure about that. He’d caught the guy looking at him once from his hospital bed with a sort of stark fear, like he’d actually seen death and didn’t want to see it again. Had he lied? Why would he lie when he could have sued the police department for millions? There was only one reason he could think of, something that had scared even a bully like him so much he’d wanted to avoid seeing Roan ever again for the entirety of his life. 

How much of the lion had come out? Roan’s partner at the time had been a tall, solidly built rookie named Tarika Multon (women were more likely to partner with him than men), and it was her testimony that he had intervened when the man started getting “aggressive” that had probably helped save Roan from more severe treatment. But had she seen something and not told him? Had she seen some of the lion coming out? He knew he’d had a pounding headache after the whole thing, but he had chalked it up to the rage. Now he knew that was a partial transition hangover, like the one that was pounding out a Neil Peart drum solo in his frontal lobe right now.

She had never said anything; she never seemed scared of him, but she had mastered the poker face. Shortly after Roan left the force, she moved to California; last he heard, she was a cop somewhere in the San Diego area. Had he scared her off like he’d scared off the redneck? He didn’t know.

But it was a weird coda to his brief and turbulent life as a cop. He’d finally met the worst monster he could ever imagine… and it was himself. If life was a film, he’d been hoping his was a Sidney Lumet, but at some point it had become a David Cronenberg, and it had never turned back. 

“Sounds like he was asking for it to me,” Holden said, jolting him out of his reverie. 

“It doesn’t matter what he did. I shouldn’t have done it.”

Holden smirked in that slightly superior way of his. “Take it from me, hon. Some people honestly deserve to get the shit beaten out of them. Such as this fuckhead ahead of us.”

“How’s Cody doing?”

“Amazingly well. This guy keeps asking him leering, degrading questions like does he like to get fucked—you can just hear the contempt in his voice—and Cody keeps turning it around on him, saying things like ‘Is that what you like?’” Holden shook his head and said admiringly, “The kid’s a pro. He’s not even breaking a sweat.”

That was actually good. If Roan was right about the psychology of this guy, he needed his victims to reveal a little vulnerability before he started pounding on them. He needed to wedge the boot in psychologically or emotionally before he started the real beating. This was all about control and dominance. Cody was giving him nothing, just presenting a professional façade that was the emotional equivalent of a brick wall. The guy didn’t know it, but it was probably good for him as well. If Roan was right about Cody, he was an emotionally brutalized time bomb. Oh sure, he looked like a twink, but Roan had a feeling he was a hell of a lot more dangerous than he looked. Swallowed rage always came out, and often when it did, it wasn’t pretty. Look what had happened to that drunk redneck when Roan’s had finally boiled over.

The Explorer turned into the empty, partially lit parking lot of the Dupont Circle strip mall, just like Roan had guessed, and he told Holden to drive around and come in the back way, so he didn’t see them. Roan figured they could park in the loading area and walk around. The streetlights were out in the northwestern corner of the lot, so they could sneak up from there.

As they were getting out of the car, Holden asked, “Are you carrying a gun?”

Roan decided not to answer that, although he was carrying his SIG Sauer. “Why?”

“Can I have it? I mean, clearly you don’t need it.”

“Just get Cody out and stand clear.”

Holden frowned at him. “Glory hog.”

Roan rolled his eyes. If he could find some glory, he would definitely hog it, but somehow he had a feeling the mall just didn’t have any glory for sale. 

Holden followed him, trying to move quietly, the sounds of cars on the street a noise like distant surf, although Roan could almost hear the ghost noises of voices through Holden’s earpiece. They sounded like the voices of cartoon insects almost, thin and small, although Roan couldn’t tell what they were saying. It didn’t sound like angry shouting, though.

He ducked down and peered around the corner of the Starbucks, locating the Explorer in the lot quite easily. In spite of the tinted windows, he knew a light was on inside the SUV. Theoretically that would make it harder for whoever was inside to see outside, but Roan knew better than to count on that. “How’s it going?” he asked Holden.

“Weird. Cody keeps asking him what he wants, but he keeps insisting that he just wants Cody to answer his questions. It’s like an office visit with the world’s most creepy psychiatrist.”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Roan started to move out across the lot, sticking to the pools of shadows created by the broken streetlights. 

He was maybe a few hundred feet from the Explorer when there was movement inside the SUV, so sudden that Roan saw the vehicle tremble on its shocks. “He just grabbed him,” Holden reported.

“Right.” Fuck stealth; stealth time was over.

Roan ran to the driver’s side door and tried to open it, only to find it locked. Son of a bitch. So Roan let his anger out and punched the glass of the driver’s side window.

Simultaneously, bones in his hand broke as the window shattered, and he heard an unfamiliar voice, much deeper than Cody’s, blurt, “What the fuck—?!”

The pain sent needles of agony sliding down his arm and up his nerves, jamming somewhere in his spinal column, but he was almost experiencing it at a clinical, removed level, as if he’d left his own body again. His eyes must have changed because his vision had changed, but he was so distant he wasn’t sure if anything else had. The jaw was usually the first to change, along with the eyes, but the adrenaline rush was wiping the pain out, making it a distant echo of somebody else’s problem. 

Roan grabbed the man by his bristly, brush-cut hair and slammed his head down hard against the steering wheel, which it met with a sick thud. He was not unconscious, but he was so dazed he slumped back and did nothing as Roan reached through and flipped open the automatic locks, allowing Holden to open the passenger side door and grab Cody. Cody must have been hit, as his lip was split open and the smell of his blood was making Roan dizzy, but as Holden grabbed him under the arms and yanked him out of the Explorer, Cody turned and kicked out, hitting the man square in the face with one of his Doc Martens, breaking his nose with a sound like celery being snapped in half. The man yelped, confirming he was conscious, as well as confirming that Cody, sweet little twink that he was, was incredibly fucking dangerous. In more than one respect, this guy had picked the wrong victim.

Roan grabbed the cop by one beefy arm and dragged him out of the vehicle. “I’ve always wanted to meet myself. Funny, I thought I had better taste in haircuts.”

The man was a monster. He was about two hundred and thirty pounds of creatine-spiked muscles, with huge arms as big around as a woman’s leg and a chest that could make a barrel feel self-conscious, all packed in blue jeans and a black T-shirt tight enough that it seemed like it was on the verge of exploding off of him in dramatic drag-chute fashion. He had a rather squarish head, though, and mean little eyes above a wide brow that his scrub-brush haircut did no favors for. He had a hand over his nose, blood dribbling through his fingers, but his look was defiant. “You fucking faggot,” he snapped, sounding very nasal. “That was one of your butt boys, huh?”

“I’m putting you under citizen’s arrest.” Tiny, sharp shocks of pain were emanating from his hand, but Roan had had much worse in his life. Hell, the bones in his hand broke every twenty-five days or so, when the viral cycle turned him into a lion. This was almost familiar.

“The fuck you are,” he snarled. “I’m arrestin’ you for assault, you little cocksucker.” 

Roan had to use all his willpower to hold the lion back as he made a grab for the cop and deliberately let him avoid it. The man jerked aside and punched Roan square in the face. He had big fists, as hard as concrete, and Roan saw lights explode in front of his eyes as the impact made him stagger back. The man moved in and buried a fist in his gut, making him double over and feel like he was going to barf up his late dinner, although he squelched the urge. 

The man kicked his legs out from underneath him, and Roan hit the macadam hard, blood pouring down his throat as the cop dropped onto his chest and started pounding his fist in his face like Roan was a nail that needed to be driven into a wall. He was cursing him out the whole time, calling him a little faggot motherfucker and things of that ilk (but if he was a faggot, why would he fuck his mother?) and Roan figured this was long enough. He drove a knee up into the man’s rock-hard groin and gave him a stiffened palm right up into his broken nose, shoving the bones back further into his face. He screamed in pain and Roan bucked him off, letting the lion loose.

“Thanks for the evidence,” he snarled, his voice taking on the inhuman gravelly growl of the lion. With all this damage on his face and a broken hand, he could easily level assault charges against this fucking moron. Hadn’t he thought of that? Roan felt his jaw start to shift, sharp pain scissoring through his gums as his fangs poked through the soft, pink flesh. “Now it’s my turn.”
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This Is Meant to Hurt You



ROAN FOUND it almost unbearably funny that the guy tried to punch him again.

Roan pinned down his wrists and roared in his face as he felt his muscles spasming, twisting under his skin like angry snakes, the taste of blood in his mouth making him both enraged and hungry. The roar seemed to rip through him up his throat with a force that tore tissue and stretched muscles, and blood dribbled out his mouth and down his chin. The guy was already wincing from the volume, trying to twist and squirm away, but Roan had the steroid monster nailed to the pavement like a butterfly on a mounting board, knees bracing his broad chest, hands pressing his wrists down so hard he probably should have been surprised they hadn’t broken yet.

(And wasn’t one of his own hands broken? It was odd, but he was so overloaded on pain right now he couldn’t feel any of it—the system was short-circuiting, and nothing was getting through.) 

Drops of his own blood spattered down on the man’s face, and he made a noise of disgust. “You fucking freak! What the hell is your—” He didn’t finish the sentence. He opened his eyes and just stared at Roan, his eyes wide, pupils contracting with fear, and Roan couldn’t even imagine what he was looking at. All he knew was he wanted to tear this man’s throat out with his teeth, dismember him, rip his limbs off and gut him like the fucking beast he was, spread him out for the vultures to pick clean—

“Roan!” a voice shouted, briefly distracting him. He looked toward the noise and saw a familiar-looking guy standing maybe fifty feet away. There was another guy beside him, less familiar-looking (although he smelled enticingly like blood), and as Roan looked at them, the smaller man actually jumped and ducked behind the larger one, the sharp smell of fear a further enticement. 

“Roan,” the bigger man said. “The cops are coming. Calm down. Don’t let them… pull yourself together.”

He snarled at them, sure the bigger guy was making sense, but the words didn’t seem right somehow. They sounded funny, or maybe he wasn’t hearing them right. They meant something, right?

“Get him the fuck off me!” the man beneath him screamed, partially enraged but mostly just scared in a wonderfully pungent way. “He’s a fucking monster!”

“Shut the fuck up!” the big man snapped, then dropped his voice. “Roan… c’mon, man, I don’t know how to talk you down….”

“What, um, what’s wrong with him?” the smaller man asked the bigger one quietly, but Roan heard it. 

“He’s infected.”

“Umm… yeah… infections don’t work like that—”

“His does. Now be quiet.” 

Again, this probably all meant something, but right now Roan couldn’t understand it. The sound of his own breathing was like bellows, the growling a nonstop counterpoint that rumbled through his head like the sound of thunder. His muscles felt like coiled springs with electricity coursing through them, sparks flying off the surface and burning his blood. He needed to sink his teeth into something, dig his fingers in warm flesh….

“Paris,” the big guy said suddenly. “Roan, what would Paris think of this?”

The name struck sparks in him, even though he didn’t recognize it at first. But it meant something that left him feeling almost dizzy. His mind started making connections, and things started making sense. Suddenly he realized he had gone way too far; he’d let his rage get too far ahead of him. His jaw ached terribly, nearly as much as his broken hand, and his head was throbbing like an infected boil on the verge of bursting. Even his eyes burned, like the sockets were full of salt. 

He then realized his blood was dripping onto the prick cop’s face, where he had broken skin, thanks to his broken nose. Oh shit. 

Roan released the guy’s wrists but put his good hand on his forehead instead, pressing down with all his weight. “Move and I’ll rip your fucking arm off,” he growled, his voice gravelly with damage and the problem of trying to speak with vocal chords that had started changing into something else. 

“Roan—” Holden began, taking a step forward.

“Shut up,” he snapped, closing his eyes and trying to will back the molten anger that threatened to burst the confines of his fragile skull and spill out all over. The lion didn’t want to go back in its cage; it wanted to tear and rip and bathe in blood and flesh. The real problem was how tempting that thought was. He concentrated on the pain, which was jagged and hot and filled his body like shattered glass. If his bones were all broken, he wouldn’t be surprised.

“You’re a fucking freak,” the cop began, using anger to cover the fear that Roan could still smell, as sharp as adrenaline and vinegar. “They should lock you up and throw away the key. You’d probably enjoy that, queer boy—”

Roan grabbed the man’s throat with his broken hand, almost relishing the way his bones ground together beneath the thin layer of skin. “One more word, and I gut you like a trout,” he grated through gritted teeth. He could feel the pain of his fangs in his mouth still, the blood still oozing from his gums, metallic and salty. 

The cop must have believed him, because he shut up.

The more the adrenaline and the lion faded, the more he ached; the pain filled him relentlessly, his head pounding as bad as any migraine he’d ever had. He wasn’t sure he could move; it hurt to breathe. He wished shape-shifting was as easy as it looked in Terminator II. 

He heard the hiss of tires against asphalt, and Holden said, “They’re here,” as headlights burned through the paper-thin skin of Roan’s eyelids, stabbing deeply into his brain like knives. 

He heard a car door slam and shortly afterward heard Murphy exclaim, “Jesus fuck, Roan! What happened to you?”

He opened his eyes, and the light made his eyes tear up as he looked up at her. “Got a little angry,” he admitted, really not feeling well at all. 

He really wasn’t surprised that she barked at someone to radio in for an ambulance. He bet he looked almost as ugly as he felt.





DEMEROL WAS one of the greatest drugs in the world.

They took the cop—whose name was Russell Hakes—to the emergency room along with him, although only Roan got the ride in the ambulance. Hakes was checked out at the scene by EMTs and then taken to the hospital in a patrol car, cuffed and everything. Along with Murphy had been Wilson and Lozano, who actually had the hustler-beater case in the first place.

Hakes, it turned out, was a traffic cop, one who had been busted down because he got in a fight with another cop, so you knew he was top-drawer material. But now he was pretty fucked. Not only was Roan happy to press assault charges against him, so was Cody, who knew he wouldn’t be arrested retroactively for admitting he was a prostitute. Cody also decided to make it worse for Hakes by claiming he’d tried to rape him, which made the homophobic dickhead fly into a screaming rage that required Ativan sedation and probably added charges to his already interesting charge sheet. (He destroyed some equipment in the emergency room and smacked a nurse and an orderly; he also threatened to murder the “little faggot” loud enough that everyone in the waiting room and down in the MRI wing could hear him). At this, Cody only grinned in a really disturbing way and turned toward the wall to laugh. When a female cop came to check on him, he suddenly started openly sobbing. It was creepy how quick he was able to turn it on, but child abuse victims were often fantastic actors—they had to pretend to be whatever their abuser wanted them to be so they would get hurt less. Cody was probably loving having some power over someone else for once. 

The puzzled EMTs—whom Roan thankfully didn’t know—handed him over to one of the ER doctors on call, who happened to be Doctor Singh. He knew her in a vague sort of way, having encountered her several times over the years. She had a matronly figure but an attractive face, round and dusky, with large, dark eyes and black hair always pulled tightly back in the most microscopic ponytail he had ever seen on anyone this side of a ’90s record company executive. She gave him a weary look and said, “What exactly happened, Roan? Clearly you have some contusions and a broken hand, but that doesn’t explain the blood that was on your shirt or your pain response.”

Luckily it was just her beside his gurney, so he told her quietly, “Look… and I know this is gonna sound crazy, but… I partially transformed. The blood’s from my jaw changing and my teeth growing out. You may want to make sure Hakes is tested, because he has a broken nose, and I don’t know if my blood splashed on the wound or not.”

Her already-weary expression seemed to grow even more tired; it was like she was going to collapse to the floor, but she didn’t. “Partially transformed?” she repeated with the blasé disbelief of an ER doc who had heard and seen absolutely everything at least twice, sometimes on the same shift. She seemed to consider and discard about a half dozen responses or questions, then turned away and barked at a nearby nurse to give Roan a shot of Demerol. The nurse questioned the dosage she ordered, but Singh shut down the argument with, “He’s an infected. He can take it.”

When the nurse came over to give him a shot, she looked down at him like he was a bit of potentially perilous fungus. The orderlies who moved his gurney to a recovery room off the ER at least joked with him about being an action hero. A big guy with a white boy ’fro who partially resembled a thinner Seth Rogan in scrubs cracked, “Man, you took down a cop. The other cops are gonna love you even more now. Hope you kept your Kevlar.” He was joking, but there was a sad kernel of truth in it. 

Usually the recovery room had a couple of patients in it, but Roan was all alone, which was kind of nice. Either it was a slow night for the ER, or Singh had given orders that he was to be put in one all by himself. Because he had partially transformed? Because hiding him was the best thing for him now? Hard to say, really, especially since the Demerol was taking hold and slowly carrying him away on a wave of tidal warmth to a place where the pain was obliterated under a calming layer of narcotics, and he didn’t give a flying fuck about anything. 

He was sort of asleep and sort of not, a strange, drug-induced state that he was reasonably familiar with. He knew he was asleep, which actually meant he wasn’t asleep. The gurney was far from comfortable; he could feel it beneath him like an ironing board, and yet it really wasn’t all that bad. Of course, it had the smell of all hospitals everywhere—disinfectant and blood and sickness and vomit and piss and something totally unidentifiable, maybe soap mixed with flop sweat—but pumped full of Demerol, it was surprising how acceptable it was. Or maybe not. Hospitals still freaked him out terribly, but there was no way to feel freaked out on Demerol; it was impossible to feel anything but good and sleepy on Demerol. Roan wondered if he could get Singh to give him a sample to take home.

He didn’t know when he ceased being alone. He was lying on the gurney, sure he was asleep and yet sure he was awake at the very same time, when Paris slipped his arms around him and kissed him softly on the neck, murmuring, “We have to stop meeting like this.”

He was lying on his side, facing a wall painted a pale blue that he imagined someone thought would be soothing to patients, but it reminded Roan of cyanosis, someone not so much dead as moldering, their flesh no longer a shade considered remotely human. But it didn’t really seem morbid. He could feel the heat and weight of Paris against his back, feel his body conforming to his, and it felt so good he would have cried if not for the drugs in his system. “You always say the corniest things.”

“Hey, I have no shame. I thought we covered that.”

“I miss you so fucking much.”

“I know.” One of Paris’s hands cradled Roan’s broken hand in his own, the cast so fresh he was surprised Paris wasn’t leaving prints in the plaster. “You could heal this. Why aren’t you?”

“Evidence. Holden lived up to his Fox nickname and concocted this surprisingly plausible story about how I intervened to save Cody from an assault and was assaulted by Hakes in turn until I overpowered him. Hakes supposedly threw me into the car door so hard it shattered the driver’s side window, and when I was on the ground he stamped on my hand and broke it. The breaks in the bones, according to the x-rays, could be consistent with that. They also might not be; really there’s no way to say one hundred percent. Hakes denies this series of events, of course, but everybody thinks he’s a fucking asshole right now and no one cares. They’re testing Hakes right now to see if he matches up with the little physical evidence they found on Michael Gilpin. I’m sure it’ll match. Hakes had some sort of psychotic break. He never should have joined the force.”

“How much time will he get for all of this?”

“That’s the bitch of it. Assuming a plea bargain and the dropping or downgrading of some charges, probably a year or two. But at least he’ll be off the force, and the guys on the street will know who he is. He’ll also be banned from the S&M clubs for life, as no one likes a guy who ignores the safe word.”

Paris rested his head against his, Roan could feel it, and covered his broken hand with one of his big, warm hands. This wasn’t real and he knew it; Paris wasn’t actually here and talking to him. But he still felt better having him here, which was probably why his brain had coughed up this hallucination. Your own mind was actually more than happy to placate you when things started to go totally fucking wrong. 

“You know why I’m here,” Paris said.

To make him feel better, to make him feel less alone in this special level of hell known as a hospital… but no, those weren’t the real answers. “I need you back because I can’t control it,” he admitted. “You always understood it better than I did. I thought I could use it, you know. If I’m a total fucking freak, then there must be some way of using it to my advantage. But I can’t control it as well as I thought. I almost… I was going to kill him. I was going to let the lion out and let him just do what natural selection should have done to him before we got to this point. I was just going to rip his throat out and be done with it.”

“You don’t need me to control it. I didn’t understand it at all. I understood you. You just admitted the whole problem, Roan. Listen to yourself.”

“Do I have to? I’m an asshole.”

Paris slapped him on the shoulder, just hard enough to get his point across. “Knock that off. The problem was you wanted it to happen; you wanted the lion to come out. You’re the stronger one; you only totally lose control when you allow yourself to do so. The only reason you almost lost control tonight is because you wanted to.”

Roan closed his eyes and sighed, sure that was probably the truth. How could it not be? His subconscious was talking to him in the guise of Paris, a man he wouldn’t fail to listen to. “I’m crazy, aren’t I?” There was a certain liberation in crazy, a freedom from responsibility. No one expected much out of the crazy. 

“No. You just need to start talking and keep talking. Stop bottling up things until they burst. I mean, taciturn is kind of sexy, but then it gets annoying.”

“That’s me in a nutshell.”

“You are so lucky I can’t punch you.”

“The pain is supposed to fade, right? Why isn’t it? I still miss you so much I can barely stand it. I keep expecting to see you every time I open the office door.”

Paris wrapped his arms around him and gave him a squeeze that he could almost feel. “Oh sweetie, it doesn’t fade. No one should know better than an infected that pain doesn’t ever really fade—you just get used to it.”

Roan knew that was probably true, but he didn’t want wisdom right now—he wanted to be miserable, or as miserable as Demerol would allow him to be. Which wasn’t, actually, come to think of it.

Roan was vaguely aware of noises in the real world, and he resented them, because it meant he’d have to pay attention to them, and Paris would go away. But just acknowledging the existence of a real world had made Paris go away, although the ghost of his warmth lingered. Roan held onto it as long as he could before he was forced to open his eyes. Holden was in the room, near him but not so near that he could reach out and touch him. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Roan thought that was a funny question. No, he was not okay; he had never been okay. He had been born not okay. “I’m completely stoned.”

“Yeah, you look it.” Holden gave him a very serious look and then said, almost kindly, “You are the scariest fucking dude I have ever met.”

Roan decided to take that as a compliment. 
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Lionized



ROAN WOKE up from a very confusing dream involving a Swiss bank and pontoons to find a familiar face looking down at him. “Do you know how freaked out I got when Diego called me to tell me you were in the hospital?”

Roan rubbed the sleep from his eyes, still feeling a bit logy from the Demerol. But at least the head-burst pain was gone. “I’m sorry, Dylan. It wasn’t a big deal, really. Just got a little bruised.”

Dylan pointedly looked down at the cast on his left hand. “And broken. I thought you were the big-time badass. How’d this happen?”

Roan looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Big-time badass? You’ve been talking to Holden, haven’t you?”

Dylan grinned in a sheepish, appealing way that made Roan desperately want to tear his clothes off. “Wasn’t much else to do.”

“How much did he tell you?” 

“Just enough to really freak me out.”

“Ah.” Roan sat up and rubbed his eyes, and much to his surprise, Dylan hugged him. “What’s that for?”

“For being the craziest person I know. And not dying.”

“You’re welcome.” He hugged him back and enjoyed the clean smell of his skin. He was still sick, but less so now, his body temperature almost down to normal. He was over the worst part of his cold. Roan almost envied him that, since the bruises on his face were still aching, and his hand was both throbbing and itching beneath the cast. He really wanted to push himself, make himself transform part way and make the bones in his hand heal up, but he knew he had to at least give it a couple of days, as it would look pretty funny otherwise. And he wasn’t sure he could do it with the cast on. 

Dylan gently held his face in his hands, careful to avoid the bruises, and gave him a soft kiss that was very sweet and kind. “I brought you a change of clothes,” he said, nodding at a gym bag on the floor. “I heard yours got bloody.”

“Occasional hazard of the job,” he admitted. “Thanks.” He was actually proud of the fact that he’d managed to keep his pants and hadn’t had to wear a fucking hospital gown, possibly because everyone involved just didn’t want to waste their precious time arguing with him. He’d lost his shirt, though, but that was no big loss. 

He grabbed the bag and disappeared into the attached bathroom, not out of any sense of modesty but because he had to pee like a racehorse. Also he still had some dried blood on his torso that was kind of itchy, and he washed it off in the sink. Under the florescent lighting, his bruises looked startlingly Technicolor: purple, red, slightly yellow with a bit of blue. If he just had some pink and green, he could have had a gay pride flag tattooed on his face in bruises. Which would probably be appropriate, if he thought about it. He wondered if he had any on his chin, cheeks, or jawline, as he couldn’t see them clearly, mainly because he had about three days’ growth of beard. He always forgot about that part of a partial transformation. It also looked like his hair had grown about two inches overnight too. It was kind of Dylan not to mention it, but he had probably grown accustomed to his weirdo infected boyfriend at this point.

As if to prove how awesome a guy he was, Dylan had brought him his “Allow Me To Explain Through Interpretive Dance” T-shirt. Kind of dangerous for an openly gay man to wear, but the smart-ass sentiment of it all was just too good to pass up. It also helped that he couldn’t actually dance, but if pressed, he could make a variety of obscene gestures in a rhythmic manner. 

Once he’d finished changing and shoved his dirty clothes in the bag, he came out to find Dylan offering him a Diet Coke fresh from the vending machine. “I assumed you’d want some caffeine, and what passes for coffee here could strip the paint off a boat.”

“You know me too well.” He took the can and pretty much chugged it; he was not a big fan of Diet Coke, but the Demerol had left him with cottonmouth. He crumpled up the can and gave Dylan a kiss, as he more than deserved it. Roan slipped his arms around him and rested his forehead against his, and Dylan smiled. Roan really liked him.

Did he love him, though? He honestly didn’t think so, but it wasn’t personal; he wasn’t sure he was capable of loving anyone after Paris. It was too much, it hurt too much to even contemplate. He wondered if this was what would inevitably break them up. 

“Do you want to stop on the way and get something to eat, or just go home?” Dylan asked, sliding his hand down to the small of his back. “I make a mean huevos rancheros.”

“I’m so glad you’re not a vegan.”

“Are you kidding? And give up cake and ice cream? Please.”

“Since when do you have cake and ice cream, Mr. Six-Pack Abs?”

“Hey, since I’ve been with you, I’ve slacked off. When you’re in a relationship, you let yourself go.”

Roan snickered. “Your idea of letting go is me being in the best shape of my life. Shut the fuck up.”

Dylan grinned sheepishly, showing glimmers of being a smart-ass. “You know, you’d make a cute bear.”

Roan pushed him away in a joking manner. “Okay, that’s it. Give me the car keys, ’cause you’re walking home.”

There was a brief knock at the door, and then Matt poked his head in. “Umm, could I… umm, come in?”

Roan shot a surprised look at Dylan. Had Matt turned into a crazed stalker? Dylan guessed what he was thinking, because he grimaced and admitted quietly, “He was at the house when Diego called me.”

“Why?”

“’Cause I wanted to apologize,” Matt said, coming fully into the room. He was twisting his hands nervously before him and casting his eyes down like a child who knew he had done wrong and expected a severe punishment. “I mean… that scene at the store, that was fucked up. I didn’t want to leave things like that.”

Roan cast a sidelong glance at Dylan, just to see how he was reacting. He wasn’t; he was simply waiting. Matt must have told him about the store thing, but did Matt mention it was basically over Dylan? He didn’t know if Matt would dare, or how Dylan would feel about it if it were brought up. “Things could have gone better.”

Dylan shouldered the gym bag and said, “I’ll leave you two alone for a minute, shall I?”

“That’s not necessary,” Roan told him, sending “stay” messages with his eyes.

But in his serene way, he replied, “Oh, I think it is.” He leaned in and gave Roan a quick kiss on the cheek before walking out of the recovery room. Buddhist bastard. 

After he left, Matt seemed to twitch nervously, as if he expected Roan to lose his temper and punch him. But Matt was quickly distracted by other things. “How’d you grow a beard so fast? And what did you do to your hair? Wasn’t it shorter—”

“Matt,” Roan interrupted, not wanting to have that conversation. “I’m sorry about the store thing, okay? But your boyfriend struck me as a dick.”

Matt shrugged. “He is, kinda. But he takes good care of me.”

What an interesting way to put it. “You don’t love him?”

He scoffed. “Fuck no. Sometimes I don’t even like him. But it’s better than being alone.”

“That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard. Matt, you could do better.”

Again he shrugged, obviously uncomfortable with this entire conversation. “Maybe. But right now I don’t care. I’m good where I am.”

Roan shook his head in disgust. “You shouldn’t settle for crap. I don’t care how loaded this guy is.”

“Why d’ya think he’s loaded?”

“Isn’t he?”

Matt looked away, toward the wall where the window might be if one existed, and then he scrutinized the gurney where Roan had spent the night. He was looking at anything and everything but him. “He’s not poor.”

“So you’re the boy toy of some obnoxious sugar daddy? Where’s your self-respect?”

Matt snickered humorlessly. “I think I lost that when I first did meth.”

“I don’t accept that. You’re clean now, right? Stop living in the fucking basement.”

Finally Matt looked at him, and his eyes were shining with anger. “Why the fuck should I? None of the guys I fall in love with love me. So it’s better to get some stupid fuck to fall in love with me even though I think he’s a dickhead. At least then I’m the one in control.”

Roan knew he was referring to him as the man he fell in love with and frowned, not wanting to have this discussion yet again. He actually imagined Matt didn’t want to either, but he wanted to make his point. “Matt, I’m sorry I couldn’t be the man you wanted me to be.”

“Me too.”

“I am grateful for all you did for me while I was….” How should he put it? He didn’t know. “Mourning.”

Matt shrugged uncomfortably one more time, looking away again. It looked like the light of rage in his eyes was giving way slowly to tears. “I did that for me, not for you. I thought being a private detective would be a cool thing, y’know?”

“It’s dull as shit, enlivened with a few moments of sheer terror.”

“Yeah, I know. I guess I wasn’t cut out for it.”

“You still working for that spa?”

Matt nodded, rubbing his eyes and wiping out any tears before they could fall. “Yeah. It’s funny how many women hit on me. I get phone numbers from my clients all the time, and I think, what, aren’t I obviously gay enough? Do I need to pronounce my lisp more, perhaps skip, start calling everyone ‘girlfriend’? Maybe I should just paint my nails.”

“Then they’d think you’re emo.”

“Oh, yeah. Fuck.” He finally looked at him, but very briefly, his eyes still scudding around the room like they were desperate for escape. “Toby—Dylan—seems nice.”

“He is.”

“I didn’t want him to be.” He smirked sheepishly at the idea. “It’d be easier if I hated his fucking guts, y’know?”

“Yeah, I understand.” And he did too, which was the bizarre thing. But even though they had never been involved, Roan got the odd feeling Matt considered him an ex, and therefore things shook out accordingly. 

Dylan knocked on the door and peeked in. “The nurses keep giving me evil looks. I think it’s time to go.”

Roan nodded, and even Matt looked grateful for the interruption. “Is it me, or are they very mean at this hospital?”

“No, it’s just due to me,” Roan admitted. “They’re tired of all the chaos I drag in my wake.”

“You can’t be a trailblazer without causing some chaos,” Dylan said philosophically.

Matt looked at him in open confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Roan couldn’t have put it better himself.





ROAN AND Dylan had been home for barely ten minutes when Randi called him. She’d been poring over the Winters’ files—she’d even taken a day off sick to do it—and she had found what he needed. So he told her he’d meet her at the office in an hour, because there was no way he was missing the huevos rancheros. They were quite excellent, but Roan barely had time to properly shower and change afterward. Shaving would have to wait until later.

Roan arrived at his office to find Fiona and Randi talking, sharing cups of coffee while Randi admired the riding crop Fiona had brought into the office. Randi looked at him and said, with genuine enthusiasm, “You now have the second-best assistant ever.”

“Damn right,” Fiona agreed, taking the riding crop back and snapping it on the edge of the desk. Roan assumed that Randi had told her about Paris, who was presumably the “first-best” assistant. But then Randi had loved him too, in her own way. “And by the way, congrats on nailing that safe-word-ignoring motherfucker. I called Velvet as soon as I heard, and she was so relieved.”

“It is a relief to get the bastards off the street,” he admitted, glad no one had mentioned the bruises on his face or the cast. The nice thing about women was sometimes they had more tact. (Well, Randi usually didn’t, but she was probably on her best behavior for Fiona.)

Roan ushered Randi into his private office, and she showed him what she had discovered. She was saying words in English and using what sounded like complete sentences, but as soon as she mentioned math, he automatically tuned out. He tried his best to tune back in, though.

The basics: yes, Eli’s brother and the family lawyer had been embezzling money from his share of his parents’ estate for some time, in ways small and sneaky, ways that a “civilian” (in Randi-speak, a non-accountant) probably wouldn’t notice. They had also concocted a phony tax and slapped it on there but probably overstepped their bounds when they invented two. She was sure if the IRS heard about this, they’d be curious and equally greedy. She’d put together a seven-page printout detailing every instance of fraud and the dates they had occurred. It was perfect fodder for a lawsuit. Roan cut Randi a check for her services and put in a call to Eli. He got his machine, so he left a vague message that only Eli would understand, indicating he’d got what he wanted and he could come pick it up. 

Once Randi left, Roan finally got to checking his e-mail and found that some of his state office contacts had gotten back to him. It looked like Zoë Williams had ended up much like him—she got passed from foster home to foster home, never settling for long in one place, unless you counted state group homes. He’d gotten to her teen years when Fiona knocked on the door and came in, asking what he wanted for lunch.

He looked at the clock on his computer—it was barely past eleven. “Isn’t it early for lunch?”

She shrugged. Today she was wearing jeans, biker boots, a blue leather jacket, and a very old Evil Dead T-shirt, with the cracked image of a bloodied Bruce Campbell holding a chainsaw over his head. Her hair was back in a ponytail again, but it was looser than when she was “Bellatrix,” and she wasn’t wearing her extensions either. She looked more like a bouncer than a secretary, and he actually found that appealing. 

“Yeah, but I have no idea where anything is around here, so I figured I needed to factor in finding the place and possibly getting lost.”

“There’s a pizza place down the street, along with a deli. There’s a Chinese place a couple blocks away. They all deliver.”

She looked at him expectantly. “You couldn’t have told me that to begin with? Maybe left a Post-it?”

“Check the top drawer of your desk. The menus should be there.”

“Oh.” She paused, giving him a slightly reproving frown. “Don’t I feel like a dumbass.”

“It’s your second day on the job. You’re free to make mistakes for the first two weeks. Then I start worrying about your exposure to lead paint.”

Before she could give him a smart-ass reply, the phone on Fiona’s desk rang. She sighed and rolled her eyes, as if she’d been answering the phone all day, and went to answer it. After she did, she pressed the “hold” button and asked, “Are you in for a woman calling herself Chief Matthews?”

That made him sink down lower in his chair. Oh shit. Was she going to chew him out for the Hakes collar? Oy gevalt, he really wasn’t in the mood for this. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said, giving in to a minor sense of defeat. As Fiona transferred the call to his phone, he got up and closed the door, as he didn’t want her to hear any part of him getting chewed out. And to think, if he was smart, he’d have taken the day off and could have been home in bed with Dylan right now. But if he were smart, would he be living his life? He’d be somebody else entirely. 

He sat back behind his desk, took a deep breath, then picked up the receiver. “If I apologized now, could we skip the lecture?”

Chief Julia Matthews paused before she even replied. He heard her suddenly still a breath. “What? Oh… no, Roan, I’m not calling to lecture you. Although I suppose I should.”

“He got that Explorer from the impound lot, didn’t he?”

“Hakes? It seems he did. But need I remind you you’re a civilian?”

“I can still perform citizen’s arrests. I even have my own handcuffs.”

“That’s too much information, Roan.”

“I meant police-standard ones. Jeez, you have a filthy mind.”

She made an amused noise as she audibly sipped her coffee, but she didn’t actually laugh. That told him there was some very serious shit going down. Maybe she was going to ask him to turn himself in. “Can I be brutally honest, Roan?”

“Please.”

“We’re fucked,” she said, and it was really shocking, because Matthews almost never cursed, and he couldn’t remember when she had ever dropped the F bomb. “It didn’t happen in time to hit the morning papers, but it’ll be on the evening news. Hakes is bad enough; this will be so much worse. Do you remember Chief Riley Goodman?”

Roan had to think about that for a moment. “That was way before my time.”

“But you know who he is.” It wasn’t actually a question.

“Yeah. He used to run the cop shop, and he was part of that PR thing with schools, wasn’t he? That whole outreach thing was his baby.”

She sighed like a deflating balloon, the air gushing out of her in a rush. “Yes. A woman—his niece, in fact—came in and leveled some charges against him. We checked it out… and, oh my God, Roan, it’s a nightmare. He’s a serial child molester.”

Roan was so surprised by that he almost fell out of his chair. “What?”

“He had a room full of boxes of tapes and had some converted to digital files on his computer. He abused his niece and two other children for certain, and we’re not quite sure how many others yet. But some of these tapes go back twenty-five years.”

It wasn’t hard to do the math. “When he was on the force. When he was going to elementary schools as part of the outreach program. Oh holy shit.”

She groaned as if in pain. “Could this fucker have gotten away with it without some complicity somewhere? Did someone know and help him cover it up? You’d think there must have been.”

“He was a police chief. He could have simply frightened all his victims into submission.”

“Perhaps. No, probably, but I’m just sitting here getting angry and disgusted in turn.” He heard a thud, which he assumed was her hitting her fist on her desk. “If I didn’t think it would look bad, I’d quit, you know? I’d turn in my badge now.”

“You can’t quit. You’re a good cop. Don’t let some asshole fill your seat.” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

There was a long, drawn-out pause, which made Roan wonder why she had called him. “Is there some way I can help?”

“Yes. That’s why I called you. This is going to be a nightmare. What little community trust we have will be gone. One of our active cops turns out to be a sadist who enjoys beating young gay men half to death, and a generally respected former chief turns out to have been a child molester. Along with the infected woman who’s decided to sue us for unlawful imprisonment, things just couldn’t be more shitty. I wouldn’t blame anyone for thinking we’re corrupt and incompetent. That’s why I want to try and get ahead of this disaster as much as I can. We need to start building new bridges now with the community.”

“Wow, those PR classes are paying off.”

“Be serious, Roan.”

“I was. Look, Chief, I’d like to help, but I don’t see what I can do.”

She paused again, and somehow it seemed ominous. “I want to bring you back to the force.”
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Ashes to Ashes



ROAN COULDN’T help it. He blurted out the first thing that popped into his head. “Are you fucking nuts?”

“Hear me out,” Chief Matthews said, unmoved by his profanity. “You wouldn’t be a beat cop. You’d be a community liaison, someone who would act as a bridge between the department and the community. I know you still have a lot of contacts and trust in certain parts of the community—”

That made him snicker. “You mean amongst the whores and gays and junkies.”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“No, I’m sure you wouldn’t.” He leaned back in his chair, pinching the bridge of his nose. He wanted to go off on her, since the fact that he was gay and infected was the only reason she was asking him to fill this post. He was the perfectly PC choice, hitting two out of three targets; if only he had a bum leg or was a Pacific Islander, he’d have been a minority trifecta. It was exactly why they’d hired him for the force in the first place. He didn’t think Matthews was quite so baldly grasping, or at least he hoped not. He took a breath and exhaled slowly, getting his temper under control before it bubbled over. “Look, I know you mean well, but I can’t imagine returning to the police force under any circumstances. That part of my life is over.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“Yes, it does. I can’t be that person anymore. I can’t live that life.”

She sighed as if he was the final straw. “Would you at least think about it?”

“I’m not going to change my mind. I’m sorry, Chief, but that part of my life is done. And I was never good at it. Even as a pencil pusher, I have no idea why’d you want me back. Entertainment value?”

“Don’t be that way. You were an excellent officer until… well, I hardly need to tell you.”

“But I was miserable most of the time. Hardly anyone wanted to partner with me because I was the fag and I could give them cooties or rape them or something; my infected status was just icing on the cake. Ask me about the stuffed cats that ended up in my locker or the dildos that got shoved in my tailpipe. Hilarious shit like that. You know why I got along well with half the people we dragged in? Because I liked them better than most of the people I was forced to work with.” Looking back on it, he had no idea how he’d held his temper so long. He supposed some of the misery had been tempered by the fact that he got to leave shift and go back to Connor, before things got really rough. Yes, Connor was a moody “artiste” type and had never quite gotten over the shit of his childhood nor successfully conquered his alcoholism, but Roan wouldn’t lie and say they didn’t have good times. They had great times. There was some awful irony in the fact that the guy who’d probably helped keep him alive and kept him from snapping during that period of his life was also the one who eventually snapped and committed suicide. 

“That type of harassment wouldn’t be tolerated anymore. You know that.”

“And it’s almost beside the point. I can’t do it, Chief. Find someone else.”

“You won’t think about it?”

“I did. I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”

She sighed heavily, and he heard her tapping a pen on her desk. “You’re the only one I even considered for this position.”

“I’m flattered. I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”

“Yeah, me too.” 

He hung up feeling simultaneously bad and good for himself. He hadn’t realized until this moment that rejoining the force was utterly unthinkable to him. He just knew he wouldn’t be able to do it anymore, partial lion transformations aside. It just wasn’t who he was anymore.

Eventually lunch came around, and Fiona decided to order from the deli, since she had no idea there was one around here not inside a grocery store. She got their BLT (and requested that they not skimp on the bacon—Dylan would have been horrified), and he ordered the spanakopita, although he had to tell her what that was, as she apparently had never heard of it and thought he was making it up to be an ass.

He intended to read more of Zoë Williams’s history while he ate, but Fiona was bored and came in his office to eat lunch with him. Suddenly it seemed like a mistake hiring her.

After she’d finished off her sandwich, which she proclaimed not bad, she started a small tour of his office. She suggested he get a plant, which made him point out that he didn’t have a window in here. She said a good fake would do, if only to “green” the place up. “It doesn’t really have your personality showing,” she claimed, making vague hand gestures. “It’s kinda… blank.”

“All my personality is over there,” he said, pointing to the far corner. Zoë had run away from a group home a couple of times and once did a brief stint in juvie over it. He didn’t blame her.

Fiona walked over to the far corner, by his old-fashioned filing cabinet (Paris had once hidden a mini-cooler full of soda in there), where two framed pictures sat, out of the way of any client’s notice but visible to him. He knew when he heard her gasp and ask, “Hot damn, who’s the beefcake?” she’d seen Paris’s picture. It was a wonderfully arty photo taken by a friend of theirs named Stefan before he moved to France. (He had been bound and determined to be a fashion photographer—Roan hadn’t heard from him since Paris’s funeral). Although it looked like a professional model shot, it had been taken in the backyard; Stefan had positioned him just so, so late sunlight was coming through the evergreen branches, casting Paris in a honey-like glow. It was Paris’s idea to take off his shirt, because he wanted Roan to have a “sexy picture” to put up in his office. Paris looked happy, healthy, and like sex on legs, which was pretty much what he was at the time, so that worked. 

The next photo was actually an animation still from The Simpsons, featuring Lionel Hutz, that Dee had gotten him for his birthday a few years back. What a seductive picture of his late husband and an inept cartoon lawyer said about his personality he didn’t really want to know.

Luckily Eli showed up before Fiona could start analyzing him. He was wearing another long coat—it looked like London Fog this time—still leaning heavily on his cane, looking gaunt and cold in his expensive clothes, the virus shedding enough that Roan could scent the leopard in his sweat. It made him want to start growling, but he somehow suppressed the urge. 

He gave Eli the printout Randi had given him detailing all incidents of fraud and embezzlement, and Eli shook his head as he went over it, somewhat disbelieving but not by much. He had known there was some fraud, he just had no idea it was that bad. As soon as he finished flipping through it, he chuckled in a dark, humorless manner. “How’d I know you’d be just the guy to find this stuff? You’re like the last honest man on Earth.”

“I lie as much as everyone else. I just do my job. Diogenes would hardly crown me for that.”

Eli gave him a funny look. “Dioga who?”

And here he thought he’d been making a reference. “No one. An attempt at a joke.”

“Oh.” Roan watched as Eli labored to get up, still a tumultuous and difficult prospect. It made Roan realize anew that everyone with the virus got weaker and weaker as time went on, but not him. In fact, in defiance of all logic, he was getting stronger. That made no sense at all. What the fuck was wrong with him? He couldn’t even die like a normal infected?

Once Eli was on his unsteady feet, he pulled another folded check out of his pocket and tossed it on his desk. Roan didn’t bother to look at it. “You paid me enough the first time.”

“Consider it a bonus.”

“I don’t need it, Eli.”

He scoffed. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me? I see the cars you drive and the clothes you wear—yes, you do. I thought all you gay guys wore only designer jeans, True Religions and all that. What the fuck do you wear? Generic? It’s sad, man. You can’t even tell you’re gay.”

Roan glared at him, wondering if Eli was deliberately trying to make him mad so he didn’t pity him. “I’m not a waiter. You don’t tip me.”

Eli sighed and fixed him with a weary, annoyed look, his sharp eyebrows meeting at a point just above his surgically perfect nose. “In that case, consider it a gift.” His cell went off at that point—Eli’s ringtone was “Year of the Cat,” which made Roan want to decapitate him with the wastebasket—but he answered it like the rude bastard he was and was still talking to someone as he limped out of the office, the papers tucked under his arm. Roan finally unfolded the check and looked at it. He’d written it out for a thousand dollars. That was a really good tip.

Roan quickly ran out of documents on Zoë Williams, but he expected to. One of the things that most people didn’t know about the foster care system, unless they had been involved in it in some way, was, as soon as you were eighteen—and you were healthy—you were out on your ass. Didn’t really matter if you had no money or no place to go, you were legally an adult and no longer the state’s responsibility. Oh, they weren’t so brutal as to fling you out in the cold; they tried to soften the blow, but the budget didn’t exist to transition all these kids. Many ended up homeless or crashing on the couches of friends or relatives, sometimes even living with the parents whose abuse and neglect had landed them in the system in the first place. Roan knew he was very lucky. He knew of an outreach center for gay youths that he had gone to, and they helped get him set up after he was unceremoniously dumped out of the system. (He wasn’t healthy; he was an infected, but he was otherwise healthy, so good enough). If he hadn’t done that, he might have ended up a street kid like Cowboy. He donated money to them every year out of gratitude. There was a very thin line between making it and slipping between the cracks, although many people who had never seen that line up close seemed to forget it was there.

Roan composed what he hoped was a heart-tugging e-mail about his client’s wish to reconnect with his long-lost sister, and he sent it to his contacts in the DMV and the local Social Security office, as they had access to records that would surely indicate where she was now. The problem was they weren’t really supposed to give out that kind of information. Still, if you knew the right people and could concoct a poignant enough story, they could cough and point in the right direction.

He’d just pressed send when Fiona suddenly threw open his office door and exclaimed, “Roan, get out here, now!” She then took off, not waiting for him to ask further questions. He hurried after her and caught up with her in the parking lot.

She was talking as soon as he reached the door, but his eyes instantly fixed on Eli’s silver Lexus, which shouldn’t have still been there. Then Roan saw the papers up against the front wheel, bristling slightly in the breeze. He barely heard Fiona as he headed toward the Lexus. “—back from Randi’s office when I saw him just keel over, like he’d been shot or something, but I didn’t hear anything—”

“Call 911,” he told her, finding Eli lying on the pavement, hidden by his car. He was facedown on the asphalt, one arm sprawled out like he was trying to hail a cab. Roan took a deep breath and didn’t smell blood, so he carefully turned him over on his back and felt for a pulse. 

Eli barely had one. He was shockingly pale, his veins blue and visible against skin that seemed thin and almost translucent. He hadn’t been shot or hit with an object; he was ill and had simply collapsed. Roan ripped open his expensive shirt, which actually felt rather good (it probably cost more by itself than half Roan’s wardrobe), and couldn’t believe he was going to do this. Yes, it was Eli, but still, if he died and Roan did nothing, it would eat at him. He laced his hands together and started chest compressions, counting them off in his head before stopping to tilt Eli’s head back, pinch his nostrils shut, and breathe into his mouth. He waited for Eli’s heart to take over, for his lungs to do the job they were supposed to do, but they hadn’t yet. 

Fiona came over to report that she’d called 911 and they were on their way, then offered to help. He let her do the chest compressions, as there was a very small likelihood that if they could bring him back, Eli could possibly cough blood, and he was an infected. Roan was in no danger from his blood.

The ambulance arrived within a couple of minutes, which was actually fast for them in this part of town, but by that time Roan was light-headed from trying to breathe for two people. Luckily it was the ambulance crewed by Dee and Shep; he trusted them to handle an infected safely. 

As soon as Dee saw Eli, he looked at Roan with open shock. “Tell me you didn’t finally beat the shit out of him.”

Roan scowled at him but leaned against the car, as he was too winded to be much angrier. “If I did, he’d be in pieces.”

Dee seemed to accept that with a small nod, then completely ignored him and Fiona as he got to work on Eli. They set up a portable IV and got him on a gurney with awe-inspiring speed and efficiency, but as they loaded him into the back of the ambulance, they were still trying to get him to breathe on his own.

They left in a scream of sirens. Fiona sat up against the car, nearly shoulder to shoulder with him, and Roan realized Eli’s cane had rolled against someone’s Miata in a parallel space. The buttons of his expensive shirt littered the pavement like loose change after a drunken brawl. 

“Think he’s gonna make it?” she asked him.

Roan shrugged. “He looked bad. Worse than I thought. You know, it’s funny—I thought that fucker would live forever.”

“Yeah, I’m afraid my ex-husband will too,” she admitted. 

There was no working after this. As soon as Roan caught his breath, he gathered up Eli’s cane and the papers he’d given him and returned them to his office. He told Fiona she was off for the day and closed up the office. 

In his car—no, Paris’s car—he realized his face was torn between being unbearably itchy and softly aching from the bruises, an uncomfortable combination. So he drove to the nearest drugstore, bought an electric travel razor, and then ducked into their men’s room to shave it off. He was prepared for the funny looks he’d get, but he’d hit a lull in the crowds, and no one came in while he was shearing his jaw. Some of his bruises had a yellowish cast to them now, increasing the amount of colors on his face.

He stopped at the first hair-cutting place he saw on the way home and got his hair properly cut, as people were probably tired of seeing his half-assed jobs. He ended up with a slightly overweight stylist who had a truly impressive mane of long, curly, black hair. He told her to do whatever she wanted with his hair, he didn’t care, just as long as it was shorter. 

She commented on the color, as everyone did, and started talking about how to accentuate his “feline” face. He knew she meant it as a compliment, that it was supposed to mean he was handsome, but it was difficult not to get angry. Did he really look feline? Was the cat lurking that close to the surface? He stared at his reflection and tried to see it, but he wasn’t sure if he saw it or not. 

As soon as he got out of there, he sat in his car, feeling like his head was two pounds lighter and strangely numb. In the rearview mirror he saw his eyes, like green glass underwater, and wondered if they were even remotely human.

He pulled out his cell phone and punched in a number he hadn’t called in ages. He had no idea if she was still even there—maybe she’d retired—but the call went through. She even answered the phone, which was a shock—she didn’t have a secretary? “Doctor Rosenberg?” he asked, a bit surprised.

There was a shocked pause. “Roan? Is that you?”

He had no idea she could recognize his voice on the phone so easily. “Um, yeah. Somehow I didn’t think you’d pick up.”

“I’m a cantankerous old woman with nothing better to do. Of course I’m going to pick up the phone.” She paused briefly. “I’m sorry about Paris.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry about the study.” It was actually a good thing they’d dropped out when they did. The study to find a vaccine had been a total washout. For some reason it had actually started mutating during the study and hastened the death of two infected people, so it was rapidly shut down and the doctors were forced to admit that they still didn’t know enough about the virus to fight it effectively. It was funny; no one knew where the fucking thing came from, and no one knew what the fuck to do about it. 

“I haven’t given up,” she told him. “I’m just not making a lot of progress.”

“I know the feeling.” He watched out the windshield as people walked back and forth in the parking lot, normal people with decidedly normal lives. Did he envy them? Pity them? Did he want them to know they were being watched by a public danger? “So, umm, tell me if I have this right. The virus works essentially the same way as traditional gene therapy. The virus is just a delivery system for new genes that invade your DNA.”

“Basically yes, that’s correct.”

“And most virus children are born deformed or brain damaged because there’s too many conflicting messages between the RNA and DNA.”

She hesitated slightly. “Yes… although it’s a bit more complicated than that. Many have extra chromosomes and deformed DNA strands. It’s like the DNA tries to split the difference between human and cat and can’t do it, as you would expect. That’s not even a theoretically workable hybrid. I’m surprised that as many as five percent of virus children survive beyond birth. Most are so damaged it’d break your heart to see them.”

He closed his eyes and was enraged at himself as he felt tears gathering, which he attempted to will back to nothing. He didn’t feel so fucking sorry for himself he was going to cry about it. “Why am I so different?” he asked her, only partially sure he wanted to hear the answer. “What happened to me?”

She was quiet for so long, he was almost relieved. 
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Looking for the Jackalope



DOCTOR ROSENBERG finally sighed, letting him know she was still there. “You were the statistical probability, Roan, the lightning strike we knew had to happen. We knew there would probably be a few kids—not many, single digit numbers certainly—that would seem almost normal. We knew it was bound to happen sooner or later. Why it was you? I don’t know. Perhaps your mother and father shared the same strain. Perhaps that helped. We will never really know for sure. All we can say is that the virus seemed to infiltrate your DNA in a different way. It seemed like the foreign DNA—the lion strain—seemed to work with your human DNA at the molecular level, like the organism knew if it wanted to survive, it had to work in concert with the host organism. It was a happy push-pull, one not detrimental to you.”

“Are you sure about that?” Tears were still threatening, and his head was pounding with the effort to hold it all back. Or maybe it was just one of his fucking migraines coming on. It felt about the same.

“Well… it was noted in your records that you seemed to react to strong smells the same way most babies reacted to loud noises. It was so odd they kept you in the preemie ward, even though you weren’t a preemie. But because most of the babies were in incubators, the smells were less.”

“Surprised they didn’t put me in a cage.”

“They didn’t make them in your size. Well, not back then anyways,” she said, the humor evident in her voice. 

He rubbed his forehead, wanting a drink, wanting a Vicodin, better yet, wanting some more Demerol. God, Demerol was really nice. Could he get more without breaking something? “Why aren’t I getting sicker, weaker? Why aren’t I dying? I’m thirty-six. Virus children are usually dead by thirty. Hell, most infecteds are dead by thirty.”

In the silence that followed, he heard her chair creak, leather shifting like glacial ice. He knew he was leaving her scrambling for something to say, but he needed somebody to tell him something, anything. He didn’t care if it was complete gibberish. He wished Dylan were here to tell him what the Buddha might have said about this. 

Finally, after what sounded like a sip of coffee, she said, “I don’t know. When you came in for the physical as part of the vaccine prescreen, I must admit I was… shocked. I mean, Paris’s readings were far worse than I ever could have anticipated, but yours just… floored me. You’re in peak condition. Usually only highly trained athletes could pull the stats you did. It’s counter to all the data we have on infecteds, virus children or late adapters alike.”

“Late adapters” was the term for teenage and adult infecteds, like Paris and Eli, like they were behind the curve on picking up the latest iPod when really they were just unlucky enough to catch a life-altering virus after birth. Although Eli wasn’t unlucky—he’d sought out infection like a prize. And now he was paying for it in the most brutal way possible. And if he’d thought for a moment, not taken it on faith that this was some sort of divinity, then he wouldn’t be dying or already dead at County General or wherever. (Roan couldn’t remember where they’d take him; in the end, it didn’t really matter.) “So what’s the virus doing different with me? Why isn’t it killing me?”

“I guess it knows that it can’t. That killing the host is shooting itself in the foot.”

“You’re talking about it like it can think.”

“Okay, yes, you’re right. It can’t think. But when it was building your systems from the ground up, there must have been coding somewhere in the DNA that clued it in that a shortened lifespan meant less chance to propagate itself. What does any living organism live to do? Spread its DNA, keep itself going through any means necessary.”

“Which doesn’t explain us gays,” he said.

That made her chuckle. “Maybe you’re a more highly evolved organism,” she replied, laughter still in her voice.

“Tell that to the Religious Right. Okay, so you’re saying I’m not dying because the virus wants me alive to spread it?”

“I'm guessing. That would be the most logical assumption.”

“Yes, it would be.”

“Are you all right? You sound… pained.”

“I'm getting one of my headaches again,” he said, as that was the easiest explanation, and it was possibly true. He still wasn’t sure yet.

She clicked her tongue. “That new migraine medication not working?”

“If you mean giving me muscle weakness and a sore throat afterwards, yes, it’s working. I wouldn’t even mind that if it made the headaches go away.”

“When’s the last time you had a CT scan?”

It was his turn to sigh. “It’s not a brain tumor; it’s never a brain tumor. I’m in peak condition, remember?”

She ignored that, as she was in full diagnostic mode. “Any vision changes, Roan? Weight loss or gain? Vomiting? Dizziness?”

He chuckled humorlessly. “Well, I seem to lose about twenty pounds within a space of five days every month. I also get dizzy and my vision changes.”

“Stop being a smart-ass. You know I mean outside of your transitional phase.”

He wanted to tell her his vision shifted every time he got upset enough to let the lion out, that his metabolism shifted then too, and if he wanted to force the change, bring it out, he could change his own muscle mass. Maybe this was just the price you paid for having such an ability. “It’s just migraines. As much as I wish they would kill me, they never do.”

He heard her make a small, slightly disgusted noise, the beat of her pen on her desk increasing double time. But after a moment, she switched tactics. “Are you seeing anyone about your depression?”

“Um, yeah. Look, I have to go, I have to take something before this gets worse.”

“Roan—”

“Don’t worry, it’s taken care of, really. Thank you.”

“Why do I doubt that?”

“’Cause you’re a doubter.”

She huffed a sigh through her nose, a signal to let him know she didn’t think he was funny. “I’ll be calling back soon.”

“Please do. Thanks.” He hung up the phone, dropped it on the passenger seat, and opened the glove box, searching for the compact first-aid kit. Just like most of the first-aid kits he had around the house, it had almost no bandages and little else beyond pills. This one had Tylenol codeine, so he swallowed three of the pills dry, and they felt like they lodged in his throat with a bitter taste not unlike aluminum and lemon rind. He wiped his eyes to make sure the tears were gone and got out of the GTO, staggering up to the vending machines outside the supermarket. He bought a way-overpriced Pepsi and washed the rest of the pills down with its syrupy sweetness. He leaned against the cold brick wall and listened to his heart pound, eyes closed against the curiosity of people walking past, and wondered when this would be okay with him. When living long past his expiration date and watching everyone die around him would be worthy of no more than a shrug. He should be grateful. So why wasn’t he?

“Are you all right?” a female voice asked. Before he opened his eyes, her perfume stung his nostrils, some heavily floral thing that threatened to make his gorge rise.

He opened his eyes to see a middle-aged black woman looking at his bruises curiously, her face round and matronly. She looked like someone’s young grandmother. “Did somebody hurt you?”

He attempted a faint smile, wasn’t sure it took, and shook his head. “No, I got these a couple days ago. I’m fine. Thanks.”

She eyed him with great skepticism. Yeah, she was definitely somebody’s mother. She radiated warmth like a furnace. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” he admitted, as he felt the codeine start to kick in. For some reason, it always made his hands feel warm first. “But thanks for asking.”

She studied him for a moment but seemed to eventually accept that and went into the store. Maybe people weren’t all bad—maybe he’d just been a detective too long. He’d spent too many days watching a guy swindle his business partners and cheat on his wife or stop at a bar on the way to the methadone clinic. 

Roan walked back to the car, determined to get his mind on a case and off of himself. When he had time to think, he was a morose, selfish bastard, and quite honestly, he couldn’t stand himself like this. He didn’t know it, and it didn’t feel like it much of the time, but he was fucking lucky.

Back home he felt warm and sleepy, the pills kicking into overdrive, and he suddenly remembered he had left his bike in the underground parking garage. He needed to pick that up. But he also needed to get to work, although the codeine was keeping him nice and cheerful, not at all the morose bastard he usually was. He was hungry, so he went to the fridge and got himself an apple before sitting down at the computer. What an award-winning diet he had: Tylenol codeine, Pepsi, and an apple. No wonder he was in peak physical condition. 

Since he had no responses from his DMV or Social Security office friends yet, he decided to keep poking around in the few bits and pieces he had gathered on Zoë and Holden’s doomed mother. He put on a Porcupine Tree CD to keep himself awake. 

There wasn’t much more to add, really. She’d been the daughter of an upper-middle-class couple, but she got into drugs as a teenager and seemed to have gotten kicked out of her house, and that made her drug spiral worse. As it usually did. Roan supposed these parents had the “tough love” idea in mind, that if they kept the kids from the house they’d realize the error of their ways and sin no more, but the opposite was usually true: they found a safe haven with a stoner buddy and got in deeper with the stuff. More intervention was needed, not less, but what did he know? Was he a parent? No. He was just a detective who could draw connections through the lives of disparate and yet strangely similar people, a carrion bird on the sidelines of the middens of other people’s lives.

Good lord—codeine, self-reflection, and Porcupine Tree didn’t mix.

As he was sitting there, wondering if he should take something to counteract the codeine or just go take a nap, his phone rang. He let the machine pick it up, but as soon as he heard it was Holden, he decided to try and talk to him. It might sober him up. “Hey, how’s Cody?”

“Oh, real happy. He’s very proud of the fact that he broke that fucker’s nose.”

“It was a good kick. He still afraid of me?”

“You picked up on that, huh? Yeah, he describes you like you’re a vampire or something, all weird eyes and scary teeth.”

Roan lay down on the couch and looked up at the ceiling. It was odd, but he knew Dylan wasn’t here simply from the feeling in the air. It stirred in a different way, the way sounds traveled was different; his scent still lingered, but quite faintly, fading more and more as the time passed by. How odd that other people couldn’t scent other people unless they wore too much cologne or smelled really bad. How odd that he was a loner who still needed a pride to keep him from going nuts. “Was that what I looked like?”

Holden paused long enough that Roan knew he was carefully weighing his words. “You looked like a special effect.”

“That could mean a lot of things. Could you be more specific?”

“Well….” Another cautious pause. “Your pupils changed shape, and you were bleeding from the mouth as all these teeth started springing from your gums, and your skin looked like it was boiling around your jaw. I heard this noise like someone eating potato chips, this crunching sound… but it was something in your jaw. It was starting to… change shape. Lengthen, I guess, but it was kind of hard to tell. You could really see the cat in you. I didn’t know infecteds could just change like that.”

“They can’t. It’s just me.”

“Well, no duh. I figured that. I saw that YouTube clip. It’s just… seeing it in person. It’s surreal. When it’s on a screen, you can still maintain disbelief, you can tell yourself that someone is really good with iFilm or something. But when it’s happening right in front of you, and so fast… suddenly it’s like everything is possible. UFOs could exist, and so could vampires and werewolves, and maybe there are ghosts in the cemetery. Maybe everything we believe to be true isn’t true anymore.”

“So you’re saying I rocked your world?” Roan smiled at his own joke and realized he was stoned. Maybe he shouldn’t have taken three pills.

“I’m saying everybody should be fucking scared of you,” Holden replied with surprising honesty. “We’re merely human, and you’re not. You’re… I don’t know.”

“A freak.”

“No. The new breed, the next step. Maybe you’re the virus’s ultimate result—not sick people who occasionally turn into big cats, but people who are big cats too. A synthesis of the two. A hybrid greater than both the sum of its parts and its progenitors.” 

Roan was so stoned he wasn’t actually sure he was hearing this. Was this coming from somewhere in his own head? “Are you high?”

“No. You make me want to go back to college and study virology. Humans evolve and viruses evolve too, right? What if our evolution converges? What if this is what the virus ultimately is? A convergence. A mutually exclusive attempt at both viral and mammalian evolution. You’re just ahead of the pack.”

Roan tried to think about that, tried to take it seriously—Holden sounded serious; his usual, slightly snarky tone was gone—but Roan couldn’t help but giggle. “Wow, that’s just… wow. I oughta get Doctor Rosenberg to call you.”

“Who’s Doctor Rosenberg?”

“A friend of mine.” He rubbed his eyes, which felt dry and itchy, and asked, “What were you calling about, Holden?”

“I wanted to see if you found out anything more about my sister.”

At least Roan could talk about that without giggling. He told him what little he’d discovered about her up to this point and then segued into what he’d discovered about Holden’s mother and his rumored father. He was well into his spiel when Holden interrupted. “Wait. You said my father was a man named Dane who met my mother at the Mission Creek Church?”

“Named or nicknamed, yes. Why? Does that sound familiar?”

Holden was quiet for a long, telling time. “Shit. That motherfucker!”

“You know him?” It sounded like a question, but it wasn’t really. Yes, Holden knew him; his anger was red-hot and pulsing over the phone. “Who is it?”

“Just… I’ll call you back,” he said, sounding unusually flustered, hanging up abruptly. If Roan didn’t know better, he’d have thought smooth, know-it-all Holden had just been caught flatfooted and at a total loss. 

Sometimes this job was just so great.

He must have fallen asleep, because the next thing he knew, the Porcupine Tree CD was repeating itself, and someone was pounding on his door. He was still stoned, though; the codeine was still making his hands, feet, and face feel unusually warm. It was a nice feeling.

Roan opened the door to find Holden standing there, his peroxide hair messy but in a far less calculated way than usual, his clothes an oddly casual combination of loose blue jeans, battered hiking boots, a brown canvas jacket, and a green T-shirt about one size too big for him. If it wasn’t for his collection of necklaces, Roan might have thought it was just a bad Holden impersonator. “Roan, c’mon, let’s go.”

For a moment Roan just stared at him. Had they had another phone call that he’d forgotten? “Pardon me?”

Holden dug his hands in his pockets nervously, shoulders hunched in a way that made him look humble and smaller. “I need you to come with me.”

Was Holden just not making sense, or was it the drugs? “What’s this about?”

Holden took a deep breath, steeling himself, and then admitted, “I need you to come with me so I don’t strangle my father with my bare hands.”

Well, when he put it that way, how could he say no?
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Easier



HOLDEN WAS upset, more so than Roan had originally thought. He kept sniffing and wouldn’t look him in the eye. So Roan grabbed his jacket, the closest one on the coat tree beside the door. Only after he’d slipped it on did it occur to him that his fleece-lined bomber jacket was probably inappropriate, since the codeine was making him so warm. But fuck it, he’d already locked the front door.

Once they were in the car, he finally asked Holden, “Who is it?”

Holden put his hands on the steering wheel and rested his forehead against it for several seconds. “Of all the hypocritical bastards, that fucker knew, he’s known all his life, and he dares to get high and mighty with me. I’m so angry, Roan, I can barely hold it together. I broke my coffee table, you know? I put a hole in my wall. The landlord’s gonna freak when he sees that.”

“Who is it? Who’s your dad?”

He sighed heavily. “My dad.”

“Yes, exactly. Who’s your dad?”

Holden looked at him sidelong, eyes narrowed as if in pain. “My dad. Daniel Krause.”

Roan stared back at him, wondering if the codeine was affecting his comprehension. “Your adopted dad.”

“And my biological father, apparently.”

“What?”

“He used to help out at Mission Creek. The name sounded vaguely familiar to me, so I asked a family friend, and she confirmed he worked there on and off, helping out, for a few years. His name is Dan, but his family nickname is Dane because he’s named after his father’s brother, the other Daniel. To separate the two, they called him Dane.”

Roan suddenly got it and felt like a complete idiot. “Holy shit—your dad is your dad?”

Holden looked like he’d just been sucker punched by a nun, too startled to do much but just stand there and take it. “Does this… is he Zoë’s dad? Did he let his own daughter end up in the foster system?”

“I was unable to confirm Zoë’s parentage. You could have shared a father, but it’s also equally possible that you didn’t. No one knew.”

Holden rubbed his eyes, which were red and raw, hot with anger. “Fucking bastard. I knew he was a hypocrite, I knew he cheated on Mom, but this… this is like a new level of hypocrisy. I was his real son. I was his real son, and when he kicked me out of the house, he told me he should have known I was damaged because my real mother was a fucking junkie. A fucking junkie he was fucking! If I’m damaged, it’s because I’m related to that hypocritical, stick-up-the-ass motherfucker!” He slammed his hand on the steering wheel several times in succession, and Roan just let him.

Wow. So Pastor Krause had an illegitimate son—his own adopted son. It was likely that his wife didn’t know, although often women knew when their husbands were cheating, even if they decided to not believe their suspicions and pretended that everything was fine. Some people chose willful ignorance over the crushing pain of reality.

Holden rested his head against the steering wheel once more, and Roan just let him sit there, breathing hard, trying to contain his own rage. Roan watched red spots on his hands deepen; tomorrow Holden would have bruises from punching his steering wheel. “Why don’t we wait until tomorrow?” Roan suggested, keeping his voice low and soothing. “You need to think about this. You can’t just go in there guns blazing.”

Holden sat up, eyes bright with anger. “Yes I fucking can! After all the hell that bastard put me through, I should go in with actual guns. Are you armed?”

“I could be wrong.”

Holden gave him that slit-eyed evil look again. “How often are you wrong?”

“Lots. I’m not infallible.”

He snorted in disbelief. “You picked a hell of a time to be humble.”

“Let’s just go in, have a drink, and think about this. Okay? Five minutes. It won’t be anything.”

Holden actually did think about it, but then he grimaced and shook his head, reaching blindly for the keys stuck in the ignition. “I need to do this now. Otherwise I’ll just start plotting his murder, and I don’t wanna go to jail ’cause of that fuck.” He started the car so hard the flywheel seemed to grind for a moment, a stark, mechanical noise that would have made Roan cringe if it wasn’t for the soft cushion of the drugs.

Holden drove on in silence, and Roan rested his head against the cool glass of the passenger window, watching the lights scud by like colorful ghosts. He knew he should say something, but he had no words of comfort, no consolation prize, and just stumbling along in the dark might make it worse, so it was better to just keep his fucking mouth shut.

One thing you learned right away as a detective was there were no really neat endings. People were messy, and as a result, everything they did was messy. Neat was nice, and it was a happy goal, but it was unrealistic most of the time. 

Holden occasionally muttered to himself, sniffed, wiped his eyes and nose, jiggled his knee impatiently at stoplights. This was a different side of Holden. Suddenly he wasn’t the slick hustler, a man who oozed sex and used it as an easy weapon and a shield to hide behind. Now he had been revealed as a real person, a heartbroken and furious son, an abandoned child who had never taken it as casually as he claimed. Roan felt honestly bad for him, and he wanted to tell Holden this him was a lot more attractive and appealing than the glittery sex bomb he usually was, but he might take that as a come-on, so Roan kept these thoughts to himself. But how funny. Roan liked to keep his darkness up, hide behind his cynicism, but at the end of the day he was so fragile he needed pills to keep him from falling apart; Holden needed his sexual abandon, because it was better than looking at the pain. They were both pretty fucked up, but in different ways.

He remembered asking Holden why he did what he did, and Holden asking him right back why he did what he did, as they both thought each man was above his profession. Here was the answer to both questions—because this allowed them to run away from themselves. Holden pretended to be other men’s fantasies so he didn’t have to face himself, and Roan dug into the dirty bits of other people’s lives so he didn’t have to deal with his own. What fucked-up little messes they were. No wonder they got along so well. 

Finally Holden turned down a long street in a quiet suburban housing development that showed its wealth by the size of the front lawns and the spaces between the two- and three-story houses, many of which had obvious chandeliers shining through expansive dining room windows. There were also old-fashioned style streetlights on every corner, elegant pools of light illuminating street names like Sycamore and Aspen. Holden turned down Willow Street and eventually parked outside a two-story home painted sand and ecru, lights burning yellow through windows shaped like perfect rectangles. It should have looked warm and inviting, but somehow it didn’t. Somehow it looked like another world, one that they shouldn’t even attempt to cross into. 

But Holden checked his appearance in the rearview mirror, making sure it didn’t look like he was crying, and then got out of the car. Roan followed, but with some reluctance. He was going to be watching a car crash, someone’s life derailing messily, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He’d seen so many in this line of work and in his life in particular. “Are you sure about this?” he asked Holden as he followed him up the neat concrete path to the front porch. “This is a point of no return.”

Holden sighed, shoulders bunching under his jacket. He glanced at Roan, but his face was only partially illuminated by the porch light. “No, that passed already. Now we’re just wading through the wreckage.”

He’d just encapsulated both their lives so perfectly it was insane. Roan didn’t bother to tell him, though.

Holden knocked on the door, and Roan lingered at the bottom of the porch, wanting to keep as much distance between himself and this as possible. The door was soon opened by a petite, older woman with ash-blonde hair, courtesy of Clairol, although her haircut was clearly from a more expensive salon uptown. Her clothes were demure, a brown patterned skirt that fell below the knee and a long-sleeved blue blouse, and yet they seemed almost formal for a casual night at home. They weren’t expecting company, were they?

The woman audibly gasped. “Holden?” she asked with genuine shock. There was a war on her face between fear and relief.

“Did you know?” he demanded. 

She stared up at him in confusion. “What?”

“Where is he?” Holden asked, shoving past her and storming into the house. “Dad! Get your lying motherfucking ass out here!”

“Holden!” she scolded. “Don’t you call your father—”

“He called me a faggot—that means I can call him any fucking thing I want!”

Roan stepped on the porch, which creaked slightly, and that made her turn away from her son and glance at him with more than a little fear. He held out his hand and tried to look harmless, but he couldn’t quite muster a smile. “Hello Mrs. Krause, I’m Roan McKichan.”

She took his hand and shook it, her grip more of a suggestion of a squeeze than an actual one. The fact that he’d introduced himself seemed to have calmed her a little. “You’re a… um, friend of Holden’s?”

He could hear the air quotes around “friend.” “Not in the way you mean. I’m the private investigator he had look into his parentage.”

Standing there in the open doorway with the blandly attractive Mrs. Krause, Roan saw things were much worse than Holden expected. He watched the color drain from her already pale face, her wanly painted lips part just slightly in a mostly swallowed gasp. He was disappointed but not really surprised. “You knew, didn’t you?”

She started shaking her head, but it almost became a nod until she stopped herself. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I know his mother was a drug addict—”

“And your husband’s mistress for several years.” She flinched at the word “mistress.” “This was going to come out eventually. You must have known that.”

She was going to deny it, he saw it on her face, but they were both distracted by loud male voices arguing in another part of the house. She went toward it, turning away from him, and he followed after her, drifting like a gnat in her wake.

Holden and the man who must have been Pastor Krause were arguing in the living room, the pastor standing in front of a recliner that still had the shape of him indented in its brown leather. The TV was on, showing a couple in flashy costumes dancing across a stage lit up like Vegas. It seemed an oddly cheerful counterpoint to the emotional devastation in the room. “Daniel, please!” Mrs. Krause pleaded, but he ignored her, just like her son.

Daniel Krause was maybe just an inch shorter than Holden, but he was equally broad across the shoulders. Dane had forty pounds on his son, mostly in the gut, although his whole frame looked soft, well-fed. This wasn’t a man who had had to struggle for anything in the last couple of years, and Roan almost envied him that. He had a beefy face Roan usually would describe as Irish, starting to get a little jowly, now flushing red with rage. 

“—my house, screaming like a—”

“You’re my fucking father!” Holden shouted back, cutting him off. “My real fucking father! When the fuck were you gonna tell me, huh? Because I’m a fag did you decide never to tell me?”

Dane looked indignant. “What are you on about?”

“Daniel,” his wife said warningly. 

He looked at her, and then his annoyed glance turned into an icy blue stare that impaled Roan where he stood. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Mr. Krause, I’m Roan McKichan, a private investigator—”

“He discovered your dirty little secret, Dad,” Holden interrupted, throwing a lot of sarcastic punch into “Dad.” “So is Zoë my full sister? Are you her dad too? Did you let her go to the fucking foster care system ’cause she wasn’t the son you always wanted?”

Mrs. Krause put a hand over her mouth like she was trying not to scream or vomit, and unshed tears made Holden’s eyes shine like wet diamonds. The indignation was starting to drain out of Dane slowly as the realization he’d been firmly caught in a lie was dawning on him. That quickly became panic, which translated into rage, which he turned on the easiest target: Roan, the interloper. 

“How dare you dig into our personal business!” Dane roared at him, spittle flying. “You have no right to—”

“Did you make the 911 call?” Roan asked him quietly. It was actually the codeine making him mellow, but it was a good way to defuse the tension. 

It certainly stopped the pastor in his tracks. He looked at Roan in great confusion, his pale eyebrows drawing together to make a V over his nose. He wasn’t blond, his hair was just so light brown it was almost a driftwood color, something halfway between brown and something else. Yeah, there was a family resemblance between Holden and Dane, although Holden clearly had gotten most of his looks from his mother. “What?”

“The night Catherine Williams overdosed, someone claiming to be a male neighbor made a 911 call about her, but the police were unable to find this male neighbor, and in point of fact, she didn’t actually have one. The cops didn’t investigate it after the coroner ascribed her death to ‘misadventure’, but a newspaper reporter at the time noted the discrepancy and told me all about it. Was it you, Mr. Krause? Are you the one on that 911 tape?”

The emotional tone of the room shifted dramatically, although the drugs allowed Roan to view it from a purely clinical level. Something in Holden’s face collapsed; the rage was still making his eyes incandescent, but now something in him had hit the pause button. Mrs. Krause was now shaking, her shoulders trembling like she was silently crying, her hand still pressed to her mouth like she was holding in the world’s biggest scream. Roan actually felt bad for her, even though she had been complicit in her husband’s lie all these years. She was a good wife; surely there was a special place in heaven for that. In fact, he hoped so, for her sake, because there was no way in hell it was going to pay off in the Earthly realm.

The pastor was glaring at him anew with fiery rage, but the smell he was giving off was acidic, almost rancid with fear. He was terrified. Flop sweat started glistening on his forehead as faintly, in the background, people started applauding on the television. Roan stared back at him blandly, waiting for him to decide what he was going to say. Finally, he asked, “Are you making an accusation?”

“No, I’m asking a question. That was you, wasn’t it?”

His lips drew into a tight line. “I don’t answer to you.”

“Why are you so scared?”

“I’m not scared.”

“Yes, you are. I can smell it.”

He actually saw the decision in Dane’s eyes, but Roan let him do it because he was too tired to bother to react. Dane grabbed him roughly by the collar of his shirt and slammed him back against the wall, hard enough to cause a painting to fall off and break on the sand-colored carpet. It startled a yelp out of his wife. “Smell it? What kind of bullshit is this, you slimy—”

Holden grabbed his own father in a chokehold, the kind you could only learn on some very nasty streets where fighting was usually for keeps, and yanked him away, off his feet. He then turned and smoothly tossed his father across the room, where he landed on the couch. Holden could have ripped his head off, he could have pounded him into mush—if you survived the streets, gay or not, you were one tough motherfucker; that was why Hakes had only targeted the newbies—but he must have still had his rage under control. “If he says you’re lying, you’re lying,” Holden told him, stepping between Roan and his father. “And if you don’t knock this shit off, I’ll turn you over to him, you stupid fuck.”

That almost made Roan laugh. Did he expect him to lion out on his dad? It would really be much easier to subdue him with a take-down hold. Dane was pushing sixty and was clearly out of shape; he wouldn’t be hard to put down. There’d be no need to call on his lion side; his human side could easily beat the shit out of him. Being a cop had taught him how to do that, if nothing else.

Dane sat up and smoothed his rumpled shirt, attempting some dignity as he continued staring hatefully at Holden. Roan didn’t know how to break it to him that dignity had gone screaming out of the house a long while ago. “What’s that supposed to mean? Turn me over to him?”

“Did you kill her?” Holden insisted.

“Holden!” Mrs. Krause exclaimed, horrified.

But Holden just held a hand out, gesturing for the only mother he remembered to shut the fuck up. “Did you, you lying fucking bastard? Was she threatening to tell your wife or your congregation all about you? All about your bastard kids and your fucking around?”

“How dare you!” Dane shouted, jumping to his feet, meaty hands balled into fists at his side, red flushing his face and traveling down his neck. But the fear smell was still on him, sharp and sour, thick enough to make Roan wince. He could also see the pastor’s pulse beating in his throat; he was pushing fast toward a cardiac event. “You have no right to barge in here and insult me and accuse me of all these filthy things!”

Roan tuned out their shouting and edged up to Mrs. Krause, who jumped when she noticed how close he was in her peripheral vision. “Please put a stop to this before someone gets hurt,” he told her quietly. 

She looked at him with large, watery eyes, tear tracks carved like claw marks in the makeup on her cheeks. “What? I can’t—”

“You know what happened, you know the truth,” he said, and he knew she did. It was just that look she gave him when he’d told her he was a private eye. It was the look of a condemned woman who knew she deserved everything she was about to get. “Stop this now.” She shook her head, more tears spilling out of her eyes, a fear smell coming off her now, vinegary and almost a little bit sweet. “Do it for your son,” he told her, playing the guilt card. But he knew she loved Holden. She had raised him as her own, and he wondered now if she’d kept her mouth shut more for his sake than her husband’s. She was the only one who knew for sure.

She shut her eyes tight, as if trying to will herself awake, force herself out of this nightmare, and took a step back, hugging herself as if for warmth. But after a moment, she said quietly, “Stop.” Dane and Holden were arguing too loudly to hear her, so she took a breath and shouted, “Stop!”

The men looked at her, but with a sense of disinterest—she was just the woman who didn’t want them to fight anymore. But she opened her eyes and gave her husband a stern look in spite of the tears, and Roan saw a brief flash of panic on Dane’s face as she turned her glance to Holden. “I’ll tell you what happened.”
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The Patron Saint of Liars and Fakes



ACCORDING TO Mrs. Krause, what had occurred was this: Catherine had shown up on her doorstep that afternoon, seeking Dane and money in that order. Mrs. Krause knew the drill. They had moved away from their old parish in New Hampshire because a woman Dane had had an affair with was trying to blackmail them. Dane was a serial adulterer, always claiming he would change and never doing it. She had become almost inured to the indignity of it all.

Now Catherine didn’t say she was his mistress, but Mrs. Krause guessed, and when she claimed she needed money for an “emergency,” Mrs. Krause assumed it was a vague attempt at extortion. She gave her the money, if only to make her go away for the meantime. She didn’t know Catherine was an addict, one of the people in the recovery group. When Dane came home and she confronted him about it, he realized why Catherine had probably wanted the money and went off to find her. According to Dane, he had found her apartment door unlocked and Holden asleep, although Zoë was up and had indicated her mother was in the bathroom. That door seemed to be locked, but the more he’d tried it, the more he had realized there was just something wedged up against it. Once he shouldered it open, he found it had been Catherine slumped against the door, the tie still wrapped around her upper arm, the needle on the floor and the burnt spoon on the sink. He thought she was just really out from the heroin, but when he made to pick her up, he realized she wasn’t breathing. 

Dane said he’d panicked and called his wife, as he didn’t know what to do. She told him to call 911 as a neighbor and then come home. Since Catherine had no family here and few friends outside the recovery group, it was a good bet the police would call them. They did.

It was decided to adopt Holden and not Zoë for the simple reason that Zoë already knew Dane, knew he had been with her mother, and that could bring up questions they didn’t want to answer. 

During the entire explanation, Holden was looking at Roan, wide-eyed as if this movie was far too scary for him to watch, and Roan knew he’d ask him for confirmation on whether this was the truth or not. Roan fought down the urge to smirk. The mention of the burnt spoon almost seemed like too much detail, but when Mrs. Krause mentioned that Dane had panicked and called her, he watched Dane cringe more and more, head in his hands, staring down at the carpet. Dane’s body posture told Roan all he wanted to know: this man was a coward. Given the chance to fight or run, he would run every time. Monty Python’s Knights of the Round Table would be happy to have him. With the right circumstances, anyone could be a killer, but the circumstances to make Dane a killer would have to be pretty desperate indeed. He’d rather run. 

Here was the reason the Krauses were still together, in spite of everything. He might have been a serial cheater, an irresponsible man, but he was happy to cede all true control to his wife. Despite appearances, she probably kept their metaphorical ship sailing. So what she got in return for his disloyalty was control of everything else. It was a truly dysfunctional relationship, more like mother and son than husband and wife, and kind of creepy. 

“Is this real?” Holden asked, his voice hushed, strangled.

Roan took a final look at the cringing, helpless, humiliated figure of Dane at the end of the couch. Sad, pathetic. “As real as we’ll probably ever get.” 

Holden looked at the shrinking figure of his dad with eyes bright and hollow with shock. He was clearly too stunned to cry or even rage. “You let Zoë go for that reason? Because she knew who you were?”

“He didn’t make that decision,” Roan told him, glancing at Mrs. Krause. Her face was grim and still and reminded him of those wooden carved women you saw on the prow of pirate ships in movies. 

Holden followed his gaze, and when he saw who Roan was looking at, all the confusion on his face died in agony. “What? Mom….”

Roan shook his head. “Just let it go for now, Holden. I think we’ve all had enough revelations for today.”

Holden looked between Roan, his mother, and his dad with conflicting looks of anger, disgust, disbelief, and defeat. He must have known of the dynamic between his mother and father, but perhaps he didn’t know it as well as he thought. Perhaps they worked hard to sustain an illusion, even with their son. 

Holden opened his mouth to say something, but his voice died in his throat. He started shaking his head like he was trying to dislodge a word from his windpipe. 

“Holden, c’mon,” Roan encouraged gently, using his reasonable cop voice. It was the thing he used the most, out of all his cop training, and that surprised him a bit. He gently grabbed Holden’s arm and started steering him out of the living room. Holden was reluctant at first, but his will seemed to cave as he looked back at his mother, who was staring resolutely at the far wall, and his father, who was still a cringing bit of nothing at the end of the couch. There was more applause from the television as they left the house.

Roan slipped his hand in Holden’s pocket and took out his car keys, as he assumed he would be driving. Holden held it together until they got to the car, then lost it. “Goddamn it!” he shouted, pounding his fist on the hood of his car before bursting into tears. Roan had to help him into the passenger seat, then drove without saying a word, without doing anything. He had nothing to offer him. He was sorry, but Holden didn’t want sorry now. 

They were halfway back to Holden’s place when he finally ran out of tears. “What the fuck does this mean?” he asked, his voice thick with phlegm and anger and sorrow. 

“Your dad’s a happy pants, and your mom knows all about it and lets it happen. He never wants to take any responsibility, so she takes all the responsibility, and he lets her do whatever she wants as long as he never has to deal with shit. He has no spine, and she has nothing but.”

“But she’s… she chose me over Zoë?”

“Because you were young enough to be a blank slate. Zoë not only knew your dad, she knew her mother. Your mother decided she didn’t want to deal with that. Your dad went along with it, probably because he really didn’t care much either way.”

Holden looked at him hollowly, the thousand-yard stare of someone who had just lost everything. “They knew all along. They were never gonna tell me, were they?”

“Probably not.”

Holden was quiet for a long moment. “How do you know all this?”

“Because I’ve seen too many fucked-up people in my life, Holden. And it takes one to know one.” Once they stopped at a light, he asked Holden if he thought he could drive. That seemed to stun him even more, but he said he could. Roan told him he had to pick up his motorcycle, and Holden heard him without really hearing him, face blotchy from crying. He looked like a normal human being now, not a fantasy given form, and Roan felt bad for him to be so stripped down. This may have been the very first time he had ever been so truly naked. It seemed like an awful thing. 

They stopped near the parking garage where he’d left the bike, and Holden slid over into the driver’s seat as Roan got out. Holden looked at him desolately, as if he wanted to ask him to stay but knew he shouldn’t. In the end, he simply asked, “You’re gonna find Zoë for me?”

He nodded. “I’ll find her.” Roan knew he would eventually. He just didn’t know how long it would take. 

Holden nodded, looking ahead grimly, unconsciously mimicking his mother. 

Maybe Roan shouldn’t leave him alone. But Roan knew if he was in Holden’s place, he’d rather be left alone. Most wallowing in self-pity was best done on your own.

Once Holden drove off, Roan ventured into the underground garage and found his bike, which was still parked where he’d left it. He needed to stop being so careless, though. One of these days it’d get ripped off, and he’d be sorry.

Roan sat astride his bike for a while, listening to the curious echoes voices and noises made in this low-ceiling, yellow-lit place. There wasn’t a single parking garage in existence that wouldn’t have made a great setting in a horror movie. They seemed like dingy little tombs already, just ones for cars; auto graveyards, where they all gathered in mutual suicide pacts.

Okay, yeah, his mind was taking trips to some weird places right now. None of them good.

He took off and, considering the time, headed for Panic. Mighty Mouse—the huge bouncer with the tiny voice—recognized him and waved him on ahead of a group of guys who looked a bit too young to be there. Once he stepped into the main club, he was bludgeoned by music, Paul Oakenfold most likely, and his eyes needed to adjust to the stark contrasts of dim light and bright gel spots that painted shadows in lurid colors. It was crowded enough that he had to elbow his way up to the bar, although the closest bartender to him was Luis (real name: Rhett), the slim Hispanic guy with the perfectly tan and perfectly hairless chest. He looked barely twenty-one but was, in actuality, thirty. He recognized him and came over with a cheerful, “Roan! How you doin’, my man? You want Toby?”

“If possible.”

Luis whistled sharply and yelled down at the opposite end of the bar, “Hey, Toby, switch up!”

Dylan was down at that end of the bar, setting some guys up with martinis. He looked down, probably curious why Luis wanted to switch ends of the bar with him, and then noticed him. Roan gave him his best beauty-queen wave.

Dylan lit up upon seeing him, a grin splitting his handsome face, and Roan had no idea why, although it was sweet to see. He had no idea why anyone was ever happy to see him. Well, bill collectors, but that was a different story.

Dylan came down to him and leaned over the bar as if he might kiss him but remembered at the last moment he was at work and in front of a crowd of guys who lusted after him (and as a result, gave him big tips) and settled instead for leaning on the bar and giving him a sexy smile. “Hey there, stranger. What brings you here? Not business, I hope.”

“Nope, I just wanted to see you.”

That deepened his smile, made his dimples appear. He reached up and touched Roan’s hair. “Wow, you got it cut. I like it. It suits you.”

“Thanks.” He forgot that he’d gotten his hair cut today. Good Lord, had this all been just one day? One shitty day. He’d have blamed the codeine for warping his sense of time, but it wasn’t that. He’d had too many days like this off codeine to believe that.

Roan watched the sly light in Dylan’s brown eyes slowly die, his smile fading in increments as he looked into his eyes. “What’s wrong?” he wondered. “What happened?”

Was he that easy to “read”? Or was it just Dylan, capable of seeing right through him? Roan wasn’t sure which explanation he liked better. “Nothing. I’ve just had a shitty day.”

Dylan just stared at him a moment, his jaw tensing as he weighed whether or not to believe him. Finally, he shouted to Luis, “I’m gonna take a break.”

Luis shook his head as he poured what seemed like a needlessly colorful Long Island ice tea. “Hurry it up. This is prime time.”

“Five minutes tops,” Dylan assured him, motioning for Roan to follow him around to the end of the bar, where he pressed a button and opened up the end of it, waving Roan in impatiently. There were some depressed groans from the crowd, and some of them muttered such things as, “Why’s he the one?” That was a good question, and Roan would have happily answered it for them, except Dylan had already grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the employee door.

The room it led back to was little more than a tiny hallway that led to the employee bathroom and an emergency exit. It was dimly lit and smelled very much of lemon-scented cleansers and stale cigarette smoke. The music was muffled here, along with the smell and heat of the crowd; it seemed almost chilly. Roan could see goose bumps spreading out on Dylan’s bare chest. 

Dylan took Roan's face in his hands and brought it close enough to his that Roan thought he’d kiss him, but once again he didn’t. “What happened?”

This close, he could smell the apple gum Dylan had been chewing. He must have ditched it before he showed up. Roan knew he had to tell him something, but he didn’t know what, so what fell out of his mouth kind of surprised him. “Eli collapsed in my parking lot today.”

Dylan’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What?”

“He’s really sick. He’s not taking his infection well, divine or otherwise. I think it was a heart attack. Fiona and I did CPR on him until the EMTs showed up.”

“Oh God. How is he?”

“I don’t know. I’ve had my cell off, I haven’t checked my messages, and I haven’t turned on the television. Eli’s my Schrödinger’s Cat. He is both alive and dead until I answer my phone and his state is decided once and for all. I’m not really sure which state I prefer.”

Dylan smirked crookedly. “I’ve never heard anyone use Schrödinger’s Cat in casual conversation before.”

“I don’t think I’m in a right state of mind right now.”

Dylan’s expression collapsed, and it pained him to see it. “Are you stoned?”

Roan didn’t see telling him the truth. It would only hurt him. “No. I did take some of my migraine meds, though.” It wasn’t a complete lie; codeine was generally more effective than his migraine meds.

Dylan’s eyes widened in shock and sympathy, and he cradled Roan’s face more gently, letting one hand rest on his shoulder. “What? I thought those knocked you out.”

“Generally, but I can bull my way through them if I’m stubborn.”

“Are you insane? Go home! Get some rest.”

“I don’t want to go home,” he said, and Roan was surprised to hear it. But that was why he was here, wasn’t it? He didn’t always know himself very well. “Can I go home with you tonight?”

Dylan’s expression softened. “Do you even have to ask? Of course, it’s not as nice as your place.”

“I don’t care. You’re there. I’ll live.”

Dylan kissed him softly, but when he looked at him again, Roan saw nothing but concern in his eyes. “What is it going to take to make you talk to me? You think I don’t know something’s wrong? I do, just like I know you’d rather shut down than say a word. Why won’t you talk to me?”

That was a good question. Roan wished he had an answer for him. “Look, I’ll make you a deal. As soon as I close this case I’m on, let’s go away for a weekend.” In Dylan’s case, a weekend was Sunday and Monday, as he worked Saturday night. “I don’t care where. We can even just check into a hotel downtown under fake names. I won’t tell anyone where I’m going, I’ll leave my cell phone at home, I’ll be totally incommunicado. Maybe then you’ll be able to pry something out of me.”

Dylan sighed, his thumb stroking Roan’s jaw. It felt nice. “There’s nothing you could say to me that would scare me away. You know that, right?”

Actually, if he were smart, he’d have run off screaming already. Roan bet he could tell Dylan a lot of things that would scare him away. But he didn’t want to do that just yet. Roan slid his arms around him, making contact with his skin, and realized this was why he needed to be with Dylan right now. He was so vital, so alive, and not at all a part of the darkness he dealt with all the time. Roan leaned his forehead against his, just enjoying his warmth for a moment. “Yeah, I do. I’m usually not this much of a moody asshole. Thanks for putting up with me.”

“Consider yourself lucky you’re hot,” Dylan teased.

“And hung like a horse?”

“I’m not a size queen.”

“I guess this is where I say lucky me.”

“No, I think that’s my line,” Dylan replied, smiling, and then gave him a long, sweet kiss. Roan was just getting into it when Luis banged on the door and shouted, “C’mon, Toby, get your ass out here!”

They broke off with a mutual weary sigh, Dylan running a soothing hand through his hair. “You gonna be okay?”

Roan nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

He didn’t actually know if he would be, but it seemed like the thing he should say. He worried Dylan enough as it was.





AT FIRST, Roan wasn’t sure where he was, even though he knew not to panic because he could smell Dylan with him, feel the warmth of him curled around his body, one of his arms draped casually over his hip. Once he opened his eyes and got a good look at the place—as well as good scent—he realized he was at Dylan’s. His memory was a bit muzzy, but he figured that was the codeine… and oh yeah, the beer he’d had at the bar. Dylan wouldn’t serve him alcohol because he thought he was on meds, but when he wasn’t looking, Roan got Luis to slip him a beer. Probably unwise, but he felt he needed something if he was going to sit through the music. The beer made him sleepy, though, which wasn’t good.

A couple guys hit on him, tried to buy him drinks, but when one recognized him—“Hey, you’re that cat guy, aren’t you!”—he decided to go to the bookstore down the street and kill some time. He stayed until closing, picking up twenty dollars worth of used books and being constantly followed by the store cat, which made him feel terribly self-conscious. Even the cat recognized him as the cat guy.

He didn’t have to stay too much longer at the bar before it closed, mainly because he’d stopped at a Jack in the Box on his way back and had something to eat in an attempt to wake himself up and feel less drugged. He also looked at all the people who wandered through, catching something to eat at one in the morning, and there was a kind of sad solidarity between them all. Night owls—more than a few of them wasted—drifting in a twilight world that seemed so far removed from daytime that it was like a different universe entirely. For no reason he could name, he thought of these daylight refugees as “his” people.

The rest of the night was a blur; he only barely remembered coming home with Dylan. He did know that the codeine and the beer didn’t prevent him from having sex, which he thought it might. All those downers could make you a little soft. 

He lay there for a while, feeling Dylan’s breath on the back of his neck, warm underneath the blankets, eyeing Dylan’s small apartment as sunlight through translucent curtains started filling it with butter-yellow light. 

Dylan’s place was small, as you would expect the home of a bartender/starving artist to be. The bedroom was a tiny room off the living room/kitchenette and the only other room that existed beyond the bathroom. All together, the place was the size of Roan’s living room and kitchen combined, so no wonder Dylan thought his place was huge. His furniture all looked like thrift-store stuff—nothing matched—but it all seemed to work and appeared like a deliberate choice, which probably reflected Dylan’s artistic eye. Certainly the walls did, as each one was painted a different color. The bedroom was a sky-blue, the living room was a warm cinnamon-reddish-brown, the kitchen was a bright, sunshiny orange-yellow, and the bathroom was a cool, minty-green. Dylan admitted his landlord hadn’t seen it, and he had no idea how she’d react when she discovered that her permission to paint his apartment had been abused in such a fashion. Roan figured the woman should thank him for making such a cramped little place look more interesting. 

The need to piss eventually became overwhelming, so he slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Dylan up, and in his minty-green bathroom Roan looked at himself in the mirror over the sink. He didn’t look hungover, which was good, as he wasn’t—but he looked like he hadn’t slept very well or very much. According to the clock, he had; it was noon. He should have felt bad about the indulgence of sleeping in so late, except they hadn’t gotten back here until after three in the morning. So he’d had less than eight hours sleep really. Fuck.

He found his boxers and pulled them back on, noticing his coat had ended up upside down over the back of the couch, and his cell had fallen out and was just sitting there on the cushion. He eyed it like a viper, something that was on the verge of uncoiling and attacking him. Had he dodged this bullet long enough? Was it time to face reality?

He was lucky to have avoided it this long, and he knew it. He grabbed the phone and turned it on as he padded to the kitchen to see what Dylan had that he could throw together for breakfast (okay, lunch, at this hour). He felt compelled to make Dylan breakfast, even though he wasn’t a very good cook, because he knew he’d eventually break his heart. He was apologizing in advance.

His phone rang almost five seconds after he’d turned it on. He checked the screen to see who was calling and couldn’t believe what the display said. He rubbed his eyes and checked it again. No, same thing. He answered the phone out of gnawing curiosity. “Do you ever turn on your fucking phone?” Stovak, Eli’s kiss-ass lawyer, snarled the second the connection went through.

“Not if it’s you calling,” he snapped. “Why the fuck are you calling me? Are you gonna sue me ’cause I broke some of Eli’s ribs while doing CPR?”

Stovak was quiet for a long moment, which was unusual for the sneering homophobe. When he got his voice back, he said flatly, “You really don’t know, do you?”

Roan peered into Dylan’s fridge to see what he had. Lots of fruit and Indian takeout food cartons. “Know what?”

Stovak hissed a breath through his teeth. “He’s dead, McKichan. It’s been all over the local news since last night. You haven’t even turned on a fucking TV?”

So much for his Schrödinger’s Cat. Poor kitty. “I’ve been busy. So why are you calling me? I didn’t kill him. I actually tried to save his ass, although I’m not sure why.”

“I know.” Again a heavy pause, suggesting Stovak hated having this conversation as much as he did. “Look, we may need your help. Since his death was announced… some people are totally losing their shit….”

“I know someone who runs a security company. I’ll call him for you.”

“And walk away?”

“Absolutely. I’m not affiliated with you nut-jobs. I’m sorry his followers are freaking out, but that’s not my problem.”

“You stubborn—” he began, but before he could slap on a slur, he stopped himself. “Jesus, you’re a bastard. I have no idea why he put you in his will.”

Roan paused, reaching for a bottle of water. What did he just say?



19

Everybody Is



IN RETROSPECT, Roan realized Stovak being so desperate to contact him was a warning sign.

Eli’s death pretty much split the Church of the Divine Transformation down the middle. Eli didn’t leave a clear successor, so two people ended up duking it out (mostly figuratively) to take over leadership: his current girlfriend, Heather Dow (whom Roan hoped wasn’t a psychopathic killer), who wanted to continue Eli’s style of leadership, and a guy named David Harvey, who was some kind of under-priest (or whatever the fuck they called them in Divine Transformation, and he really didn’t care), and wanted to be more “aggressive,” whatever that meant. (Were they going to infect people against their will?) This caused a schism between followers already distraught over Eli’s death, and this led to fistfights and minor acts of vandalism. Eli’s funeral became a riot between conflicted Church members and anti-cat protesters, where twelve people were injured and ten were arrested. It topped the local news for days and days, and a couple of times Roan was contacted by reporters who wanted him to either comment on Eli or tell them about how he had died in his parking lot. He said “no comment” every time and pointed them toward the lawyer he did work for, Dennis Caldera, who either gave them an official no or simply had his secretary keep them on hold until they hung up. It turned out to be a good time to sneak out of town with Dylan. Somehow the fucking thing became national news, reviving the debate on whether the Church was dangerous (from religious types and public health officials alike). 

Because there were people actively seeking his comment on shit he didn’t care about, he and Dylan drove out to the coast and stayed at a hotel there. It wasn’t very expensive, but that was a good thing, as they didn’t leave their room too often. Hell, Roan could count on his hand how many times he got out of bed. They had lots of sex and quite a bit of room service too, so they didn’t have to bother to go out. He didn’t exactly spill his guts to Dylan, but he opened up enough to him that Dylan actually suggested again that seeing a therapist about his depression might be a good thing. Roan didn’t mention he had seen counselors twice in his life, once as a teenager and then once as a cop, and all he’d learned was he could break anyone’s depression scale, and guys who wore sweaters and talked so slowly it sounded like they’d overdosed on Valium bugged the shit out of him.

By the time they got back from their lazy weekend, things had gotten worse. The good news was the whole ex-chief child molester scandal had gotten buried by all the Church trouble, but the bad news was the cops had their hands—and cat cages—full with all the Church drama. Then a cat “activist” named Craig Lombardi was killed in what was dubbed a “cat bashing,” and part of the city seemed to explode. There was rioting and protests for two days, like the WTO had spontaneously had a summit, and some asshole called in the National Guard—well, what was left of them, the ones who weren’t humping a pack and getting shot in Iraq and Afghanistan—but they did no good at all and were called back before they killed someone. 

Chief Matthews asked Roan to come back as an “honorary police officer” to try and manage some kind of détente with the cat people (oh, how he cringed at that nickname), but it took Dylan guilting him in his own Buddhist way to make him do it. It was weird, but it was a brief stint, which he could handle. In fact, during one crowd-control situation that was rapidly getting out of hand, Roan lost his temper and roared at them. Not yelled at them like a human, but let out a straight-from-the-diaphragm, angry lion roar that ripped the shit out of his throat. It was actually funny how quickly a block full of arguing people suddenly fell silent—totally dead silent—staring at him in varying degrees of shock. Who knew such a sound could come out of a human? He wasn’t able to speak much above a growl, since he’d damaged his throat, but luckily he had all their attention after that, and when he told them to knock this shit off before he got really mad, even his fellow cops seemed to become totally obedient. Nobody wanted him to turn into a lion, it seemed. He’d heard a rumor that a cop resigned after the incident because he was so freaked out by it, but Roan chalked that up to either urban legend or some puss looking for an excuse to bail out. 

In the meantime, Eli’s will was read, and while Roan wasn’t there, he was sorry he’d missed it. Apparently it turned into a minor riot of its own, as Eli had left some disparaging comments toward his own family, cutting them out entirely, and Stovak used the occasion to notify his brother Charles and his lawyer Stockport that he had filed a lawsuit against them on behalf of Eli’s estate for all the embezzlement. (Roan had FedExed him the papers Eli had left behind.) Things apparently degraded from there.

Roan figured Eli had left him something in his will only to keep fucking with him even after he was dead, and that sentiment seemed proven when Stovak told him Eli had left him his computer. Why the fuck would he leave him his computer? To rub in the fact that he had a much newer, better model?

But Roan realized that Eli was using him again, recalling his taunting of him as the “last honest man.” There were files about each and every member of the Church. Did he expect Roan to keep an eye on them? Use the information to smack some of them down? No matter what he intended, Roan now had all the dirt he could ever want on the members of the Church of the Divine Transformation. What was he going to do with it? He still wasn’t sure. Purely for safety reasons, he pulled out the hard drive and put it in a safety deposit box at his credit union, replacing the hard drive in Eli’s stack with a fresh new one. It looked like Eli’s computer, right down to the “Cat Power” sticker on it, but anyone who tried to boot it up was in for a major disappointment. He told no one he’d done this, not even Dylan. Roan figured that once things calmed down and word got around about who had Eli’s computer and what might be on it, it could be a very dangerous thing to own. Eli had probably laughed when he’d put it in his will, knowing the shit that would come down when Roan ended up with it in his lap. Bastard.

The truth was—and it surprised him a bit—he was concerned about one person at the Church, enough that he looked her up and visited her. Rainbow had moved in with her aunt temporarily, since she was bothered by all the conflict, and he dropped in one day just to see how she was doing. He didn’t know why he felt kind of bad for her, except she was a very harmless soul. And as misguided as she was to believe in all of this shit, she actually meant well. Maybe that was the hardest thing about all of this. The backbone of this church—of all churches, perhaps—was made up of the well-intentioned yet totally misguided. They didn’t want to hurt you or anybody else, but they were quite sure that their way was the only way. 

He talked to her while she knitted, the clack of the needles filling a screened-in porch looking over an overgrown backyard that seemed dominated by wild blackberry bushes and towering pines. She’d given him a glass of tea so sweet and minty he wondered if he was drinking sugared mouthwash. The air smelled of dust and housecats, and she talked very kindly of Eli, who seemed like a different person than the one Roan had known. He still felt bad for her. He actually imagined that she felt bad for him. 

Eventually the public arguing and near-riots stopped, but things were at a simmer as opposed to a full boil. Things could erupt at any time, and everyone knew it. The city council was considering restrictive new rules on public demonstrations, but the ACLU was standing by, ready to smack them back down. Some of the anti-cat hate groups started leaving as soon as the media started filtering out toward the next great freak show, but some had stayed behind to harass the “cat people” whenever possible, promising more disaster in the future. The leadership question wasn’t decided, and Roan actually heard from Rainbow that there was a possibility of the Church fracturing into two different groups. Hadn’t the Church of England started that way? Goddamn, this was way more complicated than it had any right to be. It was a stupid cult! Who gave it that much power?

On the Zoë front, he found her, and he didn’t even need to get up from his desk. His DMV friend told him to look at a specific California newspaper section on a certain day, and Internet investigation turned up a wedding announcement between Zoë Williams and a James Garcia. Some further searching uncovered that she and James were now separated, and Zoë worked in a department store in Mission Viejo and lived with her daughter in the area. She was listed in the phone book, so it wasn’t hard to get her number, and he passed it on to Holden.

As for Holden, he was still a little shaken by developments. He told Roan his mother had been calling on a semi-regular basis to talk to him, but he’d never returned a single one of her phone calls. He had no idea what he’d say to her. Or his dad, but he never expected to hear from his dad again. Holden was tired of being a hustler too, and he figured as soon as he got the Internet venture launched with Rocky, he’d eventually get out of it. He had no idea what he’d do then, but Roan wasn’t too concerned about him. He was a smart guy, resourceful, charming—he may have been a Fox, but he always seemed to land on his feet. 

Roan was getting really used to having Dylan around, to the point where it was weird to wake up in bed without him, and Dylan had a whole dresser drawer all to himself, where he kept spare clothes. You knew it was a serious relationship when they started moving stuff into your place. Roan had also been giving him a crash course on the great Simpsons episodes on his box sets, and Dylan had come to realize he really liked the Simpsons. Which was good, because Roan didn’t think he could have a relationship with someone who hated or was completely indifferent to them. (Okay, he was a geek and a grown man with cartoon box sets as the star of his DVD collection. He had accepted this, and if anyone demanded his man card because of it, they’d have to fight him for it.) 

But as good as things were, he was preparing for the worst. Not with Dylan, but with life. This cat shit was unsettled, and he knew as much as he tried to avoid it, he would get swept up in it eventually. He knew that the day he went to open his office and found “Your (sic) next, kitty fag!” painted on his door in genuine housecat blood. He supposed the “next” was a reference to Eli’s death, indicating he’d be the next one to die, but Roan wouldn’t bet on that.

Both Gordo and Seb took it as a serious death threat and wondered why Roan wasn’t all that troubled by it. He couldn’t explain it to them, but he honestly hoped anyone who wanted to take a shot at him took it and made it good, because they’d only get the one. Then his other half would come out to play, and it wouldn’t look good for the stupid dickhead who decided to take him on.

It was a bitch to be infected, and yes, he was a freak amongst the freaks. But he’d be lying if he didn’t admit—at least to himself—that it had a perk or two.

No matter where he was, he was the scariest thing in the place. Some kitty-haters might just have to find that out firsthand. 





P.S.: For those concerned, Jacob Tolliver and Ginger Snapp ran off and are happily living together in California. Roan decided simply not to bother them.
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Book One

Freefall



1

What Would Wolves Do



THE LONELIEST time in the world was 2:45 a.m.

It was long enough after the bars closed that everyone who had a place to go (or thought they did) and was physically able to leave was gone, so all that was left were the chronically homeless or the blind drunk, who had a tendency to drift into shadows or cars or parks, effectively disappearing. You could wander entire blocks and feel like the last man on earth.

Then you entered a convenience store, the last glowing beacon of humanity, and the feeling fled under florescent lights highlighting aisles and aisles of unnaturally colored snack food. It made you want to be the last man on earth.

Maybe it was that, or it was his latest case, which was just one fucking depressing surprise after another. He nodded at the Pakistani clerk, a sad-eyed man slumped at the counter, idly watching a portable TV that sounded like it was tuned to a Law and Order repeat (sure, why not? They could play that fucking show twenty-four hours a day for a month and never run out of different episodes), and then went to the back, where the cooler cases were. Roan had already decided this case was over, prematurely ended due to unexpected weirdness. 

He had been hired by his client, one Holly Faraday, to tail her husband, Dallas Faraday. Over the past couple of months, Dallas had been working later and later, and she’d discovered, by finding a bill he’d thrown away, that he had maxed out his personal credit card—the one with the hundred-thousand-dollar limit. She confronted him about it, and he made up some phony story about outstanding student loans and a bad bet, but it made no sense to her. Then he drained their bank account, seemed to always have an excuse not to sleep with her, and one of her favorite coats—some ludicrously expensive Prada thing—disappeared. She figured he was having an affair (in spite of his denials), and that maybe he was being blackmailed, which would explain why his money was being spent so freely and mysteriously.

Roan doubted it was blackmail, as shows and mystery fiction had overstated its use. Dallas was in the higher echelon of the middle class—he was an upper management drone at Columbia Mutual—but he was hardly someone worthy of blackmail, unless it was a family member extorting him for money. (When blackmail was involved, it was never complete strangers who had lucked into dirty secrets.) So he’d started following him. Of course he wasn’t working late like he’d told her. Roan discovered he’d actually been fired from his job at the beginning of the week—and uncovered Dallas’s secret life.

First of all, he had herpes. Roan caught him buying Valtrex, and he also caught him taking some in the front seat of his Lexus, washing it down with his latte. He didn’t take pictures of that, although it did explain his lack of sexual interest in his wife. Why wouldn’t he tell his wife about it, though? He might have exposed her to it already; she might already have it. It wasn’t fair to keep that information from her.

Dallas drove around for a bit, withdrawing money from two different ATMs, which was suspicious. Roan began to wonder if he was a sex addict, “addicted” to prostitutes (which would explain the venereal disease). He then drove down toward a formerly seedy but now gentrifying part of the city and visited a woman who lived in a ground-floor apartment. He got telephoto pictures of a not-so-subtle cocaine deal—he was buying himself some nose candy from a frizzy-haired blonde woman who looked like the perfect stereotype of a soccer mom, save for that tattoo. (He wasn’t sure what it was but guessed it was probably a cactus.) His new camera had such high resolution that he was able to see it was purely powdered stuff, not crack or crystal. Very old school. The woman didn’t look like Tony Montana. Her place wasn’t that posh, either. A very small-time dealer.

Dallas ended the night at a kegger taking place at an off-campus house outside the local college, where there was no way in hell he was invited (he was about fifteen years older than everyone else), but they were all too drunk to give a crap about the skeevy cokehead cruising the coeds. He abandoned his stakeout there, as there was no way to watch for long without being noticed.

But that explained the money and possibly the herpes. Dallas had a major drug habit. How he’d suddenly found nose candy about ten years after it became antiquated Roan had no idea, but it was still an addictive motherfucker. But none of this was part of the moral quandary that had haunted him the rest of the night. Should he turn the photos over to the cops?

If she had been a small-time pot dealer, it wouldn’t have even occurred to him. Hypocritical, but there it was. Most potheads were harmless, simply because doing harm would have meant getting off the couch. And dealers who did their business in dime bags were generally rank amateurs, usually high school or college kids, no one very hardcore. But once you vaulted into the harder stuff—be it the crack dealers or the pot-growing operations that took up an acre or two—things got exponentially more dangerous, mainly because the amount of money involved also increased. Money was the key. Not too many people got worked up over twenty dollars worth of pot. But make that twenty-five-thousand dollars worth of pot (or whatever), and yeah, people cared very much. That’s when guns and violence entered the equation.

Potheads generally didn’t do anything but act stupid and eat Twinkies. Cokeheads could go fucking nuts. Staying up twenty hours in a row and eating nothing but coke could do that to anyone. Amphetamines made you feel invincible and stupid enough to believe it. A small-time coke dealer still might be trouble.

At what point in his life had he decided he didn’t want to seem like a narc? It was too late—he’d already been a cop once. That stained you as a “narc” for life. He eyed all the sodas through the glass doors of the cold case and decided he wanted something else. He just didn’t know what. He was tired and thirsty and hungry, and it was a long drive home. He’d told Dylan he was on stakeout duty, but he may have showed up after work anyway, as he had his own key to Roan’s place. Sometimes Dylan made him dinner, and even though they were vegetarian things, they were usually pretty good. Dylan’s job made him a night owl by default, so at least they had that in common.

He’d know if Dylan was addicted to coke. Roan himself had to be really careful about when and how many pain pills he took, as Dylan was suspicious enough about his relationship with pills anyway. And they didn’t even live together. So how did Dallas get away with being a cokehead and Holly never suspecting a thing? That didn’t make sense. He’d be nervous and shaky, probably more high-strung than he was before, possibly losing weight or at least his appetite. And that’s not to mention the other side effects that could result, such as spontaneous nosebleeds. She’d noticed the changes in money and some behavior, but not all? Why not? Oh sure, some people seemed to miss a lot, but Holly had struck him as sharper than that. Perhaps he was wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time.

He’d just decided on a bottled green tea when he heard the chime of the door’s bells, followed shortly after by a rough male voice shouting, “Empty the fucking cash register, now!”

Roan turned, and had to take a couple of steps back to the end of the candy aisle to see what was going on. A guy with a nine millimeter, black hoodie-wearer with the hood pulled tight around his face, was so agitated he seemed to be rocking back and forth even as he stood still. Speak of the devil—it was probably a methhead. They could become a serious case of twitches, tics, and shivers. Coke was bad enough, but meth was hell, a quick trip to the grave. He heard the high was spectacular, and it must have been for people to deteriorate so fast.

Roan had actually decided to let the robbery go, as it was too dangerous to the clerk to go after him here and now. He could follow him outside and confront him there. He knew the streets were fairly deserted, and the chance of collateral damage was almost zero. But the guy thought the clerk wasn’t moving fast enough and smashed him in the head with the gun. “Don’t fuckin’ try anythin’ with me, towelhead!” the guy snapped, reaching over the counter.

“Stupid shit,” Roan muttered under his breath. This could have gone smoothly. No one could have been hurt. But he decided to be even more of a fuckhead than he already was. Roan knew if he started running, the guy would hear him and turn, so he had to buy some time. He stepped into the candy aisle and tossed the bottle of tea.

It was a dead shot. It hit him square on the back of the skull, and even though the glass bottle didn’t break, Roan heard the terrible thunk of impact, and the guy pitched forward across the counter, although he didn’t drop the gun. “Fuck!” he roared. The bottle shattered when it hit the floor.

Roan had started running, but he could tell from the smell the robber was giving off that he was amped up and probably relatively impervious to pain. He started turning, gun out, and Roan realized he’d started running too late. The guy would have time to shoot him before he reached him.

So he lunged for him. He didn’t ram into him—somehow he landed with his feet on the edge of the counter, bracketing the man’s chest, putting him in a good position to grab the man’s gun hand and punch him in the face with his other hand. He felt a tooth give under his knuckle.

“Motherf—” The guy began struggling, and Roan snapped his wrist like it was made of plywood. He let out a horrified yelp, and Roan slammed his forehead down on the man’s face. It hurt like a motherfucker, and he saw stars, but the robber got it worse. Roan let his arm go so he could slide to the floor, and Roan instantly grabbed the edge of the counter, where he had planted his feet. Was this defying gravity? He supposed not, but it was pretty close. He was balancing—easily—on the very edge of the counter. He could see the clerk behind the counter, crouched down with a thin trickle of blood dripping from his scalp. His eyes were wide and definitely startled, like he wasn’t sure if he should be more afraid of Roan or the guy with the gun. 

“You call the cops?” Roan asked, finally feeling the strain on the backs of his legs.

For a second he just stared at Roan like he couldn’t believe he was for real, then gestured to something under the counter. “Got a button back here.”

“Good.” Roan dropped back down to the floor, careful to avoid the robber, who was already coming around. Roan kicked him over onto his face and put a foot on the back of his head to keep him down, leaning back against the counter to wait. “Don’t struggle. I have your gun now.” Actually, it was still on the counter where it had fallen, and Roan had no interest in it. He didn’t need it.

The clerk stood up at some point, turning the set’s volume down to almost nothing, and eventually asked, “How did you do that?”

Oh no. “Do what?”

“That—that jump. I’ve never seen anyone do something like that outside of movies. Are you a gymnast or something?”

The jump? The jump. Staring down the aisle, he realized his lunge was done about, what, twenty feet from the robber? More or less? He should go for the long-jump competition. Roan wanted to say, No, I’m a cat, but managed to fight the urge. It was for the best. “Not exactly.” He didn’t know he could do that. But if he could jump from a third floor and manage to land on his feet (and not break every bone in his legs), why couldn’t he do this? It was a minor variation on a theme.

He wasn’t sure if he wanted the cops that showed up to know him or not, but as it turned out, the difference was split. It was Thompson and Bragg, two cops he had seen involved with crowd control at one of the Church of Divine Transformation protests he was called in to help patrol—they all knew of each other, but didn’t really know each other at all. Thompson was a rock-solid, six foot three, two-hundred-pound guy who bore a very minor resemblance to a young Jim Brown, a reference that Thompson totally didn’t get when he mentioned it. It made Roan feel so very old. Bragg was an attractive, slightly heavyset woman, ten inches shorter than her partner, who seemed to show no emotion whatsoever, no matter the situation. Thompson was a bit more jovial, but in a way that suggested he and Bragg had worked out their whole “good cop/bad cop” routine in advance.

Bragg took his statement while the EMTs bundled the suspect off to the emergency room (broken wrist, possible concussion), and Thompson interviewed the clerk, who was actually the owner of the shop—it seemed he had a hard time getting people to cover the night shift. (No, really?) He gave Thompson an earful on shitty police coverage and response time, but Thompson took it all with the same good humor he took everything.

Roan got his tea. As soon as the cops arrived and took over, he got another bottle from the cold case. He offered money, but the clerk/owner waved it away. Maybe a free drink was the least he could expect. Maybe he should have tried to get a frozen burrito thrown in as well.

Bragg asked him if he carried a gun, and he opened his jacket and showed her the Sig Sauer in his belt holster. That made her raise a painted eyebrow at him. “You didn’t pull it?”

“Why? Get in a gun fight with a civilian right there?”

“When you hit him with the bottle, you could have just as well have shot him. There’d have been no fight at all.”

Roan scoffed. “Kill a guy for trying to rob a store? I don’t think so.”

She kept giving him that stare, like she couldn’t believe he was for real. It was then, inside the store, that Thompson let out a startled laugh and said, “Lisha, you gotta see this! This is fucking awesome.” Thompson was watching security camera footage of the incident. He looked up and met Roan’s eyes. “How’d you fuckin’ do that, man?”

“Pilates,” Roan replied, deadpan.

Thompson thought about it for a moment, thinking he was serious, but then he realized he was being sarcastic and laughed, shaking his head. “You’re crazy.”

He felt like it, but he knew Thompson meant it in a humorously complimentary way. Roan hoped that footage didn’t end up on YouTube too.

Roan drove home, listening to the Deftones and trying to stay awake. You’d think that his adrenaline would be high, but it wore off very quickly. He was tired and kind of drained. It was a shitty tail, and it had been a shitty couple of weeks. It was one of those times when he wondered if he should quit this job entirely, and then he’d wonder what he could do instead and reconsidered it. He was only qualified to be a smartass, and amazingly, no one paid for that. Well, very few at any rate.

The house was dark when he got home, but Dylan’s beater car was in the driveway, and he’d left the porch light on for Roan. He unlocked the door to a quiet house that still had the smells of recent cooking lingering in it. From the scent alone, he guessed it was something Moroccan, as he could smell peppers and cumin and couscous. Other things too—was that raisins?—but those were the dominant smells. There was a note from Dylan on the breakfast bar that he read while listening to the messages on his answering machine. It was short, saying Dylan had tried to stay up and wait for him, but he was tired, so he ate dinner and went to bed, but he’d left him dinner in the fridge. Fair enough. The messages were nothing remarkable. Unless Dylan had erased it, this was day number two without a death threat from an anonymous guy he'd started to think of as Mr. Asshat. He should mark it on the calendar.

But while it seemed good on the surface, it could be terrible. Maybe Mr. Asshat had gotten bored. Or maybe he’d decided that the time for talking was done, and the time for action was nigh. Fuck it—he’d find out soon enough.

There was a brief tug of war between hungry and tired, but tired won, so he simply went upstairs, letting the dim moonlight illuminate his path. He didn’t really need to see anyway; he knew this house, how everything was laid out. He didn’t need to see to know what was where.

Once he made it to the bedroom, he quietly stripped, piling his clothes on the chair before slipping into bed beside Dylan. Roan had bought new sheets and blankets, an attempt to move on even in a merely cosmetic sense, and he still wasn’t used to the feel of them against his skin. It was weird what you got used to without realizing it.

He didn’t want to wake Dylan up, but the shifting mattress seemed to do it, and he turned toward Roan and opened his sleepy eyes. “Hey there.” He must have glanced at the clock on the nightstand behind him, as he quickly added, “Wow, that was one long tail.”

“Yeah.”

Dylan cupped his face in his hand as he brushed one of his legs against his. This was still nice; he still missed the warmth of another human being when it wasn’t there. “Anything happen?”

He wanted to say, I’m a hostage situation away from superherodom. Do you think I have an ass for spandex? But instead he said, “Nope, not really. How’d your night go?”

“Oh, dull. It was a really slow night for some reason.”

“Cock ring show in town?”

He smirked, too tired to laugh. “I think I’d have been informed if there was. I’m glad I grabbed one of your books before I left, ’cause I ended up reading most of it. Not that the boss was happy about me reading on the job, but there was no one to serve drinks to for long stretches.”

“Tell him reading makes you look smart, and smart guys are hot.”

“Only to some.”

“I don’t like himbos.”

He kissed him softly on the bottom lip, letting his hand trail down his chest. “I know. It’s very sweet of you.”

“I’m a weirdo.”

“Stop that,” Dylan said mildly. He snuggled closer, and Roan put his arms around him as Dylan nestled his head into his neck. He must have washed his hair before he went to bed, because Dylan’s hair smelled faintly of green-tea conditioner.

Roan could hear birds start chirping outside, as it was just about four in the morning, and out here some of the songbirds beat the sun by a good hour. Not many, though, so it wasn’t too distracting. He concentrated on Dylan’s breathing as it slowed and deepened as he fell back to sleep, and tried to copy him. He was tired, and yet not quite tired enough to fall asleep.

Maybe because somewhere, in the back of his mind, he had this awful feeling that something bad was going to happen, that he had dodged so many bullets that his luck was bound to turn. You could fight a lot of things, but odds and entropy always got you in the end.

Roan just wondered who Mr. Asshat was and what they would do when they finally decided to pull the trigger.
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Exodus Damage



ROAN DREAMED he was pleading to someone that he was trying. He didn’t know who, or what it was about, but, with jumbled dream logic, he was sure it was the most important thing in the world. He was desperate to convince this person he was trying, and he could feel his heart pounding even in his dream, anxiety spiking and punching through the dream state.

So when his alarm went off, he felt like he lurched out of sleep, the beeping so annoying he wanted to slap it across the room—and almost did, but decided he didn’t want to spend any more money on replacing broken alarm clocks. He turned it off and lay there for a moment, aware he was sweating and his heart rate was just starting to slow. Birds were chirping loudly outside his window, but it was a gloomy day, so light was filtered, as if through a dirty aquarium.

He heard soft footsteps in the hall, so he wasn’t surprised when he heard the bedroom door open. (He really needed to oil that hinge.) Dylan padded in and asked, “You awake?”

“Sadly.”

Roan heard a rustle of paper and smelled that curious soy ink newspapers used now, and Dylan asked, “Were you ever going to tell me about this?”

Roan opened his eyes and saw that he was holding out a folded square of the paper, opened to the inside of the local section, where they had these tiny articles about the crime beat. There was an article titled “Robbery Thwarted By Customer.” Oh terrific. Hadn’t it happened too late to make the morning paper? How fast was their turnaround time? The small article—and it was printed in small font—was only two paragraphs long, and identified him and the would-be robber by name, but they couldn’t just leave it at names. Oh no. He was identified as “Roan McKichan, a private investigator with ties to the police department.” That would come as a shocker to most of the police department.

He looked up to see Dylan looking down at him with his dark eyebrows raised curiously. He wasn’t quite angry, but he was clearly wondering if he should go there. Roan sighed and rubbed his eyes, buying time. “It wasn’t a big deal. It happened on my way home. I just didn’t feel like talking about it last night. Or this morning. Whatever.”

Dylan sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. He looked only slightly more awake than Roan did, dressed in sweatpants and an old “Ski Mojave” T-shirt. Roan could smell eggs and toast, and hoped he’d made huevos rancheros. “Technically, it’s afternoon, but I made breakfast anyways. Wanna join me, hero?”

That last bit was weary, not sarcastic, so he took that as a good sign. He assured Dylan once he joined him downstairs he’d tell him everything, which would give Roan time to edit his story. He took a quick shower, washing away the sweat and letting his adrenaline levels even out. He didn’t know why fragments of such a banal dream could disturb him so much, but it did. An anxiety dream? Who was he failing? Dylan? He knew that one already. If he was going to be troubled by dreams, they could have the decency to tell him something new.

He really wanted codeine. He briefly considered even just popping half a Tylenol codeine, which was the equivalent of scarfing a baby aspirin, but ultimately he decided not to. He could at least try, for Dylan, even if he didn’t know it. He tossed on some old jeans and a tank top, mainly because they were the first items he pulled blindly out of the drawer.

He was greeted by the sharp scent of dark espresso and the mellow sounds of Sun Kil Moon on the stereo, as Dylan usually liked to listen to music when he cooked, and he had gotten the espresso maker out of the closet, unaware that it had been a wedding present from Paris’s parents to the both of them. Roan was sure if he told him he’d put it away, but Roan had never told him.

Dylan had made a kind of tofu scramble that was better than it sounded, and Roan told him an abbreviated version of what had happened at the convenience store last night. He stopped it at the throwing of the tea, implying that stunned the robber enough that he was able to subdue him until the cops arrived. He didn’t see it as lying, more as just simply not admitting he was getting more freaky as he got older.

Dylan did have some good news, although he didn’t seem very thrilled about it. He’d got a showing at a downtown art gallery, but not one of those smaller avant-garde places where he often had showings. It seemed the “big” city gallery had decided to highlight local artists, and he was chosen after someone else fell through, and one of the artists actually in the show recommended him. It’d be in two weeks, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to do it. He was sure that no one in the gallery actually knew who he was, save for Reiko, who had recommended him. He felt like he was being tossed scraps, and on top of that, he had no idea what he’d show. Roan encouraged him to pick out his most “meaningful” pieces (Dylan said he didn’t have favorites, as he just couldn’t judge his own work that way), and to include at least one of his “bleeding hardware” series, if only for him. He was promising he’d go with Dylan to the debut showing, and Roan had no idea what he’d wear to an art gallery soiree (in fact, he was relatively sure that none of his clothes were nice enough), when the phone rang and probably saved him from sinking into even deeper trouble.

It was a man who identified himself as Chris Spencer and wanted to make an appointment today, as he had a case for him. Roan was going to fob him off on Fiona to set up an appointment, but he sounded desperate, and Roan couldn’t kid himself—he needed the money. So he said he’d meet him at the office within the hour. He didn’t need to tell Dylan, as he’d heard what Roan said, but thankfully he didn’t blame him at all. He totally understood needing the money.

Once he changed into slightly more presentable clothes and checked the weather, he decided to take his motorcycle anyway, as he felt he needed to get some better adrenaline going. He had a black leather trench coat that Paris used to tease him was de rigueur for the “stylish gay Nazi” and wore it, in hopes it would keep some of the sputtering rain off. The results were mixed.

The office was supposed to be closed today, so Fiona wasn’t there (he hadn’t expected to get through with the Faraday case so quickly), and as he opened the place he realized he missed her. It was nice to have someone bright and sarcastic hanging around the office, keeping him on his toes. Also, keeping him mostly sober.

He had time to put on a pot of coffee and call Holly Faraday. Accidentally, he called her home number and got her and Dallas’s machine, so he quickly hung up and called her work number. There he got her voice mail system. Did no one answer their phone anymore? He left a bland message, identifying himself and asking her to call him as soon as she could. It was unlikely anyone would intercept her work voice mail, but he still had to keep client confidentiality.

He was finished with that when a man came through the door. He was a bit on the short to average size, about five five and one hundred and forty pounds, wearing a brown-plaid flannel shirt and heavy work jeans, with scuffed brown work boots to match. He was blandly handsome, not a bad-looking guy, with nut-brown hair and piercing blue eyes in a pleasantly round, open face. He was also carrying a Jack-Bauer-style man purse, but Roan tried not to hold that against him. He had a strong grip when he shook his hand.

Although no one else was here, he invited him back into his office out of habit. Roan took his seat behind his desk, where he felt most comfortable anyway, and Spencer took the seat in front. Roan had barely gotten settled when Spencer blurted out nervously, “Will you hear me out before turning me down?”

Oh, that was never a good sign.

Spencer told him his five-year-old son had gone missing from Bishop Park eleven years ago, and the whole thing had become a “cold” case at the police department several years ago. There was a sketch of a possible suspect, but it was so vague it could have applied to almost any white male, and no evidence was ever found. It was like his son, Keith, just stopped existing, dropped off the face of the earth.

“If it’s a cold case, and eleven years old, I don’t see how I could help you,” Roan told him honestly. “Any evidence that may have existed is long gone, and if the cops couldn’t find anything back then, I can’t believe I’d find anything now.”

Spencer nodded through this, his eyes occasionally moist but tears never falling. “I know. I know it’s more than likely you won’t find anything, but I want to make one last effort at it to tell myself I tried. I don’t want to be haunted to my grave by it, like Elliot, although I can’t see how I wouldn’t be.”

“Elliot?”

“Keith’s father.” Roan stared at Spencer curiously until he added, “I was Keith’s mother back then.”

Okay. He loved it when things got complicated for no reason at all. “Female to male?”

Spencer nodded. “I transitioned four years ago. I was in therapy before Keith’s disappearance—I was a depressive, an alcoholic, just so miserable. I got married impulsively at a young age and got pregnant, hoping that that would make me feel more feminine, because I never did feel like a woman, and I tried so hard because I got tired of being taunted as a ‘dyke’. But it didn’t work, I felt even more like a failure, and I know some of the guilt I feel about Keith’s disappearance is that I was a horrible mother and didn’t deserve him in the first place.” He paused briefly, closing his eyes, forcing back the tears. Then he continued. “After his disappearance, my marriage to Elliot, which was dicey anyways, just fell to pieces. We blamed each other and both crawled into separate bottles. I ended up in the hospital, and it was there that I first met someone who was transitioning, male to female in that case, but I realized that maybe I would be happier if I actually was a man. I saw a therapist about it for three years, because I didn’t want to do it just because I hated myself so much after Keith’s disappearance, and then there was the thought that if he reappeared miraculously after all these years, he wouldn’t recognize me as a man. But I lost all hope after the police made it a cold case. I did research, and I knew that—any television shows aside—cold cases usually ended up permanently buried. One or two might get solved, tied to another murder or rape case, but it was the police equivalent of the dead letter office. Once a case ended up there, it was lucky to be heard from again. It was funny, but Elliot wasn’t really surprised at my sex change. He said he always figured I’d have made a better guy.” He smirked in a bittersweet way. “My family didn’t feel that way—my mother still won’t talk to me. My sister does, though, she and her husband are pretty cool about it and my partner, Fletcher.”

“You’re gay?” Well, why not? The funny thing about switching gender was it didn’t mean your sexual preferences changed. If you liked women before, you would after; if you liked men before, you would after. Gender really wasn’t tied to sexual identity, although some frightening people insisted the opposite.

He smiled. “I like men. I like being a man. I’ve never been happier. Well, within reason.” Spencer’s smile faded, and he rubbed his eyes. “Every year, Keith’s birthday rolls around, and I find myself staring at birthday cakes in bakeries, wondering if he’d be into sports or cars, or be the total opposite of me and be into musicals and fine arts. Maybe all of the above. Maybe he would have been a Renaissance man. Is a Renaissance man.” The accidental shift in tense made something in his jaw twitch, throat muscles briefly spasming, and he took another moment to get his emotions under control, hands knotting anxiously in his lap. “I guess I rediscovered hope when I heard that story of that kidnapped boy who was found living with a sex offender several years after he disappeared. Do you remember that?”

“I do, I read that in the paper. But you do know that—”

“Such discoveries are rare? That most kidnapped children are killed shortly after their abduction? Yes, I know. But after Elliot died—two months ago, in a drunken driving accident—I started talking to the detective who had the case. He told me they really hated cases of missing children going into the cold case files, and he was trying everything he could, but nothing new had come up. He told me he was talking to a friend of his at the local paper, hoping to get an article published about it, but so far nothing’s come of it.”

“Who’s the officer?”

“Sadowski. Umm… Gabriel Sadowski, I think.”

Roan nodded. “He’s a good one.” And he was. He was one of the last old-fashioned cops, although not old-fashioned in the “let’s beat up some black guys and queers” way. He was one of those nose-to-the-grindstone detectives, one who followed any lead, no matter how slim, and really worked the snitch angle by being kind to his street contacts. He had to be nearing sixty though, on the verge of retirement.

Spencer opened his man purse and started pulling out manila envelopes, putting them on his desk. “I have copies of all the files I was able to get. He couldn’t allow me access to all the case files, but he let me see some.”

Roan inwardly groaned. He didn’t want to take this case. All he could do was take his money—there was no way he could find anything that Sadowski didn’t. The boy was gone, probably having already rotted away to bones in a shallow grave somewhere, and he’d only be found by chance. But… maybe he could talk to Sadowski. Maybe he could point him in directions he wasn’t able to follow. Spencer really did seem genuinely miserable, and how awful would that be, to have your child disappear one day and then never be seen again? They may as well have never existed at all. Maybe it would have been kinder for everyone if they hadn’t.

Roan slid papers out of the envelopes. Initial police reports, transcripts of the original 9-1-1 call, and anonymous tips (all of which were disproven), the initial sketch, as described by a woman at the park that day who saw a boy who may have been Keith leaving with a man (a man who looked a bit like ’80s era Tom Petty or every other white guy arrested on Cops), pictures of Chris (then Christine) and her husband Elliot—a true study in contrasts. She was a slightly hippie-ish looking woman, somewhat plain, with long brown hair and a troubled gaze, while Elliot was a handsome black man who’d made an unfortunate choice in eyeglasses or was just a really big Elvis Costello fan. And pictures of Keith (whose last name, like Chris’s at the time, was Turner), a chubby-faced boy with café au lait-colored skin, doe eyes, and a frizzy nimbus of fine black hair.

Roan mentally ordered himself not to get sucked into this. He could be no help at all, and this would make him feel horrible for not being able to help Chris. But as he was sliding the papers back in their envelopes, he said, “You know you’re probably paying me for doing nothing.” Oh goddammit.

Spencer nodded. “I know. Money isn’t an issue for me. I work for the Sanitation department, and Fletcher works for the DOT. We’re not poor.”

That must have been nice. Sanitation department? He wasn’t a garbage man, was he? Well, what if he was? It was a good, solid job, just a tad on the stinky and unsung side. “I’ll do this job for one week. In that time, if I can’t find anything new or promising, we’ll put a stop to it. Okay?”

Spencer gave him a heartbreakingly sad smile. “Okay.”

They got the formalities out of the way, and Spencer paid the up-front part of his fee in cash, as he didn’t carry any checks with him. Once he was gone, Roan started poring over Sadowski’s case notes, which were austere but always straight to the point. He was very much a “just the facts, ma’am” type, and Roan appreciated that. Some cops got purple prose-y, imagining that they would eventually become Joseph Wambaugh, or most likely nowadays go into TV scripting, but there was a very good reason there weren’t a plethora of cops turned writers. If they could’ve written their way out of a wet paper bag, would they have become cops in the first place?

Apparently Sadowski had been very interested in a known child molester who lived within two blocks of Bishop Park at the time, a man named Roger Jorgenson, but at one hundred and eighty pounds he didn’t at all resemble the thin, weedy guy described by the witness. Still, Sadowski thought the eyewitness was “unreliable,” although he didn’t say why (that was the drawback to his austerity). But Jorgenson’s mother had given him an alibi at the time, and while Sadowski was able to get a search warrant, all he turned up was some child pornography magazines in the house (which was a parole violation). Nothing that could tie him to Keith. But Sadowski seemed to think he knew more than he was saying. Why? He didn’t say in any of the notes… or at least none of the notes he gave Spencer.

Roan was reaching for the phone when it rang, nearly making him jump. Man, that was creepy when that happened. He picked up the receiver, and the coincidence of it all got creepier still—it was Murphy. “Hey, Roan. You know a guy named Dallas Brian Faraday?”

“Hello to you too,” he replied sarcastically. Dropkick just wasn’t much for foreplay. Poor Kim. “And I don’t know him per se, but I know of him, yes. Why?”

She sighed. “He’s a client?”

“No. His wife is, if you must know. She hired me to find out if he was cheating on her or not. Why?”

“Because he was just found dead on Townsend Beach with a bullet through his brain and your business card in his pocket. Was he cheating on her? Did you tell his wife?”

Roan held the receiver away for a moment, staring at it, waiting for it to become something else. But it didn’t, because he wasn’t asleep and he wasn’t dreaming.

What fresh hell was this?
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Waiting for the End of the World



ROAN THOUGHT it would eventually make sense. So far, that theory was not only unfounded, but seemed like strangely naïve optimism for him.

The scene was a clear-cut murder, as there was no gun, his clothes looked “disturbed,” and he had a bloody nose. Of course, after Roan told Murphy what Dallas had been up to the night before, she wondered if the nosebleed was simply due to too much cocaine. There was no time of death yet—the beach was extremely cold, and that could fuck up the lividity a bit—but the best guess was somewhere between seven and eleven thirty, which was when the body was discovered by a man with a metal detector, looking for whatever the hell he hoped to find (coins, beer bottle caps, the hubcap off a ’73 Chevelle) on a rather remote stretch of beach.

He told her of Dallas’s itinerary the night before, including the cocaine dealer’s place and the college kegger where he last saw Dallas. Could he have been one of the last people to have seen him alive, besides the killer? It was a creepy feeling. Not entirely new.

Just out of habit, she asked him what he was doing between the hours of Dallas’s death, and he told her he was sleeping at home, and Dylan could corroborate his story. She said that wouldn’t be necessary, which wasn’t a surprise. They both knew if he was going to kill a guy, he wouldn’t be following him around and documenting it with a camera the night before. That was just asking to get caught.

Once again, he tried to call Holly, and once again he got nothing but machines. He dug out her cell phone number from the paperwork she’d filled out for him, but when he called it he got yet another voice mail system. She worked for an advertising agency, Messner Klein, so he imagined she was busy, but this was verging on nuts.

Roan wondered if Dallas had really pissed someone off last night. Did he hit on a girl with a jealous boyfriend? He’d heard of people getting killed for much less. But why take him out to Townsend Beach? Were they hoping his body would be washed away by the tide? And where in the fuck did his business card come from? Holly wouldn’t have given it to him. Had he found it? Was he suspicious? But if he was suspicious that his wife had hired a PI to tail him, why go out on a binge? It didn’t make sense.

He decided to stop thinking about it and get back to the case he was currently being paid for. He called Sadowski, and miracle of miracles, he was actually in and picked up his phone. Roan told him he wanted to discuss the Turner case, which led to him saying that he couldn’t talk about any of his cases, and then Roan mentioned that Chris Spencer had hired him to look into it. Sadowski was quiet for a moment and then asked Roan to meet him at a coffee shop a couple blocks away from the station house in twenty minutes. Roan agreed.

The coffee shop, despite its proximity to the police station, was not a cop haunt, mainly because most cops still favored the mud variety of coffee, the unpretentious, non-five-dollar cup of joe. It made it an excellent place to talk about police stuff.

Once Roan had closed up his office and took the bike out there, Sadowski was waiting for him. He was a solid guy, six foot even and about twenty-five pounds overweight, most of which he wore in his gut, and the way his rumpled white dress shirt fit him, it looked like he was trying unsuccessfully to smuggle a watermelon through Customs. Despite his age, he had a relatively full head of brown hair, graying at the temples and sides, although his close-cropped beard and mustache combo remained a youthful light brown. His eyes were the color of coffee, and while they were heavy-lidded and sleepy—much like his personality—Roan knew that was slightly deceptive. Gabe Sadowski was always alert, always knew what was going on around him. He had requested the transfer to the cold-case section when regular homicide started to burn him out.

Gabe sat at a corner table, nursing a small cup of coffee that both looked and smelled very plain—the closest to mud this shop had. He eyed Roan as he sat down and said, “Look at you. Is it me, or are you agin’ backwards?”

“It’s you.”

“Aww, fuck. I guess I have to break down and get those fuckin’ bifocals.” He fiddled nervously with the lid of his cup and then asked, “So how’s life outside the force treatin’ you? I heard about last night.”

Oh shit, he should have anticipated that. Roan shrugged, glanced out the window at the people walking by. Was everybody talking on a cell phone? “It was just bad timing. Guy caught me in a mood to scrap.”

“They’ve been playing the security video at the station all day. There’s a general consensus that Matthews oughta hire you back, ’cause you’re probably the closest thing to a superhero any of us are ever gonna see.”

He groaned and rubbed his eyes, just to avoid looking at Gabe. “I don’t know what happened. I’ve never done that before. It was weird and I’d rather just drop it.”

“Okay, Batman. Or should that be Catman. Is there a Catman? Or is it just Catwoman?”

Roan fixed him with a harsh stare, mainly because Gabe was grinning about it. “I’m surprised the guys aren’t calling me Catwoman.”

“Now that you mention it, some of them are.”

“That figures.”

“If it’s anything at all, you’re a better actor than Halle Berry. You also do your own stunts, so that’s cool.”

He narrowed his eyes to deadly slits. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Sadowski chuckled like a drunken uncle at Christmas, but then shook his head even as he tried to suppress a smile. “Roan, I ain’t makin’ fun of you. If anything, I wish I could do shit like that. Looks like fun.”

“The price you pay for it isn’t, trust me. So how is life at the shop?”

That seemed to sober him up a bit. “Same old shit. You haven’t missed much. People seem to get fuck crazier every goddamn day. I don’t even recognize the world anymore.”

“You’ve been on the job too long.”

He rolled his eyes and slumped back in his chair. “Tell me about it. As soon as I hit the big six-oh, I’m out of there. I’m takin’ my gold watch and goin’ home to drive Ellie nuts.”

“How is Ellie?” That was Gabe’s wife of twenty-eight years, one of the longest marriages that Roan personally knew about, besides Gordo’s and Connie’s.

“Still humoring me. For some goddamn reason, she’s taken up cake decorating. And I don’t mean a frosting rose or baking cakes in the shape of a clown, I mean making these three-tiered things that look like Victorian mansions or some such shit. I asked her what’s the point of this, especially since it takes people three seconds to destroy what you’ve worked on all day, but she said that’s not the point. She’s startin’ to sell the cakes out of Cammy’s and Lani’s bakery.”

“Lani’s in the bakery business?”

“Oh yeah. Didn’t I tell ya before? She’s opened a place called Hey Cupcake about a mile or so away from here, in the… y’know, ‘rainbow district’.”

The rather obvious—and G-rated—nickname for the gay ghetto part of town, where Panic, the nightclub where Dylan worked, was situated. Gabe’s daughter Alanna (Lani) was a lesbian, which was probably why Gabe was more decent to Roan than most of the older cops. “Do cops get a discount?”

“Only me. Maybe she’ll give you one, ’cause… well, you know.”

“Gay unity?”

Gabe gave him a caustic look, mainly because he knew he was being teased. “Actually, ’cause you left the force. But bein’ a queer duck couldn’t hurt.”

“Queer cat, actually.”

Sadowski looked out the window and shook his head, trying to hide the fact that he was smirking. “Don’t ruin a good phrase with literalism. Jesus.”

This was nice and all, chummy, but Roan knew time was starting to get away from them. Gabe’s lunch hour was rarely that long. “So what can you tell me about the Keith Turner case?”

Gabe seemed to shrink in his seat as if deflating, his head hanging down for a moment as if in genuflection. He seemed to steel himself before saying, “I fucking hate these cases. Logically, I know that people can live their lives and just disappear without anyone noticing. I know it’s gotta happen all the time, and maybe two out of three people who actually go missing ever get reported to police. I got that. But I still fucking hate these cases. The kids that go missing and the bodies that never get a name. I asked to be transferred to cold cases so I could put some of these suckers to bed, y’know, but it’s never enough. There’s always some that’ll do nothin’ but break your heart. For me it’s the Turner kid, the Paulin kid, and Eden that’re just gonna haunt me.”

The Paulin kid was a reference to a six-year-old girl, Tiffany Paulin, who went missing nearly a decade ago, while Eden was just a name slapped on a skull and a few random bones churned up at a construction site nearly twenty years ago. The skull and intact bones were identified as a probably Caucasian female, somewhere in her twenties, but she was never identified by anyone. A “facial reconstruction,” an attempt to give her a face that someone might recognize, turned out to be a waste of money. She had never been identified, and the more the years passed, the more likely it was she’d never be recognized. Damage to the bones unrelated to crumbling and natural damage suggested she was murdered, but without an identity, no one knew where to look for her killer. She was on the list for their local serial killer, but after they caught him and he cut a plea bargain, he claimed to have never buried any victim in that area (Eden Creek) in his entire life. And it would be farther out than his identified range, so it was always a long shot.

Roan pulled out his tiny notebook, the one he usually carried in his pocket, as he had quickly jotted down some things he wanted to ask Gabe about. “Why did you consider the one eyewitness unreliable? Do you remember?”

Gabe made a show of looking at his notebook, his smirk almost hidden by his facial hair. “You don’t got a PDA or a CrackBerry?”

“I can throw this across the room when I get frustrated and not have it shatter into a million pieces.”

“Smart.”

“So, the witness?”

“Right. Shit, I’d never forget her—I remember all the nonassuming crazies. She was this little blonde thing with a baby in a stroller, totally a MILF, and she seemed like a helpful, concerned mother. Except she thought the Turner boy was Mexican, not mixed race, and she started talking about how the park had been in decline since all the Mexicans started moving in—I shit you not, it came out of nowhere—and all the fags started taking over the park. She said she figured a fag had grabbed the boy ’cause they like to fuck ’em, and then she went on to tell me how in high school this boyfriend of hers told her that fags sometimes fucked dogs when they couldn’t find a kid.”

Roan winced and shook his head. “Jesus.”

“She told me how I should just lock all the fags up, and what was wrong with society when it allowed them to roam unchecked and grab kids and rape them. I mean, once she got this spiel going she sounded like a weird cross between Pat Buchanan and Anita Bryant.”

“Sounds fun.”

“I just remember staring at her and feeling eighty different kinds of sorry for that kid. What’s he gonna be like, growin’ up with a mother like that?”

“Probably a Larry Craig in the making.”

He snorted a laugh as he reached down beside his chair. “That’s prob’ly a best case scenario. I was thinkin’ he’d be more like those skinhead fuckos they pulled in last month for stompin’ that homeless guy to death. The shit comin’ out of those kids’ mouths—and the girl was pregnant! A fuck crazy world.” Gabe pulled a PBS tote bag into his lap and opened it.

“Nice bag,” Roan said, unable to suppress a smile.

He gave him a frown and a dirty look before pulling out papers and slapping them on the table. “I couldn’t walk out of the station with a buncha files crammed under my arm, could I? Levin had this bag in her desk and she let me borrow it.”

Roan grabbed some of the papers and looked at them. They were Xerox copies, but he recognized what they were immediately. “Is this the rest of the case file?”

He nodded almost spasmodically, emptying the tote bag. “I couldn’t give ’em to the mother, but you’re an ex-cop. I know you’ll dispose of this properly.”

“Shred it and pretend I never saw it in the first place.”

“Correctomundo.”

Cold case or not, the case was technically still open, never closed. These files should have been totally off limits to him. Gabe was risking his job by giving him this. “Wow, I had no idea you’d give me the keys to the kingdom. Thank you.”

“If you can find anything new about this case, I will kiss you in front of the squad room. On the lips. Hell, find something actionable and I just may give you a hand job.”

“Not a blow job?”

“Don’t push it.” He sighed wearily and balled the tote bag up in his meaty hands. “Give me somethin’ new, man. Get this out of my nightmares.” He sifted through the papers until he found one specific one and held it out to him. “Here’s the other reason I felt the crazy MILF was unreliable. There was a guy—what d’ya call it, busking?—busking at the main entrance where the MILF claimed to see the long-haired fag—her words—leaving with the boy. The guy was a burnout type, playing an acoustic guitar, and he said he’d been there since eleven in the morning and saw the Turners enter the park. Mainly ’cause he noticed Elliot Turner. He thought he was one of the best-looking men he’d seen that day.”

“Warn the MILF to guard her baby.”

“Exactly. Anyways, he said he saw everyone who passed by him, and he didn’t see any long-haired guy with the Turners’ boy. He didn’t see the Turner boy pass his way at all after entering the park. He didn’t seem crazy or stoned, and he actually had a pretty decent reputation in the neighborhood—he was a park afternoon staple. A lot of the joggers knew him by name, and he them. His record was clean. He seemed saner and more reasonable than the MILF.”

“But you circulated the sketch anyways.”

“We had less than zero. We were hoping that maybe this would make someone come forward, remember that they saw something… but no. Leads evaporated, and it was like the kid just stopped existing. Everything we tried to jump-start this investigation just fizzled out. We searched every inch of that park with search and rescue volunteers, we shook down all the known preds in the area, and we got a fuckload of nothing.”

“You investigated the parents?”

He shrugged. “SOP.” Standard operating procedure. “Their story played. They took Keith to the park to play on the swings, and they sat on a bench across from the children’s playground, where they started arguing. The marriage was tanking, and they were fighting over money, the usual. We got three eyewitnesses who remembered them arguing, just the two of them, for perhaps ten minutes. It was about then that Chris—female at the time, as you know—decided that she was going to go home, so she went to collect Keith from the swings. But he wasn’t on the swings. Both parents started searching for Keith—two eyewitnesses on that one—but couldn’t find him. The 9-1-1 call was made about ten minutes later.”

“What about the families?”

Gabe started sifting through the copies, picking out the ones he wanted. “Stickier, but no reason to suspect that one of them grabbed the kid. Turner’s parents weren’t thrilled that he married a white gal—a white Presbyterian gal, that mother was a full-on Baptist—and Spencer’s mother—her father was dead—was even less thrilled by her daughter hooking up with a black guy. The siblings of both didn’t really give a damn. The hang-up seemed generational.”

Roan glanced at his notes. “You were suspicious about Roger Jorgenson?”

“Uh, was he the sex predator?” At Roan’s nod, Gabe nodded back. “Yeah, yeah, slimy creep. Like all of ’em, really, but there was something kinda… slippery about his answers. Nervous—beyond the usual. I don’t think he took Keith, but I think he was at the park that day, watchin’ the kids, and I think he might have seen something. But he didn’t want to say anything ’cause he wasn’t supposed to be there, and who knows, maybe he didn’t want to squeal on a fellow kiddie fiddler.”

“You tried to deal with him?”

Gabe gave him an evil look both before and after taking a gulp of his coffee. A tiny bead of liquid was suspended in his mustache. “Of course. Deal, cajole, appeal to his better side—ha!—threaten, sweet-talk. Nothin’. He just didn’t like cops and didn’t have a better nature.”

Roan glanced at the papers as he gathered them up. Eleven years of notes. Good thing he liked to read. “He still live around here?”

Gabe wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, catching that drop of coffee. “Nope, he’s dead, died a few years ago. Had a heart attack. His mother sued the ER, claiming malpractice, then she died of a heart attack. It made the papers. Didn’t catch it?”

“If it was a few years ago, I did then, but I have no memory of it now.” Roan arranged the papers in a loose pile, with no logic to them whatsoever. He just had to hope he could pull them into some kind of proper order later. “Are any of the witnesses listed here still alive?”

Gabe shrugged. “As far as I know, Jorgenson and Elliot Turner are the only dead people involved with this case, but I never did keep up with MILF or the burnout or the guy walking his wiener dog.” He looked at his watch, an old Timex that was nearly covered by his arm hair, and said, “Gotta go. I got to go talk to a lawyer, and you know how it is with them. You know the drill with this stuff, right?”

“You didn’t give me these, I’ve never seen them before, I never saw the file, I’m just an incredible investigator.”

“You got it.” Gabe levered himself out of the chair, rising to his feet, grabbing the tote bag before it hit the floor. “Good luck, Batman, you’re gonna need it.”

“Give my best to Commissioner Gordon,” he said, as Gabe made for the door. He got nothing but an amused snort in reply.

He started reading the first few pages and wondered what the fuck he could do. So far, it looked like the investigation was pretty solid. Was he really prepared for failure? Could he take it? Roan knew he could get too personally involved in these cases, and he told himself to back off, but it was never that simple, was it? He already felt he had to turn up something, but he also knew he probably wouldn’t. If he was smart he’d quit now… but he wasn’t renowned for his genius.

His cell phone went off, and he dug it out of his pocket by the third ring. It was Dylan. 

“Hi, uh… are you busy right now?”

“Not at the moment, no.”

“Do you think you could drop by my place this afternoon? There’s something I wanted to show you.”

“If it’s what I think it is, I’ve seen it. It’s very nice though. Wouldn’t mind seeing it again.”

“Very funny. I’m serious, Ro.”

“Me too.”

Dylan sighed, and Roan grinned, wondering if Dylan knew he had just become a pleasant distraction from an unpleasant reality. “Enough with the double entendres. It’s for the gallery showing. I need your opinion on it because… well, you are the picture. I want your consent before I submit it.”

“Is this the sketch you drew of me sleeping?”

“No, this is a painting. You haven’t seen it.”

For some reason that sounded slightly ominous. But how could it be? The sketch he’d done of him was very nice; he hadn’t even been drooling on a pillow or anything. “It’s your painting, Dyl. I’m not gonna tell you not to use it.”

He hesitated. “You might. Please come see it.”

He really didn’t like Dylan’s sudden squeamishness—this was making him nervous. Did he paint him killing a bus full of nuns or something? Fucking Robert Mapplethorpe? Dylan should have known better than to be so vague, because now he was getting paranoid. “What did you do to me?”

“It’s nothing bad… or at least, I don’t think it’s bad. You still might not like it.”

Oh, this didn’t sound good. “Am I naked?”

“No.”

“Shooting Dick Cheney in the face?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Every time I try and draw Dick Cheney, he ends up looking like the Penguin from the old Batman TV series. I have nothing against Burgess Meredith.”

“Yeah, well, I guess I don’t either.” He sighed, wondering exactly what Dylan had done to him on canvas. “I’m in the area, so I’ll be over in a few minutes. Is a quickie off the table?”

“Yes, mainly because the table’s too flimsy to take it. We’ll have to move it to the couch.”

“Fine by me. See you soon.” He ended the call and started gathering up his papers, wondering how unflattering Dylan’s picture of him could possibly be, and his phone rang again. He thought Dylan was calling to rescind the invitation—maybe he’d decided to hide the painting rather than show it to him. “Yeah?”

“You have Elijah Prophet’s computer,” a voice said. It was being processed through a voice changer, which you could buy at a spy store or a toy store. It was a cheap one; the guy sounded like Darth Vader with a severe case of asthma. “Return it, or we will take it by force.”

“Whatever. Get a better voice changer and call me back.”

“You ignore us at your peril.”

“Do I? What d’ya got, boy? Whip it out and show me, or fuck the hell off before I rip off your face and eat it.” He flipped the phone shut and dropped it in his pocket, picking up the piles of paper. Once he’d gathered them up, he noticed a female barista who had been walking by had stopped and was staring at him, looking shocked, probably due to his threat. He flashed her a friendly smile and headed for the door.

What? He never said he was Miss Congeniality.
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Bitter for Sweet



IT WASN’T far from the coffee shop to Dylan’s place, but he still sat in the parking lot for a moment, looking over the first pages of the case file. It was better than reading them at the light.

From what he could tell, in the early stages, this case was solid; everything was done by the book, everything was done right. If it kept up this way throughout—and with Sadowski part of the investigation in the early stages, it was likely—then there’d be nothing to look for. The problem with some cases was that you could do everything perfectly, you could do everything by the book, collect evidence, do everything you’re supposed to do… and still be unable to close the case. It was the hell of it all, proof that life was indeed unfair. Having everything and yet nothing all at once seemed like a violation of some natural law, a slap in the face of physics, but it happened quite a bit. If cop life was exactly like a procedural television show, as soon as you had carpet fibers or blood splatters you’d have enough to slam a case shut—but it wasn’t that way in real life. Sometimes you had almost nothing and could close a case; sometimes you had everything, and it wasn’t enough. It seemed like a grotesque joke.

But that was life. The first guy you genuinely fall in love with turns out to be a tortured alcoholic who almost but never quite gets his shit together; the guy who you feel is your soul mate, a bullshit term you always dismissed as romantic fantasy, dies too young because his stupid fucking infection eats him from the inside out. And now you were with a beautiful young guy whom you liked an awful lot but just couldn’t love, because your soul felt burnt. He felt a great deal of affection for Dylan. He kind of wished he could love him, but Paris seemed to have taken all the love Roan had with him. He knew he should be fair to Dylan and cut him loose, but Roan was a fucking coward and sure he couldn’t take being alone at the moment. Dylan had helped save his life, and he wasn’t sure he was strong enough yet to maintain it on his own. Horrible. If Dylan looked back on this one day and hated his fucking guts, he wouldn’t blame him in the slightest.

He put the papers down and headed in to face Dylan. His apartment building had had several identity crises over its many years of existence, which was probably the only excuse for it having a sort of sprawling H shape, like an old-style hotel, whitewashed exterior walls so bright they seemed to glow, and a red Spanish-tiled roof that would have made more architectural sense in California than here. To add to the overall dissonance, the apartment building was named The Elysian. A lot of artistic types lived here, which was pretty much code for nearly everyone being queerer than a four-dollar bill.

It explained the mural in the main lobby, which was abstract, swirls and blobs and waves and splatters of colors in patches that almost suggested a more traditional painting seen far too close up. Dylan admitted “helping” a bit with it, but said there were a number of people involved in it, a sort of building-mural party. Roan passed someone’s lovingly tended rubber plant (it was well over six feet tall and still climbing) as he took the staircase up to the second floor and drifted down the red-carpeted hallway like a ghost, hearing Suzanne Vega coming from one apartment on his left and Blaqk Audio coming from one apartment on his right. Nothing quite said gay like that audio battle.

Dylan’s apartment was at the end of the hall, the one with the best view of the street, and Roan had barely finished knocking when the door swung open and he was greeted by Dylan. “Oh no, it’s the fuzz,” he teased, grabbing him by the front of the shirt and pulling him into a long, sweet kiss. Dylan hadn’t shaved this morning. The stubble lightly scraped his face, and Roan held him by the hip as he gently shoved Dylan back into the apartment and walked in, kicking the door shut behind them. So he didn’t think he was joking about the quickie, huh? That was nice to know.

But twinges of guilt competing with the lust made him break away from him. “You greet everyone who comes to your door like that?” he teased, smoothing back Dylan’s attractively mussed hair and smiling at him as he rested his forehead against his.

Dylan had been working with charcoals recently; Roan could smell it on his skin. And it would have to be his skin, as he was shirtless and barefoot, wearing nothing but comfortable old jeans that had several stains and holes in them and just loosely hung on his hips. In other words, he was brain-meltingly sexy in a very uncalculating way, although he must have had some idea of the effect he had, since the sight of him shirtless could make only slightly tipsy men give him a twenty-dollar tip. No matter how Buddhist and Zen he was, he had to know he was a sex bomb.

Dylan slid a hand under his shirt, up his back. “Only you and the pizza boy.”

“Very funny. So where’s this painting you were talking about?”

Dylan groaned dramatically and dropped his head onto his shoulder. “You won’t let me butter you up first, huh?”

“Literally or figuratively?”

As Dylan slipped out of his arms, he raised his eyebrows suggestively. “You’ll have to let me do it to find out.”

“There’s always a catch.” There was little actual doubt where the painting was, as there was an easel set up in front of his television, covered with an old sheet whose spatters of various colors attested to its new life as a drop cloth. Roan took a step toward it, and Dylan matched him, blocking his way.

“Can I preface this with a few things first?” Dylan asked, hands raised slightly in a gesture that was both placating and meant to stop him. He grimaced slightly, as if embarrassed, and then continued. “Painting sometimes helps me understand things. Sometimes I’m not sure how I feel about certain things until I draw or paint it out. It’s like I have to get out of my own way before I can see things clearly. I wanted to do a portrait of you—not a sketch—because you have the kind of face that an artist dreams of, you know. Sharp angles that aren’t severe, and a face that’s equally feline and vulpine while being undeniably human. Just very, very striking. But I knew you wouldn’t be crazy about it, so I decided to just do it on my own and keep it to myself. It was cathartic, though, and helped me sort through my feelings for you. You don’t know this, but they were kind of conflicted. I do like you—I love you, even though I know you’re not ready to hear that right now—but sometimes you freak me out a little.”

“Only a little? Are you paying attention?”

“You do know you have a death wish, right?”

Roan scoffed, caught off guard, and studied Dylan’s face to see if this was a joke. But his deep brown eyes reflected a sort of earnest sincerity that was painful to look at. “Are you shitting me?”

“Roan, if you’re honest with yourself, you know it. I am not trying to pick a fight with you or second-guess you. I’m just saying….” He paused, sighing, running a hand through his hair. “You know I’m not a weak guy. I have to keep in shape because, sadly, right now a good deal of my paycheck depends on my physical appearance. But remember the night you first kissed me, when you were dosed at the rave? You grabbed me so hard I had bruises in the shapes of your fingers on my arms for almost a week. For so long I had wanted you to kiss me, but it seemed like karma was trying to warn me about being wary of what I wish for, because you threw me so hard against the wall I thought I broke a rib. Then you didn’t just kiss me; the whole time you were growling. Not sexy growling like when you get aroused, or a regular person imitating a growl, but big angry thing outside the tent growling, and when you bit me, I was half convinced you were going to rip out my jugular. I wanted you but, God, you scared the living shit out of me. So I found myself dealing with conflicting feelings, and I wasn’t sure how to reconcile them. It was sort of comforting to realize you didn’t know how to do it either, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized you were actually trying to fool yourself. You refer to the lion in you as another, as something you fight and share your body with, but you’d never be afraid of a lion, Roan. Why would it come out if you were on liquid X or vitamin K or whatever you were dosed with? That didn’t make sense. The only thing that did make sense, that made all of this fall together, was the lion was simply you. You liked to think it was its own separate thing, and it is when you transform and the virus takes over, but the rest of the time it’s just a part of you that you ascribe to the lion. It’s all you. You wouldn’t be afraid of a cat, but you’d be afraid of you. The drugs would shut down your inhibitions, bring things forth, but not the cat. It’s like your id, your shadow self, that you’ve channeled into this thing you call the lion, but it’s not that. You’re the detective, Roan—put it together. You know I’m right.”

Roan couldn’t believe he was hearing this. He couldn’t actually decide how he felt about any of this. Enraged? Disbelieving? Maybe a little bit scared? All of the above? His heart was pounding, blood roaring in his ears, and he settled on anger, because it was easiest. Anger was always easiest, his default setting. “What the fuck do you have under the sheet? A psychology dissertation?”

Roan must have spit out the words pretty hard, because Dylan seemed to flinch slightly, glancing toward the threadbare carpet. Were there tears in his eyes? If so, he quickly blinked them away, and Roan wasn’t sure he’d seen them. “I just want you to know that I love you. All of you. I wish you could accept yourself as easily.” He reached behind himself blindly and pulled off the sheet, letting it fall to the floor.

What Roan saw was a portrait of himself from the shoulders up, larger than life in order to fill most of the canvas, which had a black background to highlight the face. He was just staring straight ahead, and Dylan had done an unbelievable job of capturing his face, especially since he hadn’t sat for the portrait. He’d even painted in the scar. Roan could have been looking in a mirror… well, one half of a mirror. Only the right side of his face was human. There was a subtle blurring and shifting, and the left half of his face became that of a lion with mostly tawny fur, but its mane was shot through with fur the exact color of his hair. And not only that, but the human half of the face had a lion’s eye, and the lion half of the face had a human’s eye. It was so subtle that he almost didn’t realize it at first.

The morphing was almost computer perfect, really—he looked like the lion; the lion looked like him. It was almost impossible to separate the two… which was undoubtedly the point. But as the shock rippled through him and started to wear off, he became aware of the fact that there was no way Dylan could have painted that mane on speculation. He felt a cold chill that seemed to start in the center of his spine and spread throughout his body, diffusing like a drop of blood in water. “You’ve seen me transformed,” he said, and gave Dylan a sharp look. “I told you never to go into the basement when it’s my time of the month.”

“I’ve never—I stayed on the stairs. I never went down to—”

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Roan exploded, aware his anger was way out of proportion to what was essentially water under the bridge. But he didn’t care. His heart was racing, and he was vaguely aware that the painting, for whatever reason, scared the shit out of him. “The cage door has been broken before, and so has the basement door! Do you think I want to come to and find that I killed you?”

Dylan was shaking his head, eyes wide with surprise. He had expected a possibly negative reaction, but probably not this. “Roan, I was very careful. I wasn’t there long, I stayed on the top half of the steps—”

“I don’t give a shit! That was fucking dangerous, Dylan! I don’t want your blood on my hands.”

Dylan took a deep, calming breath, and his expression took on that Zen-like look that it always did before he shared wisdom that was far beyond his years. “Roan, this isn’t what you’re really angry about. Let’s—” Dylan put a hand on his shoulder.

That was a huge mistake. Roan jerked his arm away violently and backed away from him. “Don’t touch me unless you want to pull back a bloody stump.”

“Okay. I understand that—”

“You don’t understand shit! You don’t know me at all.”

“You’re right,” he agreed reasonably. Dylan didn’t know it, or at least wasn’t consciously aware of it, but he had his own version of the cop voice. “I don’t know you, not really. None of us can completely know another person. We can’t inhabit their skin, see from behind their eyes. We can only guess, project, do the best we can. I love you, Roan, and I want to be a part of your life if you’d let me. But you’re in so much pain—”

“Fuck you! I don’t need this bullshit,” he snapped, turning to go, stalking toward the door. “Do whatever you fucking want with your painting—it’s your painting. But don’t expect me to be around to see it.”

“Roan, please don’t go away angry.”

“Too late,” he said, opening the door and storming out like a big old drama queen. He was absolutely furious with himself, with Dylan, and he wasn’t sure why. The painting upset him, but why? He wanted to rip it off the easel and put his fist through it, then tear the remains into confetti. And he wasn’t sure why. The hell of it was he was absolutely enraged, and he didn’t know why.

Was it Dylan’s know-it-all attitude? His sense of unearned wisdom? His implication that he didn’t fight the lion but fought himself? How would he fucking know? The stupid bastard wasn’t even infected, didn’t live with this goddamn thing hijacking his DNA and turning his body inside out for the sheer fucking fun of it, making him a freak who actually had to worry about ripping out his stupid boyfriend’s fucking throat when the virus took over, or worry about ripping a robber’s head off his shoulders like a bottle cap even when the virus was dormant. He was starting to become something else, and Dylan had no fucking right to imply it was just him, that it was all his hang-ups or his “shadow” or whatever the fuck swamping him, and that he just thought of it as the lion because it made it easier to excuse, easier to blame, freeing himself from any responsibility.

It couldn’t be that simple, could it? Nothing was that simple. Nothing.

Except this was exactly what was necessary, wasn’t it? It was time to break away from Dylan, let him go. If he was smart, he’d call him to meet for coffee tonight, somewhere public and neutral, and tell him he couldn’t be in this relationship. Roan stood on the sidewalk outside The Elysian and wondered if Connor had ever thought that, that Roan should break away for his own good, just grab his shit and run for the hills. Could you be self-destructive and not be aware of it on some level, even if only for a single fleeting moment?

This was bullshit. He wasn’t Connor, he didn’t have a fucking death wish, and he wasn’t his own worst enemy, or whatever it was Dylan was implying. Being a Buddhist didn’t make him the fucking Buddha; he couldn’t see into Roan’s mind, and he had no enlightenment to offer him.

Roan headed for his car, only wanting to crank up These Arms Are Snakes, bury himself in the sonic wash of their chaos, and pop a couple of codeine, if only to take the edge off his anger. He really needed to go home and work the heavy bag, although that wasn’t what he really wanted to do; he wanted to get into a fight, a big one, burn some of this adrenaline off. But for the life of him, he had no idea why he was so mad.

He noticed there was a buzzing against his side and realized it was his cell phone, set on vibrate, going off in his coat pocket. He pulled it out and answered with a sharp, “What?”

“Whoa, who pissed on your Wheaties?” Murphy replied.

He sighed through his nose and rubbed his eyes. “What is it, Dropkick?”

“Are you actually being pissed at me? Really? Considering you stood me up?”

He suddenly remembered he’d agreed to meet her at the office and give her copies of the photos he took last night, trailing Dallas Faraday. “Oh shit, is it three thirty already?” Even as he asked, he looked at his watch and indeed confirmed it was a quarter to four. “God, I’m sorry, Murph. I got… caught up in something.”

“It sounds like you’re gonna bust a nut. What the hell’s going on with you? Those church assholes still threatening you?”

“Oh, yeah, but they’re gnats. Who gives a fuck about them? Look, I’m not far from the office. You still there?”

“Sitting in the parking lot, feeling like an ass,” she confirmed.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said, heading down the sidewalk and reaching into his pocket for his keys. “I’m really sorry, Murph. Today’s been kinda shitty.”

As if to confirm that, a young man suddenly veered into his path on the sidewalk. Roan stopped short of a collision, but he knew instantly something was wrong. For one thing, he was infected and hadn’t showered in maybe a day, so the scent of his strain—cougar—was strong on him. But not strong enough to conceal the scent of gun oil.

He had a hand in his coat pocket and the flat, dead-eyed look of a suicide bomber. Roan instantly knew who he was and why he was there even before he said, “We warned you.”

Roan grabbed for the man’s weapon as the concealed gun went off.
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Bad Sects



ROAN HAD grabbed the gun barrel hidden in the man’s windbreaker pocket just as the guy pulled the trigger, but the odd thing was he didn’t realize it. It was an unconscious reflex, one that had reacted to the danger faster than he ever could have consciously.

Roan had shoved the barrel aside as the gun went off, and he felt a deep pain in his hand—like a wasp sting, hot and sharp—while he heard the sound of glass breaking somehow over the ringing in his ears, as well as the sound of someone’s startled yelp on the sidewalk behind him.

He was within kissing distance of this guy now, and noted he couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, his short black hair greasy, as if he hadn’t washed it in a week, his face cratered and pockmarked with old acne scars and angry red bursts of more recent acne still blooming on his cheeks. His eyes were an uncomplicated blue and as empty as a bar after three in the morning. He was quite plain, and even with some photoshopping, he’d never be a handsome man. Or a sane one.

The man pulled the trigger again, but by this time Roan had the gun aimed away, and he was vaguely aware of a dull metallic noise as the bullet slammed into a parked car by the curb. Roan had dropped his phone, dimly aware that Murphy was still talking, and drove a fist into the kid’s stomach, so hard he doubled over and all the air seemed to leave him in a rush. He grabbed the kid’s greasy head and drove a knee hard into his face. Roan heard something crack and then felt warm blood gush down his leg.

He threw the kid on the sidewalk and ripped his hand out of his pocket, pulling out the gun as well. The kid started to move, but Roan kicked him in the stomach, making him gag. “Don’t even think about moving, motherfucker, or I’ll stomp you into a fucking stain.” 

Roan retrieved his phone, which somehow hadn’t shattered and was still working, and as he brought it up to his ear, Murphy was still talking. “—ere? Roan?”

“I’m here.”

“Did I just hear gunshots?”

“Yeah. One of the cat cultists just tried to kill me.”

“What?”

“Traitor!” the kid screamed hoarsely from the sidewalk. He was still curled up in fetal position, looking up at him with accusing eyes, but his eyes were fixed on his piece-of-shit Saturday night special, which Roan was now holding on him. “You will die in agony just like your faggot boyf—” That was as far as he got before Roan kicked him in the face. He didn’t know if it knocked him unconscious or just stunned him, but he shut the fuck up.

“Holy shit, I’m calling it in,” Murphy said. “Where are you? Are you hurt?”

He reeled off the address and only then noticed that his right hand—the one holding the Saturday night special—was bleeding like a stuck pig, splattering his blood all over the sidewalk. Now that he was thinking about it, he realized it was numb, but he could move all his fingers and still had a hold of the gun, so he must have been kind of okay. “He needs an ambulance more than me, but I think he nicked my hand.”

“Nicked it? As in with a bullet?”

“Yeah.”

“Roan, oh my God, were those gunshots?” Dylan asked, exploding out of the apartment building. He was still barefoot but had shrugged on a gray sweatshirt. He just stared at the tableau in front of him for a moment—the guy curled up on the sidewalk in a small puddle of blood, the blood gushing from Roan’s hand and the gun in it—and seemed to understand that yes, he had indeed heard gunshots. “Fuck. Were you shot? Is he shot?”

“No one’s shot,” he assured him. “Except a car. Which doesn’t count.”

A slender, bald black woman wearing worn jeans and a paint-splattered T-shirt advertising a “Dykes With Bikes” rally came out of the apartment building and asked, “Dylan, what the hell was that noise?”

Dylan jerked his head toward him, and Roan smiled at her. “Hi. Sorry, this guy just tried to kill me.”

She stared at him with wide brown eyes. “Are you shitting me?” She glanced at Dylan, and he shook his head no, he wasn’t shitting anyone. 

Dylan then said, “De’Andra, this is my boyfriend, Roan. Roan, De’Andra.”

Roan nodded to her, keeping his phony smile pasted on. “Nice to meet you. I’m not usually beating down a punk-ass bitch.”

His would-be assassin spit out a mouthful of blood and a tooth and ground out in a raspy voice, “Traitor. Fucking race traitor.”

“Race traitor?” De’Andra repeated.

“We’re both infected,” Roan explained. “Only he’s a religious nut bag.”

They could all hear police sirens approaching, and presumably an ambulance as well. “This isn’t over,” the kid gurgled, staring up at him balefully with one eye. The other was facing the sidewalk.

“You’re right, it’s not,” Roan agreed.

“You’re gonna die, you arrogant fuckhead—”

“Shut the fuck up, pendejo!” Dylan exclaimed angrily, walking over and kicking him in the back. Of course he was still barefoot, so it didn’t have a great deal of impact, but it was more symbolic than anything else. They exchanged a glance over the kid’s body, Dylan’s eyes sad, apologetic, asking for forgiveness. Roan felt bad, not sure why he was angry at him. Oh yeah, that painting. Why did it piss him off so much again? Damn, he still didn’t have a hold of it. 

Rather than give Dylan much of anything, he crouched down and asked the kid, “Who do you work for? Heather or David?” Those were the two still fighting for the leadership of the Church of the Divine Transformation: Heather Dow, Eli’s last girlfriend, and David Harvey, a former assistant of Eli’s.

The kid spit blood at him. It mostly missed. “Go fuck yourself.”

Finally a police car screamed up to the curb, just behind the car that had gotten shot (the bullet had taken out the passenger-side window), and a couple of cops got out. One of them, a young guy whose brush-cut hair was almost totally hidden beneath his cop cap, pulled out his gun and shouted, “Drop the weapon!”

“Holster it, Tim, this is McKichan,” the other cop, Stephen Kwan, snapped. Kwan was a fairly tall, broad-shouldered Asian man with a raw-boned face and a cynical attitude he wore like a lead cloak. Unlike his young partner, “Tim,” he was wearing his bulletproof vest.

Tim seemed reluctant to do it, but had to comply as Kwan wandered into his line of fire. “I take it this is the guy who attacked you?” Kwan asked, although it almost wasn’t a question.

“This is him. This is also his gun. You might want to put on your gloves before you take it from me.”

Kwan looked at his bleeding hand carefully, pulling out latex gloves from a pocket and snapping them on. “Yeah, I see that. He bite you or somethin’?”

“Nicked it.”

Kwan raised an eyebrow as thick and black as a permanent marker line. “Another slug? Wow, Roan, you swallow a magnet?”

“It’s starting to feel like it.”

“Don’t touch me, you fucking pigs!” the kid shouted hoarsely, as Kwan took the gun from Roan’s hand. 

Kwan snickered. “That’s right, guy, butter us up. That’ll look good on your record.”

“Be careful,” Roan warned them. “He’s infected.”

“Well, shit,” Kwan sighed. “Tim, read him his rights, but first… Roan, can you…?”

“Yeah, sure.” Roan stepped over the kid and turned him over so he was facedown on the sidewalk. Roan knelt on him, putting his knee on the small of his back and pinning him down, dropping his cell phone back in his pocket. He struggled, but Roan grabbed his arms as he cursed and spat and held them so Tim could slip the plastic ties on him as he mechanically recited the kid’s Miranda rights.

An ambulance pulled up, screaming, to the curb, and it looked familiar. Indeed, Shep, Dee’s EMT partner, hopped out of the back as the doors opened, but Dee didn’t come out after him. No, this time he was accompanied by a reasonably muscular Latina with her hair cut in an unflattering bob. Her face was too round to carry it off. 

“I knew it,” Shep drawled, his voice still carrying a trace of a Southern accent. “Shooting in broad daylight, you’re involved. I must be psychic.”

As the woman started toward him and the kid, Roan said warningly, “We’re infected.”

She paused, then shrugged, continuing onward. “That’s what the gloves are for.”

“You make any aggressive moves, I’ll Taser your ass,” Kwan threatened the kid, pulling out his Taser and showing it to him. “In fact, I might just do it for fun. Call me a pig again.”

The kid sank into a sulky silence. Kwan wasn’t bluffing, and they all knew it.

Shep motioned Roan over to the ambulance rig, and he went, dimly aware that Dylan was following him. Roan sat on the back bumper as Shep cleaned off his hand with bottled water to look at the wound. It turned out it wasn’t a nick—there was a hole in the flesh between his thumb and forefinger, about the size and shape of a pencil, the flesh around it flash burned by the powder. Dylan, who sat on the bumper beside him, out of Shep’s working area, gasped upon seeing it. “Holy shit! That must hurt.”

He shook his head. “It’s numb.”

“Shock,” Shep said, carefully examining the wound, judging what it needed. “Sometimes after bodily trauma you feel nothing. For up to an hour. Then it starts hurtin’ like a motherfucker.”

“Where’s Dee? You two not working together anymore?”

Shep looked at him from beneath his bushy blond eyebrows. He was a rangy guy but solid, not too skinny, and reasonably good-looking, with brownish-blond hair and gray-blue eyes, good-looking enough that Dee often remarked it was a tragedy he was straight and married. For his part, Shep thought that was funny, which was probably why they’d been able to work together. “You don’t know? He’s on sick leave. Lupe’s filling in for him.”

“Sick leave? I didn’t know. I haven’t talked to him in a while, though. Nothing serious, I hope.”

“Naw, just the flu. We got exposed to it a couple weeks back when we picked up this lady that collapsed in her home. I didn’t get it, but he did. Them’s the breaks, I guess. I think I’m gonna wanna take you in for this, Roan. It’s too small technically for stitches, but there’s no way it’ll close on its own in anything less than a few months. They can use some surgical glue to shut it.”

Taking him in meant taking him to the hospital, but Roan was already shaking his head. “Just pack it with gauze. I’ll be okay.”

Shep raised an eyebrow at this, and Dylan said, “Hon, now’s not the time to be macho. You were shot in the hand.”

“I have surgical glue at home in one of the emergency kits,” he said, and Dylan gave him a look like he knew he was lying. “It’s gonna save me a couple hundred dollars in medical bills if I do it myself. Believe me, I know how to do it. I’ve been infected all my life, and under siege for about half of it.”

Dylan seemed to concede the point, although again it seemed he knew Roan was lying. Maybe this was his way of asking forgiveness, by forgiving him for being such an asshole. It was a very Buddhist way of thinking… well, as far as Roan understood it. Maybe it was just Dylan being generous.

Shep snorted in disbelief. “I’m gonna hafta record you as leaving against advice. You know that, right?”

“I know.”

“You know what Dee’s gonna do to you when he hears about this?”

Roan sighed and nodded. “I’ll batten down my hatches.”

Dylan slipped his hand inside his good hand, fingers entwining with his and giving him an encouraging squeeze. Why was he mad at him again?

“I think this guy needs a dentist more than a hospital,” Lupe, the fill-in paramedic, reported. She’d shoved a small twist of gauze up inside each of the boy’s nostrils, and they were already turning red. “Looks like he took a puck in the face.”

“He attacked me,” the boy shouted, blood drooling down his chin.

Shep scoffed. “Sonny Jim, he has a hand wound. Any numb nut who’s seen an episode of CSI knows hand wounds are generally defensive wounds. Try that again.” Shep prepped a needle and injected him in the palm of his hand. Roan knew it was a painkiller and was secretly thrilled, but he also knew it was probably just a localized one, akin to Novocain, nothing he’d feel beyond the wrist. Shep then attached sterile cotton balls on both ends of the wound (blood made them stick), and started wrapping his hand with sterile gauze. Blood was starting to seep through already.

Kwan hauled the boy up to his feet by his plastic-tie cuffs and asked, “What’s your name?”

“I wanna lawyer,” the kid replied, still sullen. Kwan was patting down his coat, reaching into his jeans pocket, and the kid tried to squirm away, exclaiming in disgust, “Fuck, you’re a butt pirate too?”

“I’m lookin’ for your wallet, asshole. Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I patted him down,” Tim said nervously. “I didn’t feel a wallet.”

“You gonna give me a name, or do I call you Dickwad all the way to the station?” Kwan asked. The funny thing about Kwan was he seemed to be in a perpetually bad mood. He’d been on the force for twelve years, and you’d think maybe he was bitter and burned out by the job, but oh no—he was always like this. He was born a grumpy bastard, and he would probably die a grumpy bastard, outliving them all and dying at the ripe old age of one hundred and twenty-two. Everybody knew the grumpy, sour bastards lived longer than anyone. But besides that, he was a remarkably fair cop.

The boy seemed to think about it for a moment, then muttered, “Rollo Tomasi.”

Kwan scowled and looked at all of them. “Why does that sound familiar?”

“It was a name used in L.A. Confidential,” Roan told him. Another team arrived, this one to secure the scene and collect forensic evidence. Not that there was much to collect—just blood splatters, maybe the bullet that took out the car window.

“Oh hey, so you’re a highbrow punk-ass bitch, huh?” Kwan said to the boy, getting uncomfortably close to his face. That was just a favorite interrogation technique of Kwan’s, invading a person’s personal space, and it worked fairly well. No one liked a cop breathing down your neck. “They’re gonna love you in lockup. C’mon, Dickwad, move your ass.” He started shoving him toward the patrol car, and Tim moved ahead to open the rear door. Kwan shoved the kid’s head down, perhaps more brusquely than necessary, and all but threw him in the backseat, Tim slamming the door on him so fast it almost caught the kid’s foot.

“You know what this was about?” Kwan asked, turning toward Roan. His eyes seemed to catch Dylan holding his hand, but his eyes remained impassive as they flicked back up to his face.

“He works for someone within the Church of Divine Transformation. They’ve been threatening me for a couple weeks now, ever since it got around that Eli left me his computer.”

“It’s a computer. Big fucking deal.”

“The hard drive has dirt on all the members prior to Eli’s death. And I mean quality blackmail material.”

He grunted in dark amusement. “Someone fucks a sheep, and ’cause you know, you’re a dead man?”

“They want it back. Either to destroy it or keep others in line. Probably the latter more than the former. Knowledge is power.”

He shook his head and looked back at the squad car. “Violent religious fanatics give me the willies. What the fuck is wrong with these people?”

Roan shrugged. He’d been asking himself that ever since his brief stint in the foster home of a devoutly religious couple who saw his infection as demonic possession and tried to have him exorcised. “Everyone needs to believe in something, even if it is totally bugfuck nuts.”

“You don’t believe in that shit?” Kwan asked, referring to the kitty cult.

“Fuck no. I believe in entropy. That makes everything else irrelevant.”

“Wow, that’s really nihilistic. Congrats.” Kwan turned back toward the cop car and told Tim, “Let’s roll.” He paused by the driver’s side door and pointed back at Roan. “Know the drill?”

“As soon as I’m patched up, I’ll come down to the station and make a statement.”

“There you go.” He got in the squad car and drove away without a second glance.

As soon as he was gone, Dylan turned to him and asked, “Why do I have a feeling that kid was lucky not to have gotten the full Rodney King?”

Shep snorted a laugh as he wrapped medical tape tightly around the gauze, making a semi-tourniquet in an attempt to staunch the blood flow. Roan shrugged his good shoulder. “Eh, Steve’s not that bad. He just seems unpleasant.”

“Seems or actually is?”

“Little of both. Depends on the day.”

As soon as Shep was done, he gave him the spiel about keeping his fluid levels up and told him the common-sense stuff that no one should have to be told, such as if bleeding continues or his hand goes numb and he can’t move his fingers, he should report to the hospital immediately, yada yada yada. Roan thanked him and got up, pretending he didn’t get a bit of a head rush just doing that. Dylan stood with him. He let go of his hand but kept a hand on his arm, in case Roan needed the help. He would have resented it if it wasn’t simply done out of kindness.

He managed to convince Dylan he’d be okay while he went back up to his apartment and got his shoes and coat on, and while Dylan was gone, Roan found his car and dug out the bottle of Tylenol-codeine in the glove compartment, popping three tablets and washing them down with a bottle of water stashed beneath his seat. He knew once he could get home, he could partially transform and heal some of the tissue damage. Maybe not all, but enough to make it a minor thing. He just didn’t know when he’d have the chance.

Dylan insisted on coming to the station with him, and when he saw he intended to drive, he indignantly shoved Roan over into the passenger seat and did the driving. Roan was fine with that, mainly because his bandaged hand was as insensate as a frozen hamburger, and the codeine was starting to kick in, a warmth spreading from his gut outward. The good part here was he didn’t have to hide being stoned, as Dylan didn’t know that Shep had only given him a localized painkiller.

Things were chaotic as usual at the station, and as such he was not the star of the freak show, just a minor player, and he was actually grateful for that. During all the formalities of giving his statement, he overheard Kwan talking to a cop he didn’t recognize. The kid who shot him had been identified, as he was in the system—he’d been processed several times as a juvenile for petty shit, mainly vandalism and drunk and disorderly: Nolan Morse. (What a name. He might have decided to become homicidal if that was his name, too.)

Now he could figure out who wanted him dead, the Dow sect or the Harvey sect. Whoever Morse was attached to was the motherfucker who’d been phoning in death threats. Now, all he had to do was figure out who Nolan was working for.

Once Roan was done giving his statement, he excused himself to use the bathroom and ducked into an empty hallway to make a call. He punched up the number of Rainbow’s aunt and left a message for Rainbow, asking her if she knew or could find out whose side a church member named Nolan Morse was on. He didn’t say why, because Rainbow knew better than to ask, and he knew she could find out, because even those in the church who didn’t like her (very few) saw her as completely harmless. She was one of those hippie-ish “earth mother” types who never wanted to hurt anyone. But the world was an awful place, and sometimes bastards—like him—would use that to their advantage.

He then went to the bathroom and discovered that his bandage was starting to soak through. It hadn’t done so all the way, but there was a deep-red splotch starting to bloom beneath the snowy-white bandages. He knew all he needed to do was go home, but would he be able to convince Dylan of that?

As it was, he managed. The drugs were really kicking in now. He was tired and almost nodding off on the drive home. Dylan was concerned, thought he should take him to the hospital, but he assured him he could take care of it at home. Roan went upstairs but convinced Dylan he would be willing to drink some of his “special” green tea, which Roan was fairly certain was made from a heretofore undiscovered kind of straw, so Dylan stayed downstairs for the moment. Roan ducked into his bedroom and hid in the bathroom, where he braced himself before punching the bathroom counter with his injured hand.

The drugs Shep had injected into his palm and the codeine conspired to keep the pain from reaching his brain, but he broke the bandages and tape open, causing blood to spurt out, and finally the right synapses started firing. He concentrated on it, focusing on the pain, forcing the change. He watched the bones in his hand shift beneath his skin like it was flimsy paper, the muscles twisting and warping, but it was easy to shut off the change. He thought it was the drugs, but he didn’t know for sure. The hole was no longer all the way through his hand, but the skin was still torn on both sides, suggesting he hadn’t held onto the change long enough, and the pain in his hand was now molten. But it was good enough, so he stripped off the bandages and threw them away, ransacking his medicine cabinet to find some gauze. He wrapped it around his hand but couldn’t duplicate what Shep had done. He just had to hope Dylan didn’t notice right away.

Dylan came in as he came out of the bathroom, holding a cup of tea that smelled faintly of fruit and burnt hay. “Is everything okay?”

“Considering,” he lied, stripping off his shirt and only just then noticing he had blood on it. God, he was tired. Was the room starting to spin a bit?

Roan managed to collapse on his bed as Dylan continued to stare at him in concerned disbelief. Roan wondered what he was going to do when Dylan called him on his shit.
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Something Bad Is Gonna Happen



ROAN FOUND himself sitting at a round patio table under a glaring sun, a paper coffee cup in his hand. He looked down to find the cup completely empty, even though he seemed to be in the outdoor section of a coffee shop. He was wondering why he didn’t get a table with an umbrella when he suddenly became aware that the seat across from him was taken.

It was Paris sitting there, his long black hair glossy in the sun, his mirrored sunglasses strangely reflecting nothing at all. “You have to stop,” he said, his Canadian accent oddly pronounced. It was really weird, because as far as he knew, Par had never had an accent at all. Sketch-comedy jokes aside, he’d never once said “aboot.” “This is the time to leave, Roan. You can’t do this anymore.”

He looked down at his cup to find it was now full of something red. Punch? “What are you talking about?”

Paris pushed his sunglasses up to the top of his head, and for some reason there was an almost hair-thin trail of blood trickling from his right eye. Paris, for his part, didn’t seem to notice. “You. You have to put it away now.”

“Put away what? What are you talking about?” He heard a dull noise and looked down to see he had somehow dropped his cup of punch on the ground, and the liquid was no longer red but clear, like water. When he bent down to look, he noticed a lion sprawled on the road, seemingly sunning itself, its tail flicking in a lazy yet strangely metronomic fashion. He looked around to see if people were freaking out, but bizarrely, he was all alone.

Roan woke up, suddenly panicked. “Dylan?” he asked, instantly wondering why he was panicked and why he’d said that. God, he hated these fucking weird codeine dreams.

He sat up and rubbed his eyes and realized someone had undressed him and tucked him under the covers. Wow, a couple guesses who that was. It was dark now, no light coming through the open curtains of the window over the bed, and as he stumbled to the bathroom, he wondered why codeine always gave him dry mouth. His hand was throbbing, but it wasn’t so bad.

He thought about taking another pill, but he felt so logy he wasn’t sure the others had completely worn off yet. He heard noise downstairs, a television, and smelled tomatoes and spices. Dylan? But it was dark—shouldn’t he be at work? He threw on a pair of sweatpants and went downstairs to find out.

From the stairs he glanced down at his television and saw that Dylan was watching Doctor Who as he cooked. Roan was nearly at the base of the stairs when Dylan finally noticed him. “Hey, should you be out of bed?”

“I was shot in the hand. I’m not an invalid. If I play my cards right, I won’t even have a limp.”

Dylan gave him a warning frown, tearing a sheet of aluminum foil off the roll. “You must feel better. You’re back to being a smart-ass.”

“Hard to keep a good smart-ass down.” As he entered the kitchen and went to the fridge, he saw a couple of pans on the stove, steaming away. He’d almost forgotten he had pans like that. “Smells great. What is it?”

“Penne alla puttanesca.”

“Wow, I love puttanesca sauce.”

“I know, that’s why I made it. It’s ready if you’re hungry.”

Roan pulled an old Gatorade bottle from the back of the shelf and gulped it down. It was disgusting, but he had to admit he felt a little less logy afterwards. And as disgusting as it was, he drank it all. He had to get his fluid levels back up; he probably hadn’t lost that much blood, but he was bleeding pretty good there for a while. “Yeah, I guess I am, thanks.” He paused for a moment. “Doesn’t puttanesca sauce have anchovies in it?”

“Mine doesn’t.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Roan got a plate down from the cupboard—at least he remembered where they were—and helped himself to a ladle full of pasta (whole wheat, of course, and probably organic; he was dating a hippie) and sauce, which were in separate pans. The sauce smelled really good, anchovies be damned.

He sat down on the couch with his food and a bottle of pomegranate-blueberry juice and saw that Dylan had brought in all the papers from his car. The Keith Turner files.

He started reading them while eating and felt himself getting sucked into the dry recitation of facts, which broke people’s lives down into vanilla data that made them as flat as the page he was holding in his hand. “Weren’t you supposed to work tonight?”

Dylan scoffed as he collapsed in the love seat across from him, a bowl of pasta in his hands. “Yeah, my boyfriend’s been shot, I sure feel like pouring drinks for horny, lonely men. I called Casey to take my shift for me. We just switched. I’ll cover a Tuesday for him next month.” Casey (bar name: Rod) was the only straight bartender to ever work at Panic. He used to be a bartender at a “regular” bar but figured he could make more money if he took off his shirt and flirted with guys, so he did. He had a reputation as a cock tease just because he was straight, but it was also because he got huge tips, as some gay guys held on to this fantasy of “converting” (or at least nailing) a good-looking straight guy. Roan wasn’t sure how he felt about that—it was dishonest as hell and the equivalent of being gay for pay, and yet it was refreshing to meet a straight guy so secure in his own sexuality he didn’t feel the need to beat up any guy who dared to make eyes at him.

“This is really good. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you felt well enough to come down for it. I was going to put it in the fridge and save it for you for when you felt better.”

Roan felt the same free-floating guilt that he often felt around Dylan. He was too good for Roan, and he suspected they both knew it. Dylan was still wearing his worn jeans from earlier, but he noticed he was wearing his Pansy Division tour T-shirt and wondered if some of his blood had gotten on Dylan’s shirt. It was possible.

They ate in silence for a while, the television giving the illusion of life while he was sucked into the paperwork and savored the sauce on the pasta. Damn, if you poured spicy tomato sauce on a shoe, he’d probably eat it.

But eventually the words began to blur together on the page; it didn’t help that most cops had awful handwriting. He paused in reading to give his eyes a rest and finish off his pasta. He was contemplating getting another helping when he noticed Dylan was frowning faintly at the pages he’d just put down on the sofa. It was a distracted frown, one suggesting he was lost in his thoughts, and the thoughts weren’t pleasant. “Did you look at these?” Roan wondered.

He glanced up at him, making the slightest noise of surprise. “Huh? Oh, no, just the top page. Why do you have a file on the Keith Turner case?”

“You remember it?”

He made a strange noise deep in his throat. “How could I forget? I searched the park.”

Roan put his plate down. “You did?”

“I was a volunteer with Search and Rescue until I went to college and decided to ‘reinvent’ myself. You should have seen me when I was younger, Ro—I was a Goody Two-shoes to make Ned Flanders ill. I was so hurt by people making comments about me being the son of that psycho cop who killed his wife, an abusive monster just waiting to happen—like father, like son—that I decided to become the most perfect, upright person on the planet. I got straight A’s, I was on the Honor Roll, I won a spelling bee, I came in second in the regional science fair, I was a Stepford kid. When I got to my teen years, I worked summers as a lifeguard, and I worked with Search and Rescue as soon as I was old enough to be accepted. We once searched the woods near Pinecrest for a lost hiker, but that was pretty much the biggest thing we did before we got word of the Turner case.” Dylan put his bowl aside, rubbing his temple as if recalling it was giving him a headache. “I was horrified that someone grabbed a kid in broad daylight so close to his parents. What kind of creep kidnaps kids? But I was also a little terrified of coming across a dead body. Worse yet, a dead kid. I got into it to help people, not shatter them.”

“But you didn’t come across a dead body.”

“Yeah I did. A raccoon.” He grimaced both at the lame joke and the memory. “No, the park was a bust. We searched for anything that could have been a clue. We were trained to notice small things in wooded areas that might give us a direction or some idea if a person had been there or not, but that park was a mess. This was before the ‘renewal project’, where they remodeled it. There was undergrowth so thick in some of the interior areas that it was like wading through molasses, and all the trash of eons seemed to blow in and get caught. You had your usual stuff—fast-food wrappers, cigarette butts, cans, gum—and the stuff the closet queens who’d troll the park late at night looking for an anonymous fuck would leave behind: condoms, tubes of KY jelly, even underwear. I spotted a nipple clamp, but back then—and this is how naïve I was, I was even repressing my own sexuality at the time—I had no idea what the fuck it was, and neither did my search partner, Sophie. We decided it was some kind of roach clip, as we occasionally came across drug paraphernalia, but mainly those glass pipes and aluminum cans turned into bongs. The park was so messy in these undergrowth areas that we had no idea what could be relevant or not. It all looked precisely the same age, none terribly recent. We all wanted to find something so badly, you know? We all wanted to be the one who found something that would lead to that kid being found and returned to his family. We started the day scared we’d find a corpse, and ended the day depressed that we were absolutely useless. I quit Search and Rescue shortly after that, ostensibly because I was preparing to go off to college, but if I’m honest, it was that. I didn’t want to have to go through that again. Selfish of me, wasn’t it?”

“No. These are the shitty cases, the ones involving kids and violence.” As soon as Roan said that, he realized they had that in common: they had both been touched by violence as children. It was a connecting thread between them, raw and terrible, and one they didn’t talk about much. Roan wondered why he was more broken than Dylan was.

He nodded. “I couldn’t be a cop. Well, for several reasons, but that stuff would just kill me. I noticed you never answered my question.”

Roan actually had to remember what question had spurred Dylan’s confession of this new, odd connecting thread between them. “Keith’s mother hired me to see if there was anything I could dig up on this case before he gives up on it completely.”

“You changed the pronoun.”

“So did he. He’s a man now.”

“Oh. Sex change?”

He nodded. “Yep. Still into men, though.”

“How does he look? Convincing?”

He shrugged. “Probably needs another hormone shot or two for the voice, but he’s a pretty good-looking guy, so yeah.”

Dylan smiled faintly. “Should I be jealous?”

“You should never be jealous.”

Dylan stared at him for a moment, head canted to the side, and asked, “Why do I sometimes feel like I have no idea where I stand with you?”

“Because I’m a depressive dickhead and I don’t like talking about my feelings.”

Dylan straightened up and gave him a funny look, like he had just admitted that he once shot a guy in Reno just to watch him die. “Holy shit. Did Shep slip you some sodium pentothal?”

“I do have moments of honest introspection. They’re just few and far between.” He neatened the pile of papers, restraining the urge to collapse at Dylan’s feet and ask him to help him because he had no idea what was wrong with him, that he felt he had lost control of himself at some point and was now careening toward a chasm with broken brakes. But he didn’t do that, as he wasn’t sure that was true. Or what Dylan could possibly do to help him even if it was.

“You’re not always a dickhead,” Dylan said, getting to his feet. He grabbed his bowl and came over and got Roan’s plate without being asked. “Although sometimes I do wonder how I got stuck with such a macho asshole.”

“I’m dynamite in the sack.”

“Well, there is that.” He put the dishes in the sink and started putting the rest of the food away. Roan eventually got up and helped him. They functioned in silence, rinsing off the dishes and stacking them in the dishwasher, sealing up leftovers, and it could have almost been a picture of bland domesticity. Roan really wanted a Vicodin, even though his hand was hardly throbbing at all.

As soon as they were done, Dylan turned off the television and took off his borrowed T-shirt, hastily folding it and putting it on the arm of the loveseat. “I’m going to take a bath and go to bed. Want to join me?”

Roan looked at him for a moment, feeling the siren call of chemical bliss, as well as the small pang of simple desire for this beautiful man and his emotional comforts. He owed him more than he could ever pay, and he would be kinder to him later on than Vicodin would be. “Yeah, I think I do.”

Dylan gave him a small, almost heartbreaking smile and headed upstairs. Roan followed, worrying about what Dylan’s reaction might be if he saw his hand without the bandages on it. Well, he’d cross that bridge if he came to it.

Roan didn’t think he’d fall asleep, but he did drift off for about an hour or so and then just lay there in bed for a while, holding Dylan and listening to him breathe. When he was sure he was in a carbohydrate-and-sex-induced coma, Roan got out of bed carefully, making sure he did nothing that might wake him, and headed downstairs.

Part of him wanted to grill Dylan about what he may have seen at the park, what might have seemed like nothing then but might be a vital clue now… except that was pointless. He probably could only recall it because it was traumatic, but if pressed for more details he wouldn’t be able to come up with anything, or at least not anything that wouldn’t be automatically suspect, due to the fickle nature of time and memory.

Besides, he was right: between now and then, Bishop Park had changed. They had torn out one entire area and relandscaped it, put in a new bike path, gotten rid of most of that tangled undergrowth, installed fancier-looking lights. Time had moved on, as it always did, and altered the landscape. The problem was, Keith Turner hadn’t. Missing people were in a special kind of limbo: they never aged, they never changed, they always remained as they were when you last saw them until they were discovered, if they ever were. He felt bad for everyone left behind, because never knowing for sure seemed like the worst punishment of all.

He got a microbrew from the fridge, a pale ale whose taste was so fragile that he sometimes questioned whether it was beer at all, and then wandered off to the downstairs bathroom to peel the gauze off his hand and pop a Vicodin from the medicine cabinet. He felt virtuous because he only took one.

The case, as presented in the files, was by the book. It wasn’t shoddy, it wasn’t half-assed, it wasn’t stained by incompetence. Everyone involved had done the right things. The wonderful, special hell of it was that they’d done everything they could and it didn’t matter a good goddamn. They might as well have done nothing at all.

He wasn’t sure how to tackle this case. Where did you start when you had nothing? When time had moved on and washed away even the slimmest of hopes? If he thought about it too long it’d drive him crazy. If he was tackling this like any other criminal case, he’d go to the scene of the crime, and that’s what he’d have to do here. It didn’t matter that Bishop Park was nothing like it was eleven years ago. He needed to go back to square one and see if there were any moves from there. When you had nothing, you had no choice but to go back to the beginning and start over again.

He finished off most of the beer before going back upstairs. He dressed quietly in the dark, both touch and memory allowing him to figure out what he was grabbing before he adjusted to the darkness, and before leaving he grabbed his long leather coat, his Sig Sauer in its belt holster, and his retractable metal baton.

The area around Bishop Park had changed since Keith was taken. When Chris and Elliot lived there, it had been a blue-collar neighborhood edging toward poverty, but then the downtown corridor changed, the gays taking over some of the run-down area and gentrifying it, bringing in businesses and real estate wheeler-dealers in their wake, and now the area was upper middle class, with a million-dollar condo set up on its northernmost edge. The irony was the gays who had done most of the neighborhood fixing had been priced out of the market and shoved deeper into the interior, along with the Hispanics and the blacks. The area was now mostly white and Asian, and straight enough to be marketable to tourists. But the park was an ironic counterpoint to it all, in that there had been much in the way of gang and drug activity, with a couple of spectacular acts of violence that led to the park being locked up after midnight. The closet-queen cruisers had moved on to Silver Lake Park, from what he’d heard, so Sadowski’s MILF probably would have been pleased by that. But it was probably her kids who were responsible for all the violence in the park, as the “gangs” actually seemed to be made up of bored white kids who enjoyed beating the shit out of random people and filming it on their camera phones for later posting to YouTube, and occasionally killing each other or some poor homeless son of a bitch to prove how tough they were, or some similar bullshit. He didn’t pretend to understand the dynamics of it or the lure of it. He’d been in a ton of fights in his life, but almost none by choice; it was a last resort, a method of protecting yourself or someone else. Although he’d been occasionally tempted, he never hit someone because he just decided he wanted to. (Okay, well, that drunken redneck he beat the shit out of might argue with that.) Going to the park at night, especially late at night, was a remarkably idiotic thing to do. But he’d never claimed to be a genius.

His eyes had adjusted to the dark long before, so he stood beside the bed for a moment, looking down at Dylan as he slept. He looked oddly content and younger than he actually was. Untroubled. Roan genuinely hoped he was; he wished someone had actual, genuine inner peace. He hoped Jason still didn’t haunt him, like Paris haunted him.

Roan stroked his hair gently and kissed him softly on the forehead before leaving the room. He considered leaving him a note but decided against it. Either he’d be home before he got up or he wouldn’t. Either he’d be here or in a hospital or a jail cell; it didn’t really matter. Dylan would be disappointed with him or he wouldn’t. Flip a coin.

Roan decided to take the bike, as it was a clear night, and it would give him greater maneuverability on streets that probably had a higher than average ratio of drunk drivers. He felt pretty good, actually, which was either the Vicodin really kicking in or his own sense of self. After all, if a lion couldn’t survive a city, he deserved whatever he got.
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AS IT turned out, night air and driving a motorcycle woke you up a bit, even if you were on Vicodin. Roan wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

Ultimately he found himself looking around at the streets, which looked somehow more seedy and yet prettier at night. Warm lights in crumbling buildings looked welcoming, while garish neon looked jewel-toned, giving glamour to the shabbiest bar. And of course it was an empty world, full of cars but mostly devoid of people, at least at this time of night and in certain areas. But the bars weren’t out yet, and when they were, humanity would return in a flood, loud and bright and raging. Sometimes he felt like an alien. He’d watch these people and not quite understand why they did what they did on a gut level—on an intellectual level he could break it down most of the time, but that was different than instinctive knowledge. He wondered what it was about him that made him feel that way: being an ex-cop, being infected, being gay, having a bad childhood, all of the above, or maybe none of the above. When you came down to it, it might just be a basic malfunction of personality. Not a shock either way.

Within a block of Bishop Park, the lights became bright halogens and sodiums, security lights that mercilessly scrubbed the shadows away, and it was like entering an embalmed part of the city, well preserved but rather lifeless. Lights were on in glass and steel condo towers that looked just like office buildings, something he found monumentally depressing. Who’d pay so much money to live in a place that would remind you of a dreary office? Maybe because most of these people didn’t work in dreary offices, or at least not on the lower floors where all the peons were.

Not that this place was safe—far from it. Most of the cars parked on the street were of the middle to lower end variety—Kias, Hondas, Nissans, Fords. The Lexuses and BMWs and Saabs were in underground or covered garages, somewhere safe from ’jackers and thieves. Even so, Roan drove past one Mitsubishi that had been liberated of its CD player, the glass gone on the driver’s side. The next block over, he heard a car alarm screaming futilely into the night.

The park looked charming, almost quaint behind its locked funereal gates, old-fashioned style streetlights painting light on a tall old oak that must have been here since the very beginning of the park. Roan took no chances and brought his bike up on the sidewalk with him, killing the engine and getting off, but never far from the bike as it rested on its kickstand. Most people didn’t know what a Buell was, but as soon as they saw the bike, they wanted it, and that was before they even knew about the street-racer qualities it had. If he ever needed to engage in a high-speed chase, he was ready. Paris’s muscle cars were good for ramming things Road Warrior-style, but the bike was better for catching that tanker.

God, he was such a geek.

He stood at the gates, hands around the cold metal bars, and took a deep breath. Inside he could smell exhaust and earth, the green scent of foliage and relatively healthy plants, and other things. For instance, someone was or had very recently been smoking in the park—he caught pot as well as crack. Pot, a heavy resinous scent; crack, a sharp scent that made his sinus passages buzz. If he listened very hard, ignoring the thunderous bass of a car on another block and the startled whoop of yet another car alarm, he could hear whispery trails of laughter, mocking and hard. The park looked deserted, but it was far from it.

Somewhere beyond the buttery pool of light and the stately oak, the bored, affluent teenagers who wanted to rebel but hadn’t quite figured out how were waiting, smoking up and seeing if something would happen to break their boredom. A lot of times they thought they were copying the behavior of “ghetto” kids, people harder than them, but that was an insult to everyone who had been raised in an actual ghetto. They were simply spoiled brats who were mean and hard well before their time. They’d make even meaner and harder CEOs someday, maybe even politicians with “tough-talk” rhetoric who would grow doughy on hefty campaign contributions from companies that wanted the poor kept down at all costs.

Wow, what a mood he was in tonight. And he’d just got laid! You’d think that would make him nicer.

Roan leaned against the gates and sighed. As easily as the kids hopped the fence, he could too; maybe even easier, since he had the whole cat thing going on for him. And for that very reason, if they decided to take him on, he would kick their asses. He would hurt them, possibly quite badly, and he would never even need to pull his baton or his gun. If he went in, he’d trigger a fight he didn’t need to have. What did he think, that he was going to teach these kids a “lesson”? You couldn’t teach anyone anything if they never thought they needed to learn. He would just be a story, nothing more, an excuse for a scar or two.

Worse yet, the playground Keith had been snatched from was gone. It had been moved to another area, expanded, put in a clearing where everyone could see anyone come and go. He wouldn’t benefit at all from any of this. The place where Keith was taken had been given back to the forest, as if that sacrifice would make the trees give him back. It hadn’t worked.

Where did he think he was going with this? There were no clues, no leads, no nothing. He was chasing a ghost. Worse yet, a ghost that hadn’t been seen for ages, one that had sunk back into the ether. He wanted to give Chris Spencer some peace, but he wasn’t sure anyone could.

Standing there, listening to the noises of the night, the chorus of alarms and engines and car stereos, he realized he did have one single avenue left to explore: Roger Jorgenson.

Sadowski was sure he had been here but hadn’t talked because he didn’t want to put himself at the scene and get in trouble, or maybe because he was protecting a fellow predator. But what if he knew the predator? What if he was a friend?

That was a huge leap, as Gabe had included some files on Jorgenson in the Turner files, and he was a stereotypical pedophile. Meaning no real friends, or at least no adult ones besides his mother—he wasn’t even attempting to be seen as normal. (Some did; some were married with kids and had a genuine social circle of friends, contrary to most stereotypes. But there was a segment that never even tried to pass.) But what about cellmates? Jorgenson had been arrested and was technically on parole at the time of the incident. Who had Jorgenson shared a cell with?

Roan looked at his watch, which never failed to amuse him. During office hours, when he was actually in, he wore a relatively nice watch: not expensive, but nice and professional looking. During off hours or stakeouts or days off, he wore things that he found funny, which was why he was wearing a plastic Simpsons watch that had been given away as a fast-food promotion. He’d picked it up at a Goodwill for a dollar. Yes, it was stupid and immature, but it always reminded him to lighten up. How serious could you be, wearing a plastic Simpsons watch? If he pressed a button, Bart and Homer would briefly argue with each other.

Damn, he was a hopeless geek. Might as well get a big G tattooed on his forehead: it could stand for both gay and geek.

Besides that, the night shift would be on at the station. Presuming no major changing of the guard, Marcos should be there, and he’d probably be willing to let him have a look at some old files. Marcos was another long-timer, like Sadowski, who willingly took the thankless night shift because his wife was gone (left him for a fitness instructor), and he had no kids, and he had nothing waiting for him at home except a dog with a bad hip and a cat with one ear. There was always something rather sad and quiet about Marcos’s personality, but that was also what put him in the small category of cops who didn’t give him shit because he was gay. Marcos wasn’t a judgmental type; he seemed too tired to bother.

Roan got back on the bike and kicked off the kickstand, walking it back out to the street before starting it, revving the engine for a moment just to make the bored teens curious about what they’d missed before driving off into the night, headed toward the station.

Well, not directly. Soon enough he came across a road blocked off due to a tremendously nasty-looking car crash, one involving a squashed Datsun and a huge semitrailer. Glass littered the road like ice crystals, and emergency flares lit the scene in blood red. Cops and firefighters stood off to one side, discussing the use of the Jaws of Life, and Roan saw no one he recognized, so he did a U-turn and headed toward the main thoroughfare, figuring he’d take the long way around.

He was back in the middle of the city as some of the clubs started shutting down, and traffic became wild and woolly. As it was, he had to piss, so he stopped at a Taco Bell to take a leak and pick up a soda, just because he wanted to have to take another piss in twenty minutes or so. Also, the caffeine seemed to cut through the Vicodin, but he wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. With the downtime, he decided to check his messages, which he had ignored earlier so he could have dinner and a romantic interlude with Dylan that should have been more life-affirming, but for some reason he wasn’t shaking his ennui. If great sex couldn’t shake your funk, you were one pathetic bastard.

There was the predictable cussing out from a stuffy-sounding Dee, although after dressing him down and letting him know that when Roan came to visit him—and he made it known Roan would damn well be visiting Dee if he knew what was good for him—he was bringing him a pizza and he was going to bring it soon, as Dee had news for him. Roan wondered what the news was, as Dee didn’t hint. Nothing in his voice indicated it was bad news, so he assumed it was good. Or at least he hoped so.

Rainbow was on there as well. She’d heard he’d been shot and was worried about him, although she knew he’d walked away, leading to this odd statement on her part: “Of course he wasn’t going to kill you like that. You’re hardly an ordinary lion, are you?” He’d have laughed if her simple, earnest statement hadn’t made him want to burst into tears. She then told him who Nolan seemed to have sided with. He couldn’t say he was surprised. At least he knew who he was paying a visit to tomorrow.

He watched from the windows looking out onto the streets and ventured out as soon as the traffic thinned out once more. It still wasn’t great, but better than before.

He was idling at a light where the main thoroughfare met Weston Boulevard and heard something that caught his attention. Even through his helmet he could hear an angrily shouted “Fucking faggot!” and saw someone stumble across a parking lot set out around back of the closed-down punk CD store. (Damn, Roan used to love it, but the combined pressures of the economy and downloadable music had crushed it.) He knew he should just stick to heading toward the cop shop, but he wondered if someone was taking their frustrations out on a Boulevard boy. They weren’t all like Fox and Cowboy. They couldn’t all take care of themselves, as one of the “friendly” local police had shown.

There was nobody behind him, so he pulled off into what passed for an alley (it was actually a never-used side street that had originally been built for loading trucks, when there were actual businesses here), and parked the bike as he clearly saw what must have been a fight. There were a few guys, a frat-boy type with a solid build save for a soft gut, an older guy who had the look of a hard-drinking trucker type, and a guy who was somewhere between their ages and wearing more plaid than was probably allowed this side of Canada. As he entered the parking lot, he saw these three were fighting one guy, as another was splayed out on the broken blacktop in an ever-increasing pool of blood. He looked badly hurt, which should have been enough to stop the fight, but Roan got the sense most of the participants were drunk and angry. The angry drunks were the absolute worst.

“Knock it off!” he shouted in his stern cop voice, but no one was paying any attention to him. The older guy had a metal pipe or a crowbar—it was too poorly lit here to tell which—forcing Roan to intervene. He grabbed the pipe and ripped it out of his hands, saying, “What the fuck’s the matter with you?”

Roan didn’t get an answer. What he did get was swung at, as the guy turned and took a poke at him, but he telegraphed the move in a way that only the drunk or the sloppy possibly could. Roan tossed the pipe aside so he wouldn’t be tempted to use it and stepped back, avoiding the clumsy swing and letting the man stumble as his momentum carried him forward. Only then did Roan step in and deliver a short sharp punch to the solar plexus that dropped him immediately to his knees. “Don’t fuck with me,” Roan warned him belatedly.

“Motherfucker!” the frat guy roared, charging at him. 

Roan easily sidestepped him, and as he stumbled off into a wall, warned him, “I’m here to stop the fight, asshole. Don’t make me kick your ass.”

“Oh wow,” a strangely familiar voice said, chuckling faintly. It was Holden—he was the standing man in the fight, the one called the “fucking faggot.” He looked really different, so it was hard to see him in the clinging shadows of the claustrophobic parking lot. He was no longer dying his hair a florescent peroxide blond but had let it go back to his natural brown-blond color, and he was no longer spiking it like Bart Simpson, either. He almost looked normal, which was really weird. “You guys are in trouble. You don’t mess with the toughest homo in the world.”

Was that a reference to him? Roan would have asked, but just then frat boy grabbed him around the throat from behind, trying to get him in a choke hold.

Roan threw his elbow back hard and rapidly, hitting bone several times and sending a numbing shock up his arm, but it was worse for the frat boy, who made noises of pain before Roan heard bone starting to crack. With a gagging noise, he shoved Roan away, releasing his choke hold and bending over, spitting out blood and grabbing his face. “Son of a bitch!” he exclaimed, but his speech was so mushy and slurred it sounded more like “sumavabish.”

“Fucker!” the guy in plaid screamed as he rushed him, but he shouldn’t have done that, as he gave Roan fair warning. As Roan spun to face him, he pulled out his metal baton, and with a flick of his wrist he extended it out to its foot-and-a-half length and brought it up to meet the man as he ran in for what was most likely supposed to be a full-body tackle. The metal baton smashed into the side of the man’s face, where the jawbone met the skull on the right-hand side, and the resulting snap was loud and sickening. On one level.

Roan was kind of surprised to realize he also felt a sick, almost amused triumph as the guy instantly dropped to the cracked asphalt, howling in pain and holding onto his lopsided jaw as if trying to keep it attached to his face. Roan looked over at the frat boy, oozing blood himself, and the old guy, who was just finishing puking on the lot. “Anybody want some more?” The puking guy was too busy heaving to answer, but the frat boy looked at him evilly, eyes glittering like the glass from a broken taillight, but they flicked between him and his baton, still held at his side, ready for the next attack. He wasn’t going to make a move while Roan had a weapon, and they both knew it. The kid would have shit himself if he knew he was also carrying a gun.

There was an inherent dark thrill in totally controlling a scene. And Roan owned this one. The fight was over.

“What the fuck was this about?” he asked Holden. He could see the hustler out of the corner of his eye, kneeling next to the boy in the pool of blood.

“These motherfuckers jumped Ponyboy,” he snapped, making a violently dismissive gesture toward the fallen drunkards. “I was just coming out of a bar across the street when I heard some guys laughing over some other guys beating up a fag in the old parking lot. So I figured I’d join the party and beat me up some rednecks. I didn’t know it was Ponyboy ’til I got here, though.”

“Who the hell’s Ponyboy?” Roan asked, not recognizing the nickname. Well sure, he recognized it as coming from an S.E. Hinton book, but not in a Boulevard-boy context.

“He’s just a kid. Came here last year from Minnesota. He was running from something, but he never said what.”

“Ain’t no way in fucking hell you’re a butt pirate,” the frat boy slurred, still glaring at him in a belligerent manner. If looks could have killed, Roan would have been an interesting stain on the crumbling brick wall behind him.

Roan matched him glare for glare, resisting the urge to tap the baton against his leg like a riding crop. “Ahoy, matey.”

“Told you he was the toughest homo on the planet, fuckwit,” Holden spat.

“Well, thanks for finding my epitaph,” he told Holden sarcastically, although honestly, he could have done much worse. As it was, that wasn’t too bad.

Police sirens cut the night, shredding it to ribbons, and when he was sure that the frat boy had no chance of making a run for it, he compacted the baton again and slipped it into his coat pocket. “What is that?” Holden asked him.

“Retractable metal baton.”

“Really? Where do you get those?”

“I bought it at a security shop, but any place that sells martial arts equipment will probably have them too.”

“Huh. I gotta get me one of those.”

The cop car partially blocked the mouth of the alley, and when the cops joined them, Roan saw that he didn’t know them personally—McKay and Gilberto, respectively—and since they didn’t know him, they instantly considered him a suspect. This got worse when he was thrown up against the wall and frisked along with Holden, who wanted to stay with Ponyboy, but it was Roan they found with the baton and the gun. He was instantly cuffed, even as he told them—for the thousandth time—that he was a private investigator and was a consultant for the department. When he told them he used to work at the Ninth Precinct and that they should call Chief Matthews to verify his identity, McKay snorted and said, “Yeah pal, we’re gonna wake her up for you.”

He told them he had his PI license in his wallet along with his concealed carry permit, and at least they looked at those as the ambulance arrived to block the rest of the alleyway. He didn’t know these paramedics either, which was a bitch since he was cuffed and sitting, resigned to a very frustrating night, next to an equally cuffed Holden, who was manacled the moment he gave them lip. This close to him, Roan could see Holden had a swollen, reddish eye that would be black in a few hours and a split lower lip that was seeping blood down his chin. Holden was deceptively tough, but taking on three guys seemed a bit much, even for him. “You take me to the nicest places,” Holden joked.

He simply glared at him out of the corner of his eye. “Hilarious. What were you thinking?”

“Probably the same thing you were. Putting an end to it.”

“We did a bang-up job, didn’t we?”

“You did. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I am the toughest homo in the world.”

Holden smirked at the echoed line and replied, “Be proud of it, man. I used to think I was. I feel humbled.”

Ponyboy was in really bad shape, suggesting that it wasn’t the first time the metal pipe had come out during the fight, and the paramedics had to call in another unit to take everyone to the hospital. One came over to treat Holden, but he didn’t have to do much. Roan needed no help at all—or at least not the physical kind.

A twitchy Asian kid wearing a stocking cap pulled low over his head, making his hair stick out from beneath it like loose wires, hung around after the ambulances left, and Holden’s gesture with his head brought him slinking up the alley, trying to avoid the eyes of the cops. “A.J., take care of Roan’s bike,” he told him. “I’ll hold you personally responsible if something happens to it. So keep it safe, okay?”

The kid—A.J.—nodded almost spastically and said in a quiet voice, “I’ll take care of it.” The kid stalked away, pausing only to grab the bike and wheel it away.

“He won’t sell it for crack, will he?” Roan asked.

Holden shook his head. “I told him I’ll hold him personally responsible for it. He’ll probably wash and wax it for you.”

“In that case, thanks.” He wasn’t certain about this, but it was better than leaving the bike out here, where it would probably be stolen within five minutes. Holden still had enough pull on the streets that the kids would want to listen to him and fall into his favor.

Finally the cops decided to run them in, and Roan found himself trying not to laugh, possibly because this was so fucked up.

Well, he’d wanted to go to the cop shop. At least this way he was getting chauffeured.
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LUCKILY, HE wasn’t treated as a prisoner for long. Back at the station, not only was Marcos on duty but so was a desk sergeant named Jefferson, who really didn’t seem to give a shit about him one way or another but at least recognized him. They got Gilberto to take the cuffs off him. Even though they were across the room, he heard Jefferson whisper to McKay, “Are you fuckin’ crazy, man? Matthews likes him; he’s her pet. She’ll chew you a new one if she finds out you did this.”

Pet? Pet? He’d have gotten furious if it wasn’t for the fact that he shouldn’t have been able to hear a whispered aside across the room. But the self-loathing and general loathing was back, settling in his chest like a stone.

He eventually convinced Gilberto to take the cuffs off Holden, taking personal responsibility for him. As he got the cuffs off, Holden told Gilberto, with a mischievous twinkle in his eye, “I prefer the fur-lined cuffs. Keep that in mind for next time.”

Gilberto gave him a flinty look and walked away muttering, “Maricón,” under his breath, Spanish for fag. From the face Holden made, he knew what it meant. But that was the fun thing about being a gay man in a straight world—you quickly learned the slurs, no matter what language they were delivered in.

Holden then turned to him with a sigh. “If I get charged, will you bail me out? I can pay you back. I have the money back at my apartment, I just don’t carry it with me.”

“It won’t go that far. You were trying to protect Ponyboy. If anyone will be charged, it’ll be me, for excessive use of force.”

“It was self-defense.”

“Yeah, well, it’s our word against the other guys’. I have a feeling they’ll tell a different story.”

“Yeah, but you’re a former cop, and you’re sober. Your word will go farther.”

Roan wanted to tell him that wasn’t true on both counts. Many of the cops didn’t like him, and he was currently on Vicodin. But nobody was going to drug test him. He could pass a Breathalyzer if it came down to that.

“What’s his name, anyways? I hate to keep referring to him as Ponyboy.”

“Cooper Reese.”

“Seriously?”

Holden nodded. “Kids have funny names today.” He paused briefly. “Roan.”

He scowled at him, which Holden met with a dazzling smile. “I’m gonna get my baton back, you know.”

“Hey now, what did I say? Absolutely nothing.” He gave him a wink, still grinning as he watched a couple other cops wrestle in a combative drunk man and a combative drunk woman, both bearing fresh contusions and scratches, who continued screaming and cursing at each other even while the cops attempted to book them. Ah, marriage. What a wonderful institution. No wonder the straights wanted to keep it all for themselves.

They were separated to give their accounts of the incident, and Roan suspected from some of the questions he was asked that Holden had exaggerated the amount of trouble he was in when he’d walked in on the fight. That was kind of him, and he knew the cops would believe it, because McKay, the one taking his statement, asked, “He can really fight?”

“Holden?” 

McKay nodded. 

“Yeah, he can.”

The cop, a corn-fed-looking guy with a thick neck and a soft face like cookie dough, shook his head in disbelief. “But the way he talks… you’d think he couldn’t.”

The way he talks? Oh yes, his slight lisp. That pretty much meant you were a pansy ass, right? Forget that the guy was over six feet and had the broad shoulders and chest of the athlete he used to be and the hard temper of the street kid he used to be. An extra S or two indicated you were a sissy-slap fight queen. Roan quietly despaired at such dumb-ass shit coming from a guy who should really know better, but maybe he didn’t know better. Maybe he hadn’t been on the beat long enough to realize that being gay or being female didn’t mean you couldn’t be as vicious and as tough as shit. He’d learn, possibly the hard way.

As predicted, Holden wasn’t charged with anything. He was issued a warning for disorderly conduct, but that was it. Roan wasn’t charged with anything either. They warned him not to leave the state but admitted that the case had all the earmarks of a gay bashing. Interviewed at the hospital, the two guys who could speak told two different stories, neither of which was compatible with the few facts that were known, and the fact that they were surprised when the cops originally found Roan’s gun and then later claimed that he had pulled it on them proved they were liars. And bad liars, at that.

Before leaving, the cops gave him back his baton and his gun. Holden said he’d call a friend to pick them up and reunite Roan with his bike (hopefully A.J. hadn’t hocked it for a trailer full of meth yet), and while he went off to do that, Roan took the time to talk to Marcos.

In spite of detective-client privilege, he told Marcos who had hired him and why. What Chris Spencer didn’t know—or maybe he did—was that nearly all cops hated these unsolved kid cases. Even the most jaded and cynical among them would pause. Missing people you never found, especially young women who were more than likely victims of foul play, you hated too, but there was something special about the kids that disappeared. Everyone felt like they’d failed them. That, as kids were the most vulnerable of citizens, you’d fucked up the most basic tenet of your job. Roan knew this would allow him information he really shouldn’t have.

Sleepy-eyed Marcos, who probably hadn’t shown a flicker of emotion in his weathered face in years, briefly looked flinty and cold as he stared at his computer screen. In a little bit, his fingers clicking over the keys like a master pianist, he had the information for him. Jorgenson had had two cellmates in his time in the joint: a guy named Peter Tucker and another guy named Roland Chesney. Chesney was back in the stir, having been convicted of murder less than a year after he got out (he killed his ex-girlfriend), but records indicated that Tucker’s last known location was Boise, Idaho. Marcos gave him all the information he had on both on a computer printout.

Records indicated both men had done time for sex crimes—Chesney went up on a rape charge initially, and Tucker was convicted of fondling a niece he’d been babysitting and intimidating a witness—but they also had other things in their records less violent: check fraud, loitering, obstruction, drunk driving. Chesney, being an obviously violent person, was in the lead as suspects went. He’d never gone for kids, but he showed a propensity for going after people weaker than himself. He probably got off on it. Yeah, he really needed to speak to Chesney.

He went back to where Holden was waiting, and before he got there, Roan saw him sitting back in one of the waiting room chairs, eyes closed, head back, looking for all the world like he was in serious pain. People walking past made him lift his head and open his eyes, and then he saw Roan and flashed a small, weak smile. When he came near, Holden sat up and said, “Ahmed should be here in a couple minutes.”

“You got some painkillers at home?”

Holden gave him a hooded, sidelong glance, pondering whether to be indignant or not, but he realized he’d been caught and decided—for once in his life—not to put up a front. How could he? His lip was scabbed over and his eye was blackening, a deepening bruise-violet splotch that was also making his eyelid swell. Soon, he might not be able to see out of his left eye. “I’m a whore, Roan. Of course I have painkillers at home.” He smirked at his own joke. “I also have Viagra, if you ever feel the need to fuck someone you’re not attracted to.”

“Trick of the trade? No pun intended.”

“Indeed. Sometimes you can’t get it up on cue. You have to have a plan B.”

“You know, I’d think that’d make sex depressing, always having to fuck people you didn’t like.”

He shrugged. “It does get tiring. It’s part of the reason why I’m getting out of the business.”

“How’s that going?”

“Really good, actually. I cut my schedule down to just four regular clients. I told the agency that I’m not taking any new gigs, I’m just doing my regulars and that’s it. Randy knows I’m intending to leave, and he’s cool with that. Mainly because he’s a partner in the web thing I have going with Rocky, and also, I ain’t getting any younger.” He flashed Roan a smile of bright, whitened teeth that had nothing but venom in it. “This is, after all, a young man’s game.”

“Yeah, oldie, don’t want to fuck a guy and break a hip.”

That made Holden snort a laugh, and he bent forward and put a hand on his face. “Ow, fucker, that hurt. Don’t make me laugh.”

“Sorry.”

Holden took a minute to regain his composure—yeah, he really was in pain—and then sat back in his chair, slumping slightly. “So while they were booking the tranny hooker, I heard a couple of cops discussing how you could possibly be in a fight after having gotten shot in the hand earlier today. Then there was a reference to some videotape, and you possibly being the gay Superman. Who shot you?”

Roan quickly moved his hand into his coat pocket, but too late, as Holden had already looked at it and saw the somewhat circular patch of raw skin on the top of his hand. He knew it wasn’t just rumor; he knew it was somehow true. “I can’t be the gay Superman,” he replied, trying to be casual. “I wear my underwear inside my pants, and I’m not gay enough to wear a spit curl.”

Holden sat forward and then leaned over the arm of the chair, looking him in the eye as best he could. “I’ve seen you change, you crazy fuck. It still freaks me out to think about it, but I’m honored I’m one of the few who know. Don’t worry, I’ll keep your secret. I’m good at keeping secrets.” He mimed zipping his lips shut and throwing away the key before sitting back in his chair. One of the cops passing by, Johnson, gave him a dirty look, and Holden blew him a kiss, which made him turn away in disgust. Holden sighed almost wistfully and added, “I had fun.”

Although Holden’s previous statement had made him feel numb to his toes, Roan appreciated that he had plowed on to another topic, pretending that this hadn’t been something strangely significant and just a little frightening. “Tonight?”

“No, when we were working together. I had a blast. If you ever need my help in another case or something, or just need physical backup, I’d be happy to help.”

Roan was glad he was letting this slip by. Yes, Holden did know he could partially transform, and he’d almost forgotten that he did know that. It was just Dylan, Gordo, Seb, Dropkick, Doctor Rosenberg, and Holden. In retrospect, a shitload of people. “No offense, but I don’t foresee a lot of cases needing a hustler.”

Holden looked at him with a moue of disappointment. “Sweetheart, you know me better than that. I’m not just a hustler; I can be whoever you need me to be. I’m the best actor who’s never walked a stage.”

Actually, Holden had him there. He was. His entire life was being some man’s fantasy, and the fantasies always changed. Holden could adapt and sell it—whatever it was—with the bone-deep conviction of someone whose life depended on you buying it. Because it did. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he told him and meant it. Holden might actually be useful someday. His street contacts could be invaluable. “So, you talk to your parents yet?”

He scoffed and waved a hand that revealed reddened knuckles. “No. My mother finally stopped calling. Oh, that reminds me, I’ve changed my number.” He searched the pockets of his own leather jacket—worn and brown, yet somehow stylish—and found a pen and a piece of paper that clearly contained a phone number he must have picked up at the bar before he got in the fight. The scribble over the number looked like “Troy,” or possibly “Trey.” “Tony?” Holden scrawled his new number on the back and handed it to him. “It’s my main line, so even if I’m not home, it’ll get forwarded to my cell. Call any time. If I’m on the job, I’ll call you as soon as I’m done.”

Roan took the scrap of paper and wondered how jaded you had to be to refer to fucking a paying stranger as “on the job.” “Talked to Zoë?”

“Oh yeah. I’m gonna go down to California and visit her and her daughter in the summer. She can’t come up here ’cause of money issues, and then there’s the fact that I’d rather she didn’t.”

It wasn’t hard to guess why. “What does she think you do?”

“She thinks I’m a local entertainer.” Roan laughed, and Holden feigned indignance. “Well, I am. It’s not much of a lie. I’ve entertained dozens and dozens of men in my life.”

“Only dozens?”

“I said dozens of dozens. Don’t nitpick.”

He smiled almost in spite of himself, and Holden smiled back, a strangely genuine expression on his wounded face. “I know I look like hell, but you could come home with me.”

The funny thing was, it was almost tempting. Roan wasn’t sure why, except maybe he was just looking to run away. Sex could be oblivion as much as drugs and violence. “I have a boyfriend, Holden.”

“So?” At Roan’s look, Holden rolled his eyes. “Fine, be that way, stick to the parochial heteroparadigm. I expected better of a radical like you.”

“Parochial heteroparadigm?” he repeated in amused disbelief. “Have you joined ACT UP?”

Holden raised an eyebrow at him, that smart-ass grin on his face. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

They got out in time to meet Ahmed in the parking lot. Roan wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t a black six-foot-five leather queen who drove a vintage Dodge Charger painted candy-apple red and listened to Danzig at communication-negating volume. Did you ever expect that? He was pretty sure the answer was no, just like no one ever expected the Spanish Inquisition. But he seemed like a decent—albeit strange—guy. Paris would have loved his car.

A.J. had watched his bike, and while he hadn’t exactly washed and waxed it, he hadn’t sold it for smack, either, and he had to give him some credit for that. Ahmed was giving Holden a lift back to his place, so they said their farewells there, but Holden surprised him once more by giving him a kiss on the cheek and whispering, “Go home and cuddle your boyfriend, Roan. And lay off the pills, huh? You’ve got too much to live for.”

He stared at him, words of denial springing to his lips, but Holden backed away and waved at him, giving him a sad smile. How had he known? No one else had known. Was it his pupils? How big were they? He looked in the bike’s mirror, but it was too dark to tell.

Maybe it was even simpler than that. Maybe it simply took a liar to know one.

He’d gotten what he wanted from Marcos, so he went home and slept it off for the rest of the night, which wasn’t long, since it was almost morning. He only beat it by a couple of hours. He had been at the cop shop longer than he anticipated.

By the time he got up, Dylan was out for his morning jog—oh, how he used to hate those guys, and yet now he was dating one—and there were a few phone calls waiting for him, including Kwan asking almost angrily how he could possibly be in a fight after getting shot in the hand, but what he really didn’t understand was him kicking all their asses. “Stop making the rest of us look bad, asshole!” he added, before slamming the phone down. You could never accuse him of being anything but entertaining in his own curmudgeonly way.

Fiona checked in, reminding him she’d see him at the office today. He called her back and got her cell phone, but he left her a message, asking if she could check in with the Sheridan Valley Penitentiary and see if she could set up an interview with Roland Chesney for as soon as possible. Also, he needed her to see if she could find some information on a former prisoner named Peter Oswald Tucker, who had relocated to Boise. That was what an assistant was for—the plodding work.

He’d made breakfast by the time Dylan came back, as long as you were generous enough to classify making toast and cutting up some blood oranges as breakfast. But Dylan liked to eat light after exercising, and that suited Roan fine, as he had lots of things on his mind and didn’t feel like anything heavy. Dylan sensed something was wrong and asked him about it, so Roan bluffed by telling him about the former cell mates of Jorgenson he was attempting to track down, and how he already sensed that this was a dead end, but he had to try it anyway. It was clear that this case still got to Dylan too. Everybody involved with the missing Keith Turner felt bad about it, even if they were only tangentially related to it. Except, possibly, the man who had killed him: no conscience meant no guilt.

On his way out the door, Dylan suddenly asked him, “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

This was where Roan wanted to be comforting, but he decided Dylan deserved the truth. He stuck by him for God knew what reason; it was the least he deserved. “It’s the only sure thing about this case.”

Dylan nodded, looking heartbroken but not really all that surprised. After a kid was missing a decade, it was unlikely he’d just turn up on the doorstep one day, looking for all his unpaid allowance. But he bet Chris Spencer would give anything to have that happen.

He set out for the office but soon diverged, taking Pacific Avenue down to a very familiar area he hadn’t wanted to see ever again. But Roan knew his luck didn’t work like that and never had.

He felt eyes on him as he walked up to the porch, and he gave the middle finger to the CCTV camera he knew was watching him as he knocked on the door, ignoring the bell and its aggravating chime. Eventually the door opened, and a well-scrubbed guy who had the perfect look of the annoying gay personal assistant—a cross between that guy on Ugly Betty and that one David Spade used to play on unfunny SNL sketches—glared out at him with the most perfect blue eyes money and modern optical technology could buy. “Yes?” he spat, narrowing those cosmetically enhanced eyes at him. He smelled faintly of hair gel and the pheromones of leopard.

Roan met his look, unimpressed. He had to know who he was, even if they’d never met before. “Go tell your boss Roan McKichan is here and wants to know why the fuck he wants to kill me. Tell him he can either talk to me or talk to the cops.” Roan pulled out his cell phone and held out the screen toward him so he could see the numbers 9-1-1 were on it, although he hadn’t pressed the send button yet.

The kid looked at it, the slightest bit of alarm cutting through his perfect mask of annoyance. “You’re crazy.”

“Okay, if that’s how you want to play it,” he said, lowering the phone and slowly moving a finger toward the send button.

“Michael, I’ll take this,” a new voice said, as a hand appeared on the boy’s shoulder and he was moved back from the door.

Finally, Roan found himself face to face with David Harvey.
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DAVID HARVEY was nothing special. He was a couple of inches shorter than Roan, with thinning reddish-blond hair that smelled of Rogaine spread across his scalp like a haphazard nest. His eyes were pale blue, like they’d been watered down somehow, and his mouth seemed a bit too wide for his narrow face. In fact, there was something almost fishlike about him, like Roan was staring at the first human partially cloned from a trout. He gave off the faintest hint of lion pheromones somewhere beneath his Calvin Klein cologne. 

“I’d be careful about making slanderous or libelous comments on camera, Mr. McKichan,” he said, his voice and smile so disgustingly smug that Roan had to restrain the urge to punch him back into last year.

“Your boy squealed, Harvey. Nolan wasn’t ambitious enough to do this by himself, but with his record, people could believe he was stupid enough. I don’t.” To his knowledge, Nolan hadn’t actually given up a name, but if Kwan was on him, it was only a matter of time.

Harvey’s smile remained smug and plastered onto his face like a bad makeup job. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Roan wanted to cross his arms over his chest but didn’t, as that might seem defensive. He kept his posture open and blatantly hostile. “I can press the issue if you make me, Harvey. I’d advise you don’t.”

Harvey arched a single eyebrow at him. It was more blond than red, although tinted a slight orange that couldn’t have possibly been a real hair color and yet was. “Elijah was afraid of you, but I’m not. You are one of us, even if you don’t act like it, even if you are a pillow biter. As such, you’d think you’d have more loyalty against the normals, but—”

“Did you just call me a fucking pillow biter?” Roan exclaimed in utter disbelief.

Harvey gave him a hard smile, his eyes gleaming with a triumphant sort of anger. “We all know what you are, and I understand the need to compensate for that, but really, you could change if you wanted to.”

Roan just glared at him for a moment, and then turned his back toward the camera so there’d be no film of him giving Harvey a short, sharp sucker punch to the solar plexus. Harvey made a pained noise lost in the rush of breath from his lungs and dropped to his knees, involuntarily heaving. Roan crouched down, out of barfing distance, and whispered, “You want to make me angry? Congratulations, fucker. But you’ve forgotten something, haven’t you? You may have a deranged cult following, but I have a hard drive full of shit on all of you. The reason it hasn’t hit the front page of cultwatch dot com is because I really don’t give a fuck about you and your insane shit, but you’re starting to make me care. I don’t think you want to make me do that, David.”

Harvey managed to get his gag reflex under control, although a string of saliva drooped from his bottom lip until he wiped it away with the back of his hand. He looked at Roan with pained, enraged eyes. “The computer belongs to us. It’s our rightful property.”

“No, it belonged to Eli, and I assume he wanted me to keep power-mad fuckers like you in check. I have no illusions that your fancy-ass lawyer will get you off the hook for any charges that might be flung at you. Everybody will be happy with Nolan taking the dive alone. But I’m watching you, and you try anything like this again, I’m not gonna stop at flinging your shit around on the web. I will fuck you up. I will fuck up your life beyond the telling of it, Dave.” 

Harvey scoffed and sat back on his haunches, arm still around his gut. He was a soft man. He’d never been in a genuine fight in his life. 

“You think it’s hyperbole? Try me.” Roan stood up and spit on him. Dave hadn’t expected that, so when the spit hit his head he jerked back as if Roan had kicked him and stared up at him with uncomprehending confusion. “Next time you try and have me assassinated, make sure they don’t miss.”

He stalked away, kind of hoping the cowardly shit would attack him while his back was turned, tackle him maybe, take a shot at a kidney punch, but he didn’t. And why would he? Pillow biter or not, he was the alpha lion even when they were in their human skins, and he knew it. And Roan was absolutely dying to have a good reason to lay into him, work him like a heavy bag, make him choke on his own blood and spit teeth.

Back in the car, Roan glanced back at the porch of the house turned Church of the Divine Transformation and saw David continuing to glare at him from under the shelter of the eaves, the hate naked and raw on his face. This wasn’t the last he was going to hear from David Harvey.

Good.

He returned to the office in a strangely sanguine mood. Not good, not exactly, just… peaceful. It was the calm resolution of someone who knew they were going to die, knew they couldn’t change it, and just decided to die with dignity. Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best metaphor, but it would do for now.

Fiona was behind the front desk, her red hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, and once he was in the door she began her litany. “Okay—you can see Chesney any time you want, as long as you stick to regular visiting hours, as Chesney doesn’t seem to have any visitors. Gee, a rapist murderer has no friends? Who’d have thunk it? And what I’ve scrounged up on Peter Tucker through vaguely legal sources I have e-mailed to you. If you have illegal sources you may want to use ’em, as I didn’t find much. So what are you doing back at work after you got shot in the hand?”

He held up his hand for her inspection. “The damage was overstated. Do we have anyone coming in today?”

She nodded and checked her online schedule. “At one we have a guy coming in named Jack Murray, who seems to think his wife is cheating on him.”

“Oh, the usual then, male version.”

“Yep, Adam and Eve on a raft, wreck ’em.” Using the old diner lingo made her flash him a big smile, and while he didn’t smile back, he smirked at her eager cheekiness. He was glad someone was so enthused about the tedious reality of people’s relationships going through slow-motion catastrophes.

He went into his office and read Fiona’s e-mail to him about Tucker, and she was right—there wasn’t much. There was little on his crime and little on his move to Boise, although Fiona had been able to find an address for him. Roan used that to access an online reverse directory and find his phone number. He punched it up but got a machine that listed the number back at him, no names, so he hung up and figured he’d try again later. He MapQuested the directions to the Sheridan Valley Penitentiary, as he’d never been down there. In spite of its pastoral name, it was a bleak maximum-security prison planted smack-dab in the middle of a barren stretch of land that used to be a gravel pit. The town itself was just a loose collection of strip malls and trailer parks and most likely a Walmart that was the pinnacle of regional culture.

He was just printing it out when there was a rap on the door that didn’t sound like Fiona. He looked up in time to see Murphy peeking in the door. “What would it take to keep you home? Grenade injury? Dismemberment?”

“Hey, don’t mock me just ’cause I’m the toughest homo in the world,” he replied, looking for the photos he took of Dallas Faraday’s last night on Earth.

That startled a laugh out of her as she shut the door behind her. “Now wait just a goddamn minute here—I’m the toughest homo on Earth.”

“You’re the toughest lezzy. I’m the toughest homo. There’s a difference.”

“There’s always a double standard,” she sighed sarcastically, flinging herself down in the chair in front of his desk. “I guess you know why I’m here.”

He found the photos in a manila envelope in his top desk drawer that he had marked “DF.” “Wedding shower?”

“How did you guess?”

He handed over the envelope, and she took it and slid the glossies out, looking at them. “By the way, the new receptionist is cute.”

“Hey, she’s an assistant. Also straight and a part-time dominatrix.”

“Really? I didn’t realize being into B&D was a part-time choice.” She paused and turned a photo sideways. She was in her casual cop gear, namely black slacks and a khaki-colored shirt beneath a black blazer. They looked like men’s clothes and very likely were (Murph was into the cross-dressing), but they looked good on her. She’d recently got her black hair cut into a stylishly boyish short haircut, but the irony was it made her face look more feminine. Maybe that was the intent. “Wow, look at you getting clear shots of all the license plates.”

“You never know when they can be handy to have.”

“True enough. I’d kiss you, but I don’t want your gay on me. By the way, heard from the wife yet?”

“My client? No.”

Murphy nodded absently, still looking through the photos. “Whoa, is that coke or crack?”

“Coke.”

She whistled sharply. “That explains the toxicology report. Guy was flyin’ on coke, X, and Ritalin. He also had a point oh eight alcohol level.”

“Ritalin? People take that recreationally even when they’re out of high school?”

“Believe it or not, yeah. If Mrs. Faraday calls you or comes in, would you call me immediately?”

That made him pause. “Is she a suspect?”

Murphy shrugged, still examining the photographs. “She’s missing.”

“What?” It suddenly occurred to him that, yeah, she hadn’t gotten in touch with him, even to get the photos he’d taken for her. That was strange, but so much had gone on in the meantime that he’d simply forgotten. “You check her place of business?”

Murphy nodded, tucking the pictures back in the envelope. “Went there, went to the Faraday house, even visited her parents’ house. No one’s seen her since the fifth, when she left work for home. We’re running an APB on her car, hoping for a hit.”

The fifth—the night he took most of these photos. (Some were taken after midnight, which would make the rest taken officially on the sixth.) “So what’s your theory? Think she’s a victim of foul play, or did she do a runner?”

Again she shrugged and then grimaced because she hated doing it. “Either’s possible, although she’s looking better, suspect-wise. After all, things clearly weren’t great at home. She hired you to check up on her guy, didn’t she?”

He had to concede that point. “But if she was just going to kill him, why bother to hire me?”

“To throw suspicion off of her?”

“That’s weak.”

“You got any better theories? Besides, maybe she didn’t plan it. Women are more likely to commit crimes of passion than deliberately planned murders.”

“Depends on the woman. Either way, she didn’t strike me as a killer.”

“But anybody can be a killer, given the right circumstances.”

“Yeah, I know,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes. Until Holly showed up to tell her side of the story, she was a suspect. In fact, her disappearance surely made her the number-one suspect. Goddamn it. “Fuck. She killed her husband, didn’t she?” Maybe she had discovered he’d given her herpes and snapped.

“It doesn’t look good for her. What have you got on her?”

“Just the usual shit, the form filled out for the job.”

“Can I see it?”

He paused briefly, not really thrilled about the prospect of sharing information about a client without a court order being involved, but Murphy was his friend, and besides, he might have been used by his client. He hated that, no matter how much of an asshole Dallas was. He went back into his top drawer and unlocked a box set into the drawer, where he kept current client information. Once he was done with the job, it got filed away in the locked cabinet on the far side of the room and scanned into the computer, where he transferred it to a jump drive he kept in a place in his home where he knew no one would ever look. It seemed excessive and paranoid, but you could never have enough backup. He found the form he was looking for and handed it over. She looked it over, nodding. There probably wasn’t anything there she hadn’t discovered already. 

“So how’s things in homicide?”

“Busy. You know the economy’s in the toilet when the murder rate starts creeping up.”

“How’s the guy who shot me?’

That made her snort in dark humor as she tucked the form into the envelope with the photos. “Kwan broke him. He started this weird-ass ramble about you being a traitor to the species and whatnot, although it was never clear what species he was referring to. Also, you being an ass bandit seems to personally offend him. Kwan told him not to knock it until he tried it—which he would, whether he liked it or not, when he ended up in the county lockup.”

“Oh, how lovely.”

“Hey, it made me laugh.” He raised an eyebrow at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Okay, yes, fine, prison rape is not funny. Even if it does happen to a hateful asshat who deserves it.”

“Thank you.”

“Jeeze, Mr. PC, he shot you, and you worked him over like Mike Tyson in his less-pathetic days. I thought you of all people would want to see this fucker hurt.”

“He’s a patsy, an easy scapegoat. He pulled the trigger, but someone else put the gun in his hand.”

She gazed at him levelly. “You’re talking about DT.” Many cops simply referred to the church as DT, not only because it was shorter but because it sounded like an illness.

“I’m talking about David Harvey. Taking me out would make him a hero amongst a large swath of his followers. He’d cement leadership in the Church if I was gone.”

“I thought this was all about Eli’s computer.”

“It is, but it finally occurred to me that that’s a convenient excuse. Getting the hard drive back could help him blackmail his way to the top, but it might just be easier to kill me. Well, that might have been his thinking.”

“I bet he thinks different now.”

Roan shook his head. “He just hates me more.” He didn’t tell her that he’d helped stoke that fire.

They got to the personal bits of the discussion—he asked how Kim was, she asked how his “strapping young stud” was (this indicated that she had forgotten Dylan’s name)—and then found an easy way to end the discussion. Truth be told, Murphy had only come here to check up on him and get the photos, maybe get some more information on Holly Faraday. It was more of a business visit than a personal one, but they pretended it wasn’t.

Fiona turned out to have gotten a bit of the information wrong on the one o’clock client. Jack Murray was a somewhat neurotic middle-aged man who was afraid his younger boyfriend, one Bryan McKee, was cheating on him. Well, it had been bound to happen—a gay couple was going to come here to self-destruct. He had just assumed gay marriage would be legal by then. Although he felt weird about it—what, he only busted up straight couples?—he took the case. Hard to say no to money.

After that, there wasn’t much point in sticking around, as he had things to do. He’d never make it to Sheridan Valley in time, but there was a third prisoner who had shared cell space with Jorgenson but wasn’t on the suspect list simply because he was in prison at the time of Keith’s disappearance, and there wasn’t a more rock-solid alibi than that. His name was Rocco Santorelli (his birth name was actually Rocco—it was astounding the names some people gave their kids), and he was up in County on a car-theft beef. Since Roan knew some of the people in County, he figured he’d have an easier time talking to Rocco. On his way out, he discussed taking Fiona out on a routine surveillance gig one of these days. She wanted to learn the ropes of the biz, and he figured, why not? Besides, surveillance gigs were boring, and a little company wouldn’t be a bad thing. It would help him get his mind away from the dark subjects it seemed to like to dwell on.

Out in the car, he took a moment to think, take a codeine, and consider his next moves. Not only did he have to visit Rocco, but he had to visit Dee or he’d never hear the end of it. He calculated the drive time and figured he’d visit Rocco first. Dee wouldn’t like it, but he could wait.

Roan decided to swing by the house and change clothes, as he looked like he might be a detective. Rocco might shut down instantly when faced with a PI, but if he looked like just some regular guy off the street, he was in with a better shot. Nothing fancy, just jeans and a T-shirt, maybe a baseball cap if he really wanted to go overboard.

And then he hoped to pay a visit to Panic before Dylan started his shift, talk to Luis (nee Rhett). He wanted to know where Dylan might like to go for a weekend, but he didn’t want to ask him and spoil the surprise, so Luis was his next-best shot. He and Dylan had been friends for a long time, and presumably he’d know something about his tastes. Roan was a bit humbled because he wasn’t sure. He was a bad, bad boyfriend.

He was humming the Pansy Division song of the same name when he pulled up into the driveway, and the codeine was really kicking in as he moved to his front door, his hands and feet feeling oddly warm. What a weird side effect. Maybe that’s what prevented him from realizing that something was wrong until he opened the door.

The first thing he noticed was the way the air moved through the house. Fresh air whooshed, smelling slightly of the coming rain, and beneath it Roan could smell the scent of two men—one wearing some god-awful aftershave that smelled strongly of salt—who had been here recently. He pulled out his Sig Sauer and held it aimed down at the floor as he glanced in the living room. It showed some signs of being ransacked—the coffee table had been kicked over and some of Paris’s CD collection had been tossed out—but it was simply cover for what they were actually looking for. What thief left a television, a stereo, a DVD player behind? Those were easy to grab and easy to hock.

No, the whole point of this robbery was Eli’s computer, which was missing from the side table. They had taken the monitor as well as the stack. Wouldn’t they be disappointed when they discovered the hard drive had been replaced?

So this was David Harvey’s next move? How shockingly pedestrian.
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La Stanza Bianca



IT WAS always disappointing when a cop who knew you and didn’t like you showed up to take your statement.

At least Butler—or, as he was known around the station, “Butthead”—came with a rookie named Salazar who didn’t know him and treated him just like any other guy who’d gotten his house burgled. Butler kept prowling around, like he was looking for something incriminating. Was he hoping to see some gay porn just lying around, or maybe a collection of dildos? If Roan had known he was coming over, he would have bought one and slapped his picture on it.

There were some surprise visitors, though: Gordo and Seb. They wandered in, and Butler—who had been in charge of the scene before their arrival—got instantly tense. “Something I can help you with?” he asked, respectful but still slightly arch.

Gordo gave him a bored look, which was worth a thousand hateful stares. He was now the senior man on the scene and he knew it, just as he knew Butler resented it. That was one of the things Roan really didn’t miss about being a cop: all the bullshit protocol. “This might be our jurisdiction, Ron.”

Butler looked confused, his beetle brows dipping low beneath his caveman forehead. “This isn’t a cat crime.”

It was Seb who shrugged. Gordo was wearing a silver-gray suit coat, while Seb was rocking the khaki-trench-coat look. He was like a black Columbo, but without the lazy eye. “If it’s a hate crime, it is.”

Butler scoffed and spread his arms wide, indicating the entire room. “There’s no sign of a hate crime here.”

Gordo gestured to Roan, who was watching the tech gal, Imahara, dust for prints. “Roan said he thought DT was behind it.”

Butler scoffed. “There’s no evidence of that. And last time I checked, feminine intuition doesn’t count as proof.”

Gordo’s look hardened into ice. “You’re on report. Get out of here.”

“What?” The question was one of genuine confusion, not defiance.

“You heard me. Go home, Butler. You’re done here.”

His mouth opened to protest, but Gordo and Seb were a brick wall, all stiff shoulders and withering looks, so he huffed a breath through his nose like an angry dragon and stomped out. Salazar looked painfully embarrassed but closed his notebook and followed Butler out, with a shrug that was probably an apology. Imahara continued working, pretending she wasn’t listening.

“I could have just kicked his ass,” Roan pointed out.

“I didn’t like that he felt so comfortable insulting someone in front of me. I ain’t putting up with that shit.” Gordo heaved a weary sigh, an indication of a topic shift. “Is Eli’s computer all they grabbed?”

“As far as I can tell. They broke a window to get in and tossed some furniture around, but clearly they were after one thing.”

“Someone called us about an altercation at the Church, but Mr. Harvey said only that you two had a ‘loud discussion’, and it was nothing of merit. Despite the fact that he looked very pained and isn’t a very good liar. His little assistant—who must have made the call—looked shell-shocked. You beat the shit out of Harvey?”

“I think I’d better take the fifth here.”

Seb snorted, a swallowed laugh. “Why? You’d get a medal down at the station if you did.”

He knew they didn’t like the church at the cop shop or the state house, but that seemed like a more extreme reaction than usual. “Why? They been making more trouble than average?”

Imahara stood up, and her knees cracked like distant shotgun blasts. She was a vaguely attractive woman who seemed to like looking plain, wearing drab clothes and no makeup, her hair cut in an economic style. She looked like a person always on the verge of sinking into the background. It had to be a deliberate choice. “Well, got some good prints, but I suspect they’re yours, Roan. There’s a lot of smears indicating someone with gloves was here recently. You don’t wear gloves in the house, do you?”

The first thing that sprang to mind was a fisting joke, but it was so awful he couldn’t make himself say it. “Not as a rule.”

She nodded. “That’s what I thought. Well, I’ll let you guys know, but I’m thinking we’re looking at a couple of pros here. They knew what they were doing. This was a smash and grab.”

“They were also uninfected, probably because Harvey actually thought he could fool me into thinking it wasn’t him.” 

Imahara gave him a quizzical look on the way out the door, but it was Seb who asked, “How do you know they weren’t infected?”

“He’d smell ’em if they were,” Gordo explained for him.

As soon as Imahara was gone and had shut the door behind her, Roan asked, “So what’s been going on with the Church?”

Gordo sighed and Seb’s shoulders sagged, all signs of defeat. “Since Eli’s death, recruitment has been on an upswing,” Gordo told him. “They’ve been having lots of parties where the infected and uninfected mingle, but they don’t hold them at the church. They’ve been moving them around randomly, like house parties or raves, trying to avoid being busted. We’ve got some undercover agents posing as wannabe teens in the chat rooms, trying to get invited to these things, but they’re more paranoid than ever. It’s harder and harder to get a bite.”

Roan nodded, sure he knew where this was going. “You want me to see if I can find one?”

“It’d be a big help.”

“Yeah, fine. I know sex workers, people in the scene. If there’s kinky shit going on somewhere, they’ll know.”

Gordo smirked. “I’d ask how you know sex workers, but I’m sure I’d get in trouble.”

“Just consider that all of us freaks stick together, because if we don’t, who would?”

Seb nodded, and Gordo just gave him a strange look, but that seemed to be the end of it. “We can pay another visit to the church, mention the theft, see if we can shake him up,” Gordo offered.

Roan shook his head. “Not necessary. All they got was a shell. I pulled the real hard drive out ages ago.”

“So what do they have?”

“An empty hard drive. A shitload of nothing.”

Seb snickered. “Man, I can’t believe people still try you.”

“Of course they do. I’m just a dumb ex-cop who has to make his living taking pictures of other people’s cheating spouses. I can’t be that hard to fool.” Roan moved to the couch and sat on the arm, figuring things were done.

Gordo looked strangely concerned, at least for him. “You really think this guy’s gonna roll over and take it? I just talked to him for a few minutes, but there seemed to be somethin’ kinda… off about him.”

Roan could only shrug. “I imagine he’s gonna come back at me. But I don’t care. If I can’t take a sleazebag like that, I deserve to get cut down.”

“I know it’s your macho talk, but shit like that worries me,” Gordo replied, surprising him. “Sometimes idiots get lucky. Keep trying them, and someone will.”

He was right, of course, and Roan dipped his head in acknowledgement. “You take your chances every day. That’s just how it is.”

Gordo’s stare was piercing and skeptical. “And you don’t care if you get on the wrong side of it?”

“Of course I care. I’m not some suicidal asshole.” But even as he said it, he wondered if maybe Dylan was right about his death wish.

After they left, he put on Drive Like Jehu as he picked up the furniture and CDs and taped up the broken window. It might be an invitation for thieves who somehow made it into his backyard, but he had a simple solution for that. He propped up a piece of plywood in the taped-up hole that had “Infected” written on it in bright red letters. It was remarkably good at keeping people away.

When he was done, he went off to County to speak with Rocco Santorelli about his previous cellmate. He actually didn’t expect anything useful from this man. He only wanted to cover his bases. Roan hated prisons and the way they smelled, like industrial cleansers, body odor, hate, and fear. Desperation flop sweat mixed with a toxic stew of testosterone and nowhere to go. Long ago he’d figured out being a caged animal in the long term would be no good for him—he’d tear everyone to pieces. He now wondered if his lion side would be out all the time in such a situation. (Unless Dylan was right about that too, and it was just the darker side of his personality. But either way, he figured it’d be out and causing a scene.)

Sitting behind shatterproof glass in the sterile, depressing visitor’s booth, he found himself finally facing Santorelli. He was six feet of muscle crammed into a five-foot-five body. He was squat and squared off, a miniature refrigerator of a man, with no neck and a perfectly spherical shaven head resting on shoulders as straight as a level. His eyes were small and widely spaced around a large nose that had clearly been broken several times in his life. His mouth was an uneven slash, his lower lip distorted with a faint scar near the left corner. This was a man who’d been in lots of battles, the type that Roan himself would be reluctant to mix it up with simply because he probably knew how to hurt someone badly and quickly and had no qualms about doing it. The funny thing was, the way his dark eyes seemed to settle on the scars on Roan’s face, he had a feeling Rocco was thinking the same thing about him. 

“Who the fuck’re you?” he asked into the receiver set into the wall.

“I’m trying to find something out about Roger Jorgenson, a former—”

Rocco sniggered derisively, lips curving into a sneer. “The fucking child perv. What, he diddle your kid or somethin’?”

“No, but I think he may have something to do with my friend’s kid going missing.”

Rocco shook his head. “That fat bastard? He was a coward. A fucking pussy-whipped momma’s boy. He saw blood, he freaked the hell out. Naw, he’d never kill one of ’em. He didn’t have the decency.”

What an odd way to put it, but he sort of knew what he meant. “You remember him well.”

He shrugged one of his blocky shoulders. “Everybody was trying to shank him. I would’ve done it myself, but I got moved out to another cell by the time I got a shiv, and besides, he had that guy protecting his fat ass. Don’t know why. Maybe he was poundin’ him or something.”

Charming. But Rocco was turning out to be more of a help than he ever could have imagined. “What guy? Chesney? Tucker?”

Rocco’s eyes narrowed until they almost disappeared into the folds of his face. “You a cop?”

“Do I look like a cop?”

He scrutinized his face with an intensity that made him feel like he was under a magnifying glass. But after a long moment, he said, “Naw, yer too pretty.” Now that was funny. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Paris Lehane,” he said, the lie coming easy. Being a detective was about eighty percent lying persuasively. At least that was twenty percent less than being a politician. “I’ve been researching Jorgenson, but I’ve hit a brick wall.”

“Prob’ly his head,” Rocco replied darkly. “The fucker was stupid and repulsive. He had nothing goin’ for him at all.”

“Who was protecting him?”

“Eh, what’s his face, the guy with the bug tattoo. Rollo.”

“Roland?”

Rocco shrugged. “Guess so. That fucker was nuts. I think he aligned with the Aryans.”

Did Roland Chesney have a bug tattoo? It was mentioned he had tattoos, but what kind were never specified. “Why was he nuts?”

“You mean besides picking out the blob for his bitch? He had these razor marks on his arms that he put there himself, he said that was how he kept track of the people he did.”

It was funny how the word “did” could have so many meanings. “You mean killed?” Rocco looked at him like he was the biggest idiot in the world, so Roan took that as a yes. “But this was before he killed his ex-girlfriend. You’re saying she wasn’t his first?”

He scoffed. “If you believed his bullshit, she was like number twelve or twenty or something. He claimed to be smarter than the pigs, that he had a lot of bodies buried out in the desert and no one was ever gonna find ’em. But everyone says shit like that here, like bein’ a serial killer makes you such a bad fucker no one wants your ass.”

Roan felt his stomach clench and his blood turn cold. Yes, people made up shit in prison all the time. But if any of this shit was true, he may have found his man. “Did he say where he buried ’em?”

Rocco shrugged and shook his head. “I dunno. Can’t remember. It was somethin’ like Sundown or some shit like that. But you ain’t gonna tell the cops, are you? I ain’t a rat.”

“Why would I tell the cops anything? They haven’t helped me at all.” Sundown? Was that a reference to something? There was no place called “the Sundown desert.” Then again, if he was just making it up to make himself look like a hard-ass, there wouldn’t be.

The bizarre thing was, Rocco was so forthcoming because he was lonely. He wanted to talk, and just as a tacit thank you for the information, Roan listened to him ramble for about five more minutes about how he ended up here on a trumped-up charge that wasn’t his fault anyway. If you listened to inmates, there were no guilty people in prisons, but the odds were there had to be some.

Rocco actually suggested he come back sometime. Wow, that was lonely. Roan only said he’d see what he could do. If Rocco’s information panned out, he would.

Roan thought about this afterward, while picking up a pizza for Dee, and even examined the map he had in the glove compartment. There were no deserts on this side of the state—wrong climate—but the eastern side had a couple. Hell, you could make the argument that the whole eastern half was a desert that had been partially paved over. Nothing named Sundown or Sun-anything, though. He needed to do a computer search.

But he tried not to think about this as he paid a visit to Dee, as Dee would catch his preoccupation and probably be offended by it. He was mostly recovered from his flu but was still puttering around his place in a dark-green fuzzy bathrobe. He waited until Dee finished lecturing him about not going to the hospital after being shot in the hand and helped himself to some pizza as Dee finally told him his news. He had a serious boyfriend finally—definitely a cause to celebrate—named Luke Cho. Not a doctor this time but a nurse; he was also mixed race (half Korean, half Filipino), so that was two things he and Dee had in common right off the bat. Dee thought they might be moving in together, which was a huge step for Dee—Roan could see why he was a bit anxious about it all.

But Dee wasn’t content to stick to his own life. He had to butt into his. He told Roan if he really didn’t love Dylan, he had to cut him loose. “He’s a sweet kid,” Dee said around a mouthful of pizza. “If you can’t love him, you should cut him loose and let him find someone who can.”

Roan nodded, as he not only knew it, he agreed. He should do it. It was the right thing to do. Would he do it, though? He didn’t know.

He had to tell Dee about the other night too, when he beat up the gay bashers. Never mind that he wasn’t treated by the paramedics. Their gossip network still got back to him. Dee seemed to be concerned that he was “hanging around” with a hustler, especially one with Fox’s reputation. “I don’t fuck hustlers,” Roan reminded him. “I don’t pay for sex on principal. I got nothing against them, though.”

“Neither do I, and hey, some of those guys you can find on that escort site… hot damn, I may pay for that,” Dee admitted shamelessly, picking up his glass of what he called his “Nyquil smoothie” (actually it didn’t have Nyquil in it, just a dash of cold medicine amongst honey, tea, and brandy.) “But this Fox guy… you know his reputation, right?”

“I ran him in once. He recently helped me on a gig. He’s not some prostitute gangster, he’s just a guy who made a couple of fucked-up decisions and is trying to make the best of where he is.”

Dee fixed him with his scolding, strangely paternal glare that let him know he thought he was being a complete idiot. “He’s a gay guy that most straight street thugs don’t want to mess with. Doesn’t that set off warning bells for you?”

Roan sighed. How did he get in the position of defending Holden? “Look, the street is just a game. He plays it better than most, that’s all.”

“Which means he’s a schemer, and if he’s set his sights on you, it’s time to worry.”

“I can take care of myself, Dee.”

“Normally. But you’re collapsing in on yourself and starting to shut down. And don’t deny it, ’cause I know the symptoms. You’re only half here as it is. Your eyes are distant.”

This was why Dee was such a pain as a boyfriend. He said shit like this all the time. “I’m working a case, Dee. I just got what might be a break. I didn’t expect it.”

Dee just sat back on his sofa, eyes shiny with fever, and Roan felt like he was lying even though he knew he wasn’t. No one should be able to make you feel like that.

Goddamn it. Exes were never anything but trouble.
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Marching Bands of Manhattan



ONCE HE left Dee’s, he swung by Panic. It was still early yet, so it wasn’t as busy or as flashy as it usually was. Still, he was almost deafened by Cut Copy as he walked in, the sound swirling around him at volumes that made his teeth rattle. As it was, he still had to do most of his talking in sign language, pointing at Luis (Rhett) and himself before pointing at the door behind the bar.

Rhett got it; he gave him the thumbs-up and motioned him around to the side, where he opened the bar up for him and let him in. Before they ducked into the back, he saw the new bartender. He was a tall, lean man with very dark brown skin, his torso an enticing V shape and his black hair held down to his scalp in tiny tight braids. Roan must have looked a bit too long, as the guy caught him looking, but he gave him a lazy smile and a wink before turning back to the mini-fridge under the bar. Damn, he had a nice ass, too. For a couple of seconds, he thought about the good parts of being single.

As soon as they were in the back break area, and the music died down to a dull roar, Rhett cocked his pierced eyebrow at him and said, “I see you noticed Byron.”

“What kind of bar name is Byron?”

“A terrible pun. He’s bisexual,” he said, with a roll of his eyes.

“Got something against bisexuals?”

“No, but once you’re out of college, you should really pick a side. It seems so wishy-washy otherwise.” He then flashed him one of his “I’m now moving on” smiles, of which he had at least three. He didn’t know Rhett all that well, but he’d attended a party at his apartment with Dylan and learned some things about him. Along with his extensive catalogue of transitional smiles, Rhett was a photographer who kept a gallery of them in his place. Many were faceless, artistic portraits of former boyfriends, and according to Dylan, Rhett went through boyfriends like McDonald’s went through Big Macs, so he had lots to choose from. His current boyfriend was a slightly nervous jock type who was the captain of the local gay rugby team. This was the first time Roan had even heard of a local gay rugby team.

Rhett was a lean, handsome Latino who had a twink air even though he wasn’t a twink. He usually wore coordinated eyebrow and nipple rings, and today was no exception—today he wore tiny gold hoops with gold four-leaf-clover charms on them, one through his right eyebrow and the other through his left nipple. He looked barely nineteen but was verging on twenty-nine. He smelled like nicotine, mint mouthwash, and hair gel, with a subtle undertone of something pharmaceutical.

He asked Rhett about where Dylan might like to go on vacation, saying he wanted to surprise him with it. The funny thing was, Rhett seemed to consider the question a stumper. “Aw, hell. Y’know, he’s fully embraced the whole Buddhist not wanting stuff principle, so I don’t really know. He just doesn’t talk about stuff like that.” He scratched his head, mussing up his well-coiffed yet bed-head-looking hair, and Roan saw his fingers twitch slightly before he brought his arm back down to his side. His low-slung jeans revealed a patch on his hip.

According to Dylan, Rhett had been trying to quit smoking since he’d known him. The longest he’d gone without a smoke was two and a half weeks. He kept trying, though, which was either a sign of an indomitable will or complete insanity. “I guess, you know, as long as you’re with him, he’ll be okay with anywhere. Somewhere peaceful I guess; somewhere kinda Zen.”

Wow, that was so helpful Roan wondered why he’d bothered asking.

But before he could thank him and leave, Rhett added, “Y’know, it’s great you wanna do something like this for him. I mean, he’s crazy about you, but you… you’re kinda hard to read, y’know? I mean, I’m sure it’s your job and everything, all poker-face stuff, but usually you can tell if someone is into someone else. I just can’t tell with you.”

Roan didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t feel anything anymore? He was dead inside? He was a total bastard? They were all applicable, and yet he didn’t feel like admitting this to Rhett. “Dylan’s a great guy,” he finally said, aware he had to say something.

Rhett nodded almost spastically, rubbing the back of his neck to hide the twitching fingers. He wanted a cigarette so badly he was almost crawling out of his skin with need. His rings picked up the light and glinted like SOS signals. “Yeah, I know. I tried so hard to get into his pants when we first met, y’know, but I guess I’m not his type.” Suddenly aware of what he’d said and to whom, he quickly added, “But I’ve stopped trying. I mean, I wouldn’t… once you get rejected a dozen times, your ego can’t take it anymore. You know?”

Roan gave his arm a friendly pat, just to let him know there were no hard feelings. Except he wanted to punch him for using “You know” about a dozen times more than was necessary, but that was a separate issue. “Yeah. Well, thanks. And this is just between us, right?”

“Absolutely, I won’t say a thing.” He gave him one of his other transitional grins, one that almost seemed predatory but wasn’t quite. He ultimately didn’t know what to think about Rhett—he seemed all right, and he’d been a friend of Dylan’s for a long time, but there was something about him that seemed scattered and flighty. Sometimes Roan wondered if cigarettes and men were his only addictions.

Of course, as he returned to his car to have a pill, he realized he had no room to talk.

There was a cybercafé a couple of blocks over, and he went there to search for “Sun” places on the Eastern side of the state. There was a “Sun Lake” in Kiernan Park, but Internet pictures proved it was a genuine park, with trees and everything. There was no desert there, and it didn’t look like a good place to bury bodies unless you wanted an audience.

Once he included desert places—buildings, businesses—with Sun in the name, the number of locations available exploded. How could he narrow this down? And why? He could be chasing nothing, a ghost of a lie. He was punching sand. And why? Because he’d been used by a client who had simply ended up killing her husband? Because he felt bad for Chris Spencer? Because he wanted to love Dylan but really wasn’t sure how? This was constructive; this was action. He was doing something concrete here. He felt useful, and not like some hollowed-out, pill-popping failure.

When he was on his second green-tea lemonade, he suddenly realized the waitress, a nineteen-year-old with a dragon tattoo on her forearm and short dark hair highlighted with magenta bangs, was flirting with him. He almost did a spit take when he realized she’d written her cell phone number on a napkin and slipped it to him. Oh God, the poor thing. He felt sorry for her. In a café half full of guys, she had to pick the one that was 1) gay and 2) infected. He’d both heard of and encountered bad taste in men in several forms, but this really took the overpriced pastry.

He ducked into the men’s room and splashed cool water on his face, which actually felt nice since the codeine was kicking in and making his face feel hot. He looked in the mirror and tried to see what other people saw when they looked at him. He couldn’t imagine it. He saw a man with funny-colored hair and eyes a little too green to be trusted, someone with ghostly pale scars on his lip and bisecting his eyebrow, both suggesting he was more trouble than he originally seemed. He saw someone he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

Roan decided he was being an idiot. He was tired, and he could feel his unshakable enemy, depression, blooming in him like a pernicious flower that could never quite be ripped out. All the pills in the world didn’t make it go away.

If this was real, this didn’t belong to him. Whatever Santorelli said belonged to others.

He left the bathroom and threw a five on the table as a tip, taking the napkin only because he knew if he left it she’d probably take it as personal rejection and not realize he was turning her down because she was the wrong gender. It was better for her self-esteem just to assume he was another bastard of a man who never called. But at least he’d also be remembered as a decent tipper.

He called Murphy, and she was at the station, so he had to pay another visit to the cop shop. He still had his Vancouver Canucks hat from his earlier prison visit and pulled it on, tucking his hair up and lowering the brim, hoping no one recognized him as he made his way to homicide. It didn’t work, but really, did he expect it to? Some of the cops still insisted on greeting him as “Batman.” He gave them the finger, which only made them laugh.

When he ducked into homicide, most of the detectives were too busy to notice him. He made his way along the cheap metal desks until he found Murphy’s, and then he slumped in the folding chair he found and dragged over from a currently empty desk. She acknowledged him with a look and a raised hand, but she was on the phone, so he had to wait until she was done talking before saying a word.

He ended up waiting a little over a full minute before she returned the receiver to its cradle. “We found Holly Faraday’s car abandoned at the airport,” she informed him. “We’re still trying to figure out if she actually got on a plane or just wanted us to think that.”

For some reason, he found that news vaguely depressing. Was he really hoping it would all turn out to be some curious misunderstanding? In what world did he dwell—Disneyland? “I’m not here about that. Do you know I’ve been hired to look into the Keith Turner disappearance?”

She furrowed her brow and looked up at the ceiling, where some pencils hung like stalactites. This place had the acoustic tile drop ceiling that lent itself to perfect sharpened-pencil launching. Clutches of them bristled over every desk. “Umm, you’re gonna have to enlighten me….”

“Ten years ago, grabbed out of Bishop Park?”

“Oh! Shit, that one? That’s colder than a coal miner’s ass.”

Rather than thank her for that newsflash, he told her about his pursuit of Roger Jorgenson’s former cellmates, and how Rocco, a temporary one, told him about Roland Chesney’s serial-killer bragging. Murphy listened, but with skepticism coloring her face. “Everybody makes shit up in prison. They want to look hard.”

“I know, but this is really the only lead I have. Otherwise I have nothing.”

“So why bring this to me?”

“Because if he told the truth about only one of the bodies, this is your jurisdiction, isn’t it?”

She glared at him, picking up a pen and tapping it on her desk in a manner that suggested she hoped it was actually an axe going into his head. “Bringing me more work, motherfucker? Do I look like I have nothing but free time?” But she sighed and turned toward her computer, muttering under her breath as she angrily typed on the keyboard.

After a minute or so, she asked, “Do you think he could have been referring to the Sun Valley nuclear power station?”

“Oh shit, I hadn’t even thought of that.” Sun Valley was a textbook case of what happened when nepotism and ineptness collided, sort of like the Bush administration on a much smaller scale. It was supposed to be a state-of-the-art nuclear facility, but the construction was beset by flaws from the start, and it was only about one-fifth built when the question of why it was so massively over budget and behind schedule was solved: the man in charge of the whole project—the brother-in-law of the local mayor—was embezzling money and really didn’t have the slightest idea what the fuck he was doing. The resulting scandal had the mayor ousted from office and the brother-in-law imprisoned and sued, although the court case had yet to be settled for either the mayor or his pseudo brother. Sun Valley remained unfinished and also tied up in a plethora of lawsuits.

It was smack-dab in the middle of the desert. A couple of miles of it were technically government property, but beyond that it was free desert, and not a lot of people went out there due to the specter of a nuclear facility (never mind that it wasn’t finished and was never operational). It would be a good place to dump a body.

Murphy looked at her computer screen and sighed once more. “I’ll make some phone calls, see if the cops out there have ever had a body turn up in the desert, but you know I can’t promise anything.”

“I know, but I’d appreciate your help. Thanks.”

She nodded, clicking a few more keys before glancing back at him. “You okay, Ro?”

“What do you mean?”

“I dunno, you’ve seemed kinda… off lately. You’ve been gettin’ in fights left and right.”

“I object to that. I haven’t been getting in fights, I’ve only been finishing them.”

“Categorize it however you want, I’m worried about you.”

He shrugged uncomfortably and stood up, hoping to put a quick end to this conversational cul-de-sac. “I’m okay, Murph, it’s just been a weird couple of days.”

She gave him a sharp look, the kind that only a homicide detective could give you, one that told you in no uncertain terms that you were one hell of a shitty liar. “Maybe you should take it easy, huh? Back off for a bit? When’s the last time you had a vacation?”

“Vacation? I don’t speak your crazy language, Earthling.”

“Whatever, Gaylord.”

He mock-beauty-queen-waved at her on his way out of homicide, and at the doorway, someone whose voice he didn’t recognize exclaimed, “Holy hand grenades, Batman!”

“Eat me,” he snapped back, to a small chorus of strangely giddy chuckles. He knew they’d get over it eventually, but it couldn’t be soon enough for him.





IN A way, it was a good thing it was a slow night, as it allowed Dylan to do a bit of surfing on his iPhone.

He actually thought people who had iPhones needed help—what, there wasn’t a fireplace they could throw their hard-earned money into?—but Sheba got him one for his birthday, and only a truly ungrateful bastard would disparage or turn down a gift. As it turned out, he kind of liked his needless, pointless iPhone, and it made him feel bad.

Still, he appreciated it during these slow nights at the club. He could do more than read books or have strangely tangential conversations with customers who still held out hope of getting in his pants. (Once, he’d had a conversation that started out about Will Ferrell films and ended up being about the Israeli-Palestinian problem, and for the life of him he had no idea when or where the topic started to diverge.)

It also kept his mind off Roan, although it was Roan who was behind his iPhone surfing. What was he going to do with him? He knew Roan still loved Paris, and Dylan understood that completely. But it was hard to compete with a dead man. Also, it didn’t help that Roan was sinking deeper and deeper into depression and was really abusing the prescription drugs. He thought Dylan didn’t know, but of course he did. For a while after Jason died, he had had some problems with the pills himself, although not the heavy-duty painkillers Roan seemed to favor. Dylan had no idea how he could function on so much Vicodin. (Oh sure, House made it look easy, but that was a television show. In real life, that stuff could knock the shit out of you.)

The problem was he knew he couldn’t suggest therapy. Roan had had some negative therapy experiences and just didn’t want to hear about it anymore. But he was on the edge of something very catastrophic. Maybe he didn’t realize it, but it seemed like he was a couple of wrong turns away from a breakdown.

Except Dylan worried that maybe he was being overdramatic. Roan was a grown man, and he’d survived well over thirty years of shit without him around. And it wasn’t like battling depression was new to him, as Roan admitted he’d been fighting it most of his life. He’d stood up and survived shit that would crush lesser people.

But….

This was as frustrating as hell. He had to confront Roan and get this all out, even if it ended things between them. What did they have anyway? Dylan loved him, but he knew Roan probably wasn’t capable of loving him back right now. He was in some dark place that he couldn’t reach, where light didn’t touch. He wanted to help him, but he didn’t know how. Right now, he was considering sending some pages on depression and local therapists to Roan’s e-mail address, even though he knew that would just lead to a huge argument. Especially if he added, I love you, you stupid son of a bitch, but I’m going to have you involuntarily committed if you don’t knock this shit off!

Things were so slow at Panic that Jessie gave him the go-ahead to leave early for the night, although it was just ten to two—not that early, in the big scheme of things. By the time he put on his shirt and his sweatshirt (worn in lieu of a coat) and put away his iPhone, it was two in the morning anyway.

Dylan headed out, pulling out a cheap watch cap and putting it on. He hated what it did to his hair, but no customer from the club seemed to recognize him when he wore it. He cut through the back alley to the rear parking lot, and he found himself wondering if Roan would even be home. He’d been on a lot of stakeouts lately, but that wasn’t just it. He knew he’d gone out the other night after they technically went to bed. He knew Roan wasn’t cheating on him only because there was no way he had the emotional energy to do so. That meant he was getting obsessive about a case. It was the Keith Turner case, probably, and he couldn’t blame him, as it was hideous on several levels. How could that crime have never been solved? He was a little boy who got kidnapped; someone should have found something. Someone should have found that poor boy, no matter what condition he was in. But, as Roan would have reminded him, life and criminal investigations didn’t always work like that.

He had pulled out his car keys and was just unlocking the door when a man asked, “Dylan Harlow?”

Not his bar name, Toby, which made him instantly curious. “Yeah?” he asked, turning around. But in that split second he realized he’d made a huge mistake. He was so distracted he hadn’t been aware that two men had snuck up on him in a poorly lit parking lot, two men he didn’t know who still knew his name. He didn’t need Roan telling him that this was fucking bad.

He saw silver flash in the dim lighting but only knew it was an aluminum baseball bat when it smashed into the side of his head. He felt a brief, dull burst of pain before everything faded to black.
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ON HIS way back home, Roan stopped by the all-vegetarian Indian restaurant that was a favorite of Dylan’s and got him take-out food of all his favorites. He only ate some naan bread and stopped by a fast-food place to get his red-meat fix. Dylan didn’t make him feel bad about it. He wasn’t an obnoxious vegetarian, but Roan wasn’t crazy about eating it in front of him.

Once home, he put all of Dylan’s food in the fridge and checked his messages, none of which were important. With time to wait until Dylan was off shift, he started doing some research on the computer and watching some of the television that he had saved on his DVR but hadn’t seen yet. He didn’t know if it was the food or the drugs, but he started fighting to keep his eyes open. He thought he’d done a decent job, until the scream of the phone jolted him awake.

He grabbed the handset, still half asleep, and muttered, “What?”

“Roan?” It took him a moment to place the voice, but the Southern drawl should have been a dead giveaway. It was Shep. “Man, I’m sorry to call you about this.”

He could hear the anguish in his voice, and it made Roan sit up. “What? Did something happen to Dee?”

He sighed heavily into the phone, a rush of air like static. “No, not him. They just… man, Skiba and Lombardi just brought Dylan in.”

Was he awake? He wasn’t dreaming, was he? No, Roan was pretty sure he was awake, even though he felt a bit muzzy. Images flashed by on the TV, but right now they seemed disconnected and made no sense at all. Coldness took root in his gut and started spreading outward. “Brought him in? For what?”

“He was attacked in the parking lot of the club where he works, a coupla guys. The bouncer interrupted the attack, I guess, got one of the guys—”

“Attack?” There were no good images in his head right now. Closing his eyes was an invitation to enter the nightmare factory. Something in his chest constricted, made it momentarily hard to breathe. “How badly is he hurt?”

“Considering, not too bad for the moment. He’s stable. They took him for x-rays, but Lombardi told me he didn’t think he had a skull fracture—”

Skull fracture. Christ. “Where are you?”

“County General. Listen—”

“I’ll be right there.” Shep was saying something else, but Roan had already hung up the phone and launched himself off the couch, the nightmares flickering in his head as he grabbed his shoes and headed out. Why would someone attack Dylan? It was senseless. He had no enemies!

But Roan did. Roan knew he had a lot, and suddenly wondered if the connection had been made, if someone had gone after Dylan because they couldn’t get to him.

Two possibilities asserted themselves: random gay bashing, which was known to occasionally happen in that area. Or someone trying to send a message to Roan by hurting his boyfriend.

He drove to the hospital with nothing in his head but pure white noise, the sound of a rage so great that Roan knew he had little hope of containing it.





THERE WERE times when Shep wondered why he had left Georgia.

Oh sure, he knew exactly why he’d left—the humidity drove him fucking nuts and so did his parents and their William Faulkner-esque batshit family—but it was a safer question to ask than why he had ended up here. He’d had no real plans to. He was originally heading to California, but he heard from another paramedic that there were some good jobs farther up the coast, and he figured as long as it was a coast, well hell, why not? It was pretty here, the people generally laid back, the women hot, and the humidity was manageable. It was also nearly an entire continent away from his Aunt Claudine and Uncle Merle, so it was all good.

Except, of course, no one mentioned the cat culture that had sprung up here. The church was the eye of the hurricane, of course, and once it was established, all the infected started drifting in. Fairly liberal social policies—at least when compared with most of the rest of the country—also contributed, and the rules began to shift a bit. He didn’t mind dealing with the infected—it was a disease, that’s all it was—but some of the nutty cultists were something else. According to them, it wasn’t a disease; it was a blessing, a divine birthright, some shit like that. And hey, his Great Uncle Walt was a fucking snake handler, so far be it from him to disparage or make fun of anyone’s religious choices. But worshipping a disease that put you in horrible pain before killing you very young seemed bizarre.

Maybe it was a defense mechanism. Maybe, when you contracted something this inexplicable and this horrible, you had to come up with a reason for it beyond dumb luck. After all, this was the closest thing there had ever been to genuine lycanthropy, and God knew the Goths were in ecstasy over it. Until the reality of it set in.

His Great Uncle Walt said the virus was God’s punishment on the wicked. Maybe the cat cult was a response to his and his kind. By asserting the divinity of it all, they were really just taking the piss out of the self-righteous, holier-than-thou assholes who claimed they had brought it on themselves. If that was the case, Shep couldn’t blame them; he might have done the same thing.

He was thinking of all of this while looking over a brochure he’d found in the hospital’s waiting room. It looked slick, professional, but was recruiting material for the cat cult. It wasn’t sanctioned by the hospital, so obviously it had been planted there by true believers hoping to get their claws (no pun intended) in the newly diagnosed or simply the curious. He felt he should alert someone, let them know they should scour their waiting rooms to remove this kind of thing, but why? Was it any worse than the shit the Catholic League left behind, or the evangelicals and their pro-life or ex-gay conversion pamphlets? It was all aimed to take advantage of the confused and vulnerable; it all capitalized on weak moments and sudden doubts. Who was to say one was more harmful than another?

The funny thing was, Shep knew when Roan had arrived before he even saw him. He wasn’t sure how exactly, except he got a feeling somewhere between his shoulder blades, and he turned to see that Roan had just come through the emergency entrance. Maybe that was just his weird magnetism at work.

Now this was something his Grandmother Helly would have had a field day with. She was considered the family oddball (in his family? Ha!), and made her living telling fortunes. She wasn’t a con artist, or at least not a deliberate one; she honestly believed she had a gift. Whether she did or not was up for debate, but Shep always felt that she had helped him expand his mind and learn to accept the eccentric and the different in life. According to Helly, some people had what she called “pull.” These were people with strong “auras,” people with possibly supernatural energy, and even if they didn’t know it themselves, she said that other people, especially “sensitives,” always knew who they were. She said you knew who they were the second they entered a room, and you couldn’t ignore them, no matter how hard you tried. They may seem ordinary in every respect, but around them you could feel something like power.

She would have said that about Roan. Shep would have pointed out he was just one of those people with a strong personality and a forceful physical presence. No, he wasn’t built like a brick shithouse, like that bouncer who had stopped the attack and worked over one of the guys (that guy was a wall with legs), but he carried himself like a boxer, grace and lean muscle just waiting for the right moment to strike. You got the sense that if he wanted to hurt you, he could, and Shep knew that was true. Roan was a bit of a local legend by now, and some of the guys jokingly referred to him as “the pain fairy,” because when he got in a fight, it was usually the other guy you were scraping off the pavement. Dee told him they used to bet on how badly the other guy would be hurt. It wasn’t that he just whaled on them; he was all about surgical strikes, targeting weaknesses, and putting people down with a minimum of effort: kidney punches, throat strikes, broken noses, broken kneecaps. It seemed like a cop thing, but after having dealt with victims of police brutality and simply sloppy police dustups, Shep knew that wasn’t true. It was just a Roan thing. He was a guided missile of trouble, and woe betide the stupid dickhead who decided to take him on. He had learned most of his fighting techniques before he ever joined the force.

Shep was as straight as a gate, but he could see why guys (or girls, or cats or dogs, whatever) could be attracted to Roan. He had a strangely intense energy about him, and yet a sort of regal gravitas, casual but still ever-present. Dee had once joked that being with Roan was really like being in the presence of a genuine lion… and you know, it kind of was. Compacted power and an awareness that one wrong move could wake the slumbering beast.

Stalking across the waiting room toward him, it looked like he had indeed woken the beast—or just Roan—up. His deep reddish-brown hair (it was almost the color of old blood, which was strange since it didn’t come from a bottle) was mussed, and he was wearing worn jeans that probably needed a belt to fit properly and a rumpled black T-shirt that inexplicably had the words “These Arms Are Snakes” printed on it. What was that supposed to mean? Well, this was probably just an example of what Dee had described as Roan’s large collection of strange T-shirts. Dee had claimed it was Roan’s penchant for T-shirts that made most people think he was straight. Roan’s usual magnetism had a dark air about it now, which was reflected in the shiny metal glimmer of his eyes. It was partially the emptiness of a shock victim and partially the squirming black shadows of someone restraining a volcanic rage. 

“Where is he?” Roan asked, his voice pitched low. His jaw was taut with the effort of speaking through clenched teeth.

“I’m not sure you can see h—”

“Where the fuck is he?” Roan repeated, storming past him. Shep grabbed his arm, and Roan yanked out of his grasp with excessive violence, making Shep stumble. He could almost swear he felt muscles twitching like snakes beneath the skin of Roan’s arm, something sentient and impatient under tender flesh. Did he have muscle spasms? It was possible; infecteds had lots of secondary conditions.

“I’m not the enemy,” Shep snapped, and his tone of voice made Roan stop and look at him. Roan’s look was flinty and yet slightly distant. He was somewhere in his own head, his mind gnawing the hell out of something. There were a few people in the waiting room, a few nurses coming and going, but it was funny how everyone deliberately avoided them. Roan’s “fuck you” vibe was filling the corridor and scaring everyone back.

A crack appeared in Roan’s armor. It was brief, but it was there, something human flashing through eyes like green glass. “I know. I just need to see him.”

The anger was hiding pain; Shep had seen it enough to know it. Lots of people cried or broke down, but some retreated to anger because it was easier, safer. It wasn’t a surprise a scrapper like Roan would lash out first and foremost. Shep glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention to them, then jerked his head, a tacit invitation for Roan to follow him. He did, without comment.

Dylan was currently alone in a treatment room off the main ER, because shortly before Roan had arrived there’d been a flurry of activity that pulled just about all the doctors and nurses away. First was a car-crash victim who’d had the bad luck of having a steering column almost completely collapse their sternum, and the second was a teenage gangbanger with a GSW to the abdomen. They were fighting hard to keep the accident victim breathing and to keep the boy from bleeding out or having his guts slosh out the gaping hole. (Shep had actually seen that happen; he hoped he never had to see that again.)

Dylan was alone on a gurney in the small, cool room, although he wouldn’t be alone for very much longer. Still, he was in much better shape than the two patients currently enjoying the lion’s share—no pun intended—of the attention. Although it wasn’t good for the victim of a potential head injury to be unconscious, his vitals as reflected on the monitor were good, stable and steady, and that was always a positive sign. Still, if he did have a head injury, they could be slow to build, and yet very sudden in their effects. It was why they were such bitches to deal with and why Dylan was going to be here for a while.

Shep wanted to give him the upbeat diagnosis, focus on the positive, but understood he needed to be quiet for a moment. He stood by the doorway as Roan ventured in, moving slowly toward the gurney as if sleepwalking. Dylan didn’t look great; the right side of his face was swollen and bruised, with butterfly bandages temporarily holding a gash on the side of his scalp closed (later, it would be properly mended), while there was a tiny, bloody line where the corner of his mouth was torn. A blanket had been thrown over him, covering the bruises on his arms and chest, but it didn’t matter too much; it didn’t look like there were any broken bones, save for one finger (and possibly a cheekbone, and maybe a hairline skull fracture). Soft-tissue injuries never killed anyone—they just looked and felt bad.

Roan lowered his voice to a whisper, and all the tension seemed to sag from his frame as he stroked his boyfriend’s hair. “Dylan, can you hear me?” His voice didn’t crack, but Shep picked up the sorrow beneath regardless. “I’m so sorry.” He kissed him softly on the forehead, which was touching and sad. No, he didn’t get the whole gay thing, but love was love, and he had no problem with that. There wasn’t enough of it in the world.

Suddenly Roan’s muscles seemed to tense again, and Shep could feel himself respond, tense in kind. What was it? Roan looked at the far wall, or at least glanced in its direction; he didn’t seem to be focused on anything. “He was attacked by an infected.”

That caught him completely off guard. Roan had a terrible way of doing that. “Umm, what? I—”

Roan spun and faced him, anger surging through his frame, putting him back in that defensive posture once more. “I can smell his blood. Where is he?”

Okay, rewind. Shep considered his words a moment and how deeply strange they were. He smelled the blood of the infected guy on Dylan? The bouncer had worked one of the attackers over a bit, but the blood splatter on Dylan must have been minimal, because most of the blood on him appeared to be his own. And, hey, wait a fucking second—since when did one kind of blood smell different from another kind of blood? Blood was pretty much blood. “What the hell do you mean you can smell his blood?”

Roan approached him, shoulders up and head low, a look in his eye just a few degrees shy of murder. “Where is he, Shep? Is he still here?” His voice was low, silky, reasonable, coldly dispassionate—a warning sign if there ever was one. This was a man who was comfortable with what he was going to do next, even though he was fully aware it was bad. His brother Jonny sounded the same way before he went off and broke Bobby Tanhauser’s arm.

“His injuries were bloody but superficial. He was treated at the scene and taken to the police station. He was never brought here.” It was the truth, but he expected Roan to accuse him of lying.

It didn’t happen. He cocked his head, nostrils flaring, and then he nodded faintly, looking straight through him. “Doesn’t matter. I want the ringleader.” He stalked toward him, and Shep stepped aside, wondering if he was going to shove him or hit him. But no, Roan would have just run over him. He stormed out as though Shep had never been in his way at all.

Couple of things: he muttered a word that sounded like “Hurry” (Harvey?) under his breath, but it was hard to tell, as he was growling. It was the kind of growling that made the hair on the back of Shep’s neck stand up. It reminded him a bit of the Benson’s dog, a big-ass Rhodesian ridgeback that was perhaps the nastiest beast he’d ever had the misfortune to encounter. It wasn’t a human noise, and he couldn’t help but shudder a bit as he followed Roan out. 

“What are you gonna do? Man, don’t do anything rash….” Shep reached out and touched Roan’s arm, but he didn’t grab him, as he knew that wouldn’t end well.

Roan spun around so fast that Shep jumped back, afraid there might be a fist coming his way. There wasn’t, but he kind of wished there had been. “Stay out of this,” he snarled, his growl never ceasing even as he spoke. The words were syllables lost in the rumble. And—

—holy shit.

Shep just stood there, gaping, as Roan stalked out of the hospital, everyone scrambling to get out of his way. Had he actually seen that?

He must have. Roan’s eyes had changed. In one moment he’d gone from having human eyes to having cat’s eyes. It had even looked like his canine teeth were longer, thicker: fangs. But that couldn’t be true.

Infecteds changed differently, depending on the viral type, but some things remained pretty constant. For instance, the eyes usually were the first thing to change, but it wasn’t instantaneous. Like most of the transformation, it occurred in stages, and while it was quicker than the bones breaking and restructuring themselves, it still took about ten minutes for the pupils to change shape, for the irises to bloat and the cornea to alter. Usually one eye changed before the other, although pieces of both could alter more or less in synch. And like everything about transformation, it hurt like fuck.

But just like that, Roan’s eyes had altered. One moment Shep was talking to a human being, and then next he was looking into the eyes of an overgrown predator who still retained a human ability to hate. Pupils had gone from circles to ovals, and his irises seemed too big, his eyes too glazed and yet too sharp. The human was falling away, being shed like an old skin.

Virus children were different; Shep knew that. He remembered, during one of his classes on the “special needs of infected individuals,” his professor admitted that virus children were pretty much terra incognita, as most were born so damaged and died so young it was impossible to say both how and why they were so different than post-utero infectees. His opinion was that if the fetus was able to survive the total integration of the viral strands into their DNA, then they were in essence a different species: neither human nor human infected, but something other. It was a controversial stance to be sure, and some suggested crazy as well as racist (specist), but in his favor, it couldn’t be proven or disproven. It was a hypothesis in a vacuum, because there weren’t enough surviving viral children to say. Roan was actually one of three Shep had encountered, in total, in his life, and the only one not in an incubator or developmentally disabled. He was the only one he’d ever actually had a conversation with and the only one not visibly deformed.

He felt like calling Professor Bell and telling him he had found his example. He had found a virus child that just might fit in the “other” category. Was that a good thing, really?

An orderly he vaguely knew, a big Samoan guy everyone called “Bean” (he had no idea why and never asked, mainly because he didn’t want to look like an idiot), came up to him and asked, “What the fuck was that guy’s problem?”

“Someone attacked his boyfriend,” he reported numbly, amazed at how those words didn’t even begin to cover what had happened here.

He had to do something. Whether Roan transformed fully and was caught out unrestrained or Roan found who he was looking for first, Shep was convinced that somebody was going to die tonight.
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IT WAS scary how easy it was to sneak into hospitals.

Really, in spite of all the security it ostensibly had, if you knew the right people or simply said the right things, you could go wherever you wanted. Holden considered telling someone, but right now this was helping his cause, so fuck that noise. It was way too late for visiting hours, but ever since finishing up with “Doug,” his pilot client, he’d been sitting beside Ponyboy’s bed, reading aloud to him from the book-review section of Entertainment Weekly.

Doug had been oddly subdued this evening. He’d only called him six hours ago and asked Holden to meet him at his hotel, as Doug had ended up filling in for a sick pilot at the last minute, and he had a nine-hour layover here. Doug hadn’t been in much of a mood to be beaten tonight. He seemed content to simply be trussed up and thrown facedown on an ugly hotel bed. It gave Holden a lot of time to flip through the TV channels, order from room service, and think.

He knew he shouldn’t feel guilty about Ponyboy’s beating. He was no longer on the street; he was no longer the “den mother” looking out for anyone but himself. And wasn’t that a relief? Wasn’t that the greatest of weights off his shoulders? More so than eating regularly, more so than actually having a regular, warm place all his own to sleep—he didn’t have to look out for anyone else anymore. He was free! So why did he still feel so fucking bad about it all? Because he got out and so many of “his” boys didn’t? Didn’t Chris always tell him that? He would be getting out; it was only a matter of time, and it was generally accepted that most of them would fade away or die like Cheshire, in a crack house with a dirty needle in their arm. Street kid didn’t lead to much of a future, especially if you threw “hustler” into the mix.

He didn’t know Ponyboy that well at all. He knew him a bit through Cowboy and Newt, both of whom felt protective toward the kid, and he wasn’t sure Ponyboy knew him beyond his legend. But he’d taken Cowboy away from him—he was still in that rehab center upstate, the one that catered to gays—and Holden had no fucking clue where Newt was. Newt went on benders and got lost for days at a time. Once he had called him from a drunk tank in Tijuana after having been missing for eight days, and Newt couldn’t actually remember what he’d been doing for the past seven days. He had a tattoo of a donkey on his ass, though. He thought that was a clue, although an extraordinarily unhelpful one. Some people still called Newt “Donkeyboy.”

It was probably a good thing Newt wasn’t here, as Holden was pretty sure he’d punch his stupid ass. Christ, he had HIV (infected most likely during one of his infamous benders) and had to take care of himself. He had a whole buttload of meds the community outreach workers tried to keep him on, but if you were losing days in drunken and otherwise intoxicated hazes, you weren’t taking care of yourself. The last time Holden had seen him, he’d looked like shit. He’d lost about fifty pounds and looked like Christian Bale in The Machinist, and he had a mark on the side of his neck that he said was a bruise, but Holden thought it looked more like a carcinoma. It did occur to him that Newt could be dead; he could be a “John Doe” in the morgue in the basement. He had been considering checking it out, but how did you just go to the morgue and say, Show me all your John Does, I may know one?

Guilt kept him at Ponyboy’s bedside, even though it was nearing three in the morning, even though Ponyboy had yet to wake up. He’d been comatose since his beating, and yes, Holden felt a bit responsible for that. He should have done a better job kicking their asses, he should have gotten to the scene faster… oh fuck, he just should have called Roan immediately. He had just stepped in and taken the rednecks out of the fight in under a minute. Some jobs you just had to leave to professionals. 

And Holden was losing his touch. He was getting slower, softer, indulging in something so close to a “normal” life that some of the transvestite hookers he knew now looked at him with the same scorn they usually reserved for their johns. Like they knew Holden deliberately kept his refrigerator half empty so he wouldn’t sit down at the end of the day and eat everything. Like food on a regular basis had become such a novelty that now that he could afford to have it, he wanted it all the time. Food had taken the place of sex for him, which was really just a job. Food was his sensual obsession, if he thought about it, and he was trying to keep from indulging even the most minor bit of it, for fear that if he did he’d become as fat as Marlon Brando at the end of his life. And maybe he could pretend he wasn’t some sad bastard who felt a little empty and needed to fill himself up with something to make it go away. He wasn’t some pathetic cliché. Yeah, okay, his head probably wasn’t in its right space, but he wasn’t sure it ever could be. He was the son of a preacher man, and you just didn’t recover from a crippling trauma like that.

He’d brought the magazine from home, mainly because the hospital’s most recent magazines seemed to date from 1992, and was reading the book reviews because he thought it might piss Ponyboy off enough to wake him up. Ponyboy, like most of his generation that Holden had ever met, was not big on reading.

He was cheerfully laying out the plot of a book about multiple generations of an Indian family and the rebellious daughter whose spiritual journey makes her reflect on her ancestors before deciding to just settle for the arranged marriage anyway when the door to Ponyboy’s room flew open. He was expecting the nurse who had attempted to chase him out an hour ago (he’d pretended to acquiesce and leave, hid in a bathroom for ten minutes, and then snuck back to Ponyboy’s room. Oh sure, an orderly saw him, but it was one he had flirted with, so it was cool with him), but it wasn’t Nurse Ratched. It was a not-too-bad-looking natural blond in a paramedic’s jacket, looking slightly wild-eyed, giving off the faintest scent of flop sweat. “You’re Fox, right?” the guy asked, with a hint of a Southern drawl. “One of Roan’s friends?”

That made Holden cock his head at him curiously. He knew Roan had an ex who was a paramedic, and as some bizarre extension of that, he seemed to know a lot of paramedics. Or at least they seemed to know him, which was a crucial distinction. “I’m not sure he’d classify me that way, but I like to think I am. Why?”

The paramedic took a deep breath and swiped limp strands of dirty-blond hair off his forehead. He wouldn’t kick him out of bed, but whoa, wasn’t he a touch panicky? Holden didn’t care for the highly strung; they were always high maintenance. “Do ya think if he got really upset, you could… talk him down?”

It was the faintest tremble in his voice, the wild-eyed look in his eye, the smell of his sweat. Holden shut the magazine and put it on top of Ponyboy’s monitor as he stood, suddenly sure what had freaked the med tech out. “Did he lion out?”

He scoffed, a startled bark of laughter that quickly died in his throat. “Is that what you call it? He’s done it before?”

“When he’s very upset, yes. What happened?” Holden had a sudden mental picture of Roan rampaging through the hospital halls like Michael Myers in a Halloween film. But if that was true, there’d have been more screaming.

“Someone attacked Dylan outside of Panic—”

“What?” Dylan—the real name of his bartender boyfriend? Sounded like it.

“—and Roan said the attacker was infected ’cause he smelled his blood on Dylan, and then he just stormed outta here growling like a fucking pit bull, and his eyes just went….”

“Do you know where he’s headed?” This was worse than bad—whatever dickwad idiot had attacked Roan’s lover was asking to get their head ripped off and their throat pissed down while everyone looked on in horror. And that was the best-case scenario. Even he knew you could fuck with Roan all you wanted, but you didn’t move on to his loved ones. Roan had a thing about that.

The paramedic shook his head and shrugged at the same time, a picture of desperation. He was probably as cool as an iced cucumber when it came to sucking chest wounds and emergency tracheotomies, but a guy starting to transform into a lion in front of him, without the requisite pain and misery, made him as nervous as a virgin in a room full of chicken hawks. It was kind of cute. 

“I dunno. My guess is the church.”

“Divine Transformation?” Holden rolled his eyes and shook his head. When were people going to understand that religion—whether it was widely accepted or considered a “fringe”—was just an excuse to cause misery for other people? “Oh fuck. He’ll tear them to pieces.”

“Can you stop him?”

“I can try.” In all honesty, he was a bit more eager to help him tear through them like a hurricane of razor blades, but Roan didn’t deserve going to prison for it. You’d think there was some way to get him a medal for it instead.





ROAN’S ABILITY to perceive time seemed to go in and out, or maybe it was just his mind. Either way, trying to hold back the lion—or his rage, whatever you wanted to call it—was such a full-time job that he lost track of everything else. One moment he was fighting to drive, keep on the road (it was harder than he’d anticipated), and the next he was prowling the grounds of the church.

His sense of smell had sharpened as his mental awareness retreated, and the night was full of colors that cut through his sinus passages like broken glass. People here, more earlier but not as many now… eleven distinct heartbeats in the main house, scent trails still present in the wind adding up to hundreds, although not all necessarily from around here, not all human. Trying to think coherently was beyond his abilities right now, and reality continued to fragment, spider-web cracks becoming fissures at the edges of his vision, breaking the night into puzzle pieces that didn’t quite fit together. He hurt, his head throbbed like an open wound, but it made his anger clearer, sharper. He found Harvey’s scent trail and followed it onto the back grounds, where shapes rose up in the dark. Through these eyes, the night sky looked like an odd color of blue, the color of the sea instead of the night. Maybe he was underwater; maybe that explained everything.

Harvey’s scent was a neon stripe that led to one of the small houses looming on the back lot, making him briefly wonder if he had been exiled here or chose to be away from the main house. But the thought squirmed from his grasp like an eel, and then his attention was caught by nearing heartbeats, stronger scents. Guards?

Definitely men, one of whom had a sparking Taser, but Roan had no problem grabbing his arm and making it snap, the bone bursting through the flesh as he twisted the arm in and had the man Taser himself, the scent of blood and singed flesh like charcoal on his tongue. The other guard ran, and Roan considered pursuit. He’d be so easy to catch; he was slow, weak, and like all humans, easy to break. But he was not Roan’s target. His target was hiding behind walls and shadows, hiding ahead of him, unaware of what was going on outside.

He was inside, watching television, the blather of voices blending with an electronic hum. The door was locked, so Roan walked back to the midpoint of the yard and then ran for the door, jumping and turning so his shoulder and hip hit the door first, and just like he suspected, the doorjamb splintered and cracked under the sudden force and the door slammed open with a bang as loud as a rifle crack. Harvey let out a shocked yelp and jumped off his sofa, sending a beer falling to the carpet, where the glass bottle bounced without shattering, spilling a yeasty reek throughout the room. “You,” Roan snarled, his growl swallowing the word as Harvey stared at him in wide-eyed horror, falling back against the wall, beside the sofa, as the urine scent of fear started sneaking in beneath the alcohol. Harvey started sliding along the wall behind the sofa, color draining from his face, his mouth opening and closing like a fish drowning in open air. Finally he spit out syllables, but they were anemic things, nearly stillborn. “What—what’s happened to you… what’s wrong with your face….”

Roan heard the faint crackle in his jaw of bones resetting, the taste of blood so constant he didn’t even notice it anymore, even though it ran down his throat both inside and outside, dribbling on the beige carpet and getting lost in the wet stain of beer. “You don’t go after Dylan. You leave my people alone.” It was hard to talk. Not only was his growl too loud, but his vocal cords were changing shape; he could feel them spasming in his throat like he was being very gently strangled by constant, growing pressure.

Harvey’s wide eyes glanced toward the open door, but Roan shifted a single step in that direction. He wasn’t fast enough to make a run for it, and no help was coming from the main house. The way he started to slowly sink behind the sofa, as if hoping to use that as a shield, seemed to indicate that he knew he was screwed. “I don’t know wh—” Harvey began, an obvious lie, and Roan screamed in rage, a noise that came out as a roar loud enough to shift the glass of the small living room window in its frame. Harvey clapped his hands over his ears and winced, trying very hard not to look like he was terrified. He was failing. Roan could smell that he had pissed himself.

“All right!” Harvey shouted, just as the roar died. “All right! But he wasn’t… they were just gonna grab him. It was gonna be an exchange, him for the hard drive. I don’t know what went wrong—”

“You’re dead.”

“Call the police, I’ll fucking confess! Is that what you want?” Harvey’s eyes met his briefly, then looked quickly away. He couldn’t look at him. “Are you changing? How can you be changing? It doesn’t work like that—”

“It does for me. You stupid shit, don’t you get it yet?” Roan’s throat was shredded, his vocal cords warping out of true, so now he sounded like he’d just gargled with Drano and sandpaper, with the blood and the growling adding a strangely liquid undertone. “I am your fucking god.”

For a brief moment, anger flashed in Harvey’s eyes, probably due to Roan’s blasphemy, but then his shoulders seemed to crumple. He was beaten. The cowardly shit wasn’t even going to fight for his life.

Oh well. He’d had his chance.
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Mescaline Eyes



IT OCCURRED to Holden that this wasn’t what he’d signed on for when he found the big guy kneeling on the grass, weeping like a baby, cradling an arm that hadn’t been broken so much as it had been nearly ripped in half. The bone was just poking out of his arm like a branch someone had stabbed through his elbow, blood running out in a stream.

Holden wasn’t going to stop, but the guy was clearly in shock. There was a discarded coat on the grass—his?—so he grabbed it and quickly wrapped it around the guy’s arm, and that’s when they heard the roar that made them both start slightly. It sounded like someone had pissed off a dragon… which was, in retrospect, a fairly accurate assessment of what was going on here. “He’s not human,” the guy breathed, betraying a hint of an Israeli accent and a big dollop of his shock.

“He is, he’s just… confused,” Holden told him, running toward the noise. Was that smart? Oh hell no, it wasn’t, but he figured he’d gone this far. He did commit to his role. No one could accuse him of not doing that.

He came to an open doorway in what could have been a bungalow but seemed too grand a name for an outbuilding turned into a guest cabin. “Stop!” he shouted, before he even got a look at what was going on inside.

He thought he was prepared. Yes, it had been freaky the night Roan had started to transform while wrestling down that gay-bashing cop, but it still wasn’t this. What he had seen that night was mild, the warm-up for this.

If Holden hadn’t known it was Roan, he might not have recognized him. His jaw was starting to distend, blood running down his chin in a constant flow now that almost all his teeth had come in and ripped open his gums—fangs and teeth made for tearing muscle and crunching bone. His eyes seemed large in his distorted face, cat’s eyes, and his skin gleamed slightly golden, although it took Holden’s mind a moment to comprehend that it was because some fine fur was starting to come in. His fingers seemed to be twitching in odd ways, like he had jumping beans beneath the skin, and the crackling sound was coming from them as the bones continued to break and shift into something else. He was breathing through his mouth in a pant, his shoulders hunching and popping as his back spasmed and roiled, preparing to drop him down into a four-legged stance. He didn’t know Roan could actually get this far into his change on anger alone. Or at all. It was shocking and fucking batshit, and he wanted to run away screaming, especially when Roan’s lion eyes focused on him with no recognition, just pure contempt.

But this was where Holden’s training came in handy. All things he had figured out for himself, of course—how he’d learned to survive as a street kid and a hustler. Important things like swallowing whatever feeling you had and playing whatever suited the situation best—what would allow you to survive, and if at all possible control the situation. Emotionally, he shut himself off from his body, like he was outside looking in on this bizarre tableau, and as such nothing could hurt him here; nothing could touch him. He was safe here, far away, where no one could ever get him. He was in a body encased in ice. It felt nothing. It was dead meat. 

“I suppose telling you that Paris wouldn’t want you to do this wouldn’t work this time,” he said, in his Fox voice. Fox was almost another personality from his own, a default personality he could assume whenever he needed to, a role he had tailor-made for himself. And who wouldn’t want to be Fox? He was slick and charming, with the unwavering confidence of someone who knew everything and was shocked by nothing. He wanted to be Fox; that’s how cool he was.

Roan simply looked at him, growling low, no recognition, nothing human peeking through. The man who was trying to sink behind the ratty blue sofa kept looking at him in mute appeal, big, obvious “HELP ME”s, but Holden felt nothing for him. He must have been the man behind Dylan’s attack, ergo, he deserved this. “It’s gone too far, Roan. We might not be able to smooth this over. C’mon, let’s go.”

The lion thing never stopped growling at him, but its eyes focused on the man instead, and his lip curled up, exposing sharp, bloody teeth. The inside of his lip was turning black.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you,” Holden insisted, but the lion thing didn’t oblige him. The control of the situation—which he’d never really had—was almost totally gone now, not leaving him much choice. Glancing around, he saw a small ceramic statue of a black panther on a wall shelf near the door. He grabbed it and threw it as hard as he could near the feet of the lion thing, and it exploded into half a dozen good-sized pieces.

That got the lion’s attention. Its head snapped around toward him with an angry snarl. 

“Good, are you listening? Knock—”

It happened so fast that Holden couldn’t actually process it until it was all over. He never saw Roan move, and yet the next thing he knew, he had been slammed bodily against the wall, so hard that the shelf next to him collapsed, spilling tchotchkes on the floor as he struggled to regain the breath that had been knocked out of him. His ribs ached, and he wondered how many had been broken as the lion thing growled in his face. His breath was hot and smelled like blood, and his eyes were like black holes under glass. There was nothing in them, just perfect emptiness reflecting his own right back at him.

Holden, deep inside himself, was shit-scared. But it didn’t even come close to reaching the surface. Much like dogs, human predators knew they had won the moment they smelled fear, so Holden had learned early in his hustling career to smother it in the crib before it could ever get out. Give them no fear, give them nothing to work with, and they lost their footing. Fox was out now, and he knew how to handle this. Well, kind of. He’d never dealt with a lion man before. 

“I’m not your enemy, Roan, but you shouldn’t be here,” he said, as soon as he had enough breath back. “He’s not worth the murder charge and you know it.” Nothing. Nothing upon nothing. No response, a mirror showing empty mirrors. Gambit number two. “You should be with Dylan.”

Response. A brief flicker deep inside the endless dark wells of his eyes. Something human was still in there, just fading fast. He had to get it back. “Yeah, Dylan, remember him? Back at the hospital? Why aren’t you with him, Roan? Why aren’t you protecting him?”

More response. Oh thank God or thank Buddha or thank fucking Noam Chomsky, but Fox had stumbled on the right thing to say. Again, why couldn’t he really be like Fox? He bet life was easy as Fox.

Roan’s clawlike grip on his shirt started to ease, even though the spasmodic seizures of what was left of his fingers continued. It might have been easy to summon the change, but not as easy to switch off. Like most things, doing one thing was infinitely easier than doing the other. More humanity was coming back to his eyes, a light in the dark, and Holden knew he had to keep hammering this home. He had to give Roan a hand and pull him out. 

“He needs you. Not here, there. You should be with him. Anybody can beat this fucker’s ass, hell, I know guys who’ll make him disappear permanently for eighty dollars’ worth of crank. But right now Dylan has no one else but you. You should be there, taking care of him, not indulging some mindless need for revenge that’s not gonna help him in the slightest.”

“No one fucks with my people!” Roan roared, still growling and gravelly, but there was human emotion in it, something a cat wasn’t capable of, and now something like guilt shaded in his eyes. Holden was so happy to have him back he would have kissed him… except he was still actively bleeding out the mouth, and he still had that half-lion jaw thing going on, and it was not attractive.

“Your people? He’s not your people. You love him. Wow, you can’t even admit it to yourself, can you?”

Roan let him go and turned away, and Holden heaved a very quiet sigh of relief. He had been so sure he was dead. Roan showed his back to both him and his prey, whoever he was. (Who was supposedly giving him grief at the church? Harvey something? He was reasonably sure the guy’s name was Harvey something.) The boiling and popping along the shoulders seemed to slow, then stop. Proof that Roan could go pretty far into his transformation but still pull the brakes if given the right stimulus. He was staring down at the floor, the blood piddling down like a soft rain.

Harvey was now sitting on the floor behind the couch, and from the sound of it, either hyperventilating or having an asthma attack. He’d just seen a very ugly death coming right for him, and he was having a hard time dealing with it. Well, boo-fucking-hoo.

It was stupid, as the noise made Roan turn back toward him, but the transformation of his face had stopped. His hair seemed to have grown, though, and taken on a mane-like fluffiness. Holy shit, how dangerous was Roan? Seriously. He thought he’d been dangerous enough as your average human. The growling returned in the base of his throat.

“I’ll take care of him,” Holden said. “Go to Dylan. He needs you.”

Roan glanced at him, and Holden saw that one of his eyes—just one—was almost human again. It was nearly creepier than seeing him halfway to lion mode. Here was a man who would never truly be at peace with himself, because he wasn’t just a man, but he wasn’t a lion either. He was and forever would be the unholy combination of both. “He—”

“I owe you, for saving Ponyboy,” Holden said, and that was true. Roan had to know that. “I’ll take care of him. Now go. The cops’ll be here soon, and that doesn’t give me much time.”

Roan looked back at the cowering Harvey and growled for several more seconds, then turned sharply on his heel and stormed out the open door, not looking at him or glancing back, probably because he couldn’t. He was riding a line of control, and he could only do what he had to.

“Oh my God,” the guy who was probably Harvey said, still gasping for breath as he used the back of the couch to pull himself up to his feet. “Thank you, thank you. I thought… my God, what kinda freak is he….”

Holden had reached into his front pocket, and felt the now body-warmed metal handle of his butterfly knife, the lucky charm (and more) he’d had with him all his life on the street. As he crossed the small room toward Harvey, he expertly flicked his wrist, opening the knife and exposing the blade, which Harvey didn’t seem to see until Holden had shoved him back against the wall and put the long, cool blade right up against his jugular vein. Fear flooded his eyes again, now tempered with confusion. 

“I wasn’t saving you, fuckbrains. I was saving him.”

And Holden couldn’t help but smile coldly as the reality of it all settled in Harvey’s eyes, seemingly deadening them.

“Welcome to street justice, motherfucker.”
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Stranger By the Minute



BY THE time he staggered to his car, Roan was already half unconscious from the pain.

He couldn’t say how many bones had broken and reset themselves or how many muscles had torn. All he knew was it was too damn many, and by the time he fought the lion back, he was shaking and involuntarily crying from the pain. And only the pain, damn it. But the humiliation was bad enough.

With trembling hands he got the glove compartment open and managed to wrestle the top off the first bottle of pills he grabbed—what they were was irrelevant; he only had codeine and Vicodin in the car—and swallowed whatever was left in the bottle. Six or seven maybe, it didn’t matter in the big scheme of things, as nothing short of elephant tranquilizers was going to kill the pain. He felt like he was full of broken glass, his nerves on fire and melting into barbed wire, his skull shattered like an egg and hastily glued back together again. He spit blood from his aching mouth and tried to wash out the taste of it with the water he had stashed under the seat, but it wasn’t up to the task. He simply tasted more blood, coppery and salty, and he forced himself to drive and get the fuck out of there even though he hadn’t been able to stem the flow of tears from his eyes. At least they were no longer pink with blood.

His mind didn’t know where to focus. It reeled like a drunken Tilt-A-Whirl. Where the hell had Holden come from? Why was he there? How did he know about Dylan?

He had wanted to kill Harvey so badly. His terror was a sweet appetizer for what was to come.

Was Holden really going to “take care” of Harvey? Roan thought he had the answer to this: yes. He hadn’t been lying. There was no way he could have lied to him in that condition. Was he really going to let Holden do his dirty work for him?

Yes, obviously. He could barely drive his fucking car right now. Homicide was way out of the question.

Roan swung by his office—it was on the way back to the hospital—and let himself in so he could use the bathroom. Turning on the light, he saw a horror show in the mirror: a blood-splattered man who could have been Victim #1 in a slasher film. But it was him, of course, a bloody ruin that had no right to be still standing. He tried to ignore the fact that his hair had grown an inch in the course of an hour, and that he now had a layer of reddish-gold stubble hidden beneath the blood caked on his chin and cheeks.

He washed in the hottest water he could stand, filling the sink and sloshing a bit of blood-tinted water over the sides as he cleaned his face and hands and peeled off his shirt to clean off the blood on his torso. Hopefully he could salvage the shirt, because he really liked it. He found some more pain pills hidden in an Excedrin bottle and swigged them down with cold water straight from the faucet, and only then did his tears start to dry up. He sat down for a moment to let the pills work their magic and wondered if there was a mental hospital that could contain an infected. You’d think there were some. Not all people took being infected well. Many had psychotic breaks or, in the case of Paris, just had nervous breakdowns. It was hard to deal with becoming another species every once in a while, not to mention the pain of the transition and possible hazards (such as eating your pets, neighbors, or family).

Once he thought he could manage it, Roan got up and searched his office for spare clothes. He always kept some here just in case, so he had a clean T-shirt and pair of jeans to pull on. He put his blood-soaked clothes in a plastic bag and stashed them in his garbage can. When he was in better shape, he’d come back for them.

He found a towel and wiped off the blood smears near the light switches, on the door, on his desk. If Fiona came here tomorrow and saw blood everywhere, she just might quit, and he rather liked her. As soon as he was done, he tossed the towel in the garbage can and went back out to his car. His body just throbbed with residual pain, but his head, while still aching, had a strange pill-caused lightness to it as well. Was he safe to drive? Oh, fuck it—it was past the time when the bars were closed. The streets were as close to a graveyard as they ever came.

Roan made it to the hospital in one piece, but his head felt pumped full of helium, although the residual pain kept him anchored to this world. He stumbled past busy and exhausted night-shift workers who were honestly too wrapped up in their own dramas to notice him. Dylan was no longer in the room he had been in, but he had been moved recently enough that Roan was able to pick up his scent (in spite of the hospital smell of illness, blood, and cleaners that could peel the skin off a person) and follow it to the ICU. Or a place near the ICU. Right now he couldn’t tell, and he didn’t much care. 

Dylan was still out cold, although someone had stitched up the cut on his head and shaved off a tiny strip of hair to do it, throwing his haircut all out of whack. Roan touched Dylan’s head, running his fingers carefully through his hair. “I don’t know how I do it. I always hurt the people I want to protect the most.”

He found a chair in the tiny room and pulled it over, collapsing in it and grabbing Dylan’s hand, laying his forehead on the edge of the bed. “I wish you could wake up and curse me the fuck out. Call me every name in the book, tell me how I ruined your life, kick me out of here. Just do it. I won’t fight back. Just wake up.”

He waited for Dylan to respond, to do something, but he slept while the machines kept a steady, uninteresting rhythm. Roan stared at the floor in the dark and wondered how he could have fucked things up so badly.





“Y-YOU CAN’T—” the guy who was probably named Harvey said.

“Shut the fuck up,” Holden snapped, pressing down on the knife blade. Harvey shut his mouth so fast there was an audible click as his teeth slammed together. “I’m not interested in a single thing you have to say. You hurt Dylan. You’re fucking trash.” With his other hand, Holden reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, which he flipped open, and punched in a number with his thumb. It was on his speed dial, but it wasn’t a number he called often at all. It was just there as an emergency, something he could use if he absolutely had to.

After half a dozen rings, it sounded like the receiver was dropped before actually being answered. “Yeah?” the man on the other end slurred. In the background, very faintly, Holden heard the type of dramatic grunting and groaning he associated with porn.

“Spider, it’s Fox.” He kept his eyes on Harvey, never looked away. Harvey looked like he was contemplating shouting for help, but he weighed it against the knife at his throat and thought better of it.

“Oh, Fox. What can I do for ya, man?”

“I have something I need to get rid of, but I don’t want to pay the dump fees. Want to help me haul it out?” It was code. Clumsy code, and yet best when dealing with Spider. Spider was a member of a biker gang. Not a leather-daddy one or a gay one, but an overly macho het felonious one, the kind you occasionally saw getting busted by the feds on the evening news. Spider was one of the scariest-looking dudes Holden had ever met, with the most tattoos of anyone he’d ever encountered, and he was painfully confused about his sexuality. Oh sure, he’d fuck bitches (and he always referred to women as bitches, unless he was calling them cunts), but he really enjoyed fucking guys, and he had a problem dealing with this. It didn’t fit the macho image he’d grown up with and worked so hard to cultivate. So while he hired the occasional male prostitute on the side—only ones he could pay to keep their mouths shut about him—he also worked out his internal conflicts with pool cues, spiked chains, and a pair of .45s. Spider hadn’t been convicted of a felony in this state yet, to his knowledge—but it was a given he would. He often bragged about how he beat a murder rap in Nevada because the chief of police was on the payroll of the drug gang they often ran coke for, but he really did kill the guy. The most disturbing thing about that was that talking about the killing gave Spider a hard-on.

Spider was a full-on closet case who became a full-on psycho because he couldn’t deal with his own personal dichotomy. He was also a methhead of a serious variety, usually high or drunk, as he had long ago given up dealing with the world sober. In spite of that, Spider had an inkling they might be falling under the feds’ radar, so he was very careful what he talked about and to whom. And he liked Holden enough that he promised if he ever needed something—like, say, a guy killed—all he had to do was give the word.

It sounded like Spider took a drink of something before he said, “Sure. Where’re you stayin’ now?”

“A place off Riverside and 42nd. Got me a lot of cats.” Harvey was staring at him in mute horror, as the code really wasn’t that hard to figure out: he was giving Spider directions to the church.

“Oh… that place? Okay. We talkin’ somethin’ big here?”

“Nope. Small potatoes. I call them Harvey.”

Spider snorted, and the groaning in the background had stopped, indicating he’d turned off the set. Was the snort a sign he’d done a bump? Maybe. He never saw him sober. “’Kay, I’ll be there soon.”

“Appreciate it.” There were no good-byes; he simply folded the phone shut and slid it back into his pocket. “The man’s a professional. You’ll disappear, and it’ll be like you never existed at all.”

Harvey made a small noise like a whimper in the back of his throat. “P-please, no. I’m sorry—”

“Don’t beg,” Fox spat at him. “Don’t you have any spine at all? Jesus, you fuckheads who won’t even do your own dirty work make me sick.” He pressed the knife in hard, hard enough that it broke the skin, and a thin rivulet of blood started trickling down his neck. Harvey was struggling very hard not to cry. “Now be quiet and listen, because I’m only making this offer once. If you’re very fast, you might be able to get out of state before Spider finds you. Maybe. But once you’re gone, you’d better stay gone—you feel me? Abandon the church, don’t tell them what happened to you, never ever talk about Roan or even think of Dylan again. Because Spider’s gang runs all up and down the West Coast, from Vancouver to Baja, and one phone call from me is all it takes for a bunch of angry bikers to show up at your door. You bother Roan or anyone near him again, and you’ll be nothing but a dismembered, unidentifiable corpse strewn across the I-5 corridor. Understand?”

He wanted to nod, but the knife was still cutting into his throat. “I get it,” he whispered harshly, tears squeezing out the corners of his eyes. “I won’t—I’ll leave him alone, I won’t bother him again—”

“No, you won’t,” Holden agreed, staring him straight in the eye. Working a hunch, he said, “I think I’ll fuck you before you die.” 

There was a flinch, a blossom of fear in Harvey’s eyes—yep, homophobe. They were really fun to mentally fuck with, because they arrogantly assumed every gay man was after their flabby, pale asses. Even if he paid him cash, Holden probably wouldn’t fuck this guy, but how was he to know that? He probably thought sex was all gays thought about, and that they fucked all the time. (Some wished they did, sure, but name a man who didn’t.)

Holden withdrew the knife from his neck but still held it up so Harvey could see the smear of blood on the blade. “Run. Now.”

He didn’t need to be told twice. Never taking his eyes off him, Harvey grabbed his coat and ran out the door, pretty fast for an out-of-shape guy.

There—that was his Good Samaritan deed for the month. Roan probably would have felt bad about his death in the morning. Maybe. Well, odds were fifty-fifty.

Holden strolled through the tiny bungalow and found the bathroom off the small bedroom. He wiped the blood off the blade with toilet paper and flushed the evidence before cleaning off the blade in the sink with antibacterial liquid soap and folding it back up. He could ditch the knife, but not here, not now. When Spider showed up, he could give it to him if he wanted, and he’d be happy to get rid of it or “recycle” it (use it himself). It probably wouldn’t be necessary—a cat cultist, go to the cops? Yeah, right.

The cops would probably be here by then, and Spider would hang back, unwilling to show his face around the uniforms, but he would loiter long enough to see if Holden was in custody or not. If the gang had no cops on their payroll, they would have people on the inside, inmates, who would help him out if he was stupid enough to get arrested. Spider was a psycho dirtbag in a whole pack of psycho dirtbags, but even they had their place.

Coming back through the bedroom, he saw a wallet on top of the dresser, along with a scattering of loose change. Holden checked the wallet, saw about forty-five bucks in cash, a debit card, and a couple of credit cards. He pocketed the wallet—no way a guy took off without taking his wallet with him; that’d look suspicious—and figured his Boulevard boys would be eating and drinking good for a couple nights or so.

At least Harvey’s money would be going to a good cause.





ROAN WAS in a half stupor and he knew it. He could see in the dark, through the dim light of the machines, and it looked like the floor was breathing. It was rising up and flattening out in rhythm with Dylan’s breath, and he wondered how many pills he’d had.

Lifting his head caused the walls to shift around him, like they were on casters, and he wondered briefly if he had fallen into a Terry Gilliam film. He didn’t think so, but if Hunter S. Thompson had ever actually done that many drugs at once, Roan finally knew what he’d felt like.

“I need to balance this out,” he told the still-unconscious Dylan. “I need caffeine. I’ll be back.” He kissed him softly on his unbruised cheek and felt a surge of anger buried beneath the muffling effects of the drugs. What was Holden doing to Harvey? He hoped it was good.

It took him a moment to lever himself up to his feet with the help of the bed, and then another moment to get his sea legs. Even then, he felt like he was staggering, and his brain was swimming laps inside his skull. The funny thing was, he could still feel the pain—it still felt like his eyes had been plucked from their sockets and shoved back in with dirty fingers, like he had been pulverized by a sledgehammer and then plumped up with saline until he looked vaguely human.

He got out to the corridor, where the lights suddenly seemed too bright, and he had to close his eyes for a moment before opening them slowly, readjusting to the light. While he was doing this, a young male intern in blue scrubs walked into the corridor, and giving him a look out of the corner of his eye while still reading a clipboard, said, “Sir, you shouldn’t be here.” He then stopped suddenly and looked back at Roan with wide-eyed horror. He looked maybe twenty, super young, but he was one of those Asian guys who looked twenty even when they were forty. “Are you all right?”

Roan wondered how much of his over-intoxication was showing on his face. It must have been a lot, because this guy was staring at him like he was a ghost. “I’m fine, I just need some coffee,” he said, as the hallway seemed to pitch and yaw like a storm-tossed ship. Did he feel a little nauseous? Maybe.

But it soon became irrelevant, as he couldn’t fight the dark narcotic tide any longer and sank into the soft, warm blackness.
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Subtle Body



ROAN FOUND himself sloshing through ankle-deep water, not a hundred percent sure where he was. Looking up, he saw he was somewhere off the coast… or at least on a beach of some sort. Although it seemed like there was some hulking shape off in the water, obscured by thick fog, and the coastline was an unfamiliar blend of cement-colored sand and broken rocks as big as satellite dishes. As he waded toward shore, he saw someone sitting on one of the rocks.

“This is a dream, isn’t it?” Roan asked the figure, as snakes the color of water fled before his advancing footsteps. Drug dream? Oh yeah, big time.

“Of course it is. What d’ya expect?”

He froze hearing the voice. He had honestly expected Paris, his usual dream companion, but this voice had an Irish accent. He felt a coldness in his stomach as his gut twisted, and oily sweat prickled on his back. Oh shit. “Connor?”

“Not what you were expectin’, right?” Roan could see him now, sitting on top of a boulder with his knees drawn up to his chest, arms around his legs. He looked just like he always did, his shockingly deep-black hair mussed up and making his skin look gothically pale. His eyes were a vivid blue, Caribbean Sea blue, contrasting against the black lines of his eyebrows and the bruise-colored smudges beneath his eyes, speaking quietly of too many late nights and too many binges. He had a pleasant oval face, almost impish, which highlighted his big, startling eyes, and it made Roan’s heart hurt to recall how oddly striking he was.

Connor never knew it, though. His hair had always had the now-fashionable “bed-head” look because he very rarely combed it; he seemed to think running his hands through his hair was enough. He’d never owned any hair products or cologne and did all his clothes shopping at thrift stores (in fact, he’d taught Roan which ones were the best ones and how to look for a good deal); he put to rest the stereotype of the vain gay man. Although maybe he had been the living stereotype of the boho one, the artist who was deliberately shabby when he didn’t need to be. But he hadn’t been pretentious or snobby. He was just a guy who didn’t know the rules and didn’t really care about them, preferring to make them up as he went along. He was always quite fiercely himself, which was why it had been such a rush and such a pain to be with him. Heaven and hell in one pretty package. 

“You just don’t like thinkin’ about me, do ya?”

“You fucking hurt me, you selfish bastard,” Roan snapped, guilt making his stomach ache. “You didn’t have to kill yourself.”

Connor shrugged, sliding off the rock and down to the beach. “Sometimes it hurts so much you just don’t know how to deal with it anymore. You gotta know what that’s like.”

Roan stared at him, aware this was his subconscious lecturing him about something, using Connor as a warning and a reminder. He really resented it. “I am not you.”

“’Course you’re not. You wouldn’t even know how to write a play.” Connor gave him a broken half grin, the kind he always used to give him after making a smart-ass remark. He knew it made him look endearing. “We had some good times, yeah?”

Roan rubbed his forehead. What had happened to him? Something had happened; he was pretty sure of that. “Yeah, we did. And some pretty miserable ones.”

“I was a miserable bastard at times,” he admitted. “But so were you. You were so fuckin’ unhappy bein’ a cop.”

“It wasn’t easy. I got a lotta shit.” Roan thought about it for the first time in a long time. He didn’t let himself think of those days too often, because his memories of Connor were inextricably tied in with it. But thinking about that, he also recalled what a relief it had been to shuck off the uniform at the end of the day (or night, depending on the shift), and how he felt free when he was with Con. He’d felt like he was truly himself, while at work he’d felt constrained. He didn’t feel that way anymore, but he did feel lost more often than not, and the only reason he could see for that was the absence of Paris. He was his polar north, and now that he was gone, Roan’s own internal compass just didn’t work anymore.

Connor hugged him, and for a moment Roan panicked. He didn’t know what to do. The smell of Connor brought back so many memories, half bad and half good: the small tattoo on the back of his neck (a heart—Con said his mother always told him he wore his heart on his sleeve, so he decided to put it somewhere else) that Roan used to kiss to wake him up on Sunday mornings; the ugly drunken fights; the incredibly hot make-up sex; the low points of finding Con passed out at his computer or on the couch, a mostly empty bottle of Glenfiddich dribbling on the floor next to him; going to the opening of one of his plays and seeing the pure, giddy joy on Con’s face; coming back from the gym to find Con burning one of his manuscripts in a garbage can, setting off the fire alarm. So many ups and downs, so many good times and bad. There were few middle times. With Con, it had always been great or horrid, almost never something in between. Connor may have had an abbreviated life, but while he lived it, he lived it full throttle; Roan had to give him that.

Roan hugged him back, inhaling the memories along with his scent, and told him, “You were such a son of a bitch. I miss you.”

“You know I loved it when ya talked dirty to me,” he replied, and Roan laughed. Con pulled back and gave him that heartbreaking crooked grin, the one that always looked slightly lopsided, like he was imperfectly mimicking someone else’s smile.

Shortly after his death, Roan had been contacted by a journalist who wanted to interview him about Con and the “secret pain that killed him.” Roan declined to talk to anyone about Con, ever, under any circumstances. Everyone assumed it was his childhood sexual abuse—often acknowledged in some form or another in his plays—that was the biggest trauma in his life, but during a drunken ramble one night, Con had told him that hurt, but it wasn’t the worst thing that had happened to him. No, the worst thing, as far as he was concerned, was that his parents chose to believe his abuser over him, for years and years. Only when others started coming forward, accusing the priest of similar abuse, and a reporter discovered that the church had moved him around Ireland in advance of other sex scandals at the various parishes he had worked for, did they decide to believe him. But by then it was too late; he was gone, emotionally, mentally, physically. As far as he was concerned, they had chosen the Church over him. His anger toward them was unabated by time. In Connor’s will, he had a special message for his parents: “Not one cent. You don’t get my body, my ashes, a single scrap of paper. You abandoned me, and now I abandon you.” He left it all to his ex-wife and Roan: everything he owned, rights to his work, money, his ashes. 

Maybe the Monaghans knew—they didn’t show up for his memorial service, but they did show up for his will reading. Roan knew if Con had left everything to him, they’d have taken it to court—no queer boy was getting anything else from their son—but since his ex-wife was made the executrix of his estate, they didn’t. No matter that it was a sexless sham marriage, a last-ditch attempt to earn acceptance from his parents. They still felt she was his wife, divorce or no divorce. It probably helped that, at the time of his death, he was barely scraping by. Only after his death was he suddenly considered a “genius,” and the money started coming in. Roan had thought that was a cliché, but apparently it was still true in some cases.

It occurred to him that Con’s ex-wife had left a message on his machine a week or two ago. He’d never returned it, but only because he’d got busy and forgot. Was this his subconscious’s way of reminding him? No, probably not. There was probably more to it than that. As if to send that point home, Con told him, “If numbing yourself is all you can think about, something’s wrong.”

He sighed wearily. “You are so not the person to tell me that.”

Connor grimaced slightly before cupping Roan’s face in his hand. “No, love, there’s no one better to tell you that.”

And then he suddenly remembered what had happened.

Roan woke up with a head full of cotton wool and a mouth full of sourness, his throat and stomach aching, a tube under his nose pumping air that was scented vaguely like plastic. It felt like his stomach and throat lining had been scrubbed away with a wire brush. Stomach pumped? Probably. He gave himself a moment to acclimate, then took the tube off and let it fall on the floor. He knew there was another patient in the room, separated by a curtain, but judging from the sounds of a monitor that wasn’t his, that guy wasn’t going to be bothered by anything he did.

How stupid—he had taken too many pills. The worst part was he had several more aches on top of the old one. What a fucking pain in the ass (actually the only part of him that didn’t hurt at the moment). As he sat up, he saw movement in the dark near the doorway, and a familiar voice asked, “I just can’t leave you alone for one second tonight, can I?”

Holden. Oh Jesus. “How long have I been here?”

Mostly by the shadow of his posture alone, Roan could tell Holden was at once amused and appalled by the whole situation. He couldn’t blame him. “At the hospital? No idea. But it’s been almost two hours since they pumped your stomach.”

“Fuck.” It was bad enough to feel totally humiliated—it was worse to be so in front of Holden for the second (or possibly third) time tonight. He sat on the side of the hard hospital bed, the cool air on his legs letting him know he was in a paper hospital gown. Great, another humiliation. 

“I have your clothes,” Holden said and stepped forward to put them on the end of the bed. It was dark enough that Roan couldn’t see his face, for which he was glad. “This has been a remarkably shitty night for you, hasn’t it?”

“I think that’s an understatement.” Roan grabbed the clothes and slipped on his jeans under his gown. He felt unsteady on his feet, hollow in the gut, but he didn’t know what was physical and what was emotional. Yeah, you knew when you were self-destructive, but you thought you had it under control… until you didn’t. Connor must have gone through something similar, thinking his alcoholism and depression and self-loathing was nothing he couldn’t handle, until it killed him. He never wanted to become Con, but at some point he had.

After he ripped off the gown and pulled his shirt on, Roan asked, “How’s the Harvey situation?”

Holden leaned back beside the doorway, so Roan could see him as a solid shape in the dark, with a casually cocked hip and his arms folded over his chest, like he was trying to hold in everything he actually wanted to say. “You’ll never see him again.”

“Do I get details with that?”

“Be happy without them.” He paused briefly, signaling a topic shift. “There was some speculation over whether it was a suicide attempt, but I was able to convince them it was accidental, that this is your transformation week, and you were so desperate to check up on Dylan that you came here straight from home. Apparently a lot of infecteds accidentally OD on pain meds around transformation time, because you guys are in so much pain, and things are so wacky what with being a cat and being a person and whatnot.”

“And you knew that how?”

“PBS had a report about it.” In spite of the darkness, he must have known Roan was staring at him, because he added defensively, “Hey, I sometimes have some time to kill in client’s hotel rooms, and there’s shit on, okay?”

Dressed and standing as straight as he could at the moment, Roan had to ask, “How’s Dylan?”

“Asleep, as far as I know. But there’s no way you’re getting back in his room. Not only is Nurse Ratched on guard, but the intern you passed out in front of is still pushing for a psych consult.”

Shit. Roan considered his options and wasn’t too surprised that he had few. He absolutely didn’t want to stay here if he didn’t have the option to leave. He needed to stay with Dylan… but he really didn’t like the sound of a psych consult. That was a one way ticket to Crazyville for good. “Can you get me out of here?”

Holden’s silhouette cocked his head like that was the stupidest question he’d heard all night (quite possibly). “Did you forget who you were talking to? Honey, I can get you out of almost anything.”

There was a joke there, but he decided not to make it. He was going to owe Holden a lot for this, so he supposed he should simply be grateful for his generosity and his easy gift of gab.

Holden snuck him out of the hospital through a way he didn’t know existed, but was apparently for the janitorial staff. Roan almost asked him how he knew about it but decided that this was just the type of thing Holden would go out of his way to know. Roan never entered a place without being aware of the immediate exits, and Holden never went anywhere without taking note of the more obscure ways out. He had the spirit of a sneak thief in him.

Holden led him toward his car, and Roan was going to object but then realized he probably was in no shape to drive right now. He was lucky to have gotten away with it earlier. The drugs may have been theoretically out of his system, but his head was still swimming, and he felt unconscionably hollow, like he was just the husk of a human being. “Where am I taking you?” Holden asked.

That was a good question. If he went home, the cops could find him easily, as could Dee, whom he was more concerned about. Dee was just going to kill him once Shep told him what had happened. He wanted to put this off as long as possible. Also, there were a whole bunch of nice, comforting pills waiting for him at home, and he didn’t know if he was strong enough to fight the need for them right now. “Not home. I can’t deal with that right now. How about a motel or something?”

Holden shrugged and got in the car, and Roan got in the passenger side, figuring that was okay. “You know, you caught a break,” Holden told him, once Roan had collapsed into the passenger seat. “The guy whose arm you snapped like a swizzle stick? He couldn’t give a description to the police, and seemed to think you were wearing a prosthesis on your face. “

Roan didn’t even remember anything coherent after arriving at the church. His memory was like a broken mirror, something so completely shattered and disconnected it was hard to imagine that it had ever been one whole piece. “The cops will know who it was.” And they would, too. What they would do about it was another story.

“They’d have to prove it. And I caught up with you before you reached the church, so we have no idea who the fuck that could have been.”

Just like that; an easy lie, casually delivered, so reflexive it almost sounded like a natural truth. Roan looked at him curiously, but Holden was watching the road. His face flashed in and out as it was illuminated briefly by passing lights and plunged back into darkness again. Roan hadn’t even noticed when he started the car. “Why are you helping me?”

“It’s called friendship. Look it up.” Holden glanced at him, then shot him a brief, almost feral smile, all teeth and confidence. “C’mon, Roan, you were always good to me and my boys. Consider this good karma coming back at you.”

And the more cynical side of him knew that Holden liked to collect favors and people who might turn out to be good to know at some point in time, and he may have just fallen into that category. Was he going to protest it right now, though? No. He leaned his head against the cool glass of the passenger window, which felt inordinately good right now. He watched the road slip by like a fast-running river and wondered how long he would feel this empty. “Am I going crazy?”

“No, you’re just self-destructing. I’ve seen it happen to a lot of people. Most people do it one drink at a time, but you just had to go and prove to everyone you were gay by being flamboyant about it.” He scoffed in mock disgust. “Okay, we get it, you’re dying inside. Do you have to make a big deal out of it, cocksucker?”

Roan wasn’t sure if trying to make a joke out of it was helpful. Well, it was laugh or cry, wasn’t it? “Are you saying you’ve never self-destructed?”

“Oh, fuck no. I love myself too much to do that. That’s the key—be a conceited fuck, and you’ll never want to implode.” He winked at him as they passed beneath the halo of a streetlight.

It almost made Roan laugh. Not quite, but the fact that he nearly wanted to seemed remarkable. He thought about Connor for a moment and realized it didn’t hurt quite like it used to. Would he get there with Paris one of these days? Maybe. Not just now, though. “Are you still bucking for an assistant job?”

“After tonight, I better damn well have it.”

“I’m on the verge of making you partner,” he admitted, and to his surprise, Holden chuckled at that.

Maybe he wasn’t too far gone if he made someone else laugh. It gave Roan hope.



17

Ghosts



HOLDEN ACTUALLY ended up taking him to Holden’s apartment, arguing that no one would think to look for him there. Roan had to admit that was true, and besides, he was too tired to actually protest.

As it was, Roan didn’t think he’d have to worry about Holden hitting on him, because once you saw a guy come within a few shattered bones of turning into a lion, could you actually be attracted to him? Well, perhaps if you were the kinky sort, into transformation porn, or if you had a cat fetish of some kind. There were quite a few people like that, especially on the Internet, but Holden had never been one. He’d have been pretty up front if that was his fetish.

They’d barely been there five minutes, and Roan had said he was sleeping on the sofa, when Holden’s cell phone went off. It was his special phone, the one only his clients knew about. He answered it with an amused expression on his face, and Roan tried not to listen as he helped himself to a drink from Holden’s fridge. He could only hear Holden’s side of the conversation, but from what he could tell, Holden was surprised to hear from this client, whom he didn’t think was in town, and the client was both a little drunk and a little horny. Holden agreed to visit him at his hotel for double rate, since it was “off hours” and he was on a night off. The client apparently agreed to the double rate and requested something, because Holden said he’d bring “it.” (Roan had no idea what “it” was, and he absolutely didn’t want to know under any circumstances.)

As soon as Holden closed his phone, he grimaced in embarrassment and said, “You’d never guess who that was.”

He wasn’t actually offering to tell him. Holden kept his client confidentiality better than most private investigators and lawyers Roan knew. Oh sure, he’d talk about them, but with obviously phony names, and he never gave any identifying details. Sure, he’d tell you this one guy likes to get the shit beat out of him, but he never gave you details that could help identify him on the street. They were all vague, sad people, the ones you’d be scared of if you didn’t pity them. “A televangelist or a Republican senator,” Roan guessed.

Holden chuckled. “Oh, you think they’re all closet queens, do you?”

“Self-loathing closet queens. If I were you, I’d secretly tape them and post it all over the Internet. Which, I’ve been led to believe, is a series of tubes.”

Holden shook his head and smirked. “You’re such a cynic.”

“Says the guy who sells his body for a living.”

“Hey, I’m tapering off of that.”

“And going into porn.”

“It’s a better deal.”

“I’m sure it is. That’s the scary part.”

Holden smiled like he was suppressing a laugh and said, “Help yourself to anything, my casa is your casa and whatnot, although I’d appreciate you not going through my porn stash. I should be back in a couple of hours, tops.”

Roan nodded, holding onto his can of soda like it was a lifeline. He wasn’t sure why. It stung like a son of a bitch going down. Carbonation and recent stomach pumping didn’t seem to mix. “Thanks.” Such a weak word, and yet he meant it sincerely, for everything.

Holden seemed to understand the weight and breadth of it all, because his expression sobered. “It’s okay. You’re better than this, Roan. You don’t have to go this way.”

Roan almost said that Holden didn’t either, but held it in. Holden probably knew that, and there was no point in stating the obvious. While he disappeared into his bedroom to get ready, Roan collapsed on Holden’s couch and was glad it was comfortable enough to sleep on. He felt like he was drifting off right now, going away to a happy place where he hadn’t come within two or three minutes of a full transformation, and where he didn’t accidentally overdose on painkillers in a hospital. And it was accidental, right? The scary thing was, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure himself. He was pretty sure if he was going to kill himself he’d just tuck his gun barrel underneath his chin at a slight angle, certain to blow the back of his skull out, and then pull the trigger, which would guarantee both success and the fact that he’d be dead before he even heard the shot. Only then did it occur to him that he should probably be worried that he had a planned suicide route.

When Holden appeared again, it was with a folded blanket and a pillow he put on the arm of the couch. “Get some sleep, you look like hell.”

“Let’s see you look perky after getting your stomach pumped.” He then noticed what Holden was wearing and added, “Well, maybe you could.”

“Hey, he’s into bad boys,” Holden said, not so much defensively as in simple explanation. He was wearing a white T-shirt so tight that Roan could clearly see he was wearing a nipple ring on the right side. His jeans were almost as skintight and ripped in strategic places, and he put on a black leather jacket with more extraneous chains, zippers, and chrome accents than was ever necessary. He jingled when he walked. “Slightly stereotypical, Hollywood-style clean bad boys.”

“Again, couldn’t you do something better for money?”

He shrugged. “Prob’ly. But I’m getting twenty-five hundred for one hour’s work. Where else am I gonna make that kinda money?”

Roan stared at him in disbelief. “He’s paying you two thousand dollars?”

“And I’m getting room service on top of that.” He grinned with a strange sort of savage pride. “He’s probably so drunk he’ll pass out before I have to fuck him, so it’ll be the easiest money I’ve made since Doug.”

“I’m not even gonna ask.”

Holden went to the door, but before he opened it, he said, “He’s a congressman, whose wife has the scariest hair helmet this side of the 700 Club.”

“I knew it. You should really expose these hypocrites.”

“Well, no one likes a tattletale. Besides, if it wasn’t for these self-loathing freaks, I’d have to get an honest job, and who wants to see that? Not me, sweetheart.” He waved at him from the door. “Ciao, baby.”

Could he have picked a stranger sidekick if he tried? No, probably not. Roan figured he’d have to work pretty damn hard and would definitely have to visit every sideshow he came across.

He was so exhausted he slept hard and, thankfully, dreamlessly. He never even heard when Holden came back, but when Roan cut through his bedroom to use the bathroom, he saw Holden was asleep on his bed, almost completely lost in a pile of comforters.

In his bathroom, Roan looked into the medicine chest out of habit and found two amber prescription bottles. Both were for other people, but they were fake labels: the bottle for Peter Wang was supposedly for Xanax, but he looked inside and saw little blue pills—aka Viagra. The bottle for Amanda Dear was supposedly for tetracycline, but contained pills of unclear intent. Either way, it didn’t smell at all like something from the antibiotic family. (And he knew that smell quite well, because all antibiotics stung his nose.) He was tempted to ask Holden about this, but that would have meant admitting he’d opened the bottles and looked inside, which was just too creepy and needy, basic junkie behavior.

He was going to head out to his car and then remembered Holden had driven him here. Fuck. He called a cab, and while waiting for it checked his messages.

He had several from Dee, almost all starting, “You motherfucker,” which didn’t encourage him to listen longer. He fast-forwarded through most of them. Chris had also called, just to see if he had anything new to report. Rainbow had called early in the morning to say that there had been a “fracas” on church grounds last night, and David Harvey was now missing. No one knew what had happened to him. Rumors had it he (Roan) was to blame for all the violence last night, but for some reason no one wanted to pursue it with the police. “I don’t like that, Roan,” she said, sounding nervous. “If you did it, I don’t like it either, but them not pressing charges? Something’s going on there. It can’t be good for you.”

Her concern was touching. Did he have anything to worry about? Perhaps. It was hard to tell what a loony church would do next. But he hoped they had gotten the message that if they went after anything near and dear to him, they would pay, swiftly and bloodily.

Wow—that didn’t sound at all insane.

The last message was from one of the nicer nurses at the hospital, named Akembi. She let him know Dylan was now conscious and asking for him. According to the time code on the message, she had called a little over an hour ago.

As soon as the cab arrived, he had it take him to the hospital. Never mind that he hadn’t showered or changed his clothes or eaten or even shaved off this beard he now had—he owed it to Dylan to see him. Also, selfishly, he had to make sure he was okay.

It was busy at the hospital when he arrived, but in a way that was good, as he was able to cut through the crowd and not gain the notice of anyone by the admissions desk.

When Roan ducked into Dylan’s room, he was sitting propped up in bed, talking to an intern in blue scrubs (thankfully not the intern Roan had collapsed in front of). Dylan looked tired and bruised, his face still swollen and one eye blackened to the point that his eyelid was barely open on the right side. Still, there was a brightness in his eyes upon seeing Roan. The intern, a petite Indian woman with a rather severe bob, told Dylan she’d come back later and gave Roan a polite nod as she left the room. Roan hugged Dylan—carefully—and kissed him on the unbruised side of his face. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

Dylan wrapped an arm around his waist and gave him a weak but affectionate squeeze. “It’s not your fault.”

“It is. They attacked you because of me.”

“You didn’t kill them, did you?”

He wasn’t kidding. Dylan’s tone of voice was deadly serious. He was glad he didn’t have to lie to him. “No, I didn’t. The cops got them first.”

Dylan let out a deep sigh of relief. “Thank god. The first thing I thought was you were gonna kill them.”

“You know me too well.”

Dylan kissed his cheek affectionately. “I know. It scares me too.” He ran his hand over Roan’s beard and scowled. “I can’t have been out that long.”

“It’s a long story.” Roan rested his head on Dylan’s chest, not only so he could hear his heartbeat, but also so he didn’t have to look Dylan in the eye. “I wouldn’t blame you if you were mad at me.”

“Why the hell would I be mad at you? You didn’t make them hurt me. You have to expect the occasional psycho when you’re dating Batman.”

He groaned into his chest. “Please, don’t you start.”

“What, they can call you that down at the station, but I can’t?” Roan could hear the smile in his voice.

“You do, and there might be some Robin jokes headed your way.”

“Oh, please don’t. I don’t like tights. Also, that’s a bit creepy.”

“What, the Dark Knight and his little Boy Wonder?”

Dylan mock shuddered. “Eww. How did they ever get away with that?”

“I have no idea.” Dylan stroked his hair, and Roan just enjoyed it for a moment. Suddenly the lingering aches of last night didn’t seem so bad. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I have the worst hangover of my life. But I’m not sure if I got it before or after the truck hit me.”

Roan kissed him softly, on the throat and up his neck, his skin tasting like salt, stopping at a gentle kiss on the lips. As much as it pained him to look down into Dylan’s bruised face, he did, carefully stroking his hair back from his forehead, avoiding the stitches. “If I say I’m sorry again, will you hit me?”

“That’s not very Buddhist.” Dylan paused briefly. “Yes.” He gave him a pained smile, his fingertips stroking the back of Roan’s neck, a ghostly feeling that raised goose bumps along his spine. His fingers were cold, whatever that meant. “Just get me out of here and consider yourself forgiven.”

There was too much concern in Dylan’s one good eye. Roan knew, with a sinking feeling, what that was about. So now it was his turn to suck it up and be brave. As soon as he was sure he could do it, he looked down at Dylan and said, “I’m going to lay off the pills, okay? I can’t promise that I’ll stop cold, ’cause I’m still going to need them come transition time, but I promise that I’ll stop taking them for no reason other than to get numb.”

Dylan stroked his hair, his look somewhat doubting, but he nodded faintly. “I guess that’s all I can ask right now. Will you let me help you? Will you open up to me?”

He nodded, not sure if that was a promise he could actually keep. But he would try, so maybe that was worth something. “I’ll try. You know I’m no good at this shit.”

“Hey, you’re Batman. You’re great at everything.”

He scowled at him while Dylan grinned, revealing old blood on his teeth. Before he could say anything, a doctor came in and chased Roan out, which was fair enough. He talked to another doctor about releasing Dylan, but they wanted to keep him overnight. They were waiting for some test results to come back, and besides, they were always cautious about head injuries, and he had been unconscious for a long time.

Roan was wondering how to break the news to Dylan that he had to suffer through another night here when his phone hummed in his pocket. He thought it might be Dee calling to cuss him out, but a check of the number display revealed it to be Murphy. He supposed it was her turn to have a go at him, so he answered. “Hey, Dropkick.”

“Hey Angus,” she replied just as casually. “You get up to some shit last night at the church?”

“I’m taking the Fifth.”

“That’s what I thought.” She sighed wearily. “Well, beyond that, I thought you’d want to know about Roland Chesney.”

“What about him?” But even as he asked, he thought he knew. If he was a bust, she’d have told him without preamble.

“I think we found something.”
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ROAN SANK down into one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs that it seemed you could only find in hospitals or DMVs and asked, “Found what exactly?”

“I did some digging, just for the hell of it, and it turned out Roland Chesney’s uncle, Michael Chesney, owned a big piece of land out around the Sun Valley build. Roland lived there for a few years, supposedly taking care of the place while his uncle died of cancer. The place went to Mike’s daughter after his death and Roland found himself kicked out, but the place has been abandoned ever since.”

“That’s coincidental. It’s just a confirmation of Rocco’s story.”

“Here’s the interesting bit. A year ago, a dog in the area apparently unearthed a human arm bone. They never discovered where the dog dug it up, but the sheriff of the town really didn’t like it. He was sure there was a body out there that they were somehow missing. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a connection. Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

“Does my opinion matter here? You talk to the sheriff?”

“Yeah, I did. He talked to Mike Chesney’s daughter about looking around the place, and she told him he could burn it down if he wanted. She doesn’t give a fuck what they do with it. She can’t sell it because it’s downwind from Sun Valley.”

He lolled back in the chair, his throat still raw from last night’s stomach pumping, the weariness settling on him like a heavy, wet blanket. “That’s not exactly finding something. I thought you were talking about a dead body or something.”

“We’re workin’ on it. Jesus, Mr. Impatient.” After huffing an irritated sigh, she added, “I’m getting a feeling about this, Roan. I think you’ve stumbled upon something.”

His stomach growled, reminding him he still felt empty. He wasn’t going to scoff at her intuition, because it was something that good detectives developed along the way, and Murphy was a good detective. “I usually only stumble on things lately.”

“Hey, no self-pitying bullshit right now. I’m in no mood for it. I’m feelin’ too good.”

He was glad for her, so he thought he ought to go as soon as possible before he got her down. “Keep me updated, okay?”

“Sure. How’s Dylan?”

“Conscious and talking. I think he’s gonna be okay.”

“I’m glad. You keep him safe now, yeah? There’s been a resurgence in gay bashing for no apparent reason. Get him a Taser and teach him how to use it.”

“He’s a Buddhist. He’s opposed to violence.”

“Tell him the bad guys aren’t. Gotta go. Don’t kill anyone unless you hafta.”

“I won’t, Mother,” he replied, stressing the last word sarcastically. He heard her laughing as she hung up.

He slumped down in the uncomfortable chair and closed his eyes for a moment, as they were hot and itchy for no obvious reason. He must have fallen asleep, though, as he woke up to find Dee leaning over him, looking down at him with an equal mix of curiosity and sternness. “You haven’t returned a single one of my phone calls,” he pointed out.

Luckily, Dee was on duty and was now inclined to be kind to him. He took Roan to the café across the street from the hospital—he was on a break—and bought him lunch. He didn’t lecture him, just told him if he ever did anything as stupid as overdose again, he’d get some muscle queens he knew to wrap him in a straightjacket and throw him in an aggressively Christian rehab center, where he would undoubtedly kill and eat at least half the staff and end up in prison. That was a devious plan, and Roan respected him for it. Having a steady boyfriend was doing Dee a world of good.

Even though Dee warned him his digestive system might revolt so soon after having his stomach pumped, Roan was ravenous and ended up eating two bacon cheeseburgers (fuck the calories and cholesterol. Transition burned lots of calories, and he’d probably lost two pounds since yesterday—his pants actually felt looser) and a plate of chili-cheese fries, which led Dee to proclaim him a “closet straight,” since no self-respecting gay man would actually eat chili-cheese fries. Roan accused him of trafficking in stereotypes because Roan would eat chili fries, and in fact had actually eaten poutine up in Canada. (Roan wasn’t sure he would eat it again, but at least he had tried it.)

To be fair, the chili fries were gross, but he was so hungry he didn’t care.

As soon as Dee left to go back to work, Roan returned some phone calls. Fiona had called to check in on him and Dylan, and he let her know they’d both survived. She offered to find the culprits and give them the bullwhipping of a lifetime—again, she reminded him she could take the skin off a grape with her whips. And she had a selection of them—God, he was starting to feel like the John Waters of the detective set, surrounding himself with this cadre of the strangest people you could ever meet. But was that so bad? He actually liked John.… But he had been truthful when he said the cops had gotten Dylan’s assailants. The one arrested at the scene had caved pretty quickly and named his partner, showing that Dave Harvey hadn’t found volunteers known for their smarts or loyalty. What a shock.

He left a message for Holden, thanking him for last night. He wanted to ask again what he had done to Dave, but he knew he’d never get a straight answer, and besides, he was probably better off not knowing. If he knew, he was an accessory after the fact. Roan had done enough bad things that he didn’t need to add one more thing to them.

Because he had asked him to, Roan dropped by Dylan’s apartment to water his plants. He had two bonsai trees, a juniper and a cypress, both in glazed ceramic pots with gravel and sand bases like little Zen gardens, and a passion fruit vine that he had started from a seed packet but was now about ten feet tall and sprawled all over an impromptu trellis. It was in the living room beside the window, where he had replaced the blinds with curtains because the passion fruit kept sending out tendrils and tangling itself in the blind slats. While he was there, De’Andra, the bald lesbian from downstairs who still looked at Roan like he might explode at any second, came upstairs to ask how Dylan was doing. He invited her in, but she just stood in the doorway, giving him a look that suggested she knew damn well Dylan was way too good for his pasty ass.

Roan saw that the picture Dylan had painted of him with his half-human, half-lion face was still in the living room on an easel, covered with a drop cloth. Roan asked De’Andra if she knew the people running the gallery show Dylan was doing—it was a hunch—and she said yes, which was no shock at all. He said that Dylan had wanted to add a painting, but since he was now in the hospital, he couldn’t. Could she make sure it got in? Of course she could, so Roan handed her the lion painting, still concealed by the drop cloth, and thanked her for doing this for him. Roan wondered if she would be retroactively mad at him for making her an accessory, assuming Dylan ever told her that he’d never put the painting in his show.

After watering his plants, Roan sat down on the couch and just absorbed the silence and the scent of Dylan—and paint, paint thinner, charcoal—that permeated the place. Roan vowed to treat him better and learn to allow himself to feel like a real person again. It just terrified him. Physical pain he could take—he’d better be able to by now. But emotional pain… there was no building up a tolerance to that.

God, he was such a pussy. And not the cat kind either.

He called Chris to let him know he had made some progress, although he was careful not to mention the police investigation into Roland Chesney. There was no sense in getting his hopes up when it could turn out to be nothing. He’d had enough heartbreak in his life.

Because Roan found he didn’t notice the urge for pills if he was doing something, he decided to go home and catch up on everything he was neglecting: laundry, paperwork, facing all his pain pills and not taking them. After everything he had been through in his life, Roan was sure he was strong enough to face that.

Considering how things had been going, he wasn’t too surprised to find an unmarked police car parked out in front of his house. He also wasn’t surprised to see Gordo get out of it as Roan parked in the driveway. Seb was in the car and waved at him but didn’t get out. He just put in his earbuds and started bobbing his head to music only he could hear. 

As soon as Roan was out of the car, he only needed to point to Seb to get an answer from Gordo. Gordo rolled his eyes and said, “His daughter got him an iPod for his birthday, and he’s determined to prove he’s not an old fogy. The problem is, all he listens to is R.E.M.”

“R.E.M.?” Roan chuckled, looking back at Seb. Yes, he was completely ignoring them. “Really? I’d never have picked him as an R.E.M. type of guy.”

Gordo both nodded and shrugged, not getting it and agreeing with him at the same time. It was obvious he wanted to talk to him alone, so Roan simply went to unlock his door, and Gordo followed. “Yeah, well, you like that punk rock shit, right?” Gordo said, once they were inside. “Takes all kinds.”

“Not only punk. I try to keep my mind open, although I never appreciated electronica quite like Paris did.”

“Electronica? Is that that “thump thump thump” dance music?”

“Yep. It sounds best when you’re really high.” He tucked his keys in his pocket and hung up his coat on the coat rack before going to the kitchen and grabbing a Diet Pepsi out of the fridge. He tacitly offered Gordo one by holding up the can, but he shook his head.

“Is that true of rap?” Gordo wondered.

Roan shrugged. “Depends on the rap. So what can I help you with, Gordo?”

He took a seat at the breakfast bar, a pensive look on his weathered face, and Roan just knew he was in for something. “How are you doing, Ro?”

A cop asking you “how are you doing” was always a bad sign. “Well I got ninety-nine problems, but a bitch ain’t one.”

Roan grinned at his own joke, but Gordo just glowered. “Now even I know that’s a rap reference. Are you going to take me seriously?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t had enough caffeine today.”

“Try. I know it was you who caused havoc at the church last night.”

“Couldn’t have been me. I was at the hospital with Dylan.” He then took a swig of his pop so he didn’t accidentally smile.

The caustic glare Gordo was giving him let him know he wasn’t buying that. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

Roan met his look with a stare of his own. “Do you think I am?”

Gordo huffed a sigh through his nose and shook his head like a disapproving father. “Fine, don’t admit anything and incriminate yourself, but I’m not here to arrest you. If I was, I’d have brought a SWAT team.”

“’Cause I’m Batman?”

“Will you cut the bullshit? You did some real damage. Are you even aware you almost ripped a guy’s arm off? I mean off, Roan, and not even from a joint. From what I understand, the strength needed to do something like that is inhuman.”

“And so am I, is that it?”

Gordo’s caterpillar eyebrows furrowed, dropping low over the bloodshot hollows of his pale blue eyes. “You know goddamn well I’d never say that. But I don’t know many people capable of that kind of strength. Hell, I actually don’t believe you’re that strong, but then again, I never would have guessed you were a long jumper, either. I worked with you for years, but now I have to admit I don’t know you at all. You know how shitty that makes me feel as a detective?”

That got to him and made him feel inexplicably bad. Gordo was always decent to him. Oh sure, he had been uncomfortable with him being gay and being infected for a long time, but he didn’t go out of his way to give him shit about it. Gordo was probably one of the more accepting of the old-timers. He’d gone out of his way to make sure Roan didn’t get into trouble when he stepped over the line helping him with cat cases. He was a decent guy. They’d never be best friends, but they weren’t enemies either, and he shouldn’t push it. He considered several possible replies and finally decided on the truth. “Under normal circumstances, I’m not capable of that kind of strength.”

“Under normal circumstances? What qualifies as normal?”

“Not furious.”

That made Gordo sit back on the stool, as if the response surprised him. “You’re the Hulk now? We wouldn’t like you when you’re angry?” He suddenly looked toward the front door and said, “Hey, yeah. You punched out a deadbolt when you thought Henstridge had killed Paris. I’ve never seen anyone punch out a deadbolt without tools. Wow, how’d I forget that?”

Roan had forgotten that too, and turned away so he could wince out of Gordo’s view. He went to the fridge and pretended to be looking for something to eat, just so he had a reason to turn away. “It was a long time ago.” How had he forgotten that? That had been a partial transformation, a use of his warping muscles that was, in retrospect, extreme. He couldn’t even remember his hand hurting after that.

Gordo scoffed. “Doesn’t matter. I haven’t forgotten the rest of it. You don’t forget seeing a man whose throat has been ripped out in one solid piece by a tiger. That was.…” He petered out for a moment and grunted softly. “No offense to Paris, but I’m glad there aren’t many tiger strains. I think the human race would be doomed.”

“We’ll kill ourselves off before any animal has the privilege.” Roan saw the containers of Indian food he had gotten and saved for Dylan, and his stomach twinged. Well, he could have them when he got back from the hospital. He saw a pear and grabbed it, figuring this was a good enough foodstuff to pass.

Gordo shrugged a single shoulder as Roan turned back to face him. “Probably. We humans are good at that.” He slid off the stool and pointed at Roan, like he was picking him out of a lineup. “Keep doing this kinda shit, and everyone will know. Not only will we be unable to hide it, but people will put the clues together. I don’t even wanna imagine that media circus. Just… tone it down. And no matter what you do, stay the fuck away from those cultists. You getting in trouble or getting infamous will be just what they want.” He then gave him a small salute on his way out the door.

Roan collapsed on his couch and wondered what he was going to do about himself. Gordo was right—if he kept displaying these abilities in public, it wouldn’t be good for him. He could imagine doctors lining up for the privilege of gawking at and poking the freak, keeping him in medical quarantine “for his own good,” but really just so they could dissect him and figure out how the virus had mutated in him, become something as helpful as it was harmful. If he was religious, he could call himself blessed or damned, and both would be equally applicable.

Shit. As soon as Dylan was well enough, they were definitely going on vacation and getting the fuck away from here for a while. He really needed to get his shit together.

When Roan had conquered his lethargy, he turned on the stereo and cranked These Arms Are Snakes as he forced himself to do what he had to do to keep his mind off the pills. He did laundry, he did paperwork until he thought the boredom was going to kill him, and then, even though he felt unusually tired, he went into his study and worked the heavy bag, not letting himself get too carried away. He focused on the rhythm of his fists hitting the bag, trying not to put too much behind the punches (because if his muscles took this as an invitation to warp, he might break the goddamn chain), and threw in a few side and snap kicks for variety, so he didn’t fall too completely into a somnambulant pattern.

He finally stopped when he was forced to pant for breath, the sweat dripping off his forehead as he bent down and put his hands on his knees. He caught his breath in increments and watched sweat beads fall and plop onto the dark carpet, where they were quickly absorbed. His muscles felt stretched, had the post-workout burn, but he hadn’t taken anything too far, hadn’t partially changed, so that was good. Sometimes small victories were all you had.

Roan had no idea how long his phone had been ringing when he finally heard it. He just barely picked up the receiver before the machine kicked in and had to tell the person on the other end to wait a moment as he muted the stereo. “Yeah, sorry.”

“This has been one bizarre day,” Murphy said, sounding grim.

“They find something at the Chesney house?”

“I have no idea. The Sherriff hasn’t called me yet. No, this is about your client, Holly Faraday.”

It actually took him a moment. So much had happened it seemed like ages ago now. But how could he forget that she had set him up for some inexplicable reason? Had him trail her cheating husband, only to murder him and flee. “You caught her?”

“No, but we’ve found her.” She paused, and Roan stood up straight, suddenly wary. What the hell had happened now? “We found her body in an old gravel pit about two miles from where Dallas Faraday’s body was found. Somebody put a bullet in her brain too.”

Roan felt honestly terrible that his first reaction was relief that she hadn’t used him. But who would want to kill Holly?

Strike that: who would want to kill the Faradays?

He had picked a bad week to stop taking pills.
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“I DON’T suppose it was suicide?” Roan asked, collapsing on his sofa.

“It’s a little strange to shoot yourself in the back of the head, so I’m gonna say no,” Murphy said.

Roan made a noise of strangled disappointment, pressing his hand hard into his forehead. It didn’t change a thing. “Fuck.”

“If it makes you feel better, we have a suspect.”

“Who?”

“A minor player of a thug named Marco Lewis. He’s a small-time drug dealer, but it seems Mr. Faraday owed him money. And Mrs. Faraday’s murder has some of the hallmarks of a robbery gone bad, so what we think happened here was genius—aka Marco—tried to extort money the hubby owed him from the missus, and something went wrong. Mr. Faraday was probably then killed, for more than one reason.”

“So she was right to be concerned about his debts. She just wasn’t concerned enough in time.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Shit,” he sighed wearily. He felt terrible for Holly. If he’d been faster, better, would she still be alive? No, he couldn’t think about that, mainly because it wouldn’t change anything. His client was dead, and while if he’d gotten the case a few days earlier he might have been able to do something to prevent it, it was all a moot point now.

Murphy promised to call him as soon as she heard anything about the Chesney house, and he went upstairs and took a quick shower that failed to make him feel any better. After getting dressed, he got together some books for Dylan, as well as his MP3 player, and went back to the hospital to drop them off. There he encountered Dylan’s sister Sheba and her husband.

That was always awkward. Roan got the feeling that Sheba was humoring him most of the time and was not-so-secretly freaked out by his infected status (although he couldn’t blame her there—she was probably afraid he might accidentally infect her brother), and it didn’t help that her well-meaning husband usually gave off that odd straight guy vibe that said I want to be cool around gay guys, but damn, they creep me out. Everything was civil and fine, but Roan still got the impression that Sheba would have been happier if he had absolutely nothing more to do with her brother.

Dylan was happy to see him, though, and gave him a kiss even before he gave him the books and his MP3 player. He was as bored as hell and wanted to go, but he’d just gotten some “damn scan or something” and they weren’t letting him go just yet. Only later did Roan find out that Dylan had gotten a head CT and figure Dylan had dismissed it so he didn’t freak out about it. Dee would later tell him that it was fine, they were just checking something. What, he didn’t say.

Dylan scooted over and patted the mattress beside him, so Roan ended up sitting on his bed with him as they talked, Dylan leaning his head against his shoulder as Roan idly caressed his thigh and they talked about very mundane things. But it was strangely nice. Roan felt oddly settled and didn’t notice his drug cravings in this moment of chaste intimacy. Dylan just had a calming influence on him. He made him feel human, although not in a bad way. He enjoyed his warmth and his comforting scent, although it was diluted with the awful medical scent of the hospital.

He admitted that he hadn’t taken a pill all day, and save for tiredness and minor cravings, he really didn’t miss them. What he didn’t tell him was he feared he had acquired his own internal numbness, which was better than any narcotic. And he was going to have to learn to use it, because if he didn’t get his lion episodes under control, he was going to be in real trouble.

A nurse came in and chased him off, which seemed par for the course, but she gave him and Dylan especially dirty looks, and even though they were just sitting, talking, she warned them stridently that there wasn’t “any of that kind of thing” allowed in the hospital. That kind of thing? What? Butt fucking? Did she think they were on the verge of having wild and perverted gay sex before she heroically burst through the door? He and Dylan exchanged a look—they seemed to be thinking the same thing—and before he left, they shared a long, overly passionate kiss that they played up a bit, just to disgust and annoy her. Which it did. But she deserved it—they weren’t shy, acquiescent gays, and if she was going to indulge in jackassery, so were they. Although, to be totally honest, that was one hot kiss. Goddamn, they needed to kiss like that more often.

Just before he left Dylan’s floor, he remembered Ponyboy and went up a couple of floors. He hadn’t checked in on the kid forever, and no, he didn’t know him, but it was a decent thing just to check up on him. When Roan stepped out of the elevator, he saw Holden slumped in one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs that lined segments of the hallway, his tall frame almost folded in half. The posture looked more sad than painful. “Holden, everything okay?” he asked, belatedly realizing that he’d forgotten to call him Fox. Oh well, hopefully no one had noticed, and those that did didn’t care.

Holden sat back and looked up at him, a strange blankness in his eyes. “You here to see Ponyboy? You’re too late.”

“Oh shit.” Roan sat on the chair beside him. “What happened?”

“They think it was blood clot in his brain.” Holden shrugged and looked away, tears making his eyes look glassy. “Christ, what am I supposed to do now? Track down the parents he ran away from in the first place and say, ‘Hey, your little faggot is dead. Do you want his body or should I just throw him in the trash like you did?’” He sniffed and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. “Fuck.”

“I’ll do it.”

“What?”

“I’m a detective; I’ll track the parents down. And when I was a cop, I used to hafta do the dead calls, contact relatives and next of kin to come down and identify a body.” He sighed at the memory. “People’s responses always surprised you. You expected the ones that reacted in horror or burst into sobs, but the ones who had no reaction, or the ones who said ‘I don’t care’ or had some profane or pedestrian response to it were always the most startling. There were people who said they were watching something and they’d be over as soon as it was done; others who said simply, ‘Let ’em rot’ and hung up. You don’t know how people really feel about you until you die… and then you’re dead, so why would you give a fuck?”

Holden looked at him askance. “That was a philosophical abortion.”

“Hey, at least I tried.”

They just sat in silence for a moment, staring at the white wall before them, the noises of the hospital floor sounding like the background of a television show, minus the ubiquitous syrupy power ballad. “I don’t even know why I’m crying,” Holden finally admitted. “I didn’t know him at all. He was just a friend of a friend.”

“He was a kid, whose crime was essentially being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It could have been any of us.”

He nodded and sniffed, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “Well, it couldn’t have been you. You’d have ripped them to pieces and beaten them to death with their own limbs.”

Roan opened his mouth to object to that classification, but of course Holden had just been kind to him. He had seen Roan in a more transformed state than anyone had since Paris. He could have said “eaten them” and left it at that. It would be true. So he decided to simply say, “I think you’d have fucked them up pretty well too.”

Holden scoffed. “They wouldn’t have fucked with me either. I may sound like a twink, but I’m built like a jock. Those fucking scumbags only pick on easy targets.”

“True.” They sat together for a moment, staring at the wall. Sometimes there was just nothing that could be said or done. Sometimes all you could do was sit in the silence and wait to see if the world ever noticed. Even though Roan knew from experience that it never did.

Poor Ponyboy. He wondered if his parents would care and then feared the answer.

By the time Roan got home, there was a message waiting for him on his answering machine, one he had both longed for and feared. A body had been unearthed at the Chesney place. As had a piece of another one.

The next couple of days, it would be splattered all over the local news. In total, three bodies were found, all women, only one identified (by dental records—a woman named Jamie Lynn Anderton, Chesney’s youngest victim at age nineteen), although a concerted effort was under way to identify the other two. The disappointing thing was that clearly none of these victims were Keith Turner, but it did prove that Roland Chesney was a more disturbed and violent man than many had believed. Murphy told him it sounded like the DA was going to try and cut a deal with him, get him to confess to other victims and point out other dumping places in exchange for slightly lesser charges. (A joke, as he was going to be in jail for the rest of his life, no matter how this played out.) He must have known that, because Chesney was denying that he had murdered the women. Although the dry desert conditions had basically jerked the bodies, some evidence was found that proved Chesney was lying his ass off. He’d probably have no choice but to deal.

Roan had Chris Spencer meet him at his office before the full week was up and admitted to him that Chesney had been his best lead, and while Keith’s body hadn’t turned up, it was his opinion that Chesney was most likely to have grabbed Keith from the park that day. If it wasn’t Chesney, he honestly didn’t know who could have done the crime. It was a pathetic answer, one hardly worth voicing, but Chris cried a bit, both in relief and disappointment, and thanked him. He accepted that as all the answers he was probably going to get about Keith and thanked him for it, even though Roan felt that Chris should probably be cursing him out. He’d found the killer of others, not necessarily his son, although Roan understood that even a pathetic scrap of a potential answer probably looked good to someone who had gone without even a hint all these many years. He just wished he could have given him a more concrete and satisfying answer.

Dylan was still bruised up by the time his gallery show came around, although Roan managed to convince him it looked butch and dangerous. Since Dylan was hoping to “integrate” more into his life, Holden and Fiona were invited to the show and came together, as Fiona wasn’t dating anyone, and Holden—as far as Roan could tell—never dated anyone who didn’t pay for his time. They seemed to like pretending they were a couple, as Fiona liked having “arm candy,” and Holden loved role-playing. Holden turned on the charm and schmoozed everyone, including the art snobs whom Roan heard talking to Dylan and referring to him as Dylan’s “blue collar boyfriend,” (what?) which was supposedly “very trendy.” Roan felt the urge to go and punch them, but Dylan told him they were assholes and he should ignore them, while Holden went over and got them caught up in his charm, identifying himself as an “entertainment facilitator,” so they could all have a quiet laugh over these people in their Prada and Versace fawning over and kissing up to a gay prostitute. But Holden was far more honest than they were: he was a whore and gladly admitted it. These people were whores too, but pretended they weren’t. So Holden won that contest.

Dylan was pretty surprised to see his lion painting on the wall. Some people did a double take upon seeing Roan, and when they recognized him they moved away quickly. He considered growling just to see if he could make them piss themselves but decided that was taking things a step too far.

Ultimately, the show was a good thing. Dylan sold a couple of paintings, and some of the art snobs seemed impressed with him. It got his name out there, and positive exposure was always a good thing.

Roan was doing okay without the pills for the most part, but he knew he had to work on his temper to keep the lion from coming out. How he was going to do that he had no idea, although he was considering a variety of methods. And while the Church of the Divine Transformation was quiet, before he and Dylan left on vacation, he found an anonymous note in his mailbox that said We haven’t forgotten. He knew it was from them, but since it didn’t constitute harassment, he didn’t report it. But he hadn’t forgotten either.

They were away on a brief weekend vacation in Vancouver (which had started to feel like home away from home) when Roan had another dream about Paris.

He figured it was because he was in Canada, which he always associated with Paris. He and Paris were on a pier in the Bay, looking out at water as blue and still as glass. It was dusk, so the sky was very nearly the same color, leaving lights on the water and in the city skyline to define the horizon, where the water began and where the city ended. Roan was lying on the dock, his back on the sun-warmed boards, his head on Paris’s thigh. Paris was sitting on the edge, legs dangling over the side of the pier, stroking Roan’s hair as he looked out on a Vancouver Island ferry in the distance. Roan was pretty sure this was only a slightly dream-altered memory. “How am I doing?” he asked.

Paris looked down at him, playing with his bangs as he smirked. “That’s a question for you, not me.”

God, he was too handsome. It still hurt his heart to look at him. “Do you think I can hold it together?”

Paris clicked his tongue and shook his head. “What is that? Do you think so little of yourself? Everyone’s a little crazy. You’re not so bad. I’ve met guys who argued with their shoes. And I’m talking knock-down-drag-outs, back and forth cussing. Well, forth. The shoes never did talk on their own.”

Roan reached up and tweaked his chin, making Paris look down at him and smile. “Will you be serious? I’d like you to tell me something. And don’t say ‘something’, got it?”

He sighed. “Fine. On a scale of one ten, you’re fourteen.”

Roan pondered that. “Wait—is that a sanity scale in ascending order or descending order?”

“Yes.”

It was Roan’s turn to roll his eyes and look off toward the peaceful bay. “How can you be a smart-ass in my own head?”

“Hey, you’re the person having a conversation with a dead man. Judge your sanity accordingly.”

But that was why Roan had asked him, because he didn’t want to think about it too much. How was he going to deal with the lion in him when he knew very well that he was basically an angry type of guy? Could he even get mad without the lion coming out? And did he just assume that Dylan knew he was still in love with Paris and would always have to split his affections with him?

His sleeping brain had brought him here for a reason, and Roan suspected he knew what it was. He stopped worrying about it and just relaxed, letting the wind and Paris’s ghostly fingers stroke his hair as the sky slowly darkened, and night fell softly enough to be comforting.

He refused to worry about the real world until he was back in it again.




Book Two

Bloodletting



1

Signify



EVERYONE HAD at least some dirty little secrets they hid from their boyfriend or girlfriend. That was to be expected. But some were just honestly unbelievable.

“You really think I’m letting you off the hook for this?” Roan asked, slipping under the sheets. Dylan turned over on his back to face him, scowling sourly.

“You are such a dick sometimes.”

That made him laugh, settling back on the mattress, turning toward Dylan. It was way too early in the morning, not even seven, but Roan felt surprisingly awake. He’d accidentally woken Dylan when he came upstairs, but he didn’t seem to be holding that against him. Yet. 

“I’m not the one who’s a Trekker.”

“I am not a Trekker,” Dylan protested. His blackish-brown eyes had a haze of sleep, but they also had a sparkle of annoyance and mirth that Roan loved to see. “I just think Avery Brooks has a sexy voice. Are you denying that he has a sexy voice?”

He had him there. And from the way Dylan’s leg slowly rubbed against his, he knew it. “Okay, yeah, he has a sexy voice. But I’m supposed to believe that’s the only reason you were watching?”

“Was another reason necessary?”

Again, he had him. Arguing with Dylan could be a very difficult thing, and not only because he had patience that would perturb a television golf commentator. Roan reached over and brushed some of Dylan’s black hair off his forehead. It could get wavy and unruly when there was high humidity, and right now the rain was sluicing down outside like it was being blasted from a fire hose. There was no real reason to, except it was nice to feel the silky strands of it, to feel the heat of his body infused into his hair. “You’re so shallow,” Roan jokingly accused.

Dylan laughed, placing a warm hand on his chest. “Didn’t you get the memo? All gay guys are shallow.”

“We are? Damn it, that’s what I get for not being subscribed to the newsletter.”

Dylan slid his hand up to his throat and leaned against him, his body warm and hard against his. For no reason at all, Roan had been vaguely horny when he came home from the stakeout, and now he was really horny. Dylan could do that to him. 

“You’re a bad gay. I’m starting to think you’re an undercover straight guy.”

“Those are fighting words,” Roan replied in mock rage, before giving him a passionate kiss. Dylan was a good kisser, for which he was glad. Some guys didn’t like to kiss, and he didn’t get that at all. Anybody could fuck, but being a good kisser was a talent.

They were just getting into it when the phone rang. Roan sighed and complained, “Cockblocked by the phone. Wanna bet it’s Focus On The Family or some Satanic organization like?”

“You think they get on the phone as soon as they sense gay men are making out?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” Roan rolled over and grabbed the receiver. “Yeah?”

“You haven’t eaten yet, have you?” Gordo asked, his voice gruff with the vestiges of sleep.

There was a dirty joke there, and he almost made it, but Gordo sounded too grim for humor at the moment. “No. Why?”

“We gotta ugly scene down at 212 Madison Court. Get here as soon as you can, and skip breakfast.”

Roan rubbed his eyes and sighed. “Cat killing?”

“Yeah. It’s on the loose too, we didn’t find one here.”

“Shit. Give me a few minutes, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

As he dropped the receiver back in the cradle, Dylan looked at him with great sympathy. “Gordon?”

“Yeah, sorry. Homicide stops for no man.” He kissed him on the forehead before sliding out of bed, and only then did his weariness actually hit him between the shoulder blades. He had been up all night on a stakeout, feeling exhausted there the last couple of hours, yawning and occasionally punching himself in the leg to stay awake. He bet he had a couple of nice bruises to look forward to later.

Dylan rolled over on his side and pulled the blankets up, snuggling under the covers in a way that made Roan jealous and annoyed. Goddamn it, why couldn’t he sleep now? “Good luck. Wear something waterproof.”

“They perfected those full-body condoms yet?” he asked, pulling jeans and a T-shirt out of the dresser. No need to get fancy for a crime scene.

“Not that I know of.”

As soon as Roan pulled on the shirt, he recognized the smell as Dylan. In the dark he’d grabbed one of his shirts, but fuck it, it was clean, and none of the guys at the scene would know it wasn’t his. It was just a plain royal-blue T-shirt. It didn’t say “Property of Boyfriend” anywhere on it. He knew the jeans were his, though, as they felt worn in a way that none of Dylan’s jeans were. Probably because he didn’t hang onto clothes until they dissolved in the washer. Why, Roan didn’t know—he was a starving artist, right? He should be the one hanging onto clothes until they were rags.

He’d left his boots downstairs, so he went back down to put them on and grab a dry coat from the coat tree, as the one he’d worn earlier tonight was still sopping wet. In lieu of a hood, he slapped his deliberately cliché fedora on and headed out to the garage.

He wanted to take his bike, mainly because he only used Paris’s cars (and they were Paris’s cars, and he’d always think of them that way) for stakeouts and tails, but it was still pouring, and along with getting soaked, his visibility would be shit. Better to wrap himself in steel, in case he hit someone or someone hit him. He took the GTO, just because it was the first car he came to in the garage.

Madison Court was a street where one of the new housing subdivisions had sprung up like weeds in the formerly vacant lot, about five miles away from his quiet, isolated house. The rural countryside was slowly being gobbled up by developers who slammed in these prefabs and overpriced them, hoping to convince people they were “luxury” because they had a back deck, despite the fact that they were a single arm’s length removed from their neighbor.

The houses that lined Madison Court like a picket fence were row-house-style homes painted in a strangely drab array of earth tones, from a wan taupe to an anemic sea-foam green, conformity at its bleakest. Thankfully there were so many police vehicles out in front of 212 that he found it easily amongst the lines of houses that looked numbingly the same.

The police had formed a barricade with their cars, blocking off easy access to the front lawn as spools of yellow crime scene tape were unfurled and secured. Despite the early morning hour and the small monsoon, there were gawkers—most had the good sense to peek from windows or at least stand just inside their doorways, but a couple of brazen ones stood out on the sidewalk across the street, hunkered under umbrellas.

The cops setting up the crime tape recognized him and waved him on toward the front door, which was slightly ajar. The lawn was supersaturated, becoming the suburban equivalent of quicksand, water spilling from the grass and onto the asphalt. There were two vehicles in the driveway: a dark blue Acura, and in front of it a meat wagon, with a plump Asian man he recognized as working for the ME’s office sitting in the driver’s seat, writing on a clipboard. Roan knew this scene must have been horrible, because he had barely stepped onto the sodden lawn, the grass and mud squelching beneath his boots, when the smell hit him.

Roan had to turn away momentarily, the smell of so much carnage making him feel dizzy, nauseated, hungry, and repelled. It was blood and torn flesh, the stink of death and the early hint of decay. He had to breathe through his mouth for a moment, tasting the air a bit but also tasting the rain, which was still unseasonably warm. For a moment, it tasted like blood.

He finally got accustomed to the smell—or at least as accustomed to it as he was ever going to get—and headed toward the door. Gordo appeared in the open doorway before he reached the poured-concrete steps. “And we thought the smell was bad. I bet it’s real hell for you.”

“You can’t imagine.” He probably couldn’t, any more than Roan could imagine what it was like to have “normal” smelling. As far as he was concerned, his way of smelling was completely normal. It was everybody else who was fucked.

Gordo stood aside as he entered the home, which was nothing special: white walls, sand-colored carpet, furniture that basically matched, and a flat-screen TV that was probably the most expensive piece in the living room. Blood striated the carpet and walls in dark lines, all leading to the open archway of the kitchen, where dark arterial blood pooled like spilled ink on the white and blue tile. The forensic team was still buzzing around like bees, although Seb was off in one corner, discussing something with the head of the team, Slab (Lise Slavin). 

“The neighbor next door realized the back door was ajar,” Gordo said, pointing at the door just visible at the edge of the kitchen. “There’d been break-ins around the area, so when no one replied, they called the cops and reported it. A prowler checked it out, and found the vic in the kitchen, swimming in a pool of what must have been over half his blood volume. Considering the blood out here, we figure the initial attack was in the living room, but it all ended in the kitchen, whether he was finally brought down there or dragged there by the cat.”

“Any ID yet?”

“Nope. The guy was torn to shit. The cat shredded his face and chest like cheese. His left hand was also gnawed off. We found a part of his thumb, but that’s it so far.”

“Probably all you’ll find. The cat probably ate the rest.”

Gordo looked away, suppressing a shudder. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” He composed himself for a second, but Roan thought he looked terrible. Sure, he’d probably been woken up for this call, but he looked weary and haggard, the lines of his face deeper than usual, his jaw taut enough to break concrete. 

“Can you tell us what kinda cat we’re looking for? We weren’t able to pull a decent paw print out of the blood or the back lawn.”

Roan closed his eyes and tried very hard to sift through all the scents, get past the blood and death and fear that soured the air like spilled ammonia. With so many people here, bringing with them the smells of cigarettes and coffee, forensic chemicals and deodorant, aftershave and mouthwash, it made it difficult. (Someone had smoked pot recently. Someone on the forensic team, or one of the cops? He couldn’t say right now. They’d covered it up fairly well, but not enough for his nose.) 

“Leopard,” he told Gordo. “The vic’s a cougar strain.”

Roan opened his eyes to find Gordo staring at him in surprise. “The vic? Are you saying he’s infected?”

“You didn’t know?”

“No! We didn’t even find a cage here!”

Now that was weird. Roan concentrated on the leopard smell as best he could and followed it, a thin thread of neon among a spiderweb of dark threads of scent. He went up a narrow staircase to the second floor, Gordo following him, and to a room at the end of the hall. He thought it might be a bedroom, but swinging open a surprisingly heavy door revealed a room with no furniture, save for a flattened old beanbag sitting deflated in a corner under high shelves. There was a window covered with burglar bars. “This was a funky place,” Gordo admitted, as Roan looked at the door. It had been reinforced on the inside with thin plates of metal. “We figured it was some kinda safe room.”

“It’s an ad hoc cage,” Roan said. “The bars are on the inside of the window. It’s to keep something in, not keep people out.”

Gordon scanned the room, looking for any sign of cat occupation. The threadbare carpet was a ’70s burnt orange, one corner of it torn up to the nap. If Roan had been the cat in this room, he’d have torn it to shreds instantly just for being as ugly as fuck. “Are you sure? It doesn’t look like it.”

“I’ve seen people do it before. Some people are really offended by the notion of a cage and just try and cat-proof a room.” He saw a shadow on the wall and went to have a look at it. Somebody had tried to spackle and paint over claw marks, but they had done so poorly.

Gordo checked out the door, opening it and looking at both sides before scratching his head. “This door wasn’t broken down. It was open.”

“Like the back door?”

“Yeah.” He exchanged a suspicious look with Roan. “What the fuck happened here? We thought the back door was open and the cat came in that way. But it was here all along?”

Roan nodded. The leopard had marked its territory here. He could smell it more strongly in this room than anywhere else in the house so far. “It’s hard to tell, but I swear I scented a woman’s perfume in the hall. I think there were three people in this house, one who transformed into a leopard and killed the man downstairs. Leaving the third one suspiciously AWOL.”

“A setup? Or did they just run for their fucking lives?”

Roan shrugged. “I guess we won’t know ’til we find them, will we?” But if he had to go by his instincts, whatever had happened in this house was even uglier than the scene downstairs.



2

After Hours



ROAN SMELLED like bloody death all the way home.

Dylan had fallen asleep and seemed so peaceful that he hated to even risk waking him up, so he used the downstairs shower. He was under the spray until the water turned ice cold, and he wasn’t sure the smell was completely out of his skin. He hoped it was psychosomatic.

He was tired, too tired to trudge upstairs, so he flopped on the couch, naked and wet, and dragged the throw over him, settling his head against the armrest. He’d seen the message machine’s blinking light, but he studiously ignored it.

Roan slept heavily but dreamed too much. In one, he was fighting an endless swarm of biting black insects that he could only see out of the corner of his eye but made his skin unbearably itchy. The next dream, he was inexplicably in a cage, but in his human form, and he couldn’t get out. Occasionally people would walk by and he’d call out to them, but they’d ignore him. He could feel the lion wanting to come out and yet unable to. He didn’t get it.

Frustration alone woke him up, his head pounding sickly in his temples, a drumbeat that only he could hear. He peeled himself off the sofa, not surprised but disappointed that only three hours had passed. It was still pouring outside, the light gray, and he felt like he was in a submarine that was slowly sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

He went downstairs to steal some boxers from the dryer, and he stared at his cage for a while, seeing it as the small prison it was, like a prop from a horror film. His head continued to pound, like he had an angry old man banging his fist against the inside of his skull, so he went back upstairs and rooted around in a first aid kit until he found some codeine. Yes, he had promised Dylan he was off the stuff except when he was post-change, but goddamn it, he felt like his fucking headaches were included in the compromise. He washed the pills down with a pale ale snagged from the fridge. Yeah, it was way too early to drink, but when he was woken up by a headache, all bets were off.

He decided to actually listen to his messages while waiting for the pills to kick in. The first was from last night. Dee had called to report that he and Luke had gone to see “his movie” last night (Con’s play turned movie). They had enjoyed it (kind of), but Dee found it (quote) “equally hilarious and appalling” that “his” character (the character Con had loosely based on Roan) was made straight for the film.

Con’s ex-wife, Siobhan, had invited Roan along to the local premiere a month ago and thought he ought to come, but Roan declined, saying that he just couldn’t face it. And he couldn’t, not really—although one night curiosity got the better of him and he snuck out to a late-night showing alone. (He told Dylan he was on a stakeout.) The movie was okay, and he wasn’t really surprised by the changes made to Con’s original play: the title was now Requiem (which made no fucking sense in a story context, but what the hell), and the Church’s protection and knowledge of the abusive priest was watered down heavily, as was the family’s initial response to the abuse (they took the priest’s side and accused Con of making it up and being “wicked”; in the film, this response was limited to simple disbelief, not accusations that he was a liar). Yes, the cop character based on him was inexplicably made straight, removing any romantic subtext from scenes with Con’s character (whose sexuality was never mentioned—great straight-washing), and was also reduced to what was an extended cameo. In the play he was a major supporting character. In the film, he had maybe ten minutes’ screen time. The screenwriter had also created a pretty, shy neighbor girl, presumably a romantic interest for Connor. (Siobhan’s character in the play had been his best friend, also wearied by the constant oppression of her strict family, and while she was still in the film, her role was reduced as well.) If you hadn’t seen the play it was okay. If you’d seen the play, you knew it was crap. 

Still, the whole time, Roan kept imagining how chuffed Con would have been to see his play on the big screen, even in a highly bastardized form. Oh, he’d have gotten royally pissed at the filmmakers and probably would have slung beer bottles at their heads, but for about the length of the film he’d be thrilled to see his baby up there. Then he’d start kicking heads in. Roan would have helped.

Siobhan had told him the studio didn’t want a “gay” film because they never made much money, and beyond that she felt it got “focus-grouped to death.” Roan didn’t know why they didn’t just write a rip-off script and film that instead; it probably would have been cheaper. But he didn’t get the entertainment industry and would never claim to.

The next message was from Holden, sounding unusually upset. “Roan, as soon as you get this, I need you to come over. I don’t care what time it is. I have a problem and only you can handle it.”

Roan was a little surprised he didn’t add, “Help me, Obi-Wan, you’re my only hope,” but that was probably too geeky for him. He called Holden but only got his machine, so he hung up without leaving a message. If he wasn’t in jail—and he hadn’t asked for bail money—something strange was going on. Since sleep was out of the question, he decided to go ahead and check it out.

He’d been hoping there was more news from the crime scene, but obviously not. When Roan left, they’d tentatively identified the homeowner as Curtis Bowles, but that didn’t mean he was the victim or one of the missing roommates. He could have been subletting. And considering the condition of the corpse, it could be days or even weeks before a proper identification could be made. Poor bastard.

He dressed hurriedly and ventured back out into the underwater world. He wished he’d stop having nightmares, especially about stupid shit. He probably needed to break down and see Doctor Rosenberg again. He could trust her not to turn him over to the first traveling freak show that came along.

He called Fiona from the car, as he had ample time to do it, sitting at stoplights. He told her he’d be coming into the office today, but a bit later than usual. He left the message on her voice mail, as he was routed straight there. It wasn’t personal. Fiona hated answering her own phone. According to her, “It’s not like it’s ever anything good.” He couldn’t argue with that logic.

The codeine and beer combo had really kicked in now, beating his headache back to a dull and ignorable roar, but he now felt a little hollow-eyed and light-headed, his hands and feet oddly warm. There was no way to win. He checked his eyes in the mirror and wondered if Holden would notice he was on pills again. Oh, fuck it. Holden had called him—he was just going to have to live with getting Roan in whatever shape he was when he answered.

He had to knock twice. Well, the first time was a knock. After waiting a minute and getting no answer, he changed to pounding on the door. That got a response. “Hold your horses,” Holden snapped, his voice muffled by the door. He still sounded tired and cranky.

When he finally opened the door, Roan told him, “You called. Don’t get pissy at me.”

Holden stared at him with sleep-blurry eyes, his mussed sable hair sticking up in all directions. “Yeah, I did, but give me a minute. I was up ’til five thirty.” He turned away, dry-washing his face, leaving the door open, a tacit invitation inside. Roan took it, although not without some reservations.

He felt awkward, and not only because he always felt awkward around Holden since he’d seen him almost completely transform. This time he also felt awkward because Holden was dressed only in red boxer briefs, riding so low on his hips you could see a fringe of dark pubic hair in the front and a good dose of ass crack in the back. Holden had no sense of modesty, so he wouldn’t actually care—you didn’t become a whore if you were actually shy about your body—but Roan found it too early in the day to face anyone half naked. Maybe he was getting prudish in his old age. What a horrible thought. Luckily, Holden padded into his small kitchen, and his counters hid him. “Want some coffee?”

“No thanks. What’s going on?”

Holden ran a hand through his hair, making it only slightly less messy, and nodded his head in the direction of his coffee table. “It’s right there.”

Roan looked as Holden continued to futz with the espresso machine, and he finally deduced that he must have been referring to the folded-up newspaper. He sat down on the sofa and had a look.

On the front page was a large PR photo of a smiling man in his fifties, with a full head of hair almost as white as his supernaturally blinding Chiclet teeth, highlighted by a tan just a few degrees shy of George Hamilton orange. Roan recognized him as Joel Newberry, of the Newberry clan, a locally famous family. They owned Channel Four and a classical station, sponsored a boat race every year, and had a controlling interest in the advertising firm Armstrong Anderson. (If there was a conflict of interest in this, no one mentioned it.) Scanning the article, Roan discovered that Joel, fifty-four, had died suddenly of a heart attack last night.

Roan scanned the rest of the front page, in case he was missing something else, but the only other articles were on rising gas prices, local soldiers killed in Afghanistan, and a dustup at the city council over an offensive e-mail. He couldn’t imagine Holden being interested in any of this. “Is this about the dead rich guy?” he finally asked, giving up.

Holden snorted. “Not just a dead rich guy. There’s no fucking way he died of a heart attack. I want to hire you to find out how he really died.”

Roan scratched his head. Had the drugs kicked in extra hard, or had he actually heard that? “Umm, you knew Joel Newberry?”

“He was Trevor,” he said, pouring himself a cup of espresso. “One of my regulars.”

Okay, it was official: Roan was glad he was on drugs. “This guy? Trophy wife Newberry?”

“He wasn’t gay. I’d say he was bi, although he himself never used the term. He would tell me he thought the Greeks had the right idea, that a man could have another man to fool around with and not be considered gay. After all, our sex drives are more compatible than it is between a male and a female.”

“Sounds like justification from a weasel.”

Holden shot him a harsh look as he came out into his living room and collapsed on his loveseat, somehow not spilling a drop of coffee. “Be that as it may, he told me himself the last time we met up that he thought someone was trying to kill him.”

“And this wasn’t role-playing?”

Holden gave him a surprisingly nasty look. “Are you going to let me tell my story, or would you rather be a wise-ass?”

“I get a choice?” Before Holden could throw his coffee on him, he said, “Okay, I’m listening.”

“Right. He told me last time we met—Thursday—that he thought someone was trying to kill him, and he thought it was someone in his family. There was some kind of business deal and he was holding out, mainly ’cause he didn’t like it. He was getting nervous, though. He said the family was freezing him out, and then something happened, although he didn’t specify what. He just said it was something that made him think he might be in real danger. He told me who he was, Roan, he gave me his real name—not that I hadn’t already figured it out, but hey, part of the hooker gig is playing dumb—and the number to his private line. He told me if I hadn’t heard from him in a week, to call the number. Three days later, he’s dead. Coincidence?”

Oh, he could talk now? “Possibly. Guys, especially in their fifties, drop dead of heart attacks all the time. If he was paranoid, tension could have predisposed him to a cardiac incident.”

“Don’t give me the party line. He was as healthy as an ox; he said he got his insurance-mandated physical a month ago and he was as healthy as I am. They said he had the heart of a twenty-five-year-old.”

“Occasionally they get heart attacks too.”

Holden glared at him.

Roan threw up his hands. “Okay, fine, I’m just saying that he could have actually died of a heart attack, and it might be unconnected to what he told you. Isn’t it possible that he was indeed paranoid?”

“No. I’ve known him for almost two years, Roan, and I knew what he was like. He wasn’t paranoid. Irresponsible, egotistical? Sure. Not paranoid and jumping at shadows. C’mon, Roan, how desperate does a guy have to be to trust his rent boy? Even you have to admit that’s an extreme level of desperation.”

It was, but he wasn’t ready to acknowledge the point. “Two years? And his wife never caught on?”

“Which one?”

“Oh, right.” Joel seemed to swap trophy wives like they were last year’s Jaguars. “What number was he on?”

“Of wives? Five. He only married Cherry four and a half months ago.”

“Cherry,” Roan repeated, rolling his eyes. Now, it wasn’t anyone’s fault what their parents named them—look at him, he was Roan, a term mainly associated with horses—but people who named their kids after fruit were just asking for a punch in the mouth. Add to that her name was now Cherry Newberry, and she sounded like she was a character in a children’s cartoon—or a porno. Funny how that worked. “How old is she?”

“According to the paper, twenty-four.”

“Jesus.” Joel was old enough to have been her dad. That was just fucking creepy. He didn’t care if it was a straight relationship or a gay one: if you dated someone young enough to have been your child, you gave him a serious case of the heebie-jeebies. “You don’t think balancing a hot young wife and a studly male prostitute wasn’t too much for his ticker?”

“Are you going to stop being an asshole?”

“I don’t see that there’s much of a case here, Holden. I’d be lucky to get any access anywhere, and it seems rather pointless. A heart attack seems reasonable to his age and lifestyle. Doctors miss things. They’re human. Just because he was paranoid only meant he sensed there was something wrong. He just wasn’t looking in the right place.”

Holden took a sip of his espresso and sighed heavily. “Would you please look into it for me?”

“Is this gonna be a guilt thing?”

“You bet your sweet ass it’s gonna be.”

“Fuck. Fine. But if I get nowhere in five working days, you’ll have to find another chump.”

“Oh come on. If I can get your lion sense tingling, you won’t let this go.”

“If I hear one more superhero reference, I’m going to go on a shooting spree.”

Holden levered himself up from the sofa, and this time he hitched up his shorts as he walked back to the kitchen. “The cops are still calling you Batman?”

“All the fucking time. If someone else asks me how Robin is, I’m going to break their jaw.”

Holden went to his fridge and rooted around in it for a minute. “Oh, come now. You can have fun with it. Besides, at least they’re not calling you Batgirl.”

“I’ve gotten that too, thank you very much. But not to my face.”

“Of course not to your face. You’re Batman.” When he turned around, Holden gave him his patented shit-eating grin. Roan gave him the finger in response.

He returned to the loveseat, but before plopping down, he tossed Roan a small stack of money held together by a rubber band. It was rather cold. “You keep cash in your fridge?” He looked at the stack, rifled the edge, did a bit of math. A thousand dollars? Goddamn, he really should become a whore.

“In a South Beach Diet sandwich box,” he acknowledged. “Have you ever had one of those damn things? They’re clearly made of recycled cardboard. Nobody is idiotic enough to want one, so I figured it was as theft-proof as a safe.”

“You’re on the South Beach Diet? Isn’t that very three years ago?”

“I don’t diet. I, unfortunately, had one at a friend’s place. But if you were a thief, would you grab it?”

“God, no. Your secret’s safe with me.” He held up the stack of money and asked, “Are you sure you want to waste your money this way?”

“It’s not a waste. Something’s rotten in Denmark, Yorick. I need you to find out what.”

“I don’t want to be Yorick. He died.”

Holden rolled his eyes. “It was Hamlet. Everybody died.”

He had a point. Roan wondered who else was going to die before the intermission break.
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Gravity Rides Everything



EVEN THROUGH the codeine, Roan’s head was starting to throb again, and he was starting to see small dark flashes, pinpricks of negative light floating somewhere behind his eyeballs. Full-blown migraine. Even codeine and alcohol were sometimes helpless in the tide of pain.

Roan went straight from Holden’s apartment to the emergency health care clinic he went to when he absolutely had to go somewhere. He knew a good deal of the staff from his cop days, and as a general rule of experience, he liked the emergency clinic doctors much better than other doctors. They never seemed to get freaked out by anything, and they were models of kind efficiency: they got you in, assessed you, got you out. The check-in nurse, a stout, middle-aged woman with sensibly cut silver hair and a brightly flowered scrub top, looked over her desk and said, “Hello, Roan. Migraine?”

“I’m too predictable,” he admitted. “How are you doing, Kelly?”

“Can’t complain. Take a seat, I’ll get you in as soon as I can.”

It wasn’t crowded, maybe because it was still fairly early yet and the weather was so shitty. He slumped in one of the lobby chairs, head back and eyes closed, until a perky, young Japanese nurse he’d never seen before summoned him back. At the weigh-in station, she asked if he’d had any “symptoms”—she was referring to his infection status, not his migraines. He was able to tell her no, because the ability to transform out of viral sequence wasn’t a symptom of a health decline in any medical journal.

He wasn’t surprised his blood pressure was low and told her he’d taken some painkillers in a fruitless attempt to circumvent the migraine. When she asked what, he fudged, telling her Tylenol codeine. Close enough.

While waiting for the doctor to show, he dozed lightly in one of the chairs, the sick throbbing of his head not allowing him anything but the lightest stage of pre-sleep. Sometimes, with the bad attacks, there were few medications he could take to shut the pain off, even if he took a handful of heavy-duty shit. It was like his brain was an infected wound, swollen and near bursting with pus. Which was a disgusting idea, but it felt even worse.

The doctor turned out to be one of the newer ones, a petite woman younger than him, who also had shorter hair than him. She was exceedingly kind, noting that his chart was full of references to migraines and cluster headaches and filled with medications used and discarded. Like most, she asked when he had his last head CT. They kept looking for brain tumors, and they had yet to find one, although it was once noted aneurysm could also be a possibility. Fun.

There were new meds out, which didn’t surprise him considering the sheer amount of pharmaceutical ads, and she gave him a shot of the meds in his hip. His head hurt so much he didn’t even feel the needle. Then he had to loiter in the room for a good fifteen minutes, just to make sure he didn’t have any side-effect reactions. (He’d had a bad reaction to one of the first migraine meds he was ever given, and this was a chemical cousin.) He had considered trying to overwhelm the pain in his head, distract his pain receptors by, say, slamming his hand in a car door, but that didn’t work. He’d tried, though; he tried almost everything you could name, short of a brain transplant.

He was okay. The pain was starting to ebb, and while he felt slightly dizzy and hollow, that was how migraine meds usually left him feeling. It was preferable to the alternative. The doctor gave him some samples of the medication in pill form, mainly because his health insurance didn’t cover this particular medication (Ha! Road trip to Canada was in order, it seemed….), and she advised him to see his GP as soon as possible. She didn’t like that his migraine attacks seemed to be increasing in frequency, and he hadn’t had a brain scan in over a year. The fact that he was an infected seemed to make this more dire in her opinion, and he knew why: as infecteds went, he was elderly. He’d lived too long with the disease without physically breaking down. She probably thought this was a sign, the first sign of his rapid decline that would end with his death within six months. Sometimes he wished that was true.

He knew the meds were really working when he became ravenously hungry while driving to the office. Because he had an insane craving—the meds, or just him?—Roan pulled into the lot of the first Baskin Robbins he came to and got a Jamoca Almond Fudge ice cream cone. The kid working behind the counter gave him a funny look, but Roan didn’t care. It was the breakfast of champions, damn it. He felt light-headed and giddy, not really high on meds so much as high on the lack of pain. You forgot how nice it was to live without it sometimes.

He arrived at the office just as Fiona was hanging up the phone. “Where you been, bitch?” she asked. It was a running joke between them now, the pointless addition of the word “bitch” at the end of sentences and questions. They didn’t do it around clients, as someone might take them seriously, but they thought it was hilarious.

“Stopped at the doctor’s, bitch.”

She sighed heavily and fixed him with a stern look. Today Fiona was wearing her crimson dominatrix hair extensions, but she combined them with her honey-colored contact lenses that made her eyes look almost yellow, like a wolf’s. It was startling, especially when combined with a black pleather vest worn as a shirt, such as now. She looked like she got lost on her way to the biker bar. But Roan imposed no dress code, except she at least look semi-professional and never wear her dominatrix gear during work hours (which was cool with her, because she didn’t like to wear it except when she was on a “gig”). “Is it your migraines again? Man, you need to see a specialist.”

“There are migraine specialists?”

“I assume. Isn’t there a specialist for everything? They got butt doctors. Why not head doctors?”

“I don’t need a brain surgeon. Yet. Give me a minute.”

“Don’t smart-ass me, mister.”

He decided not to remind her who was the boss around here, and simply asked, “Any messages?”

She gave him a look that suggested he was going to pay for this and let out a martyr’s sigh before consulting a piece of paper on her desk. “Detective Sikorksi called and said he wanted you to call him back. Dylan called and said he’d be at the Serrano Gallery this afternoon and would love it if you stopped by, and James Bellamy called with another excuse about why he’s been late on payment.”

“Bellamy,” Roan sighed, waving his hand in a dismissing manner. He was a weasel who wanted him to get “dirt” on his soon-to-be-ex-wife but was unwilling to pay for it. So until he coughed up the dough, Roan wasn’t giving him shit. Then he asked, “Serrano Gallery? Like the peppers?”

Fiona nodded, her crimson hair moving up and down. “Yeah, it’s a place that specifically focuses on Latino artists, but I always thought it sounded more like a restaurant. And I keep forgetting Dylan’s Latino. I don’t know why. He has that total hot Latino guy look going on.”

“Back off, sister—he doesn’t bat for your team.”

“Don’t I know it, bitch. You hot guys all seem to be gay. Where’s my hot straight guy, damn it?”

“Did you include me in the hot guys statement?”

She glared at him. “Well, duh. You are a hot guy. Don’t fish for compliments.”

“I wasn’t!” He wasn’t. He wasn’t sure how he looked. When he looked in the mirror, he either saw his scars or he saw too much of the cat in his face and had to look away quickly. He tried not to glance in mirrors too often. Only when he absolutely had to.

“Oh sure,” she replied teasingly, but before she could dig the hole deeper, he was saved by the phone. Once she answered it, he ducked into his office and closed the door. There was a bowl of fresh gorp on his desk, indicating Doctor Braunbeck had stopped by at some point. He was glad he had missed him.

Once he’d settled and shoved the gorp into his garbage can—sorry, but he really didn’t like the stuff, and Roan had no idea why Braunbeck could never accept that some people didn’t like it—he called Gordo back but got routed straight to his call messaging system, which told him he had his cell phone switched off: he was either at a scene or at a meeting. So Roan left a terse message to call him back. Damn it, if he had more on the crime scene, he wanted to hear it.

So, with time on his hands, he called a person he hadn’t talked to in a while, Jay Bhaskar. He was a medical examiner—read coroner—for the county office, and while very straight (he had three kids and two pissed-off ex-wives to prove it), he was the most gossipy, nosy person Roan had ever met outside of a hair salon. He’d been known to flash Polaroids of particularly grisly or inexplicable finds in corpses at Christmas parties, which Roan knew could get him fired if anyone higher up ever found out about it. But Jay had on his side a very self-deprecating sense of humor (he described himself as the “dumpy Gandhi—you know, the one who found nirvana in a double cheeseburger”) and a very generous nature. If you needed ten bucks, help moving, or a kidney, he was the guy you called. Roan didn’t need anything so dramatic.

When Jay answered, Roan heard the hollow echo of a speaker phone. “Bhaskar.”

“Hey, Jay, it’s Roan McKichan.”

“Roan! You old gay bastard! How ya doin’, Batman?”

He sighed wearily and slumped back in his chair. “Don’t you start.”

“Oh come on! I saw those security tapes, man. Ain’t no way a normal human without years of training could pull off those stunts.”

“How do you know I haven’t been training?”

Jay snorted a laugh that trailed off into a snicker. “Training as which, a gymnast or a long jumper? Hey, I know—ninja training. You’re a ninja now, aren’t you?”

It was nice to have friends, but it also could be a tremendous pain in the ass. He decided to get right to the point. “Jay, I need you to look into something for me.”

“I assume it’s a corpse.”

Roan heard a faint metallic clink, like something being tossed onto a metal tray. “Are you doing an autopsy right now?”

“Yeah, but a very basic one. I’m just confirming a death by natural causes, and boy, was it ever. Your body’s probably a temple, ninja Batman, but this guy used his as a garbage dump. His arteries are so clogged I couldn’t get a needle through them.”

Roan winced at both the mental image and the possibility that ninja would now be added to his name-calling list. “Do you know if Joel Newberry is on the docket?”

“Newberry? Holy shit, now there’s one guy I’d love to slice and dice. The stories I’ve heard about him….”

“Such as?”

“Oh, the usual decadent rich guy stuff: sex parties, orgies, all-night coke binges and losing half a million dollars at the blackjack table in Vegas. You know, the routine.”

“Stuff that someone could have pulled from a Jackie Collins novel.”

“Right. But I bet at least some of it is true.”

“Can you find out? I mean, at least through his autopsy report—”

“Are you fucking kidding me, man? That stuff’s locked down tighter than a nun’s snatch. The Newberrys are trying to keep this stuff as hush-hush as possible.”

Roan wished he was surprised, but he wasn’t. “Why?”

“Because… well, he’s rich, they’re rich, they’re local celebrities. That’s all the reason they need.”

“Is that good enough for you?”

There was a long pause and another clink of a metal instrument hitting a metal tray. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing? You’re trying to manipulate me into breaking the law and giving you details that maybe three people in the world could possibly be interested in. Why the interest in Newberry, Ro?”

“I’ve been hired to look into his death by a close friend of his, who doesn’t believe his death was accidental.”

Another pause, but shorter than the first. “Really?” Jay now sounded interested. That was all Roan needed to do, pique his curiosity. Once, when he was very drunk at one of those Christmas parties, Jay had admitted to him that he’d always had this secret fantasy about being Quincy, a mystery-solving coroner. He ate this mystery stuff up on a plate. “I’ll sniff around, but… I can’t promise anything. And if I find anything, it stays between us and my name never comes up, got it?”

“You can count on me, Jay.”

“I’d hope so, you being Batman and all.”

If Jay wasn’t doing a favor for him, Roan would have slammed the receiver down repeatedly on the desk. But when someone was doing you a favor, you couldn’t pull shit like that, not without being seen as the world’s biggest asshole. But the next time someone called him Batman, he was going to scream.

After ending the phone call with Jay, it struck him that he felt too light-headed—dizzy almost. The world seemed to have a slight tilt to its axis, and he thought he might start floating if he didn’t hang on to the edge of the desk. Okay, the absence of pain was nice, but sometimes these side effects could be a real bitch.

He pushed his chair away and lay down on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. Which needed cleaning, something he hadn’t realized before. There was a big-ass cobweb in the near corner, which he had never seen before. Some detective he was. Also, his carpet was pretty flat. He probably needed to get it replaced before it became threadbare. Well, assuming he got the money to do such a thing; the economic downturn was hitting him as well as other people. Only Holden seemed immune, but then again, when you sold sex, you were probably bulletproof.

He was wondering if he was falling asleep when his phone rang, and rather than get up to answer it, he grabbed the phone cord and yanked it down to the floor. The receiver tumbled off the cradle when landing, so Roan scooped it up and answered, “MK Investigations.”

“Hey, you know someone named Miranda Kim, don’t you?” Gordo said, with no preamble. He had his gruff “just the facts ma’am” voice on, which set off alarm bells in his head.

“Randi? Yeah, she’s a friend. Why?”

“We got the IDs of the three people last known to be living at the house on Madison Court,” he reported. “Curtis Bowles, Tiffany Jones, and Grant Kim.”

Roan felt his gut twist, although the meds he was on were so good it registered as little more than a twinge. Grant Kim? Wasn’t that the name of Randi’s brother?

Oh fuck no. He hoped it was another Grant Kim, but somehow he doubted it.
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Cycle of Agony



ROAN REALLY didn’t want to do this. But he had no choice.

He walked out into the downpour and crossed the parking lot of the office park, coming to the all-female CPA office where Randi worked. Admittedly, this seemed to be a strange office park. Yes, they had the dentist and the chiropractor and the lawyer that all office parks of this ilk seemed to have, but the dentist was a German woman who had a tendency to curse in Yiddish and walked with a limp due to a prosthetic leg; the chiropractor was a gorp-obsessed weirdo who looked like a real-life version of Bunsen Honeydew; and the lawyer was a very brusque professional woman who took the bar exam when she was a man about ten years ago. (Her employees generally didn’t know she used to be a man, but Roan did, because she’d told him once in an attempt at bonding.) And then there was the infected gay detective and his dominatrix assistant, who probably took the entire weirdo cake. Roan would have worried he was a weirdo magnet, except Braunbeck had been here when he’d started renting office space, so Braunbeck was the weirdo magnet. That figured.

Roan walked into the office, and the receptionist was a perky if slightly plain and slightly heavy woman named Patsy. “Hey, Roan. You here to see Randi?”

“Yeah, but I can wait.” The layout here was different than most offices. The boss of the place had torn out the physical cubical walls and replaced them with glass and translucent plastic ones, so it was more open and had more light. In other words, it seemed less dreary. It also allowed you to see who was busy and who wasn’t, and Randi was dealing with a client right now, so he hated to barge in on an appointment and say, “Randi, your brother’s either dead or a fugitive, and oh yeah, did you know he was infected?” That was something best shared in private.

Actually, he relished sitting in the waiting room chairs and composing a script in his head, which he rewrote every thirty seconds. He could think of no good way to say this, no comforting way, no way to soften the blow. He watched rain drip from his hair and splash on his leg, disappearing quickly into the dark color of his pants. He usually wore dark-colored pants, because they hid bloodstains so well, and it was a horrible revelation about himself. He was all ready for violence, even if the situation didn’t warrant it. But he was always locked and loaded, ready to go. What had he once said? Oh yes, that he was a battle queen: Boadicea. He was nearly forty—shouldn’t he have grown out of that by now? After all, if he was a “normal” infected, he’d have been long dead by now. Maybe when you knew you shouldn’t be alive, it made you more combative, ready to fight for the space you somehow had but shouldn’t have had. Every minute, you waited for the repo man.

He felt a shadow looming over him and looked up to see Patsy standing there with a paper cup of coffee. “Randi can see you now. And here, I brought you this,” she said, handing him the coffee. “You looked cold.”

Cold. Roan thanked her, but wondered if that was code for something: miserable, depressed, like a drowned rat. He took the cup of coffee, but only for warmth, although to be fair it smelled strong and possibly gourmet. He wished he liked coffee.

As he approached her “office,” Randi looked up from her computer and asked, “What can I do you for?”

He liked Randi, even though she had always had a not-so-secret crush on Paris and only tolerated him as a Paris accessory. He couldn’t blame her for any of it, as Paris was always the better of the two of them. Who didn’t love him? He didn’t want to hurt her like this. But it was either hear it from him or from some cop who didn’t know her from any relative of a crime victim. 

“Does the address 212 Madison Court mean anything to you?” Roan asked, grasping at the final straw. Maybe it was another guy named Grant Kim. There was a growing Asian population in the region, and Kim was an incredibly popular last name, the Korean equivalent of Smith. This could be mistaken identity.

For a moment, Roan clung to that hope. The fact that Randi appeared momentarily puzzled fed his relief. But then she said, “I think that’s where my brother lives. Why?” Then horror overtook her expression, like a cloud moving across the face of the sun. She knew then that there was only one reason he’d come in here and ask such a question. “Oh shit. What happened to Grant?”

“I think we should probably discuss this in privacy,” he said, glancing around at the surrounding cubicles. He noticed a couple of employees pretending to work while they tried to eavesdrop on the conversation. It was natural curiosity, and that’s why an open office floor plan like this sometimes sucked.

She must have agreed, because she stood up, but she then grabbed his arm and demanded, “Is he dead or in jail?”

“Neither,” he answered, and as far as he knew, it was most likely true.

She frowned, but then she signaled someone and said, “Ally, I’m taking my break now.” Randi grabbed her coat off the back of her chair and then headed out, still holding his arm and dragging him along. He let her, and at the surprised look of what he assumed to be the office supervisor, he said, “Family emergency. Sorry, it’s urgent.” He left the cup of coffee on the windowsill before Randi yanked him out the door.

Just beyond the doorway of the office, near the dripping eave of the roof, Randi faced him and said, “Neither isn’t an answer. What’s going on?”

He had no choice but to tell her he had been called to a crime scene at the house this morning, a cat killing that had turned out to be pretty bizarre. A dead man in the kitchen, so badly mutilated that identification was going to be difficult, and the scent of two cats but three people in the house: two infected males, including the dead man, and a woman, not infected but wearing perfume.

She started shaking her head halfway through but waited until Roan was finished to start speaking. “Roan, it isn’t him. It must have been a couple of visitors or something; Grant wasn’t infected. He would have told me.” She started chewing her thumbnail, then stopped as soon as she realized what she was doing. She was saying the words, but he could tell Randi was speaking but not believing a word she said.

“Were you close?”

She shrugged. “We weren’t gossiping and doing each other’s hair every weekend, but we got along. There’s no way he’d not tell me something so major.”

“When’s the last time you talked to him?”

“A coupla days ago.”

“In person or on the phone?”

“What the fuck’s with the third degree, Roan?” she snapped. “Am I a suspect or something?”

“Of course not. I’m just trying to establish a timeline here.” He was trying to get her to admit they weren’t that close, actually, but he knew if he said it she’d shut down.

Her look was deeply suspicious, but she admitted, “It was by e-mail.”

He wasn’t surprised. “What did he say?”

“Nothing like ‘I’m infected, and I’m gonna eat my roommate.’ Okay? It was just stupid stuff, relationship problems.”

“Did you save a copy?”

She gave him a look that could have blistered paint. “You’re not reading my e-mails.”

The fact that she was so super-defensive told him all he needed to know. She wasn’t close with her brother; they barely kept in touch, despite living in the same city. She probably only saw him during family holiday gatherings. But now she was feeling guilty, and she wasn’t going to say it. “He was in a relationship? With whom?”

She shook her head and looked away. “I dunno. He only ever referred to her by initials: TC.”

“You’re sure it was TC and not TJ?”

“I know the difference between a C and a J, Roan.”

So probably not Tiffany Jones, unless her middle initial started with C. He had to check that. “What kind of relationship did he have with his roommates?”

She shrugged and bit a cuticle on her index finger before stopping herself. “I don’t know. He and Curt went to college together, and I think his girlfriend moved in with them, but that’s about it.”

“Tiffany Jones was Curtis’s girlfriend?”

“I guess. Was that her name? I knew it sounded like something a stripper would use as a shitty stage alias.”

“You never met them.” It wasn’t a question.

Randi glanced back at Roan out of the corner of her eye but mostly kept staring out at the parking lot, like her savior was going to drive in any second and mow him down. He was late. “I’m sure I did once. But it was a while ago, and I forgot.”

He felt like making a sarcastic comment, along the lines of That’s a hell of an impression they left on you, but he didn’t, because he hadn’t even come to the worst part of this yet. “Did Grant have any tattoos or distinguishing marks? Scars, moles, piercings?”

“Now why would you ask that? It’s not like—” It set in. Blood drained from her face, and she brought a hand up to her mouth in horror. “You think he’s the corpse?”

“No, I don’t.” He didn’t; he didn’t know who the corpse was.

“Just look at the eyes. He’s Korean! You’d know if….” Her jaw dropped, and she had to take a moment to find her voice. “He had no eyes? The body had no eyes?”

He held up his hands, hoping to calm her, knowing he couldn’t. “Please, just answer the question, and try not to think about the body.”

“Can I see it?”

“What?”

“The body. Can I see the body? I can tell you then—”

“I really wouldn’t. Just tell me, how tall was he? How much did he weigh? What was his body type? Was he broad shouldered or not?”

Roan had to repeat his request, because she zoned out for a moment. When she came back, she seemed to be staring at a spot just a couple inches above his shoulder. “He was like five seven, and maybe a hundred and twenty soaking wet. He was always a string bean. And no, he wasn’t fucking broad shouldered. He was Korean. Do I have to repeat that? How many Korean quarterbacks have you seen?”

“I know a broad-shouldered Asian cop. And I don’t think the corpse was your brother. This guy had a gut, and a midsized frame.” It wasn’t the easiest thing to work out, especially since he was so mangled, but considering the amount of blood and torn-up flesh, they weren’t dealing with a string bean.

“Curt?”

“I guess, but it’s up to the ME’s office to get a confirmed identity.” And he still wished them luck. They were going to need it.

“Oh shit,” Randi suddenly exclaimed, and then reached into her pants pocket, pulling out a slim sliver of a cell phone. Quickly, she called up a menu on the screen that lit up her face in blue light and held the phone to her ear, muttering, “C’mon, c’mon, pick up….”

Calling Grant? Most likely. Roan was curious to see if he picked up, so he waited patiently. Randi’s curse told him all he needed to know before she said, “Grant, you get this, you call me back immediately. I mean it.” She then ended the call and shut the phone, slipping it in her pocket. “I got his voice mail.”

“I guessed.” A car turned into the parking lot, headlights scudding through the rain and lighting it up, making it look like silver needles falling to earth. The car just did a U-turn and eventually drove away, the pair of them watching the whole time. “If he calls back, contact me immediately. Tell him I’m willing to help him, but he has to meet me in person. Okay?”

She nodded, but there seemed to be a wariness in her posture. “He didn’t kill Curt, Roan. He’s not infected. I’m telling you, this is a mistake.”

“I really hope so,” he admitted.

But Grant and Randi hadn’t been close, and if he’d been infected recently, there was no reason why he’d tell her. He got a strong sense there was something Randi wasn’t telling him, but now was not the time to press her. He had to let the news sink in, had to let her wrestle down her own sense of guilt, and then maybe she’d tell him her big secret about Grant.

In the meantime, though, he was going to have to call Gordo back and let him know Grant probably wasn’t the corpse in the kitchen, meaning if there wasn’t an APB out on him right now, there would be.

Roan could only hope he found Grant before the cops did. 
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Quote Unquote



ROAN WASN’T in the best of moods and he knew it, but he thought he might cheer up if he saw Dylan. Or maybe he’d just bring him down. But hey, what were boyfriends for?

Finding the Serrano Gallery turned out to be a major pain in the ass. It wasn’t well marked and was situated in a small shop hidden between a music store and a candy shop in the older part of downtown, in one of those narrow places that had once been referred to as a “boutique” when the place was new. Now it was “quaint,” a virtual kiss of death in these trendier, sexier times. The smell of fresh popcorn wafted from the candy shop—it also sold gourmet popcorn and ice cream, snack multi-tasking—and Roan was tempted to stop in before visiting the gallery. But he decided to visit afterward, because the gallery owners might object to him shoving pepper popcorn in his face while he dripped rain water on their floors.

As it turned out, he might as well have. Roan might also have come in pantsless wearing flip-flops for the evil look the woman at the front of the gallery gave him. She was probably a Latina, but didn’t really look it. She had gathered her hair up into a sort of ponytail on the top of her head, so her hair looked like an exploding fountain, and she had so many piercings in her face Roan wished he’d brought a large magnet just to annoy her. His favorite piercing was the one in her cheek. It looked like she’d been shot but had stopped the butt end of the bullet with her cheekbone. Her glare seemed to be a challenge to him to talk, so he did. “I’m here for Dylan.”

Her look hardly changed an iota. “Who the hell are you?”

“Who the hell are you?” he replied.

Luckily, Dylan came walking out of the back just then. “Roan! Oh good God, didn’t you even take your hat this morning?”

He was apparently appalled to find Roan dripping on the dusty floor. “I did, but I left it at the office. Say, who’s this ray of sunshine over here?”

“Fuck you, old man,” the girl sneered.

“Serena, stop that,” Dylan snapped at her, in that very Buddhist way of his. It meant he sounded annoyed, but not actually pissed off. “This is my boyfriend, Roan.”

“Oh.” She said it like it was the most irrelevant aside she had ever been subjected to.

“You must date a ton,” Roan said with sarcastic cheerfulness, which led to Dylan grabbing his arm and quickly dragging him down a corridor so narrow he almost didn’t fit. “Your personality is so sparkling!” Roan tossed over his shoulder. She probably cussed him out again.

In the doorway of a room that smelled strongly of oil-based paints, Dylan turned and faced him with a mild scowl. “Please, don’t pick a fight.”

“Who’s fighting? I’m complimenting her on her wonderful people skills.”

Dylan shook his head. “She’s pissy, I know—”

“Pissy? I think you’re giving her too much credit. She’s worse than me.”

“Yes, well… she’s always that way with white guys who don’t look like rich art snobs.”

“You’re mixed race. Has she been informed?”

“Half is better than none,” he said and rolled his eyes, indicating he was repeating something she said.

“Wow, this is new. I’ve been discriminated against for being gay, and for being infected, but never for being too fucking pale. I think I’m getting a tingle.”

“Would you stop?” Dylan said that in a gently exasperated, mostly humorous way.

“I am, it’s a tingle. No, wait, I think it’s a cold.” He turned aside and sneezed.

Dylan put a warm hand on his arm, which he could feel through his sodden coat. “I don’t have any towels that aren’t smeared with paint, but would you like a smock? I think there’s a smock.”

“Smocks are for pussies, Dyl.”

He giggled but went to look inside the small paint-reeking room. “I don’t mean to offend you, macho man.”

“I’ll beat every SOB in this place, even the Iron Maiden in the vestibule. Bring it!”

Now Dylan was chuckling and brought over a clean painter’s smock. He threw it on Roan’s head and then began drying his hair with it. Roan would have protested, but it was so casually intimate it sort of surprised him. Dylan wasn’t even drying his hair hard, whereas if Roan were him, he’d have been tempted to wrench his head off. “Hate to break it to you, tough guy, but I don’t think real bruisers use the word ‘vestibule’.”

“Too fruity?”

“Très fruity. But not as fruity as dropping random French words in your conversation.” He slid the smock off his head and asked, “Feel better?”

“Yeah. I think I still squish when I walk, but I guess that’s typical of us poofters, right?”

Dylan smirked and rolled up the now-damp smock before lobbing it back in the room. “Not a pun, Ro. That’s low.”

“And that rhymed. You know how much fun it is to be gay and have a nickname that rhymes with blow?”

Dylan hid his face in his hands so Roan didn’t see him struggling not to laugh. After a moment, he asked, “Have you been in the laughing gas?”

“No. I think it’s all the paint fumes. I’m getting giddy on the stuff.”

Dylan put his arms around his neck, a casual touch as opposed to the full-on throttling that Roan imagined he’d do if he were Dylan. “So, are you gonna tell me what pulled you out of bed this morning?”

“Oh, that.” There were privacy issues, but fuck it, Randi was probably going to be over a lot, and he would hear it from either her or him. So he told him, leaving out details of how gruesome the crime scene was and glossing over how upset Randi really was when he told her about her brother. But Dylan guessed it, as his brown-black eyes went wide in horror, his natural empathy making him adopt the pain as personal.

“Oh my god! Poor Randi, and poor Grant! So he was infected and never told his family?”

“Apparently.”

“And his college pal and current roommate is also infected?” Dylan paused, giving him a skeptical look. He’d made the same instant mental connection Roan had. “So were they both druggies, or were they secretly gay?”

“You forgot the shocking third option.”

Dylan had to think about it for a moment. “Cultists?”

“Yeah—they sought infection. I saw no evidence at the scene to support it, but Gordo hardly let me paw through their computers.”

“If they were, does that mean this Tiffany was one of them and just unlucky? Or was she the normal one stuck in the middle of all of this?”

“That’s what I’m wondering. She may be the only person left who can tell us what the fuck actually happened in that house. If she’s still alive.”

Dylan grimaced. “Gods, that’s terrible. Poor Randi. We should do something for her. What do you do when someone’s brother is infected and ate his best friend?”

“A very good question. Add to that Randi knows more than she’s saying. She was definitely holding out on me.”

Dylan clicked his tongue and gave him a mildly scolding look. “How long were we together before I told you about Tom? There’s just some things you don’t want to tell people about your own family.”

There was perhaps a bitter irony in what happened to Tom, Sheba and Dylan’s younger brother, the one they’d spared from seeing the bodies of their parents after their father killed their mother and himself, as he was the one who never seemed to get over it. They’d shielded him as best they could and continued to do so, but Tom really struggled growing up, acting out in ways that Sheba and Dylan never did, including cutting, until he made a suicide attempt at fourteen. Shortly afterward, he’d had something akin to a psychotic episode at school and attacked two kids and a teacher with an X-Acto knife, and that began Tom’s many episodes with both the justice system and the mental health system. 

He had been diagnosed as schizophrenic and then as having borderline personality disorder, but he hated taking his meds, and once he was of legal age, he would disappear for weeks at a time. He “self-medicated,” as Dylan called it; he wouldn’t take the drugs prescribed to him, but he’d indulge in alcohol and illegal drugs, leading him to more time in the justice system. It was a vicious, unrelenting cycle, and Tom refused to let either Dylan or Sheba help him. The last time Dylan had heard from Tom, he was homeless and wandering in Idaho. He was still angry at his siblings for having him hospitalized against his will, so his communication with them was sporadic at best.

It suddenly occurred to Roan that he had overlooked something. “You got your iPhone with you?”

Dylan raised an eyebrow at him. Roan teased him about his iPhone, which even Dylan admitted was an overpriced and, for him, rather needless gadget. (But Sheba bought it for him, so he wasn’t going to get rid of it.) “Yes. Why?”

“Does this place get Wi-Fi?”

“Yeah, the university’s coffee shop is on the corner, and we’re in their range. Again, why?”

“Could you do a search for me on Grant Kim? Specifically for a Twitter or a Facebook page.”

Dylan let him go and pulled the iPhone out of his pocket. As he went to the web browser, he said, “Is that a big part of detective work now?”

“Searching for people’s Facebook pages? You’d be surprised. Nowadays, a lot of people just let it all hang out on the Internet and are shocked when someone uses it against them.”

“The Internet feels safe. I mean, you’re alone, in your own home, posting shit. You know other people can read it, but it never seems to sink in that everybody can read it if they know where to look.” Dylan gave him a funny look and asked, “You don’t have a page like that, do you?”

He scoffed. “Oh yeah, Dylan, you know me, big Internet slut.” It was precisely because he knew how such things could be used against you that he never joined a damn social network of any kind on the web. It wasn’t that he was antisocial, it was just that… okay, yeah, being antisocial was a part of it. But a very small part. Smallish.

Dylan squinted at the small rectangular screen before standing shoulder to shoulder with him and sharing the view. “There’s a couple of Grant Kims on Facebook, including one who lists themselves as an 83-year-old woman.”

“Ignore age and gender. Smart-asses have fun with those. Let’s narrow it down by location.” He stared at the screen, which actually had great resolution for its size, and saw what he was looking for. “Right there.” He touched the link, and they were taken to the page.

The main picture showed a lanky Asian male, shirtless and drinking from a beer bong. The fact that Grant had chosen that as a picture to represent himself told him a lot about the guy. His last post was late Friday, and it read, in its entirety: “Goin to a party 2-nite! It’s gonna kick AZZ! Mikey scored some sunshine and we’re gonna par-TAY bitchez! Hit me up if yer in the area, it’s gonna be AWEsome!”

“Sunshine?” Dylan asked, thinking about it for a moment. “That’s a type of E, isn’t it?”

“You’re the bartender at the gay club. You should know better than me.”

“You know, call me naïve, but I didn’t think anyone over the age of twelve actually wrote like that.”

“It’s a new age, especially when you’re trying desperately to seem hip and with it.” Roan scrolled down to the part of the page that had personal info and found Grant had listed his age as twenty-three. Roan knew better than to trust that. His birth certificate and driver’s license he’d believe. And who was “Mikey”?

“Roan,” Dylan said and pointed at a line on the screen. In the “Relationship” box, he’d chosen “It’s complicated.” 

“Huh.” Maybe he was keeping his options open or didn’t want to share the fact that he had a girlfriend. Or maybe they’d broken up, and he’d never told Randi. Could have been a ton of reasons. But they were stoking some basic suspicions Roan had about Grant.

Grant seemed to be a bad candidate for cultist, which was a good thing. But on the other hand, he seemed to be a prime candidate for an accidental infected.

And one of those stupid assholes who unknowingly infected a lot of other people. Son of a bitch.
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Cattle and the Creeping Things



ALL THE pictures Grant had on his Facebook page seemed to involve him drinking or getting high, in various states of undress. Roan wasn’t sure if he was trying to say I’m a sexy good-time guy or I’m a complete fucking moron. He even had a tramp stamp, a tattoo on the small of his back. (It was some sort of black pseudo-tribal design, which had probably been hip for five minutes when Grant was in high school.) Randi hadn’t mentioned it, leading him to think she didn’t know about it. Did she never visit his Facebook page?

“Is this any help at all?” Dylan wondered.

Roan was forced to shrug. “Grant went to a party Friday night with some guy named Mikey and probably dropped some E. How that leads to this morning’s bloodbath I have no idea. I mean, I can search for all parties on Friday night, but that will give me, what? Three or four dozen leads? Not a help.”

Dylan frowned in thought, staring through the picture of Grant pretending to drink the water out of a blue glass bong. “You know, I can ask at the bar, see if anyone knows of a guy named Mike who may peddle Ecstasy. I know a couple of circuit boys, and if anyone’s going to know the dealers, it’s going to be them.”

“This really isn’t your investigation.”

“I know, but if I can help, let me.”

Roan wasn’t going to argue with him. Gordo wouldn’t like it, but he didn’t need to know about it. He told him to go ahead, but not to worry about it if it went nowhere. Not that he needed to tell Dylan that. Mr. Daily Meditation, he went out of his way trying not to worry. How successful he was at it was up to Dylan to say, not him.

Eventually Dylan showed him what he had called him here for: the perfected version of his tiger sketch. It was beautiful, slinky and somewhat Asian in style, with simple, curving lines suggesting a muscular tiger stalking its prey. It was just a quick sketch Dylan had done while bored, something he did quite often (if he had to wait anywhere, from Starbucks to the DMV, he killed time drawing), but when Roan saw it, he knew he had to get it as a tattoo. He had his Paris one on his right arm, so why not get one on his left? Balance himself out. The funny thing was, he’d never been much for tattoos, and yet he felt compelled to add this, to burn it on his skin. The fact that it was a tiger didn’t escape his notice, and he wondered if it was yet another tribute to Paris. He’d probably cover his body with tributes to Paris if he could. No one should forget him, least of all him.

Dylan was surprised he wanted it as a tattoo, but was good with it. He asked for a chance to perfect it, make it more tattoo-like in size, and Roan had no problem with that. He knew that Jade, one of the artists over at Damaged Ink, where he’d gotten his Paris tattoo, would copy it, so the idea was Dylan was going to draw the finished version on Roan’s arm, leaving Jade to basically trace it. But she got paid whether she did it freehand or traced someone else’s work, so she didn’t mind. Did Dylan mind? If he did, he never said or indicated it in any way. 

The decision was made for Dylan to do the drawing tonight, before he went to work, if there was time. Right now Dylan was off to bikram yoga (Roan teased him about this, but the end result was Dylan had a body you could break concrete slabs on, and he didn’t have to partially morph into a cat to get it, either), and Roan supposed he should pretend to do some work, although he wasn’t sure where to go next. He didn’t have leads per se, just a collection of observations that suggested Randi was probably embarrassed by her brother.

He went to the snack shop, run by a couple of nice middle-aged ladies, and picked up both some fresh popcorn and some hand-dipped chocolates, as the migraine medication had left him ravenous (or so he thought; otherwise he had no idea why he just wanted to sit in his car and shove food in his piehole). But it occurred to him that he’d missed something. It nagged at him like a word just on the tip of his tongue that he just couldn’t remember. What had he missed?

Roan went back to the office and looked at Grant Kim’s Facebook page again. What the fuck had he missed? Only scanning the pictures did he see it: it was in Grant’s ignominious photo gallery. It was a picture posted last Wednesday, and it showed him tapping a pony keg. He was in front of a neon pink flamingo in a blue circle next to a big fake Tiki head and a framed Don Ho album on the wall. The only place he knew with tacky décor like that was the Oasis, a little split-room bar and nightclub near the campus of the university. He found Curtis’s page, but it was set to private, so all he could see was the bland picture on the front of his page. He printed it out, along with the least-embarrassing photo of Grant he could find. He was unable to find Tiffany’s page.

The Oasis was so empty it may as well have been closed, but from the way the wait staff was fussing with decorations on the wall, Roan figured things were dead until the students were out of class. The bartender was a gym bunny, a true steroid monstrosity, with arms as big as most people’s thighs and a neck as thick as a tree trunk. He was wearing a maroon T-shirt so tight it looked like any movement on his part would cause Hulk-like ripping. Since the guy wasn’t doing anything, Roan showed him the printed-out pics of Grant and Curtis and told him that these men were currently missing, and he had reason to believe they came here quite a bit.

The guy only vaguely recognized Grant, calling him “that skinny Asian kid who seemed almost always drunk.” According to the bartender, he seemed to always be with a bunch of people and always drinking on their dime. He couldn’t remember him ever paying for his own drink. As for Curtis, he had no idea. He just shook his head and summed up Curtis wonderfully well: “He’s got one of those faces you always forget.” He did. Roan wondered if he was going to be one of those guys who was unremarkable in life but remembered in death, if only because his passing was so brutal.

The kid (the bartender constantly called Grant “the kid”) was in a lot, maybe every other weekend, although he said he hadn’t been in that Friday or Saturday, not that he could recall. He did confirm he had been in Wednesday, but only because he remembered he was with a “hot blonde” he wasn’t sure was legal. (Tiffany? His mysterious girlfriend? Someone else entirely?) She apparently had a “sweet rack,” and this told Roan that the bartender thought he was a fellow straight guy and would appreciate his ogling of a woman’s breasts. Roan just stared at him and moved on to the next question.

There hadn’t been a party here Friday night, but he was sure there were a “million” in the area, since they were near a college campus. And as far as knowing any drug dealers named Mike, he told him, chuckling slightly, that about every other guy around here was named Mike. You couldn’t swing a dead cat without hitting a Mike.

Roan left him one of his business cards and asked him to call if Grant or the blonde turned up, or if he just remembered something that might be helpful. He studied his card for a very long time, then looked up at him with a furrowed brow. “You’re really looking for this guy? Shit, I thought maybe he owed you money or something.”

“No. I’m working with the police department on this investigation.” Not technically a lie.

“He’s really missing?”

Roan nodded, wondering if he was sitting on some information. “I wasn’t lying. I imagine it’ll be on the local news tonight.”

“Shit.” He looked down at his business card again, like it might tell him something new. “I’ve never known anyone who’s gone missing before.”

“First time for everything,” Roan replied lamely, mainly because he didn’t know what to say. What did you say to that? Congratulations? Aren’t you glad it wasn’t you? Nothing fit.

When he was leaving, the bartender said, “Hey… um, I don’t know if it helps, but… for a while he was going out with this girl, um, Marjean, she’s a student at the university. I think she is still.”

“Any last name?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know it.”

It was still a break—how many people were named Marjean?

The campus looked depressing, and Roan imagined that it still would even if it wasn’t downpouring. There was a beautiful, large oak tree in front of the campus quad, and he saw a gray squirrel on one of its lower branches, seemingly upset by the constant torrent. The funny thing was, Roan smelled it long before he saw it. Wet fur of any animal was very pungent, and it made his stomach do an uncertain twist. Did normal people smell that, or was it just him? When the squirrel sniffed him, it took off running up the tree. Typical. He wondered what he smelled like to animals, if the lion or the human scared them more.

He decided to bring out the whole bullshit offensive in the front office. Roan told the woman working there that he was with the police and that they were looking into the disappearance of Grant Kim. The woman, a matronly sort who looked like a housemother, struggled to recognize the name but didn’t quite get it until he showed her the picture. Then she didn’t seem all that surprised.

Here came some information. Grant had dropped out of college ahead of getting his ass booted, as he had missed so many classes during his first year none of the faculty teachers were sure what he looked like. He had a reputation on campus as a hard partier, a good-time guy, and as such was generally popular with the students. Although there had been one incident, recorded by the campus police, where he was cited for taking part in a large brawl in the parking lot. As it turned out, he may have been a victim and not an instigator, as the woman told Roan she could remember how covered in bruises he was. She also said she didn’t think he was much of a fighter.

As soon as he mentioned Marjean, she supplied the rest of the information: Marjean Hardaway, who didn’t live on campus but across the street in an apartment complex called Sunrise Plaza. She even gave him her apartment number: 316. Did he look that much like a cop? Well, he had put on his “cop voice,” the one that seemed to most effectively convey authority and a “don’t fuck with me” vibe. He thanked her and went to look for Marjean.

Roan didn’t know what he was expecting to find, but it probably wasn’t what he got. Sunrise Plaza was a small four-story apartment complex with a shabby air that probably didn’t matter to hard-up college students, and on the ground floor he passed a corkboard filled with kegger notices and homemade flyers for bands. Occasionally there was a notice about a roommate wanted, a lost pet, or something for sale, but not a lot.

He heard rap music coming from Marjean’s place before he got there. He didn’t recognize who it was: somebody in the top twenty. It occurred to him that the only rappers he could name by sound were Public Enemy (great), Sage Francis (great), Outkast (did they even count?), and Eminem (idiot). God, he was so fucking old.

He had to pound on the door, as knocking got no response. The door opened and the thudding, repetitive beats washed out all over him, as a young bleached-blonde woman leaned against the door drunkenly. “Yer not the pizza guy,” she slurred.

She was probably pretty, but right now it was hard to tell. Her face was swollen and reddish with what Dee had once referred to as the “Irish hangover glaze,” her eyes half-lidded and so bloodshot it was honestly difficult to say what color her eyes were (pale blue or gray, either/or). She had some smears of makeup on her face, but none in the spots they were supposed to be in, and she was wearing a man’s extra-large Stanford University sweatshirt and nothing else. It ended at midthigh, revealing pale legs with a slight inward curve to them and bruised knees, with a cat scratch (?) on her left calf and a faint dark bristle of unshaved legs. Her hair was a tangled rat’s nest, perched atop her head like an askew wig, and he thought he saw dried vomit in a small, clumped-together strand. She smelled like vomit, malt liquor, body odor, unwashed laundry, cigarettes, and crank, and Roan had to blink fast to keep his eyes from watering. She was twenty going on forty at a thousand miles an hour.

He identified himself as a private investigator looking into the disappearance of Grant Kim, and she stiffened. “You a cop?”

“No. Private investigator.” Being a cop held cachet with the school. Clearly it wouldn’t here.

Her posture eased a bit, which was dangerous, as he wasn’t sure she could stand up. She was leaning on the door so heavily he was surprised it hadn’t fallen all the way open. It took a moment, but the penny dropped. “Grant’s missing? Why?”

What an odd question. “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Could you tell me something about him?”

She tried to run a hand through her hair, but it was too tangled; her hand hit a clump and stopped dead. “Sure. C’mon in.” She stumbled away from the door, her sweatshirt riding up and showing that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Wow, people all over the place were flashing him their asses today. He wouldn’t tell her, but Holden had the nicer one. Then again, his livelihood depended on it.

The reason the door didn’t fall open all the way was simply because it couldn’t; the place was a pigsty. Now, people threw that description around loosely, but Roan didn’t, as his own housekeeping was on the questionable side. (His boyfriends, bless them, usually were neater than him.) But this place struck even him as sloppy beyond the pale, and if that wasn’t a cry for help, what was? There were dirty clothes heaped on the floor, along with a litter of takeout food detritus (pizza boxes, plastic bottles, paper wrappers, napkins, even packets of ketchup and hot sauce), and a scattered assortment of textbooks that looked like dead birds fallen from the sky, covers spread open like wings. The living room consisted of a foldout couch almost as old as he was, covered in fabric that was a hideous cross between fuchsia and Pepto-Bismol and now blotched with stains, a Dell computer on a couple of overturned crates that functioned as a desk, and a stereo system and television that were probably more expensive than his motorcycle. At least he could judge her priorities.

She turned down the stereo, but tellingly didn’t turn it off. She didn’t so much sit down on the couch as collapse on it, folding a leg under her and lighting a cigarette. Where the cigarette had come from he had no idea and didn’t want to know. He decided to just jump in and try to get some answers from her before she passed out again. “His sister told me the last she heard from Grant, he was going to a party Friday night. You don’t know where it was, do you?”

She took a serious drag off her cigarette and exhaled the smoke slowly. It seemed to waft up from her open mouth like dry-ice fog. “Sister? Oh wow, I forgot he even had a sister.” She paused, long enough that he thought he was going to have to prompt her, but she started picking at a scab on her leg as she said, “He was always going to parties. Grant always knew where the best parties were.”

Roan waited for more, but it wasn’t forthcoming. She stroked her leg idly, like she was trying to soothe a scared pet, and he figured she’d just discovered she hadn’t shaved her legs. “So what party did he go to Friday night?”

She snorted, the cigarette shoved tightly into the corner of her mouth. She was working it like some people worked a toothpick. “I don’t know where I was Friday night. They had two-dollar tequila shooters over at the Bull’s Eye, and after a coupla those, I don’t really remember anything until I woke up Saturday night in the doorway of that church down the street. Wait a sec, maybe I have somethin’….” She grabbed up a battered black purse from beside the couch and turned it upside down, spilling out the contents beside her. He saw tissues, condoms, a pack of birth control pills, lip balm, a couple of unknown loose pills (Vitamins? Prescription? Other?), keys, pens, a red cell phone, a tampon, a small glass pipe that she probably used for crank. She sifted through it, heedlessly knocking some of it onto the dirty brown carpet.

She was a Hold Steady song in the flesh. He wanted to tell her that, but resisted the urge.

She picked up a receipt and glanced at it with squinted eyes before holding it out. “Okay, I was there. I’m pretty sure I ran into Grant there too.”

“Was he with someone?” Roan studied the receipt, which wasn’t one actually. It was only a receipt on one side, from the Fred Meyer on the corner down the street: beer and toilet paper, also known as the breakfast of champions. The other side, the side she meant, had a hastily scrawled address on it in black ballpoint ink. He could barely make out the address, which was 175 Vickery Avenue.

“I dunno. It was an awesome blowout,” she said and struggled to get up from the couch. “Or so I’m told. I was kinda out of it. Wanna beer?”

Definitely a Hold Steady song. “No thanks. You know of anyone who was there that night that might have memories of the party?”

That got a genuine chuckle out of her. “Not that I know, man. It was a wicked party.”

So maybe it was a good thing he wasn’t much of a partier. Roan thanked her, restraining the urge to say, Thank you, Ms. Winehouse, and left her his business card, wondering what would kill her first: the drugs or just her lifestyle.

And then he wondered how many people thought the same thing about him.
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All Is Ash or The Light Shining Through It



ROAN DROVE through the downpour in search of the party house, getting almost hypnotized by the windshield wipers’ rhythmic slap. Usually after migraine meds he needed a nap, and he knew he’d fought the urge too long. But he’d just check out this one thing and go home.

The address Marjean had given him led to an empty old-style A-frame house, set apart from its neighbor on about an acre of weeds. There was a “For Sale” sign, but the paint was peeling from sun and rain damage, and the lock box the real estate agency had put on the house was broken. He nudged the door open with his foot and was swamped by human smells: shit, piss, vomit, sex. There was also a terrible lingering stain of alcohol and smoke, mostly pot and cigarette smoke, but some of it was crank and crack, meth and something so completely chemical Roan imagined that something had briefly, unintentionally caught fire.

There was little furniture in the living room—an old couch that was so stained and damp it gave off a strong aroma of mildew was pretty much it—and there was some bird and mouse shit along with the crumpled beer cans and broken crack pipes clotting the corners. An abandoned house used as a party house. Not new, not surprising, and there’d be no clues here.

Well, no, technically there’d be a thousand clues, but none that would point directly to Grant. There was no one to talk to about the party, except for Marjean, who had probably told him all she could clearly remember. He supposed he could grill her, ask her about other people at the party, but what was the point? The cops were most certainly combing through Grant’s stuff by now, putting an APB out on his car. He was probably in custody already. Roan was a dollar short and a day late.

He called Gordo but got routed straight to his call messaging. He didn’t leave a message. When he could call and tell him they had Grant, he would.

By the time Roan reached home, he had that odd hollow-head feeling that wasn’t quite a headache and wasn’t quite a dizzy spell but was some sickening offspring of the two. As soon as he was in the door, he kicked off his boots and dropped his sodden coat in the foyer, figuring he’d pick them up later. He took off his wet shirt on the stairs but kept it with him so he could throw it on the floor of his bedroom. He stripped off his pants, also damp from rain, and just threw them aside, figuring he’d be up before Dylan showed up. He was asleep almost the moment his head hit the pillow; he barely got the covers pulled over him.

He slept hard, but he did have vague memories of a strange dream where he was playing poker with Paris and Grant Kim. Grant had no shirt on and a pony keg on his lap. The whole thing was very weird, and the only thing he remembered Grant saying was, “Only infecteds can play.” Well, duh.

The phone woke him up. Oh, how he was learning to hate the fucking phone. He reached out and snagged it, keeping his face buried in his pillow. “What?”

“What the hell, are you gagged?” Gordo asked, annoyed. “I can barely hear you.”

He ignored that comment. “You got Grant yet?”

“No, and I need you here, in the woods next to Martin Ellis High School.”

For a moment, he thought he was still dreaming. “Did you say you want me at the high school?”

“Near the school. Just follow the cop cars and local TV news van. I’ll probably be telling some blow-dried asshole to fuck off.”

“So, a normal night for you.”

“Very funny.”

“Why am I goin’ to the high school, Gord?”

“We have a body here I need you to check out. I think I know who did it, but I need a confirmation, and you’re faster than waiting for a bite print to come back.”

Roan felt his stomach sink like a stone. “Oh no. Grant?”

“Approximate time of death seems to say the vic died early this morning, around the time the first crime scene was discovered. And we’re about a mile away from it.”

“Fuck me.”

“Yeah, that was my opinion too. It looks real bad. The vic’s a kid, too, or at least from what I can tell. Right now I’m goin’ by his high-tops and the remains of his Seether T-shirt.”

“Christ.” Roan shoved himself up to a sitting position, looking out the window at the rain, which had backed off to a pissing kind of drizzle. But it was still raining. Rivers would be flooding soon, if they weren’t already. Just one more thing to worry about.

Deaths by cat were always bad, and always caused a minor firestorm in the press. But the death of a kid? That sometimes made national news, and brought out all the “we should lock ’em in camps” right-wing assholes in their wake. Not that he was advocating tearing up teenagers should be given a pass, but it wasn’t Grant’s fault. It was the cat who did this, not the person. But some people didn’t give a rat’s ass about the distinction or didn’t even bother to make it in the first place.

He told Gordo he’d be there as soon as possible and hastily got dressed, ignoring the fact that he had perhaps the worst case of bed head he’d ever glimpsed in a bathroom mirror. It’d be wetted down by the rain soon enough.

Since he was going to get drenched regardless, he decided to take the bike. He could use the extra speed right now anyway. It’d help wake him up.

In the end it didn’t, but other people driving like idiots kind of did. It was Washington State—it rained. It rained quite a bit, although not as much as the jokes would lead you to believe. So why did so many people panic and drive like the world was ending when it rained? He would never understand that.

And Gordo was right, it was easy to find the site. The Channel Eight news van was visible several blocks away, thanks to the garish logo painted on the side. But they must have only known it was a killing near the high school and not a kid victim, as it wasn’t their big “action news man” on the scene but one of the minor ones, the cute but ethnically diverse female reporter (Asian), Hannah something or other. Roan couldn’t remember, as he didn’t watch Channel Eight news. He got all his local news from the newspaper, and all other news from the Internet or BBC News. Did that make him a snob? Ah, fuck it, who cared? If he could be a snob in a black vinyl raincoat and a Dalek T-shirt with a sparkly black motorcycle helmet wedged underneath his arm, so be it.

Channel Eight’s team was being held back at a hasty cordon of sawhorses, where Hannah was arguing with a poor beleaguered beat cop roped in to stand guard and protect the crime scene. The team seemed to be Hannah in her ridiculously expensive raincoat, a sound engineer huddled beneath an umbrella being held by the segment producer (?), and the cameraman, who was standing aside and smoking a cigarette like he’d been starving for nicotine.

They were an interesting contrast, and they all glanced at each other as one of the other cops working the line recognized Roan and waved him through the blockade. The sound engineer looked like he was barely out of high school himself, a lanky black guy who had that type of youthful face that would guarantee he’d be carded until he was in his forties. The segment producer was almost a foot shorter than the sound guy and his opposite in almost every way: stocky where he was lanky, doughy where he was lean, pale where he was dark. The cameraman looked like a stereotypical biker, with thinning but shoulder-length steel-gray hair and a salt-and-pepper beard that was neatly trimmed but may as well have been bushy and shaggy. He just gave off a disreputable air, whether that was fair or not.

As Roan started up the slight, muddy incline, he heard Hannah ask, “Who the hell is that?”

One of the men—not the cop, but part of Hannah’s entourage—muttered, “I think that’s their outside cat expert, the kitty fag. His name’s like McKitchen or something.”

Roan sighed and stopped where he was, looking back at them. “You really shouldn’t casually slur the guy who can track you down by scent alone, you know? Just an FYI. And it’s pronounced Mick—kee—an. At least get that much right.”

He saw the surprise register on their faces—all but Hannah’s, as she simply didn’t react to anything (on-air talent rule 101)—but no one said anything, so Roan turned and continued on. He then heard, very faintly, “How the fuck did he hear me?”

There was a throaty chuckle, and the cigarette rasp of the voice led him to think it was the cameraman talking. “The shit I heard about him, he’s damn right—you don’t fuck with him. He can’t turn the cat off, or some shit like that. He’s like superhuman or something.”

Can’t turn the cat off? What a weird way to put it.

The woods were just a thick stand of pine and firs that had yet to be cleared away, a couple hundred yards away from the chain-link boundary of the school’s football field. Some attempt had been made to clear away the undergrowth, but you couldn’t kill blackberry vines with a tactical nuclear strike. Around the clinging, barbed vines were discarded forty-ounce bottles of various kinds, cigarette butts, fast-food wrappers, even a used condom and a pill bottle with its label stripped off, and the side of a dark-red-spattered white shoe was visible. Rain and wind diluted the smell of blood, as did the smell of piss, stale beer, and fresh pot smoke. Well, relatively fresh, a few hours old.

“Kid was smoking pot?” Roan asked as he approached Gordo.

Gordo was wearing a brown felt hat that wasn’t a fedora but wanted to be. Rain dripped from its brim, and as he turned, it flung some droplets. “Probably. I ain’t even gonna ask how you knew that.” Many forensic people buzzed around, nearly all of whom Roan recognized. Since they knew who he was and why he was here, he wasn’t acknowledged in any way. “Apparently a lot of kids come here before or after school to smoke up or have a drink, stuff like that.”

“Fuck around?”

“That too. There’s kind of a path over there, near the dogwoods, so it’s pretty well traveled.”

“And yet the kid’s been here since around the time school started?”

Gordo nodded, making rain shower from his hat. “And the body was only reported less than an hour ago.”

“So who knows how many saw it before anyone bothered to report it? The scene’s contaminated.”

“I know. It’s all massively fucked. What’s wrong with kids today? How can you see the body of a kid that’s been mutilated and then not call it in?”

Roan shrugged. “It’s not a new thing. Every generation has its segment of people who never want to get involved.”

“I suppose. But they’re gettin’ younger by the year.” He paused. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you haven’t said what it was.”

“It was a leopard.”

Gordo let out a sigh that sounded like he was deflating, and the way his shoulders sagged, he might as well have been. “God, what a clusterfuck this is turning into.”

“And you haven’t found Grant yet?”

“No. Kid could be hiding out anywhere. We have a list of friends and acquaintances, but it’s fucking huge, and many of them are pretty shady and not inclined to cooperate. I’ve talked to the parents, but they said they haven’t talked to him for a month or so, and I’m inclined to believe them.”

“What are the parents like? Traditional, strict, hippy?”

He gave him a curious sidelong glance. “You’ve never met them? I thought Miranda Kim was a friend of yours.”

“She is, but she never took me home to meet the parents.”

Gordo shrugged and reached into the pocket of his trench coat, pulling out a crumpled tissue that he blotted his face with. Belatedly, Roan realized he wasn’t drying off rain but sweat. He was sweating, in spite of the chill breeze. And in spite of the growing darkness, Roan noticed he was looking a bit off, a bit pale. “They just seemed like people. Father teaches English at Collins High, the mother’s a librarian for the county. They seemed fine. Upset, as you might imagine. They had no idea he was infected. Why? You got a theory?”

“No, I’ve just been piecing some things together. I know they had a room set up in their house, but is it possible that this was Grant’s first transformation? That he didn’t know he was infected either?”

Gordo raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t scoff. “So why the room?”

“It was put together for Bowles. They all knew he was infected, but Grant got his stupid ass infected and didn’t know. Not until he started transforming. It caught him, Bowles, and Jones short. None of them were prepared for Grant to change. Hence the resulting bloodbath, as they were suddenly faced with a loose leopard, angry and in pain. And a hurting animal can be one vicious fuck, especially if it thinks the people before it are the cause of the pain.” Roan squinted at him, catching a faint whiff of… something. He couldn’t identify the smell. “You need to sit down. You smell wrong.”

Gordo glared at him. “Smell wrong? Jeeze, thanks, my deodorant fails and you’re calling me out on it. Can you put the nose away for a second?”

“It’s not body odor.”

“Then what is it?”

Roan was forced to shrug. “I dunno. It’s just wrong.”

“Terrific,” he grumbled sarcastically. Gordon continued to ignore his advice and retrieved what looked like a small Ziploc bag, only inside it was a bloody scrap of plastic. “Even though we don’t have all of this vic, at least he had his ID on him.”

It was blood-smeared and had been mauled by teeth and claws, but Roan could see enough to determine the kid’s name was Trevor German, and he was seventeen years old. Son of a bitch.

He recalled his strange dream of him and Grant and Paris playing poker, and realized the symbolism, his brain trying to tell him something. “He panicked.”

“The kid?”

“Grant Kim. Assuming this was his first transformation and he wasn’t expecting it, he probably freaked out as soon as he transformed back to human. That’s why we can’t find him—even he has no idea where he’s going. Paris didn’t know he was infected until he woke up in a dog house in a neighborhood close to the campus, with dog guts strewn all about him. He freaked out when he realized it wasn’t a sick joke and figured out what had happened to him. He left school and ran—hell, he inadvertently ran into the States. He started in Canada.”

“You think Kim’s gonna run up to Canada?”

“No. I think he doesn’t know what to do and he’s freaked out. That could actually make things more dangerous.” Roan unconsciously glanced up at the sky, which was already dark with clouds but was growing darker by the second as the sun, somewhere behind the cloud layer, started setting. If they assumed that last night/this morning was Grant’s first transformation, then he was due for round two tonight. Transformations lasted, at bedrock, five days; at most, they could last an entire week.

Gordon got where he was going. “He’ll be loose again tonight. Why won’t he turn himself in? He’d be safe in a jail cell.”

“He won’t remember killing anyone, but he will wake up bloody. If he wasn’t freaked out before, he will be now. Do you really think the moment you wake up in tremendous pain and covered in someone else’s blood, with no memories of what happened the night before, that your first impulse would be to call the police?”

“Well, you put it that way,” Gordo grumbled. “Guess not. But we gotta find him before more people die. Or somebody kills his furry ass.”

“I know. The problem is, the panicky don’t exactly have a rhyme or reason. We’re looking at this logically, and there’s no way in hell we’re gonna find him that way.”

“Yeah, but how else do we do it? Throwing darts at a map seems like a big waste of—” Gordo suddenly leaned against a tree, head down toward the ground.

“Gord?”

“Just a little dizzy,” he said and made to push off the tree, but his legs gave way and he collapsed, hitting the muddy ground with a thud. Roan dropped his helmet and fell to his knees beside Gordon as he struggled weakly to get up. “I’m okay—”

“Fuck you, you are not,” Roan said, putting a hand on his neck. His skin was clammy, his heart rate incredibly erratic.

One of the female forensic technicians was the first over and asked, “What’s going on?”

“He’s having a heart attack,” Roan snapped. “Call in the EMTs already.”

It was wonderful how shitty situations could always turn shittier, in ways you never expected.
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CLUSTERFUCK WAS probably the only word for it.

At least Gordo got taken to the hospital pretty quickly, and if he lost consciousness, it wasn’t for long. Seb went with him and called Connie, Gordo’s wife, but Roan went with him as well. Why, he wasn’t sure.

It wasn’t like he and Gordo were great friends. For a long time they’d had a very weird, slightly tense work relationship, because Gordo—like most of the het cops—didn’t know how to handle him being gay, and then him being an infected while Gordo worked infected crimes was just an added layer of macho bullshit. To Gordo’s credit, he got over it, and for the last few years most of that baggage had been put aside. They were kinda friends, but not really friends—acquaintances? Hard to say. It was a weird category, something in between. But Roan knew it was guilt that brought him along to the hospital. 

He helped Seb comfort Connie, who, to be fair, didn’t need much. Although clearly upset about the whole thing, she had a good patrician background that served her well in times of crisis. Luckily Gordo had had a “minor” heart attack. Roan wanted to ask if that was akin to a minor bullet wound or a minor shark attack, but with Connie here, he bit back his sarcasm.

Roan had to call Dylan and tell him they’d have to do the tattoo thing either after work or tomorrow, as there was no way he’d be home in time. Once he told Dylan why, he wanted to come to the hospital—for him, not Gordon. Dylan only knew that Gordo was one of his police contacts, but that was about it—but Roan told him he was leaving now anyway. He could only stay in a hospital for so long before a mild panic attack would set in. He had no choice when he was unconscious and drugged, but when he wasn’t, he could walk out.

It was funny. Roan stood outside the hospital, longing for a smoke, and he had never smoked a cigarette in his life. He hated the smell. But he wanted something to do, something to take his mind off all this shit.

The universe, in its odd wisdom, answered his plea. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he thought it was Dylan, so he answered without really looking at who was calling. That’s why he was surprised when he answered and an unexpected voice said, “Okay, things just got wicked.”

It was Jay Bhaskar, medical examiner and Quincy wannabe. “Pardon?”

“Joel Newberry. Just got some preliminary blood work and autopsy results, and he died of hyperkalemia.”

“Which is?”

“Potassium overdose. It caused his heart attack. His heart, by the way, could have belonged to a man twenty years younger. It was in great shape. Well, before the potassium deluge.”

Roan stood flush against the hospital wall, where smokers usually congregated. No, he wasn’t smoking, but he was mostly out of the rain here and could watch the goings-on in the parking lot. There was a sad story in every person trudging to the front entrance. “How common is it for people to die of potassium overdose?”

“More common than you might think, but it’s not a silent epidemic by any means. But conditions that would predispose him to it—Addison’s disease, lupus nephritis, rhabdomyolysis, a whole host of kidney-related disorders—are not present. Nor was he taking any medications that could cause accidental potassium overdose.”

“So what caused it?”

“Fuck if I know, man. It’s possible he was taking drugs he wasn’t prescribed, but judging from what I’ve seen, there was nothing in his blood but potassium.”

“You sound excited, Jay. This worries me.”

“It’s suspicious, don’t you think? A guy in fucking great shape for his age suddenly keels over dead from a potassium overdose? You know what the cure for it is, don’t you?”

“No.”

“Salt. If you take too much potassium, you balance it out with salt, or you take a diuretic to piss it out. Baking soda if it’s due to acidosis.”

Roan leaned against the wall and looked up at the sky, wondering if there were stars visible somewhere above the cloud layer. The sky didn’t look like night; it had the odd glow of dusk lingering in the clouds. “No fucking way you know all of this off the top of your head. You researched this before calling me.”

“Well, I’m not a computer. I can’t be expected to have an easily accessible medical encyclopedia just waiting in my frontal lobes, you know. Every time you learn something new, it displaces something.”

“I learned that on a Simpsons episode.”

“The scary thing is, all known wisdom has been in a Simpsons episode, but because it’s a cartoon, nobody’s paid it any attention.” After a pause, Jay said, “Potassium overdose is an almost perfect crime. It’s not hard to get a hold of, it’s not hard to get the medications that can cause a toxic buildup, and it can kill pretty fast if you hit ’em with a massive dose. Killing them slowly is fairly impossible, ’cause most people have too much salt in their diet, and it’ll pass out of the system pretty quickly anyways, but if you hit someone with a huge dose, wham! They may feel sick, but here’s the weird thing—many people with hyperkalemia don’t feel any symptoms at all. Until their heart stops and they drop dead. So you can poison someone and send them off, and they’ll walk off happily, giving you a chance to be far away from them by the time they bite the dirt.”

“Okay, it’s official: you’ve been reading way too many Sue Grafton novels. Or have you been watching CSI again? I thought you hated that show.”

“I do, although I am hypnotized by David Caruso’s ability to act with his sunglasses. I mean, who allows themselves to get out-acted by an accessory?”

“A guy who just wants to cash the checks and go home.”

“Ah. Well then, the man’s a genius. I take back everything horrible I’ve said about his mother.”

“That’s good of you. Thanks for the info.”

“Oh no you don’t! You’re not getting away that easily.”

Roan sighed and slumped against the wall. It was cold and probably damp, but thanks to his raincoat, he didn’t feel the damp. “Jay, stop it.”

“I’m telling you, someone killed him. It’s just hard to prove that in a legal sense.”

“How did they get the potassium in him?”

“Either injection or ingestion. Haven’t found an injection spot yet, but if you know what you’re doing, you can conceal it really well.”

“Ingestion? In what form?”

“Umm, probably liquid. Otherwise somebody gave him a metric ton of pureed kiwi.”

“But this could have happened some other way. It needn’t necessarily have been murder.”

“Needn’t? Did you just say needn’t? Good lord, you’re becoming a British fop.”

“Don’t taunt me for having a good vocabulary. If this is murder, there will be a police investigation. I can’t get involved.”

Jay snorted derisively. “Murder investigation my big brown ass. It’s a suspicious death, weird, but we have no proof it’s murder. Any investigation will be perfunctory, and probably not a proper murder one, just a basic ‘How’d he do this?’ sort of one. And if Newberry’s family keeps acting like they are, we’ll be lucky to get even that.”

Roan sighed and rubbed his eyes. He knew exactly when he was being railroaded into something. “Jay, stop playing Quincy. This isn’t a ’70s television show.”

“I know. If it was, I’d be knee-deep in pussy.”

Roan couldn’t help but laugh. Not only was it funny to think of dumpy, balding Jay as a lady’s man, but there was a terribly weird but bizarrely hilarious mental image that came with that. He must have been laughing too much, as Jay finally said, hurt, “It’s not that funny.”

“Yeah, it kinda is,” Roan told him, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Keep looking into things, let me know how it’s going.”

“Are you gonna do the same thing for me?”

“We’ll see.” Okay, he’d give him that the death was terribly suspicious, but that didn’t make it murder. It made it strange, and with Joel’s supposed paranoia added in, it made it coincidental. But nothing said murder except Jay jumping to conclusions. But….

He walked through the now-dribbling rain to his bike, reluctantly calling Holden. He picked up on the third ring. “Hey, Roan.”

Roan thought he heard the sound of running water behind him. “Can you talk right now? I mean in person.”

“Oh. Sure, yeah, meet me at my place in twenty minutes. Okay?”

“Fine by me. See you then.”

Holden hung up pretty fast. Twenty minutes, huh? He was with a client, wasn’t he? It suddenly gave him a creepy feeling that he might have interrupted something he didn’t want to think about.

Driving over was a little less dramatic than driving earlier was, and he was glad. He felt he’d had enough drama for one evening. And in spite of the traffic and his leisurely pace, he beat Holden home. So he waited for a few minutes, leaning next to his door like he was a hustler trolling for a very specific customer. Roan couldn’t help but smirk at the thought as Holden finally arrived, smelling of some pricey mint soap, the kind you only found at expensive hotels. “Hope you haven’t been waiting too long,” he said, unlocking his door. Holden had a keychain that looked like a piece of sushi, a tuna roll, if he wasn’t mistaken.

“Hope I didn’t interrupt something,” Roan asked, following him in. Holden had left his neon martini lamp lit, so there was some light in the room, but not a lot. He turned on a proper lamp to throw more light on the scene.

“Nope, I was on my way out when you called. It was good timing, really. So is this about Joel, or is this a personal call?” Holden collapsed on his sofa, clearly exhausted, and Roan decided he wasn’t going to think about what he had probably been doing just thirty minutes ago. If Holden had any shame, he’d lost it a long time ago. The only one uncomfortable here was him.

“It’s about Joel. He didn’t take vitamin supplements, did he? How much of a health freak was he?”

Holden let out a long, slow sigh, and unzipped his leather jacket, revealing a white T-shirt so skintight it looked painted on. He must have been trying on his “sexy young punk” persona, as it was only “rough trade” when he wore the leather pants too and his nipple ring as well. And it was sad that he knew that. “He took a multivitamin, but he wasn’t a vegan or anything, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Did he ever take any kind of potassium supplements?”

He gave him a curious look. “No. What are you getting at?”

“Just heard from a friend of mine that Joel’s blood work has come back, and it’s kind of unusual.”

There was a grumbling noise, and much to Roan’s horror, he belatedly realized it had come from his stomach. Holden raised an eyebrow at that. “Are you hungry, or is the lion hiding in your stomach?”

“All day I’ve been starving. I have no idea why.”

“Well, it’s either a tapeworm or that wacky cat metabolism you have.” Holden waved a hand toward his kitchenette and said, “Why don’t you go make me a sandwich too?”

“Oh, I’m your servant now?” Roan complained but went ahead and entered Holden’s kitchen, looking through cupboards for the bread. He was actually glad he’d given him permission to do something and have a bite to eat, but he’d never admit it.

“That is a fantasy of mine, you know. I imagine you give great foot massages.”

“Keep your kinky fantasies to yourself.”

“That’s the vanilla one. You wanna hear the kinky one?”

“I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that.”

“Suit yourself. But it is actually kind of funny. It’d give you a laugh.”

“I’m sure.” Holden’s cupboards still seemed oddly bare, especially when compared to his own, which were a jumble of cereal bought yesterday to bottles of spices bought years ago. Holden only had things that seemed recent, and not a lot of those. But he found sourdough bread, and in the refrigerator he found mustard (thank God, Buddha, whatever) and lunch meat, as well as some bagged salad greens and grilled red peppers in oil. It’d be a simple sandwich, but a good one. As Roan slapped them together, he realized something looked odd about Holden as he sat there, splayed on the couch, looking tired and distracted. He was about done making the sandwiches when he realized the reason Holden looked odd was because he was actually off duty. His charm shield was down. He wasn’t trying to seduce him or schmooze him. He had totally dropped his guard. This was just Holden. It was actually a bit startling to realize, as street kids—even in adult form—rarely dropped their guards, but he supposed that showed how much Holden trusted him, enough to be vulnerable and human in front of him. Weird. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

Holden had exactly four plates in his cupboard. “Do you have all your dinnerware in the dishwasher or something?”

He just shrugged as Roan handed him a plate with a sandwich on it. “I don’t have a lot of plates. Don’t need ’em. I don’t really entertain. Could you grab me a pomegranate juice?”

“Sure.” There was a bit more food in his fridge, but not really a lot. Holden didn’t entertain. He never told clients his real name or where he lived. He had many acquaintances, but did he have any friends? He’d already said he didn’t fuck if he wasn’t paid, so he had no boyfriend, either. It was a cliché, the lonely hooker, but for a guy with the most active sex life Roan had ever encountered, he did seem a bit lonely. But then again, maybe he preferred it that way. Roan wouldn’t have blamed him.

He grabbed Holden a small bottle of pomegranate juice and a bottle of green tea for himself before joining him on the sofa. Roan tore into his sandwich hungrily, while Holden just took a bite of his and set it down. “Not bad.”

“That’s why you’re eating it.”

He smirked weakly. “I had room service. I thought you’d feel funny making a sandwich only for yourself.”

“Bastard.”

That made Holden smile. He grabbed the remote control off his coffee table but didn’t turn on the television. He just slumped back and sipped his juice before asking, “Was he poisoned?”

He knew he meant Newberry, and the sandwich gave Roan a moment to gather his thoughts and consider what it was he should tell Holden. “Not precisely, but it’s something along those lines. It could have been an accident or a fluke. It’s not clear-cut.”

“You’re a professional skeptic, aren’t you?”

“It comes with the job. You told me he was having some problems with his family. Did he name any in particular? How did he get along with his wife?”

Holden sat forward and took off his leather boots, buying some time. “Mind if I change? I feel stupid sitting here in costume.”

Roan wanted to say he’d flashed him a bit of his ass this morning and hadn’t apologized, but Holden seemed so weary, he didn’t think he would be in a joking mood. “Your apartment. Do what you want.”

“Thanks.” He stood and shucked off his jacket, tossing it on his chair before peeling off his shirt—and he did peel it off. It looked for a moment like he might not actually be able to remove it from his torso without a crowbar. He took the shirt with him as he went to his bedroom. After a moment, amongst the opening and closing of drawers, Holden said, “He was having a problem with his kids, and with his brother and sister-in-law. He bitched about them a lot. Once I overheard him having an argument on his cell with his brother.”

“About what?” Roan pulled out the tiny notebook he was carrying with him, where he’d made random case notes in an attempt to seem semiprofessional. Joel had three kids, two with his first (and longest-lasting) wife, Karen, a son named Bill (the scion of the family) and a daughter named Lorainna, and a son named Kyle that he had with his second wife, Jessica. Joel’s brother was named John, and he was something of the “black sheep” of the family. He’d done stints in out-of-state hospitals for his alcohol and gambling problems, although now he’d gone out of his way to re-ingratiate himself again with his family and reclaim a role in it. Word had it he was a complete dick.

“It seems John lost some money. How much I don’t know, but I gather it was a lot, and Joel seemed to think he hadn’t misplaced it so much as started gambling again.”

“Did you find out if that was true?”

“No. I don’t ask questions of a nonsexual nature with my clients, unless that’s what they want. Joel didn’t even know I was eavesdropping, although by the way he was bellowing at the end, how could I not hear it?”

This was all bad news. Families made for toxic brews, which was why you were more likely to be murdered by a family member or friend than anyone else. Add money to that, and you were damn lucky if things didn’t devolve into the end of The Wild Bunch. “Is that all you heard?”

Holden came back out into the living room, wearing a baggy brown T-shirt and black boxer shorts. Roan didn’t even know he owned a pair of boxer shorts. He collapsed on the couch, strangely boneless. “Yeah, that’s it. He didn’t want to talk about it.”

“What about the problems he was having with his kids?”

This got a shrug. “He said they were fighting between themselves a lot, but that was it. No details.”

“How about things with his wife?”

“He didn’t talk about Cherry with me. I think it was just basic etiquette. You don’t mention the wife to the lover, and you don’t mention the lover to the wife.”

“Is everything all right? You seem oddly subdued tonight.”

Holden gave him an anemic, lopsided smile. “I’m okay, just tired. But thanks for asking.”

He was lying, wasn’t he? Holden wasn’t okay. But he didn’t want to talk about it, so Roan let it go. If anyone understood not wanting to talk about something, it was him.
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Mistaken for Strangers



ROAN GOT as much information as he could from Holden, even the phone number Joel had left him to contact him, and then left, as it seemed like Holden really wanted to be alone. Or maybe he just wanted to sleep. Same difference, really.

He chewed over his plan of attack in his mind. Roan doubted the Newberry family would want to talk to him, but he could try and get in the front, leave himself an open target, and let some sneakier people infiltrate the family in a less obtrusive way. Fiona was great with people, and men let down their guard more with women than men. She’d be a great asset. He might even be able to use Holden, who could ingratiate himself with almost anyone and could play any role he had to play. The funny thing was, Roan looked like the most useless piece in his own investigation.

He did some research on his computer at home, found out more about the attempt to buy out the Newberry’s media holdings. A nationwide behemoth known as One World was attempting to gobble them up, and while John Newberry was for it, Joel was against it, leading to at least one very public squabble, but then they pulled it back, and any squabbling went on behind the scenes. One World was offering double-digit millions, an insane amount of money to turn down, making him wonder why Joel did. It was hard to imagine he really cared that much about keeping a network affiliate in local hands. Maybe he just had enough money that even that amount wasn’t tempting to him, although that was hard to imagine. There were two things Roan had discovered about the very rich that may or may not have surprised people: in spite of their personal extravagance, they were generally very miserly and very, very greedy. They never had quite enough money, even if they had more than the gross national product of a midsize nation. Money was all; money was a drug; money was god. They were capitalists ne plus ultra.

It was getting late, and his thinking wasn’t the best. He kept wondering if Grant Kim was stalking around in his leopard form, killing other unlucky sons of bitches that stumbled into his path. He turned on the TV, hoping for a True Blood repeat, and considering how close it was to Dylan’s getting off shift, he decided to make dinner for him. Of course, Roan was a lousy cook and he hadn’t done it for a long time, but sometimes if he was keeping busy doing something else, he’d have semi-brilliant insights into things. Sometimes not, but at least the effort alone would get him boyfriend brownie points.

He decided to make pasta, as it was easy and vegan as long as you didn’t add meat to it, and as he was chopping up some bell peppers, he arranged a suspect list in his head. Although John was the most obvious suspect, just about everyone in Joel’s family that could profit from the sale had to be considered a suspect, and that was everyone. He’d probably be looking for that special mix of avarice and hatred; the killer would be found in the in-between space. That would take more digging.

Then something strange happened. Roan was trying to figure out the best way to infiltrate the family’s business circle when he suddenly found himself on the floor. It felt as dramatic as that: he was chopping peppers one second, and the next he was lying on the floor, getting a good look at the tile. Only when he shoved himself up to a sitting position and grabbed his fallen paring knife, head aching slightly from the impact, did he realize that there had been a moment of blackness, like a prolonged blink. Had he passed out for a second? Why the hell would he do that?

He sat there for a moment, rubbing his head, trying to mentally shake the fuzzy feeling away from his brain. Was this some stupid-ass side effect to the migraine meds he’d gotten today? What a fucking pain in the ass. The meds were nice, but they came with a grab bag of weird side effects. One migraine medication he used to take left him with pulled muscles in his arms, and he could never figure that out.

Roan pulled himself up, wondering how long he’d been out, and went back to making the pasta sauce, not about to let the medication stop him from what he was doing. He was just about done anyway.

As it was, no further side effects plagued him. A good thing, as Dylan showed up after two in a kind of sour mood—it had been a bad night at Panic. There had been a gay-bashing incident right outside the club that almost led to a small riot, and Dylan sat with the guy who took a bottle in the face and had a bleeding gash in his head until the cops and paramedics showed up. And while the cops were all professional and very PC, he heard one of them, supposedly safely ensconced in his car, joke to someone over his radio that he needed to be decontaminated after dealing with all these fags.

The truly awful thing about that was Roan could guess by name which officer had made that joke. Prick.

But Dylan was cheered up by dinner, and even Roan had to admit he’d done a pretty good job with it. (Especially considering he’d passed out during the proceedings, but he didn’t tell Dylan that.)

About three thirty or so in the morning, Dylan got to drawing the tiger sketch on Roan’s arm in permanent ink. He actually used a calligraphy pen, as he liked the tapered tip better for making thinner lines, which Roan knew nothing about. To make it easier for Dylan, he lay shirtless on the bed, left arm held out straight across the comforter, and Dylan was kneeling beside the bed and occasionally partly on it, drawing the thing. Soon, Roan became rapt watching Dylan—not the sketch, although he knew that was coming on beautifully. No, he was fascinated watching Dylan create something. His full concentration was on it, as if Roan really was a canvas. He might as well have been. Dylan was so caught up in what he was doing, he never even looked at him once he got started. And Roan found that almost unbearably arousing.

The one thing that really made their relationship work so far was that, at the end of the day, they were both rather private people. Dylan liked to paint in solitude (if he was doing a portrait, he’d sketch it, and paint it later in privacy), just like Roan liked to have time to himself, to research, put notes together, or just relax, without the strange pressure of other people. This was absolutely fine with Dylan, who equally cherished his private time. Roan sometimes wondered if shitty childhoods predisposed you to act in this way, although Paris was probably the exception to that rule.

So he didn’t see Dylan paint a lot. He saw him sketch quite a bit, but he was always half-distracted when he did that. It was almost unconscious, a reflex action that didn’t need his full attention. Roan had never seen him in full concentration before, in full creation mode, his eyes as focused as lasers and yet strangely distant at the same time, turned inward toward his mental canvas. And it was incredibly fucking sexy.

Once he was done, Dylan blew softly on the ink, attempting to speed dry, and used a paper towel to gently blot his arm. The look finally went out of his eyes—he was back in the real world—and he sat on the edge of the bed. “I had to stop myself from going further detail-crazy. Tell Jade she lucked out. Maybe I should look into becoming a tattoo artist.”

“Yeah, you probably should,” Roan agreed and grabbed him and pulled him into a long, hard kiss. Dylan seemed momentarily surprised but offered no resistance at all.

They had some of the most incredibly intense sex they had ever had. Roan knew he’d been kind of horny yesterday, but it was nothing like right now. And why? Who the hell knew, and who the fuck cared? Not him.

Ironically, he didn’t even see the finished sketch on his arm until he got up later that morning, around ten. (And he was still tired, because they’d been up until about five, but his bladder insisted he get up.) It was beautiful, a slinky, black tiger made of deep, black lines that rarely connected. There were many suggestions of connections, but few actual ones. It was almost an optical illusion. “That is fucking beautiful,” he said aloud to his reflection. It was. He almost didn’t want Jade to impose on this. If it was in permanent ink, maybe he could wait a day or two before going to see her.

Roan considered going back to bed, but weirdly enough, as tired as he was, he seemed to get a second wind out of nowhere. He felt almost jazzed for no reason whatsoever. He called Holden and told him that, although Roan knew he was the client, he was wondering if he’d be willing to assist in the investigation. Much like he’d expected, Holden jumped at the chance. After that, he called Fiona and arranged for the three of them to meet at an indie coffee shop in the gay part of town, mainly because he knew there was little chance anyone working for the Newberrys would spot them there. He also told her the case they were working on and asked if she had any untraditional information sources on the Newberrys. Fiona had a lot of unconventional information sources that, while rarely confirmable in any sense, still passed on accurate info. One of the perks of being a dominatrix with friends in both the temp agencies and the sex-worker network.

Roan took a leisurely shower and decided not to shave, as he thought his stubble looked stereotypically detective-like, and while he was getting dressed, he accidentally woke Dylan up. He just turned over in bed and asked muzzily, “Are you going?”

“Afraid so.”

Dylan’s response to that was simply to steal his pillow and slip it under his head. As he pulled the covers over him, Roan asked him impulsively, “What would you think about moving in with me?”

Dylan just lay there, and for a moment Roan thought he’d already drifted off again, but then Dylan said, “I’d think it was a good idea.”

“Great.” Well, Dylan spent most of his nights here anyway. They were kind of already living together.

Since Roan needed to look like a stereotypical private detective, he wore a more professional-looking outfit, with dark slacks, a neutral button-down shirt (a kind of bronze-colored brown, minus anything remotely metallic), and his London Fog trench coat. But he drew two lines: he wouldn’t wear a tie (he fucking hated ties; the only time he wore them was when he was forced to, such as to testify in court), and he had no loafers or slip-on shoes to wear. So he went with his black leather boots that could kind of pass for leather shoes if you didn’t look too hard or weren’t fashion oriented (meaning basically straight men and gay women, but that was a horrible stereotype—he was gay, and he knew nothing about fashion at all, which his wardrobe proved, day in and day out). He was going to pay a visit to the Newberrys later, and he wanted them to think he was just your run-of-the-mill private investigator/office drone, no one special, no one different. He also wanted them to think he was investigating something other than Joel. He hadn’t yet settled on his cover story.

It wasn’t downpouring today, or at least not yet. It was a heavily overcast day, though, a kind of lambent slate-gray, with an occasional errant water droplet to let you know it was thinking about dousing you like a drunken co-ed in a Girls Gone Wild video. But it had yet to go wild, so all it would do was occasionally spit.

He wanted to take the bike, but took the GTO instead, as how many drone detectives drove Buells? Then again, how many drove lovingly restored ’60s muscle cars? It still seemed like the lesser of two evils, and besides, without Paris to work on it, the GTO was starting to look a little rougher, which worked with the image he was trying to convey.

The coffee shop was a little café that was trying to eke out a living in spite of Starbucks and Seattle’s Best Coffee and all those other competitors. He wished them luck. Right now it was getting by on two things: being openly gay in the gay section of town (rainbow flag in the window, along with a “Silence = Death” sticker and a flyer for the local pride day parade) and having a pastry chef who actually could make stuff that was so fucking good you couldn’t believe any other coffee shop would try and foist their stupid hockey-puck pastries on you. It was run by a couple of guys: Tony, who was originally from Kansas, and Brett, the pastry chef, who originally came from Louisiana. Roan didn’t know much about them, except they had been a couple for a while, and Tony called everybody “Sugar.”

Even though he was a little early, Fiona and Holden had already grabbed a table in the corner and were waiting for him. As he sat down, Fiona said, “Whoa, going to court today, Roan?”

“I didn’t even know he had a shirt that wasn’t a T-shirt,” Holden teased, pushing the plate of croissants over toward him. Oh goddamn it, Holden knew his weakness was croissants. How did he know that?

“I am trying to look professional, thank you.” He sniffed with mock haughtiness, picking up a croissant and resisting the urge to shove the whole damn thing in his mouth. The croissants here were so good, they’d make you punch a nun.

“I didn’t know that was a prerequisite,” Holden replied.

“First I’ve heard of it,” Fiona agreed.

It was always dangerous getting these two together. They’d known each other before he knew Fiona, and they had a preexisting relationship. They got along fabulously, which could be a major problem, as they were both smart-asses and had a tendency to riff off one another, to the point where you wanted to run screaming from the room. But since Roan was a smart-ass too, he was determined to find a way to handle them.

One of the baristas who doubled as a waiter occasionally drifted over to see if he could get them anything. He was a skinny, heavily pierced and tattooed kid named Jake, who seemed to love doing funky things with his hair (today it was a faux hawk). Normally he treated Roan with a sort of disaffected air, as if barely aware he even existed, but today he was oddly solicitous, and when Roan asked for a tea, he seemed weirdly… flirty? Really?

Roan shared a look with Holden, who was grinning at him. “What the hell was that about?”

“It’s the suit,” Holden claimed. “It makes you look rugged, but financially stable.”

“And that shirt’s a really nice color on you,” Fiona said, reaching over and fingering the material of his sleeve. “You know, those shades usually don’t look great on redheads, but you can pull it off.”

“Thanks, I think. Um, business, guys? Can we get to it?”

“I’d rather flirt with the waiter, see if I can get us free profiteroles,” Holden replied.

“Ooh, do that!” Fiona encouraged. “See if you can get him to throw in an éclair too.”

This was his crack team of investigators? Oh good lord, they were doomed.

At some point, they settled down and got to business.

Fiona hadn’t been able to discover a lot from her contacts, except for one interesting thing: Kyle Newberry, Joel’s second-marriage son, was a party animal. No shock there, he was a professional gadabout, but in a society where that was an actual job description as long as you came from a wealthy family (Paris Hilton, any Kardashian, the entire cast of The Hills), that was no longer considered a shameful thing to be. Here was the thing: in spite of Kyle’s recent engagement to wealthy socialite Embeth Asher, Fi kept running into scuttlebutt that he was at many a party that devolved into an orgy. Gay parties. What she heard was he was a major-league flamer but stayed firmly in the closet. Holden wasn’t surprised, although Joel had never talked about Kyle to him. Holden just figured that, Joel being bisexual, some kind of alternative sexuality had to be genetically within the family.

Holden wanted to see if he could work an angle on John Newberry. Roan wasn’t so sure about that. He didn’t want revenge to interfere with anything, but Holden swore to him that he was going to pretend he didn’t know him at all and stick to the script. Roan had no choice but to trust him.

Fiona wanted to work the wife, Cherry, as she felt, being a fellow woman, she’d be nonthreatening to her. Well, nonthreatening as long as Fi kept her riding crop and ball gag in her purse, anyway.

This left Roan with the kids, which he thought it was best he handled anyway. They were much lower on the suspect list than anyone else, but he figured as soon as he could eliminate them he could move on to the ex-wives, who seemed like more likely possibilities. No one could hold you in more contempt than an ex-lover, save for a brother or sister.

Having their assignments and the reporting-back protocol, they broke up and went their separate ways. Holden actually helped him come up with a plausible cover story for his identity, which wasn’t that surprising, considering how close he was to Joel.

Roan went to pay a visit to Bill Newberry, eldest of the kids, family scion, and all-around anal-retentive asshole, who worked for Armstrong Anderson. He ended up talking with a secretary who seemed to hold him in withering contempt, glaring at him like he’d just run over her dog. He told her how he was working on background checks for One World, who liked to thoroughly vet everyone before doing business with them. As soon as he said “One World,” her antipathy seemed to ratchet down several notches, and she finally told him that Bill was out meeting a client, but if he wanted to come back tomorrow she would make sure he would see him first thing. Disappointing, but not really unexpected.

“You could vet me,” a voice purred behind him, a voice that came with a strong smell of expensive cologne.

Roan turned to find Kyle Newberry there, grinning at him in a sly, calculated way.

Kyle was twenty-two and a pretty boy of the highest order, pretty in a way that professional gadabouts with nothing but time on their hands could be. He looked airbrushed even in person, his pores so small they were almost microscopic, with a square jawline and bright eyes highlighted by just the faintest hint of professionally applied guyliner. His hair was glossy black and artfully unkempt, three-hundred-dollar bed head, and his eyes were an unreal emerald, obviously aided by tinted contacts. He wore a needlessly expensive Prada cashmere V-neck and calfskin boots, and his black, silk-blend blazer and khakis were probably some other designer label, something so insanely expensive that if Roan had known the price of them, he’d have started beating him right here in the lobby. But they were all so precisely fitted that you could tell he had a lean but hard gym-toned body. He looked like Paris’s slightly more girlish half brother.

“I didn’t realize you worked here,” Roan said, keeping his tone neutral so Kyle didn’t hear the unspoken I didn’t know you worked anywhere.

Kyle grinned at him, flashing blindingly white and eerily perfect teeth. Movie-star teeth. That probably cost more than his wardrobe combined. “Just like you, I came to see my brother. And just like you, I’m disappointed to find him gone.” During that last sentence, he looked over Roan’s shoulder and gave the receptionist behind him a look that wasn’t so much annoyed as it was homicidal. Something very ugly flashed through his eyes, a spoiled brat about to throw the mother of all tantrums. “I’d think he’d want me to know where he is.”

The receptionist’s voice became cowed and ingratiating. “I’m sorry, sir, but he left explicit instructions that he was not to be bothered by anyone, even Mrs. Newberry.”

Kyle hissed a sigh through his teeth, and as he looked away it almost became a whispered word. “Cunt”? Roan was pretty sure; there were few other words it could have been. But when he looked back at Roan, a slimy, ingenuous grin was pasted on his face. “Well then, I guess we could kill some time together, huh?”

The way he stared into his eyes, his lips curving up ever so slightly, Roan realized Kyle was very subtly flirting with him. Gay? So gay he probably made Graham Norton look straight.

And recalling that ugly look he’d just given his brother’s receptionist, Roan wondered how bad his temper was, how mean.

Kyle Newberry had just moved into the top-five suspect list.
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The Shit Sisters



THEY WENT down the street to what could be called an upper-class fern bar, where they served wine around the clock with overly expensive meals. Kyle ordered the wine without the food. Roan contented himself with water, although Kyle kept trying to rope him into joining him. When Roan mentioned he didn’t like wine, all he did was snort.

This place tried for an airy café look even inside, with high, small round tables and window walls looking out on grim sidewalks no amount of potted plants could disguise. Kyle got them a corner table (of course), and the table was so goddamn small it was a joke. Their knees were almost touching just sitting across from each other.

Roan laid the groundwork for his cover story, asking Kyle about what he did for the company and basic background shit (Kyle said he worked in “publicity” for the station, and it was all Roan could do not to laugh), and Kyle gulped down two glasses of wine like he was dying of thirst. By the third, color started seeping into his complexion, and he was deliberately rubbing his knee against Roan’s. Every time Roan moved his leg, Kyle’s leg still managed to find his again. He was considering kicking him, but he felt the need to ingratiate himself with this drunken playboy loser until he was further along in his investigation.

Kyle got tipsy enough to get bored with his questions, and as Roan was writing one of his answers down in his notebook (actually, he was writing Hard-core alcoholic—needs to be drunk to relax around people) Kyle touched his hand. Roan reflexively yanked it away. “Whoa, hey, man, just lookin’ at your ring,” he said, partially smiling, a lopsided look that only made him appear drunker. “That an engagement ring? I didn’t think women liked that kind of shit.”

“It’s a wedding ring.”

“Seriously? How long have you been married?”

“I’m not married anymore. I’m a widower.” It was such a weird thing to say: widower. He was, but when he put it that way, he seemed to realize that Paris was gone and had been gone for so long that it was unbelievable. Part of him still expected to wake up in the morning and find him hogging all the blankets.

Kyle frowned at him, his falsely tinted eyes betraying confusion. “Yer young for that, ain’t cha? So what’d she die of?”

“He was infected. Now, can we get back to you? You attended college, right?”

Kyle sat back and stared at him for a moment, then laughed. “Oh man, I knew you were too good-looking to be straight. So did you run off to Boston or something?”

Roan gritted his teeth, trying to keep from reaching across and smashing Kyle’s stupid head into the table. He was so sorely tempted it was hard to resist. “He was Canadian. So where did you go? Yale, Harvard?” Roan knew where he’d tried—and failed—to go to college; he just wanted to change the subject.

It seemed to work. Kyle snorted again and poured the dregs of the wine bottle into his glass. “Oh yeah, right, ’cause I’m so fucking brilliant and my dad wanted me to have the best, right? I went to UCLA for almost two years. Got some bullshit diploma my dad was able to buy, so my getting kicked out wasn’t so bad.”

“What were you kicked out for?”

“Well, they had this stupid rule where you actually had to show up for classes. Sometimes even sober.”

“Imagine that.”

“I know. I don’t remember that being in any contract I signed.” He swigged back the whole glass of wine in a single gulp, then slammed the glass back down with finality. He motioned the waitress over and ordered another bottle of red. She looked nervously at both of them but scuttled off without a word, aware that Kyle Newberry was the drunken customer asking, putting him in the special category of guys who could be served no matter how drunkenly obnoxious they got.

“I’m sorry about your father,” Roan said, holding back his observation that Kyle didn’t seem all that broken up about his death.

Kyle shrugged, rubbing his leg against his again under the table. Motherfucker. He was asking to get punched. “That’s what happens to old guys. They die.”

“You sound so broken up.”

“We weren’t close. I mean, he bought me my diploma, yeah, but that was only to save face. He didn’t need to spell out what a disappointment I was to him. I got it.” The waitress brought over the new bottle of wine, and Kyle obviously checked out her ass as she walked away, although he was still playing footsie with him under the table. “It sucks that he died, but hey, I ain’t gonna miss him. I hardly ever saw him anyways.”

“So your relationship was distant?”

Kyle opened the new bottle and splashed a good amount into his empty glass. “More like nonexistent. We had an occasional photo op, but that was it. Why do I give a shit? Guy was kind of a douche bag anyways.” Kyle leaned forward, propping his head on his hands, and gazed at him with a lascivious, drunken smile. “I have to admit I’m kinda curious about you gay guys. Why don’t we get out of here and see how curious we can get?”

Was he always this crass, or was it the booze talking? Truth be told, Roan didn’t give a shit which—he was physically repulsed by this asshole. “Stop the shit, Kyle. I know you’re one of those closet queens who won’t come out. Does your fiancée know she’s a beard, or is she going to find out when she comes home early and finds you getting fucked by the gardener?”

This made Kyle burst into a hearty laugh, almost spitting out his wine. He smacked the table with his open palm, making it shake. “Damn, you’re hilarious. You’re a top, aren’t ya? Gotta be a top. I bet you’re a monster in bed.”

“I’m a monster in general. What about you?”

He gulped down his wine and sat forward with a folksy sort of grin on his face. But his eyes were flat and empty. “Listen, little man. I can buy and sell your piece-of-shit detective agency with one phone call. I could own your tight little ass and the ass of everyone associated with you. You don’t want to fuck with me. Don’t even think of blackmailing me.”

That was interesting. Why did his mind go straight there? The easy answer to that was because it had happened before. “Someone’s blackmailed you, Kyle? Because you’re gay?”

“I am not gay,” he spat, lowering his voice to a harsh whisper. “And if you say that again, I’ll do you for slander.”

“Slander? I thought you just wanted to do me.”

He slumped back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “Play your cards right, be a good boy, and maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“If I get any luckier, I’ll have to shoot myself in the head.” Roan slid out of his high-backed stool and said, “I’ll call you if I have any further questions.”

“Yeah, you do that,” he said coolly, like he’d already started forgetting who he was. Monstrously fickle. Or did he have no genuine feelings, so he faked them at the drop of a hat so people didn’t catch on? Kyle was hard to read in that sense, but Roan had already decided, if this guy was any colder, you’d get freezer burn from mere proximity to him.

“One thing. Did your dad know you were getting blackmailed?”

Kyle stared at him, gimlet-eyed, his falsely green contacts insufficient shields for hiding his general contempt. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

The party line. Roan simply turned and walked out, not even sparing him a parting glance, although he could see Kyle’s reflection in the window, gulping down more wine. He had such a tolerance that Roan was sure he wasn’t even close to drunk. He had just acted that way so he’d have an excuse for his flirty behavior.

Roan also knew he was lying—he did have an idea of what he was talking about. The problem with his extra-sensory truth-telling sense was that he didn’t know if Joel knew Kyle was being blackmailed. All he knew was someone had blackmailed (or tried to blackmail) Kyle, and someone else in the family probably knew. But who was an open question. 

Roan had pulled out his phone to call Fi, see how she was doing with Cherry, when a sudden pain in his head almost dropped him to his knees. He did drop his phone as he grabbed his head. It felt like a hot drill bit had just burrowed into the soft meat behind his skull. For a moment he heard nothing but blood roaring in his ears, a wave of nausea waxing and waning, and when the pain and the noise started to subside, he was suddenly aware of people standing beside him. “Are you okay?” the man asked. It was a couple, an Asian man and a Caucasian woman, both in their mid- to late forties, with figures so comfortably middle-aged and similar, he guessed that if they weren’t married, they’d been together for years. The woman had picked up his phone, which miraculously hadn’t exploded into pieces on the pavement.

“Uh, yeah, thank you,” he said, straightening up and taking the proffered phone. Did he have tears in his eyes, or had things gone a bit blurry at the edges? Roan rubbed his eyes, and it seemed to get a little better. Maybe.

He reassured the kind strangers that he was all right and went to sit in his car for a moment. He worked in such a dark corner of life that he sometimes forgot there were decent people out there. They were few and far between, perhaps, but they were out there.

Sometimes he’d get sudden sharp head pains as a migraine precursor, but never any that sharp, never any that threatened to drop him to the pavement. What the fuck was that? Did someone have a voodoo doll of him, and had they just shoved a knitting needle through the cranium? It felt like it.

The pain echoed but was fading rapidly. Still, he reached under the seat and found his emergency bottle of water. He had his emergency pills in the glove compartment, and Roan took a couple, washing them down with the lukewarm, plastic-tasting water. Holy shit. If his migraines kept coming on this bad, he’d have to go to his doctor. No, he supposed he’d have to go to the doctor very soon. First he’d collapsed, now he’d almost gotten dropped by a head pain. Something was going on with him, and there was no fucking way it was good.

His phone hummed in his pocket, and he let it go for a couple of rings before pulling it out. It was Dylan, so he answered it. He let Dylan talk, because he still felt winded. “Hey, Ro, I forgot to tell you last night I may have discovered your drug dealer named Mikey.”

“Really?” That was about Grant’s case, right?

“Yeah. Josh, one of the circuit boys, says the big source of Ecstasy and other club drugs was known solely as MDMA, or Mike for short.” MDMA was the acronym for the chemical name of Ecstasy. “You want Sunshine or any variant, he’s the main man you go to. Supposedly he does nightclub-hopping on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, hitting all the party places, straight, gay, and mixed. That’s where he does most of his selling.”

“He hit Panic?”

“Well, of course. I already asked Josh to point him out to me if he comes in.”

“Good. Call me the second he shows, and keep him there until I show up. I need to talk to this guy.”

“Sure.” Dylan paused briefly. “Um, did you ask me to move in with you this morning?”

“I did.” Roan dug out his notebook and started flipping through it. He really wanted to check out the Kyle blackmail angle while he could still function. But where did he start there? “Does it freak you out now that you’re fully awake?”

“I don’t know. It kinda feels like we’re living together already.”

“My feeling exactly.”

“It’s just… are you sure? Living with a moody, self-absorbed artist is a total pain in the ass.”

“Living with me is a total pain in the ass. No difference.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to say that….”

“I know. You’re Buddhist, and so much nicer than me. See, that’s why I need you. You can patch up all the gaping holes I punch in people’s emotional walls.”

Dylan paused briefly. “Was that a mixed metaphor?”

“Fuck if I know. I think after the interview I just had, I’m just gonna start saying ‘I am a fish’ for the next hour or so.”

“It was that bad?”

“The closet queen son of Joel looks like my best bet for killer at the moment, and fuck if I don’t hate nailing my own kind.”

“Well, gay people are just as capable of committing crimes as straight people. More so, if you believe James Dobson.”

“As a rule, I don’t believe a goddamn thing Dobson shits out of his mouth.”

“See? We agree on that.”

“We’re a perfect couple,” Roan concurred, finding a note he’d almost overlooked. Kyle, John, and Joel shared a law firm: Cooper, Weiss, and Cooper. Interestingly enough, he knew they were very expensive, and a whiff of rottenness lingered over everything they touched. Most cops knew these fuckers were helping launder money for drug dealers and anyone wealthy enough to afford their services, but they were slick enough to never get caught. They’d probably have no problem arranging a blackmail payoff—or whatever else might be deemed necessary to get rid of the problem. That was a good place to start.

“So why do you think the closet queen did it?”

“I have nothing tangible. He’s simply a sociopath with all the emotional empathy of a desk drawer, and I think he may have been blackmailed, but I’m not sure where or if that fits into this.”

“I’m gonna go out on a limb here: he pissed you off.”

“Oh fuck yeah. Smarmy little prick. He pretended to get drunk at lunch and kept hitting on me with all the subtlety of a baseball bat to the crotch. He also threatened me, but fuck that. He has money and power, but I can turn into a lion at any time—I win.” All the money and power in the world couldn’t keep a hungry, angry lion from eating you. It was a strange comfort, but a comfort all the same.

“He was hitting on you? Should I be jealous?” There was a hint of teasing in Dylan’s voice.

“Since when am I attracted to conceited dickheads? Oily closet-queen conceited dickheads?”

“Well, if you put it that way, I sound like an idiot.”

“No, you don’t. Actually, it’s cute that you’re jealous.”

“Cute?”

“Sexy cute.”

“Damn right.”

Roan’s mind had already started wandering as he considered how to approach Cooper, Weiss, and Cooper. If they knew he was an ex-cop, they’d shut him out instantly, and there wouldn’t be a damn thing he could do about it.

But didn’t he know someone who could help him get a foot in the door?
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Beware



DENNIS CALDERA was perhaps the most dapper lawyer Roan had ever encountered. He always wore tailored suits, never too expensive, but cut so exquisitely it didn’t matter that they were far from Prada. He had prematurely silver hair that was cut and styled just so, adding to the air of dignity he seemed to naturally exude. If Roan thought about it, he couldn’t recall Dennis ever cursing, either in his office or at the courthouse. He was always aware of the image he was presenting. He was a class act, no ambulance chaser him; if you were represented by Dennis, you were being represented by the best. Judges generally liked him, and juries liked him even more, seeing a knowledgeable charmer with good taste and genteel manners.

So it always baffled Roan why Dennis decided to use him as his primary PI. He could have found someone more professional, someone who didn’t look like he’d just rolled out of bed half the time, someone who actually liked wearing a suit and tie, someone who could testify in court without the opposing attorney pointing out he was infected and snickering at his “special powers.” But this was where being the only openly gay private detective in the city helped him for once. Dennis liked to keep business within the “community” whenever possible, so Dennis either had to hire him or be a hypocrite. He could have been a hypocrite—most people were—but he decided to live by his code, and Roan’s bank account could thank him for that. He had to worry when another gay detective hung out his shingle.

Because he was such a class act, most other lawyers liked Dennis, at least in a professional capacity. He seemed to know people everywhere, which was why Roan called him. As soon as he said Cooper, Weiss, and Cooper, Dennis made a “hmm” noise, the kind of hmm noise he made when he really didn’t like something and didn’t know how to politely tell you you were a fucking idiot for even thinking about it. He then had to assure Dennis that he wasn’t in debt to the mob or something. He just needed some inside information on a client. That made Dennis “hmm” some more and then put him on hold. Roan was on hold long enough for him to take another pain pill. The pain wasn’t fading fast enough.

Roan was starting to feel slightly disconnected from his body when Dennis got back on. He said he knew a paralegal who worked for CWC, Taylor Sanchez, who was rather dissatisfied with his job. He’d probably be very happy to spill on any of CWC’s clients, although Dennis specifically asked him to not ask Taylor for anything illegal, as he was young, naïve, and bitter. Roan appreciated the warning. Too bad he intended to use it.

Roan called Taylor, got him, and told him that Dennis Caldera had recommended he talk to him. He put him on hold—Roan took that moment to scream in frustration and slam his phone down on the steering wheel—but when he came back, Taylor just told him he got off work at five and to meet him at the Wendy’s on Larson Street. Taylor had rung off before he could ask why.

Killing time, he got in contact with Fiona, only to discover her attempts to get in contact with Cherry had met a dead end. Cherry made regular visits to a very upscale spa and salon, but it turned out she hadn’t made an appointment for this week and hadn’t been in for a while. She was lying low since the death of Joel, presumably.

Holden had better luck. He said he was in at John’s office as a temp. This was a surprise to Roan, because he was pretty sure Holden didn’t know how to do any office chore and didn’t want to know, but Holden told him he had an “in” that would allow him to fake it, as long as he actually didn’t have to sit down at a desk and do actual work. The “in” was apparently an employee he knew “very well.” (Holy fuck, how many closet gays were there?) He said he was hoping to get something “incriminating” by the end of the day. Roan didn’t think it was possible to grab something so fast, but okay.

By the time he found the Wendy’s on Larson, he felt like he was floating. It was weird, but nice. He ordered a shake and waited at a front table for someone who looked like a paralegal to come in.

Taylor was one of those type-A guys who were so full of energy they seemed to vibrate even while standing still. You imagined if you gave him cocaine, he’d explode. He was a bland-looking guy in a bland suit-and-tie type of outfit, with a plain white button-down shirt and a dark tie that was a type of navy blue Roan, for some reason, always associated with airline pilots. His haircut was short and neat, probably a Supercuts special, and he was trying very hard to corral the type of pimples that could often plague a person well into their late twenties. His eyes were such a pale hazel they were almost a suggestion of a color rather than an actual color, and his wire-framed glasses made them look smaller, exacerbating the problem. He was all nerves as he came over to the table, but Roan couldn’t help but note that didn’t stop him from ordering a “Baconator.” And in spite of everything, Roan had to assure him he wasn’t a cop, and lifted up his shirt to prove he wasn’t wearing a wire (although with the perfection of directional mikes, you hardly needed to wear a body mike nowadays, but he wasn’t going to tell him that). The funny thing was, no one seemed to notice or care. Considering the neighborhood, one man showing another man his nipples was probably one of the least strange things that had ever been done here.

Taylor went off for a bit on how he hated working for Cooper, Weiss, and Cooper, as he knew some of the clients were “shady” (only some?), and he was terrified the Feds were going to bust the office at any time. He wanted to get work at Dennis’s firm, but they had all the paralegals they needed, and it was a plum assignment anyway. Dennis had e-mailed him, though, asking him to hear Roan out, and he seemed to think that maybe helping him would give him an in with Dennis.

Roan told him he needed anything he could get on any legal or under-the-table transactions done by Kyle, John, or Joel Newberry in the past year (that was a guess). The name Newberry made Taylor sit ramrod straight in his plastic seat, as if he’d just received a cattle prod up the ass. Apparently everyone reacted that way when you brought the Newberrys into it. Roan watched sweat ooze out of Taylor’s pores, gathering on his forehead like the visible remnants of evil thoughts, and then Taylor put his cholesterol bomb down and excused himself from the table, ducking into the men’s room. Was that too much for him to attempt? Poor kid. He just wanted to get ahead, and some stranger was asking him to put his neck on the chopping block.

Someone at a nearby table had abandoned their newspaper, so Roan picked it up and glanced at it. He instantly wished he hadn’t.

A big cat had mauled someone in Bishop Park last night and killed another person, as well as a couple of pets (or at least it was blamed on the cat—investigation could render it an erroneous assumption). They’d already made connections between the Bowles killing and the German killing. He wondered briefly why Gordon hadn’t called him in on it, and then remembered he was in the hospital due to his heart attack. Son of a bitch, how had he forgotten that? What was fucking wrong with him lately?

He rubbed his eyes and realized they felt funny. Dry and almost kind of hard, like they’d been replaced by stones, but when he pressed on them he could feel pressure, pain. It was hard to focus on the article; it was a little blurry (goddamn soy ink; sure, it was environmentally friendly, but it ran easily, and it smelled funny to his nose), but he could see at least one city councilman was calling on the chief of police to get the “goddamn cat menace” under control. As if that had never occurred to anyone, as if they were letting Grant run wild on purpose (if it was Grant. It could have been another big cat. There were no details in the paper that actually swung it one way or another, and he knew the department wouldn’t release those kinds of details).

Suddenly Taylor was back at the table, looking at him funny. “You okay, man?”

Roan wanted to ask him how he had managed to teleport from the bathroom to his chair, but then he realized the paper had fallen from his hands and was on the floor, and had probably fallen there a minute or so ago. For some reason, he only realized it in retrospect.

Those pills he’d taken were just Tylenol codeine he’d scored up in Canada, right? He thought they were. Maybe they were. Holy shit, what did he take? He could be such a fucking idiot sometimes.

He lied and said he was, and Taylor was too freaked by the idea of digging up dirt on the Newberrys to call him on it. He said he’d try, as long as Roan put in a good word for him to Dennis, and he agreed. The kid hinted around money, and Roan told him he’d be compensated, which was just the type of lawyer-speak he wanted to hear.

Roan had stuff to pursue, other leads. He needed to check in with Seb on both the Grant Kim case and Gordo, but suddenly right then he wanted to go home, so he went home. He blacked out for about half the drive, so how he got there in one piece he had no idea. At the last minute, he checked the bottle in the glove compartment: Tylenol codeine. Then what the fuck was going on?

Roan stumbled in the door and had just collapsed on the couch when he heard Dylan coming down the stairs. “I didn’t expect you home so early,” he said. “But I’m glad you are, ’cause I was thinking I could make dinner tonight. But I have no idea what to—” He stopped suddenly and stared at him like he was a complete stranger. “Roan, what’s wrong?”

Roan looked up at him and didn’t know what to say. His head didn’t ache anymore, but it felt like it was filled with a heavy velvet fog. “I dunno. I had a headache, a migraine….” He forgot the word, so he just went on without it. “I took some Tylenol codeine for it. But there’s something wrong with it.” Was it his ears, or did his voice sound kind of thick? Slow. Wrong.

Dylan initially frowned—Roan had promised him he’d given up the pills, after all—but he quickly got past it. “What do you mean there’s something wrong? With the pills?”

“Yeah. They’re not what was supposed to be in the bottle. I think. I dunno. I don’t feel well.” He realized it was getting harder to breathe. There was a tightness in his chest, something he hadn’t felt since he was a kid and had walking pneumonia. His limbs felt heavy, and he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he could move them. If he could get mad, maybe he could bring the lion out, fight it back a bit, but he couldn’t imagine what would make him angry at this point. He was exhausted, and getting angry would require more energy than he had.

Dylan picked up the phone, and Roan heard him say, “Yes, I need an ambulance. I think my boyfriend’s been poisoned.”

Poisoned? That seemed overly dramatic. But Roan had to admit to himself that that might be the only word for it.
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Can’t Exist



DYLAN WONDERED how often he had been in emergency rooms since he had been dating Roan. More than he had before he started seeing Roan? Yeah, he was pretty sure this pushed it over the amount he’d been in a hospital his entire life before Roan. Maybe this was the price you paid for hooking up with the hot, mysterious, dangerous guy. Was this agony worth it?

He answered questions for the cops while they worked on Roan somewhere behind the emergency room doors. Luckily the cops seemed to know Roan and didn’t consider Dylan a suspect (well, at least not yet). Before he passed out, Dylan got some information from Roan: he’d taken three pills (he held up three fingers), and the pill bottle was in the glove compartment (he nodded an affirmative to that). He then passed out while Dylan was on the phone with the 9-1-1 operator. He tried to wake Roan up—the only thing he was sure about was he had to keep him conscious—but save for getting his eyelids to briefly flicker, he couldn’t wake him up. His heart rate had dropped absurdly low by the time the paramedics showed up. (He’d been hoping Dee would be one of the paramedics, but he wasn’t.) The cops arrived to take the pill bottle into custody and check out the car, but the couple now questioning him—Walker, the somewhat good-looking, lanky black man, and Shale, the more compact, slightly masculine brunette woman—had given him a lift to the hospital. Dylan knew they at least knew of Roan, because as soon as Walker asked him if he knew of anyone who might want to hurt Roan, he rolled his eyes and admitted it might be easier to start listing the people who didn’t want to kill him. Shale snorted humorously at that. As far as Dylan could tell, it wasn’t meant in a mean way, just an ironic one.

He had no answers for them, but they didn’t seem to hold it against him. All he could say was what little Roan had told him when he got home. As far as he knew, no one had access to his car (although clearly someone did), and he was off on a case, so he had no idea where in town Roan might have been. He couldn’t even tell them about the case. He said Roan hadn’t told him, which was a lie. He knew he was working the Newberry case. But until that was relevant, he was going to play the dumb, clueless boyfriend. Being a bartender at Panic helped. As soon as he told them where he worked, they exchanged this look that Dylan recognized as “himbo.” They’d already written him off as a vacuous boy toy. Again, fine. He didn’t give a shit—they could think of him as Paris Hilton for all he fucking cared. He just wanted to know if Roan was going to pull through or not.

He thought he’d held himself together well. He’d wanted to cry, but he didn’t. He’d been swallowing back the tears since he saw Roan slumped on the couch, his eyes glassy and his lips perfectly bloodless. There was a time and a place for emotional displays, and he preferred to lose his shit when no one was around to see it.

Dylan tried to empty his mind, use a Zen meditation technique to take himself out of himself and let the time go by faster, but that was hard to do when all you could think was your lover was dying in the next room.

Didn’t he know this could happen? The problem with Roan was he thought he was indestructible. He wasn’t, although he arguably had a decent case for it, what with being able to turn into a lion and all. But that wasn’t indestructibility; it just made him riskier to hurt. Roan didn’t seem to care about that difference at all. Incredible bravery or a suicidal tendency? It was a fine line and kind of hard to say. Dylan didn’t know, and he was sure Roan didn’t either. 

The suicidal aspect could just be his pill habit, but maybe not. Maybe that was just for the numbing effect. For all his tough-guy exterior, he knew Roan felt things a little too deeply for his own good. The pills were just backup for his armor, an inner framework that he leaned on more and more. Dylan wondered what it said about him that he’d decided to accept Roan as a drug addict, just like he’d accepted that he was always going to love Paris more. It was sad. He’d always had more self-esteem than that, and yet he had decided if he wanted to be in Roan’s life, he’d have to compromise. Sometimes loving someone just sucked.

Dylan sensed a person near him, and a vaguely familiar voice said, “I took a guess and figured you were a tea drinker.”

He looked up to see Fox, aka Holden Krause, Roan’s male-prostitute friend. Or acquaintance, Roan was never able to explain what he was, exactly. He’d actually seen him in Panic once or twice, back when he bleached his hair, but he hadn’t seen him lately. Tall, broad shouldered, he was more masculine than you would expect (save for his voice, which did give the game up a bit), and he wasn’t a pretty boy. He was one of those guys who, if they didn’t have a transcendent sort of charm, would be forgettable. Not ugly, not anonymous, just not special enough to warrant noticing. It also helped that a sort of furtive intelligence burned in his sea-blue eyes. It came and went, depending on how much of himself he decided to show to you, but it made Dylan distrust him the first time he saw him. If he wasn’t a hustler, he was a guy on the make, someone calculating and predatory, and the fact that he actually was a hustler made Dylan think of him in a tiny bit better light. He had a reason to be calculating then, a reason to be hunting.

Holden wasn’t in costume. He was wearing very ordinary jeans and a promotional T-shirt for 30 Days of Night that was a size too large for him, the fabric slouching on him like it was damp and fresh out of the washer. His brown hair was messy in a way that suggested he’d gotten dressed in a hurry and come right over. He was holding out a paper cup of steaming liquid—some awful tea or another—and Dylan remembered to take it with a small nod of thanks. How long had he been sitting here staring at the cup? “I am, yeah. Thanks.”

Holden sighed as he sat in the empty plastic chair beside him. “How is he doing?”

“I have no idea. They haven’t told me anything.”

“Is this a gay thing? You’re not family so you don’t count?”

“I think it’s more they’re trying to figure out what he took and how they can counteract it.”

“What was happening to him, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Odd question. He gave Holden a sidelong glance, but he sensed he was trying to figure something out; he had a strange focused look in his eyes. “He was slipping into a coma. His heartbeat and breathing were dropping lower and lower. I kept trying to wake him up, but nothing happened. He was slipping away from me and I got to see it—” Dylan had to stop, as his voice caught and he could feel those treacherous tears surging back. He closed his eyes and focused on stomping them down. He was not losing it, especially not in front of a man he didn’t fully trust. And he didn’t mean it in a sexual sense. There was nothing going on between Holden and Roan. It wasn’t even a question he had to ask. There was something so calculating about Holden he knew he’d never appeal to Roan. Ro had trust issues, and something about Holden made you wary about trusting him.

Dylan almost jumped when he felt Holden’s hand on his back, giving him a reassuring pat. “I’m so sorry, Dylan. Roan’s a tough motherfucker. The lion would never let him go without a fight.”

That was probably true, but for some reason he resented Holden for saying it. Dylan mentally wiped it away and opened his eyes, no longer afraid he’d start crying. “Why are you here?” He hoped that didn’t sound accusatory, but fuck it if it did. He didn’t feel like being polite right now.

“Dee called me,” he said, surprising him again. “He’s stuck at the scene of a huge pileup on I-5 near the Silverdale exit and couldn’t get here. He called me and asked me to come check on you and Roan for him.”

“Oh.” Diego called him? That meant Dee must have trusted him on some level. Dylan wasn’t sure if that was comforting or not. “I was wondering why he wasn’t here. The paramedic news network is formidable.”

“So I’m learning.”

Finally, a short Indian woman in a white doctor coat approached them. Dylan stood, and so did Holden. “How is he?”

“Alive,” she said. She had the brusque but not unkind manner of every hurried ER doctor everywhere. “As far as we can tell, he took an animal tranquilizer.”

“What?” Dylan replied. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t that.

“Like ketamine?” Holden asked.

The doctor shook her head. “Heavier. This is stuff used to sedate elephants in a zoo. Two should have killed him, three pills should have been a nail banged into the coffin. But he’s not a normal human, by far. He has the constitution of an angry musk ox, and we got to him in time.” She sighed wearily and rubbed her forehead, as if she was even more tired than she looked and trying hard to keep focus. “He’s lucky he’s a hybrid, although I doubt anyone can convince him of that.”

“Hybrid?” Dylan asked. He’d heard Roan say something about that before, something about his rarity in catching colds.

She grimaced, as if she realized she’d said something wrong. “I simply meant his virus child status was a help in this case.”

“Can I see him?”

“Not now. He’s in the ICU on a respirator. Come back tomorrow at—”

“He’s on a respirator?” Dylan interrupted impatiently. She hadn’t mentioned that.

“It’s mostly a precaution. Respiratory depression is common in these kinds of things, and he may need some help breathing until it’s mostly out of his system. We don’t foresee any lasting problems. In fact, if you’d let me finish my sentence, I was going to say you should come by tomorrow, when we’ll probably be removing him from the respirator.” She patted him on the arm, a clumsy attempt at comfort. But Dylan vaguely recognized her, so she must have worked on Roan before. It certainly explained some of the implied familiarity. “He’ll be okay. It’s just the other guy I’m worried about.”

“What other guy?”

“Whoever slipped him the mickey,” she said, as her pager went off. She picked it up and glanced at it, frowning, as she turned away. “Roan isn’t a forgive-and-forget type.”

“No,” Dylan agreed, the syllable lost in a sigh. He dry-washed his face and wondered what he was supposed to do with himself tonight. Somebody had tried to kill Roan, and now a machine was doing his breathing for him. How did you sleep? How did you spend all those agonizing hours waiting for the sun to come up and a new day to start? He’d done such things in his life, but he never wanted to do them again.

“This is all my fault,” Holden said suddenly.

Dylan glanced at him, a little surprised by the certainty in his voice. “What do you mean? You didn’t give him the drugs, did you?”

Anger flashed through Holden’s eyes, and he scowled. “You think that little of me? No, I didn’t slip him the elephant tranqs. It’s just my fault it happened.”

“How?”

He huffed a sigh through his nose and crossed his arms over his chest. “I hired him to look into Joel Newberry’s murder. Someone slipped him a lethal amount of potassium, and now they tried to get Roan with tranqs. This shitty bastard likes deaths that can be written off as accidents, no matter how weird they are.”

“But he just started the investigation. This person would have had to have known Roan was investigating this right from the start. That’s not possible, is it?”

Holden looked away as he considered it, muscles going taut in his jaw. “I don’t know. At this rate, we can’t discount anything.”

Great. He sounded like Roan there for a moment.

Dylan started walking away, wondering what he was going to do with himself, when Holden grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Look, stay with me tonight, or let me stay over.”

“What?”

“This guy, whoever he is, attacks with stealth. He doesn’t like confrontation, he doesn’t want a fight, and he won’t risk taking on two guys at once. There’s safety in numbers.”

Was this some bizarre come-on, or was he serious? Dylan’s head was still spinning from the fact that someone had tried to kill Roan. He didn’t have the mental capacity to deal with this right now. “You think he’s going to come after me?”

Holden shrugged. “It depends on how concerned he is about loose ends. But if anything happens to you, Roan will kill me. I’ve already seen what he does when someone hurts you. I don’t want to be on the other side of that.”

Dylan considered that but still felt as if he didn’t have a grip on things. “Are you making fun of him?”

“Absolutely not. He just loves you enough that he will kill for you. Literally—he will kill. He will let the lion out and rip people to pieces. I don’t want to end my life as a bit of food in his colon.” He paused a moment. “I bet there’s a dirty joke in that, but I’m too angry to make it right now.”

This sort of went in one ear and out the other. Dylan couldn’t take much more tonight. He used to have a rather sedate life. Oh sure, he had his weird art friends and the interesting employees at the gay club, but he had a very normal routine: work, painting, watching TV, meditating. That was pretty much it. Pretty normal, much like everyone else’s with a couple of variations. But then he met an unusually attractive man named Paris, who was the only tiger-strain infected he had ever met, who seemed to talk all the time about his boyfriend, Roan. And somehow, his life took a weird sideways turn from then on. Suddenly his life was full of death, iron cages, books, guns, dominatrices, paramedics, and male prostitutes. While he was baffled much of the time, you’d think he’d be more miserable than he actually was. Oh sure, he was miserable right now, but for the most part he was perversely happy with Roan. In spite of the hard exterior, he was one of the sweetest men he’d ever known. He seemed genuinely interested in helping people. Merging that with the man who could turn into a lion and eat people was a brain-twisting dichotomy. 

“He… what? Are you saying you saw him do this?”

Holden got this look on his face that suggested he’d suddenly realized he had made a mistake. “And he didn’t tell you about it at all. Right. I should have guessed that really. Forget it. You know he has a temper. That’s all it is.”

“He tried to kill someone because of me?”

“No. If he wanted someone dead, they’d be dead. He just scared the living shit out of them.”

“But you said—”

“I’m full of shit, Dylan. Now, are we headed to your place or are you coming back to mine?”

How weird: he was lying and telling the truth at the same time. Dylan hadn’t known that was physically possible. But, again, he couldn’t deal with that now.

It was disappointing to think that maybe he wasn’t strong enough to be in Roan’s world, but he was starting to wonder.





HOLDEN KNEW he was many things, but a decent detective wasn’t one of them. Under normal circumstances. But circumstances were far from normal; circumstances were pretty well fucked.

It was bad enough the doctor had obviously lied to them: no one on a respirator was “okay.” That was like saying the guy on the iron lung only had a “mild cough.” But he figured Roan would recover eventually, because he generally did. He was a bad penny, and he kept turning up.

Poor Dylan. Not only did he look shell-shocked by all of this, but he asked him in the car, “You think Roan really loves me?” Oh, it was so weird. Holden told him that obviously he did, and obviously he didn’t admit it because the idea of it freaked him out. Lingering Paris guilt? Maybe. Holden really had no idea. The one time he’d thought he was in love, his heart had been so thoroughly crushed he was no longer sure he ever was in love. He thought love was a sham used to sell greeting cards and heterosexual conformity, even though he generally recognized the delusion when it popped up in others. Roan had it bad for Dylan, although he supposed he could understand. Dylan was a good-looking guy, but not vain, and he was as mellow as a heavily stoned person without being actually stoned or completely fucking stupid. He’d be an easy target for anybody who wanted to kill him.

Holden knew he wasn’t an easy target. He looked like he was, but he wasn’t. He’d learned long ago you did what you had to do to survive, and sometimes your survival meant hurting someone else. It happened. You just tried not to hurt anyone without necessity or good reason if you had any shred of a conscience. Holden had a shred, but only just. He figured it would serve him well.

Today, while “working” at John Newberry’s office, he had found a very queeny assistant to befriend. It wasn’t difficult. A bit of flirting, a bit of flattery, and this poor guy was following him around like a puppy. The scary thing? This guy couldn’t have been more than twenty-two, making Holden feel vaguely like a dirty old man. Okay, he was only thirty, but in hustler years that was ancient. The guy, Callum, might have been shiny young, but he wasn’t very attractive and had a bit of a belly. Not much of one, but in the perfectionist world of the gay dating scene, that made him little more than a drunken desperation fuck at best. Attention from Holden meant a lot to him. He felt really bad for stringing him along.

He got access to some of John’s e-mails and line-item budget items for the past couple months. What he discovered was that, only yesterday, John had sent a rather large payment to a Duane Malloy. A bit of Googling and use of less widely known search engines turned up that he was a private investigator for a firm working out of Lakeview. John Newberry had hired a private investigator and just paid him off in a way that suggested their business was done. He wanted to ask Roan what that could possibly mean, if it was sinister as he felt it might have been, but Roan wasn’t conscious enough to ask.

Holden had to drop Dylan off at Roan’s place anyway, and luckily Dee was there to meet them. Holden whispered to him to not leave Dylan alone, which earned him a quizzical look, but then he told Dee and Dylan he’d be back as soon as he got some things from his place. Holden then headed off to find Burn.

Burn was one of those guys you met when you lived on the streets or very close to the gutter. He was a wheeler-dealer, a vulture living off the corpses of other people’s misery and actively encouraging the misery for money. He was a heroin addict who derided methheads until he got addicted to meth himself. When Holden tracked Burn down, he was shocked at how rapid his decline had been. His skin looked gray, like he was already dead, and his cheeks had sunken in, giving him a look akin to the embodiment of Famine. When he talked, Holden saw his gums were an odd color, his teeth the color of candy corn and occasionally similarly shaped, and his breath smelled like someone had just taken a shit in a vat of nail polish remover.

They sat in the dark corner of a dive bar where you could buy a hit of meth or a girl in the piss-reeking bathroom, and Holden passed over a wad of cash for one of Burn’s “specials.” They were guns with their serial numbers filed off and their barrels often altered. They were usually stolen from out of state or bought at gun shows, untraceable and anonymous, a gun without a country. They were made to be used for one gig and then tossed, guns altered specifically for evil things. Holden got a semiautomatic with six bullets in it. It was in good shape. Holden’s only objection was that it had flashy silver plating, which was important to those who wanted to show the gun off but had no use otherwise. Still, it would do. The bullets were hollow points. Holden wondered if the hit of meth he’d just paid for would be the death of Burn and if that would really be a bad thing, considering the shape he was in.

Holden could shoot. He was raised in a good Christian American household; he could use a gun before he knew how to use long division. Pastor Krause had his priorities in order. But Holden had never shot a human. Yet. There was a first time for everything.

He’d already google-mapped the location of Duane Malloy’s private detective agency. It wasn’t his own. He worked for an agency called Security Solutions, which sounded like a burglar alarm company. It did have an alarm, but a cheap one. It was easy to disable. The locks were also easy to pick. He’d learned that skill from a fellow street kid, Trips, that he’d had a huge crush on for a while. Shame he was straight. Holden wondered what had happened to him. One night he decided to hitchhike to Vegas, and Holden never saw him again. He hoped he had found himself a life.

Holden went through Malloy’s files, looking for something on Newberry. Sadly, Duane wasn’t as meticulous a record keeper as Roan was. The computers were locked down with passwords they hadn’t written down on Post-it notes, which Holden had been surprised to find they did in Newberry’s office. (You were just asking for people to fuck around with your shit. Holden was glad it was that easy.) Holden picked the locked drawers of Duane’s desk and a nearby file cabinet and looked through the folders and papers he found there. That’s where he found the pictures of Joel.

Big glossies of Joel entering an expensive hotel, and in a short sequence of shots, Holden saw himself entering the same hotel, eyes hidden behind sunglasses but still vaguely recognizable. There were other photographs of Joel and him entering other expensive hotels. Never together, there were no pictures of them engaging in any sort of act, but there was something circumstantial about it all. There was a copy of a hotel bill, Joel’s, which showed that Joel, alone on a business trip, had ordered two different dinners and an expensive bottle of gin. (Holden remembered that. The gin was okay, but weirdly enough, he knew a cheaper brand that tasted so much better.) Then Holden found a copy of an old arrest report, when he was a juvenile and had been brought in for solicitation of prostitution, as well as a printout of his recent profile on the escort company’s website. There was no fucking way they should have had that arrest report, but then again, how did they get a copy of the hotel bill?

So he had been made. Malloy had discovered that Joel was most likely associating with a known male prostitute. And this information was given to his brother John. Blackmail? But who was doing the blackmailing? Did Malloy blackmail John, or did John simply pay him to dig up dirt on his own brother? At least Joel was right to feel paranoid.

Holden suddenly realized something. The last photo taken was on the last day he saw Joel. Duane and John knew he had seen him. Was he still being shadowed? If so, they’d have seen Roan come to his apartment, and Duane would most likely recognize a PI as unique as Roan. It wouldn’t be hard to figure out why Holden might want to see him, hire him.

And that’s how they swapped out Roan’s pills. He didn’t know it, but he had been under surveillance since he’d left Holden’s apartment. That’s how the killer knew that Roan was looking for him by day one.

This was his fault. Holy shit, was someone going to pay for this.

Holden closed the drawers, locking them again, and shoved one combined folder full of pictures and case notes down the front of his shirt, keeping his hands free. He locked the office up again but didn’t bother to reconnect the alarm system, because fuck it—let them wonder who the hell hit them. Let them wonder why.

Once he was in his car, he tucked them under the front seat, wedged inside a copy of Scientific American. He then made sure the safety was off the gun and it was ready to go.

Time to pay someone a visit. Time to see if he was angry enough to shoot someone in the face.
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Cosmopolitan



ALTHOUGH THE rich and powerful always had it much easier, in this day and age, it was hard to hide.

This was doubly true of local celebrities, a phenomenon that continued to strike Holden as incredibly weird. Was that something to be proud of? You were famous in a two-thousand-mile radius, and then, after that, progressively less so, until you were just another schlub again at the state line. It made you an egotistical asshole and an emotionally needy asshole at the same time.

Holden knew something about John that most people didn’t. He visited the Pacific Queen Casino (oh, the jokes he could have made…) almost every night. He had many luxury cars, but when he came to the casino, he always drove an old Mercedes, black with a dented fender. He didn’t want everyone to know he was a high roller up front. He tried to keep his true wealth a secret. Considering how much he blew in the casino, Holden had no idea how he thought he kept that all a secret. But at some point, someone was humoring him.

A security guard, an overweight guy with a polyester uniform and a posture that suggested he’d been broken long ago, desultorily prowled the lot in a marked sedan, but the parking lot was fucking huge, so Holden only had to wait for him to go on by, continuing his rounds further on, before working on the lock of John’s passenger door. It was incredibly easy.

All he had to do was wait. He came late enough that he didn’t have to wait long, although Holden was regretting not having his iPod with him. Finally John came walking through the parking lot, talking on a cell phone, completely oblivious to everything around him. Why did Holden even hide? He didn’t need to. He could have been following John and he’d have never noticed.

John was busy lying. He was telling someone—his wife, presumably—that the meeting had finally gotten over and he was on his way home. He talked about someone named Dan going on and on about boring shit, an attempt to give the lie some realistic detail. Holden had heard this done a million times, by men he had just fucked, men calling their wives and family—and, in one notable case, Congress—and assuring them they were having a boring, awful trip and couldn’t wait to get home. Sometimes they’d glance at Holden and roll their eyes. Sometimes they’d pretend he was already gone. So was the way of men—men, by nature, lied. Did women? Maybe. Maybe it was just a human condition, a compulsion that couldn’t be resisted. But from what Holden knew and experienced, men were generally pieces of shit. That’s why he didn’t feel bad about what he had to do.

He waited until John had gotten in his car and finished his call before he came up and opened the passenger-side door, sliding into the seat before John had realized he had an unwanted hitchhiker.

“Hey,” John said, and Holden pulled out the gun and pressed it against his forehead, shoving him back until his head was pushed up against the window.

“You know who I am,” Holden told him. “Just like I know who you are. But if I blow your fucking brains out right now, it’ll never be connected to me. You’ll be a mystery, much like the death of your brother. The curse of the Newberrys. Although considering your gambling debts, they’ll probably think that finally caught up with you.”

“Wh-what… who are—”

Holden shoved the barrel even harder into John’s head, and the back of his head thunked against the glass. “Not this shit. I want to kill you enough as it is. Don’t make me lose my temper.”

“I—I have money.”

“I know you do. That’s your problem. Now tell me why you’ve had me followed and who tried to kill Roan McKichan before I just start breaking things.”

John swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in an unstable manner, as his eyes nervously studied Holden’s face. Maybe he was serious about not knowing him at first, because Holden could see recognition click into place now. His wariness was tempered by fear, and a modicum of sneering contempt. Holden could read his mind in this second—he was thinking Filthy whore. Maybe because he was gay, there was an extra fear of cooties, or worse yet, contagious gayness. Maybe if they shared air too long, he’d get the gay too. “I had nothing—”

Holden hit him with the gun barrel. Just drew his wrist back sharply and turned the gun just slightly, so when he made contact with John’s skin, the sight hit him first. Skin ripped along his forehead, making John yelp, and a small seam of blood opened, trickling down his face. 

“I’ve already decided to kill you,” Holden told him. “You know, I’m as liberal as anyone else in the sex trade, although we love you conservative, repressed guys. If not for you, we’d be out of a job. But I’ve been studying people long enough to know that there are some who are a waste of flesh. They do nothing but steal oxygen and cause misery for everyone else. They have no reason to exist and really shouldn’t, for the greater good of us all. You’re one of those people, John. You’re a cold-blooded fuck who extorted his own brother for money. Did you kill him too? Not personally—you’re a ball-less wonder if I’ve ever seen one. But did you pay someone to do it for you? Or is making sure your brother gets an overdose of potassium an easy thing? I wouldn’t know. I’m an only child. Well, I wasn’t really, but I was raised one, so I missed out on all the sibling bonding. Tell me why Joel had to die, John.”

John grimaced in pain, bringing a hand up to his forehead. When he saw the blood that came away on his hand, he looked ashen, slightly ill. Did the sight of blood make him sick? No wonder he took to poisoning people instead: no blood, no icky bodily fluids, just a corpse. “I didn’t kill him,” he said, more a plea than anything else, his voice cracking with fear and confusion. “I wouldn’t do that. Why would I do that?”

“Because you’re up to your ass in debt, John, and you need the buyout to take place so you can have a fresh hard-cash infusion. That’s a hell of a murder motive. According to a detective friend of mine, money is usually the number one reason for death.” Or maybe it was number two—he couldn’t remember. But it didn’t matter anyway.

John was cracking, easily and quickly. He believed Holden was serious about killing him, or guilt was eating away at him, or he noticed the safety was off. Maybe all of the above. “I didn’t do it. Okay, yeah, I need the money, but Joel’s estate is all going to his bitch of a current wife and his spoiled brat kids. How do I benefit from his death?”

“The buyout.”

He let out a scoff of a laugh, breathless and mirthless. “I have to split it with the rest of the family. It wouldn’t be much. I’d get more if Joel was alive to negotiate the deal. He could get blood from a stone.”

That felt like truth. Joel had an appealing charm when he turned it on. “Why did he oppose the buyout?”

“I dunno. He said some shit about our legacy and local media and a whole bunch of grade-A bullshit that never made any sense to me. I think he was just being a fuckhead, opposing it because the rest of us were all for it. It was his way of reminding all of us he was in control.”

That, too, had a ring of truth. The men who hired him did so because they were trying to control the scenario. An anonymous trick might discover who you are; a boyfriend might become bitter. But a prostitute was engaged in a simple business transaction and had much to lose if they decided to expose you. It was mutually assured destruction if the secret leaked out. Or so the johns thought, and that was fine with Holden if they honestly believed that to be true. It wasn’t, though. A whore might have been just a whore, but a man who paid another man for sex never seemed to live it down in this country. Paying a woman was almost understandable and seemed to earn sympathy in some corners, but a man? Never. You were the eternal butt of a joke. But desire often outweighed logic, thankfully for his bank account. “What exactly did you pay Duane Malloy for? And consider your answer carefully.”

“How—” John paused, deciding that the question was irrelevant, because Holden wouldn’t answer it. The guy with the gun didn’t have to answer a single fucking thing. “We needed a new security—”

Holden punched John right in the balls. He convulsively knifed forward, slamming into the steering wheel, a high-pitched, keening noise escaping him. “I said I was gonna start breaking things, John. Do you think I’m fucking around? Do you want me to prove how much I want to hurt you?”

“No,” he wheezed, still in pain. When he sat back, his eyes were red-rimmed from tears, and a string of saliva dangled from his wet lower lip. Had he almost barfed? Probably. “Did Joel mean that much to you?”

“He didn’t mean anything to me,” Holden snapped, mildly surprised to discover that was true. There was familiarity and routine, but nothing else. Perhaps that was what marriage was like. “I was curious what happened to him, especially after what he told me. No, the reason you’re gonna die is because a good man is dying in a fucking hospital because of your family and your shit.” There it was: he was furious that they had hurt Roan. Part of him thought it should have been him who was the target. The killer should have come after him but didn’t for an obvious reason—who cared? He was a fucking whore, a hooker, and his word would mean nothing. The cops would roll their eyes, a judge would dismiss him, a jury of wonderful straight people would regard him as a leper and every word out of his mouth as contagious garbage. He could witness a murder, and any attorney worth their ambulance-chasing shoes could rip him apart. He could find the poisoner standing over Joel’s body with a container marked “potassium,” and no one would believe him or care. No lawbreaker ever had to worry about him, because he was an Untouchable, and no one would listen to him.

But Roan… oh, poor Roan. He would be believed. Infected, gay, but an ex-cop and a police adviser on kitty cases, he had a patina of legitimacy that no amount of boyfriends, cat jokes, and suspicions of pill popping could erase. Then there was a vague sense of unease around him, since he seemed to have superhuman abilities, one of which—his supernatural sense of smell—was considered admissible in a court of law. On the one hand, people mocked him. On the other hand, they were terrified of him. He should have been a flaming queen, he should have been a sickly virus child, he should have been gone by now. Roan almost seemed to be karmic retribution, but whose was in question. The only thing everybody could agree on about him was he was dangerous, much more dangerous than you would initially think, much more than he should have been. When Malloy told the killer who was visiting Holden’s place, he must have panicked. To be fair, Holden didn’t think he’d want Roan after him either, even if he got the guarantee that he wouldn’t turn into a lion at some point.

How did he feel about Roan? Holden wasn’t really sure. He’d come to believe he was a genuinely good person when he first encountered him as a cop. Holden didn’t like cops as a matter of course—tiny little tyrants, many with homosexual impulses they fought by becoming extremely homophobic—but Roan always seemed a little off. He seemed to treat everyone like a human being, whether they were a hooker or a junkie. Holden figured then there was no fucking way he was going to last in the job, and he was right. He was strangely attractive, not a pretty boy but weirdly alluring all the same, with intense, haunted eyes. And God, was he trouble: not just infected, but an obvious depressive, too smart for his own good, a romantic turned cynic, battered by the world and not sure how to handle it. He raged at dying light, or whatever was handy, and had taken to numbing himself with chemicals. He was stubborn and moody, a total pain in the ass. Holden didn’t envy Dylan, putting up with him. But that was the weird thing: he didn’t envy him, but wasn’t he still a bit jealous anyway? Yeah, he was trouble, but Holden suspected he was rarely ever boring. The true outcasts rarely were. Nothing could ever work between him and Roan, but Holden bet it would have been a fun disaster.

“I had nothing to do with that,” John insisted, his voice still raspy with pain. Holden hoped he’d burst a testicle. “I wanted nothing to do with that guy. Malloy warned me off. He told me we had to shut this down before McKichan got wind of it. He didn’t wanna follow him.”

That, too, was believable. He couldn’t imagine that one private detective wanted to follow another. If you knew the tricks of the trade, you could spot a tail pretty easy. “What did you hire Malloy for in the first place?”

He sniffed, wiped snot from his face with the back of one hand and rubbed his crotch with the other. “Fuck, I think you did some real damage.”

“I warned you not to lie to me. Stop trying to change the subject.”

“I’m not. I hired him to… fuck. I hired him to dig up dirt on Joel. I needed leverage.”

“Leverage for what?”

“For what else? Convincing him to take the fucking deal. We all wanted to sell. He was the lone holdout and for no good reason. He just wanted to remind us who was in control. So I thought I’d show him he wasn’t as hot shit as he thought he was. Of course, I didn’t know he was a fag.”

“He wasn’t. He was bi.”

John glared at him. “What’s the fucking difference?”

“The difference is gay guys really don’t want to fuck women. Joel would fuck anything.”

John winced at this and looked out the windshield. “That’s more than I ever wanted to know about him.”

“Then why hire a private detective?”

He shrugged a single shoulder. “I figured he was fucking around. No guy with money and power is actually gonna stick with just one woman. They know that, right? You’re gonna fuck around. You can have anyone you want, so why stay in and have reheated leftovers when you can go get something fresh, you know? I figured he had a mistress, probably more than one. I didn’t expect him to have… you. But he probably coulda had a guy for free—you fags’ll fuck anybody, right? You hook up in bathrooms and shit. Why didn’t he just do that?”

Holden restrained the urge to start pistol-whipping him. Mainly because the gun could accidentally discharge in any direction, and he didn’t want to accidentally shoot himself. “Use the word fag again, and I’ll break your other ball. Get me?”

John looked like he wanted to say something, maybe belittle him for being so PC, but then he remembered he was holding the gun and had already done some testicular damage to him, and he managed to swallow it down. But Holden saw it in his eyes, the continued, endless contempt. He didn’t know him, but Holden disgusted him. “Yeah.”

“Let me get this straight: you still employed Malloy to follow me after Joel’s death. What the fuck for? Wanted my number, John?”

Holden got the reaction he wanted, the sudden, reflex revulsion. “No! I ain’t a f—that way. I thought maybe you had something to do with it.”

This was unbelievable. “With his death?”

“Yeah. I mean you’re… you’re a criminal, right? You do shit like that.”

As infuriating as that statement was, it didn’t quite fit. Why? Because of one very important thing. “I’d be perfect to frame for the crime if something went wrong. It sort of begs the question how you knew Joel had been murdered when everyone assumed he’d died of a heart attack.”

His mouth open and closed soundlessly, as he almost said something and then thought better of it. He tried again, more successfully this time. “That’s not—Joel was in too good of shape to just drop dead like that. I didn’t know he was killed, but it didn’t feel right.”

“Umm, no. You’ve told enough truth that a lie could slip through, but I lie for a living, asshole. Did you really think you could bullshit me?” He pressed the barrel of the gun against John’s temple with renewed ferocity. “Drive.”

There was a smell coming from John now. Not piss, not exactly, just fear sweat, a rank smell of failed deodorant and desperation. Holden wondered if people smelled like this to Roan most of the time, and if so, how did he stand them. 

“Drive where?”

“We’re gonna pay Duane Malloy a visit,” Holden told him. “And then we’re gonna find out if any of us are gonna live through the night.”

Oddly enough, Holden wasn’t bothered by this prospect. Maybe he’d finally found a new occupation.
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Time Won’t Tell



“YOU KNOW, you’re not a detective,” Diego said.

Dylan sighed, sitting back on the couch, balancing his cup of tea on the arm of the sofa. He’d been going through both Roan’s laptop and the notes he’d found, hoping to find something that jumped out at him, something that said, Yes, I’m the bastard who tried to kill Roan. So far, that elusive clue wasn’t jumping forward and revealing itself. “Obviously, Dee, or this would make more sense to me than it does.”

“Hardly. Ro may keep a lot of notes, but they’re not always linear,” he replied, between swallows of his beer. “They’re stream of consciousness half the time. I’m not sure if he does that to keep people from reading them and making sense of them, or if he really thinks like that. You know, he might think that way. I dated him, but I still can’t say I’ve ever totally understood him. How are you doing on that front?”

Was Dee trying to distract him? Could he blame him if he was? “I’d never claim to understand completely how he thinks, but I think I know where he’s coming from most of the time. And his notes aren’t that bad. They’re kind of like he’s having a conversation with himself, trying to figure out where one piece slots into the bigger picture, if it does. He generally assumes everyone’s lying about something and tries to figure out what they’d be most likely to lie about. It’s a chess game where you can only guess what and where the pieces are.”

Dee gave him a funny look. “I think you just gave me a headache.”

“I never said it was easy.”

“Obviously.” Dee paused briefly, pondering his next statement with care. “How do you think we should approach his continuing pill problem? I’d suggest an intervention, but knowing Roan, he’d pull a gun and open fire on us.”

Dylan shook his head, looking at the notes on screen so he didn’t have to meet his gaze. “I think that’s not even on the table right now. He needs to recover, and then we’ll deal with it.”

There was a very telling pause. “Wow. You’re writing it off? Really? You think you can live with that, Dylan?”

“I think it doesn’t matter right now. If he dies, none of this bullshit is going to matter.” He could feel his anger rising, and along with that, tears. Dylan squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose like he had a bad case of eyestrain. Now was not the time. In fact, despite Holden’s warning that he shouldn’t be alone, he really wanted to be alone. If the killer wanted to get him, fine, he could come and have a go. It would allow Dylan to see if he still had the will to kill inside of him.

Luckily, there was a knock on the door. Dee sighed and levered himself out of his chair. “Finally. I was wondering if Holden had stopped for a trick or something.”

He had been gone for a long time. But Dylan wasn’t that surprised, mainly because he had a sneaking suspicion Holden had somewhere else to go. It was just the way he’d left in a hurry. He looked like a man on a mission.

But when Dee opened the door, it wasn’t Holden who came in. It was Fiona, greeting Dee with surprise before breezing past him and making a beeline for the sofa. Dylan was barely on his feet before Fi engulfed him in a hug.

“How are you, sweetie?” she asked. She was wearing a vanilla-scented perfume that was very soothing. Or maybe it was just vanilla. It was hard to pick up anything perfumey about it.

“Okay, considering,” he said, as Fi finally let him go. She had her long red hair back in a ponytail but otherwise looked very much the same as before, in a T-shirt, jeans, and a red leather jacket. Her eyes were a bit tired, like she’d been up too long. (Hadn’t they all been?) “How are you?”

She shrugged and grimaced. “I’m getting used to people trying to kill my boss. Isn’t that sad? Anyways, how is he?”

“No change from before,” Dee said, returning to his chair. “In the case of an animal tranquilizer overdose, we can take that as good news.” 

Dylan sat back down on the sofa, and he moved the laptop so Fi could sit down beside him. 

“That’s good, I guess.” She glanced at what was on the laptop screen. “Case notes?”

Dylan nodded. “I’ve been trying to figure out if the answer was here, if Roan was so close to the guy he decided to kill him.”

“Well, I have something that isn’t in the case notes,” she said, almost excitedly. “Something that may alter the case a bit.”

Now that was intriguing. “What?”

She shifted on the couch, turning to face him more, getting comfortable. “Okay, you know I have friends in the sex industry, right?”

“I’ve seen your dominatrix ad in the back of The Stranger,” Dylan replied. He had, but only after Roan found it and pointed it out. Still, no need to tell her that.

That made her grin in a slightly sheepish way. “It’s only part-time. I don’t have time for many clients anymore. Anyways, I was talking to Gunther, down at the sex dungeon—”

“There’s a sex dungeon?” Dylan exclaimed. He wasn’t sure if being frightened or appalled was the proper response.

“Oh yeah,” Dee said, surprising him further. “Me and Shep got called there once. A guy forgot the safe word and got choked to unconsciousness.”

“I heard about that,” Fi said.

“Weirdest thing? He was that guy who runs all those used-car lots on the west side. Shep recognized him from his TV commercials.”

Fi shook her head as if the guy should have known better than to forget the safe word and shifted her gaze back to Dylan, moving on. “Anyways, Gunther told me about something involving Kyle Newberry.”

“He’s a closet ’mo,” Dylan interrupted. “Yeah, Ro included that in his case notes.”

“No, not that. There’s a sex tape.”

Dylan and Dee shared a surprised look, and both sat forward. “A sex tape?” Dylan repeated. “Kyle having sex with a man?”

Fi grinned in a savage way. “Two guys. They were having a Newberry sandwich. And one of them was a regional porn star. Gunther recognized his dick and the tattoo on his stomach.”

Dylan didn’t even know where to start with this one. So he tried to pretend he was Roan and ask questions Roan would ask. “Who’s the guy, and where’s the tape?”

“The porn star goes by the name of Colt Brixton.” She rolled her eyes. “Shitty name, I know, but hey, most of the good names were probably taken.”

“That’s almost familiar,” Dee said, frowning in thought. Watched a lot of porn, did he? “What’d he do?”

“Besides everyone?” She grinned at her own joke. “He works mostly for Champion Studios out of Portland.”

Dylan opened a search engine browser and entered the name Champion Studios. What he came up with was a page of links to its website and to various adult films it had for sale. Their home page, which you had to give a credit card number to venture further into, had its heading as Champion STUDios. Cute. 

Fi looked over his shoulder and said, “Here.” She turned the keyboard toward herself, entered a username and password, and got him into the site. He looked at her in surprise. She gave him a lopsided grin, coloring slightly. “What can I say? If I’m gonna watch a porn, it’s gonna be a gay porn. Straight porn just makes me ill.”

He so didn’t need to know that about her. Dylan turned to the web page, amazed at the sheer amount of dicks and balls everywhere, and searched for Colt Brixton. Dee came over and sat on the other side of him so he could peruse the website as well. “You’re not an Internet porn guy, are you?” Dee guessed.

Dylan shook his head. “Not a porn guy period. Seriously, how does anyone get turned on by that acting?”

“See, you’re not supposed to be paying attention to the acting.”

“Yeah, hon, although sometimes it’s hilarious,” Fi admitted.

He shook his head. “No, I’m too distracted by it. It’s too painful. I used to date a theater major, and I have a low tolerance for hideous acting.”

Dee gave him a disbelieving look. “But hot naked guys, Dyl.”

He snorted derisively. “I work in a gay nightclub. I’ve seen lots of hot naked guys. After a while, it’s just wallpaper. Besides, I’m not a big fan of the gym-bunny look, and look at these guys. You could grate cheese on their stomachs.”

“There is such a thing as overboard,” Fi agreed. “But you know, you can probably say this because you’re hot, and your boyfriend’s hot. It might be different if you weren’t.”

“I don’t know about that,” Dylan said, although he supposed she had a point. It was an easy thing to say when you had a boyfriend who was really incredibly sexy. But she thought he was sexy? He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Yeah, he had to look relatively good for the day job, but beyond that he didn’t think a lot about it. Maybe that made him luckier than most.

He found Colt Brixton and kind of wished he hadn’t. The guy had a lean, hard body, all muscles defined and heightened, and he had a hard hawk-featured face, not at all appealing, although he cultivated a type of tough-boy sneer that was popular amongst insecure adolescents. He had a type of tribal-sun black tattoo ringing his navel, seemingly highlighting it, although why you’d want to accentuate your belly button Dylan had no idea. Maybe it was a porn-actor thing. “Eww,” Dylan said. Absolutely not his type. He was trying to look like street-tough jailbait, one of those gay-bashing teens whom every gay suspected was just fighting his own sexuality, and it was almost a stereotype. Fetishizing the enemy is what Roan called it. Dylan imagined he was trying to look eighteen, but he looked twenty-six at the youngest.

“Yeah, I don’t usually go for that kind either,” Dee agreed.

“He’s one of those guys who looks like he’s constantly smelling something bad,” Fi said. “Put a bag over his head, and he might be okay.”

All the titles this guy was in were hilariously bad—The Postman Cums Twice, really?—but nothing screamed Newberry sex tape. “What about this tape, Fi?”

“Oh. Gunther and this other guy, Declan, had seen it, but they said it had barely been leaked when it disappeared. The word through the underground is someone with deep pockets bought up every copy, even digital ones. Gunther’s interested in purchasing a copy, though. If we can get it, he’s willing to pay for it. He thinks it’ll be huge.”

Dylan sighed. So why did he have to look up this guy? Again, think like Roan. “When was it bought up?”

She shrugged, her eyes still glued to the laptop screen. “Gunther thinks it was about a month ago, more or less. He said it disappeared too fast for anyone to upload it.”

Dylan considered that, wishing he was Roan. He had a feeling he’d know exactly what this meant. “Okay, so how does this help us?”

“Umm,” Fiona said, considering it. “Well, my thought was we could talk to Colt. Maybe he knows who paid to scoop up the tape.”

“Or maybe he still has a copy,” Dee suggested. “Porn guys can be pretty narcissistic.”

“So how do we contact him?”

“I was figuring Holden would know,” she admitted. “He knows the hustlers.”

“But he’s a porn star, not a hustler.”

Dee clicked his tongue and shook his head. “He’s a very minor porn star, regional as opposed to national. A lot of these guys hustle on the side. There might even be a web page for him, if we knew where to look. Can I see that?”

Dylan gave him the laptop. “Help yourself.”

Dee’s fingers got busy on the keyboard, searching for the link where you could rent Colt for a while. Dylan felt like Dee and Fi were so much better at this than he was. He felt lost. Dylan grabbed the phone and punched in Holden’s cell number. They were right—you needed a hustler to deal with another hustler. It was their milieu, a secret world with its own rules and protocols. Or maybe he was being too dramatic. After all, anyone could be a hustler. You just had to sell yourself for money. It got complicated when you decided to make a living out of it, whether by necessity or impulse.

His phone rang five times before he picked up. “What is it, Dylan?” Holden asked curtly.

Considering how friendly he had been earlier, that threw him a bit. Moody, was he? “There’s been an interesting development in the case. It seems there’s a Kyle Newberry sex tape that appeared for five minutes and disappeared after lots of money got thrown around.”

“What kind of sex tape?”

“Kyle and two men, one of whom has been identified as Colt Brixton, a regional porn star.”

Holden’s pause seemed portentous. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“No idea. Dee seems to think he’s probably a hustler and may have a copy.”

“Where’s he work out of?”

“Umm, Portland, and a place called Champion Studios.”

A pause, but this time, Holden held the phone aside and said to someone else, “Pull over.” Another pause, and Holden said to his mysterious friend, “Did I stutter? Pull the fuck over. Now.”

“What’s going on?” Dylan asked. He had a sudden bad feeling about this. What was Holden up to?

“I’m investigating a lead. I think they may connect.”

“How?”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I do. Gotta go. I’ll call back in a few minutes.” And with that, Holden hung up before Dylan could even take a breath.

“Well, fuck you too,” Dylan muttered, hanging up the receiver.

“Holden recognize him?” Dee wondered.

Dylan could only shrug. “He seemed to think it was familiar. Guys, he’s doing something. I don’t think it’s good.”

Fi made a noise of disbelief. “He’s not tricking, is he?”

“No. I think it’s… I dunno.” The anger in his voice when he told his mystery guest to “pull the fuck over” was palpable over the phone. It left a bitter taste in Dylan’s mouth. Investigating a lead? He had a sudden, fearful feeling he had a member of the Newberry family in his company, and it wasn’t willing company. “He doesn’t own a gun, does he?”

They both gave him surprised looks. “Did you hear a gunshot?” Dee wondered.

“No.” Dylan wasn’t actually sure if he could explain it to them. All he knew was that after Jason’s death, he had been so angry he’d wanted to murder the man who’d driven the car that hit them. And after stewing on it for a while, he’d gotten that gun and resolved to shoot that motherfucker before he could be released on an unsuspecting populace. Dylan knew the sound of someone deciding to do something irrevocable, the cold anger that wasn’t so much rage as surrender. You were giving up to your darkest impulses and no longer cared what happened to you. In a strange way, you were begging to be killed, obliterated, if only you got to take the object of your hatred with you.

But maybe he was being a drama queen. Maybe Holden was just pissed off. Could he be blamed? This was all so deeply fucked up. Still, he thought Holden was currently doing something very stupid, something that could get him killed.

Maybe this had been enough to call him off, to make him refocus his energy. Maybe. Dylan would never claim to know how Holden thought.

But he hoped it worked. They’d need to put all their heads together to figure this one out if Roan wasn’t here to guide them.
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The Use of a Tourniquet Is Not Advised



HOLDEN TRIED his best to puzzle this out in his mind, but there was more than one thing going on. There simply had to be.

“You blackmailed your own nephew,” he said aloud.

John stared at him like he was insane. “What?”

“Over Kyle’s sex tape. You blackmailed him and decided to go after your brother—”

“That’s not what fucking happened!” he roared, his anger genuine. “Joel bought the fucking thing!”

Holden wondered if this was true. Then he wondered why he doubted it. This was so fucked up it was incredible. “He bought up his son’s sex tape?”

“Yes. Someone approached him, said they’d release it on the web if he didn’t pay them. I thought you couldn’t trust the bastard, but Joel wanted the tapes destroyed and the whole thing put behind them, so he paid up.”

“Who was the guy?”

“How the fuck should I know? Supposedly a… participant, but I don’t know. I stayed out of it.”

“’Cause it was icky?”

John grimaced and looked away. “I didn’t need to know this shit, okay? Not my business.”

“Was the participant’s name Colt?”

“What kinda name is Colt?”

“A porn name.”

John shook his head like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing and kind of hoped he’d never have to hear it again. “I don’t know shit about the tape, except Joel said he took care of it.”

“How soon before his death?”

The question seemed to catch him off guard. “What?”

“What I said.”

He had to think about it. “A week, maybe? Two?”

“Kyle knew about it?”

He shrugged helplessly. “How the fuck do I know?”

“So Joel paid blackmail money on Kyle’s sex tape, and then you decided to blackmail him too, since he was such an easy mark?”

“What kind of scumbag do you think I am?”

“A huge one.”

“Fuck you.”

“How fucked up is your family?” Holden shot back. “Why would Joel, of anyone, want to help keep his own son in the closet?”

“Because the Ashers have money coming out the ass, and he’s good friends with Evangeline Asher and didn’t want to humiliate her.”

“Good friends.” Holden figured that meant he was fucking her, used to fuck her, or wanted to fuck her. Joel was a predictable horndog. There was also the possibility that if Kyle’s secret came out, some of Joel’s might as well. “This is fucked up.”

“Tell me about it.”

Holden decided that the answer lay—no pun intended—with Colt Brixton. Duane Malloy was probably a skeezy bastard, but he could wait. He needed to talk to Colt now. “You want to live, John?”

He scowled at him. “Is that a trick question? Fuck yeah.”

“Fine. Then this never happened. You report me to the cops, I’ll be sure to tell them all about Joel and all about you.”

“What d’ya mean all about me?”

“Brothers sharing a hustler. It’ll make the top of the news cycle for weeks. You can’t buy that kind of salaciousness.”

His eyes almost bugged out of his head, and a vein throbbed visibly in his neck. “What the fuck…? I’m not gay! I’ve never hired you!”

“I know. But who cares about truth when a lie is so good? It’s what you call… truthiness. You could get the Pope to swear it never happened, but it won’t matter. You’ll forever be known as that guy who hired his brother’s hustler. You will never live it down.” Holden opened the passenger door, and half in and half out of the car, he looked at the sweating, bleeding John and gave him a deeply insincere smile. “Makes holding a gun on you seem like nothing, huh?”

“You motherfucker,” John snarled, but he looked away, his shoulders slumping. Holden knew he wasn’t going to do a damn thing. The thought that Holden would lie and paint him as a closet fag was just too much for him to bear. Pussy.

At least they weren’t too far from the casino. Its huge, garish neon sign lit up its corner of the sky like a spotlight. It was an ugly place, as gaudy and cheap as a ten-dollar hooker, and Holden couldn’t fathom who would spend all their time in there, wasting all their money. But he felt the same way about cocaine, and that certainly had a fan club.

Walking along the road, he pulled out his cell phone and punched up a familiar number. “Julian, it’s Fox. I need you to work some pimp magic and find a hustler for me. He works porn out of Champion in Portland, goes by the name of Colt Brixton. Ideally I need a place to find him or a personal phone number. I need this ASAP.” He hung up without saying good-bye, as he’d gotten his machine. But you always got Julian’s machine. Did he ever answer his fucking phone?

Holden decided to call Ahmed and see if he was in the mood for a road trip. Julian would call back eventually, and he wanted to be ready.

Julian didn’t disappoint. It just took him a while.

He called back around four thirty in the morning, clearly wasted, and said several things that were completely unintelligible. But eventually he spit out what sounded like an address and a grudge. (The words Holden was able to make out were “fucker,” “stash,” “me,” “light,” “butt,” and “fluffer.” He couldn’t put them into a coherent sentence, though.) By the time the call came through, he was crashing on Ahmed’s couch, which was—of course—black leather. A leather queen was going to have a leather sofa.

Holden had told Ahmed what was going on, but Ahmed had been smoking his evening joint at the time and didn’t really follow it. (He liked to say some people had a beer to relax after work, but Ahmed—musician, guerrilla journalist, and social worker—preferred to have a joint. Fair enough. Holden begrudged no one their vices, especially since his income depended on at least one.) Holden tried again, but Ahmed just waved his hand dismissively and said, “I’m thinking it’s probably best I don’t know all the details. Now, who wants a grilled cheese sandwich?”

To be fair, Ahmed made great grilled cheese sandwiches.

While Holden took the time to catch some sleep, Ahmed remained up, in spite of the joint, and after Julian called, they piled into his vintage Dodge Charger and started driving to Portland. Ahmed had been working the late shift lately and was keyed up, as he said his body clock now told him he couldn’t sleep until the sun was up. He was becoming a vampire—or, as he preferred, a Blacula. Being both a leather queen and a few inches shy of seven feet tall, Ahmed was naturally intimidating, but he was amazingly laid-back and had a goofy sense of humor that Holden imagined Roan would love. They would probably get along great, come to think of it, but they’d only met once, and not under the best of circumstances. Ahmed would probably love Roan’s vintage muscle cars.

Ahmed had made lots of road trips down South, so he knew several shortcuts and ways around the heavier traffic areas, but still Holden ended up dozing for about half the trip. It was well into morning when they reached Portland, but it was hard to tell because it was gray and raining, the sun hiding behind a cloud layer as thick as sheep’s wool.

Holden thought about calling Dylan or Dee when they stopped at a gas station to have a piss and get directions, but he ultimately decided against it. What if they told him Roan was dead? It was unlikely, but still possible. Could he handle that? He didn’t think he could, so he decided to operate in ignorance for now. Besides, if he found out Roan was dead before he met Colt, he might just beat the shit out of him, and how did you get information out of a guy with a broken jaw?

They got a bit turned around, but after about forty minutes they found Colt’s apartment building. It was a shitty little brick building in what looked to be a seedier part of town, and for some reason, it called itself Lincoln Towers, even though there was just the one building (why the plural, “Towers”? Did there used to be another one?), and it was only, at most, about six floors high. Hardly a tower.

Colt was in a ground-floor apartment, 5-A, and Ahmed offered to go in with him, but Holden managed to convince him to wait in the car. Being a social worker who was part of a mental health “crisis team,” he was accustomed to defusing tense situations and being so fucking bloody reasonable that it was almost impossible to bully and intimidate someone with him there. Oh sure, he could intimidate with his size alone, but once he started talking, he revealed his soft, marshmallowy center and pretty much blew the deal. Holden wanted to get in this guy’s face, and he didn’t need Ahmed hanging around being reasonable.

The interior of the apartment building was exactly what Holden expected: poorly lit, reeking of piss, vomit, and stale malt liquor. Dimly through doors he heard crying babies, loud televisions, louder music, some shouting in a language he didn’t recognize. Holden lived in a much better apartment, and his porn enterprise wasn’t really off the ground yet. But then again, Holden was his own boss there, it was all Internet, and he didn’t have a drug problem. Lots of the guys who got into porn and/or hustling got drug habits, but it was very chicken and egg—did they get into drugs to stand hustling, or did they hustle to get money for drugs? After doing a little research on Colt, he guessed he probably did have a drug habit. What other reason could there have been for Champion to not give him more high-profile work? He was probably a minor player because he had problems that couldn’t be solved with a fluffer.

He found 5-A and knocked on the door, but as soon as his knuckles made contact with the door, it opened a couple of millimeters. Not just unlocked, but open.

Oh wow, this wasn’t good. Holden made sure he was still carrying his gun before nudging the door open and walking inside. “Hello?”

A messy apartment, it smelled like mold and boiled-over soup, with an undertone of sweat. He saw some drug paraphernalia on the coffee table—glass pipes, blackened foil—and a bunch of wadded-up blankets on the floor beside it.

As he inched closer, Holden realized they weren’t blankets at all. Well, there was a blanket, but it was mostly covering a body.

Terrific. This was the gift that kept on killing.
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We Regret to Inform You



HOLDEN KNEW he should leave and call 9-1-1, but he’d just gotten here. He checked and made sure Colt was dead, then put on the leather gloves he’d brought just in case he couldn’t pick the lock on the door.

He was here. He might as well have a look around.

What he found out right away was the guy was a slob. Besides that, he discovered that his real name was David Smith, so no wonder he’d decided Colt Brixton was better. It wasn’t, but who was he to judge? His real name was Holden Krause. He always thought he sounded like a foreign car.

The guy had a fridge full of Red Bull and vodka and a silverware drawer full of glass pipes and roach clips. The guy must have medicated himself morning, noon, and night.

Further searching turned up an empty laptop case in his bedroom. Had he simply forgotten it somewhere, or had someone taken it? Considering he was dead, the answer seemed to be the latter.

The guy was really disgusting. When was the last time he’d washed his sheets? Also, he had a pile of dirty clothes in the corner that smelled like an overcrowded bus at 5 p.m. on a Friday. Now, Holden wasn’t the neatest guy in the world, but he never let that happen. He never had a reeking pile of clothes in his apartment, nor did he allow his sheets to get crunchy. That was just beyond the pale.

In the back of his closet he found a box of porn DVDs, many of which were movies Colt had been in, and Holden had a hunch. If he was going to hide something, this would be a great place to do it. He started opening up the DVD cases, looking for a DVD that didn’t fit.

He was through the first dozen without finding anything, and he wondered if he was a far-too-hopeful idiot. There was some straight porn in the box too, making him wonder if David/Colt was straight. It was more than possible. Lots of straight guys went into gay porn to make more money. And with his sizable drug habit, he probably needed all the money he could get.

Down near the bottom of the box, in a case for a truly scary-looking Ron Jeremy film, was a DVD that wasn’t a DVD—it was a CD-ROM. “I hope this is what I think it is, and not some interactive porn game,” he said to no one. Or maybe he was talking to the dead guy in the living room. It was bad enough that he was pawing through the man’s stuff—did he have to be completely rude too?

He did a quick check of other potential hiding places, found only a half a gram of white powder taped under the toilet tank, which he flushed away. He also found, in the false bottom of the cabinet under his bathroom sink, a little black book. Literally, a small, black-covered address book. Probably just a collection of his tricks, but still Holden shoved it in his pocket along with the CD-ROM.

Leaving the apartment, Holden pulled out his cell phone and reported that he was just walking through his building, and he’d noticed a neighbor’s door ajar, and while he couldn’t be sure, it looked like there was a person huddled on the floor beneath a blanket, a person who didn’t move or respond when he talked to him.

Okay, an anonymous 9-1-1 call was chickenshit. But there were too many questions he didn’t want to answer and, to be completely fair, just couldn’t.





DYLAN KNEW he was in ahead of visiting hours, but he didn’t care. He’d barely got any sleep, and he felt he had to be here.

It wasn’t anxiety keeping him up, but nightmares. Well, one in particular. He was at Roan’s funeral. Or was it a wake? Must have been a wake; Roan had already told him when he died he wanted to be cremated and thrown in the face of his enemies. He assumed that last bit was just his dark sense of humor… but maybe it wasn’t. Actually, there was a fifty-fifty chance it was actually what he wanted and not a joke.

Dylan was getting a soda from a lobby vending machine—so much better than the industrial-strength coffee they had—when a woman asked, “You’re Mr. McKichan’s partner, yes?”

He turned to see the short Indian doctor from last night. According to what he could see of her security badge, her name was Doctor Singh. “Well, uh, I guess.” He hated that term, “partner.” Like they were business associates. He really would have preferred “butt buddy,” frankly. Partner was so cold and clinical, so American Family Association. Like there was no emotional attachment whatsoever. It was all financial or bureaucratic and seemed to indicate it was something other than a relationship that could end in bitter acrimony and clothes getting tossed out on the lawn at three in the morning. That was so unfair.

“During a routine test this morning, Roan had an unusual pupil response, so we did some scans—”

“He’s off the respirator?” he interrupted, as this seemed vital.

She looked distracted, and then a brief look of annoyance flashed across her face before she resumed her medical poker face. “Yes, he seems to be breathing on his own now.”

Dylan let out a sigh of relief, unaware he’d even held his breath. “Good, I’m glad.”

“Anyways, we… found something. Do you know if he has a regular doctor? As an infected, I imagine he does, but it’s not in the files.”

This threw him for a moment. Dylan’s hand tightened around the cold can of pop, and he was glad for its indisputable reality. “You found something? What do you mean, you found something? Can you be more specific?”

She shook her head, sweeping her bangs off her forehead with the back of her hand. “Not at this moment, no, and that’s why I need to talk to his doctor. Do you know who that is?”

Dylan scowled at her, wanting more answers, scouring his brain for the name of Roan’s doctor. Did he even have one? He hated doctors. But he recalled there was one he seemed to talk to on the phone, one who occasionally left messages on the machine. What was her name again? “Umm… Rosenberg. Petra Rosenberg, I think. I remember it’s an unusual name.”

The woman’s eyes widened slightly. “Rosenberg from the Institute? I didn’t even know she treated patients anymore.”

He didn’t know what the Institute was exactly, but he supposed it was infected-related. “I don’t know that she does. She treated Roan as a kid, I guess, and they’ve kept in contact. He seems to trust her. He doesn’t trust too many people.”

Doctor Singh nodded. “She’s good. Her work on infecteds will probably get her a Nobel Prize one of these days.”

Dylan didn’t know what to say to that, so he said nothing.

“Thank you,” she said, turning away.

“Wait,” he said quickly. “This thing you found… can you tell me anything about it?”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing to tell at this moment. It could be an anomaly related to his condition, which is why I need to talk to his doctor.” It felt like a dodge to him, but he wasn’t sure how to call her on it. And honestly, did he want to? His heart and stomach were both fluttering nervously. No one wanted to hear a doctor found “something” in a routine test or scan. The “something” was never a thousand-dollar bill or a deed to an island in Hawaii. It was always a horrible something. “Oh, and you can see him now. We’re hoping he’ll regain consciousness soon.”

Dylan was hoping that too. Now more than ever.

As it turned out, Roan never woke up.

Dylan talked to him, mainly about the many twists and turns of the Newberry case, and how none of them could figure out what it meant. And how disconcerting Holden’s continued radio silence was. None of this roused him from a deep sleep that was just this side of a coma.

After a while, Dylan just laid his head on his chest to make sure he was still alive. Yes, he was. There was a slow, almost thick thud inside his chest, nearly normal but far too slow.

Something had been wrong with Roan previous to this, and he knew it, didn’t he? Dylan supposed he did, but he didn’t know how to say it, or even if he should. After all, Roan knew better than he did that his migraines were getting worse. Was he supposed to tell him something he already knew?

This was what he hated about relationships. Just fucking hated. The emotional investment and the slow, subtle death of it in one way or another.

Roan’s eventual death was a fact of life he’d had to grapple with the second he thought he might really like the guy. He was infected and had lived years beyond any virus child of record. The clock was ticking. Dylan knew this, and he wasn’t sure he could deal with it, but he also knew emotions had a tendency to carry him away, no matter how he tried to be Zen about it. The moment Roan took off his shirt, showing him the scars he had so Dylan didn’t feel self-conscious about the self-inflicted scars on his arms, was the moment he fell in love with him. You just had to love someone who was so utterly fearless and yet so kind. They were rare.

Too rare to live. Just like Jason.

A nurse eventually kicked him out, which was fine by Dylan, as he knew he was getting maudlin and that Roan, if he happened to come to then, would probably just slug him. He wasn’t a fan of the soppy.

On the way out, Dylan barely recognized the cute Asian guy who was Dee’s current boyfriend. He said he’d call if Roan regained consciousness, and Dylan thanked him for that. He left feeling numb and strange, slightly disconnected from the world around him, as if he was sleepwalking and yet aware of it.

He felt that way all the way home, only realizing as soon as he parked in the driveway that he should have gone to the store. Fuck it, he wasn’t hungry. If he got hungry later, he could order a pizza.

Dylan was still in a personal fog, unlocking the front door, when someone grabbed him around the neck from behind. “Roan McKichan? Are you Roan?”

Dylan grabbed the man’s arm. He knew enough self-defense that he could have thrown the guy if he had the room, but he didn’t, so he could do nothing at the moment save keep him from strangling him. “No, I’m not. Why do you want him?”

“Where is he?” The guy sounded desperate. He also smelled, of body odor and, strangely enough, a scent like wet cat.

“In the hospital. Somebody tried to kill him. Was it you?” Dylan didn’t think so, since he didn’t know Roan on sight, but he wanted to put him on the defensive.

“No! No, I didn’t do that. At least, I don’t think I did—” His voice cracked, and he made a slight keening noise as he tried to keep from crying. Results were mixed.

And that’s when it all suddenly clicked into place in his mind. “Grant Kim?” Dylan asked.
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The Sound of Light Breaking Down



IN THE manner of dreams everywhere, Roan was aware he was in what was supposed to be his house, but wasn’t his house. It was a big, nearly empty room of plain white walls, save for a huge floor-to-ceiling picture window. He’d never seen a room like this, and it surely didn’t exist in his house. But in his dream mind, this was home. And he was looking out the window on an expansive green lawn where a tiger lolled, its tail flicking lazily as it surveyed its surroundings with what seemed to be boredom. Once again knowing without knowing, he knew he was looking at Paris’s tiger. Not Paris in tiger form—Paris’s tiger, the one that hid inside of him. “So, you finally got out,” Roan said, even though there was no way the tiger could hear him through the glass. It still looked at him anyway, as if it could.

Did that mean Paris was around here, free of his infection? He looked around, but the room was empty, save for him. There was a strange noise, though, a kind of scritching, and he turned back to see the cat was now scratching on the glass, as if wanting to come in. But it was no longer a tiger but a lion, a lion with a mane shot through with deep reddish-brown fur the color of half-dried blood. His lion. The tiger was nowhere to be seen. “You can’t come in ’til I let you in,” Roan told it. Wow, his dreams weren’t subtle at all, were they? Very in your face with its supposedly veiled messages. He almost didn’t trust how desperately it wanted to come in.

Roan was aware enough to wake up, hearing small random noises before he decided to open his eyes. There was a black male nurse in a sea-green uniform checking his IV bag, and almost offhandedly he noticed him. 

“Hey there, back to the world of the living, huh?” he asked, picking up a clipboard and looking at it. He had a Puerto Rican accent.

“Guess so.” Roan rubbed the sleep from his eyes and wondered why he still felt so incredibly groggy.

“Can you tell me how many fingers I’m holding up?”

Roan looked up at him in disbelief. “Did someone drop me on the floor? Did I get a concussion?”

“Not that I know of, but it’s always a good thing to be sure. How many?”

This was annoying. He glanced at his hand and said, “Four. Did I pass the vision portion of the test?”

The nurse marked something down on the clipboard and said, “Yes, you did. What do you want to do for the talent portion?”

Oh good, a funny nurse. Was Robin Williams not available? “Punch people in the head.”

That made him snicker. “Nice to know you still have your sense of humor.”

“Who’s joking?”

“Can you tell me if you’ve had headaches recently? Before now, I mean. Problems with your vision?”

“I have migraines. That should be in my records.”

“It is, but have they gotten worse?”

Okay, maybe he was still groggy and out of it, but he knew leading questions when he heard them. This was leading to something. “Why are you asking me these questions? What’s going on?”

“We just want to make sure you had no adverse reactions to the treatment. You were given some pretty heavy downers, man; your system was well overloaded. Most people wouldn’t have survived it.”

“Most people aren’t freaks. And it doesn’t make any sense that you’re asking me how I was before the treatment to determine how I took the treatment. You’re asking me for another reason.”

“Damn, you are awake, aren’t you?” He shook his head, and the tiny braids of his hair shook slightly. They were small and close to his scalp, so there was little room to move. “The notes just say I’m supposed to ask you these questions, it doesn’t say why.”

“Bullshit.”

“Ooh, now we’re getting personal.”

“You know why, or at least you can guess.”

He appeared to consult the clipboard once again, but Roan didn’t believe it. He was stalling for time. “I assume it’s related to your migraines.”

“You assume, and so do I, but I doubt it.”

“I also notice you’re dodging the questions.”

Roan sighed. “My migraines are always bad. It likes to get my attention. Could you excuse me? I really gotta piss.”

The nurse shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me none. Now, would you answer—”

“I’m asking you to move so I can get out of bed,” Roan asked pointedly, sitting up and gesturing toward the bathroom. “You mind?”

The nurse seemed slightly nonplussed by that. “Um, you’re hooked up to a catheter.”

“What?” Roan lifted the sheet and looked under, and either his penis had become much longer, thinner, and translucent, or…. “Fucking Christ on a pogo stick,” he snapped, dropping the sheet so he didn’t get nauseous. No one really wanted something up their dick, did they? Well, maybe those with piercings didn’t mind. And of course now that he knew it was there, he was fairly sure he could feel it. “Can I get this removed? Can I also be drugged for its removal?”

The nurse grinned, his teeth movie-star straight and blindingly white. “Yeah, we can remove it, but drugging isn’t really an option, not after what you’ve been through.”

God, this was humiliating. “What was I through? What’d I get dosed with?”

“Elephant tranquilizers. You were on a respirator for a while, so your throat will probably be sore for a bit.”

It did hurt a little, but he was so concerned with the feeling of a tube jammed up his dick he really didn’t notice it. “Now that I’m conscious, can I get outta here? After you remove the tubes and things.”

He shook his head, briefly pasting on a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, dude, but we have to run some tests. You’re not off the hook yet.”

Somehow he figured that. But why was he asking him all these questions? It had to do with his worsening migraines, that weird pain in his head. They’d found something, and the fact that the nurse wasn’t telling him meant either they weren’t sure what it was, or it was so horrible the doctor had to break it to him. Roan took a calming breath and decided to level with the nurse (whose security badge read Ethan Velez). “Look, I’ve spent a good portion of my life in hospitals. I’m an infected, so either they were poking and prodding me to see what was wrong with me, or, oftentimes, what wasn’t wrong with me, as they were often thrown by the fact that I didn’t have something wrong with me that I should have had wrong with me. You get me?”

He nodded. “You’re pretty remarkable. You could probably dislocate all your limbs and have ’em popped back in without noticing.”

Was that a good thing or a bad thing? He decided not to ask. “These questions you’re asking me… I know you found something you didn’t like. Would you just level with me and tell me what it is? I assure you I can handle it. When I was ten, I was told I’d probably be dead in three years. I didn’t freak out then, and I’m not going to freak out now, no matter what you say.”

“Whoa, that’s harsh. They told you you were gonna die when you were ten?”

“Yes. And when I was twelve, fourteen, and every year between sixteen and twenty-six. Eventually they realized how foolish they looked and stopped. So are you going to level with me or what?”

He shook his head, grimacing doubtfully. “Sorry. I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

Roan sighed. Fine, he wanted to be difficult? Why the hell not? Everyone else in his life was. “Is it a brain tumor?” That’s what they were always testing him for, since his migraines were so bad.

Ethan shook his head and shrugged simultaneously. “Honestly, I don’t know. All it says is I’m supposed to ask you these questions and record your responses. But, at a guess, I’d say they were worried about any after-effects of the drug overdose. Humans aren’t supposed to have those drugs, and certainly not in that quantity. How it didn’t permanently fuck you up, I don’t know.”

“I’m not completely human.”

“Don’t say that. Just ’cause you’re infected—”

“I’m a bit more than simply infected,” he countered. “Look at that chart. Tell me what’s on it is normal.”

“That’s no way to think of yourself. Your readings are great: you have the heart rate and blood pressure of a nineteen-year-old.”

“And I’m almost forty, I have a minor pill habit, most of my diet is take-out food, and I spend a lot of time sitting on my ass in a car. My body is a garbage dump and it should reflect that, but it doesn’t. You know as well as I do how freakish that is.”

Nurse Velez scowled at him. “Why do you keep calling yourself a freak, man? You’re not a freak. You’re a fucking miracle. Be proud of it. I know I would be.”

He wanted to say, You’re not me, and I’m not a fucking miracle, but that sounded both bitchy and self-pitying, and he really wanted no part of either. Instead he looked away, aware of how privileged he was to have a private room, no matter how small. But infecteds were generally segregated from the other patients, especially if no one was sure of their time of the month. No one wanted the legal drama of one patient eating another. That reminded him of Grant Kim. “How long have I been out?”

“’Bout a day. Your boyfriend was in here from early this morning ’til they kicked him out. Want I should give him a call?”

Dee wasn’t just friends with every goddamn EMT on the planet; he managed to have lots of friends amongst the nurses too. Since nurses didn’t usually extend such a courtesy, he figured Dee must have spread the word that he was a friend and to be treated accordingly. Roan had had no idea when he started dating Dee that he would turn out to be the most important man he would ever know in his entire life, but there it was. “Yeah, sure.” Velez was on his way out of the room when Roan asked, “Does he know?”

Velez had to consider that a moment, but the confusion cleared after he figured out he wasn’t asking if he knew about the overdose, since he’d brought him in. He was asking if Dylan knew why they were asking these extra questions, if he knew there was possibly something else wrong with him. Velez finally just shrugged. “I dunno. I wouldn’t think so. Medical privacy and all that. You guys aren’t married, are you? I mean, maybe then, but maybe not. Kinda depends on the doctor.”

“Not all gay-friendly around here, huh?”

He snorted in such a derisive way, Roan figured if he wasn’t gay, he was queer in some respect. Bi maybe, or just had too many gay friends to automatically side with the straight. “Man, I don’t know how Hardwicke got through medical school with such a tiny, narrow brain, but I didn’t tell you that.”

“If I get him, I’ll make sure to hit on him relentlessly.”

Velez laughed, a big, hearty, caught-off-guard sort of laugh, and slapped the clipboard on his leg. “Hot damn. If you do that, I gotta come watch.”

Yeah, that was probably more entertainment than you got watching soaps in the staff lounge.

Roan took some comfort that his knee-jerk asshole response was still functioning—how bad off could he be if the idea of tormenting an asshat was still his first impulse?

But he remembered his dream of the lion wanting in, and he wondered if letting it in would save his life or end it faster.





THERE WAS no other word for it: Grant was hysterical.

Dylan supposed he couldn’t really blame him. If he’d killed and eaten a few people, he might be a bit freaked out himself.

Grant was sitting on the couch, and Dylan kept trying to get him to talk to him, but he kept sobbing, and when he did try and talk, it was broken up by sobs. Dylan could hardly make out a word.

So he went into the downstairs bathroom, found Roan’s secret Percodan stash, and cut a pill in half before pulverizing it into powder. He hoped Grant wasn’t allergic to it, but he really needed him to calm down, and Roan didn’t have any antidepressants. (Oh, he had a bottle marked Prozac, but it was just full of codeine.) Dylan mixed the pulverized pill in a cup of chamomile tea, which he all but forced Grant to drink. He told him it would calm him, and that Roan swore by it. (Roan only swore by it if the box fell out of the cupboard and hit his foot. He didn’t like chamomile tea. But again, this wasn’t anything Grant needed to know.)

The drug seemed to start working on him fast, either that or he was taking Dylan’s instructions to heart. He’d been telling Grant to breathe, to blank his mind and focus on his breathing, meditation techniques. Grant seemed to be sobbing through them, though, so he didn’t think they’d work.

When he calmed down a bit—or at least stopped sobbing so much—Dylan was able to coax some of his story out of him. He didn’t know how or when he’d gotten infected. Grant had been thinking about it, but was only able to think of his “lost weekend.” A couple of weeks ago, he went to a party with a couple of friends he only referred to as Luce and Weed, and they were doing some GHB, passing a water bottle dosed with the stuff back and forth. They went club-hopping, and Grant lost most of the night after the first club. 

He woke up in a cheap motel with a sore ass and a mouth as dry as a biscotti (his words) the next afternoon. But he wasn’t worried about it because he found a couple of used condoms. (A couple?) Curtis thought maybe he should get checked out; he thought he had been raped, but Grant didn’t think so, mainly because he went out specifically to get laid. The only problem was, he got so wasted he couldn’t remember it. He assumed he’d had fun. Luce vaguely recalled him leaving with a couple of guys, maybe three, and maybe a girl was there too—her memory was equally checkered.

Dylan wished he hadn’t seen this type of shit before, but he had. More than once he’d overstepped the bounds of his job description and stopped a guy from leaving Panic with a guy so fucking wasted he could hardly stand on his own. Sometimes the wasted guy protested more vehemently than the more sober guy, but Dylan didn’t like the scenario at all. Maybe he took the drugs on his own, maybe he was dosed. Dylan didn’t know and he really didn’t care, he just didn’t want to end up as someone who stood by and did nothing when someone was in trouble. People had complained to the manager about him, but all he got was a slap on the wrist. If the customers didn’t come back, good riddance. Nobody wanted Panic to be known as date-rape central.

Grant was really worried about Curt and Tiffany. He’d seen the papers, he knew Curt was dead, but he wondered if Tiffany had been found yet, if she was okay. Dylan honestly told him he didn’t know. Roan read newspapers, watched BBC World News, but Dylan avoided it all. His one concession was to watch the Daily Show and the Colbert Report with Roan, but that was it. He just got to a point where he couldn’t take it anymore. Television news was shallow and shock-driven (okay, BBC World News probably not so much, but that just showed you how needlessly clever Ro was), newspapers were depressing, and he’d decided he’d had an overload of negativity in his life as it was, so he eschewed all of it. He knew enough to get by in conversation, to know what was generally happening in the world, but that was it. If anyone needed a deep conversation about some news item, he pointed them to Ro and went elsewhere. He wasn’t stupid, just burnt out on everything he wanted to change but couldn’t.

“Wow, that chamomile tea really works. Can I have some more?” Grant asked, sagging back into the sofa. He was no longer crying, but his face was still streaked with tears. He was filthy. He was wearing clothes that clearly weren’t his—they were ill-fitting, the pants too baggy, the shirt too tight—and he smelled like he hadn’t had a bath in days. The cat scent was particularly rank on him.

That made him reflect on how Roan smelled after a transformation. After dosing himself with enough painkillers to kill an ox, he went and cleaned up, but Dylan thought it was remarkable he didn’t smell that bad. Maybe to himself; he wasn’t even going to try and imagine how nuanced Roan’s sense of smell was, except the fact that he could pick up an infected in a crowd was kind of scary. But Roan’s lion scent was not “cat enclosure at the zoo,” nor was it Grant’s smell now. It was lion, yes, or at least something feline, but it was tempered by a human smell, something not unpleasant. 

Although humans stunk, yeah, often worse than any cat, but still… he couldn’t explain it. Was it because he liked him? Dylan considered that, but no, that had never stopped him from disliking the smell of another man’s sweat before, so he didn’t know what was going on here. The pheromone overload? Ro said he shed a lot of them during transformation time, as was common with all infected. Or maybe it was just that Roan had such a unique smell it was hard to dislike. He didn’t know, but he knew enough not to tell him. Roan would probably see it as another way he wasn’t quite human.

“Why don’t you clean up?” Dylan suggested. “There’s a shower in the bathroom, and I know we have some spare clothes you could wear.” Actually, he didn’t know that. Grant was kind of short, five five, and extremely scrawny right now, maybe a hundred pounds or at least in that neighborhood, and everything they had would probably be too big and baggy for him. But Roan had to have some skinnier clothes around. During his transformation period, his weight could drop precipitously, to a scary degree. Dylan, vegetarian that he was, would encourage him to eat meat at those times, if only for its protein and fat properties.

Grant looked at him with slightly owlish eyes, tempered by the drugs and the easing of his hysteria. “Then you’re gonna call the cops?”

“I have no idea what I’m gonna do,” he admitted. He didn’t. Yes, Grant had killed people, but Dylan also knew it wasn’t his fault. He should have gotten his stupid ass tested, but that was a moot point now.

Grant seemed to accept that—what choice did he have?—but as he struggled to his feet, he said, “I loved them, you know. Curt and Tiff. People wouldn’t understand, but we were a team, y’know?”

Why wouldn’t people understand you liked your roommates? That didn’t make any sense. Unless…. “Were you involved with both of them?”

Grant looked down at him as if he had just revealed a developmental disability. “Duh. We were a threesome.”

A threesome. They were all in a relationship together? Why not? He’d heard of stranger setups. But why was Grant out partying then? Was he the third wheel—the guy brought in for fun, but just an adjunct of the Curt-and-Tiffany relationship? It was possible. “Was Tiffany infected? No one seemed to know.”

“I don’t think so… but maybe now. If I was infected, she could be, I guess. I hope she’s okay. I never meant to hurt anyone, y’know.”

“I know. You can’t help the change.” But he could have helped before, he could have not—no, that was being morally superior and didn’t help anything. Grant shouldn’t have gotten so wasted, but if he was raped, it wasn’t his fault. No one deserved to get raped just because they were an idiot. That was doubly true about getting infected.

Grant wandered off to the bathroom, and Dylan was wondering if he should go get some Febreeze to get the scent out of the couch, when it suddenly occurred to him that maybe he should call Randi.

What would that accomplish? Yes, she’d know her brother was alive and momentarily safe, but then what? He couldn’t claim to know her as well as Ro did.

What would Ro do? He was asking himself that very question when the phone rang. Dylan picked it up almost offhandedly and didn’t even say hello before Holden said, “I know who the killer is.”
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Lucifer



MRI MACHINES sucked. They really, honestly sucked.

You lay motionless inside a cramped metal tube that made you feel like a torpedo waiting for launch, and weird noises went off around you as you fought off claustrophobia you’d never had before for an hour that seemed to last approximately one thousand years. Roan asked to bring a book into the tube, but oh no, they wouldn’t allow that. He couldn’t bring in his MP3 player either. (Not that he had it, but it was the principle of the thing.) And the worst indignity of all, he had to continue to wear the stupid paper hospital gown. If they wanted to have a look at his ass, they just could have asked.

So Roan spent his time in the tube composing complaint letters in his head. He wrote one to the inventor of the MRI machine, to the technicians staffing it, to the head administrator of the hospital, to the local paper for not telling readers the real truth about the Illuminati conspiracy to cause brain damage using supersonic frequencies during American Idol (okay, this was when he started losing his mind). Worse yet, he swore the sounds were giving him a headache. At least he didn’t have the catheter stuck up his dick anymore.

Finally Roan was released from the captivity of the MRI machine, and the doctor in charge was right there, saying, “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” He was a needlessly enthusiastic Japanese man who looked exactly like that guy on Heroes if you aged him ten years and gave him a receding hairline. His name seemed to be Stuart Senzaki, which sounded like a Witness Protection name if he’d ever heard one.

Roan glared at him. “Yes, it was. And now you’ve given me a headache, so thanks a lot.”

“Really? When did it start? Where does it hurt?”

“Like I have any concept of time in a tube. And it hurts all over.”

Senzaki pulled out a penlight and shined it in his eyes, making him wince. “Jesus, are you trying to kill me?”

“Sorry, I’m just trying to—”

And this was when things got weird.

It was like time jumped, like a poor editor had suddenly been assigned to the film that was his life. Because next thing Roan knew, he was on his back, looking up at Senzaki, Velez, and a woman he didn’t recognize. His head pain wasn’t so bad anymore, but it felt like he had a cloud of something vaguely toxic still fogging up his neurons. “What the hell am I doing down here?”

All three exchanged a troubled glance as Velez looked down at him and said, “I think you had a bit of a seizure, dude.”

“No I didn’t,” Roan snapped, and tried sitting up. 

But Velez put a hand in the center of his chest and pushed him back down, and the woman, who had brown-blonde hair so short it could only be called a buzz cut, produced a rather long-looking needle and said, “Please hold still.”

“You drugging me?”

Velez shook his head. “Trying to make you feel better. Your head still hurt?”

“Not really.”

“That’s not a no,” Velez replied, as the woman shot Roan in the hip. He didn’t really feel the needle, and he didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“What the fuck’s wrong with me?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Doctor Enthusiasm told him, with—guess what?—a little too much enthusiasm.

Roan wondered if he was ever getting out of this bloody fucking hospital.





DYLAN RUBBED his eyes and felt inexplicably tired. Oh, right, he hadn’t slept well last night. Still, that was no excuse; he was a night-shift worker, he was supposed to be used to odd hours. “How do you know, Holden?”

“’Cause I’ve been watching the DVD I got from Colt’s apartment on Ahmed’s laptop, and you won’t believe who the third part of the Newberry sandwich is.”

Dylan sighed and tried to sort all of it out in his mind. There was the dull “beep” of the call-messaging system telling him someone else was calling, but he decided to just let it go to message. Probably wasn’t important anyway. “Colt just gave you the DVD?”

“Um, no, he was… indisposed.”

“So you stole it?”

“Um, basically, yeah, but he’s not going to miss it.”

Oh crap. Did Holden want to get arrested? “Do you know what Roan’s gonna say?”

He clicked his tongue dismissively. “He’s used to me by now. Anyways, third person—wanna hear it or not?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No. The guy looked kinda familiar, but I couldn’t place him, so I started going through some recent pictures, and I found him: Jessie Newberry.”

Dylan thought perhaps he’d misheard something. “Who, exactly?”

“Jessie Newberry, John Newberry’s oldest son. It’s a digital file of Colt fucking not just Kyle but Jessie. Fucking cousins—how scandalous would that be? Not only gay, but incestuous. No wonder John wanted to kill every person who might know about it.”

That was pretty icky. But Dylan wasn’t sure he made the connection. “Why would John kill his own brother over that, though?”

“’Cause he probably blamed him. He had the detective follow him and figured out he was gay, right? Well, bi, but John sees no distinction because he’s a fucking philistine. I knew when I had John he was a fucking liar, but goddamn it, I had no idea of the scope. I had that fucking murderer and I let him get away! Not again.”

“I don’t know, Holden. I mean, I can see why someone might kill to keep that quiet, but I don’t see why he’d kill his own brother over it.”

“This is one fucked-up family.”

“I’m sure, but….” Dylan just shook his head. “I don’t know where I’m going with this. Just don’t do anything rash, okay? Wait.”

“Well, I’m still in Oregon, so it’s gonna hafta wait a bit, but I’m right about this bastard, Dyl. I’ll show you.”

“Okay,” he sighed and hung up. He wasn’t a detective, he wouldn’t claim to get this, but he wasn’t sure Holden’s supposition was the correct one. It felt off somehow. He really wanted to talk it over with Roan—he’d know what the flaw was, he’d figure it out.

There was something on call messaging, so he called in to their machine to hear it and just about hit himself when he heard the first syllable escape from the stranger’s voice. It was the hospital—Roan was awake.

His first impulse was to slam down the phone and race over there, but he could hear the hiss of the water in the shower, and he remembered he still had Grant to deal with. He could hardly leave him on his own here, could he?

Roan would probably tell him to stay here, to keep an eye on him, but there was no way in hell he was going to do that. Did he have a choice?

He hung up the phone and then quickly punched up a familiar number. “Randi? Tell me you’re not busy. Because there’s someone here you’re gonna want to see.”





DYLAN BARELY waited for Randi to come over before he took off. Randi still seemed stunned, but he just pointed back toward the house and got in the car. The urge to see Roan now was almost overwhelming. It probably didn’t help that the mysterious “something” was forefront in his mind. But Roan was stronger than him, right? Stronger than anyone. He would survive it, no matter what it was. He had to believe that, because up to this point, it had been true.

It was a crowded mess in the hospital lobby, so he was able to avoid everyone and duck up the fire stairs, taking them to Roan’s floor. He was aware this was a form of cheating, but he honestly didn’t give a shit.

Once he came out on the floor, Dylan only took a few steps before he heard, “Hey, the boyfriend.” Dylan turned and saw a nurse coming toward him, black with nice braids and a Puerto Rican accent.

“I do have a name.”

“I know. Sorry, man, forgot it. It’s not Bob, is it?”

“No, it’s Dylan.”

“Ah, so that’s why I was thinking of Bob Dylan.” He grinned, showing off impressive teeth. “It’s kinda against the rules, but I’m gonna go let you see Roan now. Just don’t be alarmed that he’s a little groggy.”

“Why’s he groggy?”

“We had to medicate him after an incident with the MRI. But my God, what a stubborn smart-ass, he’s fighting the meds.”

“He will fight anything, up to and including an angry, torch-wielding mob. What incident? He didn’t punch someone, did he?”

“No, but I’m sure he would have if given the chance.” The nurse paused briefly. “He had a small seizure.”

“What?” That was like saying a “small brain hemorrhage,” wasn’t it?

The nurse, whose security badge read Velez, made a “calm down” gesture with his hands, like a mime shoving an invisible creature into an invisible box. “It really isn’t that big of a deal. Getting an MRI can be very stressful, and he was in a weakened condition to begin with. We’ve had lots of seizures, panic attacks, even a tearful breakdown or two. It probably shouldn’t have been done this soon, but the doctor felt it was imperative.”

That in itself was bad news, and Dylan was torn between being angry and just being upset. He settled on splitting the difference. “What did you find? What’s wrong with him?”

The nurse shook his head. “Results aren’t in yet.” As Dylan let out a sigh of disgust, he added, “I need you to do me a favor. Convince him to stay put until the results come through, okay?”

“Is he free to leave?”

“No, he hasn’t been discharged, but I can’t help but note that’s never stopped him before. He’s a Houdini of a patient. Or should that be David Blaine now?”

“Roan doesn’t do stupid-ass stunts for publicity.”

“Houdini it is. If you could talk him into staying for now, it might prevent another incident. Please.”

“I’ll try,” Dylan said, aware he was probably only being allowed to see Roan for this very reason. But fuck it, he’d take it.

Velez led him to Roan’s room but only opened the door for him. He didn’t follow him in; he didn’t say anything else. He just gave him a somewhat apologetic look. Was he one of Dee’s friends? Dylan wondered, mainly because he was one of the more helpful nurses he’d encountered.

Roan was propped up in bed, reading a Scientific American, presumably stolen from somewhere in the hospital. (Maybe Velez brought it to him to keep him from wandering.) There was a TV in the high, far corner, but it was off, which was not a surprise to Dylan. If they didn’t get BBC America, Roan might never turn the set on.

Roan glanced over the magazine, and as soon as he saw it was him, he set it aside. “Dylan.”

“Roan,” he replied, his voice almost cracking. Roan did look a bit groggy. His eyes were glazed, and he seemed pale, his reddish-brown hair extra vivid against the whiteness of his skin. Dylan hugged him fiercely and kissed him on the forehead, the bridge of the nose, his dry, cracked lips. He was so happy to see him awake he could have cried.

“If you get weepy on me, I swear I’m gonna punch you in the kidneys,” Roan said, his voice muffled since his face was now buried in his chest.

Dylan laughed and hid a sob that threatened to give the game away. He held it back, got ahold of his rampaging emotions. “So, you’re an invalid now. Should I smother you with a pillow?”

“I’m not ready for you to go all One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest on me. Yet. But keep the pillow handy, Chief.”

Dylan looked down at him and tried on a wan smile that felt tissue-paper thin. He touched Roan’s forehead and realized, “You’re cold.”

“I think it’s the meds they gave me. I don’t know what they were, but it feels like the beginning of a carbonite freeze.”

“Oh, stop with all these geeky references. People might think we’re straight.”

“Horrors.”

“Scootch over,” Dylan said and climbed into bed with him. It was a small, uncomfortable bed, but as long as Dylan stayed on his side, he fit. Roan turned on his side to face him, and they put their arms around each other, mostly for warmth, but a bit for comfort. 

“So, am I a dead man?” Roan asked him.

He gave him his evilest scowl. “I won’t hear talk like that. You are not a quitter.”

“No, I’m not, but I’m not sure about the lion.”

“Knock it off, or I swear, I’m kicking you out onto the floor.”

“It might be more comfortable,” he replied, then snuggled in against his chest. Dylan held him tight, glad Roan couldn’t see his face right now. He didn’t know if he could do this. He could do the Zen thing, but doing the stoic thing was so much harder. He breathed in the scent of his hair and felt a little bit better.

“So what’s been going on since I’ve been in the elephant’s graveyard?” Roan asked.

Terrific, an out. So he told him about the attempt he, Fiona, and Holden (with some assistance from Dee) had made to become detectives in his stead, and how Holden felt he had figured out who the killer was, since he’d found the sex tape and determined who the third member of the ménage à trois was. Roan listened, and despite the drugs, his mind was still as sharp as ever. “No, he’s wrong,” Roan said, not a bit of doubt in his voice. “John has a gambling problem, and I believe some drinking issues. He’s an impulsive person, and while I can see him being angry enough to both blame and kill his own brother over this, he’d have done so in an impulsive manner: bludgeoning with a golf club, stabbing with a decorative sword. Potassium poisoning is not only odd but deliberate; someone planned that. They had to, since potassium overdosing is difficult. John couldn’t have thought that out.”

Dylan sighed, feeling so much better. He couldn’t put his reservations into words, but Roan had. “You have any thoughts on suspects?”

Roan leaned his head back into the thin pillow and looked up at the ceiling as he thought. His eyes were still too brilliantly bottle-green to be human, but Dylan would never tell him that. 

“I’m not sure, but someone should really keep an eye on Kyle Newberry. He’s the fulcrum of this crime.”

“Meaning?” Who the fuck used “fulcrum” in an everyday sentence? Seriously. But Roan had a ridiculous vocabulary, and Dylan had learned to just let it go. Apparently the other cops used to make fun of his pedantic tendencies. What a shock.

“Meaning he’s either our killer or the next potential victim. Someone should look into Jessie Newberry too. I never did work up a background on him. But he wasn’t even on my radar.”

He said someone, but Dylan was fairly certain he meant him, or at least would by default. “What would we look for?”

He shrugged. “The basics. If he has a criminal record—unlikely, he’s the son of a rich man and they get away with lots of shit—where he works, if he works at all, if he’s in a relationship, what his status within the family is, if he gets along with his dad or uncle, where he was the morning his uncle was killed, if he has any hobbies or vices… well, beyond fucking his own cousin and third-rate porn stars.”

“You have to admit, that would probably take up a lot of time.”

“Probably. Still, he must have some downtime, or periods where he has to stop and replenish his fluids, so there’s gotta be something there.”

“How awfully cynical are we that we’re joking about this?”

Roan gave him a crooked half grin that was always magnificently endearing. He could get away with so much with a smile like that. It was probably a good thing he didn’t know. “You either laugh or cry, or get so disgusted with the human race you decide to kill them all. This is really the lesser of the evils.”

“And you know all about that, I’m sure,” Dylan teased. He then got serious. “I think you’ve created a monster in Holden.”

“Why? Because he’s jumping into this detective thing?”

“Yes. Clearly he likes it, although he probably wouldn’t admit that he likes it as much as he does.”

“Well, unlike Matt, I really think he could do the job well. He’s a terrific liar.”

That made Dylan raise an eyebrow at him. “And that’s all it takes to be a good detective?”

“A good undercover detective, yeah. Well, knowledge-gathering capabilities help. Being a street kid and a sex worker, he’s had to hone his instincts. They were probably all that stood between him and a guy with an urge to kill, and since he’s still alive, I’d say he’s probably got a knack for it. But I don’t see him ever taking over my job.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause’s he’s in the rarefied position of a high-class prostitute. He probably makes more in a day than I do in a week. This job is a lot of effort for little money, and he could make more where he is. I can see him becoming a detective when he loses his looks, though.”

“It is the job of choice for the ugly.”

“Why you—” Roan said in mock anger, and gave him a brief love bite on the bridge of his nose. He barely felt it, although it did occur to Dylan that, if he’d really wanted to, he could have bitten his nose clean off. Roan leaned back and said, “Whatever you have to do, get Holden off John’s case. Get him on Kyle, get him on Jessie, get him on someone else, I don’t really care who. We can’t have him screwing the investigation because he’s focused on the wrong guy.”

Considering this was Holden they were talking about, Dylan knew it was much easier said than done.
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AS DYLAN suspected, what to do with Grant was a more troublesome issue.

Roan hated to turn a fellow infected over to the police, but he didn’t have much choice. Grant needed help, and probably needed to be locked away for his own good right now. Roan instructed him to call Seb and arrange for him to come and quietly take Grant in. Seb knew this had to be handled delicately, and whatever they did, the press couldn’t be tipped off. Otherwise it would be a madhouse. And Seb wouldn’t mistreat an infected, unlike some other cops. It was the safest course. Roan still hated doing it, but he didn’t see another way.

Neither did Dylan. But at least Grant would get help, and you couldn’t be convicted of first-degree murder in your cat form, as with one or two exceptions (one of them right next to him), no one had ever been seen to have any sort of human consciousness in cat form. You were just a big, angry cat.

But people did have a hard time accepting that, and it wasn’t difficult to empathize with them. When your boyfriend/girlfriend /family member was eaten or mauled to death by a cat, it was hard to swallow the reason that boiled down to “shit happens” or “wrong place, wrong time.” You wanted it to be more, to have some greater meaning or intent. The problem with life—with a lot of things—was randomness was responsible for so many things. Karma may or may not have come into it, depending on your belief system, but it was hard to believe someone could have done something so bad that it would end in them being eaten by a leopard. It was easy to understand why so many people were so angry. Dylan couldn’t help but think how angry he had been after Jason died, and that basically boiled down to “wrong place, wrong time, wrong intersection, wrong side of the car.”

After a long moment of silence, Roan said, “If you don’t wanna move in with me, I totally understand. In fact, I’d support you not doing it.”

“What? What the hell are you talking about?”

Roan looked really tired. He had deep-set eyes anyway, so when he got tired, it seemed like his eyes started to submerge into his face, dark crescents beneath the sockets only intensifying the effect. The meds he was on gave his eyes a glassy sheen. “I think I’ve fucked up your life enough, Dylan. I’m really sorry about that.”

Dylan leaned back slightly, if only to glare at him. Yes, he was serious. “Are you insane? Do you have any fucking idea how boring my life was before you? Okay, there are times I miss the peace, but I think I was going quietly nuts. De’Andra warned me about you right off the bat. She said you were a macho drama queen and I would be very sorry if I hooked up with you on a serious basis, but—”

“Macho drama queen?” Roan interrupted, puzzled. “Is that a contradiction or a new category?”

“Oh, hell if I know. And she’s wrong, because you don’t really fit the queen mode. Macho and drama are other stories.”

“Cute.”

“Look, I’m gonna get all soppy and weepy on you if you keep pressing. So shut up and consider yourself lucky to have me, or I’m gonna cry all over you.”

“You bastard. You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

Roan sighed heavily. “I’d make a Whatever Happened To Baby Jane? reference, but that’s too gay even for me.”

“Oh, so we’ve found a level?”

“You’re cruising for a bruising, smart-ass,” he growled in an affectionate manner. If anything could ever be said to be growled in an affectionate manner, but this was all teasing. Listeners who didn’t know them would be horrified, but Dylan knew Roan would never hurt him, just like he knew he’d never hurt Roan. Although Dylan sort of hoped he’d never hurt anybody at any time, ever. It kind of went with being a Buddhist.

Roan was finally succumbing to the drugs. He was dozing off, and Dylan was kind of tired too. His arm was half asleep, but oh hell, he hated to move it and wake him. But there was a brief rap on the door, and Velez stuck his head in. “Gotta clear out. They’ll be doing rounds in a couple of minutes.”

Dylan nodded, and only then noticed as the door shut that the inside of it was covered with metal. This was indeed the cat room.

He slipped his half-numb arm out from beneath Roan and slid off the bed, almost falling because he was very clumsy at avoiding machines. Roan was asleep, though, so he couldn’t make a smart-ass comment about it.

Dylan pulled the thin blanket over him and kissed Roan on the forehead. His skin still seemed cooler than normal, although not quite as cool as before. It was still troublesome.

He was so lost in his thoughts, he didn’t realize he was being followed until he made it to the elevator and became aware there was an elderly woman right beside him who had been beside him almost since he’d left the room. 

“You’re Dylan, aren’t you?” she asked, her voice slightly husky from years of smoking.

He had to look down at her, as she was perhaps five feet, and he guessed her age to be somewhere in the midsixties. She wasn’t bad looking for her age. Her hair was dark and curly, neatly styled, and she had a round face that was probably too round when she was younger but now seemed just right. Her hazel eyes were just bright enough to suggest she was probably something of a looker back in the day. 

“Umm, yes?”

“I’m Petra Rosenberg,” she said in her smoky voice, and held out a dainty hand. He shook it, careful not to crush it.

“Nice to meet you. How’d you know who I was?”

“Doctor Singh told me. Too hot to be straight, chocolate eyes to die for. Of course, I could’ve guessed the first part on my own. All of Roan’s boyfriends have been absurdly gorgeous. He has great taste, in spite of what his wardrobe might lead you to believe. Goddamn, where were you boys forty years ago? I’d have gladly married one of you and been a beard as long as you agreed to sit around the house shirtless.”

Dylan wasn’t sure what to say about that, so he didn’t say anything. He did smirk, though, as it was now quite obvious why Roan liked her. She was probably one of the few women in the world who would find the descriptive “tough old bird” flattering.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open, and they had to step aside as a nurse came out, pushing a patient in a wheelchair. Dylan had no idea what had happened to the guy in the chair, but he had a leg in a cast, an arm in a sling, a black eye, and from the way his paper gown seemed absurdly thick around the upper part, his ribs wrapped. He was tempted to ask, “Skydiving accident?” but some people didn’t take jokes about serious injuries very well. In fact, most people. Roan could probably have a spear sticking out of his chest, and he’d say something like, “The dismount is always the hardest part.” His smart-ass ways were rubbing off on Dylan.

As soon as they were gone, Doctor Rosenberg stepped into the elevator and gestured for him to join her. Dylan reflected that only older women and female politicians who didn’t want to appear sexy ever wore pantsuits anymore. Rosenberg’s was a dark forest green, offset slightly by a navy blue blouse. “I need a smoke. Why don’t you come with me?”

The look she was giving him was deadly serious, and he knew this had nothing to do with grabbing a smoke. His stomach twisted at the thought that she was going to give him bad news about Roan, but he obeyed, mainly because it was reflex.

After the death of his parents, Dylan was raised by his aunt, but also most of his mother’s family—those who were in the States—chipped in as well. (He never really saw his father’s family, and after several years, he’d forgotten their names or where they lived. He probably looked more white than Hispanic, but the racially mixed side of his family were the ones who chipped in and held together—what that meant he had no idea—but even in spite of his new, Caucasian-sounding last name, he was continually startled when anyone just assumed he was white.) What this led to was a lot of time spent with his (maternal) grandmother and even for a little bit his great-grandmother, both incredibly feisty women who didn’t let a variety of physical frailties keep them from being bossy and feared rulers with iron fists. As a result, he now found himself unconsciously deferring to older women in general, especially if they had a strong personality. He already knew Rosenberg was a strong woman, and he was going to have to fight his natural tendencies here.

“I don’t smoke,” he told her as the doors slid shut, even though he knew it had nothing to do with cigarettes.

She shrugged. “Didn’t think you did. And good for you. It’s a horrible habit.”

“So why don’t you quit?”

“I have, five times.” Again, another shrug. “Nicotine is a bitch goddess.” 

Dylan grimaced, holding back a laugh. 

“Look, I’m sure you’re a smart guy, so I’ll just cut to the chase: do you love Roan?”

Wow, this came out of nowhere. He felt like he might have gotten whiplash from this conversational shift. “Uh, um, yes, I do. Why?”

“’Cause there’s probably gonna be some tough times ahead, so if you don’t, now’s the time to bail.”

He swallowed hard. Oh shit, it was bad. “I’m not leaving.”

“Good, ’cause Roan’s gonna want you to. He doesn’t like looking weak in front of anyone. He hates being vulnerable. It’s why he’s such a prickly bastard. He prefers hatred and fear over pity. Who wouldn’t?”

“You know what’s wrong with him.” It wasn’t a question, and tears threatened, making his eyes feel dry and hot.

“No, I’m not a diagnostician. I can only guess, and I wouldn’t put much stock in me there.” The elevator doors opened on the ground floor, and they needed to get out before everyone else came in, including at least one person on crutches. Dylan followed her, but he didn’t know why, as he was now kind of afraid of discovering the truth. Still, he did.

The conversation continued once they were outside in the parking lot. Rosenberg walked around the corner of the building, to what he assumed was the smoking area, and started rummaging in her small black purse. The wind came up, cold and ragged, and blew cigarette butts and assorted other detritus across the asphalt with a scraping sound like skeletal fingers. “So you’re an expert on infecteds?” Dylan asked, wanting to say something.

She shrugged again. “Who’s an expert on this virus? It’s a fucking nightmare of impossibilities. No one should be able to transform into another species, not even a facsimile of another species, but there that fucker is, doing it. We can’t even agree on how it came to be. The fucking thing is still a big mystery.” She found her pack of cigarettes and pulled them out, a crumpled pack of Marlboro Reds that seemed to only have a couple of cigarettes left in it. She must have seen him looking at it, because she said, “I only allow myself two cigarettes a day, three if it’s a fucking crappy day. This is gonna be a six-cigarette day, I just know it.”

He had no idea she was so profane. But, again, it made sense that Roan would consider her a friend. “So what’s your speculation on Roan’s problem?”

She shook her head as she stuck a cigarette in the corner of her mouth. “I can’t tell you even if I wanted to. A patient should hear it first, family second. But I will tell you this, although if you repeat it I’ll have to deny it, ’cause I’ll be drummed out of the medical profession. But I don’t think you need to worry about Roan. I don’t think the virus is going to let him die just yet.”

Dylan momentarily thought that was a sick joke, but as she lit her cigarette and took what was obviously a satisfying drag, he realized she was perfectly serious.

What the fuck was that supposed to mean?





HOLDEN WAS glad to hear that Roan was okay. But he knew Dylan was lying to him about something.

It was because Holden heard a sort of thickening in his voice, like he’d been crying (or possibly just eaten a whole buttload of cheese, but somehow he didn’t think that was a possibility). Dylan insisted that Roan was fine, though, conscious and awake, and that he thought Holden had the wrong end of the stick. Roan thought the answers to all of this lay with Kyle or Jessie.

For the record, Ahmed agreed with Roan. “Killin’ someone with potassium is just weird,” he said, as they crossed the Oregon border. “You need a weird person to do something like that. John doesn’t sound weird enough. He sounds kinda pathetic.”

That did have a ring of truth to it, which irritated Holden to no end. Being an asshole wasn’t enough? What was the world coming to when being a major grade-A asshole wasn’t enough to get you accused of murder?

They made a pit stop at a Starbucks, and they had Wi-Fi, so Holden did some surfing. Jessie Newberry was a bit hard to find, but eventually he tracked him down to his Facebook page, where his handle was Jessie369. Holden recognized him even with his clothes on.

Kyle was better looking in the face, although Jessie had a harder, gym-toned body. A little too gym-toned, actually; he’d crossed that subtle line between hot and gross. Veins stood out on muscles that had lumpy shapes, and Holden could imagine the track marks even if he didn’t see them. Was he more of a steroid guy or an HGH guy? Maybe both.

After paging through his personal photo gallery, Holden came away with the idea that this was a man so in love with himself that calling him a narcissist would actually be an understatement. There he was pumping iron; there he was striking a pose in a Speedo (and having seen the sex tape, Holden knew he was padding it, ’cause his dick just wasn’t that big); there he was supposedly impressing a bleached blonde with huge, fake tits with the bulbous muscles in his arms; there he was in his gym tank top in front of the juice bar—

Wait a fucking second.

Holden scoured his page carefully. Jessie worked in a gym? He did. He claimed he was a personal trainer, which included not just exercise but a nutritional regime of his own design. (Jessie had his whole sales pitch in the “bio” section.)

Oh shit. This was it.

As Ahmed came back to the table with his second green tea Frappuccino, Holden asked, “Do you know where the Seattle Fitness Center is?”

He took a sip of his drink, then said, “Seattle?”

Holden scowled at his poor joke. “We need to get back on the road and get there now. I think I just found a huge clue.”

Ahmed sighed and shoved himself out of his chair. “Yippee skippee. You know, I’m kind of wondering what you get out of being Hawk to his Spenser.”

Holden stared up at him blankly and asked, “What?”

Ahmed shook his head and walked away.

Actually, he knew the reference he was making. Holden just felt like being a jackass.
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HOLDEN HATED lying to Ahmed. He hoped he never found out about it.

All the way to Seattle, Ahmed tried to talk him out of “seeking revenge” or “going off half-cocked” (oh, the fun you could have with that phrase), and after a bit Holden let him get his way, telling him to just drop him off at his apartment. He said he had a client to meet at the Sheridan in a couple of hours, anyway. That sent Ahmed off on his usual lecture about how exploitative prostitution was, even if he didn’t feel exploited, blah blah blah. He’d heard it several times before. It wasn’t that Ahmed didn’t have a point, because of course he did, and all day (and night, sometimes both) he worked with broken people who often had such things in their past or present. Of course he was right.

But Holden knew he wasn’t broken. He’d decided long ago he was going to sell himself, sure, but he was going to exploit his clients, not the other way around. And if Ahmed thought they were broken, he hadn’t met their clients. Most of them were the sorriest sons of bitches he’d ever met. Sad, sad people.

But maybe it took one to know one.

Holden called Seattle Fitness from his home, and was able to wheedle Jessie’s number from someone with a bullshit story about having to cancel an appointment he’d made with him, but he’d lost his business card. (He’d just guessed Jessie had a business card. It was a correct guess.) He then called Jessie and got his machine, and he left a very succinct message: “Hey, Jessie, I’m a friend of Colt Brixton’s, and he gave me this digital video file on a jump drive that I bet you’ll want to have. If you’re not interested, I’ll give Kyle a call.” He then recited his phone number and hung up.

Holden poured himself a gin and juice for courage and turned on his stereo, giving himself some background music to distract him from his darker thoughts. Ironically—or maybe not—he still had his iPod plugged into the stereo, and it started playing that The National song, the one about people throwing money at each other and crying. Presumably the song was about a bad relationship, but he thought it had the hooker/client relationship down pretty well. Same thing, perhaps. He then made a call to someone he didn’t call very often, a guy named Phat.

Holden had time to change his shirt, to put on a skintight black tank top that showed off his broad chest, and had stripped down to his underwear by the time the phone rang. It had taken Jessie twenty-five minutes to call back.

“What the fuck do you want?” he snarled. Holden could almost hear the foam frothing at the corners of his mouth.

“Don’t be that way,” he replied, turning on the teasing, oozing charm he usually adopted when he was trying to calm his more nervous clients. Usually newbies or virgins. “I’m not so crass as to want to blackmail you. I have a much more… profitable proposition for the both of us.”

“Who is this?” Jessie demanded, sounding suspicious.

“A businessman. Call me Marco. Can we meet? I’m on my way to Seattle right now.” Although in general a lie was easier to swallow when sprinkled with some truth, sometimes Holden discovered there was a strange emotional symmetry when you did nothing but lie. People felt better, found it easier to swallow when the bullshit was so smooth and pretty and even.

“You’re lying,” he accused. He sounded unsure. “You don’t have a copy of the tape. This is bullshit.”

“That thing on your left butt cheek—was that a mole or a pimple? I couldn’t tell since the lighting was so poor.” It was a pimple—Jessie had a case of bacne, suggesting steroid abuse, but to tell him he knew of it would give the game away.

Jessie was quiet for a long time. All Holden could hear was his ragged breathing. Finally, he told him to meet him at an address in two hours. Holden agreed, hung up, and immediately Googled the address.

A private home in the well-off part of the Madrona district. Jessie’s place? A good guess, and he was glad that his hunch that Jessie would want to meet in private was the correct one. He probably wouldn’t tell anyone of the meeting either, sealing his fate.

Holden pulled on vaguely out of fashion baggy jeans, baggy enough to hide what he was carrying, and was finished dressing when there was a knock at the door. Phan—known on the streets as Phat—was there, a rangy, short guy in a baggy canvas jacket and camo pants, emo-boy shaggy hair squashed awkwardly under a dark knit cap and sticking out beneath it like warning spikes. He was an average-looking Vietnamese guy who looked seventeen but was in actuality twenty-five, a father twice over by two different women, and supposedly had a cousin who was some sort of Asian gangster, but if that was true, why was he simply a street-corner dealer? Maybe he was trying to work his way up. Gangsters all had to start somewhere.

“Y’know I usually don’t make house calls.” He sniffed as he made like he was going to shake Holden’s hand but slipped him the plastic-wrapped package from his palm. Holden took it, shoving it in his pocket, where he also pulled out the folded money and hid it in his hand as he grabbed the front pocket of Phat’s camo pants and pulled him forward, as if threatening to give him a kiss. He snuck the money in his pocket. “Hey, no fag stuff,” Phat warned.

“Take it like a man, Phat,” he teased, leaving in a hard edge. “You never know who could be watching.”

That seemed to remind him how dangerous this was, and Phat, twitchy at the best of times, seemed to visibly fidget. “Yeah, yeah. But why d’ya want the bad stuff—”

“The less you know, the better off you are.”

Phat hardly needed to think about that. He just nodded, sniffing again. Either he had a constant cold that wouldn’t go away, major sinus problems, or he was a big fan of coke. “Got a new shipment of Viagra over the border.”

“I’m good, but I’ll let you know when I need some,” Holden said and closed the door on him. Not that Phat cared, as he was already turning away. Phat may have been a street dealer, but he rarely dealt in your standard drugs. He dealt mostly in prescription and “club” drugs and made better money than you’d think by both his wardrobe and his pedestrian tastes. Less violence that way too.

Holden prepared it and got it ready, putting the final result in a small velvet bag that he had no idea how he’d acquired. Just one of those things that occasionally seemed to breed and materialize in the chaotic darkness of junk drawers. He checked himself out one more time in the mirror, making sure there were no suspicious bulges, and put on his white, motocross-style leather jacket, which always made him feel like a whore. He wasn’t actually sure why, but he felt that something about the jacket screamed, “I’m a cheap hooker.” And that was fine by him. The more harmless Jessie thought he was, the better. The last thing he grabbed was the jump drive, which did have something pornographic on it, but it wasn’t Jessie’s sex tape.

He drove up to Seattle, listening to the indie station Roan loved so much, and wondered about the fear and weariness he’d heard in Dylan’s voice earlier. Was something wrong with Roan, no matter what he actually said? That must have been it. Gruff old Roan liked men who wore their hearts on their sleeves, men who were the opposite of stoic, butch him. He felt bad for Dylan. Roan was a bit like a rickety carnival ride: you thought you were prepared for the trip you were about to go on, but no one ever really was. He wasn’t for the fainthearted.

Holden had lost all sense of time. He couldn’t remember when he’d started this day, and now it was night, the sky a black blanket, headlights blinding and taillights molten. When did he last sleep or eat? He was overdue for both, but he was wired right now. He had something to do first, miles to go before he could sleep.

He parked his car a block over from Jessie’s home and walked the rest of the way on foot. It gave him time to do a little reconnaissance, stake out the place. The neighborhoods were supremely quiet, and he seemed to be the only person walking on either street. He pulled on his gloves before he was in view of the house.

Jessie had a modest—for the Newberrys—two-story house with a peaked roof and a well-landscaped front yard. He had a high fence around the backyard, blocking it from view, and Holden was willing to bet his left nut he had a pool back there, perhaps a hot tub, and even a pony wasn’t out of the question. If you assumed a Newberry had more money than sense, you were generally on firm ground.

Jessie was just as he looked in his Facebook photos: grotesque. Less handsome in person, which seemed impossible; Holden wasn’t sure if the steroid abuse was ravaging him or if he’d had his photos touched up first. His pores looked too big on his gaunt, angular face, which still had the counterintuitive puffiness that suggested HGH use. It didn’t help that the look on his face was so sour and aggressive, making him look even more hideous.

Jessie looked around before holding the door open, making sure Holden was alone, but he didn’t say anything until Holden was inside and he’d shut the door. “Where’s the fucking drive?” he snapped.

“We talk business first,” Holden countered, still oozing friendly charm, giving him a toothy smile. “Then I’ll give you the drive if you’re not interested in what I have to say.” Sometimes his own ability to lie shocked the hell out of him. It was so easy, so natural to him that the truth was actually hard. Lying was second nature, and considering his preacher dad, he wondered if it ran in the family: a bullshit gene. Carried by all successful evangelists, politicians, and con men everywhere.

“I’m not interested,” Jessie snarled, pale blue eyes narrowed to slits. Even as he growled, he jerked his head toward the living room. Jessie’s growl struck Holden as comical. It was a human noise, pathetic, meant to be tough and scary but actually the exact opposite. After having heard Roan growl—really growl, not a human noise, but a shit your pants lion wants to kill you and eat your entrails growl—any attempt by anyone else made him want to laugh. They had no idea what a real growl was and how scary it could be, especially when accompanied by the sounds of breaking bones and snapping joints. “Why the fuck you wearing gloves?”

“I’m a bit OCD, I’m afraid. Do you know you mostly get colds from shaking hands or touching doorknobs? It’s disgusting the amount of germs that are everywhere.” He’d deliberately talked in a higher octave, playing up a natural inclination to lisp. He wanted to sound the stereotypical interior-decorator fairy you could find on any sitcom, the harmless queen who screamed bloody murder if he saw a spider. Let Jessie believe he was harmless. Let him believe he could never be any threat to a brawny he-man like him.

Jessie’s room looked like a Best Buy display. All the latest electronic toys that a boy could want were sparkling new and ready to go, from the big screen HD TV to the home theater system, the stereo with enough bass to rattle your fillings loose, a Wii and a PlayStation of some sort (Holden just didn’t know video game systems) sitting side by side, a skeletal-framed metal desk with a computer with its own wide flat-screen monitor, perhaps in case he got bored of watching porn on the big screen. “Your name isn’t Marco,” Jessie said, his aggression naked in his voice.

So he knew who he was. That confirmed that either John had told him about the detective he’d hired to look into Joel, or he’d found out in another way. Holden turned and fixed him with one of his seductive half smiles. “I said for you to call me that. It’s one of my names—I have three. Which one do you know me by?”

Jessie was wired. Sweat beaded on his broad forehead, even though he was only wearing a sleeveless red muscle shirt and navy jogging shorts, and the muscles in his arms and jaw seemed to tense and flex according to their own rhythms, a visible symphony of anxiety and barely suppressed rage. He wanted to rip Holden’s head off. Good thing he came prepared to take on an angry gorilla. “Holden somethin’. You’re the fag whore that used to get with Uncle Joel.” He didn’t even try to hide his sneer of contempt. “You know Colt? Was this a setup or somethin’?”

“Hardly. All us fag whores know each other.” He said that with a certain amount of sarcasm, but he was sure it sailed far over Jessie’s head. “After having seen you in action, I must admit, I thought you’d be perfect for this new venture I’m launching with a friend of mine. We’re getting into porno, web content only, and with your body, you’d be perfect for our muscle category. I’ve put out some feelers toward Kyle, he’d be more of a frat-boy-style guy, but he seems to insist on anonymity. If you have no objections about wearing a slave mask while fucking, I think we can swing anonymity for both of you. Now, it’s going to be a subscription-only deal, so not everyone will be able to access it—”

“Are you fucking insane?” Jessie roared, stomping toward him in a menacing way. Holden didn’t react—to back up was to show fear, and to show fear was to invite death, so he held his ground and met his gaze straight on. “I’m no faggot! And I certainly ain’t no fucking—get out of my house! Get out!”

“And take the drive with me? Sure.”

He glared at him, a muscle jumping in his jaw, his thin, cracked upper lip curled up as if caught by an invisible fishhook. God, what an ugly man. “I listened to your disgusting fucking pitch. Now give me the drive.”

“Have you actually seen the footage, Jessie? It’s interesting.”

Jessie’s eyes were so narrowed they were almost gone. His hair was slicked back, as if he’d just gotten out of a shower, but he still smelled like rank sweat, and combing his dull brown hair back so sharply only revealed his receding hairline, making his forehead look like it was creeping up his skull. “I wouldn’t watch that disgusting—I was drugged! Kyle did that, he… he’s sick! I ain’t no sissy fag!”

“Of course not,” Holden agreed, all too aware he was lying. He was dying to ask if they gave him roofies laced with Viagra (the special kind that didn’t make your face flush) since he was so visibly hard and obviously came, but he wasn’t here to provoke a fight. He was here simply to dispense a little justice. “In fact, what I caught on the recording might be actionable.”

Big word, too big for a muscle head like Jessie. He scowled, making a vein throb in his forehead. “What?”

“There’s a part where Kyle and Colt say something to each other, and you’re not visible. They’re whispering, but it does seem like Kyle is setting you up, from what I can hear.”

Holden was counting on ’roid rage’s bastard cousin, paranoia, to step in here, and it did. The expression on his face was as naked as any child’s. He was buying it. “Setting me up for what? What did he say?”

“Advance to time code 18:23 and see for yourself,” Holden replied, pulling the jump drive out of his pocket.

Jessie glanced at it briefly before ripping it out of his hand and stalking over to his computer, plugging it into the USB port and waiting for his computer to acknowledge it. He was muttering to himself angrily, “Fucking Kyle, I fucking knew he was up to something. He’s always fucking me over, egotistical bastard—”

While he ranted, Holden pulled the hypodermic syringe out of the velvet bag, and since it seemed Jessie was left-handed, he adjusted his target to his right arm.

Jessie had pulled up the file and was advancing to the time code. “I see what you mean about poor lighting.” A brief pause. The living room had hardwood floors, but the center of the room was taken up by a large, fluffy white carpet that Holden couldn’t imagine owning because it would have been hell to clean. But since Jessie probably cleaned up none of his own messes, he could probably afford it. It muffled footsteps very nicely. “Hey, this isn’t us.”

The good thing about a muscle head? Veins were visible at all times. Holden jammed the needle in one in his right upper arm and depressed the plunger. Jessie reacted, a yelp and a smack that sent Holden flying across the room until he hit the brown leather sofa, but it was too late. “What the fuck?” he roared, getting out of his chair so fast it tilted and hit the floor. “What’d you do to me, you fucking faggot?”

He was coming for him, but Holden was barely dazed. He used to be a street kid. He’d been beaten by bigger guys than him, and in greater numbers too. He reached behind him and pulled out his gun, leveling it at him. “One more step and we go for violent suicide, Jessie.”

Jessie stopped, clearly trying to figure out if he had a chance of taking him before he could fire, and he realized the needle was still in his arm. He pulled it out, helpfully getting his prints on the syringe, and the drugs must have been starting to take effect, as Jessie got this funny look on his face. “What—what is this? Did Kyle—”

“You know when the penny dropped for me? Today I was looking into both Kyle and you, and I came across an article that mentioned Kyle was living at the family estate—you know, dad’s house. Joel’s house. The buyout had nothing to do with any of this, did it? It was personal. You meant to kill Kyle, but somehow Joel ended up taking the hit. I assume you drugged some juice, water, booze? Something you thought only Kyle would drink, but Joel ended up drinking it instead.”

He was starting to breathe harder now, and he was shaking his head as sweat left slime trails down his face. “I don’t—no, no—”

“I have friends in the drug trade, Jessie. I also have friends amongst the gym rats, and they always have the best drugs, as well as the best questionable nutritional supplements. You know, the kind never approved by the FDA, the kind that might be toxic in certain doses. Such as ones really high in potassium. And I’m sure you know some people who can get ahold of some really bitchin’ elephant tranquilizers.”

“I don’t—you’re making this up. I don’t—” Jessie dropped to his knees and grabbed his head. “What the fuck did you give to me?”

“You wanna live? You’d better start confessing now. You’re running out of time.”

“Kyle’s a motherfucking asshole!” he suddenly shouted, falling back onto his butt. He looked really dazed now. Holden probably could have put the gun away, but he decided not to. Let Jessie still think he had a chance. “He—it was his idea. I was just a kid… I didn’t know what we were doing….”

“He molested you?”

“Yes! And he… I didn’t… he just tossed me aside like I was nothing. He’s my brother, y’know? The closest thing I have to a brother, and he treats me like that. He’s a fucking pig. He deserves to die.”

Oh God—did this crime spree boil down to a jilted lover? “Do you love him?”

“Yeah. But not like that! Not in some sick, perverted—” Jessie fell on his back, making little choking noises, his arms spasming slightly like he was trying to get up but couldn’t control his limbs.

“Gay way? No, I’m sure it’s more of a family way, since you are family, and that’s what makes it truly icky. You thought the gay thing was what was wrong with it? Please.” 

Holden tucked the gun back into his jeans and stood up. “Just so you know, this wasn’t about Joel. He was a client, a client who tipped really well, but he didn’t mean anything to me. It was business, nothing more. This is about Roan. See, if he was here, he’d tell you that people only get one shot to kill him, but he’s not here, not because you killed him, but because there’s something wrong with him. Which is fine, because it gave me the chance to even the score. You had your shot, you failed. And ultimately, you tried to kill the wrong man. Roan would have turned you over to the authorities. He would have let your cadre of lawyers fight it out with the state’s lawyers. But I don’t trust the justice system. I don’t trust cops. I just knew I wasn’t going to give you the chance to hurt him again.” Holden retrieved the jump drive from the computer and shut it down, pulling the chair back upright. He went over to Jessie’s stereo system and turned it on. “If you killed yourself, you’d be listening to music, right? I would be, I think. Did you know steroid abusers are statistically more likely to commit suicide? Too much of that shit alters your brain chemistry. Drugs are bad, Jessie. But then again, that’s your preferred method of murder, so you know that.”

He picked up the needle and moved closer to Jessie. His eyes were open, staring at the ceiling, but it wasn’t clear if he was dead yet. “But drugs have their good points. For instance, I’m going straight home, and I’m dosing myself with roofies, so when I wake up tomorrow I’ll have no memory of killing you. I will pass every lie detector test in the world, because I will genuinely not know what the hell I did. You won’t even be on my conscience, Jessie. But don’t worry about Kyle. I’m sure his fall from grace will be spectacular when the sex tape hits YouTube in, oh, about five minutes ago. The world we live in, huh? Well, I live in. I think you’re gone.” Holden closed Jessie’s eyelids and then put the needle in his left hand, curling his sausagelike fingers around it like it was the last thing he held on this Earth. Which it was.

Holden gave the room a visual once-over, just making sure there were no signs of a struggle or anyone else being here. There wasn’t. His lower lip was mashed from Jessie’s hit, but the only bleeding seemed to be inside the lip where it had hit his teeth. He licked the blood away, the copper taste of it lingering in his mouth as he left the house. He was glad he hadn’t eaten for a while, because he was pretty sure he’d have puked if he had. He had a cold, hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach.

The night air was cool and refreshing, and Holden took in lungfuls of it, ridding himself of the horrible shit smell of death. So he’d added murderer to his list of sins now. He honestly wished it bothered him more than it actually did.

Not that he had long to worry about it—he hadn’t been lying about the roofies. He had a client who was a war vet, an amputee with a leg missing below the knee and extensive scarring on his intact leg, and he liked to do roofies and Ecstasy because otherwise he couldn’t get it up. He felt so ugly sober, so mutilated, he couldn’t even take off his clothes. Nothing Holden told him helped. Only the drugs helped.

And now they were going to help him forget how violent he actually was. He wondered what he’d think happened to him tomorrow afternoon, and realized he didn’t actually care.

The case was closed.



21

Midnight in a Perfect World



WHAT WAS he expecting? Roan didn’t know. It didn’t help that he was still woozy from meds and from some weird nightmare where he felt like he was suffocating and was sure he wasn’t ever getting out of this fucking hospital.

Doctor Singh noticed the tray shoved aside and asked, “You didn’t eat your breakfast? Are you nauseous?”

Roan poured himself another glass of water—he’d sweated a lot during his nightmare; he needed the water—and said, “No. I didn’t eat it because it’s hospital food. If it smells bad to you, imagine how it smells to me.” Dylan had already snuck in this morning, and after a discussion, had nipped out to go buy Roan some decent food. He kind of hoped Singh was gone by that time, but he had a feeling Singh liked Dylan, or at least liked looking at him. (Who could blame her?)

“It smells fine to me.”

“It’s not, trust me.” He took a gulp of water, then said, “Whatever it is, break it to me. I’d like to be out of here within the hour.”

Singh frowned, her brow furrowing, but it was the worried look in her eyes that bothered him. She seemed like a cool and rather aloof doctor, a veteran with a steady poker face, but it was now breaking. That was never a good sign. “I’m not sure that’s advisable.”

“Why not? Am I dying? If so, no offense, I’d rather do it elsewhere.”

“Your headaches got worse, didn’t they?” she asked, deciding to get to the point in a roundabout way. “You had an incident you didn’t report to us.”

“Incident?”

“Severe head pain? Blurry vision? Unconsciousness? Vomiting? Any of those ring a bell, Roan?” Now she was scowling at him like an upset mother.

He sighed and figured there was no point in denying it, as obviously she had some evidence of it. “I may have passed out for like a minute. It wasn’t a big deal. And the next day I got a pain in my head bad enough to make me stagger, which is why I took what turned out to be elephant tranqs.”

She shook her head. “Good lord. Now I really have no idea why you aren’t dead. You had an aneurysm, Roan.”

“No,” he replied reflexively. He had no idea why he was denying it.

“Yes, you did. The scans we did confirmed it.”

“Don’t people who have brain aneurysms usually drop dead?”

“Often, not always. But from what I’ve seen, you probably should have.” She looked at her clipboard aggressively, holding it like she was considering hitting him with it. “The problem is treatment. You’re an excellent candidate for another one—in fact, when your change cycle comes in, I advise you get yourself hospitalized in advance. Your boyfriend said it was due in about two weeks. Is that true?”

“Round about. You know how erratic the cycles are.” He didn’t mention he could basically shift at will, as, if she believed him, she might order him institutionalized now. “But are you gonna have a vet handy? ’Cause I really don’t see how you can treat me in lion form if something does go wrong.”

“Doctor Rosenberg’s volunteered to be on call for you.”

“She’s not a vet.”

Singh fixed him with a look that could have blown the back of his head off. “Knock it off now. This is very serious.”

“Infecteds are prone to this kind of shit. Kills a lot of us. I’m not dead yet, so can I go now?”

He thought she was going to lose her temper at him, but she reined it back at the last minute. “Surgery is an option.”

“Brain surgery? Look, I’m not still actively bleeding in the brain, am I?”

“You’d be dead if you were.” She scowled again, but her dark eyes seemed turned inward. “The bleeding stopped on its own.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” But even as Roan said it, he knew that didn’t sound quite right.

She held the clipboard up like she was brandishing a sword. “This doesn’t make sense, you know. An aneurysm ruptured in your brain and may have been bleeding for some time. This should have killed you, Roan. This should have at least laid you flat. There’s a theory that you actually overdosed on elephant tranquilizers at just the right time, as it lowered your blood pressure to an absurd degree, limiting damage and slowing bleeding until it stopped.”

It was the way she said it that gave it away. “But you don’t think that’s it.”

“It could be. For all I know, it was as good as inducing hypothermia. But it doesn’t make sense. In all my years on the job, I’ve never seen anything like this, and I don’t know what to make of it.” This seemed to really trouble her, as if it was a failing on her part.

“No one knows what to make of me,” he told her, trying to comfort her. He wasn’t sure why. “I’m a puzzle that can’t be solved. Kind of like the virus.”

She shook her head and slapped her clipboard against her other arm. “Everything can be solved. It might take decades, but there’s a solution to everything.”

“Spoken like a true scientist. Or maybe House. I don’t have decades, do I?”

She threw up her hands (and clipboard) helplessly. “I don’t know. You could die tomorrow, Roan. You could live another twenty years. But once you have one aneurysm—and this one was out of the blue—your blood pressure wasn’t high, which is the most common aneurysm trigger—you are likely to have another one. This is the gift that keeps on giving.”

“Like the virus. Look, I get it, and you’re absolved. Release me. I want to go, and there’s nothing you can do for me here. If I die, I die. Maybe I’ll get lucky and my whole head will explode, à la Scanners. I always wanted to die in a way that would leave people cleaning up after me for days, so I’m good with that.”

“Can you be serious for one second? We’re talking about your mortality here.”

“And I’ve lived with death all my life, and I’m kind of bored with it now. If I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die. About twenty years overdue, according to most estimates, so at least I beat the warranty. Not many people can say that.” It sounded comforting, it sounded true, but he didn’t honestly know what he was feeling at this point. Maybe it was the drugs, maybe it was the fact that he’d been pronounced to be on death’s door a million times, or maybe it was the fact that the virus had somehow ended the bleeding. That was it, wasn’t it? No, it didn’t make sense. Viruses didn’t work like that, and they certainly didn’t have intelligence or direction, but viruses did have the innate drive to survive. If he was half virus or whatever the fuck, maybe that was enough.

It struck Roan then that that was what they meant when they called him a hybrid. Not a hybrid of man and lion, but man and virus, DNA strands locked mercilessly in a struggle that neither would ultimately win. In the meantime, that left him… what? A walking disease?

Probably. Was he surprised? He needed to wear that bell around his neck and randomly intone, “Unclean,” to warn people.

“I still think you’re taking this too lightly. We’d like to keep you for observation—”

“Trust me, there’s nothing to see. I’m amazingly boring.”

“Would you stop being an asshole for one fucking second?” she snapped. “We think we spotted another potential aneurysm in your CT scan. Do you even care?”

“I care, but what can you do about it? Is brain surgery actually the answer here?”

She grimaced, scowled, glared at him as if he’d caught her in a lie. In a way, he had. “It’s not in a part of the brain I’d advise operating on. There’s few who’d attempt it.”

“Okay, that answers that question. I’m gonna get dressed now.” Dylan had brought him some clothes, like he asked, even though he wasn’t sure he should leave the hospital if the doctors didn’t advise it. Roan appreciated his concern. It was always touching, but he was sure Dylan didn’t yet understand his abiding hatred of being cooped up in hospitals. He’d have preferred prison, and they felt roughly the same.

“God, you are really going to be this much of a dick, huh?”

“This is your bedside manner?” he asked, slipping the boxer shorts on under his paper gown. Only then did he happily take the damn thing off and put a proper T-shirt on.

“I’ve given up with you,” Singh replied.

He could only shrug. “Fair enough.” He wiggled into his jeans—made infinitely harder since he was lying down—but he didn’t want to stand just yet, because he was afraid the drugs would make him woozy, and his almost falling over would be all she needed to get him readmitted. He just wasn’t staying here, no matter how bad he was.

“There’s a new drug that might help. Will you at least try that?”

“Won’t make me a zombie, will it?”

“I doubt it.”

“Fine, I’ll give it a go. You know I’m not averse to pills.”

She sighed, and her shoulders slumped, like she was beyond tired. Or perhaps he simply drove her to the brink. She wouldn’t be the first. “This is your life, Roan. You shouldn’t be so cavalier about it.”

“Trust me, I’m not being that way. It’s just hard to work up energy about it when I’ve been told I’m about to die so often that I always felt they should just make a card of it and flash it at me every time I see a doctor.”

“Will you arrange to come here by your next cycle?”

“Maybe. Let’s see if I live that long, huh?” Maybe was actually a no, but since he was preparing for an argument with Dylan later, he didn’t feel like fighting with her any longer.

She must have felt the same way, because she shook her head in disgust and turned away, saying, “I’ll go get you the meds.”

As soon as she was gone, Roan collapsed on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Shouldn’t he have been upset? Why wasn’t he upset? Did he really not care if he lived or died? He had no religion, believed in no gods and no afterlife, and yet maybe, somewhere in the back of his mind, he still held out some vain hope he’d see Paris again. Maybe. He could be an idiot as much as anyone else.

He was putting on his sneakers when Dylan came back, holding a fast-food bag and a paper cup. “You are so lucky I’m such a nice guy.”

He didn’t have to ask why. The smell hit his nose, and his stomach rumbled in anticipation. “Oh, you beautiful man. You got me a steak breakfast burrito.”

“I can’t believe you even eat breakfast burritos. They’re disgusting.”

“Many are disgusting, yes. But every now and then, you find one that’s pure ecstasy in a tortilla. And this one is, thanks to the chipotle sauce.” Roan got up, and found it easy with such impetus behind the movement. He went over to Dylan and kissed him before taking the bag and the cold cup from him.

Dylan shook his head, his lips thinning, but it was an affectionate sort of exasperation. “I’m glad I can’t have my vegetarian status revoked, because this would do it.”

“You’re doing it for love. People would understand. Well, maybe not PETA.” Even though he was eager to leave, he was ravenous, so Roan sat on the edge of the bed and opened the bag, pulling out the hot, paper-wrapped burrito, which he peeled open eagerly. It was probably still too hot to eat, but as soon as he sank his teeth into it, he didn’t care. Before the spicy sauce kicked in, he could taste all the hot fat and salty calories, the meat and the eggs and the crispy bit of hash-browned potatoes they threw in as well. Bliss. He might have had an orgasm if Dylan had gotten him a pumpkin-pie shake too, but he’d gotten him a Pepsi, which he had admittedly requested. (He needed the sugar and caffeine.)

He ate greedily, gulping half of it down in little over a minute, and Dylan sat down in the room’s only chair. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or do I have to pry it out of you?”

He finished chewing, washed it down with a gulp of soda so sweet and ice cold it made his teeth hurt, and said, “You’re gonna want me to stay here. But I want you to know I’m not going to. I’m doing this my own way, and I hope you’ll support me even if you think I’m the biggest idiot in the world.”

Dylan stared at him in a way that suggested he wasn’t sure what to do: punch him or laugh. 

“You should get that printed on a card and hand it out to potential boyfriends. By the time most of us figure that part out, we’re in too deep.”

“I probably deserved that.”

“Look, I know you, okay? Something was wrong and you hid it from me, because you didn’t want to admit weakness. And you’re terrified of hospitals, so you want to get out of here as fast as possible, even if it hastens your death. How am I doing?”

Roan let a pause linger. “I wouldn’t say terrified.”

He rolled his eyes. “You also use humor to try and defuse situations and change the subject, or alternately you use it as a weapon. You do it a lot. You’re a closet comedian.”

“I make you laugh.”

“All the time. But that isn’t the point. The point is I just found you, you selfish bastard, and you can’t die on me now.” Dylan tried to blink away nascent tears, then gave up and just ran the back of his hand across his eyes.

A weight seemed to settle in Roan’s stomach, unrelated to the food, and it seemed to want to clog his throat. Roan didn’t let it. “I promise you, Dylan, I’m not gonna die. Not without a fight. You know how I love to fight. That hasn’t changed.”

“It better not.”

Roan sat there, wondering how far ahead Paris had planned. He’d discovered only after he met Dylan that Paris had actively singled Dylan out and all but groomed him to take his place. He had selected Roan’s next boyfriend for him, which was exactly like Par, so much so that he didn’t know why it shocked him that he had. Like he’d let him find someone that Par didn’t judge worthy? As if. But was this part of the reason why? Paris knew Roan would be eager to join him in the nothingness of death, sweet oblivion, so he made sure there was something that would pull him back, make him want to stay alive even if only by sheer guilt. Was that the entire intent?

How weird was it that most of the important men in Roan’s life were dead, and yet he could still feel them in his life?

Wow. His existence was so much weirder than he’d thought.





IT WAS like stepping out into a new world. Well, no, the same old fucked-up one, with a few minor changes.

The “Sex Tape Scandal!” headlines seemed to suggest that the Newberry sex video had been found and released to the world, and Roan knew instantly that Holden was responsible. He had found it, and he’d leaked it. Why? Because that was him. Hide something from him, and he would share it just to be an ass. Not that he would do anything different, but Holden was a bit more flamboyantly nasty.

The surprising thing was Jessie Newberry had apparently committed suicide. Reports had it happening shortly after the video was leaked on the web, and while he left no note, it was assumed the video was enough to send him over the edge. He was a troubled person, it seemed. Speaking of which, Kyle Newberry had supposedly checked into rehab ahead of the PR shitstorm. Was there an incest rehab? Well, why not? There seemed to be a rehab for everything else.

Grant was in legal custody, and many people were rather angry about the whole thing. It was understandable, but he didn’t kill anyone on purpose. No matter, many people still wanted his head. Roan wondered if Randi hated him now.

On a similar note, remains had been discovered in a wooded area, and they were assumed to be Tiffany Jones, although identification was still pending. Roan hoped it wasn’t, for Grant’s sake.

Gordo was out of the hospital, but he was still on leave from the cop shop and rather unhappy about it. He was a man who defined himself by his job, so without it, he felt lost. Roan could understand. He was the same way, sort of, but usually he had so much shit going on that he could only muster a half definition at best. There was also the fact that macho cops like them hated being labeled as fragile.

At least Dylan waited until they got home before they started arguing. Dylan thought the diagnosis was very serious, and Roan wasn’t treating it as such. That seemed unfair, as he agreed it was serious. It just wasn’t something he could get worked up about. Why, he didn’t know. It didn’t really help his side in the fight.

Roan left Dylan to stew and fume at him in private and went down to the basement, where he sat on the stairs and looked at the cage—his cage. The door was still ajar from the last time he’d used it, and Dylan didn’t touch the thing. It wasn’t so much that he was scared of it… okay, yeah, that was part of it. Most of it.

Why didn’t the prospect of dying in it bother him? Roan knew it should, but it didn’t. It bothered Paris. That’s why he’d committed suicide ahead of his final transformation. He wanted to die a human, not a half-tiger monstrosity. He understood that totally.

But the idea of it didn’t really bother Roan. Maybe because the lion had as much claim to him as his human form. He didn’t know what it was like to be just human. He had always been something else, something caught between what he seemed to be and what he actually was. Human, lion, virus. A freak amongst freaks. He deserved to die as he lived, neither here nor there, torn between human and other.

Dim sunlight was bleeding through the tiny rectangular window at the very top of the basement, casting a shaft of light inside the cage itself, a vivid line on the poured-concrete floor. Roan could still catch a whiff of tiger deep down beneath the more dominant scent of lion, or at least he thought he could. It could have been psychosomatic, something he wanted to believe.

Just like he wanted to believe his death would be as simple as transforming and causing a blood vessel to burst in his brain. In a bizarre way, Roan thought it might be nice, a peaceful, quick death.

But he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be that easy. Nothing ever was.
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Book One

Shift



1

Lost at Birth



ROAN WAS so bored he’d decided that Tanning Salon Pervert would be the perfect name for his biography.

As he’d flipped through the TV channels last night, the information bar had been visible at the bottom of the screen, and as he surfed past one news magazine program, he saw their episode was titled “Tanning Salon Pervert.” He didn’t watch it—on general principle he refused to watch anything that called itself a news magazine—but the words intrigued him. They sounded wrong in a wonderfully obtuse way, like “peanut butter hut” or “purple elephant pedophile.” Now, he’d never been in a tanning salon, and whether he was a pervert or not was subjective and almost totally hinged on your personal interpretation of the Bible (if you even had one), but the phrase just stuck with him. He bet he’d sell thousands of copies to disappointed people actually wanting the sordid tale of a man who got off on watching women fry under UV lights or get sprayed with fake bake. Instead, they’d get the mundane story of a gay ex-cop with anger management issues who could change into a lion at will.

Come to think of it, not that mundane. But nowhere near as interesting as a tanning salon pervert.

Perhaps Dylan was right. Maybe he was way too blasé about hate. Here he was, standing in front of a crowd that was chanting “Kill the cat!”, some waving homemade signs reading “Drown Them in the River!” (and some brought sacks—how cute) in front of the county hospital, along with a cordon of other cops, trying to keep them back from the doors. Grant Kim was out of cycle and was being transferred to a special holding cell at the county courthouse until he could be arraigned for several counts of second-degree murder (all killings committed while in cat form were charged as second degree). Imprisoning infecteds was difficult, mainly because no one felt safe releasing them into a prison’s genpop (not only was their blood super infectious, but they were obvious targets for harassment by other inmates), and the erratic natures of the viral cycles made it difficult to say for sure when they’d change. Most were kept in special hospitals, although lawsuits had been filed over that. (There was only one prison specifically made for infecteds, and that was in—of course—Texas.)

Normally, he wouldn’t be part of the cordon, but Chief Matthews was seriously concerned about the threat level and asked him to come in and help. He was glad to do so, even though Dylan was afraid: “If someone recognizes you, Roan, they will target you.”

What he didn’t tell Dylan was that was fine with him. He had always been one of those aggressive queers. Instead of adopting a victim mentality, whenever anyone shouted “You’re a fag!”, his response would always be along the lines of “What of it?” He was the same way as an infected. He was supposed to be ashamed because he had some fucking mutant virus? Because he was born with it? Fuck them. Yeah, he was infected. What of it? If someone wanted to attack him for it, they were free to, but he’d only let them leave a bruise. A bruise was all he needed to legally prove self-defense, even if he ended up kicking the living shit out of them. Which he would do, definitely; he’d make them pick their teeth up off the street. If they were very lucky, the lion wouldn’t come out.

The other cops were uneasy about having him around. He thought maybe it was because he wasn’t actually on the force anymore (adviser just didn’t count), or because he was gay or infected (or both), but he discovered the real reason from a rookie, Hawkins, a cute little short-haired bottle blonde who seemed almost too darling to be a cop. (That could actually work in her favor in some cases—some men might be reluctant to hit her. Others would attack her eagerly, though, so it was a give and take.) She came up beside him to take her place in the cordon, and after looking him up and down said, “So, you’re Batman.” Ah, so that was it. Everybody had seen the security tapes, and now everyone just assumed he was superhuman or something. He’d deny it, but he wasn’t sure if he was being completely honest. Not that he was superhuman, but other than human? Yeah, he might be in the other category.

It was a sunny but cool day, and he was trying to look as butch as possible to discourage any of the lunatics. He wore mirrored sunglasses to fit in with most of the other cops, but he was dressed in biker boots, jeans, and a black These Arms Are Snakes T-shirt, but that was kind of tight, to show off a well-developed torso (which he got through a bit of muscle manipulation. Okay, so he wasn’t supposed to ever let the lion out or risk a blood vessel popping in his brain, but again, his attitude was fuck it—he was going to live his life as always, and if it killed him, it killed him. So he let out the lion just enough to make him seem a bit more muscular than he actually was). It was cold enough he had to cross his arms over his chest, allowing him to do some subtle bicep flexing to make them look bigger, and the short sleeves showed off most of the new tattoo on his arm, Dylan’s tiger sketch now made permanent in blue and black ink. It was so new he’d just taken off the bandage this morning. It didn’t hurt, but then again, as full of Vicodin as he was, he’d have been surprised to feel anything.

(Now he felt vindicated in his pill popping. Downers lowered blood pressure, right? So downers might keep his blood vessels from going off like fireworks on Chinese New Year. Yes, it was self-serving and probably wrong, but he wanted to believe it, and that might just be enough denial to make it so.)

He was wearing an earpiece radio, just like the rest of the cops, which was how he knew that, finally, things were underway. Two different handcuffed men, surrounded by cops and with jackets over their heads, were going to be hustled out of the hospital and into the back of a goddamned paddy wagon (a “prisoner transport”—nice way of saying paddy wagon). One of them would be Grant, and the other was an undercover cop. That was how vicious and serious the threats were against Grant Kim: a decoy had been employed. How had a scrawny Asian kid who was barely a hundred pounds soaking wet and generally as harmless as all fuck become public enemy number one?

Roan had gotten him a lawyer, one of Dennis’s protégés, and Dennis’s office got sent a bit of white powder in an envelope with a note that said all kitty fuckers had to die. (It was soap, not anthrax, but that wasn’t the impression he wanted to leave.) There had been a bomb threat against the hospital last week. Threats had been issued on the web against cops, or at least those who stood in the way of them getting Grant. Why this case had turned so ugly in the public eye was unknown. Was it because a teenage boy was a victim? A father of two? The number of victims? Because Grant and the first two victims were living in a relationship most found horrifyingly immoral (the troika of Curtis, Tiffany, and Grant, with Grant still getting some on the outside of their threesome)? Maybe all of the above, maybe none. Roan had come to expect a certain amount of hysteria in these cases, but this seemed more excessive than normal. He was so sorry he'd ever advised Dylan to have Seb bring Grant in, although if the cops had eventually caught him and brought him in (likely), it would have been much worse for Grant.

Would someone actually be stupid enough to attack Grant with about a dozen cops on the scene? Considering how foaming at the mouth this crowd looked, Roan could believe it was a good possibility. There was an ugly feeling in the air, a sense of impending violence. It made the hairs on the back of his neck rise, and it was all he could do not to growl.

He was wearing an obvious gun and had a Taser on the side of his jeans, but he wondered if he’d actually use them if or when something went wrong. Lately, his instincts had led him to go hand to hand. Perhaps that was just another reason for the guys to call him Batman.

The cops stood shoulder to shoulder, making a human blockade, not only hiding the men being hustled to the van from view, but also trying to intimidate anyone who might be thinking about attacking. Roan made sure he was in the center so he was both the most exposed and had the best view of the restless crowd.

Somewhere near the person with the “Where Is Our Civil Right To Be Safe?” sign, a chant of “Kill the cats!” began anew, and Roan wondered what was wrong with him. In the face of this incoherent mob violence, he should have been afraid, but he honestly wanted to anger them more. He wanted to grab Lieutenant Ramirez and tongue kiss him before transforming into a lion, and he really didn’t even like Lieutenant Ramirez. (He was way too fidgety, and Roan hated his porn stache.) Something in him just lived to be contrary. If he couldn’t have their respect, he’d accept their hate.

As the officers started coming out with Kim and the undercover stunt double, Roan noticed an almost Brownian motion in the crowd, and he saw the ghostly pale scalp of a man pushing forward, so wan his skin was almost the exact same color as his off-white hooded sweatshirt. He was elbowing people aside and reaching into his pocket, and Roan knew in that second he wasn’t going for his phone. “Gun!” he shouted, diving into the crowd.

There was screaming, cops shouting in their radios, people running one way or another, but the man was focused on Grant, and Roan was focused on him, so much so that the crowd of people around him, even those he was reflexively shoving aside, dwindled away to mere spots in his peripheral vision. Noise was nothing—all drowned in the blood pounding in his ears and the growl burbling up from his throat.

The man had managed to pull the gun out of his pocket before Roan was on him, tackling him and riding him to the ground, hands firmly grabbing his wrists and pinning them to the asphalt parking lot. The man, tall and lean but still fairly strong, tried to buck him off, but Roan had had too much experience riding guys (ha) and wasn’t moved. “Motherfucker!” the man shouted, spittle spraying from his lips. “Cat-fucking fascist p—”

To Roan, the bones in the man’s wrist felt like fish bones, fine and fragile, and with just the tiniest squeeze they crackled like dead leaves under his fingers. The man screamed incoherently, arching in pain, as the gun fell out of his useless hand. Roan saw a fast-moving blur in his peripheral vision, a bigger, chunkier guy pulling a baseball bat out of one of the cat-drowning sacks and charging him. He was vaguely aware of a cop—maybe more than one—yelling “Freeze!” But he ignored it as much as the man did.

With a snarl, he jumped, and slammed bodily into the man, who was too surprised and hit too swiftly to react. He went crashing to the parking lot, still managing to hold onto the bat, and as he brought it up, Roan caught it and yanked it out of his hands, throwing it across the lot. Although the Vicodin was helping to keep his anger in check, he still felt a sharp, deep pain in his jaw as it shifted, and tasted blood. “Who else wants some?” he roared at the onlookers. The ones who didn’t want trouble had already fled; those who were considering whether or not to join the fray if there was any chance of winning were still loitering about, and most were in the dangerous demographic of men in their late teens and early twenties, the probable age group of the would-be assailants. The sideliners stared at him in goggle-eyed horror, and he could smell the sudden fear like a toxic spill of vinegar. The fight was over; no one wanted to chance it.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Batman, couldn’t you leave some for us?” Thompson carped. He was the cop that looked not unlike a young Jim Brown and had been at the head of the escort line. Roan wouldn’t have minded tongue kissing him; he was much more attractive than Ramirez.

“Oh, he’s always been a show-off,” Dee said, kneeling beside Roan and putting his EMT kit on the ground. Yep, ambulance teams were standing by, and since they were at a hospital, it seemed almost silly. There were doctors inside—why couldn’t they use them? Probably some damn insurance thing.

Dee looked him in the eye, an eyebrow raised in concern, and asked, “You okay, Ro?”

It was probably the Vicodin, but he felt much more in control of himself. The lion hadn’t come out enough to run away with him. It had just come out enough to distend his jaw a bit. Oh, and allow him to throw a body slam on a guy trying to assault him with a bat. And break a man’s wrists like they were made of spun sugar. Okay, so the lion had come out a bit more than he intended. At least no one was dead, himself included. Roan wiped the blood away from his mouth and said, “Peachy.”

“I can’t breathe,” the man beneath him gasped, obviously breathing but wincing in pain all the same. Roan got off of him, and he rolled over on his side and curled up into a fetal position, holding his ribs.

“You know, if you just Googled this red-haired bastard, you’d have saved yourself a world of hurt,” Dee scolded him, snapping on a pair of rubber gloves. Roan stood and noticed Shep and some other paramedic he didn’t recognize were attempting to work on the gunman, who was still screaming and writhing in pain. Three cops were standing around them, but only one still bothered to have his Taser out. Roan visually confirmed the paddy wagon was gone; Grant and the other cops had gotten away, as they were supposed to have done. Mission accomplished.

He rubbed the back of his neck and scanned the rest of the lot, freezing as soon as his eyes fell on a cameraman for Channel Five crouched beside an SUV, the helmet-haired “action news reporter” beside him. (His name was Chip or Flip or some damn cartoon name.) Roan only needed to see the blow-dried wonder’s mouth moving in profile to know he was saying to his cameraman, “Tell me you got that.”

Oh shit.
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Altered Beast



ROAN WONDERED how he could be so naïve. Did he really think Dylan being angry with him was the worst thing that was going to come of this?

For the first few hours, it was. Dylan had seen the news footage and figured out that he'd put himself front and center, making himself the number one target. He admitted he hadn’t told him that was his plan because he knew it would piss him off, and that didn’t make Dylan any happier. He didn’t even get brownie points for honesty.

Roan assumed he’d be sleeping on the sofa, but no, he hadn’t. Dylan didn’t say it—he never had to say it—but he was terrified of losing Roan; he was afraid Roan was going to up and die on him any second. On the one hand, it was touching; on the other, it was fucking annoying. Dylan accused him of wanting to hasten his own death, which was just the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. What he wanted to do was protect Grant—the rest of it was bullshit. He didn’t know if Dylan believed him or not; ultimately, he didn’t care. Randi had asked him to help her brother, and he was. Dylan could believe it or not. It was his choice.

Roan was woken up at six in the morning by the phone—that was the beginning. The beginning of publicity hell.

It started with local media, but some national media tried to contact him too. He just hung up and unplugged the phone, turning off his cell as well. He had no comment, wanted to do no interviews. He just wanted to be left alone. He turned the sprinklers on to get the local action news team off his lawn.

Fiona volunteered to become his PR person—she told the news people politely to fuck off, on his behalf. Doctor Rosenberg called to cuss him out for almost transforming in spite of his aneurysm warning. (It was hard to tell on camera he was starting to transform; luckily, it just looked like he was jutting his chin out, and for some reason was bleeding from the mouth, but Rosenberg knew what it meant. Sadly, the oddly inhuman jump and show of strength was the thing getting him the attention.) Somebody called from a local production company suggesting that they might be open to turning his life into a film.

Pissed off beyond all measure, he asked Dylan if he wanted to go to Vancouver with him for a week. Dylan, who was starting to get bugged by reporters at Panic (they had found him), happily agreed.

They ended up spending ten days in Vancouver. Roan showed Dylan around and surreptitiously loaded up on painkillers and downers, which were so much cheaper in Canada. They stayed in a nice hotel just off the water, small but quaint and very gay friendly, so they didn’t get any shit over that. Their third night there, as they were sitting on a pier people watching and boat watching, Dylan guessed that this was a special place for Roan and Paris. Roan said it was, but only because Paris was from British Columbia; Roan had come to think of it as a second home. He felt better in Vancouver for no reason he could ever name. He thought if he ever got tired of Washington State, he would move up here.

He thought about paying a visit to Paris’s parents, just to say hello, but ultimately decided against it. What would he do besides remind them that their son was dead far before his time? Best to just leave it.

Roan had never done “touristy things” in Vancouver because he was always with a native who knew where to go if you wanted to score crack at two in the morning, or pick up scalped tickets at ten at night (not that they ever bought crack, but it was good to know). But he did a couple of touristy things with Dylan, at Dyl’s urging, and it was kind of nice to pretend to be brain-dead for a while. They had a really good time, and it was good not to have the subtle but obvious subtext of “You’re gonna die soon” influencing everything.

After ten days, they had no choice but to come back. Dylan could get no more time off work, and Roan’s viral cycle was fast approaching. Fiona had said either it was starting to blow over or people were getting the message that he had no interest in participating in a media circus. She also said she had fielded a couple of really good offers and had written them up in case he wanted to look them over. She was holding out hope he’d do an interview with Anderson Cooper and drag him kicking and screaming out of the closet. (A CNN researcher had called, not Cooper. But Fi insisted she could dream.)

He intended to go back to work, but as soon as he saw a news van in the parking lot, he decided to return home. Instead, he asked Fi to man the office and give him a ring if a genuine client—not a media plant (which had happened)—showed up. He did wonder if, this close to his cycle, he should bother working, but fuck it. If he didn’t die this time out, he still had bills to pay.

As a professional courtesy, Dennis drew up legal papers for him, gratis. He hadn’t told Dylan, but he was leaving him the house and a couple other things. He was leaving stuff to Fi and Dee and Randi as well, and at the last minute he threw in some books and stuff for Holden, as he would appreciate them. He also left a note for Matt, because he still felt bad how that all went down. He learned he was lucky that he had no living family to contest the will, as leaving stuff for your boyfriend wasn’t always seen as legitimate. Roan had no idea leaving stuff to other people was for heteros only, but hey, you learned something new every day.

And while he said he wanted to be ultimately cremated, he had actually left his body to Doctor Rosenberg and her institute. If they wanted to chop him up and see if they could find what made him different from all other virus children, why he didn’t get the same kiss of brain-damaged death as the rest of them, they were free to go nuts. Pulp him in a blender for all he cared. A dead body was just a piece of meat, and dead people didn’t give a shit what you did with them. The bright side of being dead, as far as he could tell, was no longer having to give a shit about anything.

It wasn’t long before he was going out of his mind. He had no idea what was wrong with him. He’d bought a lot of used books at a bookstore in Vancouver, and he had lots of shows to catch up on, but after a pointlessly big breakfast (scrambled eggs with salsa and cheese, bacon, spicy sausage, toast with cinnamon sugar, chai tea liberally cut with cream—fuck it, if he was dying, it wasn’t going to be on a diet), he found himself full of restless energy. He popped a couple of Vicodin, along with the experimental meds Doctor Singh gave him. He had no idea if they were working, if they would prevent an aneurysm, and he wasn’t sure she knew either. All he knew was sometimes they left him with an odd, light-headed feeling that wasn’t altogether unpleasant. As side effects went, this one he didn’t mind.

He’d started working out on his heavy bag, but gently, because he didn’t want to accidentally bring out the lion and he didn’t want to wake Dylan, who had closed the bar last night and hadn't got home until almost four in the morning. He was thinking of quitting the bar, but not until he found another job. Sadly, there wasn’t much out there for an art major, but maybe he could get in at another bar where they would let him wear a shirt.

When the phone rang, Roan let it go to machine, but he heard Doctor Rosenberg cussing at him, so he picked it up. “You were gonna let me go to machine, you bastard,” she carped. “Here I am trying to save your life, and this is the thanks I get. Shmendrek.”

“Hey, you get bugged by the press and answer your damn phone.”

“I have been. I’m the expert in infecteds, remember? They all want to talk about you. Luckily, I get to point out you’re a patient and confidentiality rules prohibit me from discussing you or anything about you. So they go to that shithead Riley, and he makes these outrageous statements like infecteds can take on psychosomatic feline tendencies. What fucking bullshit. I bet he gets a book deal and goes on Doctor Phil.”

He had no idea who Riley was, but he assumed a rival doctor. “So I’m a psychosomatic lion? Interesting. What about the bleeding?”

“I dunno. Maybe he thinks you bit your lip. Look, you’re gonna go into cycle this week, aren’t ya?”

She really wasn’t much for foreplay. “Yeah. I’m not turning myself in to the hospital.”

“Turn yourself in to me. Come by tomorrow. I’m gonna chemically induce a coma.”

“Pardon?”

“Listen to me: you need more time for the meds you’re on now to work. You know we got safe rooms here, private safe rooms. You’ll still change while in a coma, but it shouldn’t be as hard on your system. If your blood pressure was absurdly low, raising it twofold won’t matter. This will work.”

“You’re guessing.”

“But it’s a good guess. Look, fuck your pride—you wanna live another month or not?”

Man, she was relentless, wasn’t she? That was why he liked her, but also why he hated her at the same time. “Yeah, of course, but—”

“So get your ass down here tomorrow. I’d prefer morning, but, knowing you, I’ll have to settle for afternoon. Now, you gonna do it, or do I tell Dylan?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t I?”

He sighed. “Oh, goddamn it.”

“See you tomorrow, Roan. Or else.”

She rang off, and he wondered why he kept her as a doctor. Because she was smarter than everyone else and seemed to treat him like an actual person and not a piece of meat. Surely there was another doctor who was like that. He just hadn’t looked hard enough.

Ah, fuck it. He just liked people who didn’t take shit, and Rosenberg didn’t take shit from anyone. He should have kept in mind that included him.

He’d only been working on the bag for another five minutes when the drugs started to really kick in, and then his cell phone rang. He’d changed the number to one only three people knew: Dylan, Fiona, and Dee (he’d have to give it to Holden one of these days, or Fi would), so he had no problem answering this phone. “Yeah?”

“Oh, you have to come in,” Fi said, keeping her voice low. “We got an actual customer, and Christ on a stick, you hafta look at this guy.”

“Cute?”

“No—huge. I mean, shit, you need a guy your own size to pick on? This may be him. He also has fresh stitches in his chin, but he doesn’t look like an assassin otherwise.”

Fresh stitches in his face? Possible domestic violence and/or bar fight was the most likely answer, but if the guy was a professional troublemaker, he might be wearing his work home with him. “You’re not getting a bad vibe off him, are you?”

“No, he’s been as pleasant as can be. Looks like he’s had his nose broken a while ago. Could he be one of those MMA cage fighters?”

“You tell me. I’m on my way.”

He hung up and a quick sniff told him he hadn’t had enough of a workout to stink, so he simply changed into more presentable clothes and took the bike out, since it was a clear day and it was much easier to outrun news teams on the Buell. The Vicodin gave him a pleasantly mellow feeling.

He parked out behind the cemetery (oddly, there was one across the street from the office park, kind of run-down and overgrown—if it was a statement of some kind, he wasn’t sure what) and walked into work still wearing his mirrored motorcycle helmet, so if there was someone snapping photos in the lot, they got a shitload of nothing. Once inside his office, he took off the helmet.

“Ah, here he is,” Fiona said, gesturing to him, as a huge man got up from the front room’s chair and approached him with his hand out.

He was six foot three at least, maybe two ten, all muscle, his shoulders and chest nearly Paris broad. He was wearing a baggy black T-shirt and baggy jeans, so he wasn’t trying to show off, and his worn Converse sneakers and even more worn brown leather jacket seemed to indicate he either had no money or nothing approaching fashion awareness. He had a beat-up olive-drab backpack slung over one shoulder.

His brown hair was cut short and streamlined, but it did inadvertently highlight a face that had seen many fights. He had the ghost of a white scar on his forehead, something of a divot in his right cheek, a bump on the bridge of a strong nose (definitely suggesting at least one previous break), and those fresh stitches Fi had mentioned, stretching out for an inch and a half in a rough, perpendicular line across his chin. He was neither handsome nor ugly, but his many facial wounds made him interesting to look at and strangely fascinating. His eyes were that odd watery blue you sometimes encountered and could never quite believe was real. He was in his early to mid-twenties at a best guess, but he was one of those guys who had probably never looked boyish.

“Hey, hi, I’m Grey Williams,” the big man said, shaking his hand. He almost crushed his fingers, and Roan knew he was actively trying not to. Hell of a grip. If Roan heard the flatness of his vowels correctly, he was either originally from Minnesota or spent a lot of time there.

“Hello, Roan McKichan. Why don’t we go into my office?”

“Sure,” he agreed amiably. He followed him in, saying a polite “Bye” to Fiona as they went. What the hell was he, a brawling farm boy?

“So what brings you here, Mr. Williams, and who beat the shit out of you?” Roan asked as he shut the door.

Grey looked back at him, surprised and briefly confused. “Huh? Nobody’s—oh! Y’mean the stitches? Nobody hit me, I just stopped a puck with my face. Didn’t mean to, but hey, shit happens.”

For a moment, Roan wasn’t sure Williams had said “puck,” but that was the only thing that made sense. “You a hockey player?”

“Yep, defenseman for the Seattle Falcons.”

Roan sat behind his desk and gestured to the chair in front. Grey sat down, sliding his backpack to the floor. “Oh. Defenseman’s code for ‘enforcer’, isn’t it?” The Falcons were a minor league team, or at least they weren’t in the NHL. Roan honestly didn’t know how these things worked, as sports had never been a passion of his. All he knew about hockey he knew from Paris, who, as a Canadian kid, was forced to like it under penalty of death.

Grey chuckled at this. “Can be. Is in my case. What gave it away?”

“Besides you being just incredibly fucking huge? You look like you’ve been in a few fights in your life.”

“Yep, and won all of them. Well, not in the third grade, but I don’t think that counts. Ain’t much of a scorer, but shit, can I hit people.” He grinned with a kind of goofy pride, revealing a missing tooth in the lower half of his mouth, pretty much parallel with part of the stitches. The puck must have taken out a tooth too. Ouch. “And by the way, I gotta say, really impressed by the whole crowd thing. Y’know, where you took out the Nazi and his friend? Really cool.”

The man who had tried to shoot Grant was a self-professed neo-Nazi, along with his bat-wielding pal. They had a manifesto posted on their respective Facebook pages calling infecteds the “Armageddon of the human race,” but best of all, nearly every other word was misspelled. They were so fucking stupid they couldn’t even spell “believe” right. “Just doing my job. Now, what’s this about? I take it you’re not married, so this can’t be about your wife.”

He had lifted his backpack to his lap but froze, cocking his head at Roan curiously. “How d’ya know I’m not married?”

“No ring.”

“Oh.” Grey looked down at his own hand and chuckled faintly. He had big hands, and the knuckles were slightly calloused. He hadn’t been lying about getting into lots of fights, but Roan wondered if they were all on the ice. “Oh yeah. That’s pretty obvious, huh? It’s just, I’ve heard things about you, and I thought you were doing some Sherlock Holmes shit on me.”

“No, no Sherlock Holmes, just basic observation.” He was going to let it go, but damn it, he couldn’t. “What have you heard about me?”

Grey shrugged as he unzipped the backpack. “Just that you look into weird cases, y’know, strange stuff. You don’t scare easy. That right?” The look in his eyes was almost challenging, like he was daring Roan to be honest.

Sure, he was a big boy, but he was going to have to do better than that. “Yeah, it is.”

Grey stared at him for a moment before nodding, as if seeing what he wanted to see in Roan’s eyes, then pulled out a folder held closed with a rubber band stretched precariously around its bulging sides. He placed it on Roan’s desk, right in front of him. “About a year ago, my oldest friend’s sister was killed. She was murdered, execution style, in an alley beside her apartment building by two men. It remains an open case: no suspects, no leads.”

Roan glanced at the file but didn’t open it. “If it’s an open case, I can’t get involved.”

Grey didn’t react. He remained stone-faced, which was actually pretty intimidating considering the number of facial wounds he had. “Can you if the police did it?”

Okay, this just went in a direction he hadn’t anticipated.
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Killer in the World



“YOU THINK the police killed her?” Roan repeated, wondering how many shots to the head Grey had had in his life.

He must have heard the doubt in Roan’s voice, because he sat forward with a grim look on his beaten face. “I know it. She’d just filed a million-dollar lawsuit against them.”

That sounded vaguely familiar. Who’d had a million-dollar lawsuit filed against them in the last couple of years? “Are we talking about the Eastgate PD?” Grey nodded, lips thinned so much that Roan could see a secret scar, a tiny cut to his lower lip that only appeared when bloodless. “Is this the Jasmine Hawley case?”

Now that had been a hard-to-miss case a couple years back. Jasmine Hawley—nee James Hudson—was a pre-op transsexual in her late teens who was arrested by the Eastgate PD, supposedly for solicitation, but Hawley claimed not only to not be a prostitute but that two police officers beat her while she was in custody. The police department claimed she’d resisted arrest and got most of her bruises from fighting with other prisoners, which didn’t quite ring true with Roan. Put a pre-op in with your regular perps, they’d get the shit raped out of them. Pre-ops were usually thrown in a special “whore pen” (the holding cell where all the prostitutes were stashed) with the women, because otherwise there was no end to the abuse they’d suffer. Would female prostitutes beat someone that badly? Maybe, but it was unlikely the cops wouldn’t break it up. Still, there were some cops who had a special revulsion saved for transsexuals. Oh sure, they hated fags, but they hated men who wanted to be women (or women who wanted to be men) more than anything on Earth.

Rumor had it there was a piece of videotape that caught part of the beating on film. A gay rights group helped Jasmine file a million-dollar lawsuit against the police department and two officers in particular whom she said beat her down. Less than two weeks after this, Jasmine was killed. The lawsuit continued.

Roan opened the overstuffed folder and looked. Yep, news clippings, an arrest report, statements Jasmine made for the lawsuit, photos of Jasmine’s beaten face and body.

“I was born in Bellingham,” Grey said. “The Hudsons lived across the street. I went to school with Ben Hudson, Jamie’s older brother. We moved when I was ten, packed up to Saint Paul, but we always kept in touch. This was before the Internet too, so it was kinda weird, I guess. What I remembered about Jamie was he was kinda a goofy kid, a class clown without a class. I was in college at the University of Minnesota—I was a Gopher—when Ben was killed in a car accident. Ben had always asked me to keep an eye out for Jamie ’cause I was always a kinda big freak, and I guess I still felt kinda responsible for him. But this whole mess happened before I ended up with the Falcons and I came back to Washington, so I was no fucking good at all. I guess I’m tryin’ to make up for it now.”

Roan found what he was looking for: the names of the accused officers. Michael Brand and Carey Switzer. Neither rang any particular bells, but he was pretty sure he didn’t know anyone at the Eastgate PD. “You have no problem with Jamie’s switch of gender?”

Grey shrugged. “Whatever gets you through the night, y’know? Besides, when I thought about it… it kinda made sense. You know? I could see him wanting to be a girl. First time we went trick-or-treating as kids, he was Sleeping Beauty.”

It was probably Roan’s own prejudice, but he would have thought a big macho jock like this would be the first to beat up or disparage a transsexual. But maybe not when it was your best friend’s brother (sister—he was using the right pronoun too). “I’d be the first to admit this case sounds as suspicious as hell. The timing of the murder is also incredibly suspect.”

“No shit. To me, they’re being pretty blatant about it. I’ve talked to some other cops in the department, to see how the investigation’s going, and one told me, off the record, that the case is ice cold and has been given to a homicide detective with too many cases, with the instruction that it was low priority. He hasn’t looked into it once since he got the case. They ain’t doing shit.”

“Who’s the investigating officer?”

Grey sat back and slumped in the chair, legs spread wide and shoulders thrown back. It was a man’s man pose, but also the body language of someone with nothing to hide. Roan wondered if that was true, although he had no reason to think he was lying. “Don’t remember the name.”

“Who told you this?”

“I said I wouldn’t rat ’em out.”

“If I’m even going to attempt to look into this, I need a place to start inside the department. I’d say they’re my best shot. Otherwise I shouldn’t bother.”

Grey scowled, glancing down at his own calloused hands, then said, “Fine. The name’s Sid Fisher.”

Roan scribbled that down on a sticky note and attached it to the top of the arrest report. “Okay, here are the ground rules, and they are nonnegotiable. I will look into this, but the legal admissibility of most of it will make much of it useless. I can’t directly muscle into the case without jeopardizing my license, but I will rattle a few cages and see if anything falls out. I can make a few phone calls now, but I might have to put off any direct investigation until next week.”

That made Grey’s heavy brows dip into a sort of V. “Why?”

“If you saw that footage of me and the neo-Nazis, you probably know I’m infected. I’m about to enter my cycle.”

“Y’mean turn into a cat? Cool,” Grey said, with something approaching enthusiasm. “So what are ya?”

Roan gave him an evil look, but Grey didn’t seem to realize he was being rude. “Lion.”

“Oh, awesome! One of the big ones. I kinda feel bad for the people who turn into cougars. I mean, I know they’re deadly and all, but they don’t seem that impressive, do they? Not when compared to other cats. If I was a cat, I’d wanna be one of the big ones.” It seemed to be intended as a genuine compliment, but once again, Roan wondered how many shots to the head Grey had taken in his lifetime. It also made him wonder how old he was. So he asked.

“Twenty-two,” Grey said without blinking. He reached for his wallet, and as he pulled it out, he added, “I stopped at the cash machine before I got here. You don’t mind bein’ paid in cash, do ya?”

“Don’t want to leave a paper trail?”

He paused, that confused look scudding over his face again. “Huh?”

Roan shook his head. “Nothing.” Was he a bit naïve, or just, as the British said, gormless? Safe to say he got into college on a sports scholarship, or perhaps his parents footed the bill. At least, daft or not, he seemed an amiable and unbiased sort.

Still, he managed to fill out the paperwork without printing anything and only glancing at his Social Security card to confirm the number. (He said he had a bad head for numbers, and Roan could sympathize.) He’d gotten up to leave, but at the door he turned back and asked, “You wanna spar sometime?”

“Huh?”

“You know, box? I think’d be awesome to face a guy as strong as you, as long as you promise not to break somethin’. I’m usually at 24 Hour Fitness in the afternoon, if I don’t have a road game or an afternoon skate.” He then gave him another goofy smile, and Roan got a strange feeling. It was almost like he—in a very odd way—was flirting with him.

Nah. Just some straight guy, macho bullshit bonding. It was an easy mistake to make, though.

As soon as the man left, Roan started to look up information on Grey Williams.

Lexis-Nexis had a surprising amount on him. He might have been a self-professed low scorer, but he’d made it into the World Junior Hockey Championship three years ago on the U.S. side. There’d also been a feature on his parents in a Minnesota paper around that time. Apparently his dad was Merritt Williams, who briefly held some kind of college football record, although injuries kept him out of the NFL. He was the uber-jock dad who had five sons and pushed at least four of them into sports: oldest son Jensen had followed his dad into a football career but blew out his knee while in college and now owned and ran a sports bar in Syracuse; second son Lorne played college basketball but was apparently not that great at it and now coached junior high school basketball in Florida; third son Alden played minor league baseball with a team called the Reading Phillies; Grey was the fourth son. Interestingly enough, the fifth son was almost never mentioned, although one article gave his name, Rayne. He didn’t follow the family dictate of going into sports? Bad show. Didn’t he know that would make him a pariah?

A separate search on Rayne Williams did eventually turn up something: he was the lead in his high school’s musical production of Little Shop of Horrors. Oh dear. Could you say “big flamer”? Okay, maybe that was a stereotype, and an unjust one—Roan, for example, was no fan of musicals, possibly because the only science fiction musical he knew of was The Simpsons’ wonderful “Stop The Planet of The Apes, I Want To Get Off!”—but it might explain why Grey was accepting of Jamie’s/Jasmine’s proclivities if he had a gay younger brother.

Fiona briefly knocked on the door before coming in. “So, was he a Mafia hit man?”

“Close. Hockey player.”

“Really? Huh. Guess that explains the haircut.”

That made him chuckle. “So mean.”

“What? Come on, you were thinking the same thing.”

“Actually, I’m glad you’re here ’cause I need you to hit up your sex worker pals.”

“For money?”

“For information. I need to know if Jasmine Hawley really was working the streets and how unfriendly the Eastgate PD is to anyone they decide they don’t like.”

“Jasmine Hawley?” She repeated the name like it meant something, and then apparently recalled it. “Holy shit, he was asking about Hawley?”

“The younger sister of his friend. There’s no rush on this. I’m off to the hospital tomorrow.”

She looked briefly concerned. “Are you—”

“Rosenberg wants to put me in a coma. She thinks that’ll keep me alive another month.”

She considered that, shrugging. “Might work. Worth a shot. Dylan know?”

“Not yet. I suppose I should go tell him, huh?”

She gave him a sympathetic smile. “You’ve had how many relationships?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, okay, Ms. Dominatrix, give me relationship advice.”

“That’s Mistress, Slave, and don’t you forget it,” she said crisply, before giving him a big, cheesy grin.

Weird friends and weird cases. At least his life had a recognizable pattern.

Roan stopped on the way home and got a pizza, as he felt like a pizza. He made sure it was vegetarian, even though he was dying for pepperoni, and he then had to figure out how to take it home on the bike. (Okay, that was a detail he should have worked out in advance.)

Dylan was up when he got home, but he was still in his underwear, drinking his morning (afternoon) tea. But since he hadn’t eaten yet, he was willing to have pizza with Roan while they discussed what Rosenberg had in mind for him.

Dylan was thrilled, or as thrilled with the idea of someone putting Roan in a coma as one could get. He honestly thought Rosenberg was trying to save him, and Roan was sure she was trying, but he also knew there was a lot of guesswork involved. It was desperation, pure and simple, and there were no guarantees whatsoever. But he let Dylan have his enthusiasm, because he owed him that much.

Dylan volunteered to go to the hospital with him tomorrow afternoon, and Roan agreed, although he didn’t know why Dylan would even want to come. They were just going to drug him until he was unconscious (which now, in retrospect, sounded like fun), and what was Dyl going to do, hold his hand? Of course, if it didn’t work, it might be the last time Dylan saw him alive, so okay, he supposed he understood.

Dylan called Ty, one of the other bartenders at Panic, and got him to cover his shift so he could take the night off. Again, he was acting like this was Roan’s last night on earth… but you know, fuck it. Roan decided he didn’t care. It was or it wasn’t; Dylan had a fifty-fifty chance of being right or wrong. Let him do what he wanted. Roan had already found his peace with all of this.

They had dinner, watched TV, and went to bed—nothing really remarkable, except the possibility he might actually be dead this time tomorrow night. Apparently someone else called, suggesting his life story might make fascinating viewing (ha!), and that led to him and Dylan discussing who they’d like to play them in a film. Dylan seemed horrified by Roan’s initial choice to play himself: Robert Carlyle, whom Dylan insisted looked nothing like him. Roan knew that. He’d just always liked him as an actor since Trainspotting, and of course, he was a Scot, which Roan kind of was (look at his mysteriously hard-to-pronounce surname).

Dylan picked John Barrowman to play Roan (Captain Jack? Flattering, but no, he couldn’t see it….), and Gael Garcia Bernal to play him. Now, Roan agreed Gael was kind of cute, but nowhere near cute enough to play Dylan, in his opinion, and also way too short. Roan figured if they could somehow lump Gael together with a younger Javier Bardem, they’d have the perfect Dylan.

They both agreed Taye Diggs would have to play Diego. Not that Dee actually looked like Taye, it was just that Dee would die if anyone else played him. They figured Fi would want Meryl Streep. Again, no physical resemblance, but Fi would insist on quality over resemblance. Holden could go either way on that—he’d either want a porn star or a British stage thespian playing him (one who wasn’t afraid of nudity in either case, and he’d probably insist the guy would have to at least be bi; straights would be kicked off by Holden personally). Roan was sad Jerry Orbach was dead, because he’d have made a perfect Gordo. Judi Dench with an American accent, a wig, and a foul mouth could probably carry off Doctor Rosenberg.

It was fun. They were amusing themselves immensely, until he idly wondered who would play Paris and all the fun went out of it. Just like that. Dylan initially chided him for being “no fun anymore.” Then he must have guessed why Roan went all quiet, and he began talking about the strange people who wanted to buy any art relating to Roan that he had. Dylan had lied to them all and said he had none because none of them were pieces he wanted to sell, especially not to bizarro fetishists. Fame was a weird thing, especially when it was “freak of the week” fame. Roan just sort of hoped the new freak would hurry up and appear already, because he was getting tired of all the bullshit.

But then again, if he didn’t survive the procedure tomorrow, he’d have nothing to worry about, would he?
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Halo



HOLDEN WAS a little surprised when Dylan answered the door in his boxer shorts, rubbing sleep from his eyes. Having stopped by Panic last night, he knew Dylan hadn’t been up late working. “Is something wrong?” he wondered, looking beyond him to try and see the living room.

Dylan shook his head, yawning. “Roan’s in the hospital. I stayed there as long as I could, but eventually I got kicked out.”

Holden stared at him. “He’s in the hospital? Did he have another aneurysm?”

“No. Oh, you don’t know.” Dylan then made a sort of scoffing noise as he said, “Right, yeah, he barely told me. Come in, I’ll explain.”

Well, it couldn’t have been a huge emergency if Dylan wasn’t freaking out about it. Holden followed him inside, noting from a purely clinical perspective that he had a nice ass and a nice back. (It was long and lean, a little dimple near the small of the back, no overt hair.) If he wanted to do the high-class prostitute thing, he could probably make a mint. “Have a seat,” Dylan said, gesturing to the sofas as he disappeared into another room.

Holden sat, trying to decide what things were Roan’s and what things belonged to Dylan. The only things that seemed like Dylan were the painting now hanging up over the stereo—one of those bizarre ones, of a wall with a huge hole in it that appeared to be bleeding, like a crime scene detail with only the body missing—and the Bloc Party CD currently playing softly. Roan just never struck him as a Bloc Party kind of guy.

Dylan came back wearing sweatpants and pulling on a T-shirt of a Roy Lichtenstein-type woman crying and firing a machine gun while saying “It’s not you, it’s me….” He had a feeling Roan had bought that for him, or it was one of Roan’s T-shirts; he was the wacky T-shirt master around here. 

“Want something to drink?” Dylan asked, crossing to the kitchen. “I’m just getting myself some green tea.”

Green tea—oh boy! What a hedonist. But he was the Buddhist vegetarian around here. You’d think an artist/shirtless bartender at a gay nightclub would have a much wilder life, but he seemed to work hard to cultivate a lifestyle more suited to an ascetic. “No thanks, maybe later. So what’s up with Roan?”

“Doctor Rosenberg put him in a coma ahead of his transformation. She’s fairly certain it’ll keep him alive.”

“Oh.” There was a phrase you didn’t hear every day. How were you supposed to react to that? “It went okay?”

“Fine. When I was finally kicked out, he was sleeping… well, comatose. But his vitals were good, and there were no problems. He takes to drugs like a duck to water.”

Holden smirked at this, aware there was a bit of hollow anger in that last statement. “Sadly, yes. How are you doing?”

Dylan returned, curling up on the sofa across from him, legs tucked under him as he cradled the mug in his lap. It wasn’t straight green tea; there was a fruity scent to it, citrus and berry. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. “Honestly? I’m fucking pissed off.”

Now that he hadn’t expected. Dylan was such a mild guy that, in spite of being as gorgeous as he was, he was easily forgettable. In Holden’s mind, he just sort of blurred into the wallpaper. While his calm peacefulness was surely beneficial to Roan, who probably needed all the peace he could get, Dylan’s somewhat introverted nature left him an afterthought to many of Roan’s friends. He was the polar opposite of the bright explosion that was Paris. That was probably deliberate. “About what?”

“About Roan and his attitude. He’s acting like he wants to die.”

“He was put into the coma, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but only because Doctor Rosenberg didn’t give him a choice. He’s been acting like he wants to die since he found out about the aneurysm. He denies it, but… it’s just been freaky. It’s so irritating. I can’t even get properly mad at him, because I honestly believe he doesn’t know it. He’s living in denial or a Vicodin haze. One of the two.”

See, this was why Holden was so glad he didn’t do relationships. These little wars, these little deaths… was a regular fuck buddy and shared rent worth it? Didn’t seem like it. Give him solitude, a cold bottle of gin, a decent piece of Internet porn, and he was good. “Is this because he went after the neo-Nazis?”

“No, but that was one of the more flashy bits.”

“Tell me about it. And people don’t know he’s gay? My God, he was wearing a gun. Just pull it and tell ’em to freeze, don’t jump on ’em like a big flaming drama queen. Jesus.”

Dylan snickered at that, enjoying the joke. But his good humor faded fast, and he ended up looking kind of sad. “He’s never been a quitter. He’s not a man who quits easily or quietly. So why has he consciously or unconsciously decided to die?”

Paris. That was Holden’s first thought, and he knew Dylan was thinking the same thing and didn’t want to think it. He wanted some other reason than his boyfriend still being in love with a dead man. So Holden thought of another reason to give him, which sounded very plausible. “He’s burned out. He’s been told he’s going to die most of his life, and he hasn’t yet. So fuck it. He probably feels close to invincible as it is. He’s the closest thing to a superhero I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah. And there’s Paris.”

So Dylan said it. Good for him. “Roan pretends he’s not haunted by his ghost, but clearly he is.”

“Yeah. I really can’t compete with a dead man,” Dylan admitted, and it sounded like admitting defeat, which it was. He sighed and idly stirred his tea, the spoon softly ringing off the sides of the mug. The mug had a smiling cartoon bear on it hugging a heart, with the words I Don’t Understand Your Hostility Towards Me encircling it. Holden knew that was Roan’s mug. Dylan made the decision to change the subject, and then he did. “So why the house call? You could have phoned.”

“Yeah, except my cell phone battery’s dead, and I just got in from Sea Tac late last night. I’ve spent the last few days in Vegas with my pilot client.”

“Really? Did he pay you, or—”

“Oh hell yeah he paid me. He also gave me a free ticket. Get this—he told the flight staff I was his nephew.”

“He didn’t.”

“He did, and they seemed to buy it. Except for this queeny air steward who seemed to know instinctively I was a hustler and gave me the cold shoulder.”

Dylan squirmed uncomfortably, shifting on the couch and taking a sip of his tea before asking hesitantly, “Isn’t he the one who, um—”

“Pays me to tie him up and humiliate him? Yes. He remains a curious client, but a loyal one. And I can’t say he didn’t show me a decent time, as he gave me free run of his minibar and room service.”

“You have a strange life.”

He said it so deadpan and mild Holden almost laughed. “Tell me about it. I did check my messages, and I discovered Fiona had called me and left me a message about Roan’s latest case. I’ve got people out looking for more info, but I had some for him anyways. I also had a gift.”

“Oh boy, did you get him a tacky souvenir?”

“More like a tacky trinket I picked up in a Las Vegas pawn shop. And no, I didn’t pawn anything. I don’t gamble. If I wanted to waste my money, I’d buy lottery tickets like everyone else. I was just doing a bit of window-shopping with everyone else’s misery.” He pulled the gift out of the pocket of his jeans and put it on the coffee table.

Dylan sat forward and examined it curiously. “Oh, how ’bout that. It is very tacky.”

“And one hundred percent pewter. If that’s worth anything, and I don’t think it is.” It was a ring shaped like a lion’s head, with a mane large enough to cover the lower half of the finger.

“I’m sure he’ll love it. Which bothers me.”

“You’re not alone.”

“So what information did you have for him?”

“Hawley was no walker. Might have been trans, but not a hooker, not to anyone’s knowledge, and we would know.”

“Would you? I mean, you’re not unionized.”

“No, but there’s always a way to find out who’s working what corner. No hooker is ever alone on a street, and we use a lot of the same motels. It’s a smaller world than you’d think.”

“I’m sure. If the johns knew, they might be a little scared by it.”

“A little? A lot. For good reason.”

Dylan nodded, looking down at his mug, his attention wandering elsewhere. They were silent for a moment, and Holden felt that something was going desperately wrong here. Dylan was depressed and probably sleep deprived, but he wasn’t the type to open up to him. He knew that Dylan really didn’t like him that much, and yet he seemed to be confiding in him. Was he that lonely? Was he feeling that lost?

Dylan sagged back on the sofa and stared at him almost boldly, his dark brown eyes set like stone. “You love him too. What would you do if you were me?”

Holden stared back at him, but he was so flabbergasted by what Dylan had said it took him a moment to speak. “Uh, what? I don’t love Roan. I like the guy, but—”

“Oh please, I’ve had enough self-deception from Ro. Please don’t you do it too.”

“Dylan, I don’t. I don’t want him and he doesn’t want me. He’s all yours.”

He scoffed faintly. “You’re a gay man. I don’t have to explain the difference between love and desire to you. You can want a person without loving them, but the opposite also holds true. Look, I know you’re not a threat to our relationship, so I’m not gonna go crazy-ass jealous on you. I just want to know why you haven’t given up on him yet.”

Holden wasn’t sure if he should be angry, offended, or amused. All three? (And actually, he wouldn’t mind doing Roan. Yeah, it’d be pretty weird considering their relationship now, but he’d always left the invitation of doing him for free open. Well, he was a good-looking guy, there was no getting around that, and Holden was always impressed by his humor, which could be incredibly sexy on a guy. And it was probably the lion pheromones or something, but he did have a mysterious kind of magnetism. You kind of wanted to follow him, let him take the lead.) “Why not get crazy-ass jealous? I mean, that’s the least a guy could want.”

“Because Roan isn’t like that. He’s a nester. He grew up without a home, and now all he wants is a nice, stable home.”

“Let me guess—you minored in psychology.”

“I was trying to understand my dad,” he replied, a roundabout way of saying yes. “It didn’t work. And I’m not trying to offend you, although why you’d be offended by me saying you loved someone is a bit puzzling.”

“I’m offended because you couldn’t be more wrong. He’s a friend, that’s all. I’m not capable of much more.”

“Bullshit,” Dylan said without rancor. His voice was as weary as his posture, as the expression on his face. “You’d kill for him. I saw that when we were trying to solve the Newberry case without him. Even Dee saw it, and he gave me the oddest look. He asked me later if I was worried about that, and I said no, because I’m not. In a strange way, I wish I was.”

Holden felt something cold settle in his gut, a twinge and a twist. This had all suddenly gone somewhere he didn’t want it to go, and he wasn’t a hundred percent sure why. It almost felt like the walls were starting to close in. “I’m not explaining myself to you. I like the guy a lot, but that’s the end of it. Full stop. And if you want my opinion, you either get used to him or pack your bags now. Is he a moody son of a bitch? Hell yeah. Either he’ll snap out of this on his own or he’ll need a shock to snap him out of it, but he’s been a morose-leaning bastard since I’ve known him.” Holden stood up, feeling angry now. Maybe because he always hated being told how he felt about something. It seemed presumptuous, insulting, and arrogant to tell him how he felt. He’d hated it when his parents did it, and he had grown no fonder of it as an adult.

Dylan looked up at him with something like surprise, eyebrows rising slightly. “Holden, I didn’t—”

“Save it. I’m not the person you should be talking to anyways. You want Roan to get over himself? Tell him. He won’t be happy, but he’s not an idiot. Spell out your terms, and if he can’t live with them, leave.”

Dylan made a noise of disbelief and put his mug down heavily on the coffee table. “Oh yeah, he could only be dead in a month. I should walk out on him.”

“Oh please. He’s been dying since you met him. If you stay with him out of pity, he will resent the shit out of you. If you don’t like things, do something about it, or just sit down, shut up, and live with it.” He headed for the door, hoping he wasn’t storming out like a big drama queen, but… yeah, there was probably no avoiding that. Still, he had to leave because he was so angry he was sure he’d say something they’d both regret.

Dylan said something, but Holden just ignored him. He hadn’t even told Dylan he knew the name Carey Switzer. In fact, he knew Switzer very well.

And he could easily imagine him being a killer.
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Psychosomatic



IT WAS day three when Dylan decided the Way of Water was just not going to work for him this week.

It was something to strive for. It was the essence of Taoism basically: to be fluid, essential, give without taking, to be strong without being violent, to be calm and placid.

Yeah. Not this month.

Not that he didn’t want to be. Without Roan here, and with Doctor Rosenberg only letting him stay long enough to see Roan was fine before shooing him out of the hospital, he’d spent a lot of time at the Buddhist temple, working on his meditation techniques. But then he’d get frustrated, his mind wandering all over the place, so he’d come home and paint; but he found himself not wanting to paint, so he’d fill in for someone at work and find himself too exhausted and distracted to deal with customers. It was a vicious cycle that continued without ceasing. He even slept badly, so he was always tired.

He’d come to the conclusion that living in Roan’s house without Roan here made him feel like a trespasser, or worse, a living ghost, haunting someone else’s house. What would he do without Roan exactly? What if he never came back?

His mind just shied away from it. He couldn’t think it. It seemed impossible that Roan, probably the largest of the larger-than-life figures he’d ever met, could simply die, disappear, go away. He seemed almost mythical now. Or if he did die, it would be doing something big and splashy, something heroic and needlessly violent. He wasn’t the type to die in his sleep.

So when Doctor Rosenberg called him on day three, his heart lurched, but she said quickly, in her smoke-husky voice, that nothing was wrong with Roan; she just needed Dylan to come down to her office as soon as he could. That happened to be the moment he’d given up on the Way of Water (fuck his laundry; he could do that any time), and he raced there in the rain, finding all the traffic lights working against him as he tried to figure out why she’d want to see him. Was she lying about nothing being wrong? She must have been. She just didn’t want him to freak out. So he tried very hard not to freak out in traffic, and when he parked his car, he made sure no one was around before screaming at the top of his lungs. Sometimes it was cleansing to let out the pain and fear, but today all it did was make his throat hurt.

Dylan was shaking a little when he finally got up to Doctor Rosenberg’s office at the university hospital, but she thought he was just soaked from the rain and chided him in a motherly fashion for not wearing a warmer coat. Her office smelled faintly of cigarettes, although there were no ashtrays in evidence. There was a small explosion of paper covering her desk, little drifts of mail, a flat-screen computer, and a complicated-looking phone. Her carpet was dark green, her walls an off gold like old ivory, and along with framed degrees was what looked like a picture of a fractal in a metal frame but was apparently a microscopic photo of a virus. She had a half-dead ficus tucked away near the window, which had a fantastic view of the back quad parking lot.

No family photos? No personal photos of any kind. Did she even have a family? There was something about her intensity that screamed “meddling grandma” to Dylan, but on the other hand, that single-minded focus and dedication to her work could have left her alone. Considering the sheer number of degrees and awards on her wall, he had no idea when she would have had time to get married or start a family. That just ate up too much time.

As soon as Dylan sat in the worn, padded chair she had in front of her chipped wooden desk, she started typing, her fingers flying over the keyboard, chewing on a pencil like she wanted a cigarette. Just as Dylan was about to break the silence, she took the pencil out and said, “I’m just gonna give it to you in layman’s terms, okay? Roan doesn’t need to be here. He never needs to be here again.”

Maybe it was sleep deprivation, but that made no sense to him. “Huh?”

“He’s out of viral sequence. Permanently, as far as I can tell.”

She was speaking neither English nor Spanish; she wasn’t speaking a language he could understand. “What? Are you saying he’s cured?”

“Oh God no! How would that happen? I’m just saying he isn’t a slave to his viral cycle anymore. I think it’s a slave to him.”

“Again—huh? What are you saying?”

“I’m saying he’s not changing this month, not without conscious thought. There are certain hormones, viral proteins, and neurotransmitters that increase when a change is imminent. Did Roan ever tell you he almost agreed to a clinical trial a few years ago? It was during Paris’s last days. He only came in to test for it ’cause he wanted to see if it would save Paris, but he was too sick to participate, and Roan wasn’t gonna do the trial without him. I took blood samples then, and I compared them with blood samples I took from Roan just an hour ago. And his virus has changed shape. In the last couple of years, it’s… mutated. Or been forced to mutate, perhaps by the increase of CD8+ T cells in his system. He can change basically at will. We all know that, right? By doing this, he’s disrupted the natural rhythm. There isn’t one anymore, not for him. His viral protein levels, hormones, and neurotransmitter levels are now naturally higher than normal because he needs to be ready to go at any point. His body and the virus have both adapted to this new reality.”

Dylan decided he was going to be like stone, and the information, like water, would flow over him, and he would make sense of it as it went by. He tried very hard. But the conclusions he reached didn’t make much sense. “You’re saying he doesn’t need to change a few days a month anymore? He doesn’t need the cage?”

“Exactly. No point.”

“But he just changed last month. For four days!”

She nodded, like she expected to hear this. “Yes, because he thought he was going to.”

Being stone was just as hard as being water. There was surely a lesson in that. “What? Are you saying he… he did it to himself?”

“In a sense. Not deliberately. He expected it to happen, and it did, because he was expecting it to. Call it a self-fulfilling prophecy, if you will. He’s probably been psychosomatically changing for… well, fuck if I know. But for a bit, certainly.”

“This is insane,” he blurted, too confused to worry about offending her.

But she just nodded. “Isn’t it? I don’t get it at all. Medically, this is a first. But then again, Roan has been a medical oddity since I first started seeing him. He’s fairly atypical, unique. If I actually introduced these findings to the world at large, he’d be an instant celebrity in medical circles overnight. But I don’t want to see him as an animal in a freak show any more than he wants to see that happen.”

He was sure there was something strange about that statement, but he couldn’t quite decide what. “You’ve never told anyone about him?”

“Oh, I have. I’ve written papers about Patient X—as I call him—and shared it with a few colleagues, but most think it’s my attempt at fiction. They don’t believe he could exist, that a medical oddity this extreme is even possible. But that’s what they said about the virus when it first appeared, so what the hell?”

Dylan just sat there in the chair, wondering if he was going to wake up at home on the sofa, where he must have fallen asleep trying to decide if he should cut his latest canvas in half or set it on fire. This couldn’t actually be happening, could it? “Is, um, there any chance the virus will mutate further?”

She did something you never wanted to see a doctor do: she shrugged. “I wouldn’t think so, but I didn’t think it could mutate further to begin with, so who knows?”

He scratched his head, wondering what the appropriate response was here. Surely throwing a chair through the window was out of bounds, but the fact that he felt like crying made about as much sense. “Why, um, why did you ask me here?”

“Because I’m gonna get him out of his coma tonight, and I want you to lie with me that his cycle came to a sudden end. Then, once he’s had a day to prove that he won’t change, I’m gonna call him back in here and tell him the truth. You don’t have to participate in that. I’m sure it won’t be pretty, but I’ll tell him I set you up for it so he won’t be mad at you.”

He nodded and found himself blinking tears away from his eyes. “Okay, sure.”

“You’re upset.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know why I would be upset.” He rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. Calmness; he had to think calm thoughts. He was water, he was stone.

“’Cause it’s hard to be the loved one of an infected, especially when you’re normal.”

“I’m normal?” he replied, almost laughing.

“You’re not infected. And the fact that he’s been living under a death sentence must have added nothing but stress.”

“He’s not going to die,” he said, and his voice cracked. He was water, and now it was coming out of his eyes.

“Well, the possibility is still there. Aneurysms will always be a threat, and I’m sure he’ll die just like we all die. But we don’t have to worry about it on a month-by-month basis anymore. Here, have a tissue.”

“I’m okay,” he lied, not sure why he felt like curling up in the corner and bawling like a little kid.

Maybe because this should have been good news, extraordinary news, but he was afraid that Roan wouldn’t take it that way.

If he really wanted to die, this actually made it easier to accomplish. He would have to decide between the living and the dead.

And Dylan was pretty certain that was an argument lost before it was even made.





HOLDEN WONDERED if fighting was the only thing that kept people from realizing hockey was kind of gay.

All the skating, all the body contact, guys hugging after a winning goal… kinda gay. But maybe that was his own prejudice talking. Maybe he was seeing everything through a gay glass. But no one could deny there were obvious homoerotic overtones, although not as much as in mixed martial arts fighting—now that was totally, completely fag-tastic. Guys in shorts, sweaty and grappling with each other in a cage as other men cheered them on… it was like soft-core porn at times. You could jerk off to it.

Holden caught the end of a home game between the Falcons and the curiously named Wheat Kings (“All bow before the mighty Wheat King, or I will blight your crops with fungus!”), which the Falcons lost in overtime. Holden didn’t care, as he was just trying to spot the client, which he did when he came off the bench. It helped that he was very nearly the tallest dude on the ice and that he drew attention to himself by pasting a guy so hard to the boards that he thought the glass—Plexiglas, plastic, whatever it was that surrounded the rink—was going to shatter. Grey’s number was twenty-two, but Holden thought 666 might be more appropriate, since he tried to make that guy a pancake. Did they teach you that in hockey school? Not plastering someone, but continuing to skate and play even though the right side of your rib cage has just collapsed and your lung is deflating? That Wheat Kings guy was amazing for not passing out, although he did go to the bench and seemed to sit there for a bit before he got out on the ice again. Holden noticed the client mostly seemed to be on the ice when that guy was, and when the Falcons were on a penalty kill, or the Wheat Kings (“Bring me your rice! Hear the lamentations of your oats!”) were really trying hard to score.

He ended up loitering for almost two hours behind the arena before the Falcons started to emerge. The weird thing about hockey players was they looked so big and thick in their padded uniforms, their body armor protective gear, that out of it they seemed almost ludicrously skinny. Generally fit as hell and as hard as brick walls, but wispy all the same. You wouldn’t know there was a good chance they could break your jaw with one punch until they actually did it.

Finally, he saw the client coming out, talking to two other guys, all three with gear bags slung over their shoulders. “Grey Williams?” he asked, coming up. The three men stopped, but Holden only noticed one guy tense, the thinnest of the group and also the shortest, who still had wet hair. Holden hadn’t seen everybody’s faces, not with those helmets and visors and his generally lousy seats, but he didn’t recognize the little brunet guy at all.

“Who wants to know?” Grey asked casually, but there was a hint of menace in the tone.

“I’m Holden Krause. I work with Roan McKichan. I’m doing some follow-up, and I was wondering if I could talk to you?”

Williams’s tensing had been very subtle. Holden only realized it now as his shoulders slumped slightly and the murderous look in his eye gave way to a slightly goofy grin. “Oh, sure.” He looked at his companions, the wiry little brunet and the crew-cut blond with a knife blade of a face, and said, “See you guys tomorrow, okay?”

There were “okays” and “yes”—the brunet had a French accent—and as they left, the Frenchy was still giving him a suspicious glare, like he didn’t trust him. Once they were out of sight, Holden asked, “Was that French guy gonna hit me?”

Williams laughed. “Tank? Eh, he knows I’m up to something, so he’s become protective. I protect him on the ice, so he’s decided he’s gonna protect me off. Don’t know how, but I appreciate the thought.”

“Tank? I assume that’s a nickname.”

“Yeah. His name’s Thibault, but we just call him Tank ’cause he kinda is one.”

“I didn’t see a Thibault on the ice tonight.”

“’Cause that’s his first name. His last name’s Beauvais.”

Holden recalled where he’d seen that name. “Holy fuck, that guy was the goalie? I thought he was bigger than that.”

Williams genuinely chuckled. “They wear like eighty pounds of gear, man. If they were bigger than that, there’d be no net to shoot at.” After a moment’s pause, Williams asked, “So what d’ya need to know?”

“Can we go somewhere and talk?”

“Sure. There’s a bar down the street.”

And what a vaguely seedy bar it was. There was worse along the way—a strip joint and a sports bar (there were a lot of masculine addendums around the sports arena)—but this was a more traditional bar, a tiny dive with lots of dark wood and neon beer signs, and a jukebox playing a Tom Waits song, which seemed a little too on the nose. There was a tiny TV over the bar, but it was currently muted and seemed to be showing some kind of local weather report. The bartender, a busty woman with pink and bleached blonde raver kind of hair, greeted Williams as if she knew him, and a guy at the bar who looked like a professional drinker told him he played great Monday night. Williams thanked him politely before they disappeared to a small back table, where they were far from any of the boozy stragglers.

The busty raver came over to take their drink orders, and Holden ordered a scotch and soda while Williams just ordered a grapefruit juice with extra ice. As soon as she was gone, taking her tremendous ta-tas with her, Holden asked, “You don’t drink?”

“No, I do, but I’m on a training regimen right now, so I don’t.”

“Ah.” So he had some discipline. Probably a mark in his favor.

“So is Roan, uh—”

“Indisposed. I’ve been looking into Jasmine Hawley while he’s out. I do the street beat, and he handles the cops and all those other official types.”

“So you’re like a junior investigator or something?”

“Assistant investigator. Although I guess if you want to get technical, I’m more like his Huggy Bear.”

Williams gave him a blank look. “Teddy bear?”

“Huggy Bear. Oh, come on, Starsky and Hutch?”

Williams shook his head as the bartender came back, dropped off their drinks, and moved on. Holden sighed. “Thanks for making me feel old, Grey.”

“You don’t look old,” Williams offered, with almost heartbreaking innocence. In his notes, Roan had written in the margin of the case form “Gormless?” Holden now had an inkling what he was getting at.

“Thanks. What I needed to know was if Jasmine had a drug problem. I’ve heard conflicting testimony.”

“Huh. No. I mean, I don’t think so. Jamie didn’t seem the type to go for that shit, y’know?”

Holden nodded, but wasn’t ready to buy it. Although a lot of users were obvious—you could usually smell a serious meth head before you even saw them—not all were. And since Grey was in a different state, he had no way of knowing what Jasmine’s life was really like. “I know Jamie was living in an apartment at the time of her death. Where did her things go? Did her parents take them?”

That made Williams scoff loudly, although it was almost more of a cough than anything else. “Yeah, no. Her parents wanted nothing to do with her after she decided she was a woman. He was a woman. Anyways, I think her roommate put ’em in storage.”

“Roommate? You didn’t mention a roommate.”

“I didn’t? Oh shit, I guess I forgot. Um, yeah, Jamie was living with this guy, Brandon something or other. I think he might still be there.”

Holden nodded, grimacing, and wrote that down in his notebook. (He didn’t take notes like Roan took notes, but he agreed to at least take some when he had to.) He then had a sip of his scotch, which tasted a bit like off-brand mouthwash. He added the note “Don’t drink scotch in a dive bar” before asking, “This Brandon wasn’t a boyfriend, was he?”

Williams had been taking a sip of his pink juice then, and it looked like he almost choked on it as he hastily put the glass down. “No! I mean, I don’t think so. Jamie never mentioned it. And she complained a lot that she was alone, so if he was, I think she’d have said. Maybe.” He scowled down at the table, which had the echoes of many drink rings and the scars of past cigarettes etched into its top. If you read Braille, there might have been a dirty limerick here. “So does Roan have, like, a boyfriend or something?”

Weird question out of nowhere. “Yes. So you know he’s gay then?”

“Well, you’d be surprised how often they called him gay before mentioning he worked for the cops.”

“No, I probably wouldn’t. He always assumed he was an affirmative action pickup: gay, infected. A twofer.”

Williams nodded like that made a lot of sense. “I noticed he had some scars on his face. How’d he get those?”

“Honestly? No fucking idea. That’s not something he talks about. But I know he’s been shot a couple of times, and he once got a beer bottle broken across his face, so maybe he got a scar from that. That’s not even counting the amount of fights he’s been in.”

“Tough guy?”

“Like beef jerky left behind the radiator for weeks.”

Williams smirked and glanced around the bar. Holden sat back and asked, “What about you?”

Williams’s translucent blue eyes scudded back to him. “Me? Well, I got the one on my forehead from a hockey stick—”

“I’m not talking scars. I’m asking if you’re gay.”

That startled a short, sharp laugh from Grey. “Hell no. I got nothin’ against ’em, I mean, you a homo, be a homo, why should I give a shit? I was just curious.”

Holden pinched the bridge of his nose, wondering how he even started to address this. “Homo?”

“Is that a bad word?”

“Unless you, yourself, are a big ’mo, yes.”

“Oh. I didn’t know. Sorry.”

“It could have been worse,” he admitted. He was picking up a strange vibe from Grey. Not a “john-is-a-psycho-who-will-kill-you” vibe, but one of… dishonesty, maybe? Not overt, just something he wasn’t saying, little pieces of information he was leaving out. Perhaps not even deliberately. Maybe this guy had taken one too many shots to the head, or perhaps he popped steroids or some equivalent. Drugs could fuck you up in funny ways. “Well, thanks, I think that’s all—”

“I got an e-mail,” Williams suddenly said.

Holden raised an eyebrow at that. “And?”

“Somebody threatening me. They seemed to know I went to Roan. How, I don’t know. It’s not like I told people. Even Tank isn’t sure what I’m doing. Here, I printed it out, and I’ve been keeping it in my wallet ’cause I was afraid I’d lose it otherwise.” He got a battered Velcro wallet, partially covered with hockey tape, out of his pocket and opened it to slide out a crumpled piece of paper folded poorly into a rectangle. He tossed it out on the table, and Holden grabbed it, opened it, and smoothed it out.

It was a brief message, simple and to the point: “the fag can’t help you leave it or you’ll regret it.” The e-mail address it was from was just a bunch of letters and numbers jumbled together randomly, ending in home-dot-nu, suggesting a phony e-mail address, or at least one with a convoluted trace trail. The date indicated he got it yesterday. “You report this to the cops?”

Williams scoffed again, but this time grapefruit juice didn’t threaten to come out his nose. “No. Why would I?”

On a hunch, Holden asked, “You didn’t respond to this, did you?”

“Course I did. I told him to bring it if he was so fucking tough.”

Gormless. Gormless, gormless, gormless. “Are you fucking serious? A guy sends you what may be a death threat, and you tell him to bring it?”

He shrugged. “If he shows his face, I’ll beat the shit out of him. I’m not afraid.”

“Are you afraid of a gun? You can’t beat the shit out of him, tough guy, if he shoots you from a distance.” He made a noise of exasperation as he folded the note back up and shoved it in his pocket. Of all the nights to not be carrying the “clean” gun he bought from Burn. Not that he would ever grow accustomed to carrying a gun. He had his lucky knife, of course, but you knew what they said about guys who brought knives to gun fights.

“If they’re gonna kill me, they’re gonna kill me. Can’t worry about it.”

“Now I see why you hired Roan. You’re just perfect for him. You gotta car around here? I’ll walk you to it.”

“I don’t need babysitting.”

“Yes, you do, if you’re gonna do stupid things like this.”

Williams shrugged again and finished his grapefruit juice. Holden had to suppress the urge to reach across the table and slug him or just kick him under the table.

They paid and left and started walking back toward the arena. Williams had to walk ahead. He was leading the way, but Holden tried to keep an eye on the street. There weren’t too many cars or people out right now, which bothered him. More people meant more witnesses and less of an opportunity to try something, so maybe it was a positive. Then again, more people meant better ways to hide yourself and avoid being spotted until it was too late. Oh God, Roan’s paranoia was rubbing off on him.

“Since the cops killed Jamie, why would they take me on? I got a scout from the Predators checking me out. I die and it could go national if it’s a slow news day,” Williams argued. “National stories usually get solved.”

Before Holden could add some doubts to his reasoning, there was a screech of tires, sudden acceleration on a slightly slick road, and gunshots rang out in a muted, pathetic fashion, like someone was throwing firecrackers at them. Holden grabbed Williams and threw him down to the sidewalk as the parked car they were now behind had its windows blown out. In the blink of an eye, they were covered in safety glass.

“You were saying?” Holden shouted, as he heard the tires scream and the throaty rumble of a car engine as it sped away from the scene.

Gormless indeed.
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IT WAS really disturbing to know your doctor was lying to you, and yet not be able to prove it.

Doctors, much like lawyers and politicians and detectives, got very good at lying after a while. The tells other people had often disappeared after a certain amount of time spent perfecting it, doing it for a reason you believed was just (or at least explainable or profitable). So while he was relatively sure Rosenberg was lying to him about his viral cycle being over early, Roan couldn’t prove it. She also said the words he always dreaded—they were looking at some test results—but once he was awake, he was cleared to go home with Dylan. She just wanted to see him again soon, which is another thing you never wanted a doctor to say to you.

Considering he had just been through a cycle, Roan felt great. Of course it was probably all the drugs and not being conscious after the snapping of so many bones, tendons, and joints. Always helpful, that.

But, true to form, he was ravenous, so he asked Dylan if they could stop on the way home to get a bite to eat. He had no problem with that, and they stopped at Gracie’s, the all-night diner, which he suddenly remembered was the first place that he and Dylan actually had a conversation with each other. Did this make Gracie’s “their” place? He hoped not, because it was a classic greasy spoon, and as a vegetarian, there wasn’t a lot for Dylan here.

Roan was not a vegetarian and rather glad about it at the moment. He wolfed down two cheeseburgers and split a plate of fries with Dylan, who barely had any. He seemed troubled about something, but he wouldn’t say what. He just said he was tired, as he hadn’t been sleeping well since Roan went into the hospital. It made Roan feel horrible. Had he been worrying about him this whole time? Goddamn it. It would be so much easier if he were single; then he wouldn’t have to worry about someone worrying about him. But that would be dead boring too, so he wasn’t sure how to swing that.

Dylan told him that Holden had been looking into the case for him, and that he may have accidentally offended him. Roan asked him how, and Dylan, oddly, shrugged diffidently and said he wasn’t actually sure how, but he thought Holden thought he was being arrogant. 

“Why?” Roan pressed again, dunking a greasy fry in runny ketchup. Yes, it was all very disgusting—and tasted so good it was hard to believe.

Dylan sighed wearily. He really didn’t want to tell him. “I suggested that perhaps he had feelings… for a certain client.”

“Doug?”

“Who’s Doug?”

“The pilot he ties up and smacks around.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow at that. “Do you think he has feelings for him? He did just go to Vegas with him.”

“Did he? I didn’t know that. But, no. I mean, I don’t know, but it seems unlikely. Holden enjoys his cynicism. Emotions would ruin his cool.”

“Oh, is that the problem?”

“What?”

“He’d rather want something he can’t have because if he actually had it, he’d have to do something about it.”

Roan looked over his shoulder, and then looked back at Dylan. “I think this conversation fell through a hole in the space-time continuum. What the hell are we talking about?”

Dylan smiled quietly, and Roan was glad to see it, even though he had no idea what they were discussing. Yes, it was about Holden, but he was sure there was a subtext he was missing. “I think I’m trying to figure out Holden,” Dylan said. “I’m not doing well.”

“What’s to figure out? He’s a control freak who’s afraid of losing control, so he uses a mix of charm and aloofness to always control the situation. And I should know, as I have control freak tendencies myself.”

“Tendencies?” Dylan repeated, giving him a sly grin. “Oh sweetheart, we are so beyond tendencies.”

“Quiet, you,” Roan mock threatened. Dylan just smiled at him, taunting him with his eyes. He knew Roan wasn’t going to do anything. Cheeky bastard.

As they headed home, Roan wondered why Dylan would feel the need to try and figure out Holden. It seemed needlessly frustrating. Roan would never understand Holden, and he didn’t even want to try.

It was late, and when they got home, he wondered if it was too late to call Holden or if he was off on a client call. Or maybe just sleeping for once, although he seemed to be a true night owl. It was probably a street kid habit that he never shook, but it would serve him well as a detective.

He was going to tell Dylan he needed to make a phone call, but as soon as they were in the door, Dylan grabbed him and gave him a long, deep kiss that he could feel all the way down to his toes. Wow. He pulled back in a kind of a daze and asked him, “What was that for?”

Dylan cupped the back of his neck, giving him a wistful, lazy smile as he rested his forehead against Roan’s. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve only been gone three days.”

“I still missed you,” Dylan said, and leaned in to kiss his neck. He then bit him, not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough to make Roan involuntarily growl.

He had no idea why a bite would do that to him, turn him on beyond all reason. It was probably very kinky and unsavory, but it seemed as unconscious as his growling. Roan grabbed Dylan and kissed him back just as hard as he’d been kissed when they came through the door.

You know what? Screw the phone call. The job could wait until later.





ONLY WHEN the sound of the doorbell woke him up did he remember he had one.

Did anyone ever use the doorbell? Roan tried to remember the last time anyone had used it as he stumbled into the bathroom for a piss. The UPS guy? Yeah, that must have been it. Not many people bothered.

He glanced out the bathroom window to see if it was the UPS guy again, but all he saw was a silver Chevy Cavalier parked out front. It took a moment for him to remember that was Holden’s new (well, new-ish, it was several years old) car. He'd sold his old one, why, Roan didn’t know, but surely Holden had a reason. It was a sunny day. The rain had retreated for now, but there was a slightly opalescent cast to the air that suggested both cold and the impending return of showers. Figured.

Roan pulled on his boxers and glanced at the clock, surprised that it was almost noon. Dylan was still sleeping hard, suggesting he really needed the rest. Seeing him sprawled on the bed on his stomach, the blankets pooled around the small of his back, Roan remembered what a lucky guy he was. Not just because he had a hot young guy, but because he had a hot young guy who actually cared about him. He was damn lucky he had anyone who cared about him at all because—to be brutally honest—he could be insufferable at times. (At times? Was he being generous?)

On the stairs, he heard the doorbell again, and Roan snapped, “Knock it off!” Dylan deserved the sleep. Besides, he still hadn’t figured out the whole Holden thing yet.

He opened the door to find Holden standing there with his hands on his hips, head cocked to the side, a slightly haughty look on his face. He was dressed very casually, in jeans, a blood-red T-shirt, and a black leather jacket, with his sunglasses already pushed up on his head. The only odd note was the fact that he was wearing hiking boots. 

“Knock it off? Who’s a grumpy pants today?” Holden looked him up and down. “A grumpy pants in his underwear. Are those silk?”

“Satin. Get in here before someone snaps a photo of me.” He stood back, holding the door open, and Holden came in, now looking amused. He shoved the door shut and said, “Dylan’s sleeping, okay? I don’t want to wake him.”

“Ah. I thought you smelled like sex. Have you ever had a cycle this short? I was amazed. Think being in a coma helped?”

Roan sighed wearily, realizing he wasn’t up to Holden just yet. He walked to the kitchen and waved at the living room, hoping Holden would figure out for himself that was an invitation to sit. “I dunno. How’s the case going?”

“That’s what I came to see you about. I’m guessing you haven’t seen the paper today?”

He got a bottle of vanilla Frappuccino from the fridge and felt weariness settle on his shoulders like a wet cloak. His detective spidey sense was telling him bad news was incoming. “Is someone dead?”

“No, but not for lack of trying.” When Roan came back into the living room, Holden was holding up part of the paper, folded over to highlight the section of interest. The headline screamed “Local Sports Star Involved In Drive-By Shooting.”

“Holy shit,” Roan exclaimed, snatching the paper out of his hand and quickly skimming the article. “Grey? How is he?”

“Absolutely fine. He was just lucky I was there, and I am very calm, having been shot at before.”

Roan plopped on the sofa to read it. “Since when were you shot at?”

“Okay, not shot at per se, but I’ve been in the area when drive-bys have gone down and a drug deal went bad. I think that counts.” Holden sat on the edge of the sofa and said, “Last time I was here, Dylan offered me tea.”

“You want tea? Go make it yourself. You know where the kitchen is.”

“You’re a sparkling host.”

“I’m a grumpy pants, remember?”

“A grumpy pants in awesome underwear. I take it, from the red foil lipstick print, it was a Valentine’s Day gift.”

“Score one for you, Sherlock.” Although Roan was reading the article, he couldn’t help but note, out of the corner of his eye, that Holden seemed to be staring at him. Or at least studying his chest. Did Dylan leave a hickey? He glanced down to see. “What are you looking at?”

“That scar,” he said, and didn’t clarify. Which one? “Is that from a bullet wound?”

Roan shrugged. “Yeah.” Well, two were, so it was a decent guess. But if Holden meant the scar near his collarbone or the one near his left hip, no. But he wasn’t getting into his scars with Holden. He had no idea why he considered that a form of intimacy, the true story behind most of his scars, but it was just something he didn’t like to discuss. You could get past and get over your childhood, but some things just brought it all back a little too clearly. “Unidentified friend. Is that you?”

“It is. Luckily I knew the reporter who wrote the article. I told him to leave my name out, or his wife would discover what he was actually doing when he was supposedly working late on a story.”

“Oh no, not another closet case.”

“Nope, not this time. He’s straight, to the best of my knowledge. He just visits the S&M clubs. A lot. If they had a punch card, he’d be on his second free whipping by now.”

An S&M punch card? That brought up an amusing image that made Roan smirk. “You know, having dirt on a lot of people is a good way to get offed. It’s why Danny DeVito got killed in L.A. Confidential.”

“I try not to advertise the amount of dirt I have. I try and fly under the radar. Speaking of dirt: Carey Switzer. We really need to talk about him.”

The article said that the car was unidentified—apparently neither Grey nor Holden saw it—and the police were still looking for witnesses, as well as perusing tapes from nearby CCTV cameras to see if they’d caught anything. That told him the cops had pretty much nothing to go on. He wondered if Grey being a “local sports star” would encourage some witnesses to come forward. Roan folded up the paper and tossed it on the coffee table, enjoying a swig of sugary caffeinated goodness. “Okay, so you know Switzer.”

“He’s infamous on the East side. He’s one of those ones who wants freebies.”

That was seemingly cryptic, until you realized you were talking to a sex worker who used to hustle on street corners, and then its meaning was nauseatingly clear. “He extorted sex?”

Holden nodded, looking disgusted at the whole thing. “He’d deliberately pick up newbies, youngsters, mostly female, some male, some just street kids and not even prostitutes. He’d say he’d arrest them and bring them in, but he’d let them off if he got a freebie.”

“A fuck.”

“From the boys, a blow job. But yeah, that was the deal. If you turned down his oh so generous offer, he’d rough you up, take you in, and say you were beaten when he found you. One woman claimed he planted a rock on her.”

A rock being meth, of course. Roan rubbed his eyes and wondered if he should just track this motherfucker at home. Nowadays departments cracked down hard on this kind of shit, but bullies with a badge still existed, and when they did, they were horrendously foul little despots. They all deserved to be taken out and shot. “No one’s filed a complaint against him?”

“Not until Jasmine sued, no.”

“Shit.” There was motive. His little fiefdom was threatening to come crashing down, so he takes out the only witness brave enough to say something.

“And he really hated gays. Even if he got what he wanted from a boy, it wasn’t unusual for him to beat them up anyways. Once he beat one up and ran him in, said he resisted arrest, pulled a knife on him. I can’t imagine what he’d do to a transsexual.”

“Will any of these people be willing to testify against Switzer?”

Holden grimaced, his hands tightening like he wanted to make a fist but didn’t dare. “I don’t know. It would depend.”

“On what?”

“On how much protection they’d get.”

“They’re that scared of him?”

“He’s a complete fucking asshole.”

“Well, being a bully and a rapist will get you that reputation.” He sighed wearily and dry washed his face. “What about Michael Brand?”

Holden shook his head. “No one’s heard of him. Switzer generally works alone.”

Roan didn’t know how to ask it, so he decided to just try and brazen it out. “Were you victimized by Switzer?”

Holden tensed and gave him a sidelong look of disbelief. “I’ve never been a victim of anyone, Roan.”

“I’m willing to believe you’ve always been supernaturally canny, but you were a newbie kid once yourself. That couldn’t have been a great time.” And the way he’d tightened up, the thin filament of disgust in his voice when he talked about Switzer… something about that felt intensely personal.

Holden stared at him straight on, his eyes flinty and jaw taut. “These are my people, Ro. I may not be on the street anymore, but I still feel that these are my kids, and I don’t like anyone exploiting them. Especially not prick cops with a Napoleon complex.”

Was that really it? Part of it, but Roan was sure Holden was holding back on him. Still, if he didn’t feel like talking about it, who was he to press? He didn’t want to talk about his scars either. So Roan held up his hands as if in surrender and sat back against the sofa. “Fair enough. I’ll make some inquiries, see if I can find out if there’s anyone in the department who’s heard some gossip about Switzer. Cop shops are as gossipy as any other place where there are too many people with not enough to do.”

Holden relaxed in increments. “I can tell you Jasmine wasn’t a hooker. There’s rumors of a drug habit that I’ve been unable to concretely prove. Oh, and our helpful hockey client finally remembered Jasmine lived with a roommate who may still be living in the same apartment. Can we have him tested for brain damage?”

“Wait for the checks to clear first. He give you a name?”

“Brandon something or other.”

“Wow, that’s illuminating. I should have that pared down to a few thousand people by lunchtime.”

“Too late, it’s already lunchtime. Have you two been at it all morning or what?” The usual sparkle in Holden’s eyes returned, and it figured sex was the trigger.

“No.” Not all morning. He had stamina, but at a certain point, you needed sleep. And fluids.

“You know, if you want to do a three-way, I’m up for it. Couple of hot guys like you? That’s a freebie. I’m good in three-ways. A couple once hired me for an entire weekend.”

Oh, the sordid things you learned about people. “A gay couple?”

He scoffed. “Yeah. I don’t do women. I have nothing against them, but ever since that one time in high school, I don’t even attempt to sleep with them.”

“One time in high school? So you gave it a try?”

“I tried. It didn’t work. Nothing screams ‘gay boy’ like having a raging teenage hard-on twenty-three-and-a-half hours of the day, and then suddenly being unable to get it up around a naked woman.”

Ouch. “If you didn’t know you were gay before….”

“Yeah, that’s an eye-opener. I always felt I deserved credit for trying, but no one would give it to me. Certainly not my preacher dad. Apparently, if I prayed enough, I could’ve gotten wood.” He rolled his eyes in disgust.

“Is that how it works? No wonder I’m gay—I’m an atheist.”

“There you go. Damned from the start. What was my excuse? Oh yeah—according to my dad, my junkie mother. Gotta love hypocrites, don’t you?”

“Love wasn’t the word I would have chosen.”

“Please note the sarcasm.” There was a muted mechanical hum, and Holden reached into his jeans pocket, pulling out a very slim cell phone that Roan recognized as his “work” phone. Meaning the one only his clients used. Holden checked the number curiously before answering. “Ben, how is my guy today?” His voice had dropped to a sexy, slinky tone, and Roan had to suppress the urge to snicker.

He got up and walked back to the kitchen, mainly because he didn’t want to eavesdrop on this conversation, but also because he was starving. The Frappuccino just seemed to be pointing out to his stomach that there was a meat and starch quota not being filled here.

After a couple of minutes, during which it seemed Holden was negotiating both a meeting time and a price rate (what was Ben asking for? Oh God, he so didn’t want to know…), Roan had just pulled some croissants out of the microwave when Holden said to him, “Gotta roll. I’m meeting Ben at two. But I should be free by three thirty if you need me for anything.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Hey, you have a closeted cop friend, right?”

Roan was careful never to mention Kevin by name to anyone in a way that might shed light on his hidden sexuality. But apparently it was known that one of his police contacts was a mutual friend of Dorothy. “Yes. Why?”

“’Cause we should really conspire to hook him up with Ben. He’s a great guy, an IT nerd, a bit overweight and the beard does him no favors, but really sweet. Just lonely as all hell and a bit repressed. So your repressed guy and my repressed guy getting together could be dynamite.”

“I’m actually imagining the most awkward Starbucks meeting of all time.”

“Oh sure, Studly, you scoff, but not every guy is as hot or as confident as you. Some need a push. More like a shove.”

Studly? “This sounds more like a handcuffing.”

“Ben’s not into the kinky shit. Although he could probably be persuaded if you ply him with enough schnapps and weed.”

Roan just hadn’t had enough caffeine yet to deal with him right now. “Bye, Holden.”

That just made Holden grin, showing off his whitened teeth. Roan didn’t understand why anyone wanted to whiten their teeth until they looked like sun-bleached bones, but there was much about current trends he didn’t understand. It probably just meant he was old. “No need to throw me out. I got the message. Be seeing you.”

“Adios.”

Roan had bitten into a steaming hot croissant and was letting the pastry melt in his mouth when Holden paused and turned back. “Oh, one more thing. About the client? A bit obsessed with you.”

Roan almost choked. “What?”

“Not in a gay way, although I’m not a hundred percent certain about that. But he’s definitely fascinated by you. He asked about your scars, if you had a boyfriend, and when we were in the cop shop giving our statements, he asked if any of those cops knew you. He’s way into you.”

He didn’t know what to think about that. “Are you sure you’re not projecting here?”

“Nope. It’s your macho allure, I think. He’s in awe. And why not? You are Batman, after all.”

Roan glowered at him—Holden knew damn well he hated being called that and seemed to enjoy him getting pissed off about it—but he finally came up with a comeback. “Does that make you the Boy Wonder?”

Holden returned the glower. “I will be dead before you get me in elf shoes.”

It was nice to know Holden drew a line somewhere.
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Helpless



ROAN WAS kind of surprised Shithead wasn’t Switzer’s middle name, because it should have been.

A little digging turned up a ton of maggots. Switzer was considered something of an asshole even within the Eastgate department, but according to Kevin (yes, he had called him, but he didn’t mention Holden’s idea about setting him up with his IT guy), Eastgate PD was known as a swaggering boys’ club, and the chief there, Charles Horne, was either a friend or relative of Switzer’s. (It wasn’t clear which; he’d heard different stories.) According to Kevin, the Eastgate PD was probably one of the more corrupt precincts in the entire state, but with a very high crime rate and a low budget, most people were content to look the other way. It was a perfect storm of ennui and bureaucratic clusterfucking. A lot of the cops who ended up at Eastgate had been bounced from other precincts, often as discipline problems.

As for his personal life, Switzer was in the middle of a messy divorce with his wife, April. She was claiming he was abusive and had been harassing her through the use of his cop friends; he was claiming she was a sex addict and a poor mother and wanted sole custody of their two kids, Zachary and Ashley (seven and five, respectively). What little he’d been able to turn up seemed ugly and awful. Roan was inclined to believe April, and Switzer wanting the kids? Pure power play and vindictiveness on his part. If he was a little despot, he’d want to control every fucking thing. Maybe he loved his kids, and Roan rather hoped he did, but possession of them would only be a tool to hurt his wife. He’d seen guys like Switzer too many times to think anything they did was ever as straightforward as it seemed.

Kevin knew someone at the Eastgate PD, and it was through her that he got word that Switzer was technically on leave from the department, mainly while investigation of his supposed use of other cops to stalk his wife was going on, but this same friend said it was known that Switzer was still hanging around on Carson Street, which was part of his old beat. It was also three blocks away from where Jasmine lived and was killed, which was a hell of a coincidence. So he got everything he could on this guy and prepared to track him down.

Roan felt like a good fight today.

He showered and dressed, going for a casual wardrobe of jeans and a T-shirt, leather jacket and leather boots. He grabbed his Vancouver Canucks baseball cap so he could hide his hair (that was the problem with having such a distinctive shade of reddish-brown) and found a pair of absurdly black sunglasses in his top drawer. Undercover wear, only he didn’t think he’d have to be too inconspicuous. He thought about it for a long minute before grabbing his Sig Sauer and his belt holster. He doubted he’d have to use it, but best be prepared. He was glad Dylan was still asleep and didn’t see him put it on or grab his gear bag containing his camera with the telephoto lens and the directional mike.

He decided to take the GTO and drove out toward the Eastgate precinct, wondering if the whole place could be rotten. If this was the ’60s or ’70s, maybe, but cop shops had gone a long way toward reform for a very good reason: nobody liked a bad image. And through allowing corruption, racism, sexism, and homophobia to run rampant, it diminished everyone and everything associated with law enforcement. They’d come a long way, but you had to be pretty naïve to think you still wouldn’t run into these types. Hell, wasn’t it one of those “bag a fag” stings that had caught Larry Craig? Taxpayer money spent on trying to catch consenting adults having sex while you had a less than fifty percent chance that the guy who broke into your house and stole your stuff would ever get caught. Fucking amazing, some people’s priorities.

He knew from Switzer’s DMV file (okay, so technically he shouldn’t have been able to see that…) that he was driving an ’09 Ford Ranger, and he’d just turned the corner on Carson Street when he saw a black Ranger pull out into the intersection up ahead. He confirmed two of the letters on the plate matched Switzer’s and decided just to follow him and see where he went.

If he was honest with himself, he had no idea why he was following Switzer, except he wanted to start some shit. He was away from Carson Street, so he couldn’t catch him in the act of trying to extort sex from a prostitute… unless he was going to do this same shit on another corner. Surely his beat didn’t start and end at one. Okay, now he had a reason beyond simply starting shit with King Asshole.

Except after ten minutes, he knew he was kidding himself. Switzer went out onto the freeway going south, so far out of his area he was crossing jurisdictions, but Roan decided to follow him anyway. After what Holden and Kevin had told him, and what he could find himself, he just wanted to sit this guy down, talk calmly and rationally, and then beat him so bad his grandkids would be born dizzy and bleeding from the eyeballs. Some people were such pieces of shit you had no idea why they existed—except to make misery for others. Did they get enjoyment out of that? They must have, because there was simply no other explanation for their hideous behavior toward their fellow human beings.

When he saw Switzer was taking the Federal Way exit, he realized he must have been heading home. Or was it to his wife’s home? The divorce petition and subsequent stories about it did mention their Federal Way home but didn’t mention who was living in it. Roan assumed it was April and the kids, but maybe not. Maybe she had decided there were too many bad memories and left for her mother’s or something. It certainly happened.

Confronting him at home just might be ideal. If he was as big a douchebag as Roan suspected, he probably had evidence lying about, assuming no one would find it and that he was untouchable. Bullies with badges always thought they were untouchable.

He parked just up the street as Switzer pulled into the driveway of an unremarkable two-story house, white with grayish-blue trim, a large, spreading oak providing some shade over a well-tended lawn. He watched Switzer get out of his truck carrying a shopping bag with a bright blue ribbon trailing out of the top. A birthday present? Was it one of the kids’ birthday today? Well, shit—maybe he didn’t live here. So where did he live?

A quick glance at his notes showed that he had no fucking clue. So maybe if he followed Switzer when he left, he might lead him to the place he was staying. What if he was crashing with one of his cop buddies? Didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to beat on the guy first anyway. He’d provoke Switzer into taking a swing at him, and then everything after was self defense, as long as he didn’t kill him.

Yes, okay, that was very weaselly of him. But working the system every now and again wasn’t a bad thing, especially if you could use it against a dickwad like this guy.

Roan was settling into a long stakeout, seeing what reading material he had in the car (he always stashed a couple of paperbacks in each car, on the off chance he’d have a lot of time to kill somewhere), when he heard a woman scream, “No!”

There was an astonishing amount of emotion packed into that one-syllable word: fear, hatred, rage, desperation, sorrow. Every internal alarm Roan had was going off, and he was already lunging out of the car as he heard the gunshot.

Just one, a small pop muffled by both distance and being inside a house, but that was followed by children screaming and a man yelling at them to “Shut up!” 

Roan had his Sig Sauer out, safety thumbed off, and in his other hand he had his cell phone. He’d already punched up 9-1-1, and as soon as the operator picked up, he said tersely, “Shots fired, 154 Sycamore Drive, Officer Carey Switzer’s house.” He then dropped the phone on the front lawn as he took the gun in a two-handed grip and ran toward the front door like a charging bull, intending to break it down whether it was locked or not. It would make him an instant target, but he didn’t care—in fact, that’s exactly what he wanted. Drawing Switzer’s fire would mean the kids were clear.

And he knew this scenario, didn’t he? Before he caught the scent of blood, before he burst through the wood-framed door, he knew Switzer had just killed his wife, and now he was either going to kill the kids or kill himself, or all in sequence. He had either picked a bad day to follow Switzer—or a good one.

Roan exploded through the door shoulder first, wood splintering from the frame as he allowed his sense of smell to immediately orient him toward the rank stench of blood and flop sweat, the keening wail of frightened children, and he brought his gun up at the same time Switzer leveled his police issue Beretta at him. “Drop the gun now!” Roan shouted, focusing on him and shoving everything else to the side. In his peripheral vision, he was aware there was a woman lying on the living room floor, only her legs visible to him from where he stood, and the kids were cowering in a corner behind Switzer, the little girl behind the little boy. The shopping bag Switzer had brought had been tossed casually on the sofa.

Switzer was a solid but chunky man, probably hard fat, but there was some doubt as to whether he could pass a department physical now. His round face was ruddy and plump, his hair a thinning bird’s nest of strawberry blond, his eyes just pissholes in snow, curiously hot and hollow. There was some wetness on his cheeks, but they were angry tears. “They’re mine,” he shouted angrily, skin flushing. A tear was suspended in his close-cropped mustache like a bead of silicone. Somewhere a clock ticked loudly, the only noise beyond the whimpering kids.

Roan nodded, as if declaring children property was the most natural thing in the world. “Drop the gun, Carey, and we can work this out.” How crazy was he, how far gone? If he could be reached through talk, Roan wouldn’t have to execute him in front of his own kids.

Switzer was aware enough to realize he was talking to a strange man with a gun, but not sane enough to think it through. “Get out of my fucking house.”

“Put down the gun and I will,” he lied.

Switzer’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. He stank of sour fear, of alcohol, chemicals indicating something more prescription, and emotions too hard to categorize correctly. It was chemical imbalance, exacerbated by the introduction of other chemicals. “You’re him, aren’t you? The one she was fucking.”

“No, Carey, I’m a private investigator—” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the little boy looking toward the gaping hole of the front door and tensing, like he was going to make a run for it.

Sadly, Switzer noticed it too. “Get out of my house!” he roared, swinging the gun back toward the kids.

Roan squeezed the trigger, and a hole exploded in Switzer’s chest, blood spraying out the back and splattering the sofa. The little girl screamed again, and Carey fell like a toppled redwood, hitting the floor on his side, the gun bouncing out of his hand on impact. Roan edged inside, gun aimed down at the floor, and went to check on April.

As soon as he saw her splayed faceup on the floor, clots of brain tissue splattered out on the butterscotch carpet behind her, he didn’t bother checking for a pulse. Switzer had got her with an almost point-blank shot to the forehead; her head resembled a partially deflated basketball, lopsided in a way it never should have been, the neat little round hole like a third eye socket in her forehead, misleadingly dainty for all the damage the exit wound had done. She may have been pretty once, but you couldn’t tell anymore. There was the stench of death, but it was almost smothered by blood and gunpowder and fear.

He didn’t check Switzer for a pulse, just kicked the gun farther out of his reach. Even though his ears were still ringing from the shot, he could hear faint sirens outside. He looked at the kids and holstered his own gun. “Zachary, Ashley, why don’t we go outside and wait for the ambulance, okay?” He needed to get them out of the house. They didn’t need to keep staring at their dead mother or watch their father bleed out on the carpet.

The kids had the glassy hundred-yard stare of shock victims, which was understandable. From the sharp ammonia scent, one or both of them had pissed themselves, but that, too, was understandable. Finally, Zachary asked, “Who are you?”

“I’m Roan McKichan, a private detective. I was investigating your dad. I’m sorry I didn’t begin sooner.”

“Not a cop.” Almost a question.

“Used to be. I’m not anymore. I didn’t play well with others.” It was an attempt at a joke, but there was no laughing now. “Come on, we need to get Ashley outside.”

That was the tack to take—make the boy feel like he was taking care of his sister. He agreed with that and led his sister toward the door. She was holding his hand so tightly that it looked like she’d cut off blood circulation. He followed them out at a respectful distance, sure not to get too close to them and spook them further, and retrieved his phone off the lawn, where he heard the tinny voice of the 9-1-1 operator repeatedly asking if he was there. “I’m here,” he told the man. “Switzer just killed his wife. I shot him before he could turn the gun on the kids. He’s still alive, but he has a GSW in the upper left quadrant of his torso. I’m Roan McKichan, a private detective. Tell the police I will be waiting out front with the children and will fully cooperate with being taken into custody.”

He would be taken in, that was unavoidable, but once the circumstances were checked out, he’d be released. Or hopefully he would, at any rate.

He’d never dealt with the Federal Way PD before. Boy, they were going to love him.





IT TURNED out not to be so bad.

The first cop on the scene was a big, corn-fed kid with a buzz cut who looked barely twenty, but he was clearly old enough to hold a rank, and he was hardly out of the patrol car when he exclaimed, “Holy shit, you’re him. The guy from the news. The Grant Kim thing. I thought your name sounded familiar.” Roan assumed a beating would soon commence, but as it turned out, the guy treated him like a fellow cop, respectful and with an almost obscene amount of trust.

Roan recounted what had happened, saying that he was looking at Switzer as a suspect in a case and was intending to follow him home and question him about his involvement (some of the questioning would be with his fists, but he wasn’t about to admit that until he absolutely had to), but then he heard April scream, followed closely by the gunshot. None of this was a lie—you could argue it was a sculpting of the facts, but he could live with that.

Neighbors started gathering before the ambulance arrived, and he wondered where they had been during the shooting. He gave the kid—whose name turned out to be Nate Dougherty; his partner was a surprisingly slight Chinese woman named Mira Chin—his Sig Sauer and knew he wouldn’t be seeing it until forensics was done with it. Oh, why couldn’t he have worn his Glock today? Okay, it was weird to like one gun over another for something other than technical reasons, but he did. So there.

He wasn’t handcuffed, although he rode to the station in their squad car, ahead of any press. On the way there, it was Chin who wondered why Roan hadn’t shot him first thing coming through the door. “He could have shot you or the kids first.”

“No, he couldn’t have. He couldn’t pull the trigger faster than me.”

Dougherty snickered faintly and eyed him in the rearview mirror. “Little cocky, huh?”

“No. Catlike reflexes.”

There was doubt in his pale blue eyes that quickly cycled to concern as soon as Dougherty grokked he wasn’t joking. The cops were quiet for the rest of the ride in, and Roan was glad.

He was asked to tell his version of events several times, but he was never close to being booked, and most of the cops seemed to extend him a curious deference. On the one hand, it made him feel old; on the other, it was kind of a relief. The adrenaline rush of the shooting had worn off, and all he wanted to do was curl up somewhere and take a nap. He was in no mood to scrap with macho bullshit cops.

A few things became clear, slowly but surely. Roan had dropped the phone close enough to the house and had such good reception (he thought it paid to get a good phone if you had to have one of the fucking things) that the 9-1-1 tape picked up a few things, including Roan shouting to Switzer to drop the gun, as well as his response, “They’re mine.” They felt the tape could be enhanced to pick up other things, none of which would probably be good for Switzer. April Switzer had talked to an officer at the station several days ago, saying she was frightened of her ex-husband, but didn’t get a court order against him for fear it would make him violent. (Sadly, sometimes these control freak assholes didn’t need a reason; the fact that you were opposing them was reason enough to go psycho.) Switzer had left a suicide note in his truck, described as “angry, rambling, and pretty bugfuck” according to a detective named Hollenbach, and it explained why his kids had to die, proving he had planned to go the murder-suicide route with his entire family. The main motivation seemed to be his anger over the collapse of his marriage and his certainty his career as a police officer was over. (Was it the raping or the wife beating? There was a plethora of career killers to choose from.)

Switzer died in the ER, but a weary public defender who happened to be at the station for another client—and looked like a younger, thinner Ned Beatty with darker hair—admitted that because Roan had technically trespassed, he could be charged with something. But it was unlikely, because it fell within the realm of justifiable homicide, and also “No way is anyone bringing this to trial, unless they really want to be humiliated in open court. You might want to push this to trial. Not only would no judge or jury convict you, but you’ll probably get a street named after you. And not in the bad part of town either.” Nice to know.

Press were gathering. None had been let in, but the cops were telling him if he actually wanted to avoid cameras, he’d have to leave soon and out the back. The public defender, whose name turned out to be Andrew Gillis, said he knew a good way out, having gone out with clients who attracted more than a fair share of attention. Roan decided he’d have to bite the bullet and call Dylan. He was hoping he wouldn’t have to, that he could catch a lift back to his car and just go home and be able to tell him what happened over dinner, but that wasn’t going to happen if the “action news team” motherfuckers were already circling the wagons.

Dylan was up when he called, which he was glad about, but he hadn’t been watching the news. That was good, and that was bad. With a sigh, Roan asked, “Guess where I am.”

Dylan’s pause seemed strangely portentous. “One day. You’re not even out of the hospital one day and you’re back in?”

“No, not the hospital.”

He gasped. “You’ve been arrested?”

Roan must have lived his life wrong, since the first two guesses were hospital and jail. “No, not arrested. But I am at Federal Way police department headquarters. I decided to trail one of the cops in the Hawley case to see where he called home. He decided today to pay a visit to his soon-to-be ex-wife’s house and kill her and the kids.”

Dylan was silent for a long moment, then said harshly, “Tell me this is a sick joke.”

“I got him before he could get the kids. Sadly, it seems I’m attracting press like sharks to chum. Could you come pick me up?”

Dylan was silent again, this time for even longer. When he found his voice again, he asked, “Are you alright?”

“Unhurt. You know me, Dylan—I’m only half human. He never had a chance.”

“The kids?”

“Surely traumatized for life. But physically unharmed.”

He sighed heavily. “I’ll be right there. Just… is he dead? The guy?”

“Yeah, just died in the hospital.”

“Good,” Dylan spat, with an astonishing amount of venom, and then hung up the phone. That wasn’t very Buddhist of him.

Roan felt like such a dumbass. He was getting a cup of coffee from the communal coffee pot when he remembered that Dylan’s dad was a troubled cop who had killed his wife and himself. Right before Christmas, for fuck’s sake. No wonder Dylan was glad he was dead; it was his childhood, two point oh. The only good thing that Dylan’s dad did was not kill the kids, just his wife and himself. He’d probably brought it all back, the horror and the trauma. He should have called Holden, damn his IT nerd—he’d probably deeply upset Dylan without even meaning to.

Roan ended up having the disgusting cup of coffee with Dougherty and Gillis, as Gillis seemed to have an amicable relationship with the cops. They were hardly on the same side, but there was a grudging respect, and he didn’t seem like a bad guy. Neither did Dougherty, who still had a fresh-faced rookie-like aspect to him. Gillis asked him jokingly if he didn’t want the publicity, why he was always getting involved in these types of cases. It was an excellent question—not one Roan had an answer for either.

Dylan arrived wearing a blue hoodie with the hood pulled over his head so his face was mostly obscured, probably so no one in the press would recognize him as Roan’s boyfriend. He shoved it back, but had a pained look on his face, like he didn’t want to do this and didn’t want to be here. Roan stood and hugged him, tight enough that he could feel how Dylan’s heart was thundering in his chest. “It’s okay,” he whispered into his neck, just below his ear. He stroked Dylan’s hair, feeling the heat radiate from his skin like waves of anxiety. “It’ll be all right. I promise you.”

Dylan seemed to relax into him, holding him like he was the only thing keeping him from drowning. “It better be,” he whispered back, into his shoulder.

Roan was suddenly aware of the eyes, of people staring at them, mostly cops, some surprised as if they’d totally forgotten or just didn’t know he was gay. Finally, one of the detectives said, in a mostly joking manner, “Get a room, girls.”

Dylan stiffened at this, but he wasn’t familiar with the ultramacho world of cops. Roan met the cop’s gaze and said, “We would, but your mom’s booked the motel in advance of Fleet Week. She just can’t wait.”

Other cops began to jeer at the detective, and as he told them to fuck off, someone winged a balled-up piece of paper his way, and another added, “Yeah, she does like a man in uniform, doesn’t she?” So clearly they ragged on this guy’s mother a lot. But mother insults were as big in a cop shop as they were on a street corner, so it was a good way to go. Easy too, but hey, now he was just one of the guys, gay or not. You just had to know the language.

Gillis led them out the back way, away from prying camera eyes, although Roan didn’t relax until he was in Dylan’s homely little car. Free to talk finally, Dylan asked, “Does this mean the case is over?” He asked it with a great deal of hope.

It would have been nice. Hell, it would have been a nice vacation. But he had a sinking feeling that it not only wasn’t over, but had just gotten a hell of lot more complicated.
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SOMETIMES HUNKERING down against the press felt like trying not to be seen.

They still had a bunch of Dennis’s business cards, which Dylan would hand out to any of the press who came to the door. Anything Roan said would have to be filtered through “his attorney,” which was total bullshit. Dennis would put them on hold until they hung up. But it was just his way of getting rid of them while leaving the dirty work to someone else. Hey, Roan could work being a weasel if he had to. They also had to unplug the phone, so only people who had his or Dylan’s cell numbers could call (not a big list, certainly not press).

Which meant he fielded calls from Dee (asking if he’d emptied his gun into the bastard, which he hadn’t, which wasn’t the answer Dee wanted to hear—he was only the first of many who would ask him why he hadn’t unloaded a full clip into Switzer. The answer that it wasn’t actually necessary seemed to please no one), Fiona, Holden, Dennis (“How many of these idiots am I handling? You should really pick one to talk to, control the spin the Eastgate PD are gonna put out about Switzer….”), Gordo, Dropkick (“I always knew you’d shoot a cop, but I thought it would be Sikorski….”), and Jay. (“If I autopsy him, I’ll save you something to hang on your rearview.”) Holden said he’d be by later, but he was willing to come through the back so no one caught a “man whore” coming to their door. Roan told him he didn’t care.

By about six, things had tapered off, and Dylan was suggesting dinner, which Roan was in no mood for. Maybe it was all the hard caffeine, or maybe it was the fact that he'd killed a man, but he had no appetite. He needed to eat something if he wanted to pop a pill though, so he was considering toast when there was a rather loud knock at the door, and a voice bellowed, “Hey, Roan, it’s me!”

Dylan jumped slightly at the sound of the booming bass voice, looked at him, and mouthed, “Who’s that?”

“I do believe that’s the client, Grey Williams,” Roan told him and walked over to the door. As soon as he unlocked it and opened it, Grey shouldered his way in and grabbed Roan in a huge bear hug. In fact, he lifted him off his feet as he came in the door. He remembered to kick the door shut behind him.

“You got the motherfucker!” Grey crowed happily, shaking him like a cat might shake a mouse in its jaws. “Fucking awesome, man! You shot the fucker!”

Good lord—he was all muscle. Did he shoot steroids in his eyeball? “You’re crushing my ribs,” Roan wheezed. Grey actually was; he had a vise grip around Roan's waist, like he was giving him a reverse Heimlich, and his arms felt like stone. It was like being crushed by marble.

“Oh, sorry.” Grey put him down and let him go, but not before giving him a big kiss on the cheek. He then gave him a goofy, happy grin. “You shot the fucker!”

“Only because I had to,” he pointed out. “It wasn’t because of Jamie.”

Grey’s smile faded a bit, but his eyes were still big and bright, as if he were feverish. “I know. Sorry about his wife. At least you got the kids out, though.”

“It was the one good thing about it all,” Dylan commented.

Grey looked at him as if noticing him for the first time. “You the boyfriend?”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “The name’s Dylan.”

Grey either missed the implied rebuke or ignored it entirely. He walked over to Dylan with his hand out. “I’m Grey Williams. I bet you know that.”

Dylan shook his hand, showing some kindness. “I do.” From the way Dylan grimaced, Grey must have not held back enough on the grip.

“You guys have lifetime tickets for all the Falcons home games,” Grey announced, looking between them. “As long as I’m on the team. Good seats too. If I get picked up by the Preds, I’ll make sure you get tickets there too, although I guess that means you’d have to come to Nashville.”

Roan shrugged. “Might for Argent.”

Grey smirked, and Dylan asked, “Who?”

“Jason Argent, the team captain. Wouldn’t kick him out of bed.”

Grey laughed at this, and Dylan looked curious. “Really? This guy I gotta see.” And Dylan went and picked up Roan’s laptop, sitting on the sofa to have a Google.

“You follow hockey?” Grey asked him.

He shook his head. “My husband was a fan of the Canucks, but he watched enough games that I picked a few things up. One of which was Jason Argent is perhaps the handsomest hockey player I have ever seen. He looks like he could have been a movie star in the ’70s.”

Grey got a quizzical look on his face that made him look about sixteen. “Husband? You were married? So, you guys are divorced now?”

“No, I’m a widower. He died.”

“Oh, fuck. Sorry dude.”

Roan shook his head. “Wasn’t your fault.”

“Oh,” Dylan said in a meaningful way. “Yeah, he’s definitely your type, Ro.”

That made him chuckle. “He is, huh?”

“Dark haired, manly, solidly built, big—holy fuck, six four? They’re making you hockey players bigger these days, aren’t they?”

“Only the goalies are short,” Roan told him, shooting Grey a slight smirk. He grinned back, apparently getting that Holden had reported the aggressive vibe he got from “Tank” Beauvais.

“He’s a bit older than you go for though,” Dylan said, teasing him. “Thirty-four? Man, he’s almost a grandpa in your books.”

“Yeah, very funny,” Roan replied darkly, as Grey did actually chuckle. His manners finally kicked in and he asked Grey, “Wanna drink? We have sodas and bottled teas, juice.”

“Umm, got diet?”

“Diet cherry Pepsi.”

“Fine, I’ll take one of those. Thanks.”

“I didn’t take you for a diet soda drinker,” Dylan told him, as Roan retrieved one from the fridge.

“I’m on a training regimen,” he replied. “I’m watching my sugar intake.”

“Always smart,” Dylan said. Roan handed Grey the can and sat on the sofa beside Dylan. Grey sat on the love seat across from them, his muscular frame making it look more like a chair. “So what kind of diet are you on?”

Grey shrugged a shoulder as he gulped down half the can. He put it on the coffee table as he said, “Mainly high protein, but I generally carbo load on game days.”

That probably explained why he felt more like a statue than a human being. “I’m going to be turning the bulk of the investigation over to Holden,” Roan told Grey, deciding to just get it out of the way. He had a sneaking suspicion subtle wouldn’t really work with Grey anyway. “The fact that I shot and killed Carey Switzer in his former home will mean I will be the star of the shit list at the Eastgate PD for the next hundred years or so. No one will talk to me, except to call me a few choice names.”

“But isn’t he just your street guy?” Grey asked, still confused.

“Is that what he told you?” Grey just nodded, and looked momentarily like a golden retriever. “He is, but he has a way of cozying up to people that can get results. I’m not very good at cozying.”

“Probably because your idea of cozying is usually punching someone,” Dylan pointed out sardonically.

“Not always,” he protested. “Sometimes I just cuss them out.”

“Or scare the shit out of them,” Dylan countered.

Grey stared at him with a crooked half smile. “Sure you never played hockey?”

“My infected status would make me iffy for a game schedule. I’ll still be working your case. I’ll just be more behind the scenes. So you can continue to contact me, and I’ll give you updates. Meetings will probably be best done here, since I’ll probably have media camped out at my office until all of this blows over.” It wasn’t that he wanted to be in the backseat of his own investigation, but now he had a visibility that was a real hindrance to a working detective. And as much as the Eastgate PD would be shaken up and happy to throw Switzer to the wolves, he wasn’t stupid enough to think that meant he would be off the hook. They’d hate his fucking guts for the rest of his life—he killed a cop. No matter that it was a cop who was rotten to his very soul, he’d broken rule one of the handbook for cops: no eating your own, whether it be shopping them to Internal Affairs or blowing their putrid, stinking head away.

But didn’t they expect that of him? He was a kitty fag and never quite one of them anyway.

Grey finished his soda and went to use the bathroom, and it was then that Holden showed up, appearing at the front door just for the hell of it. He must have just come from a gig, because not only was his hair still damp (he smelled like hotel shampoo), but he was wearing a tight white, red, and black Lycra shirt that no decent human being would ever wear outside of a marathon, along with his usual tangle of about six necklaces. (Roan was able to make out a silver wing, a piece of rock, and what could have been a frog among the pendants.) On top of that were tight jeans with strategic holes, a black leather jacket, and black sneakers that didn’t quite match the rest of him. “Costume party?” Dylan asked.

Holden just gave him a razor-blade grin. “Yep. I went as a badly dressed whore. I won first place.” He then looked at Roan and asked, “So, did you empty a clip into him?”

“No.”

“Shoulda emptied a clip into him.”

Grey came back from the bathroom, and they all sat down and discussed how this was going to continue. The problem with Holden not actually having a detective’s license wasn’t brought up because, for the moment, nothing could be done about that, and besides, Roan didn’t know if he could get Holden officially licensed for anything. He seemed to like being unofficial.

Roan was going to follow up on Jasmine’s roommate, leaving Holden to follow up on Michael Brand, which was actually the harder thing. From what Roan had been able to discover, Brand was a nonentity; while he had been briefly partnered with Switzer, he’d been partnered with a cop named Wilson for much longer, and while Switzer’s story got uglier the more you dug into it, Brand could be argued not to exist at all. It wasn’t so much that his record was clean, more that a record for him hardly existed. He could have been a made-up personage. Except a photo existed of him with an ill-suited mustache, so he was probably real, just unremarkable.

Roan knew that Holden would have to investigate under an assumed name, and he confirmed that, although Holden also added he’d never been arrested anywhere near Eastgate. Grey asked him jokingly, “Been arrested a lot?”

Holden shrugged, settling back on the couch. He was sitting on Grey’s right side, so Roan was wedged between him and Dylan. For some reason he couldn’t name, it made him feel uncomfortable. “Just a couple times, for the usual.”

“The usual?”

“You know. Loitering, solicitation, resisting arrest. Petty stuff.”

Grey chuckled as if Holden was kidding, and Holden had flashed him his big, sly smile, so it was easy to see why Grey thought he was joking. He wasn’t, of course, but it was better Grey never knew that. Yeah, he seemed cool with gays, but a gay prostitute? There was no way of telling how he’d react to that. Most people’s reactions to sex workers weren’t positive and often led to very weird questions. Roan wasn’t even sure he could honestly answer the question of why he had a hustler as his assistant: Holden was the king of liars, and the dirt he could find on people was extraordinary. He was, honestly, a born detective. If this was the ’50s or ’60s, he could have been a real life Sam Spade. Only flamingly gay. Yeah, maybe that wouldn’t have worked.

Grey had to go, as the team was traveling to Spokane for a game (what a thrill), but they exchanged cell phone numbers and worked out the best time to call. As soon as he left, Roan got up and got a microbrew from the fridge. He felt funny about drinking in front of a client, but especially a client on a regimen. It seemed like taunting.

Holden also sighed and shucked off his jacket, revealing that the spandex shirt was sleeveless, and he had a henna tattoo on his right upper arm, a sort of vague, flaming phoenix shape. “When did you get the henna?” Roan asked.

He could feel the alcohol settling in his stomach, transfusing into his bloodstream, and he decided to have that toast. He found the loaf of sourdough in the cupboard, and then wondered why Dylan always had to get the unsliced kind. Goddamn it, he had to go for a guy with hippie tendencies.

“Before I got here. I have a friend who’s trying to branch out into body painting, and she’s been recruiting test subjects. That’s why I was late. She said it would take her ten minutes, and it took her almost thirty.”

Dylan put the laptop on the coffee table and leaned over to look at it. Holden helpfully turned toward him so he could have a better view. “Pretty nice. But it usually takes a while to set, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, by putting on the jacket I probably made it crumble early.”

The bread was crusty, but as Roan bit into his ragged slice of toast, he realized the interior was soft as a pillow. So maybe there was a reason why Dyl bought the bakery bread instead. Damn hippies, being right about some things.

Holden looked at him still standing out in the kitchen and asked, “Was there something you wanted to tell me about Brand now that the client is gone?”

He shook his head, washing down his toast with a gulp of beer. “No. I got nothing on Brand. I mean nothing. It’s really weird.”

“Think he’s hiding something?”

Roan scowled as he thought about it and was forced to shake his head. “It’s possible, but if so, he’s hidden it well. The only blip on the radar is Jasmine naming him as one of the cops who assaulted her. Otherwise, he’s honestly nothing. There’s a couple of possibilities. One, Jasmine mistook Brand for another cop. He does have that bland kind of everyman face.”

“Could she have made a mistake like that?” Holden countered.

“People do. Everyone thinks eyewitnesses are reliable, especially when it’s you, but the truth is, memory is always funny, especially in a high-stress situation. Your mind can sometimes fill in gaps that are missing without any intention of doing so. Your brain wants to see a pattern.”

“What’s possibility number two?” Dylan asked.

“He’s the quiet, gray man he appears to be, but that one night he snapped. He’s been good ever since, but that night he totally lost it.”

“More likely if he’s super-repressed,” Holden said. “When they go, they go big. They’re bombs waiting to go off. The only trick who really seriously tried to kill me was a good Baptist boy who couldn’t understand why he wanted dick so much when he was married to a good woman. Just couldn’t handle his own sexuality and reconcile it with his religion.”

“He tried to kill you?” Dylan asked, surprised.

Holden nodded, as if it was something that happened all the time. “He gave me fifty bucks to suck my dick, then he freaked out, sobbing and slapping himself in the head, and then out of nowhere—okay, probably from under the car seat—he pulls out a pistol and says we have to die because we’re wicked.”

Dylan seemed really engrossed in the story. “What happened?”

“As soon as I saw that gun coming up, I knew this fucker had gone from batshit to psycho, so I grabbed his wrist as he brought it around and forced it up toward the ceiling. He had that crazy strength, you know, but he was still a wiry little string bean. I had almost fifty pounds on him, slightly more than half of it muscle. He pulled the trigger and the gun went off. The bullet went through the top of the windshield, not shattering it but putting a pen-sized hole in it. I knew I wasn’t getting out of the car until he let go of the fucking gun, so I punched him as hard as I could in the gut. He retched and lost enough of his grip that I was able to yank the gun away and threw myself out of the car. I aimed the gun at him and he sped off.”

“Jesus.”

“I know. The coda to this, I found out a couple days later that he was the guy they found dead on the freeway. He deliberately rammed his car into a concrete barrier at sixty miles an hour. I recognized the car. Found out his dad was a Baptist preacher, and hey, mine was an Evangelical preacher. Same diff, really.”

“What’d you do with the gun?” Roan wondered.

“Pawned it to a guy named Burn. I didn’t need to ever get caught with a gun.”

That made a name float up from the recesses of Roan’s mind. Oh sure, he’d forget his ATM PIN number, but he remembered this. “Aka Anthony Morretti?”

“Yeah. Know him?”

“I arrested him once.”

“Huh. Small world.”

Roan shook his head, sure the beer was getting to him more than it should have. When was the last time he ate? He couldn’t remember. “Or we have a case of the Jim Jones effect here. Brand fell under the sway of a man with a more forceful, charismatic personality and did something he wouldn’t normally do.”

“How are we ranking them by likelihood?” Holden asked.

He could only shrug. “I’d have to know more about the guy. All I know is he’s a very average cop, thirty-five, divorced with two kids, lives in Kent. He could be anyone.”

“But we’re on the same page here, right? Switzer killed Jasmine.” It wasn’t a question. The look on Holden’s face was resolute.

Roan sighed. “A rapist who can kill his family with no remorse? Yeah, he’s easily capable of murdering anyone else. He’s certainly vaulted into the most likely category. But tomorrow I’m gonna call Jay, see if he can find out if the same gun that killed April killed Jasmine as well. If I can get a ballistics match, I’ll be happy to declare him a fucking murderer twice over.”

Holden’s look turned skeptical, his eyes narrowing as he studied him. “You actually think there’s a possibility he didn’t?”

“I want to prove it. I’m happy to pillory him as king asshole of the world—well, duke; I suppose Dick Cheney is king—but I want to make sure he actually did it. What if we stick it to him, and the actual murderer gets away with it? I wouldn’t be happy with letting someone slide on a charge this big.”

Holden rolled his eyes and sighed, as if Roan was being a deliberate pain in the ass. “Do you always have to make things so difficult?”

“I ask him that all the time,” Dylan said, not without some affection.

It was a fair cop, he supposed. But it wasn’t like he enjoyed being difficult….

Oh, who the hell was he kidding? Of course he enjoyed being difficult. He just wasn’t about to admit it.
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Rough Boys



ROAN WOKE up when Dylan slammed down the phone, cursing in Spanish. That was how you knew you’d really pissed him off—he cursed in Spanish. He didn’t do that often.

Roan turned over onto his stomach, snuggling into his pillow, and asked, keeping his eyes closed, “What’s wrong?”

“Those fucking press monkeys tracked Sheba down at work,” he exclaimed angrily, while putting a gentle hand on Roan's back. It was warm and comforting. “She told them she didn’t know you well enough to comment on you.”

“Nice of her,” he muttered into the pillow. It had been two days since he'd sent Holden after Brand, and he remained sequestered in his house, hoping to bore the press to death. Obviously he’d just sent them in another direction.

Dylan rubbed his back idly, then asked, “You okay? Sure you’re not mad at me?”

“Why would I be mad at you? I’m fine, Dyl. I should be ecstatic. No more cage.” Doctor Rosenberg had called him into her office yesterday. He had snuck out and met her at her office, and she told him the unbelievable: he no longer had a viral cycle. Being ready to transform all the time had seemingly kicked him out of it, and now he no longer had to worry about transforming without warning. So no more cage, no more worrying that the viral sequence would kick in sooner than he expected. He should have been thrilled. So why wasn’t he?

Maybe because his identity as King Freak was permanently cemented now. He was now a permanent outcast in a segment of society that should have accepted him to some degree. He’d always felt like an outsider, and now he knew why: he wasn’t them. Not really. No more than they were him. Maybe the gays would accept him; they were his last hope for any sense of unity. And he didn’t hold out much hope there, since he never got the homosexual agenda newsletter that every member of the religious right seemed to get.

Dylan rested his head on his back, between his shoulder blades, and said, “I know you should be happy, maybe, but you’re not.”

“I’m okay with it, really. I’m just still processing it.” Did he believe him? Probably not. Dylan was too perceptive. So before he could call him on it, he asked, “What time is it?”

“A bit after eleven.”

“What?” He finally lifted his head and opened his eyes, looking at the alarm clock as Dylan sat up, taking his weight off of him. Oh yes, he wasn’t lying—it was slightly less than an hour to noon. “Oh shit, I have to get going.”

“Looking for Brandon?”

“I’m outta leads. I’ve got to talk to Grey.”

“He’s back?”

“Told me yesterday they would be doing an afternoon skate at the Grind ice rink.”

Roan was on his feet, heading toward the bathroom in a half-dazed stumble, when he heard Dylan ask, “That’s an ice rink? I thought that was a skateboard place. Or a strip club.”

“I know. I didn’t believe it either, but apparently they do ice too.”

Roommate Brandon had turned into a huge pain in the ass. He had lived in the apartment he'd shared with Jasmine several months after the crime but, according to the landlord, moved out a few months ago, she wasn’t sure where. She also couldn’t describe him, beyond a “fragile, girly-looking Mexican boy.” (Roan assumed she meant Hispanic.) He gave his name as Brandon John Fallows, and the SSN matched… a teenage boy killed a little over thirty years ago in a car accident and buried in a cemetery in Burien. Now Fallows, who only seemed to pop into existence—after the thirty-year absence—a couple months before he'd moved in, seemed to cease to exist two weeks after moving out. An experienced identity thief, but beyond that was the troubling fact that Brandon—or whatever his name actually was—was obviously concealing his real identity, and no one did that without good reason. He’d now worked his way onto the bottom of the suspect list. What was he running from? Could it have gotten his roommate killed?

He had to get everything Grey knew about Brandon and try and find a lead from it. He wanted to do it in person, mainly because he wanted to make sure Grey didn’t lie to him, either intentionally or unintentionally.

This case had gotten more complicated than he’d expected. And to be honest, he was glad for the distraction right now.

Roan ended up parking in the back lot of Grind, which was almost as large a quadrant as the parking lot at the Seahawks stadium. Why? Was skating that popular in the Seattle area? Or had each player, crew member, and hanger-on driven here in their own car, but not before inviting a hundred random people to come watch them? There was a bus stop nearby, and he wondered if that was the reason.

As he walked the lot, he saw a bald guy (a white guy who shaved his head) in a denim jacket giving him the stink eye, like he recognized him as the guy who ran over his dog several times with a combine harvester. Roan gave him a sarcastic little wave, and the guy muttered something into a cell phone. Roan mimed a kiss, and the guy turned away. Yep, blowing a kiss at them usually did it.

There was a guy in a nylon jacket standing at the rear entrance of the rink, arms folded in the traditional security guard posture. But he was more lumpy than muscular, like the Falcons sweatshirt and the slacks he was wearing were full of mashed potatoes instead of prime beef. Not only was Roan sure he could take him, but anyone over the age of thirteen had a fair shot at taking him. He was bald, but unlike the guy giving him the stink eye, it wasn’t by choice. “Help you?” he muttered, making it one word: hepyu.

“I’m Roan McKichan. I’m here to see Grey Williams.” Roan tried not to stare, but the guard’s head was almost perfectly egg shaped. He wanted to ask him if he’d ever had a hen sit on him by mistake.

“Uh huh.”

“Ask him. He knows who I am.”

With great reluctance, the man lifted a walkie-talkie to his mouth and said, “Ryan, there’s a guy named McKeen out here, says Grey knows him.”

“McKichan,” Roan corrected, but figured Grey would know who was meant. If he was lucky.

There was a burst of static over the walkie-talkie, Ryan saying something, but it was impossible to make out what he said. Even the Eggman scowled at his unit, like if he frowned hard enough he could have made sense of it.

After almost a minute, the door behind the Eggman cracked open, and he stepped aside as Grey stuck his head out. “Oh, hey, man. Thought that might be you.” He came out dressed in dark sweatpants and a sweatshirt, none of which had a Falcons logo. His hair was damp, and his skin was slightly flushed.

“I didn’t pull you off the ice, did I?”

“Oh, hell no. There was some kinda scheduling snafu, so we had to do our skate early. We’re packin’ up. In fact, I thought I was gonna hafta call you and reschedule.”

“They got something else going in here? It explains why the parking lot is so full.”

Grey looked around, as if noticing it for the first time, and shook his head. “Yeah, it’s some ice skating thing. There’s a buncha MILFs in the lobby.”

Ah, straight people. As he was wondering what he should say to that, the door opened again, and a tall, slender guy came out. “Hey, Grey, this the detective?”

“Oh, yeah. Roan, this is Scott Murray, our team captain. Scottie, Roan.”

Scott held out his hand, and his handshake was dry and firm but not over-the-top bone breaking. “Hi. Really wanted to meet you. You were really impressive taking on those Nazi fucks.”

“Thanks.” How many people had Grey shown the video to? Well, it probably wasn’t his fault—it was shown ad nauseum on television for about twenty-four hours, until a more interesting story hit the news cycle. And considering this was a nice distraction from the fact that Scott was fucking cute.

He had a round face that ended in a squared-off jaw that wasn’t heavy, with sleepy blue eyes that softened his rugged looks and short black hair that was actually reasonably stylish, not harsh. He could have been Roan’s ex-lover Connor’s half  brother, that’s how handsome he was, and Roan wanted to slap himself but didn’t dare. This wasn’t at all fair. The stereotype was hockey players had the best bodies—lean, hard—but the homeliest faces. Hadn’t Scott been given the memo? He was even better looking than Argent.

“Vancouver, right?” he asked.

Scott nodded. “Burnaby originally, but close enough. Accent gives it away, huh?”

“I’m very familiar with it.” How old was he? He looked barely twenty, but he had a bit of stubble suggesting that at least he was shaving age.

Now it seemed to be a “meet the team” party, as several other players dribbled out. In order: a tall, blond Russian called Sandy (who could have been a body double for Dolph Lundgren in that Rocky film), “Tank” Beauvais (who seemed oddly placid and yet gave off the vibe that he was a grenade waiting for his pin to be pulled), a guy named Richie whose nose had been broken so often it was now permanently crooked, and a guy with an astonishingly stereotypical New York accent named Jeff. (He’d learned from the Falcons own web page that there were only three American-born players on the team: Grey, Jeff, and somebody named Rozanski. Nearly all the rest of the team was from Canada, save for Sandy and a Finn named Henrik.) Roan felt like a trained monkey—were they expecting him to dance?

Another guy came out, but he was talking to the Eggman, and he was too old to be a player, deep in his mid-thirties. Also, he wasn’t wearing anything approximating workout gear, and Roan caught a glimpse of a silver watch that was reasonably expensive.

Not sure there was a subtle way to do this that Grey would catch, he told him bluntly, “I’m here to talk to you about the case. Should we go somewhere private?”

He shrugged. “No need. The guys know.”

“Okay.” Did they know he was looking into the murder of Grey’s best friend’s transsexual sister/brother? Maybe they honestly didn’t care. Most of the younger generation wasn’t as hung up on sexual roles as the older generation. “I need to know if you ever met Jamie’s roommate, Brandon Fallows.”

“No.”

“Know anything about him at all?”

He considered that, grimacing slightly. “Not really. Jamie hardly mentioned him in his letters.”

Roan stared at him blankly. “Letters? Jamie wrote you letters?”

“Yeah. For a while there I didn’t have an Internet connection, so that was easier.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before? Can I see the letters?” He was trying very hard not to get mad at Grey, not in front of so many big teammates (only Tank was about his size—short, his ass!) but it was difficult. Did he really want to sabotage his own case? It was hard to believe anyone could be this dumb.

“I didn’t save ’em.” He scratched his head, then added, “There might be one or two, though. I packed up a whole buncha stuff. I’m not sure about everything I packed.”

“If you could check, I’d really appreciate it.”

Roan had no idea why, but his personal alarm bells started going off as soon as he heard the rumble of a truck engine. Or maybe it was just he was being stared at, and usually he knew when eyes were on him. He looked over his shoulder to see a flatbed white Ford pulling to a stop in a parking lane almost twenty feet away (well, there weren’t a lot of places left to park), and the engine was left running as eight men of various sizes and ages—mostly older teens, most burly—hopped out onto the pavement, some carrying pipes or bats. Roan instantly recognized the skinhead who’d been giving him the stink eye earlier.

“You’re that kitty fucker, ain’t cha,” the skinhead asked, although it wasn’t a question. “Helped that motherfucking gook cat escape justice.”

“Vigilantism isn’t justice,” Roan corrected, although he knew he was a) being a hypocrite, and b) there was no way in fucking hell this asshole would understand it.

“You’re one of them, ain’t cha?” A guy who could have been Skinhead’s younger brother snapped. “Kitty fag. These your bang buddies?”

Oh no, he didn’t just say that. “Get back in your piece of shit truck and leave. You don’t want this kind of trouble.”

“You threatening us, faggot?”

“He said leave,” Scott said, his voice oddly flat. It was kind of fun to watch. You knew the guys had been teammates for a while because they all glanced at each other and instantly knew what battle formation to take. Sandy and Tank started slowly drifting right while Jeff and Richie started slowly drifting off left, leaving Grey and Scott (and himself) right in the middle. Wedge formation. As soon as the skinhead and his buddies went for Roan (and Grey and Scott), they’d be instantly surrounded. None of them were new to fighting, even off the ice.

“You his boyfriend?” the skinhead taunted and made a kissy face at Scott, evoking derisive laughter from his followers.

Scott didn’t take the bait, just glared at him. “You have no idea who you’re fucking with, do you?”

“Buncha fuckin’ kitty fuckers.”

“Ever seen Slap Shot?” Roan wondered.

This seeming non sequitur stopped the skinhead in his tracks. “What?”

“I thought it might give you some idea what’s about to happen to you. Ah, those who don’t watch classic movies are doomed to repeat them.”

“That’s a great film,” Scott replied.

Roan nodded. “Can hardly go wrong with Newman.”

Confusion briefly clouded the skinhead’s face, but it quickly sharpened to annoyance. “You fags are nuts.”

They closed in, but there was a strange hesitation, and Roan knew why when he glanced back at Grey and saw him smiling ear to ear, showing off his gap-toothed grin. He was so happy he was almost laughing. And why not? He was an enforcer—his ability to fight (and squash and manhandle) was why he was on the team in the first place. This was where he shined.

Technically they were outnumbered, and these guys did have weapons. But Roan figured they’d have them all down in three minutes.

As it was, that was a generous estimate.

Grey threw the first punch, a snap to the jaw that knocked out the skinhead’s brother instantaneously. He hit the asphalt like a bag of meat. In fact, his head had snapped around so sharply it was a minor miracle it wasn’t thrown off his shoulders. Grey hit like a jackhammer, and Roan suspected he was actually holding back a bit. “Next,” he said cheerfully.

A guy with a bat swung, but Tank blocked it with his arm and gave the assailant what Roan knew was called a “Glasgow kiss”—he brought his forehead down sharply on the bridge of the man’s nose, breaking it with a sickening sound of crunching cartilage. As blood burst from both nostrils and he stumbled back screaming, Tank ripped the bat from his hand and threw it away (Roan heard it break glass—someone’s taillight?) as he cursed him out in his French-accented broken English, “That a pussy weapon, you piece of shit redneck motherfucker!” Tank then started beating on the guy, big roundhouse slugs to the head that made one of his earlobes burst open and start spurting blood. He had no technique at all, but he had a surprising amount of rage and fearlessness that pretty much tagged him instantly as the crazy guy to avoid fighting at all costs. (Strong could be dealt with—but crazy? Oh no. You never knew what the crazy were going to do.) As the guy was now on his knees, shrieking, a friend ran in to try and help, and Tank threw an elbow that caught him flush in the mouth as he was running toward him, and teeth tumbled out of the man’s mouth like candy from a broken piñata. What amateurs. Didn’t they know you didn’t fight the crazy guy?

If the skinheads ever got a chance to use their weapons, it wasn’t obvious. Sandy and Jeff seemed to be having fun pummeling the cretins, shoving them between themselves like human Frisbees, Richie was lecturing the fallen (“You start a fight, you should know how to fucking fight, assholes!”), and Scott had simply grabbed the youngest guy and pulled his shirt up over his head, both blinding him and locking up his arms so he couldn’t take a swing at anything, putting him in an odd, bent-over position. As he tried to squirm free of his shirt so he could get in the fight, Scott grabbed the back of his neck, squeezing hard, and said, “Don’t make me break your jaw.” Scott pressed his knee up against the man’s shirt-covered face, just to let him know how easily he could do it. The boy wisely stopped struggling.

“You’re dropping your left, Jeff,” a man said, and Roan looked to see the guy with the watch was filming the fight on his camera phone. The supposed bodyguard was watching, seemingly bored, as if this happened a lot and he was sad to be left out. Roan almost laughed. This was kind of like Slap Shot, and he was with the Hanson Brothers—all six of them. He hadn’t even had to do anything yet. Richie was currently slamming one man’s head repeatedly into the tailgate of an SUV, shouting, “Who’s the faggot now?” He actually seemed to be waiting for an answer, but since the guy seemed half conscious and was bleeding from almost every orifice, an answer probably wasn’t forthcoming.

Grey, who had knocked three guys out and had yet to break a sweat, cracked his knuckles, and asked, “You want this guy?”

Someone had just gotten out of the passenger seat of the Ford and was stalking toward them, reaching into his coat pocket. Over the smell of so much testosterone, fear, and freshly spilled blood, Roan didn’t know if he had a knife or a gun, but either way he didn’t want to wait to see. “Yeah, leave him to me.” Roan sprinted to meet him, not wanting that weapon out of his coat, and upon seeing Roan coming for him, the man stopped and pulled it out. But he was still bringing it up as Roan grabbed his wrist and snapped it as easily as if the bones had been made of plywood. (It had been a gun, a small Saturday night special that probably would have been more annoying than lethal; he’d have to get up close to use it with any kind of accuracy). He took a breath to scream, and Roan slammed his forehead into his face, which made Roan almost black out, but the pain was something he could live with (especially since his morning Vicodin was just kicking in). The would-be gunman just hit the parking lot, unconscious, and Roan dropped his wrist, kicking the gun toward Grey. “Want a souvenir?”

A guy reeled away from Sandy, escaping his grasp, and Roan decked him with a casually thrown jab. He then looked around, shaking his hand (that guy had a face like concrete), and realized the only people left standing were him and the Falcons. All the skinheads were down and out, or, if at all smart, had run away screaming like kindergartners from a haunted house. A glance at his watch showed that barely two minutes had passed. Had any of the skinheads even landed a successful punch?

The driver still in the Ford took off so fast his tires squealed as he got out of there, leaving a shit-stain skid of rubber, and Tank threw one of the pipes at him, hitting the open rear tailgate of the truck (great throw.) It took a crazy bounce and caromed off into the sea of parked cars. “You pansy piece of shit, come back here!” Tank raged. Considering splashes of someone else’s blood colored his face, the front of his shirt, his sleeves, and his hands, he looked like a slasher in a horror film. A wild-eyed French slasher in a brown Puma T-shirt. “Bring your redneck family, and I’ll have my sisters beat you up! You limp dick ignorant pig shit!”

Roan found himself struggling not to laugh. Tank was great. He was going to start a Tank fan club. As he covered his mouth so he didn’t laugh, Grey came up next to him and whispered, “Goalies are all insane. Every one of ’em.”

Considering they volunteered to stand in front of frozen pucks being winged at their heads at roughly a hundred miles an hour, he could see why that might get you a reputation for insanity. If they weren’t before being goalies, they would be after.

“Nice right. You skate?” The guy who asked him turned out to be the guy filming the melee on his camera phone, the one who had told Jeff helpfully that he was dropping his left.

“No.”

“Too bad.”

Sandy clapped his hands together and said, “That was fun. We should do this more often.” He wasn’t being sarcastic.

“It’s a rush,” Jeff agreed.

Scott, who no longer had the kid (Roan figured he let him run for it, but he couldn’t be sure), looked at all the fallen, bleeding men littering the parking lot and asked, “What do we do now? Call an ambulance?”

“Nah. One of the skating moms’ll probably do it,” phone guy said, snapping it shut and putting it in his pocket. What was he, the coach? Assistant coach?

Tank clapped Roan hard on the back, almost making him jump with the shock of it, and said, “Pansy not a gay thing. You gay, but you not a pansy. These guys, they probably not gay, but they pansies.”

Roan nodded, smiling, trying not to laugh. Again, Tank was fucking hilarious.

“Anyone hurt?” the assistant coach (?) asked.

“I think my arm’s bruised,” Tank volunteered, rubbing the arm that deflected the bat blow.

“Think I jammed my pinkie,” Richie said, examining the digit. Looked fine to Roan.

“You’re fine to skate. You’re at the arena at three.”

“We got it,” Scott assured him. He gestured back to the door and said, “Tank, Sandy, why don’t you guys clean up. Then we’ll go get lunch.”

“I don’t need clean up,” Tank insisted. He saw the blood on his shirt and shucked it off, using it to wipe the blood off his face and hands. He revealed a surprising set of six-pack abs and a small heart tattoo between his pecs. If someone had tried to punch him in the gut, they’d have probably broken their knuckles. “I just need another shirt.” He walked back, and going in the door, handed the bloodied shirt to the assistant coach. “Frame this for me.” Sandy followed Tank back into the rink but kept his shirt on.

“He’s a goalie,” Grey explained. “They don’t get to fight a lot.”

“Does that explain the rage?” Roan wondered.

Grey shrugged, and Scott said, “That might be from yesterday’s game.”

“Oh,” Grey replied, as if remembering. “That asshole who butted him.”

Roan guessed that was some hockey terminology he didn’t know. “Pardon?”

“Hit him with the butt end of his stick,” Scott explained, making a gesture with his hands that looked like he was poking someone with an invisible stick. “It’s a shitty thing to do, but some guys do it, and the ref doesn’t always catch it.”

“Tank gave him a facewash for it and shoved him on his butt, and he got a game misconduct for it,” Grey said, finishing the story. “He wasn’t happy.”

“I wasn’t happy,” Scott said. “I argued so much with the ref he threatened to toss me in the penalty box.”

“I’m having a hard time imagining anyone deliberately trying to piss off Tank right now,” Roan admitted.

Grey grinned again, such a goofy expression that it made him look deceptively harmless. “Yeah, I know. He’s something off the leash, ain’t he?”

Scott sighed wearily and scrubbed a hand through his hair, mussing it up and making him look even more adorable somehow. Damn it, he needed to stop that! Scott looked at him, and Roan was afraid for a moment he'd caught a hint of the lustful ogling, but instead he asked, “Wanna come to lunch with us? We should buy you a drink.”

Grey threw an arm around his shoulders and threatened to crush him in a sideways bear hug. “Yeah, c’mon! Afterwards, we can stop by my place and I can see if I can find any of those letters.”

Put that way, he didn’t see how he could say no.

Besides, as bizarre as it was, he may have just found his people. No, he wasn’t a jock, but he was a lunatic, and he could see himself fitting in perfectly with the Falcons.
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Dark Skies



A TERRIBLE mistake had been made with Michael Brand’s name. It should have been Bland.

Holden knew he couldn’t do any investigation inside the cop shop, although he did attempt a follow-up with the officer who had supposedly helped Grey out, Sid Fisher. Grey, as was usual with this guy, had left out an important detail: Sid was Sydney Fisher, a woman. A not-unattractive brunette who wore a too-tight ponytail and baggy dress blues that made her look like she was wearing her big brother’s uniform. She met with him at a coffee shop, but mainly to confront him about not having a detective’s license, at least not under the name Holden Fox (the name he gave her). He admitted it was a false name because he was afraid if she found out he worked with Roan McKichan, she wouldn’t talk to him.

Like he had hoped, Roan’s name freaked her out, although that only showed in a paling of her face and a sort of crazed look in her eye. She clearly wanted to leave, and yet she was torn. Switzer was a fucker who deserved to die—they all knew it—but because he was a cop, they all had to pretend it was a great tragedy. He got her to stay long enough to drink half her latte and admit that she didn’t know why Hawley named Brand in the report. Yeah, Switzer was a given, but Brand? It was assumed to be a mistake or perhaps part of a vendetta against the department. She barely knew him. She said he was a quiet guy, and no one had any complaints about him. Which was suspicious to Holden because the quiet guy was always the one you needed to worry about. People probably described his client Doug as quiet and unassuming, unaware that he liked to be tied up with scarves and have a male prostitute beat him with surgical tubing while calling him a cum-swilling dog fucker. Admittedly, Doug’s fetish was relatively harmless (although Holden was sure he was getting a repetitive strain injury from whipping him so much), but he was representative of quiet guys who always hid some shocking secret.

So Holden had decided to tail Brand when he got off work to see where he went. The first night, Brand went straight to his quiet suburban home and spent all night there, going to bed—or at least turning off the lights—shortly after midnight. Second night, same thing. Holden waited a few minutes before sneaking up to the house to try and get a look inside, see if Brand was torturing his dog with a fork or had nuns tied up in there and was painting the walls with their entrails.

He finally found a window to look in, and discovered that Brand was sitting in a worn armchair in front of the TV (watching CNN), eating a frozen dinner. His guess was Lean Cuisine.

Holy shit—this guy was a dead end. He couldn’t have been more boring if he tried.

Holden went back to his car and tried to figure out his next move. Roan had said stakeouts were often boring, but staking out Brand added boring on top of boring. It was like watching paint dry—white paint. On a white wall. Yeesh.

So what was the idea again? Brand snapped, or got misled by a charismatic man, or was misidentified. The first two were impossible to prove; the third might be easier.

He went through all the notes and files Roan had compiled on Switzer’s other cop shop partners. One was immediately eliminated because he’d moved to Colorado four years ago, but the others didn’t look anything like Brand. Even assuming a head injury, it was impossible to mix any of these shocking specimens of humdrum humanity up with Brand.

Were they missing something here? Could it have been a friend of Switzer’s mixed up with Brand? Did Switzer have friends? Damn, there were no notes on this.

Holden sat there, trying to figure out what angle to take, where to look. But, you know, he wasn’t Roan. He wasn’t an experienced investigator, and he didn’t know how to tackle this from an oblique angle. All he knew how to do was face this head on.

After putting the files away and tucking them under the driver’s seat, he went up to the front door of Brand’s neat little house and knocked. After thirty seconds or so, Brand opened the door and looked out at him blankly. “Yes?”

“Hello, Officer Brand. You don’t know me, but you know my associate, and I was hoping we could talk.”

His thick eyebrows furrowed in suspicion. They were the only thing that gave his otherwise bland face character, although they also highlighted how rapidly his walnut-colored hair was thinning, giving him a monumental forehead. “Who are you?”

“My name is Holden Fox, and… will you promise me you won’t slam the door in my face when I tell you who I work for?” Brand’s suspicious look intensified, but he only nodded. “I work for Roan McKichan. Can I come in? Just to talk, I promise.”

Brand blinked rapidly and backed up a step at Roan’s name, and it seemed like he was maybe considering slamming the door in Holden’s face, but he seemed to think better of it. “Is this about Carey?”

“Yes. Please, may I come in?”

Holden figured there was still a fifty-fifty chance Brand would slam the door in his face. But after a moment during which he appeared to consider it, he said, “I didn’t know. About his wife. I hardly knew him at all.”

“I believe you.” And he sort of did, even though Brand was sounding super-defensive.

Brand scowled and asked, “What d’ya want?”

“Just to talk about any friends or acquaintances Carey might have had. That’s all.”

He still seemed suspicious. “This off the record?”

“Of course. I’m totally off the record, all the time.” No lie, that.

After a moment, Brand stood aside, inviting him in by default. Stepping into a relatively neat home with lots of Ikea furniture, Holden wondered if anything in this place had been bought within the past year. He actually thought not. He sat on a homely old sofa in a homely living room where the scent of lemon chicken almost covered up the faint odor of stale cigarette smoke. Brand had once smoked, perhaps, but he didn’t anymore, or he was trying to quit. A newsman was interviewing someone, poorly, in the background.

Although he hardly made Holden feel welcome, Brand also had a needy quality about him that suggested he wasn’t exactly eager to have Holden leave either. He gave off loneliness like some men gave off cheap cologne, a feeling Holden had picked up before from occasional customers. They weren’t all married men who spent their lives in the closet; some were genuinely lonely men who, for one reason or another, could only get a lover they paid for. He honestly hoped Brand was as straight as he seemed.

Brand surprised him by saying, “McKichan was investigating him for something, right? To be tailing him. What?”

“Client confidentiality. I’m not at liberty to say.”

Brand fixed him with a look that strived for menacing but actually seemed more bitchy. Poor soul—some people just couldn’t manage menacing. Roan should have shared some of his. Normally no, he wasn’t, but when he started growling and partially transforming, when his eyes and the shape of his face started to change, he was the fucking scariest thing on planet Earth. Partly because the human mind wanted to reject something that strange, and partly because the mind, unable to reject reality, just started freaking out about it. He was capital W Wrong, and people just weren’t sure how to handle that. Even Holden, and he considered himself Roan’s friend. (But not the lion’s. No, he didn’t know the lion, and he wasn’t sure anyone was its friend.) “Come on. You could give me a hint.”

“It involves Carey and violence. Which I realize doesn’t narrow it down, but we can pretend it does.”

He seemed to stew about that for a moment. “Is this about the transvestite?”

Holden looked surprised. “He was involved with a transvestite?”

Brand shook his head vehemently, and his fingers twitched like he was holding an invisible cigarette. Yeah, he was trying to quit. “I mean, uh… the transsexual.”

“You realize they’re different things.”

He nodded again, in an impatient way. “Yeah, yeah. I just… yeah.”

How articulate. “Did Carey have any friends outside of work?”

“I dunno. I wasn’t partnered with him long. I asked to be partnered with someone else ’cause… he was kinda intense.”

“Aren’t most cops?” Brand frowned again, shook his head, and before he could say what he was bound to say, Holden decided to pounce. “Was it the raping of prostitutes you objected to?”

Brand’s head snapped back like he’d been slapped. “What? No—I mean, Carey didn’t—”

“He did. I have friends who were raped by him.”

Brand stared at him, truly baffled. “Prostitutes?”

“They do have friends, you know.”

“I know! It’s just—” He fidgeted uncomfortably, his eyes roaming his charmless little house like they were seeking an escape route. His gaze was finally caught by the television’s white and blue strobe. “I didn’t know that. I had nothing to do with that.”

“I know. What I’m trying to figure out is why Hawley named you in the lawsuit.”

Was there such a thing as a full body flinch? Holden was sure he had just seen one. Brand scratched his neck rather violently, and Holden saw that Brand had a bit of a rash on his neck. His nails left red marks on his own throat. “I dunno. I never got that either.”

Was he lying? Oh, Roan needed to interview this guy. He had a way of sniffing out truth. Literally sniffing—how you could smell a lie he had no idea, but Roan could. And there was something about Brand that seemed off. Not majorly off, not “shoot a woman in cold blood” off, but something wasn’t ringing quite true here. And what was that flinch about? It was like a muscular dry heave. “He have friends outside of work? Beyond Barry.” According to news reports, since he and April started divorce proceedings, Carey had been staying with an old college buddy, Barry Braun. He said he had no idea that Carey was going to “snap” like that.

Brand was still scratching at the rash on his neck, and it made Holden feel itchy in the way that all displays like that did. “He didn’t stay here, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“What?”

“Those two days—” He trailed off, stopped scratching, and stared at Holden. “That’s what you were asking about, right?”

“Of course.” Two days? What, Carey wasn’t actually staying with Barry (or Larry, or Sherry, or anyone else with a rhyming name)? Barry was covering for him? Now, why would he do that when it would get him in a shitload of trouble? “So, no secret girlfriend or anything?”

“Y’mean Carey?” Brand shook his head. “If so, he didn’t tell me.”

“And you have no idea where Carey was for those two days?”

“No, no more than anyone else. I’d like to know, actually.”

“Would you be willing to talk to Roan? I realize he’s not much liked by your department right now—”

“He shot Carey.” He glared at him like he was the stupidest person in the world.

Holden met his glare with one of his own. “And he shot him in the chest. Do you know what a good shot Roan is? He could have easily taken a head shot and closed the book on this instantly, but he took a chest shot, because for some unfathomable reason he gave that scumbag a chance to survive. If it was me, I’d have blown his head off and pissed down his neck hole.” Brand sat back, looking stunned, like he didn’t know whether to cry or beat the shit out of him. “I realize he was an ex-partner and perhaps a friend, but from what I know of Carey, he was a lost cause even before he blew his wife’s head off in front of his own kids. Do you have a defense for that? No, I didn’t think so. In Roan’s place, would you have done differently? Would you have let him shoot his kids too?”

He actually waited for a response, never looking away from Brand’s soft, colorless eyes, and the man’s mouth opened and closed silently for a moment before he found his voice. “N—no, of course not—”

“So why judge Roan so harshly for something you would have done as well? Hardly seems fair, does it?” He stood up and said, “Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch.” Holden showed himself out, leaving Brand to chew that one over.

Of course, now he had something to chew over as well. For two days, Switzer wasn’t with Braun. Who gave a damn? Well, you’d give a damn if it was the two days before he killed his wife.

Okay, so where would an otherwise friendless man go? He’d want privacy, and just maybe to plan the death of his wife and kids. Where did one go to do that?

Holden’s first thought was Disneyland, but that was in another state. Fox News? Again, no, not here. Damn it. He sat in his car for a few minutes and wondered if he should just call it here, let Roan pick up the loose threads.

No—was he an assistant investigator or not? He could do this. What would Roan say about this? Probably that Switzer would go somewhere he felt safe, somewhere familiar… but it was unlikely April would let him stay at their home. So….

Scene of the crime?

No, not his house, not Jasmine’s apartment building, but the Alley Cat Motel. Switzer mostly raped prostitutes in his patrol car, but he was also known to occasionally hide out in the Alley Cat, as if afraid of being seen with a hooker while on duty. It was a shining paragon of no-tell motels—it only did business in cash (nope, credit cards weren’t welcome), and notations were made in the front office only to tell what rooms were in use for how long. No real names were given or expected. Hookers liked it a lot, as did sex traffickers, the occasional drug mule, and fugitives. If Switzer wanted to be alone to plot and target practice, there was no better place—besides maybe a sealed nuclear bunker. And the owner would never come forward to say Switzer had stayed there because media attention was the last thing he’d want. As a cop, Switzer would know that as well as any of the whores.

Holden took off for the Alley Cat and wondered when he’d last been there. How old was he then—nineteen? Good lord, it seemed like another lifetime. It was, wasn’t it? He was a different person then. It was hard to imagine they were even related.

In all that time, the Alley Cat hadn’t changed at all. A simple wooden sign with a poorly drawn winking cat on it had a buzzing “vacancy” sign flickering underneath in dim red letters, the shabby-looking collection of parallel rooms laid out like a speed bump in peeling white and green paint. The parking lot was cracked and filled with holes, litter occasionally filling one up and making it seem almost even, while standing puddles of liquid remained even days after the last rain. It looked like the very last stop on your way to skid row, the bottom of the barrel before you fell into your own grave.

The manager’s office was out front, which was unusual, but it had a nice window that allowed the manager to see the cop cars coming. The glass door let out a heavy cowbell noise as Holden opened it—that’s what was on the door, two cowbells, because chimes just weren’t good enough—and it revealed a cramped and dingy office with walls the color of tobacco-stained teeth and a waist-high front desk that cut the room in two. Immediately, the pale blue curtain separating the back of the office from the front parted, and he was genuinely shocked to see Mr. Jankowiak was still running the place. Shouldn’t he be dead by now?

He eyed Holden suspiciously. “You look familiar, yeah? Can’t place ya, though.”

Mr. Jankowiak—or Janko, as everybody called him—was anywhere between sixty and eighty, an age that varied along with the strength of his Polish accent. (There were even times he pretended only to speak pidgin English.) He was bald and plump and wrinkled, with a head like an ugli fruit and a stomach that looked like he was smuggling a bowling ball beneath his stained polyester shirt. His skin had a strangely enduring tan, even though he never seemed to get out of the perpetual gloom of his office, making Holden figure it was spray on, makeup, or a sign of some obscure illness. Today, he wore a white polyester shirt with blue and red pinstripes that was the ugliest thing Holden had seen outside of a theme restaurant. It had a big mustard stain near the bellybutton, but that actually seemed to make it look better. “I’m Fox. Remember me?”

He frowned in thought, scratching his head. How did you have a waxy scalp and dandruff at the same time? Janko managed. “One of Maldonado’s people, yeah?”

“No.” Who was Maldonado? “Look, I need you to tell me what room Carey Switzer stayed in while he was here, and if he left any stuff in it, I want to see it.”

Janko looked at him blankly with rheumy eyes that used to be blue but were now more gray. “Huh? I don’t know who you’re talking about.” His accent had just increased tenfold.

Holden scowled at him. “Don’t, Janko. Maybe you don’t remember me, but I remember you. Now either you tell me, or the cops are going to get an anonymous tip telling them all about your hidden cameras in the rooms. They’re gonna be interested in all your tapes, don’t you think?” Janko was a voyeur, and generally a skilled one, although if you knew where to look you could find the cameras.

His look turned stony and hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Holden smirked, and dug a twenty out of his pocket, which he tossed on the counter. “Let me see his stuff and the cops never have to know. It’s up to you.”

Janko looked like an evil gnome—he was about five five at best—but he snatched up the money quickly with his sausage-thick fingers, and spat, “Now I remember you. You’re that smart-mouthed whore, the one who thought he was better than everyone else.”

“I never thought I was better than everyone else, just better than this. Now, where’s the stuff?”

Janko sighed heavily and cursed under his breath in Polish as he unlocked and lifted up the portion of the front desk that could actually move (it wasn’t immediately apparent), heading out of the office. Holden followed, although he kept his pace slow, otherwise he’d have trampled the old man. He got around fine, he just had a kind of awkward gait, like maybe he was wearing prescription shoes. (That would explain a lot.)

He took Holden around back of the motel, where, standing alone on the cracked asphalt (well, besides hidden parked cars) was what looked like an equipment shed, and certainly the stained mop and crusty bucket leaning against the side of the structure added to that impression. But it was also where Janko kept stuff he stole from rooms and patrons. He didn’t do it a lot, but it was a side enterprise.

The door had a heavy industrial padlock on it, and Janko made a production of taking out the keys and unlocking it. Once he cracked the door open, it let out a puff of stale air that reeked of cheap, lemon-scented cleanser and body odor. Janko reached overhead and pulled a dangling chain, making a naked light bulb burn with all sixty watts of its power. Holden had to stand outside the shed while Janko was inside, because it wasn’t big enough for two people. Janko had to move aside a very old-looking upright vacuum as he surveyed cardboard boxes that lined the built-in shelves, all marked according to a system that only Janko could figure out. Finally, he pulled out a box that still had the Dole logo on the side and said, “You may look, but no stealing. If you steal, I’ll know.”

Holden was tempted to point out stealing was Janko’s job, not his, but instead he gave him a sarcastic salute, which made the old man look at him funny as he left the shed. Holden went in and half closed the door behind him, leaving it open just enough to let some fresh air in.

There wasn’t really a lot in the box, just some random clothes (all men’s), a box of ammo (oh hey—Holden took out his cell and took a photo of it), and a cheap watch. Out of deference to Roan’s scouring every damn thing, he searched the pockets of the clothes and found some receipts that were less than insightful (oh, so he got a Whopper combo meal—Carey had struck him more as a Big Mac man) and a crumpled cigarette pack. Out of reflex, he squeezed the pack of Marlboro’s before returning them to the pants pocket and felt something solid in it. He opened it and shook it, and a small silver key fell out. What was this? Locker key? Safe key? Something like that. And the very fact that Janko didn’t have it meant he didn’t know it was here. Holden pocketed it and put the crumpled pack back where it had been.

He took a picture of the gathered items loosely piled in their box, in case Roan could see something of interest that he had missed, and then put the box back. After a brief thought of pillaging the others—what could Janko do to him, seriously?—he decided to leave it. He no longer needed to scavenge to survive, and picking the bones of such sad carcasses seemed beneath him.

He reached up and turned off the light before shoving the door open, and it was that that probably allowed him to see the shadow coming for him.

Holden was too far out of the shed to go back in (if that was even the wise move here), but he turned to meet the figure as it impacted with him, and he felt a solid blow to the gut. Although stunned, he still had enough presence of mind to punch the fucker in the face. His attacker reeled back and Holden backed up as a few things occurred to him simultaneously: namely, the guy was wearing a ski mask, Holden could feel something wet and warm running down his leg, and his abdomen felt cool in the otherwise humid night. Had he just been stabbed? He put a hand to his gut and felt warm wetness, so yes, that would be his guess.

The punch hadn’t stunned the guy enough; he came back at him, and Holden could now see the flash of a silver blade in the dim reflection of a streetlight. Holden grabbed his wrist, stopping him before he could stab him again, but the guy was strong and tried to muscle him down. Holden stumbled on the cracked asphalt and fell to his knees, but he almost dragged his assailant with him. He wrenched his arm free, and Holden knew he was going to attack him again, so he threw a punch with all his strength right at the guy’s crotch.

It sounded like he tried to scream, but instead he dropped the knife and fell back on his ass, making a sort of squealing, retching noise, grabbing his dick like he was afraid it would fall off. Holden was pretty sure he'd ruptured a testicle, which was a fair trade for a stab wound. “You a shitty mugger, or is this personal?” he wondered, considering he and Grey had been shot at.

He heard the footfall behind him but was in the process of turning when something wooden and solid hit him on the head, sending him crashing to the pavement. “Fucking faggot,” the new guy said, and brought the baseball bat down on his back, sending a shock of pain down his spinal cord.

Okay, they knew him. Holden reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his lucky butterfly knife as the second man hit him again with the bat. He was going for body blows, which hurt like fuck, but it would have been smarter to go for the head. No, he wasn’t Roan, but he wasn’t helpless. All he could see of the second man was his legs and his shitty Nikes, but that was all he needed to see.

With a single motion, he flicked open his knife and stabbed it deep in the fucker’s leg, just above the ankle. He then ripped up, as far as he could before the bat hit his arm hard enough for him to lose his grip, numbness traveling like a lightning bolt through his fingers.

“Motherfucker!” the guy shouted, falling backwards and dropping his bat. Holden had hit something major—he was spurting blood all over the lot. “He fuckin’ stabbed me!”

“No shit,” Holden muttered, feeling a lancing pain in his side. Still he forced himself to move, grabbing his knife with still numb fingers and shoving himself back up to his knees. He was feeling woozy, his head was throbbing, but he wasn’t going to die without taking them with him.

The first assailant—the leader, presumably—got that, and considering both of them could barely stand, he apparently didn’t like their odds. He staggered up to his feet and grabbed his friend with the bat by the shoulder. “C’mon, we gotta get out of here.”

Holden had already pulled out his cell from his other pocket. “Don’t go on my account,” he said, and his words sounded slightly slurred to his own ears. “Party’s just getting started.” He took a picture of them as they staggered away, helping each other, stupidly leaving their weapons behind. They’d be caught in no time. He was pretty sure guy #1 had a prison tattoo, meaning his prints were in the system.

He dialed 9-1-1, and a woman asked, “How can I direct your call?”

“Well, I’ve been stabbed, so ambulance please.” Distantly, Holden was amazed at his own calm. He tucked his knife away in his pocket and put a hand over his stab wound, sitting up against the door of the shed so no one else could attack him from behind. He hurt all over, and he could feel blood seeping, warm and sticky, through his fingers. He was inexplicably tired for some reason.

He wasn’t sure if he should blame the calm on shock, or on Roan really rubbing off on him.
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Orestes



IT HAD been a pretty strange day.

Lunch with much of the defensive lineup of the Falcons had led to them all but insisting Roan attend the game that night, so he called Dylan and asked if he wanted to attend a game with him. Dylan thought it was an odd request to come straight out of the blue, but he’d never been to a hockey game and had no plans, so he figured why not.

The comped seats Roan got put them right behind the Falcons’ bench, and the players could see them through the Plexiglas. During the warm-up skate, Grey gave him a thumbs-up, and Tank waved his hockey stick at them as he skated out to the goal net. Dylan asked, somewhat jokingly (and somewhat not), if Roan was the adopted gay of the team. Perhaps. For a bunch of jock-boy straight guys, they were all right. They were certainly the guys you wanted at your back when you were jumped by a bunch of skinheads.

Roan told Dylan all about the time Paris took him to his first hockey game, a Canucks game. The audience was almost more entertaining than the game itself, as three men became so drunk and rowdy they were escorted out during the course of the game. Paris said it was the Canadian way. Dylan gave him a funny look but turned toward the rink in an attempt to hide it. “What?” Roan asked. 

Dylan shrugged, and said, “That’s the first time you ever told me a Paris story without tearing up.”

Was it? Oh shit. Roan didn’t know what to say or how to react to his own general stupidity. It was rather painful to even think his name, never mind say it. But he felt so good today, right now, it just sort of got away from him. He was going to apologize, but that seemed weird, and the loud music over the arena speakers spared him from any further conversation.

It was a good game. The Falcons won easily—Grey got a goal and even Tank got an assist, which was kind of rare for a goalie. After the game, as the team was filtering back into the locker room, Scott pressed a towel against the Plexiglas with words written on it hastily with a Magic Marker: “Meet us around back.” Roan nodded and gave him the high sign, letting him know he got the message.

“We being invited to an orgy?” Dylan asked on their way out.

“Think we’d be welcome at one of their orgies?”

“Well, all sports seem to have an air of homoeroticism to them.”

“True. But it’s acceptable homoeroticism, nothing overt.”

“Technically, yeah. But I betcha there’s at least one gay guy on the team.”

He wouldn’t have been surprised really. But he asked, smiling, “What you wanna bet?”

Dylan grinned right back at him. “What’re you offering?”

They discussed possibilities as they went around to the back of the arena and loitered. The guard at the door was the one with the egg-shaped head, and he acknowledged Roan with a nod.

Some other people loitered, but not many; it wasn’t like a Broadway show or a rock concert. Some of them were kids with hockey gear, wanting it signed. The players started filtering out, signed some stuff for the kids, chatted with them a bit, and then Scott came out. After talking to a couple of kids, he came over to them, and Roan introduced Dylan to him. They shook hands and exchanged pleasant smiles, but they both seemed to be sizing each other up. Why? Did Dylan think Scott was going to punch him? Conversely, did Scott think Dylan was going to kiss him?

Whatever that was, it came and went quickly, and Scott told them that because they had a couple of days before their next game, some of the guys were going out drinking tonight, and he was wondering if they wanted to come along. Roan was tempted to ask if they just wanted them along in hopes of getting in a fight, but since Roan hadn’t mentioned the fight to Dylan yet, he kept it to himself.

Instead, he exchanged a questioning glance with Dylan. He knew Dylan would beg out, as he had work in two hours, but Dylan seemed curious if he’d accept the invitation without him. Roan was wondering that himself when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He held up a finger, indicating they should wait, and pulled out his phone. He thought it might be Holden, but it was Dee. “What’s up?” he wondered.

Dee exhaled, and that was a bad sign. “Holden’s been attacked, Ro. We just brought him in to County.”

Why did he never expect these sorts of phone calls? “What? How is he? What happened?” Roan turned away from them, not to be rude but just to focus more on what Dee was saying, but he saw the alarmed look that flashed on Dylan’s face—he knew something had gone wrong.

“He’s stable. He was stabbed in the abdomen and hit with a bat, but I know why you’ve made him an assistant, Ro—I think he’s the world’s toughest whore. He fought them off, and from the amount of blood at the scene, one of them is going to need medical treatment immediately. Hospitals and emergency clinics are being alerted now.”

Yeah, Holden never struck him as an easy target. Good for him. “Stable doesn’t tell me a lot. How’s the prognosis?”

“Pretty good. He lost a bit of blood, but it looks like nothing major was hit. He has a concussion, though, possibly broken bones in his hand.”

“Shit.”

“Look, he gave me some stuff to give you. He was conscious when we got to the scene, which just adds to his tough whore reputation. He told me to tell you that Brand lied, and you’d know what he meant. He means Brand as in a person’s name, doesn’t he? Otherwise I don’t get that sentence at all.”

“Yeah, he does.” Roan rubbed his eyes, trying to think dispassionately. So he went to talk to Brand and felt he was lying—about what? “He didn’t identify his attackers, did he?”

“No. But one has a ruptured testicle and the other has a serious leg wound, so they’ll be identified soon enough.”

Roan felt a hand on his back and knew it was Dylan, because there was no way Scott would touch him in such a familiar way. “I’m on my way. Tell him to hang on.” He closed up his phone and said to Dylan, “Holden’s been attacked. Dee and Shep ended up picking him up.”

“Oh shit. But he’s going to be okay, right?”

“I hope.” He turned back and faced Scott. “We gotta go. Sorry. Rain check?”

He nodded, looking vaguely concerned. “Can we help?”

That struck Roan as funny. What, he had backup now? Was he going to saunter coolly into a room and say, “Have you met my hockey team?” The idea was amusing, but he wasn’t really in a laughing mood right now. “Thanks, but no.”

He and Dylan headed out, and in the car Roan told him everything Dee had said. Otherwise they drove to the hospital in complete silence. There wasn’t much to say, was there? Dylan had a hand on his shoulder the whole way, and that was comforting enough.

The traffic was bad, but not quite as bad as in the hospital lobby, where the victims from a four-car pileup were being brought in. Still, Roan easily spotted svelte Dee, half swallowed by his big paramedic’s jacket, and they met in a corridor beyond the ER so they were theoretically out of the way.

Dee gave him what Holden had given him: a cell phone and a key. The phone was clearly Holden’s—he could even smell a tinge of his blood on it—but he had no idea about the key. “What’s this?”

Dee shrugged helplessly. “He said he found it and thought you might want it.”

“Found it where?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Where was he attacked?”

“The Alley Cat Motel.”

“That dive?” Talk about the worst of the worst. He was probably lucky he didn’t get an STD along with a stab wound. “What was he doing there?”

Dee gave him that look, that one that lets you know you’re an asshole without a single curse being uttered. “I’m not really the one to ask, am I? All I know is what I’ve already told you.”

“Can we see him?”

Just the way he grimaced told Roan all he needed to know. They hadn't dated for long—just a few weeks—but long enough that they could communicate an awful lot with just looks. “They’re still working on him. No.”

“Why are they still working on him?” Dylan asked suspiciously. “How hurt is he?”

Dee took a deep breath before continuing, settling down into his professionally calm paramedic voice. “They want to make sure he doesn’t have a spinal injury, and they have to be careful with him, as he has a broken rib and they don’t want to accidentally puncture his lung. So things are going rather slowly at the moment.”

“Motherfuckers,” Roan fumed, his hands clenching into fists. Somebody was going to pay for this. Maybe he had cause to bring his hockey team along now.

Dylan put a hand on his back, not trying to be comforting this time but trying to will some calm into him. He must have known he was ready to go bash some heads in, whether it would help or not. Then again, anyone who knew him would have guessed that.

“Don’t fly off the handle,” Dee said, obviously knowing him too well. “Yeah, he’s hurt, but considering he was jumped by two guys, he’s in remarkable shape. Again, the dude is the toughest whore in the world. I know why you work with him now.”

“When can I speak with him?”

Dee shook his head and shrugged at the same time—never a good sign. “I don’t know. Not for a couple hours at least.”

“Shit.” He looked down at Holden’s phone and wondered why he wanted him to have it. Flipping it open, he went through the call log—he called 9-1-1 for himself?—and found nothing illuminating, so he started going through the other features. 

Dee went to help a nurse who was having trouble with a surprisingly combative injured man (no, he didn’t work at the hospital, but he wasn’t going to stand by and do nothing), leaving Roan and Dylan alone in the hall. Dylan was right beside him, looking over his shoulder. “What are you looking for?” Dylan wondered.

“Whatever he wanted me to find.” Not much of an answer, but the only one he had.

Eventually he found the pictures. The first was of a box of ammunition, the second of what looked like a box of clothing, but the third picture was interesting. It was of two men running—limping—away, slightly blurred at the edges, but only one was visible in profile. “Is that what I think it is?” Dylan asked.

How about that—Holden got a photo of his attackers. Sly dog: they didn’t call him Fox for nothing. “I don’t know, but I know who to ask.”

He started off, but Dylan grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Tell me this isn’t a revenge thing.”

“It’s not. I don’t recognize these guys. I’m going to ask someone who might, though.”

“Who?”

Dylan didn’t trust him? Well, yeah, maybe he was right not to. It wasn’t like he was notorious for his Gandhi-like temperament. “The guy who runs the Alley Cat. I bet he saw the attack, too, but he’d be the last to report it to the cops.”

His look was skeptical, which was fair enough, but Roan thought he was lying quite well. “And you’re just going to talk to him?”

“Give me credit, hon. The owner of the Alley Cat must be nearly seventy by now. I don’t bully those who can’t fight back.”

He nodded in agreement, but was only slightly mollified. Maybe because he’d already guessed that Roan might not be telling him the whole truth. “I can come with you—”

“No, I know you have to go to work. Go, and be careful.”

“I can take the night off.”

“And get fired? No, go. I’ll keep you informed of any developments. And you—you feel any suspicions about anyone, you don’t feel right about a customer or someone loitering in the parking lot, you call me immediately. I’m not sure what’s going on, but there’s been too much violence already.”

“I can take care of myself, you know.”

“I know. I just… don’t get hurt, okay? You’ve gotten hurt before ’cause of one of my stupid cases, and I don’t want you hurt again.”

That seemed to soften his wariness slightly. “I won’t be. But I don’t want you hurt either, so don’t play action hero when you don’t have to, right?”

“I’ll do my damnedest.” Dylan embraced him, and they shared a sweet kiss before Roan pulled away and then headed out of the hospital. A woman standing near the emergency room gave him such a dirty look that Roan was half convinced she was going to yell “Faggot!”, but the dirty look he gave her in return seemed to discourage her.

Of course, Roan wasn’t going to go see the owner of the Alley Cat. Maybe later. Right now, the man he wanted to talk to was cooling his heels in the suburbs.

Brand’s house was dark for the night, along with every other house on the street. It didn’t stop Roan from parking in his driveway and storming toward the door, restraining the urge to knock it down. He’d give Brand a chance to open the door, then he’d knock it down.

He pounded on the door with a closed fist, trying to swallow his rage. More violence was no answer; it wouldn’t solve anything, but damn, it would make him feel better for a little bit. Finally a light came on and the door opened a crack. A single grayish eye stared at him over a security chain. “What do… you.” His eye hardened, and Roan was sure he was going to slam the door on him.

“I wouldn’t,” he warned Brand. “I’m not going away.”

Brand glared at him through the crack in the door. Roan knew he could shove open the door easily, snapping the chain, but he had to play this right. He was in Eastgate jurisdiction, after all. “Are you going to shoot me if I lock you out?”

“Are you gonna shoot your wife?” Roan snapped back.

Brand flinched, and Roan took advantage of that weakness, holding up Holden’s phone. “Who are these men, Officer?”

Brand was disoriented, half asleep and now deeply confused. Roan wanted him that way—truth had a tendency to spill out when your guard was down or at half mast. “What? What are you talking—”

“Holden, my assistant, is in the hospital. These men tried to kill him. You know who they are, don’t you?”

“What?” he sounded genuinely horrified. “No! He was just here… this evening, he came by—”

“And he was attacked shortly after he left. He was stabbed and beaten with a bat.”

Brand was shaking his head, his sleepy eyes now awake with horror. This was an honest shock—he didn’t know about this, and he couldn’t believe it. “You’re making this up.”

“I’m not. Now, are you going to let me in to discuss this, or do your neighbors get to hear all about it?”

He was sweating and had gone so pale Roan was afraid he might pass out or have a heart attack. He closed the door, but Roan heard the scrabbling of a sloppy unlocking before the door opened again, wider this time. Brand still looked like he was going to vomit while fainting. He said nothing—maybe he couldn’t speak—just motioned him in.

As soon as Roan came in, he almost backed out again. Brand reeked of fear; he smelled like vinegar-drenched piss. It was appalling. He couldn’t have possibly scared the man this much, not in this amount of time. Brand had been scared for a long time, long enough that it permeated the walls of his home. What the hell had been going on?

Brand shut the door and wandered to the living room in a fog, acting as if Roan wasn’t actually here. He was wearing a worn maroon bathrobe that he cinched up tight around a doughy gut, and it didn’t help. As he shuffled to his sofa like a man twice his age, he asked, “How is he?”

“Holden? Still alive, last time I checked. But how many people have to die here, Brand?”

He sat down on the edge of his sofa and put his head in his hands. “I don’t know—” he began, his voice muffled.

“I have to admit I didn’t expect this, but you’re the crux. Hawley dies, April Switzer dies, some assholes try to kill Holden, and the only common denominator is you.”

“I had nothing to do with April—”

“I don’t care!” Roan snapped, exasperated. Not with him, not really—it was the smell of this place. It was putting him on edge. The lion in him wanted to come out and rampage. Animals did react to the smell of fear; they saw it as an invitation. You were advertising you were weak. You were asking to be eliminated from the food chain. “I know you’re scared, and you’ve been scared for a long time. Do you need protection? I can get that for you. Just tell me what’s going on here.” He wondered briefly how Brand would feel traveling with a minor league hockey team. It would be weird, yeah, but he’d be safe as houses.

Brand was keeping his face hidden in his hands, but Roan could see he was shaking. It wasn’t a cold shiver—it was fear trying to burst out of his skin while Brand was trying hard to hold it in. “I don’t know what you mean—”

“Stop it now!” he shouted, and it came out a partial roar. He’d tried to keep it in, but the miasma of fear was drawing out the lion, and it was hard to rein it in. Brand must have heard it because his eyes were wide and white in his pale face, staring at him over the hands cupped around his nose and mouth. He was almost too shocked to be scared. “I want the truth, damn it! Who are these men?”

When he remembered he could speak, that it was okay, it still took a moment for Brand to find the words. “I—I don’t know what you want from me—”

“Their names! Who tried to kill Holden?”

“I don’t—”

“Cut the bullshit! Who are you protecting?”

He was shaking so hard it looked like he was going to fall apart. “I-I’m not—”

“Yes, you are!” There was a growl in the back of his throat. Roan tried to swallow it, but Brand was so upset that he probably didn’t hear it anyway.

“My brother!” he finally exclaimed, a shout that morphed into a sob at the end. “It’s my brother, Sean.”

Oh great. More family shit.
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EVEN THOUGH it took more time than it should have, Roan eventually got some answers out of Brand, although not enough.

He was completely broken down, which made him useful and useless at the same time. He didn’t know who the second man was; Brand guessed one of Sean’s friends from prison. Roan speculated that Sean had done time for assault, and this was apparently true. Brand added that he was only a half brother, but that wasn’t wildly helpful.

By this time, Brand was sobbing like a schoolgirl, and it was hard to understand a single thing he said. Roan knew he was shitty at calming down the hysterical, so he called Fiona and told her to look up everything she could on a Sean Brand. Fiona asked him who the howling girl in the background was, and he told her he’d tell her later.

Brand was officially useless. Roan wasn’t sure he was speaking English anymore; he was just a mess. Roan wanted to know why Sean would be so eager to protect Michael from whatever the fuck he thought he was protecting him from, but Brand was no longer coherent. At first he pressed Brand to tell him if he had some Valium or something, but there was no talking to him. He searched his bathroom cabinet and found nothing but over-the-counter stuff, so he was stuck searching the kitchen for booze. He found an old bottle of bourbon tucked in a back cabinet, and he poured a huge measure of it into a plastic tumbler. He gave it to Brand and all but forced him to drink it, and considering how it smelled, Roan didn’t blame him for balking at drinking it. Once he did, and once he got over his coughing fit, he seemed to calm down, but he remained useless. Roan encouraged him to go to bed, and he eventually did, but Roan remained in his house. He wasn’t going to search it, not while the guy was here, but maybe there was some hint here about what the fuck was going on.

Oh, fuck it. He needed to get info and he needed to do it now.

He’d found Brand’s home computer and had just booted it up when his phone hummed in his pocket. Since it was Dee, he answered.

“We got one,” Dee said immediately.

“One of the attackers?”

“Oh yeah. He turned up at the free clinic downtown, said he cut his leg while fixing his car, but that didn’t track with the injury, and he’d lost so much blood he was barely conscious. They gave fake names, and his friend split as soon as he got wind that they weren’t buying it. One of the nurses there said he had a black eye. They figured there’d been a fight and these guys didn’t want the cops called.”

Roan looked at the cell phone photo again and tried to determine which one had the leg wound and who had the broken ball. The one looking back, he seemed to be dragging the other guy—the one with the leg wound was being dragged. It was Sean with the broken ball.

“Free clinic? The one down on Virginia?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just curious. Not that far from the Alley Cat. I wonder if there’s a blood trail.”

“I doubt they walked in, Roan. What are you up to?”

“Nothing. Where are they bringing the guy in? County General?”

“Yeah, it sounds like it. He’s lost enough blood that he’s in danger of shock. Ro, what are you doing?”

“Nothing, like I said. How’s Holden?”

“Still stable. Roan—”

“Gotta go. I’ll check in later.”

“Roan—” Dee said warningly, but he hung up on him. Dee knew him too well; he couldn’t trust he would play along.

On his way out to the car, he called Kevin and asked him to find the address of Sean Brand, whom he knew was in the system. Kevin wanted to know why, and he told him simply that he was desperate to find him. Kevin was understandably suspicious, but it didn’t take him long to find him, as he had also once been arrested on a vice beef. (He propositioned an undercover policewoman posing as a prostitute.) He lived at an apartment on Division, a pretty shitty place and not far from the free clinic either. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to go home… would he? Maybe he would. He probably wasn’t a genius.

Roan got in his car and wondered if he knew what he was doing. He took a couple of codeine from the glove compartment, hoping to keep his anger in check.

If Michael could give him no answers, maybe Sean could.

He went straight to West Elm, the surprisingly upscale name for a glorified tenement, and found Sean’s apartment on the second floor. The lock was easy to pick, but once inside, he knew no one had been here for hours. There was no scent of blood, and the human smell was stale. A cursory glance showed him a sad bachelor’s place, with the living room also the bedroom, the kitchen a piece of the living room, and only the bathroom a separate room with a door. He could come back and search at his leisure—right now, he wanted to find the motherfucker. But where did he look? He was a lowlife scumbag with a hurt nut and an idea that the cops were probably looking for him. He might have friends from prison who’d be willing to hide him, at least for the moment.

He was looking at this from the wrong angle, wasn’t he? If the fucker had gone to ground, he needed to muddy the ground.

This was a bad part of town; in fact, it was fucking terrible. To be out on the streets when you could actually be somewhere else verged on suicidal. He'd once worked a beat down here; he believed Holden once worked a corner around here. Given that, he had an idea.

He found the bar by looking for the darkest pool of shadows. It looked like it was trying to hide; its door was unlit, painted black, and seemed almost like an optical illusion tucked in among the rundown buildings. It was a bar that seemed to be trying very hard not to be seen, and for a very good reason. The shit that went on in here could boggle the mind.

There used to be a gay bar a couple blocks over, called the Eagle, that had also had a dark, hidden door, but it used its secretive digs for atmosphere. It was actually quite a nice bar—cramped, a bit too small—but there wasn’t really room to dance, although you could on the upper level if you moved the tables back. Mostly, it was just a place to drink and talk to other men who were also gay. You could hook up, people did, but really it was a place to relax among like-minded people. They had really good margaritas there. He'd gone there sometimes after work when he was on the force; Connor had really been impressed with the place. Sadly, it had closed up a couple years ago, as the owner died and his family contested the will that left the bar to his partner. It was now in legal limbo, and the doors had been shut.

Now that had been an oddly nice dive bar. This bar, technically named Chuck’s (Why? No one knew—there’d never been a Chuck associated with it) was a dive bar that gave dive bars a bad name. It was so dark inside it was like walking into a black hole, and everyone in there looked like they’d gladly step over your rotting corpse to get a second beer. You could get drugs, weapons, and a sexually transmitted disease here, often without trying.

Roan took a moment to let his eyes adjust, and he saw a whole bunch of evil death stares coming his way. Either they knew he used to be a cop, or they just didn’t like newcomers around here. He was cruising for a bruising. He recognized someone trying very hard to hide in the shadows, and he wondered if this was proof of karma, because hadn’t they discussed this guy just a couple of days ago?

Roan headed straight for him. “Hey Burn, how’s it going?”

Burn was just his street name, of course, but it was what everybody but arresting officers knew him by. “I ain’t doin’ nothin’,” he said sullenly, trying very hard to become one with his torn vinyl seat.

Roan slid into the booth on the opposite side and felt something sticky on the rickety table between them. It smelled like beer, and he sincerely hoped that’s all it was. Burn looked fucking horrible and smelled even worse—ammonia and rot seemed to waft from his pores, his hair was lank and greasy, splattered on his head like a skinned pelt, and his face looked as pitted as the surface of the moon, his cheeks sinking in as his face slowly collapsed inward. You’d think the amount of meth this guy did would have killed him by now, but somehow he was still hanging on and still acting as an all-around wheeler dealer/weasel. “I’m not here for you, Burn. I’m here because of Fox.”

He sniffed, and Roan wondered how his septum was still intact. “Haven’t seen Fox.”

“He got knifed tonight. He was jumped.”

Burn had been looking down at the table, but now he looked up, his eyes sunken black holes that glittered like pennies at the bottom of a deep well. “By who?”

“The cops have corralled one, but another guy is still on the run. Name’s Sean Brand. He’s got a cop brother, but he won’t protect him. I want you to tell everyone he tried to kill Fox. Tell everyone. Get it out there as fast as possible. He’s out on the streets somewhere, trying to lay low. I want him flushed out.”

Burn gazed at him warily. “You know it don’t work like that. Fox has some friends in low places. If word gets out, there’s no guarantee he survives the night.”

“I know. That’s what I’m counting on.” The streets could be a very funny thing. Gays weren’t really liked there either—were gays liked anywhere?—but everything was a matter of degrees. Holden may have been a hustler, but he looked out for his people on the streets, taking care of them, and no matter his customers, he never ratted on them to their congregations, constituents, or wives. Not being a snitch was a highly valued commodity on the streets. It was a key to grudging respect, and Fox had managed to earn a lot of it. He was smarter than most, he could play the game and people well—hence his street name, Fox. He might have been a fag, but he was a crafty and respectable one. He had a cachet on the streets that few fellow hookers—or fags—had, and Roan intended to cash in on it.

Burn gave him a look that suggested his personal opinion of him just went up a couple notches. “You want him dead?”

“Ideally, I want him to run screaming to the local cop shop. But if he doesn’t, I’m willing to live with the alternative.” Roan stood up, and dug a ten dollar bill out of his pocket, which he tossed on the table. He hoped it didn’t land in the puddle. “Get yourself some food, huh? You look like an Olsen twin.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Burn said, grinning with a mouth full of rotting teeth.

Roan had no plans beyond this, so he walked back to his car, a bit amazed no one tried to mug him, and wondered about his next move. He could go through Brand’s apartment, but it looked like a shithole, and he wasn’t sure it would have any answers for him. Sean had been in prison, and his brother—half brother—was a cop. He knew better than to leave incriminating evidence about.

His brother.

Roan suddenly wondered if Sean would be that stupid—or desperate enough—to seek out his brother’s help. But he’d helped him before, hadn’t he? Now that he’d set the street dogs off on him, he might not have any other place to go.

He sped back to Michael’s house, glad the streets were relatively clear this time of night. Instead of parking in the driveway, he drove up the street and parked in front of someone else’s darkened house. No sense in alerting Sean that someone else was here.

Brand was still asleep in his bedroom, so Roan decided to make himself at home while he waited. He discovered that Brand was just what he'd thought he was: a lonely, sad man. He seemed to eat nothing but TV dinners and cans of chili, which Roan could actually understand, as he was no good at cooking, and when he didn’t have boyfriends, he usually ate out or just nuked something. Connor hadn’t cooked much; he usually drank instead or, while trying to be sober, simply tore his hair out and chewed pack after pack of gum. Dee didn’t cook either, but then again he rarely had time to do so. But there were few signs of takeout food in Brand’s fridge.

His computer wasn’t very interesting either, although Roan eventually discovered, in his history, an interesting porn website. At first he thought it was Asian women (straight men and Asian women—he really had to ask Randi what that was about), but then he realized that what he was looking at were Thai “lady boys”—young men who dressed and lived as women. Some had had surgery (breast implants, mainly), some had not, but all were uniformly persuasive. They looked like women. Lovely women. You couldn’t see Adam’s apples or stubble or any other sign of masculinity. Roan wondered if this meant anything.

He ended up waiting hours—hours in which he found out Michael had a decent cable TV package—before finally he heard a jingle of keys outside the door. He turned off the set and got up, hearing someone cursing under his breath as Roan approached the door. Oh, was Sean having a bad night? It was about to get so much worse.

Roan opened the door and found Sean Brand standing on the doorstep, his keys in his hand. As soon as he saw Roan, fear registered—it spiked in a sharp scent not unlike cider vinegar. Roan grinned at him hard, knowing full well it went nowhere near his eyes. “Just the man I wanted to see.”

Did Sean recognize him? Roan was pretty sure he did. He turned and bolted for his car almost instantly.

Good. He really liked it when his prey ran for it.

Although Sean was closer to his car in the driveway and there was no way, theoretically, Roan could beat him to it, Roan knew there was a way. He started after him at a dead run, then veered off to the side and jumped, springing from the lawn onto the back of Sean’s shitty Nissan, making the car rock on its shocks as he turned to face Sean. He was still in a half crouch, feeling his muscles lengthen and harden, a deep pain radiating through his jaw as a growl welled up in his throat and his eyes aching as he felt his vision shift. “Where you goin’? You just got here.”

Sean stopped awkwardly, his momentum almost carrying him straight into the side of his own car. “How did you—fuck, man, fuck. What are you?”

The pain in his jaw was almost intolerable—ripping off the lower half of his jaw by brute force would be much more comfortable—but he had a strange distance from it. The codeine? Maybe, but it was hard to say. He felt good. He knew his mouth was split into a grin, but he also knew his mouth was bleeding. The pain was too great; he had no idea if his teeth had started changing or not. “You know what I am, Sean. A man you never should have fucked with. You’re gonna talk, and maybe then I’ll just let the cops have you.”

“Fuck you,” Sean snapped, but there was a tremor in his voice, and his eyes seemed riveted to Roan’s face. He wanted to look away but couldn’t.

Sean took a step back and Roan lunged, pouncing on him before he could make a run for the house, and as he brought him down on the lawn, he grabbed Sean’s arms and pinned them down with undue force. “We’re not done here, Sean.”

“Get off me, faggot!” he shouted, trying to squirm and buck him off. Roan dug his knees into Sean’s side and gripped his wrists so tight Roan could feel the bones starting to give. He eased off a little as Sean squirmed and made a noise of pain, but he didn’t let up.

“So, you do know me,” he snarled, and his blood dripped down, splashing Sean’s neck. Sean tried to squirm away as if Roan’s blood was diseased… which it was, now that he thought about it. “Do you have any idea what I’m gonna do to you if you don’t talk?”

From the fear in his eyes, Sean had some idea.
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Painless



THE SUN was just starting to come up when Roan knocked on Grey’s door, and he suddenly wondered if he should be bothering him right now. But he was just so wired he wasn’t sure what else to do.

In spite of the codeine and partial transformation, his heart was thundering in his chest, making it look like his hands were kind of shaking, and he did wonder if he should be worried about having an aneurysm explode in his brain any second. But you know, if he was going to die, he was going to die. No point in worrying about it.

Grey lived in an old house that had been partitioned into apartments, and he lived on the upper floor, so Roan had to use a staircase around the back—it used to be someone’s patio deck, now an oddly spacious landing—and then he knocked on a wooden door that felt kind of flimsy under his hand. Either he was knocking too hard, or it was made for internal as opposed to external use. At least there was a very big hockey enforcer living here—anyone who broke in would be very sorry very quickly.

Roan heard a lock being unlatched before the door opened, and he was surprised to find Scott there. “Roan? Hey man, what’s up?” he asked before yawning extravagantly.

Oh, goddamn straight boys who appeared in their underwear and never realized how hot they were. Scott was wearing nothing but jockey-style red underwear (red?), and he had that long, lean, hard body of the dedicated athlete, muscles slender but strong enough to make him look like he’d be a good blast shield in case of explosion. He didn’t have a six pack of abs but a two pack, his stomach flat as an ironing board, and Roan really wanted to bite his knuckle. His weakness was men with those wonderfully solid, flat stomachs. Six packs were impressive and could be attractive, but not as much as these sandwich board guys. Why, he had no idea, but that was just the way his libido went. He was suspicious of gym bunnies and men built too much like marble statues.

His hair was sleep mussed, and he had a dark stain of stubble along his jaw… crap, crap, crap. He was cute enough to give Dylan a run for his money. “I, uh, didn’t realize you lived here too,” Roan said, aware that if Scott was more awake, he might have noticed Roan had looked at him a bit too long for comfort. (But damn, he was cute. It really caught him by surprise. At least he could console himself with the knowledge that a straight man, confronted with a hot woman in her underwear, probably would have been flustered for much longer.) But Scott had probably been on sports teams most of his life. He probably thought nothing of casual nudity and near nudity, unaware of the fact that he was smoking hot and could have been a model for a gay calendar or underwear ad.

Scott nodded, yawning again and running a hand through his hair. “Yeah, it’s easier to split the rent, and we’re used to rooming together on the road.” After dry washing his face, he honestly opened his eyes, and he squinted at Roan’s shirt. (Did he wear contact lenses?) “Is that blood?”

Roan looked down and checked. “Um, yeah.”

“Yours?”

“Some.”

He didn’t react to that admission at all. “Give it to me. I’ll getcha a clean shirt.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Yeah, I do. You don’t wanna walk around in a bloody shirt. Besides, I got this great stuff that gets out bloodstains.” At Roan’s look, he clicked his tongue in impatience. “I play hockey. I better know how to get bloodstains outta clothes.”

Roan was going to point out he thought the equipment manager did stuff like that, but hell, at the minor league level it might be more DIY. So Roan shrugged off his leather jacket, tossing it on the front room’s homely blue Goodwill couch, and peeled off his shirt, which was a bit more damp than he thought. But the bleeding from his mouth was always much more than he expected, and he had no idea why. Shouldn’t he be used to it by now? He turned the shirt inside out and tried to hand it over on a dry side, but Scott gasped in shock. Roan suddenly and horribly remembered his scars. Oh shit, how did he forget about these things?

“That is fucking awesome,” Scott said, coming over and grabbing his arm. He was, it turned out, looking at the tiger tattoo Dylan had drawn for him. “Oh my God. Where’d you get that done?”

“Actually, it was drawn by my boyfriend. Someone else tattooed it on, but she followed his design.”

“Wow. Could he do one for me?”

“Umm, I don’t know. You could ask.”

“Yeah, I will. That’s beautiful.” He stared at the tiger for a moment, and then unconsciously caressed it with his thumb before letting his arm go. It raised goose bumps on Roan’s skin, and he really wanted to hit him. Damn straight boy—he had no fucking clue, did he?

He walked away, holding Roan’s bloody shirt, and Roan couldn’t help but notice what a great ass Scott had as he called back, “You’re here to see Grey, right?”

“Right.”

Scott headed down a short hall that was parallel to the small, open kitchen. It may have been the apartment of two straight bachelors, but it seemed remarkably tidy, and all the pale stained hardwood suggested a warmth reinforced by the hominess of the mismatched but not inelegant Goodwill furniture. The only thing that really gave this away as a guy’s place was the sheer number of remotes scattered across the coffee table.

Scott pounded on the door, as if trying to bust it down, and shouted, “Grey, get the fuck up! Roan’s here!”

He could have done that from here. Well, not the pounding on the door, but everything else. There might have been a grunt of acknowledgment, but Roan couldn’t tell.

Scott went in the room, and after a moment, there was a thud—like a body hitting the floor—and a startled, “’M up, I’m up.” After a moment, Scott came out, pulling on a pair of loose gray yoga pants, and he tossed Roan a dark shirt.

“Did you shove him onto the floor?”

Scott half grinned, still sleepy and still so thoughtlessly sexy Roan wanted to pound his own head through the wall. “Sometimes it’s the only way to get him up. I gotta warn you, he’s useless until his first Red Bull.”

“He doesn’t do coffee?” Roan finished pulling the shirt on, and probably shouldn’t have been surprised that it had the Seattle Falcons logo emblazoned across the chest.

“Not enough caffeine for him. He likes to start his morning with a heart attack.” He padded off to the kitchen, and Roan felt awkward, so he sat on the arm of a slightly threadbare but oddly elegant dark blue velvet armchair and looked around the apartment, not at all staring at Scott and his long, lean back or the way those yoga pants sat so lightly on his hips it looked like they could fall off at any second. (He probably didn’t know it at all, but he was a total cocktease.)

What was he doing? Why had he come here so early? It could have waited—there was no reason it couldn’t have. Okay, if he was honest, he was so keyed up and wired he probably wasn’t thinking straight. No pun intended.

He heard a toilet flush, and Grey came shuffling out like a zombie, eyes barely open. By the time he reached the living room, Scott shoved a can of Red Bull in his hand and pointed him toward the sofa. “There he is. Now go sit and talk.”

Grey grunted and shuffled forward. Scott stayed by the entrance of the hall and said, “If it’s all the same to you, I’m gonna go back to bed.”

“By all means. Sorry I woke you.”

“It’s okay. If we had a skate this morning, we’d have been up.”

“Skate?” Grey said, plopping down on the couch. The way he said it reminded Roan of the decrepit Father Jack in the sitcom Father Ted (although he said “Drink?” not “Skate?”), and he had to bite back a grin.

“No, not today. Today’s a day off. Now drink your Red Bull.” Scott gave him a wave, which Roan returned, and then he disappeared back into his room. Were all team captains like that? He gave orders and Grey followed them without question. Maybe it was just the nature of their relationship irrespective of the team, or Grey was too tired to question anyone’s orders.

Still, Grey popped the top of his Red Bull and took a healthy swallow, which made Roan grimace. He’d only had it once, but he thought it—and most energy drinks of that kind—tasted like piss. But if it got Grey going, he could hardly criticize.

Grey was big enough that he made Scott look svelte. He had a V-shaped torso, a broad chest narrowing to a slim waist, and he wore dark boxer shorts that covered about half of his tree-trunk-thick thighs, although none of the rest of his sinewy legs. He looked a bit more like a boxer than a weight lifter, and that made perfect sense. While he wasn’t overly bulked out with muscles, he still looked like he could stand in for a retaining wall if the need ever arose. How did anyone ever hit by him get up again? Roan was kind of relieved he did nothing for his libido, but maybe that’s because he was a client. Roan was sure never to even mildly entertain the notion that a client was attractive. That was only asking for trouble.

Grey cleared his throat and opened his eyes a bit more. “Okay, I think I’m up now. Wow, you’re wearing our shirt. I can get you a better one….”

“Thank you, but that’s not what I’m here about.”

“Didn’t think so. Just sayin’.”

“What I want to know, Grey, is if you just wanted to know who killed Jamie. Aside from getting the guy chucked in prison.”

“Huh?”

“I know who killed her. But I don’t think I can legally prove it.”

Grey just stared at him, and Roan wondered if he was awake enough for that to really sink in. But he must have been, because he said, “Yeah, I wanna know. It was Switzer, right?”

“Switzer and Sean Brand.”

There was a pause. “The guy’s name was Michael, wasn’t it?”

“The guy Jamie named in the suit, yeah. But he wasn’t the killer.”

Grey stared at him blankly again. He was slowly waking up. “Huh?”

Roan sighed and wondered how to best put this. It had taken Roan a bit to understand it too, but Sean was a stammering mess, terrified of him and his transforming face and diseased blood. “From what I was able to get out of Sean, it seems Jamie had met someone she was seeing but hadn’t told you about yet: Michael Brand. Switzer, his cop partner at the time, found out and discovered that Jamie was a post-op transsexual. Switzer knew Sean casually and passed this on. Sean didn’t want a fag in the family any more than Switzer wanted a fag as a partner, so one night Sean and Switzer beat the shit out of Jamie and bullied Michael into silence. Jamie turned around and filed a charge of police brutality, but named Michael. Probably because Sean wasn’t a cop, and probably because Jamie wanted to force Michael out, make him fess up about his asshole partner and half-brother. But you know what happened instead: Switzer and Sean killed Jamie, and Michael just gave up.”

Grey sat with his head tilted to one side, listening like a parakeet. The same amount of understanding appeared in his sleepy eyes, but it seemed to connect. “So Michael Brand knew.”

“He must have. Suspected is hard to swallow, especially since he must have known that Sean and Switzer beat Jamie.”

“He was dating Jamie? Why didn’t he do anything?”

Roan shook his head. “That I can’t say. But having met him, I’m gonna say he’s been broken. By who and why I don’t know. It’s possible Jamie’s death sent him into a spiral, and he simply didn’t want to—or just couldn’t—rat out a fellow officer.”

Grey’s head straightened up, and his eyes seemed to darken. Is this what his opponents on the ice saw? It was wonderfully intimidating. “Where’s he live?”

“No, Grey, that’s not how we’re doing this.”

“I’m paying you, yeah? I just want his address.”

Roan shook his head. “Hurting him won’t bring Jamie back. It probably won’t even give you any satisfaction—he’s too easy an opponent.”

“Michael or Sean?”

“For you? Both. At the same time, with a head start.”

He seemed to consider that, chew it over like it was a piece of gristly meat. “How come you can’t go to the cops and tell them this?”

“I can. I will. But Sean’s confession to me was under duress—it wouldn’t hold up in court. Also, he blames Switzer for everything, which I know is a lie, but it’s his word against my sense of smell. It’s only been legally cleared for identifying people’s scent and blood—I’ve never been legally cleared for smelling lies, although I can. Unless Sean confesses to them—or Michael fingers his brother, which I wouldn’t bet money on—there’s nothing to tie him to the scene, especially since Switzer is now dead. If he was alive, it would be easy to turn them against one another, but Switzer took the easy way out.”

“You shot him.”

“Yes. That was easy.”

Grey was still rolling this around and didn’t like the taste of it. “Under duress? Did you torture him?”

“Do I look like Jack Bauer? No, I just scared him so badly that he started talking. He even pissed himself, which is why I may smell a bit like piss.”

Grey gave him a lazy half smile that was somehow very unsettling. “You scared him that badly?”

“I have my moments.”

“We could use you on the team. Stand you at the blue line and have you stare down the opponents.”

“It would be extra comic too, since I can’t skate.”

“We’ll prop you up.” He wiped his fist across his mouth, and the dark shadow had yet to leave his eyes. He was still calculating the odds of finding the Brands and beating them to a pulpy mush. “You telling me they’re gonna get away with murder?”

“Not exactly. Sean is gonna go down for assaulting Holden; I got him arrested for that. And since he’s a repeat offender, most likely any judge will throw the book at him. Also, since I let it be known that he hurt Holden, it’s possible there are friends of Holden's behind bars, friends that will make life very ugly for Sean as soon as he’s in the door.”

“But what about Michael?”

“Michael’s already dead. I’ve never seen such a miserable ruin of a man. Killing him would probably be a mercy; it’s more punishment to keep him alive.”

Grey gave him a dubious look. “I don’t like this, Roan.”

“I’m not crazy about it either. But there’s a couple of other things still in play.”

“What?”

“Best you not know.” Mainly because Roan honestly had no idea what he was talking about. He just had to make up something to keep Grey from going off and beating the Brands down to a bloody carpet stain. He could point out he had worked so hard to get this far in his hockey career, and he couldn’t just toss it away because of these assholes, but Roan wasn’t sure such a pitch would have worked. Would it have worked on him? “Let’s just let it play out and see what happens, okay?”

Grey’s look remained skeptical, but finally he sighed and his shoulders sagged as he sank back into the couch. “Yeah, okay. And thanks for giving me the info. You did in days what the Eastgate PD hasn’t done in over a year.”

“The Eastgate PD are hopelessly corrupt. Luckily, it looks like the fallout from the Switzer case is going to take the chief down and maybe some others. Switzer was rotten to the core, and his rot spread on contact. A housecleaning is what Eastgate needs. Maybe with officers who are actually going to do their jobs because they’re being watched, the case will finally be cracked.”

“Maybe. But I won’t hold my breath, ’kay?” He rubbed his eyes and added, “Fuck, I’m tired.”

“Go back to bed. I shouldn’t have come over so early. I was just buzzed.”

“I understand, man. I get that way after a really good game.” He levered himself up, and Roan stood as well. They shook hands, and since he was convinced Grey wasn’t going to run off and do something stupid just yet, he left.

Could Grey let it be? Could Roan? The entire drive home, he wondered. Michael really was pathetic; as much as he wanted to beat the shit out of him, he couldn’t shake the persistent, nagging feeling that Michael would probably enjoy it too much.

People got away with murder every day. It was sad, but it was true. People fell through the cracks and murderers escaped, not because they were criminal masterminds but because they got fucking lucky. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair, but it was reality in its ugly, stinking glory. It was just a bitter, barbed pill to swallow.

The buzz wore off as he fought the morning traffic home, and by the time he reached the house he was ready to pass out on the floor. He’d been up all night and a headache was blooming deep inside his brain, a dull ache that he knew would become a full-blown migraine later on. The sun lightening the sky was making it worse. He popped a couple of Percocet before going up and taking a quick shower to wash the remaining scent of blood and piss and fear off him. Dylan was a lump under the covers, apparently sleeping, and he tried his damnedest not to wake him up.

He dried off hastily and slipped naked into bed, but he woke Dylan, or Dylan was already awake but playing dead, because he had just pulled the covers up to his shoulders when Dylan rolled over and snuggled against him, pressing up against his back and draping an arm around his waist. He was nice and warm. “Do I want to know why you’re coming home just now?” he mumbled.

Roan closed his eyes against the light bleeding in around the fringes of the curtains, and he could feel the painkillers taking hold, wrapping the pain in his head in cotton wool, softly pushing it down. It was a lovely feeling. “No, I don’t think so.”

“I was afraid you were gonna say that.” He sighed, his breath a warm rush on Roan’s neck. “How’s Holden?”

“Last time I called, still stable. He’s doing better than the guy he stabbed in the leg.”

“Karma in action?”

“Maybe. Or maybe just a vital lesson in being careful who you fuck with.”

“Did you know he carried a knife?”

“Holden? No, but I can’t say I’m surprised. He was a street kid, after all.” He was settled into his soft pillow, and between that and the heat of Dylan’s body, he was drifting off already.

“I thought he was a preacher’s son.”

“That too. He’s been a lot of people.”

“The cops get the other guy, the one who ran?”

“I got him.” Roan knew the fact that he was half asleep was why he admitted that; otherwise, he’d have just said the cops grabbed him and left it at that.

“I kinda figured,” Dylan admitted. “You didn’t partially transform, did you?”

“Why would I do that?”

From the way Dylan sighed heavily, he already knew. “I’m too tired to get mad at you right now. But we’re having an argument later.”

“I’ll pencil it in.”

You knew you’d probably been in a relationship too long when you were actually scheduling arguments. But you know, right now he was too damn tired to care.
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The Commander Thinks Aloud



ROAN WAS having a very nice dream about Paris licking honey off his chest when he was woken up by Dylan saying his name and gently shaking him, a hand on his back. Roan didn’t look up from his pillow, just grunted a “What?”

“Umm, Detective Murphy is downstairs. I think she wants to arrest you.”

“She just threatens to do that all the time. Don’t worry about it.” Of course, she usually did it over the phone. Doing it in person was kicking it up a notch.

“What did you do?”

“Nothin’.”

Strange how much you could pull from a single moment of silence. Dylan wasn’t at all pleased, with him or with that answer. Dylan sighed and then, lowering his voice, spit out every word like a bullet. “What. Did. You. Do.”

Yeah, they’d been together too long. Was there any bullshit he could sneak past him? Wait a minute—had he ever snuck any bullshit past him? “It’s probably about the guy who attacked Holden.”

“What did you do to him?”

“Nothing.”

“She’s here about nothing. You expect me to believe that.” The chill in his tone could have given him frostbite.

Roan turned over onto his back and risked looking up at Dylan, who was sitting on the edge of the bed. He was fully dressed and freshly shaved, his hair glossy black and neatly brushed, dressed in loose jeans, an orange T-shirt with a black “Om” symbol on it, and a black denim jacket. Roan didn’t have to look down to know he was wearing his red sneakers. It was Dylan’s attempt at levity when he was doing something that could otherwise be kind of depressing. That confirmed it was Wednesday. “Hon, I’m telling you, I didn’t do anything to that guy. I wanted to—believe me, I wanted to put my fist through his chest cavity—but I figured killing one person was enough for a week.”

It was so unfair. He knew it would make Dylan flinch, and he did. Dylan looked away and rubbed his eyes, his shoulders slumping in exhaustion. “I don’t—I hope this case is over with soon enough. It’s been a nightmare from the beginning.”

“Tell me about it.” He reached out and touched his arm, just about the only part of him he could reach at the moment. “I promise, it’s just about done. Okay?”

He tugged lightly on Dylan’s jacket, and Dylan finally looked back at him with a small smile that faded quickly. He reached out and stroked Roan’s chest tenderly. “What’s been happening lately… I don’t like what this case is doing to you. On top of everything else, it seems like too much.”

Now that he didn’t get. “What d’ya mean you don’t like what the case is doing to me? What’s it doing to me?”

Dylan grimaced in that way he did when he knew he’d said something he really didn’t want to have to explain. His fingers lightly traced shadows over Roan’s skin, and it was wonderfully distracting. “You’re getting reckless. You may not change on a schedule anymore, but that doesn’t make you bulletproof.”

“I know, and I got the bullet wounds to prove it.”

“Not what I mean, and you know it.” Impatience flashed through his eyes but didn’t stay long.

Roan hated that Dylan worried about him, especially since he didn’t think he was worth worrying about. “I swear, I’m keeping under control, and I’m not doing anything stupid. It just seems that way when the cameras catch me.”

Dylan fixed him with a skeptical look, lips thinning to a hard line, but he decided to accept that for now, or at least postpone the argument. “Just be careful, okay?”

“Okay.”

Dylan leaned in and kissed him on the forehead before getting up and leaving the room. Through the open bedroom door, he heard Murphy shout from the living room, “Don’t try and hide, motherfucker!”

“You want me to come down naked?” he shouted back, finally bothering to get out of bed. He was still tired, but he knew Murph wasn’t going to leave it alone.

“You do, and I’ll shoot you!”

“Now you’re just giving lesbians a bad name,” he accused, grabbing a pair of boxers from his dresser and putting them on. He had to piss like a racehorse, so he went and did that before stepping into a pair of jeans. He didn’t bother putting on a shirt, because if she was going to arrest him, he was going to go shirtless, barefoot, and bellowing, like any random redneck on Cops. Or Ronnie Dobbs, patron saint of bellowing shirtless rednecks.

As he came down, Murphy came over to meet him at the base of the stairs, dressed in a demure navy suit with a cream-colored blouse and sensible shoes, her arms crossed over her chest and her toe tapping impatiently. Her expression was sour enough that if he didn’t know her, he might have started shitting his pants. Her badge was just visible on her belt, but her gun was still hidden. “I hope Dylan didn’t leave on my account. Did he leave on yours?”

“No, it’s Wednesday. He always does charity work with the temple, bringing meals to the ill and the elderly. He’s the only bartender I know bucking for sainthood.”

Her brow furrowed in consternation, deep enough that she almost forgot to be pissed at him. “The temple? Beth El?”

“No, the Buddhist temple. The one on Park Street?”

“Oh. Yeah, I didn’t think he was Jewish.” She shook her head and got back to being angry as he walked to the kitchen to get a drink.

He was too tired to brew anything, so he just got an organic ginger ale from the fridge. Organic ginger ale—the kind he picked up in health food sections of stores—wasn’t anything like that Canada Dry shit. This had real pieces of ginger in it, and it was spicy. It also gave him his appetite back when migraines or too many downers took it away. Luckily Dylan liked it too and didn’t question why he bought so much of it.

“Sean Brand has been raving about how you are a vampire. He’s probably going to end up at Rosewood for a psych eval.”

“If he thinks I’m a vampire, he should.”

The look she gave him could have burned paint from the walls, so he turned to paw through the cupboards for breakfast. Or was it lunch? He checked the time on the stove’s clock. Yeah, lunch. What did they have in the freezer? “He says your eyes changed and your teeth grew, and you were inhumanly strong and fast. Everybody thinks he’s trying to get declared incompetent, but I know what happened. If Sikorski wasn’t off on leave, he’d know too. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

He looked at the box in his hand and said, “Nuking a sandwich.”

The death glare she gave him indicated she didn’t think his honesty was funny. “Look, asshole, I get that you’re a superhero—”

He scoffed. “No, I’m not. I’m a freak.”

“Fine, you’re a superfreak. But if you don’t want everybody to know about it, stop showing off. So far you’ve been fucking lucky. Most people think those YouTube videos are fake, and most are willing to believe you took out the skinheads by simply being super-athletic. But you are pushing it. Do you want to be exposed?”

“You know I don’t.” Superfreak? Yeah, he was super-freaky, yow.

“Then get a cape and a mask, Batman, because you can’t keep doing this. The legal system can hardly handle people who turn into big cats five days a month—we can’t handle you.”

“A superfreak.”

“A guy who can change at will, who can turn it on and off like a faucet.” She threw up her hands and sighed, her body language betraying total frustration. “You’re special, and that’s cool, but if you keep acting like you are, everyone will know. If Peter’s informant is to be believed, word is already getting around about you on the streets.”

“What are they saying about me? Beyond kitty fag.”

“They’re saying you should be avoided at all costs, that there’s something not right about you, and that there isn’t an ass you can’t kick.”

“That’s flattering.”

“It shouldn’t be. Some guys are gonna see that as a challenge.”

The microwave dinged, but Roan ignored it. “You think they’re gonna try and make their bones offa me? They’re welcome to try. Everybody gets one free shot.”

She fixed him with a stern look. “You’re fucking impressive, I’ll give you that, but you’re still hurt by bullets. One of these days, some fucking gangbanger homophobe or kitty-hating psycho is gonna take a shot, and you won’t recover. Don’t you care?”

He shrugged, aware he should be concerned, and also aware that he should be bothered that he wasn’t concerned. “Hazard of the job. You face it too.”

“I’m a cop. You’re not anymore.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Fine, you don’t give a shit about yourself? What about Dylan? Have you ever considered—”

“Don’t you dare play that card,” he interrupted angrily. It was a fucking low blow and she knew it.

It didn’t stop her, though. “He lives with you! If someone decides to target you, they may go after him instead. And how do you think he’d feel if you got yourself killed—”

“How would Kim feel if you got yourself killed?” he roared back. Not literally, but it was a close thing. “This is fucking unfair!”

“Maybe, but it’s an honest question. Have you even asked him how he feels about this?”

Dylan didn’t even know, although he probably suspected, but to tell her that would give her a victory. “He doesn’t like it.”

“I bet he doesn’t. What are you trying to accomplish? Do you want to get caught? Do you want to die?”

The questions, asked in her low, level cop voice, just infuriated him. But he knew if he showed too much rage, she might start picking away at the lies. “I’m just doing the job I was hired to do.”

“You were hired to lion out on a guy?”

He gave her the paint-blistering stare this time. “I was hired to find out who murdered Jasmine Hawley, and I did. It was Sean Brand and Carey Switzer.”

She put her hands on her hips, but otherwise didn’t seem surprised by that revelation. “Switzer’s probably gonna be nailed for it.”

“Of course. He’s dead and it doesn’t matter anymore. But Sean killed her too. He told me.”

“While you were turning into a vampire?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, okay, you don’t need to tell me it’s inadmissible. I know. But he did it, Murph.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. He seems like the kind of asshole who would. But can you prove it beyond saying he did it?”

He finally took his nuked sandwich out of the microwave, shaking his head all the while. “You know I can’t.

“Then back off. Brand will be going down for the attack on Krause and for the ounce of coke they found in his apartment, and it ain’t a murder charge, but he might do more time.”

“Very cynical.”

“Tell me it isn’t true.” He couldn’t, so he didn’t say anything. Because of that, he heard the faint buzz of her cell phone vibrating in her pocket, and she pulled it out and looked at it before heading for the door. “Let it go, and stop trying to get caught, Superman.”

“That’s Batman, missy,” he corrected sarcastically before she went out the door. He took his sandwich and ginger ale and retreated to the living room to eat.

He found he’d left a book cracked open on the coffee table, a copy of Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape. It took him a moment to figure out why, but then he remembered. There was a piece of it he wanted as his next tattoo. A broken phrase, but it had all he wanted in it: “clear to me at last that the dark I have always struggled to keep under is in reality my most unshatterable association….” If the text was small enough, he could probably fit it anywhere. He initially thought it’d be good on his back, but he’d never see it. Could he get away with it on his arm? It probably depended on the design. He was going to sketch out some ideas, some way to put it on him and have it not appear as if he'd written a memo on himself.

Why had he gone from having nothing but a tiny tattoo of warning on his inner wrist to wanting to cover himself with the things? They hurt, they took time, and they were almost ubiquitous in the culture, past the point where he would have dismissed them as a poser’s affectation. So why? If he thought about it, the catalyst was Paris’s death. After that, he just wanted to cover his skin with ink, drown himself in it until nothing of his original flesh remained. He wanted pretty things to hide the ugly truth of himself. Maybe he could hide underneath the pictures. It was an awful revelation, and he was ashamed by the depth of the cowardice it revealed. Ironically, it made the Beckett quote doubly appropriate.

The sandwich he was eating tasted a bit like hot cardboard, but he wasn’t sure if the sandwich was that bad or if he was in that kind of mood. The phone rang, and he almost didn’t pick it up, but eventually he did. It turned out to be Holden, who had apparently conned a nurse into letting him borrow his cell. (Figured.)

Holden complained of boredom and wanted him to swing by his place and bring him his iPod and some books, as well as a Dick’s (burger) and maybe something with papaya juice in it. If he was well enough to complain of general ennui, then he was fine. He also requested his cell back, and Roan had forgotten he still had it. But he did.

He was still on the phone with Holden when his own cell phone went off, and a quick look at it showed it was Grey calling him. He had to answer it, mainly because they hadn’t settled the Brand problem. As it turned out, it wasn’t anything that serious… yet. He was just going to the gym and wondered if Roan wanted to spar with him.

A basic invitation, but Roan couldn’t help but wonder if this was where Grey wanted to discuss it. So he said okay and then told Holden he’d be by in a couple of hours, that he had to run an errand first.

Roan finished getting dressed and shoved some shorts, a jock, and a tank in a duffel bag before getting out of there. He remembered to grab a bottled water so he had something to take his Vicodin with.

The gym was a relatively decent place. It seemed more dedicated to actual working out than hooking up or meeting people (a lot of gyms were, quite frankly, dating spots for the vain), and there wasn’t an overabundance of mirrors, which was refreshing. Place still smelled of about a million different kinds of sweat, though (mainly to him, probably).

The sparring place tried to replicate the look of an old-time boxing gym, but it was as phony as a three-dollar bill. They had deliberately aged boxing posters slapped on the walls beside speed bags and heavy bags, a separate area for jumping rope and minor weight training, and then the squared circle of a boxing ring, although the padding was abnormally thick, and you didn’t step up into it—it was level with the floor. It had its own isolated changing area with metal lockers and a single bench running most of the length of the room, quitting before you reached the showers, but there was also a collection of gloves, helmets, and other safety equipment in a separate cubby, with a hamper for used equipment beneath. That wasn’t in any old-time boxing gym that he knew of. Neither were separate showers for privacy or posted warnings about MRSA and using someone else’s towel.

Grey was there, working a heavy bag, wearing a Falcons shirt and shorts with a similar evil bird head logo. There were about half a dozen people scattered around the boxing area, and Grey was the only one who actually looked like a boxer. (He wasn’t, but he was close enough. He was a boxer on skates.) Grey grinned at him and asked, “How good of a boxer are you?”

He shrugged. “Decent. I have my own heavy bag at home.”

“Whoa. Hardcore. Wanna open it up, go mixed martial, or stay traditional?” Something glittered in his eyes, mischievous and ever so slightly dangerous, and Roan couldn’t see saying no to a challenge, even if he knew that it was stupid.

“If you’re up to it, let’s go mixed.” Ah, even gay men could fall into the macho man trap. Testosterone was poison.

Grey scoffed. “Yeah, I’m up to it. But I warn ya, I took judo as a kid.”

“I warn you, I turn into a lion when I get cornered.”

Grey laughed, as if he was joking. He wasn’t, of course, but if Grey didn’t know that by now, he’d learn.

Roan went off and changed into his shorts, jock, and tank top, finding gloves, headgear, and the special padded boots the kickboxers wore. He had his own mouth guard from when he used to spar in the gym, before he got his own heavy bag. He felt like a bit of a dick walking out to the ring, but he was no more or less a dick than anyone else in the place, and Grey was already waiting in the ring, dressed in a similar manner, and no one would ever call him a dick for fear of getting beaten to a fine paste.

Once he ducked under the rope and got in the ring, Grey asked, “You a righty or a lefty?”

“I’m right-handed, but I have a nasty left hook. What about you?”

“I’m a righty too, but I can shoot from either side. Call me ambiguous.”

Roan pondered that a moment. “Do you mean ambidextrous?”

He considered that a moment. “Maybe. Probably. I’m not great with big words. I’m not paid to be.”

Fair enough. They both popped in their mouth guards (Grey had a red one, and Roan was roughly sure that was the one he wore on the ice), and they met in the center of the ring, where they bumped boxing gloves together. Since Grey was the client, Roan let him take the first punch, a huge roundhouse that smashed into the left side of his safety helmet and still made him stumble. It was probably a quarter of the power Grey put behind his hits, but damn, it was a concussion machine.

Grey worked a corner of the mouth guard out with only his teeth and tongue (having to wear one all the time on the ice made him an expert at this), and he asked, “Too hard?”

Roan smirked, recovering, and shook his head. If Grey wanted to play rough, he was more than happy to play along. He approached Grey warily, stepping in toward him on his right, and Grey threw a right, which he blocked with his arm, and nailed him in the stomach with a right of his own. Grey doubled over and backed away, and he said something muffled by his mouth guard, but Roan worked out what it was: “Sneaky.”

They both exchanged a couple of blocks and hits, testing each other out, seeing how hard the other was willing to hit. Pretty hard, but they both had no problem taking it. Roan could feel his adrenaline flowing, and was having to tamp down the urge to growl.

Grey was bigger and had more of a reach, as well as arms that could double for steel cables, but off the ice he was reasonably slow, and he had a tendency to telegraph his moves, possibly because finesse in hockey fighting was gilding the lily: all you needed to do was punch, hard, and if you had some wrestling skills, that could only help. There was not a lot of punch blocking in a hockey fight, usually because the guys were hanging on to each other’s jerseys so they didn’t get away or fall down.

Finally Grey decided to throw a kick, see what happened, but Roan saw it coming when he shifted his stance, and blocked his kick with his arm. Grey backed off with a wolfish grin, and Roan spun into his own kick, aiming for his face. Grey saw this coming and grabbed his foot, so Roan—by reflex alone, really his only excuse for it—launched off his remaining foot and turned in midair, slamming the foot right in Grey’s face, making him drop him and reel back in surprise and impact. Roan hit the mat on all fours and quickly jumped back up to his feet, fists out, ready to go.

Grey was slumped against the ropes, holding the side of his jaw and apparently laughing. Roan hadn’t realized it until then, but just about everyone else in the boxing area had come to watch them, gathered around a few feet away from the ropes. “Holy shit, how’d you do that?” a good-looking, shaven-headed black guy in gray sweatpants asked. “You a martial arts guy or something?”

In retrospect, Roan realized he probably should have dislocated a leg or a hip with a move like that, and how the hell did he turn in midair in that short a space to land on his hands and knees? Well, cats always landed on their feet, right? Ha. He shook off a glove and pulled out his mouth guard. “Grey, you okay?”

Grey was still laughing, but he worked his mouth guard out. “Yeah, I just didn’t expect that. So you did have some kickboxing training, huh?”

No, no he hadn’t. He had no actual explanation for what had just happened. Watching too many Jet Li films? Should he be worried? “Little bit,” he lied, just deciding it was easier.

Grey shook his head—shook it off—and stood up. “Wow, rattled my cage. That hasn’t been done since… fifth grade, I think. You’re stronger than you look.”

“I get that a lot.” He decided to back off, just let things calm down. He was doing, unconsciously, what Murphy just accused him of doing: showing off.

But after getting almost taken down, Grey had some pride on the line. He answered back with a flurry of punches, half of which Roan blocked, and half of which hit the target. He was mainly going for body shots, and still holding back, although the landed shots would probably leave bruises. But Roan landed some shots of his own that he knew would leave bruises as well, and would probably piss off Grey’s coach.

There was an occasional comment from the crowd, but both he and Grey ignored it. This was a sparring match that had become oddly intense and serious. He winged Grey with an uppercut—he just caught the very edge of his chin, lifting it, letting him know that he could have punched his head off his shoulders if he was serious, and as Grey stumbled back, slightly off balance, the crowd “oohed.”

“You tryin’ out for the UFC, dog?” someone asked. Roan wasn’t sure if he was talking to him or Grey.

Grey faked a left that Roan committed to, and surprised him with a right to the jaw that made Roan stumble to keep his balance. The crowd “oohed” again, and Roan turned into a low kick that hit Grey on the side of the knee and got enough of the back to make Grey’s leg buckle, dropping Grey involuntarily to his knees. Roan then tapped him on the top of his padded headgear, letting him know he could have done something worse, and Grey started chuckling again. Roan had finally figured out that Grey was so startled when someone got the drop on him, he laughed rather than got mad. If it was a game, he’d get mad, but this was basically practice. So he laughed.

Roan realized suddenly he was growling and stopped. Hopefully it was low enough that no one else had noticed.

Roan offered him a hand up, and Grey took it. “Man, you got moves. If there’s ever a bench-clearing brawl, you have my permission to jump on the ice and help.”

“I’m an honorary Hanson brother?”

“Hell yeah.”

They were both sweaty and a bit short of breath—and achy—so they decided they’d sparred enough for the day. Hell, had it really been twenty minutes? It seemed like five. He could have kept going for the rest of the hour.

The crowd gave them a smattering of applause for being entertaining, and Roan flashed them a middle finger after he got a glove off, but that just made them laugh. He had the approval of the gym’s boxing straight guys. Not that he needed it; he was confident he could kick all their asses without much trouble, and wasn’t that a nice thought?

In the locker room, as they were changing out of their gear, Grey said, “I’ve never lost a fight, like, ever. I gotta spar with you until I can beat ya. It feels like a challenge.”

“Yeah, that was fun. I usually just work the heavy bag at home.”

“Ever punch it off its chain?”

Roan paused taking off his tank top. His back was to Grey—he was facing his locker—and he was suddenly glad. “Once, maybe.” Actually, four times, but who was counting? “Why?”

“Lucky guess. You punch like a wrecking ball. You really gotta teach me your stuff, man. It’s awesome.”

What could he teach him? How to get infected and make your inner beast work for you? He didn’t even know how to do that; it was just something that happened to him. He was the superfreak, after all.

He was still trying to figure out how he’d get out of that when he heard a weird noise. It took a moment to figure out it was his cell, humming away in his jacket inside the locker, vibrating against the metal wall. It was Murphy, and he didn’t want to answer it, but he knew he’d better. “Yeah, Dropkick, calling to lecture me some more?”

She sighed heavily. “Oh, you bastard, you wish. Michael Brand is dead.”

Yeah, she was right: he did wish she had called to lecture him.
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My Mistakes Were Made for You



ROAN LISTENED as Dropkick mostly berated him, but kind of told him a bit about Michael Brand’s death. Apparently it looked like a suicide, but those were the operative words: looked like. She didn’t trust it, which was why the investigation was continuing.

After the call, Roan lay on the bench and looked up at the ceiling, wondering how best to ask what he wanted to ask and what he would do about it. Luckily, Grey had gone off to take a quick shower, so he had a couple minutes to think.

As soon as the water stopped, Roan asked, “What happened after I left this morning?”

“Huh?”

“Did you go out or something?”

“No man, I went back to bed. I probably would have slept all day except the neighbor started his leaf blower. Then I figured I had some energy to burn and decided to come here, which is when I called you. That’s about it. Why?”

“I suppose Scott is your alibi.” The ever-loyal team captain, looking out for his men. Roan could count on him to say Grey was home sleeping, whether he was or not.

“Yeah. Why?”

He stopped staring at the ceiling and sat up with a sigh. It was incredibly hard to judge veracity by smell in a gym. The smell of sweat was far too prevalent, and the fact that Grey had just had a quick shower only added another layer of complications. He was going to have to go on other things. He glanced at Grey, who was at his locker, getting dressed. He flashed Roan his hard ass without any kind of humility—again, long-time athlete, locker room nudity was nothing to him—and while Roan noted clinically you could probably bounce a quarter off the thing and it was nice, he still felt no attraction to Grey. Maybe his mind just wasn’t in that space right now. He felt an invisible cloak of doom settling on his shoulders. “Michael Brand’s dead.”

Grey finished stepping into his underwear—sporty black boxer briefs—and looked back at him, not surprised but still a little confused. “Oh, yeah? What happened?”

“They’re not sure. It looks like a suicide, but homicide’s investigating. Did you kill him, Grey?”

The funny thing was, the question didn’t faze him in any way. He was either extremely innocent or terminally guilty. “If I did, I’d be bragging about it, the spineless little fuck. Somebody killed my girlfriend, I’d fucking kill them, not sit down and shut up.”

“Yes, I suppose. But I note there wasn’t an actual denial in that statement.”

Now a look of annoyance flashed across his face. “No, I didn’t kill the fuck. How could I? I don’t even know where he lives.”

In the days of ubiquitous GPS units and Google Earth, did he trust that? Grey knew his name—he could find out the information easily. He didn’t seem like he was lying, but then again, he could just be very good at it. Why would he feel any guilt? He’d just said he’d kill anyone who touched his girlfriend. He’d kill anyone who hurt his friend’s little brother.

Huh. Why did that just put a weird thought into his head?

Roan asked, “Jamie was just a friend, right? No more?”

Grey had stepped into his jeans and was in the process of putting on his T-shirt. He paused and looked at Roan again, then shrugged his head through the shirt’s collar. “What d’ya mean?”

“I think you know what I mean.”

He scoffed, but mostly in a humorous way. “I ain’t gay, dude.”

“You don’t have to be. I could sleep with a woman once and it wouldn’t make me straight.”

There was something in his eyes, a sparkle, maybe mischievous, maybe humorous. He was amused by this. “Have you ever slept with a woman?”

“No. Have you ever slept with a man?”

His grin became wolfish. “Nope.”

“Let me rephrase that. Have you ever slept with a transsexual?”

“I think you’ve got the wrong angle on this. Jamie was like my little brother, you know? That’s all.”

Did he believe him? “Those letters Jamie sent to you…. I thought perhaps he had an unrequited crush on you. Maybe it wasn’t so unrequited.”

“You don’t believe me.” Not a question, as he slipped on a windbreaker with the Falcons logo on the back.

“I don’t know. I think you’re very loyal to your teammates, Grey, to anyone you see as family. I think anyone hurts one of them, you will find them and make them pay, off the ice as well as on. I totally respect that, and I’m probably the same way. I think you have a bright future in the NHL, and I think Sean Brand is best left to the legal system, don’t you?”

He shrugged, not quite committing to it. “Guess it depends on what the legal system does to him.”

“He’s a dead man walking. Everybody on the streets knows he hurt Holden, and Holden surely has friends in prison. The end result won’t be pleasant.”

“Good. He doesn’t deserve pleasant.”

“No, he doesn’t. But I am telling you, for the sake of your future, walk away. Let this be done now. Jamie wouldn’t want you throwing everything away on this.”

Grey gave him a measured look, one of intensity that confirmed Roan’s gut suspicion: Grey was a lot smarter than he let on. “You’re not gonna believe I’m innocent, huh?”

“Would you believe I was?”

He smiled again, but this time it was almost charming, far gentler, and less calculated. “Guess not. If we’re giving out advice, can I give you some?”

“If you’re gonna tell me to fuck off, you can skip it.”

He was still all good-natured smiles. “No way. You’re a good guy, Roan, and you’re really good at your job. That’s awesome. But why don’t you stop holding back?”

He honestly wasn’t sure what he meant by that. “Huh?”

“I’m at peak fitness, you know? I’ve trained hard to be, and I got what, about twenty pounds of muscle on you? But you kicked my ass out there. You kicked the ass of those skinheads while everybody just stood back and gawped, and you weren’t afraid of their redneck buddies who jumped us over at Grind. Switzer and Brand never had a chance, did they? You shouldn’t hide it.”

“Hide what? I’m a freak, Grey. I thought that’s why you hired me.”

“It’s a gift.” Roan scoffed at that, but Grey seemed oddly sincere. “It’s a talent. If the world ain’t ready for it, fuck ’em. They need you, they just don’t know it. Show ’em.”

Roan shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“Course I do. The world needs its enforcers too. Someone has to keep the jackholes from preying on the weak. Sometimes you need a predator to take out the other predators.” He donned his iPod but only stuck one earbud in, letting the other dangle around his neck. When he turned it on, Roan recognized the song.

“You listen to These Arms Are Snakes?”

“Well, I wondered about that shirt you were wearing, so I Googled the name. They rock, man. I was gonna see if I could play ’em at our next warm-up skate. They’d get us pumped. Oh, and the offer still stands, you know—whatever team I’m on, you and the boyfriend get free tickets. You’ll always be on the list.”

Grey headed for the exit, leaving Roan’s head reeling. He’d thrown so much at him in so little time. It was feasible that Michael, ruin of a man that he was, finally couldn’t take it anymore and had killed himself. It was equally likely Grey had killed him. He was a big man, and he honestly could have forced Michael to hold a gun to his head and pull the trigger. Michael was so broken, and Grey was so forceful, he could have easily made him do anything. He could have even berated him into suicide, shoved pictures of Jamie into his face until he snapped from the guilt. Absolutely anything was possible. And the worst part? Roan didn’t want to know the truth. He was content to leave it here, as long as nothing happened to Sean before sentencing. “Walk away, Grey,” he said.

Grey glanced at him over his shoulder. “That’s exactly what I’m doin’,” he replied, still smiling, and winked as he tucked in his loose earbud and walked out the door.

Well, whatever team ended up with Grey, they were going to get a guardian off the ice as well as on. He honestly hoped that they were ready for it.

For a time afterward, Roan sat in his car, trying to figure out what to do. Not about the case; the case was closed. He was wondering what to do with himself. Once the Vicodin kicked in, he kind of didn’t care.

It was funny, the dichotomy of his day. Dropkick telling him to hide his lion tendencies and now Grey telling him to show them off. One a friend of his for quite a few years, the other a client who just might have calmly killed someone before showing up to spar with him. It was obvious whom he should listen to, but did he want to?

He shoved it aside and went to Holden’s place to pick up his iPod and get him some clothes. He looked in his bedroom closet for a bag, finding a backpack, but at the same time he saw Holden’s closet had an obvious division in it: the left half had some clothes in it, pretty much average, everyday clothes, while the more crowded right side held what must have been his hooker gear. Leather, tight T-shirts, spandex shirts even, designer jeans, camouflage clothing, a couple of random whips. (He already knew about it, but it was always a little surprising to see it. Although he was used to Fiona carrying a riding crop in her purse, because in her hands it was a weapon of self-defense.) But how weird was it that Holden kept the closet sides separated like that? There was a huge empty space in the middle, so none of his regular clothes touched his hooker gear. There was Holden’s dichotomy in an obvious, visible form; he kept his Fox identity so different from his Holden identity that he wouldn’t even allow their clothes to touch. How did he keep from going insane or using crack?

Roan then swung by a used bookshop on the way and picked up a couple of paperbacks, mostly for Holden, good stuff he thought he should read, and then went to Dick’s Drive-In and got a couple of monstrously greasy and unhealthful—but oh so good—burgers, one for himself. He ate his in a QFC parking lot before running into the store to pick up a can of papaya nectar imported from Mexico. Hey, Holden wanted papaya juice, and he was going to get it.

Sadly, they all knew him at the hospital. Busy nurses waved him past, at least one doctor (and possibly an intern) said hello to him in the corridor, and no one looked at him twice as he walked into Holden’s room.

Holden must have been doing okay, because even though he was hooked up to at least one IV, he was sitting up, flipping through a magazine he must have gotten from a waiting room. “Can you believe there are people in the world who actually give a shit about Miley Cyrus?” he asked, tossing the magazine onto the floor.

“It’s a fucked-up world,” Roan admitted, slipping off the backpack and gently plopping it on Holden’s lap.

“You got my food, right?”

“Look in there, greedy.”

He unzipped the backpack and found the grease-stained brown bag first, eagerly tearing into it as Roan made sure the curtain separating Holden from his roommate blocked the view of the illegal food. Whoever the roommate was, he must have been on decent drugs, as he was very faintly snoring. “Thank you,” Holden said around a mouth full of burger, cracking open the can of papaya nectar. “I’d marry you if I believed in monogamy.”

Roan found a chair and brought it over and sat there as Holden inhaled his cholesterol bomb in a few big bites. After he was done, wiping the grease off his face and hands with the paper napkins, he gave Roan a funny look. “What?” Roan asked.

“You okay, Roan? You seem… gone.”

He looked down at himself to make sure he hadn’t suddenly become a hologram. “I believe I’m here.”

“You know what I mean. Has something gone wrong with the case?”

He shook his head. “Case is closed. Sean and Switzer killed Jasmine. Switzer will get blamed for it, and Sean will go to jail for assaulting you. It’s done. How are you feeling?”

Holden stared at him for a long moment, as if studying him. Finally he said, “Okay. I’m a little achy, but I’m on heavy-duty painkillers, so it’s all good. What about you?”

He shrugged. “I’m okay.”

“No, I was asking if you were on heavy-duty painkillers too.” Roan gave him an evil look, but Holden was already going through the backpack. “Ah, thanks for the clothes. I can’t wait to get out of here. What’re the books?”

“Ken Bruen and Joseph Hansen. Classics that will probably never make it into any literature class.”

Holden looked at the covers and the backs of the books, frowning in thought. “Mysteries?”

“Yes, but not Agatha Christie. Also, gay people apparently exist, and not just as villains or sissy hairdressers.”

He gasped in mock horror. “No! Those filthy perverts?”

“It takes all kinds.”

“Apparently.” Holden put the books aside, and stared at him in an eerily intense way. “What’s wrong?”

“What makes you think something is wrong?”

“Your thousand-yard stare, for one. I mean, it could be pills, but you usually function amazingly well on pills.”

“Fuck you.”

“Take it as a compliment. Now what’s wrong?”

Roan wasn’t going to tell him, but was he really going to be mad at Holden for accusing him of being on pills? He was on pills! He supposed Holden should get points for being observant. “I think my life is slipping out of control.” Why on Earth did he say that?

Holden gave him a look suggesting he was thinking much the same thing. Then he sighed and scratched his head, making his IV line wiggle. “Wow, I expect that from clients, not from you. Three things spring to mind: One, you’ve finally noticed? Two, you didn’t use the past tense, suggesting some further illumination is necessary. Three, do you want a hit from my IV?”

“Are you done?”

“I think so. No, wait… yeah, I’m done.”

“Good, ’cause I think I have to go to the office. I have things to do.”

“Like what? Slip further out of control?”

“See if I ever tell you anything again.” He got up but was too tired to feign anger. He was a little annoyed, but not angry. Maybe because all Holden’s hits were painfully on target.

“You’ll have to. I’m your assistant investigator.”

“Then you’d best learn pig Latin.”

Holden shook his head and gave him a strangely weary, affectionate look he was more accustomed to seeing from Dylan. “Thanks for the stuff. And maybe you need to take a break, step back, and decide what you want in life.”

“What I want? That’s easy. To pay my bills on time.”

A nurse showed up then, and Holden hid the burger wrappers as Roan kept her momentarily distracted by asking what the time was. He was shooed out, but Holden had successfully stowed away the evidence.

Even though he’d told Fiona to take the day off, Roan went back to the office and cleaned up some paperwork, as well as running a background check he’d put off, along with a skip trace. All painfully boring, which might have been why he fell asleep at some point. Presumably, the Vicodin and the adrenaline crash didn’t help either.

He woke up to find it had become night on him. Already? That was quick. He’d also drooled a bit on his desk, but on papers that didn’t matter. He had several messages waiting for him on his cell, but he didn’t bother to check them. He wasn’t ready to face anyone just yet.

Still, he closed up the office and stopped in the first fast-food place along the way (a Jack In The Box) and scarfed down a breakfast burrito and a shake, as he was utterly famished. He hadn't partially transformed during the sparring match—at least not to his knowledge—but his body was behaving like it had. Which was fine, it always kind of did its own thing anyway. He looked out the windows at the traffic driving by, eating in his car so he didn’t have to listen to that fucking pop music everybody pumped everywhere nowadays (he missed the days when stores were quiet—good lord, how old was he?), and wondered what he wanted from life beyond paying bills. He wasn’t sure anymore. Probably not a good thing.

He checked his phone. A couple of messages were from Murphy, and he wasn’t sure he could take her yet; one was from Grey, and again, not ready; the last one was from Dylan, and he listened to it. “Where are you?” he asked, sounding equally worried and annoyed. “I hope you’re okay. I was expecting you back by now. Murphy’s called, she says you’re not answering your cell… she doesn’t sound happy. So if you’re ducking her, I understand, but… oh shit. I’ll see you after work, I hope.”

Dylan was worrying about him again. He hated that. He also hated that Murphy calling in high dudgeon probably made it worse. He called Dylan, but got his message, and checking the time, Roan knew that was because he was at work and away from his phone. So he decided to pay him a visit instead.

Since it was midweek, he found a place close to Panic to park and was mildly surprised to see a few people waiting to get in. Mighty Mouse—the huge bouncer with the tiny voice—saw him and waved him in, bypassing the line, which made the crowd complain. “He’s security,” Mighty Mouse told them, quieting them down.

That was actually an in joke. Since he periodically stopped by Panic to see Dylan, he was now referred to as security by the staff. He wasn’t—certainly no one paid him—but apparently management liked having him around. It suddenly occurred to Roan, as Matteo waved him on inside, letting him skip the cover, that maybe this was what Grey meant by calling him an enforcer. That’s how the people at Panic saw him, as a tough guy who could take care of any problems for them. If things got ugly, they had their own ugly guy to take care of it.

Roan was strangely numb to the electronic music that washed over him, and while neon-hued colors predominantly lit up the club, he could see a couple of queens staring at him and talking to each other. He could lip-read if he wanted to, but he didn’t. They were either saying “That’s the infected freak” or “That’s the infected freak who let that other infected freak get away” (Grant Kim). Either way, he didn’t need to know.

He found an open space at the bar and leaned in, and he was spotted instantly by Rodrigo. He was, as de rigueur for Panic’s bartenders, shirtless, but he was also wearing a leather vest, suggesting he was cold. “Toby!” he shouted. “The cops want to see you!”

Rodrigo was teasing, but since Murphy had probably chewed his ear off earlier, it wouldn’t be appreciated. Dylan looked down the bar, alarmed, but visibly relaxed when he saw it was just Roan. “Thank God,” he said, coming down to Roan’s end of the bar. “I thought something had happened to you.” He leaned over the bar and gave Roan a quick peck on the cheek.

“No, I was just catching up on paperwork, and I turned off my phone so I wouldn’t have an excuse not to do it. I desperately wanted an excuse not to do it.”

“I know, sweetie. You’re okay, right?”

“Hey, if I give you a big tip, can I get a kiss?” a drunk guy a couple of feet away asked.

Roan was about to tell him what he could do with that suggestion when Rodrigo came over and said, “He is not for sale. But I’m negotiable.”

As Rodrigo flirted with the drunk boy, Dylan leaned in and said, “Murphy sounded really pissed at you.”

“Yeah, well, they found Michael Brand dead this afternoon. It looks like suicide, but they think it might be homicide. She thinks I did it.”

“Did you?” he asked and then looked horrified. “Oh shit, no. Ro, I didn’t mean—”

“Yeah, you did, and it’s okay. I killed Switzer, so why wouldn’t I kill Brand? Make it a twofer.”

“You killed somebody?” the guy standing next to him asked. He was a soft-looking man—ten to one he worked on a computer all day, or at the very least behind a desk—and he was giving him a look of wide-eyed horror.

Roan stared at him, dead eyed. “I shot a man in Reno just to watch him die.” He paused briefly. “It was kind of disappointing. Boring, actually.”

Still openly terrified, the man grabbed his beer and retreated deeper into the club, out of sight. “Did he actually believe me?” Roan asked Dylan, slightly mystified.

“It looked like it, didn’t it?”

“It’s Johnny Cash! I don’t even listen to Johnny Cash, and I know it’s Johnny Cash!”

“Hon, sometimes you’re too hip for the room.”

“You think I don’t know when I’m being pat—”

“Holy shit,” a guy shouted, stumbling in the entryway. “There’s a fucking leopard out there!”

“What?” someone shouted.

“I think it’s attacking someone across the street.”

“Roan—” Dylan exclaimed, but Roan was already running for the door.

The guy who reported the cat said, “Dude, don’t—” but Roan ignored him too as he burst out the door. Mighty Mouse was still out front, but the boys had scattered. “What the fuck do I do?” Mouse asked him.

“Get inside,” he said, scanning the street, scenting the wind. There it was, across the street, growling and attempting to burrow under the lid of a closed Dumpster. Was someone hiding in there?

The guy was also wrong. It wasn’t a leopard, it was a panther, but with a dark muddy-brown color that looked faintly reddish in the dim glow of the streetlight. A fellow redhead?

Roan whistled sharply, stepping out into the street. “Pick on someone your own size.”

“Man, what are you doing?” Mighty Mouse squeaked.

“Get inside!” he shouted as the panther charged toward him, snarling.

Roan roared in response, feeling the hair on the back of his neck rise, and the panther did an almost comical stumble midway across the street, not scared but perplexed. It lifted its head, sniffing the air, still snarling, but Roan was growling too as he approached it. Luckily they were working on the neighboring road (a huge sinkhole had opened up during the last torrential downpour), and traffic was sporadic at best.

The panther got over its shock and started to lunge again, but Roan sensed it coming and roared once more with the force akin to a scream, feeling his throat grow raw and bloody as a result. It was loud and angry enough that the cat’s ears swiveled back, its lips skinned over its snaggled ivory teeth. When Roan could talk, he growled, “I’m the alpha here. Get down.”

The cat continued growling at him and stalked forward cautiously. “I said get down,” Roan snarled, his fingers wanting desperately to curl into claws, muscles starting to twitch in his arms and back. His shoulders slumped, his head dropped, and he felt a sharp pain bracketing his jaw as he started tasting blood in his mouth. Roan was dimly aware that there were people watching from Panic, idiots who wanted to gawk at the loose big cat.

He knew the stupid thing was going to jump before it actually did, so he got his arm up and let the panther sink its teeth into his forearm, and Roan, feeling rather out of control of himself, reflexively bit the panther on its shoulder. He stopped as soon as he tasted blood, and as the cat loosened its bite to squall in pain, he snapped his arm and sent the panther flying. It slammed into the facade of the closed antique store across the street and hit it hard enough you could hear the dense, meaty thud over the hiss of tires on asphalt farther down the way.

“Stay down!” Roan roared, the words almost lost in the noise. He could feel the slick warmth of blood running down his arm, but bizarrely, it didn’t hurt, not at the moment. Maybe later, after the adrenaline wore off. He turned his head and spit out blood that was half his and half the panther’s.

The cat wasn’t dead; they were amazingly resilient to damage, a bit more than in their human forms. But it was clearly dazed as it got on its feet, wavering slightly, shaking its head like it had a bee in its ear. It was growling, but it was an automatic response—there was no force behind it at all.

He approached it slowly, still growling, and when he was nearly close enough to reach out and smack it, he snarled, “I’m the alpha. Submit.”

The cat looked up at him with glazed amber eyes, growling weakly, but it seemed to understand that there was no winning this battle. It settled on the sidewalk, resting its head on its paws, its growl dying in its throat. Roan stood over it, still growling, jaw still hurting, the urge to rip out its throat not quite dying. He clenched his hands at his sides and felt the muscles shifting in his fingers. He struggled to keep the change from going any further, and repressing it was almost painful. It nearly hurt worse than his jaw.

The thing had fucking bit him. He should rip it in half.

He heard the noise of an engine and tires, and headlights blindsided his peripheral vision as the vehicle came up, slowly enough to let him know it would stop before it ran him over. He looked away, blinking afterimages from his eyes, and heard a car door open. It was funny, but from the scent of the exhaust he knew it was a cop car. How weird was that? Exhaust really didn’t vary all that much.

“Roan, you got it under control?” a familiar voice asked. It was Seb, which was definitely a good thing for him.

Roan realized he was still growling deep in his throat, and he actually had to remember how to speak. He was sliding down. “Yeah.”

He heard the pneumatic hiss of a drug gun and assumed the panther had been drugged. Would they shoot him next? he wondered.

“What the fuck’s this guy?” a male voice he didn’t recognize asked. It had the hard authority of a cop.

“Stand down. He works for the department,” Seb replied in an equally firm manner. So he had a replacement partner while Gordo was on leave. Guy sounded like a prick. “Roan, you okay?”

Seb had not gotten any closer, and his voice had a soothing quality, like he was trying to keep him from spooking, and he kept using his name, like the cop handbook said in dealing with volatile people. Use their name a lot, try and forge a connection, make them think they know you and can trust you. A brief surge of anger—he could rip Seb in half too, him and that dick partner of his, who was exuding testosterone like a cheap cologne—gave way to a sudden cascade of despair. Oh fuck, what was going on? Why had he even thought that?

“’m fine,” he grumbled, turning completely away, dry washing his face with his hands so no one could see any lingering signs of transformation. But he felt the blood on his chin, and his fingers ached as if they’d all been broken. His arms burned and so, inexplicably, did his back, his heart beating out a staccato rhythm in his chest that seemed to vibrate through his entire body. Only now did he realize he had come closer to a full change than he realized.

He heard a smash—something mostly plastic impacting the asphalt with force—followed closely by, “Hey man, what the fuck—”

“No pictures!” a voice exclaimed angrily, and it took him a second to realize the man who said that was Dylan.

Roan turned to look at the crowd, a hand on his face covering his mouth (and most of the blood, although he could feel a slick of it on his neck, growing cold in the chill night), and he caught Dylan’s eyes. He looked anguished, as if he had seen what Roan had only just realized, his chocolate-brown eyes shiny with unshed tears. Dylan turned away and quickly disappeared back inside Panic, followed by Rodrigo, who must have picked up on his despair, if not precisely the reason for it.

Roan wanted to call after him but didn’t. He didn’t feel he had the right to do so anymore.
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IT TOOK several minutes for Seb to question him about the incident, and someone found a bar towel for him, which he used to clean the blood off his face and then tie around the bite on his arm. Roan still hurt, still felt like he was full of broken glass, and he wanted desperately to get to his car and break into his Percocet stash. He also desperately wanted to go into Panic and find Dylan. He had no idea what he was going to say to him beyond “sorry,” but he felt it was paramount he find him as soon as possible.

It turned out there was a man hiding in the Dumpster, a homeless guy who had been scratched up pretty badly but would undoubtedly survive. He’d lost a lot of blood, but he was so drunk he didn’t seem to notice. That was probably for the best. But at one point, his glazed eyes settled on Roan, and he pointed at him and said to the EMTs, “He’s a werecat. Did’ja know that? Shouldn’t he be locked up or somethin’?” If they answered him, Roan didn’t hear it.

As soon as Seb wrapped the interview up, Roan stopped by his car, gulped the pills, and found himself confronted by staring men on his way back to Panic. “Wow,” one guy said. He had bleached-blond hair and smelled of that so-called “pheromone” cologne that Roan knew was complete bullshit. (He could smell pheromones, and while there were some in the mix, there weren’t enough to make any difference to anyone.) “That was… what did you do? Aren’t you hurt?”

Roan cut through the men without saying anything. Yes, he was hurt, but he didn’t care. And what had he done? He'd nearly turned into a lion, and he'd freaked Dylan out. Why had he freaked Dylan out? He’d seen him half transformed before… right? Oh fuck, he couldn’t even remember anymore. Maybe Dylan was just upset because he thought his head was going to explode from an aneurysm or something. Roan was growing convinced that the longer it didn’t happen, the less likely it was to happen. His body had probably adapted to the new reality, like it adapted to most things. Would Dylan buy that?

Once inside Panic, he found Rodrigo back behind the bar, trying to calm down customers who weren’t really freaked out, just vaguely excited that something violently odd had happened in their vicinity. But he couldn’t see Dylan. “Where is he?” he asked Rodrigo, aware that he would know the “he” he was referring to.

Rodrigo shot him a sympathetic look. “He headed home. Look, what you did out there—”

“Is what I do. There’s only room for one big cat around here.” He headed back out, and the crowd miraculously parted for him. Was this how Moses felt?

Dylan heading home without him—ahead of the end of his shift, in fact—was bad news. He drove home as fast as legally possible, an accident at another intersection holding him up for what seemed an unconscionable amount of time. It didn’t look too bad. It was mainly just broken glass and a ruined fender, so why the fucking holdup? Sometimes it seemed like the world conspired against you.

He arrived home, relieved to find Dylan’s car still in the driveway, but where did he think he would go? The pills were kicking in, and the edges of the pain had dissolved, melted like ice cream in the sun. It was really nice; he could move his fingers without feeling a lightning bolt of pain sizzle down each nerve. His head felt hollow, but the throbbing at the temples had ceased.

Once inside, he found that only the foyer light was on, and the rest of the house was dark save for a sliver of light in the upstairs hallway. “Dylan?” He charged upstairs and opened the door on the bedroom, the only lit room in the house. Dylan was standing at the end of the bed, zipping up a backpack. “Hon, what’re you—”

“I can’t do this anymore,” Dylan said, his voice sounding congested. He wiped his face with his hand before shouldering the bag, but his face was still wet with tears, his eyes red rimmed, beads of saline collecting in the stubble dusting his upper lip. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I’ll come back and get the rest of my stuff eventually, okay? I just can’t do this—”

“Do what?” he exclaimed, astonished. Dylan was walking out on him? “Live with a freak?”

“Fuck you!” Dylan snapped, with so much rage Roan reflexively took a step back. Dylan almost never got angry, so when he did, it was explosive and astonishing in its rawness. “You are not a freak to me, and you have never been a freak. Goddamn it, why don’t you treat yourself with more respect than that? Why do you hate yourself so much?”

“I’m not dumping me, so I don’t think my hate is an issue.”

“I am not—” Dylan paused and seemed to gather his thoughts. He was still crying; he had never actually stopped crying. “I love you, you stupid asshole, and I wish I didn’t. I can’t stand aside while you kill yourself a piece at a time. I can’t. I didn’t want to leave you because you could—I didn’t know what would happen, but I thought I could brazen it out, I thought you’d realize what you were doing or…. God, I’m such a fucking idiot. I thought maybe you’d love me enough not to hurt me like this. But you don’t love me, and—”

“What? Of course I love you. What the hell kind of thing is that to say?”

“You like me, and maybe you’re used to me, but you don’t really love me. And please, no, don’t deny it, okay? I was good with that. I was willing to accept that ’cause that’s how much I loved you. You’re still in love with Paris, and I get that. I know you think the very idea is bullshit, but he was your soul mate, and I accepted that. I just can’t accept that you’d rather die than be with me.”

“This is bullshit!” Maybe it was the drugs—perhaps four Percocets was one too many—but he felt like half this argument was just rushing past him. “I had to stop the fucking panther, Dyl. What would you have me do? Let it maul someone to death, let the cops kill it? I thought—”

“It’s not about that! You’re giving it power—you want it to take over!”

“What?” Now he really was missing a piece of this argument. “What the fuck? You’re not making sense! When I’m around other cats, it—”

“It is you! You are the lion, Roan! It’s a part of you, and you wouldn’t have to fight it so hard if you didn’t unconsciously want it to take over.”

He was feeling a lot of things right now—comfortably numb, upset, sad—but now pissed off was letting its presence be known. “Don’t psychoanalyze me! You have no idea how hard it is to live with this!”

“No, I don’t, and that’s why I let the drugs go! I don’t know the kind of pain you live with, and if it takes it away, fine! Drown yourself in fucking pills, Ro! But I can’t watch you kill yourself anymore!”

“Fuck you! If I wanted to kill myself, I’d shoot myself in the head! Or slice my arms open like you did!” Even as he said it, he winced. Stupid, wrong, low, mean—why had he gone there?

Dylan’s jaw tightened, and there was genuine pain in his eyes. He’d hurt him with that. That was a confidence he'd shared with him, his suicide attempt after the death of Jason, and to use it as a weapon was beyond the pale.

“Jesus, fuck, Dyl, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, you did, and it’s okay. At least it’s out now.” He ran his hand beneath his nose and sniffed. “I have to go now before things get worse.”

“Please, no, Dylan, I—”

“Don’t, just don’t. If you care about me at all, let me go.”

“But—” But what? What was he going to say? He stood aside and let Dylan pass, feeling like utter shit. He was angry, both at himself and at Dylan, but the drugs made it seem oddly abstract. “I love you, goddamn it!” he roared. Not literally; he was too drugged and too tired to manage it. There was no response besides the opening and closing of the door downstairs. Damn it. “Would I put up with this shit if I didn’t?”

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. If he’d set out to deliberately destroy this relationship, he couldn’t have done a better job.

Angrily, he slammed the closet door shut, but that wasn’t satisfying. So he went downstairs and headed for his office, where he landed three or four punches on the heavy bag before snapping the chain and sending it thudding into the wall and collapsing onto the floor. Now he had something to fix. Great. That would keep him occupied for about ten or twenty minutes. “Fuck!” he shouted, feeling his heart beat in his ears. He was an idiot; he was a world-class moron.

Why did both Dylan and Murphy think he wanted to die? Why did they think he was suicidal? He wasn’t! His last overdose wasn’t his fault—some asshole had tried to kill him with animal tranquilizers. Didn’t they remember that? That wasn’t his fucking fault.

And that lion shit—Dylan had no fucking clue what he was talking about. The lion was… well, it wasn’t a thing, really, it was an impulse, an urge, an irresistible urge. He fought it, and it wasn’t as easy as he seemed to imply—he couldn’t make it roll over and play dead. How stupid was he? For a man who had taken years of college, he could seem totally clueless.

He was exhausted, his adrenaline was almost gone, and the drugs were really weighing him down. His stomach was growling, twisting itself in knots, so he had a piece of toast and wondered where Dylan had gone. To D’Andra’s? Probably. She was perfect, mainly because, as far as Roan could tell, she had never liked him. Maybe she was a rather militant lesbian, but she seemed oddly proprietary of Dylan. Possibly because they were both artists, although D’Andra’s art wasn’t painting but sculpture and performance pieces. Dylan at least had talent—Roan was more than half convinced D’Andra was being awful on purpose as a sort of “fuck you” to the art world. And really he respected her for that.

He lay down on the couch and turned on the TV, making himself stare at it, but for some reason nothing was getting through. He saw images but couldn’t connect them; they might as well have been flashing lights. Sound and fury, signifying nothing. He remembered he had phone calls to return, and as if on cue his cell hummed, but as soon as he saw it was Murphy calling, he turned it off. She’d probably just heard about the panther thing, or finally had a piece of evidence that pointed toward Michael’s death being murder, and he was just not in the mood right now. He couldn’t deal with it.

Roan had no idea when he fell asleep. The drugs were so heavy in his system, weighing him down like his blood was liquid iron, that there seemed to be no segue between consciousness and sleep. It was actually kind of nice, at least until he found himself sitting on the back porch, on a deck that didn’t actually exist in real life, watching the sun filter through the interlaced web of the trees. Sitting beside him was Paris, of course, drinking a beer and waiting for things to happen.

“I’ve really fucked this up, haven’t I?” he asked, although he knew he was just talking to himself.

“It is a minor talent of yours,” Par admitted, giving him a smartass grin.

Well, that was certainly true. Roan had a beer bottle in his hand, but it seemed to be empty. What a bastard. “Maybe this is for the best. I was no good for Dylan anyways. He could do better.”

“Of course he could. But he wanted you, you stupid fuck.” Paris cuffed him on the back of the head, a small slap that could have been more forceful but was just firm enough to get its point across.

“Hey!”

“And he’s right, you know. He and Murphy don’t agree on a lot, so the fact that they agree on you being a reckless and stupid asshole seems to indicate that you are being a reckless and stupid bastard.”

Roan gave him a dirty look. “Aren’t you supposed to be my soul mate?”

Par gave him a look that he knew all too well, one that made him feel a twinge in his gut even in this dream world. It was the look of a kindly old mentor about to kick your ass and honestly sorry he has to do it. “You’re so depressed you’ve come out the other side of it, Ro. You know you could die at any second, so you push it. All your life, that’s what you’ve done. Someone says you can’t do something, you go out and do it, and go spin doughnuts on their lawn, giving them the middle finger and insulting their mothers. That’s the beauty and the terrible pain of you: you’re a contrary bastard.”

“Yeah, well….” He didn’t know what to say. There was nothing he could argue with here.

“You say you don’t want to end up a sideshow attraction, a freak show, but you go out of your way to use these abilities where they will get a lot of attention. Subtlety has never been your strong suit.”

“It’s who I am. It’s what I am. Ask me to not be gay while you’re at it, or a redhead. I’m a freak. World might as well get used to it.”

“I agree. But are you ready for what will happen? The media attention, the medical attention?”

Par actually seemed to be expecting an answer. “Well, no….”

“Are you ready to die half transformed?”

“No, but that’s not gonna happen.”

“Oh really? Why not?”

He shrugged and then suddenly realized he wanted badly to wake up. “I’ve adapted. It can’t kill me. It won’t.”

“Really? Then go all the way. If you won’t get any more aneurysms, go for a full change. What’s holding you back?”

“Stop it.”

“You’re not a coward, Ro. Hell, you go out and pick fights, that’s how not a coward you are. So why don’t—”

“Just shut up, all right?” he snapped angrily. He would have felt terrible if this was really Paris, but it wasn’t. He knew he was talking to himself, that the mean bastard taunting him could never be Par, but it could be him. Yes, he was contrary, but he could also be fucking vindictive.

“You want Dylan back? You tell him the truth, and you get help.”

“There’s no help for me.”

“You’ve never tried, so you don’t know. Try before you give up. Or are you actually a coward, Ro? Is that your dirty little secret?”

The ringing of the phone woke him up, shattered his reverie, and he was honestly grateful. His subconscious was a bitch.

He didn’t answer the phone; he just let it go to machine, and it was Murphy, like he suspected. (It was either her or Dee—there was no way Dylan would be calling him so soon.) He listened to her talk and felt water on his face. Was he crying? Yes, he was, but he hadn’t been aware of it. The drugs still had a velvet stranglehold on him, but he wasn’t sure he could totally blame them.

Apparently the Brand case was being shut. They’d found nothing that indicated foul play, and since he’d killed himself with his service revolver and left a note on his computer, it looked pretty legit. She still didn’t trust it—she said it looked like there might have been another person in the house—but there was no way to make a timeline for that. He wondered idly if she’d found the bottle of booze he took out of the back cupboard. It was unlikely Michael had cleaned up. She wasn’t happy—was she ever?—but it was done, unless he wanted to tell her something. He didn’t, so the case was closed.

Maybe Grey was telling the truth—maybe he had gone back to bed and never paid Brand a visit. Would he ever know for sure? Truth be told, he was fine not knowing. Michael had been dead in every way save physically. Poor bastard. That was where Hamlet syndrome killed you—you couldn’t live with things as they were, but you couldn’t make yourself change them either. Indecision as mental illness and self-destruction.

Roan must have fallen back to sleep, or just slipped into some drug-infused fugue state, as the next time he found himself staring at the curtains that were closed over the glass patio door, there was weak sunlight behind them, making them faintly glow. He still felt tired and empty, but now that the drugs had mostly worn off, his joints ached ever so slightly, like he was getting over the flu. His stomach rumbled to let him know toast had been nowhere near enough last night.

He went upstairs and took a long bath, letting the warm water relax his muscles and take out the residual aches. His face was itchy, and he noticed he’d gotten a two days’ growth of beard overnight. He was too tired to shave, so he didn’t. He almost didn’t bother to get dressed, except he was cold, so he put on sweatpants before going downstairs. He threw a frozen dinner in the microwave and nuked it, not looking at what it was and not caring. After it was done, he still wasn’t sure what it was, and again, didn’t care. Eating it didn’t provide further illumination.

So he was supposed to tell Dylan the truth? The truth about what? He knew he was a freak; they had covered that part. So what was there to say?

There was a knock on the door, and he wasn’t going to answer it, but Dee shouted, “I know you’re in there!”

So, fuck, word was getting around.

He got up and let Dee in, not surprised he was in his paramedic gear. “Dylan called me and told me he might need me to pick up some stuff for him. So he’s left you? What did you do?”

He glared at him but stalked back to the sofa, not even in the mood to argue with him. “Didn’t you hear what went on last night?”

“The cat outside Panic? Yeah, I heard. That’s it? Gotta be more than that.”

“He seems to think I hate myself and I want to die. Or I want the lion to take over full time, or some shit like that.”

“And you’re saying that’s not true?”

He gave Dee a scathing look that he knew would do no good, as it never did any good with Dee. “No, it’s not. Just get his stuff and go. What stuff does he want?”

Dee came and stood in front of him in the living room, hands on his hips. “No, you’re fucking not.”

“Not what?”

“You are not giving up.”

“I can if I want.” What was he doing? He didn’t even know. It was all reflex.

Dee glared down at him, imperious and angry. “He’s right, isn’t he? You want to die. Dylan leaving is the final excuse you need.”

“Fuck you.” He couldn’t even work up enough energy to make it sound angry. It was anemic and could have been anything. It didn’t even sound like an insult.

Dee gave him a curious look, one only an ex could possibly give you, and sat down on the sofa beside him. He put his hand on Roan’s leg in a comforting, friendly manner and asked in his most consoling EMT voice, “What’s wrong?”

A good question. He didn’t know. But he found himself admitting, “I’m so tired,” and for reasons unknown to him, he burst into tears. Stupid fucking asshole—why was he crying?

Dee pulled him into a hug and let him cry into his shoulder, and in that moment, Roan really did want to die. 
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ROAN TRIED to stop crying because it was fucking humiliating enough without bringing the whole “ex” thing, but on the bright side, he couldn’t actually humiliate himself further in front of Dee. Been there, done that, posted it on his blog.

As it was, he couldn’t actually stop crying, so Dee eventually asked if he wanted a sedative. Roan heartily agreed, and after Dee came back from his car and gave him the shot, he asked, “Why have you never offered me a sedative before?”

“’Cause I knew if I did, you’d expect one all the time,” Dee told him, wiping the injection site down with an alcohol-soaked cotton swab. He then looked at Roan’s forearm and frowned at it. “Is this where you were bit?”

Whatever Dee gave him, it was working already. His heart started racing in his chest, the preamble to its slowing down, to all his systems gliding into a lower gear. Roan actually had to look at his arm to remember. “Uh, yeah.”

Dee lifted his arm and looked at it up close, as if trying to see each individual pore. “The report said your arm was bleeding, but you refused treatment at the scene.”

“Yeah.”

“So why aren’t there puncture wounds?”

“Magic?”

Dee gave him a light backhand slap across the chest. “Don’t smartass me. This is, what you call it, forcing a change? You forced a change and healed it.”

“No.” Actually, now that he thought about it, he never did that. So when did it happen? “I got mad, after Dylan left.”

“And?”

“I probably did a partial change without realizing it at the time. That can happen when I get pissed off.”

He gave him a skeptical look. “So you’re the Hulk now?”

“No! I’ve never owned a pair of purple pants in my life.”

Dee’s glare was ceaseless. “I’m gonna beat the shit out of you. I swear to God I’m gonna knock you out and beat the shit out of you. I’m gonna put you in a body cast.”

“Where’s your sense of humor?” Roan belatedly realized he’d stopped crying. He wasn’t sure it was the drugs more than the distraction.

“You’ve driven away the sweetest hot guy currently on the planet, and you are making smartass jokes. Jokes that aren’t even that funny. You should be figuring out how to get him back.”

“I shouldn’t.” At Dee’s disbelieving look, he explained. “You’re right, he is sweet, and hot, and he deserves so much better than me. I’ve brought nothing but pain into his life. He deserves to have some fun, meet another nice hot guy and have hot Buddhist sex, not be weighed down with a diseased old freak like me.”

“I agree. But he seems to like you, proving he’s crazy and has a thing for hot old guys who are nothing but trouble.”

“You think I’m a hot old guy? Hey, is that an insult or a compliment?”

“A little of both.”

“Ah. Well, fuck you. Kinda.”

Dee put his hand on his forehead—which was a mild relief, as he thought for a moment he was going to slap him—and asked, “You all right? You’re flushed.”

He shrugged. “Happens with drugs sometimes. It’s my Irish blood.”

“I thought you were Scottish.”

“Mostly Scottish, but some Irish, and probably some alley cat as well.”

“That explains a lot.”

“That it does.”

“So, are you going to clean yourself up and go throw yourself on Dylan’s mercy?”

He actually thought cutting Dylan loose was the kinder thing. Did he miss him? Hell yes, he did. He wished he was here right now. But that was selfish of him, wasn’t it? But what was a relationship besides a compact of mutual selfishness? Or was he so incredibly wrong it wasn’t even funny? “He’s at D’Andra’s?”

“Of course he is. She’s a scary person who will rip your head off if you bother her Dylan.”

“So you’re scared of her too?”

“Yes, but I can drug her, so it’s limited.”

“Your answer is always drugs, isn’t it?”

Dee glared at such an obvious invitation, and opened his mouth to say something mean, but Roan was saved by his beeper going off. Dee checked it and cursed. “Gonna kick your ass later,” he promised, standing up. “This isn’t over.”

“Is it ever?”

Dee didn’t answer that, just gave him a knowing, dark sort of look on his way out the door. It said “You’re an asshole” without actually saying the words. They were never really necessary.

Roan lay on the couch for a while, trying to determine his next move, wondering why it was always so easy to just crawl in a hole and never come out. He would really love to never do anything, just sit here and rot. It was honestly what he deserved.

He had things to do. He had laundry, and probably shopping, and a buttload of apologies to make. What could he possibly say to Dylan to make it better? “Sorry I want to die.” That didn’t sound like it would make it better.

He decided to call Doctor Rosenberg’s office. He thought he’d leave a message, but she picked up the phone. Didn’t that always figure? He took a deep breath, bracing himself, glad for the heavy-duty medication, and told her what he knew about himself: that he could change whenever he wanted, that he could alter his own muscle density, that he could half change, make his eyes turn and his teeth come out, his jaw distend, that sometimes when he was angry or upset it could occur of its own accord, that his vocal chords could change shape and become inhuman, that triggering a change could heal minor injuries, that when his adrenaline got pumping his reflexes could go off the charts. She just listened, occasionally making a soothing noise to let him know she was still there. When he stopped, she finally said, “I know.”

He had expected a lot of potential responses. That wasn’t on the list. “What?”

“You think I’ve never seen YouTube? I’m old, I’m not dead.”

“You got all that from videos?”

“No. Some from past tests, some from general assumptions on my part. The virus is in your DNA, Roan, and not as an invader but as a cohabitant. You are one strange fellow.”

“Isn’t that an understatement?”

“A bit. But don’t take that as bad. You’re remarkable. A once-in-a-lifetime biological event.” She paused to take a drag off her cigarette. “Wait, what’s the world population again—six billion or some such number? Okay, you’re technically a three or four in a lifetime event, but most infecteds don’t live that long.”

“Which is a bit of the problem I’m having now.”

“Hmm? You think you’re dying?”

“I’m wondering why I’m not. I should be dead. I’m almost forty.”

She clicked her tongue impatiently. “Jesus Christ, only you could find the dark streak in a silver lining. So you could die any second. So what? Who isn’t always at risk of death? You get up in the morning, you could slip in the shower and die. You could step out and get hit by a bus. You could get E. coli from your burger or MRSA from the gym. You could get flesh-eating bacteria after getting a paper cut. Some meshuggenah could go postal while you’re in line to buy stamps. So fucking what? Live while you can. Don’t worry about what could be—live in the now, you stupid schmuck.”

That made him smile. “Is that what you do?”

“Of course I do. Why do you think I’m still sucking on these cancer sticks?”

“I thought it was nicotine addiction.”

“Well, that too. But it sounds better if I make it seem like a choice.”

“Do you think you can give that death speech to Dylan?”

“Man up and talk to your own damn boyfriend.”

Fair enough. Doctor Rosenberg also gave him the name and number of a therapist she thought he might want to talk to. Yes, he was technically alone among infecteds, but she thought talking to someone about his unique predicament would be good for him, and besides, with doctor-patient confidentiality, there was no way she could share the information about him with anyone. He didn’t like therapists and she knew it, but she reminded him he was a miserable, depressed bastard and probably needed to talk to someone. It was another fair point.

He had just about convinced himself to get off his ass and do something when there was a knock at the door. Had Dee finished already and come back to administer the ass beating? He was tempted not to answer the door, but it spurred him off the couch, so he did. He was deeply surprised to find that it was starting to sprinkle, the sun occluded by temporary clouds, and that it was Scott at his front door in a pair of jeans, a Flyers logo T-shirt, and a worn-looking brown leather jacket. He looked as casually, shockingly handsome as he had in only underwear and bedhead hair. “Hey,” he said casually.

“Hey,” Roan said, only realizing he was still shirtless when Scott’s eyes glided over his tattoos again. “What are you doing here?”

“Grey thinks you’re mad at him,” he said matter-of-factly and pulled a piece of paper out of his front pocket. “So he sent me over with a check.”

“What? Oh, fuck.” Grey had left about six messages that he hadn’t listened to yet. He wasn’t honestly sure if he was mad at him or not—more disappointed, really. “Um, come in.” As he waved him in and held the door open, he still took the check. Hey, who didn’t need the money? In the day of all-over cameras, intrusive software, and economic free fall, people weren’t so eager to hire private detectives anymore. He needed to get the money where he could.

“Why does he think I’m mad at him?” Roan asked, wondering if Scott would honestly tell him.

He shrugged and looked around the living room as Roan closed the door. “He wouldn’t say. But I know him and figured he was rude without realizing it.”

“He wasn’t. I just felt he might have been disingenuous about his reasons for hiring me.” He opened the check and glanced at the sum. Yeah, that would cover his fee and expenses.

Scott gave him a curious look. Roan could now see he had a faint, ghostly scar just under his left eye. You could only see it in a certain light and when you were close up to him. He should have figured that you couldn’t play hockey for so long without getting visibly injured. But the ghost scar just made him look hotter, the bastard. “What d’ya mean?”

He shook his head dismissively. “I’ll leave that to Grey. He can tell you or not.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “Client confidentiality?”

“Something like that.” Roan tossed the check on his kitchenette counter and wondered if he should ask. It didn’t matter; he should really just leave it, but he asked anyway. “Did Grey go back to bed after I left?”

Scott shrugged again, and from the brief grimace, must have found the question odd. “I got no idea. I went back to bed, remember? I slept until after noon, and when I got up he was gone.” He was so casual about it, it most likely wasn’t a lie. “Oh, speaking of which, he’s talking to the coach about hiring you to teach the youngsters some fighting techniques.”

“I don’t know any techniques that could be applied to hockey fights.”

“Doesn’t really matter. He said he thought you were anticipating his moves before he made them. That’s always useful.”

Roan leaned against the kitchenette counter and sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s flattering, but I can’t teach anyone anything. If I did anticipate anything, it was due to being infected.”

That made Scott scratch his head and look adorably befuddled. “Uh, how?”

“Catlike reflexes. As my adrenaline levels rise, my senses heighten.”

Scott gave him a brief smirk that quickly collapsed as he realized Roan wasn’t joking. “You’re not kidding.” Not a question.

“Nope.”

“Umm… huh. I didn’t think infected people reacted like that. I mean—”

“They don’t. I’m abnormal.”

“Why?”

What an excellent question. “I don’t know. I was a virus child whose DNA didn’t react badly to the virus’s incorporation.”

“That’s it?”

Roan was forced to shrug. “They don’t know why I am the way I am. Maybe I was exposed to gamma radiation or hummus in the womb, and that made all the difference. My parents aren’t around to ask.”

Scott blinked, as if he’d said this angrily. He hadn’t, but it seemed to strike him that way. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay. I don’t care. It’s hard to miss people you’ve never met.”

Scott nodded but looked a bit uncomfortable. “Whoa. Grey’s right, you’re pretty hard core.”

Because he didn’t have any feelings for his parents? If Scott only knew the whole story, about how a succession of shitty foster homes had taught him parents were severely overrated, as were heterosexuality and marriage (“sacred” his rosy red ass). “He thinks that only because I kicked his ass.”

“Well, that helps.”

“Why did that impress him so much? If it happened on the ice, he would have found a way to leave me as a puddle of blood and teeth.”

“Yeah, but that never happens—no one kicks Grey’s ass. He’s not only big, but he’s a decent boxer. I kind of wished I had been there to see it.”

“The coach probably should have filmed it.”

That made him smile. “Yeah. Actually, the whole team would have loved to watch. Could’ve made a night of it.”

“Agree to buy me dinner, and I’ll reenact it live. Assuming Grey is willing.”

Scott was still smiling, in a sort of mischievous way that made him look about seventeen. He seemed like a nice, slightly milquetoast Canadian guy, a good team captain, but Roan was willing to bet that secretly this guy was hell on wheels. Or skates, as the case might be. “I’m sure he would be. He’s very competitive.”

“That makes sense, being a sports guy and all.”

Scott glanced upstairs, nodding his head in that direction before approaching him. “Boyfriend here?”

That momentarily threw him. “Um, no, not at the moment.”

“Too bad. I was gonna ask him about that tattoo.”

“Oh, right.”

“I was thinking of getting something like a phoenix, but is that too common?”

“Depends on the design.”

Scott was close enough to touch his tiger tattoo again, which he stroked softly with his thumb. “I’m not sure where to get it, though. How much does it hurt to get one on your chest?”

Roan shrugged, and couldn’t help but notice that Scott was way too close. He wasn’t just invading his space; he was close enough to walk right through him. “Not that much,” Roan told him, wondering if this meant what he thought it did. “No matter where you get it, a tattoo is gonna hurt.”

“I’m a hockey player. I can take a little pain,” he admitted, then confirmed what Roan suspected: Scott kissed him. Not just a peck on the cheek, but a full-on, sloppy, wet kiss.

Okay—he had found the gay player on the team. He now owed Dylan an apology and twenty bucks. 
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Daredevil



ROAN KNEW he should have pushed Scott away immediately, but he didn’t. In his defense, Scott was a great kisser, and when Roan grabbed the back of his head, he discovered his hair was silky soft. It was actually kind of nice.

But Roan only allowed one kiss—well, Scott kissed him and he kissed him back; as far as he was concerned, it was one kiss total—before he reluctantly pushed him away. “Okay, that answers that,” Roan said, keeping Scott at arm’s length. “You’re a deliberate cocktease.”

Scott looked amused at the accusation. “Excuse me?”

“That morning when I dropped by—that was an act. You were putting on a show.”

“No, I’d just woken up. Although I have to admit your chest was better than caffeine.” Scott let his fingers trail down Roan’s torso, stopping only at the waistband of his sweatpants. Barely. He could feel the heat of his palm through the fabric.

“Does Grey know you’re gay?”

Scott chuckled faintly as Roan picked up Scott’s hand and moved it away from his groin. “I’m not gay. I just like variety.”

He rolled his eyes in exasperation. “God, save me from hot bisexuals.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“My husband was one. He was also a Canadian as well. Is being bi a Canadian thing I’m unaware of?”

“Judging from my high school experiences, I’m gonna say no.”

Kind of what he thought, but he had to be sure. “Does Grey know about your love of variety then?”

Scott seemed to get the idea that there was going to be no more making out right now and took a step back, crossing his arms over his chest and cocking a hip in a way that suggested he wasn’t sure whether or not to kill him or kiss him. “I dunno. We’ve never talked about it.”

“What about the team?”

“What about them? Look, I know some guys aren’t gonna be comfortable changing out or showering around me if they know I like guys too, so it’s not somethin’ I’m gonna say around just anyone. I mean, I like my women exotic and I like my guys older, but I wouldn’t count on them to believe me.”

“Older,” Roan repeated, feeling his ego deflate ever so slightly. “You’re a silver queen?”

Scott just stared at him. “I have no idea what that means.”

“You chase old guys.”

“I don’t chase. I don’t have to chase.” He grinned at this admission. “And I don’t go after guys in old-age homes. I just like guys older than me… thirty-ish, forty-ish. Guys who know what they want, who aren’t interested in game playing. And, um, I didn’t mean hockey.”

“Yeah, I know what you meant.” Roan rubbed his eyes and tried to figure out how he felt about this. Basically, by not telling anyone he was bi, he was remaining in the closet. But then again, he did play a macho sport, among macho guys, and it might hamper his career if word got out that he was a fag (even just a half fag). Yes, the sport probably had some gay boys in its ranks it didn’t even know about, and someone needed to be the first one out, but no one said it had to be Scott. Oy, this was difficult. Yes, he’d been out all his life, but he couldn’t say it didn’t bring him a whole ton of shit that he wouldn’t have gotten if he had just pretended to be straight. It wasn’t up to him to make life judgments for other people.

“You think I’m a closet case.”

“I didn’t say that.”

Scott met his gaze, and it was merciless. “You’re thinking it.”

“No.”

His clear blue eyes narrowed, and they had the frostiness that many an opponent must have seen from time to time on the ice. It was wonderfully nasty; it gave him a minor chill. Scott would only last three seconds in a fight against him, but it would be a bloody, hard three seconds. “You think you’re the only one who can spot a liar?”

Roan threw up his hands in surrender. “I’m not lying. I’m not going to make that decision for you. You don’t want to spread it around, I get it, I know why. It’s not a decision I would make for me, but I’m an asshole who doesn’t give a flying fuck what people think of me. Obviously. And I have no career to speak of, since I pissed it away a long time ago. So you’re making the right decision, if I’m anything to go by.” He turned away and retreated behind the kitchenette, glad he had somewhere to hide, and glad he was so sedated that he probably couldn’t get a hard-on right now without help from a hydraulic lift. Although Scott was just the kind of guy who might be able to get through the drugs.

Scott frowned at him, seemingly aware of his cowardly escape, but his softened expression seemed to suggest he forgave him for it. “Were you just putting yourself down there? Fuck, man, how brave are you? You’re the bravest guy I’ve ever met.”

“How do you figure?”

“’Cause, like you just said, you don’t give a shit—you’re you, and if people don’t like it, they can fuck off. And I’m not only talking about the gay thing. I mean, you’re infected.”

“Thanks for the news flash.”

Scott gave him an evil scowl for that, and Roan had to admit to himself he deserved it. “There are a whole bunch of people who still think if an infected brushes up against them in the elevator, they’ll get it. People freak out, and most infected people, unless they’re one of those church people or something, stay quiet about it. You don’t hide, and that’s pretty cool.”

Roan just shrugged. It wasn’t cool; it was who he was, but he knew what Scott meant. Infecteds were the modern-day lepers—you admitted it at your own peril. He already felt like a leper—being orphaned, unwanted, stranded in the foster care system, a medical oddity, and gay—why the fuck did one more thing matter? After a certain point, it didn’t matter that the sinking ship had leaky faucets and a shitty buffet.

He dry washed his face, and wondered if that was the point where he went from being odd to being totally fucked up. Did it even matter? When he looked back at Scott, he was giving him a lopsided, sad smile. “So I guess you don’t wanna fuck me, huh?”

“Of course I want to fuck you. Straight guys would want to fuck you. But my boyfriend’s already fed up with me; this would be the final nail in the coffin.”

“He wouldn’t hafta know.”

“I would know. That’s enough.”

Scott shrugged, grimacing slightly. He didn’t like it, but he had to live with it. “You know where to find me in case you change your mind. Although make it quick. It looks like Tank and I are going to be moved to the Bruins’ farm team soon.”

“Hey, the Bruins. Congrats.”

He shrugged again, but this time there was a kind of assumed nonchalance about it, like he was trying very hard to be cool when in fact he was very tense about it. “It’s not the big leagues yet. But it’s close.”

“Say hi to Tank for me, that crazy bastard.”

Scott’s grin was genuine and very sweet. “I know. He’s… something else. Even if he sucks, he’s gonna be a star in the NHL. He’s too much of a character not to be. I wish I was that interesting.”

“Are you kidding me? Out bi hockey player? That’s news.”

“That might be a little too interesting.”

“Never know ’til you try.”

Scott gave him a sad smile and headed for the door. Maybe he wasn’t ready now, but maybe, in a year or two, he would be ready. Roan had no idea, but he was hoping that maybe, in another year or two, it wouldn’t even matter anymore.

Deciding it was about fucking time to get moving, Roan went upstairs and got dressed, then grabbed his helmet, got the bike out of the garage, and headed for D’Andra’s apartment. He was kind of hoping she wasn’t there, but didn’t count on it.

It was a good thing, as she answered the door. Her head was still shaved, and she’d gotten another facial piercing in her chin. Good lord, how did you get that without surgery? Nail gun?

They argued a bit, mainly because he wanted to talk to Dylan and she insisted Dylan didn’t want to talk to him, but she wouldn’t let him talk to Dylan to confirm this. It was a silly, pointless argument that went on much longer than it should have and probably entertained the neighbors with its childishness.

Finally, Dylan came out, looking sleep disheveled, and exclaimed, “D’Andra, would you just shut the hell up and let him in before someone calls the cops?”

She looked like she wanted to argue with him but let it go. It helped that D’Andra apparently had an appointment at a gallery or some such, although Dylan had to encourage her to leave. (Really, she got work? She had an artwork of her own design tucked in the corner of her living room—it was a papier-mâché papaya, as large as an end table, split open and painted in orange and red glitter with tiny penises cut out from skin mags scattered about the inside and a mannequin’s head at the base with knitting needles sticking out of its green painted scalp. Dylan told him it was titled “Domino Effect.” What the fuck? Seriously, Roan wanted to take a baseball bat to it and light it on fire, and he had no idea why.) When she did finally go, she gave Roan a look so dirty he felt frostbitten.

But as soon as that front door closed, an awkward silence descended, and Roan wondered if he’d made a mistake. He had been so gung ho after having Scott hit on him, but now he wondered if he was just shifting guilt around.

He’d obviously woken Dylan up. He was wearing gray sweatpants that sat low on his hips and an oversized yellow T-shirt with a bottle of ketchup on the front. (Why? Who knew?) He scratched his head and rubbed his eyes in that way he did when he’d just gotten up. Sometimes he also scratched the back of his right shoulder, which he was doing now. There was a tiny scar on that shoulder, hard to see, but it was the only remaining sign of the car crash that had killed Jason. The fact that Dylan almost always scratched it was unconscious and probably very telling from a psychological point of view. As was Roan keeping a couple of Paris’s old shirts in the back of his closet, unwashed, just so he could occasionally smell his scent. They had ghosts between them, and maybe that was the ultimate problem.

“I need to say this in one go,” Roan told him. “Don’t interrupt, just listen. You know how I hate talking about my feelings, and this is going to be hard enough as it is.”

“Roan—”

He held up a hand to silence him, and then just launched into it, looking at Dylan’s throat, his stubble-riddled cheek, his forehead, pretty much everywhere but directly at his eyes. Not because he was lying, but because he was sure he’d freeze if he saw a reaction he couldn’t deal with. “Let me just get this out of the way first. I love you, you stupid bastard. I’m sorry you don’t think I do. I’m sure that’s my fault. Do I still love Paris? Yes, and I always will. That’s not going to change, but you know that. Just like I know you still love Jason too. Now, the other thing.” He took a deep breath, then plowed on. “Am I depressed? Yes. Have I been acting recklessly and stupidly lately? Yes. The fact that I’m asking myself questions confirms that. But I’m not suicidal. I’ve talked with Doctor Rosenberg, I’ve agreed to see if seeing someone regularly will do me any good at all, but you knew when you met me I am stupid, Dyl. You can’t be shocked now.”

“Ro—”

“Let me finish.” Now Roan looked him in the eye, because this was the part where he would stand or fall, and he had to know the answer before Dylan gave him one. “I fight. It’s what I do. I wish I could take my final years off and sit on a porch with my feet up, watching the sun go down, but I’m not that kind of person. I’ve always lived by the sword, and I’m gonna die by it. We all know an aneurysm could kill me at any time. It could kill me in my sleep. Yes, physical stress can set one off early, but if that blood vessel is going to pop, it will pop. Being propped up on a sofa and watching TV won’t stop it. I have a time bomb in my brain that could go off at any moment, no matter what I’m doing or where I am. I’m taking the meds, I’m doing what I can to stave it off, but we know it’s not a cure. There is no cure. I’m the oldest living virus child in recorded history, and in nearly forty years there hasn’t been a cure. There probably won’t be in my lifetime, no matter how long or short it is. I want to spend time with you, Dylan. You can have as many of my last hours as I can give you, but don’t ask me to stop. Don’t ask me to be something I’m not. I love you, but I’m not going to be treated like I’m fragile, and I’m not gonna act like I am. If you can’t live with that, I understand. But don’t tell me I wanna die when all I’m doing is living my life.”

This was all so very hard. Yes, he got it out, he said what he wanted to say, but tears were starting to spill from Dylan’s warm brown eyes and a lump was forming in Roan’s throat. He hated it when Dylan cried. It made him want to go to him and hold him, lie and say it was all right when they knew that it wasn’t. He was a dead man walking, and wishing he wasn’t wouldn’t change one fucking thing.

“You still have your key, so if you wanna come home, you can, any time. If you’d rather just get the rest of your stuff and move on, you can do that too. Just think about it. I love you regardless, but I’m not going to live a lie. I just don’t have enough time left to compromise.” He turned away, because he didn’t want Dylan to see him getting teary eyed; it would seem weak. He quickly left, mainly so Dylan didn’t make a rash, knee-jerk decision he would regret later.

So he’d either torpedoed this relationship or he hadn’t. He wondered when he’d know for sure if he’d fucked things up permanently or managed to save the sinking ship. 
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ROAN HAD to take his mind off things as depressing and all consuming as a relationship, so he stopped by a deli and picked up sandwiches before dropping by the hospital to visit Holden.

Holden seemed to appreciate both the sandwiches and the company. They discussed the Bruen book for a while (Calibre—a fast read, but really enjoyable), and then Holden asked for a lift tomorrow, as he was getting kicked out of the hospital then. He had the state’s health insurance, which wasn’t very good but was marginally better than nothing. And Roan found it amusing that Holden actually thought far enough ahead that he got himself health insurance—he probably listed himself as unemployed, since listing himself as “prostitute” wouldn’t have gone over well—as he couldn’t imagine many hookers did that. They should have. They probably needed health coverage more than anyone, but it was a general reality that people who needed health care the most didn’t get it. Roan told him he was due for a raise since he broke the case, but Holden pointed out that he didn’t actually break it, just got attacked by the right guy. Roan felt it didn’t matter. He had the presence of mind to get a photo, and you had to reward that kind of quick thinking, especially when it was quick thinking done when you were bleeding out from a stomach wound. Not many people could do that.

He wondered briefly if a relationship with someone like Holden would work any better. He knew Holden liked him—how much was a guess; Roan was sometimes under the impression he had a serious crush on him, but he was afraid that was his ego talking—and Holden would accept him without question. Holden accepted everyone, warts and all, which was why he had so many oddball friends. The negative side of this was he’d have to accept Holden selling himself, as he would expect to be accepted without question as well. No, it couldn’t work; they both had too much control freak in them, and he wasn’t sure he could ever live with a guy selling himself to strangers, even if he did make more money than Roan did.

It wasn’t an office day, but Roan went there and finished up the paperwork he’d fallen asleep on the other day and discovered an odd message on his machine. Not the usual death threat—he erased that without bothering to listen to it beyond the “you faggot” part—but one from a potential client who refused to leave his name. He just said he’d stop by tomorrow, as he wasn’t comfortable leaving this on a machine. Leaving what? His name? That was weird but not unprecedented, especially not with the paranoid. It made Roan wonder exactly who would show up tomorrow, and if he’d have a gun. He called Fi and left a message on her machine, letting her know they’d be open tomorrow. That way, if the mystery man did turn up to kill him, he’d also have a dominatrix to deal with, and for whatever reason, men who didn’t even know she was a dominatrix seemed immediately cowed when she barked out orders. Maybe it was just attitude, like she claimed.

Roan realized he was being a coward. He was putting off going home, and he had turned off his cell phone. He wanted Dylan to just make up his mind and get it all over with—maybe it wasn’t too late to score a mercy fuck from Scott—but he was afraid of his answer at the same time. Idiotic, schizophrenic, and cowardly. He hoped he got some kind of brownie points for realizing that, but probably not.

He stopped by a bar, a decent bar, one with lights and everything, although it was a bit of a fern bar and made him feel even gayer just being there. Still, at least they served passable microbrews, and the music they played was easy to ignore. He sat at a table near the window and watched people walking by. He saw a lot of people talking on their cells or texting. Some people actually were talking to each other, but he saw no obvious couples. When a waitress—a young, slim blonde who looked like a college student and wore an honestly astonishing amount of makeup—started flirting with him, he figured it was time to go. If she was serious, he felt bad for her; if she was just doing it for a bigger tip, he felt vaguely disgusted. Either way, it wasn’t ideal.

He stopped by the store on the way home, but since he’d taken the bike he got very little, just some apples to replace the ones that had gone soft in the crisper drawer (crisper his ass) and an industrial-sized bottle of Excedrin, as he went through it like some people went through mints. And did it help? Sometimes. But it seemed like nothing next to Percocet.

He came back to a quiet, darkened house, not really surprised but a tad disappointed. He put in another call to Fiona, got her in, and discussed the odd phone call and the possible scenarios that could play out tomorrow. He refused to give her a gun but agreed to wear one, and he said he’d consider her suggestion about calling some of his “hockey friends” to come and loiter in the lobby. It was a good idea, actually: Grey was big enough to scare any ne’er-do-wells on sight, and while Tank’s natural placidity would fool them, as soon as they caught his hawklike, slightly insane gaze, they’d run screaming from the office like their ass was on fire; doubly so if he brought his big-ass hockey stick. It was amusing to think about.

He had a beer and vegged on the couch, attempting to watch television, eating one of the apples he’d bought. He had to admit, organic apples tasted a bit more like actual apples and not just cold, vaguely sweet fruits of uniform texture. That was a nice improvement.

He was insane, wasn’t he? He was insane. He’d lost one of the few guys who would put up with him on a daily basis. That was a small group, growing smaller by the day. And all because he was a stubborn asshole. That’s probably what he needed a cure for, not infection.

He was just getting into the BBC World News when he heard a jingle of keys, and the front door opened. He looked around and saw Dylan coming in through the door. It wasn’t easy to judge if he was here to tell him to go screw himself or was sticking around; he wasn’t carrying anything.

“Hey,” Roan said, trying to be casual. “Wanna apple?”

Dylan fixed him with a slightly disbelieving look, but then he grimaced in a way that was just as good as an eye roll. He was accustomed to Roan and his bullshit. “Not those ones you let rot in the bottom drawer.”

“No, I got new ones. They’re organic, so they should rot sooner.”

“That’s thinking ahead.” Actually, Dylan bought nothing but organic produce, so he was just letting him have the joke. That was a good sign. But there was no sign of happiness as he sighed heavily and put his hands in the pockets of his black leather jacket before approaching the sofa. Roan shut off the set and turned to face him, trying very hard not to start begging.

Dylan sat on the opposite end of the sofa, his shoulders rounded with weariness. “I’m going to ask you a question, and I expect an honest answer, okay?”

Did any conversation that started that way ever add up to anything good? “Sure.”

He seemed to steel himself. He took a deep breath and sat up straight before asking, “Does the change ever really sneak up on you?”

He was bracing himself for that? But come to think of it, Dylan was probably trying to see if he could adjust to having such a freaky boyfriend. “Yes and no. I mean, it always hurts like fuck—imagine having your jaw just snap on its own, shift out of socket like an invisible person has grabbed it and yanked on it—but sometimes if I’m angry, it just happens so fast.” Roan snapped his fingers, and Dylan flinched slightly, mainly in reaction to the description of the broken jaw. “I really can’t hold it back when it comes on like that. I can put the brakes on, but only after it’s started. It’s a nice idea that I can totally control it, but it isn’t close to reality. It’s an impulse, and sometimes it has a mind of its own. I can force a change, but sometimes a change comes on its own.”

“If you’re upset.”

“Yeah. Sometimes fellow cats can bring it close to the surface too.”

“Why?”

“Rivals. I’m the King Cat, and if they don’t acknowledge it, I make them. You saw that for yourself.”

Dylan gave him a quick glance out of the corner of his eye before gazing back down at the carpet, hands held together between his knees. “I had this idea for a painting. You leading an army of cats. Could you do that?”

“Lead a bunch of cats? I dunno. I’ve never tried.”

“But they obey you, don’t they? What’s stopping you from assembling your own pride of altered infecteds?”

He would have been pissed off by this line of questioning normally, but he knew Dyl was still trying to understand this. Dylan didn’t mean anything nasty by it. “In theory? Absolutely nothing. But altered infecteds don’t understand language in that form, so I have no idea how I’d give them an order.”

“But you managed with the panther. You told it to submit and it did.”

“That was more of a ’tude thing. The roaring helps.”

Dylan sat back with a sigh, sinking into the sofa. “That’s a hell of a roar you got there. I wouldn’t have believed a human could make that sound.”

“I’m not human.”

“Stop that shit. Of course you are. You’re just human plus a little extra.” He paused briefly. “The change hurts, I get that, but you change a lot. I know you’re not into S&M, so why do it if it hurts so much? There has to be something in it for you.”

Oh, he could be so good at spotting the little details sometimes. “Yeah. Maybe it’s the endorphins responding to all the pain, but along with the change comes a… a rush. I feel so fucking powerful when the change comes. The pain is kind of irrelevant. I feel like I could fight the world and win.”

Dylan just nodded, like it was something he suspected. “You had that look in your eye.”

“My cat eyes, you mean?”

“They’re just your eyes, Roan. You can see it’s you. The pupils change shape, but that’s all.”

Roan stared at him in disbelief. “Really?”

He nodded. “You didn’t know?”

“No. I don’t look in a mirror when I change.” He considered that and wondered why it bothered him. Maybe it had been mentioned before, but he always thought they were joking. “Fuck.”

“I don’t want you to die,” Dylan said, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did.

“I don’t want to die. But I can’t just sit down and shut up.”

“Oh, I know. If you shut up, I’d know you’d been replaced by a pod person.” He scowled at Dylan for that, but he got an affectionate, sad smile in return. “You hafta be patient with me. I never signed up to be the boyfriend of a superhuman or a shapeshifter, whichever you prefer.”

“I’m not a proper shapeshifter, ’cause I can only do the one shape.”

“Now you’re nitpicking. You can call yourself whatever you want. Except freak.”

“But I am a freak.”

“No, you’re not. Stop that.”

“But—”

“No,” Dylan warned, giving him a hard-edged look. But it only lasted a second. “Don’t try me, pendejo. Don’t even think about it.”

Roan held up his hands in surrender. “I quit.”

“I wish you’d quit. But you won’t.” Again he sighed, impatiently this time, but his eyes were kind when he looked at him. Roan wanted to touch him, but wasn’t sure he had the right. “I don’t know if I can live with this. But I miss you, and I can’t stand the idea that something will happen to you and I won’t be there. So….”

He trailed off, but Roan felt confident enough to put a hand on his shoulder. Dylan didn’t stiffen up or object. “I missed you too. I’m an idiot.”

“No. You’re smart when it comes to other people. You’re just an idiot with yourself.”

Wow—that was it. Him in a nutshell. “But that’s why you love me, right?” he joked, giving him an encouraging smile.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “No, that’s why I want to punch you sometimes. You just lucked out that I’m a Buddhist pacifist.”

They sat in silence for a moment, but it was a comfortable silence. Roan heard a clock ticking and wondered where the hell he had a ticking clock. His office? “You coming back?”

Dylan stared him straight in the eyes so Roan had no chance of trying to weasel out of a genuine answer. “Let me into your world. Stop keeping me out.”

Did he know what a tall order that was? He must have, as he expected him to balk. But Roan didn’t. “Okay, I’ll try.”

“You’d better. My next snit, I’m throwing your stuff on the lawn.”

“Try it. I wanna see you pick up my desk.”

Dylan shook his head and looked away, smiling. “Such a smartass.”

“But a smartass with a rockin’ bod,” he teased and turned Dylan’s face to kiss him. Dylan slipped his arms around him and relaxed into his kiss like he’d been waiting for it all day. Roan knew he had been.

No matter what happened tomorrow, at least he hadn’t totally screwed things up with Dylan.

Yet. 




Book Two

Bloodbath
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Bear Away



ROAN WONDERED why anyone bothered with razor wire.

It was so easy to defeat. If you had a thick enough coat (leather preferred), you just threw it on the stuff and could climb over it quite easily. It might rip the shit out of your jacket, but you were fine if you were careful. That’s what Roan did, even though he had other options. He could have used bolt cutters to cut the chain around the rusty gate, or even just attempted a jump over the chain-link fence, as he was hardly a normal human. But that would have been a bit too Six Million Dollar Man for him, and he honestly didn’t know if he could jump that high.

The rest might have ruined any sense of surprise. He didn’t kid himself—there were probably CCTV cameras out here, hidden somewhere in the fourth of a mile of desert scrub up to the house, and the element of surprise was one he couldn’t count on for long—but he wanted to keep it for as long as humanly (or inhumanly) possible. He didn’t know how many people were there (although judging from all the scents he was picking up, many), and he didn’t know how well armed they were, but he knew these weren’t men who cared much for laws. They had killed before, and what was one more body?

But if he could get in close before they knew he was there, if he could get to the main house, he had a better-than-average shot of taking them down. In close quarters, he had all the advantage.

It was a time of day he usually tried to avoid—the cusp of morning, the sky gently cycling through many shades of indigo and blue as the sun started lighting the edge of the horizon. It was not proper morning, just frighteningly early, the chill bite in the air enough to raise goose bumps on his arms. In a handful of hours, it would be so hot out here it would be a nightmare (especially to one with as much Scottish blood and genetic paleness as him), but right now Roan was shivering as he walked along the ocher sand, scanning creosote bushes and tenacious Scotch broom for any hiding crepuscular snakes or any signs of cameras or electrical gear. Snakes had no smell—not really, not unless they were poisonous—but electrical equipment often had an ozone scent. He saw faint tire tracks, guessed they were from a jeeplike vehicle, and he was still studying them when he caught the scent of exhaust on the wind and heard the faint hum of a motor.

There wasn’t a lot of cover out here—this location was picked specifically for that reason, for the fact that if anyone came for them, they’d have a good half-mile head start—but there was enough scrub brush clumping together and enough lingering darkness that he figured he had some temporary cover as long as he didn’t move. He was wearing all black, his ninja gear as Paris would have called it, but here it had a very specific purpose. In full daylight, he’d stand out in a desert, but right now, in the ass crack of dawn, he was just another shadow. He crouched down behind the sour-smelling scrub in a hybrid kneeling/runner’s crouch, one leather-gloved hand flat against the sand. He would probably have surprise on his side here, but he would have to move fast—he didn’t want to risk gunshots until he absolutely had to. His muscles were thrumming like wires, ready to go, as he’d been priming his own adrenaline since before he reached the fence. His rage was a cold, constant variety, murderous and yet strangely clinical, and sometimes that actually made it harder to keep the cat out. It worked best in sudden, emotionally homicidal bursts, but who was the boss here? If it wanted to keep surviving, it would work with him.

The jeep pulled up about twenty feet away from the scrub—the open-topped kind with no side windows, Army surplus jeep, the kind that gave you better views and more angles at which to shoot at people out of your vehicle. The man who got out was pudgy but had a kind of utilitarian heft, part muscle and part fat. He was wearing a T-shirt that advertised a local titty bar and worn jeans that hung in a way that suggested he had french fry legs holding up his potato-shaped body. In spite of his leather jacket, he was also visibly wearing a gun, what looked like a .45 S&W in a worn belt holster done up in cowboy drag, and a hunting knife in a camo holder on the opposite hip. He was smoking a cigarette, holding a battered old red plaid thermos, which he poured out onto the sand—smelled like coffee, and since it didn’t steam, he assumed it was cold and disgusting. What Roan initially took for a cell phone on his belt appeared to be a walkie-talkie on second glance.

He had a nothing face, the kind you forgot while you were talking to him, soft and doughy, eyes as empty and glassy as potholes filled with rain, a ratty beard and mustache combo that looked from a distance like he painted his face with mud. He looked like he should have been wearing a cowboy hat, if only to cover up the bald spot in the direct center top of his scalp. He smelled like stale smoke, body odor, cordite, and arrogance.

The man glanced at the fence line, a casual look, routine, but he froze when he saw the coat over the top of the razor wire. He was about fifty yards away from the fence, and it could have been a person strung up there from this distance, at least if you didn’t look too hard. He squinted at it, hand reaching blindly for his walkie-talkie, and that’s when Roan decided to make his move. He felt the power gathering in his legs, coiling like springs, before he charged out of the brush, sprinting toward him as straight as an arrow.

It was all a blur really, although he saw it in slow motion, as he did often when the lion came out to play. The guy turned instantly toward him, reaching for his gun instead of his walkie-talkie, but he didn’t make it. Roan crashed into him like a bullet train, shoulder to the sternum, and the man didn’t fall back so much as get thrown back hard into his jeep, making it rock, his air leaving him in a pained grunt.

He had enough presence of mind to slam a meaty fist into Roan’s back, which hit near the small of his back and hurt like fuck, sending an electric thrill of pain down his spine, but that was his first stupid mistake: pain made the lion come out stronger, faster, harder to control. He snarled as the man gasped, “Faggot freak—” confirming he recognized him. Roan suspected they knew his face, that the guy in charge of this operation had made sure everyone knew it.

Roan jammed a knee hard into the guy’s balls, and as he doubled over in reflex pain, punched him square in the jaw. He felt the bone shatter beneath his fist—too much strength in the punch (the muscles of his forearm and hand were twitching, liquid steel hardening to stone)—and the guy hit the edge of the hood of the jeep so hard on his way down he left a dent in the metal. He was out long before he hit the sand.

Roan checked to make sure he was still breathing—he was, but holy hell, a flap of his scalp was hanging off his head like a poorly glued toupee; there must have been something sharp where he hit the hood—and then took his gun, his knife, and his walkie-talkie. He turned him over onto his side so he didn’t choke to death on his own blood, which was now sluicing out of his misaligned mouth at a healthy (but not life-threatening) pace, and then threw the knife far away, close to the fence. He wouldn’t need the knife in any scenario—if he got close enough to use a knife, he could use his hands instead, or even the fangs that were aching to spring through the soft meat of his gums. They were far more deadly weapons than that dull-edged piece of metal.

He considered taking the jeep, but then decided it wasn’t smart. They could clearly see he wasn’t the man who had left driving it; it would have to be pitch-black with zero visibility for him to even momentarily pass as the man he’d just beaten to unconsciousness. Different complexions, builds, hair color, clothes—nothing fit, and in a jeep with nothing but a windscreen, there was no place to hide. No, it would just draw attention to him. Better to continue on foot.

He did and ate up about twenty-five more yards before he scented the dogs.

They were pit bulls, about eighty pounds of muscle, teeth, and ugly, bred to be vicious and stupid—stupid enough to come after him even though he didn’t smell right. They were all the same dull brown color, probably from the same litter, and all trained to kill and do nothing else. One lunged ahead, and as it jumped he kicked and caught it hard in the stomach, sending it flying backward. The second had launched itself higher, possibly going for the throat, but he punched it right in the side of its head in midair. He felt something burst beneath his knuckles, and the dog was dead before it smashed down to the ground, its head oddly flat on one side, blood and other fluids oozing out its nose and ears and out the hole where its left eye used to be. The third pit bull had pulled up short, confused by the whimpering of the dog he had kicked (it was trying to get up, but kept falling over—a hip had been dislocated or a leg had been broken, possibly upon landing) and the smell of death coming from its other companion. Roan snarled at it and said, in a half roar, “Come on, if you’re hard enough.” He met its growl with a growl of his own, flashing the teeth that now filled his mouth with pain and blood, lips pulled back, and the attack dog faltered, ears swiveling back in obvious confusion. Roan roared, the sound ripping up his throat like aural vomit. It took a couple steps back, still snarling, drool dripping from its mouth, but Roan took a couple of steps closer, growling louder, and that was enough. The dog took off running, sand kicking up like smoke in its wake. It was a shame, because he was salivating at the idea of ripping out its throat with his teeth, finding out what its blood tasted like. 

The pain radiating throughout his jaw, spreading up his scalp and down his neck, was nuclear, but it was also oddly cleansing. He could focus now; he could see the very lip of the ground almost two hundred yards away where the desert gave way to an indent too tiny to call a valley—a depression?—where the main house probably was, hidden away from immediate view. Total privacy in a stretch of land not too far from the “down-winder” area, where waste from the nuclear plant had tainted the land and most people had cleared off, save for those too poor to move or too dangerous to be interested in leaving. These were not poor people with no options. They wanted to be here, where no one could see what they were doing.

The wounded dog cowered as he stalked by, but he had no interest in it. “Don’t feel bad. You don’t send a dog to fight a lion.” The dog simply whimpered. Roan thought about putting it down—one punch and it was done—but it could probably survive the injury, and he hated to kill an animal when he didn’t have to. In the aftermath, some animal association could pick it up and nurse it back to health and see if there was any way to love vicious killer out of a dog. It wasn’t its fault—that’s what it was trained to be.

Not the case with him. He was born this way, caught between human and virus, lion and man, a hybrid compromise between two incompatible states. The fact that the perimeter guard knew who he was suggested they knew he would probably be paying them a visit, but there was no way they’d expect him to come like this: alone, in the dead of dawn, creeping up like a thief. You’d have to be crazy to attempt such a thing.

Which was exactly the point. He was crazy—he was a thing that shouldn’t have been. And whereas they had made a choice to be the brutal, heartless bastards they were, he'd never had a choice.

He flexed his hands and felt bones crack in his jaw as his vision shifted, making the landscape appear as if in bas relief, every flaw and contour of the land brightly visible. His blood tasted like pennies in his mouth.

May the best animal win.





Ten days earlier



FIONA CAME to work primed for battle.

She wore her black leather jacket, knee-high black leather boots, black leggings with black leather accents on the side, and a black T-shirt with a pile of skulls on the front. That didn’t include the riding crop with the metal tip hidden in her purse, which was also black leather with silver grommets. She wanted to send the subliminal message of dominatrix, but Roan felt she had successfully sent the message “I am a biker and I’ll kill you,” which still worked.

Roan was in average gear for their mystery, phone-phobic client, but wore his HK in a holster hidden under his jacket, in case he needed to threaten the guy. He could have just triggered a change, but he wasn’t sure Fiona had seen that (Did YouTube count? Not really, not considering the quality of the videos) and didn’t want to freak her out now. There were some things it was best to keep from your employees.

They ended up waiting a couple of hours, and during that time they made a small betting pool on who could be walking into MK Investigations. The odds-on favorite was aggrieved husband, as the caller was a man, and men were slightly more likely to react in homicidal violence if you dissolved their marriage by getting glossy photos of them with their mistress or with the girls down at the Happy Dragon massage parlor. Next up was a cat hater, as there were many of those, and the Grant Kim incident—if it taught you nothing else—taught you these guys weren’t afraid to resort to stupid-ass violence in front of armed cops. Third in line was some homophobe who was so threatened by the idea of a gay man with any power, he had to kill him before the urge to suck a dick overwhelmed him (also known as the Dan White defense). Fiona insisted it could be an ex of his, but Roan had to admit that, sadly, he didn’t have that many exes. Dee, whom he was still friends with, a couple guys he’d had tricks (one-nighters) with who probably didn’t even know his name, one who had moved to New York ages ago and didn’t hate him anyway (Evan), and the others were dead (Connor, Paris). So no homicidal exes, although frankly it would have made it easier if that had been the answer.

(Oh, wait—what about Collin? Well, he was theoretically straight, and they’d been teenagers, so it probably didn’t count either way. Wow, he hadn’t thought about Collin in ages.)

After hour two began, the call being a prank had entered the betting pool. Even though the guy sounded serious and kind of dour on the phone, that didn’t mean it wasn’t some asshole making a joke. Maybe the guys who called with their usual threats realized he was paying no mind to them and decided to get juvenile. Well, more juvenile.

Roan had just decided that if no one showed up by the time the lunch hour rolled around, he was just going to send Fi home and maybe wander home himself. He could sit on his ass doing nothing just as well there, and there he wouldn’t be taunted by paperwork, the bane of his existence. There he’d only be taunted by bills, the second bane of his existence. But most likely he’d just put on a Simpsons DVD and forget about it.

He then heard someone at the door before it opened and stood up, ready to draw if the guy came in blasting (he had no doubt he could draw faster than the other guy could pull the trigger—his cat reflexes were good for that if nothing else), but the man who appeared was unarmed, unless you counted the Bluetooth phone clipped to his left ear more of a weapon than an asshole tag.

“Hey, you look familiar,” Fiona said, just as Roan was thinking it.

He did look familiar. He was an average-sized middle-aged man, not overweight but not really slender either, remarkable instantly for his exquisitely tailored designer suit and three-hundred-dollar sunglasses. His hair, bless it, was still a bit of a mess—wavy, dun brown, and refusing to conform to whatever style seven hundred dollars could buy you. Perhaps in a bid to seem daring, he wore a dark-blue tie with a paisley pattern on it.

He took off his sunglasses and looked around the office like it wasn’t quite what he was expecting. He had sharp brown eyes over a hawk’s beak of a nose and radiated an intensity that Tank would have recognized as a kindred spirit. His gaze seemed to devour the room in two sweeps and stuttered over Fiona as if she was an anomaly he couldn’t reconcile. Well, yeah—biker babe as receptionist. Bit of a head-scratcher to most people. (And the truth was even weirder.)

Finally, Roan placed a name to his face, even though, really, it was just the intensity of the eyes that gave him away. When you saw a man with eyes like that, he was either a serial killer or a genius. Roan figured which one you considered this man to be depended on your point of view. “Robert Hatcher?” Roan asked, not sure he was right.

The man’s laser gaze fixed on him, and he gave the tiniest nod in response. “Roan McKichan. I’d heard you did things a bit differently than your average investigator, but I had no idea.”

Was that aimed at Fiona? He wasn’t sure.

But then again, he had no idea what a software billionaire like Hatcher could be doing in his office.



2

Satan



ROAN LED Hatcher into his office and almost instantly regretted it. His eyes scudded over everything like the place was an open sewer pit and he was just trying to find the rats before they attacked him. As Roan took a seat behind his desk, he noticed Hatcher’s eyes seemed to stick on the far corner, where he had his old-fashioned file cabinet, as well as his Simpsons animation cel and a sexy photo of Paris. “I knew you kept a low profile, but I hadn’t imagined you sunk this low,” he said acerbically. He had a kind of staccato deadpan that made everything sound bitter or sarcastic.

“It’s an office park, not the gutter,” Roan replied.

Hatcher gave him a look that suggested he saw no difference. “If you say so.”

Hatcher studied the guest chair before sitting down, as if he expected to see a puddle of vomit or semen on it. Roan began wondering if he could afford to just punch this bastard. “Mr. Hatcher, I know you have security staff, so I’m curious why you’re here.”

“Ah, good, you don’t like bullshit either. I need this done in private, as quietly as possible, and I don’t know if I trust my staff not to eventually leak this to the press.” He pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it on the desk. Roan saw it was a flash drive no bigger than a thumbnail, a black, flattened oval, which he pulled the cap off of and plugged into the USB port of his computer. “That will tell you everything you need to know—and many things you don’t—about my son.”

“So this is a family issue?” He hated them, but he wasn’t going to say so now.

Hatcher sighed as if he didn’t care much for these kinds of issues either. “My son Jordan, a seventeen-year-old fuck-up who is fucking up at an advanced rate. He’s fucking up enough for two people twice his age.”

Files popped up on Roan’s screen, but he was too engrossed in the general contempt coming from his client to look. “What’s he done?”

He rolled his eyes. “Besides spent enough on nose candy to keep the nation of Columbia solvent for the next twenty years? He’s gone missing, and either he’s making a half-assed attempt to extort more money out of me, or he might have finally gotten his stupid ass in trouble. There’s an audio file on the drive, the last phone call I received from him three days ago.”

Roan looked at his computer screen and found the WAV in the files. He didn’t want to smile, but Hatcher’s open contempt for his son was almost amusing, in a sick sort of way.

The WAV was a good recording. He could hear a slightly staticky connection, and then the faintly tremulous voice of a young man, sounding either very high, very scared, or both. “Hi, um, Dad? I really fucked up. I think I’m in trouble here, could—” The connection dropped off so abruptly it was incredible. Bad cell phone? Somebody cutting a line? No one hung up.

“Did you try and follow up on this?” Roan asked, although he suspected the answer.

Hatcher dipped his chin toward his chest, a hidden, burning contempt deep within his hooded eyes. Was there anyone he liked? The world must have been one disappointment after another for him. “I did. The number was blocked, so there was no caller ID, no star 69, and talking to the phone company was a total waste of my fucking time.”

“I’d ask why you taped the phone call, but I know better.”

His eyes narrowed, and Roan could almost feel the psychic spike he was trying to mentally shove through his chest. “After some asshole tried to sue me three years ago, I find it’s in my best interest to record incoming calls. You never know when somebody’s going to try and claim you have an oral agreement with them when you don’t.”

“Fair enough. But I still don’t see why you couldn’t trust your staff security to look into this.”

This earned a tsk and a sigh. “Most of my staff hate Jordan and would happily humiliate him. Some might be tempted by money to leak it to a journalist or slap it on a blog. In case that idiot is just trying to get money out of me, it’ll make us both look bad. I’d rather not have that.”

Roan considered that, sure it was true but not sure he liked it. “I guess I shouldn’t ask about the police for the same reason. Why me?”

“I like the best, Mr. McKichan. And let’s face it—most people are too stupid to realize what you are.”

Wow—he really didn’t like this guy. He even hated his software, whatever the fuck it was. “Meaning what?”

His eyes were frosty and hard, two pieces of hail nestled into his eye sockets. “Meaning I know your secret, although it’s not a secret, is it? People just don’t want to believe it. After all, you’re diseased, and you’re a butt pirate. You’re not supposed to be superhuman.”

Wow. He was so glad he’d mastered the poker face while a cop, otherwise he’d have let on his shock. This guy had big brass balls, and he was as obnoxious as Rush Limbaugh denied both his OxyContin and his bucket of KFC. He didn’t know if he even wanted a client who was this much of a prick. “Only my friends can call me a butt pirate. And no one is superhuman outside of a comic book.”

“Good. I almost believed it. But you seemed faster and stronger than everyone else at Grant Kim’s perp walk because—duh—you are. People are, in general, morons, and they’re willing to ignore what they don’t like or don’t get. I didn’t get where I am denying facts simply because I don’t like them.”

“So, not a Fundamentalist then?”

“I don’t know why you are the way you are. There’s no way the virus could be responsible. But then there’s no way the virus can exist either, so we’re at a logical impasse, a place where what we know breaks down into so much noise. That’s where you are. It must be fascinating.”

“So are you hiring me ’cause you think I’m Batman, or are you hiring me to find your son?”

“Don’t be stupid. Batman isn’t superhuman. He’s just a man with gadgets. You’re more like Mystique.”

“Okay, yeah, this interview is done. No thanks.” He should have guessed a software designer would be a great huge nerd. But he hadn’t really expected this turbo-powered arrogant asshole of industry to be a comic geek. He yanked the drive out of the port and tossed it back in Hatcher’s lap.

“You’re offended by the truth?”

“The truth, breeder?” he snapped. “You don’t know me. Don’t pretend you do.”

Anger briefly flashed through Hatcher’s eyes, but it dissipated quickly, and he looked almost remorseful. For a second. He wasn’t used to taking shit from anyone and probably hadn’t had anyone say no to him in some time. “Fine. Perhaps I presumed too much. I apologize.” He put the drive back on the desk and pulled out a wad of cash, held together with a rubber band. That he also placed on the desk. “I’ll pay in cash so no one on the staff notices the payments. I assume that’s enough of a retainer to get you on board.”

“I honestly don’t know if you can pay me enough,” Roan told him, sitting forward. “I am not one of your staff, and I’m not a peon. You treat me in any way less than respectful, and I’ll throw your money back in your face and walk. Understand?”

Hatcher nodded, but didn’t try and look humbled, which was a good thing, as it wouldn’t have worked. “It wasn’t my intention to offend you.”

“No, it was just your intention to try and intimidate me by being King Asshole. I could’ve countered with ‘No wonder your kid’s so fucked up,’ but I held back. Doesn’t that make me the bigger man?”

Hatcher winced at the son crack, which was good, as it showed he had some feeling other than contempt. “I’m sure I deserved that.”

“You deserve much worse. And believe me, I can be more of an ass hat than you can ever dream. I was a cop, remember? No one’s a bigger ass hat than a cop. So get the fuck over yourself.”

From the stiffness of his posture and rigidity of his shoulders and his jaw, Hatcher wasn’t used to people talking to him like that. But he wanted something from Roan, so he was just going to have to bend over and take it. In a manner of speaking. “Are you taking the case?”

Roan made a show of thinking about it. He really didn’t want this dick of a client, and he had a feeling there was more to his need to go outside his staff than just their hatred of Jordan. But there was no getting around the fact that he needed the money. Gay guys were supposed to be affluent, right? No kids and no wife supposedly meant more disposable income. So how come that wasn’t working for him? Yet another stereotype he couldn’t seem to live up to—that was grossly unfair. (Then again, Dylan was even poorer than he was, being a bartender/artist. He was living up to the starving artist stereotype, though, so he got a pass.) “I suppose. But any more shit and—”

“You walk. I get it.”

“Good.” He should have told Hatcher he was just lucky he needed the money, but he didn’t want to give him the upper hand. Roan reached across his desk and grabbed the flash drive again, but made sure he didn’t even look at the wad of cash. He didn’t want Hatcher to even guess he might be in this for the money.

Hatcher stood, unfolding in a manner that might have been considered menacing if Roan didn’t think he could kick his ass without having to stand up. (Yeah, Hatcher had a ’tude, but he also obviously had a desk job… and yet, could buy and sell Roan’s ass a million times over, so he ultimately won.) “My private number is on a text file. I’d appreciate you destroying it once you don’t need it anymore.”

“I’ll wipe the drive.”

“Good.” At the door, Hatcher turned and looked back at him. He had an almost feral grin, all teeth and confidence, and Roan found it deeply unnerving. “You’re exactly the type of man I thought you would be. Good for you.”

Roan wasn’t sure how he was supposed to take that. It almost felt like an insult. So he said nothing, but as it turned out, Hatcher hadn’t expected a response—he’d already swanned off out of Roan’s office.

As soon as the outer door closed, Fiona appeared in the doorway, holding her riding crop. “Wow, what a massive tool. I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”

“Me too.” He nodded at the riding crop. “Were you gonna be my backup?”

“Nah, I was just hoping to hit him.”

He couldn’t blame her. He told her the next time Hatcher came to the office, she should have a whip standing by, just for fun.

He’d take his goddamn case. But as soon as he was done with it, nobody said he couldn’t deck the bastard.
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Squalor Victoria



ROAN FIGURED that Jordan could be excused for being an asshole due to his dad. But there was absolutely no doubt that he was an asshole.

He was a spoiled trust-fund brat, from what Roan could tell. He went to a very pricey private school from which he had been suspended multiple times, for incidents ranging from bullying to being intoxicated in class. (He could understand the impulse, but not a smart move.) He probably would have been expelled if his dad wasn’t Robert Hatcher. He must have taken after his mother in looks, because he was lean and very tall, a string bean, with straight black hair and hazel eyes set in a narrow oval of a face. He had a strong chin, and while he was a good-looking kid now, he would probably start looking craggy in his early thirties; he had both the type of face and temperament best suited to youth. Once you were twenty-five, that behavior and face would get old fast.

The files Robert had included on his son were remarkable and creepy for their thoroughness. His son had run away before but always come home within forty-eight hours, mainly because he ran out of money. (Once, he was in a drunk tank in Enumclaw, and his dad had to go pick him up.) He ran track and was fairly decent at it, but not great; he was an also-ran more often than a star. His habit of keg standing on a weekly basis probably had a lot to do with that.

His list of ex-girlfriends was enormous, especially considering he was only seventeen. The most recent one had only a first name listed, Brittney, with question marks afterward. Robert had attached what appeared to be a grainy security camera photo (grainy enough to be absolutely useless) along with a note he must have typed himself: “White trash gold-digging whore. Eighteen, looks twenty-five, tits fake. Seeing her to annoy me.”

In a strange way, Roan despaired at this. Fake tits? At eighteen? He sincerely hoped Robert was being a catty bitch, but considering straight men seemed to know all about tits, probably not. Jesus, what kind of dirtbag bought fake tits for a teenager?

The huge problem here was he needed a last name. If he was going to check and see if Jordan had run off with this girl—a really good likelihood if he’d run away again—he needed a last name. There was no way the school—the Rutherford Academy, which almost sounded like a possible sequel to The Stepford Wives—would turn over any records. To him. He was going to have to call Robert and ask him to get the school to turn over a list of names of all the girls named Brittney who went there. That was a hideous breach of privacy, but money talked, and Hatcher had enough to scream. He would get the list; they probably kissed his ass in every manner possible.

But Roan didn’t feel like calling him just now. He’d wait until later, when there was a possibility he’d get his voice mail and not him in person. He felt he needed a few pills or a beer before he could deal with the ass hat again.

Because of his mystery (at the time) client, he wasn’t able to pick up Holden from the hospital; he’d called Dee and asked him to get him instead. Luckily, it was a break day (he didn’t have weekends off; those were boom times for the paramedics), and Holden didn’t mind as long as he got out of there.

But they would be visiting him later, as Dylan insisted it was the polite thing to do. So when he got home, he walked in to the delicious aroma of spicy cooking. “Goddamn, I hope that’s for me.”

“Sorry, but it’s for Holden. It’s a ‘Welcome home, sorry you got stabbed’ tamale pie,” Dylan replied, his voice wafting from the kitchen.

“Wow. Now that’s a specialized cookbook.”

“Very funny. Wanna drink, Krusty?”

“Beer me, bartender, and pour yourself one while we’re at it.”

“You bastard.” Dylan didn’t like being reminded he was a bartender at home. If Dyl could ever talk him into having a house party, he wouldn’t serve drinks.

Roan flopped down on the couch and closed his eyes, feeling both tired and irritated. He had to call the douche bag and get those student records. What was bothering him was the WAV file of Jordan’s last phone call to his dad—it sounded very real. Very confused, distressed, the voice of a teenager who had the sudden, terrible awareness that his best friend has been the psycho killer all along, and yet he knows if he lets on, he’s dead next. There was also that teenage boy need to be macho and cool even though he was shitting himself. You couldn’t fake that, no matter how good an actor you were.

It was very easy to believe Jordan had run away willingly, to escape his butt crack of a dad, but maybe something went wrong along the way. He hated Hatcher, but Jordan, chip off the old douche that he was, couldn’t help who he was born to.

“Tell me about it,” Dylan said, joining him on the sofa. He pressed a pale ale into Roan's hands and lay down on the couch so his head was on Roan’s thigh. Roan took a swig of the cold beer and then looked down at Dyl, who was looking up at him curiously.

“Tell you about what?”

“What’s bothering you. That little vein is standing out on your temple.”

“Is it?” He reached up and touched it, but he didn’t know why—he couldn’t actually feel it. “Ah fuck.”

He had no choice but to tell Dylan about the case, recounting how much he honestly hated Hatcher and how much Jordan was hardly different, but since he was a kid he felt bad for him. He stroked Dylan’s hair this entire time, unconsciously, although he was aware how soft it was. Dylan listened politely, as he always did; Roan sometimes wondered if he went away on a private meditation in his head while he was yammering away about something, but Roan didn’t know a way to ask that wouldn’t sound rude.

Finally, when Dylan spoke, he was still looking up at him curiously. “You dislike this guy enough to screw up your own investigation?”

Roan stared down at him, beer bottle halfway to his lips. “Huh?”

“Someone goes missing. What’s the first thing you do? The first thing you’ve done since I’ve known you.”

He had the sudden, sick feeling he’d stumbled into a trick question. “Um….”

“Search their house, or in this case, room. You look for physical clues to where they’ve gone. You haven’t done that yet.”

He could only nod. Dylan was perfectly correct. How many pills had he had today? “I’m afraid I’ll just start beating him as soon as I see his obscene Medina home.”

Dylan shook his head and frowned in disappointment. “Keep your eye on the prize, hon. Missing boy.”

“It’s hard to keep your eyes on the prize when you realize his garage is the size of your house, and he’s one of the least deserving people on the planet.”

Dylan sighed and patted him on the leg in a sympathetic manner. “Would it help if I came along and distracted him while you searched Jordan’s room?”

“He’s not gay. He may be homophobic.”

“So? I’m a bartender—I’m used to dealing with jerks, idiots, and morons. They’re not always drunk.”

He had a point. He had a couple, actually. Roan hated to think he could be as much of an idiot as his clients.

So they headed out, after Dylan took the tamale pies out of the oven (he’d cooked one for them; he figured Roan would want one too) and Roan took an emergency pill in hopes that it would keep him from losing his temper and smashing in Hatcher’s smug face. Was there a pill in the world capable of that? He supposed they’d find out.

The drive out to Hatcher’s place was actually enjoyable, which was extra surprising considering how long a drive it was. But Dylan distracted him with talk and fed him pieces of an apple, which they split. (Of course, Dylan almost always had an apple with him—Roan had decided he wasn’t going to ask.) Dylan actually had some stuff still at D’Andra’s place, and hadn’t gone back to get it yet. Had he thought he'd made a mistake by leaving? Roan didn’t ask, and Dylan didn’t say, but there seemed to be some sort of implication in the fact that he had yet to leave the house (save to go to the store and get ingredients for tamale pies).

Roan lost all his breath as he saw Hatcher’s home for the first time, like he’d taken a two by four to the gut. A long, winding private road led up to what could have been a modified castle on Lake Washington, with its own private dock and stretch of beach. But it was all green, relentlessly green, from the sprawling golf course lawn between the house and the dock to the landscaping and well-tended “woods” behind the home, acting as a natural fence. It was a temple of wood and glass; the windows were huge, and while mostly coated to keep prying eyes out, it still sparkled like ice between wooden slats. The house was three stories, and Roan had no name for the architectural style—postmodern, perhaps modern, who the hell knew? The house lolled in the greenness like a colossal alien church, abrupt angles and steepled roofs giving way to glass window walls as empty as a bureaucrat’s soul. He had been wrong—his house wouldn’t make up Hatcher’s garage, it would make up Hatcher’s closet. Kitchen closet, not even bedroom. Just walking the grounds would be a workout for the dedicated athlete.

“Holy fucking Christ,” Dylan said upon seeing the glass castle. “Does the Pope live here?” That about said it all.

The private road ended before a broad drive that was cut off by a metal gate as decorative and high as a medieval portcullis. Roan found himself looking around for the enfilade shields, and when he told Dylan that, Dylan just stared at him until Roan was forced to ask, “What?”

“I’ve never heard anyone use that word in a sentence before. I think I’m stunned.”

“I did try out for Jeopardy, you know.”

He shook his head. “How can you possibly be an action hero and the world’s biggest geek at the same time? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I’m a complicated man.” He just about managed to say that with a straight face.

There was a speaker in the gate, and a voice demanded to know who they were. Roan identified himself—the voice was brusque, not Hatcher’s; it invoked a mental image of a ’roided-out shaved ape, perhaps newly sprung from some kind of zoological prison where he'd spent twenty years for killing a tank full of sharks with his bare hands—and said he had been hired by Hatcher and had to speak with him. There was a very long silence, a silence long enough for he and Dylan to battle each other by throwing out medieval terms they knew (Dylan opened with “hornwork,” Roan countered with “ballista”), and finally the guard ape grunted something that couldn’t be discerned, and the gate started automatically opening.

“Oh boy! We get to see the wizard,” Dylan said, with a ton of false cheer.

“Nuh-uh. I don’t care that we’re gay—no Wizard of Oz references or I’m pulling this car over.”

“Spoilsport. You just don’t want me to make any cowardly lion jokes.”

“Oh my god, I didn’t even think of that.” He hadn’t. He was just in full idiot mode today.

The lake glittered off to the right like a dream forever out of reach, the private dock an elongated L-shaped shadow in the water’s glare. Eventually, a deliberately planted scrim of tall, willowy trees reduced the view to shards of silver between the branches. The house loomed bigger and bigger, until the horizon was just its icy gleam.

Roan deliberately tried to mentally blank out, go away on a little vacation, so he didn’t notice too many details, so he didn’t get overwhelmed by fury. This was a different world, one that kind of baffled him. When people insisted there was no class system in America, they obviously hadn’t seen the rarefied air of these places, so out of reach for the average person that they never even crossed their radar unless they happened to catch a particularly egregious episode of Cribs. There were the very rich, and everyone else. Although the very rich were a small percentage, they had a disproportionate amount of power—they must have, otherwise why weren’t the proletariat storming those oh-so-pretty gates?

That was his own radical tendencies; he was aware of that. He may have once been a cop, but he still felt the urge to throw a garbage can through a Starbucks window at times. He struggled with the duality of keeping the peace and wanting to completely sabotage the system at the same time. No wonder he'd turned to pills.

They heard the harmonic splash of running water when they got out of the car, and they traced it to a copper sculpture that looked like an ancient cave wall, only with rainbows hidden in its burnished earth tone and water cascading down its flank. Dylan leaned in and whispered, very softly, “You can fight the man at another time. He’s your client, remember that.”

What gave him away? The tensing along his shoulder blades? His hands clenching into fists? His jaw tightening until he heard his own teeth creak under the strain?

The door opened before they reached it, and they were met by a man who seemed to ooze officiousness from every steam-treated pore. He was in his late twenties, five five and maybe a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, in a crisp gray suit so pale it was almost silver, a color like ash and regret. His shirt was as white as a new envelope and its folds just as sharp, his tie skinny and conservative navy, a Bluetooth asshole tag affixed to his right ear, his hair the hue of smoker’s teeth and cut super-short but in an acceptably mainstream fashion. His eyes were super-caffeinated and bright as lasers, blue diluted by clouds, his lips thin and almost bloodless, appropriate for a man who probably avoided smiling in case it cracked his entire facade. 

“Mr. Hatcher will see you, but next time you should schedule an appointment,” the man said, his voice sharp and brittle and hiding the vaguest hint of a lisp. “He’s a very busy man.”

Roan opened his mouth to respond, but the man had already spun on his heel and retreated into the house, not requiring a response. He exchanged a look with Dylan, and whispered, “He has his own Smithers.”

“Don’t all megalomaniacs?”

“He’s gay. He should have better taste.”

Was it a stereotype that the high-powered, super-efficient aide de camp was a frustrated and vicious queen? Absolutely. But it came about for a good reason, and even Dylan didn’t doubt that this man was one of their tribe as they followed his bubble butt down the hall. That made Roan want to take him aside and smack the shit out of him for betraying his own people, but how he was betraying them wasn’t clear. He just wanted him to sabotage Hatcher in some way, or at the very least be a bit more out. He probably wasn’t; he probably pretended to be totally asexual for his asshole of a boss.

The house was all pale wood and light spilling in from multiple and sometimes improbable angles, sun painting everything like they were in a forest glade. Expensive furniture and knickknacks surrounded them but kept to a rather severe aesthetic, so the rooms looked half empty. Again, Roan tried not to focus on any of it.

Smithers led them to a large room that must have been some kind of home office for Hatcher. The floor was hardwood, polished to a high gloss, and while there was a desk of black metal and plate glass, it seemed like little more than a way station for computer towers. A widescreen TV was mounted on one cinnamon-colored wall, and it seemed to be slightly longer than his Buell. The sound was muted, but some kind of Japanese financial news report was playing out in incongruous silence. Sunlight spilled in through the far window wall, which was totally surrounded by trees, both blocking the view from prying eyes and filtering the light to a soft glow.

Hatcher was sitting in a black leather armchair across the room, working on his laptop. Barely looking up, he said, “Do you always bring friends with you?”

“This is my assistant and smoking-hot boyfriend Dylan Harlow. Dylan, this is the client.” He had to throw the boyfriend thing in, just to see the reaction.

Smithers flinched slightly and looked scandalized—oh, come on, queen!—while Hatcher looked up, an unreadable expression on his face. “Dylan Harlow? The artist that makes those morbid pictures?”

This caught them both off guard. Hatcher knew who Dylan was? “Um, well, I wouldn’t call them all morbid. I paint some expressionist—”

“I know, but you do those pictures with bleeding walls and whatnot, right? You don’t sell them.”

Dylan nodded with obvious trepidation. He seemed to know what was coming. “I rarely sell them. They’re personal to me.”

“I want one.” It wasn’t a request; it was a demand.

And it was absolutely the wrong tack to take with Dylan, who may have been a peace-loving Buddhist, but was as stubborn as all get-out. He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “I’m not here about art. I’m here to assist in the investigation of your missing son.”

“And how exactly are you going to help?”

“He’s going to keep me from killing you,” Roan told him, point-blank.

Smithers’s jaw dropped and his complexion turned to curdled cream, but Hatcher snickered derisively. “What do you want, Mr. McKichan?”

“I need to search Jordan’s room.”

“I’ve already done that.”

“Perhaps, but I still need to do it for myself.”

He considered that, eyes glancing past them and at the Japanese news anchor behind them on the big screen, a rugged man who could have been Dan Rather’s bastard son. “Fine. Andrew, show him to the room. Mr. Harlow, I have to ask that you stay here.”

“Why?”

“He’s afraid we’ll start fucking,” Roan said.

Smithers—Andrew—looked like he’d just punched his grandmother, and Dylan didn’t look overly amused either, but Hatcher just smirked. “You don’t know me well enough to have such a low opinion of me,” Hatcher replied.

“I’m an investigator. Gut instinct counts for a lot.” He then looked at Andrew and gestured impatiently, wanting him to lead the way out, and Andrew glanced at Hatcher for confirmation—an ever so obedient dog—before giving him a pissy little scowl and all but swishing out of the room without a word. As Roan followed, Hatcher added, “Don’t take anything.”

Roan’s only response was a flashed middle finger, which made Hatcher snicker again.

Roan noticed tiny black dots in the corners or walls of every room as lithe little Andrew led him up a sweeping blond wood staircase, and realized they were cameras. Security cameras? Probably, but maybe more. Hatcher seemed like a man who wanted to be in charge of everything. Did that extend to other people’s lives?

Yes, this was a fabulous dream of a place, and any kid would have been thrilled to live in such a luxuriously appointed gilded cage. But maybe Jordan got tired of having a backseat driver in his own life.

Too bad Hatcher would probably never give him access to the camera feeds, because he felt there was a YouTube scandal there just waiting to happen.
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Cream and Bastards Rise



ROAN REMEMBERED searching Danny Nakamura’s room and despairing that he had more expensive stuff than Roan did. Jordan Hatcher made Danny look just this side of homeless.

By God, it was disgusting. Wall-mounted plasma screen, insane computer setup, home theater system, speakers big enough to be footlockers… holy shit, no kid should have this much money. He had a metal book rack that contained no books, just movies and video games, and the only pictures on the wall were the occasional pinup. All he could tell from the room was that its occupant was rich and a maid had been through it recently.

There was little in written material, and he didn’t bother looking for any. If he was a modern teen, if he had a journal, it would be online. He booted up the kid’s super-charged computer system and started going through the history, the most visited links.

Jordan had a Facebook page, but he hadn’t updated it in two weeks. His last note on there was just to say that he thought this season’s American Idol sucked. (Didn’t it always suck? But then again, Roan was an aging punk rocker, and was there anyone sadder than an aging punk rocker? Well, maybe an aging metalhead. At a certain point, it was just sad in both cases.) He also had a Twitter page, but again, not updated in more than two weeks and just full of nothing, post after post of nothing. No help here.

The last site he’d visited—and the one the history indicated he visited a lot—was a website called Tabu-xxx. It demanded a credit card number right away to enter, with no hint of what could be waiting inside (except, of course, porn). Roan copied two days’ worth of popular URLs into a text file and printed it out, deciding that he’d ask Holden—purveyor of all smut, in person or online—to check it out. If he needed a credit card number to get in Roan would give him one, but knowing Holden, he wouldn’t. It was probably just a bunch of “horny” Asian girls, but who knew? Might as well cover the bases.

Especially since Jordan had left him no clues. Or should he say the maid who cleaned the place? Either way, no clues to be had. Bit of a bummer. A wasted trip.

Except, was it? Seeing this place, he was struck by the feeling that he knew why Jordan fled and equally couldn’t imagine him fleeing. This place was a wonderland of materialism. Roan could see himself enjoying this for a bit, and then snapping and going crazy. Maybe Jordan felt the same way. Could he blame him?

Once downstairs, he found Dylan still standing in Hatcher’s study, his posture stiff, arms folded across his chest like he was trying so very hard not to leap across the room and strangle the smug bastard, who was still working away on his laptop while the Tokyo news played on in deathly silence.

“I’m done here,” Roan said.

Dylan looked relieved, and Hatcher barely glanced at him. “Find anything?”

“Not really. It would have helped if the maid hadn’t been through.”

“It didn’t matter. Jordan didn’t want to be found so easily,” Hatcher said.

“Jeeze, I wonder why.” After a brief pause, he added, “I need to access the Rutherford Academy’s records. Get on that.”

Hatcher looked between them before his gaze came to rest on Roan, then he asked, “You’re the top, aren’t you?”

Roan glared at him, and Dylan tore up something in his hand, ripping it to confetti and letting it fall on the polished floor. Belatedly, Roan saw it was Hatcher’s business card. Hatcher just looked amused. “The offer still stands, you know.”

Dylan didn’t reply, just turned and left, and Roan followed. Andrew showed them out, at least in theory, but neither he nor Dylan actually noticed him.

Once outside, Dylan erupted. “That fucking asshole! Why didn’t you beat the shit out of him?”

Roan grabbed him by the shoulders, and said, “Focus, honey. You’re the Buddhist, remember? Take a deep breath.” Dylan did, clearly trying to focus and wipe out the negative emotions. “Namaste. You okay now?”

He closed his eyes and took another deep breath in through his nose, and then nodded. “Okay, I’m okay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, what was his offer?”

“A thousand dollars for a bleeding hardware painting.”

Roan almost stumbled on his way back to the car. “What the fuck…? And you said no?” He then shook his head and admitted, “Yeah, I would too, just to piss him off.”

“I really don’t want to give anything that means something to me to that obnoxious jackass, no matter how much he offers me.” As soon as they were in the car, Dylan admitted, “I would probably have sold him my entire catalog for five thousand.”

Again, he could understand that. Pride was one thing, but a buttload of money was another.

They got the food back at the house and then went off to visit Holden. At least now Roan had a job for him that wouldn’t require him leaving his place.

Holden looked pretty good, considering, and joked that he now had a sexy scar. Roan countered that his scars weren’t sexy, and Dylan begged to differ, giving him a coy look. Was he being kind, or was he serious? Kind of hard to tell when he couldn’t pin him to the bed and tickle him until he told the truth. (Wow, that sounded like fun right now.)

They ate the vegetarian tamale pie—which was quite good—and Roan caught Holden up on the case before giving him the URL of the website in question. “Taboo triple x? Oh yeah, that’s porn.” He scowled at the printout. “But spelled with a U? The Taboo site I know is spelled correctly and touts barely legal girls who are really in their early twenties, but you’re not supposed to notice.”

“Porn is a tricky thing.”

“It is. More than you know.” Holden went ahead and got on his computer, looking up the site.

“You might need a card—” Roan began.

But Holden cut him off. “Don’t worry about it, I got it covered.” Roan didn’t ask, but he had a feeling that Holden wasn’t using one of his own cards. Holden had many shady connections from his years on the street, and he was never afraid to use them when it benefited him. He was a hooker, not a fool.

He and Dylan were cleaning up the plates, carrying them to the sink and putting them in (the least they could do), when Holden exclaimed, “Holy shit!”

Roan went over and joined him. “What is it?”

He looked over his shoulder, but Holden had already closed the window. “Shit. It’s snuff.”

Roan gave him a suspicious look. “Fake snuff porn? Who cares?” Most supposedly “snuff” films were, in fact, fakes. Good fakes sometimes, but fakes all the same. There was no—or very little—profit in actual murder. There was also the problem of getting caught, which was made infinitely easier when you actually filmed yourself killing someone.

“This is pretty realistic snuff,” Holden said and opened the window. “Well, I’ll look around. Maybe I’ll see someone I know. Thor’s into all kinds of kink.”

“Thor?” Dylan repeated, raising an eyebrow at him. “The god of thunder?”

“It’s a nickname,” Roan told him, returning to Holden’s cramped kitchen.

“How do you get that nickname?”

“Long blond hair?” Roan guessed.

“You got it,” Holden confirmed.

While some street names were creative, others were so easy to guess you hardly needed to be conscious to guess them. He helped Dylan continue to clear up and put leftovers away, a delicate dance in such a small space, but it also made it strangely intimate. It also made Roan realize something that he’d probably unconsciously known but only thought of now, which was how much the thought of Dylan leaving him had scared him. If Dylan had wanted to put fear in him, he had succeeded. And why? Because it was the boyfriends that kept him human.

It was an awful thought, but he had never quite gotten the knack of being human, had he? He was always a freak, a lab rat, a leper, and a virus; he even saw himself as a thing. It was the men who accepted him as what he was who allowed him a window into normalcy, into what it was like to actually be human. He really didn’t know, and on his own, he could lose the plot a bit.

Roan slipped his arms around Dylan’s waist and rested his head on his shoulder, making him pause and put his hand over his. “You okay?” Dylan wondered.

“Yeah. I’m just sorry.”

“About what?”

“Everything.”

“You should be,” he replied, but with kindness softening his voice. He leaned back against him briefly and whispered, “I’m trying to be strong enough to live in your world, Ro. Give me time.”

“You’re strong enough. I just may be too weird.” He kissed Dylan’s neck, tasting the soap on his skin, something scented supposedly of blood oranges, but it just seemed vaguely citrusy to him. Still, not bad, and yards better than most soaps aimed at men, which often smelled of cheap cologne. His warmth and wiry strength were comforting, and his hair smelled of ginger and apples. There was probably a joke here, him smelling so fruity, but Roan wasn’t about to make it.

“Speaking of weird, we were invited out tomorrow night,” Dylan said. 

“Were we? By who?”

“Hockey players. Seems after tomorrow night’s game they have a couple days off, so Scott called today and said he and some of the guys were going bar hopping, since a day off pretty much gives them a license to drink. He said the guys would love it if we came along. I should add I know he meant just you solo, but I was included to be polite.”

“You know he’s the gay guy, right? Well, bi. But still.”

Dylan snorted. “Oh yeah, I knew.”

Roan looked at him sidelong. “How’d you know?”

“Are you kidding? When we first met, he sized me up as competition. It wasn’t competitive jock sizing, it was ‘what’s he got that I haven’t’ sizing. I know when a guy wants my man.” After a brief pause, he asked, “He hit on you?”

“Oh yeah, full throttle.”

Dylan was quiet for a moment, and Roan was pretty sure he was going to ask how far that attempt had gone. But then suddenly, he seemed to let it go. It was all mental, although Roan was pretty sure he could feel it in his posture, the tightening of muscles and a sudden smoothing out. 

“You almost have to feel sorry for him, don’t you? Lying to everyone.”

Just like that. Dylan had decided to trust him. He could be so very kind. “It is a pity, but he may be playing for the Bruins next year, so I can’t feel that sorry for him.”

“Hockey players don’t have long careers, do they?”

“Now that you mention it, no, I guess they generally don’t.”

“So he makes his money now, and it has to last him through the rest of his life, including replacement teeth, bad knees, and concussion problems. Good luck to him.”

That was a hell of a point. “Does this mean you don’t want to go bar hopping with a bunch of straight—or quasi-straight—hockey players tomorrow night?”

“Hell yeah I wanna go. Maybe we can take ’em to Panic, show ’em how the other half lives.”

That made Roan laugh. “Oh God. We might cause a riot.”

“Or they might like it.”

“That idea is slightly worse.” He could actually see Grey—who may or may not have had sex with a transsexual—enjoying it. Again, could be good or bad, depending on a variety of circumstances.

“Roan!” Holden suddenly exclaimed from the living room, sounding equally angry and horrified. Roan immediately let Dylan go and went to see what the problem was. Holden, his face a grim mask of rage and disgust, just pointed at the computer screen.

A small film, clearly shot on home video, was playing—a group sex sequence that ended in a couple of the guys killing another. Gay snuff? There was a menu on the side that seemed to offer all sorts of couplings: opposite sex, same sex, mixed, group and couples, with animals and without. It looked like they really wrapped a garrote around the guy’s neck, a skinny guy with a few obvious track marks and a flaming skull tattoo on his right bicep, and he was certainly putting up a good fight, but they couldn’t really see a face until the cameraman got closer. That’s when Holden said, “That’s Coyote.”

“What?”

“The kid—that’s Coyote. I know him. He used to work the strip….” He put a hand to his mouth and closed the window again, his eyes squeezing tightly shut.

“Holden?”

“Roan, he’s dead,” he told him, struggling with tears. “He was found dead two weeks ago.” He paused briefly before saying, “He was strangled.”

Son of a bitch. A real snuff film?

This was a bit more ugly than he had ever anticipated. 




5

Misfits and Mistakes



HOLDEN LOOKED around a bit more, trying to see if he recognized anyone else in any of the clips. The problem was there were hundreds of hours of film to see. Still, before they left, Holden thought he got another hit: a female hooker this time, a woman who went by the street name Lacey, but Holden said her real name was Karen. (He had no last name for her.)

It looked like the footage was assembled from different places and involved different assailants, although it appeared that Coyote and Lacey were both killed in a similar basement, probably the same one. Was Lacey actually dead, though? Holden kept in better touch with his boys than any of the girls working the strip, and the female hookers he knew now mainly worked out of the same escort company as him, putting them in a higher echelon. Higher whore echelon? Okay, pseudo-alliteration was among the lowest form of humor, but this was pretty bleak shit here.

Holden said he’d ask around, see if he could find out where Coyote might have picked up his last john—they probably wouldn’t talk to a cop or an investigator, but they’d talk to one of their own—and find out if anyone had seen Lacey lately. Roan had his own sources and would try and work them (okay, Kevin and Dropkick, but they were still sources), but he was sure Holden would probably get more usable information.

Admittedly, this had nothing to do with the Hatcher case, but he’d be completely fucked if he let wholesale murder go.

He called Hatcher and thankfully got his machine. He left a message saying he needed him to find out who owned the Tabu-xxx site, and that he’d explain the attachment to Jordan’s case later. Roan had no idea what he’d say. He figured he’d burn that bridge when he came to it.

While Dylan was getting ready for bed, Roan checked his e-mail, and saw that Hatcher had sent him one, saying “Rutherford.” Opening the e-mail, he saw there was nothing but a link. He clicked it, and after a very strange moment where something briefly flashed on his screen and died (had the bastard sent him a virus?), he suddenly found himself at what looked like a root directory.

Hatcher had sent him a hack. He was inside the Academy’s computer database.

It was as illegal as all hell, and while he was sure software “genius” Hatcher had a way of protecting him from a back trace, he still knew he had to get out of there as quickly as possible. He had broken into an occupied house, and he was just lucky they were heavy sleepers.

He sifted through the Brittneys, and when he found photos, he started comparing the most likely suspects to the girls he'd found in photos with Jordan on his Facebook page. Eventually he found her: Brittney Selfridge, a seventeen-year-old from Bellevue, a bottle blonde who wore way too much makeup with way too much glitter, and her face was so slender and narrow it seemed like her cheekbones were razorblades that could cut you on casual contact. She was trying very hard to look like a divorcee in her early thirties for some reason, and Roan couldn’t imagine that was popular among kids now.

He decided he’d try and bother the Selfridges tomorrow. He called Kevin and Murphy, but he got their answering machines. Could they both be out on a call? Still, he asked them both about Coyote (aka Roman Smith) and Lacey (aka Karen). He assumed they’d be intrigued enough by his vague message to call back as soon as possible.

He searched for information about Coyote’s murder, but there was almost nothing to find. He got one of those one-and-a-half-inch brief columns inside the local section of the newspaper, and all it described was a “transient” killed by “homicidal violence,” which could have been anything from a stabbing to a beating. The fact that Holden knew he had been strangled meant that he'd either heard about it from some of the boulevard boys (most likely) or he’d read or heard an account that he just couldn’t dig up online. Most likely it was the boys. Street people had their own network, a way of talking between themselves that usually wasn’t open to outsiders. This was why Holden was such a good point man for this info. He wasn’t a part of them anymore, but he used to be and was thought of fondly, and that was enough.

Once they were in bed, Dylan asked him why anyone would be into snuff, whether fake or real. That was a good question that Roan couldn’t answer, except some people just liked the idea of fucking a corpse and/or having the ultimate power of taking someone else’s life got their rocks off. Having actually killed people, Roan couldn’t imagine taking such pleasure in it. It wasn’t fun; it was an awful feeling. (Although—and he’d never admit it to anyone—there were times when it was a relief. Killing Switzer had felt like something that should have been done a long time ago, if not by him then by someone else. He had been the human equivalent of a mad dog.) But then again, Roan wasn’t a psychopath. Oh, he flirted with sociopath at times, but at least he wasn’t so far gone that he couldn’t see it.

He slept well, except for the time he woke up and found his heart racing around his chest like it was being chased by a bunch of skinheads. It actually left him panting and sweating, and he lay there in the dark, staring up at the ceiling, wondering if this was a precursor to a heart attack. Was it a heart attack? He didn’t think so, because he wasn’t in pain. He was just a little short of breath, and waking up due to a racing heart was always a bit disconcerting. He was just glad he hadn’t woken up Dylan, because he might freak about it.

He got up, went into the bathroom, and after taking a piss, dug out the hidden stash of downers he had inside an old anticlotting agent bottle, and took a Valium to bring his heart rate down. Was this confirmation of what he’d already guessed? The rules of infecteds had stopped applying to him, and that meant he probably wasn’t going to die like one. Oh, maybe he might die midtransition, but he wasn’t going to slowly waste away like Paris. No, he might just die suddenly in his sleep, which should have been a relief but wasn’t. Because how fair was that to Dylan? To wake up one morning next to a corpse. He should have left him and stayed gone, for his sake. Roan just knew he was never going to be anything but a temporary bit of respite before the huge disappointment.

When he felt the drugs settle in and envelop him like a warm cloak, he went back to bed and snuggled next to Dylan, who smelled good (he almost always smelled good, and Roan had no idea how he did that), and wondered if there was any way he could make this, if not right, better. How did you prepare someone for your own eventual death? Paris had managed to do it pretty well, but it was long established that he wasn’t Paris. Paris had probably decided Dylan was perfect for him and set it all in motion, matchmaking after death. Again, terribly creepy, but also kind because Paris knew how lousy he was when he had no one to force him to go out in the world and interact with people. Dylan didn’t need help with that—he wasn’t that fucked up.

Roan must have fallen asleep, because before he had anything approaching a course of action, he found himself waking up to a ringing phone. He felt a great impulse to pick up the phone, say “I didn’t do it,” and hang up, but he should probably find out who it was before he did that. The call might be for Dylan.

As it turned out, it was Dropkick. With no preamble, she asked, “How did I know you’d get involved in the dead hookers case?”

“I’m very predictable.” He rubbed his eyes, and suddenly realized what she’d said. “Hookers? Plural? So Lacey is dead.”

“You mean Karen Ramirez? I thought you knew she was dead.”

“I knew she was missing, and I suspected she was dead, but I didn’t know for sure. How long?”

“How long what?” Now she sounded pissed off. Maybe because she had just accidentally leaked information.

“Has she been dead.”

There was a long silence, in which Roan felt psychic, because he knew she was considering hanging up on him. Finally she sighed, and said, “Do you want the coroner's report? I ain’t givin’ it to you.”

“I don’t want a report, just when she was found.” He knew when she was in this mood, he shouldn’t push his luck.

“Three days ago.”

So fairly recent. That wasn’t good. “Strangled like Smith?”

More pointed silence. “How did you know that?”

“I was talking with Holden, he—”

She groaned in disappointment. “Fox. I shoulda guessed.”

“It’s all over the street. They know about Roman.”

“And how the fuck do they know? That information wasn’t shared.”

“How the fuck do they know anything? Nine out of ten times they know when a drug bust is going down, and I assume vice isn’t advertising that. It’s just one of those weird things.”

“Why a hustler, Roan? This isn’t something I should be worried about, is it?”

“What? Holden’s an assistant investigator now. I thought you knew that.”

“And that bothers the hell out of me. They aren’t the most well-adjusted people in the world, you know.”

“Neither am I, so that works. Will you at least tell me if you have a suspect in either killing?”

“No suspects. How can there be? We can’t even get a decent timeline tracing their last known whereabouts.”

“What about Kevin? He got anything for you?”

“He tried, but all we have is that Smith may have been seen hustling near Antique Row about a day before his probable death, or he was seen hitchhiking out of the city near a freeway overpass. Both are impossible to confirm.”

This was where Holden could come in handy. Either no one knew for sure and the cops had heard two different stories, or someone knew and was deliberately not telling the cops. Holden wasn’t a cop, so he’d be in at a chance for the truth. And it would make sense that Smith might be at Antique Row as, in spite of its name, a lot of young male hustlers did business down there. “If I find anything out, I’ll let you know.”

“You better.” That almost sounded like a warning and probably was.

Downstairs, he found Dylan brewing tea and looking unusually snazzy in a pale-blue button-down shirt and neat black jeans that could have passed for classy. That’s when Roan remembered. “Oh yeah, you’re going to interview for Silver today.” Silver was an upscale restaurant/bar that had recently opened but also had a vacancy in its bartending staff.

Dylan looked almost embarrassed as he took a bite of his toast. “Yeah. Is it wrong that I might go work for hets just because they’re offering dental?”

“You know, I’m sure there’s a dirty joke somewhere, but I’m too tired to find it.”

Dylan grimaced and gave him a dirty look, but there wasn’t much anger behind it. “Thanks for the support, hon.”

“Hey, I’ll support you ’til you can’t stand anymore.”

That got a small, reluctant snicker out of Dylan. “You’re horrible, you know that?”

“Says it on my business card.”

He helped himself to toast and tea and flipped through the paper, scanning it, wondering how Karen’s death fell through the cracks. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe her body was found on a busy news day, and report of it just got bumped. It could happen.

After a moment, Dylan said hesitantly, “Did you read the thing on the new domestic partnership registry?”

“You mean the ‘no marriage for you, fags’ act? Yes, I did. Why?”

“Well, um, it says it covers hospital visitation, you know, meaning a doctor would have to let your partner see you like they were actually family or something. I was thinking maybe that would be something we should look into. I mean, we’ve been lucky so far, what with Dee’s friends and the fact that most of the hospitals know you already, but what happens if we run into some stickler for regulations who just doesn’t care who you are or who you know?”

“Like Nurse Ratched.”

“Exactly.” He paused briefly. “Do I add that to your movie reference list or your book reference list?”

“Could go either way. You pick.” He considered what Dylan was saying, and what he actually meant. What he meant was “what if they won’t let me see you if you’re hospitalized again?” and that was a concern. If he was going to be unfair to Dylan by possibly dying on him in his sleep, he owed him at least that much. “Does it say what dreary government office we trek to, to do this?”

“Umm, I don’t know. You want to do this?”

“I do. Find out where we go, and we’ll go.”

“How do you know it will be a dreary office building?”

“Because it’s an unwritten law that all government bureaus should be bleak hellscapes straight from Kafka’s or Orwell’s worst nightmares. And yes, that’s two for the literary reference pile.”

Dylan gave him a disarming, sweet grin, and Roan instantly felt bad for him. He should have had better taste in men than Roan. Talk about taking up with a lost cause.

Dylan left cheerful, which Roan figured was the least he could do for him, and only then did he put in a call to the Selfridges. He was prepared for a machine, but the mother picked up. (He knew from looking at Brittney’s school records her name was Elizabeth, but he wasn’t going to tip his hand so early on.) “Hello, Mrs. Selfridge? I’m Roan McKichan, a private detective, looking into the disappearance of Jordan Hatcher, and—”

She interrupted him with a disdainful snort. “Oh, she ran off with him, did she? I’m not surprised.”

“So Brittney’s gone?” He actually knew from the school records that she had missed two days in a row, unexcused. He’d guessed she was gone, but again, it was safer to pretend he was an idiot. People generally opened up more to idiots than to know-it-alls.

“Of course she’s gone. And good riddance. Mouthy little brat.”

Wow. Bad relationship there, huh? “How long has Brittney been gone?”

There was a noise like a drag off a cigarette before she said, “Three days, Mr. McKichan. After we got her out of her last shoplifting charge. And before you ask, no, we have no idea where she ran off to, and I can’t say I much care. I’m sure you think I’m a horrible mother, but ever since she turned sixteen, she’s been out of control. Drinking, drugs, shoplifting, and going out with boys she knows damn well her father and I won’t approve of. She’s trying to make us angry, and why? We give that ungrateful bitch everything, and she only gives us headaches.”

“Teens rebel. They’re good at that.”

“Perhaps, but she doesn’t have to be so obnoxious about it. The only thing she’s actually dedicated herself to over the past year is pissing us off. If only she’d work so hard at her studies.”

“Has she run off before?”

“Once, but that was just to her aunt’s in Santa Clara. She was packed up and sent home within a day. Kate can’t stand her anymore.”

“So she’s unlikely to have gone there again.” Not a question, but she seemed to take it as such.

“No, I’d have had an angry phone call by now if that was the case.”

“Can I have her name anyways?”

She sighed heavily, as if just talking to him was a burden. “Katherine Norris. But she’s not there, and there’s no way in hell she’d take that dirtbag boyfriend of hers down there.”

“You don’t like Jordan.”

“He’s an idiot. I know his father is supposedly some kind of genius, but it must not run in the family. That boy’s as dumb as a post and as close to white trash as you can get for a pampered rich boy.”

That just confirmed a suspicion on his part, and he wanted to say the father had an air of white trashiness about him too, but didn’t because it didn’t matter. “So you really don’t have any idea where they might have gone?”

“No, I do not, and you know what? I don’t care. I hope for your sake you find Jordan, but if you find Brittney, don’t bother letting us know.” And with that, she hung up on him.

Well then—two poor little rich kids who hated their families (and vice versa?). If that wasn’t a recipe for runaways, he didn’t know what was.
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D Is for Dangerous



HOLDEN SAT in one of the saddest motel rooms he had ever seen, and considering he was a hooker, that was saying something.

A tiny television that probably dated back to the ’80s provided the only light in the room, a flickering, inconstant illumination that scudded by in eerie silence. It looked like a game show. The whole room smelled like bong water, body odor, dust, and failure.

Holden sat in the small room’s only chair, as Javier sat on the bed in his underwear, black shorts that he preferred because they hid the stains and could go a couple days without being washed.

He was a bit on the short side, but slender and wiry, and he looked fragile and much younger than he was. He said he was seventeen, but he was actually twenty-four and starting to show it around the eyes. He usually shot drugs between his toes or in other visually inaccessible places. He had a few track marks on his legs that he usually hid with Band-Aids, but they had all fallen off onto the messy bedspread like pieces of sunburnt skin. He scratched his slightly sunken chest before picking up the bong he’d made out of an empty Coke can, and his red plastic lighter. He often shaved his chest, but even when he didn’t, the few hairs that grew in were wispy and almost pubic, gathering just beneath the hollow of his throat like a clutch of crabgrass.

Javier—real name Brody Walker—held the flame briefly to the tiny hole in the center of the can where the dried lump of pot sat and took a deep breath of smoke through the mouth of the can. He held it until his coughing became convulsive, and then it all came out in a single spasmic cough. He then held out the can, his brown eyes glazing over, and asked in a harsh voice, “Want some? This is good shit.”

Holden shook his head. “Nah, I don’t like to mix booze and pot. Gets me too fucked up.” He hadn’t been drinking, but he wasn’t interested in getting high right now. He was on a mission.

He was also on painkillers. Being stabbed in the stomach at least got you that, even though these were so mild he bet Roan could down the whole bottle and think they were Flintstone’s Vitamins.

Brody nodded, and Holden pretended not to notice the glass meth pipe sitting on the nightstand, right next to the potato chip bag and crumpled pack of Camels. No one became a hustler if they were overly concerned about their health, or had any other way of getting the money they needed. A good thing in Brody’s case, as right now he looked like a corpse waiting to happen, propped up on a messy motel bed. “Cool. More for me.”

“So Cowboy told me you’d been working gigs with Coyote.”

“Some, not a lot. I wasn’t with him on the last one.”

“I assume not. Do you know what it was?”

Brody took a swallow of his energy drink (wouldn’t that be a counter to the pot?), and had a potato chip before telling him, “Couldn’t do it. I’m not into group sex.”

“So it was a gang bang gig?” That tracked with what he'd seen on the snuff site.

“Yeah. Not my thing, even though it mighta been a way into movies.”

“So it was a porn gig?”

“Nah.” He paused, frowned. “Maybe. It was hard to say.” Holden didn’t know if the pot had made Brody’s natural inclination toward vagueness any worse than it already was. Even though he had been born and raised somewhere in Kansas (he refused to name the city, saying no one had heard of it anyway), he always spoke like English was a foreign language to him, like he wasn’t sure what half the words actually meant.

“Who was the gig for?”

“Dunno. Some guy he met on Craigslist.”

“Coyote had a Craigslist ad?”

He was taking another hit, so he simply nodded and didn’t speak until he let the smoke out. “Yeah. He said he was tired of doin’ it curbside, that there was more money doin’ it online.”

Not a bad idea actually. Although cops had started cracking down on Craigslist prostitution ads, they mostly focused on underage and female. They didn’t seem to give too much of a damn about male prostitutes. Maybe because no one wanted to be seen doing “faggy stuff” like that. “Do you know what Coyote’s e-mail address was?”

Brody’s glazed eyes settled on the television, which was now running an ad for “natural male enhancement.” Also known as boner pills. It was hilarious really. They couldn’t cure cancer, HIV, infection, or the common cold, but goddamn, they could give eighty-year-old men who really shouldn’t be having sex hard-ons until the day they died. What was extra hilarious was that this also solved the boner problems of male prostitutes—now they didn’t have to pretend to be into it, they could just use pharmaceuticals to fake attraction. Coincidence? “Umm, yeah. It was—” He scratched his head and used his foot to scratch an itch on his opposite leg. Considering how stoned he was, that was an amazing bit of coordination. “—Coyote404 at, umm… I wanna say ‘sexmail’? But that ain’t right.”

Holden had to think about that for a moment. “You don’t mean ‘hotmail’, do you?”

He snapped and pointed at him, a stoner’s lazy smile creasing his face. “Yeah, man, that’s it. He gave it to me in case I wanted to get in on the Craigslist stuff with him, but I dunno. I mean, it sounds good—God knows I don’t like street cruisin’— but… fuck it. Seems like work. And I don’t wanna hang around some public library so I can answer e-mails from ugly dudes who can only get it over a computer, you know? Maybe I’m old-fashioned.”

“How many cute clients do we get on the street, Jav? Last I counted, it was between zero and minus two.”

That made him chuckle and nod knowingly. “Yeah. Ain’t like the movies, is it?”

“Depends on the film.” He wanted to make a joke about a horror movie, but didn’t. “You stayin’ here for a while?”

He nodded. “Coupla days. I needed a break, you know? So I’m havin’ a vacation.” He snickered at the idea. “It’s over when I run outta money.”

Brody was homeless. Not really a shock. People would probably be surprised to learn how often male prostitutes were homeless, or at least constantly in housing flux. It was a hard life, especially if you were supporting as many addictions as Brody was. “If you need a place to crash for a while, I can find you something.”

He shook his head again. “Naw. After what happened to Coyote, I’m moving on. Place seems dangerous, you know? I heard from this guy I know that Salt Lake City has a desperate need for boys, so I thought I’d check it out.”

“Makes sense. Ultra-repressed Mormons probably can’t wait to suck a dick.”

“That’s my theory.”

“Go where the repression is. That philosophy of life has never steered me wrong.” Holden reached into his coat pocket and hesitated. If he gave Javier this, he had no guarantee he’d spend it on what he asked him to; he could turn around and spend it on more drugs. But what if he did? He had a shitty life, and one of his friends was just murdered (online for all to see, although he was unaware of this, and Holden wasn’t going to tell him). Let him have all the fucking drugs he wanted. He pulled out the money—two twenties and a couple of fives—and stood up, putting it on the nightstand beside the ashtray. “Buy a bus ticket, get something to eat that doesn’t come out of a vending machine. Okay?”

Brody’s eyes seemed to move slowly and deliberately to the money, and then up to his face. “Thanks dude. Wanna come with me?”

“No, I have enough clients as it is. But if it ever dries up, I just might.”

“Awesome.” Holden turned toward the door, and Brody said, “Hey, you leavin’? You don’t hafta leave. I wouldn’t mind the company.” He gazed at him with soft eyes, putting a hand on the empty side of the bed, in case he didn’t realize this was a come-on. It was much, much subtler than his last one.

Brody didn’t talk about his past or himself ever. What Holden knew about him was the sum total of what everyone else knew: he was from Kansas, had a stepsister in a wheelchair for some reason (undisclosed), and ended up on the West Coast because he wanted to get as far away from Kansas as humanly possible before falling in the ocean. That was it. But Holden didn’t need Brody to acknowledge he’d been sexually abused in his life, from a young age and often. Sometimes you could just see it, the empty hunger of the walking wounded, but it was more the way they treated sex. For some, like Brody, it was the equivalent of a handshake: there was no pleasure in it, it was expected, and they obliged because that was all anyone ever wanted from them.

The funny thing was, Holden was pretty sure Brody wasn’t gay. He wasn’t straight either. He had no sexuality whatsoever; it had been robbed from him along with nearly everything else. He was asexual, but could fake sexuality with anyone, because it meant nothing to him. Not now, not ever. Maybe that’s why he always felt bad for Brody. His abuser had left him hollow, and he’d never recovered from it. He was a doll always waiting to be posed. “I have a gig in a half hour, but thanks.”

“Rain check?”

“Rain check.” Of course he would never collect, and Brody probably knew that too. That’s probably why he smiled at him.

This was a huge lead. With Coyote’s e-mail address, all he had to do was hack into his account, and it was more than likely, if this was a Craigslist gig, there’d still be e-mail evidence of who he was supposed to meet and where.

And then they could kill this fucking bastard.





ROAN HAD spent his day discovering a new definition of futility: finding friends of Jordan and Brittney.

Now, he had names of best friends—Darren Brewster and Bethany Stevens, respectively—but finding them turned out to be a huge pain in the ass. Bethany was apparently off in Europe with her parents and had been since last month. The woman who answered at their home thought they might have been in Sweden right now but wasn’t sure. They weren’t due back for another two weeks.

Darren was another story. He was the son of Sidney Brewster, a guy who had made part of his fortune in a private security service that only worked with wealthy executives and politicians. (You know, armored limos, mercenary ex-soldiers who became bodyguards and armored limo drivers.) They weren’t Blackwater—they didn’t care about national security in the least, and foreign wars held no appeal. They were still a bunch of fucking bastards, though.

Brewster’s firm had been doing some business down in Mexico, protecting businessmen who could afford something better than the police force, and as such there were some concerns that he had run afoul of one of the drug cartels down there. Because of that, apparently there wasn’t a single member of the Brewster family who didn’t travel around with bodyguards. (Even here? Oh sure, the cartels had feelers everywhere, but it seemed pretty damn silly.) On top of this, Darren was impossible to get a hold of. Roan tried calling the Brewster compound, but he was told to make an appointment if he wanted to speak to Mr. Brewster. When he said he wanted to talk to Darren, not Sidney, he was told he’d have to see Sidney to get permission (!) to speak with Darren. Did Jordan have to go through that process? He doubted it.

Frustrated beyond belief, he started scouring Darren’s Facebook page and attempted e-mail. He pretended to be a girl who went to Rutherford and wanted to hang out with him sometime. He waited to see if Darren would take the bait. If he was at all security savvy, he’d recognize it for the security breach it was, but he was counting on Darren being your average hormonal teenage boy (i.e., dumb).

But after that, it was their bizarro night out with the (mostly) straight hockey players. Not that they were planning a bizarre night, but how could it not be? These guys were younger than them (well, Dylan was closer to their ages), most were from other countries (Canada being the dominant one), and of course they were uberjocks. Why did they want to hang out with a couple of gay guys who weren’t uberjocks? He hated to think that Dylan’s tease about him being their “gay mascot” was true, but to some degree it probably was. Oh, and also there may have been hopes of getting involved in a huge fight.

Roan had expected Grey and Scott, maybe Tank, but there were many more guys involved in the bar crawl. Yes, Grey, Scott, and Tank, but also Jeff the New Yorker, Sandy the tall blond Russian, Richie with the oft-broken nose—all members of the big parking lot fight—and there were two new guys as well (new to Roan, at any rate): Barrett and Zach. Barrett was a light-skinned black man with broad shoulders and a lean frame, who said defensively, even though neither he nor Dylan had said anything, “Yes, there are black guys playing hockey. Not a lot, but a few. I’m not the only one.”

“I didn’t think you were,” Roan replied. “I’ve seen Jarome Iginla.” He was the captain of the Calgary Flames, and while not the only black man in hockey, he was probably the most well known.

That made Barrett blink in surprise. “Oh, yeah. I thought you weren’t a big hockey fan.”

“Canadian husband. I know my Canadian hockey teams.”

He seemed to accept that, mildly impressed.

Zach looked almost prepubescent. He had a round face and wheat-colored hair so pale it was more of a suggestion of color than an actual hue. Confirming Roan’s suspicion, Richie put an arm around Zach’s shoulders and said, “He’s only nineteen. He can drink in Canada but he can’t drink here, so we’re gonna try and fake him in.”

“Might be hard,” Dylan said. Since he was a bartender, he had a great idea of who was at risk of being carded and who wasn’t.

“Let me get him through,” Sandy said, his Russian accent making his words sound more exotic than they actually were. “I’ll pretend I don’t speak the language and start getting belligerent. That usually works.”

“Only ’cause you’re a scary, big Russian,” Jeff replied. “If you were from Moosejaw, no one would care.”

“What’s wrong with Moosejaw?” Zach asked, his brow furrowing. Oh, was that where he was from?

Because there were so many of them, they took two cars, but because he and Dylan were taking the GTO, they were able to fit Tank, Grey, and Scott in their car. All three of them praised the mix CD he’d put together for Grey and wanted Roan to make them each one. Grey had asked him to put together a mix CD they could listen to at practices, since Grey was so impressed by These Arms Are Snakes. Roan couldn’t imagine anything sillier, but was able to throw something together quickly and give it to him.

Roan actually thought Grey might trash it, because he'd thrown on songs that he knew might offend some people, such as the two Pansy Division songs (“Hockey Hair” and “Manada” the French-language version) and ones with buttloads of obvious cursing. (“Stoopid Ass” was probably the most egregious offender there.) But astonishingly, most of the team enjoyed it, and thought the Pansy Division songs were funny. The coach claimed the Nirvana song gave him a headache (“Scentless Apprentice”) and made them turn it off, but the guys in general loved it. Dylan told them not to encourage him, since he loved perplexing people with his obscure and bizarre music choices, but Dylan flashed him an affectionate, exasperated look as he said it. Roan told them he’d see what he could do in his free time.

It was a pub crawl of great scope. They started off in a sports bar where almost all the Falcons guys were recognized (not Zach), and then they moved on to a trendy nightclub that was often difficult to get into, although not for local sports guys. It was slightly Eurotrash, filled with lots of neon and glass and metal, and everyone in it seemed coated in fake bake and wore clothes so tight they could have been sprayed on, even the guys. Although about half the (straight) crew chatted up some women, it was astonishingly dull. Even Tank made a face and said, “This reminds me of a club I went to in Montreal for my eighteenth birthday. That place sucked.”

Scott grunted an affirmative and swirled the dregs of his drink around in his glass. Most of the guys were pacing themselves, save for Jeff, who was knocking his drinks back like they were all ice water. But to his credit, it hadn’t had any effect on him yet.

So they moved on to a slightly dingier bar that was marginally more entertaining, although there was a baseball game playing on the TV over the bar. Sandy and Jeff watched it for a couple of minutes, and Jeff suddenly exclaimed, “Why does everyone love that fucking sport? My dad once took me to a Mets game, and I was bored out of my fucking skull. Nothin’ happened. For hours, nothin’ happened. At least in hockey, there’s always the potential of a fight.”

“I don’t get it either,” Sandy admitted. “But if I were getting paid as much as they are, I’d learn to put up with it.”

Jeff shrugged and grimaced. “Good point. So what does that tub o’ guts on the mound make? A couple million?”

“I bet he gets winded walking to the clubhouse,” Grey said, smirking at his own bitchiness. But, to be fair, all the Falcons at the table were lean and hard, toned to perfection. If you had need of a cement wall but no cement, they could easily stand in for it. They were in so much better shape than the star pitcher being featured on the screen it was sort of comical and grossly unfair.

Dylan wasn’t drinking any booze, as he really didn’t like alcohol (funny for a bartender), and Roan only had a drink if they had a decent microbrew available. So far, he’d only had one.

Next bar over, when Dylan disappeared to the bathroom, Sandy asked him, “So who’s the woman?”

Grey punched him in the shoulder, almost knocking the Russian out of his chair. “Dude, you don’t ask shit like that.”

He rubbed his shoulder and flashed him an indignant look. If Grey could hurt a guy as big as Sandy, that was impressive, especially since he obviously held back. “What, you’re not curious?”

“Neither of us are women, so neither of us are,” Roan told him. Wasn’t the first time he’d been asked such a thing, probably wouldn’t be the last.

Sandy scowled. “You know what I mean. Who—”

“Shut up,” Scott said in a low, deadly voice. Sandy glanced at his team captain, and Roan saw immediately that he was giving up. Obeying a direct order from his captain, or did he really not like the murderous look in his eyes? Both?

“Fine,” he said, sulking. “I just wondered.”

Another boring bar awaited them, and it was at this point that Dylan offered to take them all to Panic. Although Sandy, Jeff, and Barrett didn’t seem thrilled with the idea, the fact that Scott, Grey, and Tank wanted to go seemed to clinch the deal. (Zach and Richie didn’t seem to care either way.)

So they all went to Panic, where it was trance night, meaning they were greeted by high-energy dance music and an amused Luis behind the bar. No one seemed to recognize the guys as hockey players, although they all recognized Dylan, and some recognized Roan. They got lots of free drinks, inspiring the guys (not him and Dylan, though) to dare each other to drink the “girliest” drinks possible. Tank won the contest with a “pink confetti daiquiri,” which he actually said wasn’t bad and ordered a second one to prove it. Dylan told him it had pomegranate juice in it, but he had no idea what the “confetti” part of it was or even meant.

A cute guy who looked like a James Franco stand-in came to the table and asked Scott to dance. Sandy and Jeff burst into howls of laughter, but Scott’s guard was obviously down from the several drinks he'd already had, and Dylan and Roan watched as he smirked and visually sized the guy up. “Sure,” Scott said, getting up and following him to the dance floor.

This made his teammates laugh even harder. Apparently they thought this was Scott playing along and being silly, confirming that none of them knew he was bisexual. Except perhaps Grey—Roan wasn’t convinced he didn’t know. Not only because he was Scott’s roommate, but also because Grey wasn’t as dumb as he liked people to think he was.

After watching Scott dance for a bit (he wasn’t bad), a rather drunk Zach proclaimed, “I wanna dance!”

“No you don’t, jailbait,” Jeff said, and it sounded funny and vaguely threatening in his thick New York accent.

A twink at the bar overheard Zach’s proclamation, and came up to the table. “I’ll dance with you, sweetie.” He was probably barely legal himself.

“Awesome,” Zach said, scraping his chair back. As he stood up unsteadily, he added, “Don’t get grabby. I’m straight.”

“You know what the difference between a straight guy and a gay guy is?” the twink replied. “A six pack.”

Zach looked at him blankly, confirming how drunk he was. “Huh?” But the twink just headed to the dance floor, and Zach followed.

They watched for a moment, and then burst into laughter, as Zach was no Scott—his idea of dancing looked a lot like a seizure, with some kind of abortive robot moves thrown in. Now everybody knew for certain he was straight. “I thought you Canadian dudes could hold your liquor better,” Jeff said, wiping tears from his eyes.

“Depends on the Canadian dude,” Barrett said.

“If he was Quebecois, he could,” Tank, the only Quebecois at the table, insisted.

“If he was Quebecois, he’d secede from the team,” Richie replied.

Grey slapped a twenty dollar bill in the center of the table and said, “I betcha before we head outta here, he dances on a table.” So they started throwing money in a pool, betting on whether he would dance on a table (or the bar) or pass out first. Jeff bet he’d vomit first; Barrett thought he might actually make out with a dude.

Roan skirted the dance floor on his way to the bathroom, as his couple of beers had finally caught up with his bladder, and he chuckled to himself, mainly because he never thought he’d have such a good time with a bunch of straight jocks. He still had no idea why they wanted to hang around with him, but there was some fun to be had in male bonding. And these guys were friends as much as teammates, which made them easy to be around, even though they taunted and razzed each other as only macho male guys could (although nobody really razzed Scott or Grey—probably because Scott was their captain, and probably because Grey was essentially a sentient pile of muscle).

He’d just entered the bathroom when he heard behind him, “Holy fuck. This is a men’s room?” Grey had come with him. Why he didn’t know.

Panic’s men’s room was impressive. It was pressed blue glass tile and strips of ice blue neon lighting supplementing the white lighting overhead. The sinks and stalls were stainless steel, the urinals a snow-white porcelain. It was kept so clean you could probably eat off the floor. The management actively discouraged hooking up in the bathroom, although Roan knew it must have happened from time to time. Even so, there was a small laminated sign on the wall next to the automatic hand dryer that said explicitly, “No fucking around.” “Depending on the gay club, you get a really nice bathroom or a really disgusting one,” Roan told him.

“I’ve never been in a bathroom this nice,” Grey admitted, still looking around. “Wow. Think I could rent it?”

“Doubt it.” Although he wasn’t great about having people watch him pee, he really had to take a piss before his back teeth started floating.

He thought Grey needed to take a piss too, but basically all he did was study the condom machine, which did have an impressive laundry list of sizes, colors, and attributes, and then said, “I just wanted to let you know, yeah, I know.”

“Know what?”

“About Scott. Tank does too, I think. No one else does.”

Yep—smarter than he admitted. Tank too. “You don’t let on to the others?”

Grey shook his head. “It’s Scott’s business. If he wanted to tell anyone, he would.”

“Does Scott know you know?”

That made him snort a laugh. “Doubt it.”

So he’d never talked about it with him. No surprise there, really. But did that mean Roan was the only person he’d ever admitted his bisexuality to? That would be weird.

Roan knew someone else had come in, but as he was zipping up he paid them no mind. But then he got the oddest sense that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Was the guy staring at him? Why did his mental alarm bells go off?

It happened so fast that by the time Roan turned away from the urinal, it was all over.

The man had pulled something out of his jacket but either hadn’t noticed Grey or hadn’t cared. He’d moved for Roan, but Grey was on him before he could advance more than an inch or two. Grey slammed him viciously face first into the blue glass wall over the urinals, pinning his hand to the wall along with it. Whoever the assailant was, Grey had a solid half foot and roughly a hundred pounds on him. “Not tonight, fucko,” Grey told him, in the most deceptively calm voice ever. Blood was dripping down the wall from the man’s shattered nose.

“Nice save,” Roan admitted, still surprised a guy as big as Grey could move that fast. The man was struggling, but Grey was making him kiss the wall, and there was no way he could get his hand free. He wasn’t moving until Grey allowed him to move. “You missed your calling in security.”

“Yeah, well, if the hockey job ever goes south, I figure I can bodyguard or something. I know judo, you know.”

“I know.”

The man spoke, but his voice was so nasal and muffled by glass it was hard to tell what he said at first. After thinking about it a moment, Roan realized he’d asked, “Since when do you have a bodyguard?”

“Weren’t you paying attention to our conversation? He isn’t my bodyguard. He’s my hockey enforcer.”

“I prefer defenseman in mixed company,” Grey said wryly.

“My mistake.” He looked at the weapon the man was still holding, even though blood circulation to his hand was starting to cut off. Roan pried a finger loose and said, “If you don’t drop it, I’ll start breaking fingers.”

With reluctance, the man dropped it. It clattered on the floor, looked almost like a mini sickle, with a solid black plastic handle leading up to a wickedly curved blade and a sharply pointed tip. “What the fuck is that?” Grey wondered. The assailant gurgled. He wasn’t trying to talk, he was simply trying to breathe while his face was being ground into the wall.

“It’s a tile cutter,” Roan told him, having seen Paris use one enough on his various home renovation projects. He also knew that those bastards were far sharper than your average knife.

In theory, a clumsy weapon. But if you really wanted to kill someone, a great choice.
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Walking Spanish



ROAN HAD little to no familiarity with organized sports, so he had no idea if the reaction of the rest of the Falcons was par for the course. But if it was, he missed out on having teammates.

Tank noticed they’d been gone for a bit and needed to piss anyway (those pink confetti daiquiris catching up with him), so he came in shortly after Roan had put in a call to 9-1-1 to report that he’d been almost stabbed, but had his assailant pinned down in the bathroom of Panic. To say the dispatcher wasn’t sure how to handle that was an understatement. As soon as Tank saw Grey holding a bleeding guy pinned to the wall, he opened the door and shouted in his hockey voice—the one that carried across a rink to his teammates when the crowd was loud and the music was booming—“Avant!”

Grey explained later that that was a kind of a code. It was a bit of French that everyone knew, meaning “before” or “forward,” but Tank used that to call in defensemen. Not all the Falcons on the pub crawl were defensemen (Jeff and Zach were wingers, whatever that meant precisely, Sandy was a center, and of course Tank was the goalie), but within seconds they all crowded the men’s room, ready for a fight. Save for Zach, who was a little too drunk to respond so rapidly.

Grey explained the situation while the guys crowded around the assailant, giving him the stink eye, and Roan almost felt bad for the guy, especially since Grey let up on him so he could get a good look at how totally fucking screwed he was, surrounded by big, angry men. Of all the nights to try and attack him, he had to do it on the one night he was doing the town with half a hockey team. That was the definition of bad timing. Or karma, perhaps, depending on your perspective.

Dylan followed them in too, and was shocked that someone would try for Roan at his place of work. Roan tried to get the guy to talk, but he wouldn’t. Grey and the guys offered to “make him talk” (how ominous did that sound?), but luckily the cops had arrived by then. Also luckily, he knew the cops who showed up, Parker and Kinney, and they didn’t seem the least bit surprised to find him with a group of guys in the men’s room. When they discovered the guys with him were part of the Seattle Falcons, Parker started laughing and didn’t stop until he was crying. Finally he got a hold of himself and slapped the cuffs on the guy, telling him, “You hafta be the stupidest guy I’ve arrested this week. And I get all the stupid ones, so that’s something.”

The guy still wasn’t talking. When asked his name, why he wanted to attack Roan, he only said, “I wanna lawyer.”

“Of course you want a lawyer,” Parker replied. “You guys always want lawyers.”

As the cops led him out, the club members applauded them. But when Roan and the guys came out of the men’s room, they were greeted with applause and wild cheers. Drunk Zach raised his arms and let out an explosive, “Wooo!” He then casually leaned over, vomited behind a table, and then half staggered, half collapsed against the bar. “Woo,” he added anemically. “Fuck, I’m tired.”

Jeff grabbed him under the shoulders, propping him up with a single arm. (How strong was Jeff? That was a bit unexpected.) “Lightweight. You’ve just shamed Saskatchewan. But thanks, ’cause I won the pool.”

Grey pulled out a small clump of bills and tossed it on the bar. “Sorry for the cleanup,” he told Luis as he gathered the money.

Luis scanned the bills, and replied, “Honey, you tip like this, you can puke on our floors any time.”

“I’m not a lightweight,” Zach argued belatedly. “I haven’t shamed Skacth… Suchcutch… home.”

“I told him not to order the Tie Me To The Bedpost,” Dylan said. That was the name of the drink Zach had ordered in the girlie drink contest. According to Dylan, it had rum, vodka, and Midori in it, which sounded disgusting and could fuck you up pretty fast. Zach may have been living proof of that.

“He shoulda went with the Royal Fuck,” Tank added.

Sadly, that was a drink too. Roan didn’t even want to know what was in that.

In spite of the fact that it seemed like the night had ended on a sour note, the guys were eager to do it again sometime soon. Roan happily agreed, as he had had fun. Dylan gave him a look, the kind of look only a person who loved you could give you. It said, without words, “You’re fucking crazy.” And yes, he understood he was. After dropping off Grey, Scott, and Tank at Grey’s and Scott’s place, Dylan said it out loud: “You know, they mean well, but I think they’re all a bit nuts.”

“They play hockey. Of course they’re nuts.” After a brief pause, he admitted, “That’s probably how come we get on so well, even though we have absolutely nothing in common.”

“Except a love of trouble.”

“I don’t love it. It loves me.”

Dylan was driving, since he hadn’t had any alcohol. Roan didn’t feel at all tipsy but figured it was easier to surrender the keys than argue. “Did you recognize that guy?”

“The one who tried to attack me? No.”

“Any idea what that was about?”

He was forced to shrug. “A lot of people hate me. I couldn’t even begin to narrow down the list.”

“Shit, that’s sad.”

“Tell me about it.” What did you do about that? Public apologies, start handing out money, a little bit of both? And even then, that probably would only cut down his enemies list marginally.

He wondered if it was the church. Yeah, they’d backed off since he'd almost ripped that guy’s arm clean off, but they were never going to be best buddies, and some followers got overzealous. It was always the religious nutcases who were the most dangerous people: they honestly believed God was on their side, so nothing they did was wrong, even if that included massacring kindergartners on a playdate. It’s one of the reasons he always distrusted religion as a whole. No one should ever feel that right about something, so justified in their righteousness that nothing they did was out of bounds.

No, the guy hadn’t been infected. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t in the Church of Divine Transformation. It only meant he hadn’t been infected yet.

The combination of alcohol and downers was a risky one, and by the time they got home he just decided to fall into bed. Dylan joined him and seemed to hold him tighter than he usually did. Scared? Possibly. He even asked, as Roan was falling asleep, “Do you think Hallmark makes a ‘Thank you for saving my boyfriend’s life from the psycho’ card? I should send one to Grey.”

“He didn’t save my life. I coulda took him.”

“You’re hard to kill, hon. You’re not invincible.”

“I know, but it wasn’t stepping in front of a bullet.” After a moment, he added, “You could probably make him a mix CD for practice.”

“I’m leaving that to you, alt-rock fan.”

“Hey, they’re a hockey team. They like the harder stuff.”

In the morning, Roan checked his phone messages and e-mail messages and got a couple of surprises. The guy arrested last night was named Charles Crosby—the name meant nothing to him—and it turned out there was a warrant on him in California, for assault and domestic violence. So he was most likely going to take a trip across state lines, and Roan wouldn’t have to worry about it for a while. He still never said why he went after Roan. E-mail wise, Darren had responded to him with some wariness. Roan had already picked out his assumed identity from the Rutherford database: a student named Chelsea Yamamoto, a cute younger student who could have no class overlap with Darren, so there was little chance they’d met before. With Roan pretending to be her, she talked about having seen him hanging with his friends, and how she thought he was kind of cute but was afraid to talk to him for fear of being embarrassed. Darren responded before he got off-line: he would be at Club Amsterdam tonight, in one of the VIP rooms, and she was invited to join him.

Horny bastard. It was so nice to know teen boys were the same, whether gay or straight or somewhere in between.

Club Amsterdam was a hell of a place to invite a sixteen-year-old girl, though. It was a strip club that tried to present itself as classy and exclusive, but really only its even more absurd prices and large building separated it from its competition. Supposedly, its dancers were “screened,” but for what Roan didn’t know—STDs, dependent children, track marks, well-tucked-away dicks? No idea. He wasn’t looking forward to going there.

Then there was the added problem that Darren would probably have his bodyguards with him, as silly as that was. As soon as he realized Roan wasn’t Chelsea, he’d order them to sling him out. He needed something to tip the balance, something that would make them pause and not be so fast to act. He needed bodyguards of his own.

Well, that was a no-brainer, wasn’t it?

He called Grey, who picked up almost immediately and sounded very chipper. No hangover for him—he had the alcohol tolerance of Charles Bukowski. (Or maybe he didn’t drink that much—come to think of it, Roan could only remember him having three alcoholic drinks last night. Mostly he drank water.) Roan asked him how everyone else was doing, and he said everyone else was fine, save for Zach, who was greener than Shrek, but who was surprised there? Roan told him the deal: he had to question a kid who always traveled with professional goons, ex-military bodyguards who probably mainlined steroids for breakfast and were most likely armed. He really didn’t want to get into a fight with them. All he wanted was a stalemate. Would he be interested? “Oh hell yeah,” Grey volunteered almost instantly. “Should I pick you up?”

“You know where Club Amsterdam is?”

“We took Carty there for his birthday last year.”

He had no idea who Carty was. Probably an unmet teammate. “How was it?”

“Weird. How can a strip club be arrogant?”

Roan had no answer for that. Did anyone?

He put in a call to Holden, who said he thought he had some leads, but until he tracked a solid one down he was not going to get his hopes up. Holden was being elusive for some reason, and Roan really didn’t trust it. Trying to pry it out of him turned out to be wasted time, as he claimed a client at three and begged off. Roan bet there was no client. What was that bastard up to? Yes, he was a surprisingly good investigator, but he'd just gotten stabbed going off on his own. Did he want history to repeat itself?

Before totally committing to this course, Roan tried to get in touch with the Brewsters again. No dice. He couldn’t get past the receptionist, no matter what lie he tried on. He found that Hatcher had called and left him a message. The bank had called to say that Jordan’s card had been used last night (yes, he had a credit card at his age—unbelievable), and the place it was used was Club Amsterdam. Huh. What was going on there? Roan felt better about this deception now.

Grey picked him up at five thirty, after Dylan was gone—Roan hadn’t wanted to tell Dylan what he was up to. To his surprise, Tank was in the car as well. “You need at least two,” Grey said, referring to bodyguards. “Scott woulda come, but he promised his girl he’d take her out tonight.”

“His girl?” Roan repeated. He had a girlfriend, all this time? The little slut.

“Aria,” Tank said. “Fucking hot. He gets all the hottest tail.”

“Well, he’s hot,” Grey replied. “He would.”

There was no arguing with that logic.

Club Amsterdam was far away from the part of town sometimes known as “strip row”—where there were three strip clubs and ten bars within an eight-mile radius of each other. It was a sad part of town. But Club Amsterdam was downtown, near the business district, trying very hard to put on airs. Which truly baffled Roan, because it was a titty bar—guys came here to see tits. How exactly did you class that up?

In the parking lot up the street from the club, he briefed Grey and Tank on everything again. It wasn’t that he thought they didn’t get it; he just didn’t want to get them hurt. He told them that the guys were ex-military and had guns, so he really didn’t want to start a fight. This was all about fight prevention. “Is that why you’re wearing a Butthole Surfers T-shirt?” Grey asked wryly.

“I just grabbed a shirt,” Roan lied. Okay, no, he didn’t. When going into aggressively heterosexual places, he always liked to wear something gay. The Butthole Surfers weren’t gay to his knowledge, but their name kind of was.

“Do you have your gun?” Grey continued, the tiniest of smirks on his face. He was wearing a Seattle Falcons T-shirt, navy blue and a little too tight so his well-defined pecs were showing and you got some hint of the six-pack abs hiding beneath. In a sense, he had dressed gay, but mostly he dressed just to show what guys who wanted to start shit with him would be getting into.

“No. I’m not getting into a gun battle in a crowded place. Even drawing a gun in such a situation is idiotic, but I wouldn’t put it past these assholes.”

“Guns are pussy weapons,” Tank proclaimed. “You wanna fight, just fight. Don’t hide behind shit like a dickless wonder.”

“Says the goalie,” Roan teased.

“Hey, he starts shit sometimes,” Grey said. “I think he has the most penalty minutes of any goalie in the league. It’s well known if you encroach on his crease he’ll send you flying. He’s the Ron Hextall of French-Canadian goaltenders.”

“I love how you say that like I know what it means,” Roan said, getting out of the car. Grey just chuckled at that. He also shucked off his jacket and left it in the car, exposing his well-muscled arms, another bit of fair warning to any opponent, but really, shouldn’t the scars on Grey’s face have been warning enough?

They walked into the club, which was disappointingly pedestrian: metal, neon, clear acrylic, spotlights on small stages centered around long poles, which women who were predominately blonde wrapped themselves around. There was a bar off to one side, long and wooden, with mirrors behind it reflecting light and bodies, and near the back, hidden by shadows, was a doorway. Standing in front of the doorway, which was cut off by a velvet rope, was a huge Samoan man, maybe six four and three hundred pounds, with a blue flame tattoo crawling up the side of his neck. As they neared, Grey suddenly took the lead, and said, “Hey, remember me? Grey Williams of the Seattle Falcons.”

The bouncer looked unmoved—perhaps the Britney Spears song was too loud—but then he said, “The soccer team, right?”

“Hockey. Sounders are the soccer team.”

He shook his huge head, a dismissive gesture if there ever was one.

Grey went on, regardless. “That’s Tank Beauvais, goaltender, and this is Ron Hextall, our center.”

Oh good. He was now the butt of some hockey joke, he was sure of it.

The Samoan pointed at him. “You look familiar.”

“I’m legendary,” Roan replied, deadpan. Grey was grinning at him in the spastic light, almost laughing.

Tank suddenly exclaimed something in French, his words tumbling together so fast Roan had no hope of understanding any of it. (Not that he actually spoke French anyway.) Grey made a calming gesture with his hand and told the bouncer, “Tank wonders what’s up.”

Tank added something else in French emphatically and pointed at one of the nearest dancers. “Dude, chill,” Grey said, then added, “Elle ressemble à ta mere.” 

“You speak French?”

Grey shrugged. “You play hockey, you gotta speak some.”

“Darren Brewster is expecting us,” Roan added, realizing that the guys were actually doing a decent job of buffaloing this guy. He was a bit confused, and Tank’s French outbursts—which he was beginning to suspect were nonsensical and/or insulting—were making it worse.

The bouncer raised his eyebrows. “Really? He mentioned he was expecting someone… huh.”

“Is Jordan with him?” Roan added, trying to keep it casual.

“Who? Oh, you mean that skinny rich boy? Naw, I ain’t seen him in weeks.” He lifted up the velvet rope and said, “C’mon. He’s three doors down, on the left.” As they crossed beneath the rope, the bouncer added, “What is it with hockey anyways? You skate around, you hardly score, and it’s kinda dull, ain’t it?”

“Not from our perspective.”

“Mangez moi,” Tank told him. Roan was fairly certain he just told the guy to eat him. But in French it sounded classy.

“Huh?”

“It’s not for everyone,” Roan told him, mimicking sympathy, but in all honesty he was clamping down hard on the urge to laugh.

“Guess not. I prefer football.”

Once they were in the back room, a maze of underlit corridors, Grey said, “Yeah, guys who shoot ’roids in their ass until they’re too big to fit through a normal doorway, with their junk shrunk to the size of raisins. Sign me up for that.”

“I know you told him to eat you, Tank, but that’s the limit of my French. What else did you say?”

“I was complaining,” he admitted. “I said the place was cheap and ugly, it smelled bad, and expecting ten bucks for a soda was a joke.”

All fair points. “When you pointed at the stripper…?”

“I said she looked like his mom.”

Grey laughed then but tried to stifle it. “You bastard, I almost lost it then.”

Tank just smiled in a pleased, slightly unbalanced way. Again, Tank seemed like the mellowest guy in the world, but he gave off an energy that suggested that was a trap. Both he and Grey exuded the quiet confidence of men who never had to worry about anything, but Tank still had an edge to him that made him harder to read. Either he was honestly just a bit nuts or really liked people to think that he was.

Roan led the way to the room, one door among a few, none particularly indicative of what was inside. But he could smell sweat in the air, arousal, frustration. What was that Chris Rock joke? Something about there never being sex in the champagne rooms? Well, these were the equivalent of the champagne rooms, and no, there was no sex, although there was anticipation and disappointment.

Roan opened the door without knocking, not sure what he was going to see. What he saw was a sleazy/cheesy-looking lounge, with velvet sofas in a semicircle, mirrors on the wall, and some kind of pop-style R & B music blocking out the sounds of the club or any noises from the other rooms. A scantily clad brunette waitress in a gold bikini (Really? Tacky.) was serving drinks off a silver tray to Darren and his “posse.” The posse consisted of three steroided-out muscleheads—one shaven headed, one with a crew cut, the last with a type of protomullet (he mentally dubbed them, in order, Curly, Moe, and Larry)—and a stacked blonde in a skintight purple sheath dress who probably worked for the club. Darren was unimpressive, your average frat boy type with a soul patch and unruly dun brown hair that suggested he was vain and trying hard not to come off that way. Something in his eyes had the smug arrogance of the terminally bored, but he looked sour at their entrance. “Dudes, occupado,” he said. Wow, that just made Roan hate him more.

“I’m Chelsea Yamamoto,” Roan told him. “You were expecting me.”

Darren’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

Larry, Moe, and Curly all stood up, and Grey and Tank took a couple steps forward, as if ready to charge them. The fact that there were three of them and that at least two of them outweighed Tank by a hundred pounds didn’t seem to faze them. Grey was physically relaxed, a total lie (no good fighter ever really tensed), and Tank seemed almost semiconscious, save for his eyes, which seemed to eat up the room with every glance, sorting details and tossing them aside based on irrelevance. His laser-like focus was impressive; he was a sniper waiting to happen.

“I’m a private detective, and I’m looking into the disappearance of Jordan Hatcher. I wanted to talk to you, but all I seemed to get was the runaround. Which I think I understand now. So why are you using his credit card, Darren? Surely your dad’s loaded.”

Darren was holding a beer bottle, which he rested on his knee as he looked at him with contempt. “What? What the fuck? Get out of here or I’ll have you removed.”

“You’re welcome to try,” Grey said casually. A threat that didn’t sound like one.

“Who are these fucks?” Darren demanded.

“I thought Jordan was your best friend. What happened?”

Darren looked confused and pissed off. “I don’t hafta talk to you. I can have you arrested.”

“And get yourself arrested? You’re seventeen. You can’t drink; you can’t legally be here. You’ll get the club shut down, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want that. Now, what did you do to Jordan?”

Belligerence flashed through his gaze, as if it had never occurred to him that there was something he couldn’t do. The woman in the sheath dress suddenly looked nervous—she hadn’t known he was seventeen? Yeah, it was kind of shitty of him to put her job at risk.

“Get them out,” Darren said to the Three Stooges. He then, with almost no telegraphing, flung the beer bottle. “Fucking asshole.”

Roan saw it coming and wasn’t concerned; he knew he could duck it, but he never had a chance. Suddenly a hand snapped out and snatched the bottle out of midair, and in almost the same motion flung the bottle back with double the force. It was Tank, showing off nearly super-human reflexes of his own.

Darren saw it coming, eyes widened in horror, and attempted to scramble off the couch to avoid the bottle but wasn’t fast enough. It shattered on his shoulder, surprising a yelp out of him. “Chickenshit motherfucker!” Tank yelled. “Get up and fight, you piece of shit dog sucker!”

Grey leaned over and whispered, “Is he an awesome goalie or what?”

Roan actually wanted to select the “or what” but really didn’t have the time, as that’s when shit started to happen.

Moe dove for Tank, attempting a tackle, but Tank was clearly in “game” mode, ready for anything, and people just moved too slow. He stepped aside and punched Moe right in the gut, his own forward momentum making the punch that much worse. Moe dropped right to his knees, retching, while Tank taunted, “Stupid fucking shit licker! A two-legged pig moves faster than you!” Tank then punched him in the back of the neck, sending him sprawling onto the floor.

Larry went for Grey, who simply grabbed his extended arm and twisted under it, and when he was behind Larry, he rabbit-punched him right behind the ear. Larry went down like a ton of bricks, unconscious on his feet. Roan knew there was a sweet spot there, and so did Grey, apparently. Maybe that was the judo training.

Curly initially seemed to go for Roan, but stopped and reached into his coat instead, going for his weapon. Moron. Roan grabbed his arm as he started bringing it out, gun in his hand, and twisted hard. Too hard. It wasn’t just that the bones snapped; they crackled like bubble wrap, tendons tore, and Curly started turning shades of purple. He kicked, catching Roan in the leg, and it hurt enough that Roan lashed out a kick of his own in anger. And that was a mistake, as he was a little too angry.

His kick hit the man’s knee with enough force that it shifted, and his knee seemed to bend the wrong way, back to front. He collapsed, still conscious, his right arm a twisted ruin and his left leg no better, making strange, truncated keening noises somewhere between yelps and moans. His gun had fallen on the floor, and he was still trying to grab it with his good hand, but Grey snatched it up and winced. “Fuck, dude, you really messed him up.”

Roan shook his head, ashamed of himself, trying to swallow back the anger, the adrenaline, the growl bubbling up from the base of his throat, the pain snaking through his lower jaw. That shouldn’t have happened; he shouldn’t have shifted so easily, with so little provocation. What the hell was that?

Moe was still face down on the floor, but his arm was reaching under his jacket. Roan pointed, and Grey took the hint. He dropped down knee first on the guy’s back, and put his hand on the back of his head, pushing his forehead to the floor. “Dude, I can knock out your front teeth, or you can just chill out and wait for this to be over. Do you have good dental?” 

The guy stopped struggling but muttered, “Goddamn motherfucker.”

“That’s Mr. Motherfucker to you,” Grey corrected.

The girls had left the room quietly, slipped out without notice. Perhaps there was an emergency protocol, learned in case of altercations, but that also told him that security were probably on their way. They needed to get this done now and get out ahead of any bigger thugs. Not that they couldn’t handle it—he had a two-man wrecking crew here—but he wasn’t sure what was happening to him, and another fight could make it worse.

Darren was crouched behind the sofa, blood leaking from a small glass cut on his cheek, his eyes wide and terrified, especially since Tank was advancing on him, hands balled into fists at his side. “Who are you guys? You mob? You want money? My dad’s got money, but he won’t pay if you hurt me.”

“Stuff your money up your ass, you cowardly piece of shit,” Tank snapped. “You wanna fight, stand up.”

“I don’t wanna fight,” Darren said, almost shrieking, cringing further back behind the couch.

Roan moved forward, giving Tank a pat on the shoulder, letting him know he could back off. “We don’t want money. We didn’t even want to fight.”

“I did,” Grey volunteered.

“I just want to know what happened to Jordan. Where is he? Why do you have his credit card?”

“I don’t!” he shouted, nearly hysterical. “I don’t know where Jordan is, all right? He stopped talking to me!”

“’Cause you stole his card?”

“Why do you keep saying that? I didn’t! I swear to God, man, Brittney just does shit, okay?”

“Brittney? Selfridge?” Suddenly it clicked: Brittney’s mother had said she was a shoplifter. Maybe she was just a thief in general. “She’s with you, isn’t she? She left Jordan for you.”

“It’s not her fault,” Darren insisted. He was almost crying; the smell coming off him was sharp and metallic with fear. “We didn’t know he’d run off. We didn’t!”

So what it came down to wasn’t his stifling life or his asshole of a father, but betrayal by his best friend and girlfriend. It would have been depressing if it wasn’t so pedestrian.
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Falling Sky



ROAN LET Darren know that bringing the cops in on this was against his best interests and that surely his daddy’s people knew how to take care of everything without official involvement. Darren seemed to get that, but it was hard to tell, as he was so fucking terrified of Tank that he would have agreed to anything. This was doubly funny because Darren was taller than Tank by at least six inches, but it was attitude, and Tank was just exuding it at near toxic levels. Who on earth would mess with this guy? Even if it was just a front, it was a good one.

They left just as the big Samoan and several other security guys of similar builds (like large appliances) arrived, and Grey put himself forward, as if daring them to grab him. He was a sports guy, not as big as them but semifamous locally, giving him an edge, and it made them pause. “There was a misunderstanding, but it’s settled,” Roan said, walking down the hall. 

Tank followed, saying something in French. Tank would tell him in the car that he said, “Suck my jock, assheads.”

“Shame if the club lost its license,” Grey said casually. “Him being underage and all. If someone called the cops, this could go real bad, don’t you think?”

“You’re barred,” the Samoan said darkly. “Don’t come back.”

“Wouldn’t if you paid me,” Grey replied with a small, contemptuous smile.

Darren had told Roan little, but enough. Jordan had found compromising photos of Darren and Brittney on Brittney’s cell, and after a brief scuffle, Jordan stormed off. Darren and Brittney (supposedly) hadn’t seen him since. Roan had already decided he needed to talk to Brittney. He just needed to decide on a plan of action. If she was staying at the Brewsters’, it wouldn’t be easy.

In the car, Grey asked him, “Learn what you wanted to know?”

“Pretty much. Are you guys afraid of anything?”

“Root canals,” Grey offered.

“Being eaten by sharks,” Tank said, settling in the backseat. Roan glanced back at him to make sure he was serious. He was. “I saw Jaws when I was six,” he explained. “I never got over it.”

Well, okay, that might do it.

“Wow, sharks are a huge problem in Quebec,” Grey noted sarcastically. “You musta been terrified all the time.”

Tank leaned forward and flicked Grey on the back of the head, which only made him chuckle as he started the car. For a moment, Roan was almost jealous of their friendship. He wasn’t sure he’d ever met two straight guys who were so close.

They were on the road, driving toward his house, when Tank said, “It’s okay, you know. Everybody loses control now and then. It’s hard to ride the line of being passionate about what you do and being mental about it.”

It took Roan a moment to understand what he was talking about, and then he got Tank was referring to him breaking the arm and leg of that bodyguard. He rubbed his eyes, trying not to let on how embarrassed he was, and admitted, “I don’t know what happened. I shouldn’t have been that strong.”

“You forget your own strength,” Grey said, with the kind of casualness that suggested he’d experienced it many times. “You overestimate the other guy’s strength and you just paste him. I’ve been in that boat, believe me.”

“Rhody’s concussion,” Tank replied.

He nodded. “Rhody’s concussion. I felt so shitty about that. You never want to see a guy carried out on a stretcher.”

They didn’t understand. He really shouldn’t have been that strong. It wasn’t the same—Grey just hit a guy far too hard. Roan hadn’t realized his muscles had started shifting, that he was beyond human strength. But he wasn’t about to explain it, mainly because he wasn’t sure how. “Isn’t that your job, though? Enforcing?”

“To a degree. But you never want to hospitalize someone. That’s just thuggery.”

Hockey was subtler than he thought.

After a moment, Tank noted, “For ex-military, they were kinda crap.”

“They underestimated us,” Grey explained. “You do that, you’re just asking to get your ass kicked.”

They dropped him off at his house, and he walked in to find the lights on and the rich smell of Italian cooking coming from the kitchen. “Oh, you’re back,” Dylan said. He was putting things away in the kitchen. “I didn’t know if you would be home for dinner, so I ate already. But I made enough for you.”

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry.” He was actually, but he didn’t feel like eating right now. How could he have started a change and not felt it? Changing hurt; it also made his mouth bleed, neither of which had happened. He hadn’t taken that many pills, and besides that, the painkillers never really did much more than take the slightest edge off. Only really pure opiate derivatives numbed the pain, and not that well and not for long.

Something new was happening to him. He woke up out of breath the other night, now he was changing with no warning. Was this it? He was going to die in some freakass way.

He noticed Dylan looking at him with a raised eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m just trying to figure out where to go from here.” He knew Dylan would be dubious, so he told him what he’d discovered, that Jordan had been two-timed by his best friend and girlfriend, and that’s why he ran off. But with Brittney probably hunkering down in the Brewster compound, he wasn’t sure how to contact her.

Dylan kept working, cleaning up the kitchen diligently. He wasn’t a slob like Roan; he always cleaned up his work area. “Well, there’s school.”

“She’s been skipping.”

“Oh. Crap.” But after a moment, he said, “She’s a trendy rich girl, isn’t she? She’s gonna shop, go out with her boyfriend.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Wonder if I can narrow that down to specific areas.” She had a Facebook page, and she probably had a Twitter feed; maybe she’d tell him where she’d be. That would be insanely helpful of her. “Yeah, maybe I can.” He went to the kitchen to get a drink and put a hand on Dylan’s shoulder as he put dishes in the sink.

“Where were you anyways?” Dylan wondered.

“Questioning Darren. I get any phone calls?”

“Nope. Expecting any?”

“Nope.” He’d hoped Holden would have called by now, but he was definitely up to something. He was going to have to pay him a visit. He wrapped his arms around Dylan and rested his head on his shoulder, pressing his body against his, wondering if he should apologize. Dylan wasn’t even thirty, and here he was saddled with a dying freak.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me things?”

“Because I’m a secretive bastard.” He kissed the side of his neck, enjoying the taste and scent of his skin, and he could feel the heat and pulse of his blood beneath the flesh. The urge to tear into it with his teeth was still strong, but it was amazing how he could ignore it now and the urge no longer bothered him. He knew it should have, but somewhere along the way it had ceased.

He had to feel Dylan’s skin, so he slipped his hands beneath his shirt, running his hands over Dylan’s flat stomach, and he felt so warm and good. He missed him, and he would miss him, if he was at all capable of missing things when he was dead (which he wasn’t, but he was feeling generous at the moment). “How long ’til you’re due at work?” he wondered, kissing the curve of Dylan’s jaw, working his way up to his earlobe.

Dylan groaned, reaching behind him to run a hand down his back, and said, “A couple of hours, you dirty old man.”

“Who’s old?”

Dylan shrugged him off, just enough to turn his head and kiss him, a strong, hungry kiss that surprised him with its intensity. Dylan had missed him too, huh?

Less than an hour later, they were lying on their bed, trying to catch their breath, sweat cooling on their skin. Roan saw a sliver of light painting the ceiling, as the bedroom curtains weren’t totally closed and the porch lights were on light sensors and came on at nightfall. “You ever gonna tell me what’s wrong?” Dylan asked. He had his head on Roan’s chest, arm draped over his abdomen, leg crooked over his. Roan stroked his hair by habit, wondering how his hair always felt so soft.

“What? I thought that went well.”

“Don’t you dare make a joke of this.”

Okay, so the sex was only a temporary distraction. He should have known it wouldn’t last forever. Roan knew he was in a bit of a bind here, as he had promised Dylan that if he came back he’d be totally honest with him. Fuck. He considered what he would say. He didn’t honestly know, so he was a little surprised when he heard himself say, “I’m scared.”

Dylan propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at him in concern. “Of what?”

“Disappearing. Of the lion coming out and never going away.”

Dylan frowned, gently brushing hair off Roan’s forehead, his dark eyes full of touching concern. “That’s not going to happen.”

“I’m beginning to think it could.”

“Why?”

Yes, great question. Could he tell him the truth? That he meant to just beat a guy senseless and he ended up mauling him, crushing his arm and snapping his leg like it was made of pretzel sticks? That the change seemed to seize him suddenly and he hardly felt it? “The rules no longer apply to me, Dyl. I could—”

The phone rang then, making them both start. By the second ring, Dylan said, “I bet it’s for you.”

“Probably. I wish it was good news for once.” Reluctantly, he reached over to the nightstand and snagged the phone by the fourth ring. “Yeah?”

“I need you at 725 154th Street, off Hill Road,” Gordo said with no preamble. “The faster you get here the better, ’cause it seems the press has already got wind of this.”

“Hey, you’re back on the job,” Roan replied, honestly surprised. As far as he knew, there were two kinds of cops, those who couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there, and those who wanted to stay on the job until they died. Gordo was one of the latter, those crazy sons of bitches who became their job. He was on medical leave under protest, and must have finally convinced everyone he was fine to return to the cat crime squad. “How you doing, Gordo?”

At the sound of the name, Dylan kissed his chest, sighed, and rolled off the bed. He knew a call from Sikorski was never good. Roan watched him walk to the shower with envy. “Don’t you ask me that,” Gordo snapped. “I’m tired of answering that question. Now move your ass. Time’s wasting here.”

“How bad is it?” There was something in his voice that told him it wasn’t just people worrying about him that was pissing him off.

“Probably the worst scene of the year. Now stop stalling and move it.” He hung up abruptly, but Roan was sort of expecting it by then.

He rolled off the bed himself, stopped in the bathroom to have a piss and throw the condom away, and told Dylan he was off. Dylan told him to be careful, which struck Roan as funny. The crime was over; all that was left was the cleanup of the bodies and the identification of the cat that did it. But he appreciated the sentiment.

He got dressed hastily, careful to not grab a T-shirt that was in any way silly (no need to be disrespectful at a murder scene), and didn’t care that he probably smelled like sex and sweat. They expected him to show up any time of day or night, they were going to have to live with him as is.

He was starving, though, so he stopped in the kitchen to wolf down a croissant and wash it down with a Diet Pepsi, which he also took his Percocet with. He went out to the garage, grabbed his motorcycle helmet off the workbench, and wheeled the bike out.

It was drizzling now, a piddly sort of rain that did no good at all except fuck up traffic. Luckily, since it was now past ten, traffic wasn’t bad enough to be really fucked. It took him ten minutes to reach the site, and down the street from it he saw the cherry-red lights that indicated a police presence. That was never good. Even at this time of night, in this weather, there were rubberneckers, people trying to get a glimpse of death and misery over the police tape and shoulders of beat cops roped into playing guards. There were some people he vaguely recognized from the twenty-four-hour local news channel, and as he parked his bike across the street and crossed to the scene, the reporter shouted at him, “So it is a cat crime scene.”

“No, it’s a gay one,” he shouted back, wearily crossing a cracked parking strip and sodden lawn. “Disco balls all over the place.”

Another guy close to the reporter, one he didn’t recognize, stage whispered, “Is that true?”

He must have worked for Fox News.

You knew when you approached a doorway and found a rookie blowing chunks in the rosebushes that you were in for a fun scene. Of course, the smell had already hit him, the meaty smell of spilled blood, coppery and hot, the shit smell of death, and it made his gorge rise and his stomach growl simultaneously, the lion making itself known in the hair rising on the back of his neck and the growl welling in his throat. He felt muscles tensing all up and down his body, ready to feast or fight, whatever presented itself first.

Sikorski met him at the door with a snarky, “Took you long enough.” Technically, he looked better than he had when Roan had last seen him, but the heart attack had taken a toll on Gordo. He had never been really fat, so now he looked gaunt, his cheeks hollow, giving his face an unintentional ghoulish look. He looked his age now too, which was saying something. He stepped back, and said, “Welcome to Blood Castle.”

Easy to see what he meant. Blood slathered the living room of this single-level manufactured home like someone had decided to paint with it, but then decided to just throw the stuff around instead. Arterial blood had arced up the side wall, splattering the television, while a blackish-red puddle pooled around the coffee table tipped over on its side, almost obscuring a severed hand from view. Great crimson skid marks seemed to extend out into the next room, while dribbles of brighter, redder blood smeared the kitchen tile. Seb was standing with one of the forensic techs in the far corner, discussing something in an evidence bag. It looked like a chunk of random flesh.

Among all this blood and death, it was hard to determine nuance, but he could if he focused, and oddly enough the Percocet helped there. It not only calmed and numbed him, but it kept his brain from racing around, trying too hard. “Why do you think this is a cat killing?” he asked.

Gordo raised his snowy-white eyebrows at him. Pre-heart attack, they were silver. “We found a paw print in the back bedroom and in the kitchen. We’ve got it tentatively identified as a cougar, but we wanted confirmation.”

Roan shook his head and advanced carefully toward the kitchen, staying on a plastic runner someone had put down to keep people from tracking blood out on their shoes. “How many victims?”

“We found two in the bedroom, but all this blood seems to indicate a third—”

“Four victims,” Roan told him. Blood was blood, but everyone’s smelled just a little different. In the kitchen, he caught a whiff of something new. “Make that five.”

“Five?” Gordo’s exclamation was one of horror, not disbelief. Roan had come through too many times to be disbelieved on these kind of things. “Where the fuck are the bodies? No way a single cougar could have eaten that many people.”

“No way indeed. This is a frame job.”

“What?”

Roan looked at him and shook his head again. “It’s all uninfected blood I’m smelling, all pure human.” And one of them had sweetish-smelling blood, indicating diabetes, but he felt that level of detail was far too fucking creepy to ever admit. “No cat has ever been here.”

Some of the techs still working paused and looked at him with the same kind of bewilderment that was on Gordo’s face. “Bullshit. We found paw prints.”

“Two. Planted. Shit, Gord, look at the way the blood’s splattered. If a cat did this, it would have had to hit a major artery every time it bit someone. This is a setup. Someone slaughtered this family and wanted people to think a cat did it.”

Gordo’s look was stark and hot with doubt and anger, but he wasn’t really angry with Roan. He was just angry at the idea that someone would conceive of such a thing and that he didn’t grasp it immediately. “Who the hell would do that? And why?”

Excellent questions. Roan was wondering about that himself.
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The Unshakable Demon



ROAN HADN’T sought out an argument with the cops, but he kind of ended up in one anyway.

He viewed the paw prints, but scenting the room, he only caught the scent of blood and death. And there was something about the paw print, its placement, the way the blood soaked into the impression of the pads, that struck him as false. He was trying to imagine a large cougar—it would have had to have been a large cougar—standing here, in the position required to leave the print, and he couldn’t imagine why the cougar would have stood in such a position… and only left a single print. There may have been others, partials, but they didn’t take.

There was a bit of an argument, enlivened by the fact that no one was sure how someone could leave fake prints anyway, but he eventually headed back into the kitchen, where he realized that fifth blood scent was bothering him. He knew why after a couple of seconds—it was too faint. All the blood was heavy, except for one person’s, which was just a trace. At this crime scene that made no sense, so he decided to ignore the bullshit and follow it.

There was a trail to follow. It wasn’t always visible, but he could smell it if he crouched down, close to the ground. Gordo thought he was losing it, but followed along with Seb, staying back a respectful distance. Roan followed the scent out into the backyard, through a broken fence, and eventually, coming over the crest of a very tiny hill, he knew exactly where his trail would lead, or at least get lost. “Empty it,” he told them, pointing at the small but deep drainage area in front of the power substation. It glittered in the gloomy night like quarters in a gutter. “You’ll find bodies.”

Gordo and Seb looked at it with wonderfully stoic cop expressions. “Were we following a corpse?” Gordo wondered.

Seb shook his head. “We were following the killer, weren’t we? He cut himself.”

Roan nodded. “Or someone cut him before they died. It’s a man, or a woman with so much testosterone she must have nascent balls. But not an infected. An infected in cat form wouldn’t carry someone out to the water anyways.”

“No, a cat wouldn’t bother,” Seb agreed.

“It might. Leopards can sometimes drag prey up a tree,” Roan pointed out.

They both scowled at him. Okay, he probably hadn’t needed to say that. Still, he felt he had to, just to be a smartass.

By the time they got back to the scene, there was far more press and a few more cops too. As he walked to his motorcycle, a couple of the press people got up in his face and asked, “How many cats did it? Was it a group?”

The light from a video camera nearly blinded him, and he gave the unseen filmmaker an evil frown. “There were no cats involved in this crime. Go chase another ambulance, will you?”

“Why are you here if cats aren’t responsible?” a female voice accused.

“’Cause someone fucked up.” There—he’d guaranteed that footage wouldn’t end up on the news.

He drove home running through the gory scene in his head, wondering who would stage something like that. Kill four people, splatter their blood all over the walls, dump two bodies but leave two partially dismembered at the scene, then stage a couple of paw prints… why?

He suddenly wondered if any of the cuts could have been made with a tile cutter.

No, that guy was still locked up, if not in transit to California. But how interesting that these things occurred so close to one another. Could be coincidence. Should he count on that?

At home, Dylan was gone to work, and it was later than Roan had thought anyway; he’d spent longer at the scene than he’d realized. He took a bath and tried to wash the scent of blood off of him, which lingered even though he hadn’t gotten any on him. It was probably all in his head.

Was someone targeting cats again, but in an entirely new way? He was an obvious infected, being rather “out” about his status (and his gayness), so if they wanted a cat target, he’d be ideal, and Panic would be a good place to find him. And if they wanted to ramp up common sentiment against cats even more than the Grant Kim case—which was still a powder keg—a big ugly slaughter would do it. It didn’t feel perfect, but there was enough truth to it that it seemed like solid ground. Yet that was incredibly troubling, wasn’t it? It meant that Charlie the tile cutter wasn’t working alone.

After his bath he went downstairs and nuked some of the food Dylan had made earlier, because gruesome scene or not, he was still hungry. His head was starting to get that slow ache that it sometimes did before a migraine sank its talons into his brain, so he popped a couple more pills after eating a couple of forkfuls of vegetarian rigatoni. It was good, but he had to nuke some Italian sausage he had hidden in the fridge, because the leftover lion urges wanted flesh between his teeth. Sometimes there was nothing for it but to indulge it.

After he finished eating, the exhaustion hit hard, so he went to catch some z’s, and even though he didn’t take anything heavy, he slept right through a phone call from Hatcher. According to the message he left, that web site Roan had asked about was hard to track down, but the server was somewhere in Romania, which was common for sites trying to get around certain legal restrictions. He was trying to find out the real name of the owner, but the bastard was tricky. He also volunteered that he assumed this meant he’d discovered Jordan’s fascination with Internet porn. So Hatcher was aware of it? Did he know about Brittney and Darren too?

He was contemplating whether to call him back or not when he heard an unfamiliar car in the driveway. He looked out the window to see a beat-up old hatchback the colors of mold green and primer gray, which hardly seemed like a threatening car, but he knew who it belonged to as soon as he saw a whisper-thin man with expertly coifed hair get out of the driver’s side. It was Luis, and honestly, shouldn’t the “Save a horse—ride a cowboy” bumper sticker have been the giveaway?

He ran downstairs and managed to open the door just before Luis and Dylan reached it. He smelled blood and saw Dylan at the same second. “What the fuck happened?” he blurted, swallowing back a growl of rage.

“It’s a good thing I’m looking for a job, ’cause I think I just got my ass fired,” Dylan admitted, clenching bloodstained teeth. His left eye was swelling shut and discolored by a bruise that was mostly dark burgundy, slowly shading toward a livid purple. His upper lip was nearly bisected by a bloody cut that was just starting to scab, and there was an abrasion on his cheek that would probably turn into a minor bruise in the next couple of hours. A dribble of blood was visible on the navy blue Seattle Falcons T-shirt he wore. (Hey, they got them as freebies, so why not?)

“Oh, that pendejo deserved worse,” Luis insisted. “Too bad your straight hockey friends weren’t there tonight. Although I swear I’ve seen that one before.”

“The one that looks kind of like a darker Matthew Mitcham?” Dylan replied. Roan wished he knew who that was. At Luis’s nod, he said, “Oh, that’s Scott. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was in Panic before.”

“He’s gay?” Luis asked with an awful lot of hope.

“Switch-hitter,” Roan told him, scowling at them both. “Now who the fuck beat you up?”

“Actually, he did the beating,” Luis told him. “You’d have been proud of him, honey. You should see the other guy.”

“You probably will see the other guy if he presses charges,” Dylan admitted sheepishly. He slipped past Roan and into the living room like he was trying to escape an awkward situation. Like it was going to be that easy.

“If he presses charges, you press ’em right back,” Luis argued. “I’ll say he threw the first punch, and I can get a whole bunch of people to back me up.”

“Is anyone going to tell me what happened?”

Luis gave him a funny look, which he didn’t quite get the meaning of until he said, “Nice undies.” Roan had forgotten he was sleeping in his Homer Simpson boxer shorts. Oh well, at least he wasn’t naked. Then Luis's eyes focused on his chest and arms, and he asked, “Wow, you got a lot of tats. Some of these are new, aren’t they? I didn’t think you had that much ink.”

Roan ignored him, and not just because he didn’t want to talk about it. Dylan had flopped on the couch and leaned his head back, eyes closed, seemingly tired. Roan went to the kitchen to get an ice pack and proclaimed, “If someone doesn’t start telling me now, I’m calling the cops myself.”

“This total fuckhead queen started bad-mouthing infecteds,” Luis said, finally getting back on topic. “I mean he sounded all Glenn Beck crazy, like infecteds should all be in camps and shit like that. And he said… well, shit, I didn’t hear all of it. Just enough to know there musta been gay Nazis at some point.”

Okay, Luis had deliberately derailed his own answer. Why? Because Dylan must have told him not to mention something to him. And what could that possibly be? Roan sat carefully on the edge of the couch and gently put the ice pack on Dylan’s bruised eye. While he was careful, Dylan still let out a small hiss of pain through his teeth. “He mentioned me by name, didn’t he?” Roan guessed, looking down at Dylan.

He opened his one good eye and looked up, grimacing. “If I say no, will you call me on it?”

“Yes.”

He closed his eye and groaned. “I just snapped, okay? I think this week has been harder on me than I’ve been willing to admit.”

“The guy said you were a freak,” Luis cheerfully supplied. From the way Dylan tensed, he’d really been hoping that Luis would keep his mouth shut. (Shouldn’t he have known that Luis wasn’t the type to keep his mouth shut? Even Roan knew that, and he barely knew the guy.) “He said you were inhuman and the fact that you weren’t locked in a lab somewhere was political correctness run amok.”

“Please,” Dylan groaned, but Luis totally ignored him.

“He said you were giving us gays a bad name ’cause now everyone thinks all gays are infected, and you’re just a freak of nature who—”

“Shut up!” Dylan snapped, with so much anger that Luis looked like he’d just slapped him. It stunned Roan too, mainly because Dylan wasn’t a huge yeller. (But then again, when did he smack a bitch for talking smack?)

“Well, sorr-ree,” Luis said, with an edge of sarcastic bitterness. To complete this, he crossed his arms over his narrow chest and cocked his hip, although since Dylan was lying down on the couch he didn’t see this. “But he asked what happened and I was telling him.”

“It was just hater bullshit,” he snapped back, his anger waning but still obvious. “And it’s fucking disgusting to hear it coming from a gay man who should know damn well what it’s like to be stereotyped.”

Roan patted Dyl’s arm, kind of touched he’d give up his Buddhist principles to punch out a bitter queen for him. “There’s bigots in every race, creed, and orientation. Idiocy is universal.”

“I know. But still… disappointing.”

Roan could only nod, although very little that people did shocked him anymore. He was so fucking jaded it was a minor tragedy. He got up and skirted the couch, holding his arm out toward the door. “Thanks for bringing him home, Luis.”

He got Roan's not-so-subtle invitation and nodded. “Dylan, if they fire you, I’ll quit. Fucker needed his head smashed in.”

“I sunk to his level,” Dylan replied, sounding disappointed in himself.

“No way. You can’t sink lower than the sewer,” Luis replied. All he needed to do was give a sassy head wobble and snap a Z formation in the air, and he could have been any gay friend in a sitcom or bad movie. Still, Roan kept that thought to himself as he escorted Luis out, and even though he was only in boxer shorts and it was fairly cold, he stepped outside and briefly closed the door behind him. 

“What’s his name?”

Luis gave him a measured look. “You gonna beat his ass? Honey, you could break that fuckhead in half with your arms tied behind your back. Hell, if you just spit on him he’ll probably faint in terror.”

“No, I’m not interested in that. I’m just wondering if something’s going on.”

“What do you mean?”

“I almost get stabbed in Panic the night before. Now someone picks a fight with my boyfriend there. Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

Luis’s thin eyebrows quirked up. “Oh, hey, now that you mention it… shit, yeah, that does seem kinda funny, doesn’t it?” He frowned in thought and after a moment said, “I don’t know his name, but I can find out.”

Roan had figured as much, which was why he’d asked him. Luis might have been a standard template for a Latino party boy twink, but it was exactly that kind of presumed harmlessness that got people to drop their guard. It also helped a lot that he loved to gossip, because people often traded in one story for another—gossip was like a barter system, and he was king of the market. “Thanks. E-mail it to me, okay? I’ve got a website, MK Investigations, just e-mail me there. If Dylan finds out—”

Luis held up his hand. “Oh, I know. And I’d get the brunt of it, ’cause he’d expect you to ask, but he’d also expect me not to tell. So keeping this on the DL is cool with me. Now go inside before your balls freeze off.”

He must have noticed Roan shivering. Well, that kind of thing was hard to suppress. “Thanks.”

Luis waved at him as he headed toward his car, but Roan ducked inside without saying anything except commenting to Dylan, “It’s fucking freezing out there.”

“He didn’t tell you his name, did he?”

He couldn’t have heard them; they were whispering, so Dylan had just guessed. He knew him too well. “No.”

“Good. I know he’s a blabbermouth, but he can keep a few secrets.”

Roan returned to the couch, but he sat on the floor leaning against it, so he could put his head on Dylan’s chest. Dylan put an arm around him reflexively, and his cold fingertips on Roan’s back made him shiver again. “So did you leap over the bar, or—”

Dylan groaned in embarrassment. “I am the world’s worst Buddhist.”

“Everybody slips. No one’s perfect.”

“I think I knocked one of his teeth out. Or loose anyways. It was awful, Ro. It was like I found this place inside of me that just wanted to crush his head like a beer can. I almost wanted to lose control, you know? It was like this black well of rage, and it… it almost felt kind of good to let it go.”

“Anger is human. We all have it. You just handle it better than most.”

Dylan stroked his back idly, not responding to that, and they were quiet enough that they could hear the ticking of a clock. Which was funny because he wasn’t sure they actually had a ticking clock in the house, but he’d heard it before, so they must have and he’d simply forgotten about it. Finally, Dylan asked, “How do you fight it, Roan? How do you keep from giving in completely?”

He almost felt like pointing out he was inhuman, but Dylan probably wasn’t in a joking mood.

Eventually, he coaxed Dylan upstairs, where he cleaned the blood off his face and got him to take half a Vicodin for the pain. Dylan had said all he was going to say about the fight for now, so Roan let it go. He’d get it out of him later, when he was more in a mood to spill his guts. He lay with him until he fell asleep, the half a Vicodin kicking in big time, and then he got up and made some phone calls.

First he called Gordo. He got his call messaging, and he figured he was asleep by now anyway, but he told him he was convinced that there was a new anti-cat hate group operating in the city, and it had ties both to his (would-be) assault and the murders that had just occurred. No, he had no name for him, but he was determined to find one.

The sun was now up and the rain had disappeared, at least for now. He got dressed and scarfed down an English muffin while glancing at the paper, aware that he was probably the only person in a twenty-mile radius who got the paper delivered to his house anymore. The killings had made the front page, and yes, cats were named as a possible suspect when Roan knew for certain that wasn’t true. It was possible the cops were keeping that to themselves for now to give the real killer a false sense of security, but it would only increase anti-cat sentiment.

For a moment he figured it was too early, and then he figured fuck it, it wasn’t like he kept normal hours anyway, and took the bike out to Holden’s place. He had to bang on the door twice, but finally Holden answered, yawning extravagantly, dressed only in powder-blue boxer briefs. “Wow, you’re up early,” Holden said, scratching his belly and holding the door open.

“I haven’t heard from you, which usually means you’re up to something.”

“Little ol’ me? But I’m so sweet and innocent.” At Roan’s skeptical look he grinned maniacally. “Man, even I can’t believe that.”

“So what’s going on?”

“You first. Was that really a cat killing?”

“No. Now it’s your turn.”

Holden invited him in for coffee, but then remembered he didn’t drink coffee too much. Roan accepted a soda, but only for the caffeine.

Holden told him he’d found out Coyote’s last gig was arranged via Craigslist, so he’d worked at hacking Coyote’s e-mail address. It took a while—much longer than he expected, in fact—but he finally got through and found e-mail messages from the guy he supposedly met, who identified himself as “Billy.” He arranged to meet Coyote at a Burger King over on South King Street, where he’d pick him up and take him to the “film site.” It was the last e-mail Coyote got that wasn’t spam.

Holden had looked on Craigslist for the exact ad and couldn’t find it. So he responded to the same e-mail address that Coyote had responded to, as if he was answering the ad. Roan glared at Holden, for all the good it would do. “You did this without telling me?”

“I was going to,” he responded indignantly. “I’m just bait. I’m going to need backup to spring the trap.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that but shook his head in disgust. Yes, Holden was a surprisingly good detective, but damn if he didn’t like to insert himself into the most dangerous situations possible. “Have you gotten a response?”

“Just last night,” he replied proudly. “Sent him the link to my escort page so he could check it out and make sure I’m not a cop. I expect to get another e-mail shortly, arranging times for the meet.”

Oh, yes, his escort page. He'd almost forgot about that, but the escort agency Holden worked for did have a website and a page devoted to each hooker, along with photos of them in various states of undress (although not full nudity—that you had to pay for). He hadn’t seen Holden’s in a long time, but what had struck Roan was the amount of fiction on the page, all devoted to serving the john. Holden’s name was listed as Fox (of course, as no real names were used), and he was described as a sweet farm boy who came to the big city and became just a bit wicked. (He was into light BDSM as the dominator.) Supposedly he was from Minnesota, when Roan knew he was actually from Lynnwood. But when you paid as much for an escort as the agency clients, you were paying for a fantasy as much as anything else.

Roan rubbed his eyes and wished he’d taken an extra codeine before coming here. “We need to work out a plan.”

“What plan? I go to the meet and go with the guy. You follow. At the site, we beat the ever-living shit out of these assholes, and if you’re willing, kill them and bury them in cement.”

“Okay, you know how many holes there are in that plan? We don’t know how many people are involved in this, and we don’t know where you’re going or what they’ll do to you on the way there. We’re flying totally blind and you could get hurt.”

“I don’t care. These fuckers killed Coyote. I want them to mess with me. I want to show them exactly what happens when they target the wrong victim.” He sat forward on the sofa, elbows on his knees, a slightly maniacal look in his eyes. “I’ll take pain as long as I can give it back.”

Now there was a new fantasy category—hooker vigilante. He bet some people would pay big bucks for that.
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Breed



TECHNOLOGY WAS putting private detectives out of business. But at the same time, it was making their lives significantly easier. Case in point: the consequence of sharing too much information online.

Brittney did have a Twitter page, and she filled it with the most mundane things imaginable, often misspelled. But that allowed him to figure out where she was whenever she posted. (He refused, on principal, to call it “tweeting.”) A quick read revealed her to be at the mall, complaining about fashion (he thought—he honestly wasn’t sure; she was complaining about something), and a past read of her Facebook and Twitter page had revealed she favored the Bellevue Mall. So as soon as he read she was bitching about it, Roan rushed there and hoped he could find her. Sure, he knew what she looked like, but it was a big mall, and she didn’t exactly say what shops she was in.

He got lucky and found her in the food court, texting as she drank a diet soda out of a cup nearly as big as her head. She looked like she weighed all of ninety-eight pounds, lost in a thin turquoise dress that could have doubled as lingerie and a pink leather jacket that barely reached her waist. Her hair was long and dyed to golden blonde, a pair of large black sunglasses perched on her head like an oversized barrette. Didn’t most straight men go for jailbait? So why try and look older, unless you were trying to get into a club?

He sat at her table without asking and identified himself as she looked at him with an expression that was equal parts bored, sullen, and utterly blank. She interrupted him to say, sounding about two minutes away from a deep sleep, “You’re the guy Jordan’s dad hired, right?”

“That would be me.” He had to wrinkle his nose and hold back a sneeze, as her perfume threatened to both send him into a sneezing fit and trigger a migraine. He couldn’t identify it by scent, but oddly enough, he could smell the trace of chemicals in her bloodstream coming through her pores, in spite of all the warring food smells drifting over the food court. Prozac? An antidepressant of some kind. Perhaps that explained her air of drugged ennui.

She blinked at him, eyelids smeared with faintly glittery purple eye shadow like a metallic bruise. “You come with your goons? Darren said you had goons that attacked him.”

“They weren’t goons, they were hockey players.”

“What’s the diff?”

Ouch. “Hey. I’ll have you know Tank Beauvais is perhaps the coolest straight man I have ever known.”

That almost surprised a genuine reaction from her. “You’re gay? You beat up my boyfriend, and you’re gay?”

There was a slight sneer to her voice that annoyed him. It seemed to suggest that all gay men were limp-wristed hairdressers who would scream and faint if they saw a spider in the bathtub. That irritated him enough to reply, “I didn’t touch him. I didn’t need to, ’cause he collapsed like a Walmart end table. I’m just trying to find out where Jordan ran off to.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. Now leave me alone.” She looked back down at her BlackBerry and kept texting.

All the competing smells were annoying him more than she was. His sense of smell often fluctuated, usually due to if it was his “time of the month” or not, but since he no longer had a normal viral cycle, he had no idea why his sense of smell was stronger on some days than others. Probably still a viral load variance, but now inherently unpredictable since he could instigate a change at any time. Sharp odors—perfume, teriyaki, beef tallow, french fries, pepperoni, pho, cinnamon rolls, pretzels, overcooked chicken, icing, coffee, yeast, oatmeal raisin cookies, corn syrup, seared animal fat, garlic, a dozen different perfumes, colognes, hair sprays, gels, conditioners, deodorant, acne cream—all combined to make him alternately hungry and nauseous, with some scents traveling straight up his sinus passages and lodging in his brain like a bullet. He hadn’t taken enough painkillers before he came here, and he desperately wanted to swallow a couple more Vicodin, but not in front of this girl. “What I don’t get is why you’d fuck around on your boyfriend and take pictures of it with your cell.”

Now she looked annoyed. “I haven’t fucked around on Darren.” She considered a moment, frowning, and then said, “Oh, you mean Jordan. I didn’t take those photos, Darren did.”

“With your phone?”

She shrugged. “His battery was dead.”

Oh sure, that made a ton of sense. He rubbed his eyes, trying to will away the nausea. Did he have some Promethazine with him? He was pretty sure he did.

Brittney noticed his struggle and must have thought it had something to do with her, because she said, suddenly and defensively, “Jordan was a creep, you know. I had to change my e-mail several times ’cause he kept hacking into them and reading my e-mails.”

That made him raise an eyebrow. In spite of the fact that he was being overwhelmed by smells, he knew she wasn’t lying. He hadn’t heard about this side of Jordan before. “He was controlling?”

She gave him a dead-eyed stare that was both challenging and disinterested, a sort of bipolar look that only teens and true psychopaths could pull off. “He was a creep. And if he hadn’t run off I’d have dumped his ass. It was sorta flattering at first, but it got old.”

How could abusive behavior be considered flattering? At least he took after dear old dad. “He was good with computers then?”

Again that shrug, that look of bored disaffection. “Guess so. He talked about ’em a lot, talked about setting up an Internet business.”

“What kind of business?”

Another shrug. God, he wanted to throw her diet soda on her just to see if he could startle something genuine out of her. “How the fuck do I know? I didn’t care. Are we done? I have to meet Heaven at Hot Topic in a few minutes.”

“You have no idea where he could have gone?”

Again that starkly bored bipolar look. “No. Are we done?”

He sighed and slumped back in the hard plastic chair, aware that she had given him little worth the trouble of following her Twitter page and running down here. “Yeah, fine.”

She got up and left, not saying anything or giving him a backward glance. He’d figured as much. How could she be so jaded so young? He tried to remember if he had been. Maybe, or at least he was heading that way.

He decided to buy something to drink so he could have some pills, but while he was waiting in line, his cell vibrated in his coat pocket. A glance at the readout showed it was Gordo calling him, so he decided to go ahead and answer it. Maybe they knew who had tried to frame the cats for the murder. “Yeah?”

“How close are you to downtown?”

Roan was pretty sure he heard sirens in the background. Oh, this wasn’t good. “North or South?”

“North.”

“Pretty damn close.”

“Get to Stewart and 19th ASAP, and maybe you can beat the SWATs. We have a multiple cat incident inside the Arcadia building, with several wounded, deaths unconfirmed, and a number of cats anywhere between three or a dozen—no one inside the building can decide on a number.”

“Oh fuck.” Arcadia. They’d been in the news lately for their underhanded manner in kicking all infecteds off their policies. They couldn’t technically discriminate, so they’d find little niggling things to get people off their rolls and never pay for anything. They weren’t the only insurance company doing this—in fact, they were all doing it—they were just the most egregious. “How’d they get so many cats in a building?”

“How the fuck do I know, Roan?” Gordo snapped, sounding really pissed off. Not at him, not really, just pissed off at the situation. “Get here if you still have the power to control cats.” Gordo hung up abruptly.

He didn’t have “power” over cats, they were simply afraid of him. But maybe that was considered much the same thing.

Roan got out of line and ran for the exit as soon as he was clear of the crowds. The only way there could be a multiple cat incident in a place like an office building was if it was planned in advance. So basically this was a rampage, but done in animal form. Shit. Why did they have to do this now? People who didn’t already loathe them—a small number—would now.

He avoided as much of the bridge traffic as he could and managed to reach the Arcadia building within eight minutes. They had cordoned Stewart and 19th off to incoming traffic, so he parked over on Madison and ran around the corner. The cops had parked their cars on the sidewalk to make a cordon holding pedestrians back, but they also needed to access the scene and let the paramedics through, so there were spaces and uniformed cops on crowd duty, standing there to keep any unauthorized people from gaining access. He didn’t recognize either cop he saw as he shoved through the crowd, but they must have recognized him, as they impatiently waved him through, briefly splitting so he could squeeze past them. They weren’t the only ones who recognized him, as some man shouted, “Infecteds suck!” Roan didn’t glance back; he simply held up his middle finger, which earned some ill-tempered grumbling and cursing from the crowd. One man had the decency to laugh.

Gordo and Seb were loitering in the shade of an ambulance. “Still making friends and influencing people?” Gordo asked sarcastically.

“People love me. Now what’s the situation?”

“Same as before. Cats loose in the building, an unknown number, but people have separately identified a cougar and a lion. Someone’s suggested an entire pride, but I’m not sure it works like that. Anyways, the lowest reported floor they’ve supposedly been seen on is the fifth, and all floors below have been evacuated. We believe some people maybe have been injured attempting to corral the cats.”

“Morons.”

“SWAT team ETA is seven minutes, so if you wanna try and save any, get to it.” While Gordo was talking, Seb handed Roan a tranquilizer gun, which he took, if only to convince the SWAT guys that the cats were no longer a threat. He tucked it into the waistband of his pants as Gordo also handed him a radio. “Stay in touch. We’ll give you a heads up when they ingress.”

Roan nodded and then spun around, tensed, as something impacted the sidewalk behind him. It was a half-empty Starbucks cup that spewed cold coffee all over the mica-flecked sidewalk in front of the Arcadia building. Gordo pointed into the crowd and barked, “Arrest that asshole.”

One of the boys in blue plunged into the crowd, which parted uneasily, as the man who had thrown it yelled, “You fuckin’ cats are murderers! You should all be drowned!”

“Shut the fuck up!” Gordo snapped. Roan ignored it and headed into the glass-fronted tower of Arcadia. Deciding he and Paris weren’t so bad had done wonders for Gordo’s sympathy toward infecteds.

Roan found himself in an eerily empty lobby, where signs of how much fucking money these people made were everywhere, from the marble floor to the mahogany reception desk and the super-quiet air conditioning system that always kept the lobby just a couple of degrees above arctic chill. He could smell fear and panic, but it was quickly dissipating in the chilled air, and it was all human. He smelled that no cats had been in the lobby.

How had they gotten in and where had they hidden? They must have had someone who used to be an employee here, or a customer who had been in the building enough to get a solid idea of its layout (perhaps on purpose). They knew where they could go and hide out until the change. And the change took about an hour, give or take a few minutes (not for him, but for everyone else), so they had to be places where no one would go during their change. This was a plan with a lot of “ifs” that shouldn’t have worked with so many cats, and yet it seemed to have worked. Was it an inside job? Did they have a current employee (infected or not) helping them? You’d think they’d have to.

Roan ignored the elevators and found the door to the fire stairs, which was hidden absurdly well. He felt like running, and that’s exactly what he did, pelting up the stairs like he was running a marathon. He barely felt any of the exertion, but when he reached the second floor and started up the third, a bit of a Clash song just floated through his head for no reason at all: “London calling to the imitation zone/forget it, brothers, you can go it alone!” Now why had that occurred to him? It was either his subconscious attempting to be funny (or just entertaining), or a precursor to another aneurysm. (The last thing he genuinely remembered before feeling that deep, stabbing pain in his head was a These Arms Are Snakes lyric that just floated into his head for no reason. Either this was his brain’s fucked up way of trying to warn him bad things were a-brewin’ in his blood vessels, or just some random thing, a coincidence. At least it had good musical taste.)

He stopped dead as he smelled blood.

Now that he had stopped, he could hear harsh breathing too, echoing in the narrow metal stairwell. It was above him, but not far. “I’m on my way,” he announced. “Can you hear me?”

At first he was sure the guy (it was a guy; you could tell from the blood) was unconscious, but when he was within view of the fourth floor landing, the guy said, gasping and weak, “You shouldn’t go up. I don’t know where they are.”

The man was infected; Roan knew that from the blood too. Panther strain. He was in human form though, splayed on the fourth floor landing, partially slumped against an exit door, bloody scratch marks on his face, arms, and torso, but most of the blood was coming from a neck wound that, while not spurting, was losing blood in copious amounts that couldn’t be healthy for anyone. A puddle had already formed around him, dyeing his jeans black. His T-shirt was previously black, but it gleamed wetly and clung to his torso like he was a model, except models usually weren’t drenched in blood.

He was an average-looking guy in his early twenties, with the only odd thing about him being his strawberry blond hair and hazel eyes, as red hair and hazel eyes was an unusual combination. When his eyes locked on his, Roan thought he saw recognition in them, which was confirmed when he said, “Oh, you’re him.”

Before asking what that was supposed to mean—and his inflectionless, tired voice gave no tells—Roan pulled out his radio, and said, “Got a guy bleeding out on the fourth floor landing of the emergency stairwell. The area’s clear to this point. Send in the paramedics.”

“Roger,” Gordo replied.

Roan tucked the radio into his waistband (which was getting crowded at this point, but fuck it), and then covered the throat wound with his hand, putting as much pressure on it as he dared. He should reach into the man’s neck and pinch off whatever vein was leaking out so much blood, but he wasn’t a medical professional and there was a good chance he’d pinch off the wrong damn thing. Also, he would probably cause this guy pain, and he’d undoubtedly been in enough pain. There was blood on the stairs from the fifth floor, suggesting he’d dragged himself to this point or fallen. “Do we know each other?” Roan asked, sure they didn’t.

“No,” the guy confirmed. “But I know you. You’re Roan McKichan.”

He mispronounced the last name, but since he was dying, Roan let it go. “It’s my day for being recognized. What’s your name?”

“Ben. Ben Sawyer.”

“Well, Ben, what happened? How are you the only member of the cat hit squad who didn’t change?”

All he had was his eyes now. His posture was limp; there seemed to be no strength in his body, and most of his face was obscured by blood. But his eyes, as tired as they were, still told him all he needed to know. He saw the denial, but then he saw the surrender, the decision to just tell him the truth. “We weren’t a hit squad.”

“So what were you? You had to know people might die.”

“Not if they weren’t idiots. We had nothing to lose, we’re all as good as dead anyways, and we figured it was time someone noticed what these greedy bastards were doing, letting our people die—”

“By killing some of them? Not smart.”

“No, we just wanted to bring attention to them.” He paused briefly. “You could.”

He ignored that. “What happened to you?”

“I dunno. I was supposed to change like everyone else, but somehow I didn’t. I mean, fuck, I’ve never had a cycle be so short. Why didn’t I change?”

“How long was it?”

“Three days,” he scoffed. “Three fucking days.”

That was the absolute least of a cycle. It didn’t happen a lot. It was rare, but it did occasionally occur. Obviously, it did to this poor bastard. “One of your friends attacked you?”

“I thought I could leave without getting noticed, but I shoulda stayed put. It was Brandon, I think, but I don’t blame him for what happened. Shit happens.”

Roan wondered where the EMTs were, but thought he heard noises below them. They probably were having trouble finding the door. Roan was kneeling beside Ben and felt blood soaking into the knees of his pants even as it ran down his hand. The funny thing was there was so much blood in a person; you really had no idea how much until you had one bleeding to death right in front of you.

Ben stared at him, and Roan could almost see him falling somewhere deep inside his eyes. He wanted to sleep, and Roan knew he couldn’t let him, had to keep him conscious. He could hear the EMTs pounding up the stairs, but they were taking much longer than Roan had. But to be fair, he wasn’t lugging equipment, and also he wasn’t quite human. “You should be our leader,” Ben said.

Roan gave him a quizzical look. “Excuse me?”

“We need a leader. Most groups have them, but we don’t. And you’d be perfect.”

“I doubt it.”

“You would. Most normals are afraid of us because of what we could give ’em. They’re afraid of you ’cause of what you can do to them.” His gaze was steady and strong—he honestly believed what he was saying. But that could have been the blood loss. “You’re dangerous because you remind them they’re just prey.”

Finally the EMTs reached the landing, huffing slightly. “He’s infected,” Roan told them. Both of them, a far-too-handsome man and a woman built like a fireplug, nodded as they put their kits down. Roan waited until EMT Handsome was ready, and then quickly removed his hand from Ben’s neck wound, where just a bit more blood spilled out before Gorgeous George put his gloved paramedic hand over it. He had a thick gauze pad too, but it would probably last only a few seconds before it was soaked with blood and utterly useless.

Roan stood up, and Ben’s hazel eyes followed him even as the female paramedic shined a penlight into his eyes and asked him basic response questions. Roan felt bad for the kid, but there was nothing he could do for him now, and he still had friends upstairs. Which reminded him to ask, “How many?”

“Four,” Ben replied, still ignoring the EMTs.

Roan nodded and skirted them, heading for the fifth floor. “You’ve got blood on you,” Paramedic Sexy said. Bizarrely, he had a British accent, which he didn’t expect. But why not? Paramedics could be British. “It’ll draw the cats right to you.”

“Good.” He wanted them to come to him, to leave the humans alone and respond to their alpha. It might be the only way to save them before the normals killed them all.
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Troubled Son



ROAN ENTERED the fifth floor angry, and he wasn’t completely sure why. Well, maybe the helpless feeling of someone bleeding to death, of someone dying pointlessly for an honestly stupid cause. Insurance companies were bastards. They could only profit if people died, and people hated infecteds, so why would anyone else care if infecteds died? They wouldn’t. People hated insurance companies too, but the treatment of infecteds wouldn’t sway them one way or another. He wished it would.

On the floor, he could smell panic, fear, blood, and cat, tainting the otherwise cold and business-bland hallway that still had faint traces of coffee, toner, and ozone. He let out a challenging roar, channeling his anger into the scream, but it didn’t work—it made him angrier.

There was a responding roar down the hall, and he heard claws clicking on the floor, running for him. He ran for it, wondering if this was Brandon, if this was the cat that had accidentally killed his own friend. He couldn’t hate it if it was; it wasn’t his fault. But that was logic, and he was too angry to be logical. He ran toward the noise, still roaring, feeling the pain in his jaws, in his gums, tasting blood in his mouth and hearing bones crack in his cheeks. He thought briefly of dropping to all fours, of trying to summon the change so he could sink his teeth into its fur and rip the flesh off its bones, but he somehow managed to hold that back.

It was a lion charging down the hall toward him, and he roared another challenge at it, continuing to run toward it. Something made the animal hesitate, stop so suddenly its claws skidded on the shiny, slick floor, and Roan almost didn’t stop, but then he was dimly aware that if he didn’t, the lion would run and he’d have to chase the damn thing.

They exchanged growls and snarls, the lion a squat one with streaks of mud brown through its ruffled mane. Roan felt the muscles boiling in his arms, the tendons stretching, the bones dislocating and cracking in his hands and feet. One side of the hall had offices and conference rooms with opaque glass inserts in them, and he was aware of human-size shadows in his peripheral vision, people quarantined in their offices trying to see what was happening. If he saw nothing but shapes through the glass, that was all they saw too.

The lion was confused, probably because he smelled like different kinds of blood, and Roan found himself distracted by his own internal fight. The last time he'd partially changed, it hadn’t hurt at all, but he hadn’t been fighting it then. (He hadn’t realized it’d been happening, but that was beside the point.) Fighting it was nearly as painful as simply transforming.

The lion sensed the hesitation in him and lunged, which was fine with him. He caught its muzzle in one hand, forcibly shutting its jaws, and while its claws tore into his arms and chest, he punched it straight between the eyes, hard enough that he heard something crack in his hand. Or maybe its head—maybe both. But he was in too much pain to feel any more pain; the circuits were overloaded and couldn’t accept any more signals.

He knocked the lion out. It sagged heavily in his grip, and he was the only one holding it up. So he dropped it, and he knew it wasn’t dead. He just hoped he hadn’t done any serious damage. But part of him didn’t give a fuck.

He heard himself growling but couldn’t seem to stop. Needles of red-hot pain seemed to have settled in his eye sockets, and thin tendrils of it were worming their way through his jaw, down his throat, settling deep into his spine. He was aware that if he didn’t fight it, it might not hurt so much.

He didn’t trust himself to take the stairs, so he went to the elevator and then had to take a few seconds to remember how to work it, how to use his hands beyond hitting or grabbing. He wondered how many IQ points he dropped when the beast took over, or if he could even remember how to talk. He was trying hard to see if he could, but his output was currently limited to growls and snarls.

The elevator had mirrored surfaces in it, and he saw himself, but he didn’t quite believe what he saw. It was him, kind of, but his eyes were all wrong, the pupils bloated and more oval than round, and his mouth… well, no. He wasn’t seeing things clearly, and that must have been it, because his lower jaw looked like it belonged to another creature entirely, certainly not a human. Blood caked his mouth, covered his chin, and hid some of his teeth, of which there were too many, and some were pointing at broken angles. He attempted to close his mouth and couldn’t, his teeth clicking awkwardly and his jaw feeling dislocated. He’d cut his tongue—on his teeth?—and it hurt. His vision was kind of blurry up close, so he was convinced he wasn’t seeing correctly—he just couldn’t be seeing correctly—but the shock of it felt like cold water thrown into his troubled mind. He didn’t know what he’d seen in the reflection of the elevator door, but it looked like a freak, some kind of lame rejected demon from Buffy The Vampire Slayer.

The glimpse of… well, whatever it was he thought he saw, threw him enough that he hadn’t expected the lift to stop and the doors to open, but as soon as he smelled blood and cat his mind snapped back into focus.

There were two cats on this floor, a cougar and a leopard, and he shouted a roar that tore up what was left of his throat. He heard an incongruous soft, pattering sound, and figured out it was his own blood dripping from his chin. The taste was so constant he’d stopped noticing it about two minutes ago.

There was a responding roar, and the leopard tore down the corridor to see what new cat was in its territory. Roan was happy to meet it halfway down the hall, where it stopped upon seeing him but still kept growling. They exchanged snarls until he heard the click of claws down a side hall, and Roan found that he was surrounded, with the leopard in front of him and the cougar behind him. He should have cared, but he still didn’t. He had opposable thumbs and they didn’t, which meant he’d always win, as long as he didn’t get stupid or change completely.

He stood with his back to the wall and crouched down, so he was closer to eye level with the cats, hoping he gave off the appropriately wounded air. He wanted them to close in, thinking he was wounded prey. He briefly wondered why they hadn’t attacked each other, but one was male and one was female. They were different species, sure, but the leopard female was bigger than the cougar male, giving the male more impetus not to get overly territorial. (Only tigers would attack their opposite gender members as a matter of course, but that was generally because tigers were the most territorial of all cats.)

The cats were falling for it, coming in warily, snarling and sniffing at him, when he heard an office door open.

Ah fuck. Why did people have to mess up perfectly good plans?

What the person intended he had no idea. Did they actually think Roan was in trouble? Did they think he was with SWAT? The leopard was closest and lunged for the person in the open door. (All Roan saw was a dark suit—just the scent alone told him it was a man, but other than that he wouldn’t have known.) Roan was forced to jump for it, screaming (roaring), “Shut the fucking door!” He didn’t know if what he intended to say even came out as words; he heard the roar, slightly modulated, but little else. He caught the leopard in midair, centimeters from the man, and the door slammed shut as he and the squirming leopard rolled down the hall, the leopard’s claws raking his chest and throat as he fought the urge to sink his teeth into its exposed neck and end it all now.

The cougar took this opportunity to lunge, but even though he was only peripherally aware of it coming in, a tawny blur, he somehow kicked it out of midair and sent it flying down the hall as he sank his teeth into what was essentially the leopard’s cheek. Blood that wasn’t his for a change flooded his mouth, and the leopard squalled and squirmed away from him, gaining its feet but turning to face him as Roan got on all fours and spit out a mouthful of blood, growling at the leopard as it snarled at him, baring uneven teeth.

He’d hurt the cougar, so it came after him again like the stupid beast it was, and as it jumped he dropped and rolled over onto his back, so as the cougar came down on him he grabbed it and slammed it headfirst into the wall. It went limp almost instantaneously, and he tossed it aside before rolling back up to his feet.

The leopard was looking at him warily, growling low, but the fact that it hadn’t tried to attack him while he was dealing with the cougar told him she wasn’t as dumb as her male counterpart. “I don’t wanna kill you,” he snarled. “Stay down.”

The leopard was still growling at him, but it lay down on the floor, taking a submissive position. He pulled out the tranquilizer gun and shot it, although it took him a minute to remember how to use it.

He was stalking back to the elevator, aware he was bleeding more and still not caring, when Gordo’s voice came out of nowhere and startled him. “SWAT incoming.”

Okay, yes, SWAT were bad. He needed to get to the cats before them, or they’d simply kill them on sight. He had three of them, now he just needed to find the fourth.

In the elevator, he remembered how to talk and said, “Got it.”

“Whoa,” Gordo replied. “Was that you, McKichan, or did a demon just come on the radio? What’s up with your voice?”

He didn’t answer. He’d figure it out or he wouldn’t.

The next floor—the sixth or seventh? He couldn’t remember; his mind refused to work that way—was empty of cats (couldn’t smell any; his roar brought no response), so he simply went up to the next floor. There, as the elevator door opened, was a panther in the hall, sleek black but kind of stocky, sitting facing conference rooms with their doors wide open. No humans were here, meaning people had been successfully able to evacuate or this floor just hadn’t been in use yet today, meaning whoever he was, this infected had picked the wrong floor to hide out in.

The cat looked at him with empty hazel eyes and a twitching tail, and Roan came out of the elevator, growling, “Some people have no luck at all.”

The cat snarled and got to its feet, looking ready to fight or run, but Roan had enough awareness to pull the tranquilizer gun and simply shoot it. Proving that this poor son of a bitch had no luck in any form, the dart hit it right on the bridge of his nose. He was aware enough to recoil and try and knock the dart out with a paw, shaking his head, but the dart was in deep, and the drugs finally kicked in and laid it out.

Roan crouched down and concentrated on his sense of humanity. What was his sense of humanity? He focused on the pain—or at least tried—but that didn’t seem to be it. What was his humanity? Did he actually have any?

His tongue still hurt. An odd detail, but one he focused on, trying to bring himself back. He wondered if he should bite it or if the resurgent pain would make his cat side worse. A bit of a song ran through his head, almost mocking his current predicament—“If I bite my cheeks long enough I figure I could chew right through the skin.” You know, he just might be able to. He always thought that maybe in midtransition he could rip the skin off his face and maybe find out if there was a lion under there.

Insanity. Insanity and These Arms Are Snakes lyrics. They went together so perfectly, no wonder he listened to them.

He was grasping at something—awareness, some sense of self, even if it was only a mocking sense—when he heard the elevator door open again. He could smell gun oil, body armor, hear the hiss and click of radios. He knew guns were aimed at his back, the clicks of firing positions being taken, as a super-macho male voice barked, “You McKichan?”

He raised a hand and nodded, not sure if he could speak yet, the pain finding laser focus in certain parts of his body: jaw, teeth, hands, chest, eyes. He heard a familiar voice snap, “Would you let me through? Can’t you see he’s bleeding?”

Dee? Of course. There’d be more than one ambulance needed, and he probably guessed he’d be needed, so he'd either nagged, coerced, or got the okay to come along with the SWAT team.

“There’s the cat,” a voice said, butch but surprisingly female.

The macho voice from before said into his radio, “Floor secured up to the eighth. Advance agent found.”

Advance agent? Oh, was that him? Must have been. Better than kitty fucker, he supposed.

Dee knelt beside him, thunking down his heavy EMT kit. “You get caught by a cat? You getting slow in your old age?”

Roan looked at him, still snarling, but even though he thought he saw the briefest reaction in Dee’s dark eyes, his face remained stony professional, all business. The good EMTs made natural poker players, as they learned to keep all emotion from their faces. “Don’t you snap at me, mister,” Dee replied, using an antiseptic cloth to wipe the blood off his face. He examined the scratches on his face, and said, “Not too bad. Those should heal up good.” Dee lifted up his chin with his fingertips and wiped his throat with the same cooling, stinging cloth. “Might need to get some surgical glue on a couple of these. Lucky it missed your windpipe.” He then frowned at him. “Why is your mouth bleeding?”

“Bit my tongue,” he grumbled, pretty sure he could talk now. He could, but it still sounded gravelly and inhuman.

“Let’s see.” Dee put a thumb on his lower lip, and Roan let him open his mouth. He got out his penlight and had a good look, squinting slightly. If his teeth still weren’t right, Dee gave no sign of it. “Goddamn, you took a real chunk out of it.” He rummaged in his kit and took out a small square of gauze, which he put over the cut in Roan’s tongue. “Nothing we can do about it. It’ll have to heal on its own. But knowing you, that’ll happen fast.”

The gauze tasted terrible, and he could feel it filling up with blood already, but conversely it made him feel a bit more sane, a bit more Human. Even having Dee here helped. Yeah, having your ex tend to you in a medical sense was off-putting, but at least there was little Roan could do (or become) that would shock him.

Dee lifted up his shirt and clicked his tongue at all the bloody scratches on his chest, but that was when Roan told him, “Don’t worry about it. I can heal.”

“Seriously? Your torso looks like ground chuck. I don’t—”

“I can, but not here,” he assured him, feeling more like Roan McKichan, human being, instead of Roan McKichan, lion.

Dee finally met his eyes. He hadn’t before now, which Roan only realized in retrospect. His eyes must have been more human now, or Dee was at least confident they were. “Are you sure? You don’t look so good.”

“I’m in so much pain, I don’t think I can move without screaming.”

Dee gave him a slightly dubious look. “You’re not just saying that for free drugs, are you?”

“I don’t need your drugs. I have better at home.”

That honesty got him a shot of something. He didn’t honestly know what, but after a couple of minutes he began to feel warmth in his hands and feet, and the edges of the pain smoothed, became smaller and more manageable.

Dee insisted on taping some big bandages to some of the worst scratches on his chest, so he let him as the pain continued to ebb, and finally he asked, “The guy in the stairwell, the one bleeding out. How is he?”

Dee shrugged. “He was stable when they loaded him. That’s all I know.”

Stable meant nothing; stable only meant he was still alive when they put him in the ambulance. But the way Dee said it seemed to imply “don’t get your hopes up”—stable was the best possible diagnosis for him. Asking for more was too much. You could only lose so much blood before you were honestly a lost cause. Roan knew that and didn’t know why he cared.

Dee helped him up and helped him down to the street, where things were noisier and more cops had showed, their flashing red and blue lights bouncing off mirrored buildings in such a way that all they needed was a DJ spinning to make this an official dance party. He was aware of TV news vans, but they had been pushed back to a distance that must have pissed off many a cameraman and segment producer. He heard some arguments, some cursing, but since he focused on none of it, it was kind of an angry white noise.

He balked when he realized Dee was taking him to his rig, but he told him, “I’m not letting you drive home on Demerol, and besides, there’s no better way to lose the press.”

Fair enough. He got into the back of the ambulance, where Shep was, and he exclaimed, “Fuck, man, what happened to your shirt?”

An excellent question. Roan had just noticed it was not much more than fabric tatters, held together by random threads and blood. As Dee closed the ambulance doors, he made a hand gesture of some sort to Shep, who nodded in understanding. Roan got that Dee had asked him to check his vitals without knowing how he knew that’s what he asked.

The Demerol—was that really what Dee gave him?—was kicking in big time, and it was very pleasant. So he lay back on the stretcher as Shep put a blood pressure cuff on his arm, and asked, “Saved the cats?”

“Saved ’em. Don’t know why, but I did.”

“Cats are people too,” Shep said with no irony. But it did sound kind of funny.

He heard Dee get in the front of the rig and felt them drive off as Shep looked at readouts and wrote some numbers in pen on his latex glove. Blood pressure numbers probably, possibly temperature, as he’d briefly put some machine on his forehead. “So am I dead?” Roan wondered.

“You still taking calcium channel blockers?”

Those were the meds he was given in an attempt to stave off another aneurysm. He had no idea if they were helping or not, but he took them. “Yeah.”

He nodded, still writing numbers on his hand. “You have an appointment with your doctor soon?”

He’d wanted to go see Doctor Rosenberg and ask her about that sudden change, the one he didn’t quite feel. Did that count? “Soon enough.”

“Good.” Laconic Shep was yet another good paramedic, one who didn’t give too much away, one who could beat you in a poker game with nothing but a pair of twos. “Rest and lots of fluids tonight, okay? No fighting, no serious narcotics. Understood?”

“Aye aye, captain.”

Shep raised a blond eyebrow at that. “Yeah, I guess you’re on the serious narcotics already.”

Oh, ha-ha. The Nelson laugh seemed so appropriate right now, he wished he could do it.

He must have dozed off for a bit, because it seemed like a second later he was home, and there was a small argument over whether Dee should help him inside or not, but Roan insisted he was walking to his own front door, and finally Dee just let him. He watched him all the way, though, arms crossed over his chest, his face as sour as an upset schoolmarm. Once inside, he shut the door and locked it, in case Dee changed his mind and decided he needed to go to the hospital.

Dylan was home, but the reason he didn’t meet him was obvious, as Roan could hear the water running upstairs. Shower or bath? Bath most likely.

Roan sat at the bottom of the steps and tried to force enough of a change to heal some of the scratches. It was extra hard, probably due to the drugs, but he felt an itchy burning in his chest as he felt a new pain knife into his jaw and figured he’d pushed it as much as he could. Veins seemed to pulse in front of his eyes, little black capillaries that appeared and disappeared with every beat of his heart, and he knew he was done. Any further attempts, and he would pay for it dearly.

He still had bloody scratches on his chest and arms, and his hand still hurt (had he broken something?), but it was all something he could live with. He gave himself a few minutes of rest, then went upstairs.

In the bedroom, he tossed his coat in the closet and threw his shredded shirt in the garbage, grabbing a T-shirt out of the dresser and pulling it on. If Dylan noticed it was a different shirt, he’d just say he spilled something on the other.

He knocked on the bathroom door before walking in where Dylan was relaxing in the tub. The air was warm and smelled strongly of the peppermint and eucalyptus bath salts he usually used after yoga class. He said it was a muscle soother, and Roan had no information to the contrary, so he let it go.

Dylan opened his eyes, and said, “Hey, I didn’t—holy shit, what happened to you?”

Roan caught a glimpse of himself in the medicine cabinet mirror, and while he was almost afraid to look, he still managed. He looked human, himself, with light, long scratches across his cheek and just beneath his eyes, one almost bisecting his lip where an older scar was. Dee had cleaned him up nice, and his partial change had closed some of the scratches up. But he was very lucky he hadn’t lost an eye.

“Cat incident downtown,” he told him, and he was so tired, his legs so rubbery, he sat on the floor beside the bathtub. “Some protest gone horribly wrong. Had to get four cats out of a building.”

Dylan had sat up and was now looking at him over the lip of the tub. “Are you okay?”

Stupid question. Of course he was okay, he was always okay. People died around him, other infecteds died, but he just wouldn’t go down. But who was it that was hanging on so hard—the human or the cat? Maybe neither; maybe it was just the virus. “No,” he admitted, and for whatever reason, he started crying. Why the fuck was he crying?

He wanted to stop it, but the drugs had sapped him of all his will, and as Dylan reached out and brought him into a clumsy embrace, he was too stoned to fight it. He sagged into him, into his warm, wet skin, and wished he could be a normal human being.
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Temporary People



ROAN FELT like a moron and wondered if Dee had lied about giving him Demerol and given him something else, something that made him as maudlin as a drunk. Dylan remained as sweet as he always was, comforting him and soothing him. When Roan admitted that he felt like he should be doing more for his people, Dylan rightly asked, “Which ones?”

A good point. He was always in the middle of a reverse tug of war, with the gays saying, “You have him,” and the infecteds replying, “No, you have him.” But he’d always said he didn’t want to be a member of any group that would want him, so at least he could belong to either with a clear conscience: neither wanted him.

He meant infecteds, but sure, gays too. He did nothing for anyone. Dylan pointed out that wasn’t true, that just by being the first infected to join the police force he’d been a trailblazer and broken down a lot of doors, but how much good had it done? There weren’t any other infected cops that he knew of on the force right now. And openly gay? Well, he knew of one downtown, not counting Dropkick, but he knew many more were still in the closet. It was a Pyrrhic victory at best.

A combination of drugs and posttransformation crash made him tired, but his hunger (also a posttransformation symptom) let him know he was going to be up for a while. So he called for a pizza and noticed he had a couple of messages on the machine already. In fact, if he hadn’t turned the ringer off for the phone, he might have noticed it going off almost nonstop. (He discovered this when he turned the ringer back on. Dylan answered the phone a couple of times, and after reporting he had no comment and didn’t wish to speak to the press, they just turned the ringer off again.) He kept smelling blood and thought it might be psychosomatic, but then he realized his pants were soaked with it. He stripped them off, a bit relieved to see the blood hadn’t soaked through to his skin. Rather than put on pants, he figured fuck it, being down to his boxers was good enough. Dylan didn’t care; he’d seen so much worse.

Dylan decided to go downstairs and check on what was happening on the news, and Roan decided to stay upstairs and try and get some work done. A joke, since he was still incredibly stoned and not really in a good headspace for it, but he was convinced he could try and force himself to go there. He blasted Pansy Division, mainly because it sometimes helped.

He assembled everything he had about Jordan in a computer file. It basically boiled down to “spoiled brat.” In that case, he probably would have run off to Tijuana or something, was having the time of his callow life with cheap hookers and tequila. Could he convince Hatcher he needed to take an all-expenses-paid vacation down there to find him?

The pizza guy came, but Roan hadn’t heard him, so Dylan, dressed only in a green tank top and matching yoga pants, brought him his large pepperoni pizza. (He was going to eat all of it and Dylan didn’t feel like pizza, so he didn’t feel bad about it.) “You know, there’s this guy on the news saying you’re a hero.”

“What kind of attention whore is he?”

“He said a cat tried to attack him, and you caught it. He said you were fighting two cats at once.”

He paused to consider that as he opened the pizza box, and the smell of grease, tomato sauce, cheese, and processed meat hit him face-first and nearly made his stomach turn inside out with need. “Oh, he must have been the fuckhead who opened the door. He wasn’t in any danger he didn’t put himself in with his sheer idiocy.”

“Is that how you got so scratched up?”

He shrugged, but he had the excuse of having about half a slice of pizza in his mouth. (He was so hungry, he wanted to shove a whole piece in.) Once he’d finished chewing, he said, “It was a combination of things. Mainly I got angry and lost control. I had to constantly fight myself to stay focused.”

Dylan had brought him a can of root beer, which he took with a grateful nod. Yes, root beer was disgusting and sickly sweet, and yet he really liked it. Dylan sometimes looked at him like he was crazy, but he humored him, just like he humored his carnivorous ways. “How much did you change?”

Oh shit. Talk about a question he didn’t want to answer. Luckily, he could give him an honest answer. “I dunno. Too much.”

Dylan nodded, and looked distracted enough that Roan asked between mouthfuls of pizza, “What’s wrong?”

He sighed heavily and sat on the end of the bed. “They said there was a near riot by the Arcadia building. Twenty-five people were arrested.”

“That’s not what’s bugging you. Well, not everything.”

“I gave my notice at Panic today. I’m not going back.”

“Not because of me, I hope.”

“No. I’m not sure it’s safe there anymore. Best to pack it up and try somewhere new.”

“Your fan club’s gonna miss you.”

This made him smile faintly, staring down at the carpet. “My fan club is horny drunk men. They’ll miss me for approximately ten seconds, until the new guy with the pecs passes through their field of vision. Then they won’t be able to pick me out of a lineup.”

“I’ll still be your number-one fan.”

He looked up at Roan, giving him a genuinely amused and adorable smile. “You’d better be.” He paused briefly, then added, “Should we check the dressings under your shirt, Rambo?”

Roan looked down, and he could kind of see the irregular lumps of bandages, but not well. “Ah. I bet I can’t blame an ill-fitting bra, can I?”

“You can, but I know damn well you’re not a cross-dresser.”

Roan took off his shirt, and Dylan got up and went to the bathroom, emerging from it with gauze and medical tape. Dylan did his best to take the bandages off carefully, but Roan had a reasonably hairy chest, so there was just no way to do this painlessly. At least the Demerol (or whatever) was still working.

He’d done a decent job using the partial change to heal himself, as his chest didn’t look like ground chuck anymore. It was still bad enough to make Dylan grimace, though, and two of the gauze pads Dee had slapped onto him were saturated with blood and needed replacing. “Maybe I should do it,” Roan told him. “Infected blood and all.”

“I don’t have any cuts on my hands,” Dylan replied, with a brief but fussy frown.

“Still—”

“I’ll be careful,” he snapped. And to give him credit, he was. Dylan was always careful and always gentle, and he let out an empathetic hiss of pain when he had to pull the tape off Roan’s chest hair (with the hair, of course. At least growing hair had never been a problem for him, especially when a transformation was involved. As proof, even though he'd shaved this morning, he now had about a two day’s growth of beard on his face, thanks to his partial transformation). Dylan cut the gauze and the medical tape very carefully and said, more to himself than anything, “I guess I’d better get used to this. These are the kinds of skills you need when your boyfriend’s a superhero.”

“Don’t you start that shit.”

“Oh stop kidding yourself, hon. You’re the closest thing to a superhero in this world, and you know it. See, a real superhero wouldn’t be lauded and loved; a real superhero would be seen as a freak and threatened with lawsuits at every turn.”

“Shit. Put it that way, and you have a point.”

“Of course I have a point. I have a BA and an unemployment check. I know everything.” He then flashed him a brilliant smile, and Roan couldn’t help but grin back.

“Can I call you my boy wonder?” Roan teased.

“Only if you like sleeping on the lawn.”

“Ah. And it’s too soon for you to have an unemployment check. You’ve just left.”

Dylan gave him a self-deprecating kind of smirk. (It was possible. Roan had seen it several times.) “A boy not so wonder can dream.”

If he was a superhero, he was a super-lame one. But hey, someone had to be Aquaman. And who would want to be Superman anyway? Red underpants over blue tights? No one was that gay, not even Paul Lynde.

He’d finished his pizza, sitting in front of his computer wearing boxer shorts and bandages, wondering if all superheroes ended up like this, when he decided to check on his many phone messages before the damn thing filled up. Anyone who identified themselves as a reporter got their message instantly erased. He had nothing against the press; he just had nothing to say about the incident today or in general. Except Arcadia sucked, but odds were they wouldn’t print or show that.

Dee had left him a very simple message. “See Doctor Rosenberg soon, or I’m going to talk to her myself.” And that was it; he'd hung up. Did that mean he’d seen the numbers Shep had written on his glove and didn’t like them?

The call from Dropkick was slightly more interesting. “If you’re finished being a cat wrangler, call me back. I think our hooker killer is a serial.” And then she had just hung up.

Well, he had to return that call. He did, and luckily he caught her at her desk. “Has another body turned up?” he asked. It was the only reason she’d jump to the conclusion that the killer was a serial.

“Yeah,” she sighed wearily. She sounded tired. “I started searching for fairly recent murders that shared many of the same characteristics as the previous one, and I found a really sad one. Seventeen-year-old girl, possibly raped, strangled and found in a drainage ditch off some abandoned government land outside of Spokane two months ago. Probably an illegal, as she was never identified by anyone, and they weren’t able to find anyone in the databases matching her fingerprints or description.”

Roan closed his eyes and lay on the bed, rubbing his forehead. The Demerol was finally wearing off, and he felt a dull ache deep in his head. “Not a hooker.”

“Not to anyone’s knowledge, but in the same general category of disposable people. A person no one would miss or look too hard for. Fits the general profile of such a bottom-feeder killer.”

“Yeah, it does.”

She scoffed, and he heard a soft, dull noise in the background. Had she thrown some paperwork on her desk? “They pawned the case off on some overloaded detective who did all he was supposed to do, and absolutely not one thing more.”

“So it’s a cold case.”

“If she was a seventeen-year-old white girl, maybe someone would have given a fuck.”

“Now now, we’re not supposed to play the race card. Or the sexuality card. Or the gender card. What cards can we play?”

“Do not pass go.”

“That’s it? I was hoping for Community Chest at least.”

She sighed again, long and low, but afterward she said, “I wish you were back on the force, Angus. For a crazy asshole, I think you were the sanest one here.”

“Holy shit, are things that bad?”

“It seems like it sometimes. Ignore me, it’s been a shitty day.”

“Tell me about it.” The pain in his head was getting worse. It felt like the slow-motion explosion of a migraine. The problem with that was migraines usually gave more warning. Still, his partial transformation could have fucked up the schedule.

“Yeah, how was that cat thing? I heard you got scratched up pretty bad.”

“I’m fine.” He really didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

“Yeah, macho man, you always say that.”

“Like you don’t.”

“Yeah, well, I’m a woman. We always handle these kinds of things better than you wimpy men.”

“Sexism! I could have your badge.”

“You can have it.” After another frustrated sigh, she said, “It’s been a day for crazies. I got called out to a scene first thing this morning—it’s probably on the news, if you bother to watch it—where a guy took a shotgun to his family in a mobile home.”

“No.” More of sympathy than disbelief. He had little trouble believing it occurred. “Bad scene?”

“Four kids under thirteen, his wife, and then himself. It looks like the ten-year-old tried to fight back and escape through the bathroom window, but she never had a chance.”

“Jesus.” He rubbed his eyes, which now had the dull, hollow hurt of a migraine. This fucker was coming on fast, like it was just waiting for the drugs to wear off so it could jump into the fray. “So what excuse did this dirtbag fuckjob leave behind?”

“Well, from what I can tell, he thought his wife was cheating on him. Did I mention he married her when she was fifteen and pregnant? He was twenty-two at the time.”

“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess controlling, abusive, immature bastard.”

“Also guess unemployed and eighty pounds overweight and yeah, you’ve got a good picture of him. Fuck, I hate this job sometimes, you know? It’s not about catching the bad guy. It’s about picking up the pieces and throwing them away. The worst part was the false hope we could pillory this guy, you know? A neighbor called it in, ’cause they thought they saw a body through the window—nobody heard the gunshots; a shotgun in a fucking mobile home park, and yet no one fucking heard the thing—but the guy was gone, and I thought maybe I’d get to string the bastard up by his balls, show pictures of his ten-year-old’s head splattered across a shower curtain until every juror wanted to beat him to death with the gavel… but then the fucker’s car gets spotted by the highway patrol in a lot behind a bar. He killed himself there, God knows why. And now I have all this disgust and I have no one to vent it on. I just have pictures of entrance wounds and exit wounds, when there was enough of a body left to call it an exit wound, and I have these e-mails and phone messages left by the killer that show me what a selfish, immature, hideous prick of a man he was. Fuck.”

“Know what helps? Working the heavy bag. Or any punching bag really. Go now, hit the gym, beat the shit out of an inanimate object until you’re ready to drop.”

“Like I don’t fucking know that?” She made a noise of frustration, one he was very familiar with, and he let her have a few seconds. Finally, she said, “Sorry, yeah, I probably oughta. My victories feel smaller and smaller.”

“I know the feeling. It happens to us ex-cops too, if it’s any consolation.”

“It’s not, but thanks.”

There was a long silence, but it wasn’t awkward. It was the silence of two people who really wanted to help people and often found themselves wondering why. Why would anyone want to help people when they were so fucking awful? You had to ask yourself that question a hundred times, and maybe Dropkick sometimes came up with an answer. Roan knew he almost never did.

Dropkick broke the silence once more, clearly trying to get her mind off the wholesale family slaughter she had to sort out this morning. “Can you ask Holden and his hooker pals about any customers they have in the military, or maybe among truckers? I’m thinking our serial will be among them, since if I’m right about Jane Doe, this guy travels.”

“Yeah, I was wondering about that.” Spokane was in Eastern Washington, and Coyote and Karen worked here, on the Western side. But there was that serial killer in the military—was he Air Force? Roan couldn’t remember—who killed mainly in Eastern Washington but had a couple of known victims in Western Washington when he was stationed here. There was also a trucker serial killer, although he spread his handiwork along the I-5 corridor from California through Oregon and to here, pretty much leaving investigators an obvious clue to his profession. “I know Holden’s had a military client or two, one gave him his dog tags. I’ll see what he can find out.” He didn’t tell her it seemed to be a porn site that was doing genuine snuff films, mainly because it sounded like something out of a Dennis Cooper novel. Also, because the Feds would have to be brought in, and they might escape. Well, no, they’d probably get caught. But Roan didn’t want them caught. Did he want to kill them? He didn’t know. His impulse was to hurt these fuckers, hurt them for seeking out and killing some of the most vulnerable adults (near adults, if Jane Doe was indeed a victim) and filming it for the sexual gratification of equally sick motherfuckers.

But if Jane Doe was one, how did that work? A snuff film site didn’t travel, didn’t change locations…

… or did it? Why was he assuming they were doing this only at one place? Why did he assume anything when he had so little to go on?

“You’re not gonna do your usual thing, are you?”

“What’s my usual thing?”

“Getting your own brand of revenge instead of turning him over to the correct authorities. That ring a bell at all, Roan?”

“I deny that. Since when have I ever gotten revenge on anyone?”

She snorted derisively. “You can play the game. You know how to rig the system. You may not do anything actionable, but come on. How weird is it that all the guilty parties you finger end up… punished?”

“I’m the Punisher now?” Wow, his head was really bad right now. He was trying to keep things light, but the pain was really throbbing, becoming nuclear, sending hot filaments through his gray matter. Jesus, he could have used Dee and his Demerol right now.

“I hope not. What a shitty film.” After a brief pause, she asked, “Are you okay? You sound funny.”

“Bit of a headache,” he admitted. “Probably oughta go now.”

“Yeah, okay. But Roan, about the usual thing… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad this time around. Take care of yourself.” And before he could say a word, she hung up. Wow, she must have had a bad day if she was giving him license to kill the bastards. She didn’t even know about the snuff film angle of all of this.

He needed painkillers, and he needed them now. He attempted to sit up, but the pain was so bad his head felt like it was filled with molten lava, and sitting up seemed like a pipe dream, something bizarrely out of reach. Oh, no—something was wrong.

He rolled over on his side and gritted his teeth against the pain just as Dylan came in. “I was gonna run to the store, we’re out—holy shit, Ro? Hon, what’s wrong?”

“Oh fuck, Dyl, my head hurts so much,” he said, feeling like he was going to have to hold his skull together with his hands to keep it from bursting apart. “Can you get the Percocet? I’ll be fine if I have a couple of those.”

Dylan looked down into his face, and Roan could see the horror in his eyes. “You’re flushed, your eyes—” He didn’t finish the sentence, he simply reached for the phone and snagged the handset. He punched in a couple of numbers, so few that Roan knew he could only be calling 9-1-1. “I need an ambulance,” he said, keeping his voice as emotionless as possible.

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” Roan asked through gritted teeth. But in immediate retrospect, he realized he didn’t want to know.

He thought he’d been flirting with an aneurysm. But you know, he'd thought the danger was over. So much for wishful thinking.
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ROAN WOKE up in bed and was so warm and cozy, he decided he wasn’t getting up. Except things started nagging at him, little things he couldn’t quite dismiss as easily as he wanted to. Like the fact that the body cuddling him was a bit too large to be Dylan and also smelled ever so faintly of tiger.

Paris would do this a lot, not so much snuggle against him as cover him like a blanket. He rather liked it, actually. He loved the smell of him and the feeling of his weight, the way his warm skin felt against his. It felt like Paris was trying to protect him even in their sleep, and while he would normally balk at the idea of anyone protecting him, he still liked the comfort of it.

He was aware this was all wrong, yet at the same time he actually didn’t give a shit. “Am I supposed to think I’m dead or something? ’Cause you know, even if I believed in an afterlife, I know this wouldn’t be it.”

“Why?” Paris asked in his teasing voice. “Am I not divine?”

He sighed heavily, although he felt a twinge in his chest. That was exactly the kind of cheesy joke Paris would make. “I’m brain damaged, is that it? I had an aneurysm, and a section of my brain has died. Now I think you’re here, or I’m imagining it as a comforting fantasy.”

Paris stroked his hair and nuzzled his neck, which was familiar and nice. “You have to be cynical about everything, don’t you?”

“I know this is my subconscious or unconscious, or a hallucination. I’m just wondering how bad it is.”

“How would I know? I’m you.”

“Good point.” Paris’s hand was on his stomach, so he picked it up and kissed his palm before letting it fall back on his chest. “I miss you.”

“I know, sweetheart,” Paris replied sympathetically. “But you have Dylan now. You love him, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.” It was funny, but while he could easily lie to himself, he couldn’t while he thought he was talking to Paris. “But not like you. It’s different.”

“It would be. But you be good to him. Hear me?”

“I hear you. But if I’m a drooling vegetable, there’s no way I can be.”

“Like that would ever happen to you,” he said, giving Roan a quick kiss on the nape of his neck. “You’re a superhero, remember? You can only die on television.”

Roan was puzzling over that cryptic comment when he woke up, not overly surprised to be in an uncomfortable bed, surrounded by the horrible smells of a hospital.

But having Tank in his room? Yeah, that was a surprise.

For a moment, he thought he was still dreaming, but then Tank noticed he was awake and said, “Bonjour, Roan. How you feeling, ’ey?” Tank had started growing facial hair that looked like a combination of a soul patch and a goatee; it was hard to say if it was intentional or accidental. It was also, oddly enough, a reddish gold, whereas the unruly mop of hair on his head was a sort of polished-cedar color. He was standing up near the back corner of the room, and it looked like he’d been checking a text message on his phone. Only now, with this new weird facial hair, did Roan see an oh-so-slight resemblance to the late Alice In Chains singer Lane Staley, although Tank was shorter, more muscular, and undoubtedly much more Quebecois (and less heroin addicted).

Roan stared at him a moment. “What are you doing here?”

He didn’t seem at all offended by the slightly confrontational nature of the question. “I heard you were in the hospital, yeah? So I thought I’d drop by, see how you were doing.” He picked up a big bouquet of flowers wrapped in blue paper off the room’s lone chair. “I brought you these.”

Again, this remained so weird he wasn’t sure he was awake. But why would he dream that facial hair? “I’m not really a flower kind of gay.”

“There’s a beer in it.” He reached into the bouquet and slid out the top of a beer bottle, which seemed hidden by a large yellow spider mum.

“I love you.”

“I’ve visited lots of people in hospitals,” he said, putting a strange emphasis on the final syllable. “I know ways around things.” He put the bouquet down on the chair again, carefully, as if he was afraid the beer might roll out.

“Microbrew?”

He nodded. “Canadian, not that watery American piss.”

“Will you marry me?”

That made Tank grin at him, and it was oddly childlike. And unlike many hockey players, he appeared to have all his teeth. “If I was gay, I’d be all over you. I gotta thing for redheads.”

What on Earth did you say to that? He didn’t know, so he switched topics. “Where’s Dylan?” He was here, wasn’t he? What if he wasn’t here? He’d taken it for granted that Dylan would be here, but that wasn’t right, was it? Maybe this was what Paris—his subconscious—was trying to warn him about. What was in all this worry and stress for Dylan? He might come to his senses and decide that Roan simply wasn’t worth all this pain.

“He went to talk to a doctor I think. He wanted to—” He paused and his face screwed up briefly, like he didn’t like the taste of the word. “—damn. If he mentioned it, I forgot. Sorry. If I’m not in game mode, my attention wanders sometimes.”

“You don’t have ADD, do you?” This was a joke.

Tank shrugged as if the question was serious. “I exhaust my concentration. Sounds funny, doesn’t it? But I focus so tightly during games it’s like I don’t wanna do it if I really don’t hafta.”

“I believe it. You have sniper-like concentration.”

“Hardest part of being a goalie. It’s not guys lobbing shit at you or gettin’ in your face, it’s concentrating on a tiny, fast-moving piece of rubber while noise and people and lights are all around you, and just knowing without looking too hard who your guys are and who aren’t. I’d rather catch hundred-mile-an-hour slap shots than have to deal with a three on five with really hungry players and an angry, noisy crowd.”

This was all very interesting, mainly because Roan only knew that goalies were generally considered to be nuts; he had no idea of their perspective on things. As he sat up, he said, “Your reflexes are great, you know. I think they’re equal to mine.”

Again, that unselfconscious grin. Roan couldn’t help but think of most jocks as total assholes, but there was something very likable about Tank. There was something very off-putting too, but once you got to know him, it seemed like less of a worry. He was just an odd man, not scary odd (not constantly), just weird. “I’d hope they’d be better. You know how hard I’ve trained?”

Roan was going to point out he was super-human, therefore Tank shouldn’t feel bad about a draw, but that seemed both arrogant and presumptuous, so he didn’t say anything. He simply sat up and looked at the IV drip in his arm, trying to determine if it was just saline or something more. Then Roan decided to ask, “Why have you visited lots of people in hospitals? Is it sports related?”

Tank shook his head and scratched his arm. He was wearing jeans and a powder-blue T-shirt that seemed to be advertising a seafood place in a city called Trois-Rivieres (he was guessing because the words on the shirt were all in French), and where he scratched Roan could see both an old inoculation scar (?) and a tiny tattoo of a blue sun, with rays like starfish arms. “Sometimes. But mainly it was ’cause of my grandpa and my mom. My grandpa had emphysema that eventually killed him, and my mom got pancreatic cancer when I was a teenager, and she spent the last two months of her life in a hospital.” He shrugged again, but there was a little moment of pain in his eyes, hidden in a frown.

“I’m sorry.” Pancreatic cancer was a real bitch too. All cancers were bad by definition, but some were worse than others.

He shook his head, and the darkness that had briefly clouded his vision disappeared with the return of a friendly smile. “Nah, it’s okay. I learn things. Like how to steal meds from the supply closet. Wow, did me and my friends get high on the hospital’s dime.”

“You still do that?”

He shook his head. “Don’t know American hospitals so well.”

“Too bad. I was gonna have you go get me some Demerol.”

He tossed him a wink. “I’ll see what I can do.” He meant it too. Now that was a friend. Why he’d been adopted by a possibly crazy goalie he had no idea, but at least he was a cool guy.

The door to the room opened, and Dylan came in, looking to Tank before he noticed that Roan was awake and sitting up. “Roan!” he exclaimed, immediately coming to his side and embracing him in a powerful hug. He almost got tangled in Roan’s IV line.

Roan hugged him back and realized that that two day’s growth of beard he'd had after the transformation seemed thicker. Not only that, but Dylan had a dark fuzz of stubble on his cheeks as well, which he hadn’t had earlier. When Dylan pulled back, tears glimmered in dark chocolate eyes. “How are you feeling?”

“A little drugged, but okay. How long have I been here?”

“Only since yesterday.”

“Yesterday?” He’d been out for, what, twelve hours? Could he blame the drugs they gave him or not?

Before he could ask, a familiar voice said, “It should have been a lot worse.” Doctor Rosenberg came in, looking at his chart and shaking her head. “God, your luck. I’d play the lottery if I was you.” She looked up, noticing Tank. “You’re a new one.”

He must have guessed that was an invitation to introduction. “Tank Beauvais.”

“Your name is not Tank.”

“My real name is Thibault.”

She studied him for a moment. “Tank it is.” She pushed her tortoiseshell glasses up to the bridge of her nose and said, “I need to be alone with Roan for a few minutes.”

Dylan gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and told him, “I’ll be right outside.”

Roan nodded at him as Dylan gave him a small smile and a comforting squeeze on the arms before leaving the room, Tank falling in behind him without comment. The way Dylan acted, he couldn’t help but think Rosenberg was here to give him bad news.

“What’s with the Frenchman?” Rosenberg wondered.

“He’s a goalie. I’ve been adopted by a hockey team.”

“The Falcons?”

“You know of them?”

“I’ve seen the logos. I’m not locked up in my office all the time.”

There was no help for it—he had to just come out and ask. “I had another aneurysm, didn’t I?”

She gazed at him steadily, her hazel eyes giving him nothing. “Yes and no.”

Of all possible answers, this one was the most unexpected. “Well, that’s definitive.”

She rolled her eyes and tapped the clipboard holding his chart like somehow the answers on it were his fault. “The long and the short of it is, you probably did have an aneurysm, but beyond the burst blood vessels in your eyes, your blood pressure upon arrival, and initial head CT readings, we can no longer prove it.”

He mulled over everything she said carefully before answering. “Huh?”

“You’ve totally recovered.”

He considered this again. Yes, he was drugged. “Umm… didn’t I fully recover last time?”

“You weren’t brain damaged, but you did suffer some aftereffects. Now—” She shrugged with her hands, almost flinging the clipboard by accident. “Well, fuck me sideways. I don’t get these readings at all.”

It was always a little shocking when your small, grandmotherly doctor said “Fuck me sideways.” He rubbed his head, wondering if he was still dreaming. If he slapped himself, would she have him committed? “So… why I am here? I mean, if I’m all right….”

“We had to determine that. You did pass out. Besides, I wanna figure this out.” She lifted a page on the clipboard, scanned it, and then shrugged again. “I’m gonna give up, though. Life’s too short. Besides, I know you’ll wanna get out of here as soon as possible. So what I want you to do is give me the weekend.”

Lost. He felt totally lost and at sea and drugged without actually being drugged. What was going on here? “Are you speaking in riddles, or am I actually brain damaged?”

“I want to check you into Willow Creek this weekend,” she continued, as if he hadn’t actually said anything at all. Willow Creek was an infecteds-only hospital, the one where Paris spent a week recovering after he first met him. “I want to run a full battery of tests: PET scan, MRI, EEG, all the acronyms. It’ll just be me and a couple of trusted assistants. Scientific American won’t get their greedy little hands on you.”

“I’m on a case. I can’t do this weekend. Why the hell do you want to poke and prod me some more? Didn’t you do that enough when I was a kid?”

“Sorry, but you’ve grown up and adapted far beyond my comprehension. I can’t wrap my head around it. I feel like a moron, quite frankly.”

He grabbed onto the only word that really alarmed him. “Adapted? Meaning what exactly?”

She shrugged with her hands again, less violently this time. “Haven’t you noticed? Evolution takes thousands of years, millions, but you’re making it look like a lazy idiot. You’re adapting to your new situation, Roan, just like you adapted out of having a viral cycle.”

“That isn’t possible.” Was that why he'd started changing without realizing it the other night? Was he starting to adapt? That was insane. Bodies didn’t work like that—the virus didn’t work like that.

“Isn’t it? You’re the impossible man. The virus shouldn’t have incorporated into your DNA the way it did, and from there it’s just been an avalanche of impossibilities with you. Do I really need to point out that most virus children are ten years dead at your age? Or that all infected have viral cycles, except you? Come on. I think we’re both too old to dick around. You are a….” She didn’t have the word.

“Freak?” he suggested.

“Hybrid,” she replied with an evil scowl. “If you were at all an optimist, we could say you were the best of both worlds.”

“My mother was a human and my father was a virus,” he replied sarcastically. Before she could tell him to knock it off, he held up the IV line. “So what’s this, then, if I’m fine?”

“Fluids. You were dehydrated and, believe it or not, mildly malnourished, and probably exhausted considering the way you slept. You’ve got to remember the way your metabolism changes even during partial shifts. It’s playing holy hell with every system in your body. You probably need ten hours sleep on days of change, and fuck knows how many calories, maybe ten thousand or so. You can’t act like it’s just a normal day, because it’s not.”

“Could it have been a migraine?”

She shook her head but then shrugged. “Can’t actually rule that out. We don’t know for sure how the change affects your migraines, so it’s possible there could be a trigger mechanism. But dehydration is definitely a trigger, so keep your fluids up, damn you.”

He dry washed his face, trying not to notice how hot and itchy his beard was, and wondered why he was so mad. What was he mad at? Her? Himself? His virus? “Am I in danger from aneurysms anymore?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I think you started having one, and it stopped.”

“Stopped?”

She nodded. “Makes no fucking sense to me either. Maybe it was just some weird kind of seizure. I can’t rule that out either.”

“It hurt like fuck.”

“No reason a seizure couldn’t.”

That was a fair point. “But you don’t think it was.”

“No. I think you almost had an aneurysm, and your body fought back. But since that’s illogical and can’t be proven, that’s pure speculation on my part.”

This was frustrating and threatened to make his head start hurting all over again. He noticed that there was one of those reusable shopping totes sitting on the floor beside the chair—Tank had been blocking his view of it. (Goalies made better doors than windows, even off the ice.) Were there clothes in it? He was pretty sure there were, as he thought he recognized the color of his zombie T-shirt (burnt orange). Dylan brought clothes, and Tank brought beer. He knew some great guys. If Dylan had also included his cell phone (he seriously needed to call Holden if he’d lost a day), he’d have to marry him later today.

“You’ve already tuned me out, haven’t you?” Rosenberg asked. It wasn’t accusatory, just weary.

“Am I going to drop dead of an aneurysm or not?”

“I don’t know. You could live until one hundred or die in sixty seconds; there are limits to adaptation. That’s why I want to get you into Willow Creek and scan the shit out of you.”

He got out of bed, taking a moment to steady himself, and then hauled the IV stand across the room with him as he walked to the bag of clothes. Yeah, he was wearing a stupid paper gown and his ass was hanging out, but Rosenberg had pretty much seen every inch of him so it didn’t matter. As he stepped into his jeans, he told her, “I have a case to finish. Once I’m done… fine, Willow Creek. But only to find out how much of me is still human.”

“Don’t be an asshole. You’re human.”

“Yeah, a human who can change into a lion and stop his own aneurysms.”

“Speculation on my part,” she replied archly. “Don’t go on a self-pity trip.” He ripped off the paper gown and tossed it aside before pulling on his shirt. “Holy hell, when did you get so many tattoos?”

“A weird side effect of my self-pity trips. What did you say to Dylan? He looked upset.”

Here she paused, long enough for him to feel a warning spasm in his gut. What had she said? “I might have mentioned the thing about not knowing if you were all right or on the precipice.”

“So he thinks I could drop dead any minute. Terrific. Did you have to scare my boyfriend? Was it emotional blackmail to get me into Willow Creek?”

He got the evil scowl again, but probably for a good reason. Doctor Rosenberg could be a huge pain in his ass, but she usually wasn’t that manipulative. “I was thinking aloud. I’m worried about you, you stupid prick. And I’m not alone.”

He had to give her that. He was kind of worried too. In theory, this should have been good news. Maybe he wasn’t about to drop dead; maybe his head wasn’t going to implode.

So why didn’t it feel like good news?
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ROAN PULLED out his IV and then excused himself to sneak into the bathroom, mainly because he had to take a piss, but he also wanted to have a look at himself in the mirror. He held a wad of toilet paper to the IV exit wound until he forced a minor change, and got the skin to heal up enough that he didn’t have to worry about it.

Yeah, his beard was way too thick, and frankly it made him look a bit crazier than usual. But the worst part was his eyes. His blood vessels had healed, so his eyes were normal white, shot through with a couple of typical red capillaries. They looked fine, normal, except he knew they weren’t. His eyes were a lie, hiding a nature that was inhuman and inconstant. “Stop being such a freak, freak,” he muttered to himself, quietly so no one else heard and had him committed.

When he stepped out, Doctor Rosenberg had gone, and Dylan and Tank were back. It was like an odd version of visitor musical chairs, except no one was sitting. Dylan did have the now-empty tote bag slung over his shoulder, though, and Tank was holding the flowers. “Ready to go?” Dylan asked, trying to be chipper.

He nodded. “I’m starving. Can we stop somewhere on the way home?”

“Of course. What do you feel like?”

“Good question.” Roan held out his hand toward Tank, and he handed him the bouquet. Roan took the beer out, and handed it to Tank. “Hold on to that for me ’til we’re out of the hospital, okay?”

“Sure.”

Dylan eyed it in shock. “You brought him a beer?”

“He likes beer.”

“I like beer,” Roan echoed with a nod.

Dylan rolled his eyes and shook his head, and as they headed out into the hall, he asked Tank, “Is he a member of the team now? Did I miss a press conference?”

“He’s an honorary member,” Tank told him, struggling with the pronunciation of “honorary” for a moment. That was a hard word for those with pronounced French accents. “We expect him to jump on the ice and participate if there’s ever a bench-clearing brawl.”

They were walking down the hall, more or less shoulder to shoulder, but Roan could tell Dylan wasn’t overly pleased with this. “Do you expect any?”

“No, but it is hockey, so it could happen. And I hope it happens when we’re playing the Wheat Kings. I’d love to unleash Roan on this center, Constantin Bourdin. He thinks he’s Sidney Crosby, but the only thing he has in common with him is whining like a little puss. He needs to be beaten like a piñata full of Krugerrands.”

That made Roan stop to laugh, and it was one of those overwhelming, hard laughs that almost paralyzes you. It took him a moment to get himself under control, to find Dylan and Tank waiting for him, Dylan looking mildly concerned and Tank faintly, absently smiling. “That is the best metaphor I have ever heard. Can I use that?”

“Knock yourself out.”

“Awesome.” He wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand, and as they started down the hall again, he held out the flowers toward a passing nurse. “Can you give these to someone who needs them?”

The nurse stared at them and then him, but after a moment seemed to recognize him. “Oh, Roan, sure.” She took the flowers and moved on down the hall.

“Who was that?” Dylan wondered.

Roan shrugged. “No idea.” Dee seemed to know so many nurses and paramedics, Roan just assumed they knew him until it was obvious they didn’t.

They said good-bye to Tank in the parking lot, where he gave Roan the beer, and, much to his shock, a slightly clumsy hug. Roan patted him on the back and thanked him, letting him know he could visit him and bring him beer any time.

As soon as he and Dylan were in the car, he opened the beer and took a swig and told Dylan, “I’m not going to drop dead any second, so you don’t have to worry about that. I’ve adapted.”

Dylan gave him a steady gaze that Roan had learned to interpret as “What the fuck are you on about?” It was close enough. “What does that mean?”

“Fuck if I know. Rosenberg told me I most likely had an aneurysm, but it stopped because I continue to adapt.” His mysterious anger returned, and he started to rant like a crazy person on a bus. Tears blurred his vision, but he wasn’t sure if they were sad or angry—probably both. “I’m gonna be the longest living infected ever. I’m gonna outlive them all, maybe as a human, maybe as a cat, maybe as a huge fucking bipedal virus—”

Dylan cupped his cheek with his hand, and that’s all he did, but it startled him into silence. He then leaned over and kissed him softly on the forehead. “I love you, no matter what. You know that.”

Roan rested his forehead against his and put a hand on his chest. Sweet man, one he didn’t deserve. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“The insanity that is my life. Me.”

“Hey, I signed up for this ride. I knew from past experience that sexy men were always trouble, and it wasn’t like your reputation didn’t precede you. I have no one to blame but myself.”

“You think I’m sexy?”

“Don’t fish for compliments.” He gave Roan another kiss, then sat back in the driver’s seat. As he put the keys in the ignition, he asked, “You’re one hundred percent certain that Tank is straight?”

“What are you implying?” He took another swig of the beer. If it was this good warm, it must have been a thousand times better cold. He looked at the label, but alas, it was in French. It had a picture of a sword and shield on it, though. What the hell was it, Gladiator Beer? (Motto: “For Those About To Die, We Beer You.”)

Dylan shrugged a single shoulder and shook his head, but after he started his car he just sat and stared at the windshield for a moment. “He’s fascinated by you. It’s definitely a man crush in one sense or another.”

“At least it’s mutual.” Dylan raised an eyebrow at that. “C’mon, he’s fucking cool. Anyone who can catch a thrown bottle before it smashes me in the face and stop a fight simply by scaring the shit out of the opponents is in my good books.”

The surprised look turned alarmed. “He did what now?”

He patted Dylan on the shoulder. “You should be glad he was there. When he does his intense crazy man act, no one wants to fight. They just want to run away and hide.”

“The fact that he has an intense crazy man act is alarming.”

“He’s a goalie. He’s gotta do something to defend himself.”

“They have big sticks.”

“If they hit someone with it, they’re penalized.”

“Oh. Is it because they could decapitate someone?”

Roan shrugged. “No idea. But you’d think.”

Once they were on the road, Roan turned on the radio, which was on one of the alternative stations (ah, Western Washington—there were a couple of “alternative” stations, but what it was the alternative to he had no idea), and they were playing Modest Mouse. When he heard the line “It coulda been, shoulda been worse than you will ever know—” he almost laughed. That was his medical diagnosis for the day.

They discussed where they’d stop for a bite to eat, and they decided on a nearby bakery, as Roan felt like sugar. He also asked Dylan if he’d found out about all that domestic partnership registry bullshit, and he said he had, which was good, as Roan figured they’d need to get that done before he disappeared into Willow Creek to be scanned within an inch of his life, in case something went wrong or the CDC decided to lock him up as a public menace.

Dylan hadn’t brought Roan's cell phone, but he’d brought his own, so he borrowed it to call Holden. Dylan was off at the glass-topped counter, ordering pastries and a green tea, while Roan sat at one of the tiny corner tables, feeling as gay as he had ever felt. Even when he married Paris, he didn’t feel this gay. It was probably all the lace tablecloths and the delft teapots with flowers on them. He suddenly wanted to camp it up like Pat Robertson was in the room.

He fought back the urge and called Holden (the gay hustler—well, this was a pretty fucking gay thing to do). The phone rang four times, and he thought he was going to get shunted to his call messaging when he finally picked up. “Hey, Roan, I was gonna visit you later,” he said, sounding slightly breathless.

“Did I interrupt something?” He felt intensely weird calling during one of Holden’s “dates.” It seemed like a grotesque invasion of privacy that he wanted no part of, even from a distance.

“No, I was just doing my crunches,” Holden said, audibly taking a drink. “Hundred a day. Can’t get six pack abs, but I still have to work to keep the flab away. It’s fucking unfair.”

Roan grunted an affirmative. As much as he found flat stomachs sexy, he actually felt working toward them was too much bother and not worth it. Which was why he’d probably lucked out in having his wonky metabolism, which sometimes made it difficult to keep weight on (especially when he transformed all the time). But wasn’t he just partially hospitalized for undernourishment, even though he’d eaten a whole pizza? It was a fucked-up world, and he couldn’t see eating like Mr. Creosote just to keep the pounds on. Life was too short (more in some cases than others), and frankly, he probably didn’t have the budget for it. If only being a superhero paid. “I was afraid you’d gone to meet snuff guy without me.”

“Oh hell no. I’m just bait, the sidekick who gets kidnapped and has to be rescued. You’re the macho hero who rides in and kicks ass.”

“Says the guy who stabbed the two asshats who assaulted him.”

“I never said I was completely helpless. I’m just not the demolition man that you are.”

“Ha.”

“So you out?” He could only mean out of the hospital, as he’d been out forever.

“Yeah. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, I just pushed myself too hard.”

“Wow, that’s new,” he replied sarcastically.

“Don’t you start.” Dylan came to the table, bearing a tray of pastries and a cup of mango-scented green tea. Roan gave him a nod of thanks and reached for the gooiest pastry, the one coated in what looked like chocolate icing with almost tarlike consistency. Of course, nothing here was a doughnut, everything had a French or Italian name, but damn it, it was a doughnut under an assumed name. He took a bite and enjoyed a minute of sugar-coated bliss. Here were those ten thousand calories that Rosenberg wanted him to eat in a single pastry.

“Snuff guy hasn’t gotten back to me yet,” Holden admitted, with a disappointed sigh. “I don’t know if I’m not the type he was looking for, too professional, or too old.”

“Old? Come on, you’re not old.”

“Yeah, I am. In hooker years, I’m like eighty. So I’m trying to get someone else in on this. I’m thinking Phoenix will be up for it. He’s a tough kid. He did a gig or two with Coyote, so he’s good for the revenge angle, and he’s twenty-three but looks seventeen, so I can’t see them ignoring this bait.”

Roan scowled down at the neat lace tablecloth. He didn’t like exposing someone he didn’t know to a bunch of murderous assholes. He didn’t feel good exposing Holden to them either, but at least he took some consolation in the fact that Holden was a much harder target than he looked. He could play up his lisp and seem super-harmless, but people really had to not be paying attention to the look in his eyes, which were hooker hard and merciless. Everything had a price. “We don’t even have a workable plan. How can you bring someone else into this?” He was careful not to look at Dylan, as he knew the look Dylan would be giving him.

“I don’t like it either, but letting them get away is not an option.”

Well, he had to give him that. They’d killed three people that they knew about—who knew how many more that hadn’t been found? If they’d found one body for every two killed (a low estimate), that still put the body count at six.

“Oh, there was something I wanted to show you. You on your phone?”

“I’m on Dylan’s phone.”

“Web enabled?”

He checked. “Looks like it. Why?”

“I’m gonna send you a screen capture. I’ve been trying to comb through the films, trying to spot any recognizable faces. I’ve heard from a couple of girls working the street that Ebony has just dropped off the map, so I’ve been looking for her, and I noticed this kid and he looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. I thought you might know him.”

“Send it on.”

He did, although it took a minute, and the screen cap wasn’t the greatest (although he didn’t blame Holden for that; the snuff filmmakers were clearly using bargain basement cameras and often lit things so the faces of the participants weren’t visible). But he could make out what was essentially a profile shot of a kid—teenager, or someone in their early twenties—with close cropped black hair and a pointy sweep of bangs that almost made him look like an anime character. But what gave him away was his strong chin—not square but heavy, strangely rugged on such a young man. Roan felt a shock down to his toes, and the pastry turned to cement in his gut. Why did things always get worse? Was he cursed? That was it, wasn’t it? Some angry anti-cat hetero cursed him to have a life full of drama. If he believed in any sort of god, he’d have happily blamed it. “Was he a participant or a victim?” he finally asked Holden.

“Participant, at least in the film I caught him in. Why? Who is he?”

He rubbed his eyes, wondering what he was going to do with this information. It was probably too late to save him. “It’s Jordan Hatcher, the boy I was hired to find.”

The question was, how did he get mixed up in this? And how much did his father know? 
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ROAN WOULDN’T have minded talking to Hatcher this time, but of course he got the bastard’s answering machine instead. He ended up calling him three times that day, only to get nothing but machine. Was he off on holiday or something? No client technically had to let him know when they were jaunting off to Vegas, but it was common courtesy, especially if you were looking for their son. But he was wondering a lot about Hatcher right now.

When they got home from the bakery, he checked his e-mail, and while almost thoroughly entranced by the spam message with the header “Become a porkmaster general” (there was the new title of his autobiography, displacing Tanning Salon Pervert), he realized Luis had e-mailed him. It was a very simple e-mail, with only a name in the message: Sander Lewis. The man Dylan got into a fight with at Panic, the one who seemed to have baited him for unknown but possibly sinister reasons.

He called Kevin, but got his machine. (Was it his day for machines?) He asked him to run this guy through the system, see if he had a record or if he could in any way be connected to Charles Crosby, the guy who tried to stab him in Panic. It was a long shot in theory, but he was beginning to sense a pattern. He wished whoever was after him would show themselves, make themselves known, but that was the strategy, wasn’t it? They knew they couldn’t take him on directly, so they hid. It was a good strategy, but already it was starting to unravel.

He took phone calls from a concerned Fiona and Dropkick, assured them he was okay, and while he was itching to get out and do a bit more pavement pounding, he backed off for Dylan’s sake. He wanted Roan to take it easy, so, damn it, he supposed he owed him that much.

He shaved off his beard (God, that was a relief), caught up on some backed-up television, and made spaghetti for dinner, as he could make spaghetti without fucking it up too much. By that time, he got a call back from Kevin. He couldn’t officially link him with Crosby, but Lewis was definitely known in the system. He had done time for assault in Idaho and had a handful of arrests for various minor things, from public drunkenness to disturbing the peace to vandalism. He was what Kevin called a “little shit,” a guy who would probably spend his life in and out of the system, but most likely never for anything major unless he escalated. Right now, he just appeared to be a middle-echelon douchebag. Maybe that should have been reassuring, but it wasn’t. Hadn’t Crosby done time for assault too? He asked Kevin to double check where they had done time, but no, they’d done time in different states—Crosby in California and Lewis in Idaho. Still, wasn’t that odd? Two men, known for their violence, attack him and Dylan on different days in the same place. There was something off about this, but he couldn’t nail it down, couldn’t name the equation that would make this make sense.

Dylan’s black eye was getting better too; the bruise had mellowed to a reddish color with undertones of green and yellow, which Dylan described as a “fruit salad throwing up on my face.” Roan assured him that all black eyes seemed to go through that phase, as he was intimately familiar with black eyes (and an entire variety of bruises, contusions, and cuts). At least it didn’t hurt as much as it had before.

While Dylan did his yoga, Roan worked the heavy bag in his office, challenging himself with two tasks: not to knock the damn thing off the chain rig, and not to let the lion out the least little bit. Dylan said next time he’d work the heavy bag if Roan did the yoga. He agreed but wasn’t serious.

They had time to discuss over dinner whether or not they should tell anybody about the domestic partnership bullshit. It wasn’t like they were getting married or anything—it was just for legal purposes. It was a business transaction, more or less, a relationship boiled down to its most base form: I have stuff, you may share my stuff, a judge can’t say you can’t have my stuff if I die. That’s all marriage was too, even if the fundies wouldn’t admit it. (Nope, nothing to do with having kids either; marriage was, at its root, a way of inheriting real estate, and no born-again could obliterate its capitalist foundation if they tried.) He didn’t think it mattered one way or another. Dylan figured they could probably tell close friends without making a big deal about it, but then he wondered if anyone would try to get them a gift and how awkward that would be. Although stuff was always nice, neither of them actually wanted to deal with the bullshit of a “fake wedding” present. And although neither intended to dress up for what was basically going to a government office to sign papers, Dylan still made him promise he wouldn’t wear his “Stabby McKnife” T-shirt (the one that had a cartoon knife with feet happily exclaiming, “Hey Kids! Put me in your enemies!”) or his Murder City Devils one. Dylan would have preferred all his rock T-shirts stay at home, but he realized some of those were the least silly ones Roan had.

Oddly enough, while they were watching Doctor Who, Dylan apologized for “freaking out and running off.” Roan tried to stop him, but he insisted he had to say it. He also added he was deeply ashamed that Roan had honestly scared the shit out of him in his partially transformed state. Although it made his heart hurt a little to hear it, he had to give Dylan credit for being brave enough to say it. He got very Buddhist on him by saying, “But it’s you. I don’t care if you’re fully transformed, it’s still you, and I have to be mature enough to see that. You are not the shape of your body. You are you, with or without fur. It’s up to me to ignore the outer shell and just see who you are.”

He picked up Dylan’s tea mug and sniffed it. “LSD or ’shrooms?”

“Don’t try and make a joke out of this. I’m being profound here.”

“Profoundly full of shit?”

Luckily, he’d said this just right, and Dylan laughed, giving him a gentle elbow in the ribs for being a jerk. But Dylan had no idea how close he’d come to poking him in what was for him a profound identity issue: was there a difference between him and the lion? He felt like there was when he was actually wrestling with the beast, but other times he wasn’t sure. He was the lion and the lion was him, and they all lived together in a yellow submarine, or some bullshit like that. He didn’t know. He wasn’t even considering the virus in this, but maybe he should have, especially considering how the virus was altering him. (Or was he altering the virus? Fuck it, he wasn’t stoned enough to contemplate this.)

It was a peaceful night, kind of boring, and it ended with them watching the Colbert Report in bed. Dylan nodded off, half propped up against him, and Roan held him for a while, stroking his soft hair (always fun—how come his hair was always so silky? He must have been born with it), trying to imagine what it must have been like to be a perfectly normal person dating a person like him. He couldn’t do it. He could barely live with himself as is. Imagining himself as genuinely normal was a bridge too far.

Very carefully, he slid out of bed without waking Dylan up and went to do some work on the computer. He’d slept for about a day and just wasn’t tired.

The fact that Hatcher hadn’t gotten back to him about the owner of the server shouldn’t have struck him as suspicious, because Hatcher was just the type of asshole who would have given him a phony name rather than nothing at all and risk him using alternate channels if he was up to something. But Jordan being found on a website he clearly used often? That meant something. Did Jordan seek out the site location? How could he have known it was in Washington? There was no clue to location—a basement is a basement, whether in Berlin or Bellingham.

Unless Jordan recognized someone in a clip. Or investigated the site himself? How good were his computer skills? Even if he was only half as good as his dad, that put him years ahead of most people. Had Jordan discovered the location, and then when he discovered Brittney and Darren were fucking around on him, did he run off to join the snuff circus? It sounded slightly implausible, and yet, teenage boy? Definitely could have done something that stupid. As a teenager even he might have done something that dumb, and he’d been a total nerd. All teenagers were stupid, but there was something about having a Y chromosome that added an extra level of danger to the mix, a layer of self-destruction and total immolation that most females might actually pull back from.

He went back to the flash drive Hatcher had given him when he hired him and combed through the info again. What had he missed? He was suddenly certain there was something vital here that both he and Hatcher had missed. The telephone plea from Jordan took on a chilling new significance. Did he decide he couldn’t murder someone or just didn’t like it? Either way, he didn’t think there was any quitting a snuff film set when the snuff films were genuine and you knew who the bodies were, if not where they were buried. Would they be stupid enough to kill Hatcher’s son and film it? If Jordan was dead, he kind of hoped so, just so there was ample evidence that these fuckheads deserved everything that was coming to them.

The house was dark because it was late, with only the lights outside on and the glow from the computer monitor not visible, which probably made the house a nice target. Only because he wasn’t listening to anything on the computer or his iPod did Roan hear what happened.

It was a gentle noise really, glass breaking from a distance and a strange, soft “whoomp.” But the smell hit his sensitive nose almost instantly: grain alcohol, gasoline, fire. He was on his feet and headed for the window when he heard a loud pop outside and a more immediate noise of shattering glass. A glance through the blinds showed a brief flash of muzzle fire before glass shattered again. Someone across the road, firing a gun at his house. Flames were boiling on the porch, small now but impressively bright.

He shook Dylan awake, and gave him the telephone handset. “Call 9-1-1. Someone’s thrown a Molotov cocktail at the house, and now they’re shooting at it.”

“What?” he asked, muzzy but awake enough to be startled. Another booming gunshot—rifle? Definitely rifle—woke him up even more, and he sat up straight. “You’re serious?”

“Sadly.”

As he darted out the bedroom door, Dylan called, “Where are you going?”

“To shove that rifle up his ass.” He ran down the stairs and went out the back door into the backyard, which was eerily peaceful, although smoke and gunpowder tainted the air, giving it a sharp tang. He hopped the fence and crept around the side of the house, letting the lion come out enough to give him everything he needed: better night vision, sharper senses, power infusing his limbs as his muscles twitched and hardened, changing shape and flooding him with adrenaline to counter the pain. He could already taste blood in his mouth.

The asshole was in a Ford pickup, a beater that wasn’t a rental. Part of him that was still human enough marveled at the stupidity, but maybe he thought they were gone, or so deeply asleep that even this wouldn’t wake them in time to catch a glimpse of the truck or the plate. Roan made no mental note of the plate because the lion wasn’t any good at number recall, and besides, he wasn’t letting him get away. The guy must have realized he had pressed his luck, because he stomped on the gas and wrenched the steering wheel, pulling him off the soft shoulder with a squeal of burning rubber.

But Roan was already running, across the lawn and onto the edge of the road, and that’s where he lunged, jumping for the truck as it did a U-turn and started back the way it had come.

He landed feet first in the flatbed, with a big enough noise that the driver turned, startled, and glanced out the window in time for Roan to kick it in, sending safety glass flying around the cabin. The man fishtailed the truck but Roan hung on, a growl in his throat as the man tried to swing his rifle around one handed, and Roan grabbed the stock and made the man eat it, smashing it brutally into his face. His nose snapped and blood spurted as he let out an aborted cry of pain and the truck slewed off the road, slamming into a thick tangle of blackberry bushes as tall as the truck itself. If Roan had been standing, he might have been thrown forward off the truck, except he was already wedged in the window, trying to crawl into the cab.

The man had realized the danger as soon as he was unable to yank the rifle out of Roan’s hand, and once the truck came to a jolting halt, he blindly scrabbled for the door handle and all but fell out of his truck. He attempted to run, but Roan quickly pulled out of the cab and pounced on him with an angry roar, tackling him and throwing him to the gravel berm.

He was a nothing man, doughy, with thinning brown hair on an almost comically round scalp, and a full face that probably turned beet red when he was drunk, an anonymous sack of meat in a world full of anonymous sacks of meat, a cigarette-smelling dirtbag. He could have been anywhere between thirty and forty, with fifty ruled out simply because he wouldn’t have been physically capable of doing this.

He struggled and attempted to pull out a handgun, but Roan grabbed his wrist and with a simple squeeze crushed all the tiny bones in it; he could feel them popping under the skin like bubble wrap. Now the man screamed, and since he was on his back, partially choked on his own blood from his broken nose.

Roan meant to question him, ask him what the fuck he thought he was doing, but all that came out was a loud roar, and the dirtbag squirmed beneath him, trying to both buck him off and avoid the blood dribbling from Roan’s mouth, but Roan had his knees dug firmly into his ribs, pressing his full weight into the base of his spine and his pelvis. “Freak motherfucking faggot get offa me!” the dirtbag shouted, and the several words almost blurred into one. The fear stink coming off of him almost blended in with the gasoline.

Roan concentrated until he could speak, but he still did so while growling, unable to suppress that much rage. “I should infect you,” he snarled, the words like gravel in his mouth. The man’s eyes widened in fear, bloodshot blue, as pale as a smog-choked sky. “Make you what you hate.”

“N-no—”

“You come to my house, attack me at my house, attack my boyfriend—” The growl drowned out the final words, so he had to have a second pass. “—you better hope the cops show up before I rip your throat out.”

He let the blood dripping from his mouth splash dangerously close to the sluice of blood from the man’s broken nose, the one currently pouring into his mouth, and he continued to writhe, trying to get away from Roan but unable to. He gave off a strong scent of urine as he pissed himself.

“Roan, get off him,” Dylan said. Roan heard his footsteps slapping the asphalt as he walked up the street.

“No.”

“Get off him so I can get a clear shot,” he said, and Roan looked up to see Dylan standing there, still dressed in nothing but his boxer shorts, but now aiming Roan’s Sig Sauer down at them. This surprised Roan enough that the growling died down in his throat. Dylan pulled back the slide casually, as if he’d been handling guns all his life, racking a bullet in the chamber, and Roan recalled that Dylan had fled to Buddhism for peace away from his own violent tendencies. He was a cop’s son—he knew how to handle guns. And the look in his black eyes was one he’d never seen before, hot and hard as slivers of volcanic rock, burning like they were going to destroy the world.

He came closer, aiming the gun down at the man beneath him. “If I kill you, will you finally leave us the fuck alone?” he asked, his voice low and cold. “Is death the only thing that stops your kind?”

The man’s eyes had a wild look, like a cornered animal, and he still kept squirming, trying to get out from under Roan. “Get him offa me.”

Dylan knelt down, and planted the gun barrel on his forehead. The man instantly fell still, his eyes as wide and shiny as new silver dollars. “A plea for mercy? Really? Oh yeah, I’m a fag. I’m supposed to be wimpy and let you off, huh? Piece of shit motherfucker, you won’t leave him alone, will you? You won’t be happy until he’s dead. I’ll kill you first.”

This startled Roan enough that he came back to himself a bit more. “Dyl,” he said without growling, even though his jaw didn’t feel quite right. “I’ve got him. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. He tried to burn down our house. These fuckers aren’t going to leave you alone.”

The police siren he thought he’d heard moments before was now growing louder, as was the even-louder fire engine siren. He watched a muscle in Dylan’s jaw jump, saw the slightest tremor in his arm as he tried to get a hold of his own voluminous rage. Roan thought he had a corner on the market? Not at all.

“It’s my gun. I’m licensed to carry it. Give it to me before the cops get here.”

“I really want to kill him,” Dylan admitted, half-angry, half-despairing. Not a threat, but a simple statement of fact. This was when the guy shit himself; Roan could, sadly, smell it. “Why don’t they leave you alone?”

He had managed to shove the lion almost completely down now. Everybody had a breaking point, and it was kind of startling to learn that he was Dylan’s. “Because they don’t. But we have to be stronger than they are. Hon, give me the gun.”

Dylan’s arm was really trembling now, and it seemed he was fighting himself not to pull the trigger. Unshed tears made his eyes glisten. Roan gently put his hand on Dylan’s and slipped it around the gun. The sirens were almost on top of them.

Dylan slid his hand out from under his, ceding the gun to Roan, but as he stood up he kicked the guy in the side of the head just as tires crunched gravel behind them. 

“This the moron?” A familiar voice, dripping with cop authority, asked. It was Thompson, and Roan figured he should be glad it was a cop he knew.

The lion was gone from his face; he felt it. He wiped the blood off his mouth and stood up, tucking the gun in the back of his sweatpants (the only clothes he was wearing; he’d almost forgotten he was barefoot until he stepped on a sharp piece of gravel). “He threw a Molotov cocktail on my front porch and then fired several rounds into my house, breaking windows. The rifle’s in the truck.”

“How smart was that?” Thompson asked, looming over the man. He already had his cuffs out, but hadn’t bothered with drawing his weapon, maybe because he saw how injured the man already was. He flipped him over onto his stomach and pulled his hands behind his back. “Fuckin’ with Batman at his own house. Man, you’re just askin’ to get your ass beat.”

“He isn’t human!” the guy yelled, the police being here actually giving him his courage back. “He couldn’t’ve reached my truck, but he did! And that faggot put a gun to my head! He—”

“You have the right to remain silent,” Thompson interjected, firmly and loudly. “I suggest you start usin’ it right now, dumbass.”

The fire truck roared up, but it was unnecessary, because he could see for himself the fire was out and could smell water in the gasoline smoke. Dylan must have put out the blaze with the garden hose before joining them with the gun.

Roan turned to see Dylan with his back to all of them, his posture unnaturally rigid. Roan went up to him and took him in his arms. “Dylan—”

He turned and clung to Roan desperately, burying his face in the side of his neck. Roan felt tears on his skin. “What did I almost do?” he asked, sounding like he was in agony.

“It’s okay,” he reassured him, stroking his neck. But it wasn’t, although not for the reason Dylan would have guessed.

Roan had never seen him so angry. And while he was sure now he should get Dylan to leave him for the sake of his own mental health, Roan was also fairly sure he couldn’t possibly love him more.

What did you do with a dichotomy like that?
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IT WAS probably a good thing he wasn’t tired, as there was no sleep that night.

They gave their statements to the cops, and the firemen made sure the fire was indeed out. Roan saw for himself that the damage to the porch was slightly worse than he’d thought. The entire door was charred, the paint blistered on the jamb where it wasn’t burned, and the pine near the front door had several branches burned to black stumps, needles curled in on themselves. He told Dylan they’d have to hit Lowes in the morning and get themselves a new door. He was trying to distract Dylan, who was still miserable and now shivering in spite of the blanket a kind fireman gave him to drape over his shoulders. Roan sat with him against the side of his car, arm around his shoulders, occasionally whispering encouragement to him or just giving him a quick, surreptitious kiss. He wasn’t a fan of public displays of affection (straight or gay—he’d been tailing cheating spouses too long to have any romantic notions left), but he sensed that Dylan needed it right now, the reassurance and the comfort. He was cold, too, but didn’t care.

The cops, as he guessed (especially since it was Thompson and Bragg as the arresting officers), ignored everything the guy ranted about before shoving him in the back of the prowler. It was an open and shut case of asshattery, what with the rifle and the gasoline can in the front cab of the truck and his constant ranting references to “faggots” and “freaks” and “abominations” (all guaranteed to get you viewed as the crazy asshole they arrested about seven times a day), and Thompson just ignored him until suddenly he told him to call Fox News and walked away from the patrol car, shaking his head in disgust. “I know I can’t treat ’em differently, but I hate that shit.”

“What shit?” Roan didn’t think it was anything the perp said, as he hadn’t changed his tune (second verse, same as the first), but he doubted the basic injustice of this harassment was getting to Thompson now (especially since he still insisted on calling him Batman).

“He’s got a swastika tat,” he said and slapped his upper arm, where the tattoo presumably was.

And that little bit of information sent his synapses firing. Swastika tattoo? And Sander Lewis did time in Idaho, home of the Aryan Nation compound? “Oh holy fuck,” he exclaimed. “They’re white supremacists.”

Thompson snorted. “Nazis? Yeah.”

“No. These guys who have been harassing me? That’s the connecting thread. They’re white supremacists.” And he hoped the fact that two black police officers had arrested that bastard was making him choke on his own bile.

Thompson smirked faintly. “They know you’re white, right?”

“I’m gay and infected. Both of those things—infected edging out gay—make me a pariah to them. I’m honorarily not white.”

“Lucky you.” Thompson then edged closer and indicated Dylan without pointing at him. “Ain’t he Mexican?” he whispered.

“Mixed.”

“Could they be after him?”

He shook his head and filled Thompson in on everything, starting from the attempted stabbing incident in Panic to the guy getting in a fight with Dylan to now. Thompson listened with an ever-deepening frown and finally said, “Maybe you should talk to Chief Matthews. If you’re really being targeted, you might be able to get some protection.”

He meant police protection, which ran the gamut from random prowler patrols to a marked car sitting outside his house for several hours each day. He honestly didn’t like either idea but said, “Yeah, maybe I should talk to her.” He didn’t need protection. But Dylan? He was worried about Dylan. He’d resent being tailed by the cops, though, being protected. He may have been a cop’s son, but his father did murder his mother—he had no great love of cops.

He decided not to worry about it at the moment. As Thompson and Bragg drove off with the offending neo-Nazi and the fire truck followed in short order, he wondered why a bunch of racist fuckheads would suddenly take up a campaign of arms against him. Hate him, sure, but actively try and hurt him? Why after all this time?

He asked Dylan if he wanted to go somewhere else and spend the night, go to a hotel, and he angrily refused, saying those fucks weren’t scaring them out of their home. Which was good, as that was the response Roan was hoping to hear.

Dylan was still in a kind of shell-shocked mood, stunned by his own rage, so Roan just talked to him, trying to reassure him, and held him. He wasn’t even sure what he was saying half the time, but he was pretty sure Dylan wasn’t paying attention either. Eventually Dylan fell asleep, as the sky was starting to shade to a paler violet, and Roan stared at the ceiling and wondered. He was accustomed to someone out there—some person, unknown to him or known—wanting to kill him at all times. He knew the hate was out there, he knew it occasionally manifested, and he knew some of that hate wasn’t even personal. He became a symbol, a representative of every single infected who walked the earth, everything that was wrong with the world and his kind, his sub-human kind. Some people who might consider killing him, or might actually try and kill him, didn’t know him at all; he was just a handy target. He'd accepted that when he first joined the police force and would get anonymous phoned-in death threats, find notes shoved in his locker promising to skin him alive. He had long ago made peace with it, with the fact that his death could be sudden and at the hands of a stranger, and now more than ever was confident in his ability to beat them back (because the haters were ironically kind of right—no, he wasn’t totally human, and yes, that should really bother them). But was it fair to drag a civilian into this? At least Paris hadn’t been a civilian; he’d been an infected too, knew all about the fear, revulsion, and weirdly homicidal hatred that a medical condition (as alien as it was) could cause. But Dylan? This kind of hatred was new to him, and he didn’t deserve to be subjected to it. But how did he send him away?

When he was sure he wouldn’t wake him up, Roan slid out from beneath him and went downstairs to check out the damage the fuck had done with his rifle. Glass would have to be replaced, and he’d have to spackle and repaint a couple of walls, but he’d probably be able to get money for the windows from the crime victims fund, and it really wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The Modest Mouse song came and went through his brain again, and he realized he was starting to acquire a skill for dodging bullets, both literal and metaphorical.

He had some toast, popped a codeine, and checked his phone messages, glad he’d turned the ringer off when they went to bed, because his call messaging box was full. He deleted all the messages from reporters wanting statements and saved messages of concern from Gordo, Seb, and Dropkick, all of which were recent. Dropkick probably put it best when she asked, “Fuck Angus, whose corn flakes did you piss in?” He wished he knew. He might take it back.

He considered going out to the hardware store and getting what he needed to sheet up the windows (temporarily), fix the walls, maybe buy another small tree to put near the door, but he realized he didn’t want to leave Dylan alone. After thinking about it for a few minutes—would he really opt for police protection? Even though Dylan would loathe it?—he called another number. With a yawn, Scott answered, “You do know what time it is, don’t cha?”

“Need a favor.”

“More tough guy work?”

“Yeah.” He then told Scott what had transpired late last night, and soon he heard him covering the mouthpiece of the phone and repeating parts of it to Grey in the background, who went from sounding barely conscious to deeply unhappy in the space of a couple of minutes. He told Scott he needed some guys here to just kick back and keep an ear out for trouble while he was gone—and it might be work he needed on and off for the next couple of days. “Good thing for you we’re out of the playoffs,” Scott replied and said they’d be there as soon as they got dressed.

That turned out to be in about ten minutes. Grey and Scott both came over and marveled at the damage done to the front of the house, which looked even worse in daylight. “Tell me you killed him,” Grey said.

“No. But Dylan almost did, so maybe that counts.”

They said Tank was on his way—it seemed he got laid last night (good for him) and nobody knew where he was, but he'd finally answered his cell phone—and while Richie was too hung over to be much good, they'd left Jeff a message on his cell. Grey and Scott were discussing whether to bring Troy in on this, a “benchwarmer,” a guy who was on the team but played so little Roan couldn’t remember ever having seen him, but they described him as an “old school bruiser,” which was presumably good for guard duty. Roan wasn’t sure they needed so many guys (at least not yet), but Scott, acting in full captain mode, said it was good to have enough guys so anyone could fill in at a moment’s notice.

Seemed weird, but wasn’t it weird to have a hockey team protecting your boyfriend? So he agreed the idea was sound. He asked them to be quiet and not wake up Dylan, and then asked that they call Gordon instantly (he gave them his cell number) if any trouble started. They agreed, but Grey did so with a kind of unsettling smirk, a kind that said “I’ll call the police as soon as I’ve beaten them into a chunky red smear.” Which was fine with him; Grey had already beaten one of the Aryan Moronhood before, and round two was unlikely to have a different outcome.

He left them going through his DVD library and arguing over what they wanted to watch. (Scott wanted to see Slap Shot, Grey wanted to see The Venture Brothers, and both volunteered disappointment at not finding gay porn, but Scott joked you always kept your “porn drawer” out of the living room—making him wonder if Scott had just given away where his porn was, and if his porn was all straight, which he doubted.) Although you’d think watching TV would keep them distracted from guard duty, Roan didn’t see a problem—these guys loved to fight. They wouldn’t give up an opportunity through inattention. As he was leaving, he wondered why he should trust them, as really they were just acquaintances (and Scott had come on to him pretty hard—in fact, kissing him probably went over the “come-on” line), but he did have the oddest feeling that at some point they’d all become good friends without realizing it. He still wasn’t sure how. Why a bunch of young (mostly) straight boy jocks wanted to be friends with him was still utterly baffling. (Except, of course, he was a “superhero,” wasn’t he? Some people may have seen that as pretty cool.)

At the home improvement behemoth, he picked up all the stuff he needed, and in the paint section (just aisles and aisles of cans—did anyone need this many varieties of paint?) he found some paint on its own stand-alone shelving, apparently color “mis-mixed” paint being sold for five or ten dollars a can. He noticed one had a daub of paint on the lid (signifying the color inside) that was a kind of warm reddish-brown with a hint of orange. It looked almost exactly like that “Autumn Spice” color Paris had wanted to paint his office. He bet Dylan would like this color, and how would it look in the living room? So he grabbed it and added it to his cart. Why not? Try to use the disaster to make some improvements.

He had just finished loading up his car when his cell went off. Checking it, he saw it was Gordo before he answered it. “Yeah?”

“You need to come down to the church,” Gordo said, his voice sounding strained. “Divine Transformation. You need to see this. We may need you for crowd control.”

Roan could hear sirens in the background, people talking in raised, stern voices. “What’s going on?”

“You weren’t the only person targeted,” he said cryptically and broke the connection. Not a single bit of that sounded good.

On his way to the scene, he put in a quick call to the house. Everything was fine, they were all watching the Venture Brothers, Tank had apparently arrived, and they were being careful to keep it down so they didn’t wake Dylan. Grey wondered if it was okay if Tank made some toast, and Roan told him to go ahead and help themselves to whatever, although he’d appreciate it if they left Dylan’s vegetarian stuff alone. As Roan expected, that got a big chuckle from Grey. (Yeah, like those big jock boys were vegetarians.) They were not so much bodyguards right now as babysitters, but he didn’t care. They would keep Dylan safe. One attacker might be able to get past one of them, but all three, including enforcer Grey and crazyass Tank? Never. Not unless they brought submachine guns, and that was more unlikely than someone bringing a rocket launcher to a knife fight.

It turned out police cars had blocked off the street down to the Church of the Divine Transformation, so he had to double park in front of someone’s house on the next block and walk in, and even then he had to weave his way through clots of rubberneckers and reporters. Some of the reporters recognized him and asked if he knew what was going on, if he had any comment, if he knew anything about the shooter. That confirmed his worst fear before he got to the front line of the cordon. One of the cops on the other side of the sawhorse recognized him and waved him through as he slowly but surely saw the scene for himself.

Crime scene tape blocked off most of the front yard, although an ambulance had backed up on the main lawn, blocking most of the view from the front end of the street. Roan could smell blood, death, and cordite, hear the buzz of bees and flies periodically drowned out by the crackle of police radios and the low discussions of paramedics and evidence technicians. Camera flashes burst through the open door of the house-turned-church, and in their brief light he could spot liquid dark splashes of what could only be blood in the foyer. Gordo and Seb were loitering near the side of the stairs leading up to the wraparound porch, and from the sheer number of other cops walking around, he assumed homicide was in charge of the investigation. While Gordo and Seb may have been the initially responding officers, when it became clear this wasn’t a “kitty crime,” they got shoved off.

He walked up to them and didn’t even have to ask. Gordo started telling him. “A gunman came up to the door of the church at 7:38 this morning and started firing. He killed three and injured five before he was shot by the church’s part-time security guard. He’s en route to the hospital, but he was critical. He’s probably not gonna make it. There’s a possibility he’s a disgruntled cat or something, but after what we found in the front seat of his car, we don’t think so.”

Seb had it, sealed in a see-through plastic evidence envelope. Even from here, he could see written in blocky, almost elementary-level letters on a scrap of white notepaper: ALL ABOMINATIONS MUST DIE.

“I hate to say it, but you got lucky last night,” Gordo went on. “Or maybe you’re just so damn scary, that asshole couldn’t commit to trying to kill you face to face.”

“You’d have ripped his face off,” Seb noted. “Maybe he was a smarter breed of idiot.”

Roan nodded, slightly distracted. It could have been purely a coincidence, but he didn’t think so. He’d bet everything he had this guy would turn out to be a white supremacist too.

So why had they declared war on infecteds? And why now?
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BEFORE GORDO and Seb were given their walking papers to leave the scene, Roan heard a familiar voice arguing at the barricades and went to find Rainbow trying to get in. Roan got the cop to let her past, but he knew that was a mistake almost instantly, as he had to stop her from rushing up to the door. No one could go in right now.

So Rainbow ended up clinging to him and sobbing until his shirt was soaked with snot and tears. He still felt bad for her, as he always felt bad for Rainbow. There was just something about her, about her naive sense of belief and peace, that made his cynical side shrink back and take a seat. She wasn’t a cynical opportunist or a teenager looking for a thrill or a spoiled brat looking to shock her parents by joining a religion they would disapprove of. She honestly believed this bullshit. She wanted to be a part of something bigger than herself, and as much as he wanted to begrudge her that, he couldn’t. It wasn’t something he would have chosen for himself—it wasn’t something he could completely understand—but there was no malice in this, no judgment of others; she just wanted to belong to something. And he had to give her that.

Eventually, a female paramedic came over—he didn’t recognize her, but Roan got the sense she knew him—and led Rainbow away from him, giving her a sedative and sitting with her on the back bumper of an ambulance, extending as much comfort as a sympathetic ear could give. He wrung out his shirt as much as possible while still wearing it, and Gordo and Seb agreed to keep him in the loop. They also agreed to check out his white supremacist angle.

When he got back to his car, he just sat there a few minutes, staring at nothing, wondering what bothered him the most about this. He wasn’t sure, to be brutally honest. He hated the church and all it stood for, but did he want some psychopath to murder them? No, of course not. But he did hate them. This was the very textbook definition of mixed feelings.

He checked his phone, in case Grey had called to report they were under siege (or, more likely, Tank had beaten someone half to death with the coat rack), but it was only Fiona who had called him in the hour (had it really been that long?) he’d been at the church. She told him he might want to stop by, as she'd found something he might like to see.

With Hatcher not answering his phone calls, he'd asked Fi, when she called to ask if he was okay, to look into the site for him. He sometimes forgot, but dominatrix wasn’t her first career. She used to work at Microsoft; she had some serious computer skills, only recently displaced by her whip-handling skills.

She lived downtown, in a shabby chic apartment block known as Sunrise Terrace. She was on the third floor, in apartment 318, and as he knocked on the green-painted door, he realized this was the first time he’d ever seen where Fiona lived. That seemed like an awful oversight on his part.

He heard a couple of locks being thrown before she opened the door and said, “Come in you—what the hell happened to your shirt?”

“I got sobbed on.”

She blinked at him for a moment. “Well, that’s not the worst thing I thought of.”

He didn’t dare ask what that was.

Fiona was dressed in a loose navy T-shirt advertising Aero Leather, black sweatpants, and orange Crocs, suggesting she wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. Her apartment was only a three-room one, but not too small, and over the scent of recently heated-up cinnamon rolls, he smelled a cat. “Um—” he began, but he didn’t have time to finish.

“Don’t worry. I shut Mandy in the bedroom.”

“Mandy’s your cat?”

“She is indeed. I didn’t know if she’d freak out on you or what, so I thought it best we didn’t find out. Now who sobbed on you?”

“Rainbow.” At her look, he was forced to explain. At least he got a chance to look around her place while talking. The combined living room/kitchen area wasn’t overly neat. It had a lived-in look, but the clutter was just low level enough to be homey. She had your typical good quality thrift store couch and coffee table, a TV on a stand (that was supposed to be a nightstand, but what difference did it make), and a bare bones Ikea desk where an Alienware computer setup dominated the surface, with an extra (?) hard drive stack on the floor beside the desk and small neon lights of red and blue flashing inside the rectangular metal tower. What appeared to be a Bose-style CD/MP3 player sitting on the kitchen counter was softly playing Tori Amos. A dominatrix who listened to Tori Amos? Oddly enough, that sounded about right. “You a gamer?” Alienware was mostly a gamer’s computer, or at least that was his impression.

“Used to be. Rather than kill my ex, I killed trolls. But lately I haven’t had the time to game, and besides, I couldn’t give a shit about my ex anymore.” He assumed she meant her ex-husband, a person she didn’t talk about at any great length—she simply said “the ex” like he was a near-fatal disease she'd once caught. “Can I get you something? I have diet soda and tap water. Pick your poison.”

“I’m okay. Thanks, though.”

“What about another shirt?”

“Better not. Dylan smells a woman on me, he’ll get crazy jealous.”

That startled a short, sharp laugh out of her as she sat at her desk in front of the computer. She had a really nice desk chair there, high-backed padded leather, and that alone told him how much time she spent on the computer. “How are you doing, by the way?” she asked as her fingers flew over her sleek, ergonomically designed keyboard. “I felt bad about calling you, but after I found this out I felt you’d wanna know.”

“I’m fine. It wasn’t the first time someone’s tried to kill me.”

“He tried to burn down your house.”

“He scorched my porch. Which almost sounds like a Dr. Seuss title.”

“How’s Dylan?”

“He was a little shaken up, but I think he’ll be okay. So what did you find?”

She looked up, her tight red ponytail swishing back with authority. “Well, I looked around for the owner of the domain name of that snuff site, and I eventually discovered—through means that might not be legal—that it was bought by Visionics Limited.”

He chewed that over for a moment. No, time wasn’t improving it. “What the fuck kind of name is that?”

“I know. But it’s a shell company, a phony thing made up by Dermot Cook.” She paused and looked up at him dramatically, like that was supposed to mean something.

“Who the hell’s Dermot Cook?”

“Robert Hatcher’s original business partner. The two had a big falling out, and Hatcher bought out his share of the business a couple years ago.”

“So the porn site is Cook’s new business?”

“No, he’s dead.”

“What?”

She turned back to her computer and called up a Wikipedia page. “He died last year. Dropped dead of a heart attack on a treadmill. Can you imagine that? Dying in a gym while exercising? Fuck that. I’d rather die face first in a pie.”

He was down with that, although he wasn’t a huge fan of pie (unless it was shepherd’s pie, then maybe). “This is Wikipedia. You can’t trust—”

She jumped ahead to the Seattle Times’s webpage and the huge obituary they ran for Cook. Okay, now he believed it. “He bought the domain name when?”

“For the snuff site? Six months ago.”

“From before he died?”

“No, hon, six months ago.”

Yeah, okay, that didn’t make sense. “Who’s the head of Visionics Limited now?”

“No one. It’s a dummy corporation.”

He knew Fiona wasn’t trying to be irritating, but this kind of was. Would it kill her to just spit it out? “Who’s in charge of Cook’s estate?”

“No one.” Her blue eyes gazed back up at him expectantly, as if she was hoping he would make sense of all of this. “His family was gone, he was an only child, he never married or seemingly had a serious girlfriend. I think he was closeted gay or asexual. Anyways, his will stipulated that all his money be shared between six different charities.”

“So the Visi-whatever the hell name is up for grabs.”

“Technically, although not a lot of people know about it.”

Roan considered this all carefully, feeling he was getting closer to something big and ugly. “Hatcher had to know about the shell corp.”

She bit her lower lip in thought. She wasn’t wearing makeup right now, but she was still attractive in a warm, open way that you really wouldn’t anticipate from someone with a footlocker full of whips and nipple clamps. “You’d think so. But you don’t think the snuff site is his, do you? Why would he hire you if it was? He wouldn’t want this coming out.”

“How would it? He hired me to look for Jordan, not for the owner of a snuff site.” A couple of things seemed to suddenly pop up in his mind, like corpses finally rising to the surface of a stagnant pond. “That’s why he’s been ducking my calls. He can’t find the owner of the site ’cause it’s him, and he doesn’t want me to know. Bet the server isn’t in Romania either. Son of a bitch.”

“But if Jordan’s run off to find the snuff film location, wouldn’t he know?”

“Hatcher’s a busy guy. I bet he’s not hands-on with the site. In fact, he may just profit from the fucking thing, and someone else runs it. Someone who wouldn’t know Jordan on sight, especially if he gave them a phony name.” Did that sound right? No, none of this would ever sound right, but it felt sickeningly plausible. Was that how Jordan found the site in the first place? He found the name somewhere among his dad’s stuff and checked it out and discovered he liked it. But he never let his father know he was in on his dirty secret. It allowed him to hide in plain sight from his father, and who would look for him on a porn site? Certainly not Hatcher.

“Then…,” she began, turning back to the computer screen. She sounded like she didn’t know what to say. “Are we dead? Is he gonna have us killed ’cause we know his dirty little secret?”

“You watch too many bad movies. Killing us would just bring more attention to the problem he’s trying to sweep under the rug.”

“So how would he sweep us under the rug?”

She locked eyes with him, and he felt something loosen in the pit of his stomach. A man like him would delegate, would get someone—someones—with no connection to him whatsoever to take care of the problem.

Like white supremacists? He suddenly wondered how you went about hiring a gang of them, and how much it cost.

If Hatcher had started this ball rolling, Roan didn’t care how much money and power he had. He was going to kill the bastard.
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ROAN STORMED out of Fiona’s place with a full head of steam (not just a cliché—it actually felt like it, like his head was a teakettle, and steam was just going to erupt through his ears at any moment). He called Hatcher’s number and got his machine again, so he simply said, “Either get back to me immediately, or this is all over the web. Hope you’ve had a colonoscopy recently, ’cause the Feds will be crawling up your ass by the end of the day. Close your eyes and think of England, you sick fuck.” He felt like throwing the phone, but he would have broken it. He made himself remember that this was his cell and not Hatcher himself. He just had to wait; then he could pick up Hatcher and throw him, hopefully from a very tall building.

What if his own money-grabbing exercise had killed his own son? Would that convince him that maybe, just maybe, this was all a big fucking mistake? Hard to say with raving capitalists sometimes.

He had just gotten in the car when his phone went off. Checking, he saw it was home calling. In a way, he hoped it was trouble, because then he could vent some steam on some assholes. “Yeah.”

“Honey,” Dylan said in a quiet, lilting voice. “I don’t want to alarm you, but our home has been infested by hockey players.”

“Not the entire team, I hope.”

“No. Actually, Tank is a hell of a cook.”

That was a surprise. “Really?”

“Oh, yeah! He made these buttery, cheesy omelets that were so good, I swear if he was gay, I’d have left you for him.”

“That’s it. Pack your shit and get out, you disloyal bastard.”

Dylan snickered. “He claims he can only cook breakfasts, though. Omelets, pancakes, crepes.”

“He makes crepes? Hot damn, I’ll leave you for him first.”

“I’ll try and save you some eggs, but hockey players eat like pigs. Scott already had to take off on an egg run.” He paused briefly. “Tank has an interesting story.”

“He’s been talking?”

“No, but he doesn’t have to. There’s a surprising amount of depth in his eyes. He always seems to be thinking. I bet he’s a hell of a lot smarter than he seems to be, probably—no offense to the rest of the Falcons—the smartest guy on the team. He’s also surprisingly good-natured for a man I wouldn’t trust around a loaded firearm. Speaking of which, I called my therapist.”

Dylan used to see a therapist on a regular basis but had quit about two years ago. Roan scoured his brain, trying to dig up the name. “Savage, right?”

“Yes, Doctor Savage. She has an opening on Thursday and can squeeze me in.”

“The problem is me, not you.”

“Bullshit. I learned how to manage my anger effectively, and I backslid. I don’t want to keep falling backwards.”

“Then you probably need to get away from me.”

“None of that. My wanting to protect you isn’t a failing on your part. It’s me needing to deal with my issues.”

“You know, it’s very sweet you want to protect me. Most people figure I’m on my own.” He leaned back in the driver’s seat and closed his eyes. For some reason, anger often exhausted him.

“Well, you are a super-macho dude.”

“And inhuman. Don’t forget that.”

He sighed dramatically. “Don’t take this the wrong way, sweetie, but fuck you to hell.”

That made Roan chuckle. Really, he deserved no less. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just a little tired. I still can’t believe someone did that. Also, I can’t believe I’m entertaining a bunch of jocks from Canada.”

“Grey’s American.”

“Which explains so much about him. Of course he’s the team enforcer. Can we sue the Falcons for stereotyping?”

“You know, you’d think we should be able to. But it’s a fair cop, and society is to blame.” It was stuffy in the car, so Roan rolled down the window and noted how much better he was feeling. When he'd first got in here, he was ready to kill someone (Hatcher). Talking to Dylan had pulled him back to sanity, which was probably the best thing for everyone involved.

“You can’t go to the Monty Python well forever.”

“You’ll pry Monty Python from my cold, dead hand.”

“Wow. There’s so many things wrong with that sentence.”

“Yes, well, there’s so many things wrong with me.”

“Knock off the self-pity shit. But does that explain why you sounded so pissed off when you answered the phone?”

“Yeah, I was expecting another call. In fact, I’d better get off. And you’d better buckle up, ’cause there might be a shitstorm after this.”

“Another?” He sounded genuinely exasperated. “I know money is tight, but can we go somewhere and get you away from all this trouble you seem to be causing? Drive to California or something? What about Canada? We can go back to Canada.”

There was almost a plea in Dylan’s voice that made Roan feel bad. He was putting him through the wringer, hurting the only person he really didn’t want to hurt. He had to make this right with him, but he didn’t know how, or even if he should. If Dylan was a friend, describing a relationship with someone else, he’d advise him to pack up his shit and run, put as much distance between him and this drama-magnet boyfriend as possible. It was what he should tell Dylan now, only he wasn’t that noble. “Once we get through this, we can go wherever you want. You pick the place.”

Dylan thought about it a moment. “Atlantis.”

He smiled weakly at Dylan’s attempt at a joke. “The place has to actually exist.”

“Damn it. What is it with you and these picky loopholes?”

“I’m an asshole. Now I know it’s a pain in the ass, but stick with the rough boys ’til you hear from me again.” The rough boys were, of course, Grey, Tank, and Scott (and any secondary Falcons they may have roped into this baffling guard duty).

Dylan sighed heavily and seriously. He probably hadn’t been thrilled to wake up and find everyone else but Roan in the living room. “And when will that be?”

“I don’t know, honey. Soon, I promise.” He paused, looking out of the windshield, finally noticing it needed to be cleaned. If these Aryan fucks weren’t amateurs, he knew leaving Grey, Tank, and Scott to protect Dylan wouldn’t be enough, would just get them all killed, but they were amateurs, and Grey alone would be enough to take them out. But the others were just insurance, a guarantee that no matter what, Dylan would get through this okay. Physically okay, at any rate. “I love you.”

“You’d better,” he replied, in mock anger. “And remember, you’re not indestructible. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“You know damn well it’s too late for that.”

Roan waited for Hatcher to call him back, but he didn’t, and by the time he was driving along the lake, headed for Hatcher’s extravagantly expensive house, his anger had swelled to a nearly unmanageable size. He called Fiona to let her know he was going in, and if she hadn’t heard from him within an hour, to go ahead and let it run. She was ready to post at some hard-core tech sites, giving them the breakdown of Hatcher’s connections to the website. Not only would it then spiral, as web gossip was wont to do, but she was convinced there’d be some quality Hatcher-hating crackers (not hackers—that was apparently a gauche term) who’d infiltrate anything of Hatcher’s they could get their hands on. She was sure, illegal or not, they’d dig up even more dirt.

He drove up to the gate and gunned the engine. As soon as the speaker clicked on, he said, “Either let me in or I bring this gate down. There’s enough steel in this car to do it.” There was. Oh, how he loved Paris and his love of Road Warrior cars even more now. He could drive this puppy through the gate and straight into Hatcher's living room, and with its huge windows, it wouldn’t even be remotely difficult. He could probably keep the GTO going until the kitchen before he met sufficient resistance.

He was starting to judge how far he’d have to back up before getting sufficient momentum (Paris also made sure the engine could go from zero to sixty in almost no time at all) when there was a buzz, and the gates started automatically opening. Believed him, did they? Good; they should, because he was more than ready to do it. Oh sure, Hatcher could sue him for property damage, but fuck it—he was too poor to ever be able to pay him a cent. He probably knew that.

Roan screamed up the drive, ignoring the pristine view of the water, and barely stopped before he collided with the ornamental fountain. He launched himself out of the GTO like a bullet, stomping up to the door and almost colliding with it before officious Andrew opened it and stationed his narrow, angular form in the entryway. “Mr. Hatcher does not—” he began, his voice cold and sharp.

Roan snarled. Not a human approximation, but the real thing; he let enough of the lion out that it was happy to make itself known. Andrew jumped, and Roan continued growling while he forced himself to spit out words, which sounded like he was trying to talk through a mouthful of broken glass. “Get out of my way or pay for it.”

Roan pushed through the doorway, and Andrew was backing up in horror, mouth opening and closing dumbly, a pale hand fluttering to the base of his throat. Had he started changing? Roan honestly didn’t know. He knew his jaw hurt, he knew his vision was a little blurry, but that often happened when he was this angry. It didn’t mean he’d changed; it just meant he was on the verge of losing his shit. But the way Andrew was acting, the way the fear reek came off of him like bad intentions, maybe there was some change occurring; something (even if it was only anger) was transforming his face.

They were in the sterile, expensively appointed front room before Roan was even aware of it, bathed in so much light it was like being in heaven’s waiting room. Hatcher appeared in the archway of his study, and said, “Would you stop terrorizing—” Hatcher’s sentence broke off as he stared at Roan, and his expression was a studious blank, a wonderful poker face that actually told him all he needed to know. Hatcher was scared too.

Roan walked around Andrew and headed straight for Hatcher. “You motherfucker….”

“I don’t know what you think you’ve found—”

“Fuck you!” Roan roared, a genuine roar, and he had no idea if the words were even recognizable to anyone else. He gave Hatcher a flat-palmed shove in the chest, and he seemed to fly across the room, hitting the window wall hard enough to have all his breath knocked out of him. It was probably double paned or maybe bulletproof glass, otherwise Hatcher might have sailed right through it, although Roan thought he’d barely touched him. “Visionics Limited,” he rasped, trying to get his growling under control. “Tabu triple x. Your site, you own it.”

Now Hatcher looked baffled as he gasped in breaths like a newly surfaced drowning man. “What? What the hell is this, McKichan? Why—”

“People are dead because of you. They died because of you. You’ve probably killed your own son. You should join them.”

Something new and genuine blossomed on Hatcher’s face, and it was enough to make Roan pause. Confusion, fear, despair, all warring for supremacy. “What? What are you talking about? Where’s Jordan? What’s happened to him?”

Roan studied him carefully, head cocked to the side, looking for the tell, for the twitch that would let him know this was a bluff, Hatcher busting out his acting skills in an attempt to escape justice. But no, his sudden anxiety seemed genuine. Roan decided to interrogate him and make his next move accordingly. “Visionics Limited. You own it.”

“No!” He exclaimed it out of reflex, and he looked like a man who had suddenly lost his footing climbing a mountain. He scrambled for a new verbal foothold. “I-I own it with Conrad Maddux. Why?”

A new name. Not what he needed right now, as he always found it difficult to think like a human when the lion was out. “Who’s he?”

“A business partner. He takes care of….” Hatcher paused.

“He owns the porn sites,” Roan finished for him. “He takes care of that side of the business.”

He looked like he wanted to deny it, but Hatcher glanced at Roan’s face and looked away, down at the floor. It wasn’t a tell; he was too scared to look at him. Why he didn’t look at the flat screen tuned to some British financial news program, he didn’t know, but Roan could see the stock readouts scrolling out of the corner of his eye, see the blandly handsome newsreader talking to a man who looked like an animate scarecrow. “Yeah.”

“The site is killing people.”

“No.” He began shaking his head. “It’s fake. It’s all fake. You couldn’t—”

“There’s bodies. It’s stopped being fake.”

Hatcher froze, his posture stiff, his hands clenching at his sides. “What? You can’t have… it’s not here….”

Wow. Maddux had fucked Hatcher; he’d changed the rules of the game and not even told him. “It is now. Where would it be?”

Hatcher was shaking his head again, and it seemed pathetic, like a child trying to refuse his punishment by rejecting reality. “He wouldn’t dare. You don’t shit where you eat. You don’t bring it into America….”

“He did. And Jordan’s there, Hatcher. Now tell me, where would he put it?”

“Jordan?” Now he looked at him, too shell-shocked to be scared. “Why would he—”

“He found the site. You went over his computer. You must’ve seen it.”

“Yeah, but so? It’s a porn site! It doesn’t mean—”

A snarl of anger escaped him before Roan reined it in. “It’s not just a porn site. It’s fake death, it’s people fucking and killing each other. Pretend or not, it’s sick. I think he may have wanted to get into the business himself but decided in the end to go hands on.”

Hatcher started shaking his head again, but his eyes had the sudden shine of sickening knowledge. “No. He wouldn’t be that stupid. He wouldn’t—”

“I saw him.” Roan remembered the screen cap Holden had sent him and made his hands work, made them come out of fists and search his pockets for Dylan’s phone, which he still had. He found it, but he needed to focus to get back into human mode, to use his fingers and read words. With it, his anger faded, but it didn’t disappear; it remained in the background, as loud as the BBC, brighter than the late-afternoon sunlight. 

Roan found the photo still and tossed the phone at Hatcher. It bounced off his chest before he caught it in his hands clumsily, and when he looked at the phone’s screen, he didn’t seem to get what he was seeing. Finally, he said, “What—”

“Friend of mine started going through the film clips, looking for recognizable victims. Jordan was taking part in one of the movies.”

Hatcher didn’t react at first. Then his expression fell, and his hands started shaking. “No,” he said, his voice a stunned whisper.

“He was a fucker, not a fuckee, if that makes it—”

“Noooooooo,” Hatcher said louder, drawing out the syllable to a near wail, tears welling in his eyes, his hands shaking so badly it looked like he was going to throw the phone himself. He sank down the window slowly, as if melting, finally sitting on the floor, back starting to curve like he was about to become an O. He was watching Hatcher break, and Roan wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It should have been triumphant, but it was just sad. He was the world’s biggest fuckhead and his son was clearly trying to follow in his footsteps, but they were still as depressingly human as all the rest of them.

He got a chokehold on the lion inside of him and pulled it back as he asked Hatcher, “Did you send someone after me? Skinheads?”

He was shaking his head vehemently, but he wasn’t sure if it was at the realization his son had joined the death circus or if it was aimed at his question. “No.”

Roan was a bit disappointed, mainly because he wasn’t lying. So if Hatcher hadn’t sent the white trash army after him, who had? Well, easy answer: Conrad Maddux, the silent partner. “Where do I find Maddux?”

Hatcher almost seemed to be in a trance of despair, but after several long seconds, he said, “Osaka.”

“Japan?” Okay, it wasn’t really a question—was there an Osaka, Texas?—he was just shocked. He'd expected Hatcher’s hands-on guy to be within arm’s reach. He probably should have known better. Thanks to the Internet, you didn’t need to be on the same continent as your immediate employees. “Does he have an employee, a manager doing his bidding? Who’s he? I need names.”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know? A man like you, a paranoid despot, you should know what your workers do in their free time—”

“I don’t know!” Hatcher shouted angrily, despair slamming against his resolve and coming out as fury. “We keep enough distance between us that he can’t be tied to me! I don’t fucking know who works for him!”

And that made sense. He was a “silent partner” after all. If he got caught up legally, he couldn’t be officially tied to Hatcher; Maddux would go down alone and keep his mouth shut if he knew what was good for him. How much money did you have to spend to get that kind of loyalty? How much of your soul did you have to sell to make money off what was essentially necrophilia porn? There was so much here he didn’t and couldn’t understand. He needed to find Dennis Cooper some day and ask him if he could explain any of this stuff to him.

Hatcher bolted to his feet and lunged for his desk, anger making him move faster than he probably had in years. He clipped a Bluetooth onto his ear and called Conrad, but did he talk? No, he was leaning on the desk like it was the only thing keeping him on his feet, and he began screaming, “You fucking bastard, give me back my son! If you’ve hurt him, I swear to God I will have you killed! Do you hear—”

Roan ripped the Bluetooth off his ear, and exclaimed, “Idiot! You’ve just given him fair warning to pack his shit and run.” Roan held the device up to his ear, to see what Maddux had to say to his angry boss, but there was just a mechanical voice asking if he was satisfied with his message. Hatcher had gotten the man’s machine.

Hatcher glared at him, the look in his eyes wild and mad. Insane mad and angry mad; he was covering the spread. “He can’t run from me.”

Hatcher certainly believed that. Roan wasn’t sure he did.

Roan tossed the Bluetooth on the desk, having no further use for it, but Hatcher didn’t seem to notice. He was in some ugly place inside his own head, only marginally aware of the outer world. “Find him,” he said, his voice a low croak. “Find Jordan. And burn that fucking place to the ground.”

Hadn’t Hatcher noticed that was exactly what he was trying to do?
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HERE WAS the problem facing Roan now: Hatcher was a victim of his own design. What did you do in those circumstances? He still wanted to kick his ass very badly, and hey, if Hatcher hadn’t started this ball rolling, the Tabu site wouldn’t even exist. He deserved to get the shit kicked out of him before Roan left. But in the face of his truly anguished grief, it almost seemed like enough bad shit had happened to him. It hadn’t, of course, but he felt he needed to get out of there and think. But before he left, he fixed Hatcher with a stare, and told him, “I may call you, and I may need something. If I do, you don’t ask why, you just make it happen. Understand?”

Hatcher, his face ruddy and slimy with rage and tears, looked like he wanted to argue for a moment, ask questions, but after a moment, he simply nodded. “Find him.”

“That’s what I’ve been doing,” he said, stalking out of the room. As he crossed the expansive living room, heading toward the foyer, he saw a terrified Andrew loitering on the staircase, his hand on his Bluetooth. “You call the cops, he’ll fire your ass,” Roan said. Was that true? He didn’t know, but he didn’t think Hatcher wanted to speak with the cops right now.

He checked his own phone in the car, and found a message waiting for him. It was Holden. Apparently, snuff guy had finally gotten back to him and taken the bait. He was meeting Holden at six on Thursday, in the Burger King abutting the Greyhound Station downtown. Classy shit that, but in a bizarre way, it was perfect. Yes, it was a high-traffic area, potential witnesses coming and going, but most of those were potential witnesses who wanted nothing to do with your shit and didn’t care either way. If their lives didn’t suck in one way or another, would they be at the Greyhound Station?

He called Fiona and let her know not to post the stuff—or at least not yet. Hatcher was safe for now, but it didn’t mean he always would be. Roan didn’t totally trust him and neither did Fiona.

He didn’t bother to call Holden back. He went straight to his apartment, where luckily he found the man at home. But from the skintight jeans Holden was wearing and the almost overpowering (to him—it was probably faint to most humans) scent of semi-expensive aftershave, he was about to go off on a gig. He answered the door shirtless but wearing his usual tangle of about a half dozen necklaces, so it was kind of like he was wearing a metallic half shirt. “Oh shit, did you lion out again?”

“Why do you ask?”

Holden tapped the corner of his mouth, and Roan reached up and ran a hand over his mouth. Yep, blood. “No, it was partial. I didn’t think it got that bad.” But hadn’t he sent Hatcher flying across the room with a single shove? Again, it was worse than he realized.

He went to Holden’s bathroom and saw the full extent of it: he had blood caking his chin, streaks on his throat, and now his shirt had blood on it along with caked snot. Holden offered him a shirt, and he decided to take it.

Holden’s bathroom was interesting. Very neat, with a variety of grooming products lined up like soldiers at parade rest on either side of the slightly chipped porcelain sink. But the interesting thing was the wallpaper—garishly loud, tie-dye stripes of pink, green, and purple, separated with tiny lines of white. It was unusually gay, even for Holden, and the clear shower curtain dotted with colorful fish almost threatened to clash with it, and yet didn’t quite. He felt it was probably a sign of Holden being rebellious with himself and his otherwise good taste.

Holden stood in the doorway, holding a T-shirt (he still had yet to put one on), and Roan was telling him what had happened with Hatcher and how he thought it had become much more dangerous now because the man who was supposed to have control no longer had it, and if the snuff film guys were tipped off that they had Jordan, it could be incredibly dangerous for Jordan. He then took off his shirt, and Holden, who had been listening with an air of bemused detachment, suddenly exclaimed, “Holy shit!”

Roan glanced at his reflection, at Holden standing in the doorway, and realized he was staring at his back. Oh shit, how could he forget it? It was odd what you got used to, what you forgot, even though it seemed so monstrous you’d think it would be impossible to forget. But he’d already had this conversation with Dylan about the scars on his back, and that was bad enough. He didn’t want to have it again.

“Was it a belt or an electrical cord?” Holden asked. “How old were you?”

Roan turned and yanked the shirt out of his hand. “Let’s stick to the topic at hand, okay?” How’d he guess electrical cord? He must have seen a lot of abused kids in his time on the street, heard a hundred horror stories. Nearly everyone had at least one.

He shrugged the shirt on and went back to Hatcher and the fact that Maddux would probably remain forever untouchable to them, although he could still reach out and get them (apparently). Holden flashed him a dirty look, probably because he knew he was deliberately ducking the question of who had abused him as a kid and all the subsequent questions that would fall out from that, but that was all; he magnanimously let the topic go. “We always knew it would be dangerous, Roan. This hasn’t changed anything.”

Roan noticed that the T-shirt Holden had given him said, emblazoned in black print across the chest, Hookers Do It For Money. Well, you couldn’t argue with that logic. “Yes, but things have gotten much uglier, and I didn’t even know that was possible. Sixty/forty Jordan isn’t alive anymore.” Hatcher’s phone call could have pushed that to seventy.

“I didn’t think we were going in to rescue him,” Holden said, and gave him a look that was slightly sly and slightly sinister. It was a look that seemed to say he either wanted to seduce him or kill him, possibly both, and he hated Holden giving him that look. He thought they were beyond that now in their odd relationship. But far be it from him to ever completely understand Holden and his motivations.

“We are going to rescue anyone at that place who’s not a voluntary participant, or who’s under the impression that there’s just a bit of S&M going on.”

He picked up on the unspoken “But…” like Roan figured he would. “And then?”

“If I give you a gun, will you not hesitate to use it if you have to?”

A sly and deeply disturbing smile crept across his face. Another little reminder of how fucking dangerous Holden could actually be; beyond the striking face was a mind that could kill you the second he decided that you weren’t worth the bother. “Absolutely. If it’s us or them, they don’t have a chance.”

“I have a Glock that’s pretty compact. Hide it in a boot and practice pulling it out and thumbing the safety off at the same time. You may need to use it in a hurry.”

He nodded, his brown hair hardly moving. “Got it. I’ll bring a knife too. I’m good with those.”

“I know. Can I see your phone?”

Holden raised an eyebrow at that. “Why?”

“Your cell. Your personal one, not the one you use for clients.”

He wanted to ask why again, but he just shrugged and turned away, allowing Roan to finally escape from his bathroom. Holden probably wasn’t trying to make him feel cornered, but for a moment there he kind of did. That man and his head games. No pun intended.

Out in the living room, Holden tossed him his phone, and he glanced through the menu before tossing it back to him. “Good. Charge it up. Thursday, when you go to meet the guy, have it in a pocket, with an open line to me. That way I can hear a lot of what’s going on, and in case Seattle traffic fucks up the tail, I can still get a GPS location on your phone.”

“Look at you, all high tech and shit. Absolutely.” He went to the kitchen and got a cell phone charger out of one of the drawers by the refrigerator. As he was plugging it in, he said, “Dylan isn’t gonna know about this, is he?” It almost sounded like a question, but it wasn’t.

“If he knew, he might leave me for good. And maybe he should. I’m a horrible person at heart.”

“Bullshit.” He fixed him with an intense stare. “You know me, Roan. You know any belief I might have had in a higher power was bludgeoned out of me by my hypocritical douchebag of a father. But I believe some people are nothing but evil, human vampires who live to do nothing but cause misery to others. I saw them when I was out on the street. They were more ubiquitous than rats. There’s good out there, yeah, but there are people who are nothing but poison, and getting rid of them is doing the human race a major favor. These fuckers are murdering people, and then charging other people money to watch so they can beat off to it. You’re offering me the gun because you know as well as I do that one more death—one or a dozen, two dozen—is gonna mean jackshit to them. Everyone is expendable. We need to teach them that karma is a bitch.”

“We’re not going in with the intent to kill.”

Holden nodded. “I know. But do you really think this is gonna be bloodless?”

Put it that way, he just seemed like a naïve idiot.

Roan left Holden’s wondering if he was making a mistake. No, he had to shut these guys down. They could just pick up and move elsewhere, especially overseas, where life was seemingly cheaper, at least to the guy in charge of this fiasco. He could alert the Feds to this, honestly he should, but a police investigation moved at a snail’s pace, and by the time they tracked them down, they’d probably have pulled up stakes again. They should nail Maddux, as long as he didn’t flee to somewhere without an extradition treaty—which he should be doing right now if he had any brains at all.

He had to make this right. Evidence would find its way into the hands of the Feds, anonymously… and after they took care of the problem. He couldn’t walk away. He should, if he had any part of his soul left, anything worth saving, he damn well should. But he just couldn’t. Damn him. God, he hated himself sometimes.

On the way home, all he could think of was Dylan. He had to make sure he was safe—

(he had to make sure he never found out)

—and maybe he could get some protection for Fiona too. She’d resent it even more than Dylan, but she’d understand. He hoped. He hoped a lot of things, he realized. He felt like an idiot, like the biggest fool imaginable. He never thought of himself as a bad man, but now he was beginning to wonder if he was.

When he got home, he was shaking, and he didn’t know why. He sat in his car and watched his hand shake for a good minute or so; then he managed to suck it up and go inside, where he was greeted by the noise and boisterous good humor of half of the Falcons first line, and Dylan was just watching it all with tolerant amusement. It was infectious in its way, but Roan still felt outside it all.

The guys took off eventually, leaving him and Dylan alone. Dylan smirked at him and asked, “Do I even want to know what’s behind that shirt?”

Roan got a green tea from the fridge, sat on the couch, and told him everything that had happened that day, leaving out the confrontation with Hatcher and the actual substance of the conversation with Holden. Dylan hadn’t heard about the shooting at the church—the Falcons had been manipulating the TV, watching DVDs—and when he told Dylan about it, he came over, sat beside him, and then took him in his arms and held him. Roan buried his head in the side of his neck and just breathed in the scent of him. It was calming and deeply sad, and yet also kind of arousing. He knew it was a combination of grief and fear that he was going to lose him for good, but it wasn’t enough to throw cold water on his ardor. He nibbled Dylan’s neck, and Dylan made a noise in the back of his throat, stroking Roan’s hair. “Are you kidding me? I have to go to yoga soon. I have résumés to circulate and paintings to agonize over.”

“Don’t wanna fool around?”

He sighed wearily, and said, “Are you kidding me? Of course I do, you sexy beast.” Dylan pushed him down onto the couch and kissed him, pinning him down with the weight of his body. Of course, Roan could have easily shoved him off, but he didn’t want to. He sank his arms beneath his shirt, needing the friction of skin on skin, the lovely little death.

The sex was great, so it should have made him feel better, but oddly enough, it didn’t. Afterward, the melancholia came slamming back full force. They both went upstairs, Dylan to take a quick shower and get dressed for yoga—which Roan tried to talk him out of due to the skinhead thing, but Dylan refused to be a prisoner to those dickheads, which was fair enough. Roan just pulled on some boxer shorts and lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling as Dylan talked to him from the bathroom. He wasn’t actually listening to much of what he was saying; he was just lulled by the sound of his voice.

Too lulled. Dylan came out, drying his hair with a towel, and as he opened the dresser drawer to pull out his underwear and pants, he looked back at him curiously. “Have you totally zoned out on me?”

“No, I was just thinking.” Which was half true. “You know I love you, yeah?”

Dylan had tossed the towel on the end of the bed and stepped into his underwear. “Yeah. Are you now going to confess to something terrible?”

“No. I just wanted you to know that.”

He didn’t look convinced. After stepping into his pants, he asked, “Are you ever gonna tell me what’s going on, Ro?”

“Nothing’s going on.”

“Bullshit.”

He glanced at him, and wasn’t surprised to see Dylan giving him what he could only call a boyfriend look, one that was skeptical and worried and mildly pissed off. “You love me?”

He scoffed, now looking even more annoyed. “Of course I do.”

“Why?”

That seemed to catch Dylan short. “What?”

“You’re normal, Dyl. You’re not infected. You could have a life free from all of this. You could meet a nice uninfected guy who’s never been in a fight in his life, an art history major from the UW. You could settle down with him and an annoying little dog and have a happy, normal life. I love you, hon, but I’m thinking it would be better for you if you just walked away.” Before I break your heart, before you hate me, before I get you killed.

Now he did look pissed. “Fuck you. I want to be with you. I’ve accepted all that comes with it.”

“You shouldn’t have to.”

Dylan angrily yanked on a T-shirt, unaware that he had just pulled on one of Roan’s Pansy Division shirts. (Not that he cared, it just seemed funny at the moment.) “Are you picking a fight? Do you want to leave me, is that it?”

“I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“That something’s going to happen to you because of me. If it did, I’d hate myself for the rest of my life. There wouldn’t be enough drugs to make it go away.”

Dylan’s annoyed expression collapsed into one of bruised sympathy. “Oh, honey, nothing’s going to happen to me. And if it does, it’s not your fault.” He leaned over him, cupped his face in his hands, and kissed him softly, on the forehead, the lips, trying to soothe him. It was very sweet of him. Too bad it wouldn’t work. Dylan then stared him straight in the eyes, as if trying to will his certainty into him, and said, “Okay?”

“Okay,” he agreed, pretending to mean it. Well, he did mean it, he just didn’t believe it.

That was the problem with caring. It left you vulnerable, open on one side to the most hideous pain imaginable, and the only antidote was to stop giving a shit, but how did you do that? How did you turn it all off? He thought if he numbed himself with enough meds he could fake it, but that turned out to be wrong. He always thought he was more cynical than this, more inured to it all. Obviously, that was just something he wanted to believe.

After Dylan left, he forced himself to get up and went to the bathroom to dig a couple of pills out of his hidden stash. He took them without knowing what they were, but he guessed codeine from the shape. He then went to the closet and felt around for a box on the upper shelf until he brushed it with his fingertips. He pulled down the cherrywood case with the simple locking mechanism and opened it to make sure it was all there. It was: the Glock 26 Subcompact handgun, which had great advantages in being small enough to easily conceal and yet also had a ten-round magazine, as well as not being a piece of shit like your usual Saturday night special. Holden had already told him he’d be dropping by after his “gig,” so Roan put the case and a spare ammo clip aside, figuring he’d be here long before Dylan came back.

He got his own HK P2000 SK out of the drawer he kept it in, and because he hadn’t used it for a while, he got the cleaning kit out of the back of the closet and got to work on it. He spread an old towel on the floor so he didn’t get any oil on the carpet.

As he cleaned the gun, feeling oddly phallic doing it in nothing but boxers (but hey, it was probably appropriate), he wondered why he was bothering. If he went through with this, would he ever even pull the gun out? If he unleashed the lion, clawing back to his own humanity would be difficult if not impossible. And the lion should be able to get things done. Well, in theory.

He found himself thinking of that Jane Doe Dropkick had told him about, the seventeen-year-old girl found in a ditch in Spokane, possibly tied to this case. Her family was never going to know her fate, never going to know she was rotting in a Potter’s field in another country, and his resolve hardened, turning his shaky nerves to concrete. She was found but never identified; what about those who had never even been found? What about all of them? Someone had to do something on their behalf. No one said it had to be him, but who else was there?

He just hoped that, if Dylan ever found out about it, he would forgive him.
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Red Line Season



THE NEXT couple of days were purely devoted to getting ready for the sting on the snuff guy’s place. It felt like a sting operation, only he wasn’t a cop anymore; he was going in alone. Yes, Holden would be there, but he was bait, the undercover guy in the room. It was all on him alone to ingress, to get in without getting Holden killed. He still had no idea how many people he’d be dealing with, or what manner of security precautions. It was all guesswork, therefore inherently impossible to plan for, and yet here he was trying. Was this another definition of insanity?

He arranged many things. He made sure Tank and Grey knew he needed Dylan and Fiona protected on that day (night) especially and arranged a car. He couldn’t use either muscle car for the tail—they were too noticeable—but renting a car might not be a great idea. Some of them could be traced and mileage would be noted. But he still knew the guys at the auto yards that Paris had known, and he managed to arrange to pick up a car from them, a fairly anonymous ’02 Honda that was due to get torn up for parts once he was done with it. As soon as he returned it, it would be reduced to scrap. This guy in particular, Jorge, didn’t ask why he wanted the car, nor what he planned to do with it; he knew Roan was a detective and figured it was a “detective thing.” All Jorge asked was that he pay for the car if he couldn’t return it, which seemed fair enough.

Roan realized he was taking way too many pills, but he felt it was probably insurance. He would be on a minimum of pills during the tail because he wanted to be as sharp as possible. That still meant a couple of pills because he was remarkably functional on pills, but not the really heavy ones. Tylenol codeine, maybe. Of course, he’d have a bottle of Percocet standing by for after, because he already guessed he’d be in so much pain he’d be moving like he was full of broken bones and acidic blood.

Gordo told him the white supremacist link was confirmed, at least between the guys that had come after him and the shooter at the church. They were a little fringe group, and they had some kind of online hate page where they preached the usual bullshit about the Bible coming out against the children of Satan (which supposedly infecteds were), with the added tinge of racism. (The infecteds would “dilute” the snowy white Aryan bloodline—like that was a bad thing with these particular inbred morons.) Roan couldn’t help but ask how they could think he would pollute anyone’s bloodline, as he was one hundred percent gay and had no intention of being a breeder, but Gordo couldn’t answer that one. He admitted this had occurred to him as well and just assumed they meant viral infection or something along those lines, but again, that didn’t make a lot of sense, unless they expected him to buttfuck their members any time soon. (And while he was flattered they would think of him, he had no interest in their flabby, spotty behinds.)

Dylan knew something was going on, but of course Roan couldn’t tell him what, and they fought a bit, although not as much as he'd honestly anticipated. So that’s why he decided to entertain Dylan’s suggestion that he actually do an interview with this guy who had both called and e-mailed him. His name was Aidan Lambert, and apparently, he wrote for some magazine Roan had never heard of. He was doing an article on ten people whom he felt were changing the world but were as of yet relatively obscure, and he wanted to throw Roan in the mix. He thought he was trying to be funny (sarcastic?), but then the guy reeled off facts Roan already knew, but that were still surprising to hear. Roan was the first (known) fully functional virus child, the first openly infected police officer in the United States (really? The entire country?), was the oldest living infected to date (tell him about it), and was the only person recognized legally as a bloodhound (okay, he didn’t say “bloodhound,” but that was the gist) due to his superior and measurable sense of smell. Aidan explained that he knew the infecteds didn’t have an actual organized group, but if they did, he was pretty sure he’d be their leader, because who better?

What a weird thought. Here he was, preparing to fuck some people up, and this guy was touting him as the leader of the infecteds. If that were actually true, the normals were in so much trouble.

Wait a minute. Weren’t they already?

He told him he’d think about it. He didn’t want to do any interview, but Dylan wanted him to, and the guy did sound weirdly sincere (and he had done his homework, which Roan had to give him credit for). Dylan said it might give fellow infecteds some hope, but if he was supposed to give them hope, they were totally fucked. But then again, they were. Could he make it worse? It was just a weird thing to throw on his “to-do” pile, along with Rosenberg scanning the shit out of him and him and Dylan signing up for the domestic partnership registry.

He prepped the car like he would for any long stakeout: snacks, pills, and liquids, along with a piss bottle, so he didn’t have to make a stop while tailing these guys. Of course, he might have to stop for gas if they went an insanely long way, but he hoped they weren’t traveling that far. He also got a hands-free headset for his phone, so he wouldn’t have to have his cell wedged up against his ear.

He told Dylan he was off on another cheating husband tail and wasn’t sure when he’d be back. Dylan thought nothing of this, as he’d done similar jobs a million times before. He picked Holden up at his place, and as always, Holden looked the part he was assuming. He went with looser jeans with holes in the knee and near the crotch as opposed to tight jeans because they were more comfortable in case a fight broke out, but his shirt was white and skintight and so thin it probably became translucent when wet, and his motocross-style leather jacket said thrift store chic. His biker boots looked expensive, though, and hid the Glock nicely. His almond hair had a calculated bedhead look to it, and as he slumped in the passenger seat, he gave Roan a look of sleepy-eyed seduction. “Do I look like a porno movie manwhore or what?”

“Please don’t tell me you studied for it.”

“No need to study for it. I was born to play this part.”

“That’s what scares me.”

Roan dropped him off two blocks away from the bus station, and they checked phone reception as Holden walked toward the Burger King. It was surprisingly good, which boded well. Roan had to wait a while before a parking spot opened up that had a decent view of the Burger King and the bus station. (He had no idea what the snuff guy’s car would be or which exit he would take, so he had to visually cover the biggest area possible.) Then he settled in to wait, wishing he could listen to an audiobook or something to kill the boredom.

But he didn’t have to wait long. The guys (Roan distinctly heard two different male voices) approached Holden not long after he settled in a window booth, where Roan could clearly see his profile through binoculars. Roan couldn’t get a good look at either man (nor could he hear them clearly; they were too far from Holden and his phone), but he got an impression of young, white, and generic. The three talked for a couple of minutes (he could only hear Holden’s side; it seemed they were setting a price), and then they left. Holden told him they were driving a black Range Rover by acting surprised that was their car and then complimenting it.

Roan watched them drive off, then let a couple cars go before he followed in pursuit. Let them go? Traffic was nuts; he had no hope of pulling out directly behind them anyway.

One guy was sitting closer to Holden than the other. He’d hear snatches of his conversation, a word here or there, and Holden got these guys to talk, so he knew they were in for a long drive. He also knew this guy told Holden (whom he called Fox, of course, because that’s how these guys knew him) to call him “Matt.” No one in that SUV was using their real name; it was a caravan of disingenuousness.

The driver, whoever he was, drove like a fucking lunatic on the freeway. Roan knew he was in for a long drive. Matt lit up a joint and offered some to Holden. Although Roan didn’t think it was a smart thing to do, Holden apparently took him up on the offer. Hopefully he could hold his drugs, as he didn’t need the pot making his reflexes sluggish. It would make sense that they’d give drugs to the victims, though. It would make them more pliable, less likely to realize how dangerous things had become.

The drive was insanely long. In fact, when they hit the mountain passes, Roan realized they were heading to Eastern Washington. Were there two filming sites? A basement is a basement, so if they had one in Eastern Washington and one in Western Washington, who would know? It would allow them to dump bodies in each place as well, hopefully confusing the issue.

Night set in hard, and he almost lost the cell connection on the passes, but it managed to pull itself back from the brink. Holden continued chatting with the guys, asking where they were going, but Matt was evasive—he only said they were going to his uncle's place, since his uncle had moved to Florida. How wonderfully vague. He didn’t even bother to make up a plausible lie! Roan was offended on Holden’s behalf.

Matt and his friend asked Holden how he got the name Fox (no one was under the illusion that they were using real names), and when he told them he got it because he was “smarter than the average bear,” the guys snickered derisively. But Holden snickered too, and all three men were laughing at something different. Matt and the driver were laughing because they knew Holden was going to his death; Holden laughed because he knew what was in store for Matt and the driver.

Once they were through the mountains, Roan found his natural curiosity battling the exhaustion that was settling in. Where could they be headed? Yakima?

At an intersection, the Range Rover ran a red, and Matt said there were never any cops around here anyway, so it didn’t matter. Roan still waited for the green and was wondering how close the house had to be when he saw a glimpse of dark movement out of the corner of his eye. By the time it registered in his brain that it was a car with its lights off running the red, it crashed into him full force.

Roan remembered impact, the sense of sudden force, glass breaking and metal screaming, but then he must have blacked out because he didn’t remember anything until he woke up hanging upside down, looking at the ground through a broken windshield.

He was aching, especially his head, and he was tasting blood, but it was different than the blood he tasted when he changed. (Why, he had no idea. Different concentrations of chemicals? Viral load?) The sound of liquid hitting the dirt and a small hiss told him the radiator was toast. Actually, since it was a Honda, he was surprised there was anything resembling a car left.

He hit the release on the seat belt and braced as it retracted, and he plunged toward the ceiling (now the floor) of the car. He felt the aches throughout his body, but he knew from being injured too many times in his life that nothing was terribly serious. He gathered up the equipment he needed to find Holden and crawled out the shattered passenger window to discover that the Honda had been knocked to a bit of grassy verge about a hundred feet away from the intersection. He looked back at the Honda and saw a distinct U bend to it. How was he walking away from this? Maybe his hybrid life form status was finally doing him some good. Or all the painkillers he was on.

The car that had hit him was sitting half in and half out of the intersection, the driver sitting on the ground beside it, drinking malt liquor from a brown paper bag. The car was a piece of shit Cadillac, old enough to be mostly steel and therefore hardly scratched by impact, mostly primer gray with yellowed ivory peeling off like teeth with bad enamel. “You came outta nowhere, bud,” the guy said. He had long, lank, greasy black hair, which was thinning so much in front it looked like he was wearing a two-part wig with a missing piece. His face was round and pockmarked with acne scars, discolored by broken blood vessels, telling him this man was a career alcoholic, one so deep in addiction that he probably needed to down a keg or two to feel anything. His front teeth were also gone, but he probably didn’t miss them.

“You T-boned my car.”

He looked, his glazed eyes needing a couple of minutes to actually focus. “Really? I don’t remember that at all.”

Roan felt dizzy for a minute, but it passed. He walked over to the Cadillac and peered in. The windshield was cracked, but otherwise the car wasn’t much worse for wear. Keys still dangled in the ignition. “What’s wrong with the car?”

He made a negative noise, sort of shrugged, but it may have been a full body tremor. “Wouldn’t go.”

Had it actually suffered some damage, or was it just stalled or flooded? Only one way to find out. He got in the car, ignoring the overwhelming smell of malt liquor, old puke, and even older fast-food wrappers and body odor that seemed to permeate the vehicle (he wouldn’t be surprised if roaches lived under the front seat), and tried to start it. The engine coughed and died, but he tried again, gently giving it gas. This time the engine sputtered and didn’t exactly roar, but at least cleared its throat and kept going. The man finally noticed and said, “Hey, that’s my car!”

“I’m making a beer run. Want anything?”

As Roan thought, that stopped him. He’d been trying to stand up, but he plopped back down happily, and said, “Hey yeah, pick me up a coupla forties, okay?”

“Gotcha.” The Honda had dead plates, so there was no way it could be traced back to Jorge. He’d just have to pay him for the lost parts.

He drove off, hoping he hadn’t lost too much time on Holden and the snuff guys. And if he had, well, if God existed, it better help them, because nothing else could.





Now



ROAN RAN down toward the sprawling house in the depression of downwinder land, the desert just down from the old nuclear reservation, where the snuff guys had brought Holden for a final performance. He just hoped he wasn’t too late, although he doubted he was. Holden was a survivor, after all, and if anyone could stay alive, it was him.

He had to fight the urge to collapse to all fours, as he felt he could run faster that way. The lion was creeping through him, revealing itself in pain that distorted his bones and twisted his muscles, and as his thinking began to slip sideways, words harder and harder to conceive of, it came out more. The lion thought in concrete terms: blood, rage, hunger. It would be so easy to give in to that, and just about what they deserved.

He parsed the scents, tried to determine how many people were here now, but they were overlaid with so many older scents it was difficult to tell. But he was dealing with at least a dozen; he could smell Holden’s scent here too, leading toward the nondescript ranch-style house. He had just about reached the door when it opened and a man started coming out. “… her. I’ll call her back later, I’m outta smokes.” He turned and saw Roan, but he had only a second, hardly long enough for recognition, before Roan barreled into him and sent him flying back into the house.

This wasn’t smart. He had no idea how many people he was dealing with, how well armed they were, but he was furious, the animal taking over and making him lose control. He was aware only that there were other people in the room: four men, most smoking, some on drugs (amphetamines, prescription, pot, booze), two sprawled on a couch, one standing, the one he had just knocked to the floor. The standing one pulled a gun—there were speech sounds, noises, but they made no sense to him—and Roan lunged at him, roaring. There was an explosion, a burst of hot cordite he could taste/smell like peppery metal, but he didn’t know if it hit him or not. There was pain, but there was always pain, and it was impossible to tell one pain from another. Pain was a light and he was the sun, radiating pain, gifting the world with his aura of pain as his body broke and traded one form for another.

He grabbed the man, pinned him against the wall, sank his teeth into his neck before he realized what he was doing. He pulled himself away as the man screamed and threw him down, blood in Roan’s mouth and blood pouring from his neck, where Roan had torn the flesh. Someone grabbed him from behind, but he flailed, his elbow smashing into his attacker’s skull hard enough to make the man collapse as if shot. The other two men ran, one outside, the other deeper into the house, screaming something, making urgent speech sounds that Roan was no longer human enough to interpret. But he recognized fear, the taste sweetly savory, and followed that little breadcrumb trail promising scared prey, all the more tender for their fear. Another man appeared at the end of the corridor, and he had a bigger gun, but Roan jumped the millisecond before he fired, and he heard bullets buzz through the air like angry hornets as Roan landed on the man, driving him to the floor, hitting hard enough to break something (Roan heard the bone snap; not his, this was a musical, beautiful sound of distance), and as he roared down into the man’s face, the man screamed, a pathetic noise of pain and terror, facing something he couldn’t understand. His fear smelled like rain, like fresh meat, like warm blood.

He caught a scent deeper in the house, a smell he knew, more fear, more pain, and the faint but distinct scent of death. Roan crawled over the man and headed down the hall, farther in, following the siren’s call of death. He wanted to sink his teeth into that. He wanted to take a bite out of all of it.

This was his house, his place, his territory. And they were all his prey.
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Animal



HOLDEN WAS still arguing about payment when the shit went down.

He’d heard the huge bang, the collision shortly behind them when they were driving in, but couldn’t see anything, as they were too far ahead. He hoped that Roan wasn’t involved in that, but if he was, he was determined to see this through without him. He had a gun, a knife, and an urge to kill these motherfuckers, who probably wouldn’t expect him to put up much of a fight—surely that was good enough.

Once they’d gotten here, they sat in the living room and smoked pot, had some beers, and discussed what was going to happen. Holden was deliberately fickle, changing his mind about doing a group sex scene, and then wanting more money, which played out the time. Also, he didn’t really hold in the pot smoke, nor did he do more than sip his beer. He wasn’t going to get fucked up, but he was happy to let them think he was going to. It also helped that the pot they had was total weak sauce. He knew guys who drove in much better B.C. bud on alternate weekends. Drugs weren’t really his thing, but if he was going to do some, he liked to do the good stuff.

He eventually snuck off to the bathroom and lounged in there for a bit, eating up more time. Checking the phone, he found his connection dead. Natural drop off, or had Roan really been plowed into? Shit, he hoped he was okay.

What was he thinking? The guy was a superhero. He’d be fine.

Holden saw a few closed doors on the way to the basement, but he had a weird feeling that he was the only true “guest” in the house today. Which meant what about Jordan? Probably nothing good.

The basement was just a basement, although it seemed a bit more Western Washington than Eastern Washington to him, for reasons he couldn’t actually explain. The walls and floor were poured concrete, the lighting harsh and basically fluorescent, the set up very basic porn, what with a bed, a chair, and two digital cameras on tripods, with a computer setup tucked away in the back corner. It smelled like sweat, sex, ozone, and Febreze. There was the guy in charge of the cameras, “Lenny,” an average looking pear-shaped guy with thinning curly black hair and an underbite he really should have had seen to as a child, while his two fellow “performers” were “Alex,” a reasonably buffed-up guy with a bland face and a smattering of back hair, and “Rex,” a more handsome but almost tragically skinny guy who had the build of Iggy Pop. The tattoo on his calf (a rather ornate scene of the Virgin Mary, roses, and a bleeding heart) seemed to draw far too much attention to his toothpick legs. Holden recognized Alex from the video where they'd killed Coyote.

They all took off their shirts and discussed what was going to be happening until Holden balked again, this time pointing out he was not a bottom unless he got paid a hell of a lot of cash, and nobody had mentioned anything about barebacking. (Honestly, if you wanted to fuck him, you really did need to pony up a lot of dough, to the point where he just solicited as a top, because most people couldn’t afford him otherwise.) They started dickering about the cash again, which he internally found hilarious, as these guys were going to give him the money, kill him, and take the money back. So why not just give it to him without a fight? Dickheads! It made him dial up the diva behavior.

They had just about reached a resolution when they heard the screams from upstairs, followed by an almost simultaneous gunshot, and a roar that could chill the blood. All four of them looked at each other, Holden feigning surprise (it was really hard not to laugh), and Lenny exclaimed, “What the fuck was that? Was that a bear?”

“Ah fuck, I bet it’s that fag detective,” Rex said, racing up the basement stairs. “He said he might be coming.”

He? Maddux? Holden might never know.

“No human makes a sound like that,” Alex called after him, as the sound came again, more gunshots, more screams, another roar. The roar alone told him Roan was gone. When he was half transformed, you could almost hear a little bit of a human scream of rage underneath it—just barely, a tiny little lifeline that let you know you weren’t completely fucked yet. But this was the completely fucked noise, the one that told you the human had checked out and the lion had checked in. Doctor Jekyll had left the building, but Hyde was hanging around, waiting to start some shit.

Alex was nervously peering up the stairs, and Lenny walked back to the computer, meaning neither was looking at him. Holden put his foot on the edge of the bed and reached into his boot, pulling out the Glock. He loved this little thing; he’d been practicing with it and found it not only easy to pull and use, but a hell of a lot of fun. He had to ask Roan if he could buy it from him, if they both lived through this.

“Alex,” Holden said.

“What?” he replied, annoyed, still trying to look up the stairs.

“Would you at least look at me when I kill you?”

That made him turn around. “What?”

And that’s when Holden shot him in the chest. A hole appeared in the center of his naked torso and blood exploded all over the back wall as Alex staggered, staying on his feet, looking genuinely stunned. Lenny yelped in shock and dove behind the computer desk like a soldier seeking cover.

“Coyote was one of my boys, motherfucker,” Holden told Alex before he finally tripped on the bottom stair and fell down, first against the now blood-smeared wall, then onto the concrete floor. He tried to press himself up, but his hands slipped in his own blood, and he went face-first into the floor. He coughed, choked, made one more attempt as a shockingly deep red puddle grew wider and wider around him, and then stopped trying to get up. Upstairs, more gunshots, screaming, the thud of bodies, and roars made a din loud enough to guarantee the cavalry didn’t come charging down the stairs. Holden imagined he should have felt something, but he had seen this fucker strangle Coyote, garrote him until he stopped moving. He deserved this. He honestly deserved so much worse.

“Hiding, Lenny? You really wanna die wedged beneath a desk?” If it looked like the cameraman was coming up with a weapon, he was going to blow his fucking brains out.

But Lenny must have known this, because he emerged hands first, shaking so badly his voice was a mass of tremors. “D-don’t sh-shoot me, p-please, don’t k-kill me. I didn’t hurt any-anyone, I d-didn’t—”

“No, you simply filmed it and uploaded it for the masses, so that makes you a far better person. You wanna live through this? Gimme the hard drive.”

Sweat was now streaming down his acne-spotted face. He was probably twenty-five, but he had the kind of face that would make him look awkwardly adolescent until his mid-thirties. “Wh-what?”

He was running out of time. He might actually be out of time, so fuck it. “Hard drive, now!” he shouted, in a drill sergeant voice. (And he should know, as he had one as a client once. Really liked being spanked.)

Lenny jumped and almost lunged into action, grabbing the computer stack and working its casing off. He looked up at him suspiciously, working with shaking hands, and said, “You’re not a hooker.”

“’Course I’m a hooker.”

He seemed deeply suspicious of this. “But you’re with him.” He looked up toward the ceiling, where the monster-movie sounds of inhuman roars and all too human screams continued.

“Yep. Us fags stick together.” Lenny briefly got a guilty look in his pale hazel eyes, just confirming what Holden had already guessed: not a single gay here. All gay for pay. What, couldn’t they find a gay psychopath who would happily fuck and kill another guy on screen? Surely there were a few who’d volunteer. It was discrimination, that’s what it was.

He’d pried the cover off and started digging out the hard drive with no delicacy whatsoever. Luckily, Holden didn’t care what shape it was in, as long as he got it. Lenny was still shaking and trying to pretend he wasn’t. Fear had made his deodorant fail, and he was starting to give off an odor not unlike canned tamales. Holden wanted to shoot him just for that. “Can you call him off?”

He didn’t need to ask what “him” he was referring to. “No. How do you call off a lion? It’s not like you can train them to heel.” And this was the only thing bothering him right now. Roan wasn’t almost transformed, he was fully transformed; bringing up Dylan or even Paris would have no effect on him now. And what great irony would that be if Roan killed him and ate him after all this?

Lenny yanked the hard drive out like it was a rotten tooth. “He’s not even fucking human. He should be locked up.”

“This from the snuff filmmaker. Put the drive on the desk and start moving toward the stairs. Slowly. Any sudden moves and I kneecap you.”

Lenny shot him an evil look but did as he said, keeping his hands where Holden could see them. “What kinda hooker are you?”

“An action hooker.” He almost laughed as he said it. Okay, maybe the pot did have some minor effects.

Lenny looked down nervously at Alex, lying face down in a pool of blood almost as big as he was. He paled, looked like he might be sick, which made Holden wonder if he tossed his cookies every time he filmed one of these snuff clips. Probably not. It was probably different when you actually knew the person killed. “If you don’t want me to kill you, you’d better start running.”

His head snapped toward him violently. “You mean go upstairs?” As if to emphasize what a silly, suicidal prospect that was, Roan roared very loudly, a sound that chilled the blood with its mindless, animalistic rage. He was a hurt cat, and he’d be damned if he knew what had hurt him, so he was going to take down everyone in sight on the off chance he’d eventually get the one responsible. Holden wondered how many people were left upstairs. The smart ones must have run out of the house at the first opportunity, while the stupid ones went for guns. Natural selection in action. “I can’t—”

“Stay here and get shot, or go upstairs and see if you can get away before he finds you. Make your choice.”

It was no choice, and the evil look he gave him told Holden he knew it. But Lenny had seen him kill Alex, so he knew shooting him too would be nothing. There came a point when your sins were so great you couldn’t possibly make them worse, and Holden was there, at that zero point where he had absolutely nothing to lose. Lenny swallowed hard, probably made some attempt to gather his courage, and attempted to avoid the blood and Alex’s body as he ascended the wooden staircase. Holden kept his gun trained on it until he heard the door open, letting in the noise of someone’s stereo playing faintly, a background noise to the carnage. The basement wasn’t really well soundproofed, but out here, in the middle of nowhere, it didn’t need to be.

As soon as Lenny was gone, Holden put the Glock down long enough to pull on his shirt and stick the hard drive in the waist of his jeans like it was just a bigger, bulkier gun. He checked to make sure the cameras weren’t on (they hadn’t been switched on yet), and that there wasn’t a slaved backup drive that he’d missed. He was aware of another scream upstairs and wondered if Roan had caught Lenny.

The pot was giving this all a patina of illusion. It hardly seemed real, so maybe that’s why he wasn’t too worried about facing Roan. He had to go upstairs; the basement was a prison. There were no windows to the outside, no cellar door. It was go up, or be stuck in here until Roan went outside to hunt down the unlucky assholes who had to escape on foot, assuming he did. Since he could change at will, he could presumably change back at will, but since he was all lion when the cat came out, how did the human will the change? There was a philosophical, emotional, and medical conundrum that no one had the answer to, not even Roan.

He checked the cameras to make sure they didn’t have any drives he should remove, and found one had a portable case, so he simply put it in and slung the case over his back. The other camera he destroyed, first by throwing it against the wall, and then adding insult to injury by shooting it. He was pretty sure there’d be no evidence to salvage, but he wanted to make sure.

He went to the head of the stairs and pressed his ear against the door, listening. It was hard to determine what was going on now, as it was rather quiet, but he was pretty sure he heard Roan’s low-level growl, which was enough to make your average person shit their pants. What he’d never told him, and frankly never would because he knew how badly he’d take it, was that his growl only sounded like a lion’s (or some other big cat) when he was still in some vestige of human form. When he was fully transformed, it honestly sounded monstrous—it was a cross between lion and dragon, something sort of recognizable crossed with the unbelievable. It worked well, though; it made you want to start running and keep running until you dropped.

Holden knew the bathroom wasn’t far from the basement door, and there was a window in there that, while small, was still big enough for him to pull himself through. If he could get there, he could get out of the house and check the back shed, which he had seen while walking from the car to the front door. He didn’t know if they kept people back there or what, but he knew Roan wouldn’t forgive him if he didn’t check it out.

Relatively sure Roan was in another part of the house, he eased the door open, wincing as a hinge creaked and the smell of blood hit him. It had been in the basement, but it smelled even bloodier up here. The front door must have been open because dry air was blowing in from the desert, kicking up the scent of meat, moving it through the house.

He went fast, slinking from the basement to the bathroom door, not running because running just encouraged a cat to come after you. (Oh, had he forgotten to tell Lenny that? Oops.) He didn’t see anything in his quick shift from one room to another, save for what looked like a splash of blood on one of the walls of the main corridor and a fallen gun. As he ducked into the bathroom, a shadow crossed the head of the hall, and he heard Roan’s growl, much louder now. Holden closed the door and thumbed the doorknob lock. It was as flimsy as hell, and if the lion threw himself full force against it, the door would break like construction paper, but he didn’t need it to hold for long. Just long enough for him to get away.

He heard Roan at the door, growling and snuffing, claws ripping at the carpet as if trying to reach under the door. Right now lion Roan was tentative, testing the borders, but as soon as he realized it was solid he would go after it in earnest until something pulled his attention away. At least this confirmed no one had got a decent shot on him.

He had to stand on the toilet to reach the window latch and push the window up, then he had to punch the screen out, but none of that was difficult. It occurred to him that Roan as a lion was kind of like a guy on crack. They weren’t invincible, but goddamn, they could seem like it, as they were so inured to pain nothing seemed to stop them. It was instant kill shot or nothing.

He pulled himself through the window until he could sit on the sill, then carefully pulled leg one through, then the other. He knew he was starting to put on weight—he could exercise and limit carbs all he wanted, but he was getting older, and your metabolism naturally slowed down—but at least he wasn’t so chubby that he couldn’t squeeze through the window. Not that it wasn’t a tight fit. He made sure to close the window after him on the off chance Roan broke the door down.

He jumped down to the backyard, which wasn’t a proper yard at all, just barren scrub land eventually defined by a chain-link fence that glimmered silver on the horizon like a mirage. The sky was starting to lighten, the sun coming up somewhere out of his view, and already the cool bite of morning was starting to warm. It would be an insanely hot day, so Holden hoped to be far from here before afternoon could roast him alive. At least it would be a good day for burning.

The shed was an extra big garden shed with peeling green and white paint that couldn’t have looked more out of place in this landscape. Since obviously no one was gardening out here, what could possibly be in it? He had a sinking feeling that it probably held something sinister.

As he was walking toward it, he spotted movement out of the corner of his eye and saw a guy crouching beside the house, holding a rifle. His head was turned toward the house, as if he was listening for Roan, so Holden saw him first. He’d raised the Glock by the time the guy finally noticed him, doing the slightest double take, and he could see the curiosity in his eyes: What’s the whore doing out here? But he didn’t let the confusion stop him from swinging the rifle around and taking aim at him.

But he didn’t have a chance, as Holden had him in his sights the whole time. He pulled the trigger first, and the guy, who was dressed in all-black clothing and had one gay-ass bushy mustache, jolted as he was hit and sprawled on his back on the ground. Holden walked over to him and didn’t bother to see where the bullet had hit, he just saw the guy was wide eyed and staring up at him as Holden took his rifle away and slung it over his shoulder. “How many more of you are there?” When the guy didn’t answer right away, Holden kicked him in the leg.

“I dunno! Some guys took off, took the car. Is it still alive?”

“Alive, angry, probably about to come outside to see where its prey went. I’d find somewhere to hole up if I were you.”

The man was breathing hard through his mouth, panting. He had a hand over his stomach, and blood was seeping through his fingers. Having been stabbed in the stomach, Holden knew how much that hurt. “This was a setup.”

Holden scoffed as he walked away, headed back toward the shed. “Your first clue should have been the fact that my name is Fox, asshole. We’re tricksters, each and every one of us.”

The shed wasn’t locked, which may have been the only positive sign. Opening it, he smelled something like fertilizer and old oil and saw bags of quicklime piled in the corner. Didn’t that dissolve bodies? Okay, the bad feeling was back again.

There was a freezer humming away, plugged in under the postage stamp window on the left-hand side, one of those low, horizontal ones like his mom had tucked away in the garage when he was growing up. It usually held sides of beef, trout his dad’s friends would bring him after fishing trips. He bet the odds that there was something that innocuous in there were low.

He shut the door and dragged a bag of quicklime over, putting it in front of the door. It wouldn’t keep anyone out, but it would make opening the door difficult, giving him time to pull his gun and shoot first. He tucked the Glock in the front pocket of his jeans (it kinda fit, mainly because these were his slightly oversized pants), and took a moment to steel himself before opening the freezer.

The banality of the contents almost shocked him. Frozen pizzas, Popsicles, pre-made frozen beef patties in plastic bags—it was just food. Guy food certainly (were there no women involved in this enterprise, beyond victims?) but just food. He let out a sigh of relief and almost laughed, but he saw something odd tucked up against the near side of the freezer. He wasn’t sure what it was at first, but on closer inspection, it turned out to be a human thumb. Attached to a hand, attached to an arm, attached to something else.

He started pulling boxes out of the freezer, throwing them on the floor, and when he cleared away a stack of Popsicle boxes, he found a face staring through a plastic bag. He wasn’t a hundred percent certain, but it looked like Jordan Hatcher. “Aw, fuck.” So Roan was right—his odds of being alive had been low. Now they were nonexistent.

He sank to the floor, sitting with his back to the still humming freezer, and wondered how he was going to get Roan out of here alive.
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Your Pearly Whites



ROAN WAS floating on a sea of blood. But it was warm and soothing, so he didn’t mind.

It was like he was hovering on a bed of warm, thick air, and it didn’t smell as much as you thought it would. It was very peaceful, and he almost didn’t notice how much pain he was in. But there was pain.

In fact, it was so great his mind seemed to have fuzzed out. Someone had overloaded the speaker, blasted it at a volume beyond eleven, and now nothing sounded right. Nothing felt quite right; it was lopsided somehow, off, and he wasn’t sure if he minded or not. Maybe when he was closer to consciousness.

That was a huge problem. When you were close enough to consciousness to ponder it, you were obviously coming back to it. It was totally unfair.

The floating sensation became a slow, sinking sensation, pain growing and dragging him back to Earth. The pain quickly went from excruciating to unbearable, and then moved into an area where vocabulary failed. It felt like he had been crushed, every single bone in his body had been pulverized one by one, his blood broken vessel by vessel, and he would have screamed if he had been capable of doing it without causing himself further pain (which was impossible, so he couldn’t).

He lay absolutely still, trying to will the pain to settle like warped boards in an abandoned house, but it never happened. So he had to lie there, aching, hoping he didn’t have to move, but just opening his eyes brought on a pulse of pain.

Where the hell was he? He was in a room with cheap white stucco paint slapped on flimsy walls, moldy green curtains pulled against what looked like radioactive sunlight, and a threadbare carpet some odd color between harvest gold and chewing tobacco. He smelled bland, horrible industrial laundry detergent coming from the flat pillow he was resting his head on, and figured he was in a very cheap motel, and if he was capable of feeling something beyond pain, he’d feel rough sheets. He groaned deep in his throat, incapable of actually articulating a syllable. He couldn’t move either. Breathing hurt.

Oh shit—he'd totally transformed, hadn't he? He must have. This was the kind of roaring, angry, malicious pain that only came with a full body warp. What was the last thing he remembered? With all this pain, his memory was even more fragmented, but… running into the house. He had a memory of that, of body tackling someone coming out the door. Then… shit, he didn’t know. Did he bite someone’s throat out? Did that actually happen? He had a sense memory of that, of flesh and muscle between his teeth, but nothing else. Could just be part of his nightmare. (Well, certainly that’s what he wanted to believe.)

From another room—but close—he heard running water and a slightly out-of-tune male voice singing. He heard a door open, smelled fragrant steam, and eventually the man crossed into his limited field of vision. Of course it was Holden, dripping wet and naked save for a thin white towel wrapped around his waist. “Hey, you’re conscious! Hold on a sec, I got something for you.” He disappeared to the other part of the room, and Roan heard a strange noise. Liquid being shaken in a plastic bottle? Yes, that was it. Finally Holden reappeared with a water bottle not quite half full of water. “Gonna need to drink this. It’s got enough ketamine in it to numb half of Panic, so I bet it’ll make you feel almost human for five seconds.” He frowned, then said, “Just prop your head up. I’ll dribble it in.”

He guessed he couldn’t move well? Good guess. He leaned his head back, a small movement painful enough to make him wince, and Holden delicately brought the bottle to his mouth and let water trickle down his throat. The water was lukewarm and had a slightly bitter, plastic taste, but Roan was dying of thirst, and the water kind of soothed his ravaged throat when he could force himself to swallow. The bottle was almost empty when he finally started feeling the effects of the ketamine, a gradual, warm numbness that started to wash over his agonized body like a healing tide. Once the bottle was drained, Holden walked off, still talking. “I know you can’t get heavier in your lion form, but I swear you were. Holy shit, did I have a hard time dragging you to the jeep.”

Roan turned over onto his back as the Vitamin K took over and he could breathe without feeling like someone was punching him in the chest. “It was a clusterfuck, huh?” His voice was a ghastly rasp. Apparently his throat hadn’t fully healed yet.

“Nope. I’d say it all went off according to plan. We make a hell of a team.” Holden crossed to the room’s lone chair and held up something flat and black. A hard drive. “You want evidence for the Feds? They can go to town on this.”

“Jordan?”

He shook his head. “We were too late. They killed him long before we got there.”

“Fuck.” He rubbed his eyes and was glad the drugs had kicked in. He did feel almost human, although his heart was pounding a bit fast now. “Where did you get the ketamine?”

“They had it. They had a lot of date-rape-style drugs. Maybe some of the people they killed weren’t getting paid for their time after all.” With no modesty at all, Holden pulled off his towel, showing Roan his bare ass as he pulled on his underwear. Well, no shock there. Holden seemed to think modesty was overrated.

“What the fuck happened?”

Holden told him that he lioned out (well, duh), and some guys fled while others attempted to bring him down, and they didn’t fare too well. Also, Holden figuratively lioned out and got a couple himself but didn’t specify what that meant (although Roan could guess). He then told him about finding Jordan’s body in a freezer in a shed behind the house, and how he'd decided he needed to get back to the main house, but couldn’t because Roan was out in his lion form. So he threw out the meat patties that he found in the freezer, hoping that would distract him. It did, apparently, but not enough that he felt safe to run back to the house. But he lucked out in that it was a hot day and he (the lion) was full and went to lie down in the shade and fell asleep. That’s when Holden decided to sneak out, and it was his intention to go back into the house, find some heavy drugs he could dose him with, and then get him out of there, but he didn’t need to. He told Roan he was already changing back, albeit slowly, when Holden ventured out of the shed. (He wanted to ask how so, what that exactly meant, but he was scared to know and didn’t ask.) So Holden just went back into the house, found some drugs he thought he might be able to use later, grabbed some cash, and then lit the place up.

Roan honestly thought it was the drugs at first, and the fact that he felt like he should have been dead, or that dying would have been more merciful at this point. “Lit the place up?” His voice still had yet to recover; he sounded like Harvey Fierstein’s distant cousin.

“Yeah,” Holden replied casually, pulling up his jeans. “Burn, baby, burn.”

“You burned the house down?”

“Of course I did. You probably left blood all over the place, and I’m sure I left fingerprints, and I’ve got a record, so I’m in the system. Better to hasten the ashes to ashes, dust to dust bit.”

Didn’t he know going in that working with Holden was opening a very dark door? These were “his people” these snuff guys were messing with, giving him an extra sense of mission. Roan knew he could only blame himself, as there was only one way this could go. “Aw fuck, Holden….”

“What? It hasn’t even been reported on the news yet. I’ve watched the morning and noon local broadcasts, and no mention of it. Either no one noticed it, or no one cared.”

“You know what the horrible thing is? You can do more time for arson than you can for some murders.”

“Probably. But we won’t get caught.”

“Oh really? You have a magic wand?”

“I knew this kid called Sparky for many years on the street. He was a pyro, total head case. Remember that rash of fires downtown about ten years ago? All him. He said watching stuff burn made him feel better.”

It was hard for him to think through the sludge of drugs and pain, but he finally got it. “Ten years ago? They never caught anyone for those.” The fires were mainly at abandoned and vacant buildings, and transients were initially blamed, but the cops were forced to revise their initial supposition when there was an explosion of similar fires that were too close in style to be called copycats. From what he understood, the method of ignition was similar in all cases as well. But the fires just stopped before a good suspect could be found, leading to speculation that he (and it was usually a he) was in prison for another crime.

“No, but Sparky was good. I just copied what he did. Who knows, maybe they’ll blame Sparky for this one too. I doubt he’d care.”

“What happened to him?”

“Sparks? Oh, he got bored of the scenery, hopped a bus to Miami. Have there been a string of fires down there? That’ll let us know he stayed.”

He almost asked Holden why he didn’t drop a hint to the cops, but why would he? He didn’t trust cops, and ratting a fellow street kid out was a no-no. At least the fires hadn’t killed anyone (that he knew of). He’d have been more indignant if someone had died. “How many people did I kill?”

Holden pulled on his T-shirt—a new one, or at least new to him; it advertised a Yakima titty bar called Sugar’s, which was funny on a couple of different levels if you knew Holden—and replied, “I don’t know. Maybe no one. I didn’t count.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, I deliberately didn’t count, didn’t check for life signs. You know why? Because I knew you would ask, and I wanted to give you a truthful answer. I do not know, I never knew. I don’t know how many ran away either. I don’t know if the second guy I shot died. I can live with the ambiguity.”

“And you think I can? Wait a minute—you shot two people?”

“One of them killed Coyote. The other pulled a rifle on me. I feel justified in both cases.”

He wanted to shake his head, but couldn’t because of the pain and because the drugs were really kicking in big time now, and that floating sensation was coming back. It was very nice. He could see how people got addicted to this stuff, but it was also very precarious. He had the sense that he was balanced on the edge of a razor blade and movement one way or another would slice him in half. “I didn’t want this to turn into a bloodbath.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. But how else was it gonna end?” Holden came over and sat on the edge of the bed. “I know you’re a good guy, Roan. It’s endearing, if slightly naïve. But I’m not, and you knew that. That’s why you brought me in. You want to heap guilt on someone, heap it on me. I can take it.” He then leaned over and kissed Roan gently on the forehead before giving him a bittersweet sort of smile. “No one’s better than whores for absolution.”

He glared up at him, trying to push his anger through the haze of pain and drugs. He had no idea if it got through. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”

“Do I?” he asked, with such false cheerfulness Roan knew he was being set up. “I’m not your assistant investigator because I’m eye candy, although I’m that, too, if I don’t say so myself, nor am I a great detective. I’m your assistant because I will always back your play, because you being in any form of lion will never shock me, and because I’m so motherfucking ruthless it kinda scares you at times. I get the job done, and we never discuss the cost.” He then broke into a grin that was somewhat gleeful and somewhat guileless, a hard combination that was all the more chilling for its improbability. “How awesome is it that I’m muscle? Rent-boy muscle. Wow, I think I just found a new line of work for when I get too old to sell my ass.” He stood up and made a dramatic gesture with his arms, like he was unveiling a magic trick. “What do you think—Fox the Gigolo Assassin? How awesome would those business cards be?”

Roan sighed and continued to glare, but now he realized Holden didn’t care. He could scorn him all day, and he would ignore it. “Do you want me to fire you?”

“You wouldn’t. I work for a kind word and a pat on the ass. You’ll never find anyone else that cheap.”

“Are you psychotic, and I just didn’t realize it until now?”

“Now don’t be insulting. You know I’m not a psycho. I’m just icily pragmatic. Fuck that whole hooker with a heart of gold stereotype. I’ve got a heart of stone. And you can’t say you didn’t know that.”

As he walked across the room, Roan knew he was right. Of course he was right. He had brought Holden into this because he didn’t have to worry about him if things went wrong (which they had), and it wasn’t just because he was a survivor. After all, why was he a survivor? It wasn’t because he was a born peacemaker. He’d said it himself: if it was us or them, they didn’t have a chance.

His head was pounding along with his heart, but it wasn’t painful per se, just weird. Ketamine was a powerful—and powerfully addictive—drug. He knew from having seen it used on Danny Nakamura that it could fucking kill you, but he wasn’t worried about it. Shouldn’t he have been? Then again, he’d survived an elephant tranquilizer overdose, so why would any drug worry him? What should worry him was the fact that a full transformation was still hard on him physically and getting harder all the time. Eventually, he’d transform and the change back would kill him. He might have been adapting to the virus, but the body still had limits, and he couldn’t count on it to bail him out forever. He had to stop the full transformations.

Now how the hell did he do that?

He was able to move his arm without screaming, so he rubbed his hideously dry eyes, and wondered if he could ignore the guilt. Would he fall in a K-hole and forget everything? That was a wonderfully tempting thought. Suddenly, he realized what Holden had said. “Noon news? What time is it?”

“Just going on one.”

“Shit.” He made to move quickly, and suddenly the one-two punch of pain and drugs knocked him flat to the mattress. Okay, he'd rushed it; he needed to take this in stages. So much for adaptation. “Oh fuck. Dylan.”

“Will probably chew you out a bit, but will be so grateful you’re alive it’ll be perfunctory. He’s crazy about you, old man, and I gave him a story he will be happy to buy. Just be glad I’m such a good liar.”

He stared at Holden. “You told him what?”

Holden sat down on the edge of the chair and cracked open a soda he probably got from a vending machine. “Actually I called Fiona and asked her to do it, ’cause Dylan would get suspicious if it came from me.”

“Why would he think it was suspicious if it came from you?”

He took a deep gulp of the soda, burped, and put it on the arm of the chair. “Hooker over here. You forget?”

“So? Dylan knows I’m not interested in you like that.”

Holden nodded, and nodded in a strange way, like he was humoring him. “He thinks I have a thing for you, though.”

“I never told him you said you’d fuck me for free.”

He grinned, but it had an edge to it, like it was sarcastic or he didn’t quite believe him. “Well then, he used his creepy boyfriend mojo and figured it out.”

“Creepy boyfriend mojo?”

“Some gay guys get it. They know an actual threat when they see one.”

“Threat? You’re not a threat.”

“Tell that to the guys I shot.”

That wasn’t the kind of threat he meant and he knew it, but Holden was content to dodge the comment, and Roan was too tired to pursue it. He’d put it on the “for later” shelf. “What did you tell Fiona to tell him?”

Apparently it was, like all good lies, wrapped around a kernel of truth. Supposedly Roan had trailed this cheating guy all the way up to Gig Harbor and got in a car accident up there. He was knocked unconscious—but no real damage done—and taken to a local hospital, but they found one of his false IDs in his wallet and just assumed that’s who he was. Roan woke up in the hospital and realized the mistake, but rather than correct it, he’d snuck out of the hospital and was now on his way home. He called Fi to tell Dylan because he was sure he’d get pissed at him. Although there was some plausibility stretching, it wasn’t totally out of line, and really, that was probably the best lie to cover both his absence and subsequent drugged-up pain when he got home. Holden really was the Hemingway of liars.

Carefully, with great concentration, Roan sat up and turned, so he was sitting on the edge of the bed. Putting his feet on the floor felt like a minor triumph. He was naked, which was a given (clothes didn’t usually survive the transition—how the Hulk kept his pants on he would never know), but there wasn’t any blood on him, which was highly unusual. “Did you clean me up?”

“Yeah. All that blood on motel sheets? It may be a dive that doesn’t ask questions, but a sheet like a bloody shroud? They might ask a question.”

Fair enough. In fact, good thinking. Sometimes he forgot how smart Holden was, and Holden was more than happy that people forgot, even Roan.

Roan really had to keep that in mind. As assistants went, he was the best. But as an enemy? Fuck no, he would never want to face that scenario.

Maybe it was ungrateful and bitchy, but at least Roan could take minor consolation in the fact that his rage got the better of him sometimes due to sharing space with the lion, a biological balancing act that got harder the angrier he got. But what was Holden’s excuse?
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Drown With Me



ROAN DIDN’T know if he'd handled any of this right. But he vacillated between being guilt-ridden and too exhausted to care.

Dylan was upset and angry for a bit, but relieved he was okay and was therefore willing to let a lot go. So he bought the car accident story, although he had obvious reservations. Dylan was kind like that, and Roan was reminded that he probably deserved so much better than the shit Roan could offer him.

The burned-down house in Eastern Washington was discovered (or at least reported) the afternoon he got home, and it was not only mentioned that it was considered arson but also a homicide scene. That made him pick up the phone and call Hatcher.

You never wanted to tell a parent their child was dead. He'd hated it as a cop, and he hated it even more now, especially since he knew how much Hatcher seemed to love his son. This was going to destroy him.

Hatcher was initially stoic, as if afraid to show a single scrap of emotion on the off chance he would shatter into a million pieces. But after a long and strained moment of silence, he asked in a low, emotionless tone, “Did you get them?”

What a nice, bloodless way of asking if he’d killed them all. He wanted to say no; he wanted to say that technically the lion took care of the ones that didn’t get away, but he decided on an uncomplicated, explanation free, “Yes.”

“Good,” Hatcher said, and hung up the phone.

The next day, the remainder of his fee and some extra money (expenses, presumably) was deposited into his account. This was a surprise, mainly because he had no idea Hatcher had his bank information.

A couple of days later, after the hard drive had made its way to the Feds (anonymously), he got an e-mail of a news report, a small thing that couldn’t have taken up more than two inches of column space. It was all about a man named Conrad Maddux dying in a car crash in Ecuador. Car crash his ass.

Now why had Hatcher sent this to him? A couple possibilities came to mind: proof that he kept his word, and that he had indeed gotten the last of the men connected to his son’s murder. Or it was a threat of some kind, to let him know that if he passed on that Hatcher had something to do with the now-defunct Tabu website (Holden had checked, although they both agreed that it had probably relaunched under another URL), he could end up as dead as Maddux. Roan was rather surprised he couldn’t even work up some anger about this. He just didn’t care. If Hatcher wanted to take his shot, he was welcome to try. Everyone had had one, why shouldn’t he?

Several truly weird things happened. The weirdest one was probably Tank and Fiona starting to date. Tank took Fiona out for a drink as a way of protecting her without her knowing he was, and as it turned out, they hit it off. Yes, he was off to the Bruins farm team soon, but Fi actually saw that as a plus, as she didn’t think she was up to a “proper relationship” right now. Weren’t goalies and dominatrices natural enemies in the wild? After all, he had a hundred pounds of protective gear, and she had a bullwhip. You’d think they were the opposite ends of the spectrum. Still, they seemed to share a certain weirdness that made them almost perfect for each other.

Dylan sold three paintings in a row for good sums, but only one was bought by someone they knew (Scott). He was still unemployed, but his self-esteem was better.

The Falcons found out they were signing on to the domestic partnership registry and insisted on taking them out for a “bachelor party,” which was just an excuse to go barhopping and drink. Which was fine with him, so they went out with the same crew as before, and Roan got the impression that Jeff could drink Charles Bukowski under the table. Every now and again, Dylan would give him a look, a look that said “If I knew I was gonna get your crazyass friends too, I’d have dumped your ass a long time ago.” And he couldn’t really blame him, but weren’t these crazy jock assholes kind of fun? Or maybe he just liked not necessarily being the craziest guy in the room for a change.

Part of him expected to get arrested at any time, but he didn’t dwell on it, mainly because if he worried, Dylan would ask him what was up. The pills helped too.

The domestic partner registry thing was highly anticlimactic, although that was what he'd expected. It was just signing papers so if he keeled over, Dylan would get his stuff. (Oh, and he’d get Dylan’s stuff, but there was no way he was going to outlive Dylan, which he took as a perverse comfort.)

Hatcher himself left the country before it came out in the press that Jordan Hatcher’s body was one of those found in the fire, and thanks to a leaked video, the press began to connect Jordan to a porn scandal. It was huge news, even though they had random bits that didn’t quite fit together. It was probably a good thing Hatcher was in France, far away from the sensationalist and slightly wrong local coverage. Roan asked Holden if he'd leaked the video, and he swore he didn’t, but it was hard to believe. The porn/Jordan angle totally switched the line of investigation, and he had it on good authority that some people actually thought this was mob-related. (Yes, the mob was in porn. Not in Eastern Washington, but far be it from him to discourage such thinking.) The more days went by, the more he knew it was unlikely they’d ever get nailed for it.

Roan got two new tattoos, mainly because he felt like it. If he could just cover every inch of his skin, would it hide the fur when he transformed? Would he be some weird tattooed lion? He liked to think so. Both were small—one was on his left arm and one was on his right. The first was simply a paintbrush with a ribbon reading “Dylan” on it, and the second was a biohazard symbol. Dylan was touched by the first but felt the second was far too derogatory. Why? He was a biohazard. His blood was toxic, full of a rotten virus that would break your bones and squeeze the life out of you more slowly than a boa constrictor. Much like his Leo astrological tattoo, he felt this was a way of warning the newbies how unclean he was.

Dylan didn’t find that funny.

At the end of the week, Dylan brought up the therapist again, this time suggesting Roan might want to talk to someone because Dylan thought he was depressed. Really? Roan didn’t laugh in his face, but he wanted to. He’d been a depressive all his life, but he could handle it. He was just in a bad period right now. Maybe one of the people he ate at the snuff house disagreed with him. He thanked Dylan for his concern but told him he’d be okay, mainly because he couldn’t imagine what he would say to a therapist. “I really want my lion side to go away. Can you talk to it?”

Against his better judgment, as a sop to Dyl, he met with the reporter, Aidan Lambert, at a coffee shop downtown. He was one of those prematurely balding men, with curly black hair almost hiding the small crop circle at the back of his head, and retro geek-chic thick black frames that he could have ripped off of Elvis Costello in the ’70s. He had a pug nose, liquid brown eyes, and a scraggly, almost pubic goatee. He wasn’t handsome, so he went the opposite route, trying to play up the “quirky” angle that served some character actors so well in independent films but never quite played out the same way in real life. He looked like the love child of Abbie Hoffman and Steve Buscemi, and there was no way any good could come of that. To top it off, it was an unseasonably warm day, and here he was wearing layers and visibly sweating in them (a button-down blue shirt with a gray hoodie and a worn brown leather jacket on top of it. He eventually shucked the jacket. He completed the outfit with khakis and red Converse sneakers that were probably part of the “quirky” aesthetic he was cultivating. This unleashed Roan’s inner flamer—he wanted to tell him “You’re trying way too hard, honey. You just look deranged,” but since he was wearing jeans, hiking boots, and a T-shirt with the words “Now Panic and Freak Out” on it—a gift from Paris, of course—he probably wasn’t qualified to give anyone fashion advice). It was no guess at all to say Aidan was straight.

Right away, Roan told him that there were some questions he wouldn’t answer, and if he told him to move on, he’d better, or that was the end of the interview. To Aidan’s credit, he agreed, and he was almost a little gushy, as he was apparently aware he’d never done a proper interview. (He’d made an occasional statement to the media, but that was about it.) His oddly boyish enthusiasm didn’t make this any less weird.

Aidan stuck to the basics at first, and Roan decided to be diplomatic and pass on making any comment about the church, except when Aidan pointed out he’d had a long, contentious relationship with Eli Winters, he snapped, “It’s a fucking joke, but that doesn’t give any hater nutball the right to shoot the shit out of them.”

That made Aidan sit back and glance down at the micro-cassette recorder on the center of the table, as if afraid Roan’s language would cause it to spontaneously explode. Sadly, it didn’t.

Did this mean he couldn’t curse in this magazine? He mentally vowed to curse some more.

The interview went okay, really. Aidan seemed to be aware there were boundaries he couldn’t get close to, but he eventually came to the topic Roan knew he would. “Are you aware of the videos of you on YouTube?”

Roan sipped his green tea lemonade as he played for time. Shit. “I’ve never posted any videos on YouTube.”

Aidan blinked at him, as if trying to figure out how to best continue. “The video of you punching out that lion went viral.”

“I’ve never punched out a lion.”

“It was you. It wasn’t the greatest quality video, but your hair color is pretty unmistakable, and a couple of cops came out and said it was you.”

He hadn’t heard that. Bastards. “I didn’t punch it out. It had been drugged. That was its final lunge before the drugs kicked in. It just happened I hit it, and the drugs kicked in almost simultaneously.”

“You don’t actually believe that, do you?”

“I was there. I know what happened.”

Aidan consulted his notebook. It was an actual notebook, with chicken-scratch handwriting scrawled haphazardly across the pages in blue and black ink. It was charming in its way. “This was the same incident where you pulled the lion off a person who was being attacked, and then kicked it hard enough to leave a very sizable dent in a parked car.”

“Is there a point to these questions?”

He hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with having to spit it out. “There are… rumors that you have abilities above normal humans.”

“Bullshit.”

“But you do have a superior sense of smell, which has been well documented—”

“Smell. That’s different than what you’re implying. Hell, what are you implying?”

He shifted uneasily in his chair, and Roan was starting to smell his anxiety across the table. “Nothing really, I swear. It’s just that… while doing some research on you, I found some information that seems to indicate that you have some… gifts that aren’t average.”

His stomach sent out an extra pulse of acid. Luckily he was on Vicodin, and outer reactions were hard to muster. “Gifts? What, like the Archie McPhee inflatable toast that my secretary got me for my birthday?”

Aidan scowled at him. “No. You know what I mean.”

“So you’re a mind reader now? Awesome for you.”

“Why are you being hostile?”

“This isn’t hostile. Hostile would be throwing the table through the window. Which I’m considering if that emo bastard who bathed in Axe body spray walks by the table one more time. I swear, that stuff’s a chemical weapon. The UN should outlaw it already.”

Aidan looked like he was tempted by the topic shift, but firmly stayed on point. “There’s rumors of a security camera tape, circulated within the police department, that shows you doing something that would qualify as superhuman.”

Oh goddamn it, that convenience store tape? You’d think they’d have found something more interesting to watch by now. “There’s no such thing as superhuman, only well trained. Ask a stunt man or a karate teacher.”

Aidan looked just a little confused. “So you’re saying you’re just well trained?”

“There you go. As a virus child I have to keep myself in shape anyways, so I’m probably in better shape than most.”

Aidan nodded, but in a strangely reflexive way, like he was hardly paying attention to what Roan said. He tossed his notebook down on the table and shut off the recorder. “This is off the record, okay? Won’t go in the article. Why won’t you come out and admit that you’re different in more ways than the obvious ones?”

“Obvious ones?”

He let out a very slight scoff, almost a hiss through his teeth. “Your hair color, your eyes, your sense of smell, your age and your mental faculties in spite of the fact that you’re a virus child. The fact that you’re an ex-cop and private investigator that looks like you could’ve been in a punk band in the ’90s. None of this is normal.”

Punk band in the ’90s? “Is it the tattoos? And hey, what’s wrong with my eyes?”

“Nothing’s wrong with them! They’re gorgeous. Even I think so, and I don’t notice things like that, and I’m straight. I mean, they’re like cat’s eyes or something.” He then grimaced at his own words, and quickly added, “Not like that. I mean—”

“Don’t turn into a pussy on me, Lambert,” he said, smirking at his own pun. “What do you want me to say? That if I wanted to, I could break every bone in your body without working up a sweat? That I could fight everyone in the cafe right now and win? That in lion form shooting me probably wouldn’t be enough? That I could lion out at will?”

“Well, that’s a little extreme. What I’ve heard is—”

“I don’t care. I deny it all and will deny it all, no matter how true it is or isn’t. And no, that doesn’t mean I’m Republican all of a sudden. It means I know what’s best for me and the people around me.”

“Meaning…?”

“Meaning superhumans are fun from a movie and comic perspective, but think about it. What that makes you is superabnormal. And people sure are accepting of the abnormal, aren’t they? Do you need me to tell you how many websites are devoted to killing all infecteds? They’re not super anything, they’re just diseased, but people get all NIMBY on us all the time. Because we’re unclean, we’re freaks, we’re no longer human. Add another level to that in your mind, Aidan. Add an infected who’s faster than you, stronger, better. They gonna get flowers thrown at them, endorsement deals? No. The Humanity Firsters will fall all over themselves trying to kill you and make themselves a savior or martyr for their cause. Look at this white supremacist idiot who shot into my house and tried to light it up. My partner was in there. He could have been hurt or killed. I really don’t give a shit about me anymore. I can take care of myself—or should I say the lion can take care of me—but I’m not endangering my loved ones. I am not super anything. I’m diseased, like all other infecteds are diseased. My virus just expresses itself differently, that’s all. And I advise you to drop this line of questioning right now.”

His owlish eyes blinked rapidly behind his glasses, and after a moment, he asked, “Could you fight everyone in the cafe?”

Roan shrugged. “Give me a challenge, why don’t you? These pasty-faced English majors could be taken by a hyperactive sixth grader.”

“I’d put up a fight,” he pointed out, turning on the recorder again.

“I’m still betting on the sixth grader. They’re small, but they’ll crawl ya.”

About the time the interview was wrapping up, the photographer arrived, a young woman with stringy blonde hair who was so mannish in her slender frame and way of dress (canvas jacket, hiking boots, flannel shirt) that he would have thought she was a male if he couldn’t smell the estrogen on her. She didn’t wear makeup either, had a slight overbite, and almost startlingly clear blue eyes. Her accent when she spoke was very faintly German. She crouched down and took a few photos of him with the cafe window as the background and said very little, except near the end when she was taking the last of her shots. “The camera loves you,” she told him. “You look haunted.” Was that a compliment? He had no idea, but didn’t care enough to ask.

Aidan thanked him, paid for the drinks, and told him he’d make sure he got a copy of the magazine when it came out. He hesitated by the table as Gerta (or at least that’s what he called the photographer) led the way out. “I understand, you know. But I’m a little surprised someone like you would play it safe.”

Someone like him? Rather than ask, he simply replied, “Lose someone you loved more than life itself and get back to me. Becoming the world’s most famous freak isn’t worth what little I have left.”

He didn’t know if he’d ever understand, or indeed if he understood it himself.





ONLY ONE day later, he checked into Willow Creek so Rosenberg could scan the shit out of him.

He stayed off pills for the drawing of his blood (and they seemed to take a pint, the bastards), but as soon as that was done he went back to his room and popped a few codeine. It was weird being here, because the last time he'd been here was when he checked Paris out of the place. He remembered dropping off books for him, sneaking in sandwiches, getting to know the only tiger strain he’d ever met. It wasn’t bittersweet to be here, more like melancholy. He would dream about him tonight, wouldn’t he?

And he did. They were sitting on a hospital bed, and Paris was shuffling a deck of cards. Right. Paris had tried to teach Roan how to play gin rummy one day, because Roan didn’t know. “How can you be so smart and yet not know how to play a kid’s card game?” Paris asked as he shuffled like a cardsharp. His hair was shorter, as once he was hospitalized here he got rid of his shaggy, overgrown “homeless guy hair” (as he called it).

“’Cause I was a foster kid and I missed out on a lot of things. They do what they can for you at some of the group homes, but mostly you learn shit from the other kids. None were interested in card games beyond the three card variety.”

“Shall I start playing my violin?”

“Quiet, you middle class suburban bastard,” he snapped, and that only made Paris grin at him.

As he dealt the cards, he said, “Congrats, by the way. Good of you to make an honest man out of Dylan. Like the ring too.”

Once again, Roan had to point out he wasn’t for traditional rings, and once again he’d ended up with a guy who was of the same opinion. So their commitment rings—or whatever the fuck you called it; the “not marriage, ’cause that’s icky and gross” rings—were silver bands with a tiny black silhouette of a cat on it. Roan wanted to go with the skull, but Dylan refused. The cat seemed like an ironic compromise. “It’s not a snake eating its tail, but it will do.” He picked up his cards, looked at them, and knew he was dreaming, since the cards made no sense: all face cards, Kings, Jacks, and Jokers (what, no Queens?), some in suits that were unheard of, such as clover, tree, frying pan, and lion. He put the cards down and admitted, “I still miss you.”

“Well, you’d better.”

“I think I’ve fucked up very badly.”

“Not with Dylan?”

“No, with everything else. I don’t think I like what I’m becoming.”

“And what’s that?”

Looking at Paris’s sweet face was so hard it brought tears to his eyes. God, he was so beautiful. It was the tragic kind of beauty too, the kind you knew was doomed from the start. A face that launched a thousand ships and dug a million graves. “I don’t know. I’m so fucking scared I hate myself for it.”

“You hate yourself anyways,” Paris told him, then enfolded him in a hug that Roan realized he was desperate for as soon as he felt his arms around him. He leaned into Paris and breathed him in, aware he was dreaming and not really caring. “Change is inevitable. Just let it come.”

“And let it wash me away?” Actually, come to think of it, that wasn’t a bad idea. To reach total oblivion, an inner space where he just didn’t care anymore.

He always thought happy endings were for dead people. Maybe one of these days, he’d find out for himself.
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