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Dedication





Thanks to the usual suspects (Mom, Charlie, Derek), the unusual suspects (Craig and everyone over at the CxPulp), and the fabulous people at Dreamspinner. 



Oh, and hi, Patrick. Yes, I mean you.


Author’s Note



Four songs are cited in this novel, and I would like to give proper attribution: “Goodbye Sober Day” by Mr. Bungle, “Horse Girl” by These Arms Are Snakes, “Everything’s Ruined” by Faith No More, and “Drown With Me” by Porcupine Tree. I’d encourage you to seek out and listen to these songs, but they’re for the brave and musically adventurous only. Seek at your own risk. (But I love them!) 




1

Gimme Shelter



ROAN knew he should never have taken Nadia Rubin’s case the moment he took it.

She couldn’t afford him, she’d know he was taking pity on her and would probably resent it, and it wasn’t his usual thing anyways. She was asking him to be a bodyguard as much as a detective, and that really wasn’t his thing.

Still, how did you turn down a fellow infected? Especially when they were being threatened by another infected. It almost felt like a duty.

What she was, was a waitress who wasn’t wearing enough makeup to cover all the broken blood vessels beneath her eyes, indications of past beatings. She was a cougar strain, in the midst of a divorce from her abusive husband, Mike Oliver, who’d been threatening her. The problem was, the threats were obscure and personal—leaving dead flowers inside her car, leaving dead mice on her porch, flooding her e-mail with spam, putting dog shit in her mailbox, throwing red food coloring on her door—and to get him arrested she’d have to prove he did it. The cops had talked to him, but it had had no effect whatsoever, and she was sure he was going to ratchet things up, mainly because she’d finally got a restraining order. Right now she had no idea where he was living, as he’d been evicted from his last apartment, and all his family lived in Alabama or Virginia. What she wanted Roan to do was twofold: find where Mike was, and catch him in the act of vandalism. If she could prove something, she could get him arrested for harassment and violating the restraining order.

Oh, and he was cougar strain too. Apparently they’d met through the Church of the Divine Transformation. Sometimes Roan wondered if the universe took perverse pleasure in mocking him.

She couldn’t afford him at all. But he accepted her hundred dollars and lied and said that was his exact fee, and then did a little checking around. He called Gordo but got Seb, who told him Gordo was on vacation. A forced vacation, as Connie had been insisting he take it easier since his heart attack, and he had to play along if he didn’t want to spend the next few months sleeping in the guest room. (Roan totally understood.) Luckily, for all his Joe Friday stoicness, Seb was willing to help. No shock, Oliver was in the system, and one report had flagged him as a TI—total idiot. Great. Usually a guy marked TI was happy giving shit to cops or other authority figures, no matter how big their truncheons or Tasers. They were usually also the first to sue, even though they generally caused their own problems. So yeah, it figured that Mike would be one of those. This guy sounded like a real gem. Why were any women straight? Seriously, if this was the class of guy available, why bother? Not that gay guys couldn’t be abusive dirtbags, Matt’s crackhead stalker proved that, but that just made Roan wonder why evolution even bothered with men. Maybe women would luck out and men would become totally redundant one of these days.

Maybe humanity would become redundant. He suddenly remembered that weird conversation he’d had with Doctor Rosenberg, and immediately shoved it out of his head.

He couldn’t find Mike. He’d flashed his picture to many of the no-tell motels around town, but he just didn’t have time to cover them all, and sometimes the smells were so strong in certain offices (body odor, cigarette smoke, and cheap, heavy aftershave) he couldn’t actually tell if they were lying to him. (He added Aqua Velva and Old Spice to his olfactory shit list, just beneath Axe.) Oliver may have been a TI, but he knew enough not to use credit cards to rent a room.

Nadia lived in a trailer park, the oddly named Golden Bough, but luckily a trailer across the way from her was empty and abandoned. A heavy lock, chain, and hasp were attached to the front door to keep squatters out, so Roan just went ahead and forced a window open. (It was a trailer. None of the locks was especially sturdy.) The trailer was empty inside but hadn’t been long abandoned, as he could smell faint traces of old cigarettes, food, booze, dog, and diapers. A foreclosure? Probably, or people who just picked up and moved in the middle of the night, leaving behind a ratty old trailer and a mountain of bills.

One of the windows had a good view of Nadia’s trailer, so he settled down for a stakeout, pulling out things he’d brought in his messenger bag. He called Dylan to let him know he was staking out a client’s place and explained the circumstances as he set up his digital camera on a tripod. Dylan was worried, mainly because nothing “domestic” (as in domestic violence) ever came out well. Like he had to tell him that? It was a domestic violence incident that had torpedoed his career as a cop. He still had an extra special hatred for bullies, anyone who beat up someone weaker or smaller than them. But if he sat down and was completely honest with himself, he was a bully, because almost no one he fought was strong enough to compete with him. That was the problem with being a freak of nature.

Night settled uneasily, and he watched Nadia come home in her little Accord, dented and rust stained, and she looked around as she unlocked her door and went inside. She didn’t see him, but she wouldn’t—he was far enough away from the window that seeing him would be difficult unless you came right up to it, and since he was both wearing all black and had no light source (he didn’t need one; he had the night vision filter on the camera), he was as good as invisible in the fading light. He allowed himself a schoolboy moment of thinking he was a ninja, then let it go.

He ate a sandwich he’d bought at a deli on the way there, quietly pining for the spicy angel hair pasta Dylan was making tonight (at least he’d leave him leftovers), putting enough mustard on the bread to cover up the taste of subpar turkey. He’d also bought a Mountain Dew and an energy drink, both of which tasted like Satan’s ball sweat with differing amounts of sugar, but he didn’t buy them for taste. He bought them for caffeine and sugar, stuff to keep him awake and alert. He listened to a Stephen King audio book on his iPod, only one earphone in so he could listen for exterior noises. He doubted he’d hear anything, but it was good to cover all the bases.

As he watched Nadia’s trailer, watched lights go on and off in various rooms, his mind wandered to the problem of what he was going to tell Dylan. When Dylan had picked him up from Willow Creek, Roan had told him Rosenberg had said it would take a week or so for results to be known from all the testing, with the blood work possibly taking two. This wasn’t exactly true; some of the tests would take a week or so. But she’d given him some of the results before Dylan arrived, and he’d still been trying to process them as he packed up his small bag. The week was over, and they were into week two now. Dylan was starting to get suspicious, and Roan couldn’t blame him. He was going to have to tell him something. Was it going to be the truth? He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t rely on Dylan’s willingness to play along forever. But what did he say? He wasn’t even sure he’d completely processed what she’d told him yet, mainly because he’d avoided thinking about it as much as possible. But on this dark and boring night watch, he had nothing but time to think.

She’d used technobabble and tried to be nice about it, but she was saying he wasn’t really human anymore, wasn’t she? The virus was doing something to his body, beyond what it had already done. He was becoming something else, which he should have known when his transformation began to happen so rapidly, when things began to shift without his knowledge. A Faith No More song lyric tripped through his mind like an accusation aimed at himself: He made us proud, he made us rich, and how were we to know he’s counterfeit.

He just wished he could’ve made Dylan rich.

About two hours after the last light went off in Nadia’s house, when his audiobook was done and he was listening to These Arms Are Snakes’ album Easter, he saw movement on the grass plot of the trailer next to Nadia’s, someone trying to sneak past, avoiding the gravel on the street and the porch lights on in front of most of the trailers. Was it some guy stumbling home drunk, or had Mike made his job easier by coming after her his first night on the job?

He couldn’t get a good look at the guy’s face, but the build looked similar. (He was wearing all dark clothes too, the bastard.) There was a glint of metal as he removed something from beneath his jacket, and Roan didn’t think it was a gun. A knife? Maybe a crowbar. But he didn’t like the fact that the guy was making a beeline for her trailer.

Roan ripped off his iPod and called 9-1-1 on his cell, using the ID number he had with the police department. Okay, it only identified him as a “consultant,” someone on the periphery of actual police work, but they’d act faster (at least in theory). He left the line open and dropped the phone on the floor after giving the address, climbing out the window and sprinting across the street toward Nadia’s trailer.

Mike was in his own world, he didn’t hear him or see him, so Roan pulled out his MagLite and twisted it on, shining it in his startled face. “Stop right there, Mike. Drop it.” Mike turned toward him, his face already a mask of belligerence. Roan could smell beer on him, but not enough to call him drunk. 

“Who the fuck ’re you?” he snapped. “Get off my property.”

“This isn’t your property. It’s Nadia’s, and you’re violating the restraining order. I’m giving you a chance you don’t deserve. Leave, now.” It was a crowbar, and currently he was holding it like a bat, the metal bar hanging down beside his leg.

Mike scowled at him. Roan could see every bit of his stubble, like tiny iron filings driven into his pores. “You the guy she’s fucking, huh?”

Roan scoffed. “Why do you abusive assholes always say that? Just ’cause you’re cheating on her doesn’t mean she’s cheating on you.” 

Mike took a step toward him, tapping the crowbar against his leg. “Get the fuck outta here before I shove this up your ass.”

Roan knew exactly what this comment would do, how Mike would react to it, but he made it anyways. Once a smartass, always a smartass. “Oh, so you’re gay now, are you?”

Mike charged, giving Roan a one-handed shove to the chest that sent him back a couple of steps as he brought the crowbar up with his other hand, going for the head. If Roan had been normal, he’d probably have had his skull pounded in. Luckily, he wasn’t.

He brought up his left arm to block the crowbar, and at the same time threw a right cross that he judged to be pretty soft, but hard enough to send Mike a message.

And that’s where it went horribly wrong.

He heard the crack of bone on impact, and since he didn’t feel any unusual pain in his hand, assumed he’d just broken Mike’s jaw or cheekbone. But Mike dropped like a stone and started seizing the moment he hit the ground, back arching and limbs flailing like he was trying to fight off some invisible beast. Roan had two seconds to process what he was seeing and realized, with a wrenching, stinging sensation in his gut, that he no longer had any ability to judge how hard he was hitting anyone.

He hadn’t broken Mike’s jaw. He’d broken his skull.

He dropped to his knees and confirmed Mike’s airway was clear, really the only thing you could do for a seizing person. He was aware that a light had come on in Nadia’s trailer about the time Mike had tried to stave his head in with the crowbar, but he hadn’t paid any attention to it. Now he heard the door open, and without looking back, he told her, “Call 9-1-1 and tell them Roan McKichan requests an ambulance ASAP at this location. Got it?”

He saw a rectangle of light on the patchy square of ground that passed for Nadia’s “lawn.” She was in the doorway, a watching shadow, but she had yet to move. “Why?” she finally asked, and in it he heard the years of bitterness, the cold hatred aimed squarely at her soon-to-be ex (or late) husband, the type of hate you could really only have for someone you used to love. He wondered if Dylan would ever take on that tone while talking about him.

“Do it!” he snapped, not caring if she took some of his rage. The one person he really wanted to get angry at was himself, but he knew from having actually tried it that beating up yourself did no good at all, and was never as satisfying as it should have been.

She finally disappeared inside the trailer again, taking her sweet time about it, and he heard the siren of a police car, faint but growing louder.

This had been such a horrible mistake. After what Rosenberg had told him, he shouldn’t even be around Humans anymore.

He closed his eyes and punched the ground until he felt a bone in his hand shift and break, and he had to swallow back a roar that was more anger than pain.

He’d always known he was a freak among freaks, but after this, everybody was going to know.


2

Born on a Day the Sun Didn’t Rise



ROAN was prepared to be arrested. Perhaps that’s why it didn’t happen.

He didn’t know either of the cops who arrived, but they seemed to know who he was, and as he told them what happened, Nadia came out and verified his story, agreeing that Roan only hit him with his fist, and he’d only punched him after Mike tried to hit him with the crowbar. This was a lie, as Nadia wasn’t out in time to see it, but they believed her, and he wasn’t about to point out his client was lying.

When the EMTs arrived, he recognized the female one as Nicole Corbett, one of Dee’s friends. As such, she gave him an out. When he said he’d punched Mike and fractured his skull, she shook her head and said, “Unless he has brittle bone disease, I doubt it. It was probably the way he hit the ground.”

Her partner bought it, as did the cops, but he wondered if that would last. He hoped so, but he wouldn’t count on it. Especially once the X-rays were taken.

They stabilized Mike and got him out in the ambulance, and the cops told him the usual: don’t leave the state, we’ll call with any further questions, yada yada yada. So he got a pass. He’d fractured some poor bastard’s skull, and he got a pass. Okay, yeah, he was clearly the king of the douche bags, but it still didn’t seem right.

Roan collected his things from the trailer and went home, feeling numb to his core. Could he do this anymore? What else could he do?

He couldn’t be around Humans anymore. What was he supposed to do?

He was kind of hoping Dylan would be asleep when he got home, but he wasn’t. He was sitting on the couch, working on his sketchpad, and when Roan came in the door, he started to ask him how things went, but stopped when he looked at his face. “Oh god, what went wrong?”

He felt so tired, so terrible and almost feverish, that he had no will to even lie. He told Dylan what had happened, and admitted that he was getting less Human as time went on, that he was becoming unrecognizable even to himself. His hand was hurting but he ignored it—the Vicodin probably helped there—but it was starting to swell and Dylan saw that. He got him an ice pack and wanted to take him to the emergency room, but Roan informed him he never needed to see a doctor for a broken bone—he could just force a change, and his bones would heal right up. That’s what they did when he transformed: they broke themselves and then reset in another configuration. He was the Amazing Bone-Snapping Man, and he could do it at will. He even had extra tendons. Rosenberg had told him that last bit; the scans revealed tendons that had never been seen in a Human body before, and no one was sure what to make of them. Even she wasn’t sure what their function was, except perhaps they were the “backup”—when he transformed, his tendons and muscles tore too, and healed, but the spare tendons simply stretched and didn’t tear, so they were ready to go when he transformed from Human to lion, no healing time necessary. More of his body’s adaptation to the new regime.

Dylan held him and kissed him, and that’s when he noticed. “Are you running a fever?”

“My body temperature goes up with a change. That and my blood pressure.”

“But you didn’t change.”

“I did, but I didn’t.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Tell me about it.” He felt tired and a bit dizzy, so Dylan led him upstairs and tucked him into bed, and whispered words of comfort to him that he appreciated without actually listening to what was being said. Roan didn’t actually care what he was saying anyways, it didn’t matter.

Things weren’t all right, and they wouldn’t ever be all right.





DYLAN held Roan until he was sure he had fallen asleep, wondering if now that he’d admitted the truth he’d sleep any better.

Ever since coming back from Willow Creek, Roan had slept really poorly, although he probably didn’t know Dylan knew that. He probably thought he was being crafty, sneaking out of bed in the middle of the night to read or work on the heavy bag in his office. Sometimes Dylan heard him, or just woke up to find himself alone, although a quick check would confirm that Roan was downstairs.

Some people worried that their partner or spouse was cheating on them. Him, he worried his was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

He quietly crept out of the bedroom, heading back downstairs to retrieve his sketchpad. He’d been making some sketches for Jade, Roan’s infected tattoo artist friend, as she was willing to pay him for his designs, and he figured why the hell not. Art was art, whether it was on a wall or on your arm.

He checked the time, and figured it wasn’t necessarily too late, so he called Dee. Although he sounded slightly rushed when he answered his cell, Dee didn’t tell him he was busy. Dylan asked if he knew what had happened with Roan tonight, but it was a stupid question, because of course he did.

Dee confirmed that the X-rays seemed to indicate a blow to the side of the head was responsible for the guy’s skull fracture; it wasn’t impact with the ground. But since few people could punch that hard, there seemed to be a general consensus of freak accident that Dee was doing his best to encourage. The one bright spot here was the guy was probably going to live.

“How’s he doing?” Dee asked, referring to Roan.

“Honestly? Horribly. He’s pretending he’s not falling apart, but he’s unraveling, and I don’t know what to do.”

“You know, I don’t get that. If someone told me I was better than Human, I’d get me a nifty spandex outfit and a publicist.”

Dylan sighed irritably. Dee was just trying to be funny, but there was a kernel of truth in there as well. “He’s been different all his life. He wants to be less different, not more, but every time he turns around he’s getting more different. I think he feels he’s getting farther and farther away from the Human, and yes, while that sounds like a marvelous idea, it isn’t to Roan. The thought of it is killing him.”

Dee sighed. “Oh, the big drama queen.”

“You know, I appreciate you trying to be funny, but not right now. He’s barely hanging on. You should have seen his face when he came home tonight.”

“What, he looked like he killed someone?”

“Worse. He looked like he had given up. And the way he talked—” He sniffed and rubbed his eyes, unaware he was tearing up until he could feel the drops running from his eyelids. “Fuck. I want to help him, but I don’t know how.”

“Give him pills.”

“Would you stop? I’m serious.”

“Me too.”

“I’m going to hang up now.”

“Stop. Okay, look, he won’t talk to a therapist, will he?”

“No. He’ll barely talk to me. Why, I don’t know. No, I do, but I’m pretending I don’t.” Because Dylan had freaked out and almost left him after seeing him partially transformed. But it wasn’t that, not really; he knew from the beginning that Roan wasn’t your average person. It was just the idea that he wasn’t telling him anything, that he was keeping him out of his life completely. At first he thought it was because he really didn’t love him—Roan didn’t want to be alone, but he didn’t love Dylan. Eventually he decided the problem was Roan himself: he was scared of what he was becoming, of what was happening to him, and had decided the best way to handle it was to completely deny it. It wasn’t an ideal way of handling anything, but he had this sinking feeling Roan was tired of being who he was. He wasn’t stupid enough to commit suicide… maybe. Dylan no longer knew. He just knew Roan was tired of being a “freak” (Roan’s term), and there was no fixing that.

Dee sighed. “Then you know what you have to do.”

He did, and he didn’t like it. “Talk to Doctor Rosenberg.”

“She gets through to him where others fail. He won’t like it, but what does he like nowadays? Call her.”

“He’ll hate me.”

“He won’t. He might be angry, but not for long.”

He knew Dee was right, but it felt like a kind of betrayal to go behind Roan’s back and talk to his doctor. Still, she was a formidable person, and Roan was at his best when he faced off with someone equal to or stronger than him. She would kick his ass, and he probably needed it.

But it was too late to call tonight. After getting off the phone, he wandered back upstairs and watched Roan sleep for a few minutes, wondering if that twitch in his hand meant anything, if it was at all related to the movement behind his eyelids.

Lately, Roan had taken to occasionally growling in his sleep, a deep, throaty rumble that had scared him awake the first time he heard it. Dylan had thought maybe an angry wolf had somehow found a way into their bedroom, although why he’d thought that first he had no idea. A sleeping mind was a strange thing.

And a sleeping lion’s mind was probably stranger than most.





A SUDDEN feeling of impending attack woke Roan up.

It was stupid of course, insane, and he knew it the minute he opened his eyes and sat up. Some lingering dream fear, a nightmare already forgotten.

Who got woken up by feelings? That was just stupid.

It was early morning, full of drizzle and birdsong, and Dylan was sleeping so peacefully Roan didn’t want to wake him up. So he used the downstairs bathroom to shower, shave, and check his pill stash. He briefly wondered what would happen if he took all his Percocets and Vicodins at once—would it kill him? No, how could it? Elephant tranqs didn’t kill him. It wouldn’t be fair to Dylan anyways.

Roan had a piece of toast, gulped down a couple Vicodin with his morning orange juice, and set out for the office. Since he was so early, he stopped by a doughnut shop and picked up a few to bribe Fiona with, as well as give the office a pleasant smell. It smelled kind of dusty and stale, since he so rarely opened the office nowadays; he was getting to the point where he was thinking he should close it up. He didn’t want to sack Fi, though, and he hated to let the space go since he had so many memories of Paris here. Sometimes, on days like these, he expected to unlock the door and see Paris sitting behind the desk, giving him a smartass grin, and he was always so disappointed to find him gone.

He put the doughnuts on Fi’s desk and got down to the paperwork he’d been putting off, half expecting Seb to show up with his temporary new partner and ask him about last night. It never happened.

His mind wandered, and he typed out an e-mail to Dylan, in preparation for the day when he transformed into a lion and didn’t turn back. He may have told him about the secondary tendons last night, but he hadn’t told him about how his aorta walls had thickened, not in a heart disease way but a puzzling way, one that Rosenberg deduced was to shore them up, keep them from spontaneously rupturing when his blood pressure skyrocketed during a change. He hadn’t told him about the fact that it looked like he now had cartilage in his jaw, presumably to help the shift; that he had two teeth that had apparently, at some point, grown back (one had been pulled as a child; the other had been knocked out in a fight), and they were a different density than the other teeth in his mouth. (Why was a bit of a puzzler, but Rosenberg figured they were constants, the same in Human and lion form.) He had what initially looked like bone spurs in his hands and wrists, but what she figured were extra bone and cartilage that became his claws in lion form. Almost all his joints were oddly shaped internally now (luckily you couldn’t really see it on the outside), for what she figured was flexibility. The muscle density in his legs and arms had changed, and she assumed that’s what gave him his astounding long jump and occasional superstrength. There was more, something about his blood vessels changing shape, something about him requiring more protein and iron, but at that point he was too overwhelmed to pay much attention. He kept seeing his X-rays on the light screen, with their weird, almost ghostly bones buried within the normal bones of his hands. Internally, he was transforming—how long until it moved to the outside? How long did he have until he stopped looking like a human being? What would he do then? All he knew was he’d kill himself before he ended up in a fucking zoo, or vivisected in some doctor’s lab. Even Rosenberg looked at him in a strangely avaricious way, like she couldn’t wait to show off his abnormalities to the medical community and make her bones as the greatest infected researcher of all time. Maybe that wasn’t fair, but he didn’t know what to think or feel anymore.

She said the virus was accelerating; she said it was altering more of his genes, and she couldn’t say why. She said it might be part of its life cycle, it’s just that no infected had lived long enough to experience this kind of acceleration. “Maybe the end result of the virus is—or is supposed to be—total transformation.”

Now he remembered. He’d dreamed those words this morning; they had woken him up. He noticed his hands were shaking and he saved a draft, stopped typing, and took another Vicodin. Eventually, the shaking stopped. It occurred to him he had no memory of forcing a change to fix the bone in his hand, but it no longer felt broken.

Fi came in, and they both enjoyed a doughnut while he told her about the resolution of the Rubin case. She didn’t think he should feel bad about breaking his skull since he was a wife-beating bastard, but he didn’t tell her that wasn’t really what he felt bad about. He was terrified that he could no longer control anything—his own strength, his own musculature, the change. He was losing control in increments. One of these days, he wouldn’t have any left at all.

He was about to tell her he was going to close up shop early today, he was in no mood to work, when the door opened and two infecteds walked in. He could smell them before they were all the way through—one lion, one leopard.

One was average height, a bit pudgy, with a figure like a salt shaker, his overly moussed brown hair helmet acting as the round top. He wore dark slacks with a navy blue sports coat that didn’t quite match but was probably supposed to, paired with a pale pink button-down shirt he left open at the collar, like they’d all just time traveled to the seventies. Except for his anchorman hair, he was unremarkable, a whey-faced schlub who wore an expression like he thought he was pretty damn cool, suggesting a level of self-delusion that was awe inspiring. The man behind him wore a matching black suit, like a funeral director, and was nearly an entire foot taller, his body as long and lean as a surfboard, his thinning hair shaved down to a few translucent wisps. He wore black sunglasses and a matching black skinny tie, like an old member of a ska band who refused to change with the times. He was supposed to be muscle, and maybe he was; he could have had wiry, lanky strength, but Roan couldn’t fear a leopard on his worst day. Or any other infected for that matter. Maybe a tiger strain. They smelled more like annoyance than trouble. Salt-shaker man held out his hand and pasted on a creepy smile that didn’t quite reach his incurious brown eyes. “Roan McKichan, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Roan deliberately looked down at his hand like he didn’t know what it was, and then looked at him with the faintest of scowls. “Who the fuck are you?”

The man didn’t let it faze him. He lowered his hand like he’d never offered it and said, “I’m David Bolt.” He said it like Roan was supposed to know it. He didn’t, but he took a wild guess.

“You the new nacho grande over at the Church?”

He smirked. “That’s an amusing way to put it. I was told you were funny.”

“Get the fuck out.”

“Now there’s no need to be hostile—”

“There’s every need. Get the fuck out.”

The muscle took a step toward him, and Roan took a step toward him in return, glaring at the lenses of his sunglasses, which he was tempted to slap off his long horsey face. He would be damned if he’d ever be intimidated in his own office. “You wanna try something, Lurch? Really?”

“Hey, now, I didn’t come to fight,” Bolt claimed, waving his hands ineffectually. What was he trying to do, flag down a cab? “I have a proposition for you, Mr. McKichan.”

“And I got one for you. There’s the door—use it.”

Bolt seemed to be deliberately ignoring him. “I know your history with the Church has been a bad one, but we’d like to make amends.”

“By catching the first bus outta town?”

Bolt almost smirked, but stopped himself when he heard the growl coming from the base of Roan’s throat. He couldn’t stop it, and he didn’t even try. Bolt pressed on, although now nervousness was evident, a smell like kelp going bad. “No. Things have been in disarray since Elijah died, and the tragic shooting only brought home the fact that we must be a united front against the prejudice faced by our people. We need a leader who can unite us, take us into battle against the normals who would kill us all.”

“You starting a jihad?”

“Hardly. We just need you.”

Roan wasn’t sure he heard him correctly over his own growling. “What?”

“We need you to lead us, Roan,” Bolt said, and he was dead serious.

It was a good thing he was completely medicated, otherwise he might have dropped dead from shock.
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IF THIS jackass wasn’t yanking his chain—and it really seemed like he wasn’t—then the world had gone from simply insane to bugfuck insane. “You are aware I loathe everything you stand for?”

“I’m aware there’s been a problem in communication,” Bolt replied blandly.

“Are you also aware I’m an atheist?”

“Our Church is open to all of our infected brethren, no matter their belief system. Or lack thereof.”

Roan shook his head. He knew he was incredibly drugged up, so he looked at Fiona, who seemed just as startled as he was, and asked, “Is this actually happening, or am I hallucinating?”

“If you’re hallucinating, so am I,” she replied.

Okay, that settled that. “I’ll give you credit for thinking outside the box, but you’re out of your fucking mind,” he told Bolt.

Bolt shook his head, but Roan could read nothing in his expression. “Am I? You are respected in the infected community, feared by some, and even some of the normals know who you are. It can be argued you’re one of the most famous infecteds existing today.”

“Famous?”

“On a regional level.”

“Umm, no. But thanks for playing.”

Bolt shook his head. “Are you actually playing dumb?”

“You’re blowing sunshine up my ass and I have no idea why. Flattery doesn’t work even for guys trying to get into my pants.” He was hoping the reminder of his extremely gay lifestyle would make Bolt hesitate, and there was an obvious blanching, but it only threw Bolt off his spiel for a moment.

“I’m not sure it’s flattery. Yelling your name in a crowded police station will get you some dirty looks.”

“Yeah, but that’s probably not related to my infected status.”

“You garner a certain respect few other infecteds can claim.”

“If hostility can be interpreted as respect, I’ll give you that.”

He shook his head again, impatience finally showing. “You’re not going to take this seriously, are you?”

“Look, I give you lots of credit for balls, but there’s just no way in hell I’m joining your Church.”

“Why not?”

“Why not? Are you seriously asking that? Where do I start? How about your predilection for suckering in Goth kids and other awkward teens and getting them infected?”

He spread his hands out as if offering something. “If you don’t like something, change it. We understand this is a two-way street.”

Actually, that was a tempting offer, and he might have even taken Bolt up on it if he thought he was at all serious. “What if I told you the only thing that would make me happy would be me killing the whole lot of you and burning your Church to cinders?”

Bolt looked utterly bewildered and slightly scared. Fiona cut the tension by interjecting, “Excellent Simpsons reference.”

“Thank you. At least someone knows the classics.” Roan threw up his hand dismissively and said, “You made your offer. Please go now.”

“I didn’t expect an answer right away. Please think about it, don’t dismiss it out of hand,” Bolt said, almost pleading. “Call me when you’ve made up your mind.”

“I’ve made it up now,” Roan pointed out, but Bolt and Lurch were already on their way out the door.

As soon as they were gone, he asked Fiona, “Would it have made any difference if I’d said it in a Groundskeeper Willie accent?”

“Probably not. It was totally over their heads.” She paused briefly, clearly thinking something over. “You know, maybe you should do it.”

He stared at her. “Pardon?”

“Come on! There’s no better way to destroy a system than from the inside.”

“So you think I should join them just to bring them down?”

“There’s no better reason. Eli would die a second time if he knew you were heading up his church. It sounds like fun.”

Wow. Vengeance, thy name is dominatrix.

“What, I just join something I know nothing about to run it straight into the ground?”

“Why not? George Bush did it, why can’t you?”

That was an excellent point.

He told Fiona he was closing down early for the day since he’d already had his quota of crazy, which was fine with her since she had a lunch date with Tank anyways (wow, they’d been together almost three weeks—that seemed semi-serious), and while she invited him along, he declined. As it was, he called Dylan to see if he could meet him for lunch. They arranged to meet at Pho Pacific, a Vietnamese restaurant that both was good and had a decent selection of vegetarian food, and was also almost perfectly situated between his office and where Dylan was currently job hunting.

Lunch was good, they talked about everything but his new physical reality as some kind of freakazoid Human/lion creature. Dylan was astonished at Bolt’s offer, but being Buddhist, didn’t think joining just to destroy them would be a good idea. (He’d make a shitty dominatrix.)

After lunch, Dylan went off to a bar that was hiring, and Roan was going to go home and sleep, except it was then the cops called and asked him to come in and make an official statement. He hoped they weren’t going to quietly arrest him, but it might have been a mercy.

It turned out to be an hour and a half of sheer boredom as he repeated his story three different times, and it didn’t change one iota from the night of the incident. As the poor son of a bitch cop took his statement (so new he pretty much squeaked), he found himself wondering if anything Bolt said was true. Did they actually respect him? They didn’t much when he was a cop. But that was before they knew he had superpowers. Perhaps respect varied depending on how much you could do for—and to—a person. In fact, that made perfect sense.

He was able to discover that it looked like Oliver was going to live, and pressing charges would be unlikely, because Nadia’s official statement backed up his (what a shock) and it appeared to be self-defense, and Oliver was violating a restraining order anyways. As for the skull fracture, it seemed to be written off as a “freak accident.” Roan wanted to say Emphasis on freak, but kept it to himself.

He found himself sitting in his car, staring out the windshield at nothing, wondering why he felt numb and empty. Oh, right, he was full of Vicodin. That could do that to a person. Or whatever he was.

He supposed he should give up the pills before he got really addicted, but he was afraid the pills were the only thing helping keep his lion at bay. He was terrified that if he completely sobered up, he’d be a full lion in a week. Maybe it wasn’t true, but did he know that for sure? He knew nothing. He didn’t even know what was happening to him anymore.

Roan stared at his eyes in the rearview mirror, trying to see if his eyes had changed, but he could no longer tell.

He had the keys in the ignition when his cell rang, and he almost didn’t answer it, but figured what the fuck. It turned out to be Holden.

“You busy right now?”

“Not at the moment. Why?”

“I could use a lift. Can you pick me up? I’m at a bar, Cooper’s, down the street from the Red Lion.”

Roan puzzled over this for a moment, before he realized that Holden’s voice sounded funny. Kind of congested. “Is everything all right?”

“No. Client got violent on me, I had to beat the shit out of him—look, I don’t wanna discuss it on the phone. Can you give me a ride? I don’t wanna deal with a cabbie right now.”

“What do you mean, a client got violent on you?” He shook his head, and asked, “Are you all right?”

“A little bruised, but I’ve had worse.”

That wasn’t reassuring, as being a street kid and a prostitute pretty much guaranteed you had gotten the shit beaten out of you at some point. “Were you—”

“I really don’t wanna talk about this right now,” Holden interrupted. “I just wanna get home.”

“Yeah, okay.” He sighed. Holden sounded oddly fragile, like he was one good push away from either crying or screaming in rage. He wasn’t sure which would be worse. “I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

“I’ll be here,” Holden replied, and hung up.

Given that he was now considered a high-class prostitute, Holden was less likely to be treated badly by his clients, but it didn’t make him perfectly safe. Even people who paid the big bucks could still be unfathomable dicks, basically paying a thousand dollars to slap a trick around. The weird part of this was Holden was so solid. He was a big guy, not a twink, not someone anorexia thin and waifish; he had a broad-shouldered build and still looked a bit like the high school athlete he had been before his life took its sudden turn. You’d never look at him and think “easy mark”… unless you knew he was a hooker, and then you might automatically discount him. That’s what had happened at the snuff filmmakers’ compound, and look what that got them. Just because you allowed other people to use you didn’t mean that you were a complete pushover doormat. Roan just hoped Holden hadn’t killed the client.

Cooper’s was a bar like any other bar—poorly lit, reeking of beer and despair, classic rock playing faintly in a background slightly overwhelmed by SportsCenter coming from a small TV over the bar, which almost no one was paying attention to. Holden was sitting slumped at the end of the bar nearest the door, working on what Roan guessed was a gin and tonic (Holden liked gin—it seemed to be the only alcohol he really liked). Roan sat on the empty stool beside him and asked, “Ready to go?”

“Yeah.” He swigged down the rest of his drink, and Roan saw some of the damage done.

“Holy shit.” He turned Holden’s face toward him. He had a bloodied lower lip, with a slight tear in the corner of his mouth, and his left eye was bruised and starting to blacken. It wasn’t bad right now, but in a few hours it’d be a good-sized shiner.

Holden twisted his head away and said, “Don’t worry about it. Guy surprised me, got a couple of good licks in, but then I recovered and got him. If you think I look bad, you should see him.”

“You should report him to police. I’ll come with you.”

He shook his head as he swiveled off his stool. “No need.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause I did worse to him, and I let him know if he went to the cops about me, I’d destroy him. I meant it.” Holden headed out, shoulders hunched, hands dug in the pockets of his leather jacket. He was in his jeans/white T-shirt outfit that might as well have been the male hustler uniform. Roan followed, but waited to speak until they were in the car.

“Politician or preacher?”

“Circuit court judge.”

Roan hadn’t expected that. “Really?”

“You haven’t heard the best bit. He was in town to speak at a prayer breakfast this morning, and he was probably drunk by the afternoon. He’s a fucking mean drunk.”

Roan shook his head as he started the car. “Superconservative? Married?”

“Oh yeah. The perfectly average wife and two point five kids, and a record of decisions that makes the Christian Right oh so very happy. Unbeknownst to them, he has a thing for cock and a raging form of alcoholism that makes him an insufferable bastard. If you told me he beat his oh so perfect wife and kids, I wouldn’t be surprised.” After a brief pause, Holden added, “I have pictures.”

“What?”

“It’s my insurance when I get hired by a guy who is powerful enough to have me railroaded if he gets caught or things otherwise go south. I take pictures of them. If we end our relationship without fuss, the pictures are destroyed and they know nothing about them. If things go wrong, they’re my ace in the hole. I won’t go down alone. They think they can bury me, they’re fucking going with me. And he has lots to lose—not just the wife and kids and support of Rick Santorum, but his entire career. Hiring a prostitute is against the law, you know. The law he’s supposed to be enforcing.” Holden was looking out the passenger window, a muscle in his jaw clenching and unclenching, like he was chewing something hard and unpleasant.

“How many power people do you have on your client list?” Mostly Roan was just curious.

Holden glanced down at his hand, and his fingers twitched like he was silently counting. Holy shit, he was. “Four at the moment, counting him. But he’s now an ex-client—nobody fucking hits me.”

“There’s a politician and a preacher, right?” Holden simply nodded. “So who’s the third?”

Holden was so silent for so long, Roan assumed he wasn’t going to tell him. But finally he said, “Army brass.”

Considering the sheer amount of military bases in the state, he shouldn’t have been surprised. “Brass, as in…?”

“Near the top, decorated, a shitload of guys under his command, career almost as old as I am.”

“Shit.”

“He’s my oldest client, agewise, but he’s in better shape than most of ’em. And he’s good with discretion, but then he’d have to be.”

“Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

“Yep.”

“He married?”

“Divorced. That way he can say he’s dedicated his life to his job ’cause he never got over his wife leaving him. Although she left because he stopped having sex with her, but hey, why spoil a good story with details?”

“You are aware how risky this is, don’t you? If they catch you taking pictures—”

“They haven’t and they won’t. Give me some credit, I’m not an idiot.”

“I know, but you’ve been hurt enough.”

“Well, if I didn’t wanna get hurt, I shoulda never become a hooker,” he said in an offhand, derisory manner. There was almost always truth in the awful, but it seemed cruel to say that about himself. But Holden seemed to be in a very black mood right now, so Roan didn’t say it out loud.

Once they got back to Holden’s place, Roan went to see if he had any ice packs in his freezer while Holden went off to his bathroom. Maybe to retrieve painkillers, maybe to punch a hole in the wall, he didn’t know and decided not to ask, giving him that much respect and privacy.

He found an ice pack in an otherwise almost empty freezer (he had a couple of frozen dinners, that was it), and had found a bottle of aspirin in the cupboard when Holden came back out, stripped to his black boxer briefs. Somehow he looked slightly more intimidating half naked than dressed, although Roan had no idea how that worked. Holden had a reddish mark on his knee that might ripen to a bruise—he’d either taken a kick to the shins or kneed the judge in a place where he hit bone pretty hard. Holden sat on the couch, as always unashamed, and asked, “Know any retired hookers?”

Roan brought him the ice pack, which he took with a slight nod of thanks, but he declined the aspirin with a wave of his hand. Roan put it back on the counter. “Can’t say I do.”

“That’s because we don’t retire. We get dead or we drift away, but little good ever comes of us.”

“So be the first.”

That seemed to surprise him. “What?”

“You’ve been many firsts, Holden. This will be just one more for you.”

Holden remained one of the strangest men Roan had ever met, mainly because he could never quite get a bead on him. Other people he could figure out, know what their reaction would be in certain situations, but Holden? By nature an unpredictable creature, and he probably liked it that way. All Roan really knew about him was, if things went tits up, you wanted him on your side. If there was a zombie apocalypse, you definitely wanted Holden on your mall-occupying crew. If there was a way to survive, he would find it.

Roan slumped in a chair parallel to Holden’s sofa as Holden held the ice pack to his bruised eye and asked, “Why do you make it sound so easy? I’m a dropout, I’ve done porn, all my skills seem to be illegal in nature. It’s not like I can hand over a CV with S&M Boys on it and be taken seriously by anyone.”

“S&M Boys?”

“I’m not Fiona, but I’ll do light dom. It’s on my web page.”

“Fiona’s harder than you?”

“Much. I’m really very vanilla at heart. I’ll only get a little weird before it starts getting too silly for me to take seriously. Fiona has a better poker face than I do.” He paused a moment. “There’s probably a better way to put that.”

“Probably.” It actually took Roan a moment to find the slightest entendre about that.

“Maybe I should take Paul up on his offer.”

“Paul?”

“A guy who’s a semiregular. He’s told me he’s willing to pay me to be an exclusive.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I’d be his houseboy. He’d pay me to live with him and be his boy toy. He’s rich too, has a nice place on Orcas Island. There’s little downside to it.”

He stared at him in disbelief. “Except you’d be property.”

“What am I now? Little better. Besides, isn’t that what relationships are? You’re someone’s property. It’s just that in this case the rules are firmly established going in.”

“No, that’s not what relationships are supposed to be. Honestly Holden, the idea is kind of pathetic. This guy can’t date without money being involved?”

“No. All he got was gold diggers after his money. He figured if he paid me and worked out a payment schedule in advance, it would be the most honest relationship he’s ever had. And to be honest, to get those good-looking boys, he’d have to have money. He’s not ugly, but he’s plain, and about forty pounds overweight, with the muscle tone of a blanket. At least he’s aware of his limitations.”

Roan just glared at him. He was at least half serious, and that was a half too much. “You can do better. You don’t have to keep selling yourself.”

“Maybe not, but it’d be easier.”

“Since when do you take the easy way?”

That made him smile, but it was bittersweet, sad, and almost mocking. “Haven’t you been paying attention, Roan? The easy way is the only way I take.” He put the ice pack down on his coffee table and sat forward, shoulders rounded with exhaustion. “I had some Tylenol Three left over from my last dentist visit, and now I’m thinking I shouldn’t have combined them with gin.”

“How many did you take?”

“Two.”

“How much gin?”

“Also two, at the bar.”

Roan shook his head. “You should be fine. You’ll sleep like a log for about ten hours, but you’ll be fine.”

He nodded. “Sleep sounds good.” He stood up, but hesitated. “Umm… I don’t mean this in any other way, okay? I just mean what I ask.”

“Okay,” Roan agreed hesitantly. Did anything good ever get prefaced that way?

He seemed unnaturally embarrassed, rubbing his own arms as if suddenly cold, looking in Roan’s direction but not at him. “Would you, um, would you stay with me? I mean, just until I fall asleep. I don’t really feel like being alone right now, but when I’m unconscious, I won’t care.”

So here was where Holden’s shame laid—in human weakness. Anything that made him seem less like the self-sufficient hardass he liked to present himself as (and oh, didn’t that sound familiar). He nodded, and said, “Sure.” To make the mood slightly less awkward, Roan added, “I’ve always wanted to look through your CD collection.”

Holden rolled his eyes. “CDs? Shit, you should go to bed, old man. Who has CDs anymore?”

“Don’t you mock your elders. I’ll club you with my walker.”

“Yeah yeah, don’t break a hip.” He went back toward his bedroom, but he stopped at the doorway and gave him a look that was surprisingly kind and almost grateful. “Thanks.” There was something in his look that suggested he wouldn’t have minded if Roan had joined him, but he pretended not to see it.

“It’s not a problem.” And it wasn’t. He owed Holden a lot, but it wasn’t something they talked about. It was an almost impossible conversation to start: Thank you for not killing me when I was a lion, thanks for not freaking out, thanks for making sure I didn’t kill you too. Besides, there was almost no good place that could go.

Roan sat in the relative quiet of Holden’s still surprisingly neat living room, and wondered for the millionth time how his life had got so fucked up, and where you went to request a do-over.
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ROAN wondered if he had fallen asleep before Holden did.

Holden had just gone back to his bedroom when Roan stared up at his ceiling and yawned, wondering if the upstairs neighbor really was rollerblading (that’s what it sounded like), and it seemed like no time at all had passed when he suddenly woke up in the chair where he had dozed off. Holy shit—he’d taken too many pills. He checked his watch, and was relieved to see he’d lost only an hour.

He ventured into Holden’s bedroom, to make sure he was asleep. He was, lying on his side (good—it wasn’t likely he’d vomit in his sleep, but still, it was a good idea), half his blanket pooling on the floor. Roan picked it up and draped it over his torso, and on some mad impulse, briefly stroked his driftwood colored hair. It was soft, although there was a bit of brittleness from hair product. He felt a brief flare of warmth for him and wasn’t sure why, except Holden was his “sidekick,” and possibly just as fucked up as he was, but in a totally different way.

Oh, what was he thinking? No one was as fucked up as he was.

He left Holden’s apartment, locking the door behind him, and realized he felt funny as he walked back to his car. Why? It took him a bit to figure it out, but he was sober, sober and hungry, and he had these weird aches in his shoulders and hip joints. Not pain, not… exactly. It was just an odd feeling, one he couldn’t quite pin down or describe. He didn’t feel quite right in his own body anymore, did he?

See? This is why it never paid to be sober. You noticed things that bugged the shit out of you.

He stopped at a fast-food place and just ordered random crap off the menu, figuring it all tasted pretty much the same: like fryer fat and salt. He was correct.

Once he got home, he expected to be greeted by Dylan, but instead he found a note. It seemed that Silver, that upscale place, had had to sack their bartender and needed to hire someone right now for the evening shift. Dyl had to drop everything and get over there for a speedy orientation before he worked his first shift tonight. The place was open only until midnight, so he’d be home a bit earlier than his usual Panic shifts, which sometimes put him home around four in the morning, an ungodly hour decent only for drug addicts and detectives.

Even though he knew he might not dress well enough or earn enough to get in the door, he had to try and see Dylan tonight. It would be a supportive gesture to show up—well, as long as he didn’t cause a scene or start a fight. He’d work hard not to do that.

At least Dylan would probably be too tired to bring up the fact that they hadn’t slept together since he’d returned from Willow Creek. Roan was trying hard to keep his libido tamped down with the meds, and generally it worked; most days he was too tired to stay up and watch television, never mind do anything else.

But it would come up sooner or later, he knew Dylan was already thinking of ways to ask him about it, and why did he even need to ask? The last time they’d had sex, Roan had bitten him.

Not the usual way, which could be dismissed as a “love bite,” much like the growling could be dismissed as an odd quirk. He had bitten Dylan’s throat, hard enough to make him jerk his head away reflexively, hard enough to actually draw blood. The worst part? Roan hadn’t been aware he’d done it until Dylan’s reaction.

It was Dylan who made the excuses for him. He said it was hardly a scrape (bullshit—one of his canine teeth had punctured his skin), that he got carried away and it was nothing, but it wasn’t nothing. The lion was screwing up rage and lust, and he was starting to lose control in even the quiet moments. He didn’t want to risk intimacy again until he was sure he wasn’t going to accidentally kill Dylan… but he couldn’t be sure, could he? There was no way to be sure.

And his blood? Oh god, it had tasted so good. He was starting to dream about the taste of Dylan’s blood. He was a fucking monster.

He dozed on the couch until the phone woke him up. It was dark in the house and kind of cold, and he didn’t care. Answering the phone was pure reflex—as soon as he did it and was half-awake, he wanted to slam it down again. But it was too late.

“Roan, how fast do you think you can get to Club Damage?” It was Seb asking; typical for him, he skipped the foreplay.

“Club Damage?” Roan asked, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He’d been dreaming of the taste of Dylan’s skin, salty and warm, followed by the ecstasy of his metallic, hot blood. What was he now, a vampire? Being a cat wasn’t bad enough? “Oh god, is that that meat market that opened up where the Neon Lounge used to be?”

“One and the same. Funny you use the term meat market—a cat, seems like a leopard, got loose in the club somehow. We have ten injured, three by the rush out the door, two seriously mauled by the cat, which has been trapped in the men’s bathroom. The bathroom has a grate over the window, so the cat can’t get out, but the sharpshooters can’t take a shot either, and considering how enraged this cat is, going through the door seems vaguely suicidal. You feeling lucky?”

“Not really.” He sat up, then asked, “How’d it get in the club?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. You’d think the Lady Gaga disco remix that assaulted us once we came in the doors would have scared the bejesus out of any cat, but maybe it’s deaf.”

“So nobody knows?”

“So far, I’m lucky to get a coherent sentence out of anyone. Apparently there was a bachelorette party on tonight, and these girls have been enjoying many two-dollar margaritas, and the guys are hardly any better. The bartender did tell me that the door wasn’t open, and no one let it in as far as she could tell. But why would someone let a leopard in?”

“And how? Why wouldn’t the cat attack whoever was holding the door? That doesn’t make sense, Seb.”

“I agree. What’s your theory?”

Good question. Of course he didn’t have one. Nothing made sense; he’d have to see the place to formulate any kind of theory. “Elves.”

“Can you prove it in court? I’ll accept it if you can prove it in court.”

“Elves explode into dust if you don’t believe in them.”

“Shit. Well, I’ll cross that off the list. See you in twenty?”

“I’ll try and make it fifteen,” he said, and hung up. It was only then that Roan realized there was a message waiting on the machine. He checked it to find it was Dee. “I’m off at midnight. Drop by or I’ll kick your ass.” That was it, the entire message. Great. He was going to get his ass kicked either way, wasn’t he? Well, why not? His life was currently a series of various ass kickings.

He changed clothes, wolfed down a croissant, and popped a couple of pills before grabbing his leather jacket and helmet. He hadn’t taken out the bike for a while, and he felt like it could use a little road time.

It also helped him make illegal cuts, so he got to Club Damage in about fifteen minutes. You’d think with a name like Club Damage it’d be a punk club or something, but sadly no, it was a trendoid place where you drank overpriced drinks and hoped to hook up with someone who wouldn’t give you chlamydia. The Neon Lounge, which used to be there, was actually an odd little jazz club that occasionally hosted avant garde musicians and other oddities, raking in just enough to keep it afloat, but as soon as the owner died from hepatitis, it was bought up and transformed into a place that promised foam parties and two-for-one well drinks. It was like a piece of the city had died as well.

Police cars and ambulances blocked off the street, with news vans forced to the periphery. One of the reporters recognized him, and after waving like a lunatic, bellowed, “So it is a cat incident, huh?”

Roan’s only response was a middle finger, which got laughs from the paramedics who were paying attention. He ducked under hastily rolled out crime scene tape and was intercepted by Seb while getting evil glares from Garcia and the rest of the cat squad goons, standing by with their body armor and sniper rifles, looking like fascist toy boys. Roan shot Garcia a smile, and a slightly smarmy “Ladies.”

Seb snickered, and said, “You just wanna start something, don’t you?”

“If he’s gonna eye fuck me, he’s gonna pay for it. So what’s the deal? If I’m goin’ in, I don’t need backup.”

“Normally, yeah, but there’s something wrong with that cat.”

“What, does it have rabies?”

“You joke, but that might be it. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

Roan followed him into the club, which smelled of blood, fear, and tequila, with a bit of that foam they would spray on the dance floor for the foam parties. (In fact, there was still a bit on the edge of the dance floor.) They were hardly halfway toward the back when Roan heard the snarling, followed by dull thuds. “What the hell’s that?”

“According to the guy looking in the window? The leopard throwing itself into the doors.”

“Doors? Not just the door out?”

He shook his head. “Stall doors, stall walls. It jumped up on the sinks and tried to climb the mirror. It attempted to jump on a hand dryer and brought it down. It’s acting like it’s all hepped up on goofballs, and no one’s sure why.”

“Just like no one’s sure how it got in here?”

“Yeah. Think there’s a connection?”

Roan looked around. The fire door could only open from the inside, and the club’s front entrance was actually two doors, since the new owners hadn’t modified the Neon Lounge’s old holdover of having a lobby (the building had once been a bank, and the owner of Neon had thought it was kind of funny to keep the entrance the same). “Hell if I know, Seb. But two coincidences in a row? No fucking way.”

He nodded tersely. “Kinda what I thought too. But do me a favor and find me a clue I can use, okay?” Seb handed him a radio and a tranquilizer gun, and while Roan took them both, he couldn’t help but ask, “If it’s hepped up and rabid, is a tranq gonna do anything?”

“That’s a triple dose of the usual, what we’d use to try and put you down.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Take it as a compliment. You’re stronger than the average bear and we all know it.” After a moment, he added, “You strapped? That leopard might be stronger than you.”

“No leopard is stronger than me,” he snarled, with more anger and pride than he intended. Maybe it was the whole thing with Bolt, or maybe he was still stung by the idea that he was leaving humanity far behind him. Either way, he deserved the odd look Seb gave him, but he didn’t acknowledge it as he turned away and walked toward the two cat squad guys blocking the men’s room door, keeping it shut and standing by with their guns drawn. He didn’t recognize either of them but they seemed to recognize him, as they both nodded and the Latina with the butch haircut raised her hand and said, “Wait a moment, sir.” She was listening to her earpiece radio, and after several seconds reported, “It’s in a stall,” and stepped aside, so he could go in. He was going to make a joke about maybe it needed to use the john, but everybody was so damn serious he knew it wouldn’t go over well.

He stepped into the bathroom with its slate tiles and gleaming porcelain fixtures, and had barely shut the door behind him before the leopard came charging out of the stall it was in and ran straight for him. There wasn’t a lot of ground to cover, but it was a relatively small leopard, maybe five five in length (not counting the tail), dark brown with lighter spots, and yellowish streaks suggesting whoever it was used peroxide. It wasn’t so much roaring as screaming as it ran for him, foam and saliva dripping from its gaping maw. Roan roared an angry warning, but it wasn’t listening and was already lunging. If it wasn’t rabid, it was crazy.

It jumped for his throat, but he caught it midair with a punch, hitting it square in the jaw. It went flying across the room and hit the wall so hard a part of the urinal broke off and fell to the floor, along with the leopard, which struggled to get up on its feet. It shook its head hard enough to shake its whole body, and it stumbled every time it tried to stand up. It was growling the whole time, snarling, drool hanging down from its lower jaw. Roan was growling too, but it was reflex. The cat smelled wrong; there was something chemical in its scent, something like ammonia and phosphorus, and it was deeply confusing, almost throwing his lion side off. He felt the muscles boiling beneath his skin, bones crackling like kindling on a fire, the crack of his jaw like gunshots as the joints popped.

A lighter punch had fractured Oliver’s skull, but showing how tough transformed cats were, the leopard finally regained its feet and started toward him, but he vomited out a roar that was loud enough and angry enough to stun it, make it hesitate. Roan hesitated too, mainly because it smelled so wrong he wanted to put it out of its misery. It wasn’t a sick smell, not exactly… it was more like a smell of poison.

As he snarled and growled, approaching the cat slowly, his Human side warred with his cat one. Something was wrong with this cat, and it wasn’t rabies, it wasn’t pneumonia, it wasn’t anything that could be explained by smell.

Smell. That was it; that was the weird thing beyond the ammonia and phosphorus. Perfume. He was smelling perfume, Bijan Wicked to be exact. What the hell…?

The leopard got up enough strength and courage to lunge again, but he was back in himself enough to kick it, fighting back what he actually wanted to do (which was rip its throat out, put it down like the sick creature it was). He caught it in the torso and sent it flying backward, where it crashed into the window hard enough to shatter the glass, which rained down on it as it hit the floor. It was still snarling, still struggling to get up, ignoring the “Holy shit!” coming from outside, where the bathroom watcher must have gotten a scare. Roan remembered the tranquilizer gun and pulled it out, putting a round in its neck. It was still struggling to get up, now bleeding from its black pad of a nose and from a dozen different glass cuts, and still drooling thick, viscous ribbons. “Stay down,” he snarled, his voice just barely Human, sounding like a cross between James Earl Jones and a trash compactor full of gravel. It was fighting the drugs all the way, but didn’t have the impetus to stand up.

He heard the door open behind him, smelled the relatively fresher air, and heard Seb say, “I’d ask how you broke a urinal, but I don’t care.”

“There’s something wrong,” he said, not turning around. His voice was still gravelly, but Human enough. His jaw didn’t feel right, though; he wasn’t sure it had completely morphed back.

A female voice snorted, and he assumed it was the Latina cop. “No shit, Sherlock.”

“No, you don’t get it. She’s newly transformed.”

A pause, the snap of gun holsters. It was Seb who replied, and Roan could almost feel the other cops looking at him, tacitly saying, He’s your freaky friend—you deal with him. “You’re gonna hafta be more explicit with me here, Roan. You saying this was her first transformation?”

“I’m saying she came in this club a Human.”

“How is that possible? I mean, it takes about an hour to transform, right? I mean, for most.” Roan heard the unspoken Not for you, you freaky ass bastard, but for everyone who has even a shred of humanity left. “Someone would’ve noticed.”

“I agree. Someone would have. Maybe the someone who poisoned her.”

“Poisoned? She’s poisoned?”

“Run a full tox screen. Better yet, get Doctor Petra Rosenberg in on this.”

“Who?”

“My doctor, she’s an expert on infecteds, I’ll give you her number.”

There was a scoff, and a male voice—not Seb’s—exclaimed, “How the hell does he know this stuff? I mean, we all know he’s one of them, but—”

“He says something, you can bet on it,” Seb snapped, more impatient than angry. “And if you don’t believe me, ask the Chief. Got it?”

The boy answered with a cowed, “Yes sir.”

Roan didn’t know if he looked Human enough or not, and really didn’t care. He hurt, he could taste his own sour blood in his mouth, and this rookie just fucking pissed him off. He glared at him, a potato-faced boy who was probably on the wrong side of twenty-two, and said, “One of them? I am not one of them. She is a Human being who’s probably been murdered by some fuck you barely questioned twenty minutes ago. Don’t forget you’re looking at an illness, not an outcome.”

“Murdered?” Seb repeated. “You don’t think she’s gonna make it?”

Roan shook his head, even though it hurt. There weren’t enough drugs to ever block out this pain, although the ketamine worked surprisingly well. Maybe he should’ve asked Holden if he had more. “It smells like it’s permeated her system. No wonder she was acting crazy.”

“Um, did you just say you weren’t Human?” the female officer asked, obviously confused.

He wiped the blood from his chin, wishing he’d brought one of the cars after all. He needed more pills just to function; it felt like he was full of broken glass, clogging his bloodstream like crushed ice. “Yes. Now where are the fucking paramedics?”

Maybe it was the pain, or the continued restlessness of the lion in his own head, but he had a bad feeling that this was just the start of something. And there was no fucking way it could be any good.
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Pretty Visitors



ROAN stayed on the scene until the ambulance took her away, strapping the virtually comatose cat down to a reinforced stretcher with so many ties Roan found it hard not to laugh. She’d be lucky ever to wake up, so why not put a few more plastic ties on her? It was absurd, and yet he knew it was regulations, and they were just doing their jobs. Just like putting on what looked like hazmat suits was just part of the regs.

He got Rosenberg on Seb’s phone and left him to talk to her as he wandered off, finding his bike and a stray Percocet in his pants pocket. He dry swallowed the pill before putting on his helmet and taking off.

He decided to stop by Silver, since it was on the way, but he pulled off into a Starbucks on the neighboring block first, mainly so he could duck into their restroom, clean blood off his face, and make sure he looked reasonably Human and presentable. He still didn’t look like Silver clientele, but fuck it. He zipped up his jacket to cover up the bloodstains on his shirt (mostly his, some the leopard’s), and hoped that normal people couldn’t smell it as much as he could.

Silver was a sleek restaurant of smoky glass and brushed chrome, going for a retro feel but a classy one, less fifties diner, more grounded space yacht. The only thing that took the polish off its aura was the fact that it was taking up the corner of a downtown street that wasn’t nearly as upscale as it was. But the gentrification was just beginning. Give it a year, and it might be.

He walked into a lobby of burgundy velvet and warmly polished wood, a scent like brandy and thyme overlaying the char of meat (seventy-five-dollar steaks were big here—who the hell would pay seventy-five dollars for a chunk of beef?) and came up to a maître d’ in black tie and tails. He looked like he’d fallen off a wedding cake.

He raised a slim black eyebrow imperiously, clearly gearing up to tell him he wasn’t suitably attired, but Roan cut him off. “I’m just here to give my partner Dylan his house key. He left it at home, and he’s gonna need it.” This was bullshit, but just saying, “Can I see my boyfriend” wouldn’t get him past the door.

“Partner?” the maître d’ repeated, then scoffed, looking into the restaurant. Over his shoulder, Roan could see the bar, a curve of silver and translucent glass like ice. “I knew he was gay. He’s too good looking to be straight.” He looked Roan over once more, but with new eyes. Oh, he was gay too, wasn’t he? Yep. Of course an upscale restaurant would have to have the stereotypical efficient, obnoxiously fussy gay. It was probably seen as a necessary accessory, like linen napkins and a rageaholic chef. “Fine, we’re slow tonight, you can go see him, but don’t try this when Weaver’s on the floor. He doesn’t like the staff displaying their gayness.” At that, he rolled his eyes, unspoken disgust at Weaver’s policy, and gestured him on with a wave of his hand.

He assumed Weaver was the manager. So, was he a straight who didn’t like gays but hired them anyways, or was he a self-hating gay? He’d have to meet him to know.

It must have been a slow night. The lighting was low, “moody,” but he could still see that only four of the tables in this section (there were at least two others, one a VIP room that no ordinary peon could access) were occupied. There were two people at the opposite end of the bar, a woman in a red dress and a man in a suit who looked like he was either a lawyer or a white collar criminal (or both).

Dylan was behind the bar, looking handsome and posh in a long-sleeved black dress shirt and a silver vest that looked like it was the closest thing the place had to a uniform. (Dylan wasn’t the type to own a silver vest. The only guy he ever knew that might was Paris, and even then, only as a joke.) Roan took one of the tall stools at the empty end of the bar, and that’s when Dylan glanced down and saw him. He gave him a genuine, lazy smile, and said, “I know what you want.”

He was tempted to say, “I doubt it, it’s not on the menu,” but kept the innuendo to himself as he watched Dylan work. It may have been a new bar, with more space and more clothing, but he still moved like he’d always worked there, picking up a crystal highball glass and pouring a scoop of crushed ice into it in one smooth motion, then decanting some juice in it before coming over and placing the glass in front of Roan, on a coaster that looked like it was made of cork and wicker. Dylan leaned on the bar, close but not too close.

“Pineapple juice?” Roan asked. “You couldn’t Irish it up a bit?”

“Since when do you like whiskey?”

“I don’t. I just don’t want to feel like the designated driver.” He sipped the juice. Fancy place or not, it was still the equivalent of store-bought. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad. It’s kind of nice not being deafened, and having a shirt on is a novelty.”

“It’s killing you, isn’t it?”

“No.” He glanced around, perhaps to make sure no other staffer was close, then admitted, “It’s a little staid. It seems a bit unreal, so formal and… regulated. I feel like a butler.”

“This is not your world.”

“Is this anyone’s world? It’s bizarre. I mean… my life is nuts. I guess I got used to nuts.”

“What kind of nuts are we talking about here?”

Dylan raised an eyebrow at that, and had to fight down a smile. “Don’t you start.”

“It was an innocent question.”

“Innocent, my culo,” he replied, using the Spanish word for ass, possibly because this place didn’t like its employees swearing. What a change from Panic, where almost everything was okay, as long as it was consensual and not a violation of the health code (in full view of anyone who might complain). “You are many things, Ro, but innocent has never been one of them.”

“Well, if you’re going to take that attitude, I’ll just go buy my juice at the 7-Eleven. By the way, how much is this gonna set me back?”

“Nothing, I’ll say I drank it. But, if you were a customer, five bucks.”

“For a pineapple juice? This isn’t even a proper glass.”

“It’s an expensive place. The cheapest salad is twenty-five dollars.”

“I hope that comes with extra croutons and a hand job.”

Dylan laughed, and instantly clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle it. He glared at Roan, trying to give him the death stare, but there was too much mirth in his eyes to properly sell it. “Bastard,” he finally muttered. “Making me laugh.”

“What, laughter is a crime in this place? Fuck it then. Let’s blow this pop stand. Better yet, let’s get some of those Improv Everywhere people in here to make them have conniption fits.”

“My first night on the job, and you’re already planning to destroy it.”

“Not destroy, it’s such a harsh word.” He paused, mainly for effect. “I prefer bloodless coup. Or bloody coup, as long as there’s some kind of coup, I’m good.”

Dylan was shaking his head, but he was still smiling. No matter what, Roan knew he could make him laugh, and that was a good feeling. “Did you just come here to sabotage me or what?”

“Curses, foiled again. No, well, besides that, I just wanted to let you know I might not be home when you get home.”

His face fell, and while he tried to smooth it over, Dylan clearly wasn’t happy. “Why not?”

He gave him the shorthand version of what had happened at Club Damage. He seemed as bewildered as Roan felt. “What? How the hell did it get into Damage?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. And that smell… it was like a chemical factory, even counting out the perfume. I haven’t smelled a lot of poison, but it wasn’t anything that seemed possible. All I could think was chemical weapon, but that doesn’t make sense.”

“Are you okay?”

“Superhuman, remember? She never even scratched me.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

No, it wasn’t, was it? He was ready to lie, but Dylan’s dark eyes were sympathetic and imploring. With a sigh, he admitted, “I dunno. This is really bothering me, and I can’t say why.”

Dylan briefly put his hand over his before removing it, a quick caress, and probably all the public display of gayness that he dare risk here. “Because it’s a puzzle, and you do love your puzzles.” He said it with a kind of affectionate weariness, like he knew that Roan was going to be preoccupied and busy for the near future.

“I love you too, you know,” he replied.

Dylan gave him a brittle smile. “I know. But if you don’t solve this, it will kill you. I should be used to being a detective’s husband by now.”

“How do you think it is for me, being a bartender’s husband? Especially when that husband will only give me pineapple juice.”

There was an overweight guy approaching the bar, looking like the most harried ad man in existence, so Dylan gave Roan a sly smile as he turned away. “Gotta earn better,” he whispered with a wink.

He should have known—blackmail. Bastard. Husbands were all alike.

Of course the case wasn’t why he’d be home late, it would be Dee chewing him out. But he didn’t want to admit he’d be home late because of an ex-boyfriend, even though there wasn’t a chance in hell they’d ever sleep together and Dylan knew it.

Dee had an apartment in a downtown complex with decent security, although the weather-beaten brick facade made it look more run-down and an easier mark. For a man who hated heights, it was probably ironic that he lived on the top floor (the eighth), but he didn’t like having people over his head (in an apartment sense).

As if Roan by himself wasn’t enough to put the lie to the stereotype that all gay men were neat and good decorators, Dee nailed it home. His apartment was generally a mess, a riot of dirty clothes and unopened mail, unwashed dishes and empty cartons. He basically cleaned up when he had days off, so then it looked like less than a pigsty, but during the work week it was like visiting a straight frat boy’s place, and it caused no end of amusement. It even smelled like stale beer and Chinese food starting to go south. He wondered how Luke, his boyfriend, liked this. (But he was a male nurse, just as busy, so maybe his place was similar.)

“Weren’t you two moving in together?” Roan asked, as he moved Dee’s uniform jacket aside and sat down on the ratty blue sofa that Dee had had as long as he had known him.

Dee was obviously just home from work. His hair was still wet from the shower, pasted down to his scalp, and he wore a gray sweatshirt and navy sweatpants. He looked tired but frazzled, which was typical after work. “Luke and I? I don’t know that I’m ready, really. I thought I was, I’m getting old… but I don’t know if I could actually live with another person.”

“How’d you find out?”

Dee fixed him with a bitter look, lips thinning, as he sat down in the recliner that was his game chair (where he sat to play video games). “What, you just assume—”

“Yes.”

He glared at him for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. We went to Ocean Shores for a weekend, shared a hotel room, and I found out he has annoying habits.”

“Everybody has annoying habits. You just work around them or learn to live with them.”

“Is that what Dylan does with you?”

“Ha. Yes. He and I spend time pursuing separate interests, we both have loner tendencies, and that works for us. He does yoga and paints, and I break heads and become a lion. It’s a win-win.”

“Is it? He seems to think you’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown.”

“He’s a very insightful man. Is there anything else?”

Dee stared at him again, but this time it was suspicious. “Did—did you just admit you were on the verge of a nervous breakdown?”

“What am I going to say at this point, Dee? It’s a slow-motion collapse. The pills keep it at bay, but it won’t hold forever, just like I won’t be Human forever. Got it, don’t need it spelled out for me. But thanks.”

Dee now sat forward, hands on his knees. “What? What was that about not being Human forever? Shit, is this related to Willow Creek? It is, isn’t it? What did you find out?”

Roan knew he should tell Dylan first, but he was tired and a bit headache-y from the partial change. Besides, Dee would understand what he was saying from a medical perspective. So he took a deep breath, and told him what Rosenberg had uncovered, and what she speculated might happen. Dee took it in with growing disbelief, or at least that’s what Roan decided his widening eyes and slightly unhinging jaw were all about.

When Roan finished talking, Dee said breathlessly, “Bullshit. Bullshit! There’s no way—”

“No way what? I’m becoming more lion? I fractured a man’s skull with one punch, and I was trying to go easy on him. I saw the tendons humans don’t have, I saw the bone spurs in my hands. Sometimes, if I press the skin hard enough, I swear I can feel them.”

“You’re not going to turn into a lion one day and not come back. That is not happening.”

“Are you sure? Can you give me a written guarantee?”

“Don’t be an asshole—”

“It’s what I do best.”

“Are you ever gonna stop interrupting me?” 

Roan shrugged, and inexplicably felt like he was on the verge of tears. “I know I’m hurting Dylan, and I know that’s what you called to lecture me about, but there’s a danger you’re not aware of. I think I may actually hurt him, physically. I think I’m losing control. I don’t want to hurt him, Dee, but to keep the lion back I need more drugs than I have.”

“You don’t want to hurt him, do you?”

“No, of course not, how can you even ask that? But since he’s the only thing keeping me Human, I think the lion would be glad to have him gone.”

Dee stared at him for an uncomfortably long minute. “You do know how insane that sounds, right?”

He nodded. “If you think it sounds crazy, imagine being me.” He wiped the back of his hand beneath his eyes, getting rid of any lingering moisture.

Dee continued staring at him like he was the craziest person he’d ever met, which was saying something from a paramedic—along with cops and social workers they were often the front line of the crazy brigade. “You’re gonna get angry at me, I know, but people addicted to painkillers can have delusions—”

“It’s not a delusion, Dee. The lion is sneaking out—when I don’t want it to appear, it does. It’s getting stronger and I’m drowning. Rosenberg only confirmed it’s physical, not just mental. Did you know I can feel it? In my shoulders especially. They almost always feel slightly dislocated. It’s not pain, not exactly, it’s just the feeling that they’re loose, not perfectly attached. Whoever glued me together didn’t use enough.”

He grimaced. “Did you talk to Rosenberg about any of this?”

“Of course. She said it wasn’t in my head, it looked like everything has changed since the last time I was scanned, even my brain waves are changing… and she wants me to come back to Willow Creek. She wants to do more tests, more and more, until I’m nothing but tissue samples on a plate. I think she’d be happy to keep me there for the rest of my life.”

“I thought you liked her.”

“I do. But I’m this century’s equivalent of the Elephant Man. I am her medical legacy to the world, and I’d be an idiot not to realize that.”

“That’s kinda conceited, you know.”

“I know. Am I wrong?”

Dee gazed at him steadily, for once at a loss for words, and then stood up, saying, “This is too heavy, I need a drink. Want one?”

“No, but thanks. I oughta get going.” He stood and wondered where he was going. Home, he supposed. Maybe he could stop at the store on the way home, pick some stuff up. Truth be told, he just liked wandering stores after midnight; it was his favorite time to shop. Almost no one was in the store, and those who were seemed as strange as you. It was a gathering place for the lonely, the desperate, and the misanthropic; the bar of the ’00s.

“You have to tell Dylan.”

He sighed heavily. “Yeah, I know, but he’s gonna tell me he loves me no matter what, and I don’t want to hear that. I want him to call me a freak and leave while he still can. Talk to him, see if you can wake up his sense of self-preservation.”

“Didn’t you just say he was the only thing keeping you Human?”

“Yeah, but maybe he shouldn’t. Straddling two worlds is killing me.”

At the door, when Roan was halfway outside, Dee said, “So the virus is progressing. Maybe you just need a little more time to adapt to it. Just ’cause the lion’s winning the battle now doesn’t mean it will win the war.”

Roan didn’t know what to say to that, so he said nothing. It was an interesting theory, but just a theory.

On his way down to the parking lot, his phone hummed in his pocket, and since it was Rosenberg, he answered it. “Yeah?”

“You bastard, you couldn’t let me stay home and have a drink and watch Star Trek repeats, huh? No, you have to get me involved in this farkakt case,” she said, pausing to take an angry drag off a cigarette.

“You watch Star Trek?”

“This from the punk rock nerd. Don’t you start.”

“What’s so farkakt about the case? Besides the obvious.”

“Everything.”

“She still alive?”

“No, you were right, she didn’t make it. Died before I got here. Know what killed her?”

“The poison.”

“You’d think so, but no. Acute agranulocytosis.”

Roan paused at the bottom stair and sat down. “In English, please?”

“No white blood cells. None. Her bone marrow completely shut down. To be perfectly honest, it was probably a low-level staph infection that killed her, but it couldn’t have if she didn’t have acute agranulocytosis.”

He was now glad he had sat down. “So this was a preexisting condition? Many infecteds can get immune system disorders—”

“Not on her chart. On her chart, she was as healthy as a noninfected, and at twenty-two, you’d kinda hope.”

“You know who she is then?” Stupid question, but no one had told him yet.

“Yep. Ava Pagano, she’s listed as one of the women missing from the bachelorette party. Someone was relatively sober enough to tell the cops they didn’t know where Ava was, and your cop friend was smart enough to track her info down. We got a match. None of her friends—if you can call ’em that—even knew she was infected.”

“A recent infectee?”

“Maybe.”

“So she did enter the club Human.”

“Apparently so. Even the most sober of her friends can’t remember when she saw her last.”

Roan had to move aside as a young black man came down the stairs, also talking on a cell phone. They didn’t acknowledge each other in any way, locked in their own electronic worlds. It occurred to Roan the world was becoming more autistic, people were getting locked into their own little worlds (but voluntarily so, assisted by their machines), but he didn’t know what to do with such an observation, so he kept it to himself. “Okay, so… how did she change in the club without anyone noticing her? Why did her bone marrow shut down? Why did she smell like a chemical weapons factory?”

She snickered. “Chemical weapons factory? Cute. Well, I can’t answer any of those questions, except maybe they’re all related to the substance we found in her bloodstream.”

“Which is…?”

“Fuck me if I know, sport. That’s why you’re a bastard for getting me involved in this farkakt case. I’ll be here all night ’cause of this.”

“I’ll buy you a box set,” he told her, his mind racing in a dozen different directions at once.

How did an infected but otherwise healthy young woman enter a club as a Human, and end the night as an infection-ravaged cat corpse?

Not that it would be much comfort, but Rosenberg wouldn’t be the only one getting no sleep tonight.
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Transitions from Persona to Object



BY THE time Roan wandered home, Dylan was asleep upstairs, and Roan watched him for a while, wondering if he should just sleep downstairs on the couch. It was almost morning, and exhaustion had finally gotten the best of him, along with the pills. The upside of the fact that he was on the verge of near collapse, the lion was too. Even the beast needed to sleep from time to time.

Figuring he was being stupid, Roan crawled into bed beside Dylan and braced himself for bad dreams, but of course, since he was ready for them, none came. But he did have a really bizarre one, full of the smells of color and the roar of blood, and it made him wake up, a sense of doom pressing down on him and smothering him. It was just the blanket, which he had pulled over his face.

Dylan was up, which surprised him, but in a way he was relieved. How awful—he was such a coward. Bad show for a lion.

He was in the shower, shampooing his hair (Had it grown overnight? It felt like it), when Dylan came in. “You’re up early,” Roan said over the sound of running water.

“It’s noon,” he replied.

“It is?” He hadn’t looked at the clock. Perhaps he should have.

“What time did you get in last night?”

“Umm… it was dark. I stopped at the store, picked you up some more silken tofu.”

“I saw, thanks.” He put the toilet seat down and sat on the closed lid, so Roan could see him through the open slice of shower curtain. He was dressed in a green tank top and loose black yoga pants, and as he crossed his arms over his chest, he had that stubborn look on his face. Oh good, were they going to fight? 

“So, I’m a little of tired of pretending something isn’t wrong. Are you ever going to tell me?”

“What do you mean?” Dylan shot him an evil look. “Look, it isn’t you—”

“I know it isn’t me,” he snapped. “I’ve analyzed my own behavior a thousand times, to make sure I hadn’t pushed you away in some fashion. I haven’t, so it must be you. Why haven’t you touched me in two damn weeks? What happened at Willow Creek? I’d love to accuse you of having an affair, but I know you’re not. Why couldn’t you be having an affair like a normal guy? At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about you stepping out in front of a bus.” 

Roan was rinsing the suds out of his hair, and he was glad, as Dylan couldn’t see his face with his wet hair hanging down in front of it. Yes, it was definitely longer. 

“What?”

“I know you’re depressed. I also think you’re suicidal. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Mean it.”

He swept back his damp hair and glared at him through a scrim of water and steam. “I wouldn’t, okay? Now will you hand me a towel?”

“No, not until you tell me what’s going on with you.”

“You’re really going to keep me trapped in a shower?” He sighed irritably, then figured what the hell, and told him about the progression of the virus. If he didn’t tell him, it was likely Dee would anyways.

Dylan seemed to listen impassively, not moving, not reacting until he was done. “Well, you’re just feeling self-pitying to believe that,” he claimed, getting up and grabbing a towel off the bar. “You’ll never be a full-time lion.”

He seemed really certain of that. “How do you know?”

“Because you couldn’t be a smartass as a lion. You live to annoy the shit out of people, Ro. You can’t do that as well as a cat.”

He had a point there, he could hardly deny it. It probably didn’t work like that, but he could hardly argue with him. He turned off the shower and got out, and Dylan gave him the towel. As he dried his hair, Dylan asked, “So that’s why you won’t touch me? You’re afraid of lioning out?”

“I’m afraid it wants you dead.”

“What if it does? Are you going to stand for that? Does it think nothing’s going to happen to it if something happens to me?”

That was a good point, but it only distracted him for a moment. “That’s logic. I don’t think that applies to a cat.”

“But it must understand self-preservation. You’re still sharing a body, and if it does something to me, are you going to let it pass?”

“Of course not.”

“Okay then, we should be okay.”

Roan scrubbed the towel over his head before looking at him curiously. “Why are you not worried about this?”

“It’s you. You’re not going to hurt me.”

He sighed, shaking his head. “It’s not me we’re talking about—”

Dylan grabbed his face in his hands and kissed him, a full-on, passionate kiss. It was a little too nice for his not-quite-numb libido, so he reluctantly pushed him away. “No, okay, no. I’m not risking your life gambling on a lion being sensible.”

“It’s because you bit me too hard that one time, right?”

“Yes! You can’t tell me you’d like me ripping out your throat.”

He considered that a moment. “It wants blood?”

“I told you what it wants.”

“But blood makes it happy?”

“I—I don’t know what makes it happy. I need a cat whisperer or a virus whisperer or something.”

Dylan did the strangest thing. He bit his bottom lip. That wasn’t strange in itself, as he often bit his lip while thinking, but this time he bit it until he broke the skin, until it started to bleed, a teardrop of blood welling on his lower lip. “Let’s give it a little something to shut it up, shall we?” He grabbed Roan again, and this time when he kissed him his lips were slick with blood. On one level, it was incredibly creepy and gross.

Of course, the lion loved it. It responded eagerly to the taste of Dylan’s blood, and while Roan was fighting the impulse to tear into him, increase the flow of blood, he also found himself responding to him like a regular Human. It didn’t help that he was cold and Dylan was oh so warm. There was a growl/purr in the base of his throat as he pushed him back into the bedroom, sucking at his lower lip. Roan hated the taste of blood—his own more than anyone else’s—and yet it tasted so good; maybe it was just Dylan’s blood that tasted so good. All that vegetarianism and healthy living may have made his blood cleaner than most, or at least that’s what Roan told himself. The blood made him feel intoxicated, hot under the skin.

They ended up having the most intense and somewhat violent sex Roan had ever had, and afterward he was filled with mixed feelings about it. Of course it felt good (god, had he missed sex), but the taste of blood was tacky in his mouth (both nauseating and enticing), and any sex involving blood play was kinky beyond belief.

He knew he’d bit Dylan’s lip as well, but he had to double-check it to make sure he hadn’t bit a chunk of it off. As he cleared away some blood on Dylan’s lip with his thumb, he noticed it was starting to swell, like he’d been punched in the face. “Shit. Did I hurt you?”

“Too many endorphins. I’m not feeling any pain right now,” Dylan replied. Then, after a moment, “It is throbbing a bit.”

“Shit, what about work?”

“What about it? If anyone asks, I’ll say I took a hit while sparring, just to see the look on Trevor’s face.”

“Trevor the maître’d?”

“That’s him.”

“Figured. He looks like a Trevor.”

Dylan gave him a lopsided grin, and wiped some of the blood off Roan’s chin. “I missed you, you know.”

“How? I haven’t gone anywhere.”

“Yes you have. Stop keeping me at arm’s length, Ro. I signed up for this crazy ride, you can’t scare me away.”

“You should be scared. This was fucking freaky.”

“And yet, pretty amazing.”

“Yeah, well….” He was saved from further response by the ringing of the phone. It had actually rung before, while they were having sex, but they’d both ignored it. He didn’t have that excuse now.

Dylan got up, stepped into his yoga pants, and said, “I’m gonna go get some ice for the lip. Maybe you should answer that. Although I won’t accept any excuse that keeps you away tonight.”

“Why, what’s tonight?”

“Gallery showing, remember?”

“Oh shit.” One of Dylan’s art school friends, a guy named Dominik Loncar, was in town tonight for a showing of his art photos. Dylan said they had to go, because he’d promised he would, but he also warned him that Dominik had been pretentious as hell back in school, and that condition had worsened since graduation. Since he had guessed Roan wouldn’t be able to be on his best behavior for more than thirty minutes, he had also agreed they’d make an appearance, look at Dominik’s photos, and leave reasonably quickly. At least now Dylan had the excuse of work. Also, Roan was convinced most of Dyl’s arty friends hated his guts, which Dylan always denied, but he knew that, since he was an ex-cop, most of Dylan’s arty friends thought he was a fascist. Hanging around with a hockey team hadn’t helped.

Roan sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, feeling truly crazy. His boyfriend now had to cut himself so they could have sex without the lion trying to turn it into a slaughter. This was fucking bizarre and it couldn’t continue, and as good as it had felt, he thought he should really pull his SIG Sauer out from his dresser and blow his brains out. But first, he answered the phone.

“Yeah?”

“Hello Captain Sunshine,” Seb replied sarcastically. “Do I take it this means you heard the news?”

“What news?”

“The thing down in Tacoma.”

“What thing down in Tacoma?”

He sighed heavily. “Shit. The cat freak-out is no longer an isolated incident.”

Wonderful. The universe just kept churning out these reasons to live. “What now?”

“A lion went on a rampage near Commencement Bay. The cops down there are still trying to piece together the whole story, but he caused a shitload of damage. Charged a wedding party in a church, killed three, mauled six, ate someone’s yappy little purse dog—the only good thing that happened—and three tranquilizer darts couldn’t put him down, so the rapid response team just blasted his ass back to the stone age. Took twelve shots to drop him, and by that time he was a red smear in the vestibule. We have a tentative ID as Philip Roland, best man’s brother.”

“Fuck. Did he have that chemical in his system?”

“That’s the working theory, although there may not be enough of him left to test. I’ve been going through some of the old reports on weird cat behaviors and other oddities, and I’ve found a couple that might be of interest. There was a domestic incident last week, where a woman shot her transformed husband with a shotgun, she said he broke down the basement door and started attacking furniture before going after her, and she was shocked because his transformation cycle had ended three days before. The evidence seems to back up her story, but now I’m wondering if I should have his tox screen fast tracked.”

“Where was this?”

“Bremerton.”

“Huh. No wonder I hadn’t heard about it.”

“Hey, neither did I ’til I started going through files. ’Cause you know how we cops love our paperwork.”

“It’s the funnest thing in the world.” Roan wedged the receiver between his shoulder and ear, so he could free his hands to open his top dresser drawer and pull out a pair of boxers, mainly because he was cold. “So you think this is a thing.”

“Both you and your crazy old doctor lady have convinced me this is a thing. I don’t think Ava was the first, just the first one we noticed because her behavior was so atypical.”

“Has Rosenberg found anything?”

“So far? Well, she found a near chemical match last I heard. The weird stuff in Ava’s bloodstream seems pretty close to burn.”

Had he heard that right, or was the combined and dichotomous feeling of postcoital afterglow and self-loathing making him slightly aphasic? “Burn?”

“You know, M80, glowstick, gleam—it’s a new club drug. From what I understand, a new, “cleaner” form of Ecstasy with a cokelike kick.”

“Wow, how out of the loop am I? I’ve never heard of this.”

“And you call yourself a gay guy? I always knew you were really straight.”

“Yeah, I’m just into buttfucking for the affirmative action benefit.” That got a chuckle out of Seb, which was nice because it was so rare. Seb was often loath to show any kind of emotion at all on the job, but Roan had come to understand it was a protective measure on his part. He didn’t want to get too hurt, to be disappointed by the people he couldn’t help, so he kept himself numb. “Is acting like Cujo a side effect?”

“See, now that’s the real weird thing. The known side effects of the stuff seem to be dehydration, nosebleeds, heart palpitations, respiratory distress, a lot of Ecstasy-style stuff. To my knowledge, this hasn’t caused a psychotic break in anyone, although it’s a new drug and seems to be Northwest in origin. Maybe it hasn’t been around long enough for the psychotic breaks to be noticed.”

“Or maybe it’s only in infecteds.” There was no way that made any kind of sense, but as soon as Roan said it, it felt true. Was that it? Had it not been noted because normal people taking it didn’t have that kind of reaction?

He heard the squeak of Seb’s chair as he sat forward. Somewhere behind him in the station, an audibly drunk guy was repeatedly yelling, “What about my rights?” “How would that work, Roan?” He wasn’t dismissing it; he sounded intrigued.

“I don’t know. I suppose that’s something I’ll have to ask Rosenberg.”

“Could a drug do that?” Roan almost answered, but realized it was rhetorical; Seb was just musing out loud, weighing the possibilities. “We just don’t know enough about the virus, do we? We still don’t know where this fucker came from.”

“My personal favorite is alien PETA members.”

“It would explain a lot.”

“Tons.”

“Ah shit, gotta go, Dixon’s headed this way.”

“Duck under the desk.” Dixon was one of those cops who was a terminal fuck-up. No one ever knew how they kept their jobs, or why they persisted at it when they were so bad at it. It was one of those mysteries with no answer.

“Too late. Let me know if there’re any developments.”

“You too.” He hung up wondering if a drug could possibly be responsible for all the cat freak-outs. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, but why infecteds only? That part didn’t make sense.

Once he was sure he wasn’t going to put a gun barrel against his temple, he went downstairs and told Dylan that was too dangerous to ever attempt again, mainly because he was an infected and Dylan wasn’t, and having an open wound around an infected was a bad idea. Dylan, holding an ice cube wrapped in cheesecloth against his lip, said it wasn’t, because the only body fluid he was exposed to was saliva, and the virus had never been passed by saliva. Somehow it figured that Dylan would know that, because, being the guy he was, he had probably gone to infectedfacts.org when they started dating and read all about it. He told him he didn’t want him to be the first known case, so that was that. But Roan had a sneaking suspicion they would argue about this in the future.

Roan called Doctor Rosenberg, but had to leave a message because she didn’t pick up her phone. She was probably getting some sleep. So Roan did some searching on his computer.

The first result on “burn” as a drug turned up three months ago in someone’s Facebook post, and then it increased exponentially, although it still wasn’t widespread. If LexisNexis could be trusted, it had gone as far north as Vancouver and as far south as Eugene, but so far it had been limited to the West Coast… for now. These things never stayed regional.

He then did a search of odd cat incidents in Washington, Oregon, and British Columbia, and it took hours to sort them out, but he flagged five. One was an article about the case in Bremerton that Seb had mentioned, but the others were new to him. At the last minute, he decided to add an article about a panther that had killed a horse in Cle Elum and mauled another (and got shot and killed for the trouble).

The gallery opening to the public was at eight, but there was a “private” opening starting at six thirty, which was the one they were heading to, and while Dylan’s bottom lip was no longer swollen, it did have a bit of a scab on it. It looked like he’d been punched, and Roan was certain that Dylan’s friends, who already thought he was a fascist, would think he’d hit him. Considering he basically drank his blood during sex, hitting Dylan was actually the better option than the truth.

They were supposed to dress up a bit but not get too fancy, so in honor of Dylan’s pretentious friend, Roan wore paint-splattered black jeans and a T-shirt that said in bold, fancy, framed letters, “I Hate Attention Seekers.” Dylan, for his part, wore saggy jeans and a T-shirt proclaiming “Where The White Women At?” (Dominik was a friend in a technical sense, but Dylan didn’t care for him much, and the more pretentious he became, the more Dylan agreed that pissing him off was the only way forward).

They were the most dressed-down people to show up at a gallery so small Roan actually drove past it without seeing it the first time. They got a couple of evil looks from women so thin Roan felt like he should give them twenty bucks to go get a sandwich, and men so camp they couldn’t have been gayer if they were wearing outfits made of dildos. Still, Dylan knew a lot of people there and was greeted warmly by many. When Dylan turned to introduce him to people, Roan always held out his hand and smiled warmly while saying, “Hi, I’m his asshole husband, Roan. You may have seen me in Truncheon Beating Weekly.”

Although there were a couple of awkward handshakes and uncertain looks, a small Asian woman named Clea burst out laughing, and a relatively good-looking emo guy named Keenan snickered and said he was more of a dickhead, but he was aspiring to be an asshole someday. Roan told Dylan he could invite Clea and Keenan over anytime.

Dominik decided to be fashionably late to his own show, so they wandered around the small gallery, looking at his photos. Most were blown up to poster sizes, although a few were smaller, and they were following a theme: half-naked, scrawny guy with bleached hair and black roots (Dylan confirmed it was Dominik) in a Southwestern desert landscape, usually on or near a road. Every now and then there was a plaque or a sign, declaring “Isolation is a place” or some pretentious shit like that, but then they came to the photos where he was lying on black strips of asphalt with his pants pulled down to expose his ass. “Is he gay?” Roan wondered, trying to make sense of the photo in front of him.

“No. He’s very vain, though.”

“So I’m gathering. The composition’s nice, but why’s he humping a road?”

“He’s not humping a road.” Dylan paused, and leaned in to study the photo more closely. “Is he? Oh dear god, tell me he’s not humping a pothole.”

“I can’t tell from this angle. Is this a stage of madness? Is he so crazy from isolation he’s now fucking a freeway system?”

“I—” Dylan shook his head helplessly. “I am now scared. Is it wrong of me to hope he’s on drugs?”

“If he’s not on drugs, he should be put on them immediately.”

When Dominik showed up around seven, he was wearing black sunglasses and an apricot orange ascot, and Dylan had to hold Roan back from going over and strangling him with his own scarf. Not because he hated him—he didn’t know him well enough to hate him—but because he looked like such a pretentious prick Roan almost couldn’t stand it. He was having a full-body allergic reaction to this guy, but rather than seize, his hands were making involuntary fists, and he had to resist the urge to shout, “Roadhumper, nice of you to show up.”

Dylan had decided they’d had enough, and he went to greet Dominik before they left. Dominik treated him with an almost fey curtness, and he seemed to have a slight hint of an obviously fake Eurotrash accent. Rather than introduce himself, Roan gave him a toothy smile, and asked, “So, you bleached your butthole, huh? Just for the photos, or is it a hobby?”

Dylan quickly grabbed him and hustled him out the door as Roan shouted, “Ta ta, toots. Great ass!”

Once outside, he exclaimed, “I can’t believe you’d say that to a friend of mine! Do you want to—” It was here that Dylan had to stop talking because he was laughing so hard. He leaned against the stucco outer wall of the gallery, and Roan joined him, mainly chuckling at Dylan’s response.

After a moment, when he caught his breath and wiped away tears from his eyes, he asked, “Did he really bleach? I didn’t notice.”

“I think he shaved too.”

“Oh god,” Dylan replied, laughing again. Once he’d gotten a hold of himself, he said, “I love you, hon, but I can’t take you anywhere.”

“No, you can’t,” Roan agreed. “I’m too much of a smartass.”

They shared a smile at what was now a private reference. After all, hadn’t Dylan told him he was too much of a smartass to become a lion permanently? Maybe he had a point after all.

They went home, mainly so Dylan could change and get to work. Roan found out Rosenberg had called him back, but her message was unexpected. “I’m testing a theory, but I need fresh infected blood, so get over to Saint Joe’s.” What theory? And why the hell was she at Saint Joe’s? He tried calling her back, but he went straight to machine again. Damn it.

So while Dylan left for Silver, he took the bike to Saint Joseph’s Hospital, figuring if he got in a wreck on the way, she could have all the blood she wanted.

It took him a bit to track her down, but he found her in the hematology lab. As soon as she saw him, she ordered him to take off his coat and roll up his sleeve, but he told her she wasn’t getting one drop until she told him what this was about. It seemed to put her out, but she told him she suspected that there were chemicals in the toxin isolated from Ava’s bloodstream that reacted a certain way to the virus, but she wanted to test it in real time, hence his blood. That seemed reasonable, so while she took some, he told her about “burn,” and his theory that maybe it would cause a reaction in infecteds it wouldn’t in normals. She agreed that was an avenue to explore, but now that meant she had to get some normal blood, and he was a total bastard for giving her all this extra nonpaid work to do, but at least she said that last part affectionately.

As he was leaving the hospital, he suddenly wondered where he could get some “burn.” Hell, a gay club like Panic would be rife with the stuff, wouldn’t it? He wondered if he had enough pull as Dylan’s boyfriend to get some cheap.

An ambulance was bringing in someone on a stretcher as he was leaving, all chaos, and one of the EMTs was shouting the brief version of the story and the injuries to the ER staff. Roan almost walked out without looking until the smell of the blood froze him in his tracks.

The blood smelled familiar.

Suddenly he tuned in to what the female paramedic was saying, and followed the stretcher. “—dumped in an alley off Pine and 43rd,” she was saying. “In and out of consciousness, a concussion and maybe a hematoma, numerous broken bones and blunt trauma injuries. He got jumped and beaten by at least two people with weapons of some kind, but the guy still had his wallet, so it wasn’t a mugging.”

The ER physician was a Korean man with short, spiky, black hair and a kind face, although he looked all of twenty-two (he was probably really about ten years older). As they transferred the man from the stretcher to a hospital gurney, the doctor shined a penlight in his one good eye (the other was swollen shut) and asked, “Can you hear me?” Without glancing up at the paramedics, he asked, “What’s his name?”

Roan had slipped in without any of the team noticing him, probably because he had been sticking to the back, out of everyone’s way. “Holden Krause,” he said, shouldering his way to the side of the gurney. He leaned over and asked, “Holden, it’s Roan. Can you hear me?”

Holden was almost impossible to recognize. He was covered in blood; his shirt had been cut off by the paramedics, but his torso was still caked in the stuff, the flesh bruise purple where it wasn’t bloody red (Roan was pretty sure one of the bruises on his rib cage was shaped like a partial boot print). His face was bruised, bloody, and swollen, to the point where if Roan hadn’t recognized the scent of his blood, he wouldn’t have been able to visually identify him. Roan was tempted to grab his hand, but he saw the one on his side was curled up, the fingers bloated like sausages—someone had stamped on his hand, broken fingers, and maybe he’d broken some attempting to defend himself. It had to have been at least two guys, maybe more, and they’d had to have taken Holden by surprise. There was no way, under normal circumstances, Holden could have been beaten this bad.

Holden’s one good eye opened, and there was haziness there, broken vessels like little pinpricks of blood in the white of his eye, the blue iris clouded like a rainy day. But Roan knew he recognized him, and didn’t even seem all that surprised to see him. He fixed him with a surprisingly steely gaze, and croaked in a dry, harsh voice, “Judge Garver.”

A huge male nurse with the shoulders of a fullback grabbed Roan and said, politely but firmly, “Please sir, clear the area, family isn’t allowed here.” As he was pulled away, he nodded at Holden, letting him know he understood what he was trying to say.

Judge Garver, the circuit court judge who’d got drunk and angry the other day. He probably didn’t appreciate Holden beating him down and threatening him, so he’d got some thugs of his own to beat Holden’s ass. Bullies didn’t like being bullied.

Roan should have been angry, but it was worse. He felt ice cold down to his marrow as he left the hospital, as focused as a heat-seeking missile.

It was time for Garver to get a little justice meted out to him. And there was no way in hell he was going to like it.

But Roan would. He already knew he was going to enjoy this immensely.
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SINCE he had an “emergency key” to Holden’s apartment, he went there and used it, finding the place to be in general order. (Should it bother him that Holden was a better housekeeper than he was? He wasn’t sure….)

Figuring Holden was beyond caring at this point, he used his computer and found Judge Garver’s address in minutes. (Lloyd Garver, to be precise.) He thought so-called “activist judges” needed to protect their addresses, but then he remembered that applied only to judges who made any decision that could be considered left wing. The right-leaning activist judges never had to worry about harassment, even if they made a ruling that made Sharia law seem far too lenient. Thanks to Google Street View, he was even able to case most of Garver’s house. He lived in a McMansion with a high-gated fence and wall. You probably needed a special code to get in the gate, but since Roan was figuring on jumping the wall, he didn’t need it.

He searched Holden’s bedroom, looking for the photos, but found other interesting things in his dresser drawer and closet. He found enough condoms and lube to keep an orgy going for ten years, and some very questionable leather gear he assumed was for clients. He also found a ski mask, which made no sense, but he took it anyways. He also kept meticulous records of his STD testing (the latest was a clean bill of health that came back two weeks ago), but Roan assumed that was necessary for his employment at the agency, as a whore giving a client a disease would look bad for business.

He suddenly remembered Holden’s favorite hiding place, the one place it was guaranteed no one would look: in a South Beach diet sandwich box in the fridge. Because the South Beach diet stuff was shit, and even a desperate junkie wouldn’t eat it.

The box looked pristine, unopened, but as soon as he examined it more closely, he saw one of the ends of the box had been carefully resealed. He opened it with care, pulled out the plastic packing material, and a couple of Ziploc plastic bags fell out. One held several hundred-dollar bills (Holden’s emergency fund, presumably), and the other held a rather thick sheaf of photos. Presumably the negatives were hidden elsewhere, since a fridge probably wasn’t the best place for them, but knowing Holden, he had them in a safe deposit box or something. Roan also noticed a Washington State driver’s license under the name Holden Fox, but pretended he didn’t. (It wasn’t like he didn’t have a half dozen fake IDs himself.)

The photos were pretty explicit—there was no way in hell any of the men could say the pictures were “misconstrued.” Having looked up a picture of Lloyd Garver online, he knew what he looked like (well, his face—there was no telling what was under the robe), and eventually found him. The pictures were wonderfully awful for Garver—it showed Holden handcuffed to a bed while Garver sucked his dick. Holy shit, how did he talk his way out of that? “I handcuffed this hot nude ruffian to the only solid object around, and while phoning the police I tripped and fell mouth first onto his cock.” Roan didn’t put it past a hypocrite like him to actually try the story to see if it would fly.

He decided on an approach with a cold clarity that was pure psychosis. Hot anger was awful, and could be deadly, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the cold rage that made you see the world as only a true predator could. He knew exactly what he was going to do, and how he was going to do it. Had Holden felt this way after he saw Coyote killed?

Muffled music started playing, and when Roan realized what it was, he burst out laughing. It must have been Holden’s “regular” (not client) cell phone, and yet the ringtone was the Flight of The Conchords’ “Sugalumps.” Of course he’d have an ode to balls as his ringtone, no matter that it constantly referred to women. A song about balls was something that Holden couldn’t pass up.

The laugh should have broken his homicidal mood, but it didn’t. He fell back into it as he grabbed the ski mask and photos and headed out. Holden didn’t look like he was going to die, but head injuries were funny things—you could bump your head on the door, say you were fine, and drop dead two hours later from bleeding in the brain. Any blow to the head had the potential to be fatal, as Mike Oliver could have told anyone.

Garver lived in Bellevue, which kind of figured, and Roan found a place to hide his bike on the previous block, while he rolled the ski mask up like a stocking cap to hide the odd color of his hair. Not that he should have bothered—there was no one walking these exceptionally well-tended streets at this time of night. The wealthy had extremely nice neighborhoods, and never used them.

Climbing the wall and jumping over the top of the fence were nothing; scaring off the two German shepherd guard/family dogs was nothing (just a snarl and a growl and they were off), and disabling the lame alarm system they had was also nothing. There were lights on upstairs, probably the kids, and as he crept around the house, avoiding windows lit up or uncovered, he was able to hear a television. He found a darkened window, the curtains slightly parted, and thanks to his rapidly cycling night vision, he was able to see a book-lined study. Had to be Lloyd’s, as it just screamed man who wanted to make an impression. Forcing the window open was just like opening an average one, and climbing into a room that smelled of cigar smoke and scotch, filled with thousand-dollar furniture, was like getting out of bed. In a bizarre way, he was disappointed. He wanted a challenge, a fight, some sort of difficulty that would make him pause. But it was all too easy, and his rage quietly bubbled and blackened, becoming a weapon of incredible ugliness. His hands felt sweaty in their leather gloves.

He went to the man’s phone, right there on the two-thousand-dollar desk, and wrote the phone number down on his arm. If he didn’t show up in ten minutes—unlikely—Roan was going to call the phone. He found more to anger him in the fact that, save for a couple of thick law books, none of the other books had been shifted in some time; someone wasn’t dusting properly. He hated people who had books only for show. They weren’t supposed to be decorations only.

He could hear all the noises in the house. The wife was watching Big Brother, one of the kids was listening to music upstairs (Green Day), there was an occasional creak of the walls shifting and settling. They’d had beef with a burgundy-based sauce tonight, mashed potatoes with garlic and sour cream, steamed asparagus. At some point, someone had made Japanese rice pudding. Upscale sure, but oddly normal. The fact that this man was having his fake life, full of lies and contented domesticity, while Holden might be fighting for his life in a hospital, made Roan see the dark in shades of translucent red. The lion was right under the skin, for once listening to him, waiting for him to give the signal to tear Garver to pieces. It was a weird sort of insight, to realize they could work together when violence was a given.

Roan didn’t have to call. Garver came in, flicking on a light, unaware of the man in the ski mask standing to the right of the door as he picked up a tiny remote no bigger than a mini MP3 player and turned on his Bose stereo system, which played something classical. He tossed the remote back down when he finally noticed the photo Roan had placed near his computer keyboard, the one of Lloyd sucking off Holden. He did a slight double take, shoulders stiffening, tension and anxiety starting to come off him in a smell like acetate when Roan moved, grabbing him by the back of his neck at the same time he slammed a foot down on the side of the man’s knee.

The crack of his leg shattering was quite loud, but not enough to triumph over the orchestra coming from the speakers. Lloyd tried to scream, but just like Roan expected, all that came out was a high-pitched squeak like a balloon slowly deflating as he sagged toward the floor. But Roan had a death grip on the back of his neck and held him up, a feat he knew would startle Lloyd. After all, he was holding up a two-hundred-pound man with one hand on the back of his neck—if that wasn’t a feat of strength, what was?

“You shut up and listen to me if you don’t want me to rip your balls off and shove them down your throat,” Roan growled in his ear. “You tell me the names of the men you sent to beat up Fox, and I won’t pulverize every single bone in your body.”

It took him a moment to find his voice, a harsh whisper. “You’re making a mistake, assho—”

Roan let him drop on his broken leg, which would have elicited a scream from him if Roan hadn’t grabbed his chin and forced his mouth to slam shut, causing an audible click of his teeth as well as another noise, a muffled grunt that brought tears to the man’s eyes. Good. Roan was hoping he’d get him to bite his own tongue. With any luck, he’d bitten it off.

In reflex, Lloyd reached up to grab Roan’s wrist—weakly; even if he were a normal man, Roan could have kicked the shit out of this pudgy, bloated benchwarmer—and Roan idly, with almost no exertion on his part, pulled his hand away. In the process, he twisted Garver’s wrist until his bones crackled like ice underfoot, and the muffled, moaning screams coming from him were truly terrible. He let Lloyd go to fall forward and retch on his thousand-dollar carpet. “You think it’s hyperbole, Judge? A negotiation? Every minute you don’t tell me what I want to know, I break something. Get it through your thick head: your power means nothing to me. I’m not afraid of you, your authority, the police, no one. Because you are all Human, and I’m not, and there’s nothing you own that I can’t destroy.”

After he finished spitting up bile, Garver rasped, “You’re insane.”

“Yeah, that too. Just more ammo in my armory.” He stepped on the nape of Lloyd’s neck, driving him face first into the puddle of his own vomit. “And don’t think it stops at me breaking you physically. The photo? Tip of the iceberg. Those are stills from a video, you know. Just think of the meal KING or KOMO would make of that footage.”

Lloyd had been struggling, but stopped as soon as Roan said that. He got his face free enough to mutter, “Video?”

He didn’t know if Holden actually had video of himself and his high-powered clients, but all those action photos Roan saw seemed to indicate they were juicy stills from longer and more involved pieces. Only the most explicit shots would do. “Despite what you may think about whores, Fox isn’t dumb. He knew you guys might try and throw him to the wolves someday, so he had a plan B. Namely, he takes you with him, and let’s face it, he has nothing to lose. You? You have everything. Career, power, prestige, money, family, presumed moral authority… the lie that you’re hetero. Wanna pick one, Lloyd? Which one will you miss the most?”

The smell of his fear was rank and awful, like asparagus piss (and it may have indeed been just that), and Roan ground down his boot heel just enough to exert terrible pressure on the fine bones of Garver’s neck. “I’m part of that plan B too. You think you wipe him out and the problem’s gone? No, now you have a bigger problem. But as low as I am, I’m not the worst—Fox has friends in even lower places, ones who probably would have killed you as soon as you walked in the door. You don’t fuck with street kids, Lloyd, certainly not if they’ve managed to claw their way out of the gutter, ’cause that means they’re a lot more ruthless than most, and predators generally hang with other predators.”

The hand with the broken wrist was lying as limp as a dead fish on the floor, and remembering Holden from the ER, Roan stamped on it, bones breaking with a cereal-like crackle. Lloyd made an odd noise of pain, half scream half sob, that was mostly buried in the carpet. “You’re not telling me what I want to know, Lloyd. How ’bout I rip your ear off? I’ll feed it to one of your dogs on the way out. Good luck on getting that reattached.”

“Fuck!” Again, a kind of half sob, but this time mixed with anger and fear. “You stupid crazy shit, they’re cops. You can’t do a thing to them.”

Roan wished he was surprised, but he wasn’t. It explained the blunt trauma injuries. “Wanna bet? Give me names.”

He hesitated, so Roan dropped down to one knee and gave Garver a vicious kidney punch that would have him pissing blood for the next two weeks, and snapped his short ribs just for the trouble. Lloyd made a sort of keening noise, squirming as best he could while trying not to aggravate his many injuries. It was difficult. “Vince Carmody and Oscar Muhlfeld.”

“You’re making those up.”

“No.”

“I know cops, ass hat, and I don’t recognize either name.” Okay, there was no way in hell he knew all the cops in Washington State, but he was trying to get more information out of the guy. Oftentimes the best way to do that was by pretending you were either an idiot or totally belligerent. Belligerent was very easy for him.

“They’re Staties.”

“State Patrol?” He snickered derisively. “What, couldn’t contact the Three Stooges? Jesus. Not even good people owe you favors, huh?” He had nothing against the state patrol, they were generally fine police officers, it’s just that all groups—be they police, fire, military, even hospitals—had to indulge in childish pissing contests with their “rivals.” Roan reached down, grabbed Lloyd’s arm, and with one twist dislocated his shoulder and his elbow, which sounded with muffled, small pops. Garver made a noise of pain that was almost breathless, unable to do much more. “How do you explain these injuries, Lloyd? And the photos? I’ve left more than one around the place. How do you explain that to your wife, to your Focus on the Family friends? I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with the video. Send it to the news vultures? Upload it to YouTube and Xtube and see if anyone ever works it out? Might be fun to see how long it takes. You have a favorite, Lloyd?”

“F-fuck you,” he wheezed. It sounded more pathetic than defiant. “You’ll pay for this. You and the whore—”

Roan stamped on Garver’s dislocated elbow, crushing bones. “If anything happens to him, I will hunt you down, destroy whatever career you have left, and then take my sweet time killing you. You’re Human, there’s nothing you can do to escape me or protect yourself. Are we clear?”

“You’re insane.”

“The good thing about insanity? You really don’t give a shit what other people think of you. Stay away from Fox, or die for your trouble.” He then stomped his head into the carpet, breaking his nose and severely stunning him, if not knocking him out. Roan pocketed the incriminating photo before leaving by the window he had come in—the picture was still ammunition. Lloyd had just needed to know more than one person had them, because otherwise Holden was still a target.

Roan took off and found an open cyber cafe in downtown Seattle, where he found addresses for Vince Carmody and Oscar Muhlfeld. Carmody lived in Queen Anne, not far from here, but Muhlfeld had a place in Burien, much farther away. So Carmody, by necessity of geography, was first.

Since he was able to connect with his usual database, he discovered Carmody was divorced and lived alone in a condo. Fifth floor, fourth door on the right. He may have been a cop (well, trooper), but it was easily to pick his lock and walk right into his condo. For a bachelor, his place was fairly neat, a pizza box with uneaten crusts on the coffee table the only stereotypical item visible in the darkness. Creeping by the kitchenette, he smelled Holden’s blood. Carmody had rinsed his nightstick off in the sink.

This whole time, Roan had felt oddly disconnected from himself, almost feverish, as if everything that was happening was a vivid hallucination he was only half interested in. But the smell of Holden’s blood layered over the scents of Carmody—everything: body odor, stale coffee, beer farts, bad breath, rank cologne, shoe polish, hair gel, toothpaste, all the smells of a modern-day human—brought him back to himself in a very bad way. This was a man who had brutalized another, and then, after cleaning his equipment, had gone to bed. It didn’t bother him at all? Maybe he’d objected at some point; maybe Lloyd had something on him, maybe he was forced into doing it or lied to about what Holden did to deserve it (surely Lloyd hadn’t told them the truth). But he still did it. And Roan smelled no fear here, no sorrow, nothing that could be construed as regret.

And he could hear him snoring in the next room, the deep sleep of a man at peace with his conscience.

Even though Roan felt more alive than he had all evening, he blacked out, or maybe the lion had taken over more than it should have. Because one minute he was standing there, looking down at the stainless steel sink where you could smell the blood in the drain and not see it, and the next he was back in the corridor, heading for the elevator. His hands hurt, and the faint scent of a stranger’s blood lingered in his nostrils. Alone in the elevator, he whispered to himself, to the lion within him, “What did you do?”

But he really didn’t want to know, and the lion knew that if it knew anything at all. There was no reply, but Roan hadn’t expected one. The lack of blood on his clothes was the only sign that maybe it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

In a way, he was hoping the drive to Burien would wake him up, snap him out of this black mood, but no such luck. It was cold, and the sky was starting to lighten—had he really been out all night? It felt like only a couple of hours—and he felt like death. Not like he was dying, but like he was actually Death, a thing in a black robe with a scythe and an urge to use it.

When did he lose his mind? He wished he could remember; he wished there was some point when it became clear, a moment when he heard his brain actually snap, like a guitar string pulled too tightly. But would it have really helped? He didn’t think so.

Muhlfeld was married with a kid, and Roan had no intention of terrorizing his wife and child. But there was an SUV in the driveway with a half-naked woman depicted on an air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror, and he was willing to bet it wasn’t Oscar’s wife’s car. So he broke into it through the back seat, and found a Sharpie in his coat pocket. He had a vague idea he’d picked it up at Carmody’s place, but why? In a way, he didn’t want to know that either.

He hunkered down in the back seat and waited. The great thing about an SUV was there was a lot of room, so hiding in the back wasn’t so bad. He almost could have fallen asleep if he wasn’t so wired on his own insanity right now. The sky was the fragile pale blue of dawn by the time Muhlfeld came out to his car, carrying a travel mug full of coffee. He was in the front seat, door slammed shut, before he noticed Why Lloyd Garver? written in black Sharpie on the interior roof. He was still looking up at it when Roan reached around the seat, grabbing him in a chokehold before slamming his fist into his face repeatedly, until blood splattered the windshield and Muhlfeld sagged limply, unconscious and bleeding from almost every orifice on his face.

Roan left then, walking away from the SUV, retrieving his bike on the next block, and only when he started driving off did he realize he had no idea where he was going. Maybe he should just drive until he hit the border, until the road ended, until his bike fell to pieces.

He didn’t feel very satisfied, but that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was he had enjoyed it in spite of it all.

His transition to monster was complete.
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ROAN stopped by his office and sat there for an unmeasured amount of time—maybe thirty minutes, maybe three hours. He took a handful of pills, uncounted as well and also unknown, and when he didn’t fall into a coma, he figured he ought to go before Fiona showed up. If she showed up. He had no idea if she was coming in today, mainly because he wasn’t sure what day it was.

He should have headed home, but he couldn’t face Dylan. He had no clear plan where he was going, but time and place seemed to slide by like an unconvincing dream, and when he was more aware of things, he was in the hospital lobby, wondering why he was there.

“Roan?”

The voice was somewhat familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He looked at the young male nurse in green scrubs, with dusky skin and an open face that was growing more concerned by the second. “Luke?” he finally replied. Dee’s boyfriend, the one with the annoying habits. He should have asked Dee what they were, but honestly, it didn’t matter. Dee thought Roan was annoying for having so many books, never calling when he was going to be late, and hating video games. Luke was probably a very rational person who simply had the misfortune of liking something Dee didn’t.

“You look like shit,” Luke said. “Are you okay? Are you here to see someone?”

“Holden,” he replied, even though he knew Luke was probably hoping he was seeing a doctor. He looked that bad? Well, being up all night and taking a handful of downers was going to do that to a person. “How is he? Can I see him?”

“Oh. Krause, right?” He walked over to the admission desk, and went behind it to tap a few things into the computer. After a moment, when an older woman stopped behind the desk, Luke said idly, “I can see you two being related. You have the same jawline.”

For a moment, Roan thought the drugs had really kicked in, but then he realized the woman with the unfortunate haircut was some kind of supervisor, and the idea of him seeing Holden couldn’t even be entertained if Roan wasn’t family. So Luke was implying he was. He nodded, and said, “He’s the only living family I have left.”

“Well, it’s not visiting hours, but since you’re family, Doctor Cho will probably want to discuss his case with you. Deeanna, is Cho in his office?”

Another nurse, this one a woman with a slightly Haitian accent, said, “No, I think he’s in lab five.”

“Okay, thanks.” Luke briskly walked out from behind the desk and started down the hall, with a very businesslike “Follow me, please.”

Roan did, and once they got in the elevator and the doors closed, Luke turned to him and said, “He has a lot of broken bones, some internal bleeding, and we’re waiting to see if he has any lingering brain injuries, but his scans turned out as good as we could have hoped.”

“So he’s gonna live?”

“I’d say so. But… is he the one that’s a hustler?”

“Yeah.”

“Well… I hope he saved some money. It took eight staples to close the biggest gash on his scalp, and some of his hair had to be shaved off. He also has a fractured orbital bone, although the swelling should be on its way down by now. He got a tooth knocked out too, but somehow he didn’t get a broken nose. Figure that one out.” The doors opened and he walked out, and Roan followed, feeling dazed, like someone had hit him with a shovel and the force of the blow was still ringing through his head. It wasn’t what Luke was saying about Holden, mainly because Holden was better off than he’d expected. He was exhausted, drugged, felt vaguely sick, and wasn’t sure how much longer he could stay on his feet. Luckily, he seemed to be floating—or maybe the floor was actually wavering.

“You’re saying he’s disfigured?”

“No. He might have a scar or two, but he’ll heal. It’s just it’ll take a few weeks before his face isn’t a bruised, swollen mess.” Luke opened the door to Holden’s recovery room, and even though there was another bed in there, it was currently empty. “Not that it’s related, but I saw that article on you. And holy shit, that picture of you—wow. Even Dee agreed that if he hadn’t already dated you and knew what a miserable bastard you were, he’d be all over you.” Luke looked at him again, and grimaced in a painful way. “Dude, I think I’m gonna get you a chair and take you back to the ER. You look like you’re about to die on me.”

“I’m tired,” he admitted, heading over toward Holden’s bed. His feet still worked, he was still walking, so that was something. “I’ll be okay. I probably just need coffee or something.”

He scoffed. “No, I think you need a coroner.” Proving that perhaps there was some justice in this world, Luke’s beeper went off, and he said, “Shit, the crazies have come early today.” He left, the door closing behind him, and Roan said to nothing, “I’m a singular, not plural.”

Of course Luke hadn’t been referring to him, but he might as well have been.

Holden was a white lump among white sheets, his right hand and wrist in a fresh cast, surgical staples, angular and blackish, were visible on his collarbone where it peeked out from beneath the sheets (just to the right of a very blatant Taser burn), and more were in a loose crescent on the side of his head, where a divot had been shaved into it. His left eye was swollen shut and so deeply purple it was almost black, he had three staples in his chin, and his lip was still torn, but it would have to heal on its own. His bottom lip was swollen to almost three times its normal size, and extensive bruising and bleeding beneath the skin made his face and neck a shade of purplish burgundy. He was hooked up to two different IVs, and a machine was monitoring his life signs. Roan could smell the drugs coming from him—they had given him some nice painkillers—so he figured he’d be out for a while.

And Luke was right about him not being able to hustle for a while, because right now he was unrecognizable. “Maybe it’s a good thing you’ve always been one of those odd hot guys,” Roan said, as he pulled a hard plastic chair up to his bedside. “You know, not an immediate knockout like Dylan, but sort of… strangely appealing, although no one can quite say why. That almost sounds like an insult, doesn’t it? But I must be the same way. I’ve been told I’m ‘striking’, which I always interpreted as ‘ugly in an interesting way’.” He sat down with a sigh and rested his forehead on the edge of the bed. “I got them. The guys who did this are probably in hospitals right now. But I think I’m done. I don’t think I can be around Humans anymore. I think I need to be locked up, for everyone else’s safety. Mainly because I liked it. I took these men apart, and it could have been worse. When I’m angry, I feel like I could punch right through someone’s chest. That has to be an overstatement, a lie… but I wonder. Snapping bones is no problem. Why couldn’t I punch through a sternum, through a chest wall? I can break someone’s skull with one punch.” It struck him as perversely funny in a truly awful way, so he giggled as he admitted, “I’m a supervillain. Or maybe I’m just an insanely violent hero. Maybe I just need the rest of The Authority to show up and save me from myself. And see there I was comparing myself to Midnighter, a reference perhaps only three people in this entire hospital will get. Dylan’s right—I’m such a nerd.” He felt unbalanced in his own head, like his brain had come loose and was about to slide out his ears. How nice would it be to totally disconnect from his body, just leave it behind like a husk.

He might have blacked out for a moment, because Roan had a sense that time had passed around him and left him behind. He sat up, slumping against the unforgiving plastic, and realized his throat still hurt. You’d think all of the pills he took would have calmed it, but apparently not. “You know what? You could take my place. Fi is pretty much a detective now, so she could show you the ropes, and you guys could take over my agency while I am locked up in a zoo where I belong. Just check in on Dyl from time to time, make sure he’s okay, and ignore any bad vibes you get from him. He doesn’t seem to like you and I’m not sure why, although he’s so good at being Buddhist you probably don’t even realize it.” He rubbed his eyes, which felt like they had been replaced with heated marbles. “I wish there was an old monster’s home where I could go. I need to retire.”

The door opened, and he expected Luke, but much to his surprise it was Dylan, looking rumpled and slightly sleepless, wearing Roan’s bomber jacket. “Jesus, Roan, where have you been? Would you please turn your fucking cell on, I’ve been worried sick.”

Oh, his phone—he’d forgotten he’d turned it off before he embarked on his magical misery tour. He reached into his coat pocket, found it, and turned it on. It hummed in his hand, and when the screen lit up, he saw he had several messages waiting for him. “Sorry, I forgot.”

Dylan had looked pissed, but as he came over toward him, he grimaced painfully, and his anger morphed into pity. “You’ve been up all night, haven’t you? You look like you’re going to pass out.”

“I feel that way too.”

“Let’s get you home, okay? I’ll yell at you later, when you’re more conscious.”

Roan was going to protest, but he had no idea why, so he nodded and meekly got up, swaying slightly on his feet. Dylan reached out and steadied him, and kept holding onto his shoulder. “What about my bike?”

“I know some guys, I’ll get them to pick it up.”

“Good. I love my bike.”

“I know you do. Sure I can’t check you into the hospital while we’re here?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m not kidding.”

“I’m sure you’re not, but I just wanna get home.”

He had only the vaguest memories of getting out to Dylan’s car, and almost no memory of being in it, except he was pretty sure that he admitted to Dyl he was a monster. Dylan of course told him he wasn’t, but Roan wasn’t sure he told him in the car in retrospect, because he remembered Dylan holding him and telling him he wasn’t, that he couldn’t be. He couldn’t recall the reason why he wasn’t.

He woke up feeling not so much hungover as feverish, and not well rested. But he must have slept a while, as it was dark outside, and once again he had a feeling of time having passed around him. You’d think he would have dreamed, but the drugs had weighed him down so much he hadn’t, or at least he had no memory of it.

He was still so tired he didn’t want to take a shower, so he took a bath, and once in the water he didn’t want to get out. Dylan must have known this, because he perfunctorily knocked on the door before coming in, holding a plate of food and a brown bottle. He’d hoped it was a microbrew, and it was, but a microbrew ginger ale. “I thought you were going to sleep until tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t have minded.” The smell hit his nose, and his nausea slid into hunger. Dylan had made his famous huevos rancheros, which Roan couldn’t get enough of in spite of the fact there was tofu in it. “Oh, you bastard. The secret weapon.”

“You have to eat, and I know you’ll eat this.”

“In the bathtub?”

“I’m attempting to lure you out. You’ve been in here almost two hours.”

“Have I?” Weird. He could have sworn he just got in.

Dylan put the food on the dresser in the bedroom, then came back with a towel. “Come on, let’s go.”

“I’m not a child.”

“No, but you seem ill. You even look flushed.”

“I’m in a tub full of hot water.”

“It was hot maybe an hour ago. I bet it isn’t now.” 

He was right, but he wasn’t going to give Dyl the satisfaction of that.

“How many pills did you take?”

“Today? None.” Well, was it still whatever day it was this morning? Oh fuck, he had no idea. He really should have looked at the clock.

“Yesterday.”

“I don’t know.”

The look Dylan gave him was harsh and unrelenting. “You know, I put up with the pill popping because I can’t imagine the pain you’re in, but I’m not going to stand by while you put yourself in a coma.”

“I can’t put myself in a coma. I could take eight bottles of pills and nothing would happen.”

“Don’t even think that.”

“I’m not Human, Dylan. The amount of drugs needed to put me down permanently are off the charts.”

“Stop it. Stop this shit now. You are Human, and I’m tired of hearing you say that about yourself.”

“No Human can do what I have done,” he said, levering himself out of the tub.

Dylan looked uncertain for a moment, then approached him with the towel. “You went after the guys that hurt Holden, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. But I don’t think you want to know what happened.”

Dylan enfolded him in the towel, and Roan was content to let him. “No, I don’t.”

He then turned away, heading out into the bedroom. Roan followed, the towel wrapped around him, keeping him dryer if not exactly warmer, and Roan sat on the bed while Dylan retrieved the food and brought it to him. He took it with a grateful nod, then admitted, “I’m an animal. I can’t be around people anymore.”

“No. You just proved you’re Human,” he said, sitting down beside him.

That almost made him scoff as he shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth, but he was too tired. “What I did was—”

“Human. I didn’t even recognize Holden in that hospital bed. Beaten to a pulp doesn’t begin to describe it. Animals have no desire for vengeance. It’s a Human passion, a Human failing. Animals don’t get embarrassed, don’t laugh, and they don’t seek revenge.” He opened the bottle of ginger ale and held it out to Roan, although he wasn’t looking at him.

Roan took it and downed half the bottle in two swallows. After a moment, he said, “Wow. Couldn’t you do me one little favor and stop being smarter than me?”

Dylan patted his thigh in a comforting manner. “That’s wisdom I learned the hard way. Remember what chased me into Buddhism in the first place?”

Oh yes—his all-consuming desire to kill the man who had killed his boyfriend Jason. Dyl had even bought a gun, and planned how he was going to sneak it into the courthouse. “You fought the urge.”

“Yes, by turning it inward and trying to kill myself. I wouldn’t recommend it.”

After a moment’s pause, he asked, “How fucked up are we?”

Dylan snickered, but it had a humorless quality about it. “Life is fucked up, honey. We’re simply reacting to it.”

Roan leaned against his shoulder, and Dylan leaned back, so they were resting their heads together. “This all proves that I should worship you. You are so out of my league.”

“Stop that. I am a lowly bartender. I am out of no one’s league.”

He chewed another forkful of fluffy eggs smothered with homemade salsa, and wondered if it was the food or Dylan that made him feel a bit better. Maybe both. Oh sure, he was still a monster, but a Human monster seemed somehow more manageable. A glance at the bedside clock informed him it was after midnight. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t you be at work?”

Dylan shrugged, and slipped an arm around his shoulder. “I slept so poorly last night, I figured, fuck it. I got Mandy to cover my shift for me; I’m going to cover her shift Sunday. It’s weird, I never thought I’d say this, but I miss Panic. Despite the sleaze and the occasional grope, it seemed like a nicer place.”

“Better tips?”

“A bit, not much. It just seemed… I don’t know. I can’t explain it. It was like there was a tacit agreement the world outside the doors was really fucked up, so let’s party. In Silver, it’s a tacit agreement that the world would be better if everyone just knew their place and stuck to it.”

“You could always go back. I’m sure Panic would welcome you. Everybody loves your pecs.”

He gave Roan a smirk that was almost a grimace. “There’re so many bad memories there for me, though. Eric was murdered, and some white supremacist freak tried to kill you there as well.”

“Yeah, but he picked the night I was with a hockey team. That’s the definition of bad timing.”

“The fact that he was a monumental idiot doesn’t negate the fact that he tried to kill you. Oh, that reminds me, you ought to check your messages. Some of them are really interesting.”

“Oh. How much shit am I in?”

“You personally? Not much. As an infected? Hon, it’s looking grim.”

“Shit.” He enjoyed another bite, this time with one of those tortillas that melted in your mouth (where Dylan got them he had no idea, but they were the best he’d ever had), and then picked up the phone and went through his messages. A couple were from an increasingly weary-sounding Seb, who just said to call him if he could, until the fifth message, when he said, “Cat freak-outs in Kapowsin, Olympia, Aberdeen, Forks, and supposedly we have one loose near Snoqualmie Falls. The death toll, not counting the cats, is currently seven, with twelve injured. This is just a shitstorm, Ro, and we’ve had reports that maybe something similar happened down in Portland. We’re gonna leak to the news media the possibility that tainted batches of burn are to blame, but we don’t know that for certain, none of the tox screens are back, and we have it on good authority that there may be an attack planned on Divine Transformation by enraged citizenry. Probably mouth-breathing Glenn Beck fans, which gives me enough reason to shoot them. Anyways, get ready, we may need to call you in at any time, and… we may need to put you into protective custody if this gets worse. And I think it’s only gonna get worse from here.”

Roan sighed wearily. Oh god, where were his pills? “It’s an epidemic.”

Dylan nodded. “There was an ugly protest outside the Church tonight that turned violent. Bricks were hurled through windows, someone tried to use a Molotov cocktail but set themselves on fire—”

“Awesome. Please tell me that’s on YouTube.” 

Dylan scowled at that and continued. “—a car was overturned, a couple people were bitten by pit bulls someone brought to the festivities, and what I heard on the news was twenty arrests and a multitude of casualties, mostly self- or crowd inflicted. There have been a couple of charges of police brutality, but I don’t know, they really seemed to be on the protesters’ side.”

“Wow, the idiots versus the morons. Who do you root for?” The last message, the most recent, was from Rosenberg, and had been left only forty minutes ago. “Kiddo, we got a problem,” she said, in her smoker’s rasp. “Your cop friend, the one who’s gonna be played by Denzel in the movie of your life, got me some samples of the drug. An older sample is just amphetamines basically, nothing special, but the newer sample… fuck me sideways, it has a chemical analog of the hormone lepidysine, which is released by the virus during the transformational cycle. The drug is making them change ahead of cycle, I can confirm that, and there’s a mild hallucinogenic that’s probably driving them crazy in cat form. But here’s the thing: this is fucking impossible. When we’ve tried to synthesize the hormone for testing purposes, it generally fails, to the point where we just use some extracted from infecteds in cycle.” She paused to take a drag off her cigarette, but she didn’t sound any better. In fact, she sounded a bit pissed off. “So there’s some fucker out there who figured out how to synthesize this shit, in such a way that it triggers the virus. And it doesn’t do anything to regular humans, oh no, it’s just a drug to them, there’s nothing for the lepidysine to trigger. I’m having my interns at the university analyze this fucker down to its knee socks, I wanna know how he does it and where it came from. Oh, and one more thing: it’s a weapon. Whoever designed this—and this wasn’t happenstance, no putz is going to blindly bumble into this complicated a chemical formula—engineered it specifically to kill the infected. Hallelujah and pass the bullets, we have our first new designer chemical weapon of the twenty-first century. When you said it smelled like a chemical weapons factory, you were bang on target. When you call back, give me next week’s lottery numbers, okay, Kreskin?” And with that, she hung up.

Roan put the receiver back in the cradle, and looked at Dylan, whose sympathetic eyes told him he’d already heard the message. “I wasn’t sure how to brace you for that one.”

“There’s no prepping for the completely insane.” And it was, and yet, was he surprised? Things had been in a downward spiral, and nothing had broken it. Things never got any better, no matter what happened.

And now someone had declared war on the infected, and had drawn first blood.
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ROAN knew he had to act. The problem was, what could he do? Seb was definitely not at work now, he was off shift, and if he called him at home he’d just wake him up. There probably wasn’t anything he could do until daylight. Too late.

Dylan noted his restlessness, and said, “You might want to get dressed first.”

Somehow he’d forgotten he wasn’t wearing anything except for a towel. “Oh. But a naked man ranting gets a lot of attention.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that. But probably not the kind of attention that would be helpful.” Dylan then turned toward the opposite nightstand and grabbed a magazine Roan hadn’t noticed there before. “Speaking of which, the article’s out.” He held it toward him with the full-page picture of him (he had no idea it was going to be a full page) side out.

“So this was what Luke was talking about.” It was actually a good picture, probably one of the best ones of him he had ever seen. His back was turned to the café window, so you could see the street beyond, overcast and gray, very noir. As for Roan himself, his hair was the color of dried blood, and shiny enough that it looked half wet, while his eyes were an unearthly green, the lids at half mast with either physical exhaustion or a general weariness with the world, although somehow he looked more alert than truly sleepy. The scars on his lip and eyebrow stood out ghostly white, little lines that could have been negative scratches on the photographs. Ironically, you could make out the words “Panic” and “Freak” on the T-shirt he wore, half covered by his leather jacket (it was his “Now Panic and Freak Out” shirt, so he’d set himself up for that). His face had a lean, almost feral look that he wasn’t sure he liked seeing.

“That is gorgeous,” Dylan said. “We need to get me a smaller version I can carry in my wallet.”

“I look… dangerous.” It was funny how that was the first thing that occurred to him. He thought he looked like a coiled snake in humanoid form. If he encountered the man in the photo, he would keep an eye on him.

“Yeah, sexy dangerous.”

So either Dylan didn’t see it, he was pretending not to see it, or Roan was projecting. He flipped the magazine over to see the beginning of the article. The header at the top of the column, Future Leaders Of America #8: Roan McKichan, Leader Of The Pack. “Well, at least he didn’t go for pride,” he muttered, reading the opening lines of the article: There is no designated leader among the tens of thousands of infected Americans, no organized group. And the uninfected are lucky, because the most obvious leader is Roan McKichan, a man of such overwhelming magnetism and intelligence he would be unstoppable. “Holy shit, is this a hagiography?”

“Kind of. He even says in the article he’s not gay, but your charisma is so powerful he found himself attracted to you. He has a huge man crush on you. And I’m super impressed you could use hagiography in a sentence.”

“I don’t have charisma. He’s in the closet.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Of course you have charisma. It’s why cute guys are always sniffing around you. Speaking of which, can I borrow your Taser next time we go out?”

“Knock yourself out.” He rolled up the magazine and wondered if it would make good kindling. “You know, this couldn’t have come out at a worse time. Good thing only three people read this.”

Dylan gave him a half smile. “Ah, he said that you were quick-witted enough that you could have been a comedian.”

“If this guy just wanted to blow me, he could have asked.”

“He didn’t?”

“Nope.” After a brief pause, which Roan hoped sounded natural, he asked, “He didn’t imply I had superhuman abilities, did he?”

“No, but he flirted with it at times. Still, he was so clearly crushing on you it could be excused as purple prose.”

“Good.” He gulped down the rest of the ginger ale and gave the magazine back to Dylan before standing up and putting his now empty plate and bottle on top of the dresser. The towel fell off, but he didn’t care, as he was already grabbing underwear out of the top drawer.

“Did you think that was a possibility?” Dylan was trying to sound casual, but clearly he was curious.

“Yeah. He pretty much told me he knew I wasn’t Human, and he wanted a comment. I refused to confirm anything.”

“You know, you don’t have to get dressed on my account.”

“Come on, I’m cold, and no one likes shrinkage.” He pulled up his shorts with a snap, and then started searching for a clean pair of jeans. Damn, he was behind in his laundry.

Dylan shifted on the bed, springs creaking as he moved into a more comfortable position to watch him get dressed. Roan noticed this as he stepped into his jeans, and when he went to the closet and pulled out yet another of his weird T-shirts. Finally, he asked, “What? Are you waiting for me to apologize? Okay. I’m sorry I didn’t call, I was a self-centered ass, I won’t do it again.”

“Good. But right now I wonder where you think you’re going.”

He decided on a Pansy Division shirt and pulled it on before answering. “I can’t just stay here and wait. I’ve got to go out and see if I can find out where the tainted burn is coming from.”

“Which means what exactly?” When Roan hesitated to answer, and started to search for his HK instead, Dylan guessed, “You’re going to go talk to some drug dealers, aren’t you?”

“I was thinking of talking to Kevin first, but I’m working toward that.”

“Let me come with you.”

That surprised him, but he didn’t know why. “Dyl….”

“I know who was the biggest pusher of club drugs at Panic. He was always hitting on me, trying to give me freebies, probably hoping if he got me high he could get into my pants. We show up tonight, I bet he’ll tell you all about burn distribution.”

Roan stared at him in genuine admiration. “Look at you, playing an angle. I’ll corrupt you yet.”

“Well, if you believed in certain tenants of Catholicism, we’re all born corrupt.”

“Actually, since we’re gay, most of the major world religions see us as corrupt and degenerate.”

He scoffed as he stood up. “Wouldn’t life be more fun if we were?”

“See, that’s my argument.”

While he finished getting dressed, Dylan changed his clothes from sweatpants and a paint-stained T-shirt to more presentable black jeans and a clean olive green T-shirt. Roan was sitting on the end of the bed, pulling his boots on, and he almost sat on the magazine. He picked it up and looked at the header again, and asked Dylan, who was now in the bathroom, “What Sisters of Mercy song has the lyric ‘In the land of the blind, be king’?”

After a toilet flush and water running in the sink, Dyl opened the door and said, “‘Dominion’. Why?”

He tossed the magazine onto the opposite end of the bed, really wanting to tear it up, but he figured Dylan wanted to keep it for some perverse reason. “I knew you were a goth.” The song lyric had just popped into his head for some reason, but he felt admitting that might let on how crazy he was.

“Well, duh. I was a tormented, angsty, artistic teen. If emo existed then, I would have been that.” He held up his wrist and pointed at it, even though it was currently covered by a watch. “I have the scars to prove it.”

See, they had that in common, except Roan didn’t have scars on his wrists. Everywhere else, sure.

It was like old home week at Panic. Mighty Mouse was working as bouncer on the door, and after giving them bone-crushing bear hugs waved them through. Once inside the very loud club, they were greeted with a very enthused reception as soon as the bartender and regulars recognized Dylan. They got drinks on the house as Dylan leaned over the bar and asked Jeremy if Hardy was around. He wasn’t, he’d been and gone, but one of the guys at the bar, a tall Japanese kid with long emo-styled hair (speak of the devil) dyed a pale brown and streaked with blue, said he could show them where Hardy lived. It was only a couple of blocks away.

There were introductions all around, and the kid, named Darby (really?), led them out, chatting the whole time. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-three, and he seemed wired, but drinking vodka and Red Bull could do that to you, especially if you combined it with something. Roan could smell chemicals coming from him, and asked what he took. “Adderall. Want some?” He told him he was more of a downer guy and declined. Darby went on to say he was only into “safe” drugs, like Ritalin and Adderall (safe to whom?), and he didn’t count booze or pot, ’cause they were harmless. (What the fuck…?! Obviously he’d never been called to a drunken domestic disturbance.) He said he’d heard about burn, that it took all pain away (which would explain its attraction to the infected), but he wasn’t curious enough to try it. The kid jabbered and twitched, but he seemed nice enough. Still, had Roan been this much of an idiot when he was his age? Maybe. He was dating Connor then, wasn’t he? So yeah, he was.

Hardy lived in a slightly run-down apartment complex called the Rochester, on the street where the gay part of the city joined the poor side of the city. A group of youths in baggy clothing with gang colors were huddled near the base of the stairs, smoking cigarettes laced with something chemical, and the young men eyed them warily as they went up the stairs, but didn’t do or say anything. Roan found himself wishing they would, just so he could burn off some energy.

Hardy’s apartment was on the top floor, and they could hear the stereo (and Roan could smell the drugs) in the stairwell about two levels down. Of course Hardy was having a party (it kind of rhymed—was that where the name Hardy came from?) and Darby didn’t bother knocking, he just walked in. A repetitive, simplistic bass line rolled over them, something rap, but the stereo was so loud the high tones had fuzzed out and he couldn’t figure out for the life of him who it was, and they had to shoulder their way through a crowd of half-dressed kids. Some looked no older than fifteen, and some of the women were already down to their bras, dancing to the wolf whistles of drunken, stoned men. There were a couple of girls on the couch kissing, faux lesbians who were being cheered on and urged by even more men. The place smelled like beer and sweat and testosterone, the light fogged by a miasma of pot and crank smoke, and much to his surprise, a girl in a crop top who couldn’t have been eighteen grabbed Dylan from behind and asked loudly if he wanted to do a body shot, while the jailbait in the bra who grabbed Roan wasn’t so subtle, she grabbed his crotch. He ripped her hand off and shoved her away—perhaps a little too violently—while Dylan just peeled the hands of his admirer off and said he didn’t drink.

Darby knew exactly where he was going, which was disturbing. As he led them to the bedroom, Roan noticed that one of the faux lesbians looked strangely familiar—a hooker? Yes. How many of these girls were working girls? Oh shit, the room was filled with women willing to fuck for drugs. Jesus.

The bedroom was pathetic. Just a mattress and box spring wedged against the far wall, an overturned crate serving as a table for a thrift shop lamp, and a pile of dirty clothes lumped next to a slightly deflated beanbag. Sitting slumped on the mattress in a pile of flat, stained pillows was a scrawny white guy with a dragon tattoo on his neck and a naked woman tattoo on his left pec. He had a shaggy mullet that looked like it hadn’t been cut or combed in a year, and while he had a bit of a beer gut, the fact that he was wearing nothing but a pair of low-riding board shorts revealed that he didn’t have a single scrap of muscle tone. Roan could smell his body odor from the doorway.

Sitting on the mattress with him were two girls—hookers? Or just junkies?—both exceptionally scrawny women, the white one down to her bra and panties, the Hispanic one wearing a miniskirt that could have been made out of a napkin and a tube top that was just barely covering her breasts. The white girl had track marks and a cesarean scar on her belly, while the Hispanic one had a tattoo of a heart on her calf. So was he bisexual? Must have been, if he’d dedicated himself to getting into Dylan’s pants. The guy—Hardy—had a glass crack pipe in his hands. “Fu Manchu, how ya been? ’Sup, Toby? You look awesome.” His eyes lingered on Dylan in a way that suggested obvious lust. Yep, bisexual, or just gay for Dylan. (Possible. He was that good looking.) “Who’s the dude?”

Roan volunteered, “Gob.” Dylan looked at him askance. What, he couldn’t make an Arrested Development reference?

Nobody got it. Darby said, “They wanted some burn.”

Hardy shifted on the mattress, idly scratched his ass. “Burn, huh? You guys don’t look like the type.”

“I’m infected,” Roan volunteered.

“Me too,” Dylan lied.

This seemed to change the dynamic in the room. Both girls moved back on the mattress, like they might get it from proximity, while Darby looked at Dylan in wide-eyed shock. “You’re infected? Wow, when?”

“Recently.”

“I’m outta burn,” Hardy admitted. “Want somethin’ else? Got some oxy.”

“Out?” Roan repeated in disbelief. “How can you be out?”

“Ever’body’s been wantin’ it tonight. Fuck if I know why.” He paused to fire up the crack pipe and take a hit. The smell was so astringent to Roan’s sinuses it made his eyes water, even from this distance. After exhaling the smoke with an almost orgasmic sigh, he added, “Try the church.”

“The church?” Dylan repeated.

“Divine Transformation?” Roan guessed.

Hardy nodded, passing the pipe to the white girl. “There’s some guys that have been selling to the kitty fuckers—’scuse my French—and they usually show up for whatever shit they’re doing. I shoulda thought of it, it’s a lucrative market, but it’s too late for me to branch out now. It’s Spaz’s territory.”

“Spaz?” Often dealers went by nicknames. For some reason, Hardy and Spaz just seemed like very white, suburban nicknames to him. “Who the hell is he?”

Roan had no idea if Hardy was going to tell him or not. He opened his mouth to say something, but there was a loud noise followed almost instantly by screams and an animalistic roar in the front room.

“What the fuck…?” Hardy exclaimed, jumping to his feet, as all of them turned to look at the bedroom door.

Roan felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck as he instinctively growled and his hands curled into fists. There was a noise, a little crackle, and if anyone had been looking at him they might have noticed the skin on his arms boiling as the muscles twitched and shifted shape. But no one was looking at him.

The screams continued, there was a firecracker pop of gunshots, but that just made the roaring and screaming worse. It was a leopard, and he heard from behind him the click of a gun’s safety being toggled off. “No guns,” Roan said, not bothering to turn around. He was now growling loud enough that Darby gave him an alarmed look and retreated to the back of the room. Dylan didn’t; he stayed right beside Roan as he stalked toward the door. “If you can’t get a decent head shot you’re just pissing it off. Whatever happens, stay behind me.” That last bit was for Dylan alone, but he didn’t mind if the others stuck to it. He didn’t know if it would help or not.

He didn’t really know if he could hold the lion back enough to keep himself from attacking the people. But he supposed he had to try.
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IF ROAN’S adrenaline wasn’t surging before, it was now as he plunged into the front room, a beehive of panicked activity as people ran, hid, fought, or just desperately tried to escape. The place smelled of fear and blood, and the lion was dying to burst out of his skin and join the party.

The leopard was long but scrawny, suggesting he’d been a thin male, but not so thin that he couldn’t throw around two-hundred-pound men like beanbags. Roan had to fight his way through the throng and roared, as much a challenge as the cat version of Get out of the fucking way, and he made some women scream while the panic ratcheted upwards. He was aware the bathroom door was hanging by a single hinge, and right in front of it the leopard was munching on one of the frat boy types who had been cheering on the faux lesbians. One guy grabbed a kitchen knife from a drawer, and before Roan could say anything (could he speak? He felt he was losing the ability already) he plunged it into the leopard’s side. It looked like he was going to yank it out and stab it again, but the leopard turned with a roar of pain and sunk its teeth into his arm. Now the man screamed and punched the leopard in the head, as if that would make it let go of him, but the leopard just shook its head like a dog, making the man stumble as he screamed/sobbed in pain.

Roan jumped, tackling the cat and wrenching it away from the man as they rolled on the floor and he slammed the leopard bodily into the wall. The man still had most of his arm, but not much; blood was gushing to the floor, and his arm appeared to be three-fourths off, held on only by a few strands of sinew and a fragment of bone. He took a sidestep stumble away, then passed out. Someone almost immediately stepped on him in a rush for the door.

The leopard was trying to wrench itself away from Roan, its claws dug into his leg like they were trying to dig through it, and he punched it, not once but twice in rapid succession, hard enough to crush a Human skull like a raw egg. It only stunned it slightly, made it shake its head and stop digging. It was pure effort of will to find his voice, it was fucking painful, but he managed it. “Get out of here!” Roan shouted, and it became a roar at the end. Hey, he was glad he was intelligibly Human for that long.

It hurt to stay even slightly Human, but he tried, if only because he had to remain mostly Human until Dylan could get out. He wasn’t going to risk accidentally killing him, even if it was the path of least resistance.

Pain was a hum in his head, a low-voltage electrical thrum, and with it was the bloodlust, the urge to feel blood in his mouth and flesh between his teeth. When the leopard sunk its teeth into his arm, trying to get away, Roan sunk his teeth into its neck, biting through fur and meat to hot, coppery blood. He could taste the tainted chemicals in it, though, and tore himself away to spit it out, taking a chunk of flesh with him.

The cat roared and squalled, hurt enough that it twisted free of him and darted for the other side of the room, jumping up on the edge of the overturned couch and causing those behind it to scream. Roan jumped on the cat, and they both tipped the couch over even more as people scuttled away. The leopard tried to claw free, shredding his chest, and he kicked it into the wall, feeling the initial double kick of his feet shatter ribs.

“Out, everybody out!” Dylan was shouting, trying to push the final stragglers out the door. Darby almost tripped over the man with the half-severed arm, and then when he saw him, he vomited up all that Red Bull and vodka. Hardy, with no delicacy at all, shoved Darby out the door, and Dylan followed, but not before grabbing the guy with the semi-severed arm by his shoulders and pulling him out the door. That slowed him down, and the leopard tried to scramble for him (and presumably the open door behind him) but Roan lunged and grabbed the cat, slamming them both into the stove hard enough that the oven door handle came off. The cat was starting to panic now; its glazed eyes rolled in its head, and there was actual foam dripping from its mouth, like it was rabid. Its breath smelled liked fertilizer and chlorine.

It dug claws into his legs, midsection, chest, and arms, tearing skin, ripping at muscles, and attempting to bite his throat, but it bit his face instead, its teeth sinking into his cheek until it popped through the skin. Roan could taste its fang in his mouth, and it made him furious. Pain was nothing now; he hurt too much to feel anything specifically. It was all one hot ache, from head to toe, and almost all of it was internalized as he fought to keep the lion from taking over completely.

He grabbed the cat’s lower jaw, and pulled until he heard a noise like cellophane crinkling, only louder and wetter. It screamed, an odd noise between a roar and a shriek, and its claws were frantically scratching away his skin as it yanked its head away (and its teeth out of his face). It managed to twist out of his grasp. But the door was closed, and the cat almost ran head first into it, its claws scratching against the blood-slicked floor as it slipped. With nowhere else to go, the leopard turned on him, growling, but now blood had joined the foam dripping from its lopsided jaw.

This whole time Roan had been snarling, tasting blood in his mouth (the poison was like a plastic coating on his tongue), feeling cold air coming through the hole in his cheek, and he wanted to tell it not to do it, that he’d kill it if it kept this up, but he’d lost the ability to speak for the time being. Not that the cat would even care—it was mad with drugs and pain (it still had the knife sticking in its side), and wouldn’t understand him anyways. He thought he heard sirens, far beyond the thin walls of the apartment, and he wondered what would happen then. This cat was too far gone to save, and he was certain no one would even try.

There was a noise, a kind of whimper, and the leopard looked across the room, somewhere beyond the overturned sofa, and Roan smelled new fear among the old. Oh shit, someone was still alive in the room.

The leopard lunged, but so did Roan, and he caught it halfway across the room. They both went slamming into the wall, literally into it; Roan felt his skull break through the drywall and plaster, and dust salted down on him and the squirming cat. He was vaguely aware that the one who was still alive was a woman in a bra top and miniskirt, who was so covered in blood it looked like a red cape covered half her body. She was half dragging herself toward the opposite corner of the room, but she wasn’t going very fast.

The leopard tried to bite him in spite of its broken jaw, its claws raking up his flesh, trying to crawl over him to get to the woman. It couldn’t bite her, couldn’t rip her throat out, but its claws were sharp and it could rip the shit out of her like it had him, only she wasn’t as likely to survive it. He tried to hold it, but despite the broken bones he could feel beneath its flesh, he knew it was beyond pain and just wouldn’t stop. The drugs had made it batshit insane.

Beyond the walls Roan heard the thudding of boots on the stairs, the cat squad responding to the threat, and he knew they’d just kill it. What else could they do? Drugs didn’t put these cats down, only bullets did, and since there was at least one person still alive in the room, flying lead wasn’t conducive to safety. He knew what he had to do, and he really didn’t want to do it. And yet he did want to do it, very much so. The Human part of him was conflicting with the lion part, but he didn’t know who wanted what. Maybe they both wanted the same thing but in different ways—in spite of the bad taste of its blood, the lion wanted to rip into its neck for seconds.

He had enough of his humanity to feel horrible as he grabbed the leopard’s narrow head and wrenched it sharply, with a sound like a rifle shot. Its body jerked and it went limp with a smell like death. He was still smelling fear, sharp and acidic, and saw that the girl was still staring at him in wide-eyed fear, trying to make herself as small as possible in the far corner. It took him a moment to realize he was still growling, and he forced himself to stop.

He dug his hands in the cat’s still warm fur, and muttered, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” The lion wasn’t sorry. The leopard had been weak, sick, diseased—it had to die.

The door exploded open, followed almost instantly by a macho shit cop (Garcia, of course), shouting, “Where’s the cat?!” Roan was sure he must be imagining it, but he could swear he felt a gun pointed at his back.

“It’s dead.” In fact, he had his hands still on it. Couldn’t Garcia see it? Did he think there were two?

“Search it,” Garcia snapped curtly, and Roan heard two of his squad come into the apartment and check out the bathroom and bedroom. It didn’t take long before gruff male voices—always macho; everybody on the cat squads was so aggressively macho they all seemed to be overcompensating for something—reported, “Clear!”

“Hands on your head, McKichan,” Garcia barked, as Roan stood. He ignored him, and that clearly pissed Garcia off. “I said hands on your fucking head!”

Roan turned to glare at him. “Fuck you, I just did your job for you.” Garcia was just a black-clad nothing, a generic soldier, a man dressed in high-impact riot gear (with stab vest, which was almost completely ineffective against claws or teeth), with a large caliber handgun out and aimed at him. All the cat squad looked the same, they were all dressed the same and had roughly the same body shape, generally mesomorphs to the last man (and woman—there was one woman, perhaps their bid for diversity), and while their faces were different, there was something about them all that made them blur together in Roan’s eyes. Garcia may have been the only one over thirty. Interestingly, Garcia was also the only one who had his gun aimed directly at him, although the other members of the squad were eying him warily. He knew he was probably covered in blood, and he had no idea if his face was completely back to Human or not—when he was in this state, so full of adrenaline he would swear he was humming with energy, he couldn’t feel pain, and therefore couldn’t feel anything. It was Novocain for mind, body, and soul, and he wished he could feel this way all the time. “Got a hurt person in here. Bring in the EMTs.” He gestured to the woman in the corner, who still looked like she was trying to merge with the wall.

Garcia gestured violently with his gun. “Clear the scene.”

He was trying to eye fuck him, and Roan eye fucked him right back as he left the apartment, the pain starting to creep in, the adrenaline an ebbing tide leaving agony in its wake. Every step was like walking barefoot on broken glass, but he made sure not to show it around Garcia. The EMTs (this pair he didn’t know) did a double take as they walked past him in the corridor, and the black female one stopped and started coming toward him. “He doesn’t need treatment,” Garcia said, stepping out into the hall and intercepting her. He still had his gun drawn, but it was aimed down at the floor. “Nothing kills this fucker.” Garcia gave him a toothy grin that was just one step above a snarl, and his eyes almost glowed with hate. The EMT noticed this and looked to him questioningly, but Roan just shook his head. If he needed medical attention, he could wait until this prick was miles away.

It was a narrow upstairs corridor, and the armored members of the cat squad eyed him with either nervousness or discomfort (or both) as they lined the hall. Only Garcia knew him well enough to openly despise him.

He heard footsteps on the stairs, and Dylan calling out, “Roan? Are you okay?”

“Get that maricón out of here,” Garcia barked, and two of the closest troops responded, blocking the top of the stairs and basically herding Dylan back down.

Why did that make him snap? Roan had no idea, except splashing contempt on him was one thing—throwing it on Dylan was absolutely another.

There had been no decision to move, at least not on his part; the lion was still so close to the surface it was pure reflex. He grabbed Garcia and threw him against the opposite wall, pinning him there with one hand on his throat as he ripped the gun out of his hand and aimed it at the rest of his shock troops. To keep Garcia from getting any leverage, he was holding him an inch off the ground by his throat—he could feel the fine bones of his neck starting to bend under his fingers, and he wasn’t even gripping him all that hard. Or at least not as hard as he wanted to. “Save the shit for me,” he growled (literally, of course—it just went with the rage at this point). “Keep my partner out of it. Entienda?”

Garcia was turning deep red, shading toward purple. Roan was aware that his shock troops had raised guns on him—tranquilizer guns, but still—and he told them, without looking away from their boss, “If I wanted to kill him, he’d already be dead. Holster those before someone gets hurt.”

Garcia tried to talk, despite the lack of air. “Fucking dick—”

“I’ll let you go as soon as you agree. Not before.”

“Holy fuck,” a familiar but unexpected voice exclaimed. It was poor Officer Thompson, once again a witness to a partial transformation aftermath. He needed to send the guy a fruit basket. “Garcia, are you fucking with Batman again? Jesus Christ, you don’t fuck with Batman. Not only can he kick your ass, he’s one of us.”

Roan dropped Garcia, mainly because the tension that had infected the hallway was now snapped by the introduction of another cop. Sure, just a uniformed patrol cop who got stuck on the third watch for unknown reasons, one who had no jurisdiction over the cat squad, but clearly he knew Garcia. It broke a circuit.

Roan stepped back, out of kicking distance, and he tucked Garcia’s gun into the waistband of his pants. Oh sure, he’d have to give it back, but it was a deliberate bit of emasculation: he’d taken his service weapon away from him, and he was going to have to ask for it back. It was a symbolic version of ripping off his dick.

Garcia coughed and choked in air like a half-drowned swimmer, bent over and grabbing his throat, and the rest of the squad lowered their guns. As soon as Garcia could speak, he rasped, in a painful voice, “Why do you think I did anything? This fucker’s a psycho. And he ain’t one of us.”

“According to the Chief, he’s as good as. And you’re always starting shit, Garcia, that’s what you do.” Thompson looked at him now. “Gonna explain yourself, Batman?”

“He refused timely care for an injured civilian because I was still in the room, aimed a weapon at me for no reason, and he used a gay slur against my boyfriend. Also, he’s a dick.”

“World’s full of dicks, Batman. You can’t crush all their throats.”

“That’s bullshit,” Garcia snapped, straightening up. “And why do you keep calling him that stupid nickname?”

Thompson pointed at Roan while giving Garcia a genuinely confused look. “’Cause he’s Batman. Dude, he was about to kick all your asses.”

“No he wasn’t,” Garcia replied angrily, his voice sounding like an awful, strained thing. How close had Roan come to crushing his larynx?

The discussion stopped as the EMTs came out, the male one supporting the bloody woman and holding a gauze pad to her head as he helped her down to a lower level where they might actually have room to fit a stretcher. The female EMT was following the male, and on her way past, she grabbed Roan’s arm, and said, “Come on. Don’t make me call Dee.”

Well shit—she knew Dee? Damn it. He had no choice but to go with her, feeling like he was slowly but surely cutting himself open with a dull razor blade with every step. Now that the rage was subsiding, the pain came back double time.

But he still had Garcia’s service weapon. Man, was he going to get shit for that. It might be the only good thing to come of this entire night.
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How We Exit



THERE were many bad things about relationships, such as your partner using guilt as a weapon, which is how Roan ended up back in the emergency room.

He could heal at home, but the EMTs didn’t know that, and he wasn’t inclined to tell them. Dylan was insistent he should go, and along with the heavy guilt trip Dyl was laying on him, he was tired, achy, and felt like he’d been vivisected and stapled back together by a carpenter with a severe case of the DTs. In the ambulance they gave him fluids and a painkiller that had no effect on him whatsoever, so they dialed it up a notch, and the rest of the night slid by in a candy-coated blur. Roan noted the media circus in front of the building, a glare of spotlights and news reporters with shiny hair like foil, but he didn’t care—that’s how good the drugs were.

He didn’t actually remember leaving the scene. The next thing he did remember was waking up in a place that smelled like industrial disinfectant and blood, a dark curtain surrounding him, keeping him out of view of people who came and went in the ward. He still had the IV in his arm, but he had lost some blood, so it would be there. In spite of the reek that threatened to give him a headache, his stomach growled.

Dylan wasn’t here, but he might not be allowed to loiter, as Roan was pretty sure he was just off in one corner of a treatment area, perhaps a way station between the ER and a room. He sat up, and lifted up the starchy white sheet, as he felt scratchy fabric on his legs. Yep, his clothes were gone, he was stripped to his boxers. He was glad he hadn’t worn the ones with holes in them, as that really would have been embarrassing. What kind of gay man wore holey underwear? Besides the Mormons, of course. (Holey equaling holy, and how stoned was he that he was explaining his own jokes to himself, and still finding it funny? They had given him some great shit. He had to get the recipe.) But at the end of the bed was a folded pair of blue scrubs, shirt and pants. Left there by Luke (if he was in Saint Joe’s), Dylan, Dee? He didn’t know, he didn’t care, he was just grateful.

He was bandaged up like a mummy. He felt surgical glue holding together the bigger divots scratched into his chest, but otherwise he was wrapped up like he was a plush toy leaking stuffing. There were gashes on his legs, abdomen, chest, even on his chin and his cheek (the result of being bitten, he supposed). Stupid. As soon as he could do a partial transformation, he’d be okay.

Getting the pants on was no problem, except he was a little woozy, but the shirt was a bit of a pain, what with the IV to work around. He was tempted to rip it out, but he thought he should wait until he was in a place where no one would walk in on his partial transformation to stop the bleeding.

He was trying to figure out what to do with the IV when Thompson peeked through the curtain. “Oh good, you’re up. I figured they doped you like Courtney Love.”

“I’d actually be dead if that were the case.” He sighed. “I suppose you want a statement.”

“Part of the job.”

“I remember.” So he told him what had happened from his side of the proceedings, and Thompson took it all down, nodding almost spasmodically. Once Roan was done, he flipped his notepad closed and tucked it away in his jacket. “Pretty much confirms your boyfriend’s statement, and that Japanese kid’s. What’s with his hair?”

“He’s emo. Or at least that’s my guess.”

“I thought that was passé now.”

He shrugged, and it kind of hurt, as it pulled at some of the healing scratches. “Everything has some kinda following.”

Just the way Thompson was nodding compulsively, the look on his face betraying impatience, Roan knew he was dying to ask him something. Finally he did. “So, off the record, what the hell were you doing at a known drug dealer’s place at midnight?”

“I was trying to find out who was moving tainted burn. You know, the stuff that made that guy leopard out and go nuts.”

His look was mildly skeptical, but not enough to be offensive. “Yeah, I thought I heard that. But dude, this is a police investigation.”

“Maybe, but these are my people. They’re dying and being vilified in the press. I have to do something.”

That left Thompson at a loss, not sure what to say. What did you say to that? So Thompson just nodded and told him to take care of himself before ducking out the curtains. Roan gave him a minute and a half to clear the area, then got up and left, bringing the wheeled IV stand with him. He was going to find a bathroom or something, duck into a stall, and rip the fucker out.

He found his way to the bustling corridor, where everybody was too busy to notice him. Or so he thought. He’d probably gotten about three meters from his room when he heard, “Roan?”

He turned, expecting a lecture from someone, and was surprised to find Tank standing there, dressed in a Falcons sweatshirt and sweatpants, his hair half wet and sticking out at odd angles. He also had a fresh cut just barely visible on the side of his neck, underneath his chin. As if tonight hadn’t been surreal enough. Almost in unison, they asked, “What happened to you?”

They then stared at each other, and Tank chuckled. “Rock paper scissors?”

“Naw. I wrestled a cat. You?”

“Slapshot hit me in the face, broke my mask, and I got a cut out of the deal. I also thought I was back in Laval-des-Rapides for a minute and a half, but luckily we had smelling salts. I played out the game, but they wanted to make sure there was no damage.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Though if I was brain damaged, who could tell, eh?”

“I know the feeling.” Fi had told him why the Falcons were so seemingly gay friendly, and it had nothing to do with Scott, their secret bisexual Captain. It was all Tank. It seems he had a sister, Francoise, who was ten years older than him and quite the hockey player—she’d played for the Canadian women’s hockey team at the Olympics on a couple of different occasions and medaled. She taught Tank all she knew about hockey, got him started in his career, and he absolutely idolized her. And she was very lesbian—she had married her girlfriend up in Montreal last year. While Tank would put up with the usual jock-y name calling and banter (homo, bender, et cetera), if you trotted out a deliberate gay slur, Grey would step in so Tank didn’t kill anyone. So they had to watch it, or Tank (or Grey stepping in for Tank) would make your life miserable, and frankly nobody wanted to piss off their star goalie anyways. Not only was his temper frightening, but if they wanted to finish the playoffs, he was their ticket. It did explain some of Tank, but not all of him.

“Should you be out of bed? You don’t look so good.” Tank said.

“I’m fine. Or I’ll be fine, soon as I can get a minute. Know where the bathrooms are?”

Tank shook his head. “Haven’t been here long enough.” After a moment, he added, “You wanna get that IV out? Let me find somethin’, we’ll tie your arm off above it, that way when you pull it, it won’t spurt.”

He chuckled in disbelief. “Dare I ask if you’ve done this before?”

“Can I plead the… what do you Americans plead?”

“Besides guilty? Usually the Fifth.”

“I plead that then.”

“Fine. Come on, you can aid and abet me.”

“Worst come-on I’ve ever heard,” he replied, and then gave Roan a toothy grin, showing he still had all his teeth, although they weren’t all perfectly straight.

He and Tank found a currently unused room (judging from the light boxes on the wall, it had something to do with radiology), and Tank “found” some surgical tubing that Roan was sure he’d liberated from a supply closet. He tied a tourniquet around his arm so tight it hurt, but when Roan pulled the IV needle out, it barely bled at all, and he couldn’t feel it. Tank had brought a gauze pad—surely from the same supply closet—and slapped it on before looping surgical tape around it. He didn’t need to do that, but Roan wasn’t going to do a partial change in front of him, so okay, he could live with it for now.

Roan left the IV stand out in the hall, although he cleaned his blood off the needle (well, safety first, and his blood was a biohazard), and they made their way toward the waiting room, where he was sure Dylan probably was.

They had barely reached its invisible demarcation line when a middle-aged guy in hunter plaid, who reeked of cigarettes and beer, launched out of his hard plastic chair, and snapped, “You! You’re one of those kitty fucks, aren’t ya? I’ve seen you on the news.”

Roan sighed wearily. This was the problem with having very recognizable hair color. “Sir—”

“You cocksuckers killed my step-daughter. You should all be fucking shot!”

He was still coming toward him, walking with angry purpose, but Tank stepped between them and warned, “Back off.”

“You one of ’em too? You a diseased freak?”

Out of the corner of his eye, he was aware a big, burly orderly was making his way over to them, but wouldn’t be in time. The guy had already pulled back his fist and let it fly.

Not that it got anywhere close to its intended target. Tank dodged it easily, and landed a sharp rabbit punch in the man’s side, right where the supremely breakable short ribs were, before kicking his leg out from under him and sending him crashing to the floor on his knees. “You an idiot?” Tank asked him, switching on his crazy intense guy goalie persona with frightening ease. His eyes smoldered in their sockets like braziers. “I’m goin’ easy on ya. Ya wanna see hard? Do ya? Speak when you’re spoken to, ass face!”

By this time, the orderlies had arrived and intervened, putting themselves between all the combatants. A hard-faced nurse with viciously short hair came over, opened her mouth to berate them, then paused and asked, “Mr. Beauvais? Aren’t you supposed to be in exam two?”

He shrugged diffidently, and suddenly he was back to his normal sleepy-eyed self. Good lord, how did he do that? “I got tired of waiting, wanted to stretch my legs.”

“It’s my fault,” Roan said, covering for him. “I asked for his help tracking down my husband.”

The nurse gave Roan a gimlet-eyed glare as plaid man was dragged off, shouting, “You motherfucker! I’m gonna kill you! I’m gonna kill all you freaks!”

“Charming,” Roan sighed, dry washing his face. He was aware that those in the waiting room who cared about the spectacle were seventy-thirty on plaid guy’s side, giving Roan dirty looks. Cats weren’t anyone’s favorite creature right now.

Tank must have noticed, because he put his arm around Roan’s shoulders and announced, “You mess with him, you mess with all the Falcons, and I don’t think you wanna do that, do ya?”

Well, there was no need for that, but he appreciated the gesture and sentiment. And with Tank turning his laser-focused gaze on the waiting-room crowd, suddenly everybody had something else to look at. Roan wished he had a “don’t fuck with me” stare of that magnitude.

“I can’t leave you alone for one moment, can I?” a man said, suddenly joining them. He was on the short side of average, maybe five five, with a bit of a beer gut and slicked-back black hair, his face average but with a pleasant kind of doughy softness that suggested he was probably a decent guy who never liked to make a fuss. He was wearing a dark polo shirt, dark slacks, and a Falcons team jacket. He looked vaguely familiar, and Roan finally placed him as the Falcons’ trainer, the guy who saw to them when players got hurt on the ice. He noticed him and said, “Hi. Paul Stapleton.”

“Roan McKichan.”

“Oh, I know. Grey told me you were the only guy he ever sparred with who kicked his ass. Nice to meet you.” He then gave Tank a stern look and pointed behind him. “Get back in there, now.”

“Why? I don’t have a concussion. I just got my bell rung. You take a hundred-mile-an-hour shot in the face and see if that doesn’t leave you speaking French.”

See, now Roan felt that was a fair point. Even with a high-impact mask between him and it, that was still a hell of a thing, and the fact that Tank managed to finish the game in spite of it spoke volumes about his stubbornness. Paul just continued to stare at him and continued to point, and Tank sighed wearily, turning away. “Au revoir, Roan.”

“Bon voyage, Tank.” It wasn’t the only French he knew, but au jus probably didn’t apply here.

He heard Dylan say, “Hey Tank,” before Roan turned around, and Dylan caught him up in a big bear hug. “I should have known that you’d get into trouble.”

“I’m a trouble magnet,” Roan agreed, enjoying the hug in spite of the bruising pain to the cuts on his torso.

After a moment, Dylan held him back at arm’s length, looked him up and down, and shook his head. “You’ve already got the IV out. How fast do you do these things?”

“Tank helped.”

“I’m sure he did.” He sighed wearily. “Hon, I know most of my friends are pretentious jerks, but most of your friends are fucking weirdos.”

“I know. You do realize I also consider you one of my friends.”

“Yes. It’s a cross I have to bear.”

“Where were you?”

“Visiting Holden. I thought I ought to pop in, see how he was doing.”

“How was he? Besides bruised.”

“A little depressed, but you’d expect that. He hates hospital food so much I was thinking of making a run to Jack In The Box and getting him something to cheer him up.”

“Ooh, could you pick me up something? I’m starving.”

He gave him the put-upon sigh, and said, “Fine, I’ll play gofer. Is there any chance at all you’re staying here tonight?”

“No.”

“That’s what I thought. Go visit Holden, and try not to start any more fights.”

“I didn’t start it. I was just here.”

Dylan patted him on the shoulder. “I know. Just wait until you heal before you go and kick someone else’s ass.”

He saluted sarcastically, making Dylan frown at him. But he still kissed him before leaving, and Roan made his way to the elevators, figuring if he got an empty one maybe he could do a partial change. But his luck wasn’t good, as he ended up sharing an elevator with a nurse and a guy in a wheelchair with a broken leg. They both looked at him like something the cat dragged in—no pun intended. Oh, well, maybe a little.

Holden was sitting up on the bed in his room, reading an Entertainment Weekly that someone must have smuggled in for him, the cover displaying the empty-eyed smile of a star Roan didn’t recognize. Holden’s face was less swollen now, reduced to a more reasonable level, and the eye that had swollen shut was almost open again, although it was a grape-y dark purple that looked painful. “Wow, what happened to your face?” Holden asked him. Coming from him, that was kind of funny, but Roan didn’t feel like laughing.

“Leopard tried to eat it.”

“So you ate his instead?”

“No. I didn’t have any mustard handy.” He sat in the plastic chair that was still warm from Dylan, and said, “It’s done. Your friends might be worse off than you.”

He put the magazine down on his lap, and looked surprisingly pensive. “Thank you. I realize you’re not a weapon for hire, but—”

“All those fuckers deserved it,” Roan told him, and it even surprised him how much venom was in that statement. But he hated anyone who abused their authority, judges and cops especially. He was aware that, being a former cop who’d lost his job because he’d kicked the shit out of a drunken wife beater, this made him something of a hypocrite, but at least it could be argued that the guy probably deserved worse.

Although Holden blinked in surprise, he seemed to let it go. “Things have taken a turn for the shit, haven’t they?”

“I’m sure things are going to get worse.”

“Before they get better?”

Roan looked at him, and wondered if he should tell him the truth, or just go for the comforting lie.

Sometimes there was just no way to win.
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You’re a Target



AS WEAPONS went, sleep was an odd one, but Roan embraced it anyways.

After he stuffed his face with fast food, Dylan took him home, and Roan almost instantly crashed, sleeping for about twelve hours straight. When he woke up, after an unsettling dream where someone (he didn’t know who—dreams could be frustrating like that) was shot and fell on him, pinning him to the floor, blood seeping down on him like warm rain, he needed a moment to decompress. It woke him up, mainly because he really had to pee.

He had just done so, and was getting ready to take a shower when there was a brief knock on the door and Dylan peered inside. “Good. I thought I was gonna have to get you up before the cops arrived.”

See? This was why sleeping was such a risk.

Dylan led him outside, where he got to see what the vandals had done. They had splattered the house with fake blood (mostly food coloring, but there was piss mixed in), and written “Your dead freek” and “Fags” on the side of his house in foot-high black letters. Beneath them were three roughly parallel lines, deep knife (?) scratches in the wood about six inches long, probably mimicking a cat scratch mark.

Roan sighed wearily, and said, “Should I be worried that the spelling errors bother me more than the actual message?”

“You know, when the shock wore off, that’s what I thought. I thought, “Roan’s going to point out the misspelling and lack of apostrophe. Do I know you or what?”

“I think you have grounds for divorce right there.”

“I would, if we were properly married. But we have a half-assed civil partnership thing, which isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on.”

“Ain’t second-class citizenship grand?”

He didn’t know the cops who arrived to take a report and pictures, a grim-faced woman who was clearly the superior officer, and her rookie partner, who was so new he might as well have had factory packaging still on him. Roan figured that the vandals had hit last night, when they weren’t yet home from the hospital, and since they got back late at night and had no cause to go around the side of the house, they never saw it. Dylan only saw it when he went out to his car.

The cops had been there for ten minutes, getting their statements and taking pictures, when an unmarked cop car rolled up, and Seb got out from the driver’s side. He was still rocking the vaguely Columbo-esque rumpled trench coat, although it was over a Law and Order-worthy dark suit. He gave the female cop a friendly nod as he walked up, so Roan knew who sold him out.

Seb glanced at the slurs and said, “At least this is indisputable proof they’re complete fucking morons. I mean, the ‛freek’ might be a white-boy attempt to be ghetto, but there’s no excuse for abusing ‛you’re’.”

“Tell me about it.”

Seb gave Dylan a friendly nod. “How are you doing?”

“Oh, numb. I think I’m getting used to this kind of shit.”

Seb clapped a friendly hand on Roan’s shoulder, which he didn’t trust. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Seb, it was just he knew exactly what was coming. “Time to bring you into protective custody.”

Roan brushed his hand off his shoulder. “Which is jail without the charge. No thanks.”

“Roan, I warned you, and this shit ain’t getting any better. Your home phone number may be unlisted, but clearly the fundamentalist assholes know where you live. Until things lower from DEFCON four, the Chief wants you protected.”

He shook his head. “You wanna protect the morons from me.”

“No, that’s just a twofold reason for doing this.”

He was going to protest, but Dylan grabbed his arm and gave his bicep a little squeeze, his silent way of saying Shut the fuck up. “Hon, it isn’t safe here, not now. We probably should go.”

“They are not going to chase me out of my home.”

“No one’s chasing anyone out. Frankly, I’d like to get you out of here, take you into the mountains and cut off communication with the outside world for a week.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Seb said encouragingly.

“Except it’s not happening,” Roan told him, giving him a deadly look. The one he turned on Dylan was kinder. “You can’t expect me to do that.”

“I don’t. Well, we don’t really have the money for it right now anyways. But I think a new base of operations might be a good idea, Bruce.”

“Bruce?”

“Bruce Wayne,” Seb said. “Right?” Dylan nodded, and ignored the dirty look Roan was giving him.

He knew an argument he couldn’t win when he heard it. Still, he made a show of thinking it over, although his contempt for the idea was no act—he really didn’t want to give these fucks the impression they’d won even the most minor of battles. After a moment, he said, “We could move in with Scott and Grey. That would be funny.”

Dylan rolled his eyes. “You just want Grey to beat the shit out of them, and drag all his fellow enforcers with him.”

“Yeah! That would be hysterical. Can you imagine those toothless pigfuckers realizing they had to fight Grey? They’d have two seconds to shit their pants before they were punched into next Thursday. It’d be worth the admission.”

“Grey?” Seb wondered.

“Grey Williams,” Roan told him. “Chief enforcer of the Seattle Falcons.”

“The hockey team?” At his nod, Seb snorted a surprised laugh. “I’d heard you’d been hanging around with them, but I couldn’t believe it. What is it with you and big Canadians?”

“Grey’s American.”

“Still. How’d you get in with those jock boys?”

“Long story. But they like me because they’re guaranteed at least one good fight if we all go out on the town.”

“And their goalie has a huge man crush on him,” Dylan added.

“Only because we have similar reflexes.”

Seb looked between them curiously. “Whoa, you guys are serious?”

Dylan gave him a weary look. “Roan only has weird friends.”

“And Dyl covers the pretentious ones, so we have a good balance.”

The look Seb was giving them suggested he was about to pull out his Taser and use it. He managed to suppress the urge (for the moment). “I—You know, I got nothin’. You’re all a buncha weirdos.”

“Quoting Sam the Eagle gets you bonus points.”

“Huh?” Dylan wondered.

“Muppet Show.”

“How young are you?” Seb asked Dylan. Dylan frowned, looking slightly offended. So Seb shook his head, and went on. “Considering the amount of shit you’re in, Roan, I think you need to avoid as many fights as possible.”

“What shit am I in now?”

“Garcia’s been suspended for one week, and is going to have to attend a cultural sensitivity class.”

“Ha.” So Thompson went ahead and reported what had happened. Good on him.

“Speaking of which, where’s his service weapon?”

Roan tried on the most innocent expression he had. “How would I know?”

Dylan sighed heavily. “It’s in the glove compartment. I’ll go get it.”

“Aww,” Roan said.

“You have enough guns,” he scolded.

“The Chief wants to talk to you, probably to chew you a new one. I realize it was a tense situation last night, but what did you think you’d accomplish by putting Garcia in a chokehold and disarming him?”

“He’s a fuckhead, and he deserved worse.”

“That isn’t the point,” Dylan said, turning around and facing them. He wasn’t far enough away that he couldn’t hear them. “Yeah, he’s a macho asshole, but so are you. And none of the other people in that hall deserved to be hurt. What if that gun had gone off, or you couldn’t control your temper? Innocent people would have been hurt, and you couldn’t have lived with that, Roan, don’t tell me you could have. I understand that adrenaline was high and everyone was on edge, but that’s when you need to step back and be the more mature person. Think of others, not yourself. You like protecting people, Roan—protect them.” With that, he turned and walked to the car to get Garcia’s gun.

After a moment, Seb asked, seriously, “How’d you hook up with the Dalai Lama?”

He could only shrug. He honestly had no idea. Presumably it was proof of irony in the universe.

They both watched Dylan get his keys out and unlock the car, and once the door was open, Seb turned to him and asked, in a low voice, “You know a judge named Lloyd Garver?”

He shook his head. “No. Why?” Technically it wasn’t a lie. He’d broken into his house, beat him half to death, but he didn’t really know him.

“What about a couple of Staties by the names of Carmody and Muhlfeld?”

“I don’t know any Staties. What’s this about?”

Seb studied him for a moment, as if trying to determine whether he was lying to him or not. But he caved with an extended exhale, like by giving him this he was acknowledging he was innocent. “Weird case came in, it’s McCluskey’s and Carey’s baby, but McCluskey was telling me about it. Judge Garver got seriously assaulted in his home—they don’t know if he’ll ever be able to use his right arm again—and he told a story about some guy who blamed him for a case that wasn’t his, but his story doesn’t make sense, and it’s changed several times. And he’s never explained why he didn’t shout and alert anyone else in the house.”

“So he’s lying.”

“Of course he is, and not well. You’d expect better from a judge. Oh, and a couple of Staties were viciously assaulted the same night—one in his condo, the other in his truck in front of his house—and some stuff at the scene points back to Garver, but the Staties say they barely know him, and they’re lying too. It’s really weird.”

“So why ask me about it?”

“The assailant—whom we assume was the same man—was incredibly strong, and seemed to be smart enough to leave the scenes relatively clean. Superstrong and smart, it makes me instantly think of you.”

“I’m flattered. Sort of.” He was glad he’d been too tired last night (this morning) to rip off his no longer needed bandages, as all he needed to do was raise Seb’s suspicions about him even more.

Seb shrugged and looked away, probably so he didn’t see how defeated he was. Was he hoping he’d confess and solve the puzzle for him? “With everything that’s going on, a neat solution would have been great.”

“They’re usually hard to find.”

“Tell me about it. Oh, yeah.” He now fixed him with a stern look. “Stay out of the burn investigation. I know, it’s your people, all that, but it’s a police investigation, and when we need your help, we’ll let you know.” He let that sink in, and as Dylan came back, carrying the gun butt first, aimed at the ground and held out like he was afraid it might come alive and bite him, Seb asked Roan, “Find out anything?”

“Not really. I’d just gotten started.”

Dylan gave Seb the gun, which he took with a grateful nod, and as he checked that the safety was on, Dylan shot him a quizzical and accusatory look. He knew Roan had lied to Seb about not finding anything out, but he wasn’t going to rat him out. He was probably going to lecture him, though.

As soon as all the cops left and they went back in, Dylan said, “You’re still investigating this, aren’t you?”

“I just want to hear Bolt’s excuse before I throw him over to the cops.” Roan finished tearing off his bandages, and then went through his closet hastily and chose the T-shirt that said “When I Die, I Am Going To Haunt The Fuck Out Of You People.” That summed up his feelings pretty well.

Wearily, Dylan sat on the end of the bed. “No good can come of this.”

“I know. But that applies to everything.”

“Let me come with you.”

“No.”

“Hon—”

“There’s bound to be crazy protesters out in front of the Church. They probably know me by now, especially if they’re really into the anticat shit, but there’s some odds they have no idea what you look like, and I’d like to keep it that way for as long as possible.” He changed into black jeans that were baggy enough to accommodate a small gun. He wasn’t going to wear one, mainly because Dylan was watching everything he did, and if he went for a gun he’d insist on coming with him. But there was also the truth that he didn’t honestly need one. What was he scared of? What could take him now? In some perverse way, Roan wanted to find out—he wanted to stand on a bombing range and find out what it would take to kill him and the damn beast inside him. According to what little Holden had bothered to tell him about the showdown at the snuff house, the ones who ran escaped (generally), while the ones who stayed to fight probably wouldn’t be turning up any time soon. Which indicated they never got a decent head shot. But getting a head shot on a rapidly moving target was a specialized skill, even if you were expecting it to happen.

“I’m not afraid of being seen with you. Why do I care what those intolerant idiots think?”

“Because they could target you. You’ve been hurt enough by fuckheads after me. They want me, they can come after me alone.”

“Just because they see me doesn’t mean they’ll know me. I doubt they’re the type that come to Silver. I don’t even have a Facebook page—how would they ever identify me?”

“Your friends have pictures of you with them on their Facebook pages, yeah? It wouldn’t be hard to figure you out. If they can find me, they can find you.”

Dylan considered this with a grimace. He wanted to argue it, but the freaks had found Roan, which the graffiti obviously proved. “You know, I made my choice. I knew what I was getting into. I knew the risks.”

“Yeah, but can you blame me for wanting to shield you from that?”

He stood up with a sigh. “No, I suppose not.” He then put his arms around Roan and hugged his back as he removed a jacket from the closet. Dylan slipped his arms beneath his shirt so he could touch his skin, a gesture both comforting and sensual. He kissed his neck, and said, “If you cause trouble or get yourself hurt, I will kick your ass.”

“Some Buddhist you are.”

“Doesn’t mean I don’t get mad.”

True enough. And really, he knew better than to push it. Dylan was Buddhist, but he wasn’t perfect.

He drove to the Church wondering which scenario was worse: Bolt had no idea anyone was selling drugs at his church; he knew but he didn’t care; he knew but he was getting a cut; he was selling it. He was either an idiot (well intentioned or born that way) or a completely evil bastard. You’d think idiot would be better, but hadn’t politics proved that wasn’t always the case? The best-case scenario here was drugs weren’t being sold at the church on a regular basis, that there were floaters who would crash their little infected meet and greets, but Hardy seemed to imply the territory was taken, full stop. Hardy had absolutely no reason to lie about such a thing. 

Roan had to stop to get some gas, so he bought a soda and a packaged pastry with indefinable goo (but Homer Simpson said purple was a fruit, so he was going to have to take that as a given), and he got a glimpse of the newspaper headlines as the cashier was ringing him up. The cashier was big and doughy, and could have been any washed-up high school football player that ever existed, but he kept looking at Roan funny, and finally said, “You look familiar. Do I know you?”

As he scooped his change off the counter, he said, “Doubt it. I get that a lot.”

That didn’t satisfy him. “Are you an actor or something? I swear I’ve seen you on TV.”

Roan shook his head as he left the claustrophobic mini-mart. “Sorry, can’t help you.” Oy gevalt—there were definite downsides to sticking out in a crowd. Maybe he should dye his hair. He always thought he’d look good with purple hair; dark, blue-purple as opposed to red-purple. Maybe next time he should say he was on To Catch A Predator and leave it at that, but that was a smartass strategy that could backfire. Say he was on Cops once?

He ate half the pastry before washing it down with soda and a couple of codeine, and wondered where they could stay for now. Although bunking with any of the Falcons was a funny idea, they generally lived in apartments, and usually together, as there really wasn’t a lot of money in minor league athletics. If you got a ride to the majors, sure, but until then, not so much. Scott and Grey would probably still let them bunk over in spite of the close quarters, even Tank (he had no idea who he lived with, if anyone), but he really didn’t want that much togetherness.

He could ask Dylan to stay with one of his pretentious art friends, but Dyl had already made it clear they were a package deal, and he wasn’t going to let Roan dance with danger all by himself. So… where did that leave them?

A motel was out. They could afford a cheap-shit one for a while, but security wasn’t just nil, but deep into negative numbers. This was where you saw America’s class divide: fancy, expensive hotels usually had security comparable to their costs. A very expensive hotel would be ideal for safety, but there was no way in hell they could afford it. What they could afford would have them killed within five minutes of arrival.

So who did they know that might have room, and wouldn’t have some kind of objection to a couple of gay dudes sharing a bed under their roof? Until now, he hadn’t realized that most of their friends lived in apartments or condos. What about Dropkick and Kim? Didn’t they have a place near Queen Anne? Of course he didn’t know how big their place was, and a couple of gays and a couple of lesbians sharing a house sounded like a bad sitcom waiting to happen.

Hey—Kevin. He had an inherited house that he freely admitted was way too big for him, and sometimes when Roan talked to him he would drop hints on how lonely he was. And not only did he live in a sort of hard-to-find area, but he was a cop, and how was that for protective custody? He probably had more than enough room for him and Dylan. Okay, he had a buttload of animals at his place, and animals had a tendency to freak out around Roan, but maybe they could work something out. He put in a call to Kevin to ask him, and got his voice mail, which was fine, as it made it easier to ask. Kevin could just respond with a yes or no, and they could move on from there.

He parked in a commercial lot down from the church and walked in, mainly because he didn’t want any of these idiots seeing his car and deciding they wanted to vandalize it too.

There were under two dozen protesters outside the church, carrying signs (he looked for misspellings, and wasn’t surprised to see they all knew how to spell “fuck” perfectly) and shouting, and there were three rent-a-cops standing at the edge of the church’s property, ostensibly to keep the crowd under control, but if the crowd got any bolder these guys wouldn’t have much of a chance. Perhaps the obvious security cameras trained on them were keeping the protesters from getting any stupider.

Roan was hoping to walk up unnoticed, he even hid as much of his hair as he could under an Archie McPhee baseball hat, but someone recognized him and shouted, “Hey, he’s one of ’em!”

He glared at the crowd as they turned his way. “Isn’t there a Planned Parenthood you could be annoying?”

They started shouting something at him, more or less in unison, and it could have been “Page the brats” or possibly “Cage the cats,” which made more sense, but he amused himself by thinking they just wanted to page their children and didn’t know how.

A couple of the bigger men and a pushy woman tried to block his path on the sidewalk, and while he was aware one of the rent-a-cops was coming his way, he didn’t feel like humoring these people who hated him for a disease. As if they were somehow immune, as if they were safe from a virus, as if good straight white Christian people never came down with it.

He roared at them, a half shout that morphed into the lion sound, not a full-bore one but only because he wasn’t sufficiently mad enough (the codeine had kicked in too, and that sometimes helped keep his anger from slipping the leash so easily). But it was enough to visibly stun them, make the man with the more impressive beer gut stumble off the sidewalk. He kept walking forward, glaring at them in turn, like he was trying to decide which of them would make the best snack (and was he growling a little? Oh, maybe…) and they moved out of his way. They weren’t chanting anymore either. Wasn’t so easy to be an angry mob of villagers when the monster actually decided to bare his fangs, huh?

But as soon as he was past, someone from the back of the crowd, emboldened by his distance, shouted, “You’re a monster! You shouldn’t be around people!”

“Monster” and “Freak” began to randomly generate from the crowd, and Roan flashed them the bird over his shoulder as he walked up the porch to the church’s front door. As it turned out, he didn’t even have to knock, as the door opened almost immediately, and a trim blonde woman who looked like she could have been knocked over by an errant breeze (most likely Bolt’s assistant) gestured him on. “Please come in.”

He didn’t have to be asked twice.

Once inside, she escorted him to Bolt’s office, which was Eli’s old office. In fact, it was still Eli’s old office. The make of the computer on the desk had changed (probably because Roan had inherited the incriminating hard drives), but otherwise it was exactly the same, from the heavy, almost baroque curtains to the needlessly self-indulgent widescreen TV. Bolt was standing up behind his desk, reading something. “You know, you should have called ahead. We could have arranged an escort for you.”

“I don’t need an escort.” The woman had already left, closing the door behind her. Holy shit, was she from a temp agency? She was so efficient he wondered if Eli had invested in androids.

Bolt held up what he had been reading, and to Roan’s well-concealed horror, he saw it was that damned magazine article; he got to see his own feral face staring out at him from a two-dimensional world before Bolt tossed it back down on his desk. “You know, this is superimpressive. I mean, I knew you probably had to face a lot of hurdles, but until it was all spelled out for me I didn’t really realize it, you know? And being gay on top of it? Wow. When they were handing out attributes, you got all the short straws, didn’t you?”

The worst part was he said it in a jovial manner, like it was a joke, like he meant it in a good way. Roan glared at him. “I was wondering if you were as much of a dick as I thought you were. Thanks for confirming it.”

Now Bolt looked genuinely surprised. “What? I—it was a joke. I wasn’t trying to offend you—”

“Tainted burn is making the infected transform out of sequence and go crazy,” he interrupted. “I know it’s being sold in your church. Not only does it have to stop, you need to point me toward the dealer who’s supplying you.”

Bolt’s shock was permanently etching itself onto his face. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, then he paused, teeth clicking as he shut his jaw, and tried again. “We don’t sell drugs here—”

“I have it on some authority that this is the territory of some minor-league dope slinger who goes by the street name Spaz. Ring any bells?”

He let out the slightest of laughs as he shook his head. “No. Spaz? Are you shitting me? Who would call himself Spaz?”

He didn’t smell a lie, or at least not a total one. “Someone here is selling it. Apparently it leaves you painless, or at least has that reputation, so I can see why the infected are flocking to it. But it’s a weapon meant to kill us. It’s being sold here, Bolt, and it’s killing your people. Are you going to help stop it or not?”

Here was a man never cut out for true leadership. He seemed to be mentally flailing, his eyes betraying his thoughts—Bolt was wondering who was doing this, who was screwing him behind his back. After a moment, he said, “Of course I’ll help. If that’s going on, it has to stop. But I assure you, I don’t kn—”

And that’s when they both heard the first burst of gunfire.
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BOLT immediately ducked down under his desk, and for a moment Roan wondered if he’d been shot. But he hadn’t heard the bullet, smelled it, or smelled blood—all he smelled was fear.

By the time Roan had turned and headed for the door, he heard what sounded like shouting and return fire. “What kind of guns are your security packing?”

Bolt peered cautiously over his desk, just the top of his head appearing over the edge.” I don’t know. Guns. Aren’t you scared?”

“No.” He opened the door and looked out into the corridor, and he couldn’t actually see anything, but he could hear voices outside, and from the sound of it, the shooting was over. Good. “How many men do you have?”

“It depends. Today I think we have six out there.”

“Probably a good idea. You might want to set up patrols.”

“Yeah, we’re on that.” Apparently deciding the threat was over, and that he was done feeling foolish, Bolt sat up in his plush desk chair and straightened out his shirt, even though he didn’t need to and it didn’t help. But it was some attempt to reclaim a dignity he’d never really had.

“If you’re serious about me some day taking over this place, you’ll hand over all the info I need on the guy supervising these dances, mixers, whatever the hell you call the get-togethers where the infected meet the willing. And you’ll do it now.”

Again he was treated to Bolt’s fish impersonation: mouth opening and closing, eyes stark with the need to argue and the need to give in. After a moment’s mental debate, he turned to his computer and tapped out something on the keyboard. His printer clattered to life and hummed as it printed out something. When it was done, Bolt took the piece of paper out of the tray and held it out over the desk wordlessly. It was an odd white flag of surrender, but he looked broken, handing it over. 

“Thanks,” Roan said, taking the paper and looking at it. “I’ll show myself out.” He left without waiting for acknowledgment.

The man’s name was Pierce Hockney, which somehow seemed just about right, full of unpleasant syllables. Outside, the protesters had pretty much cleared up, while the Church’s security staff was surrounding a car with the driver’s side window shattered and bullet holes marring its door. There was a man on the ground, hands cuffed behind his back, cursing at the security staff, who were surrounding him with their guns drawn. It sounded like sirens were on their way, but Roan wanted no part of it. He’d witnessed nothing and couldn’t help. Besides, it was just a drive-by that did superficial damage to the Church; the lack of a fresh blood smell seemed to indicate no one was actually hurt.

Once inside his car, he double-checked the address. The guy lived near University Place, which would take Roan out of his way. There was a phone number, which he tried, but he got shunted to voice mail. He almost hung up, but at the last moment he decided to just brazen it out. “Hey, yeah, I was told you were the guy to come to for some burn? I heard it at the Church….” he deliberately hesitated, trying to sound as uncomfortable and nervous as possible. “I just need somethin’, and pills don’t cut it anymore. So, yeah, I’ll call back.” He hung up, wondering if he was a decent actor. He lied well, and that was pretty much the same thing.

He wondered idly if burn really did make you painless.

His phone rang, and he thought it might be Hockney calling him back. “Yeah?”

“Roan, get your ass to the Templeton College campus now,” Seb exclaimed angrily.

He was about to tell him to ask nicely when he heard gunfire in the background, and Seb cursed. Suddenly Roan was no longer in a joking mood. “Fucking hell, what’s going on?”

“Some kids had a party at one of the frat houses, and it musta been full of burn and full of infecteds who either didn’t know it or were trying to score some college tail, ’cause we got at least three, maybe four, cats runnin’ around campus going fucking nuts. I don’t know how many we got dead, we got a lotta injured, we have at least one inside one of the main buildings—fuck!” There was another fusillade of bullets, and he heard a member of the cat squad shouting orders to someone else. After that passed, he said, “It’s taking a lot of bullets to put these fuckers down, and we haven’t gotten the campus fully evacuated. We need your supercat powers now—move it!”

“I don’t have supercat powers,” he replied, but he said it to silence. Shit. How lovely it was to have everything go wrong at once.

Roan wasn’t far from the campus and traffic wasn’t bad, but he was still afraid he’d taken too long. He illegally parked, figuring if any cop was anal enough to give him a ticket in the middle of a massacre he was more than welcome to, and ran toward the nearest cluster of armor-clad cat squad members on the perimeter of the front quad. As they turned toward him, he shouted, “Roan McKichan, let me through!”

They parted, obviously recognizing him, as he shucked off his jacket and let it fall as he ran past, headed toward the main building (and the gunshots). One of them yelled, “You need a gun!”

“Bullshit!” Roan shouted back, slamming into the glass door so hard he was a little surprised he didn’t shatter it. But the pneumatic hinge on the door made a funny noise opening as he paused and took a deep breath, trying to parse the smells.

There were too many, and now the abrasive sting of gunpowder was overwhelming the other scents, but he still picked up the faint trail of another cat, and followed it.

In the back of his mind, Roan was aware this was a nice college, that the building he was in had a vaulted roof and skylights, that it had a pleasantly sunny color scheme and an open floor plan. But he really didn’t pay any direct attention to it at all; his mind had already shifted to battle mode, and the lion was sliding into the driver’s seat, ready to take on any cat that dared to cross its territory. Never mind that it actually wasn’t its territory—it would lay claim to whatever it wanted. He was aware of screams, of gunshots, of shouts and fear, but everything was falling away as his senses narrowed, his reason splintered, and the beast started taking over. The crackle of bones shifting and breaking was a calming fireside crackle in the background, his adrenaline too high to feel anything in the way of pain.

He smelled blood, rich and intoxicating, and found himself in a wide corridor, its marble tiled floor slick with hot red blood. It was one of the cat squad, his face shield up as he yelped in pain, trying not to scream as a couple of his buddies dragged him across the floor, his right leg useless and spewing blood, a chunk of flesh and muscle and useless body armor torn away. His first response to this scene was hunger, an urge to finish off the wounded animal, but he wasn’t completely lion yet.

One of the uninjured cat squad looked at Roan and suddenly raised his sidearm, but Seb was there, and he pointed down the hall toward some broad double doors. “It went through there. It’s wounded, but it won’t go down.”

Yes, he could smell its blood even above the Human blood. Roan was beyond speech, so he simply nodded and ran for the doors. He heard one of the cat squad say, “What the hell was up with his face?”

He burst through the wide doors into what he knew by smell was a library: old paper and dust, a smell as comforting as home to him. In fact, it was home to him, he had his own “library,” although could you call a bunch of haphazardly assembled books, many of them paperbacks and even more used, a library? It wasn’t like this place, with its cheerful skylights letting in a honeyed glow, vaulted ceiling, and bookcases about as tall as your average mobile home.

He let out a deep, pit of the diaphragm roar, a scream that tore up his throat and echoed beautifully off the walls and high ceiling, sending out a challenge to all cats in hearing range. It was the “Mine!” roar, the one that told all cats that this place was his and death would be the penalty for trespass. Best-case scenario, all the cats in the area ran. But here, dealing with drug- and pain-crazed cats, there was only one response possible: they would mob him, attack en masse, attack each other even in their frenzy to kill him. And that was the response Roan was counting on.

Roan tried to hang on to his humanity, not fully transform, as he knew he might get himself shot if he completely let go (and he might bite some big chunks out of the cat squad as well). He wasn’t sure how to keep even the slightest Human part of himself—and it hurt; it was a dull knife buried deep in his brain, being twisted slowly, and he knew the monster would take its claws out of his gray matter if he just gave in—but he couldn’t, if only because he wouldn’t let it win. He tried to focus on Dylan—pretend he was here, make himself believe he was here.

The lion in the library roared a challenge and came charging after Roan, its huge mane shot through with peroxide white; a male, big, young, but given to bad hair. Roan roared back and met it halfway. They lunged and collided in midair, crashing down and through a long table as the lion sunk its teeth into Roan’s shoulder and its claws into his back, as Roan sunk his teeth into its neck and slammed a palm hard into its rib cage.

He felt the cat tearing muscles with its teeth as its ribs shattered beneath his hand, and it squalled in pain as he ripped through its throat, taking out a chunk of flesh that Roan spit out, with its sour blood. He wanted the blood, but this was poisoned, tainted, sour as paint thinner. He was vaguely aware of wooden splinters digging into his back and side, but it was little more than background noise. As soon as the lion twisted its head away, teeth out of his flesh, Roan threw it across the room. The lion hit a bookcase spine first, hard enough to send books avalanching down to the carpet.

It landed on its feet, of course, but shook itself as if it could shake away the pain. Now it had not only minor bullet wounds in its flank and side and broken ribs, but a huge chunk of flesh out of its neck, where it was now losing blood in copious amounts. But that didn’t mean it was done.

Roan felt a burning sensation in his shoulder; the lion had done some damage, but the fresh new pain made him angry, and the beast threatened to overwhelm him as he roared, his hands balling into fists full of broken bones that felt like they were twitching. The lion roared back and charged, and Roan caught it, its momentum making him fall backward into the aisle.

The beast was overwhelming him, trying to make him go to all fours, make him go to claws, but he grabbed the lion’s wound, sinking fingers into warm flesh, and tore, pulling away sinew like ribbons. It screamed, fetid breath washing over him as it squirmed, and suddenly there was a responding roar, and a dark brown blur pounced on them, joining the fight. A female lion this time, not as big, but just as angry and deadly. She sunk her teeth into Roan’s arm and dug her claws into his legs, groin, and chest. He reflexively sank his teeth into her soft pad of a nose, and as her bite loosened he flung his arm out and sent her flying. She hit a shelf so hard it collapsed, and he heard the splinter of wood as she punched through the bookcase like a missile.

The male had recovered and launched itself at Roan, but at half strength now. It was still enraged, but had lost too much blood to do much about it. Roan was up on all fours when it charged in, and he had enough humanity left in him to throw an ad hoc uppercut that sent the lion stumbling back before it fell down. He didn’t think it would be getting up again.

The lioness had recovered, and this time she was joined, with a roar, by a leopard so dark he almost thought it was a panther. He was on his feet and kicked the lioness away, slamming her hard into another shelf, books raining down like dust, but the leopard latched onto his leg, teeth sinking into his calf muscle.

Roan roared in rage and pain, and acted without thought, without a shred of humanity, which might have been why Roan was so surprised, almost shocked back to his human self entirely when he saw he’d put his fist through the cat’s head.

Through its head. Like it was made of papier-mâché and not the blood and brain matter currently dripping from his fist, still embedded in the leopard’s shattered skull.

The lion in him felt triumphant, but Roan felt a little sick.

The lioness jumped back at him with a roar, and he ducked the initial jump, shaking the dead cat off the end of his arm, and when it came in again Roan caught the female cat by her throat and simply threw her as far as he could. Like he imagined, that was pretty far. She impacted a back shelf, so hard the towering bookcase rocked before finally coming down, and then the big cases began to fall like dominoes. He hoped they would all fall down and he would be crushed, but it didn’t happen, as the cases stopped toppling as soon as they hit a retaining wall.

Roan heard the thud of boots on tiled floor, and suddenly the room was full of uninjured cat squad members pointing guns and supercharged Tasers like they expected an attack from all sides. Roan turned away, so they couldn’t see his bloody face or torn clothes. “Dude, it sounded like the world was ending in here,” Seb explained. “You okay?”

He just nodded, trying to force his humanity back into the driver’s seat. The problem was the viciousness of what he’d done to the leopard had made it come to the forefront anyways, and now the pain was hitting him square on, without any of the gradual peaking he was used to. Roan felt like he had a broken hand, a broken jaw, torn muscles in his shoulder, in his leg, and it felt basically like he had been stabbed in the balls, all of which was more or less true. He held the keening noise to the back of his throat, and he felt like collapsing, but remained on his feet. He closed his eyes and concentrated on swallowing the pain, holding it back, just until he could get to his car.

With a pained, watery growl, the lioness crawled out from beneath the pile of books and broken wood, and a member of the cat squad opened fire, getting a head shot with the second bullet. She went down in a heap, and there was no doubt she wouldn’t be getting up again.

Roan felt he had it, the fragile equilibrium that would allow him to keep from screaming, and was aware that someone was staring at him. He opened his eyes and turned to see a member of the cat squad with his face shield up, a real square-jawed Captain America type, who asked, “How the hell are you not dead yet?”

“I’m a monster,” he said, his voice so gravelly and raw it might as well have been a growl. Roan stared at him because it even hurt to move his damn eyes, and he watched the guy blanch, all blood draining from his face as he realized that Roan was serious. Sometimes fear smelled like metal.

He left then, making himself move and keep moving, inertia helping him keep from collapsing. Seb called after him, but Roan ignored him. He couldn’t deal with anything right now; he was pure tunnel vision. Get to the car.

On his way out, walking across the quad, one of the cops held out his jacket for him, which he took with broken fingers, pain so hot firing up his arm that he wouldn’t have been surprised to see flames.

Once inside his car, Roan slammed the glove box open, grabbed the first pill bottle he saw, and gulped down maybe half its contents, catching one pill in his teeth and crushing it, letting it turn his tongue numb. Of course it tasted horrible, bitter and acrid, but it was almost better than the taste of blood. Almost.

Roan sat back in his seat, trying not to move a centimeter more, waiting for the pills to take over, tears of pain dripping down his face. Or at least he thought they were tears of pain.

He couldn’t do this anymore; he wasn’t any good to man or beast. But what was he supposed to do? Where did all the freaks go when they’d outlived their usefulness?

Maybe that was for him to find out.
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ROAN had to wait until the drugs kicked in before he could move, and while the numbing of the pain was bliss, he realized once he started the car that he’d honestly taken too many pills. He felt like he was soft and fuzzy inside, made of foam filling. He still hurt, he was aware of bright and radiant pain in his joints and other spots throughout his body, but he didn’t care. Sometimes that’s how they worked—they didn’t take away the pain so much as they made you stop caring about it.

He managed to get home, he was hyperaware of his driving, but he was also aware of how spacey and out of sorts he felt. Next time, no driving for him.

Roan thought this especially true when he drove up and saw some guys playing baseball in the street in front of his house. Except there were only three playing (one pitching, one hitting, one retrieving the ball), with one guy sitting on the hood of a silver Chevy Malibu, watching them. Only when he drove up to them did he realize he was looking at Grey, Tank, Scott, and Jeff. They cleared out of the way so he could park in his driveway, and Grey came to his door as he killed the engine. “Tank told us what happened at the hosp—holy shit, what happened to you?”

Could he take them now? Roan wasn’t sure. He was never sure he was up to the full strength weirdness of the Falcons. “Had to take on three cats up at Templeton College.”

“Three cats? Not at once, right?”

“Yes.” He opened the door—or did he? Grey was holding it, so maybe he opened the door.

“Cats?” Scott repeated, coming over and joining them. He was holding an aluminum bat. “Not big cats, transformed cats?”

“What, you think he was wrangling house cats?” Grey replied.

“Shit.” He shoved the bat in Tank’s hands and came over to the car, helping him stand up. Grey was suddenly on the other side of Roan, supporting him. He wanted to protest, say he wasn’t an invalid, but actually it was kind of nice to have pressure off his leg. Scott was fumbling in his pocket, and came up with his keys, which he tossed to Jeff. (Who caught them, even though he wasn’t expecting them.) “Open the door.” An order, but Jeff, intense, authority-baiting New Yorker that he was, obeyed instantly.

“We should probably call an ambulance,” Grey said.

“No, no doctors, I don’t need one.”

“You’re bleeding from several different places,” Grey noted.

“This from a guy who’s been stitched up with a sewing needle and sent back out to play a game thirty seconds later.”

“It wasn’t a sewing needle,” he protested. “And usually I get to sit for forty-five seconds before going back out.”

Once inside the house, Scott and Grey carefully helped him to the couch, and Jeff put his keys on the coffee table, adding, “Man, you are super hard core.” Presumably that was a compliment.

Scott sat beside him on the sofa and stared intently into his face. “You’re wasted, aren’t you?”

“Couldn’t move without the drugs. Why were all of you playing ball in front of my house?”

“We got bored waiting. We brought the bat, and we had one of Tank’s balls in the car, so we figured we could shag a few flies waiting for someone to show up. Are we done changing the subject?”

“Why’d you bring a bat? And Tank has a ball collection?”

“A bat in case we weren’t ugly enough to stop some fuckers from starting shit,” Jeff said. “They may have had guns, so we needed somethin’.”

“And the balls are part of my routine,” Tank said. He was currently looking in Roan’s refrigerator. “Goalie coach taught me it. I stand on a yoga ball and the guys chuck things at me, and I see if I can catch them without falling off. It helps with balance and flexibility.”

“Also, he’s fuckin’ nuts,” Jeff added, articulating exactly what Roan was thinking.

Roan rubbed his eyes, and Scott very gently grabbed his hand and moved it away from his face. “Where’s Dylan? Is he supposed to be home by now?”

“No, today’s his day at the temple.”

“He’s Jewish?” Jeff asked, sounding surprised.

“Buddhist.”

“When do you expect him back?”

“I dunno. Probably soon.” Why was he asking? Did he think something had happened to Dylan, or could happen to him?

“Okay, here’s what you’re gonna do. You’re going to go upstairs and clean up, wash the blood off. If you need help getting patched up, I have lots of experience with that. We’re gonna get some food in you and pump you full of caffeine, enough that you won’t totally freak Dylan out when he comes home. Sounds good to you?” He made that sound like a question, but Roan knew it wasn’t. “Go on, get moving, you’re on the clock. If you’re not down in twenty minutes, I’m coming to get you.”

It was an order; a kind order, but there was no mistaking the steel in his voice. “I see why you’re the team captain.”

“Bossy bitch, ain’t he?” Grey said, grinning at him. Scott simply raised an eyebrow at that, clearly used to getting some lip from his roommate, but not concerned about it.

It was actually kind of nice leaving the decisions to someone else. It was kind of hard to think right now anyways. Roan managed to stagger upstairs and stripped off his clothes, which were bloody and shredded anyways, and turned on the shower, but he was too tired to stand, so he simply sat in the tub and let the water rain down on him, watching the water turn from red to pink to clear. He attempted a partial change to close up the remaining wounds, but it was hard—not only were the drugs a soft prison, but he felt exhausted, like working up the energy to do anything was out of his reach. He eked out enough of a partial change to close up some cuts and heal some muscles, but it left his head pounding, like there was some evil being inside his skull trying to bash its way out with a hammer.

The water eventually turned cold, but Roan still sat there, kind of hoping he’d be washed down the drain. When he first heard the knocking, he thought it was inside his head, but then he heard Scott say, “Assuming you haven’t drowned, you coming out?”

“Why do you care?”

“’Cause I do, and I ain’t gonna put up with any self-pitying bullshit, so are you getting out or am I dragging you out?”

“You are a bossy bitch.” He levered himself up and shut off the shower, and stepped out to find Scott standing there with a towel.

“You would be too if you had to ride herd on a bunch of guys who often act like third graders.” He gave him the towel, and to his credit, Scott made no move that would be thought of as salacious. He was in full business—read team—mode. He turned away, leaving the bathroom, and said, “Pizza’s downstairs. You need to shave, or you figure you’ll just tell Dylan what happened?”

Need to shave? He glanced in the mirror, and yes, he had about three day’s growth of beard on his face. At least that told him how much he had transformed. “I’ll hafta tell him anyways.”

“Honesty in a relationship, always good. Not that I know much about that.”

Roan carefully got dressed, pulling on jeans and a random T-shirt, and went downstairs to find Tank playing host, putting pizza slices on plates as Jeff rummaged through the fridge, looking for drinks. “Who doesn’t have Red Bull?”

“It’s dehydrating anyways,” Scott said. “Not that soda’s much better, but it’ll do.”

Grey was sitting on the sofa, flipping through a magazine. Oh no, not the one he was in, was it? “If hockey doesn’t work out, Scott, you’ve gotta future as the next Martha Stewart.”

Jeff snickered, and Scott responded with a hearty, “Fuck you.”

Tank noticed him, and said, “We didn’t know what kinda pizza you liked, so we covered all the bases: cheese, pepperoni, and everything but anchovies.”

“Great, I’m starving.” He was too, which might have been partly why he had no energy. Transformation just blew through the calories, which might have been why his jeans felt so loose.

“What’cha want?”

“One of each, please.” He flopped down on the couch beside Grey and slumped against the cushions, aware he shouldn’t feel so defeated, but unable to help it.

“We saw what those fuckers did to your house,” Grey said as Tank brought Roan a plate with three large slices of pizza. “You get us a name, we’ll pay ’em a visit.”

“Literally all of us,” Jeff said, handing him a can of Pepsi. “We’ll just pull up the team bus and pile out at three in the morning, half drunk and pissed off ’cause we’re on the damn bus again.”

Roan couldn’t help but chuckle at the mental image of that. “That would scare someone.”

“A buncha disgruntled hockey players on your lawn? It better. Wait ’til we insist on using their bathroom.”

Roan tore into a piece of pizza (the pepperoni one) with gusto, aware he could inhale the entire plate. But he made himself actually chew his food, and after a few bites, he did feel a little better. After taking a swig of soda, he explained that he had no idea who had done it, but if he ever found out, he’d keep them in mind.

They sat around the room, eating pizza, and the guys talked about shit unrelated to all of this, possibly to distract Roan, but it worked. Tank had apparently got in with this person who was putting together a calendar of nude local athletes that would support a cancer charity. It wasn’t full nudity, the “naughty bits” would be covered, but there was a surprising number of team members who really didn’t want to do this. Grey was down for it though, and was willing even to “show his junk.” Which led Jeff to say, “Nobody wants to see your junk. We’ve all seen enough of your junk.”

“I haven’t,” Roan said. He was just pointing it out.

Grey smiled at him. “You wanna? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” He had a mischievous sparkle in his eyes, as if half serious.

“Okay, this has just gotten too homoerotic for me,” Jeff exclaimed.

“It could get more homoerotic,” Scott said, and to prove it, put his pizza aside, stood up, and took off his shirt. He then began to throw strong man poses, and said, “Tank, grease me up.”

Tank rubbed pizza grease on his hands, and Roan laughed, which felt surprisingly good. Nearly everyone else did too, save for Scott, who was still throwing shapes that were now getting more Sears catalog circa 1960 ridiculous. “You guys are insane,” Roan told them, not without affection.

“Yeah, well, we’ve all taken at least one blow to the head,” Jeff said. “Makes us all fun at parties.”

“You should do the calendar with us,” Tank said through a mouthful of pizza. “We’ll say you’re an equipment manager or something.”

“Ron Hextall,” Grey said, which made Tank laugh and choke on his beer. Again with the hockey joke he didn’t understand. He’d forgotten to Google him after the last time.

“Which’ll be fine until the real one gets wind of it,” Scott pointed out.

“Maybe he won’t,” Grey replied. “And even if he does, he might find it funny.”

“He also might sue,” Scott said.

“Fine, he’s Ron Hextall Junior.”

“Who said I said yes to this?” Roan exclaimed, looking between Scott and Grey. Here was the weird thing: he felt a lot better. Still heavily drugged and achy, but for some reason he felt like there might be hope. For what, who knew, but a world where (mostly) straight jock boys as goofy and un-uptight as these guys could exist just couldn’t be that bad.

“You’re one of our trainers,” Grey said, apparently settling on an excuse. “And you are, kinda. I mean, I’d spar with you all the time if you’d let me.”

“I can’t gauge my own strength anymore. I might kill you.”

“Now that’s just bragging,” Tank said. “Bragging that I’d totally pay to see.”

How could he make a joke of it? But you know what, Roan let it go. And felt all the better for just pretending that’s all it was: an exaggeration, a lie, a joke, not the increasingly horrible truth.

“Up yours, Frenchie,” Grey said, in a mock-threatening manner.

Tank told him to eat him in French again, giving Roan a second phrase he knew in the language, although honestly, how useful could that one be?

The phone rang, cutting off their mock-bilingual argument, and shirtless Scott, the only one on his feet, answered it before Roan could decide whether he wanted to or not. “Hello?” After a moment’s pause, he said, “Mr. McKichan has no comment for the media right now. When he has a comment, you will be informed. Good day.” Scott then hung up the phone, and asked, “You didn’t wanna talk to them, did you?”

“God no.”

“Who was it?” Grey wondered.

“Q-13.”

“Was it that Asian chick that anchors the news sometimes?” Jeff asked. “She’s hot.”

The door opened, and Dylan stood in the doorway, clearly surprised to be confronted with several of the Falcons in their living room, including a shirtless Scott (who was ripped and honestly attractive, with a lean torso and six-pack abs—Roan knew this from having seen him shirtless before, but he knew from the way Dyl had to tear his eyes away from his chest it was new to him). “Ah, hockey players.”

“Namaste,” Jeff said, the Buddhist (and Hindu) all-purpose word. Grey stared at him like he’d suddenly grown a second head.

Dylan stared at him in surprise as well. “Namaste. What the hell’s going on?”

Scott retrieved his shirt and put it on. “We knew things were gettin’ bad, so we dropped by to see if we could help.”

“As homoerotically as possible,” Grey added.

“Well, that explains the nudity,” Dylan admitted, and then fixed Roan with a concerned, almost heartbroken look. “I heard on the news about the thing at the college. You were involved, weren’t you?”

Scott clapped his hands together, and said, “Come on guys, let’s give ’em some privacy.”

Tank shoved the remainder of his pizza in his mouth, while Jeff stood up with a groan. “What’re we supposed to do?”

“Stand out on the lawn and look menacing,” Grey suggested.

“Take out your junk. That’ll scare away anyone,” Jeff replied, making Scott laugh. Scott held the door and made sure they were all out before leaving himself.

As soon as the door shut, Dylan asked, “Do I wanna know what that was about?”

“Probably not.”

Dylan touched Roan’s face, stroking his new beard. The look in his eyes told him Dylan knew exactly what that meant. “Are you all right?”

With the slightest of sighs, he admitted, “No. But I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

He nodded in understanding. “Okay.” He embraced him, and Roan fell easily into the hug, glad to feel Dylan’s warmth and strength, to smell his scent (tinted slightly with incense smoke). Dylan held him for a long time, although it wasn’t long enough for Roan; Dylan could have held him forever as far as he was concerned. It felt good, safe, Human.

“You’re shivering,” Dylan noted. “But you’re warm. Do you have a fever?” He stood back far enough to put his hand on his forehead.

“No, it’s just posttransition havoc.” He tried to smile, and was sure he failed. Dylan echoed it with a heartbroken smile.

“Kevin called back. He said his house was our house, and we could come over at any time.”

“Great. Let’s throw some stuff in a bag and get going.”

He nodded in agreement, but still stroked Roan’s stubble. “You sure you’re going to be okay?”

“I will be, yeah. I just need time to recover.”

“From today or the Falcons?”

That made him smile. “Ah, they were actually a help. They gave me pizza and an improv comedy routine.”

“And some nudity.”

“Sadly not full frontal. Gonna have to ask for that next time.”

Dylan gave him the look for that—that skeptical, “don’t you dare” kind of boyfriend look—but let it go.

Roan realized they had helped, in a way he hadn’t expected. He had considered the possibility of just going upstairs and putting a gun under his chin and pulling the trigger. Would he have actually done it? He wasn’t sure, but the fact that he’d had company meant he’d had no chance to find out.

Roan assumed it was just an overnight stay, that he’d be back tomorrow, so he didn’t pack much. He just threw a change of clothes in a bag (which meant at least three shirts, although he hoped he was done transforming for the day), as well as a book, a gun, and a buttload of pills. He wondered if that summed up his life.

Dylan packed a bit more, but did it fast, and managed to limit himself to two bags. When he saw Roan just had a rucksack, he scowled and asked, “Is packing light a detective thing, or are you just too tired to care?”

“Bit of both.”

They locked things up and left, to find that Tank, Scott, Grey, and Jeff were indeed still hanging around. They told them what they were doing and let them know they appreciated the thought anyways.

Dylan started their car and Roan saw the guys to theirs, stopping Scott by grabbing his arm. “Thanks for everything.” He hoped he knew what he meant, as spelling it all out might be weird.

Scott seemed to understand. “Hey, we all need a little help sometimes. Even superheroes.” At Roan’s grimace, he added, “Or superstuds, like myself.”

Roan rolled his eyes, but still smiled. “With lines like that, it’s hard to believe you ever get a date.”

“I have to beat ’em off with a stick. Tank’s stick, in fact.”

“What about my stick?” Tank asked, as Scott opened the door and got in the back of the Malibu.

“I was saying mine’s bigger,” Scott replied.

Jeff, in the driver’s seat, snorted derisively. “More homoeroticism. Can we stop, please? I’m starting to feel like I’m in a bad porno.”

“Bow chicka wow wow,” Grey said, mimicking ’70s porn music, as Scott closed the door and Jeff shook his head in disgust. Although it was muffled, Roan heard Tank say, “You guys know I’m not letting you touch my stick, right?”

They waved at him as they drove away, and Roan waved back, watching them go, pitying the fool who pissed them off.

When he got in the car, Dylan, who had already turned the radio on to KEXP and started the heater (probably because he thought Roan might be cold), asked, “Am I the only one who was bullied by jocks in school? Do you think they bullied anyone?”

“Well, odds are. But Tank strikes me as too weird to do that, and Grey probably never needed to. He just needed to show up.”

“’Cause he’s as big as Frankenstein’s monster? I can believe that.” He paused, adjusted the rearview mirror, and then asked, “You think that’s why his junk is so scary?”

“Frankendick,” Roan replied, and they both chuckled at the idea.

Yes, it was rather immature of both of them. But sometimes you just needed the laugh, no matter how juvenile it was.

They drove to Kevin’s, Roan telling Dylan which streets to take, and they got there in good time. Obviously Kevin was home, as not only was his battered maroon ’03 Integra in the driveway, but he’d put the dogs in the backyard. Roan heard them barking, and in spite of the drugs, had to swallow back the urge to growl and roar a challenge.

They hefted their bags and Roan knocked on the front door, feeling weird about all of this. But he was doing this for Dylan, which is what you did in relationships—you compromised, you did things you didn’t necessarily want to do to keep stubborn people safe.

He could smell the scents of cooking even before the door was opened (Kevin was a hell of a cook), but Roan was enjoying it enough that the shock of who answered the door just washed over him.

“Oh hey,” the boy said. He looked to be midtwenties at the oldest, slightly tic-y, with shoulder-length brown hair almost covering the black tribal-style tattoo on the side of his neck. “Come in.”

Roan almost didn’t recognize him with all his clothes on. Dylan froze in shock once recognition kicked in, but oddly enough, the boy hadn’t recognized him at all, as he casually turned away and walked deeper into the house.

This was Parker Davis, the male prostitute (under the name Colt Turner) who’d been a suspect in the murder of Eric Chiang, a bartender at Panic. The suspect whom Dylan had identified as the last man seen leaving the bar with Eric. The suspect whom Roan had suspected was a little too close to the way in the closet (and lonely) Kevin.

Wow—just when you thought things were fucked up enough, things got even more fucked up. How that worked he would never know.
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LEANING over, Roan whispered, “Do you want to go?” A hotel was sounding great right now.

It took Dylan a moment to answer, but finally he said, “No.” Roan heard the unspoken “not yet.”

As they came inside, Kevin, who was in the kitchen stirring something inside a large pot on the stove, looked back at them and smiled. He gestured Parker over and handed him a wooden spoon, telling him, “Keep stirring, don’t let them stick to the pot.” Parker nodded and did what he was told, as Kevin wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and came into the living room to join them. “Good to have you here. Wish it could have been under better circumstances.”

“Um, can I talk to you for a moment, Kev? In private?”

“Sure. Why don’t I show you to your room first?”

Kevin led them upstairs to the second floor; they had a guest bedroom off the right of the staircase. It was small but quaint, with pistachio-colored walls and a homey multicolored quilt that looked like it might have been sewn by someone’s grandmother. Roan thought there were two closets, but the second door Kevin opened was actually a small bathroom. “It’s tiny, but I thought you guys might like your own space,” he said.

“That’s kind of you,” Dylan said, the tension obvious in his voice.

Roan closed the bedroom’s main door, even though the odds that Parker would hear them from the kitchen were quite small. “Why is Parker Davis here?”

“Oh, he needed a place to stay as part of his probation, and as he didn’t have any place to go, I figured he could stay here. I have lots of room.”

Roan rubbed his eyes, which felt warm and dry owing to all the painkillers in his system. This wasn’t going to be good.

“No, what’s he doing here with us?” Dylan asked, his voice betraying the slightest edge of frostiness. “Or, more to the point, me?”

“What do you mean?” Kevin looked briefly puzzled, then a slow horror seemed to bloom on his face. “Oh shit! You were the witness on the case, weren’t you? Jesus, Dylan, I completely forgot.”

“How?”

In brief, the story was this: Parker had been set up as a patsy by Gavin Lorimer, who paid Parker to take his “friend” Eric home and show him a good time. He was supposed to slip him an overdose of Ecstasy and kill him, but Parker, a major junkie, took some of the E himself and only left Eric drugged. Gavin checked up on Eric—the witness Gavin wanted to go away—and finding him still alive, killed him himself. Parker was supposed to go down for the killing, but there was no evidence tying him to the murder weapon, and Parker only went down for a drug-related charge. As for Gavin, he seemed to disappear entirely after his stepfather, Clifford Braben, ended up in prison on insider trading and various corruption charges, but since Roan had basically handed Gavin over to the monstrously vindictive and most assuredly evil Jay Bishop, he wasn’t surprised. He was only surprised that Gavin’s body hadn’t turned up in the desert, crucified on a telephone pole.

Not that anyone knew this. Jay knew, he knew, maybe Gavin suspected at the end, but it was one of Roan’s first forays into vigilantism, even though he outsourced it to Jay. And all because Paris was dying and he didn’t know if he wanted to deal with the case anymore. He felt a hollow ache open up in his chest, dull and deep, something pills couldn’t numb. Shame, remorse, grief.

Dylan had been the last person (besides Parker) to see Eric alive that night. He saw Parker pick up Eric and saw them leave together. Dylan described the man he saw with Eric at the station, and it was Kevin who had recognized the guy as Parker. Looking back on it, there were two odd things that night: Roan had had the sinking feeling that Kevin knew Parker better than he should, and it was the first time he had met Dylan. He remembered his first impression of Dylan as pretty but just more of that Panic-specific beefcake, background erotic wallpaper. He was surprised by the flash of strong resolve from him, but otherwise he was just another shirtless bartender. He wondered what Dylan’s first impression of him was, and wondered if he’d ever be brave enough to ask.

Kevin shrugged helplessly, and looked genuinely abashed by it all. “I—I don’t know. I’m really sorry. I wasn’t trying to make this awkward—”

“We passed that marker a while ago,” Roan said, then decided to hell with it, and asked, “Is he your boyfriend?”

Kevin gave him a deer in the headlights stare, as if he’d just slapped him. “What?”

“Is that why he’s here? You’re taking a hell of a risk—”

“He needed a place to stay!” Kevin snapped, an unaccustomed flash of anger making his expression darken. “I was lending a hand to a man who needed help.”

“A man you’ve employed before.”

“Roan—” Dylan interjected warningly. He didn’t know everything that was going on, but he knew this was bad.

Kevin’s sleepy brown eyes narrowed. “What the fuck are you implying?”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m saying. Look, it’s not a moral thing, I really don’t give a fuck, you’re lonely and I get that—”

Kevin lunged and grabbed him by the collar of his T-shirt, balling up the fabric in his fist, his face mere inches from him. He’d been drinking something with grapefruit in it. “You judgmental little fuck. You think—”

“Stop it!” Dylan said, pushing them apart. “Knock it off right now! We’re supposed to be friends, not fifth graders, for Christ’s sake!” He sighed angrily and rubbed his forehead like they were giving him a headache. “I think this is a mistake. Thank you for your kindness, Kevin, but we should probably go to a motel.”

“No. I don’t want to put you guys at risk just ’cause Roan is being a butthead. I’ll—I’ll tell Parker he’s got to stay at a friend’s house tonight, okay? We’ll try to work out something tomorrow.”

“No. We’ll find another way,” Roan said, not sure how, but he’d figure that out along the way. “Sorry to bother you, Kev. We’ll—”

“You think you’re leaving in a huff?” Kevin replied. “No, no way. I don’t know what you think my relationship with Parker is, but you’re wrong. Just ’cause he used to be a male prostitute doesn’t mean I fucked him. He’s straight, for god’s sake!”

“That’s debatable.”

He scowled. “You know a male prostitute too. Does that mean you fucked him?”

“Okay. Separate corners,” Dylan insisted, and gestured toward the door. “Could you give me a minute alone with Roan?” It sounded like a request, but it wasn’t. Kevin got that, and with a terse nod, he left the room. Roan expected him to slam the door, but he didn’t. Maybe because it was his house.

Dylan turned on him immediately and asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m arguing with Kevin. What does it look like I’m doing?”

“I can take care of myself, you know. I don’t need you jumping to my defense.”

He stared at him blankly. What? “I wasn’t. We were having our own argument.”

“Which you started because I was upset.”

“No.” He hadn’t, had he? Honestly Roan didn’t know; Dylan was a bit more perceptive with this stuff than he was, and sometimes he just didn’t know what motivated him to do a damn thing. “I was always suspicious of his relationship with Parker. I was willing to let it go, pretend it was nothing, but now he’s back and living in his house. Kevin’s better than that, I can’t ignore—”

“A separate discussion. You just want to fight.”

He felt like denying it, but that seemed pointless. He always liked to fight, and Dylan knew that as much as Roan did. “Actually, I want to know what the hell he’s thinking. He could be risking his career by letting Parker stay here.”

“Fine, I accept that. But why don’t you tell me what’s really going on with you. You’ve got your macho shield up, which tells me how upset you are. It was the incident at the college, wasn’t it?”

Again, denial was his first response, but then he had to turn away as that lacuna of shame seemed to widen in his chest, and suddenly the drugs weren’t enough to numb it. “I’m killing my own kind,” he admitted, his back to Dylan, arms crossed tightly over his chest. “I agreed to work with the cops so the cat squad wouldn’t just kill transformed infecteds. But now I’m doing it.”

Dylan wrapped his arms around him, pressing up against his back, and tears burned in Roan’s eyes. His throat felt clogged, choked up with solid sorrow. “Oh honey, it’s not your fault,” Dylan said softly, resting his head in the crook of Roan’s neck.

Roan didn’t want to cry, but maybe the drugs or the weariness had weakened his resolve, because a sob escaped him anyways, and his struggle to stop it, to hold it back, was futile. He knew they were dead; ingesting the tainted burn and triggering a premature transformation was only the first act of a staggered, messy death. But he kept remembering the feel of that leopard’s skull just bursting beneath his fist, his hand plunging into warm, gelatinous brain matter. That was the point, wasn’t it? That was the point when he realized he was more virus than Human, that the downslide of his humanity had begun in earnest.

It wasn’t like he hadn’t killed before, because of course he had, but this was, for some reason, the last straw.

He loathed himself for the self-pity, for crying so hard it felt like he was being punched in the stomach from the inside out, but he couldn’t stop, and felt like he was going to collapse. Dylan held him, murmuring comforting things that could never be real.

He was a monster, more now than ever, and he didn’t know what to do about it.





DYLAN was no stranger to breakdowns. He’d had one—well, more or less—and his brother Tom was, sadly, schizophrenic, a mental illness far beyond his control and beyond a one-time breakdown, but often exacerbated by his refusal to take his medication. But his experience with them was measured somehow, inevitable, not quiet but relatively bloodless, something you could see coming long before the explosion.

This was horrible. Roan was cracking, and part of it was simply the current crisis, the tainted burn and the cats freaking out almost as much as people and the authorities were. But it was only part, and maybe that was the worst part of it. Eventually the use of burn would go down, the infected would catch on and stop. But would it happen before Roan cracked under the strain? He didn’t know.

Dylan left Roan sleeping fitfully under the quilt he’d hastily pulled over him. Finally exhaustion and the sheer ton of drugs he must have taken had weighed him down, and Roan had fallen asleep between pained sobs. Dylan had to change his shirt, since it was soaked with tears and snot, but oddly enough he felt numb. What could he do? Nothing. Just sit back and watch as Roan crumbled from the strain. He was angry, but also defeated. There was nothing Dylan could do; nothing he could do would help. He felt impotent and useless. He couldn’t stop the world from hurting Roan any more than he could stop Roan from hurting himself. What was he doing here if he was such a nothing?

Roan’s phone buzzed like an angry hornet, and he retrieved it from his coat pocket to let whoever was calling him know that Roan was fucking out for the day and wouldn’t be available for a while. But it wasn’t the cops or the media, so that was a sort of relief. Even though it was another chore, at least it gave him something to do beyond feeling superfluous.

He grabbed his coat and the car keys and headed out, quietly shutting the door behind him. Kevin met him at the top of the stairs.

“Look,” he began nervously. “I’m sorry. I really did forget.”

“That’s okay.” It wasn’t—Eric was his friend, and yes, maybe Parker was set up and never intended him harm, but Eric was still dead, still another murder statistic, and there was never any way he was feeling good about that—but he was also too tired to argue the point. “Roan’s asleep right now, he’s exhausted, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t disturb him.”

Kevin nodded almost spasmodically. “Sure, yeah. Umm, dinner’s done, if you wanna join us. Homemade cheese ravioli. Give me some credit for remembering you’re a vegetarian.”

Dylan tried to smile, but it probably didn’t work. “Thanks. Maybe you could save some for me? Holden called, he needs someone to pick him up from the hospital.”

“Holden? You mean Fox? Why’s he at the hospital?”

“You don’t know? Some guys jumped him, beat the shit out of him.”

“What? No! I thought he was a tough bastard.”

Dylan could only shrug. “Even tough guys have a limit.” He was talking about Roan as well, and he thought Kevin, big bear of a vice cop that he was, got that.

Kevin moved out of the way and headed down the stairs, but Kevin said hesitantly, “Umm, about my relationship with Parker—”

Dylan turned, shaking his head emphatically. “It’s none of my business, Kevin, and I honestly don’t care one way or another. But the thing Roan hates more than anything is someone lying to him, so just be honest, and he won’t get on your case about it.”

He might as well have taken a poke at him. Kevin flinched, backing up a step. “What? What are you implying?”

“Nothing. You’ve known Roan longer than I have, so you know even better than I do his hunches have a tendency to pan out more than average. And he’s worried about you, not anything else. Keep that in mind.” He left Kevin to figure out what he was going to say to Roan, if anything at all. He knew better than to get between Roan and his friends.

Speaking of which, he drove to the hospital to pick up Holden, numb to his fingertips, turning the radio up loud just to fill his head with noise. It was better than thinking right now.

Holden was loitering outside the hospital, and he seemed surprised to see him. “Roan isn’t with you?” Dylan had told him, somewhat disingenuously, that he’d pass on the message to Roan. He didn’t add that he’d pass it on when he woke up, which could be sometime late tomorrow.

“He’s asleep. He had a hard day.”

Holden was still bruised, he still had all the hallmarks of a badly beaten person, with a purplish-red discolored eye, red lines of scars and scrapes giving a roughness to his face, a bit of a knot still visible near the hinge of his jaw. It was weird, but it made Holden look almost more dangerous, his eyes bright and sly beneath the bruises. “There was supposedly some infected attack somewhere. Roan was in that, wasn’t he?”

“Who else do they turn to when there’re big cats running around?”

He nodded, as if he should have known better. “Is he okay?”

“Depends on your version of okay.” Dylan walked back to the car so he didn’t have to explain further.

As it was, he didn’t have to. Holden got into the passenger seat, and waited until he shut the door before asking, “Hospital hospital or psychiatric hospital?”

“Neither, for the moment. But I think I should probably notify Western State and get them to save him a bed.”

He sighed sympathetically. “Should it be so hard to be a superhero? I thought it was all spandex and endorsement deals.”

“Maybe that only applies to straight guys. And for the record, Roan seems to have some moral objection to spandex.”

“I don’t blame him. Vinyl is sexier.”

Dylan looked at him, wondering if he was serious, and wondering if it should bother him if he was, but he decided to let it go. Holden was a bizarre creature he would never pretend to understand, like reality show contestants or Glenn Beck, but not as dedicated to evil as either of those. Dylan simply started the car and made his way out of the hospital lot, double-checking Holden’s address, as he didn’t really know it.

After an awkward pause, Holden asked, “How you holding up?”

“I want to hit something. I’m no good to him, I might as well not be here. He’s in so much pain, and I can mouth platitudes all I want, but they do fuck all.”

“Well, just—”

“And please don’t say just being there for him is enough, because no, it isn’t.” It was starting to rain, a mist-like drizzle starting to spit tiny beads of moisture on the windshield, but not enough to trigger the wipers. Traffic was iffy, but right now he didn’t care. He didn’t care about much at the moment.

No one ever had to tell Dylan life wasn’t fair. Being both mixed race and gay gave him a marvelous ringside seat on how fucking unfair life was. But sometimes it seemed like life was more unfair to certain people than others. He was unable to determine if it was more unfair to Roan, to him, or to both of them.

Holden thought for a long moment, scratching the stitches on his scalp. “Then let’s do something.”

“What?”

“He’s told you of the leads he has on the whole tainted burn thing, right? Let’s follow them. Take some of the burden off him by looking at things for ourselves.”

Here was Holden surprising him again. “We’re not detectives.”

“Well, I’m an assistant investigator. And if there’s anything Roan’s taught me, it’s that being a detective isn’t really that hard, it just takes lots of patience. You have to find the pieces, and try to put them all together. We’re capable of finding pieces.”

“Are we?”

“Oh ye of little faith. Yes, I think so. Now where do we start? Being hospitalized, I’m sure I’m behind on the narrative.”

When they reached a stoplight, Dylan looked over at him with a skeptical glare. “You want to start now?”

“Absolutely. I hated being cooped up, I need some action. I need to stop feeling like a victim of something.”

Which brought up a point that Dylan had wondered about. “You know, whoever did this to you, Roan got them.”

Holden betrayed no surprise, which was pretty much a confirmation. “Why do you say that?”

“’Cause he’d be obsessed with finding the guys who jumped you. He hasn’t been; he hasn’t mentioned it once. Meaning it’s because he got them already.”

He made a “hmm” noise, and finally said, “Interesting. See, you have the makings of a detective and you never realized it.”

“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

Holden gave him an innocent look that fit too well on his face to be genuine. “How would I know? I’ve been in the hospital all this time.”

Dylan frowned at him, giving him the evil eye, but he knew even as he was doing it that it wouldn’t work. You couldn’t shame the shameless. “Did you learn how to lie so smoothly, or was it inborn?”

Much like he suspected, Holden wasn’t offended. Again, shaming the shameless was damn near impossible. “Bit of both. My father was a preacher, after all, so you could argue nature versus nurture ’til the cows come home.” He paused briefly. “So where did Roan leave the investigation?”

Should he tell him? This was insane. They weren’t investigators; they were a male prostitute and an artist. It sounded like the setup to a really horrible comedy or porn film. But the idea of doing something, anything, rather than worrying about Roan was seductively appealing. “There was a message on Roan’s phone,” he began reluctantly. “A guy from the Church. Apparently he was returning a call that Roan must have made, saying he might have what he needs, but he needs him to meet him first. He seemed to be implying some kind of drug deal without ever saying it.”

“Are you sure that it isn’t Roan picking up some Vicodin?”

He shot him a weary glance. “He has different sources for that. When we—he talked to that dealer that called himself Hardy, he said there was someone dealing burn out of the Church. I think Roan found the guy.”

“The guy who returned the call.”

He nodded. “It would seem.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s stop by my place so I can change into some clothes that are less wrinkled, and we’ll go.”

“Are you serious? He’ll know we’re not Roan.”

Holden just shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal. “He may, he may not. Just let me do the talking.”

Oh, he intended to. Maybe he was nuts enough to try this, but he wasn’t crazy enough to think it would work.
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HONESTLY, Holden felt sorry for Dylan.

Not that he’d ever admit that, it would probably piss him off (well, as much as a dedicated Buddhist could be pissed off at anyone). But he seemed too peace loving to be in Roan’s violent life, too dedicated to harmony to be attached to the bucket of chaos and crazy that was Roan. And he meant that as a compliment—good crazy was hard to find. Although sometimes you still needed a vacation from it.

And oh boy, did Dylan need a vacation. So did Roan, probably, but he couldn’t take a vacation from himself no matter how many pills he took, although that didn’t stop him from trying. Opposites did seem to attract sometimes, that was true, so that’s probably how Dylan and Roan had ended up together, Dylan being the peace Roan wanted to achieve, but it wouldn’t work. Roan was a romantic, despite how cynical he seemed (why else was he into serial monogamy?) and he would stick with this kid as long as he could, but he was going to burn him out. He wouldn’t mean to, he’d hate himself forever for hurting Dylan, but he would. It was impossible to stand on the sidelines of Roan’s car crash life and not get hit by flying debris. Dylan must have been something of a romantic himself, since he stayed with him, and must have known how bad Roan was for him. But Dylan struck him as the stubborn type; he wouldn’t give up so easily, even when he should. It was a fitting epitaph.

Although Holden understood Roan’s angst on one level, on another he didn’t. Being Human was overrated; Humans were selfish, venal, and generally horrible to one another. His advice to Roan would simply be become the lion and stop worrying about it so much. Surround himself with loyalists who would make sure he didn’t end up in a zoo, and embrace the big cat lifestyle. There wasn’t much to miss about humanity, or at least not as far as Holden could tell. He was pretty sure Roan would agree with him there. But….

It was probably the romantic thing again, holding him back. He still had to believe somewhere in his brain that Humans weren’t necessarily all that bad. Holden blamed Paris for that; if Paris hadn’t proved to be such a sexy firecracker, Roan wouldn’t be trying to hang on so desperately to a humanity that could only betray him.

Holden was aware this was his own cynicism showing. Also probably some wish fulfillment on his part, as he would love to be able to just turn into a big cat and be done with people forever, except as snacks. It wasn’t that he didn’t know he had a dark side, because of course he did; he’d been a street kid, and he did lots of things that could be considered unsavory, and for fuck’s sake, he was a hooker. But working with Roan had taught him many unflattering things about himself, had cued him into things he supposed he could have guessed, but hadn’t really known. He could kill, for instance, and it wouldn’t bother him much. Oh sure, those guys deserved it, so why would it bother him? But just the idea of it wasn’t pleasant. He was every sin his father preached against (while his father went ahead and committed others). Maybe that’s why he was kind of proud of it too.

He played good host, he offered Dylan a drink, but Dylan was content to be as stiff and fragile as a board doused in liquid nitrogen. So Holden left him there as he went into his bedroom to change. He wasn’t sure how to dress. Was he going to pretend to be Roan? Well, that would never work, for several reasons. The main one—the big one—was they didn’t look anything alike. They were both white guys, but that was pretty much where it ended; Roan was technically even paler than him, as he seemed to stay out of the sun as much as possible, and on top of that he was a redhead. Even their body shapes were incompatible—he had broader shoulders, he was healthy farm-boy stock, while Roan was built more for speed. Maybe that was part of the reason why his reflexes were so good. (That and the fact that he was superhuman. More Human than Human?)

Still, Roan had a pretty simple wardrobe to grasp: weird T-shirt, jeans (never designer, never tight), and a funky coat. (Roan had no real fashion sense, except when it came to coats. He had great coats. It was like the one place where his true gayness came through, in his elegant, swoopy coats.) He thought he had a pretty nifty leather jacket, although his T-shirts probably weren’t as accidentally hip as Roan’s. Smutty, sure, but Roan rarely went for smutty. He sifted through his clean shirts, and finally found one with a giraffe on it (Why a giraffe? Why not?) and it seemed funky enough to suit his purposes. He wasn’t going to be Roan, he couldn’t be Roan, but he could be a sort of analogue. A generic Roan type, if you would. 

He went into the bathroom, mainly because he had to pee, but he found himself looking at himself in the mirror, which he had promised himself he wouldn’t do. But under the harsh fluorescents Holden got to see the hues spreading across his face, all the colors of the rainbow that a bruise or a contusion could mimic: purple, maroon, yellow, green, brown, even something akin to a low-saturation blue. He scowled seeing it, but not because it marred his pretty face. His face had never been pretty; he had always been told he wasn’t beautiful, but was interesting all the same, which he supposed was some sort of odd compliment—not ugly, not pretty, but not plain. Neither Dylan with his dark-eyed, swarthy handsomeness, nor Roan with his strangely feline—damn it, it was—allure, but some sort of oddity out in his own orbit. Pluto to their Jupiter and Saturn, he supposed, something people argued over categorizing. No, he hated seeing it because it was like “Victim” was plastered all over his face, written on his forehead in blood and lipstick for all to see. Holden was not a victim, he was never a victim, no matter what was done to him, and it filled him with a sudden fury that made him long to start breaking things. But no, he had to collar it, stifle it, get it under control. Because if he lost control, didn’t they win?

Besides, he knew that he had done them all worse by sending Roan after them. He wasn’t an attack dog—sorry, lion, which was a million times better—but something about animal rage and Human logic combined promised you a weapon that few could deal with. In fact, it made him wonder anew if any of those Internet conspiracy theories about the cat viruses were true. The most likely of all of them was some sort of genetic modification gone awry, but for what purpose? Gene therapy? Again, the most likely, but some people insisted the government (any government; didn’t really matter which one) was trying to find that new and improved soldier, like they did in every bad action film. Didn’t seem likely they’d look at the animal kingdom for that, certainly not the cat family (wouldn’t gorilla be better?) and yet, after seeing Roan in action, after hearing what he had done to Garver and his fucking cop butt monkeys, he wondered if maybe someone had figured out the master plan after all. It was just so insane it was hard to believe. But he had some proof, didn’t he? Roan was a one-man destruction squad. He didn’t want to be, he couldn’t always control it, but fuck if he didn’t bring that snuff house down. Holden hadn’t really needed to be there—all those men and all those guns still equaled a fight they couldn’t win and several messy deaths. The only thing Holden had to do was clean up the mess afterward.

Holden noticed a look on his face, a sort of desperation, and he decided to use it. He couldn’t be Roan, he couldn’t even be an analogue, but a desperate infected? Yeah, he could play that. He made faces in the mirror until he found one he liked, and then mussed up his hair with a little mousse, trying to mimic the look of someone who hadn’t slept well for days.

He wondered if now, because his face was all messed up, he’d get a call back, and he smirked at the thought. Unbeknownst to anyone but Rocky, he’d actually auditioned for a part in a low-budget horror flick some people were shooting up in the Cascades. Rocky was a friend of a friend of the casting director, and suggested Holden might be perfect for them. Seems they needed an actor who didn’t mind working for scale and didn’t mind potential nudity. If nudity bothered him, boy was he in the wrong profession.

Either the world was changing, or being friends with Rocky just meant they were more open than most. They knew he’d done some porn, and didn’t care. Gay porn? Didn’t care, even though he was reading for an ostensibly straight part. He thought the audition had gone extremely well; he made them laugh a couple of times (deliberately), and they said they’d call him back in a week or two. For more auditions, or had he gotten the job? Even Rocky hadn’t been sure, but he said that was a good sign.

Maybe this, combined with the beating, was some cosmic sign Holden should give up hustling and become an actor. It was just another form of whoring, with slightly less sex. He wondered if anyone in the local theater would hire him—”Hi, I’m in gay porn, and tonight, I will be Iago”—but he actually knew some people in the local theater scene. Hire him for Shakespeare, no, but some angst-ridden, artsy-fartsy modern piece? Probably, yeah, no problem. Now it was time to prove his acting chops in an alternate venue. If he could pass as a desperate infected, he’d consider that a good sign too.

When he came out, Dylan looked at him with unreadable dark eyes, and said, “You look like you’ve been preparing for a role.”

“Too phony?”

“No. I’m just getting that you’re not new to this.”

“Of course not. All I do is pretend. I probably wouldn’t know the real me if he came up to me in a bar and bought me a drink.” Even as he said that, he thought he might have given too much of himself away, but screw it. He could look at it as throwing Dylan a bone—poor Dylan, who never knew what to make of him.

You know, Roan did have a point with him. Dylan was the better self, the thing that both he and Roan could never achieve. Poor bastard. How did you end up that way? This was not a world for the better selves; it was not kind. What a terrible burden to live with.

Dylan was quiet, even after they got back in the car and started driving toward the Church. He was handsome; even his profile was a knockout, with his diamond-cut chin and sleek jaw, now peppered with late-day stubble. Roan did have an eye for beauty, you had to give him that. Finally, at a stoplight, Dylan spoke again. “Don’t you hurt?”

“Hmm?”

“You just got out of the hospital, and you still look pretty banged up. How many guys attacked you, anyways?”

“Two. Armed with clubs and Tasers.”

Now he stared at him. “Cops? You were beaten by cops?”

“They had the accoutrement of cops. Doesn’t mean they were. You can’t believe everything you see.” Besides, how much did State Patrol really count as cops? More than a mall cop, sure, but less than a SWAT team member. They were somewhere in that squishy middle.

Dylan continued giving him a dubious look, but the light changed to green, and he was forced to look ahead. “Did you tell Roan this?”

“I told him nothing. I didn’t have to. He knows Taser burns when he sees them.”

“Jesus.” He grimaced as if anguished, and sure he was—Dylan probably hurt for the world—before he shook his head. “Why the hell did they attack you?”

“Oh darling, that is a long and unpleasant story. Let’s just say I wouldn’t take a beating like a good for-hire piece of meat should. Some men in power don’t like it when you get uppity.”

“Why do you do this to yourself? You don’t have to sell yourself.”

“That is debatable. But let’s agree to argue about that later, okay?” Actually, he’d skirted the issue, but he did kind of hurt. His whole face felt like a toothache. He’d been given some painkillers, but very few, and weak; Roan probably had better in his pocket. Holden could have asked, but fuck it, he had an emergency joint at home, and pot was usually a great painkiller. Also, it’d give him his appetite back, which was good. He knew he was hungry, but he’d had a hard time eating. Hospital food, maybe.

Dylan let it be for the moment, but finally asked, “Are you sure you can do this?”

“What, fake my way into a drug deal? Easy. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“Ah. That’s very kind of you. But I’m always happy to be someone I’m not.” This was true. Was it sad? He wasn’t sure. He had to admit that right now, he didn’t much care.

The Church was busy tonight, with lights burning in every window and no parking on the street. Holden could hear the thud of repetitive deep bass that usually accompanied club music coming from somewhere nearby. Dylan had to park down the street, in front of a house where no one was apparently home. “Must be one of those infected mixers that drives Roan crazy,” Holden noted, and then, after a moment, added, “You don’t have to go, you know.”

“Yeah, I do,” Dylan said, taking the keys out of the ignition and putting them in his coat pocket. “These are the people making Roan’s life hell. I want to meet them.”

Holden just stared at him, impressed by his profile even in the dark. “What did he do to deserve you?”

Dylan almost scoffed, but it was too weak to be much of anything. “He has a magnetism about him, doesn’t he?”

“Animal magnetism?”

“I wasn’t going to say that. But Roan has said something about him having an unstable pheromone load now that he’s out of a viral cycle. He says that could be responsible for anyone being attracted to him ever.”

“Wow. So, does he hate himself ’cause he’s a lion, or does he hate the Human part of himself more?”

“I don’t know. How do you tell?”

“Ask?”

“And do you think I’d get a straight answer?”

“Good point.” With a sigh, Holden put his hand on the door handle. “So are you going to be you, or are you going to use an alias?”

“Just me. You?”

“Since I doubt Roan used his first name, being that he’s anathema to the Church, I’m just gonna be me.” With a grin, he said, “I’m a lion.”

“I don’t even know what I am. If they ask, I guess I’m a lion too.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Holden tried to sound optimistic, but Dylan was clearly at the end of his rope. Shit was getting to Roan, but it was getting to Dylan too. Everyone just needed a hug and possibly some quaaludes, but hey, who was he to judge? It wasn’t like he’d ever been in a functional relationship where he wasn’t being paid to be there. It made life uncomplicated, which was nice, but it also made him the last person who should ever give relationship advice, ever.

They walked to the Church in silence, and Holden took the lead, for no other reason than he was simply the point guard. He was the one trying to pass as an infected in need of burn. Dylan was just… well, he wasn’t sure. Since he was a Buddhist, he probably wasn’t on a mission of vengeance, but who knows? Maybe he was. Just because he was Buddhist didn’t mean he couldn’t snap and lose it. Holden just wished he had a better idea of what he was going to do so he could back his play.

The Church was all dolled up tonight. There were little white lights framing the windows, and little blue ones overhanging the doorway. It occurred to him they were called “fairy lights” in Britain, and he almost laughed. He was wondering why they were so open, considering their recent troubles, then he noticed the hulking figures in the thick shadows. Church security guards, so thick on the fringes they were almost a Human cordon. So it was open within reason, apparently, but there was a brace of rent-a-cops in case something looked really suspect. Holden wondered why he and Dylan weren’t challenged, but after thinking about it a moment, realized an obviously beaten guy and his pretty partner just didn’t seem like the anticat armed fundamentalist types. He bet the mousse he put in his hair helped too; it probably made him look pretty gay, or at the very least, metrosexual.

Once inside, all was light and throbbing noise, like a dance club, although the noise was leaking from another room. There was a long table, on which there was an assortment of boxed cookies, crackers, some fruit, and some bottles of water. It was a coffee pot away from looking like the spread at an AA meeting. A Stepford robotic blonde woman greeted them with a creepy smile. “Hello, and welcome to the Church of the Divine Transformation.” Her fake smile faltered as she looked at Holden’s face. “Oh my, whatever happened to you?” There was a hulking man in the corner, probably Samoan, trying as unsuccessfully to blend into the wallpaper as his coat was unsuccessful in hiding the weapons stashed underneath. The Church seemed to be prepared for an armed siege.

Holden decided to play this belligerent. He had a chip on his shoulder now, and he was done with the world. Why else was he here? “What do you think happened? Normals, that’s what.”

“Oh my god,” she gasped, with some seriousness. “Would you like to talk to one of our counselors?”

“Thanks, but I’m done with talking to counselors.” Holden walked past, deeper into the house, and Dylan followed.

Eventually they discovered the ballroom (?) where the main party was taking place, a cavernous room made to seem that much larger by the fact that it was mostly shrouded in darkness, with all the lights isolated spots or bars of neon colors. From what Dylan had told him, he was looking for a guy named Pierce, who was supposedly wearing a pale-blue dress shirt and a dark blazer (dressed, in other words, like a chaperon or a narc). They split up, wandering to different parts of the room, while Holden struggled to recognize the music. It was generic club DJ stuff; it could have been anything. It probably was.

Holden eventually found his man standing near the northeastern part of the room. He was standing beside a table stocked with bottled water and Vitamin water or one of its equivalents, candy-colored liquid in plastic bottles that probably tasted exactly like they looked. Pierce was an average-looking man in a reasonably expensive-looking blazer. He was one of those guys with such a severe widow’s peak that it looked like an arrow, the rest of his hair thinning around and behind it, making it look like his meager hair could have been painted on. It also made him look like he had more forehead than was advisable for anyone who wasn’t a Star Trek alien. His eyes were small and deep set, their color impossible to guess in this low-level lighting, his mouth wide but fairly thin under a slightly Roman nose that dominated the otherwise weak features of his face. Did he look like a bird? Maybe. Hawkish. That was the only thing he could think of.

“Pierce?” he asked.

Surprise flashed through his eyes, making Holden wonder how his bruises looked under the black lights. “You the guy who called earlier?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“You a cop?”

“No. Do I look like a cop?”

He didn’t answer that. “You wearing a wire?”

Holden didn’t answer, just lifted up his shirt to reveal his naked stomach, which had a couple of lavender bruises on it as well. “Wanna see my dick?”

Pierce looked at him sharply. “What?”

“It’s how hookers weed out the cops. You ask to see their dick, and if they don’t whip it out, odds are they’re a cop.”

That looked like too much info for Pierce; he seemed slightly nauseated at the prospect. Ah, insecure straight boys, you had to love their squeamishness. Up close, Holden realized he was probably younger than he looked. Thanks to premature balding and a nebbishy build, he looked like he was in his midthirties from a distance, but up close you could tell you were probably about ten years off. The eyes gave it away. “No, I don’t wanna see your dick. How do you know that about hookers?”

“I know people in all the wrong places,” he said, letting his shirt drop. It wasn’t a lie, it just wasn’t the complete truth.

Pierce looked a little stunned by this. A drug lord he wasn’t. He was new at this whole thing, wasn’t he? And yet didn’t he have the Church locked up, saleswise? Hmm. Either this guy was a stringer, not the head honcho after all, or he was the head honcho only because of nepotism: he knew someone here, he was a favorite of someone here, and that was enough. How was he going to find out which?

“Gonna hook a brother up or not?” Holden asked, trying not to laugh at his use of the word “brother.” Honestly, it should be illegal for a white person to use that term in a nonironic manner, but he was playing the type who would say something like that and never see the irony in it.

Pierce—or whoever he was—seemed reluctant, but said, “Follow me.” He left the ballroom via a small door that was really hard to spot in the gloom, and Holden followed.

The door led to a narrow corridor, and Holden was sure it had some type of architectural name, but he couldn’t place it. Was it a servant’s access or something? “How much is a hit? And how do I take this stuff? Snort it, shoot it, smoke it, what?”

The guy paused, giving him a look that suggested he didn’t think he was quite for real. “You can take it lots of ways, but I got the liquid stuff.”

“Great. Like GHB?”

The guy reached in his blazer, and pulled out what looked an Altoids tin. Inside were a few small glass vials of clear liquid. “Thirty-five,” he said. Thirty-five dollars? Not too bad. Maybe that was another reason so many infecteds took it. Holden pulled out a wrinkled twenty, ten, and five, and was careful to ball it up in his fist before handing it to Pierce (he was just going to think of him as Hawkeye, because there was no way he was Pierce), so money changed hands in a way not visible to any invisible observer. (But they were alone in the hall, so who were they trying to impress?) After taking the money surreptitiously, he gave Holden one of the vials and put the tin back in his pocket.

“What’s it taste like?”

Hawkeye scowled, his thick brows meeting in a V over his nose. “I dunno. I don’t think it has a taste.”

“You’ve never tried it?”

“Yeah, but in juice. I didn’t taste it.”

Wrong. He’d never done it. He wasn’t a great liar, was he? Holden popped the cap off the vial and took a sniff, but smelled almost nothing besides a slight chemical odor. He wondered what Roan would think of this—would this blow his head off? Would he flinch like he sometimes did at smells that almost no one else noticed? He swigged the vial, and he could feel his mouth going numb, the drug spreading like ice through his bloodstream.

Holden smiled at Hawkeye, who was still too uncomfortably close to him in the narrow hallway, and grabbed him by the thinning hairs on the back of his head and kissed him, forcing his tongue between his lips and letting the drugs run from his mouth to Hawkeye’s.

He tried to push him away, but Holden had a firm grip on his hair and had pinned him up against the wall, and the guy was no heavyweight anyways. To keep him quiet and confused as the drugs kicked in, he very gently fondled his balls. Even if the guy was straight—and his hair seemed to indicate that—there were simple biological responses that couldn’t be suppressed. That was the wonderful thing about men: they were so simple.

When Hawkeye sagged a bit under the weight of the burn, and he started getting obviously turned on, Holden broke away from him with a smile. “Wow, yeah, this shit is fantastic.” It was. He’d hardly done any at all, but his face no longer felt like one overwhelming bruise; he felt great.

Poor Hawkeye was desperately confused, his eyes glazing over with drugs, but he remembered to at least seem to be indignant. “Why the hell did you do that?”

“Bobby told me it was like Ecstasy—you didn’t wanna do it alone.” Almost everybody knew a Bobby or a Mike; these were good names to use to just muck up the issue. Holden then leaned in, cradling his balls again, and whispered in his ear, “Why don’t we find someplace private, huh? Have our own party.”

“I’m not gay.” Weird how his voice broke when he said it. He was half turned on and half scared, and all stoned. Hard to think straight in those circumstances, pun very much intended.

“I’ve been told I could suck a bowling ball through a straw. Wanna find out?” About as subtle as a six-foot dildo. But the thing was, gay, straight, or other, no man could resist the lure of a blow job. Well, okay, he bet Roan and Dylan, holier than thou guys that they were, probably could under certain circumstances, but not all the time.

After a very long moment, where he listened to the guy breathe, Hawkeye finally said, “There are rooms upstairs.”

“Awesome. Lead the way.”

He let Hawkeye take the lead, and glanced at his wallet, which Holden had liberated from his blazer pocket. Not that he noticed; when your balls were getting a good cuddle, you never noticed anything else.

The hall lead out to a larger hallway, and there was a staircase that lead to the upper floors of the main house. Hawkeye knew the place well enough that he had been here a lot, clearly, but was he an infected? For some reason, Holden doubted it.

Hawkeye found a small, unoccupied bedroom, and he was really tripping balls now. He was giggling in a truly disturbing schoolgirl sort of way, and said, “You can’t tell anybody I did this.”

“Did what? What do you wanna do?” Holden asked, mock seductively, and bodily pushed him down onto the bed, straddling him as Hawkeye now laughed more hysterically.

Hawkeye struggled to say it for a good long minute before spitting out, “I don’t wanna do anything! I’m not gay.”

“Getting a blow job doesn’t make you gay. Giving a blow job… well, that’s another story.” He started undoing Hawkeye’s pants, and then stopped. “Hey, is there a freezer around here?”

Hawkeye looked at him with dazed, barely comprehending eyes. If he was infected and this stuff was tainted, he’d probably start shifting any minute now. “Umm… downstairs. Why?”

“’Cause I know this great trick with an ice cube. It feels so good you won’t believe it. Wait for me, tiger, I’ll be right back.” As he got up and went to the door, Holden paused long enough to look back and ask, “Should I grab a beer while I’m there?”

“If you can find one in this dump, yeah,” Hawkeye agreed, still cackling giddily.

“Got it. Be back in a minute.”

Holden had already dropped the remainder of Hawkeye’s wallet on the floor. He only wanted one thing in it and he had it slipped in his jeans pocket, next to other thing he’d grabbed from Hawkeye’s jacket. Once he shut the door of the bedroom, he went back down the stairs and found his way outside the church, unnoticed by the Stepford blonde and her big Samoan bodyguard. (For a guy built like a Winnebago, he was kind of cute.)

The cool air outside was like a refreshing slap to the face. He took a few deep breaths on his walk back to the car. Dylan wasn’t there, and he decided to give him ten minutes before he called him and asked him to come out. He looked at Hawkeye’s ID—just as he’d thought, he wasn’t Pierce. His driver’s license said he was one Joseph Cullen (he knew it). Holden pulled out the other thing he’d lifted from Joe, his phone, and started looking through the menu. He found Pierce’s number in no time, and as soon as he determined this was the type of phone with Internet capabilities, he began searching for a Wi-Fi signal. There was one here, but it was weak. He was doing a search when Dylan returned to the car.

“Guy show?” he asked.

“A proxy showed, guy named Cullen, but he never said that,” Holden said, tossing Joe’s ID into his lap.

Dylan looked at it curiously before he realized what Holden had done. “You picked his pocket?”

“If he wasn’t going to tell me the truth—and he wasn’t—how else was I supposed to find the truth?”

He must have figured out there was more wrong, as his eyes narrowed. “Please tell me that’s your phone.”

He didn’t answer, just showed him the tiny screen. “Pierce Hockney’s address. Our next stop.”

“He had his address on his phone?”

“No, he had his number. I used a reverse directory to find his address. Come on, Dyl, technology is your friend. Keep up.”

Dylan answered that with a glare. For a long moment he didn’t say anything, then finally asked, “You’re a menace to society, aren’t you?”

That just made him smile. “Why d’ya think Roan took me on as an assistant? Wasn’t ’cause of my typing skills.”

Once again, Dylan had nothing, so after a moment’s consideration, he got his keys out and started the car.

He really didn’t belong in this world, did he? Poor, poor Dylan.
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ROAN woke up, stuffed up, headachy, and feeling like a complete dick. Did anyone know how to make an ass of himself like he did? He wished they gave a medal for that, as he’d have a shelf full of them, which at least he could melt down for scrap.

The room he was in didn’t look or smell familiar, but Dylan was sleeping beside him, so he wasn’t too worried. He was unlikely to transform and go on a rampage and bring Dylan with him.

He remembered everything as he walked to the bathroom. Kevin’s place, right. Did they ever settle that? No, probably not. Hard to settle things when you’re out cold. He had taken way too many fucking pills. But the worst part? He needed more. His head really hurt.

He washed his face in the hottest water he could stand, until his entire face was the same uniform color of red, so no one could tell he’d been crying. He was starving too, his stomach one solid knot of need, although the rest of him felt strangely hollow, save for a residual ache in all his joints. He flexed his fingers and wondered if he could feel the bone spur claws. He thought he could, he thought he could feel their points beneath the thin skin of his hand, but it could have just been his knuckles. He could have been feeling what he wanted or expected to feel.

He needed pills and dug a couple of Percocet out of his bag, but he knew if he didn’t eat something first he’d just vomit it back up. He changed into sweatpants and a tank top and padded downstairs, being as quiet as possible.

It was impossible to say what time it was, as it was light gray outside (could be very early in the morning, could be midafternoon; you had to love murky Western Washington weather). But once he was downstairs, he saw Kevin’s goofy living room clock (it was one of those that looked like Felix the Cat, with moving eyes and a “wagging” tail as a pendulum), he saw it was just shy of six thirty in the morning, and heard someone moving around in the kitchen. There was a smell of coffee and toasted bread, which was enough to make his stomach growl. Somehow he knew it was just Kevin in the kitchen, so he decided to bite the bullet, swallow his pride, or whatever euphemism, metaphor, or saying was applicable here.

He appeared in the kitchen archway as Kevin was pouring himself a mug of coffee from a classic glass coffee pot. “Hey, Roan. Want some coffee?”

“I don’t know if my stomach can take raw caffeine right now.”

“Well, help yourself to whatever’s in the fridge. I don’t think we have any orange juice, but we have an assortment of random crap. You’re free to have whatever you want.”

“Hot sauce?”

“You’re free to drink it, but only if I can film it for YouTube.”

Kevin was dressed in a dark but semicasual suit and a dark navy tie, which would have told Roan he was getting ready for court if the time hadn’t. “Testifying today?” Roan guessed, as he searched the fridge. Kevin had some blueberry pomegranate juice, which he figured was good enough, and he saw a huge ceramic bowl full of pasta and red sauce on the second shelf. He could smell it vaguely—Parmesan and Romano cheese, garlic, tomatoes, peppers—and it made his stomach grumble.

“Yeah. All about a minor drug bust. Nothing very exciting.” While paperwork was the worst part of being a cop, having to testify in court was probably second, as long as you didn’t count some of the general Human misery. A lot of testifying in court wasn’t as interesting as many procedural cop shows would have you believe. It was boring most times, lots of waiting to testify, and your testimony was often just reciting whatever you wrote on your initial report. It was a way to kill an entire day and hardly do anything at all, which could be good or bad, depending on various circumstances. Roan still had to testify occasionally, owing to cases or stuff he did for the cat squad or Dennis Caldera, and it was never anything but dull and anticlimactic.

Roan held up the bowl of homemade ravioli. “Can I have some?”

“Sure. But are you sure you don’t want some toast or eggs or something?”

He shook his head as he searched Kevin’s cupboards for microwavable dishware. He found it, and wondered how come he was making himself so at home in another man’s house. Especially since he was such a dick to the guy. “No, this smells good. Umm, about yesterday—”

“Look, don’t sweat it. It was… I dunno. I’m sorry I forgot about Dylan being the main witness on the case. I don’t know how I did that.”

“Yeah, well… it could’ve escaped your mind. It’s not like we talk about it a lot. And, umm, about Parker—”

“Yeah, about him.” Kevin sat down at the kitchen table with a sigh, almost covered up by the thunk of his coffee mug. His back was to him, but Roan picked up the tension. He just ladled ravioli into the microwave-safe bowl and waited for Kevin to say whatever he was working up the courage to say. Finally, he said, “You were right. But since I have the feeling you always think that, you’re probably not surprised.”

He put the bowl in the microwave, and put a paper towel over it so the sauce didn’t splatter. “Right about what?”

“I, um… you’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? I hired him once.”

Roan felt his stomach twist in a nauseated way, even though he hadn’t popped his pills yet. “Oh Jesus, Kev….”

“Save me the speech, okay? It was years ago. I went up to Everett, way out of my jurisdiction, and I never told him I was a cop. I never expected to see him again, okay? That was the whole point. But then a couple months later he moved down to Seattle, and coincidentally into my beat area. Luckily he’s been cool about it all, he never threatened to expose me or anything. He didn’t care.”

Roan sat in a chair across the table from him, but Kevin was looking down at his coffee cup and wasn’t meeting his eyes. “Is he blackmailing you?”

Finally Kevin looked up at him, scowling in annoyance. “No! Of course he isn’t! I just said he wasn’t like that.”

“But you’re taking a huge risk in letting him stay here.”

“I know. But he’s really trying to go straight—pun absolutely not intended—and he needed a place to go where he wouldn’t be tempted by his old lifestyle. Could you get more square than my house?”

“No. But… do you hire a lot of hookers?”

He gave him a hard stare. “Don’t you give me shit.”

“I’m not. I just want to understand what’s going on with you.”

“What’s going on with me?” He snorted derisively. “What I wanna know is, where’s all this anonymous gay sex going on? If the fundies have taught me anything, besides gays being the biggest threat to democracy the world has ever known, it’s that gay men are always having tons of anonymous, meaningless sex, usually in public restrooms and Boy Scout meetings. So why can’t I ever find any of this action? I’m lonely, okay? And I’m a chunky black cop. I’m not a big hit at clubs, which are usually twinkville anyways, and I can’t stand the vanity and posing. Ugh. I just wanna meet a guy, you know? A nice guy. They don’t have to be stunning, like your men, just someone who doesn’t mind having a cop boyfriend who likes quiet nights at home. Why is that so hard to find?”

Roan didn’t even know where to start. God, he really needed to take his pills. “So you’re hiring prostitutes to meet a guy? Have you tried e-dating?”

“No, I know I’m not gonna meet a guy hiring hookers, okay? I don’t do it that much, and I always feel shitty when I do. But I’m lonely, Roan. Yeah, I’ve tried dating services, but the ones that cater to us are usually concerned with just hooking up. Which, again, I wouldn’t mind, but guys aren’t exactly beating a path to my door.”

Roan scratched his head. “What was that comment about my men being stunning? You think I require that?”

“No, but it’d be weird if you didn’t get good-looking men. You’re a hunk magnet. Prob’ly ’cause you ain’t exactly hard on the eyes, and you got that whole macho man thing goin’ on.”

“If you start singing the Village People, I will kick you.”

He smirked, idly stirring his coffee. The microwave beeped, letting Roan know he had a valid excuse to get up. “Come on, you know you have the macho thing. It’s half tortured action hero, half bad boy. And who doesn’t love either of those? C’mon.”

“I am not a bad boy! How am I a bad boy?”

“Wow, take your pick. But I’m gonna go with the fact that you are just incredibly fucking dangerous. You are a SWAT team all by yourself.”

“I’m not that bad,” he complained, aware he had made an accidental pun.

“I wouldn’t fuck with you.”

“My whole life has been an attempt to get people to stop fucking with me.”

“Okay then, mission accomplished.”

“No, not really.” Roan got the steaming bowl of pasta from the microwave and after digging a fork out of a drawer, sat back down at the table. It smelled great, and the pomegranate blueberry juice didn’t taste that bad.

He was taking his first bite of ravioli when Kevin added, “Oh yeah, Dylan went and picked up Fox from the hospital last night, and when he came back, he asked me if I could do a records check on a guy named Pierce Hockney. He said he’s connected to this tainted burn thing.”

He mulled that over as he chewed. He’d told Dylan about Pierce, but he hadn’t said that much about him. “Was he gone a while?”

Kev had to think about that for a moment. “I guess so. Parker and I watched a couple of Breaking Bad episodes before he came back.”

“So, a couple of hours? Traffic couldn’t have been that bad.”

“Not at that time of night, no.”

Suddenly it struck him. “You were watching Breaking Bad with a meth addict?”

“Former meth addict. He’s been clean for two months.”

“Still, is that wise?”

“It’s a good show.”

“I know it’s a good show, I’m just saying it’s weird.”

“It is weird, I guess. But no, he’s not tempted by scenes of people using rock. Is that what you were wondering?”

“Kinda.”

Kevin shrugged. “It’s fiction. He can handle it.”

He nodded, not sure what to say. It did seem like the kind of irony that was either funny or sad. “This is really good,” he said, gesturing to the pasta.

Kev smiled faintly. “I’m a great cook. Look at what those guys are missing.” After a moment where he sipped his coffee and Roan enjoyed another bite of pasta, Kev asked, “So what do you think Fox and Dylan were up to?”

“Knowing Holden? Investigating. He doesn’t like to be sidelined for too long, and I’m sure Dylan is worried about me.” Yeah, he’d only cried like a hysterical teenager at a Justin Bieber concert, and taken half a bottle of heavy-duty painkillers—why would that make Dylan worry? Jesus, he was a piece of work sometimes. He’d kick his own ass if he could.

“So you’re not worried that they have a thing?”

He laughed, and briefly choked on a piece of ravioli. As soon as he was able to swallow it and stop snickering, he said, “Oh hell no. Dyl is civil to Holden, but I know he doesn’t like him very much.”

“Why not?”

“Hard to say. I think mainly ’cause he really doesn’t get him, which I can understand. I think Holden likes being difficult to fathom.”

“All I know about Fox is he’s one of those clever bastards that you don’t want to turn your back on.”

“Yeah, that’s him.” He paused, long enough to consider whether or not he should ask, and figured what the fuck. “You and Parker aren’t involved, right?”

“No. I’m just helping him, that’s all.”

“Okay, just making sure.”

Kevin had to leave for a brief stop at work before court, so Roan was able to eat the rest of his inappropriate breakfast in general silence. Did it strike either of them as hypocritical that a vice cop was known to consort with prostitutes, or that he was allowing a notorious pill popper (Roan) into his house? Sure, but you’d be hard-pressed to find a cop who was as pure as driven snow. Ideally, the sins were minor—and Roan couldn’t help but think theirs were (but he would, wouldn’t he?)—and you weren’t as corrupt as a politician, but that happened too.

Not that there weren’t honest, pure cops. There were tons of them. But Roan didn’t trust most of them. Everyone fucked up; everyone was a hypocrite to a certain degree. Those who insisted most vehemently that they weren’t and never were, were usually the biggest liars of them all.

After eating and taking his pills, he wandered back upstairs, still sleepy. It was only hunger and an overwhelming need to piss that had got him up in the first place. That and nagging feelings of guilt.

Dylan was sleeping on his stomach, the blankets covering him only to his shoulder blades, one arm hanging down the side of the bed. It was funny to say someone had a good-looking back, but damn, Dylan had a good-looking back.

Roan took off his shirt and crawled back into bed, trying not to wake him up, but then he leaned over and kissed his shoulder blade. How could he help it? He was gorgeous and far more than he deserved.

Roan snuggled up against him, Dylan muttering in his sleep and nestling against him too, and he fell back asleep, trying not to think about how he had crushed a skull with his bare hands. 

He was dreaming of mud and blood, of running through a jungle of buildings and trees, when his cell phone ringing woke him up. He’d taken it out to check his messages, but lost his nerve. He wasn’t going to answer it, but he didn’t want to wake up Dylan, so he snatched it from the nightstand, and muttered a semi-intelligible, “What?”

“Well, ain’t you a ray of sunshine?” Doctor Rosenberg rasped.

With a sigh, he rolled over onto his back and rubbed his eyes. “I’ve had a bad week. What’s gone wrong now?”

“Nothing that I know of. I just wanted to know if you’d made any headway on finding the asshole who created the fake lepidysine.”

“I’d call you if I had. All I’ve got are breadcrumbs. I don’t know if any of these things will lead anywhere. Is that it?”

She snorted bitterly. “You are a prickly bastard today. Well, maybe this’ll distract you. Your blood reacts differently to the fake lepidysine.”

He pondered that a moment, not sure what to say. “Um, how? What does that mean?”

“The first dose, it’ll react like any normal virus. Second dose, it barely reacts at all. It’s figured out it’s false, a hormone analogue, and attacks it.”

Roan stared up at the stuccoed ceiling, which looked like dried cottage cheese. “What does that mean exactly?”

“Well, a couple things. You know this drug ain’t gonna kill you, right?”

“Of course,” he lied. No, he didn’t know that, but in retrospect, of course it wouldn’t. Most of the people died of rapid transformation-induced shock (called, according to Dee, RTS), while the secondary cause of death was the drug basically turning brains to mush. He had such a drug immunity that if his brains weren’t mush by now, they were never going to be, and if he was susceptible to RTS, he’d have been dead after his first partial change.

“Okay. The thing is, no other infected blood that we’ve tested reacts this way. If we dose a sample, and give a second dose, it reacts with the same intensity.”

“So my virus is smarter?”

“A simplistic way to put it, but yeah. It has an adaptive immune response, basically. Part of what makes you unique is the symbiotic nature of the virus and you.”

“Symbiotic?”

“It gives you things, and you give it things. In this case, it’s learned to mimic an immune response.”

Was that even possible? He wanted to ask, but he didn’t want to hear It is for you, freak-o. “Does this help us at all, or did you just want to clue me in on my freakishness?”

“It opens the door for finding an antidote.”

He felt a brief acid burn in his stomach. “An antidote to what?”

“The weapon, the fake lepidysine. If your virus can tell the difference, the others should be able to with proper tuning. We just need to isolate what your virus creates to negate the pseudo-hormone, and synthesize it for mass production.”

“That’ll take years.”

“Probably. But at least we know we have the option. And that you don’t have to worry about getting exposed to the drug.”

“I wasn’t worried.” He wasn’t; he didn’t know why. Maybe because he loved drugs too much to be afraid of them. “Do you think… do you think there’s a cure? Maybe somewhere in my blood?”

“You mean a cure for the virus?”

“Yeah.”

She was silent for a long time. He could hear static on the line, some kind of electrical interference that was probably in the lab itself. Finally, she said, “It’s doubtful, but now you have me curious. I wonder what would happen if your virus met the standard lion virus.”

“Are we hoping for Thunderdome here? Two viruses enter, one virus leaves?”

That made her snicker. “I don’t think so, although that’d be cool. I think the most we could hope for is full integration.”

“What, you mean like I have?”

“Yes. Rather than a destructive relationship between body and virus, people could live with the virus more harmoniously.”

He considered that, and tasted metal in his mouth, his heart starting to race. “And have a bunch of people who could shatter skulls with one punch? Fuck no. Forget I ever asked.”

“What? What in the sam hill are you talking about? You shattered someone’s skull?”

“Let’s just say there’s probably a good reason I’m one in six million and leave it at that, okay? Thanks for the call.”

“Don’t you dare hang—” she said, but he hung up the phone before she could finish the sentence.

So he was the potential savior of the cats. Was he equally the slaughterer of the Human race? He would be, if somehow Rosenberg could work out how to fully integrate the virus for everyone. Normal Humans would have no chance against people like him.

Did it matter? Where were his loyalties? He’d never actually been purely Human, he’d always been a half-breed. So why did he feel any tug of nostalgia toward the normals? They were the lucky ones. Or were they?

More sleep was impossible, so he got up and started looking through Dylan’s coat pockets, seeking any information he and Holden may have gathered on Hockney.

He was sure it had been Holden’s idea, and he should be mad at him, but Holden was smart enough to know that potentially endangering Dylan would earn his wrath, so he’d look out for Dyl. Roan found a slip of paper with an address hastily scrawled on it, and the initials PH. Who else but Pierce Hockney? He lived in Kent, so it was a drive, but not as bad as it could have been. He changed into more appropriate clothes and took off, leaving Dylan a note on the nightstand, simply telling him, “Thanks.” He’d have to decide what he was thanking him for.

It was a gray and miserable day, and a gray and miserable drive. KEXP wasn’t even playing anything good. He should have known then what he was in for.

Hockney’s house was an unassuming manufactured home at the end of a cul de sac, full of similar-looking homes. The only reason his stood out at all was due to the fact that there weren’t many flowers, and there was no sign of kids. Others had a Big Wheel in the front yard, a basketball hoop off to one side, a wading pool, riots of azaleas or rhododendrons, but he had nothing except the few mugho pines and junipers that the original landscapers must have put in. Not much of a homebody. Being single made things easier, as Roan didn’t have to worry about dealing with someone’s wife or kids.

He was halfway up the muddy lawn when he caught the scent of blood. “No,” he muttered under his breath. The door was shut, so he had to open it, but it was unlocked, and he used the sleeve of his coat to cover his hand so he didn’t leave fingerprints.

The idiot chatter of the television greeted him, stuck on a college basketball game (presumably a repeat, as he didn’t think anyone was playing a game right now). The man he presumed to be Hockney was sitting on his couch in a torn University of South Carolina T-shirt and stained underwear, his legs splayed and his head back as if he’d fallen asleep while watching the tube. Except he had a neat little red hole in the center of his forehead, like an empty third eye, and Roan could see the chunky reddish-brown splatter of blood and brain matter that had soaked into the carpet behind the sofa.

If this was Pierce, he’d been dead for hours, and had been killed in what appeared to be cold-blooded execution style, by someone Pierce obviously wasn’t afraid of, or at least wasn’t when he should have been.

As Roan took out his phone to call 9-1-1, he was willing to bet he’d hit another dead end. No pun intended.
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Fathom



IT WAS the start of a wonderful day. It always was when you spent an hour at a crime scene in handcuffs.

The Kent cops didn’t seem to like him. The lead detective on the scene, a guy named Guldbrandsen, the one who had the cuffs slapped on him out of what seemed to be pure malice, kept giving him the stinkeye, and kept asking him for the full story of what he’d found and why he’d come here, clearly thinking he was lying.

As Roan sat in the back of a squad car, the door open so he could sit half in and half out of the car, waiting for this idiocy to end, an Asian beat cop so young he barely looked old enough to be served in a bar came over to lean on the car. “You’re McKichan, aren’t you? I read that article about you. Hell of a picture, man.”

“So I noticed. Can you tell them who I am so they can get the cuffs off me?”

The kid, whose name was Park, grimaced painfully. “I think they know who you are, that’s why you have the cuffs on.”

Yeah, that figured. Why’d he ever think differently?

Finally they released him from the cuffs, and he was let go. They no longer thought he was responsible for murdering Hockney, or they did think he was but couldn’t prove it. Guldbrandsen told him not to leave the state, and while Roan wondered who would be stupid enough to murder someone and call the cops, he remembered he might have actually arrested one of those people once.

No one told him anything, although his own perusal of the scene before the cops arrived had told him whoever did this was very professional, and didn’t even try to make it look like a robbery. (Of course, the guy was a slob, so it could have been a subtle robbery.) He hadn’t hidden the drugs in obvious areas, but Roan hadn’t even smelled any. Although, to be fair, over the smell of death, blood, unwashed laundry, and feet, he might not have been able to pick up the scent of the drugs. But he wasn’t picking up that overwhelming chemical smell, which he was sure he would if tainted burn had been here or had been made here. Perhaps the chemicals were so dangerous they made it elsewhere; that would make sense. Clever meth cookers did just that.

Roan needed caffeine, so he drove to a nearby coffee place, and sat in the car in the parking lot and called Holden. He was beginning to think something was wrong—four rings and no response? Weird—but before he could fully panic, Holden picked up and answered with a sleepy, “Yeah?”

“How’d you get Pierce’s address?”

“How’d you know it wasn’t Dylan?”

“’Cause it wasn’t.”

He made an amused noise, and Roan could hear the smile in his voice as he said, “Pierce sent a proxy to meet you, but he didn’t admit to being a proxy. So I took his phone and ID, and used a reverse directory to find him.”

“Just like that?”

“You really want the gory details?” Holden sounded so pleased with himself he was almost purring. That was the thing about Holden: he liked having power over other people. As much as being a hooker took power away from you, Holden managed to maintain a great deal by being smarter than anyone thought. He liked people thinking he was a dumb hooker, so he could revel in his triumph over them. It was a motivating factor in much of what he did. He came off like he didn’t care much of the time, but honestly he was a budding supervillain.

“No, I’ll just imagine and hope I’m wrong. So who was the proxy?”

“Joe Cullen. He lives downtown, in the Pennington apartment complex, 12-C.”

“Is it too much to hope you memorized this?”

“What, I don’t get to keep a little souvenir?”

“Look, this may have turned dangerous. I just paid a visit to Hockney, and I found him dead. He was murdered execution style, and I’d say he’d been dead for a couple of hours.”

“Shit.” Now Holden sounded more sober and less high on his own cleverness. “You don’t think there’s a connection, do you? I mean between me taking Joe’s stuff and Pierce ending up dead?”

“No, but I really don’t like it. I’m gonna go check on Cullen now, and I want you to watch yourself. I can come visit afterward, or you can go hang around with some of your leather friends.”

“Actually Doug’s in town. I was gonna go visit him in a couple hours.”

Ah, the airline pilot who liked being tied up and whipped. “Maybe you should go visit him early.”

“I could hang out in the hotel cafe, get a mimosa. Sounds good. Call me when you find anything out.”

“Will do. If you get a bad feeling about anything, call me.” Not that he had much to worry about with Holden, he could take care of himself. As long as they weren’t cops setting upon him with Tasers and nightsticks.

He sat drinking his frothy mocha, which tasted more like cocoa than anything else, but gave him a good hit of caffeine. What did this all mean? So there was a drug out there, deliberately killing infecteds. Less than twenty-four hours after he got the name of the guy who was distributing the drug on church grounds, the guy was found dead. Was there a mole in the church? Did someone pass the information on to whoever was behind it, and they had the guy killed before Roan could confront him? That might play in a bad crime thriller, but usually no pawn had that much knowledge of the top man to be worth the problem of killing. Usually the good drug ops ran like the NSA, with no lower peon knowing any more than they needed to know.

In that case, was it unrelated and coincidental? He really didn’t like coincidences, especially violent ones. Could it have been a warning for him? A “back off, infected”? Pawns were made to be sacrifices; that’s why they were called pawns.

He went to Cullen’s apartment, a very standard one that was just starting to show signs of going to seed, and Roan caught a glimpse of a man on the ground floor who was starting to step out of his place, but as soon as he saw Roan, he stared, and then suddenly jumped back inside the apartment and slammed the door. Who the hell was that? Somebody he’d arrested once? Actually, maybe. Roan didn’t remember them all, but he’d discovered they generally remembered him. One guy who was actually complacent about it told him he remembered him because of his weird hair color (of course), and the fact that Roan had “the eeriest eyes I have ever seen.” He didn’t know if that was a compliment or an insult, and never asked for clarification. Some things you were better off not knowing.

Cullen wasn’t home, and Roan was careful to sniff, to see if he could pick up a scent of blood, death, or gunpowder. He didn’t, so assumed the guy had a more standard day job or something. Rather than leave a note, he left, determined to return later. If he wasn’t home then, he just might see how good his lock-picking skills were.

Back in the car, he called Dropkick, who picked up on the second ring. “What now, Angus?” she sighed.

“Need a favor,” he admitted, trying to win some honesty points. “I was just at a homicide scene in Kent, victim named Pierce Hockney. I need any kind of info you have on it when you get it, okay? This is important.”

“And illegal as fuck.”

“Granted. But I’m trying to track down the makers of the tainted burn, and he was in the loop. I’m wondering if his death is related.”

She paused long enough that he knew he had piqued her homicide detective interest. “To the burn trade? Or something else?”

“My mind is open at this point.”

“What do you know? Share.”

“I would if I could. All I know is the chemical in the burn is way too sophisticated to have been accidental or a byproduct of production.”

“I’ve heard rumors of that. So it’s confirmed?”

“Very much so.”

She sighed wearily. “How much easier would our lives be if this was all accidental?”

“So much.” After a polite pause, he asked, “How are you doing?”

“Okay. I’d ask you how you are, but I heard what happened at the campus the other day, so I’m not gonna.”

“Coward.”

“I am. And busy. Can I call you back?”

“Chief coming over?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Right. Good luck.”

They all needed some luck right now. Especially infecteds, but that was probably a given.

He was looking up what he could on Joe Cullen on his laptop when he got a call. He was hoping it was Dropkick, but it was a caller he hadn’t expected. “Hey, Roan, what’re you doing right now?”

It was Scott. He looked at his phone doubtfully, even though Scott couldn’t see him, and said, “Working on something. Why?”

“Join us for lunch. We’re at the Tiki Hut, and Grey is determined to get you into the gym and teach some of the younger defensemen how to fight properly.”

He sighed heavily. “I can’t. I’ll say it a million times: I can’t spar with Humans anymore. I fractured someone’s skull with one punch, and I was trying to go easy on him. I can’t judge my strength anymore.” He didn’t say that when he meant to go hard, he put his fist right through a skull. It wasn’t something he liked to think about.

“I’ll grant you, that’s pretty bad.”

“No shit.”

“But you can still join us for lunch.”

“It’s a nice offer, but—”

“You owe me. Come by.”

Okay, yes, he did, but he never thought he’d call him on it, or at least not in such a meager way. As it was, his trolling for Joe wasn’t turning up anything useful, so he had little to do but wait for Cullen to show up, or go grill Bolt again, but he had a feeling that was less than useless. If there was a mole in the church, then he had to think of a way to play him (or her), make them expose themselves. He was just going to have to think of a way to make that happen.

The Tiki Hut was one of those deliberately cheesy restaurants that wanted to seem fun and camp, but tried way too damn hard. There was lots of fake dried-grass fringe, little figures of hula girls and boys, small tiki head decorations mimicking the larger one that sat in the corner of the dining room, wearing oversized novelty sunglasses and a multicolored lei around its nonexistent neck. The staff all wore Hawaiian shirts, and half looked mortified by it.

At a large table near the back of the room, Grey, Scott, Tank, and Jeff were sharing what looked like a platter of pineapple chicken and some kind of salad, and while Roan kind of expected it, no one was drinking beer. There seemed to be a preponderance of water, tea, and soda. Must have been a game tonight, or just a practice skate.

As he neared the table, Scott stood up, and said, “Hey, just in time to help me get a new pitcher from the bar.”

“They don’t have waiters for that?” Roan replied, but he knew that this was a ruse for some reason.

“You make a guest work? That’s just rude,” Tank said.

Roan gave them a sarcastic wave as he walked past, and the guys all waved back, except for Jeff, who for some reason gave him the black power salute. Maybe he meant it as just a power salute, or it was a gesture he just wasn’t familiar with.

At the bar, which was covered with the faux bamboo that the rest of the place was lousy with, the attractive dark-haired, dark-eyed bartender instantly appeared, eying Scott like a tasty snack. He asked for another pitcher of ice tea with lemon and lime slices, and while she agreed readily, she added, “You could have asked your server, you know.”

“Yeah, but I wanted to stretch my legs a bit,” he said, as a new customer appeared at the end of the bar, and the woman had to wander away.

Roan looked at him. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

Scott gave him a look he could only describe as melancholy. “I wanted to make sure you were all right. Last time we saw you, you were in pretty shitty shape.”

He nodded in agreement. “It wasn’t a shining moment for me. But I’m trying to hold it together.”

“Look, I’m not gonna preach at you, ’cause I’m the last person that should, but you need to get some help.”

Roan gave him a modified stinkeye. “Help for what?”

“Whatever’s going on with you. I’m guessing depression, which I know all about. I spent most of my teen years splitting my time between hockey and therapy.”

Roan studied him warily. Scott was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt (not hockey related, unless you considered Molson beer a vital part of hockey), and looked more normal than he’d ever seen him, and it was almost weird. The same was true of Grey, who was wearing an Under Armour shirt as opposed to a T-shirt, and since it was essentially sleeveless, it showed off not only how well muscled his arms were, like limbs of sculpted concrete, but a new tattoo on his right bicep (it looked like a rose). Tank was wearing a mustard yellow T-shirt that had on it, in big white letters, “I Kick Ass For Free,” which Roan was willing to bet team members had bought him. Tank always looked odd—again, like the French Canadian jock Lane Staley—but he still seemed more at home than almost anyone else, even the poor employees in their Hawaiian shirts. Again, how did he end up with these weirdos? “So you’re a depressive too? Why? You’re a gorgeous bi jock—the world is made for your kind. Minus the bi, but keep that on the down low and you’re golden.”

Scott smirked. “I am. But I know you’re joking. Depression is a chemical imbalance, not logical.”

“Yeah, I know. So do you take antidepressants?”

“Oh fuck no. The side effects fucked up my game. I’ve found other ways to cope. Sex is great.”

“That it is.” He noticed Scott smiling at him, and asked, “That wasn’t a come on, was it?”

Scott shrugged. “I’m gonna bag you one of these days. I always get what I want.”

“That why you’re such an arrogant bastard?”

That surprised a loud, genuine laugh out of him, and he slapped Roan on the back in a friendly way, but it was still hard enough to make him jolt. “Awesome. You’re like the coolest guy I’ve ever met, you know that? You’re like Tank, you’re fearless. And not in a bullshit, extreme sports kind of way, but in a genuine “who gives a fuck” kind of way. That’s rare.”

“You just compared me to Tank?” Again, was that an insult or a compliment? Really it could have gone either way.

“I know, he’s crazy, but he’s also a legend in the making. He has more natural talent than anyone I’ve ever played with; he’s gonna make it out. Most of us minor-league players will never graduate to the NHL, but I know he’s going, because he’s too good to stay. And when he gets in, he’ll be a superstar. Or as close to a superstar as a goalie ever gets. And that’s how you’re like him: you’re a legend in the making. I’m gonna tell my grandkids about knowing you, and knowing him. You have it harder, though. It’s never easy being a trailblazer, as you take all the shit that the people coming up behind you will never take, but know that to many people you are and will be a hero.”

Roan scoffed. “Some hero.”

“So you’re not always heroic? So what? No one can be. That isn’t the point. You’re an infected who refused to become a hermit just because society is scared of you and treats your kind like dangerous lepers. That’s a bravery few have, and you’re clearing a path for others to follow behind you. You’re not gonna be perfect, you’re gonna fuck up, but none of that negates the fact that you’re the first. So when you get down, try and remember that you have a smoking-hot guy who loves you, a ton of people who need and admire you, and a great-looking dude who’d be happy to fuck you stupid. That’s more than most people have.”

He looked at him dubiously. “Let me guess. You’re the dude?”

Scott kept smirking, but it was almost a smile. “See any other great-looking guys here?”

He was partially joking, but Roan decided to think about it. “Well, Tank’s pretty cute, if you go for that type.”

“Sir, you wound me,” he replied, almost laughing.

Roan felt like he had a rebuttal for nearly everything Scott had said about him, but he had a feeling Scott would rebut his rebuttals. There was something about him that suggested you could give him nonsense, but he’d swat it right back at you without breaking a sweat. You couldn’t make an argument he couldn’t counter in one way or another. “You’re a good captain, aren’t you?”

“I try. I treat all my guys the same, even those that I’d happily shove in front of a bus.”

“Are there a lot of those?”

“Let’s put it this way: those guys back there, I can imagine being friends with them still in five years,” he said, jerking his head back toward the table. “But they’re pretty much it.”

“Even Zach?”

“Ah, poor Zach,” he replied, as the bartender returned with a sweaty glass pitcher, jingling with ice. “I love that kid, but hockey’s gonna eat him alive.”

Roan was pretty sure he knew what he meant. He seemed like a sweet kid, but that was the problem—sometimes sweetness hurt more than helped. In this world, you needed a little animal in you to see you through.

Ah, so that’s what he had in common with Tank.

He enjoyed some pineapple chicken and lemon lime tea with the guys, who talked about a lot of things, none of them important or involved with death. It turned out that Jeff had seen the movie Milk, and he felt the raised-fist thing was like a gay power salute. That made Roan laugh until he was almost crying, and the other guys did too. Even Jeff joined in when he stopped being annoyed. Roan couldn’t deny it—these guys often made him feel better, even when they didn’t mean to. And some of what Scott had said was still sticking with him, still rattling inside the empty cave that was his skull. He had made some very valid points.

There was an evening skate, and they invited Roan to come by and get in a trash-talking contest with them (they were inviting heckling; was this a macho guy thing, or a macho team sports thing?) when his phone rang. It was Dropkick, so he excused himself and stepped outside to answer it.

“Hey Dropkick. Got something for me?”

“Yeah. It’s not solid, it’s tentative, but if it’s true, you’re fucked.”

“How is that news?” With a sigh, he asked, “What is it?”

“It seems the gun used to kill Hockney might be the same exact kind—if not the same exact one—used in a few drug murders throughout Washington, all connected to a Mexican gang that calls itself Demonios Sin Miedo, DSM for short.”

“Demons Without Fear? Very dramatic.”

“You get what this might mean, right?”

“Hockney was white.”

“The majority of the victims have been white and Asian; there are only two Hispanics on the victim list so far, and only one was nonresident. We’re not sure if they’re trying to move in on someone else’s territory or have been using people of other ethnic extractions as low-level stringers, but if the Feds know, they’re not sharing that information with us.”

“Oh shit. The Feds are in on this?”

“On the DSM case, big-time. If Hockney’s one of the vics, they’re gonna take the investigation.”

“Fuck.” The Federal guys weren’t big on sharing with anyone. Unless it was blame, then they were more than happy to spread the wealth.

But there were worse things. If Hockney was somehow connected to DSM, and the DSM was supplying the burn, it was the infected who were fucked most of all. There’d be no finding the source, not any time soon, and there’d be no containing it either. Tainted burn would start spreading out worldwide; it would go global. All infecteds stupid enough to take it would pay the price.

And he’d be unable to do anything about it, except watch them all die.
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Short Bursts



ROAN knew he had to go home, but he put it off, mainly because his thoughts had turned very dark. No matter that his thoughts had been dark before; now they were deep black, abysmal.

Was it over? Was this it? The tainted drugs would spread, infecteds would die, Normals would blame the infecteds for their freak-outs, and even more infecteds would die. It was an endless cycle—this was only the beginning. And he could do nothing, he could only stand on the sidelines and watch.

He considered what Scott had told him about being first, about being a trailblazer, and wondered what a trailblazer would do at this moment. He was blazing a trail for the dead, for people who couldn’t possibly follow him. Not all infecteds would do the drugs, not all would be affected by the violence and laws passed in its wake, but even then, the landscape would be too changed for the trail to even matter. He was blazing a trail for a dead race, one that was dying every step he took. By the time he reached the end, there’d be nothing and no one left. He was the vanguard for an extinct species. Did it matter? Did anything matter anymore?

There had to be another way around this, another way he could tackle this. He couldn’t let his despair cloud his vision. There had to be a way, there must be a way. He couldn’t see it right now, but it had to exist. If only he was smart enough to think of it.

Roan went back to Kevin’s, assuming Dylan was up by now, wondering if talking to someone reasonable could help. (How could it hurt?) Dylan was awake and on the phone, talking to a friend it sounded like. He gestured for Roan to sit, that he would be just a minute, so Roan sat on the end of the bed and listened idly to Dyl’s conversation. Sounded like he was talking to Sasha, one of his connected artsy-fartsy friends. When Dyl hung up, he said, “Well, that’s exciting.”

“What’s up?”

“I’m getting a showing at the Fifth Street Gallery next month.” He turned to face Roan with a radiant grin, one that was infectious, but before Roan could return it, Dyl pounced on him, pinning him to the bed. It made him laugh as Dylan straddled his hips, looking down at him with glee. “I want you in the show.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “As what, security?”

“As art. You’re my muse, aren’t you?”

“Am I?”

“Stop it. I was thinking of painting you, but there’s no way you’d stand still that long.”

He considered that a moment. He didn’t mean paint him as a portrait, did he? He meant paint him as in paint his body like a canvas. “What the fuck? Why would you do that?”

The look in Dylan’s eye was breathtaking. Beautiful, lambent, gold sparking beneath deep brown velvet. Joy had a way of lighting up his face like a candle flame, and Roan wondered, not for the first time, how you got to that state of extreme joy, if it was a way of life or a state of mind. “Because you’re beautiful, and because you’re the perfect canvas. You are two states at once, you are advanced and primal, you’re the authority and anti-authority, you are the man I love and you scare the shit out of me sometimes.”

“In other words, I’m chocolate and peanut butter.”

“Oh, did I leave out you’re a sarcastic bastard?”

“I believe that got overlooked.” Dylan was sitting with his knees straddling Roan’s thighs, and the strange intimacy of this position didn’t escape the notice of either of them, they just hadn’t acted on it. Yet. Roan was content to be passive, to wait for him to make the first move. It seemed only fair.

Dyl gave him a sexy half smile. “So my thought is to paint you, and take a photo. I’d use the composition of body, paint, and photo as its own piece of art. What do you think?”

“I think you’re crazy. Exactly how much of me would you paint, and with what?”

“All that you would allow me to paint. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. And I’d use body paint. They do make it, you know.”

“I should have guessed.” He shifted slightly, so he was more comfortable under Dylan’s weight. That made Dylan’s smile wider and sexier.

He lowered himself, until his face was mere inches away. Roan could smell his peppermint soap. “What do you say?”

“I say you’re crazy, and if you’d asked, I’d have washed the car in Speedos. Next time, aim higher.”

“Would the car be in Speedos, or you?” Dylan teased.

“Shut up and kiss me, smartass.”

He didn’t need to ask twice. In fact, he never needed to ask at all. But to be fair, he knew that going in; Dyl was always frisky when he was really happy.

Roan waited until after they’d had sex to discuss his depressing news. In fact, they were in the shower, cleaning up, when Roan told Dylan about the developments in the burn case. Dylan scowled. “The guy’s dead? Why is it that these cases of yours often end in death?”

“My sparkling personality?”

Dylan frowned at him, far from amused. Water ran down his face like tears, beads getting caught in the stubble along his jaw. Roan had to suppress the sudden urge to lick them away. “I know you’re inclined to never listen, but hon, walk away. If some drug cartel in Mexico has done this, you won’t find the responsible party. There’s nothing you can do.”

“And how do I live with that? Many infecteds will die, and paranoid politicians will punish us, but I’ll be fine. I’m always fine, aren’t I? Shit happens to others and, lucky me, I get to stand there and watch.” For no reason besides his mind’s bizarre sense of humor, a line from a Porcupine Tree song suddenly floated through his head: “Don’t feel you’ve let ’em down, ’cause they have already drowned.” He was crazy, right? He was fucking mental.

Empathy softened Dylan’s hard look. “Sweetheart, there are some battles even you can’t win.”

“You think I don’t know that? I do. Just tell me how I live with it.”

Dylan looked at him helplessly, sympathy coloring his expression. He had no answer, but Roan hadn’t expected him to. There was no answer.

They got dressed and left, stopping for dinner at the Hunan Garden before Roan dropped Dylan off at work. Before he got out of the car, Dylan leaned over and gave him a sweet kiss, cupping the back of his neck and holding it before saying, “You do not have to protect all infecteds. No one asked you to, it is not expected of you. No one can protect everyone. Walk away, hon. Save yourself for once in your goddamn life.” With that, he got out of the car, and left Roan thinking he had saved himself many times. More than most people might suspect.

Roan continued on to the Grind skating rink. When he got there, he found that the rink was abuzz, and he noticed that Tank was missing. He was allowed in behind one of the benches, putting him at ice level, and noticing him, Grey skated up. “Hear the news?” Grey asked.

Oh god, was it more bad news? He didn’t know if he could take anymore. “No, what?”

“Tank got called up.”

That almost made sense. “What?”

Scott skated up now, holding his hockey stick like he was either going to hang it up or smack him with it. Neither was in his game outfit, no one on the ice was, but they all seemed to be wearing similar dark-colored uniforms. Casual workout gear, he assumed. “The Bruin’s main goalie has the flu, and the backup wrenched his back. The Bruins have a game against the Leafs tomorrow and they have no goalies.”

“The way the Leafs are playin’ right now, they don’t need ’em,” Jeff said, joining the scrum. He stopped with a glide that kicked up a brief shower of shaved ice.

Scott ignored that and continued to explain. “We just showed up when Tank found out they wanted him there as soon as possible. He raced outta here as the Coach’s friend got him booked on the next flight to Boston. He’s probably in a line at Sea-Tac right now.”

“Tank’s playing for the Bruins now?”

Scott shook his head. “It’s temporary, an emergency call-up. For the moment.”

“He’ll be back,” Grey said.

“God, if I was him, I’d be shittin’ myself,” Jeff commented. “One minute playing here, next playing on a major team. Fuck.”

“We’re a major team,” Scott said. “Major in talent, at any rate.”

Jeff snorted. “Yeah, that and five bucks’ll get ya a cuppa coffee.” He pronounced it “cawfee,” and Roan had to suppress the urge to laugh. Where the hell in New York was he from? He should really know by now….

“He’s as good as gone,” Scott said. “Once the NHL overlords see him play? Holy fuck, there’ll be a bidding war.”

“Assuming he’s good,” Jeff said. “If I was him, I’d be so nervous I’d probably barf my guts out between periods.”

Scott shook his head. “Tank doesn’t get scared. He’ll eat up the attention and show off.”

“It’s national TV, dude,” Jeff continued. “I get nervous when I find out a local station’s carrying a game.”

“National TV in Canada,” Grey said, with a tiny smirk. “I don’t know if that counts.”

Scott gave him a halfhearted slap on the arm. “Somebody’s gotta get Roger’s Sportsnet down here. We gotta have a viewing party. You in?”

It took Roan a moment to realize that was directed at him. “Uh, why not? Sure. Just let me know when and where.”

“Bring that beer you got in your fridge,” Jeff said. “That’s good beer.”

Scott gave Jeff a look that suggested he shouldn’t. “Jeff, aren’t you on a carb watch?”

“Fuck it. I can have more carbs on a nongame night if I wanna. Just don’t tell anybody.”

Ever since lunch, Roan had had this sneaking feeling that the guys were on some sort of nutritional regime; now it was confirmed. Mainly it was because he’d never seen straight guys willingly eat so much salad.

There was a whistle, and the coach called them over, so Grey and Jeff skated off toward him, but Scott lingered. “You okay?” he asked.

Roan nodded and shrugged. “Okay enough.”

Scott scowled, and it was eerily similar to Dylan’s scowl. They didn’t believe him, but neither had time to argue with him. What it meant beyond that Roan wasn’t sure, except he had a talent for pissing off hot guys.

He sat at the bench and joined in some name-calling, and it was fun to compete with a bunch of hockey players to find out who could come up with the most profane insult. There were lots of standards, and many made-up ones, but who was to say fuckbutter was any filthier than taintface or shitfuck? Perhaps there never could be a winner; participating was enough.

Near the end of the practice skate, Roan’s phone went off, and he was slightly alarmed to see it was Holden. But it turned out to be nothing to worry about, as he was just checking in. He’d come back from the appointment with Doug safe and sound, and hadn’t had any problems. He wondered if it was safe to be at his apartment, and Roan admitted that he didn’t think it would be a problem, but to keep everything locked up tight. Holden said he wasn’t worried, he had window alarms and a gun, and that made Roan pause. “You have a gun?”

“I have a lot of things. I just don’t talk about them much.”

That’s exactly what he was afraid of. Roan wanted to ask what those other things could possibly be, but he had a sneaking suspicion he really didn’t want to know, and it was for the best that he didn’t.

Driving home, he played music way too loud, trying to drown out his own thoughts, but it didn’t quite work. Why did he have to be the leader of the infecteds, if there could be such a thing? Wasn’t it arrogant to even think of himself that way? Besides, he wasn’t really one of them, was he? Most infecteds started out as Human and became a cat along the way. He’d never been completely Human, didn’t know what it was like to be a normal person who one day woke up to discover a foreign hunger in him, a virus that completely rewrote everything he was. He was as he had always been, with the small exception of his adaptation to his uneasy condition, the give and take between body and virus that had led him to here and now, where he could call it at will and find it damn near impossible to rein it back in sometimes. He was technically an infected, but he wasn’t a typical one by any means, and would never be.

Roan enjoyed this rationale, aware that he’d never completely buy it. Humans would always toss him over into the infected camp, and the infecteds would accept him, because he was close enough. When you were a group of people who could generally count your lifespan in months, you didn’t kick up too much of a fuss. So shouldn’t the fucking cat who wouldn’t die kick up a fuss on their behalf?

Still, wasn’t this what the Church was made for? Divine Transformation was all about cat advocacy, even if, like a typical church, they skewed things to fit their purposes. He should just let Bolt do the job he’d scratched and clawed for (no pun intended… well, a little intended), go out there and pimp for the cats. Roan could go back and sit in the freak corner, and everybody would forget about him.

Once he pulled into Kevin’s driveway, he wondered why he’d come back. To take a nap? To shovel more pills down his gullet? The latter sounded more plausible. He had a couple hours before he had to pick up Dylan from work. He could go to Silver and bring property values down by loitering around the bar, but he didn’t want Dylan to fret about him any more than he already did.

He needed to get help. He knew it, he didn’t need the men in his life pointing it out, he was sure he was a total fucking mess. Was there ever any doubt? But where did he get help? He could ask Scott if he could recommend a therapist, but he wasn’t sure he had a therapist anymore. (The implication was he’d had one in BC, but, despite its proximity, that was another country.) Besides, he needed one that dealt specifically with infecteds, so they wouldn’t freak out when he talked about his partial shifts. If he did. Maybe he didn’t need to bring that up.

Roan had no idea how long he sat there, engine off, head resting against the steering wheel, the car growing progressively cold, cluing him in that it was an unseasonably chilly night. When did he become so pathetic? He needed his ass kicked.

He was still trying to convince himself to get moving when his phone hummed in his pocket. He dug it out and slumped back lethargically in the seat, seeing it was Seb. He felt a cold dread settle into his stomach as he answered. “Yeah?”

“Heard the news?” he wondered.

Roan couldn’t even begin to guess. “I’m nowhere near any electronic device, and I haven’t been for hours.”

“How? You in a cave in Twisp or something?”

“I was talking art shit with Dylan and then talking trash with hockey players. I’ve had a full night.” Out of courtesy for his straight squeamishness and general privacy reasons, he didn’t tell him he and Dylan actually did much more than talk.

“Obviously. Well, someone bombed the Church.”

Roan waited a beat, not sure if Seb was joking or not. But the longer the silence stretched, the more he realized this wasn’t a sick joke. “What?”

“Pipe bombs, Internet specials. There was an incendiary bomb, but it didn’t go off. Those are more complicated.”

Seb didn’t sound overly concerned about it, but since he was a stoic, he didn’t react to much. You could chop his hand off, and you might get a vocal inflection, but you couldn’t bet on it. “How bad was it?”

“Lots of damage, some people hurt, no one dead… yet. One of their rent-a-cops ain’t doing so well.” Seb sighed heavily, and asked, “Can we start talking about protective custody now?”

Roan couldn’t think of anything he’d like to do less. But how long had he given the reins of leading the infecteds over to the Church, twenty minutes? That must have been a world record for screwing the pooch.

Oh, who knows? Maybe he could do better.
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Shot by Both Sides



ROAN watched Kevin’s TV for a bit, just to see what the local news had to say about the bombing. Not a lot, or at least not much that was substantive. Two pipe bombs went off, one didn’t, and the number of injuries ascribed to the attack were fourteen, twenty-two, or twelve, depending on whether you were watching channel five, seven, or four. That one person was critical was the single constant.

If there were one or two particular suspects, they weren’t named. Perhaps because there was a plethora of suspects to choose from. It would be easier to name those not involved, or at least take less time. Kevin told Roan not to go to the crime scene, that he’d ask around and see what he could find out. Was it that obvious he wanted to check out the Church? Yeah, probably. Roan promised he wouldn’t.

He left early to pick up Dylan, ostensibly to stop by the store and pick up some Excedrin, which he used to take by the handful (taking so many painkillers basically killed his migraine cycle, which was a bonus of being a pill addict), but really because he had remembered he had to drop in on Cullen.

Roan had to cut through a party that had spilled out onto the stairs, and he got a variety of looks from the junior thugs holding their big plastic cups full of cheap beer, mostly of the dirty variety. The pot smoke that wreathed them made him sneeze.

There was no change of scents by Cullen’s apartment door, nor did he hear the hum of electricity when he pressed his ear against the door. Cullen hadn’t been home, had he? Had he done a runner? Had he heard of Hockney’s death, figured shit had gone south, and made a run for the border?

Maybe Roan was looking at this wrong. Maybe Cullen had known of Hockney’s death before anyone else. Or maybe he was dead too.

Headed down the stairs, a big guy with a white do-rag asked, “Who you lookin’ for?”

“Joe. Don’t suppose you know him?”

“The squirrelly white dealer?” he asked, and snorted derisively. The man had linebacker’s shoulders and a matching thick neck, making Roan think that’s exactly what he was, at least for some high school or college team. He caught a very vague scent of steroids on him. “What’cha need? We know a guy.”

“Nothing from him. His supplier’s dead, I wanted to find out where he was at the time of his murder. I don’t suppose he’s come back today, has he?”

Nervous glances were exchanged between the linebacker and his slightly smaller friends (smaller in the sense that a Road Ranger is smaller than a bull elephant). “You a cop?” One of his friends casually dropped something on the ground beside the stairs. (Dumping drugs, on his behalf.)

“Just an investigator.” Roan reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a business card, which he handed to the linebacker. “If you see him, tell him to call me, okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said in a halfhearted way that meant he’d do no such thing. He glanced at the card and was still reading it as Roan cut through the remaining crowd, which parted for him with the general semihostile uneasiness that occurred when people breaking a variety of laws thought you were a cop.

Roan was walking out to the parking lot when the linebacker shouted, “What the hell kind of name you got?”

“A weird one,” he admitted, not looking back.

He stopped by a Safeway to pick up a bottle of Excedrin and some of Dylan’s favorite green tea, and picked himself up a type of candy bar he hadn’t seen before. He didn’t know why, but he ate it in the car as he drove to Silver. Was he even hungry?

Didn’t matter. As soon as Roan was done with it, he popped a couple of codeine, washing them down with the bottle of water in his glove box, and went in to pick up Dylan.

He was a little early, and it was a slow time—the restaurant was about to close—so he sat at the end of the bar and Dylan served him a virgin pineapple margarita (he didn’t need to say it was virgin, Roan just knew) while he waited for him to finish closing down the bar. One of the waiters came by to gossip—he seemed very much the classic twink, with dyed blond hair in a sculpted quiff and a single diamond stud earring (surely fake)—and he mentioned the explosion down at the church, making it sound much more Michael Bay that it actually was. From the news footage, the bombs had collapsed the front porch and broken some windows, but not much beyond that. The twink kept giving him the stinkeye when Dylan wasn’t looking, which just made Roan smile at him. By now, contempt just amused him. Especially when the only reason was jealousy. The waiter wanted Dylan, and he knew that Roan was The Partner and could only cockblock him.

Dylan seemed worried about him, but Roan assured him he was going to let the Church handle their own shit. For some reason, that still made Dylan nervous. He didn’t believe him? Or maybe he did, and it still bothered him.

He wasn’t the only one bothered. Roan found himself wondering what was bothering him about all of this, and decided it was the timing. The drug dealer at the Church winds up dead, between an attempted drive-by and a more successful bombing. Sure, lots of people hated infecteds right now, had hated the Church since its inception, but damn, that was some timing. He really didn’t like coincidences, and this was a huge one. But what was the connection? That was the maddening thing. A drug war would make sense, except no drug mafia ever used pipe bombs, or at least used them so shoddily. Unless that too was deliberate.

So many possibilities. He continued mulling them over as he drove Dylan back to Kevin’s house, and while making Dylan a late dinner of scrambled eggs (he could do eggs; it was pretty much the limit of his cooking abilities). In fact, watching him cook, Dylan asked, amused, “What have you done that makes you feel so guilty that you’re cooking for me?”

“Nothing beyond the usual,” Roan replied. Which was true, but he wondered why Dylan put himself through the hell of being with him. He wasn’t infected; he didn’t need to do this. After all of this, if he was Dyl, he didn’t know if he’d stay. He supposed it said more about Dylan’s character than anything else.

Roan was still trying to figure this out when they went to bed. Dylan slept peacefully while he lay awake, watching the gradations of light play across the ceiling as morning approached, and he tried to figure out why the timing of the Church attacks bothered him so much.

Was that it? What if Hockney’s murder wasn’t drug related, but Church related? He wasn’t infected… but would it matter if some anticat extremist saw him coming and going from the Church all the time? They wouldn’t bother to investigate—they’d just assume he was an infected.

The fact that it was a weapon similar to those used in the drug hits? Coincidence, or a case of someone actually trying to make it look like a frame job? It seemed like a long shot, but his mind refused to calm down about it.

He got up and searched on his laptop for a while. Eventually he found a page where anticat extremists were posting photos of people seen entering and leaving the Church. There were lots, and it seemed he was on there too, his name and address posted, along with the comment, “This fag is the worst of the lot.” Oh hey, was there an award? Maybe a plaque? He should collect it. He could put it on his office wall, beneath his framed “World’s Best Buttfucker” certificate.

By this time he could hear Kevin up and about, getting ready for work, so Roan took his laptop downstairs and met him in the kitchen. “Can you find out anything for me about the owners of a website?” he asked.

Kevin, who’d been pouring himself a cup of coffee, said, “Yes. I am a geek.” He then turned, and almost did a double take. “Nice underwear.”

Oh yes. He was in his underwear. Well, frankly, he was so involved in this he’d forgot to get dressed. No help for it now. He turned the laptop screen toward him, and said, “I have a theory.”

“My god, those are famous last words from you,” he said. “You’re like a gay, mutant House.” He paused briefly. “Since when have you gotten all these tattoos? Jesus, I knew you had some ink, but man.”

“Just count it as lucky I never got that face tattoo.”

“Yeah, I think Mike Tyson took that off the market for everyone.” Kevin glanced at the screen, and almost choked on his coffee. “What the fuck…? An infected hate site?”

“A hate site with photos. And look at number seventy-two.”

Kevin dutifully took the laptop and scrolled down. He frowned at what he saw. “Who am I looking at?”

“Pierce Hockney.”

Roan saw the tumblers click behind his eyes. “The drug dealer who just got murdered?”

“Who else has such a shitty name? Besides me.”

“That was a drug-related homicide.”

“Was it?”

Kevin sighed explosively and put the laptop on his kitchen table. “Damn you, House, putting these thoughts in my head.”

“Can you find who owns this website? Beyond the anonymous Save Humanity Now.”

Kevin was still scrolling through the site, and he nodded absentmindedly. “Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem—holy fuck, this is you! They have your address and everything.”

“My house got vandalized, somebody attempted a drive-by of the Church, Hockney was murdered, and now someone bombs the Church. The Church is having a bad time of it, aren’t they?”

Kevin gave him a deeply concerned look. “Where does the burn fit into this?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if it does at all. I think there’s a pattern forming here independent of that, but someone is smart enough to vary it, just enough that we don’t consider this one continuing crime but many separate ones. And they’re escalating in violence.”

Another sigh, leading to Kevin saying, “Darinda and Seb are totally gonna kick your ass for givin’ ’em more work.”

“I could be wrong.”

He snorted in disgust. “Don’t insult us both, Ro. You’re the best natural investigator I’ve ever met. If you think there’s something here we’re missing, there’s somethin’ here.”

That was a nice vote of confidence, one he honestly felt he needed, although he wasn’t sure why.

Sure he had passed off his hunch to the right person, he went back upstairs and called Rosenberg, leaving a message on her machine, requesting a therapist reference without any additional commentary. There was a message waiting for him, from Scott. The viewing party was at five tonight at a downtown address; he told Roan he was free to bring Dylan and to skip bringing the beer if he wanted. Since Dylan would be working tonight, there was no way he could make it, and Roan could be fair to Jeff and bring some beer. Scott was right, diets sucked, even if it was in support of his career choice.

Finally exhausted, Roan went to bed, cuddling up against Dylan’s warm body, and immediately fell into a deep, dark sleep. If he dreamed, he didn’t remember any of it.

When he woke up, it was the afternoon. Dylan was gone, and had left him a note. He was at the temple right now, but said if Roan was up to it he’d meet him for lunch at the Taj Mahal restaurant at two. Since it was just past one, Roan figured he could make it if he hurried.

After a quick shower and a change of clothes, Roan made it to the restaurant just in time. He checked his messages in the car, so he was able to tell Dylan that Rosenberg had given him the name of a therapist, and he intended to make an appointment. This pleased Dyl, like he thought it would. He also mentioned the viewing party, which got an ironic smile from Dylan. “You and Tank. I’m sorta glad he’s gone. You two could get into so much trouble together.” Which was a fair point. Hadn’t they already?

After lunch, Roan checked his phone and found a message from Dropkick, chewing him out with a variety of cusswords that would have impressed the Falcons. But she also said the gun used in the Hockney murder was similar to the ones used in the DSM cases, but the ballistics were suggesting it wasn’t the same gun. She added that she fucking hated him, but she said it with love.

He called the therapist, a woman named Doctor Lillian Sanger (what an old-fashioned name; he wondered if she was as old as Rosenberg), and made an appointment with her receptionist for next week. He still wasn’t sure he could do this—he’d had enough of therapy as a teenager—but he had to try, if only for Dylan’s sake.

According to Kevin, the owner of the Save Humanity Now site was a guy named Dean McFadden, who had a record of hate crimes, and had been associated with the Aryan Brotherhood as a teen. Terrific. There was no extremist like a white supremacist. Was he smart enough to be behind any of these crimes? Maybe he was just an instigator. Bad enough.

Roan stopped by and bought beer before arriving at the place downtown, which turned out to be the apartment of the Falcons’ goalie coach, Stephane Plamondon (the guys called him “Stevie”). A little more than half the team and supporting staff were there, filling out every available seat in the house, including floor pillows and an end table. Fiona was also there, to root on her boyfriend, and Roan found himself sitting between her and Grey on the sofa. The Falcons’ backup (currently starting) goaltender was a good Canadian boy (he didn’t appear old enough to vote) named Ethan Hill who made a point of introducing himself and shaking his hand, because “Tank told me you were good luck.” After Roan walked away and sat back on the loveseat, Grey muttered, “Goalies are so superstitious.” Roan was pretty sure all hockey players were superstitious, but he decided not to point it out.

Watching the game turned out to be a lot of fun. Everybody laughed when the TV showed Tank as Thibault Beauvais, as he hated his first name, but the commentators pointed that out, saying he preferred to go by his nickname, Tank, which he got from his propensity for running over opposing players in his crease. (Ah. He hadn’t known where Tank got his nickname. Finally, TV had taught him something.)

The commentators were going on about Tank being “untested” at the NHL level and wondering how he’d handle it, pointing out he’d had just one practice skate with the team. Roan wasn’t sure if they were just trying to build the tension, or if they were genuinely curious.

Then the game began, and they shut the hell up.

Tank put on a show, making one spectacular save after another, almost getting an assist when he played the puck off the boards and got it to a defenseman in center ice during a power play, and brutally shoving opposing players out of his crease and generally getting away with it. After one spectacular save, he clearly said something to the Leafs’ player standing right in front of him (of course, none of them could hear it), and the opposing player all but dived on him, causing the Bruins’ players to dogpile on him, and the Leafs’ player to get himself a penalty for “unsportsmanlike conduct.” “It’s a good thing Tank ain’t miked, ’cause he’s laughing,” Grey said.

Scott nodded a vigorous agreement. “Whenever he goads someone into doing something stupid, he laughs like Doctor Evil.”

“Okay, who did he insult?” Grey wondered. “The guy’s mother, his wife, or his hockey-playing ability?”

“Mother,” Jeff said.

“Wife,” Richie said.

“Did you see the way he lunged at him? He was definitely telling that guy he couldn’t shoot for shit,” Scott said. “That was an ego hit.”

By the first period break, all the commentators seemed to be singing Tank’s praises, talking about his spectacular saves and his “aggressive” goaltending style. One of them said Tank was playing like he’d played in the NHL for years. “What did I tell you?” Scott said, finally opening a beer himself. “Tank’s fearless. He’s a fucking lunatic.”

“Well, duh,” Fiona said. “He gets pelted with frozen pieces of rubber for a living. Willingly. That’s not a job for the sane.”

Good point.

Tank was the highlight of the game. He was continuously fun to watch, and the Boston crowd seemed to take to him, cheering when he hit the ice, and when he waved his stick at them coming off the ice at the end of the second period, that got a round of noise. Scott shouted, “Attention whore!” and got a big laugh from the room.

The end result was the Leafs were able to score on Tank only once, and that was during a five-on-three power play. The Bruins won three to one, and Tank made forty-four saves, which was apparently an impressive number for any goalie, not to mention a fresh-up-from-the-AHL one. Tank was named the number-one star of the game, which was apparently some kind of honor, although Roan really didn’t get it. As a result, Tank was interviewed at the bench at the end of the game, and he had his facemask up, revealing his beaming, slightly crazed face, and he was so drenched in sweat it looked like he was fresh out of the shower; sweat was just sluicing down his face. His visible hair was plastered to his scalp.

During his interview, he did a shout-out to the Falcons and Fiona, which elicited a cheer, and gave his Olympic hockey player sister credit, as well as Stephane, for all the drills they put him through. And just as the interviewer was throwing it back to the studio, Tank quietly mouthed something: “Hi, Roan.” This elicited a roar from the room, mostly laughter, and Grey punched him on the arm. “See? Superstitious,” Grey said, but he was smiling.

It was oddly fun. And he learned that Scott really knew his guys, or at least he really knew Tank. As odd as he was, when the camera caught a shot of Tank, hidden behind his mask, staring at a face-off with the same crazy intensity he brought to a potential fight, Roan realized that for all his (calculated?) insanity and definitely real eccentricity, Tank was an athlete at the top of his game. Yes, he was good enough to be pro; that insane focus was just part of the training, part of the strength he needed to have to get to the top. And that’s where he was—the top. He wasn’t going to come back down for a while. Scott was right; he was gone. And good for him, he’d worked hard, he deserved it. Maybe the craziness helped.

As they were leaving, Fi asked him when he wanted her back at the office, and he had to admit not any time soon, not until the cat hate calmed down. She protested it might never be over since people were assholes, but Roan told her enough people had been hurt due to him, so it was going to wait. She didn’t look happy about it, but she didn’t have veto power.

They were all leaving, spilling out onto the sidewalk and trying not to get in the way of pedestrians. Stevie lived in the direct center of downtown, the building exited right onto a sidewalk that threaded down toward some high- end clubs and tourist-y bars. It was probably a decent neighborhood, but Roan knew from experience that the traffic noise would drive him crazy.

They were still gabbing, earning the occasional dirty look from a passersby, when they all heard a very loud, metallic thud, the sound of a car crash. It was on the next block, judging by the noise, but everyone still looked around as though they could see it.

Roan was heading up the block, mostly to see if it was just a parked car impact or if he could help, when he heard the screaming. He had sped up to a run, aware others were following, when he first heard the roar.

Roan rounded the corner to chaos, people shoving past him in a panic, and he saw a car skewed in the middle of the street, wedged up against a car parked on the side, and there were three cougars crawling all over the car.

One of those cougars was motherfucking huge; about the size of a male lion. The cats must have been attracted by the smell of blood coming through the cracked windshield, but luckily it wasn’t broken in. Yet. (That big fucker could probably break it just by stepping on it enough.) Roan decided to get their attention by roaring, loud enough to hurt his throat, and they did look, roaring in kind. They weren’t the only ones who looked. People across the street were staring at him, and behind him, he heard someone ask, “What the fuck?” Another guy asked, “Did that come from him?”

Without looking behind him, Roan shouted, “Get people off the street!” He didn’t know how they could, there were just too many, but they could try, and it would keep them busy while he tried to corral the cats.

The big cougar jumped off the hood of the car, and Roan walked out into the street, ignoring the honking, and then the cats did something rather odd: they ran. One took off using the parked cars as a high escape, while the other two ran down the sidewalk on the opposite side, making people scream and scatter. He hoped the people wouldn’t run, because that would just encourage the cats to follow. “No you don’t,” he muttered, and jumped up onto the hood of the smashed car before jumping onto one of the parked cars and running after the cougars. Roan thought he heard someone yelling something after him, but he didn’t pay any attention. He was busy hunting.

Alarms went off in the wake of his running across the cars, and the cougar ahead of him was occasionally setting them off as well. He was trying to keep the sidewalk cougars in his peripheral vision, ready to pounce should any of them pursue any of the pedestrians, but so far they seemed too interested in running. He didn’t know why, but he was glad.

He felt himself changing, the pains and sounds of his jaw cracking, blood flooding his mouth, his legs starting to ache as he ran and leaped from car to car, gaining ground on the cougar. Blood pounded in his ears, and his Human side began to recede; he could feel it ebbing away, his focus narrowing and his senses sharpening as his sense of self fell away.

One of the cougars on the sidewalk, for no obvious reason, suddenly lunged on a pedestrian who was either too scared, too drunk, or just too oblivious to move. Roan had no choice; he jumped. The recessive Human part of his mind noted it was too far, he’d never make such a jump, he was going to faceplant on the sidewalk, but that didn’t happen. Somehow he made the jump, the muscles flexing and stretching in his body as he covered the distance and came down hard on the attacking cat, sinking his teeth into its shoulder as he ripped it off the man and rolled away, the cat squalling and squirming as they tumbled across the asphalt. The cougar dug its claws in Roan’s arm, flailing like a landed shark, as blood filled Roan’s mouth. He tasted the taint of the burn, and ripped his mouth away, tearing out a chunk of the cat’s shoulder.

The cat screamed and one of its friends pounced on Roan’s back, digging its claws in and sinking its teeth into the back of his shoulder. The injured cougar squirmed out of his arms as Roan threw himself backward, slamming the pavement, letting the cat on his back take the brunt of the hit. The cougar held on, so he threw himself down again, with force, and this time he felt something shift inside the cougar’s body, a bone breaking or an organ squishing, and the cougar let go as Roan rolled up to his feet. He felt the pain of the injury, of the warm blood crawling down his back, but it only made him angrier.

He was barely on his feet as the third cougar came back and lunged for his throat, but not fast enough. Roan got his arm up, and as it sunk its teeth into his forearm, he turned and slammed the cougar into its injured mate, which had rallied and was coming back at him. Both cats went sprawling as the remaining cougar sunk its teeth into his calf, and he kicked it off his leg, sending it flying into a parked car. It hit with a huge thud, leaving a sizable dent in the door and shattering the driver’s side window. Another went for him, but Roan punched it in midleap, sending it twisting through the air and right into traffic. A car attempted to stop, he heard the screech of brakes, but he subsequently heard the crunch of bones under tires as the SUV skidded straight over the cougar. Now he had only two to deal with, the big motherfucker and a female cougar, but they were both wounded, angry, and drugged.

The big fucker roared, and he roared back, taking a step toward it, making it charge him, its huge paw swiping the air as it tried to keep Roan back. He ignored the scratches on his leg as he kicked it, catching it right under the chin, and he heard something snap as it all but somersaulted through the air, sprawling down on the sidewalk.

The female went for his throat again, but he caught her by the throat and slammed her into the wall behind him, the brick facade of some kind of candle store. Roan had just done this when he heard a man shout, “Step away from the cat!”

He smelled fear, gun oil, bad cologne, and turned to a stabbing flashlight beam; he knew this was a cop by smell alone. It was a beat cop, though, his prowler parked at an awkward angle in the street, his rotating lights throwing flashes of red and blue in the gloom.

The male cat moved, shaking its head as it tried to regain its feet, and Roan tossed the female aside, going for the big cat before it could get the cop.

That’s when Roan heard the pops, little explosive noises with a gritty smell like metal and fire, and felt something invisible punch him in the chest and leg. Blood exploded from the big cat’s back, and it slumped back to the pavement, not dead but not well.

Roan realized that he felt hot liquid pouring down his leg with the strength of a river, and cold seemed to be flowing into him, filling up the space where the heat had been. He looked down to find himself standing in a comically large puddle of blood, that seemed to be growing by the second. The cougars just hadn’t hurt him that badly, so he couldn’t understand it, until the Human side reasserted itself, and he saw the blood was spurting from the thigh of his left leg, where there was a good-sized hole.

The cop had shot him. Not only that, but he had nicked his femoral artery. He was bleeding out.

Weakness and pain finally caught up with him and he collapsed to the sidewalk, laughing to himself.

Roan had always thought the virus would kill him. But to die because he got shot by a cop? Sure, it was tragic, but he couldn’t help but think it was also kind of fucking hilarious.
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Die Slow



THE strange thing was, it was very peaceful.

Roan sort of felt distant, removed from the scene as he heard Grey shouting in his hockey-goon voice, “You shot a cop! He was one of you!” It was a voice of pure homicide, and he could just imagine that poor cop shitting his pants or worse, aiming his weapon at Grey. And he was factually incorrect. He wasn’t a cop, just a “special investigator,” and he was never one of anyone. But Roan couldn’t articulate any of this. He felt like he was turning to ice, freezing in place, becoming gum on the sidewalk.

His vision was fading, slowly going out like someone had a dimmer switch, and a shadow fell over him, came beside him. “Hold on, Roan,” Scott said, taking off his belt. It struck him as a hilarious time to put the moves on him, but that wasn’t it. Scott looped his belt around his leg, just above the wound, and said, “Sorry, this is gonna hurt.” He then yanked up tight, like he was trying to saw his leg off, and the pain made him growl. The pressure was unbelievable, unbearable, and he wasn’t sure what Scott was trying to accomplish exactly. Hurting a dying man was hardly sporting, was it?

There were sirens and lights, but they were all far away and irrelevant. Nothing mattered, nothing was important; he was just cold, and now his leg hurt. “Roan, you hafta stay with me,” Scott said, looming over him. He had blood flecks on his face, blood on his hands, and suddenly alarm kicked in—he was infected. Roan’s blood was deadly, toxic, Scott had to stay away from it. But it was too late now, wasn’t it? Damn it, this wasn’t his fault. Why did Scott have to run in like that?

“Talk to me, Roan. C’mon, don’t give up on me now.”

But it wasn’t giving up. It was just letting go, falling backward into a black abyss of peace. It was good to fall, nice.

In an odd way, he was relieved. Maybe now, it was all over.





MAYBE he was a closet sadist, but Dylan found himself missing Panic.

Oh, only sometimes, but he honestly felt he didn’t belong here. Silver was a marvelously ordered, sane world full of tinkly piano music and people requesting vodka martinis, and god it was boring. Although the clientele obviously had more money, the tips weren’t any better, and he actually missed the hassle of making drinks with stupid names that he had to Google on Luis’s phone to find out how to make them (the Muppet, for example, or the Luxor Boom Boom). And times like this, when it was a dead zone, he was so bored he hardly knew what to do with himself. For now, he was sitting on a stool and doodling on a napkin. He was sketching out some ideas on what he wanted to paint on Roan. He wasn’t going to plan, he was just going to go with the moment, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized he wanted to highlight the tattoos Roan already had, incorporate them into the overall design. Thinking about it, Dylan realized he’d love to paint a heart on his face, a broken heart, his nose the dividing point, his eyes within the halves of the heart. Because Roan was grief, and all those tattoos he had were symbolic of that. There were always three people in this relationship: him, Roan, and the ghost of Paris, and that hadn’t changed. Sometimes he thought Roan thought it had, that he had gotten beyond it, but all those tattoos, even if they weren’t directly symbolic of Paris, were all about him. He was branding memories into his skin, wearing the body armor of his mourning, and he probably thought he wasn’t. He felt like incorporating that into the artistic theme. He wondered what he’d tell Roan about what he was doing, and decided to worry about it later.

Dylan was trying to decide if a wing would work draped across the torso or if he’d have to put it across the stomach when Robin, the maître d’, suddenly came up to the bar and said, “There’s a call for you at my station.”

That surprised him, for more reasons than one. The boss didn’t like anyone getting personal calls ever, especially during your shift, even though it was almost over. As bosses went, he was anal and a complete prick, a body part two-fer. Robin usually kissed his ass too, so Dylan was probably in for a lecture. But Robin looked oddly grim as he said, “You’re gonna want to take this call.” What the hell…? Oh shit, now he knew it was bad news.

He quietly walked out from behind the bar and followed Robin to the maître d’s area, where the phone sat on top of the small dais with the receiver off to one side. Dylan picked it up, his stomach knotting in anxiety. “Yah?”

“Dylan, get down to County,” Dee said. “Roan’s been shot.”

“What?” Oh, he dreaded these calls. It wasn’t the first he had received, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

“Long story, but a stupid cop fucked up, and… he’s lost a lot of blood. I don’t wanna worry you, but… hurry.”

Now the bottom dropped out of the world. Dee sounded concerned—mostly pissed off, but a bit concerned—and that really worried him. Dee would only sound concerned if there was a real problem. “Where was he shot? How is he?”

“Can’t explain now, just get down here,” Dee said curtly, and hung up.

Oh god. It was so bad he didn’t want to tell him.

Robin was right there, a well-dressed raven, and said, “Go ahead and take off early.” Gee, a whole five minutes early? Could the place possibly spare him? Dylan thought that, but kept it to himself. He went and gathered his coat from the employee’s “lounge” (a tiny room that was probably a converted closet), and as he was leaving, Robin said, “I hope your friend’s all right.”

For some reason, that really pissed him off. Maybe it was the last straw, but he couldn’t take it anymore. “He’s my husband,” Dylan snapped, shrugging on his jacket and heading outside, into the cool, slightly smoggy air. If any of the remaining customers were appalled that a gay had served them drinks, fuck them.

He didn’t remember the drive to the hospital. He was reasonably sure it felt longer than it should have, but otherwise it was a blur. He was numb, cold down to his toes, and wondered if this is what it felt like to be a zombie. Except zombies wouldn’t feel cold, would they? This was exactly the kind of stupid, nonsensical discussion that Roan would love. Dylan couldn’t think of that now.

The emergency room was madness, as it usually was, but it was the sheer number of cops that drew Dylan in the right direction, and while a cop stepped in his way to stop him, a big arm shoved the cop aside like he was a cardboard stand-up, and said, “He’s the fucking husband, okay? Jesus.” It was Grey, who had half a foot and seventy pounds of muscle on the hapless cop, who could do nothing but stand aside and watch as Grey escorted Dylan through the mob. He had to admit, in situations like this, it was good Roan had weird hockey player friends. Grey was a mountain, and even if you were as tall or muscular as he was, he clearly had lots of confidence in his innate ability to kick your ass. It was clear some of the cops wanted to say something, maybe stop him, but nobody dared.

Grey escorted him to a side room, a private waiting room, where everyone seemed to be gathered: Fiona, Dee, a bloodied Scott, a frazzled-looking Jeff, and a coffee-drinking Shep, Dee’s EMT partner. Dee stood as soon as he saw it was Dylan, but Dylan just went ahead and asked, “What the fuck happened? Where is he? Can I see him?”

Dee assumed his calm paramedic demeanor that seemed to get more placid the worse the situation was. Right now, he seemed ice cold. “No, he’s in surgery right now. He was shot in the chest and the leg, but the leg caused the critical injury.”

“Yeah, that was funny,” Shep said, his Southern drawl barely noticeable. “The chest wound was like nothin’. Usually chest wounds are real messes, but it may as well have been a paper cut.”

Dee went on like he hadn’t been interrupted. “His femoral artery was hit. He easily lost half his blood volume by the time we got to the scene.”

Dylan just let the words wash over him, not really thinking about any of it. If he did, he would break down, and he didn’t want to do that in front of so many people.

“I know this sounds bad, but it’s not nearly as bad as it could have been. I found the artery and was able to pinch it off, although I guess hockey boy over there deserves some credit,” Dee said, gesturing at Scott. “He put a tourniquet on his leg, slowed the bleeding down, bought him some time.”

Scott simply shrugged, but the frazzled Jeff said, “And may have been infected for it! Jesus man, what were you fuckin’ thinkin’?”

“I was thinking of saving his fucking life, Jeff, and I’m not infected,” Scott insisted, giving him a harsh look. “Testing’s just a precaution. I’m fine.” Dylan knew the look in Scott’s eyes. He was trying defiantly not to feel anything so he couldn’t lose it, and that was exactly what Dylan was doing right now. His heart suddenly went out to the bi closet case—Scott was trying so hard to fit into a world that was far from friendly to his kind, and he was doing surprisingly well. It took a kind of courage to remain numb when what you really wanted to do was freak the hell out.

Dylan looked at Dee, keeping his own nonfreak-out mask in place. “He’s going to be okay though, right?”

Dee grimaced. “I’m sure he’ll get through surgery fine.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Dee gave him a hard scowl. “What, did Ro give you a handbook on me? Fine—after a great deal of blood loss, it’s not unusual for the internal organs to just shut down. Sudden, massive blood loss is just an incredible shock to the system, and many people don’t survive it.”

Dylan nodded, feeling that pit open up in his stomach. If he allowed himself to feel something, he would probably be barfing his guts out by now.

“Now Ro has an edge on most people, in that his body undergoes a terrible shock on a monthly—fuck, daily at this rate—basis, a shock many don’t survive. So if he can survive that, he has a decent chance of surviving this. We’ll know within the next twelve hours if he will or won’t.”

Oh, terrific. He had twelve hours to go insane with anxiety. “His transformations don’t involve his organs shutting down.”

“True, which is why there’s some doubt. But his odds are still better than average.”

“Ah.” There was an empty chair, and Dylan sat down in it before he collapsed. “What’s with all the cops?”

Grey scoffed. “That’s what I was wonderin’ too.”

Suddenly Holden charged into the waiting room, nearly breathless. “Okay, who did this? Give me a name.” His hair was well coiffed, and he was wearing the hustler “uniform” of a tight white T-shirt and slightly baggy but well-worn and attractive jeans, suggesting he’d just come from an assignation.

They all looked at him in various expressions of surprise, but Dee was the first to recover. “It was a cop.”

Holden nodded curtly. “I know. Give me a name.”

Dee raised an eyebrow. “What the fuck are you now, a hooker vigilante?”

Jeff looked confused. “Is that a reference I don’t get?”

Holden didn’t react to anything anyone said. “Given enough time, I can get to anyone. Give me a name.”

Dee looked skeptical, but after the other night, Dylan had no problem believing this. Holden was a predator who disguised himself as prey, acting like a victim until it suited him not to be. He wasn’t a psychopath, but he was two steps and one mental shift away from it. He would never have believed that a hooker could be muscle, but Holden had taught him otherwise. Dylan wondered what possible story he could have lived that led him to be this way, but decided he was better off not knowing. 

“The cops take care of their own. Let them punish him. Besides, what would you do? And better yet, why?” Dee said. 

“That’s just street one oh one, Dee. They hurt one of yours, you hurt one of theirs. Haven’t you ever seen The Wire?”

“Okay, I get that reference,” Jeff said.

Dee looked skeptical, crossing his arms over his chest. “Do you have delusions of grandeur, or is there something we don’t know about you?”

“I don’t think the cops will do anything to the guy,” Grey said.

Dee gave him a sharp look. “Don’t you fuel the fire, Hanson brother.”

“I got that reference too,” Jeff commented to no one.

Grey sat back and glared at Dee. “He’s lyin’ already. I heard that cop say he shot Roan because he thought he was lungin’ toward him, but that’s not what he said to me after I told him he shot a cop. He said to me, ‘He didn’t look Human.’ He shot him ’cause he was scared he just met the boogeyman. Can’t we nail him on a hate crime?”

Jeff looked confused. “He didn’t shoot him ’cause he was gay.”

Grey turned his scathing look on Jeff. “He shot him ’cause he was infected, Jeff. Jesus.”

“Will you make a statement to that effect?” Detective Murphy said, coming in the room. Clearly she was still on the job, as she was wearing a dark suit and button-down white shirt that looked like it might have been a man’s (but she wore it well), her badge and service weapon visible on her belt. “I mean about what he said, not the hate crime charge.”

“Yeah. I’m still gonna make that hate crime charge.”

“Don’t. You could make things worse, and we don’t need that right now.”

“Make things worse how?” Holden asked, eying her like she might be a rabid cobra. “Roan is half dead, and he was shot by one of your guys.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. Maybe Holden was right to be wary of her. “He wasn’t one of mine. Yeah, he’s a cop, and when I meet him, I’m gonna kick his ass.” She looked at Grey. “But if he said something to you that he isn’t telling us, we need to know. Make it official. As for why the cops are here, we’re expecting trouble once the news gets out.”

Now it was Dee’s turn to look confused. “Why?”

“There’s some fear that groups of infected may turn violent, with this right after the Church bombing. It might be seen as one incident too many against the Church and against all infecteds.”

“I’m pretty sure the church supporters hate Ro’s guts,” Dee said.

“He’s a symbol,” Dylan said, knowing how the cops were seeing this. “Many of the Church’s people don’t like him, but he’s the most high-profile infected you could name. He’s carved a life for himself among mainstream society, he’s refused to stay in a cage, so no matter how much they dislike him, he’s all they’ve got. If the cops decided to kill him—and I’m not saying they did, I’m just saying that some infecteds will see it that way—they’ll be pretty pissed off.”

Murphy nodded. “Exactly.” She turned her gaze on Grey. “So… who are you again?”

“Grey Williams.”

Murphy carried on smoothly, as if she hadn’t had to ask. “Grey, if you go off with the hate crimes charge, you could just inflame things. So please don’t.”

“Infecteds rioting like it’s 1968 doesn’t explain the thick blue line in the lobby,” Holden said, and Jeff made a noise like a cough as he swallowed a snicker.

Dylan thought it was interesting that Murphy and Holden seemed to take an instinctive dislike to each other. They were sizing each other up like boxers in a ring. Obviously she was a cop, but did she know he was a hooker? Her expression was professionally stony, and gave nothing away. “I suggested to the Chief that she station guys here, ’cause once word gets out that Roan’s here, it isn’t just infecteds who will get a full head of steam. Roan has enemies, and he’s never been more vulnerable than he is now, and just think what a hero among the scumbags you’ll be if you successfully take out McKichan.”

Even Holden couldn’t make a smartassed comment about that, because she was right and they all knew it. If one of those fuckheads who’d always wanted to kill him wanted to do it, now was the time. If the cop hadn’t killed him, the assholes would.

Dylan covered his face by pretending to dry wash it, but grief finally overwhelmed him, and his resolve cracked. A few tears leaked out as he tried to hold them back, then he just gave up, as he knew it was a fight he couldn’t win.

Poor Roan. He deserved better than this. But the tragedy of life was you rarely got what you deserved, you only got more heartache.
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Last Dance



DYLAN wanted to be left alone, curled up in his own private bubble of pain, so Dee left him be. When he got the heads up Roan was out of surgery, he’d take Dylan to see him, and he’d probably be in more of a mood to open up then.

Dee found himself sitting next to jock boy, Scott, the hockey player Ro had inexplicably befriended. Well, maybe not so inexplicably—he had a hell of a profile, a long-lashed boy with delicate features that could have been pretty if it weren’t for his strong jaw and a few pale scars that gave him a more rugged appearance. He was a little flushed, but that was typical of the heavy antiviral Dee gave him at the scene. There was an emergency antiviral you could give in case of suspected exposure to the cat virus, but you needed to give it within twenty minutes of exposure, and even then, its efficacy was in question. But it was better than nothing, at least in theory, and if Scott wasn’t infected, the massive dose wasn’t going to hurt him. Oh, he might get a mighty case of diarrhea later, but nothing that would kill him. 

“You feeling okay?” Dee asked Scott. Dee found himself wondering how young Scott was. Maybe twenty? Twenty-one? Suddenly Dee felt monstrously old and realized he was closer to forty than this kid was to thirty. Wow, just another depressing fact to throw on tonight’s pile.

The boy, who was just Roan’s type, nodded. “Feel a little hot, but I’m okay.” To be brutally honest, he was kind of Dee’s type too, or at least cute enough that he was willing to pretend he was. 

“Expected side effect. It’ll pass.”

He nodded again, remaining good natured, more Canadian than jock, at least for this moment. Scott looked at Dylan, and said, “I wish I could say something to him that would help. I don’t know what to say.”

“For now, I think it’s best to leave him be.” After a brief pause, Dee decided to distract him. “Where’d you learn to make a tourniquet like that?”

“I spent a winter break working with my uncle, who was a ski instructor at a place up in the Canadian Rockies. All us trainees were taught basic first aid, in case someone got hurt on the mountain. It might’ve been a while before the rescue teams could get there.”

“Ah, good. Ever hafta use it? Besides tonight, of course.”

“Not really. Well, once, I had to make a splint for somebody, but that was it. You know, ski resorts are not the wild sex parties certain teen comedies would have you believe.”

“No, really? Senior Ski Trip lied to me? The bastards.”

That got a brief, pained smile out of Scott. “I know, I felt cheated too.”

They heard what sounded like a loud argument out in the lobby, and with the smallest of annoyed grunts, Grey—whom Dee couldn’t help but think of as Mongo, since he was about as big as an ox, and with all those scars on his face, if he hadn’t been a hockey player, he’d have been a serial murderer or world-class thug of some stripe—stood up and went to the entryway, where he stood like a human gate, either waiting for trouble or daring it to try and move him. Dee wished trouble loads of luck. Guy looked like he was built like a brick tackling dummy. He skated? When he was coming at you, it must have looked like a bus barreling toward you, not so much speedy as huge and unyielding, like a house thrown square at your face.

Scott called out, “Situation?”

“Some people causin’ trouble, the cops closin’ ranks,” Grey reported, sounding oddly stoic, as if he was reading from a preprinted menu. “I don’t think anyone’s gettin’ through, but I’ll keep an eye on things.”

“Intervene only if necessary,” Scott said, sounding like a weary general issuing knee-jerk orders. In fact, that’s exactly what was going on. “Let the cops handle this shit if they can.”

“Oh, you bet. Fucking bastards shot Roan.”

“It was just one. Don’t think they’re all the same.”

Very quietly, Dee whispered, “You his commanding officer?”

Again a faint, pained smile. Oh, Scott was a real cutey, completely fuckable. Roan really did have good taste in men. “I’m only team captain on the ice. But it’s habit, and he’s easygoing, so he doesn’t mind me being bossy.”

“He’s easygoing? Him?”

“I know it’s hard to believe, since he looks like he could beat us all to death with his shoe, but he really is. He generally saves his temper for the games.”

“Really?” Looking at Grey standing in the doorway, tensed up as if ready to start breaking walls down with his forehead, that was hard to believe. “I’d hate to see him pissed off.”

“Yeah, it’s frightening. That’s why he’s such an effective enforcer.” Scott paused in an uncomfortable way, staring at the distant wall without actually seeing it. “When Roan went after the cats… he was so fast. It was like that parkour shit, you know, running along those cars, only he wasn’t going up the side of a building. We’re in good shape, y’know, but we couldn’t keep up. We only caught up to him by the time the cop shot him.” The kid finally looked at him, and he seemed to be struggling to put his thoughts into words. “He’s not… that’s not the way infection works in most people, right? I mean… he’s more than Human. He really is a superhero, isn’t he? His face was changing after the shooting, it looked like his jaw was shrinking somehow… it was really weird.”

Oh, this was going to be difficult to handle. Thank you, Ro. “Look, Ro’s case is unique—”

“He’s magnificent,” Scott said, looking at him with something like awe. “I wish I was him.”

What the fuck? Weird. Even Roan was probably wishing he wasn’t himself right now. How weird was it some kid would want to be Roan? He better not tell him, because this was weird enough as it was.

Holden came back in, sipping a can of soda, and while he sat next to Dylan, he didn’t say anything or make a move, showing an odd amount of empathy. He was just staying close to him, to let him know he was there, but not imposing himself in any way. Holden was way too smart to be what he was, so Dee just assumed he was a slacker, or got a kind of thrill from living extralegally. That made him a perfect match for Ro, who was both legal and illegal at the same time, straddling so many lines that it was impossible to say where he had crossed them in the first place.

Dee was just getting over his own weird feelings. It didn’t seem to matter that he’d slept with Ro in the past, seen him naked too many times to mention—no, nothing felt quite as grotesquely intimate as reaching inside his leg and pinching an artery shut. Roan’s life had literally been in his hands. All he had to do was let it go, open his fingers, and that was it. Roan would have thanked him if he could, would have asked him to let him die if he was conscious, but of course he wasn’t. Still, as they were in the back of the ambulance, Dee did consider it briefly, knowing that’s exactly what Ro would have wanted, but decided fuck him, Ro didn’t know what was best for himself half the time. Besides, Ro had never filled out an official “do not revive” form, and it wouldn’t have applied here anyways.

At least if Roan died, Dee could tell himself he had done everything he could to save him.





ROAN couldn’t believe how cold he was. His feet felt like they were carved out of ice. He pulled the sheets tightly around him, and said, “I blame you, you know. You picked this shitty hotel.”

“Bitch, bitch, bitch,” Paris replied, wrapping his big body around him, warming him. “Besides, isn’t it romantic to get this snuggly?”

“Slowly freezing to death isn’t romantic.”

“Depends on what you’re doing while freezing to death.” Paris kissed his ear, arms wrapped around his chest, and Paris said, not unkindly, “You know that’s not why you’re so cold.”

It took Roan a moment to figure out what he meant. Yes, it was this shitty Vancouver hotel, where the heating system seemed to break down the instant they checked in, and of course it was an unseasonably cold night tonight. All of this figured, as that’s how it worked.

He ached. He had a funny pain in his leg, a dull, throbbing pain that his icy coldness didn’t seem to be helping, and he didn’t know why until he started thinking about it. And as he thought about it, he remembered fighting cats and being shot. Oh shit. “This is a dream, isn’t it?”

“What if I said you were dead and this was heaven?”

“I’d say this isn’t The Lovely Bones, and cram it with walnuts.”

Paris laughed, a sound Roan realized he missed terribly. It made his chest ache and feel hollow. “Mister Cynical. That’s just never gonna change with you, is it?”

“Am I wrong?”

“No.”

“I kind of wish I was,” Roan admitted, repositioning one of Paris’s arms so it was just under his throat. He felt warm and good, but not nearly warm enough; he felt like he had an icy core, like his insides had been replaced by liquid nitrogen. He recalled losing lots of blood, reddish-black blood spurting as if from a hose. “I miss you so much.”

“What did Dylan tell you once? People die, love doesn’t.”

“How cheesy is that? I’m sure he probably got that from a fortune cookie.”

“Maybe. But you still love me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

“But you love Dylan too, yes?”

“It’s not the same.” It wasn’t. How could it be? He had given everything he had to Paris, and his death had killed a part of Roan that had never come back. He did love Dylan, but it wasn’t the same, nor could it ever be. Sad but true.

Paris kissed him on the back of his head. “You need him. You know you do.”

“Yes.” This wasn’t really Paris, this was himself, so what was the point of a lie?

“So treat him better. Treat everyone better. You need to stop being a self-pitying bastard and get your shit together, because seriously, I’d have kicked your ass by now.”

He sighed, settling his head in the crook of Paris’s arm. Yeah, okay, it was a dream, or more likely some hallucination kicked up by his blood- and oxygen-starved brain in an attempt to comfort or rally him, or whatever the autonomic response of the brain was in situations like this. So he wasn’t dead, just dying. Good to know. Although why wasn’t he dead yet?

“Now that’s something else you have to get past, this stupid death wish of yours.”

“It’s not stupid. I’m tired.”

“So? Take a vacation, stop doing what you’re doing, change your life, but don’t give up entirely like some pansy-ass coward.” Paris turned him onto his back so he was facing him, looking down at Roan with his long hair brushing his face. God, he was beautiful. “You are a pain in the ass, and frankly you probably deserved to get your fool ass shot, but you are not a coward. Okay, becoming a drug addict was cowardly, but you always were an emotion dodger, so that makes sense. But you have to stop the rest of this shit. You promised to live for me, remember? Stop living to die. I’m already dead, and that’s no fucking fun.” Paris put his hand flat on his chest, as if holding him down, but he didn’t need to. If he had one more minute with Paris, even a fake one that lived in his head, he wasn’t going anywhere. “So you’re not perfectly Human—so fucking what? Humans are hardly a gift, are they? People suck and you know it. You’re better than them. Start acting like it.”

Roan looked up at him in disbelief. “You would never say I was better than anyone else.”

“No? C’mon, I used to be purely Human, I know firsthand we suck. You know it too. Having a less-than-Human element is surely a boon.”

He eyed him warily. “This is me bleeding into you.”

“I could be as cynical as you.”

“Not often. How much of this is me telling myself what I want to hear?”

Paris smiled down at him sadly. “You’re gonna hafta tell me, hon.”

He wished he could, but he honestly didn’t know anymore. All he knew was he’d be lucky to die, so he never had to find out.





HOLDEN watched the continuing tableau with interest, letting his anger ebb as he realized the cop’s name would probably be in the papers. All he needed to do was wait a couple of hours, and he’d know everything about the guy.

Not that he was going to do anything right now. It was best to wait, see what happened. Maybe the cops would go hard on him, maybe not, but the publicity would keep him in a bubble for a while. Holden could wait. Sometimes having patience was difficult, but he could bide his time, aware that when the publicity died down, the shock of revenge would have that much more impact.

Kevin Robinson arrived, the vice cop that he knew by his nickname “Karo” (sort of a contraction of his name, also a reference to corn syrup, since some of the kids on the street found him corny), the guy Roan and Dylan had been crashing with recently. The burly, somewhat overweight cop surveyed the room, and upon seeing him, gave Holden the guarded but familiar nod that passed between any cop who was trying to keep his street informant options open and the potential informant. Holden filled the potential informant part of the bargain by giving him the slightest of nods in return, although with no enthusiasm. He had nothing against Karo, he just pitied him. It was well known among the hustlers he was a closet case, as gay as a unicorn in hot pants, but not one of the bad ones who over-compensated by beating up any suspected fags as viciously as possible, or by coercing blow jobs out of hustlers he busted. It was known he’d bought services once or twice, but that was the point: Karo bought, and never identified himself as a cop. It was a straight (no pun intended) transaction, purely business, and that was fantastic. Most people with positions of power abused it, and Karo was known to be the exact opposite of that. So he was respected and pitied in equal measure, because, damn, if you had that power, why not use it to your advantage? There wasn’t a hustler around who wouldn’t have had a bit of fun abusing any authority they got. What was wrong with Karo that he wouldn’t?

Maybe that was the true horror of the world. When someone didn’t abuse their position, something was assumed to be wrong with them.

Kevin approached Dylan but stopped; Dylan’s grief was apparent in his hunched-over body, as if he was trying to curl in on himself, and Kevin seemed almost grateful when the cop Roan always called Dropkick returned. She was talking to Grey, but as soon as she saw Kevin, she included him too. Holden couldn’t help but smirk at the inclusion of Grey in the talk, but why not? If you had Frankenstein’s monster, you wanted him to be ready to spring into the fight if things got bad. And while Grey seemed more clever and tolerant than Holden would have ever given him credit for (considering who he was), he was built like a monster, and probably wouldn’t be discouraged from a fight unless you waved a great big torch in his face. He would probably even grunt “Fire bad!”

Also, Grey seemed to be really torqued at the cops for having shot Roan. It was best to keep him on whatever sliver of good side they could eke out. Because Dropkick was Roan’s friend, Holden didn’t think she’d try and talk Grey out of making his statement that the shooter had lied, mainly because the monster couldn’t be intimidated, not unless they brought out the flaming torches early.

Fiona came over and sat beside him with a sigh. “Have you ever felt more useless?”

“Not particularly.” He held out his can of Pepsi toward her, and after a moment, she took it and had a swig. When she handed it back, Holden asked, “Is it wrong that I always assumed Roan would get himself taken down in a hail of bullets?”

She shrugged. “There was a certain inevitability to it.”

The commotion out in the waiting room got worse, and everyone, save for Dylan, noticed. Kevin, Dropkick, and Frankenstein all stiffened and then headed out as someone in the lobby shouted, “Gun!” Dee was immediately on his feet, along with Jeff and Scott. Holden wasn’t sure if they were going to join the rush, or were planning to build a barricade.

He wished he had his gun. The only weapon he had was his butterfly knife, and only Roan could bring a knife to a gun fight and survive it. Well, he could pass it off to the monster, but Frankie probably did well enough with his fists to never need it.

The most bizarre thing of all? Holden had a feeling Roan would have thrived in this chaos. There was nothing he liked more than a good, hopeless fight.
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Atlantis to Interzone



DARINDA MURPHY found herself wondering what kind of idiot would start trouble at a hospital full of cops. It seemed like you needed to be a special kind of stupid to do it.

So after they brought in the four yahoos they’d arrested, Murphy used the excuse of being at the police station to look into the records Seb had been gathering. Yes, the Church investigation was his case, and she had nothing to do with it, but she was curious, and he was fine with letting her have a peek. She was backlogged on her own cases, there was never a letup on homicides, but she’d got what Dubois called “a burr under her saddle.” For a suburban guy from Pomona, California, he did have a love of cornpone sayings.

Looking at the site that Roan had given them had been like turning over a rock only to find a nest of snakes hiding beneath it. It turned out the white supremacist link wasn’t the one they wanted—an in-depth look into Dean McFadden revealed that he was attached to the anonymously named First Church of Christ, but this First Church—shorthanded as FCC—was actually a cult, an alternate universe mirror to the Divine Transformation. FCC was some odd hybrid of evangelical Christian, fundamentalist Mormon, and virulent cat hatred. Their poorly worded and vile founding screed handpicked quotes from the Bible to support their supposition that the infected were all cursed, were Lucifer’s minions on Earth, and were out to destroy God’s chosen people, who were them and the rest of Humanity (or at least the straight white male part of it). They had basically declared jihad on infecteds, focusing specifically on Divine Transformation, mainly because they saw it as Satanic, and they were convinced the apocalypse was nigh, and there would be a cataclysmic final war between God and Satan—in other words, between Humans and the infected. They felt it was every good Christian’s duty to kill an infected, or at least keep them from settling in their neighborhood or getting anywhere near their children. (A lot of this seemed like old school homophobia, with gay removed and replaced by infected.) They also promoted the bogus idea that a person could be cured of infection by an exorcist, and had a YouTube video to prove it had been done. (Because if it’s on YouTube, it must be true.) The bigotry and ignorance these people spewed was incredible, and perhaps that’s why FCC had been growing, and had known members in Washington State, Oregon, Idaho, Nevada, Utah, and Montana, with a new branch sprouting up in Northern California. Of course, apocalyptic cults were no strangers to this region of the country, much like serial killers and hippies weren’t either, but these nasty fuckers hid behind the hateful but still somehow more acceptable Save Humanity Now action group.

Could FCC be behind the Church attacks? Undoubtedly, although proving it might be something else. But the most troubling thing Murphy found was in some blog posts by McFadden.

Initially, they felt the Devil’s right-hand man, the main minion, was David Bolt, current leader of Divine Transformation. But the problem with Bolt was he was a compromise between the two warring factions within Divine Transformation itself; he was a neutral third party both sides could live with, meaning he was as exciting as a bowl of reheated, boiled oatmeal. He had no charisma, no agenda to speak of, he was simply a professional middle man, and it wasn’t that anyone in the Church actually liked him, it was just that they hated him less than the other candidates. It eventually occurred to the FCC that Bolt couldn’t be Satan’s quarterback, because he was as magnetic as an onion, and even half his Church wouldn’t obey his orders. It was about this time that the Grant Kim case, the panicky infected whose own fear led to a minor killing spree, happened. 

And Roan got on the FCC’s radar.

Roan beat the holy hell out of the two skinheads who had tried to kill Kim, a brief but brutal and surprising action caught on tape. (Were the skinheads members of the FCC? Quite possibly, but it wasn’t mentioned.) McFadden said this action proved Roan was demonic, not Human, and that all infecteds were children of Lucifer. The focus turned from Bolt as the butt buddy of Satan to Roan, and everyone seemed to like that a lot. They could find clips of him doing things that didn’t look particularly Human, and no matter that they were often poorly filmed and it was hard to say what was going on, you could still tell it was something weird, and it was Roan involved. His hair color was too unique; it was an instant giveaway. (Conversely, it made the fake video images easy to distinguish, because they could never get the hair color exactly right.)

Roan made things worse just by being himself. He was gay, confrontational, a vocal proponent of infected rights, and had come out as an atheist in that damn magazine article written about him. He was everything these people hated wrapped up in one shiny package. They couldn’t have hated him more if he came out for the subjugation of straight white men and the use of their children as living piñatas.

The problem here was, even if Roan had known, he wouldn’t have cared. He’d have egged on their hate, been deliberately provocative to piss them off, because that’s the type of asshole he was. He didn’t wait to be victimized, he’d run right out and confront his would-be harassers, get in their faces, make them increasingly uncomfortable, force them to make a move or leave. (The majority chose to leave, which was always the smartest move. You didn’t want to engage the crazy guy in a fight. The crazy guy had the built in advantage of being crazy.) He was one of the most aggressive gay guys she’d ever known, which wasn’t saying much, as she hadn’t known many. But even if he was a dyke, she’d have put him in the top five of aggressiveness.

That reminded her of the first time they’d met. Because they were both the only openly gay cops on the force at the time, they were of course introduced to each other, based on the assumption that all gay people knew and liked one another. To be honest, since Murphy wasn’t very politically active in gay causes (she supported them, but she didn’t have time between building her career and trying to have some semblance of a personal life) or in gay pride things, she had never associated much with gay men. Men and women generally mixed out of some desire for a relationship, so when you were a woman who preferred women—or a man who preferred men—why would you mix exactly? Again, political causes, parades, or rallies, but not much beyond that. Embarrassingly, she was kind of expecting a screaming queen type, someone who called everyone “girlfriend” and was obsessed with fashion, which Roan was the polar opposite of. (Poor bastard—even she had more fashion sense than Roan, and she wore flannel.) The thing that struck her immediately about him, beyond the odd hair color, was the light in his slightly too green eyes. There was an intensity there, the sign of a fierce intellect and even fiercer sense of humor (the most surprising thing about him was how damn funny he actually was), and… something else. She never knew what exactly, although now she was beginning to wonder if you could kind of see the cat in him. Back then she would have dismissed it as some silly, prejudiced thought wholly unworthy of her, but now she knew it wasn’t that simple at all. Roan and his virus weren’t as easily separated; she had yet to meet another infected who made her think of their cat side so much. You could kind of see the aspect of the lion in him even when he was in Human form, from the intense hunter’s scrutiny of his look to the flare of his nostrils as he unconsciously scoured the scents in the air, to the way he carried himself, to the way he was one of the quietest people she’d ever known when he wanted to be. (The dude could sneak up on you better than most, and she had no idea how he did that.) And when he was angry, he honestly seemed bigger—it was psychological or emotional or just some trick of perception, but when he was genuinely angry, he struck you as lethal, as a beast you were best to escape from as soon as possible. The weirdest thing was she never saw as much of the cat in him on the force; she saw it mostly once he had retired from regular police work.

Then again, most of his more flamboyant cat abilities had been coming out over the last few years. Since Paris died? If you did the math, pretty much. Did that mean something? Roan had once said Paris had kept him Human, and now she was wondering if that was actually true.

There were fake wanted posters for Roan on the FCC website, with simply “Wanted: Dead” on them, and the slogan “The only good cat is a dead cat.” There were hidden forums, links within links, where the FCC promised to financially support the family of the “martyr” who took out Roan. This was scary shit, and it was hard to believe that no one knew of this. This was a religious cult coming together in its hatred and focusing its attention on wanting Roan dead. They had his home address, business address, one of his cars (the GTO), places he was known to go (the Panic information seemed outdated). Someone had noticed he seemed to be hanging around with the Seattle Falcons a lot, and asked what the hell that was about, which was the only good question asked in the entire forum.

Murphy had wondered about that too, but finally figured it out tonight. They were all macho guys, and gay or not, Roan was the patron saint of macho guys. They probably enjoyed the macho camaraderie with each other, and the jock boys were kind of weird, which was just another thing they had in common. Grey, for instance. Wow—super intense. He could have been an MMA fighter, so why he was a hockey player was anyone’s guess, although she felt Roan should be glad he was hanging around, because Grey could probably take out a handful of attackers all by himself. The problem was, if you believed the FCC, there were hundreds.

One of the most troubling things had only just been discovered. One of these guys on the forum claimed to be a cop, one who had worked with Roan and found him skin-crawling and reprehensible. He played the victim card, claiming Roan, as a cop, only got his bravery medal and promotion while on the force for purely PC reasons and never deserved them. She absolutely loved the lazy-ass cops who always said someone got promoted due to affirmative action or political correctness, never acknowledging the fact that the minority in question actually just worked that much harder than you. And since Roan got his medal for saving a hostage and getting shot in the process, she wasn’t sure how he didn’t deserve it. He was sometimes so bullheaded he lost all common sense—like all men—but you could never question his bravery: he had brass balls the size of boulders. The cop also vowed to help set Roan up so he’d get “taken out” like the “devil” he was. Since his posting ID was Fagbasher42 (lovely), and the e-mail address he gave a phony one, it would be difficult to determine if he was a real cop or simply a grandiose liar, like many on the web actually were.

Now, the major problem. Roan was a hate target, a huge one. They couldn’t arrest everyone behind this, at least not right away, although she already knew the Feds were investigating the FCC for arms trafficking (supposedly they’d been selling and transporting dubious weapons across state lines, which was yet another comforting thing to know—heavily armed cults always came to good ends). With budget cuts there was no way they could keep a twenty-four-hour watch on his place, nor would it be practical. But she knew what Roan would say if she suggested he move: “No redneck assholes are chasing me out of my house.” Which she could understand, as she’d be much the same way, but it was self-destructive at best. He had a full fucking cult after him! But he was such a stubborn, macho asshole, he wouldn’t budge.

Murphy decided she’d tell Dylan. Either he could convince Roan to do the smart thing, or at least he could protect himself. While these idiots hadn’t discovered Roan had a civil partner, it was only a matter of time, and they’d come after him as well. Maybe even more so, because he’d be an easier target, and a good assumption with hatemongers was they were total fucking cowards.

Either Dylan would talk Roan into being sensible, or Roan would decide to be a suicidal asshole for both of them. At least it would be out of her hands either way.





ONCE again, Grey proved it was good to have a hockey goon for a friend.

Dylan was peripherally aware that there was a small riot going on in the lobby, but didn’t much care. There were a dozen cops out there, they could handle it, so he didn’t bother to pay any attention to it. But from what Dylan understood, while the cops were taking care of the troublemakers, one had actually snuck past and headed for the fire stairs. What the guy had missed, though, was that Grey had spotted him, and moved to intercept. When Grey grabbed the guy, he’d taken a swing at him, missed (of course he did—Grey probably saw it coming), and Grey threw a punch that apparently knocked the guy out the second it made contact, and sent three of his teeth flying down the hallway. This impressed many of the cops, but Grey just shrugged and said, “I’m a hockey player.” As if that explained how he could give a concussion and an urgent need for dental surgery to a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man with one punch, but who knows, maybe it did. He really didn’t know hockey well enough to tell.

Anyways, with Grey done showing off his amateur surgery skills, trouble dissipated quickly (yeah, no shit), and the cops hustled those arrested off to jail. (The guy Grey hit was admitted immediately to the emergency room. At least he didn’t have far to go.) There were already rumors of trouble brewing outside Divine Transformation, but again, that was for other people to worry about. As much as Dylan knew he should have, he didn’t care about all infecteds—he cared about one specific one.

Dee disappeared for several minutes, then he returned, coming over to him and whispering, “He’s out of surgery. Come on, I’ll sneak you to his room.”

Why did he have to sneak him in? He didn’t know, but he didn’t much care either. He got up and followed, feeling as bereft as he had felt for a long time. Not since Jason had died had he ever felt so bad. At least he wasn’t crying, though—he was too tired to cry.

In the elevator, Dylan slumped against the wall and studied the buttons, so he knew which floor Roan was on. He recalled that D’Andra’s friend Jayna was super into numerology, and wondered what she’d make of Roan being on the fifth floor.

There was a cop outside Roan’s room, a dumpy guy who had the look of the nameless partner always killed within the first ten minutes of an action film, and he recognized Dee. Dee introduced Dylan, pointing out he was Roan’s partner, and he should be allowed into his room without a hassle. As the cop and Dee discussed this, with the cop asking if the “docs” said it was okay for him to have visitors, Dylan slipped inside.

It was a hospital room, a place that stank of illness and disinfectant, but it seemed shadowy and almost medieval, mainly due to the bars on the window and the heavy, reinforced door that closed with a heavy, almost mausoleum-type finality. A special room for infected patients, in case they changed out of sequence or lied about their sequence, or came in in no shape to say. (Never mind that Roan was permanently out of viral sequence; they didn’t know that, and he probably wouldn’t want anyone to tell them.)

Roan laid corpselike on a narrow bed, so pale he almost blended in with the starched, cream-colored sheets. He had what seemed to be an octopus’s worth of tentacles attached to his arm, giving him blood and fluids and monitoring his vital signs. His heartbeat was a digital graph, reduced to bright blue numbers that probably meant something to someone, but nothing to him.

Dylan found a plastic chair tucked into the far corner and brought it to his bedside, wanting to say something, and yet afraid to crack the ice-like silence. He sat down in the uncomfortable, primary-colored chair, and held one of Roan’s hands within his. It was so cold it was almost shocking. Dylan still kissed his palm anyways, let the cold fingers rest against his cheek. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” he admitted, closing his eyes against the few tears that suddenly sprang up and leaked out. It was selfish of him, wasn’t it? He felt like he’d been beaten up and run over and dragged down three miles of bad road, but it was Roan in this hospital bed, not him. Still, it felt like it might as well have been, and feeling like this terrified him. He couldn’t leave Roan, but he didn’t know if he’d survive staying with him either.

Maybe that was the definition of love. He felt a cynic like Roan would appreciate that immensely.


24

Time to Pretend



ROAN felt an odd sensation, like warmth and pressure on his mouth (and a taste not unlike mint toothpaste), and opened his eyes to find Holden looking down at him. “Oh look, Sleeping Beauty’s awake. Or is that Sleeping Scary? Which do you prefer?”

Roan stared up at his slightly unsettling smiling face for a moment, trying to process what he thought he felt. “Did you kiss me?”

“What? Why would you think that?” His smirking face seemed to give nothing away.

“You bastard! Who cops a feel on an unconscious man?”

“Not me. I like my feelees conscious.” Holden sat in the plastic chair beside his bed, still smiling suspiciously, while Roan found himself wondering if he was just having an odd moment. He didn’t seem to dream like normal people—he dreamed in color, he could taste, smell, and feel, and sometimes his dreams were even more vivid than reality itself. It was possible Holden hadn’t done anything. Did he trust it? No, but he couldn’t prove it either. It didn’t seem to be worth arguing about, though; he was too tired, too cold, and his leg still hurt. He was aware he was on heavy-duty painkillers, but he didn’t feel them much. Either the downside of being an infected, or being an infected who popped painkillers like Skittles.

Roan rubbed his eyes, feeling groggy and frostbitten, and finally said, “Fine, whatever. Where’s Dylan?”

“Kevin took him home a couple of hours ago. Did you know there are hospital regs against people being alone in a room with an infected patient for a certain amount of time? I had no idea.”

“So how are you in here?”

“Well, flirt with the right nurse, and hey, you get the run of the floor.” He grinned wickedly, slumping back comfortably in the chair.

Roan just stared at him for a moment. He didn’t need to ask if he was serious. “You’re actually Satan, aren’t you?”

“Oh, if only I was. Things would be different around here.” He mimed primping his hair into a pompadour, and then got down to business. “So, I read your notes, and I asked Spider what he knows about DSM. Turns out we’re probably all kinds of screwed if they’re the ones peddling the drugs tainted with the fake hormones.”

It was nice how unreal everything felt. Must have been the drugs, or lingering sense of shock. “Hold it a second. Spider?”

“Biker I know. He runs with a whiter gang, really macho women-hating assholes, but he’s on the downlow for obvious reasons. He’s a former client, he could probably afford me now—running meth and drugs pays better than Mickey D’s—but they’re based in Eastern Washington and he doesn’t come over too often. Still, he says any time I need someone whacked, call him. All he needs is a name and a general location, and they’ll be scattered in pieces all along the I-5 corridor.”

“You’re making this up.”

“Not at all. He picked me up when I was just a pup of a hustler. Oh sure, the sleeve tattoos and satanic goatee made me think serial killer, as did that unnerving glow in his eyes, but he’s actually surprisingly shy when it comes to being with another man. He knew almost nothing except what he picked up in prison; I had to teach him a few things.” After a brief pause, Holden asked, “Ever seen Oz?”

He assumed Holden meant the TV show. “Yeah,” he replied tentatively, afraid this was going to lead to a prison rape story.

“Well, Spider’s sort of the Christopher Meloni character, only not as hot, and he doesn’t kill gay guys for a sexual thrill. Spider’s just a superpsycho. I mean, I’m sure he has a few bodies buried in his past, but he doesn’t kill for a sexual jump. He probably kills ’cause that’s what he does. He doesn’t have a lot of skills beyond bike repair. I’m pretty sure he’s semiliterate; I once helped him read a television menu.”

Now Roan was really staring at him. “He’s a murderer?”

Holden shrugged a single shoulder, which seemed exceedingly casual. “I’ve never seen him kill anyone. But he has claimed the X tattoos on his calf are a body count, and who am I to call him on it? It could be macho bullshit, necessary for him to survive as a closet homo in the most viciously homophobic subculture you could imagine. Or he’s a truly damaged man who’s found acceptance among men who rarely bathe or brush their teeth. I’m a hooker, it’s not my place to judge. Unless you pay me to.”

“But you think he has killed people. You wouldn’t have mentioned it if you didn’t.”

“Well, it’s a vibe. He has this very cold side to his personality, a very empty side. Of course, with the shit he went through as a kid, who wouldn’t be? I mean, his old man was a biker, he was drunk all the time, abusive, he apparently murdered his mom in front of Spider and made him help bury her in the desert.”

“You’re making that up.”

“I thought he was, I thought maybe he picked that up from a Lifetime movie, but it turns out it was true. His dad got arrested for killing her, it was in the paper, as was the allegation that he made his eleven-year-old son help bury her.”

“Eleven? Holy shit. So why the hell did he become a biker too?”

“He didn’t seem to know, really. It was just a lifestyle he knew, was familiar with, and apparently he was given lots of props for not ratting out his dad.”

This sounded outrageous and preposterous, but honestly, the biker subculture was just as bloodthirsty as any other gang culture, maybe more so now that they had lost a certain relevancy. They seemed like a silly time warp now, but those in the guns and drugs business were still incredibly lethal. And once again Roan was sort of thrown by Holden’s compassion, which might have just been playing an angle—after all, get in good with a biker, keep him sweet, not only do you not have to worry about him turning on you, but you have your own weapon of mass destruction, a guy willing to pull the trigger for you at your say-so, if you could live with that on your conscience. As long as Spider didn’t snap and kill him, it was a big gamble that could pay off, and obviously that would appeal to Holden. Roan found himself wondering how much of it was genuine compassion on his part, and how much of it was pure calculation. With Holden, it could be impossible to tell.

He shook his head, dealt with the resulting wooziness, and said, “You play with fire.”

“Life’s dangerous. Play big or go home.”

“You read that on a T-shirt.”

“Billboard, but close enough.”

He nodded. If Holden was bucking for the “strangest man I’ve ever known” position, he was an easy winner. “So, anyways, Spider knows the DSM.”

“Of course he does, they’re rivals in the drug trade, it behooves them to know their enemies. Anyways, south of the border, the DSM are also-rans, third on the list of drug gangs you need to watch out for. Still, they’re well connected to many a corrupt official, and are pretty much the bitches of Fernando Avila-Hernandez, a drug lord based in Oaxaca region.”

Sometimes all Roan could honestly do was stare at Holden in disbelief. “Has the DEA been informed?”

Holden shrugged. “You’d hope they’d know as much as a biker gang, but who knows? Anyways, according to Spider, some of those guys—the drug lords—pay scientists in Central and South America to help develop their product, make it more addictive or whatever. Supposedly Hernandez is paying a scientist in Columbia for help with his product, so whoever made this synthetic hormone is probably a Columbian in the pocket of a drug lord. If you know anybody in the FBI or DEA who actually gives a shit about infecteds, you might want to pass on the message to them.”

He sighed wearily. “I’m not sure anyone fits that description. It’s too late anyways, isn’t it?”

“Do you mean for the drug spreading? Most assuredly, yes. It couldn’t have only been made for here. But you may have been the first to attribute it. After all, most normals would ascribe the freak-outs to simple infected irresponsibility, and you’re the only Human with court-approved, bloodhound-level smelling, as well as a direct line to one of the most preeminent experts on the virus.”

The most irritating thing was, Holden was correct. That’s exactly how it could have happened. Roan might have simply been the first to connect the dots. “Could you do me a favor and stop being so smart? You’re starting to piss me off.”

“Now see, it’s just Darwinism in action. I’m not as strong or as fast as you and your jock friends, so I have to rely on my brains to survive. Oh, and my overwhelming beauty.” Holden assumed a mock-smug expression, tipping his chin up just so, trying hard not to laugh.

“Everybody I know is a smartass.”

“Like attracts like. It’s your fault.”

“Isn’t everything?”

“None of that. Don’t start your pity parade with me in the room. I didn’t pack my truncheon, so I’ll have to beat you with an IV stand.”

As weird—and snarky—as his friends were, Roan was aware he was very lucky. They probably weren’t anyone’s first choice for anything, but they always came through for him. Then again, he had never been anyone’s first choice for anything either. Misfits just gravitated toward one another.

“I haven’t been out for days, have I?” Roan wondered mainly because Holden’s bruises looked less livid than before, more lived in. Somehow they were almost a visual afterthought on his face, although he didn’t smell or see makeup. Still, Holden used to be a street kid—beatings probably weren’t new to him. He probably knew how to handle it.

“No, just one. Although there was some discussion about inducing a coma. Did you know they do that sometimes for people who lose a lot of blood? But apparently you started rallying pretty good, so the idea was shelved.”

Roan nodded, not wanting to point out inducing a coma wasn’t new to him.

Holden caught him up on everything he had missed while out, including Grey’s riot-stopping mauling of a guy with one punch (Grey was simply a boxer on skates, a heavyweight even though his weight class was probably middleweight), and the fact that there had already been genuine riots involving infecteds and Church supporters. Although small for riots initially, they were made worse by counter-protesters carrying signs such as Cats belong in zoos. “My favorites were the ones that were misspelled,” Holden reported, smiling. Roan wondered if it was too late to ask for an induced coma. Was it too much to ask that things got better while he was out?

He asked Holden to call Dylan and let him know he was awake, and he agreed to do so, which meant Holden had to leave, as the hospital had pretty stiff regulations about not using cells on most floors (because of the potential of interfering with electrical equipment). Holden also left him with a Snickers, as he thought he might be hungry for something besides hospital food and had totally forgot to bring something, but Roan appreciated it. He happily ate it, wondering when he could leave, or if it would be better to hide in here as long as humanly possible. Although the most cowardly option, it sounded damn good.

What could he do? What was going to stop this madness? That was the worst part. There was nothing; he had ceased to matter, if he had ever mattered at all. This fire was burning, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. All Roan could do was stoke it. What did you do when your very existence was an affront to people you’d never met and probably would never meet, who’d be happy if you simply stopped existing? You’d think he’d have gotten used to it by now, being gay, but things had gotten better on that front (well, in some parts of the country—certainly Seattle was gay enough to make you feel like you were in a safe bubble most of the time), but hate toward infecteds seemed to get worse every year as the disease continued to spread and the body count kept rising.

Roan knew he’d probably be okay. He knew people, had connections, and could always flee to Canada if it got really bad. (Although he hadn’t spoken to them since the memorial service, he knew Paris’s family would welcome him in. They were good people, nice, and they had loved Paris, which showed in his personality.) But what about his people—the infected? Who spoke for them? He might be their best chance, which was a sad commentary on the state of infecteds in this society. But what could he possibly do?

The doctor came in, a petite but all-business Chinese woman named Doctor Chin. She informed him he would probably be on a crutch for a couple of weeks, and might need physical therapy, because there was some damage to his hamstring. Roan nodded, accepting all of this, fairly certain he’d be fine without all of it; the only good thing about transforming was his muscles could spring back from tears like they were made of putty. There were some upsides to being a freak.

Dylan showed up shortly after she left and hugged him fiercely, allowing Roan to settle his face in his hair and inhale the scent of his apple-ginger conditioner. They just held each other for a long time, taking comfort from each other’s physical presence alone. The fact that Dylan was wearing linen pants and a loose gray sweatshirt indicated he’d just come from yoga, as did the excess heat coming from his body.

Roan took his face in his hands, feeling unshaven stubble scrape his palms, and started kissing his face, whispering, “I’m sorry,” between each kiss. Dylan placed one hand on the back of his neck, another on his chest, and let Roan kiss him for almost a minute before gently pushing him back. “You’re going to make me cry, so stop.”

“I am sorry.”

“You oughta be, you bastard,” he said, sniffing and wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “When are they gonna release you?”

“No idea. Hot doctor didn’t say.”

“Hot?”

“Don’t worry, she was female. I only noticed she was hot from a clinical perspective.”

Dylan stroked Roan’s hair, smoothing it back from his forehead, looking at him like he was trying to memorize his face. “How are you feeling?”

He shrugged, really not sure what to say. “Okay, considering. Leg hurts a bit, but I guess that’d be expected.”

“Your chest doesn’t hurt?”

“No. Why would it?”

“You were shot there too.”

He stared at him a moment. “I was?” Roan pulled the neck of his paper gown out and looked down. There was a tiny gauze square taped to his chest (oh god, attached to his chest hair—that was going to hurt when it was ripped off). Now he had vague memories of taking a shot to the chest, but just barely; it was a half-remembered dream. Also, he couldn’t help but notice it was a direct hit center mass shot, just like they taught you to make at the academy. A good cop shot that should have made more of an impact than a single gauze square. “What the hell? How is this not worse?”

“Doctor Rosenberg came by this morning and found the answer. When you were shot, you had an odd, dense muscle precisely in the area where you were shot, and it seemed to stop the bullet from doing any serious damage. But Humans don’t have that muscle, and she’s not convinced lions do either. She managed to convince the staff here that it was one of those weird, random genetic defects that virus children can have, but she seems to think that as soon as she can get you back to the university and scan you, the muscle won’t be there.”

Roan considered this, and then gave up. She was probably right, and he had no reason to doubt her. “So it’s something that happens while I’m in transition.”

“I guess. That’s what she thinks. What do you think?”

“She’s probably right. I just wonder what the muscle was for.”

“Maybe you have a new superpower. Maybe you can spontaneously generate shields out of muscles or something.”

“Eww. Don’t even joke. Besides, if that was true, why didn’t one appear in my leg?”

“Maybe it doesn’t work in your extremities. Maybe it only works in your chest and back.”

Roan stared at him a moment. “You’ve thought about this way too much.”

“I had time. I couldn’t sleep.”

Roan kissed him on the forehead, and Dylan smiled faintly, stroking the back of his neck with his fingers and causing goose bumps to spring up along his spine. This was the good part of what Holden derisively called “boring familiarity,” as Dylan knew everything he liked. He closed his eyes, enjoying his touch, and admitted, “I wanted to die.”

“I know. But next time you want to be a selfish bastard, you just remember you have a family that loves you.”

That made him open his eyes. “Family?”

“Yes. Us, all your friends. You should have seen the waiting room downstairs, full of people worried about you. So if you won’t think of me—the man who loves you, you motherfucking bitch—then you think of them.”

He deserved that. He deserved worse, honestly, but from a peace-loving Buddhist like Dylan, this was the equivalent of angry rant. “What a family, huh? Who all was there? Dominatrix, hooker, gay cops, EMTs, hockey players… who am I missing?”

“Besides me? Foul-mouthed elderly doctor.”

He took Dylan’s hand and kissed it. “I took you as a given, hon. But how could I forget Rosenberg?”

“I don’t know. She’s pretty unforgettable.” There was a brief pause. “We sure she’s not a lesbian?”

Roan shook his head and shrugged simultaneously. “I know nothing about her sexuality. But to get to her status and position, especially as a female expert in a field where, at the time, there were few females, you have to assume she’s a superdriven, focused person, regardless of sexuality.”

“Is that supposed to explain the foul mouth?”

“No. I just assume she hangs out with truckers in her off hours.” 

Dylan smiled faintly at him, so Roan figured now was as good a time as any to broach the subject. “Look, hon, I have a feeling things are going to get very bad, and I don’t know when they’re going to get better. You’re not infected, you don’t—”

Dylan put a finger on his lips to silence him. “You finish that sentence, and I swear to Buddha I will punch you. I don’t care how bad things get, I’m with you. Get that through your fat head and live with it.” Roan nodded, not about to argue with him. He knew he was lucky to have him, and he supposed he should start acting like it.





One Week Later



“HEY, Doctor House, how’s it shaking,” Fiona said cheerfully as he came in the office door.

Roan grimaced at the reference—like it was the first time he’d heard that—and said, “You should ask your mother. I think she has photos.”

“A ‛your momma’ joke! You must be feeling better.”

“I feel like I could beat a neocon to death with my cane.”

“So normal then?”

“Yep.” Roan went with a cane over a crutch, because crutches made your armpits hurt and were kind of pathetic, whereas canes had a kind of elegance, and could also double as a weapon. But because he was a grumpy cuss under the best of circumstances, everyone who knew him was now calling him House. But Hugh Laurie wasn’t a bad-looking guy, so he supposed he could live with it.

Doctor Rosenberg pretty much made him promise to heal “normally,” not force a change, but he suspected he may have accidentally triggered more of a partial change yesterday, working the heavy bag. (Okay, yes, he wasn’t supposed to engage in a strenuous workout, but sometimes it felt good to throw punches and not think, just lose yourself in the heavy thunk of fist against leather. But he let himself go too far, which he knew the instant the chain broke once again. He was getting good at fixing and replacing it.) His leg didn’t hurt so much, and if anyone looked, the smallest hint of a limp he’d had was gone, but he used the cane today because he figured fuck it, he could milk it for one more day. Then he’d deal with the lectures from Rosenberg. But hopefully Dylan wouldn’t stop with the thigh massage that was supposed to increase blood circulation to the muscle, but did oh so much more.

Yes, okay, he was a lech. But who wouldn’t be?

For Roan’s first day back at the office since what they euphemistically called “the incident,” Fiona had worn her biker-mama outfit, complete with a black leather vest worn as a shirt (nice), and had put bright yellow tulips in a vase on her desk, unaware that he associated flowers with death and didn’t really like them around. But he wasn’t going to mention it—she liked flowers, they made her happy, and he wasn’t going to take that away from her.

“Any clients coming by today?”

“Umm, yep.” She tapped a couple of keys on her keyboard, glanced at her screen. “Got a woman with a cheating fiancé—or so she thinks—at one, and an evasive guy who seems to want you to find someone for him coming by at two thirty. Also, two reporters left numbers for you, hoping you’d call them back. The one named Ehud sounded hot.”

“You told ’em to fuck off, right?”

“No, I told them I’d pass on the message. I have. What you do with that message is up to you.”

“Ah, the passive-aggressive fuck you.”

“Makes my job easier.”

He had to give her that.

Bolt came in while Roan was still sifting through his mail, throwing half of it in Fi’s garbage can. This time, his grim-faced bodyguards stayed outside. “You’re a hard man to find,” Bolt said.

Roan shrugged, continuing to sift through the mail. “That’s the point.”

Roan had made periodic trips back home, mainly to check the locks, the security camera footage (actually a cheap webcam, but you could hide it nicely, and he could access it from his laptop for real-time feeds), and work the heavy bag. He’d already rented a storage place where he’d stored away most of his books, all of his Paris stuff, things he couldn’t bear to lose if some lunatic burnt down his house. He knew about the FCC fucktards, he knew he should move, but this was his house—his first house in every sort of sense. He was a foster kid, he’d been constantly bounced around between homes and parents and hospitals and group homes, and this was his first real settled place (apartments just didn’t count). It was also where he’d lived with Paris, where Paris had died, and he couldn’t give that up, as much as he should have.

They had been staying at Kevin’s, but as of the last few days they’d been house-sitting for a friend of Dylan’s, a sculptor named Caden (really?), who happened to be partnered up with a very successful interior designer named Marco, who was twelve years his senior. Caden and Marco were off on a trip to Europe, which would take about two months. They had an exceedingly decorated two-story pseudo-Victorian house in the Magnolia district of Seattle, an expensive house that seemed way too nice for them (well, Roan at any rate—Dylan probably deserved that level of stuff). The truly disturbing thing was the evidence of Caden’s art everywhere. He was a sculptor of “traditional masculine power elements and symbols in a contemporary context”—in other words, he made ceramic dildos. Dylan insisted they weren’t dildos, just phallic symbols, but they looked like ceramic dildos to Roan, and he was so thrilled when Caden gave them one as a “partnership present” he didn’t know whether to throw up or beat him to death with it. Dylan promised him they’d accidentally forget it when they moved out.

Oh, and Caden and Marco had a hot tub, which was the first time Roan had honestly been exposed to one in person (not at a crime scene or a call, that was). Dylan, to his surprise, hadn’t been in one either. He’d seen them in other people’s homes, and often at parties, but they were usually at “mixed” parties, and the straight people monopolized them. (“What was I gonna do, watch them make out? Ick.”) They hadn’t used it yet, but it was a matter of time.

As for the office, the cops now used his parking lot as a shortcut, bypassing the usual congestion on the main road, saving them time and giving the suggestion of a constant but unpredictable police presence that would discourage all but the stupidest religious zealot. Still, Dylan was worried about him coming back. Roan wasn’t worried, not at all—he wanted at least one shot at one of these bastards. That’s probably what Dyl was afraid of.

“Can I speak with you, in private?”

Roan sighed, finished sifting through his mail. E-mail had pretty much put the last nail in the coffin of the good old death-threat letter. “You have two minutes, no more.”

Bolt had tried to call when he was in the hospital, and after his release, although Roan never answered his calls. Dylan eventually got sick of it and did, telling him point-blank, “He will call you when he wants to talk to you,” and hung up. Bolt hadn’t called him since.

Once inside his office, the door closed to keep out the prying ears of the icky “normal” in the front room, Roan said, “If this is about the McCall-Steen bill, I’ve had enough rage for one day.” That bill was currently being debated in Congress and on the many infuriating “news” channels, and it called for an infected “registry,” like a sex offender registry. Despite charges that it was a violation of the Constitution, that it would lead to more harassment and violence against infecteds, and the fact that the ACLU was already preparing court action, it looked like it was going to pass. Roan had already decided that if they bent the Constitution enough to make it legal—and they might; if they could legally treat gays as second-class citizens, why not infecteds too?—he wouldn’t register. He would let them arrest him, and he’d already informed Dennis of his plans. Dennis was thrilled, and promised, as his lawyer, he’d be happy to take this act of civil disobedience all the way to the Supreme Court, if at all possible. Roan didn’t care that he was already known as an infected by almost everyone—he’d rather go to prison than put up with regulated discrimination that would allow some normals to feel safe even though there was absolutely no safety imparted. He could catch up on his reading.

“No, but in a way, it is,” Bolt told him. “We have to pool our energy and join forces.”

Roan sighed again as he lowered himself into his chair. No, his leg didn’t hurt anymore, and it had nothing to do with the codeine he’d taken after breakfast. “To what end? No one cares, Bolt—we’re not normal, and they hate our fucking guts. Case closed.”

“Which is why we have to circle the wagons. We’ll have more impact together rather than apart.” His face was almost flushed with excitement—Bolt was serious and really worked up about it all.

“What impact? All we can do is preach to the choir.”

“Not necessarily. There are people out there, whose families have been touched by this virus, who know we’re not monsters. They’re getting drowned out by the intolerant.”

“Be that as it may, scared people do stupid things. Remember the McCarthy hearings, the Japanese internment camps, the Patriot Act? None of this stuff ever would have happened if people weren’t so scared they lost their goddamn minds. That’s where we’re at now. People are so scared they don’t care that they’re violating people’s civil rights for no good goddamn reason. It makes them feel like they’re doing something. There’s no counter to that.”

“Knowledge?”

Roan snorted derisively. “In this day and age? No one cares about truth. They care about whoever can shout the loudest and press the ugliest buttons. Why do you think Fox News sets the tone? Facts don’t come into it; opinion is all that matters. And our fact—that we are mostly harmless, that we generally die young and ugly—is irrelevant to the common opinion that we are essentially werewolves and must be locked up before we eat their children and spread our disease.”

Bolt scowled, not because he disagreed with his words, but because he was as frustrated with it as Roan was. “We can’t just lay back and let it happen. If the registry’s passed, will you sign up?”

“Fuck no.”

“Neither will we. We should stand together, a united front. Think how bad it would be if they arrested all of us.”

“You think I don’t know why you actually want me to head your Church? I’ve finally figured it out.” He was a lightning rod for controversy, and with the FCC putting an active hit on him, it was more trouble that Divine Transformation didn’t need. Yet, as much trouble as Roan brought with him, he also brought protection, as he did have cop friends who saw him getting hurt as a dig against the police department itself. So Bolt was playing the odds that the turmoil would be balanced out by more protection.

Bolt, to his credit, didn’t lie or get defensive. He simply said, “It’s as good a deal for you as for us. We can help protect you, protect your partner—you will have access to our resources, and they are not unsubstantial.” He leaned down, propping his hands on Roan’s desk, letting him see how genuinely passionate he was about this. “We need to stick together and work together. Being at odds helps them.”

“I don’t believe in your God.”

“I don’t care. This isn’t about theology or ideology—this is about our survival as a people. What do you say?”

What did he say? That was a very good question.
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ROAN wondered if there was any way not to feel like a total dick in this situation.

Since he had nothing but time to think, he contemplated this for a while, and finally decided no, there was no way not to feel like a dick. The fruity drinks probably helped.

Roan didn’t like fruity drinks as a rule, but the art gallery’s bar only served drinks in primary colors, with shaved ice in them. Whatever it was he was currently sipping, it tasted of alcohol and a berry juice that might as well have been cough syrup the unnatural color of Windex, and was probably something he shouldn’t have been mixing with Percocets. But did he care? No. He was out of his environment, and felt every centimeter of that pressure.

But he had to be here. This was Dylan’s show, and while Roan had found a nice bench made of clear acrylic that resembled a block of ice, it was tucked in the far corner of one of the back rooms. But he could look down the wide hallway from where he was and see Dylan at the center of a circle of hipsters, entertaining them with stories of artistic folly. Some of those laughs sounded genuine.

Dylan had said he wanted to “show him off,” but considering everything going on, Roan thought it was best he escape and let Dylan have the spotlight. It was his night, and he should enjoy it.

Then, exactly what Roan didn’t want to happen did happen. Someone sat on the bench next to him, a slip of a woman in a spangly silver skirt and semisheer black blouse that almost matched her smoky eye makeup and casually upswept raven hair. She looked about twenty, but he judged her to be twenty-five or so. “That’s you in the picture down there, isn’t it?” She nodded her head down the hall, where the edge of the picture was just visible.

It was a photo collage of Roan’s painted body, although Dylan was kind enough to crop out his face or any truly distinguishing feature (although if you knew his tattoos, you’d see them in the photos). Dylan had decided to go with a cat theme on him, painting big cats, tiger stripes, spots, paw prints, bloody scratches, all sorts of odd cat-related things, in some strange bid for cats’ rights. “My shapely calves give me away?” Roan wondered. Since he was wearing baggy jeans, a loose T-shirt, and a loose leather jacket (he was loose tonight, inside and out), this was an obvious joke.

She laughed, and it didn’t sound forced. Roan noticed she had stick-thin legs, mottled beneath pearl-hued hose, ending in heels that looked like some kind of torture device. The fruity drink she had was Kool-Aid cherry red, and smelled like Hawaiian Punch spiked with turpentine. “You a professional model?”

That made him snicker. Why the fuck was she flirting with him? Even if he was straight, she could do so much better. “Yeah, right. These scars are painted on. I’m his husband.” He didn’t like saying partner, because it sounded like they belonged to the same law firm.

“Oh!” She said it in a way that suggested she was surprised, but trying not to be. “I knew he was gay, but you didn’t—I mean—”

“I don’t look gay?” Roan guessed. Well, no, not in this crowd. Even the straight boys were all emo; the gallery stunk of guyliner, high-end cologne, and mousse. There were probably more scarves on display here than in Elton John’s closet. While he wasn’t the only one wearing jeans, he was the only one not wearing designer jeans, just pants he’d bought at the mall a couple of years ago on sale (that managed not to get ruined by bloodstains). He suddenly noticed he was wearing his steel-toed boots, and those were so scuffed you expected there to be holes in the soles (there weren’t, but you couldn’t be blamed for thinking it).

“No offense. I mean—you just… um….”

“I look like part of the after-hours janitorial staff.”

She smiled faintly, not agreeing, but it was implicit. Her lipstick was almost the color of her drink, making her lips flush and shiny. “Aren’t you supposed to have fashion sense?”

“So the stereotype goes.”

She studied the side of his face, while he resolutely stared down at the floor. The floor was some kind of contrasting marble—white and black, with veins of gold—and the more he stared, the more it looked like the veins were throbbing. Wow, how fucked-up was he? “You look familiar,” she finally said. “I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

“Doubt it. I don’t get out of the crawlspace much.”

She laughed, but it was a forced, breathless kind of chuckle. “Oh! I know where I’ve seen you. I’ve seen you beating up people on TV.”

“That’s what I do. I beat up people on TV.”

She attempted to smile. He supposed he should give her credit for that, but he couldn’t, because she was starting to smell nervous. “You’re that infected cop, right?”

“Not really a cop anymore. More of an independent contractor.”

She didn’t seem mollified or interested. “Does that mean that he—erm, Dylan, is, um—”

“Infected? No. Condoms save lives, honey, use them.” Why had he said that? The problem with being totally wasted sometimes was things just fell out of your mouth and you didn’t even know they were coming.

She seemed uncomfortable, like she wanted to move away but didn’t know how to do it without being obvious about it. Was he interesting until she realized he was infected, or was he a fun gay guy until he reminded her he was a sexual being? Maybe a little bit of both. “Well, umm, that’s good.”

“You an artist?” Roan asked, if just to cut the tension. He couldn’t actually give a shit, which probably showed in his voice.

“Well, kinda, but I’m really just here to look, you know? He’s a great artist.”

“He is.” The paintings showed off all sorts of styles, from realistic to abstract, and Dylan had a real eye for color. Not that Roan knew what any of it meant; he just knew Dylan’s art didn’t bring on an urge to smash it, nor did it look like something you might find hanging next to the ice machine in a chain hotel. So that meant it must be even better than he thought it was.

There was a buzz in his coat pocket, his phone vibrating, and he pulled it out to check who it was. Holden. Weird. “Well, this was fun, but duty calls. Enjoy yourself, and don’t worry, you can’t get cooties from me. Fleas maybe, but I wore my collar tonight.” Roan got up before she could respond, and walked off to a quieter corner, beside one of Dylan’s abstract paintings, splashes of bright, high-intensity colors on a black background. Although there was no title given, Roan knew Dylan called it “Eat This, Mark Rothko.”

“Yeah, Holden, what’s up?”

“I’m calling in a favor,” he said, with no preamble. Hookers found foreplay a waste of time. “I need backup.”

“I’m not doing a three-way.”

“Ha, very funny. No, I may need someone to quickly and quietly knock out a couple of thugs. If you’re not interested, you got Grey’s number?”

Roan looked around, to make sure no one who cared was listening. “Who are we talking about?”

“Traffickers.”

“What kind?”

“Kids.”

“What?”

“No phone discussion. You in or out?”

Human traffickers meant either some kind of indentured servitude or sex trafficking (although both could apply at the same time), neither good. And somehow, considering it was Holden, he assumed sex trafficking. “In. Where?”

“Come by my place, but make it fast.”

“Yeah, I’m downtown. Should be there in a few minutes.” Holden hung up shortly after the final syllable. What had Holden gotten himself into? Roan wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but if he needed help, he wasn’t going to turn him down, especially with full-caliber scumbags like that.

He slid his way into the group that had metastasized around Dylan, and asked, “Can I talk to you alone for a moment?”

Dylan gave him a sweet smile. “Sure.” To the group, he said, “I’ll be right back.”

As they retreated to a distant corner, Dylan said, in a low voice, “You look fucking miserable.”

“I’m not, sweetie, I’m just trying to stay out of your way. Speaking of which, Holden’s called and asked me for help. Would you kill me if I left?”

“No, not at all. But I will kill you if you get shot.”

“I will not get shot. Cross my heart, and hope to get shot.”

Dylan shook his head and gave him a pained smile, just south of a smirk. “It’s a good thing you’re good in bed, or you’d be so out on your ass.” He kissed him on the corner of the mouth, and gave him a brief, firm squeeze. “Don’t be late.”

“I’ll try not to be. See you at home.”

Dylan had embraced the Zen of living with him. Mainly, he didn’t ask what trouble he was getting into if he absolutely didn’t want to know. This worked just fine for Roan, as it cut down the number of lies he had to tell in a day.

Roan had to tell him about the YouTube video he’d made, as it would be released tonight, starting at midnight. He probably wouldn’t like the tie-in with Bolt, but he’d already told Dylan about his plan to just get arrested if the registry was passed. Dylan didn’t like the idea of him going to prison, but said, “If you feel it’s unjust, you do what you need to do.” How awesome was it to have a Buddhist boyfriend? He was never going to kneecap you on principal; if you had a righteous cause, he would support you, even if he thought you were being a bonehead.

There were cabs hovering around the gallery entrance, so Roan wasn’t worried about finding one. As he exited the gallery, he nodded at a shadowy black man pretending to have a smoke under the eaves of the building, and he gave him the slightest nod back. He was a “floater,” one of the guys who worked with his friend Phil’s security and detective agency. He’d asked him if he could send a guy or two to the gallery, to keep an eye on things, specifically Dylan. Roan wasn’t worried about himself, but he didn’t want those FCC dickholes finding out about Dylan just in time to hurt him.

He hadn’t told Dylan about the floaters. There was no point; they were invisible unless trouble happened.

The taxi drive to Holden’s was pretty quiet, possibly because the driver’s English wasn’t so good, but that was fine with him. He only realized how wasted he was as he sat there, feeling like he was floating inside his own head. Whatever was in that Windex drink had more of a kick than he’d thought. Would he be able to do the muscle thing? Well, if he absolutely had to transform, he supposed he could.

He arrived at Holden’s to find him dressed as anonymously as possible: loose khakis, off-brand sneakers, Seahawks T-shirt he’d picked up in a thrift store, brown canvas jacket a size too big for him (good for concealing weapons). Holden looked at him, and asked, “How many pills have you taken? You look fucked.”

“I was at Dylan’s gallery show.” An answer that was no answer at all.

“Holy shit, was that tonight? God, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t put you in the doghouse, did I?”

“No. He knows that’s not my scene, I was just there for moral support. I gave as much as I could, but you know I don’t have a lot of morality to go around.”

“I hear ya, brother.” Holden went to his kitchen counter, and tossed him something from there. When Roan caught it, he saw it was a black watch cap and black faux leather gloves. “Had spares, figure you might want them.” Holden started putting on his own gloves.

“What’s going on here?” He sat on the arm of the sofa, mainly because he felt a little woozy.

“I have a friend, Jessie, you may know her. She used to work the street, she got out, and now she devotes her time to trying to rescue kids from there. But it’s paperwork and bureaucracy and budget cuts, and she often can’t help as many as she wants. Especially in a case like this. She got word a major trafficker is meeting a guy at a rest stop to sell him a thirteen-year-old girl. He’s actually going to meet me and we’re gonna get the girl, but he ain’t gonna be paid.”

Roan was sort of glad he was completely shitfaced, because having a sense of unreality attached to it kept him from getting furious. “Is this a hit?”

“No. Jessie wouldn’t get involved in such a thing. I’m just gonna make sure he gets arrested.” Holden paused briefly. “And maybe make him hurt a bit.”

“That’s what I thought.” Roan scratched his head, trying to see all the angles of this story with a fogged, addled brain. “If this guy is big time—”

“I know,” he interrupted. “But this looks like a pretty simple setup. These guys don’t travel in an RV full of sex slaves from the Ukraine. It looks like the guy is gonna show up with the girl, and with a couple of foot soldiers, but no more than a car’s worth. They keep this casual, under the radar, so no one ever notices the suburban perv buying himself a little girl at a rest stop at one in the morning. They traffic on a larger scale but sell smaller.” Holden slipped something in his jacket and then zipped it up. “It sounds simple, but it probably isn’t. Do you think you could take out the guys outside before they can alert the guys inside?”

“Yes.” Maybe he shouldn’t be so confident, especially wasted, but he wasn’t Human. Humans could outnumber him, but they could never stop being Human.

“It would be silly of me to ask if you need a weapon, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Holden held out his arms as he came out of the kitchen. “Do I look like a perv?”

Roan studied him, actually taking time to consider this. This was a pure vigilante hit, no pretense of detective or cop work, but he was surprisingly okay with that. “Passably. You need an ‘Official Pussy Inspector’ T-shirt.”

“I know. I couldn’t find one on short notice.”

Roan pulled the watch cap on, shoving his hair beneath the hat, so one of his most distinguishing features—his dried-blood, reddish-brown hair, the only warning ever given to people that they really should avoid him unless they liked pain—was gone. He still had his facial scars and unreal green eyes, but most people thought the eye color was contact lenses, and he didn’t expect the men to stay conscious long enough to notice the scars.

And besides—when did these guys ever go to the cops?

They didn’t go to Holden’s car, but a junky Plymouth Roan had never seen before. But that made sense, as this was a junk special, the kind you dumped after it’d been used. It would probably be parted out by sunrise. Roan sat in the passenger seat and let the rumble of the engine lull him for a while. They drove in silence, save for the radio. Holden turned it alternately between KEXP and a fainter, smaller wave station that played nothing but dance music, mainly house and trance, but some harder stuff as well. Holden had to know that kind of music drove Roan nuts, but then again, KEXP seemed to be playing lots of sensitive singer-songwriter, low-fi stuff that, while nice and pleasant, made his balls shrink. He actually preferred the dance music to some of it; at least some of it sounded like it had muscle, like everyone involved wasn’t one chord away from falling asleep. Maybe it was his punk sensibilities rearing their ancient head, but Roan felt there was something inherently wrong with innocuous music. If you could take it or leave it, where was the passion? He wanted music you could fuck or fight to, and while he did like some of their songs, Fleet Foxes just didn’t fit that bill.

They were closing in on the rest stop when he asked Holden, “So how long have you been doing this avenging angel thing?”

“I don’t really. I just help Jessie out from time to time.”

“So you haven’t been vigilante-ing without me?”

“Is that a word?”

“No. But don’t avoid the question.”

He sighed like Roan was the most wearying travel companion ever. “I’ve never been a shrinking violet. You know that.”

“It’s dangerous, especially without backup.”

“Not necessarily. No one ever expects anything from me. I’m just a whore.”

“That only works once.”

“I know. But that’s usually enough.”

Holden pulled off to the soft shoulder the equivalent of a block away from the rest stop, and Roan walked toward the building, sticking to the darkness. It wasn’t too busy on the highway right now, the few cars out at the moment were a pleasant background hum. Everything in him was telling him this was stupid and would probably end in a bloodbath, and yet he didn’t care. Maybe it was the fact he was wasted, maybe it was just because he really didn’t give a shit, as long as he could beat the holy fuck out of some traffickers.

Roan smelled cigarette smoke long before he came up on the lighted oasis of the building, a squat, boxy affair that looked as appealing as a shoebox outhouse. (Wow, he was really fucked-up.) He heard two male voices too, talking about some incident involving someone else’s girlfriend, a waterbed, and the untimely return of an ex. He didn’t pay attention to what they were actually saying, but Roan picked up a few things: they were American, and they obviously expected no trouble whatsoever. He smelled gun oil somewhere beneath the tobacco and testosterone, but that wasn’t a surprise.

He was quiet, and stuck to the shadows as long as possible. They never heard him, never broke their conversational stride. As soon as Roan ran out of shadows and buildings to hide behind, he moved to the few cars in the lot (one was theirs, the one they were standing beside, and one had a missing tire and had probably been there for some time).

He listened for a minute, orienting them in space by the sound and direction of their voices. Roan used the mirrors and reflective surfaces of metal to visually locate them. They weren’t anything special to look at, two guys around six feet tall (give or take some loose change), with broad shoulders and some pretty good muscles, although that wouldn’t help them. Judging from the bulges, one had a gun in a shoulder holster, and the other had his gun in his belt, near his right hip. Roan wondered if either would have time to pull them—he’d do his best not to be that slow. They were both unremarkable men, save for the fact that one had sideburns ending in sharp points, while the other was given a greasy complexion by the sodium lights. He looked like he was melting.

Roan concentrated, thinking about these men selling kids, women, beating them, murdering them, tapping into the rich vein of rage hidden beneath the numbing calm of the drugs. It was hard to find, but he finally felt the toxic heat of it, let the blackness bubble up from beneath the narcotics, fill his veins like sour adrenaline. He heard the gentle fireplace crackle of bones in his jaw snapping, tasted blood, felt his skin go taut as if trying to peel itself away from his body, and his vision switched from myopia to hyperopia as the change worked on his eyes. They were still Human, but he was becoming something else.

The drugs not only kept most of the pain out of the partial change, but they allowed Roan to keep more of himself from getting overwhelmed by the cat. He told it to be quick and quiet, nothing showy, nothing brutal; no playing with prey tonight. Take out the sentries before they could sound the alarm.

He scuttled along the ground, almost on all fours, using the cars and shadow as cover until it became impossible, and then just simply went for surprise, bounding over the back of the men’s car and throwing himself at them. One of them made a noise of surprise as Roan’s tackle brought them both to the ground, and with one hand he rammed sideburn’s head into the asphalt, silencing him, while greasy attempted to squirm away and reach for his gun at the same time. Roan was on him first, throwing a punch that hit him square on the side of the head and knocked him out almost simultaneously. Was he dead? No, Roan didn’t smell death. But he wasn’t well; neither of them was well. They might regain consciousness by sun up, but he wouldn’t bet on it.

He thought about taking their guns, but no point. They wouldn’t be getting up to use them any time soon. He’d have felt sorry for them, but they deserved worse. He should let the lion bite deep into their throats, tear them out, leave them to bleed.

He let the Human reassert itself, got up to his feet, moved toward the men’s room door of the rest stop. With his hearing as changed as his eyesight, the buzz of the sodium lights was irritating, almost like an endless drone of guitar feedback, but still he could hear voices inside, all male, Holden’s and two others. One of the men had an unidentifiable accent, but the other sounded Midwestern.

All Roan heard was voices, not words, but from Holden’s low, almost dead tone, he was playing scumbag to the hilt, a man who saw others as pieces of meat. Holden could probably mimic them perfectly because he’d been bought by them before.

It happened fast, with no vocal inflection change at all. Holden was talking to them, and suddenly there was a shift, a dull thud of violence, a shift in smell, and the other male voice, the Midwesterner, now angry. There was a gunshot, the sharp tang of black powder, but Roan had already burst through the door and was on the man before he realized there was someone else in the bathroom.

It was a blur, the drugs no longer participating. As the man swung the gun around toward him, Roan already had his arm, snapped it like balsa wood, jagged ends of bone bursting out of his skin and spilling his blood. The man started to scream, but Roan grabbed him by the face and slammed him down into the sink, with enough force to break it, porcelain chunks cracking like ice and sliding across the tiled floor as the man collapsed bonelessly to meet it, blood splashing over the broken remains of the basin and pipes poking through the wall, creaking in complaint.

Roan stood there, panting, for a second, trying to breathe through his mouth so he didn’t have to smell their surroundings. Blood covered a lot, the man’s blood and the blood of his companion, whom Holden seemed to have knocked out with an object. Beneath it, though, there was the stink of a bleach-based industrial cleanser, pine-scented urinal cakes, and a piss and shit smell that could never be completely scrubbed away for his kind.

Holden came out from behind the safety of a stall, and only then did Roan notice the small bullet hole in the far wall, close to him. Holden looked down at the gunman, at the destroyed sink, at the man’s blood snaking its way toward the drain in the center of the floor, and said, “Who needs hockey players when they got you, huh?”

Roan just stared at him, eyes blurring, refocusing, locking on. He wiped the blood from his mouth, and asked, “What went wrong?”

“Timing. I thought I could get them in succession, but that prick moved away at the last second. How were the guys out front?”

“Pathetic.” Roan knew there was another person here, he could smell them, and he found them, crouched down and wedged between a urinal and a sink pedestal. It was a little girl, scrawny for her age—she looked prepubescent—in a dress that seemed a little too small for her. Her legs were scabbed and her eyes were hooded bruises in a studiously blank face framed by lank, black hair, and Roan felt something knot in his chest as he realized she was too broken down to even be scared of this situation. Seeking cover was reflex, little more.

He glanced in one of the mirrors to make sure he looked Human, to make sure all the blood was off his face, and then crouched down to be close to her eye level. “What’s your name? I’m Chris.” Yes, he was lying to her, but if he told her his real name and she repeated it to a police officer someday, he was in deep shit. At least Christopher was his middle name.

After a long moment, she said, “Lolita.”

“Your real name.”

She paused again, almost as if she thought this was a trick. Finally, she said, “Katie.”

“Okay Katie. We’re not bad guys, we’re here to rescue you. We’re gonna take you to a safe house, okay? I promise we won’t hurt you.” She didn’t seem convinced, and he couldn’t blame her. She probably heard that a lot. “If it means anything at all to you, my friend and I are as queer as three dollar bills. We’re not gonna hurt you.”

“Hey, I’m a three-dollar-and-fifty-cent bill, thank you very much,” Holden said. He was going through the pockets of the unconscious men, but he wasn’t taking their guns. He took some money, and he seemed to leave something in their pockets. What?

Roan almost held out his hand, and did, but only as a gesture. He kept it out of her reach for the simple reason that he wasn’t going to make a sexual abuse victim touch him, even if it was just to innocuously take his hand. She needed to have some bodily autonomy, and it might as well start here. He nodded and stood, hoping she would follow, and, reluctantly, she did.

Holden was done, so he headed out, and Roan waited by the men’s room door, holding it open, waiting for Katie. There was a molten pain radiating from his jaw like something nuclear, the drugs no longer able to fight it.

She glanced at the men on the floor, and he noticed she had the gangly limbs of a teenager, pushing his age estimate up by a year. She asked, “Are they dead?”

“No.”

She said nothing, but he got the sense she was disappointed. Her refusal to say anything indicated to Roan she didn’t trust them. He didn’t blame her.

When they got outside, Holden was finished planting things in the unconscious men’s jackets. He’d promised to get them arrested, and Roan had to assume this was part of it.

The girl got in the back seat of the Plymouth, still quiet and beaten down, enough to make him feel mildly nauseated. People were such shit—wasn’t he glad that he wasn’t completely one of them?

Holden found a cell phone in one of the goons’ coat pockets, and called 9-1-1, lowering his voice and using a passable Spanish accent. As soon as Holden gave the information required, he snapped the phone in half and tossed the bits into the parking lot.

Holden opened the trunk of the car and pulled out a large envelope, which he put in the backseat of the traffickers’ car, then came around and got in the driver’s side of the Plymouth. As soon as he started the car, Roan asked him, “What was all of that?”

He gave him a sly grin, and said, “Enough rock for a thirty-year ride, minimum.”

Roan shook his head, although he didn’t disapprove. It would render this a scene of “drug violence,” and no matter how the men protested it wasn’t and that the drugs weren’t theirs, they wouldn’t dare tell them the truth, so nothing they came up with would make any sense. The cops would never believe the drugs weren’t theirs.

“We’re taking you to a friend of mine,” Holden told Katie, looking at her in the rearview mirror. She didn’t look back or look up. “Jessie will take good care of you, and she’ll help you go home if you want.”

“I don’t wanna go home,” she replied, almost a grumble. Did her parents sell her in the first place? It was possible. People, as he had previously mentioned, were shits.

“I hear ya, sister,” Holden replied. “I wouldn’t go home either.”

There were several miles under their wheels before she spoke again. “They’ll be coming for you,” she said, her voice a dull monotone. Again, she was broken, a shell of who she had been. Hopefully she’d recover after she wasn’t abused for a while. “They’ve done it before.”

Holden shook his head. “Not this time. They can’t trace us, can’t find us. You’re safe.”

She made a negative noise, like she didn’t believe him, and again, he couldn’t blame her.

Holden didn’t either. He pointed at Roan, and said, “He’s standing between your guys and you. Do you think they have a chance?”

She looked at Holden with her sullen, wounded eyes, and said, “No. He isn’t Human.” So she did see him in his partially transformed state. There was a long pause before she added, “Good.”

That about summed up his feelings right now as well. 
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HOLDEN was correct about Roan knowing Jessie, only when he knew Jessie, Jessie was still on the street—and still a man.

Now Jessie was a social worker of some kind, and a very hippie-ish woman who favored granny glasses, long skirts, and peasant blouses, very much someone he’d describe as a crunchy granola type. Her transition was an impressive one; you barely noticed her Adam’s apple.

Roan pulled her aside and told her he was worried about the girl because she was so quiet, acquiescent, and never scared. Some people took silence or meekness for fear, but he could smell the difference. As he told Jessie this, she canted her head like a parakeet, looking at him curiously, and when he was done, she said simply, “You were abused, weren’t you?”

He just shrugged. “Who wasn’t?” Now, if she’d asked if he’d ever been hit with a crosscut saw, he might have had an emotional moment, but now he no longer cared. Nearly everyone had a “smacked around as a kid” story, and he wasn’t as bad off as Katie. He got scared, he got hurt and scarred, but he never got broken. That had to wait until Paris died.

At least Katie was in good hands now. Even though Holden gave him a funny look, probably due to Roan’s casual acknowledgment of past abuse, he agreed to take him home, and when they were in the car, he said, “You realize you’re stone-cold sober now.”

“Uh-huh. I hurt like fuck.” It was a shame to be back to normal, but the partial change had caused Roan to fully metabolize the pills and the booze. But at least he’d been fucked up enough to keep a handle on the beast for the whole time (more or less). Maybe that was the way forward from now on—get super fucked up and keep in control during the change.

“And yet you’re so cavalier about the violence.”

“Child rapers are the lowest of the low. As far as I’m concerned, whatever they get, it’s not as bad as they deserve.”

Holden stared at him for a moment, before putting the keys in the ignition. “At least we’re on the same page there. Which kinda bothers me.”

What was there to say to that? So he said nothing, and searched his pockets for any pills. He found a couple, and when he was sure Holden wasn’t looking, he dry swallowed them.

By the time Holden dropped him off at the Magnolia place he currently called home, the pain had ebbed to a dull roar. The house was dark and he knew Dylan was upstairs asleep, because he caught his scent still in the air. He must have come home within the hour.

Roan glanced at the only clock in the house with a readable time on it, and wondered how it had got so late. It hadn’t taken that long to beat those guys up and get Katie out of there. Maybe it was the drive.

As for the clock, it was designed as a fishbowl, and the minute hand was a goldfish that made the slowest rotation in history, with the hour hand the type of underwater castle you see in a goldfish bowl. There were no numbers, merely lines, but he could still figure out what time it was. In the living room was a huge clock the size of a hubcap, shaped like a starburst. Did it have any hour markings of any kind? No. It had hour and minute hands that pointed at nothing; you were supposed to guess the time by position. He wasn’t an idiot—he didn’t like to think of himself as an idiot, at any rate—but he found it impossible to read that fucking clock. What was the point of it? It didn’t even look that good as an objet d’art.

Staying in this expensive, archly decorated house seemed to emphasize the differences between him and Dylan. Roan knew his lower middle-class roots were showing in the fact that he found this house almost appalling on several different levels, while Dylan just shrugged and chalked it up to different tastes. But as different as he and Dyl were, he thought this was a good thing. They had separate lives, they weren’t in each other’s business all the time, they had different interests and time apart, all of which was good. Roan didn’t know how couples who were together all the time ever made it. You needed your own space. Just because you were married (or civil partnered, or whatever the fuck you wanted to call it) didn’t instantly turn you into conjoined twins.

Roan took a shower in the absurd downstairs bathroom (this house had three, all overly decorated, and large enough to be spacious living rooms), washing away any lingering traces of blood (okay, only he could smell them and barely, but why take the chance), wondering what was so wrong with him that he wanted to take a sledgehammer to this place—because he was sure you could feed all the homeless of Seattle for a year if you sold the furniture? Actually, you could probably feed Tacoma’s homeless as well. And why even have it? The couches were ugly! And uncomfortable. The ninety-dollar one he’d picked up at a thrift shop was comfortable enough to sleep on, and didn’t look like a drunken leprechaun had thrown up psychedelic mushrooms on it.

Oh shit, was he turning into some bitter old queen? (In his mind, he could hear Dee snort and say, “Turning? Try have been and get back to me.”) Bitter, cynical… vicious. That trafficker who took a shot at Holden was dead. Maybe not this second, but he would be. There was no way you could use a man’s skull to shatter a sink and not kill him. Roan didn’t feel bad about it—he was selling the girl; she had simply been one in a series—but he thought he should. He was hardening, becoming more of a predator by the day. Or was that a convenient excuse?

Roan went upstairs, to the insanely large master bedroom with its round bed (ludicrous—who had a round mattress, and most importantly, why? Even Dylan admitted he had no idea how they ever bought the sheets for the thing), where Dylan was curled up on one side of the spacious bed. He remembered how the bed was all white when they first moved in—white sheets, white blankets, white shams, whatever those were. (Both he and Dylan found that weird. “We’re just not all-white people,” Dylan had said, and Roan ran a hand through his hair and replied, “Speak for yourself. If I was any whiter, I’d be translucent.”) In a spare bedroom closet, Dylan had found a comforter that was a very gay shade of lilac, but at least it was a color, so he moved it to this bedroom and was currently huddled beneath it. Roan crawled into bed carefully, so as not to wake him up.

His eyes were adjusted to the dark, so he could see Dylan’s shoulder, the delicate latticework of bones beneath taut olive skin, and he carefully traced the scapula with his fingertip.

They were a relationship of two different worlds. But it wasn’t the divide people expected. It wasn’t that Dyl was an artist and he wasn’t, or that Dylan was younger than him, or that he was Hispanic and Roan was clearly a whiter shade of pale, or even that Roan was infected and he wasn’t.

It was that Dylan was totally Human, and he wasn’t. He wondered if that would ultimately tear them apart.





WHEN his bladder finally forced him awake, Roan found himself confronted with the punishing, bright accusation of the sun, streaming through the gauzy white curtains like a stream of curses. He squinted and grumbled as he made his way to the bathroom, which was all white marble and gold-colored fixtures, and it took Roan a moment to realize what was wrong: the birds. At home, he could hear the birds chirping sometimes very loudly, as if they were right above his head. Here, the landscaping kept them in the ornamental trees some distance from the house, and perhaps the building materials also kept the outside sounds muted. It was a shame, as he actually had gotten used to the noise of birds and wind and branches scraping and slapping against the side of the house. He was a city boy and he knew it, so he had no idea why those sounds made him feel better.

Since it was such a sunny, pretty day, he decided to just go ahead and stay in bed with the covers pulled up. Roan felt more accustomed to rain, fog, and gloom. Still, he smelled toast, and wasn’t surprised when the door opened and Dylan came in, eating toast and carrying a mug of tea. “So, when were you gonna tell me about the video?”

Roan sighed as he pulled the sheet off his face. “When I found the right moment. I never did.”

Ultimately, he had compromised with Bolt, and while it didn’t involve him compromising on personal principals, Roan still felt dirty. He’d shot a quick video that would be on Divine Transformation’s web page and in general on YouTube. It wasn’t much really, just a statement of intent: he would resist any registry, and encouraged any and all infected to do the same. He doubted they’d arrest them all, but he kind of hoped they’d try, because then the registry would be revealed for what it was. Roan encouraged them to all stand together, and promised them, the infected viewing audience, that he would fight this as long as he could. There was nothing radical on it, nothing saying he loved the Church or even liked them, it was simply a statement of fact. One that might get him investigated by the FBI, but fuck it. Playing it safe didn’t appeal to him.

He sat up as Dylan sat on the edge of the bed and offered his tea and toast to him, possibly because he thought Roan might have a hangover. He didn’t, but he was starving, so he accepted them with a nod and helped himself to a bite and a gulp. The toast was at least sourdough, and the tea some weird green tea-berry combination that was actually pleasant. “So are you leaving me?” Roan asked between bites of toast, mostly just curious.

“No. I must say you sounded very reasonable. I have no idea why some people are losing their shit over it.”

“Because I am encouraging the armed rebellion of infecteds against the normals. It’s the apocalypse, and I’m God or Satan, depending on who you ask.”

“I missed the armed part.”

“I think it’s implied, me being me and all.”

“I see.”

Roan set the tea down on the end table, and put a hand on Dylan’s naked back. He was wearing nothing but pajama bottoms, pale blue with white and red snowflakes on them, and Roan found himself once again entranced by the long, lean line of his spine. “I’m just gonna apologize now for all the shit that’s gonna come ’cause of this, okay?”

It was Dylan’s turn to sigh. “You do realize if you start doing that, you’ll have to keep doin’ it forever.”

“Oh, I know. Thanks for not killing me before now.”

Dylan glanced at him over his shoulder, eyebrow raised. “I married the gay Die Hard. What did I expect? I have no one to blame but myself.”

“Did you just compare me to Bruce Willis? I’m insulted.”

He patted his thigh comfortingly. “I meant the character, not the actor. We all know you’re better looking. Even with all the ink.”

“Hey, some of this is yours.”

“The best, yes.”

“That’s right, hon, embrace humility. Speaking of which, how’d the show go last night?”

He seemed to perk up at the very mention. “Pretty well. I sold a few paintings, and someone wants me to do something on commission. Normally I don’t do that kind of thing, but I was intrigued, so I took his number. I figure if I don’t like the idea, I can just back out.”

“His number? Are you sure someone wasn’t just trying to pick you up?”

Dylan smirked at him. He liked it when Roan showed a little jealousy. “He wasn’t my type. Oh, and a couple of people wanted to buy the photo montage of you. I turned them down, because how could I part with that? It’ll be nice to have a reminder of when you had a rockin’ bod after you get all old and saggy.” He was now grinning like a smartass at him.

“Old and saggy? You bastard,” Roan said, and pounced on him, pinning him down to the bed as Dyl laughed. There was something curious about that joke, though—old and saggy. Infecteds didn’t live long enough to get old and saggy, unless they were infected at an advanced age. But since his infection was weird and his body seemed to be adapting to things he never should have been able to adapt to, maybe he did have a shot at becoming old. What would that be like?

It suddenly occurred to him that he never really contemplated the future. He simply lived for the now, because he assumed that was all he had left. Maybe that wasn’t true anymore. How weird would that be? Should it cause him to feel a brief spasm of pure dread? “I will never be old and saggy,” Roan proclaimed, with sarcastic vanity. “I will be beautiful forever.”

“Wouldn’t that require you being beautiful now?” Dylan retorted, smiling.

“Asshole.” He then tickled his ribs, knowing he was ticklish and hated that. Dylan bucked under him, laughing even as he grabbed his wrists and rolled over, pinning Roan beneath his body.

He liked the weight of him, the feeling of his skin against his skin, and Dylan seemed to be aware of that. His smile became playful and sensuous, and Roan returned it to him before they kissed, with the odd sensation of stubble scraping against stubble (neither of them had shaved yet, apparently). Roan’s cell phone, still tucked in the pocket of his jacket on a chair across the room, started to buzz, and since it was right up against the chair’s metal frame, it was hard not to notice. “Ignore it,” Roan said between kisses, wrapping a leg around Dylan’s leg to hold him down. That made Dyl laugh, suggesting he was never even tempted to answer it.

Well, why would he? They had something better to do.





DYLAN eventually reminded him that he’d said he’d be into work today, and that Fiona would be waiting, so after a quick shower (he didn’t bother shaving) he headed out.

Roan arrived at the office ten minutes later than usual, but he had a good excuse for being late, although he didn’t need it. After all, he was the boss—who did he answer to?

Fiona was there when he arrived, but so was a stranger. As Roan came in, she stood up, but so did the stranger. “There you are,” she said, giving him a look suggesting she didn’t find his lateness amusing.

“Sorry. Traffic.” He could have told her he was having sex with his husband, but that was too much information. Besides, he knew that when she watched porn—rarely—she preferred gay porn for some reason, and he didn’t want to give her any kind of mind fuel.

She gestured to the stranger, and said, “We had a walk-in.”

“I see.” The walk-in was a boy who looked barely old enough to shave. He was of average height and weight, although tending toward pudgy, a situation not helped by the fact he was wearing two shirts (a long-sleeved black shirt beneath a sleeveless white one) and a coat on top of all that, one of those Army surplus ones in olive drab. He had a floppy haircut, one where his heavy bangs threatened to obscure his eyes, dyed a bottle blond and highlighted with blue and purple streaks. A buckshot of acne highlighted his weak chin, but his pale blue eyes were open and friendly. It looked like he was trying to grow out some stubble, but could only manage a few wispy hairs that were hard to see until you were up close. His mouth was thin and uncertain, like an anxious cartoon character, and as Roan extended a hand toward him, his lips seem to recede further into his face. He looked about fifteen, but the smell of a cologne that wasn’t Axe body spray made Roan push his age up further. “Hello, I’m Roan McKichan.”

He shook his hand limply; his grip was almost nonexistent, and his hand was cold. “I know, I recognize you from your picture. I’m, um, Oliver Jephson.”

“Nice to meet you. Shall we go into my office?” He didn’t ask where he recognized him from, mainly because he was afraid of the answer.

Not waiting for the kid’s response, Roan headed into his office, aware of his phone continuing to hum in his pocket. He’d checked it before he left the house, and discovered it was Seb asking him if he just wanted to make his life harder and cursing him out, showing an uncharacteristic burst of emotion. Maybe because if the registry did become law, it would be Seb who would have to arrest him. He was expecting to get a similar, if more profane, call from Dropkick. It was probably her, so he didn’t answer.

Only when he’d come in and shut the door did Roan see Oliver was carrying a man purse beneath his coat, adding to his bulky appearance. Since he didn’t smell gun oil on him—just cologne, acne cream, detergent, deodorant, and a smidge of body odor—he wasn’t concerned about its contents. “Can I ask how old you are?” Roan asked, taking a seat behind his desk.

“Um, yeah, I’m twenty-two,” he said, taking the seat in front of his desk. Roan didn’t smell a lie, although the kid was clearly nervous. Was it about this whole scenario, or being alone in a room with him? “I know I look younger, though. I can show you my ID if you want.”

“I’m not selling you booze, kid, don’t worry about it. So what can I do for you?”

The kid settled in his seat uncomfortably, and for a moment didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. Once he stopped fidgeting, he said, “This is kind of, um, weird. I’m not sure where to start.”

“The beginning’s always good.”

He nodded convulsively. “Yeah.” Oliver scratched his face, clearly considering his options, and just dived in. “So I’m from Milford, Delaware. When I was eight, my dad went missing. He went to work, and he was supposed to come home, but he never did. I remember it was fall, ’cause, like, I was worried about going back to school and junk, you know? I did okay in school, I was just picked on a lot. I was small for my age.”

Was that all? Roan was getting a gay vibe from him, and it had nothing to do with his black-painted thumbnail or somewhat high-pitched voice, although those helped. There was an undefinable something that just set off Roan’s gaydar.

“So anyways, it was really hard. It was big news for a while, and when his car was eventually found in Wilmington, in a vacant lot with its door open and the battery dead, everybody feared the worst. The police never found much, though, and I think by Christmas of that year we figured he was probably dead. Mom didn’t make it official until the summer I turned fourteen though, she had him declared legally dead, then married my stepfather, Ben.” He rolled his eyes, easily implying that they didn’t get along. “He’s a nice enough guy, I guess, but he and I just couldn’t stand each other, and when I graduated high school, I applied to every college I could think of on the West Coast, to get as far away from him as possible, and I got accepted to the you-dub first.” 

U-W, otherwise known as the University of Washington. Roan wondered when he was going to get to the point of his visit. 

“Anyways, just a couple of weeks ago, I was getting photos for a photo essay, and I was on Flickr. You know what Flickr is?”

Was that a veiled old crack? “Photo-sharing software and site.”

“Yeah, right. Anyways, there’s this one guy, Rearadmrl42, who takes great photos, and I was looking through some of his shots, and one caught my eye and I wasn’t sure why.” He moved his man purse to his lap and started scrabbling through it, finally pulling out a photo print. Although the photo had a nice composition, it seemed like an otherwise unremarkable street scene, of three men standing and smiling. Two had their shirts off and a third was wearing a too-tight tank top in an oddly pastel orange color; all three men had their arms around each other’s shoulder. Roan recognized the building in the background, knew it was taken in Seattle, and the rainbow-bedecked float slightly out of focus off to one side indicated it was taken at the pride parade.

Oliver put his finger on the very edge of the left side of the photo and tapped it. “See him?” He was indicating a man in the near background, almost completely out of the shot, but in focus, and his profile was visible as he was on his way out of frame. Roan nodded once, just to let him know he had. “This is my dad.”

Oh, okay. Now he knew why he was here.
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“DO YOU have any idea what it was like?” Oliver continued, tears welling in his eyes. “We thought he was murdered, and we’d never know how he died or who killed him. They’d get away scot-free, and we’d never know what happened to our dad or why. And now, after all that agony, this. That fucker is still alive? So he just walked away, is that it? Can people do that?”

“People do it all the time. Men more than women, but they do it too.” Roan got out the box of tissue he kept on hand for crying clients—he had a lot of clients who cried, which made sense, as he was usually the last resort for these people—and put it on the edge of his desk, close to Oliver. “Do you have a photo of your father from before?”

He took a tissue, wiped his eyes and nose, and nodded convulsively. “Yeah, yeah I do.” Oliver balled up the tissue and sniffed as he dug in his man purse once more. He put the print on his desk, and followed it with a yellowed Polaroid, of a rather average-looking man in his early thirties, with brown hair thinning at the temples, soft, pale eyes nearly lost in his doughy round face, his nose a sharp blade that dominated his otherwise unremarkable visage. He looked tired, and seemed to be sitting at a kitchen table, with a red and white gingham checked cloth beneath his blue coffee mug, dishes in a rack visible over his left shoulder.

The print picture was in profile, while the Polaroid shot was head-on, making this a bit more dicey. Still, there were some obvious similarities—the nose appeared exactly the same, as did the shape of the chin. The face was thinner, but in an expected way, one you might expect from someone who had aged and lost weight over several years. “How old is this photo?” he asked, holding up the Polaroid.

Oliver was dabbing his face with the tissue again. “Fourteen years old.”

He quickly did the math in his head. “The year he disappeared.”

Oliver nodded again. “It was taken on his birthday, in May.”

Roan studied the photos carefully, one right against the other. Neither picture was especially sharp, but they weren’t bad either. There was a nagging similarity between the photos, and there was no way he could deny it. 

“They are the same, aren’t they?”

Would he be getting Oliver’s hopes up if responded in the affirmative? “There is an uncanny resemblance. But you are aware that occasionally someone can look almost exactly like someone else but not be them.”

“Yeah, I know. But it’s him, I know it’s him. And I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel about that.”

A fair point. “You need to understand something before you hire me: I may not be able to find him. Even if he is your dad, he may have moved on or just been passing through Seattle. I have no alias, no location, no nothing. In essence, I am looking for a ghost, and it may ultimately be pointless, a waste of your money and my time. So do you still want to do this?”

He nodded, his expression oddly chastened. “Yes. I hafta know.”

“Can you even afford me? I don’t know if I can fit in a college student’s budget.”

“It’s not me paying, it’s my Aunt Abby, my dad’s sister. I e-mailed her as soon as I realized what was bugging me about the pic, just to make sure I wasn’t insane. She thought it was him too, and she wants to know what the fuck he’s been up to. We decided not to tell the rest of the family until we’re sure it’s actually him.”

“Good choice.” Best that two people were disillusioned rather than everyone all at once.

They discussed payment and everything Roan was going to need from him about his dad, who was named Adam Jephson. Oliver seemed surprised he wanted to know everything there was to know about Adam, but it was the only way he could figure out how a guy like this might have thought, and where he may have gone.

He had the basics: Born Adam Frederick Jephson in Fort Lauderdale, Florida on May 29, 1964, he was the only son of Fred and Susan Jephson (he had one sister, Abigail, two years younger), he went to college at the University of Delaware and he married one Annette Eberle in Dover, Delaware on June 16, 1987 (coincidentally—or perhaps not—Oliver’s older sister, Caroline, was born in November of that same year). Adam went on to work at an insurance company, the same one his father worked for, which was simply not a coincidence. They had two other children in quick succession—Oliver was born in 1990, followed by another sister, Melanie, in 1992—and an otherwise unremarkable life. Annette eventually started working for a florist, and they were your perfectly average white nuclear family.

Until Adam disappeared.

According to newspaper articles Roan found, thanks to LexisNexis and Google searches, it barely warranted an inch-high notice in the paper when it was first reported, on September 3 of 1999. But as the days wore on, it got more notice, and the discovery of the car kicked things into overdrive. The newspapers were breathless in their speculation that something horrible had happened to him, that the car was proof of foul play (even though the cops said there was “no sign of foul play”—meaning, in police speak, they had found no blood or bullet holes in the car).

Roan knew there were a couple of possibilities here. Adam walked—he wouldn’t be the first man overwhelmed by family life, a boring job, and a rough (?) marriage to just walk away. Second possibility: His car broke down, and he got help from the wrong guy—since serial killers of straight white men was a statistical nonstarter, the most likely violence scenario was a robbery gone wrong. And because the would-be robber was something of a pro, he knew not to use the guy’s cards, just dump them and take the cash. (Adam went missing with a bank card and two credit cards, none of which was ever used again.) Third scenario—he committed suicide. Adam abandoned his car and walked into a river, filling his pockets with rocks before going for a midnight swim. It was possible that his body would never turn up if there was enough of a current.

But right now, Roan had to work from the possibility that Adam had walked, and a photographer had caught him in the background of a shot taken at the Seattle pride parade last year. Could Adam be gay? Just because he was in the background of the shot didn’t mean he was gay, he could have been crossing the street or living on the block. But if he was gay, it gave a good reason for him abandoning everything and starting over. He could have been living a double life, with a wife and family and a male lover on the side (or just a series of anonymous sexual encounters, or both), and finally got sick of having to juggle them. Adam decided to pick one, but to save his family from “shame” or him from guilt and a protracted legal battle, he walked away, and allowed them to think he was dead.

Roan had one place to start his search: that neighborhood, and the local gay bars. He’d have to work on the assumption Adam was gay and local, because he had nothing else to work with. The Eagle was close, wasn’t it? He liked the Eagle; it was his kind of gay bar. Hard to find, small, and unpretentious, you pretty much went there just to have a drink. Oh, and maybe pick someone up, but there was no deafening dance music, no place to dance actually (unless you went upstairs, but even then the tables and the pool table took up most of the space). He never actually hooked up with anyone there, but he’d made friends, and that was probably better.

Roan found himself getting slightly nostalgic at the thought of going back to the Eagle, and got up to go, shrugging on his coat and making sure he had the photo taken of the Adam wannabe at the pride parade. Even at the Eagle, saying his kid was looking for him might bring out protective shields, but saying he was hired by a lawyer to find him because he’d inherited some estate? Again, people were more than happy to get involved when there was money on the line.

As he came out, Fiona was just getting up. “Hey, I was gonna ask what you wanted for lunch.”

Roan shook his head. “Take the rest of the day off. I’m going out to start banging on garbage cans.”

“Whatcha looking for?”

“A guy who may or may not be a guy who supposedly died in Delaware fourteen years ago.”

“Wow. Emo boy brought that one in?”

“Yep. It gets even more emo—it’s his dad.”

She let out a low whistle. “That’s gotta be worth an Oprah episode or two.”

“If it is his dad. Right now, it could be a guy who just looks like him. That’s my impossible job.”

“Awesome,” she replied, with a tinge of sarcasm. With her eyes alone, she seemed to be asking why he would take such a hopeless case, but he only shrugged. Why not seemed to be the only appropriate answer.

The office door opened, and while Roan took in the physical features of the tall, skinny guy in the tattered overcoat, his cat senses had kicked into overdrive. He was already moving when he pinpointed the thing that set it all off: gun oil. The kid smelled like gun oil, gunpowder, and hate.

Roan’s intention was to land a kick in his solar plexus, sending him flying out into the parking lot, but that’s not what happened. The gunman had withdrawn the gun just in time for Roan’s feet to impact his chest, like he was jumping off it, and in fact he was. Roan managed to wrench the gun from his hand and pushed off with his feet, as the guy was already falling backward, doubling his speed as gravity pulled him down. The gunman hit the outside asphalt with bone-crunching force, his head bouncing off the pavement like a basketball, as Roan managed to turn in midair, feet scraping the ceiling, and landed in a crouch inside his own waiting room, the gun clutched to his chest. “Holy fuck!” Fi exclaimed, more surprised than anything else. “How the fuck did you do that?”

He wasn’t sure what she meant, just like he wasn’t completely sure what he’d done. It was all instinct, the cat just under the surface and taking over with the sudden adrenaline rush. It didn’t know what was impossible, not for him, and didn’t obey too many rules in any case.

Roan gulped air and ran out into the parking lot. The guy was lying flat out, wheezing like he was drowning on dry land, and yet he was still trying to pull himself across the lot, trying to move. Roan heard the screech of tires as a car, some ugly-ass Toyota in a shade of primer gray, sped out of the lot like its ass was on fire. The guy’s compatriots, abandoning him as soon as it was a dead cert he had lost. Roan walked over to the kid, and just listening to his labored breathing and the lumpy look of his chest, he figured he had busted his ribs, perhaps collapsed his entire fucking torso. Roan had hit him like a human missile, and there was no counter for that.

A fear stench was coming off the kid in waves, and Roan wasn’t sure why until he realized he was growling, and he forced himself to stop. The guy was trying to say something, but he couldn’t get enough air to do it. A quick glance confirmed a spider web tattoo on the back of his hand, the kind with the hidden SS symbol in it, a prison special. “FCC?” Roan asked, but it wasn’t really a question. He already knew.

He heard police sirens, loud but fading, and figured cops had already picked up the speeding Toyota. Another prowler turned into the lot, briefly blaring its siren before the black and white pulled parallel to them. He didn’t recognize the cops who got out, a stocky Hispanic guy built like a fireplug and a doughier, taller white guy, but apparently they knew him. “What happened here?” the stocky guy, named Morales according to his badge, asked.

“This idiot pulled a gun on me.”

The white officer, with a badge named Fisher, snorted derisively. “Oh my god, you attacked Batman? Jesus Christ, you gotta death wish or somethin’?”

“He needs an ambulance.”

“He’s gonna need a fuckin’ mortuary once I’m through with him,” Fiona exclaimed, stomping out into the parking lot. It looked like she was going to kick him, but his obvious physical distress and the cops made her pause. “What was this fucking fuckface asshole thinking?!”

While Fisher radioed in for an ambulance, Morales told her, “I’m assuming he was gonna shoot your boss.” He patted down the legs and chest of the guy on the ground, searching for hidden weapons. Morales found a wicked-looking hunting knife with a serrated blade that would actually be very clumsy to use in a fight. Morales must have known that, because as he pulled it out of the sheath on the man’s leg, he held it up and asked, “Really?”

The gunman’s eyes were glass bright and shiny with panic. He couldn’t breathe, or at least he was having such a hard time breathing his brain was kicking into full-on animal mode, where nothing mattered but the pure basics of existing.

Roan handed Morales the guys’ gun butt first, and said, “He was gonna assassinate me with this.”

He looked at it dubiously. Morales was wearing latex gloves, so he wasn’t going to worry about contaminating the evidence. “A .45?”

“I know. If I didn’t collapse his entire chest, I’d feel insulted.”

“How did that happen, by the way?”

“I drop-kicked him.” Well, that was essentially what he’d done. It was a bit fancier than that. Morales just stared at him like he didn’t quite believe him.

“With what, a battering ram?”

Roan figured, with his luck, the ambulance would be Dee’s, but no, it was a crew he’d never met before (and he was kind of relieved). As they were loading the guy onto the stretcher and shooting Roan slightly dirty looks (he hadn’t meant to crush his chest—he didn’t know he could kick someone that hard, although really he should have known), his phone started vibrating in his pocket. He checked the readout, saw it was Doctor Rosenberg, and decided to answer. She’d done a scan of his chest the other day, just to see if the phantom muscle that had blocked the bullet was still there or not. She must have had an answer by now. 

“Hey there, Doctor Nick,” Roan said, figuring she’d get the reference.

“Drop whatever you’re doing and get to my office now,” she said, her voice all steel. “I mean it, none of your bullshit, just do it.”

“Why—”

“Do it, or I’ll send one of my interns to come get you. Do you understand me?”

He was completely baffled by her hostility. “What—”

“Now. When I call back, you better be on the road.” And with that, she hung up. He stared at the cell for a moment, wondering what he had done to piss her off. Well, there were so many possibilities to choose from, he didn’t know which to select.

Roan had already given his statement to Fisher, so he was okay to leave the scene, and since Fi was fine and knew they were done for the day (certainly now, if not before), he went ahead and took off. He wanted to go to the Eagle, but later—he knew Rosenberg well enough to know she actually would send an intern after him if he didn’t do what she said.

It wasn’t a long drive to the university, although when she called back he was stuck in traffic. She barely believed that.

She all but shoved Roan into her office, and as soon as she’d walked to her desk, she started her spiel. “Couldn’t find the muscle on the scan, but I know it’s there. What I did find… shit, kid, I don’t know how to tell you this.”

“Kid?” he chuckled, taking the chair in front of her desk. “You know I’m pushing forty.”

“Young compared to me. But so is Methuselah, so don’t be too flattered.” She sat behind her desk with a sigh, and brought out a color scan of a torso, presumably his. “I want you to check into the university hospital, right now. Have you been having visual auras lately, migraines, random head pains, loss of consciousness? And please, be honest here.”

“What? What the hell is this about?”

She handed him the scan. He looked at it, seeing the outline of a chest and arms in bluish light, with organs highlighted by various colors, and muscles like traces holding the sketch together. There were also some odd, tiny dark spots scattered around, like a handful of pepper spilled on the image. “What the hell are these specks?”

“They’re not specks, they’re about the size of a pea.”

“Okay, what are the peas?”

Rosenberg scowled, emphasizing the thin lines gathered around her mouth. He suddenly realized she wasn’t angry, just upset. “They’re tumors. We went through all the digital views of the scans available in the database, and we’ve counted fourteen. There appears to be one in your stomach too, which I really don’t like. I want to check you in right away and get a biopsy of some of these. My hope is this is just a form of hyperplasia and nothing to worry about, but it’s best we make sure, especially considering how fast it’s come on, and I want to do a brain scan right away to make sure that area’s clean.”

Maybe it was the fact that he’d crushed a man’s chest less than an hour earlier, or all the pain pills, but this seemed unreal somehow. “I thought tumors didn’t spread.”

“They don’t.”

“But I have more than a baker’s dozen of them? How?”

“What do you think I’ve been asking myself?” She sighed and rubbed her eyes, temporarily moving her glasses up to her forehead. “Look, you are a hybrid organism, and your physical adaptation to your unique condition has been miraculous. But there are problems that come with being a hybrid organism, and this is terra incognita. We don’t know what could plague you, we don’t know the full life cycle of the virus, we can only take educated guesses at certain weaknesses. This surprises me as much as you. But we need to work fast to make sure this is contained, that this is not as bad as it looks. Please work with me here, Roan.”

Suddenly things started falling into place, in a very weird way. Roan wasn’t surprised by any of this, nor was he at all afraid. He knew he should have been, but again, it was all from a remove, from a distance, as if this was happening to someone else. “Brain scan. You think I have a brain tumor.”

Not a question, but she took it as such. “You have a history of migraines and aneurysms, and it’s better safe than sorry. If these tumors have spread everywhere, it’s best to cover all the bases. None of these tumors are especially serious, although we do have to remove the one on your stomach wall and one on your left kidney. But if you have one in your brain, you know how damn serious that is.”

That was the diplomatic answer. He chuckled, suddenly finding this all very funny. “This ain’t gonna kill me. This isn’t how I go down.”

Her glasses settled on the end of her nose, and she stared at him again. “You know this for a fact? You know how you die?”

“For a certain fact? No. But violently seems to be the obvious conclusion. Somebody tried to kill me before I got here.”

“And what happened to them?”

“Crushed sternum, punctured lung.”

She looked alarmed. “Seriously? You fucked them up that much?”

“I didn’t mean to. It got a little out of control on me.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s the other thing. It could explain it.”

“Explain what?”

“A tumor. A small one, in a very specific area of your brain, could be part of the reason you’ve been losing control of your shifts.”

It was Roan’s turn to stare at her for a very long moment. “Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. It’s only started happening recently, yeah?”

He had to consider that, and even then, he wasn’t sure. “I guess. But….” He didn’t know what he was going to say.

A wave of relief washed over him, so intense it almost brought him to tears. Maybe it wasn’t all his fault; maybe he wasn’t completely insane. Maybe all wasn’t lost.

Maybe he wasn’t lost. 
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Abracadabra



ROSENBERG objected to the idea of an outpatient biopsy, although didn’t HMOs do shit like that all the time? Besides, Roan being who he was, being opened up wouldn’t hurt him; he’d heal faster than a normal, get on with his life. But she still objected.

So they set aside the biopsy for another day. He did agree to get the brain scan though, if only to appease her, and he hoped she knew what a sacrifice that was.

There was something awful about being squashed in a narrow metal tube, which echoed with strange noises (clanks, hums, sinister science fiction-type sounds), and made you feel like you had been shoved into a torpedo and were about to be fired at an enemy vessel. That wouldn’t have been a bad way to die, come to think of it—flung at the enemy like a biological weapon, which was in essence what Roan was. Rosenberg sometimes talked to him, and since he was a captive audience inside the big scanning machine, she told him about all the assholes out there (fellow virologists) who make various claims about the virus and infecteds, while she was sitting on him (in a figurative sense, of course), and could blow all those putzes away with hard truths that didn’t conform to their “jerk ass” speculation. Did she want him to give consent to release information on him? Too bad, she wasn’t going to get it.

Roan wondered if he was going stir-crazy in the tube. He felt like he’d been in the scanner for most of the day, but it was only about an hour. Even though he’d done nothing but remain motionless in the damn tube, he felt both jittery and exhausted. She wanted to talk some more, schedule him for a biopsy, but he was in no mood for a talk and told her he’d schedule it later, on his way out the door. He believed she called him a very nasty name, but maybe she was talking to someone else.

He sat in the car, wondering what he was going to do. His head hurt from the noises and the lights in the scanner—was she trying to trigger a migraine? He could believe it—and struggled to open a bottle of Percocet. His hands were shaking, and he wasn’t sure why. There were so many reasons for him to fall to pieces right now. Not that he was planning to, but it was nice to know he had a pass if he couldn’t hold his shit together.

Roan swallowed a couple of pills with lukewarm bottled water that tasted more like plastic than anything else, and pondered his next move. He should tell Dylan; it was only fair that he knew his freak husband had a freak problem. He couldn’t show up at work and tell him, that was cruel, and right now Dylan was doing his usual weekly charity work for the temple, and there was no way in hell Roan was going to track him down and tell him now. He could make dinner tonight, break it to him then… except no, that seemed awful too. He was going to have to think of a better way to break it to him.

“So what now, genius?” he asked himself. He wished he knew.

Did the thought he might die actually bother him? Or was it the method? He wouldn’t mind death if it was fast; the thought of a slow death made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. Not like that; any way but that.

The best thing for it was distraction. And who better to pursue a hopeless case than a man who was a hopeless case himself? Roan started the car and headed out toward the Eagle, hoping the rest of the day was better from here on out.

It could be worse, but he was seriously hoping the universe was done fucking him for now.





HOLDEN was just trying to decide if he wanted to throw frozen blueberries into his smoothie when there was a knock at his door.

That was weird, mainly because he rarely if ever had unannounced visitors. Oh, sometimes Roan came over with little warning, usually when there was a situation, but it didn’t sound like Roan. When he knocked, he usually shook the door in its frame. His little segues into Hulkdom sometimes made themselves known in the oddest places.

Curious, Holden approached, wondering if he should grab his gun first. Oh sure, he wasn’t an infected, and he wasn’t sure any of those fundie haters even knew who he was (he made damn sure he was a difficult man to know and find—he even paid his rent under a fake identity), but these days you couldn’t be too sure. He knew the “kill the cats” bastards were just trying to scare people into submission, but they were just making him angrier by the second. Maybe it was being a preacher’s son and knowing exactly what kind of hypocritical, nasty bastards they actually were, and how little they genuinely thought of their loyal followers, but perhaps he was just projecting. Holden supposed there were some good God boys out there, but any who preached hate and homicide were instantly ruled out.

He glanced out his peephole, approaching it from the side so anyone waiting for a light shift would just be shooting through the door, but he was surprised by whom he saw. If this was an FCC member, he’d undergone a serious brainwashing.

Holden unlocked the door and opened it wide enough to lean against the door frame. “Hey little boy, you lost?”

Scott Murray, the way-too-cute hockey player, seemed a little thrown off by the statement. Good Canadian boy, was he? He’d witnessed hockey fights and heard a couple of things to the contrary. Scott chuckled nervously and scratched his forehead before saying, “Sorry to just drop by like this, I was hoping to talk to you. Is this a bad time?”

“No, I guess not. Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.”

He stopped staring at Holden’s chest—until he’d opened the door and felt the cool air, Holden forgot he was wearing nothing but the sweatpants he’d stepped into after his shower (well, it wasn’t like nudity was uncommon for him…)—and gave him a curious, almost wary look. “Huh?”

Holden opened the door wide and made a sweeping arm gesture toward the interior of his apartment. “My casa is your casa.”

For a moment he looked like he might turn and run away. But Scott gathered his courage like a good little macho man and came in. Holden had to swallow a laugh. Oh, it was too easy playing with the nervous and shy, and too damn fun too. As soon as he shut the door, he asked, “Who told you where I lived?” He tried not to sound hostile, but he was curious.

“Oh, um, Dee, that paramedic? I kinda lied to him, I said Roan wanted us to work on something together, but I didn’t know where you were, and Roan wasn’t answering his phone.”

“I’ll give you credit for plausibility. That sounds like Roan.”

“I thought so.”

He walked back to the kitchenette, wondering if Scott was watching his ass. Well, did it look any good in these sweatpants? He couldn’t remember. “Can I offer you a drink? I’m making a smoothie, I’m sure there’ll be extra.”

“Um, no thanks. Can I, uh, sit down?”

“What, you don’t sit in your own home? Of course you can sit down. Just don’t put your feet up on my couch or I’ll cut you.”

Scott laughed nervously, and whatever he said after that was lost in the whir of the blender. When it stopped, and Holden was pouring the smoothie into a glass, Scott tried again. “So, um, I was wondering… um….”

“If I’m a prostitute? Yes. What else can I help you with?” He turned around to see Scott just staring at him from his couch with a look somewhere between surprise and disbelief. Holden sipped from his smoothie to keep from laughing.

Scott actually looked small in his civilian clothes, a pair of loose jeans, a T-shirt advertising some skate shop he’d never heard of (had he heard of any skate shops?), a black leather jacket, and an innocent look that made him appear barely old enough to shave. Of course he really wasn’t that old, was he? It was easy to forget, just like it was easy to forget how much of his hockey gear wasn’t actually him. That stuff added about fifteen pounds to a guy. Still, what Scott did have of body mass was mostly solid muscle; if he had a single ounce of fat, it wasn’t visible. “Um, wow,” he finally said, running a hand nervously through his shaggy black hair. “I guess Dee was right about you.”

“Oh? What did he say?”

“He said you had no shame.”

“Shame is for the weak. Do I look weak to you?”

It took a moment for Scott to look at him, but his eyes were furtive and skittish. Poor boy. Holden wasn’t sure if he should comfort him or torment him. “No.”

“There you go.” Holden leaned on the counter of the kitchenette, looking out into the living room, so there was a physical barrier to mimic the psychological and emotional one between them. He couldn’t help but wonder where this conversation was going to go, and yet he was curious to play out the line for a bit.

“I thought you were Roan’s assistant.”

“I am. But that’s a part-time thing at best. And I’m not just any old hooker, but one of those high-class prostitutes that you hear about in various political scandals. I have a page on the agency’s website and everything. Awesome picture of me, if I do say so myself.”

Scott’s look was dubious, like he thought he was kidding. “I thought those were only for females.”

“Generally. But not in big cities with sizable gay populations. I mean, there are high-class male hookers in Los Angeles, New York, Atlanta, Boston, New Orleans… and don’t even ask about San Francisco. But you probably guessed that.”

“I guessed nothing. I’m surprised by this.”

“Why?”

“You just… I guess I imagine male hookers as….”

“Twinks? Transvestites? Scrawny little HIV victims? Strung-out junkies? Sexually abused train wrecks? Give me the high sign when I get close.”

He shook his head. “I wasn’t trying to offend you—”

“You think this is offended? Sweetheart, when I’m offended, you will know. The taste of blood will be a major giveaway.”

That made Scott smile, like he thought it would. Macho men generally responded to macho, good or bad. “See, that’s why I’m having a hard time with this.”

“What, ’cause I’m not a victim type?”

“I guess. I’m not sure that’s what I was going for….”

“Look, I sell myself, sure, but I’m not a doormat. I didn’t start out as some club kid pimped out by his sugar daddy. I knew what I was getting into when I got into it, and I did my time on the street. You survive there by either adopting the colors of a predator, or attaching yourself remora-like to a much bigger fish than you.”

Scott weighed this carefully, with the slightest twitch of his eyebrow. Scott did have those great, eerily clear blue eyes, the kind that always reminded Holden of husky dogs. It made him seem more innocent than he probably was. “You gonna make me guess what you did?”

“My street name is Fox. Does that help at all?”

He considered that a moment, and finally remembered that a fox was indeed a predator. They were small and considered cute by some, which was probably why people forgot what they actually were. Did that explain why some people forgot what he was too? Well, no; Holden wasn’t small, and no one had ever called him cute. 

“I guess it does,” Scott finally admitted, and looked at him with more obviously critical eyes. There was no intent to offend, though; he was simply scrutinizing him, looking for some crack in his armor that would explain him. He wished Captain Canada good luck, ’cause he was going to need it. “I still don’t understand why you sell yourself. You seem smart, you seem tough. So… why?”

He shrugged. “Why not? It’s good money.”

“You can’t do something else for money?”

“Who said it was all about money?”

Scott stared at him in bewilderment. “Didn’t you?”

“No. I gave you one reason out of many. Gotta look out for those little details, they tell you more about a person than you might realize.”

He shook his head and stood up, flinging his hands up as if lobbing a heavy gun overboard. “This is a mindfuck. You’re mind-fucking me.”

“I mind-fuck everyone. It’s a little freebie.”

Those crystal-clear eyes locked onto his again, and Holden watched a current of anger sizzle and fly by. Maybe he wasn’t on ’roids—he was too scrawny, his skin too clear, his muscles too realistic for it—but something kept his temper close to the surface. Could have just been years of playing hockey; Scott wasn’t one to fight a lot, but he did fight, and Holden assumed he’d grown up in an atmosphere that didn’t frown on it. Fighting was to hockey as homoerotic ass grabbing was to football—something done without a lot of thought. 

“Is that why you’re Roan’s assistant? To irritate people until they talk?”

“No, that’s just a lovely little side benefit.”

Scott gave him a stony look, his eyes like agates. “You enjoy this, don’t you?”

“Fucking with people? Sure. Who doesn’t?”

Ooh, he didn’t like that. His mouth twisted in irritation as he turned toward the door. “I give up. Why did I even come here?”

“’Cause you wondered how much I charged.”

That made him stop dead, his back stiffening like someone had just put ice down his shirt. “What?”

“Oh, come on. We’re both adults here, and I’m not gonna rat you out to your team. That’s part of what you pay me for when you hire me: privacy and silence. There are cheaper hustlers, but with me you get a guarantee of no diseases, and discretion. I’m not going to tell on you to your wife, girlfriend, or coworkers, and if you become big and famous someday, I’m not going to out you on Oprah and write a tell-all memoir about how you liked me to fuck you in a clown mask. I may be a whore, but I’m not that kind of whore. I do have standards. Play fair with me, and I play fair with you. No games, no bullshit.”

Scott’s expression was studiously blank, as if he was trying to give nothing away. He was trying, but failing. “Clown mask?”

“People have weird kinks. I don’t judge. Although clowns are freaky.”

“You know I don’t hafta pay for sex, right?”

“Oh yeah. You’re gorgeous and an athlete, two bonuses in the getting laid sweepstakes. But I also know you’re locally fairly well known, and meeting guys has an extra layer of peril.”

He scoffed, and his half smile was attractive and somewhat convincing. “I have a girlfriend.”

“Many of my clients do, that’s so not the point. You’re bi, we both know it, so what’s with the pose? Drop it, hon, we’re all friends here.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “Are we?”

Holden flashed him one of his more seductive smiles. “I’d like to think so. When’s the last time you were with a man? In a Biblical sense.”

“I thought the Bible frowned on that.”

That made him chuckle. “You’re talking to a preacher’s son here. The Bible frowns on many things, and yet seems good on slavery and selling your daughters, so I’m thinking it’s schizophrenic at best.”

“You’re a preacher’s son? Wow. How come almost every gay guy I meet comes from an ultrareligious home?”

“You’ve noticed too, huh?”

“Yeah. My first boyfriend was a Mormon.”

“You have Mormons in Canada?”

“I know, right? But he was cute. Couldn’t shoot for shit, though.”

“He was a hockey player too?”

“No, lacrosse. He initially wanted me to teach him how to play, but I saw through that pretty quickly.”

Perhaps this was why Holden sort of liked Scott, beyond him being pretty damn hot—they had a lot in common. “I used to be a jock, you know. I was the star baseball pitcher at my tony private Christian school. My first boyfriend was the captain of the swim team.”

Scott chuckled. “It’s always the swim team.”

“Hey, it allows the fussy gay boy to wax his body hair and have a legitimate reason for it.”

“I suppose.”

“So how long has it been?” He knew he was pushing it. He had no idea how comfortable Scott was with his sexuality, although the fact that he was still in the closet suggested some discomfort. Was it all career related? He guessed not. Scott struck him as surprisingly reasonable for a semipro athlete, enough that Holden wondered why he would be put off by his own sexuality, and why he went the jock route. Then again, some people wondered the same thing about him being a prostitute, so it all evened out.

Scott seemed torn between staying and leaving, but he seemed to come to some internal decision and stood his ground. “Six months.”

Holden let out a low whistle, shaking his head while giving him one of his sliest smiles. “Nasty. I don’t know if I could go that long without sex.”

“I’ve had sex. I got a girlfriend, remember? It’s just….” He shifted his weight from foot to foot as he ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it adorably. “It’s different with a man, y’know? I mean, I’m fine with women most of the time, but every now and then….”

“You want raw, animalistic, no-strings-attached sex? Hell, that’s the only kind I like.”

They held each other’s gaze for a very long time, a silent battle of potentialities, desire, and awkwardness. Would it be awkward if he took Scott on as a client, since he was part of Roan’s inner circle of superfreaks? Maybe for Scott, but it wouldn’t be for Holden; he had no problems separating his work from the rest of his life. There was Fox and there was Holden, and while they were closely related, they were still very different.

Scott lied to most of his teammates (surely the unfathomable Grey and terminally weird Tank knew, and obviously didn’t care), so why couldn’t he lie to Roan? The only problem was Scott seemed to idolize Roan. He could feel weird around him. Oh, so fucking what? That was his hang-up.

Scott finally admitted, “I don’t know if I could do that.”

“You’d be surprised what you’re capable of.” Holden opened a drawer by the sink, and after rummaging around, found one of his business cards. All it had on it was the web address of his escort agency page and one of his private cell numbers (no name, nothing else—if you got the card, you knew what it was and why), so if anyone found it, they’d have no idea what it was. Unless they looked up the web address, then he was screwed.

Holden held out the card to him. “Change your mind, give me a call.”

Scott studied the plain card, looking at the few things on the front and flipping it over to see if there was anything on the back, before meeting his eyes again. “I couldn’t just ask you out for a beer?”

Holden almost laughed, but Scott seemed half serious. “I don’t know. You could try.”

“I could, I guess,” he said, but only shot him a small, somewhat embarrassed smile before leaving the apartment.

Funny. He could totally see why Roan liked him.
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Long and Lonely Step



CONSIDERING the time of day, Roan wasn’t surprised to find that the Eagle wasn’t crowded, with only a few men who’d come in on their lunch break and lingered still hanging around. The bartender was a reasonably good-looking bear in a maroon T-shirt, with a tattoo of barbed wire encircling his left wrist. Roan showed him the picture of the supposed Adam Jephson, and fed him the story about Adam coming into an inheritance despite having been estranged from his family. (Because it was a gay bar, and Adam was trusted to be gay, the bartender just assumed he was estranged from the family due to his gayness. Roan didn’t discourage this belief.)

The bartender, whose name was Tanner, admitted that he wasn’t sure if he’d seen him or not; the picture was a profile, and after all, he kind of looked like a lot of people. (Roan couldn’t argue with any of this.) Tanner also flirted with him a little, offered him a drink on the house, and Roan found his kindness so alluring he agreed, but only to a virgin margarita (well, it was the afternoon, and he was on several Percocets). After Tanner made him his drink, he admitted he recognized him as “that cat guy” (oy vey), but added he thought he was pretty cool. He also told him not to worry, that he knew he was “Toby’s guy” (Dylan’s old bar nickname), and he wasn’t seriously flirting with him, although the margarita was on the house. Roan suspected a bit of duplicity here; either that or he was hoping they were an open couple looking for a third. But after a little bit more conversation, he realized Tanner was honestly interested in Dylan, not him, he was simply flirting with Roan because he was there. Which was fair enough, because Dylan was one hot dude, a lot hotter than him. If guys liked him, Roan chalked it up to his out-of-control pheromones, one of his dubious viral “gifts.”

Tanner agreed to keep an eye out and spread the word, see if anyone knew of the guy, and Roan thanked him before leaving the bar and cutting his way toward the back bathrooms, which were coincidentally far too cramped and uncomfortable to ever have sex in. It was in the claustrophobic corridor, paneled in dark wood and safe sex posters featuring attractive naked men from the neck down, that a sudden cramp of cold seemed to seize his guts, making him stop in his tracks as the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Roan had an almost undeniable urge to run, to leave the place through the walls if need be, just get the fuck out of there now.

It took him a moment to pinpoint the problem: the music. The bar’s sound system was playing “Don’t Save Us From the Flames,” a song by M83 from the CD Before The Dawn Heals Us—the CD Paris was playing when he killed himself. It was… logically, it was stupid and pointless, but Roan ran out of the bar like it was on fire.

He stopped and leaned against the brick wall outside the tapas restaurant, doubled over in pain and trying to catch his breath. The pain had made his solar plexus a fist, it was radiating pain outward into his torso and away, like he was a vessel that existed simply for this agony. There were tears in his eyes, but he wasn’t sure if they were from physical pain or some other kind of pain. So much for Percocets, huh? Couldn’t fight this.

The worst thing about grief was it laid little booby traps for you. Oh sure, you moved on with your life, you could fool yourself you were past it, and then the trap would spring and those metal teeth of sorrow would crush you, puncture your lungs and tear your heart and split your brain down the center like your skull was made of silk.

Roan was gulping air and trying to get a grip, trying to fight back pain as he felt his jaw ache with the force with which he was clenching his teeth, and belatedly he realized he was growling, a sort of sad, muted sound born purely of pain.

He was shaking and trying to keep from whimpering when he realized not all the shaking was coming from his body—his phone was vibrating. He didn’t want to answer it, but fuck, he probably needed the distraction. He sank down to the cold asphalt as he answered, seeing Seb’s number on the display. “What?” he grumbled, hoping Seb couldn’t hear anything in his voice he shouldn’t.

“Whoa, ain’t you in a bad mood?” he replied. “Well, it’s gonna get worse. You know Jefferson Heights?” Rather than talk, Roan simply grunted an affirmative as he wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “We got a cat loose, and it may have taken refuge in one of these squatter’s shacks. We’ve been ordered not to make a move, to leave it to the cat squad, but I figured you might wanna crack at it first.”

Jefferson Heights was actually an unofficial name, given to one of the poorer parts of the city. It was filled with slums always being condemned or burned down, and as a result, there might be twelve apartment buildings on one block, and half would be officially empty (unofficially was a different story) at any one time. It was a minor maze, and most cops didn’t go in there without serious backup first, mainly because you never knew what you’d find. Crack den, shooting gallery, homeless encampment, neo-Nazi squatters (this was true; he had been on the force when that particular incident had happened), dog fighting ring, maybe even, if you were lucky, an unlicensed takeout joint. If you didn’t absolutely have to be there, most people avoided it.

And as coincidence would have it, it wasn’t far from where Roan was right now. Maybe eight miles, tops. He cleared his throat and finally said, “I’ll be right there.”

“Fine, Catmandu, but are you sure you’re all right? You sound weird.”

“Catmandu?”

“You’re a superhero, you need a superhero name.”

“Are you fucking serious? That’s horrible.”

“What? I know it’s cheesy, but most superhero names are kinda cheesy.”

“If you ever call me that again, I’ll break your fucking nose,” he snapped, and hung up the phone. “Catmandu. How fucking gay does he think I am?” Well, at least that distracted him from the pain.

In the car on the way to the Heights, he listened to Mr. Bungle on his iPod and shouted along with the lyrics he could make out or knew. It made him laugh and cry a bit at the same time. Mr. Bungle was the perfect soundtrack to a psychotic break, so much so that he felt they were almost a community service. If you were crazy or going crazy, you could listen to them and not feel so alone. “Your lips say one thing but the drugs say another” was perhaps the most insightful lyric about his life since “And if I bite my cheeks long enough I figure I could chew right through the skin.” Considering it, that was pretty fucking sad.

Before getting out of the car, Roan checked in the rearview to make sure he wasn’t crying still. He looked a bit like he had been, but he tried to force a partial change, enough to flush his skin and just make him look fucked-up, not like he had been crying. He could settle for that.

He didn’t feel terribly strong, pain echoed through him like ripples on the surface of a disturbed pond, but Roan knew enough not to show weakness. Cop cars stacked the sides of the street, making a half-assed cordon, and the amount of blue on the sidewalk seemed excessive, several of them openly wearing bulletproof vests on the outside of their uniforms. They were more afraid of the Humans around here than the loose cat, a message they were sending loud and clear.

Obviously most of the guys recognized him, and more than a few sneered or turned their backs on him. Boy, he wasn’t going to win any popularity contests, was he? Someone at the head of the street whispered, “Fuckin’ kitty fag,” to his buddy, letting Roan know they’d forgotten about his sense of hearing. Right now he didn’t care much, he was too weary to give a shit about their insults.

He cut through the cops easily, they parted like he was toxic, until he reached Seb, who regarded him with the same equanimity he always did. “Wow, Roan, you look like shit.”

“Bad day. Any word on the cat squad?”

“ETA seven minutes out. Better get movin’.”

This was a bad area to have a superior sense of smell, but then again, most places were. Still, he crouched down, as being closer to the ground would help him filter out so many of the Human smells, the garbage smells. He smelled blood, tainted quite heavily with alcohol, and asked, “Who was hurt?”

“Transient. He was able to stop the attack by shoving a lighter in its face. He’ll probably survive. Said it was a cougar.”

“Amazing he had the presence of mind. He was super fucking drunk.”

Seb chuckled. “Yeah, noticed that. Guy smelled like a sour mash explosion.”

The lighter explained the noxious scent of burned hair, but there was something else, something… off. “Cat’s sick,” Roan said.

“Might explain the attack.”

“Probably.” Was he convinced? Oh, he didn’t know—it seemed to vary from one cat to another. But he didn’t like the smell.

Roan stood, took the drug gun and radio Seb offered him, and followed the trace scents, just barely there beneath the odious, garbage-y Human scents. He followed it into the alley, which was strewn with even fresher garbage, enough to make him almost gag.

He pressed on, past old blood, gang graffiti, and a trash can overflowing with garbage so old it was sweet with rot. The buzz and click of insects was a constant background noise.

His phone went off, still on vibrate, but in this state it was as loud as a bang, so Roan reached in his pocket and shut it off without looking at it. When he concentrated, when he let the cat inch forward, his senses exploded, and he had almost a kind of synesthesia. Sounds were almost feelings; smells were colors, layers in the air. The Human and trash smells made the air look polluted, a sort of murky, washed-out brown, nearly the color of landfill mud, but the sick cat was a tiny red thread beneath it all that he could follow, the world’s dimmest beacon.

He entered one of the empty buildings, whose door had been smashed in by police battering rams a long time ago and never replaced. The smell of Human shit and piss was overpowering, a noxious dirty-yellow funk that suggested junkies and homeless people were using it as a toilet.

There was no light, the former windows (they hadn’t seen glass for decades) were boarded up, but Roan could see well enough to know he didn’t want to pull out his flashlight. There were gang tags, curses, and feces smeared on the wall, and a staircase that was definitely unsafe, with a missing chunk of railing and a broken step gaping like a missing tooth in a crooked mouth. But the cat’s scent line went that way, so he had no choice.

Careful to avoid any particularly disgusting piles, he made his way to the steps and carefully went up them, avoiding empty spots and steps soft with rot and damage. The ceiling was hanging down in chunks on the second level, so he couldn’t imagine the upper floors were very stable, if at all passable.

There were no rats, which told him the cat was here even if nothing else did. The rats around here had no fear of house cats or even Humans—why should they be afraid? They outnumbered them all. But a cougar was a different story. Rats were smart enough to know you don’t fuck with that shit.

So he wasn’t surprised to see the muddy-hued cougar waiting for him in the middle of the corridor, growling low in its throat. She was small, female, and attempted to roar. Cougars, whether the born or infected variety, couldn’t actually roar; they could squall, make an almost equivalent noise, but a roar it wasn’t. Roan reflexively showed her what a roar actually was, tearing up his throat and hurting his own ears in the process.

The cougar seemed to accept it well. Her ears went back, but she crouched slightly, not as if ready to pounce but in submission. She wasn’t going to fight him, she knew she would lose, and this again brought home his general, unspoken thought that the female cats were generally smarter than the male ones. Of course, to be fair, it varied from cat to cat—he’d met some remarkably dumb females, and some males who seemed to have some sense—but in general he liked facing females more than males. There was usually less bloodshed.

But then the cougar did something odd. She turned and walked down the hall, not running, not trying to hide, and he followed in curiosity.

The stench hit him about three feet later.

Dark tendrils of the sickly sweet rot of death, the metallic meat smell of blood, and it was so overwhelming that he had to pause for a moment to regain his bearings. He’d have instantly blamed the cougar, but the smell of blood had the sort of rusty tang of old blood; it wasn’t fresh.

The cougar was at the fifth door on the left, scratching at a closed apartment door like a housecat who desperately wanted back inside. It was such odd behavior that Roan wondered for a moment if this was a prank being played on him by the cat squad. Except they couldn’t rig something like this, and they weren’t really bright enough to think of something this creative either.

The cougar was trying to tell him something, and he knew exactly what: the death, the blood, the meat smell was behind that door, and the cougar didn’t like it any more than Roan did.

As he approached, the cougar backed off and crouched down low, submitting to him. He let his Human side come forward more, as the cougar was no threat, at least not to him. He wondered if he had his gun with him, because honestly he’d forgotten. The threat was behind the door, and even the cougar was happy to leave it to him.

Fuck it, he wasn’t Human—no matter what the threat, he didn’t need a gun. Like Seb said, he was a superhero, right? He was the weapon. Guns were extraneous.

Roan kicked open the door, as surprise wasn’t much of an option with a cougar scratching to be let in. He didn’t think there was anything living on the other side, though; he smelled nothing alive among the dead.

Still, what he saw surprised him. It was a tiny apartment, more or less intact, and there were pelts hanging like the shadow of death from the low ceiling in just about every available area, the layers of newspaper on the floor stained brown with blood. Roan counted over a dozen cat skins, of all the species—lion, panther, cougar, leopard. (Okay, no tiger, but good fucking luck getting one of those.) They were almost all headless pelts, but otherwise full skins, cleaned and dressed like a professional tanner had been working on them.

On a rickety card table in the center of the room were a couple of severed paws, with what looked like metal fittings on the end. Was someone turning them into jewelry? Maybe some kind of trophy pendant. There was a single severed head on the table too, a panther, the top of the skull and brain removed—someone had been using it as an ashtray. Somehow he recognized Marlboro butts, a weird little detail that shouldn’t have stuck out but somehow did.

The cougar made a strange noise behind him, a sort of a combination growl and whimper, and Roan found himself echoing it before catching himself. The horror of the scene sank like a stone in his body, leaving him feeling cold. Then the rage came, a wave that warmed him as a growl boiled in his throat, and he had to swallow it all back before it overwhelmed his rational mind. Well, whatever he had left that passed for a rational mind.

He remembered his radio, and pulled it out from where he’d stashed it in his coat pocket. “I need a forensics team in here.”

“What’cha got?” Seb replied.

“A slaughter.”

“Cat under control?”

“The cat didn’t do it. A Human did this.”

“What?”

“It’s an abattoir in here, Seb. Some motherfucking bastard has killed a bunch of cats, skinned them alive.”

These weren’t just cat pelts, of course; these were Human skins. Someone had killed infecteds in their cat form and peeled the fur from their bones, kept their transformed skin as a hunting trophy.

Not just a murderer. A sadist, a fiend, the sickest bastard to walk the city.

And he was loose. Where was the freak squad for him?
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ROAN knew the cops would do this differently for murdered cats than murdered people, he knew it.

But he had really underestimated both the bullshit and the contempt.

It started with sniggering references to a cat house, and how many ways you can skin a dead cat, and while Seb didn’t take part and tried to shut everyone up, most ignored him. Roan knew it was macho cop shit as well as graveyard humor, the kind that eased the horror of ugly situations, but it was just too gleeful. He snapped when one obnoxious little rookie shit made a comment about what cat tasted like, and maybe the Greek restaurant down the street was responsible. People had said worse things, but he had had enough.

Roan grabbed the rookie by the throat and slammed him up against the nearest wall. He held him with one hand, felt his pulse beating in his neck, and knew with a single squeeze he could crush every single bone in his neck to powder. It wouldn’t even take much, just a millimeter more pressure; Roan’s arm was actually shaking from the restraint that he was using to hold back all the strength that wanted to pour into his hand. “These are people,” Roan growled. And it was a growl; there were actual words in there, but they surfaced and sank like a drowning person. “You fucking sadistic moron, these are Humans beings. Are you that much of a cannibal? You Hannibal Lecter’s boy, huh?”

Seb was right there, and looked like he was about to touch him, maybe grab his arm, but instantly thought better of it. Instead, he said, firmly but not angrily, “Roan, let him go. He’s mine to deal with.”

The rookie had almost reflexively put an arm on Roan’s shoulder, as if to push him away, but just as his confusion turned to rage, his hand slipped away as his rage turned to fear. Roan had no idea what the brush-cut little boy saw in his face, but it scared the shit out of him. Almost literally. The growling probably wasn’t helping. While the fear was intoxicating, Roan knew it was time to step back.

With almost painful reluctance, he let go of the rookie, who sank down to the floor. Only then did he realize he had lifted him up off his feet. Once again, Roan was surprised at his own strength, and remembered Rosenberg had told him that maybe it wasn’t his fault. He certainly hoped it wasn’t.

“Let’s take a walk,” Seb said. It wasn’t a suggestion and they both knew it.

As they both left the noisome hallway of the tenement, he noticed the cops were now shooting him looks of wariness, or looks that could have qualified as first-degree felonies. But at least they’d all shut their ugly fucking mouths.

They had to make their way carefully down the broken staircase, but didn’t talk until they were outside. Seb turned on him, and exclaimed, “What the hell, dude? I know they were being assholes, but that doesn’t give you the right to Hulk out.”

“If I’d Hulked out, they’d be dead,” Roan snapped. “And they weren’t being assholes; they were a hell of a lot worse than that. Those were bodies in there, and they were making fun of the whole situation, like this was a fucking disturbance at a strip joint.”

Seb gave him his firm but otherwise emotion-free Spock look. “Could you please stop growling? It’s distracting.”

He hadn’t realized he was growling—yes, again—and it was a true effort to stop. “They’re treating them like a joke, Seb, like they aren’t people at all.”

“I know, and I’m reporting each one who made a crack. This is not your fight, Roan.”

“Isn’t it? They’re my people.”

That made Seb raise an eyebrow at him. “You’ve adopted them all? I thought you weren’t—”

“This isn’t the place for semantics. You better go back inside and make sure those fuckholes aren’t wearing the victims as hats.” He then turned and stalked away, before he could take out his rage on Seb, who was possibly the only nonasshole at the scene.

At least the cougar was okay. Roan had drugged her before forensics was able to pick its way up the staircase, and the cat squad took her away, complaining that they never saw any action anymore. Roan wished he could say the same thing.

Once he was back in his car, he felt like punching something, but the last time he had, he’d almost broken his steering wheel, and he couldn’t imagine how much that would cost to replace.

The cops weren’t going to treat this like a murder case, Roan knew it. It was legal to kill loose cats, wasn’t it? They weren’t going to try very hard to find the killer, or even find out who the victims were. Yes, Seb was a good guy, and Chief Matthews seemed to want his services as the resident cat expert, but he was losing what little faith he had left in humanity.

That actually gave him an idea. He needed the help of another person who had zero faith in humanity.

Holden answered on the second ring. “Well, aren’t I Mister Popularity today? And what can I do for you, Roan?”

Did he even want to know what that popularity crack meant? “You home? I need to talk to you.”

“Great, yeah, come over, I’ll make you a sandwich.”

Was that sarcasm? Somehow Roan didn’t think so. “Make me a sandwich?”

“You just changed, didn’t you?”

He wasn’t still growling, was he? If he was, he could neither hear it or feel it. “How do you know?”

“Your voice. Sounds like you’ve been scraping your throat with a metal rasp.”

“That’s a very specific descriptive.”

“I know. I save this shit for you. I know you’re the only one who’d appreciate it. Chicken or tuna?”

Roan checked over his shoulder to see if he could tell where the conversational shift went. “Huh?”

“Your sandwich. Which would you prefer?”

“You’re serious about that?” Truth be told, he was hungry, but he usually was after a shift. “Tuna, I guess.”

“Good choice. The chicken’s kinda iffy. And don’t hit the pills, I got something for that too. See you in a few.” With that, Holden hung up.

Roan looked at the cell for a moment, his anger draining away to simple confusion. What the hell was all that about? Then again, it was Holden—he would never understand the man, nor was he going to waste his time trying. He just lived to confound, vex, and thwart, all words he probably would have liked. And that was precisely the reason Roan had called him.

His head started throbbing on the drive over, a seeming aftereffect of the sharp pains pulsing in his jaw, bad enough that he wanted to reach up and rip off his lower jaw. (Could he? He had a feeling he could if he really wanted to, so he wasn’t going to push it.) The sun coming out didn’t help, as the light stabbed into his eyes like glass shards. Was he getting a migraine? His reaction to light seemed to indicate that.

By the time he reached Holden’s apartment, he ignored what he’d told him on the phone and went ahead and gulped a Percocet before getting out of the car. He was going to need it.

Roan was about to knock when the door opened, and Holden said, “Wow, you look like shit. Maybe you should take some pills.”

“Say it louder, I’m pretty sure your upstairs neighbor didn’t hear you,” he replied sourly.

Once they were inside, and Holden had shut the door behind them, he said, “Please, he’s a drug dealer. All he’ll wanna do is sell you some E.” Holden was shirtless, wearing nothing but sweatpants and the dog tags he’d got from that soldier client, now long dead. His apartment smelled like popcorn and tuna, and the scent of food made his stomach roil. It must have showed on his face, because Holden looked alarmed. “Fuck, you gonna hurl?”

He wasn’t sure, and he took a moment to just stand still and concentrate on swallowing down his gorge. “I dunno. I think I’m having a migraine attack.”

“Fuck. Okay, c’mon, let’s get you settled, I have an ice pack.” Holden helped him needlessly to the sofa, and then picked up a saucer and put it on Roan’s leg. “Have that, it should make you feel better in a few minutes.”

It was a brown lump, which would have been really unappealing, except it smelled like chocolate. A brownie chunk, only… there was something else there too, too strong to ignore. “Are you seriously feeding me a pot brownie?”

“These are better than your average po-bo,” he claimed, retrieving an ice pack from his fridge. “I know Mavis, this charming British lady who works for the Angel Project, you know, that charity that delivers food to seriously ill people? Real sweetie; wish she was my grandmother. Anyways, she makes these special painkiller brownies for some of her people, and by making a generous donation I got some. I keep them on hand for really bad days.”

“Pot brownies are horrible.” Roan had had a bite of one once, and almost immediately spit it out. It was dry, with an almost strawlike texture, and tasted like chocolate-laced shit. He had no idea how anyone ever ate them.

“These are different. Mavis has a way with Hershey’s syrup. Try it, you’ll see.”

He sniffed it warily. “You turnin’ into a pothead on me?”

This made Holden snort derisively. “I oughta. I just have painkillers around in case I ever need ’em. A lingering remnant of my street corner days, I suppose. You always had to be ready for somebody to try and beat the shit out of you. And trust me, those brownies are a great painkiller.”

Well, Roan was feeling like shit, so he went ahead and took a nibble. Holden was right—it really wasn’t bad. It tasted like an actual brownie, just with a thicker texture and a slight aftertaste. It didn’t make him feel like vomiting, which was a minor triumph. “Hmm.”

“See, what did I tell you?” Holden came back from the kitchen, carrying a blue ice pack and a plate containing a sandwich, with a bottle of mint green tea clamped firmly under his arm. As Roan continued to eat the brownie, Holden put the plate, tea, and ice bag on the coffee table in front of him. “Mint’s good for your stomach, so drink up.”

He eyed him warily. “You have mother hen aspects about you, you know.”

“Father hen,” Holden corrected, flinging himself down on the other end of the couch, and picking up his half-empty bag of microwave popcorn. His television was on, the sound down to levels that Roan could hear, but he was pretty sure Holden couldn’t. “It’s a hard habit to break.”

That was what Holden meant when he referred to “his boys”—when he was just your average street whore, he had still looked after a bunch of younger, smaller, or greener street kids (they weren’t all hookers, but most). Street kids often glommed together simply due to safety in numbers, but there was always a leader, someone who looked after the others, be they tougher, smarter, or more experienced than the rest. Holden fit all aspects of the bill, and seemed to have taken his job quite seriously. Even now, he was trying to protect kids he didn’t even know.

“You watch The Soup?”

Holden glanced at the set, as if double checking, as he grabbed his remote and hit the pause button. The fucker had a DVR. “Yep. It’s funny, and allows me to keep vaguely up to date on reality shows that some of my clients seem to love, don’t ask me why. But I must admit some do have a horrific train-wreck quality about them.”

“I don’t know about other people, but I have enough horrific train wrecks in my life.” Roan popped the rest of the brownie segment in his mouth before reaching for the ice pack and holding it to his head.

“Oh hon, I know. I’m a spectator. Which leads me to think we have another train wreck to discuss.”

He couldn’t deny that. He explained what he’d discovered in Jefferson Heights, and how he was afraid the cops wouldn’t treat it as much of anything. “Do you have any contacts in that part of the city?”

Holden considered that with the barest hint of a smile on his face. “I have friends all over, especially in low places. What do you want?”

“I want to know who might be bragging about cat killing. He was using an abandoned building as a tannery, which tells me he can’t do it where he lives for some reason.”

“Or he knows better than to shit where he eats.”

“Yeah, could be. But I find it hard to believe a man who appeared to be making them into skins would keep quiet about his hobby.”

“Isn’t that rule number one for a serial killer?”

“Typically. But since he’s not, in his mind or the mind of the legal system, killing people, he may not think of himself in that way. Hell, he may think he’s doing the community a service.”

“Well, according to Pat Robertson, infecteds are destroying America.” He paused briefly. “Or was it gays? Foreigners? Women? Hell if I can remember. What month is it?”

“Let’s just say all of the above and move on. Do you think you can help me?”

Holden nodded, now all business. “No problem. I’ll get the word out I’m looking for a cat killer, someone good at his job. I assume you want him alive?”

He wasn’t kidding. That was one of the most disturbing things about Holden. No, he didn’t judge, and that was refreshing, but he didn’t judge at all, and that could also at times be very unsettling. Not that he didn’t have a code, but it was a very limited one: no kids, no innocents, no one who wasn’t there by choice. Everyone else was fair game. Although, to be honest, that was a pretty good code, especially if you believed in karma. 

“Yes.” Roan wanted to make sure they had the right guy, and Roan knew he would know the man if he met him. He would smell him, smell the trace of a scent he’d left at the murder scene, smell a scent of death on him that no amount of soap or time could wash away. Predators knew other predators.

Holden simply nodded again, looking in his microwave popcorn bag, probably for some remaining popped kernels. “You know, I took today off as a mental health day. I figured I’d just watch TV all day and maybe sleep for twelve hours. Best-laid plans, huh?”

“I thought I’d be trolling Capitol Hill, looking for a missing man.” His stomach had settled, the pain in his head fading to a dull roar, so Roan reached for the sandwich.

“Oh, a case? Can I help?”

“Only if you want to pass a photo around, ask if anyone’s seen him.”

“Goddamn, I hardly have to get off my ass for that. Can do.”

Roan took a bite of the sandwich, and marveled. He was expecting a simple tuna on wheat, even though his nose had told him to expect a sharp tang of vinegar, but what Holden had made him was a tuna sandwich with fresh vinaigrette, pickles, lettuce, and pepperoncinis for crunch and zest. “Holy shit,” he said impolitely, through a mouthful of food. “This is the best tuna sandwich I’ve ever had.”

“I don’t do normal,” Holden said, reaching for his can of Coke Zero. “Either I’m spectacular or I’m horrendous, but I never settle for the middle. Anyone can be average.” He said it with a little irony, but very little. And having seen him in action, it was easy to believe.

Since Roan was busy eating, Holden turned The Soup back on, and they both ended up watching it as Roan realized how surreal things had become, and the pot was kicking in, big-time.

The funny thing about massive pain was the sudden absence of pain was almost orgasmic. Both the Percocet and the pot finally got together for a conference, and decided to make the hurt go away. Relief prickled along his scalp, giving him goose bumps as the ice pack made him shiver, and he still felt a calming warmth in his arms, hands, and legs. Suddenly Holden’s couch seemed like the most comfortable thing in the world.

Holden caught the shiver, and asked, “You okay?”

“I’m fucking brilliant. How strong was that pot?”

“Mavis only uses the best ingredients. She says that’s the key to a great dish; great ingredients trump a sloppy execution.” He balled up the empty popcorn bag and tossed it toward his kitchenette. It bounced off the countertop and hit the floor. Holden shrugged at his failure, although it wasn’t clear where he was aiming.

“You know, I never ask how you are,” Roan said. It finally occurred to him, possibly because a secession of pain always made him chatty. He wasn’t sure why, but he was pretty sure this was how Dylan knew when he’d been hitting the pills.

Holden looked at him with genuine surprise. It was so rare to see a genuine emotion on Holden’s face he hardly knew how to react to it. “Why would you? If it was worth mentioning, I’d say something.”

“Would you?”

“If it was important.”

He frowned at him. “You’re lying. You don’t give any of yourself away.”

Holden looked at him with what may have been a genuine small smile. “There’s nothing to give away. I get so exhausted being what people want me to be that when I’m on my own, I enjoy being nothing to no one. You have no idea how tiring it is always being someone else.”

“I think I might,” Roan said. He was thinking mainly of how hard it was to walk the line sometimes, between being a Human and being the expression of a virus that ruled his life. The cop and the lawbreaker, the Human and the animal, the outsider and the… pariah. Okay, no, that last one didn’t work. At least he knew what he meant.

“Yeah, maybe,” Holden reached over and grabbed the ice pack, leaning in enough that Roan thought he might try and kiss him. But he behaved himself, and didn’t. “You went ahead and took some pills, didn’t you?”

“My skull felt like it was going to split open from the pressure.”

He grimaced as he stood, returning to the kitchen with the ice pack. “Go ahead and stretch out, sleep it off, I’ll call Dylan and let him know you’re here.”

Roan laughed. “Like hell. I feel great now.”

“You’re way too fucked-up to drive.”

“No I’m not.”

“This isn’t an argument,” Holden said, and held up some keys. It took Roan a moment to realize they were his keys.

Roan instantly reached into his coat pockets, only to find that yes, his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him—his keys were gone. And he’d never felt them being lifted. Hell, when did Holden even have the chance to do that? “Motherfucker! How’d you get my keys?”

“Oh please, hon, I’m a professional hooker. I could take your wallet, fill it full of junk mail, and replace it without you being any wiser.” He palmed the keys and dropped them in the pocket of his sweatpants. “You sleep this off. I don’t know if it was the crime scene or what, but you look like motherfucking hell. Take five before you drop.”

It was the drugs, they made him feel good, and that seemed to switch off his internal filter, because he blurted, “I might have a brain tumor.” He didn’t mean to say it, it just came out.

Holden had been coming back into the living room, but he froze where he was, and the look on his face was once again genuine, one of naked surprise that made him look oddly Human. Not that he wasn’t, but Holden had such a slick awareness that he always seemed better than Human. Now he was just a man, and a startled one at that. Maybe if Roan wasn’t so wasted, he could appreciate that he was getting a rare glimpse of the real Holden, a person almost no one ever saw. 

“Are you serious?”

“I hafta tell Dylan, but I don’t know how. All I do is disappoint or scare him, and here I am, doing it again. Why doesn’t he leave me? I’m only gonna kill him, one way or another, and I don’t want to hurt him anymore.”

Holden looked genuinely stunned, and Roan suddenly wished he had a camera. Holden then dry washed his face, giving himself a moment to process what had been said and get over his shock, and came at it again. “Okay, first of all, he loves you, and I suspect he’s kind of a low-level masochist, ’cause he hasn’t walked away from your drama. Second, hurt him? Who has the fucking brain tumor? It ain’t him. So stop being a macho asshole and just tell him.”

“Like it’s that easy.”

“Fine. Get wasted and tell him. Everything’s easier when you’re wasted.”

“Apparently.”

After another moment, where Holden briefly paced in a circle, he said, “Try Valium. I’ve noticed Valium has a tendency to make people say things they normally wouldn’t say.”

Roan was going to ask him how he knew this, but decided not to. Also, was Holden genuinely rattled? He seemed to be, kind of, as much as Holden could get rattled. Had he upset him? Why was he upset? Well, maybe it was kind of a big deal, announcing you might have a brain tumor. To Roan, it was just one more damned thing in a life full of damned things. “I might not have one,” he offered, aware that seemed like too little too late now.

Holden gave him a hollow-eyed look, like he was staring at Roan from the bottom of a well. Or maybe that was just the drugs kicking in big-time. “Maybe, but you know it would explain a lot.”

Roan shrugged, as he could only shrug for the moment. He was so tired. Oh, he felt better than he had in ages, but he was still ludicrously weary, and his arms and legs felt like they’d been replaced with lead replicas. Maybe Holden was right about him needing to sleep this off.

Maybe he could sleep it all off, the day, the week, the year. Rip Van Winkle probably had the right idea.
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CONSIDERING the day he was having, the phone call from Holden wasn’t really surprising.

Dylan had already intercepted a phone call from Seb, who said Roan wasn’t answering his cell, and he figured Roan was pissed off at him. Seb didn’t say what had gone on, but he asked Dylan to pass on a message, that the Chief wanted to see him as soon as humanly possible. As soon as Dylan hung up, he asked the air, “What did you do now, Ro?” He might as well ask the air, as he was just as likely to get an answer.

He’d come home—well, their temporary home—to change and catch a quick shower before reporting early for work. Alex had a sick kid and couldn’t work her shift, so he’d agreed to cover it. It was to be nice to her; he really wasn’t crazy about Silver or its clientele, but he knew he had to be there, to avoid those assholes after Roan.

Dylan couldn’t deny that, every now and then, he resented being the partner of such a lightning-rod figure, but he resented the people who hated Roan even more. Yes, he was controversial, outspoken, and sometimes went out of his way to offend and challenge people, but his heart was in a good place. He wasn’t trying to harm anyone; Roan only wanted to help or, at his worst, hit back for someone unable or unwilling to do so. Although sometimes Dylan worried that he was becoming a vigilante, especially when teamed up with the morally dubious Holden. Still, that was Roan’s decision to make, if he wanted to go that path, and he had no right to judge him on that. Although he was kind of dying to.

But Dylan couldn’t help but worry more about Roan than get mad at him, as much as he might have deserved it. Roan just didn’t look well, and he’d been hitting the painkillers pretty hard. Dylan was fairly sure he was taking them because he was in actual pain, not because he was an addict who needed to keep his levels up to keep from getting the shakes. He hated the idea that he was in that much pain constantly, and he hated it even more that Roan wouldn’t tell him about it. But Roan was one of those macho types, and he seemed to need to get to the breaking point before admitting anything like that. Dylan felt lucky. He had his art, his yoga, his family, his temple, his slightly bizarre friends. Roan had his pills, his punching bag, and his extremely bizarre friends, which didn’t seem like an equitable distribution of helpful resources.

He was on his way out the door when he got Holden’s call. Holden told him Roan had come from a pretty bad crime scene with a migraine attack, and had taken some pills and zonked out on his couch. “Gonna let him sleep it off here,” Holden said. “He’s in no shape to drive.”

Dylan almost said, You could drive him home, but didn’t. This was probably innocent, and he knew very well Roan’s migraine attacks could be violent, ugly things. But Holden could have brought him home; he just didn’t want to.

Still, nothing was going to happen, not while Roan had a migraine. If Holden wanted to be near him, fine, Dylan knew it wasn’t a contest. (And if it was, he’d won. So, too bad for Holden.) He told him to have Roan call him when he woke up, because Dylan wasn’t going to pass on Seb’s message secondhand. Also, he wanted to know exactly what Ro had done to get himself in shit with the Chief.

Since it wasn’t quite the evening shift, when things swung into high gear, Silver was kind of slow, leaving Dylan lots of time to think. Hadn’t Doctor Rosenberg left a lot of messages? And saying nothing, which was fairly unusual for her. She’d basically just asked for Roan to call her, and when Dylan picked up the phone, she said the same thing to him. Have that bastard call me. This wasn’t good. Something was wrong with him, wasn’t it? And Roan wasn’t telling him, probably because he was a macho asshole. Fuck! You know, getting involved with an infected, you should expect health problems above all, but somehow, being with Roan, he’d learn to expect death threats above everything else.

There was a middle-aged man, doughy in that typical way (probably thirty pounds overweight), in a fairly cheap-looking charcoal suit and navy tie sitting at the end of the bar, who’d been there since Dylan had started his shift. At first he’d shot Dylan surreptitious glances, but now he was openly glaring at him from beneath dark eyebrows salted with dandruff, his thin lips curling faintly into a sneer. Angry drunk? Dylan was sure the next time he ordered a drink, he’d cut him off. Angry drunks were worse than sloppy drunks, but frankly all drunks were pretty bad.

When the guy waved him over, Dylan went down to him to quietly and politely tell him there were no more drinks for him here, hoping to avoid a scene. But the man’s pudgy hand whipped out, snake fast, and grabbed his wrist, revealing he wasn’t drunk at all, just seething. “I know you,” he grated in a voice like his lungs were full of gravel. “You were with that freak, that infected asshole who wants to infect everyone.”

His sausage fingers were digging into Dylan’s wrist with surprising strength, enough that he couldn’t pull his hand away. He instantly thought about reaching under the bar with his free hand and pulling out the ice pick. “Let go of my arm.”

“Fuck you, you infected piece of shit.” the man snarled, keeping his voice low but full of a surprising amount of hate. “You spittin’ in our drinks, huh? Trying to infect us?”

The worst part was this guy actually believed the shit he was spewing. Dylan could see it, and wasn’t even sure how you responded to this kind of insanity. And he should be an expert, considering everything he put up with due to his brother’s schizophrenia.

The man was grabbed by the back of his neck, but instead of it being Julio, the huge busboy who often passed for security, it was a totally unexpected figure: Tank. He sat on the stool next to the man and got uncomfortably close to his ear. “You feel that? You don’t want me to sever your spinal cord and leave you a vegetable, do you?”

The man was now sitting stiffly, his brown eyes bulging out of his head. Tank had something in his hand that he was pressing up against the nape of the man’s neck, but Dylan couldn’t see anything. “N-no.”

“Okay then. Let him go.” The man did, and Dylan yanked his arm away. “Good boy. Now you’re gonna take out your wallet, leave a tip, and get the fuck outta here before my buddies show up and help me rip you to pieces, you pig-fucking piece of shit.”

Part of the intimidation had to be Tank’s inappropriate closeness. He was almost sitting in this guy’s lap, and that violation of personal space had to be unnerving. Not for Tank, of course, who had one of his stony game faces on, one that suggested he was more insane than that man could ever hope to be.

The man dropped some money on the bar with a shaking hand, and that’s when Tank violently shoved him off his bar stool. He stumbled, tried to keep his balance, but hadn’t been expecting it, and fell on his ass.

By this time, Julio had come over and grabbed the man as he stood up. “Problem?” he asked.

He was asking Dylan, but the man answered, indignant and still scared. “This son of a bitch has a knife! He threatened to kill me!”

Tank held his hands open, showing they were empty; his expression was his usual deceptively mellow one, no trace of his game face at all, his eyes no longer burning with some insane internal light. “No. English not so good, but he’s, uh… grabby.” Tank’s natural French-Canadian accent had suddenly trebled in thickness. Oh, the crafty bastard.

“He threatened me, put his hands on me,” Dylan said, holding up his still reddened wrist.

“He, uh, grabbed my, uh, what you say in English, balls? I’m flattered, but no gay.”

“What?!” The man screeched, literally screeched, like an adolescent whose voice had yet to break. “I didn’t do that! I’m not a fag! He—he threatened me! He’s not even French! He’s making this up!”

“Tell Robin he’s barred,” Dylan said to Julio. “And if he comes back, call the police.”

Julio nodded and started muscling the man toward the door, the few restaurant patrons around staring after him as he continued fruitlessly protesting. Julio’s English was kind of limited, so it was almost all wasted on him anyways.

Tank grinned at him, looking like a goofy but attractive busker, with shaggy hair and a T-shirt that Dylan now realized read “Supervillain Intramural” (another T-shirt his teammates had probably bought him, no doubt). “Amazing what you think is a knife if someone implies it is,” he said, his voice back to its lightly accented state. Tank fiddled with a ring on his right hand, and Dylan realized that’s what he had pressed up against the man’s neck. The man mistook the feel of a cold metal ring for a cold metal knife.

Dylan shook his head wonderingly. “You’re just evil. I see why Roan likes you.”

This made Tank grin wider, even more endearing than before. Still, he had an almost unnerving intensity in his eyes that never quite left, and combined with his neatly trimmed, pale brown goatee, it made him look slightly devilish. Who had Roan said he kind of looked like? Oh yeah, that guy who used to sing for Alice in Chains. Dylan was taking his word for it, because he had kind of missed the whole grunge thing, even though he was a Seattle boy. It’s just that while he was in college, the singer-songwriter stuff was more popular. (He could totally see Roan’s point about that form of music being “bloodless,” but he couldn’t see himself embracing some of that honestly noisy and abrasive stuff that Ro seemed to love.) 

“Hey, he clearly wanted to start some shit. Is it my fault he wasn’t all that serious? I mean, what’s the sports cliché, go hard or go home? If he went hard, maybe he wouldn’t be going home.” Tank paused briefly. “Who am I kidding? Of course he’d be going home. I wasn’t gonna let some bigoted fat piece of shit get over on me. If he started gettin’ pissy, I’d have rabbit punched him in the kidneys, thrown him down on the floor, and kicked in his solar plexuses. Hard to make claims when you can’t breathe or stand.”

Dylan continued to shake his head, mainly because he didn’t know of a more appropriate response. Violence was base and wrong. And yet there were some nice, unexpected benefits to having your husband be friends with a hockey team. “Well, thank you for the help.”

“What was up that guy’s ass?”

He shrugged. “Just a hater. Saw me with Roan, figured I was an agent for infecteds, out to infect all the fat white rich people in here.”

“Horrors,” Tank said, still grinning, his eyes glittering like diamonds. He lowered his voice to a ghost of a whisper, leaning over the bar conspiratorially. “It’d serve the bourgeoisie bastards right.”

Dylan couldn’t help but smile and chuckle faintly. It was obvious why he and Roan liked each other. Yes, there was a little man crush there, but Roan and Tank seemed to have a certain attitude in common. They were also both a bit smarter than you’d probably give them credit for, and too unpredictable for general safety. “What can I get you, Tank?”

“Oh, I’m not here to drink. I knew you worked here now ’cause Fi told me, and since I can’t get ahold of Roan, I thought I’d let you know that you and Roan are working personal security for me tomorrow.”

“Pardon?”

He leaned his elbows on the bar, slumping down and looking comfortable. “It’s my last game with the Falcons; I’m signing an insane contract with the Bruins the day after tomorrow. I convinced the arena staff I needed extra security and was bringing in my own people. That’s you and Roan.”

Dylan stared at him in open disbelief. “You convinced someone you need a bodyguard?”

He continued grinning at him in a way that was equally charming and chilling. “I’m a goalie. We don’t fight.”

“Really?” Dylan busied himself pouring Tank a glass of ice water. Tank needed to look like a customer, or Dylan might get shit about it. “It’s funny, but the last time we were at a Falcons game, I could have sworn the opening video bit they played of the team included you punching a guy so hard his helmet flew off. Or was that another goalie with your number?”

Tank chuckled with genuine amusement. “That was justified. Fucking asshead pushed Zack into the boards, and if he hadn’t gotten his shoulder up he’d have gone in headfirst. That’s fucking dangerous, he coulda hurt him bad, and on top of that, Zack’s small. I mean, he weighs what, as much as Grey’s leg? And this fucker, Perry, he was almost Grey sized. And it wasn’t the first ass hat thing he’d done that night either. So I just snapped, called him a motherfucker, and when he turned to give me shit back, I’d already shucked off my catching glove and took him down with a right.” His grin ramped up a notch. “That got on ESPN. So did my subsequent decking of their second enforcer with my blocker, but by then Scott had grabbed me and pulled me away from the dog pile, and Grey and Richie put themselves in front of me to fend off the angry Tigers.”

Dylan almost asked, but then figured Tigers was the team name. “Roan needs a bodyguard as much as you do.”

“I know. But since it’s my last game with the team—well, if I don’t get busted back to the minors at some point—I thought it might be fun to have you guys right there, behind the bench. Ethan’s all for it, he can’t wait to have Roan nearby, he thinks his good luck will rub off on him.”

“Ethan?”

“Backup goalie, now becoming primary goalie. I told him Roan’s been my good luck charm.”

Dylan almost laughed. He’d been wondering if Roan was a bad luck charm, and here came an alternate view. “Why?”

Tank looked at Dylan as if he couldn’t believe he’d have to ask. “My career’s taken off since I met him. I mean, I’m playing the best I’ve ever played, and now I’m off to the NHL. How is he not a good luck charm?”

“But that was a coincidence. You’re playing so well because you train like a bastard, and you’ve been working for this most of your life. Roan was happenstance, coincidental at best.”

He nodded. “Doesn’t change anything. He’s been good luck for me.” Tank gulped down his ice water, and when he put it down, he asked, “Do you have a specialty?”

It caught him off guard, mainly because he was still pondering Tank’s superstitious but weirdly sweet belief that Roan was a good omen. Wasn’t he, in an odd way? Yes, things had been kind of rough, but there were undeniable good times. And Roan, as much as he frustrated him, could make him happy in a way that no man had since Jason. Maybe even more than Jason ever had. “Huh?”

“Specialty drink, something you like to make.”

Wow, Dylan hadn’t been asked that since… had he ever been asked? He wasn’t sure, but he said the first thing that popped into his head. “I dunno, a Surf Sider?”

“What’s that?”

“Blue Curacao, Southern Comfort, pineapple juice, lime.”

“Ah. Sounds like a fruity drink that’ll knock you on your ass.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

“Set me up. Oh, what time do you get off work?”

“Tonight? Midnight. Why?”

“Insurance,” he said cryptically, pulling out his cell.

There was another customer, so Dylan had to get him his glass of wine before he made the Surf Sider and brought it back to Tank, who was now shoving his phone in his pocket. “So who’s the insurance?” he wondered, putting the blue drink in front of him.

“Grey. I’m worried Fat Ass is gonna hang around and try for ya after work. So if he does, instead of meeting me, he’s gonna meet Grey.” He picked up his drink with a smile. “If he thought I was bad, he hasn’t met Grey yet.”

“Ah yes, the guy who threw the punch heard ’round the hospital.”

“I’m sorry I missed that. Usually you start a riot with a punch, not stop one by throwing a hit.”

“Well, this one was pretty stunning. I don’t think anyone knew you could actually rearrange someone’s face with one punch. You just assumed it was a figure of speech.”

“Grey’s got fists the size of ham hocks and punches like a jackhammer. He can rearrange, renovate, dislodge, puree, pulp, and blend. That’s why he’s an enforcer. To make sure guys who go after little guys or me don’t do it twice. So I doubt Mr. Fat Ass is gonna bug you twice.” He sipped the blue drink, raised his eyebrows, and then gulped it, putting down the now empty tulip glass with gusto. “Wow, that tastes good enough to get shitfaced on. Can I have another?”

“Don’t you have a game tomorrow?”

“Yep, but I’ll stop at two, or you can call me a cheese-eating surrender monkey.”

Dylan grinned, unable to help himself. “You know, I’m going to miss you.”

“I ain’t going anywhere. I mean, sure, I’ll have to relocate to Boston, but I’ll be e-mailing, phoning, and when it’s the off season, I’ll be back. I love Seattle. It’s like Vancouver, but American.” He then gave him a cheesy but genuine grin, showing that, in spite of stereotypes, he had a full set of teeth.

Yes, there were some odd positive notes to being friends with crazy hockey players. But the thing Dylan really never expected was one of them cheering him up when he was feeling down. Maybe he should encourage Roan to hang around with them more often.





ROAN was initially disoriented when he woke up on Holden’s couch, although the smell of the place was familiar enough that awareness clicked into place, and helped his memory kick in.

The apartment was low lit, though, and he had no sense anyone was around. He found Holden had left a Post-it note on the bathroom mirror. It read: Gone to store. Keys on counter. Don’t kill yourself. It was almost a poem, and if they could work around the syllables, it was a haiku waiting to happen.

He felt infinitely better, mainly because his head didn’t feel like it was splitting open anymore. It was always humbling to be taken down so easily by a migraine, but that opened up a new possibility, now considered—it wasn’t just a migraine. Maybe he had a time bomb in his head, not an aneurysm this time, but a tumor.

Roan stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, wondering if he could see it on his face, death written in the fine lines of his eyes, in the tense set of his jaw. But no, he looked no different than before, except he had two days’ growth of stubble from his partial change earlier in the evening.

Evening. Holy shit, how late was it? He checked his watch, and realized if he floored it, he just might beat Dylan home. He’d already decided he couldn’t keep this from him any longer, and since there was no good time to tell him, he was just going to have to come out with it. Besides, he’d already told Holden, and that wasn’t fair.

As it turned out, he didn’t beat Dylan home, but arrived soon after him. Dyl was still making himself tea, his postwork de-stressing ritual, and was full of messages for him. Seb had called to let him know Matthews wanted to see him ASAP (what a shock); Doctor Rosenberg wanted to see him, but wouldn’t leave a message. That concerned Dylan a lot, and he asked if something was wrong. Roan couldn’t see a reason not to tell the truth.

So he did. He told him about the tumors, about how most were small and of no consequence, but Rosenberg still wanted a biopsy, and wanted to get a couple removed from him. Also, he’d had a brain scan, and she thought maybe his uncontrollable shifts could be blamed on a tumor. Then Roan admitted something he hadn’t said to Holden: the idea of this scared him shitless. He didn’t want to die like this.

Dylan held him and reassured him he wouldn’t, told him everything would be okay, even though Roan knew he didn’t quite believe that himself. He was hoping, he was trying to will it to be true, and Roan actually found some reassurance in that. Dylan said all the right things, and eventually they started kissing desperately, both realizing they wanted the comfort of each other at the same time. Sex made you feel alive, it made you feel like you weren’t going to die, even though it was inevitable. It was a little death that made you feel, if only for a moment, that you could subvert the big one.

Afterward, Dylan slept while Roan found himself staring out the window at the unfamiliar landscape of a stranger’s backyard, wishing he was home. But he could still smell Dylan on him, and knew exactly why he wasn’t home. Not everybody wanted to fight him; most wanted easier targets. He couldn’t let that happen.

He was planning out his day tomorrow, where he was going to start his search, when the phone rang. Roan almost didn’t answer it—at nearly three in the morning, there was no way it could be good news—but that’s precisely why he answered it. Might as well man up, face it head-on.

He really hadn’t expected anything, but still the fact that it was Luke on the phone—Dee’s nurse boyfriend (or ex-boyfriend? He wasn’t clear on their relationship status)—was still a surprise.

“Hey Roan, didn’t wake you up, did I?”

“No, you got lucky. What can I do for you?”

“You know a guy named Oliver Jephson?”

“Yes, he’s a client. Why?”

“He’s in the ER, someone beat the ever-living shit outta him. We found your card in his possession, and it was the closest thing to a next of kin we found. Got some contact info for him?”

“Nothing in state,” he admitted, trying to remember. “How is he?”

“He’ll live, assuming there’s no complications. He’s unconscious, though, and he’s at least got a concussion.”

“Do you know what happened?”

“No, no idea. It looks like someone wanted to make it look like a mugging, and maybe it was, but… it’s too vicious. Either he encountered a psycho mugger, or this was personal.”

Yes, that was what Roan was afraid of. Nothing was ever as it seemed, and why should he expect anything different from this? Even a sad-sack kid who seemed perfectly harmless.

But what if he wasn’t?
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ROAN considered visiting Oliver at the hospital, but if he was unconscious, there was no point. He’d save it for later, when it was likely he was actually awake.

From what Luke had gathered from the EMTs who’d brought Oliver in, he had been found collapsed in a bloody heap outside the parking garage of the Marriott on Pike Street. Which was curious, as he lived in the dorms. But maybe he wasn’t at the hotel, maybe he was just walking by, got jumped there, and collapsed. It was unlikely, but possible. Still, he wasn’t going to speculate on that until he could talk to Oliver about the incident.

What Roan decided to do was see if he had missed anything. He turned up nothing on Oliver, he was clean as clean could be, so he decided to go deeper. He’d looked at Oliver, at Annette, at Adam—what about the rest of the family?

Everything that was happening must have put Roan off his game, because it was the rest of the family that was interesting.

Adam’s father, Vernon Jephson, the one who worked for a place called Assurance International, the company where Adam had worked after dropping out of college to take care of his rapidly growing family (and where Caroline, Oliver’s sister, worked now), seemed like an oddly quiet sort. Adam had started in the Delaware branch, but Vern stayed in Miami. Approximately one month before Adam disappeared, Vern’s wife, Emily, had died in a very strange one-car crash. Initial reports called it “suspicious,” but the police apparently determined she was on prescription drugs and that was assumed to be the cause of the accident. About ten days later, Vernon’s brother, George, was shot and killed in the Assurance International parking lot in what was called a “violent robbery,” but no suspect was ever named, and the case remained unsolved. And then a couple of weeks later, in Delaware, Adam disappeared. What curious timing. Could one family be so beset by bad luck all within the same time frame? Well, why not? It beggared belief, but it was still possible. He didn’t trust it, though.

Vernon was the pivot, the key. He no longer worked for Assurance, he had retired in 2008, but he was still alive, and still in the Miami area. He also had married himself a trophy wife (thirty-three years his junior) six years ago. His phone number wasn’t easy to find, but Roan eventually did, and did the math. The East Coast was three hours ahead, so he could call him by five in the morning and be within the politeness zone.

Why hadn’t Oliver mentioned this? Because he didn’t deem it important, because he assumed it meant nothing… because he didn’t know. Was that possible? Could Adam have fallen out with his father enough to have next to no contact with them at the time of these incidents? Presumably Adam knew, but perhaps he’d kept it from the rest of the family, or at least kept the details out.

Roan was convinced this cavalcade of death meant something. What, he didn’t know, but he knew he’d have to find out. The reason for Adam’s disappearance might be there.

He went and had a long soak in the bath, because a soak always made his muscles relax, and sometimes he did his best thinking in the bath. (Why, he didn’t know, but he wasn’t going to question it.) He noticed he had some bruises on his legs he couldn’t remember getting, but tried not to think too much of it. But it bothered him, although he wasn’t sure why.

Roan was a little tired, but not much. He’d slept deep and hard at Holden’s, the combination of THC and Percocet putting him down for the count, and he felt like being up. He went downstairs and made scrambled eggs, throwing in salsa and some leftover vegetables from a stir-fry, making a half-assed omelet. He made enough for Dylan, but since he wouldn’t be up for a while, he just slapped it on a plate, wrapped it in foil, and put it in the disconcertingly large stainless steel fridge. It was almost large enough to be a corpse locker. Wasn’t this a house owned by two guys? Why would they need a fridge this large? Even if they had an open relationship and had orgies every weekend, it wouldn’t explain a fridge this large. Roan realized he was being fussy, but he didn’t care, it bugged him.

After eating, he popped a codeine and added another name to his call list. Since it was 5:00 a.m., he went ahead and called Abigail Jephson, Adam’s sister, and the one really financing Oliver’s search.

She answered crisply after two rings, suggesting that she was wide awake at 8:00 a.m. Eastern time. He immediately explained who he was, and said he was seeking a little more background on Adam. She seemed okay with that, if wary, and he asked, “What caused the rift between Adam and your father?”

She let out a long, low sigh, like steam escaping from a muted kettle. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “He said he didn’t want me to get involved.”

This had been a guess on his part, or, if you wanted to look at it another way, a bluff. He was guessing that something had occurred to estrange Adam from his father, but that was only one possibility. He’d decided to gamble, and luckily, it had paid off. “How bad was it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Was this simply a chilly estrangement, polite noises and no more at family gatherings? Was it exile, no gatherings whatsoever, with no mention? Or was it full-blooded warfare, with exile and lots of bad-mouthing?”

“You have ratings for this?”

“In my business, yes.”

She was quiet for a long time, long enough that he could hear the cheerful idiot babble of daytime TV in the background. “Nobody wanted to talk about it, but it was obvious Dad was pretty mad at him.”

“And you have no idea why?”

Another pause. “How is this important?”

Oh, he’d hit a live wire here. “Anything could be relevant, and I feel this factors into his disappearance.”

“Based on what?” Now she was sounding defensive, combative.

“A hunch. And before you scoff at that, keep in mind half of my job is playing hunches, especially when I don’t have much else to go on.”

“And that works, does it?”

The scorn in her voice actually made him smile. Again, he was so accustomed to hatred he often found it funny. “I’m still working. Does that answer your question?”

She made a noise that was hard to interpret, and then fell into silence for several seconds. “I think it was related to the business.”

“Assurance?”

“Yeah. I think Adam didn’t handle something the way Dad wanted him to, and they just kept thinking their opinion was the only right one. Men, you know?”

“I’m familiar with them.” If only she knew how familiar. “But that doesn’t help me. Was this a financial issue, a personal issue, something in between?”

It was hard to tell over the phone, but he was getting the sense that she was getting pissed off and giving him a death stare. “I told you I don’t know. What does this have to do with Adam leaving?”

“It could have everything to do with his leaving. The only thing I’m not sure about was if it was voluntary.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Now she sounded prickly, combative, and maybe just a little scared.

“You seem like an intelligent woman, Abigail, so why don’t you tell me why you dismissed out of hand the possibility that your mother’s death, your uncle’s death, and your brother’s disappearance were related?”

She scoffed loudly, and it seemed a little forced. “What? Are you for real? My mother’s death was an accident, and my uncle lived in fucking Miami—people are killed there all the time.”

“The timing didn’t bother you?”

“What does that mean?” She sounded angry; she was shutting down. But her reactions seemed… off. He realized he had been right to call her, as something wasn’t right about all of this.

“It all happened within the course of several weeks, one after another. It really never crossed your mind that this was a hell of a coincidence?”

“That’s what it was: a coincidence. And I really don’t like your sense of paranoia. Is that good in an investigator?”

“You’d be hard-pressed to find one who isn’t.”

“Really? I guess you’d have to say that, wouldn’t you?” She made a negative noise, and he could easily imagine her shaking her head. “My brother is missing, Mr. McKichan, and rather than try to muck around in my family’s tragedy, I suggest you find him.” She then hung up, which hadn’t surprised him all that much.

He put down the phone with his mind already racing at a thousand thoughts per second. Had he really picked up what he thought he had?

Roan would have to have her in the room to know for sure, but he thought she was lying. It was when she said search for her brother… she had no reason to search. She already knew where he was. Or at least she thought she did, strong enough to give off a tell.

But how did that make sense? Why would she give Oliver money to search for his father if she already knew where he was? Why not tell Oliver? Why not tell everybody? Assuming it was secret, wasn’t she worried he’d uncover the truth? Well, obviously not. If she knew where he was and didn’t want anyone else to know, she must have thought he couldn’t possibly find Adam, no matter how much money or time he poured into the search.

What the hell did this all mean?

He called Vernon, and got a call messaging system that did nothing but recite a number, giving no names at all. Roan identified himself, saying he was calling in reference to his son Adam, and hung up. He had no idea if he’d ever get a call back.

He sat there for a while, trying to figure out what Abby was hiding, and precisely whom she was hiding it from. Oliver alone could not be the answer, because Oliver just didn’t matter that much. (No offense to him, but he was a college student. No one would go to the trouble for him alone.) So what was going on?

Damn it, he hated cases that dealt with families. There was always something ugly waiting if you dug deep enough.

He did paperwork until he got drowsy, and then went to take a nap beside Dylan, his skin warm with the smell of sleep, although Roan knew he was never going to get used to this weird round bed.

He did sleep, but he was woken up after a strange dream, one where he was in cat form in a cave, where a bunch of people had chased him, like angry villagers in a monster movie. Anxiety woke him up, because he knew he’d have to kill them all to get through them, and that thought hadn’t bothered him at all. Not one bit. That, ironically, bothered him. It also bothered him that he thought—in the dream—that it was completely doable, no matter the number of people waiting for him.

When Roan woke up this time, with the slightest bit of a headache, he discovered that Dylan had gotten up in the meantime, and found him downstairs talking on the phone to one of his art friends, by the sound of it. He was standing by the huge bay window, framed by the sun, wearing nothing but his black yoga pants, the light making the light fuzz of hair on his stomach visible, like a faint aura. Goddamn, he was a hot guy. By his eye rolling and brief jerking off gesture, he knew Dyl was talking to Troy, one of his higher maintenance friends in the art collective. Troy was ostensibly straight, but apparently such a diva he was called “Celine” behind his back. The fact that he apparently described himself as a “truth teller” was enough to make Roan loathe him on principal.

As soon as he hung up, Dylan said, “Thanks for the breakfast. When the hell did you get up?”

“Too damn early.” A glance at the digital clock built into the oven told him it was almost one. Holy shit, why had had Dylan let him sleep in so late? Oh, because he figured he’d got up early, that’s why. Some detective he was.

“Well, two things. One, you have to make an appointment with Doctor Rosenberg now, or I’m going to make it for you. Two, we’re due at the arena at three thirty.”

He sort of expected the first one, but the second one threw him. “We are?”

“We’re Tank’s bodyguards this evening.”

Something was very wrong with that sentence. “You mean he’s our bodyguard?”

“No. Somehow he convinced someone somewhere that since he’s now a big deal, he needs a bodyguard tonight. And he volunteered us.”

That did sound like something Tank might do, but that was a broad category. If someone said he’d held up a bank, punched out a moose, or was really an East German shot put hurler named Helga who’d defected in the late ’80s, none of it would surprise Roan. Tank was in the rare category of people who could, and probably would, do anything at any time. Many of these people were in prison, but Tank had managed to channel his mischief in more productive ways. Roan wondered if he were one of those people, and then dropped it, as there was only so much self-awareness he could take in one day.

He called Rosenberg’s office and thankfully got one of her assistants, Nariko, who informed him she was in a meeting, so he never had to talk to her (yay). He just made an appointment for next week, which made Dylan give him the stinkeye, but it was a mild stinkeye. Roan figured it was the longest he could push it out before Dylan got mad at him and demanded he reschedule.

On their way to the hospital to visit Oliver, Roan discussed Abigail’s unusual reaction, and the strong feeling he got that she was hiding something. Dylan instantly said, “She doesn’t want Oliver to know what actually happened to his father. She’s sure you won’t find him because he’s on the East Coast.”

“Or dead.”

“I’m trying to stay positive here, hon.”

“But she’s spending money to confuse the issue. Why?”

Dylan was silent for several seconds, his chocolate eyes staring at nothing, before finally admitting, “No clue. But then again, I’m not sure why she wouldn’t want to tell him in the first place.”

“How does it connect to the deaths?”

“Maybe it doesn’t.”

“Oh, come on.”

“It’s far-fetched, granted, but possible. Maybe you need to think of it alone, by itself, and then consider possibilities of connections.”

That was good advice. Focus on one thing, do it in order. You’d think that would be a natural thing to remember, but no, not at the moment. Roan wanted to blame it on the phantom tumor, but truth be told, he was simply getting distracted by other things. He was trying to do a thousand things at once, so he was doing all of them shittily.

Oliver was conscious, and looked like hell, his face as bloated as an overcooked sausage, and almost the same color around his eyes and jaw. His lips were swollen and split, and when he talked it sounded like he was holding several marbles in his mouth. He said he didn’t remember what happened; Roan knew he was lying. But Oliver was still hurt and slightly drugged, so he decided to just let it go for now. Still, what was with the Jephson family lying to him? He was going to start taking it personally if they kept this up. But they couldn’t linger, as he and Dylan had a “bodyguarding” assignment elsewhere.

Roan had never been in the “backstage” area of any arena, and he didn’t know what he expected, but probably not something as prosaic and strangely rusted as what he got. There were narrow corridors and locker rooms that looked as if they’d been state of the art forty years ago, with a faint smell of mildew and man sweat everywhere. The lighting was florescent, and painted harsh lines on the concrete walls and floor, where a threadbare runner of red carpet led from the locker rooms to the ice. With all the guys on the ice for a warm-up skate, it seemed spooky, empty, and would actually have been a great place to film a horror movie. Maybe someone had, but Roan hadn’t seen it.

The guys were mostly professional, the coach out on the ice and telling various players what he wanted out of them, what he needed them to do or not do, and among all his big, younger players, he stood out like a sore thumb. But he was their boss and they listened, although he had no suggestions for Tank, who shifted playing goal with Ethan, and even took shots at Ethan with a puck, occasionally using his big goalie stick to bounce the puck before batting it at him out of midair. Scott chided him for being a show-off, and when Jeff jokingly swerved to check Tank as if he were another player, Tank met him with his shoulder and sent him falling on his ass, much to the delight of a few other players watching the Tank show. In spite of the pregame air, they all seemed pretty relaxed and loose, and since Roan had found some pieces of wood in the empty corridor, he and Dylan drew up signs that they held up during set plays, making everyone laugh. (Dylan’s read 7.2, while Roan’s read 6.5.) Occasionally they’d switch signs, or hold them upside down. Grey, skating by, protested, “I did a lot fucking better than a six point five.” So Roan wrote on the back of the sign pi to four digits (3.1415), and held it up after he shot a few pucks at the net. Everyone else laughed, and Grey gave him the finger.

It was odd—it was always odd when he was with any of the Falcons—but it was fun. If anyone had ever asked him if he thought a bunch of macho het jocks would be so cool with them, Roan would have said no, but times were definitely changing. Of course, as Dylan would point out, he might be gay but he was still a fellow macho asshole, so at least they all had that in common.

They ended up behind the Falcons bench by the time the actual game started, watching the game at eye level, hearing all the trash talk and cringing as the guys threw themselves into other guys and the boards with careless abandon. Sometimes the crowd actually gasped, and the glass and the boards would shake as if in the middle of a minor earthquake. But every time both guys kept playing, reinforcing the idea that hockey players were all fucking nuts, and probably deserved their macho asshole reputation. (Although really, flinging yourself bodily at another man, no matter how hard you did it, seemed a little gay. Roan mostly kept that thought to himself, but he whispered it in Grey’s ear after he came off shift and sat on the bench, and Grey started laughing so hard he actually had tears in his eyes. He also had a hard time catching his breath, because most of the guys who came back to the bench were panting. Skating fast and flinging yourself at other guys was apparently quite a workout, and explained why, out of their padding and uniforms, most of these guys were as thin as reeds. And they sweated like fat guys in a superheated sauna.)

Dylan ended up spending most of the game sitting near Ethan, and they ended up hitting it off very well, talking about everything from vegetarian cooking (Ethan was a vegetarian—again, who knew?) to the songs of Elliott Smith. At one point, an annoyed player with the name Nilsson stitched on the back of his jersey turned and asked, “Do you guys ever shut up?”

“Nope,” Ethan answered happily, and went on talking.

There was no reason for Ethan to pay any attention. Tank’s final game was a total rout, the Falcons won it five to nothing, and while Tank made some spectacular saves (and got himself an assist on Scott’s second goal of the evening), none looked particularly challenging. There were a couple of interesting things that happened, though. A guy named Johnson kept staring at him, and Roan stared back at him until he apologized for being rude, but he’d never met a gay guy before. This led Jeff to sock him in the shoulder, hard enough to make him shout, “Ow!” and almost fall off the bench. Jeff told him not to be a little shit, but he protested he wasn’t, he just hadn’t met a real live gay guy before, and Roan couldn’t help but laugh. Were all straight guys this awkward? Man.

The second interesting thing happened in the middle of the third period, when a puck ricocheted off a stick and came flying toward the Falcons’ bench. The guys ducked out of the way, but Roan caught it before it could hit the glass behind him. The odd thing was, Roan had no intention of catching it; he made no decision to even try and get it, and yet the next thing he knew his left hand was stinging like it’d just been run over, and he had an ice-cold puck in his palm. He moved it to his right hand and shook out his left, wondering if he’d broken some bones (not that it was a problem), and wondering when his reflexes had developed a mind of their own. “Holy shit,” Johnson exclaimed, staring at him wide eyed.

“He’s gonna get your job, Hillie,” Richie said, referring to Ethan.

The trainer offered Roan an ice pack for his hand, which he declined, and when the other team called a time-out and Tank skated up to the bench, he lifted up his mask, grinning like a crazy person, and said, “We should add that catch to the highlight reel.” He wasn’t joking, so in a way Roan was glad Tank was going to Boston.

After the game, while the guys were showering and dressing and he and Dyl were loitering in one of the drafty, creepy corridors, Roan’s phone rang. If it was Rosenberg, Roan was going to let it go to his voice mail (damn it, he was having a nice, distracted evening with the Falcons, and he wasn’t going to let it get away from him now), but the phone showed it was Holden, so he answered it. “Yeah?”

“I might have something on the cat killer for you,” he said, with no preamble. Wherever he was, it was loud, and he was pretty sure he recognized the Murder City Devils playing in the background. “But you need to get down to the Dungeon. It’s fetish night, so flash your tats, you’ll get in free.” Before Roan could ask further questions, such as why Holden was at the Dungeon on fetish night, he’d hung up. Not that he’d be able to hear him very well over “Press Gang.”

Dylan was looking at him with a curiosity tempered with knowing wariness. “Something up?”

“Holden has something for me on another case. But he expects me to go to the Dungeon.”

Dylan knew exactly what that was, and raised his eyebrows. “The S&M club?”

“Apparently it’s fetish night. If I show my tattoos, I can get in for free.”

“Ooh, does that include me?” Grey asked, entering the hall. His hair was still wet but slicked back, and he’d changed into dark jeans and a black button-down shirt that made him look almost like a normal person. Except for the stuffed equipment bag slung over one shoulder, which was so full it looked ready to burst.

“You just won your game. Don’t you wanna go celebrate, have a beer or something? “

“Where we going?” Tank asked, joining him. Scott and Jeff soon followed, with Zack, Richie, and Ethan not far behind.

“You guys aren’t going,” Roan told them.

Grey ignored him, and told the guys, “A place called the Dungeon. Apparently it’s fetish night.”

“Fetish?” asked Jeff warily. “What kinda fetish?”

“Oh cool,” Tank exclaimed. “Fi’s told me all about the Dungeon.” Zack did a double take, but since he was standing behind and to the side of Tank, he didn’t notice.

“This is about a case I’m working,” he explained. “You’re not going with me.” But of course they were, and Roan knew it even as he insisted they weren’t.

Great. Now he was going to an S&M club with (mostly) straight hockey players to meet a hooker. It sounded like the setup to a porn film.

And come to think of it, it might be more enjoyable if it was. 
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IT WAS probably awful of Roan to hope that the guys got lost on the way to the club, but he still hoped anyways. It didn’t matter, because it never happened.

Ultimately, only Grey, Scott, Tank, Zack, and Ethan came, as Richie was a married man (really? He seemed too young for that) and his wife apparently wasn’t happy with his after-game carousing, and Jeff was too wary of a fetish night. (He said he used to live near the meatpacking district in New York City, as if that explained why he didn’t want to go to a fetish club. Maybe it did.) Still, Roan wasn’t looking forward to this.

Roan told Dylan about the cat killer case, and lied, saying he was looking into it for the police since no one in the Heights was going to talk to a cop, but they’d have no trouble talking to Holden and his friends. This lie was eminently plausible; so plausible, in fact, that Roan wondered why the cops hadn’t asked him to do this. Then again, he hadn’t exactly checked in with Chief Matthews yet, mainly because he was in no hurry to get chewed out by her. Now that he wasn’t an actual cop, he was in no rush to put up with all that bullshit.

Both he and Dylan held out hope that Zack and Ethan would be turned away at the door, as both were definitely too young to drink (legally, here—Canada was a different story), but that was shot to pieces as Fiona met them there, and at the Dungeon, she was minor royalty. It turned out she was watching the game from the stands, and Tank had called her to tell her where to meet them. She wasn’t allowed near the locker rooms since the “camera phone incident.” (No one elaborated, but Roan whispered if she had any photos she’d like to share. She gave him a cheerful thumbs up.)

Fi got them all in the club easily, even though the only leather she was currently wearing was a jacket. Ironically, they all had leather jackets, save for Dylan, who had a canvas one, and Ethan, who had a denim one. (Ethan was so corn-fed farm boy that it was kind of cute. Roan could totally see Dylan going for him, if Dylan were single and Ethan were gay.)

The club had that dark/bright dichotomy that he’d seen in many clubs, where the light was dim near the bar and near the tables, but was brightly lit by the back and in an area where it appeared hospital curtains were separating a section of the room from what passed for the dance floor. The lighting there was bright enough that you could see the shadows of people behind it, some holding drinks, and there were ominous shadows of some kind of device that could very well have been a dentist’s chair. As it was, the curtain was pulled back partway, and yes, it was a dentist’s chair, and there was something like a tattoo needle rig beside it. Roan could smell fresh blood in the club, beneath the smell of booze, sweat, amyl nitrate, and wet leather, but there was more sour pain in the blood than he would have expected from tattoos (unless the tattooist was truly horrible).

They went up to the bar, and the bartender, a large black bear with a gleaming bald scalp, wearing a black leather vest and a chin piercing, pointed a meaty finger at them all and said, “You guys are familiar looking, but you ain’t regulars. How do I know you?”

Roan had a smartass quip ready to go, but Fiona told him, “They’re part of the Falcons, and this is my boss, the guy who ends up in the papers for pissing people off. Dallas, this is Roan, that’s his husband Dylan, and this is Tank, Scott, Grey, Zack, and Ethan, the Falcons’ posse. Guys, this is Dallas.”

“The Atlanta Falcons?” he asked, obviously confused that there’d be so many skinny white guys on the team.

“The Seattle Falcons,” she replied. “The hockey team.”

“Oh,” Dallas said, like he knew who they were, even though it was fairly obvious he didn’t. “What’re your positions?”

The guys shared a glance, and it seemed obvious they were going to follow Scott’s lead. Rather than call him out on not knowing the team, Scott decided to just pretend he hadn’t noticed, which was smart of him. You never wanted to piss off your bartender. “I’m a center,” Scott offered.

“Defense,” Grey said.

“Goalie,” Tank said.

“Left wing and right wing,” Zack said. “Whatever the coach wants me to play.”

“Second goalie,” Ethan said.

“I just piss people off,” Roan added, not wanting to be left out.

“I tend bar over at Silver,” Dylan said.

Dallas gasped. “The rich people’s place? Dude, I hear they have a hundred-dollar burger in that joint.”

He shook his head. “It’s a hundred-dollar steak. They wouldn’t sully their menu with a burger.”

“Fuck me. So what’s this hundred-buck steak like?”

Dylan shrugged. “I’m vegetarian, I avoid the kitchen at all costs.”

He nodded as if that was wise, his chin stud catching the light like a mirror. “I used to work at the Blue Onion, and let me tell you, after seein’ what went on in that kitchen, I don’t eat out anymore, ’cept at places where I got a good view of the kitchen. So what can I set you guys up with?”

Grey, who being the tallest had the best vantage point, pointed at a board behind the bar, where the specials were written up in colored chalk, and some seemed to glow in the dim lighting. “What’s the absinthe special?”

Roan winced, and Scott said, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“You get a price cut if two or more people order it at the same time,” Dallas said.

“Anyone wanna do it with me?” Grey wondered. “Roan?”

“Why are you lookin’ at me?” he replied, not sure if he should be offended or not. “I can’t do it, the smell of the stuff knocks me back like a sucker punch.” Which was absolutely true. Absinthe was far too strong for his heightened sense of smell; it was like taking a sledgehammer to the sinuses.

“I’ll do it,” Zack said cheerfully.

Dallas looked at him through squinted eyes. “How old are you?”

“Not old enough for absinthe,” Scott said for him. “Fine, I’ll try it.”

“Count me in,” Tank said. “Chère?”

Fiona shook her head. “Not my scene.”

“Umm, what’s it like?” Ethan wondered.

Scott patted him on the arm, like a parent soothing an upset kid. “If you have to ask, you aren’t ready for it. We’ll take the absinthe, but these two will take a couple of beers.” He indicated Zack and Ethan, and then looked at Roan and Dylan. “You guys want beer?”

Dylan shook his head. “I’d rather have a margarita.”

“Just give me a soda, anything with caffeine in it.” Roan was driving, and besides, he’d done enough drug mixing for one week.

The bartender nodded, and got the easy ones first, namely his Coke and the two beers. The margarita was next, and the absinthe was last.

There was a bit of a ritual with it. The little glasses were laid out, with a slotted spoon put over the top of each. Dallas brought out a sugar bowl from beneath the bar, where sugar cubes that reeked of the anise-scented absinthe sat, and with a tiny pair of tongs he put a cube on each slotted spoon. Then he retrieved a tiny blowtorch, of the kind you used to brown the crust of a crème brulee, and set the alcohol-soaked cubes on fire. He then dumped the cubes in the small glass of green-colored liquor, which caught on fire, burning with a small, almost perfectly translucent flame, before he doused it with a shot glass full of water. Only then was the absinthe ready to drink. As far as Roan was concerned, if a drink had that many steps involved, it wasn’t worth it.

As soon as they all had their little green drinks in front of them, Grey said, “On three. One… two… go.” Showing how accustomed they were to being a team, they all slammed their drinks at the same time, like a synchronized drinking team. Their reactions weren’t synched, though. Grey winced, Scott’s head shot back before he doubled over like he was about to lose control of his gag reflex (he didn’t), and Tank’s face barely registered anything at all.

“Wow, that tastes like shit,” Grey said, putting his empty glass down on the bar.

“I’ve had worse,” Tank said.

“Now here I only asked you to come, and you show up with your het posse,” Holden said, joining them at the bar. He was dressed in black leather pants and a skin-tight white tank top that seemed nearly luminescent, indicating the club had a black light somewhere. He’d added blond streaks in his hair since Roan had last seen him, and his hair had the casually mussed look of intense calculation. Holden leaned up against the bar, hand on jutted hip, with a smile so slick it was impossible to tell if he wanted to fuck everyone or kill them (or as Roan had mentally dubbed it, smile number three).

“Het posse,” Grey echoed, chuckling. “I like that.”

Roan noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that Scott gave Holden The Look. It was very brief, but it was unmistakable. The look being the one that only gay men seemed to recognize, the one that put lust into a purely tangible form, and Roan was surprised to see it. Maybe it was the absinthe? (Not that it could work that fast.) If Holden saw it, he had no reaction to it at all, but he wouldn’t—he was accustomed to the look, and enjoyed getting it.

“Zack, Ethan, this is Holden, Roan’s assistant investigator,” Grey said, introducing everyone.

“Oh, uh, guess that explains the getup,” Ethan said.

“Does it?” Holden replied, giving him an unsettling smile before switching his gaze to Roan. “Can we talk in private?”

There was a weak cheer from behind the hospital curtain, and Zack couldn’t contain himself anymore. “Do you know what’s goin’ on over there?”

Holden’s glance held a kernel of contempt, but it was quickly smothered. “They offer piercings on fetish night.”

“Piercings?” Ethan asked. “Like ear piercings?”

Holden laughed, genuinely amused, and looked at Scott before replying, “Oh, this guy is darling. What rearview mirror did you pull him off of?” Yeah, Holden saw the look Scott was giving him, and now he was… what was he doing? Roan got a feeling there was subtext between the two of them, which was weird, as he was sure they didn’t know each other. Except clearly they did; how well was up for debate.

It was Fiona who said, “It’s more intimate piercing.”

Ethan was puzzling over that, and what Holden had said (he seemed torn over whether he should be insulted by that rearview mirror comment or not), when Tank said, “They’re talking about dick piercing, Hillie.”

“And balls and scrotum,” Holden added, with an inordinate amount of cheer.

Ethan looked confused, then skeptical, and then blanched. “You’re—you’re serious? Why would anyone do that?”

“Well—” Holden began, and Roan held up a hand to stop him.

“Kid, trust me, you don’t want to know.”

“Roan’s right,” Tank said, giving him a hardy slap on the back. “Let’s save that for after your wedding night, huh?” He then looked at Fi, and asked, “Wanna dance? I wanna dance.”

“Then let’s dance,” she agreed, even though it was now Ministry playing, and Roan wasn’t sure how anyone could dance to that. But Tank strutted out to the meager dance floor like a pigeon on crack, making Fiona laugh, and Roan wondered if the absinthe was hitting him, or if he was just being himself. Could you tell with him? Probably not.

“I’m not a virgin,” Ethan said petulantly, in a way that suggested he was.

“Sheep don’t count,” Grey said, grinning.

“Fuck you,” he replied, but it was an exhale, with no strength at all. So the other guys teased Ethan over his farm boy background, huh? Figured. Some of the trash talking Roan heard behind the bench was from one teammate to another, although in that joking “we’re men’s men, aren’t we?” kind of way.

Roan leaned over, and whispered in Dylan’s ear, “Keep an eye on them.”

Dylan gave him a look like he couldn’t believe he was being volunteered for such a thing, but he nodded, and Roan followed Holden to a relatively quiet corner. Once there, he asked, “You and Scott…?”

“Me and Scott what?” Holden replied, with an innocence that was totally fake.

He sighed, aware that he wasn’t going to get much out of him right now. Holden was in coy mode, and that never did anyone any good. Except maybe Holden. “Why are you even here?”

“A client. Now, this guy I want you to meet, Franco, is a little paranoid, so that’s why he’s got to make a face to face before squealing. Also, he’ll probably want money, but a twenty oughta do him. He’s high and desperate for cash.”

Great. “How reliable is his info?”

“You can bank on it. He wouldn’t lie to me.”

Life was full of subtext. It wasn’t just the in-jokes between friends that meant nothing to you, but the way people could be truthful, and yet commit sins of omission, leaving out little bits that meant a lot. He knew Holden was doing that now. “He a former client?”

“Now you know I can’t confirm or deny that one.”

“Why didn’t you just get the info yourself?”

“He’s high, but he’s not stupid. He knows I didn’t want it for me. He wants to know who wants it.” And with that, Holden turned and slinked through the darkened room, like only he could. For a good-sized guy, he could be surprisingly graceful when he wanted to be.

Before following, Roan took a quick look around. Dylan and Ethan were at the bar, talking, and Dallas had joined them, while Zack, Grey, and Scott had gone to see what was going on behind the curtain. His guess was they’d decided to show Zack what a piercing was to discourage him from ever wanting one, as Zack seemed to want everything. He had ambitions of hedonism, often undone by his own inability to stomach it. He was a kid in a candy store, who continually forgot he puked after two handfuls of Skittles.

There was a good-sized crowd in here tonight, and since it was fetish night it was mixed, with gays and straights and to-be-determineds sharing the space. There was a lot of leather, lots of piercing, tattoos, and body modifications, as well as someone in a tight latex suit that made them look like a living condom. There was some weird shit on display, but none of it as weird as the shit you could find on the Internet, such as guys dressed up in frighteningly realistic animal costumes or people throwing food on one another. (That was probably done later, in the privacy of one’s place.) Tank was still dancing like a nut to a song that must have been called “I Want Your Damage,” as it was repeated multiple times in the chorus, and it was neopsychedelic, fuzzed-out kind of rock, not the easiest stuff to dance to. But Tank was doing pretty well, and his general enthusiasm had livened up that corner of the club. He was dancing with Fiona, other women, other men, he didn’t care, which is what made Tank Tank—fear was for other people. He threw himself in front of potentially lethal projectiles for a living, so what was there in the real world to worry about?

Franco was a six-foot-six, three-hundred-pound Samoan man, shirtless beneath a leather vest so tight it looked like it was about to explode off his barrel chest and wound several bystanders. He also had an impressive Afro, a nimbus of fuzzy black hair that made his head look huge, and a tribal tattoo that climbed up his neck like a jagged vine and fanned out just beneath his jaw line. He was heavily pierced too, with studs in his chin, nose, eyebrows, cheek, and earlobes, with a slender silver chain connecting his left ear to his left eyebrow, and small silver charms dangling from each pierced nipple, which Roan could see beneath the tight leather. His arms were as thick as legs, and the light fuzz of curly black hair on his chest looked both pubic and singed, and Roan could smell the nail polish remover-like scent of amyl nitrate oozing through his pores, along with the softer scents of rum and pot. His eyes were wide, black, and glassy. He could have been handsome in a sort of exotically rugged way, if lots of hard living hadn’t started showing on his face in acne scars and bumps beneath the skin that could have been some kind of allergic reaction, but probably weren’t.

Franco was paranoid in that way that people got when they let life get to them more than it should. While Holden hovered several feet away (apparently he wasn’t invited to this party), Franco quizzed Roan on who he was and why he wanted to know, and thank whatever deity was tops this week that Franco didn’t recognize him. He’d be busted if he knew who he was. He was adamant on asking if he was a cop, and Roan lied (sort of) and said no, but he followed it up with a solid truth: the cops hated him. When Franco started believing it, it mollified him a great deal.

The truth wasn’t going to do for an explanation, though. If Roan said he wanted to find this asshole and keep him from hurting any other cat ever again, Franco might like it, but he might not. Roan couldn’t fuck up what had been his best lead to date, so he decided to follow the theme. Roan said he wanted to find the guy because he had a kink for cat fur—real cat fur. He mentioned the phonies on craigslist, trying to sell cat fur they claimed was real and wasn’t, but didn’t go into detail, because only liars spelled everything out for you.

Franco had to consider this, and while he was, he took out a large capsule and popped it beneath his nose, inhaling and then shuddering as the drug hit his system. It was a popper (aka amyl nitrate), which Roan knew from the sharp, acrid scent wafting over the table. How people did those he had no idea, to him it was the drug version of absinthe. After he took a minute to enjoy the popper, Franco finally said he might be able to hook him up with a guy who had the real deal, but he was really careful, and picky, and he’d want hard cash up front. Roan gave him the number for a cheap, prepaid cell he kept around for undercover purposes, and Franco indicated this discussion was over by asking one of the heavily tattooed waitresses for another rum and cola.

As Roan stood up, he saw Zack pinballing around the crowd in his frantic run for the bathroom, and he seemed to make it. He caught up with Grey and Scott as they made their way back to the bar. “What happened to him?” Roan asked.

Grey, smirking, told him, “We saw a guy getting his dick pierced.”

“Better him than me,” Scott added. “God, my dick still hurts from just watching it.”

“I’d think it’d be hurting from your constant abuse,” Grey retorted.

“Hilarious,” Scott replied, with no humor whatsoever.

After a moment, Roan said, “Not that I’m casting aspersions, but should you leave Zack on his own in that bathroom?”

Scott and Grey exchanged concerned looks before Grey heaved a martyr’s sigh, and said, “Fine, I’ll go keep him from being ass raped by a congressman.”

“I don’t know,” Roan replied. “Those closet cases are incredibly strong.”

This made Scott chuckle, although since he was a bit of a closet case himself, Roan wasn’t sure why. As soon as Grey was gone, Roan had a chance to talk to him alone. “You know, I wanted to thank you for that pep talk.”

“Huh? Oh, that was nothing.”

“No, it helped. I need a kick in the ass sometimes. But I was thinking that whole trailblazer thing was so well rehearsed… that’s what you’ve told yourself, isn’t it? Trying to convince yourself to come out.”

Scott grimaced and looked away, many different expressions playing across his face, his jaw clenching and unclenching, before he said, “I can’t. I mean, I know someone has to be first, someone has to be brave enough… but it’s not me. I’ve played hockey all my life, and I want to have a career in it. Is it fair that my admitting I’m bi might impact my career chances? No, it isn’t, but it’s the way things are right now. Maybe if I get into the NHL, maybe then I’ll come out… but I can’t right now. I can’t risk it. I know it’s chickenshit, but there it is.”

Roan didn’t know what to say. He should probably tell him he wasn’t being a coward, that it was all he could do right now, but he didn’t, because he didn’t see how hiding your true self could be healthy for anyone. Yeah, Scott might not have a professional career, but personally he’d probably be a lot happier. Still, it was his choice to make, and Roan had no room to make judgments, as much as he wanted to.

Tank was having too much fun. Mainly because he was now dancing on the bar, waggling his ass in an exaggerated manner. He took off his shirt and started swinging it around, much to the cheers of the crowd. His astounding six-pack abs got a round of applause. Fiona was egging him on and laughing at the same time, enjoying the show.

“Was the absinthe that good?” Roan asked Scott.

He shook his head. “Tank just does this sometimes. Wait—when he strips down to his underwear, they’ll be novelty shorts, with cartoon characters on them or something.”

“So all goalies are like this?”

“Nobody’s like Tank. That’s probably for the best. I don’t think the world could take two of ’em at once.”

Truer words had probably never been spoken.
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Run It Through the Dog



THE night turned into a minifiasco, as it was bound to.

It started when a drunk Zack started chatting up a woman dressed like a Halloween version of a dominatrix (black vinyl bra top, matching tight skirt, heels high enough to stake a vampire with), who had a fairly realistic Chinese dragon tattoo running from her stomach to the base of her throat, curving around like an apostrophe, peeking out of her bra like it was taking a measured gaze at the crowd. She didn’t look that into him, but humored him because he bought her a drink. Then an angry boyfriend showed up, a muscle-bound behemoth who looked like he had just walked off the set of The Road Warrior, with a brand (not a tattoo, an actual brand burned into his upper arm, like a cattle rancher had been at him) and a flat strip of a Mohawk on his otherwise shaved scalp. He grabbed Zack by the back of the neck before throwing him off his bar stool. Dallas shouted that he was out of there, and summoned what passed for security, but Grey got there first. Grey grabbed the man by the arm and all but threw him out onto his ass on the dance floor, telling him to back the fuck off. (Mohawk had about fifty pounds on Grey, but Roan would still give this fight to Grey, because fighting was in his job description. It was how he made a living, and he did it well.)

Mohawk snarled, genuinely snarled, and the woman pushed Grey from behind and told him to back off, but he easily ignored her. Meanwhile, Tank came up behind Mohawk, and as he was getting up, Tank put a foot in his back and kicked him, sending him falling face forward onto the floor. He was drunk or surprised enough that he never got his hands up in time, and faceplanted directly onto the wooden floor. Even above the noise of the Black Rebel Motorcycle Club, you could hear the crunch of his nose shattering as it impacted the ground.

By this time security had shown up, and Tank and Grey backed off, used to refs putting an end to the fights, but Mohawk was furious, and screamed as he struggled to his feet, blood pouring down his face from his misshapen lump of a nose. He tried to go for Grey, but the bouncers were bearish men who looked like former Marines (and very well could have been), and they each took an arm as they started dragging him toward the door. He started screaming, “You’re dead! You’re fucking dead!” but it wasn’t clear if it was directed at Grey, the bouncers, or both. No one looked too alarmed by the threats at any rate.

The woman, surprisingly, wouldn’t back off. She got right up in Grey’s face, telling him he had no right to hurt her boyfriend, using all sorts of choice curse words, but he wasn’t reacting whatsoever. Grey wasn’t going to fight a woman, which was smart, because even if she was Dropkick-level tough, he could hurt her way more than ever intended. Dallas was telling her to get out, but she wasn’t listening, so Roan went to intervene before she could do something really stupid. (Tank and Fiona were on their way over, and Fi was going to kick her ass down one side of the bar and back up another.)

She just about did it. The woman pulled her hand back to slap Grey, but Roan grabbed her wrist. She spun, other hand raised to hit him, and he growled. Not a small one, a big one, a loud “I’m a hungry lion and you smell like dinner” sort of noise, like gravel was being pulverized in his throat as someone started up the cement mixer. His hand wanted to tighten, the muscles in his hand twitched and flexed of their own accord, and he knew it wouldn’t be anything at all to crush her bones like a baby bird. Her eyes, watery blue with a black ring, widened, and he could smell fear as she realized, through her haze of vodka and Dexedrine, that there was Something Not Right about him. People didn’t make that noise; people didn’t have bones in their face shift, like something beneath was getting ready to shed the mask of its humanity.

One of the bouncers returned and grabbed her, saying, “Come on, sister.” Only then did Roan realize he had a slight lisp, but it didn’t take away from the fact that he could beat up most of this bar. He dragged her out, but she went fairly willingly as Roan let go of her wrist (so close to just crushing it; his fingers hurt from his own refusal to close them completely), and she said, “What the fuck is he? Did you see that?”

The bouncer didn’t answer, but he wouldn’t; he hadn’t seen anything. Grey had, Scott had, Tank and Fiona had, but it wasn’t anything they hadn’t seen before in some respect. Zack hadn’t, though, but he shook his head, and announced, “I’m fucking wasted.” Roan was relieved he’d just decided to chalk it up to drunkenness, as it spared him any explanations.

Dallas didn’t blame them for any of this, but indicated it would make his life a lot less complex if they skedaddled, so they decided to call it a night. On their way out the door, Scott looked around, and when Roan asked what he was looking for, he shrugged nonchalantly and said, “I thought Holden was coming with us.”

Okay, yeah, something was up there. Man, that didn’t sound promising at all.

Dylan didn’t drink much or often, so he was a little tipsy from his two margaritas, and as such he was giggly and unusually chatty. He told him he’d invited Ethan over to dinner next week, as he’d been lamenting the lack of home-cooked meals, and Dylan really wanted to try his madras curry on a fellow vegetarian. Roan had no problem with this, although he had no idea if he’d be joining them—it depended on what happened that day. Roan teased him, saying that if Ethan wasn’t straight he’d so do him, and Dylan laughed, blushed slightly, and finally said yeah, if he wasn’t with him.

Since Roan was driving, Dylan snuggled against him all the way home, putting Roan’s arm around his shoulders and resting against his chest. Roan couldn’t imagine it was very comfortable for him, but Dylan didn’t seem to mind at all. Being half-drunk probably helped.

Dylan did many random things, including singing along with the radio and telling him, totally out of the blue, that sometimes he wasn’t sure he could live with him, but he also knew he couldn’t live without him either. Which made Roan realize that they probably were just like any other married couple, which was actually kind of disappointing. Did this mean they’d soon be cheating on each other and secretly loathing one another?

Fuck it. He’d been a detective too long.

Once they got home, Dylan broke down into sloppy mode, crying as he told him he didn’t want him to die. Roan comforted him, told him he wasn’t going to die, he would be fine, it wasn’t in the virus’s best interest to kill him, and Dylan said he wanted to die. Whether he would or wouldn’t wasn’t the point; he didn’t want him to feel that way. Roan said he didn’t, but even as he said it, he wondered if it was a lie.

He didn’t even know anymore. How sad was that?





AS SOON as Holden came home, he peeled off his too-tight tank top and threw it on the couch before heading to the kitchen, kicking off his boots along the way. He was glad he’d decided not to wear his clip-on nipple ring, because that shirt alone had started to feel like a corset after a while. It probably would have shoved the end through his nipple and made him bleed.

He poured himself a couple of fingers of gin, added a healthy splash of cranberry juice, and collapsed on the sofa to put up his feet and decompress. He had just been arm candy tonight, playing a rough-trade kind of role, but sometimes it was hard to pretend to be an idiot. It was counterintuitive, it should have been a breeze, but after a while it was a chore to pretend you didn’t have a thought in your head beyond when you next highlighted your hair and went for your spray tan. He really didn’t know how some people did it.

Holden gulped down his drink, aware he could have just had his client furnish him with drinks, but alcohol might have let his guard down, and he didn’t do that while working. A job was a job, and it was never a good time to coast.

Because he’d gulped the drink and hadn’t eaten since earlier in the evening, the booze hit harder than usual, and an ember of warmth opened up in his stomach and slowly bled out into the rest of his body. He was seriously thinking about a new line of work, but what could he do?

Ooh, write a male version of The Happy Hooker. That idea amused him for a couple of minutes. Maybe he could just write a tell-all biography, changing the names of his clients. His dad would just die, and wasn’t that a point in its favor? But how much of a writer was he? Had he ever written anything? He didn’t even blog.

Holden was at the fridge, trying to determine if a piece of cold pizza was still good, when there was a knock at his door. He shoved the remaining piece of pizza in his mouth and wiped his hands on his pants before realizing they were leather and they didn’t work well as a substitute napkin. He figured it was Roan, probably with more questions about Franco. He didn’t even ask for money, but that only meant he’d demand twice as much when he set up the meeting with the cat pelt guy. Franco was one of those guys who liked to think of himself as a genius, even though he was lucky to remember to put his pants on before going outside. The world was way too full of people like that.

He opened the door, ready to ask Roan if he had his hockey team with him this time, except he stopped, because he was looking at a member of the team. It wasn’t Roan, it was Scott.

“You again,” Holden said, and there was no playfulness in his voice. He was tired. “Didn’t I ask you not to come back?” 

Scott looked briefly baffled. “Umm, no, I don’t think so.”

“Fuck. Oversight on my part.” He sighed heavily and turned away. “If you want to make an appointment, I prefer over the phone.”

“I didn’t… um, that’s not why I’m here.”

“Oh. Why are you here?” He didn’t care much, but it seemed polite to ask.

Scott closed the door, and he stayed by the door, still looking confused. His eyes had the bright, blown-pupil clarity of someone who’d been hitting the absinthe. Holden had had it once, but he didn’t see what the big deal about it was. It tasted weird, and it made you feel slightly intoxicated but slightly sober at the same time, and there were no hallucinations, which he had been looking forward to. Scott probably didn’t know what to do with his weird feeling, which was fair enough, as Holden hadn’t at the time. If he remembered correctly, he’d ended up talking shit on a message board, which seemed like a waste of a good buzz. “I’m not sure. I keep trying to figure you out.”

“Well stop. You won’t.”

Scott looked at him with his weird eyes, still husky-dog blue, but now looking larger thanks to his comical pupils. “I’ve tried. I can’t stop thinking about you, and I don’t know why.”

“Oh my god,” he snapped, and he probably shouldn’t have been pissed off, but he kind of was. He just didn’t have the patience tonight. “You’re not a total virgin, are you? You’re horny.”

“I’m not. I mean, kinda, but that’s not it. You know what I mean?”

Holden glared at him a moment, aware it would do no good at all, not in the state Scott was in. “No, and I really don’t care.” He walked back to Scott and grabbed his arm, reaching for the door behind him at the same time. “Call me when you’re totally sober.”

Scott surprised him by grabbing him by the back of the head and kissing him almost violently, He shoved him back against the door, pinning Holden against it with his body, reminding him that while Scott looked like a string bean, he was almost all muscle. Still, Holden shoved him away, sending him stumbling back until he hit the sofa and sat down violently on the arm. “Don’t,” Holden warned.

“You’re strong.”

“What, didn’t expect that from a cheap whore?”

He stood, chuckling faintly. “You’re not a cheap whore.”

“Okay, I’ll grant you I’m not cheap.”

“You’re not a whore either.”

“How much absinthe did you have? Do you know who you’re talking to?”

Scott approached him, looking a bit more lucid than he would have expected. “I’m not sure what you are, but you aren’t a whore. Sure, you sell yourself for money, but whore’s a state of mind, and you’re not there. You know it too, why else do you not know what you are?”

Holden stared at him a moment. “How wasted are you?” But what Scott had said was deeply strange, mainly because Holden didn’t expect it. Where the fuck did that come from? Scott couldn’t know him that well.

He gave him a lazy smirk. “Not nearly wasted enough.”

“You don’t know me.”

“No, but I know me, and I’m all kinds of fucked-up. So are you.”

“Fuck you.” He really didn’t like be psychoanalyzed, even in a half-assed way, by a bi jock closet case, and certainly not tonight. Holden wasn’t sure if he was more angry or exhausted, it all got tangled up, and he realized, for the first time in a long time, he wanted to get falling-down drunk. He wanted to go numb and not think about anything, which he didn’t allow himself the luxury of doing that often, because it was oh so tempting to just go into that state and stay there. Life was lived a lot easier numb.

When Scott got close, heading for the door, Holden grabbed him and threw him against the wall, kissing him and pinning him with his body, just to see how he liked it. From the way he responded, he liked it a lot. He smelled like beer and soap, which wasn’t as unpleasant as Holden would have assumed, and he had faint stubble he could feel more than see. As kissers went, Scott wasn’t too bad, and of course he was as hot as hell, a continual mark in his favor.

Scott’s hands felt lightly callused on his back, which Holden found a little surprising. Scott tangled a hand in his hair and pulled, just hard enough to be mildly painful, but not hard enough to really hurt. Holden did it to him, and Scott groaned in pleasure. So he liked it a little rough, huh?

There were other ways to get numb. And this was probably cheaper.





ROAN wondered what he should blame when he woke up feeling nauseous. He wasn’t the one who’d had alcohol, and yet he was the one relatively sure he was two steps away from losing his dinner. Where was the justice in that?

When he was sure he could stand up, he went to the bathroom and took a promethazine, which Rosenberg had prescribed him for the nausea. Promethazine made him tired, but what the hell, he was kind of tired all the time anyways.

Roan went downstairs, checking the time on the stove and figuring he should be up anyways. He got a Natural Brew ginger ale from the fridge and enjoyed a gulp, both sweet and spicy at the same time, and desperately wanted a piece of toast. But here was the thing—in this lavishly appointed kitchen, with a slaughterhouse’s worth of knives, stainless steel sinks, and granite countertops, with a massive fridge and an air convection oven, there was no toaster. These guys were power gays, and apparently didn’t do carbs. Fuck them, they had no idea what they were missing; Roan loved carbs. But the fact that there was no toaster meant no toast. He just heated the bread in the microwave, which made it warm and soft, but depressingly lacking in crunch. Still, throw some melted butter on it, and it was all good. (But it wasn’t toast, damn it.)

Once the meds, the ginger, and the bread had settled his stomach, Roan focused on his Jephson case notes, and wondered if he could shred them like a drama queen. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say he’d been sent on a wild goose chase. But why? Who’d spend the money just to annoy and irritate him? You could do that for free, and many people did.

Well, Oliver was probably pretty close to being kicked out by the hospital, so he’d be up to more of a grilling today. Maybe Roan would find out exactly why he was lying about the assault, or at least find out a little more about his Aunt Abby. Something was going on here, and he wasn’t sure finding Adam was at the heart of it all.

When the phone rang, he was going to let it go, but then he thought it might wake up Dylan if it went on too long, so he answered it. It was Seb, telling him he might want to come by his own office. When Roan heard a crackle of radios in the background, he figured things had taken another shitty turn.

He took the bike so he’d get there faster, and arrived in time for the sun to break through the low clouds, and for the firemen to start rolling up their hoses.

The office of MK Investigations had been scorched, discolored by smoke and char marks that could have been a Rorschach test, an ink blot covering the place where his door had once been. Broken glass glistened like mica on the macadam, and beneath the black smudges of burn marks the words “Fag” and “Catfucker” were still visible. Other than that, the building looked remarkably intact.

Seb was standing nearby, watching the firemen pack up their equipment, and Roan sidled up and joined him, mimicking his folded arms stance. “This was no boating accident,” Roan said.

Seb raised an eyebrow at that. “Wow, still a sarcastic bastard in the face of adversity, huh? Well, it was caught early. Your neighbor, a Doctor Braunbeck, arrived to open his office and called in the fire. They got it before it could do major damage, although you probably got some water damage.”

“Braunbeck? Ah, that gorp-loving bastard finally paid off.”

“Gorp?”

“Don’t ask. Although, if you ask him nicely, he’ll probably give you some.” The wind shifted, and Roan winced at the strong scent of gasoline.

Seb must have seen it, because he asked, “Molotov?”

“I’m not scenting alcohol, just gas.”

“Why aren’t you more disturbed by this?”

It was a good question, but all Roan could do was shrug. “It’s just an office, and no one was hurt. Worse things have happened.” He liked Seb, he really did, but he wasn’t sure he was ever going to tell him about the tumors. The fact that Holden knew was one person too many, but at least he could keep a secret better than the NSA.

“That’s a very mature attitude.” He paused in a way that suggested more was coming shortly. Roan wasn’t disappointed. “The Chief wants me to chuck you in the back of the cruiser. She thinks you’re avoiding her.”

“Me? Never.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sarcasm aside, you comin’ with me or do I break out the cuffs?”

“Like any cuffs could hold me. Yeah, I’ll come. I hafta file a report anyways.”

Somehow it figured that a morning that started with nausea would end with him getting reamed by the Chief. At least not much worse could happen from here on out.
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Angela’s Secret



IN RETROSPECT, he would have preferred the Chief chew him a new one.

Chief Matthews always had a surprisingly orderly office, like she felt she should set a good example for the troops, and maybe that was the case. She had a new photo on her desk of her soldier nephew who was off in Afghanistan, and Roan idly wondered if she’d sacrificed any hope of a personal life in aid of a career, but then he mentally dismissed it, mainly because it wasn’t any of his business if she had, or if she was keeping any relationship she might have had a secret. For all its vaunted “diversity,” the police department was still a man’s world. Shaking off the old (white) boy’s club just wasn’t as easy as the PR office wanted it to be.

She offered Roan coffee, which smelled better than the usual, but he knew the cop shop coffee would strip the paint off a tugboat. He declined and stuck to Black Black, some odd-tasting Japanese gum that had enough caffeine to keep him buzzing. Sometimes the smell/taste hit him like a punch at first, but that wasn’t always a bad thing.

Chief Matthews was low-key and kind, which Roan was always suspicious of in a superior. When she told him the other officer wasn’t pressing charges, unofficial or official, against him, he wasn’t surprised. The list went like this: you never admitted 1) a woman kicked your ass, 2) a gay guy kicked your ass, or 3) an infected kicked your ass (unless they were in cat form, then that was okay). The fact that he was two out of three meant he could count on the old boy’s club keeping their mouths shut, although it meant he went straight to the top of their shit list. But since he was already there, no harm, no foul. (And since they knew there was something weird about him, they weren’t eager to get into off-duty rematches.)

Still, she wasn’t happy with him. She let him know that as disturbing as the scene was, she couldn’t allow officers or advisers on the scene to lose their cool, which he agreed with, but he had to ask what the hell was up with that investigation. She straightened out papers on her desk that didn’t need straightening before telling him it was a crime and being investigated as such, and she hoped he wasn’t conducting his own investigation into it. Roan lied and said he wasn’t, as he pressed her for information on their investigation. Since it was an open case, she couldn’t say much, but after a little pressure, she admitted it was being investigated as “desecration of a corpse,” multiple counts.

Roan waited for a punch line, but after he was sure none was forthcoming, he had to swallow back the urge to scream at her. “If there were Human-shaped skins hanging from the ceiling, there’d be no doubt they were murdered,” he snapped, clenching his hands together in his lap so he didn’t make fists.

“I understand that this is upsetting, but—”

“No you don’t,” he interrupted, unable to contain himself. “I’ve been run out of my own house, my husband had to switch jobs, I would have been attacked in the hospital if I wasn’t friends with an oversized hockey player, someone tried to attack me in my office, and now someone has tried to burn down my office, and all in the space of a couple months. And these are just attacks aimed at me and mine. If you widen the scope to attacks and harassment on all infecteds, things get much uglier. I’m sure you understand from a logical point of view, but until this is your life, you can’t really understand it. If things were different, I could have been one of those skins hanging up in that slaughterhouse. It could have been—”

He paused as he choked on Paris’s name, and suddenly remembered quite vividly the time he’d checked on Paris when he was transitioning from tiger to Human, but was still tiger. He’d reached through the bars of his cage and put his hand on Paris’s side. His fur was hot and soft, and Roan could feel the solidity of his ribcage and his frantic heartbeat beneath. He was panting for breath, unconscious, his heartbeat jagged and thready, and that was when Roan first knew he was on the downhill slope to death. He could feel his muscles beneath his skin, twitching and writhing like angry snakes, and he’d dug his hand into his fur, hoping that Paris knew he was there, and knowing damn well that he couldn’t. The memory was so vivid Roan could feel Paris’s feverish body heat under his hand, could smell the odd animal scent that was mostly tiger but partly Human, and it brought tears to his eyes.

Suddenly Chief Matthews was there, sitting forward with her forearms on her desk, her eyebrows tented into a V. “Roan, are you okay?”

He sat there blinking, wondering what the hell had just happened. It wasn’t a memory, not as he knew them. He was right back there, sitting on the cold basement floor, his hand entwined in Paris’s silky fur, his scent filling the room. It was like time travel almost… except it wasn’t. This wasn’t a fucking episode of Lost, he hadn’t gone anywhere, he was just… what? Seized by a memory?

Roan did remember why he was here, what he was talking about, although a sense of disorientation lingered. “What did I do?” he asked, aware that just asking that would clue her in on how deeply not okay he was.

She sat back in her chair, which creaked like an old floorboard, looking more confused than anything. Maybe she thought this was part of a ploy on his part. “Nothing. You just sort of… zoned out.”

Which told him next to nothing. Still, it was okay. No drooling, no barking, no blackout kind of rages. Good. Not that it told him anything about what the fuck had just happened, but zoned out was really the best-case scenario. “I don’t think I can have this conversation right now,” he said, standing up. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the complete truth either.

“Roan, if—”

“My people are dying,” he snapped, the one thing he really wanted to say. “And it looks like no one cares. Not this department, not the government, and civilians think nothing of killing us for sport. They’re not even arrested for it, for fuck’s sake. And I know I’m part of the problem, don’t think I don’t hate myself for killing my own people, because I do, and all the justification in the world doesn’t change anything. Some of them call me an Uncle Tom for working with the police, and I can’t say I blame them.”

“Bullshit,” she replied, a rare curse word from her. “It’s a matter of public safety. You protect more than you kill.”

“Not from their perspective. I’m not sure that’s true from my perspective either.” He turned toward the door. “I can’t do this today. I’m sorry.”

“Roan—” she began, but he was gone, out of her office and making a quick beeline for the exit. Someone tried to talk to him, but he ignored him and all but ran out the door.

Once Roan found a quiet spot around the back of the cop shop, he sagged against the wall and almost collapsed. What was wrong? What was happening to him?

No, strike that—he knew exactly what was happening. He just wondered why now.

Fuck it, it didn’t matter. Right now, he was going to get that son of a bitch cat killer, and then the virus could do whatever it wanted with him.

It would anyways.





HOLDEN was initially disoriented, sure he was in his own bed and then sure he wasn’t because he wasn’t alone, but soon he remembered it all and worked it out. A toxic amount of self-loathing mixed with gin and a horny bi jock added up to happy fun time with Scott. Said bi jock was sleeping like a corpse on the opposite side of the bed, one arm draped down to the carpet, the blanket heaped up on the floor, the sheet just covering what was honestly one of the world’s greatest asses. Seriously, that thing was a work of art. If that’s what skating did, Holden needed to take it up now.

God, this was weird. He never brought anyone back here, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d fucked someone because he wanted to, not because he was paid to do so. Had it been… no way, it couldn’t have been that long. At some point, sex had become a job, and he was happy to leave it there. He always felt sex was kind of overrated anyways, but that was probably hilarious coming from a hooker.

Holden felt like an idiot, like this was just an incredibly boneheaded move, but when he tried to dissect the reason why, he couldn’t find it. He took a quick shower and catalogued a couple of new bruises. He and Scott had had a bit of a wrestle for supremacy, nothing really rough, just a macho exertion of power that was, admittedly, something of a turn on. Most of the bruises were incidental, smashing into walls, hitting the floor, although he had a couple on his back that looked like Scott had dug his fingers in a little too hard. Not that he’d really noticed at the time. His client tonight wouldn’t care; in fact, he might find it a turn-on.

He was back in his bedroom, getting dressed quietly, when he realized how stupid it was he was being quiet. It was his fucking place, and this was exactly why he didn’t have company here. He put on his jeans and knelt on the bed, giving Scott a shove. “Come on, big guy. You don’t hafta go home, but you can’t stay here.” He barely grunted a response, so Holden gave him a slap on the ass, and just about broke his damn hand. Good lord, he had an ass of granite. Not so much buns of steel as buns of adamantium.

Scott finally roused sufficiently to raise his head, and murmur, “What time is it?”

“How the fuck do I know, you’re the one who still has his damn watch on.”

“I do?” He raised his right wrist to his face and looked at it. That’s when he suddenly sat up, exclaiming, “Oh fuck, I missed the morning skate.”

Holden sat back on the bed, and admired the line of his back. For a skinny boy, he had a nice set of manly broad shoulders. “Which means what exactly? They slap your hand and take away your birthday?”

“No, the coach’ll make me do an extra drill. But since this was an optional skate, it probably won’t be so bad.” He then yawned, stretched, and dry washed his face, all handsomely, as if he couldn’t do anything in a homely manner, no matter how banal it was. “The really sucky thing about hockey is working out all the fucking time. It’s like I spend half my day in a rink or a gym.”

“Explains your body.”

“Yeah, well….” Scott agreed, trailing off, as what else was he going to say? He mussed up his bedhead hair even more, and said, “That was the hottest sex I think I’ve ever had.”

It was pretty fucking hot. But Holden might just think that because it had been an eon since he’d had sex with genuine desire involved, and not some pill-based substitute combined with acting. “I’m good at my job,” Holden said.

Scott turned and looked at him, somewhat skeptical. “That’s all it was?”

How was he supposed to answer that? Yes it was, but also no it wasn’t. There was no answer that would make Holden feel any better, and he couldn’t humor this kid. And he was a kid—he’d thought he was at least drinking age, but now he pegged him at twenty. Scott just had the attitude and bearing of an older person. At least he knew there was no way in hell he was any kind of virgin. “Couldn’t have been a date. You never bought me dinner.”

Scott smirked, and his ghostly blue eyes sparkled. “I could buy you breakfast.”

Holden gave him a tight, insincere smile as he got off the bed and went to his dresser. He needed to get a shirt on before Scott thought about a second round. “Maybe some other time.”

Scott didn’t say anything, and as Holden searched his drawer for a shirt, Scott got up and went into the bathroom. By the time he came out, Holden was sitting on the edge of the bed, putting on his socks. Scott had a beautiful body, and while he wasn’t hung like a horse, he was about average, and that was okay. Actually Holden preferred average to too big and too small. Scott looked around the floor, and asked, “Where’s my clothes?”

“Mostly out in the living room.”

“Oh, right.”

“You can borrow some underwear if you want. We’re probably close to the same size, and I think yours got ripped.”

He scratched his head, clearly trying to remember. “Right. Which drawer?”

“Top.”

Scott opened it and rummaged through, while Holden enjoyed the lovely rear view for a moment before returning to putting on his socks. They were awkwardly silent before Scott asked, “What do I owe you for last night?” There was a chill to his voice, like any of the cheer from before was draining away.

With a sigh, Holden realized he didn’t want to encourage the kid, but he didn’t need to give him a slap either. “Nothing. The whole thing about hooking is you get the money in advance. I didn’t, so… consider this a freebie.”

Scott looked at him over his shoulder, and gave him a lazy, deeply sexy smile. He bet Scott knew it was sexy too, the bastard. “First hit’s free, then I’m hooked, right?”

“Something like that.” Scott looked good in his underwear, a pair of blue boxer briefs that were a little roomy on Scott, but not so much that Holden felt fat. If hockey didn’t pan out, Scott had a bright future as an underwear model. “You can also borrow one of my shirts, if you need to.”

“Was mine ripped?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Hmm.” He went out into the living room, and after a moment, he shouted, “Have you been out here?”

“Not yet. Why?”

“We… um. We made a mess.”

“What kind of mess?” Holden got up and went out, wondering when that happened. He saw for himself: the end table was knocked over, so was the coffee table, and a lamp had broken and was in several different pieces on the carpet, while everything that had been on the coffee table—his remotes, a couple of magazines, a book—was heaped up haphazardly beside the couch. The armchair was also tipped over on its side, but Holden couldn’t remember that bit at all. Maybe when they hit the coffee table….

“I owe you a lamp,” Scott said. He found his shirt near the front door, and examined it for tears.

“No, it was just a thrift store special. No big deal.” He carefully picked up the largest pieces and took them into the kitchen to throw them away, while Scott put his shirt on. It looked mostly okay, although there was a small tear under one sleeve.

“How much of this can I blame on the absinthe, you think?”

“How much do you want to blame on it?”

Scott considered that as he stepped into his jeans. Now those were intact, but it looked like he was missing a button from his fly. When Holden was finished trashing the glass, he found Scott looking at him and smiling. “None. I had an awesome time. We should do it again.”

“Not here. I don’t bring guys here.”

“Why not?”

Should he tell him? Would he even understand it if he did? “This is my place, my sanctuary. It’s the only thing that’s mine alone, if that makes sense.”

He nodded, like he could understand. “Okay. You name the place, I’m game.”

Holden stared at him skeptically, keeping the kitchen counter between them. He was afraid Scott was reading more into this than there was. “You understand this is just business, right? At the very best, we’re fuck buddies. Is that clear? Otherwise you don’t know me, and you shouldn’t know me.”

“Why not?”

“What Diego said about me being a hooker vigilante wasn’t exactly an exaggeration, although I’m sure he doesn’t know that.”

Scott eyed him skeptically before smirking, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “So Roan’s not the only superhero around here, huh?”

“Hardly. I’m not a superhero, I have no powers, I’m just a borderline sociopath.”

Scott scoffed. “For a guy who’s so sure of himself, you have some odd moments of low self-esteem.”

“It’s realism, not self-hatred,” he said, but then wondered if that was true. He didn’t even know anymore.

No wonder he liked Roan—they had exactly the same problem.


36
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HOLDEN could still taste peppermint gum on his lips when there was a knock at the door, and he almost didn’t answer it.

Scott had done two things before he left. First, he wrote his private cell number on a Post-it note and stuck it to Holden’s fridge, weighing it down with one of his dick-shaped magnets (this was a running joke, with many of his friends buying him either dick-shaped or naked-man magnets for his birthday or Christmas, cheapo gifts that were meant as either campy or lascivious, depending on who gave it to him), all while chewing a piece of gum like cud. Holden already knew that trick, which was simple enough—if you didn’t have time to brush your teeth, you just chewed some gum (ideally one of those kind that said they whitened your teeth) and were able to put it off until later. Dentists probably wouldn’t approve, but you had to do what you could. The fact that Scott knew this told him something about him, mainly that he’d spent enough nights out on the town he shouldn’t have had such a nice body; he should have had a gut and the muscle tone of bread dough, but obviously his metabolism and severe training regime made up for his hard partying.

Secondly, on his way out the door, Scott had taken out his gum and suddenly kissed him, a deep, long kiss that left Holden gasping for breath. Scott then gave him that sexy smile again, popping the gum back in his mouth (cool peppermint, actually very tasty), and said, “Call me some time. Let’s get into trouble.”

What an exit line. How many one-nighters had he had? Scott was a player in more than one sense of the word. Holden thought he was slick, but holy hell, that kid had balls. When you looked as good as he did, though, you could.

Holden could imagine calling him back. He could also imagine going on some Thelma and Louise-ish tragic crime spree with him as well. Might be fun. And that’s exactly why he thought he should never call or see Scott again. The only kind of person he wanted to see on a semiregular basis was a client, or Roan. He didn’t need further complications in his life.

So when the knock came, he decided to ignore it, fearing it was Scott. Maybe he had some flimsy excuse, such as a forgotten cell phone, but Holden could drop it off at his place if it was here, give it to Grey, who wouldn’t ask questions and wouldn’t really care. He didn’t get Grey, he was sure no one did (perhaps Grey himself included), but he liked him. He was so secure in his masculinity and his overwhelming ability to beat the shit out of anyone who got in his way that absolutely nothing bothered him. Call Grey gay, call him a horse fucker, call him the world’s biggest dickwad, and he’d just give you the smuggest smile in the world. One that said, “Keep it up, ’cause whenever I want to, I can decapitate you with a flick of my finger.” And of course he could; there was no doubt at all that he could make that happen. The only opponent he could face that would give him any challenge at all would be Roan, which was probably why Grey liked him. If a guy was stronger than you, make him your friend, therefore you will never get your ass handed back to you in a FedEx box full of Styrofoam peanuts. It was a great strategy, one that Holden himself employed to a certain degree. It wasn’t limited to the ass-kicking field, though. Everybody could be useful, it just depended on the circumstances.

But there was a second knock, and this time the door seemed to jump in its frame, the hinges rattling. Not Scott; this time, he had the Hulk on his doorstep.

Holden opened the door, and any smartass comment he was preparing was paused inside his brain. “Holy shit, are you okay?”

Roan looked like hell. Wild eyed and slightly feverish, his dark red hair was sticking in tiny, vein-like strands to his forehead, and he had chewed his lower lip until it was bleeding, a crimson bead just welling in the corner of his mouth. “No, I don’t think so, that’s why this is important and you have to help me.”

Holden nodded and opened the door wide, inviting him in. Roan didn’t ask for too many favors, so this must be serious. Then he remembered the tumors thing, and internally cringed. He couldn’t imagine Roan dying; he’d lived with the virus for so long, it seemed impossible. And he was the Hulk, right? He could go lion all over someone’s ass whenever he wanted to. It was just that sometimes Holden forgot the thing that made Roan so powerful was also the thing that was killing him, one heartbeat at a time.

Roan stopped just inside his apartment, and looked around warily. “Were you in a fight with Scott?”

Oh shit. How could he ever forget that Roan’s sense of smell was deeply creepy? “No. If I said he helped me move some furniture, you’d know I was lying, wouldn’t you?”

Roan stared at him, wide eyed, the black rim around his emerald irises absurdly visible. “Scott’s a client? Holy shit, since when do you bring clients here?”

So Roan knew that about him as well? Of course he did. Holden hadn’t just liked Roan because he was nicer than most cops, he’d liked him because he was also smart. Nice cops you could dig up, but genuinely smart ones were harder to find. “You know I don’t talk about my business, okay? So why do you even ask?”

“Hey, I’m not the one who tells me about Doug, the pilot who likes being tied up and beaten.”

“Touché. But you don’t know his real name. I’m afraid you know Scott. Sit down. Can I get you some water or something?” Holden wasn’t just changing the subject—although he was doing that too. Roan just looked like he was on the ragged edge of mania.

“I’d kill for a beer.”

“You’ll have to go out and do it then, ’cause I ain’t got beer. I have gin and some airline-sized bottles of vodka… you on downers? I’m not giving you any hard stuff if you’re on pain pills.”

Roan sank down onto his couch with an explosive sigh, doing a double take over the fallen chair. “Airline-sized… is this Doug again?”

“Well, I’m not going to Sea-Tac and raiding the drink carts, so it must be.” Looking in the fridge, Holden found a Diet Pepsi, and said, “Head’s up,” before lobbing the can at him. Roan never really looked up, but he caught it anyways. “Damn, I thought your smelling thing was the creepiest thing about you.”

Roan shrugged. “My reflexes have a mind of their own nowadays.” He cracked open the can and seemed to drink about a third of it in two swallows. Once he stopped to take a breath, Roan reached in his coat pocket and said, “I have something for you.”

“Should I start the porn music now, or do you want it to be a surprise?”

“Cute.”

Holden went over to see what Roan was holding out toward him. It was a little black flash drive with a clear plastic cap. He took it and asked, “Little black book?”

Roan gave him a sarcastic grimace. “It’s everything I have on the Adam Jephson case, which I’m supposed to be working on now. I’m handing it off to you. As lead investigator, you will be paid accordingly.”

Holden righted the fallen coffee table, and knew this was bad. Since when did Roan hand over an entire case to him? “Can I ask why you’re giving it to me?”

“I’m gonna get the cat killer, and then I’m checking myself into the hospital. I don’t know if I’m comin’ out again, so I thought you could finish this up for me. Although I warn you, everybody has been lying to me. I’m beginning to think the Jephson family is a real nest of vipers.”

“Oh good, it’ll be just like coming home for me.” He pushed the fallen armchair back upright, then sat down, still holding the flash drive in his palm like a folded fifty. “Why do you think you’re not coming out again? Do you really think you’re getting off that easy?”

The corner of Roan’s mouth quirked up, but just barely and only for a moment. “Every time I go into a hospital, I can’t help but think I’m not coming out again. It’s a habit.”

“And yet, you keep coming out of there. Odds are you’ll be right one of these days, but come on. Try some optimism.”

“Must I?” Roan rubbed his eyes, his posture slumped like he was tired. “I need you to promise me if something does happen to me, you’ll look out for Dylan, make sure no one decides to get him since I’m no longer available.”

Holden really didn’t like Roan talking this way, but it wasn’t just because he was talking like he was going to die, a reality that Holden just refused to try and grasp. “Why me? Why give me any of this?”

Roan gave him the weary look of someone who felt they no longer had the time to bullshit about anything. “Because I know you’ll keep your word, and I know you’re a survivor. If you can’t survive something, it’s a situation no one would have survived. The CIA missed out on a world-class spy with you.”

“I’m flattered, I think. No, actually, you’re scaring the shit out of me. Is your diagnosis that bad?”

“I don’t know what my diagnosis is. I just know something’s wrong with me, and things keep getting more wrong. I’ve put off facing it as long as I can. I think Dyl’s about to have some of his Buddhist friends kidnap me and dump me in an emergency room.”

“Could you blame him if he did?”

Roan didn’t have to think about it long. “I wouldn’t blame him if he shot me.”

At least he was honest. “So how do you propose going about getting the cat killer? We gonna invade Franco’s house or something?”

“Would that produce a lead?”

“Probably not, but it would be fun to scare the shit out of him. He might cough up his fur salesman, or I could find it. But may I suggest a caffeine injection before we start? You look half-dead.”

“I feel three-fourths dead.”

Holden had left his cell on the counter, so he got up to get it. “I’ll call him, see if he’s home. We can pay him a surprise visit.” He didn’t want to, he thought Roan should go to the hospital now, but he didn’t give up on things that easily. Besides, this bastard was killing Roan’s people, and if Holden were in his place, he wouldn’t stop either, not until that fucker was dead.

As he thumbed in Franco’s number, Roan asked, “So how’s Scott’s body?”

“On a scale of one to ten?”

“Sure.”

“Fourteen.”

He made a disgusted noise and crushed his soda can. “Goddamn it, man, you couldn’t have lied and said eight?”

“What are you complaining about, you have a ten at home, don’t you? Besides, would you have believed me if I said he was just an eight?”

“I would have wanted to believe.”

Holden didn’t have to listen for too long before cutting the connection. “My call went to his machine. I don’t know if he’s home and ducking me, or just out.”

“Wanna go find out?”

“Sure.” Holden paused, wondering if he should say what he was thinking. It might not help, it might make things worse. But then again, what could make things worse at this point? “Look, if you need something to wake you up… I’ve got some pills.”

Roan fixed him with a skeptical look. “I seem that bad, huh?”

“Just tired. Really tired.”

Roan ran a hand through his hair, messing it up even more. Ever since he had become able to force a change at will, his hair looked shaggy all the time. Holden hesitated to call it a mane, as that seemed like a stereotype or a slur, but honestly, it looked more mane-like all the time. He wouldn’t say Roan was looking more leonine… but yeah, he kind of was. There was a look in his eyes most of the time that suggested there was something biding its time, waiting on its moment to emerge, and whatever it was, it wasn’t Human. It wasn’t the cold, dead-eyed stare of a Human predator, but the sharp, inhuman look of a true predator, the kind that reminded the Human kind they were just mammals, and had no idea what a real predator was. To a real predator, no matter what kind of badass you thought you were, at best you were food.

“What kind of pills are we talking about, speed?”

“Prescription speed, but yeah. It’s a little harder than caffeine, but not by much.”

“Sure, yeah. But since when do you supply me with pills?”

Holden almost said, “Since you look like death warmed over.” But considering Roan’s tumor diagnosis, he thought it might not be politic to say such a thing. “You just look exhausted. You sleep at all last night?”

“I slept fine. I’m probably just getting old.”

“Aren’t we all?” Holden looked through the cupboard over the stove, where he kept a random assortment of spices, and behind the crushed red pepper was an old-timey film canister, in which he kept prescription pills. He had some in the bathroom, but ones he wouldn’t mind a thief stealing—Viagra, amyl nitrate, work-related medication—while he kept the stuff he didn’t want stolen here in the kitchen, mainly painkillers. This speed functioned well as a painkiller, and didn’t make you sleepy.

Holden dug out a pill and filled a cup full of water before taking them both over to Roan. Was he enabling him? Yeah, but Roan looked so rough he felt anything short of injecting him with heroin would be doing him a favor.

Roan examined the pill before popping it and swallowing it down with a gulp of water. Maybe he wasn’t sick; maybe he just needed a vacation. Holden kind of hoped that was the case.

They left, and after a minor bit of negotiation, they took Roan’s car. Holden wasn’t sure how he felt about having a driver on an unknown number of pills, but Roan pointed out he had better than Human reflexes even when he wasn’t paying attention, and Holden had no argument for that. “Besides,” Roan added, with a hint of sarcasm. “I’m a functioning pill addict.”

He was, actually. But far be it from Holden to tell him.

On their rather uneventful way there, Roan suddenly said, with no preamble, “If something happens to me, you should take over MK Investigations.”

“Pardon?”

“I mean it. Get your investigators license so you’ll be ready for… whenever.”

“Me? Why me?”

“You read people well, you have more contacts than I do… you’re perfect for the job.”

“I’m a whore.”

“You don’t have to be. You’re wasting your talent.”

“Are you kidding me? I fuck like a demon.”

“Be that as it may, you’d make a better detective. Just do it aboveboard, okay?”

He really didn’t like the way Roan was talking. It was like he was making plans for when he died, which was in fact what he was doing. What a weird thought—him, a detective. Since when was Holden mainstream? When did he fulfill a society-approved role? How vanilla… although, to be fair, Roan didn’t make it seem so bourgeoisie. “I’m not a superhero, though.”

He snorted derisively. “What kind of superhero am I? Just call me Freak Show.”

“And I’m The Fox. We’re like a bad ’70s crime show.”

Roan smiled, liking this idea, like Holden thought he would. “And we get all the chicks. But since we’re gay, we never close the deal.”

“And we make all the straight boys jealous, wishing they were as cool as we were. Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“We should sell that to Logo.”

Holden chuckled this time. “Only if we package it as a reality show.”

“The cameras will have to follow you around, then. I’m boring when I’m not utterly terrifying.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re more terrifying than anything else.”

“Why does everyone say that?” But Roan was smiling as he said that, so he couldn’t have been that serious. Although Holden was willing to believe it.

Franco lived in a really shitty part of town, near the Heights, but where else could he live? As long as Holden had known him, he had no idea what Franco did for money, except it probably wasn’t legal. The shitty places were where you hid when you wanted to be ignored by cops, at least if you were a small fish. If you were a big fish, you just drew more attention to yourself, and that’s why you got lost in better neighborhoods or the suburbs. The only problem with living in the ’burbs was you had to put up with Kardashian fans and child molesters, and the other kinds of refuse that washed up on those whiter than white shores. Holden had no idea how anyone stood it, but then again, he was the type of sexual deviant socialist pinko commie who was destroying America, so what did he know?

Roan had to circle the block before he found a parking spot, and after he had maneuvered in, he asked, “How’s the girl?”

Holden really didn’t know what he meant, until he recalled the rescue of several nights ago. Considering he had been shot at, how could he forget? (Except it wasn’t the first time he’d been shot at, and it was amazing how your mind just adapted to circumstances, no matter how extreme.) “Jessie’s probably gonna keep her around, see if she can rehabilitate her here. Seems her stepfather sold her to the sex traffickers, so there’s no point in sending her home.”

Roan let out a small sigh, more of disappointment than anything else. “I wish people would stop living down to my expectations.” The cynic’s lament. Holden knew the feeling and the problem.

Franco’s apartment building was one of many rotten apartment buildings on this rotten street. If clinical depression had a neighborhood, it lived here, where gang tags decorated the walls and litter decorated the gutters, with a smell of piss mixing with dog shit that seemed to make Roan wince. Holden wasn’t fond of the scent either, but got used to it much faster.

Franco lived on the third floor of his building, which he liked because he felt a ground floor apartment was simply an invitation to crack addicts looking for a television to hock. Holden sort of got the logic, but mainly he thought it reflected Franco’s natural paranoia.

The trip up the dark, rickety stairwell that smelled rather strongly of malt liquor was uneventful, but once they were outside Franco’s door, Roan put his ear to it and kept Holden from knocking. His nose wrinkled from the stench, but after a moment, he said, “He’s home. I hear deep snoring in there.”

“Can you tell if he has a playmate?”

“Can’t smell one. I’m pretty sure he’s alone.”

“You can smell someone through this stench?”

“You’d be surprised.”

Holden knew he would be. Roan tried the doorknob, which was clearly locked, and suddenly he growled, a noise low in his throat that made Holden’s hair stand on end. It was the noise a monster in your closet might make, and his sudden fear was simply an atavistic response to the sound. Roan then turned the doorknob again, and this time something snapped inside it, a metallic sound of a spring or a tumbler cracking under pressure, and then Roan put his shoulder to the door and pushed. He didn’t hit the door, it was a simple shove, and something broke inside as the door swung open. Once inside the apartment, which smelled like bong water and burnt cheese, Holden saw it was a deadbolt that had fallen from the door and hit the carpet.

The apartment looked like a minor explosion had occurred within it, with dirty clothes, pizza boxes, and magazines scattered about haphazardly, with some irregular-shaped lumps suggesting there was furniture somewhere underneath it all. For a second, Holden thought he heard someone revving an SUV in the adjoining room, but it was just Franco snoring.

They started looking around, for what Holden wasn’t sure, but he went immediately to Franco’s computer and started it up simply by moving the mouse, as it was in “sleep” mode. Holden went through the browser history, and saw Franco was a fan of “chicks with dicks” sites. Lovely. There was also something referencing a donkey show, but he didn’t bother to look too closely.

Roan found Franco’s phone in his coat pocket, his jacket slung over one side of what Holden assumed was the couch, and after a moment of paging through the phone’s memory, Roan said, “Call up a reverse directory for me, would you?”

Holden did, and Roan asked him to put in a number, see what came up. Once he was done, what came up was the name Lee McGuiness, with an address that put him near lower Capitol Hill. “Recognize the name?” Roan asked him.

Holden shook his head. “Should I?”

“No, but it’s the last number Franco dialed, besides Pizza Time.”

“Think it might be our guy?”

“It’s worth checking out.” Roan wrote the address on the palm of his hand, and then Holden shut down the browser and wiped out the history so even if Franco thought to check, he’d find nothing. On their way out the door, Roan wiped the broken doorknob, even though it was highly unlikely Franco would ever call the cops for any reason. (Certainly not with pot in the place.)

So this was the detective work Roan wanted him to take over, huh? Holden wouldn’t have expected it, but it was oddly tempting.
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LEE’S apartment building wasn’t as shitty as Franco’s, but it wasn’t the million-dollar condo you could find in some of the areas downtown. This was middle-of-the-road squalor, as opposed to full-on depressing squalor, and many of the apartment buildings looked alike, while a few small shops at street level added visual interest.

Roan felt weird doing this in broad daylight, mainly because it felt like something that should be done in the dark of night—skulking in dark alleyways, hunting a fellow hunter. But he was no longer sure he had that kind of time.

The way Holden had looked at him, Roan was sure he was worse off than he’d initially thought. Holden was the master of the poker face, he only let you see what he wanted most of the time, but Roan had rattled him enough that Holden had offered him a genuine glimpse of what he was feeling. Hell, he’d shaken him enough that Holden had given him a black beauty, a type of speed which Roan didn’t even know existed anymore, but hey, why not? The drugs may get passé, but if they were good, they still survived. Roan could feel it starting to work now; his heart was pounding, his hands shaking a little, but he was starting to feel more centered in himself, if that made any sense at all. It probably didn’t, but since little about him did make sense nowadays, so what?

The apartment building was one of those you had to be buzzed into. Holden pressed a buzzer for one of the places marked with a name beside its apartment number, and there was, in response, a crackling, “Yeah?”

“UPS,” Holden said, all business. “I have a package for a Mr. Sutter.” Perhaps Holden had thought of UPS because one of their trucks was actually idling down the street; they’d both seen the pudgy-legged man in his brown uniform enter one of the shops carrying a large cardboard box. It gave a wonderful verisimilitude to the story, and mentally Roan gave him points for using something in his environment to make his lie more plausible. Then again, Holden being so fast on his feet was one of the reasons he thought he’d make an excellent replacement. The man was a born liar, and while that sounded like an insult, in this business it was a compliment.

Sutter didn’t respond, there was a simply a long buzz, and Holden swung open the door and went inside, Roan following right behind. Once inside the air-conditioned lobby, Roan said, “You’ve done this before.”

Holden snickered. “I’ve had clients who wanted me to sneak into their business before or after hours, so their wives wouldn’t catch on to their extracurricular activities. I’m used to being where I shouldn’t be.”

“That’s why you’d make a good detective.”

“Why not put Dylan up for this?”

“He’s an artist, not a detective.”

They got in the ground-floor elevator, which was relatively clean and didn’t smell like piss, which was a nice change of pace from the lower-class apartment buildings. That alone was enough to make Roan angry, if this fucker really was the killer. If he wasn’t… well hell, he was still kind of pissed off. Why not?

Lee’s apartment was on the fourth floor, where narrow windows just big enough to let in sunlight bracketed the ends of the corridor. His apartment was three doors down on the right, and before they came up to the door, Holden grabbed Roan’s arm and made him stop. “How we doin’ this?”

“Depends. If he’s home, I need to get in, and if he’s the one, I’ll know.”

“Which means what—you’ll growl or do the full-on lion?”

“I’ll try not to lion out on you.”

“What about if he’s not home?”

Roan shrugged. “We might have to let ourselves in.”

Holden nodded, as if that was simply the sensible thing to do. Breaking and entering never was, but this was where Holden’s loose morals came in handy. Roan wondered once again if he should ever bother to bring up that he knew Scott couldn’t be a client of his, because Scott had asked after him when they left The Dungeon—a client wouldn’t be so obvious, they’d play it cool, perhaps act like Holden didn’t exist at all. And bring him back to his place? Unheard of. No, there was something going on there, and while it made Roan nervous, maybe it was a good thing. Not for Scott, but for Holden, because Roan worried he didn’t have the capacity to feel much of anything. Holden could either be nothing but trouble for Scott, or maybe just what he needed. Scott was enough of an enigma that it was hard to say.

Roan knocked on the door, and listened carefully. It was a quiet floor, even though he could scent someone making microwave popcorn; a couple were fucking, and someone down near the elevator had a baby that was making random shrieking noises that approximated speech. None of that was going on in Lee’s apartment, though; it was quiet inside. He thought he heard a television, but it was next door and simply bleeding through the wall.

Since it was quiet, he told Holden, “Keep an eye out,” before dropping to one knee and busting out his lockpick kit, a small collection of tools that fit easily in his pants pocket. Roan got to work as Holden stepped in front of him on one side, facing the elevator, looking around on a regular basis.

“Not going to force it?” he wondered.

“Don’t want to give him any warning.”

It didn’t take Roan long to trip the deadbolt, and within a couple of minutes they were inside, careful to use their sleeves to touch objects so as not to leave fingerprints. Not that it was likely Lee’d call cops in even if he thought there’d been a break-in; if he was the killer, he wouldn’t be overly fond of cops anywhere near his business. “So is it true what I’ve heard?” Holden asked, whispering.

He trusted Roan to be right that no one was here, but he didn’t want the neighbors to hear. 

“What have you heard?”

“That juries are letting the patently guilty go ’cause there isn’t forensic evidence supporting their guilt?”

“I don’t see too many courtrooms anymore, unless I’m on trial for something, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Those goddamn CSI shows are too fucking absurd. Not everybody leaves usable DNA at a scene, and not everything can be told from a single strand of carpet fiber.” The apartment was relatively neat, dominated by Ikea furniture and neutral tones, and smelled of coffee, microwave pizza, and… cigarettes. The same cigarettes Roan had smelled at the tenement? Truth be told, it was kind of hard to tell; unless they were menthol or some other specialty brand, all cigarette smoke pretty much reeked in the same manner, with the little variations too common to be of much help. Roan knew if smokers actually knew of all the chemicals they were smoking, they’d probably quit tomorrow.

Holden started wandering around the living room, looking around for who knows what. He stopped by a wall rack, and said, “Holy shit, I hope he’s the killer.”

“Why?”

“’Cause he’s got awful taste. Kenny Loggins? Fast and the Furious? God, he deserves a death sentence for these alone.”

“If you find Toby Keith or Larry the Cable Guy, we’ll set a booby trap.” Roan wandered off toward the room that could only be the bedroom. Did he smell blood? It was so faint it was almost completely lost in all the other scents of a human living in a small space, but he still picked it up. He couldn’t have followed it on a city street, but here he was lucky the ventilation wasn’t great. Roan followed the scent toward the bathroom—Christ, when was the last time he’d cleaned it?—while Holden exclaimed, “I found Toby Keith. Can I take a dump on his bed?”

“No.”

“Damn it, man, I’ve found three Steven Seagal movies. We can’t leave this unpunished.”

The bathroom, like most men’s bathrooms, reeked of piss. Roan winced and wondered how anyone could stand it, and then wondered if it was just his hyperactive sense of smell. If it really smelled that bad, you’d think he’d have done something about it by now.

If you ignored the rings in the sink, toilet, and bathtub, it was relatively clean. Roan followed that tiny thread of blood scent to the sink, fearing it was just a shaving nick, but it wasn’t in the basin itself. No, it was under, below, and he crouched down to open the cabinet as Holden came to stand in the doorway. “Found something?”

“I’m smelling infected blood.” Beneath the cabinet was a small plunger, a bottle of Drano, a couple rolls of toilet paper, Rogaine (ha), and a towel. A rather lumpy towel.

Roan touched it, felt something hard and cylindrical beneath, and pulled back the topmost towel. Beneath it were three small, metal-tipped arrows, about the size of your average Slim Jim. “What is it?” Holden asked.

Roan picked one up and sniffed it. It had been washed in a hot, soapy solution, but not well enough to escape his nose.

“What the fuck… is that actually an arrow?”

“He’s killing them with a bow,” Roan said, both disgusted and amazed. The possibility of him hunting without a gun had never crossed Roan’s mind. He got up and went back into the bedroom, Holden stepping aside.

“Who the fuck does he think he is, Robin Hood?”

“It’s quiet, so he doesn’t have to worry about drawing too much attention to himself, and it’s more of a challenge. If he wants a quick kill, he has to make it one damn good shot. And the damage to the pelt is controllable.”

Holden started undoing his pants. “That’s it. I’m so taking a dump on his bed.”

“No you’re not, especially when I’m still looking for the damn weapon.” Roan went to the closet, which was a bit of a mess, but he figured Lee’d take more care of his hunting weapon. The second search option was under the bed, where Roan turned up a small box full of porno mags (used—goddamn his sense of smell), and a bigger, covered Amazon box. Bingo.

Roan slid the box out, while Holden perused the porno magazines, careful to use a tissue to handle the pages. “So, Juggs, Shaved Asians, Barely Legal… damn, I love this man. I want to slit him open stem to stern with a nail file and then set him on fire.”

“Get in line.” Opening the box, Roan found another towel, and once he moved that aside, he found himself looking at a compound crossbow, affixed with a sight. It was the kind any bow hunter going after deer might use. It was a bit bulky, but he could see how it would be easy to hide with a heavy coat or simply inside a duffel bag or a backpack, and it wasn’t as heavy as he had expected it to be. The beauty part? This was an unregistered weapon, so even if the cops bothered to investigate and found a wound on a pelt equivalent to the arrowhead, it wouldn’t matter. There was no official database, nowhere to even begin tracking this.

Roan pulled out his pocket knife, and nicked his thumb.

“What are you doing?”

“Marking this.” He pressed his cut thumb just above the trigger, where his hunter friend was unlikely to grab it, at least not until he opened fire. “If I smell my blood anywhere, I can track it. As soon as he takes this out anywhere upwind of me, I will find him.”

“Well, that’s informative. And creepy.”

“Give me a clean tissue, will you?”

Holden balled up the tissue he’d been using to examine the magazines and tossed it under the bed, where it joined a couple more. He then got a clean one from the box on the bedside table and brought it over, and Roan wrapped it around the cut on his thumb before replacing the crossbow in the box, and reassembling it all before shoving it back beneath the bed. “He’s got to have knives to skin his prey. Precision knives, you couldn’t do this with a set from Kmart.”

“And they’re not here, Mr. Bloodhound?”

“Not in this room.” Roan went back out into the living room, but scowled as he realized he wouldn’t keep them out here. But they weren’t in the bedroom or bathroom, meaning the only room left would be the kitchen. He wouldn’t really keep them in there, would he?

Roan went to the kitchen, and wondered why he wasn’t smelling even the slightest trace of blood, when he decided that the smell of detergent was too strong. He opened the dishwasher to find nothing but large knives in the rack, although there were some small ones for finer work, some which looked almost like scalpels. The dishwasher did a better job cleaning off the blood than Lee had done with the arrows.

Holden was behind him, looking over his shoulder. “If you had a search warrant, could you nail him for any of this?”

“No.”

“So what do we do? We could hang out until he comes home.”

Roan closed the dishwasher, shaking his head. “We’re going.”

“Are you kidding? He’s our guy.”

“I know, but it’s not ending here. There’s a good chance he’ll be out tonight, hunting in the Heights. So will I.”

Holden’s gaze was stony but infinitely understanding. “Good thing I’m free tonight, huh? Let’s get this bitch.”

“You don’t have to come.”

“Don’t have to, want to. If you lion out, you’re gonna need someone to cover your tracks.”

He was right, and it wasn’t like Holden hadn’t done it before. How odd—Holden was a man who didn’t trust easily, and yet he seemed to trust him. But then again, Roan knew he could say the same thing about himself. Ultimately, he and Holden had this in common: they were both jaded men who had been burned, so much so that it was sometimes impossible to tell their hard shells from their interior landscape. Except Roan had a glaring weakness, the people he loved, while Holden went out of his way to keep from showing any weakness. He cared about his “boys,” but in a sort of street-approved and expected way. Some of the feeling was probably genuine, but he tried to keep everyone guessing. Roan instantly thought of himself as the weaker of the two of them, because he had such an obvious vulnerability, but—and god, was this corny to even think—maybe he wasn’t. Maybe Holden was weaker because he was afraid to give up even that much of himself to anyone else.

Except him. Roan knew Holden would do anything for him; he was taking advantage of that to get him to finish the Jephson case. But Holden knew that, and since he hadn’t reacted, he obviously didn’t care. He didn’t consider that much of a price to pay.

They left Lee’s apartment, and named a place and time to meet in the Heights. Based on some educated guesses, Roan could assume where the best hunting ground would be.

Back at home, Roan had the place to himself, as Dylan was at his art collective’s loft that afternoon. He went ahead and packed a bag for the hospital, and found sorting through what books to take to be the hardest task. Roan hid pain pills under the paper in an otherwise full Altoids tin, and wondered if this meant he was a severe addict. Since he was riddled with tumors, he wasn’t sure he cared anymore.

He wrote a note for Dylan, apologizing for everything, thanking him for staying with him when saner people would have run, and telling him he really did love him. He folded it up and stuck it in the pocket of a lightweight jacket Dyl wore only once in a while, so he might find it if… no, Roan wasn’t going to think like that. He was getting out of the hospital to piss people off yet again.

In spite of the speed still coursing through his system, he lay down to have a nap, setting the alarm to get him up in case he totally conked out. Roan dreamed of blood, fire, and someone’s birthday party, for no apparent reason, only for the alarm’s blaring electric screech to wake him up. He changed into dark clothes, loose so if his bones started breaking he wouldn’t rip the seams, and wondered about taking a weapon before deciding that there was no point. Roan would get him or he wouldn’t, but he wasn’t going to pull a gun. Unless Lee brought one, then he might use it on him just for spite.

He took his motorcycle, as it had been a while since he’d taken it out, and he felt like taking her out one last time. He knew there was a parking garage just outside the Heights, for workers at a bank, but Roan knew of a secret loading entrance where he could bust into and stash the bike. Considering what he was planning to do, this was a minor crime.

The Heights seemed deserted tonight, although not really. There were people on the street, homeless, panhandlers, some pedestrians but not many in this area. Mainly this area was rife with junkies, as any junkie who had a sense of shame left came under the cover of darkness to their local shooting gallery or crack den (whatever their poison was), and Roan wasn’t judging, mainly because he knew he was no better than them. He just didn’t see how they thought they could be hiding their addiction under the cover of darkness, when so many other signs gave it away. Even Roan knew he wasn’t fooling anyone.

The flaw here was he had no idea when Lee did his hunting, except he assumed it would be earlier in the evening, mainly so it would give him time to skin his prey. Even if you were an old pro at it, skinning something took time, and he more or less tanned them, which added even more time and complication to his ritual. Lee wouldn’t wait until three in the morning to get this started, or he wouldn’t crawl home until after dawn.

Roan had just secured the black watch cap on his head, hiding every strand of hair, when Holden melted out of the darkness like an expert, which he was. “Looks like you’re robbing a bank, sailor,” Holden said, in his usual silky way. It sounded sarcastic, but like most things with Holden, it was hard to tell. He was dressed down too, in worn jeans, a generic Hanes black sweatshirt, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, and black leather gloves. There was something else too, something he could smell but couldn’t see.

“I told you not to bring a gun.”

“It’s only in case everything goes tits up. Don’t worry, I won’t pull it unless I have no choice at all.”

Probably true, but Roan wasn’t crazy about it. “Do you have any kind of paperwork at all? Concealed carry, anything?”

His smile was professional and empty, which told him all he needed to know. “I have loads of paperwork.”

“Anything with your real name on it?”

“My social security card.”

“You gonna take things over, you get licensed, get everything aboveboard. Got it?”

Holden saluted, and to his credit it didn’t appear to be sarcastic. Which was good, because Roan would have punched him if it was.

He reiterated to Holden that he was to hold back, and hopefully have nothing to do. Roan wanted to work this himself, and pretty much had to, as Lee could miss one person coming after him, but to miss two he’d have to be a real idiot (a possibility that couldn’t be denied). Holden agreed, and he seemed to be on the level, but since it was Holden, Roan couldn’t be sure. Still, at least he knew, and when the time came, he was smart enough to get out of the way.

Roan walked on, deeper into the tenement maze, toward the building where he’d found the slaughterhouse, and knew why Lee had picked this area. A lot of those unrestrained cats were probably from the drug houses, because a lot of infecteds became drug addicts if they weren’t addicts before their infection, and who was here to cage them if they transformed during or after getting a fix? No one. This also led to the possibility that the cats were partially drugged while loose, making them even easier kills for Lee.

Well, technically Roan was drugged now. But an easy kill? He needed a shitload more drugs to be that. Although, to be honest, he had no idea how much it would take to shut the lion down. In theory, he was as easy a kill as any Human, but the lion was fucking relentless.

Roan found a nice, out of the way spot beside a crumbling stairwell and made himself as small as possible, like a homeless man or a junkie who couldn’t go far without a fix, someone who could be easily ignored, urban wallpaper. His eyes adjusted to the dark, enough that he could see the rats here were pretty brazen, not afraid of much at all, not even cars, but him? One came halfway toward him, then turned its snout up, sniffing the air for maybe thirty seconds before turning and running off toward a garbage can across the way. Yeah, he continued not smelling right to any animal, even jaded rats who would probably attack a dog if given half the chance. He was a weird beast, and much like Humans, the rats had no idea what to do with him. Was it a coincidence that five minutes after that, Roan saw no rats at all? He couldn’t even hear them close by. As for Holden, he had no idea where he was. He’d stayed behind, like Roan had requested, and disappeared back into the shadows, out of both view and smelling range. But if Roan couldn’t see him, it was likely Lee couldn’t either, and wouldn’t bother, as he was a plain old uninfected Human, not his target at all.

Roan found himself watching people coming and going out of the shooting gallery down the alley, as there wasn’t much else to do as he waited and let his nose get inured to all the horrible smells of daily living amplified by both willing and unwilling neglect. He heard deals go down, minor conflicts, slurred speech, and people begging for just one more something (chance, hit, extension until payday). He smelled infected people, and wondered if Lee just set up here and waited night after night until someone transformed. There was no way it could happen every night, or only when he was here. Did he have a hunter’s blind set up in one of these buildings? A sniper’s nest, only he simply watched and waited for the right time to go hunting? If that was true—and that must have been the case—how fucked-up was he?

Suddenly Roan smelled a faint but telling trace of blood—his blood. And since he wasn’t currently bleeding, it could only be coming from one thing.

Lee was here. Showtime.
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ROAN carefully unfolded himself from his hiding place and sniffed the air, closing his eyes so he could concentrate on the neon thread of his own blood, the scent cutting through the miasma of neglect that made the air seem like a thick sludge. He gauged distance by its strength, opened his eyes, and followed it.

Roan stuck to the shadows—not as easy as you would think, as it was night and the existence of shadows themselves was disputable—and it wasn’t too long before Roan found Lee, a shambling figure in a desert-style camo jacket (tan on brown—exactly who did he think he was fooling?) with a worn backpack slung across his shoulders. Lee could have passed for any of Seattle’s homeless, except he smelled of expensive soap, and of course in his backpack he had an expensive compact crossbow and a set of quality knives. Roan watched as he headed to one of the seemingly abandoned tenements—not the one he’d found the abattoir in. Did Lee even know his skinning shack had been discovered by police? Maybe he didn’t care; maybe he knew that the worst he could be prosecuted for was desecration of a corpse. It wasn’t like he was killing “real” people.

Lee went inside, and Roan waited, giving him time to get ahead of him. Roan was in no hurry, not as long as Lee had his crossbow with him. He was growling under his breath, and he tried to stop, but it was too painful. This was one of those times when he could feel the beast inside him stretching out, getting ready to lunge out of him like his skin was an ill-fitting suit. Roan would fight it for as long as he possibly could, but lately he hadn’t been doing so well reining in his impulses.

Well, that just sucked for Lee, didn’t it?





HOLDEN did his best to stay downwind of Roan, but that was kind of difficult, mainly because he wasn’t paying that much attention to wind direction. Did it matter anyways? Roan could probably smell him if he was anywhere within a hundred feet of him. How creepy must that be? Always smelling people. He bet they smelled horrible, no matter how much they bathed, like a poorly maintained zoo in summer. The thought was enough to make him shudder.

Roan must have tagged his guy, as he headed for one of the “abandoned” buildings (abandoned, his ass; even if Holden were still on the street, he wouldn’t sleep there—it was a good way to get shanked in your sleep or gang-raped), and Holden kept him in view as he went inside. He didn’t want to seem like he was watching the building, but it was hard to pretend he wasn’t. Still, if Lee saw him, what was he going to do, fire a bow at him? All Holden could think in response to that was “Bring it on, Robin Hood,” but that was the sort of thing that landed you in the emergency room with an arrow in your ass.

“Hey, wannablaugged?” a woman asked, approaching him unsteadily. She was thirty going on eighty, ridden ragged by drug abuse, her eyes glassy and slightly unfocused. She was sort of looking at him and sort of not, wearing a skirt way too short for her sticklike, veiny legs, goose pimpled from the cold, tottering unsteadily on her budget high heels, her half shirt thin and stretched perilously across her breasts, revealing her bra was a lighter color beneath. Her hair was stringy and dull, with the best-looking part of her ratty hair the clearly inferior weave that was sort of haphazardly interlaced through her locks. She smelled of body odor, cheap perfume, and Mad Dog crossed with crack smoke.

“Pardon?”

“Wanna blaughgged?” Her speech was slurred, like her tongue was swollen and heavy in her mouth, and Holden wondered if she had a tongue piercing that had gone wrong.

After a moment of trying to figure out her mashed speech and her vaguely expectant expression, he interpreted what she said. “Are you asking if I want a blow job?” Her head twitched in a way that was probably a nod. “Hon, I’m a hooker too. I think it’s professional courtesy that we don’t mix.”

It seemed to take a moment for that to sink in. “Yuga?”

He had cracked her code—she had asked You gay? “Yep.”

“Icunjerguoff.”

In junkie whore speech, that was I can jerk you off. Wow, what an enticing proposition. Holden was about to tell her that when there was an unmistakable angry roar. Fear brought some of her awareness back, and she looked over his shoulder at the abandoned building. “Whaddafugizzat?”

He dug a couple of twenties out of his pocket, and held them up, between his fingers. “I didn’t hear anything. Neither did you.”

The wonderful thing about a prostitute was you didn’t need to barter with them. There didn’t need to be any explanation of terms or reasons given. You offered money, and that was enough; everything was understood. You were paying them to leave you alone and contract temporary amnesia. She took the money, and said, “Didunherfing.” Didn’t hear anything. She then turned and tottered away, even as someone screamed and there was another roar. “Oh, and if you encounter anyone on your way to the crack house,” Holden told her. “You may want to tell them to run.” If she heard him, she didn’t acknowledge it. It might not do any good anyways.

Holden approached the building, wondering if he should run too. After all, there was nothing keeping Roan, in lion form, from coming after him. He was betting his life on Roan not doing the full lion, but having enough control to be pulled back from the brink. Considering his tumors and his general illness, this probably wasn’t a safe bet. But, the safer bet was he wouldn’t stay conscious through such a full, rapid transition, and that’s what Holden was betting on.

As for Lee, he’d probably do the smart thing, and as soon as Roan collapsed, he’d make a run for it. And he’d run straight into a bullet.

The thing about true psychopaths was they were generally smart enough (barely) to be bottom-feeders. They generally killed people in the lower rungs of society, people who wouldn’t be missed by authorities unless someone made a stink about it, or they became so egregious in their behavior it couldn’t be ignored. That meant hookers, junkies, gays, runaways, minorities of all stripes… infecteds included. Hell, it was legal to kill infecteds under certain circumstances, so who gave a shit?

Holden did. As far as he was concerned, it was even worse than plain old murder; there was a sour taste of contempt to it all that really offended his sense of justice. The deaths weren’t even personal, they were killed because of what they represented, and at least if someone was going to murder you, they could know your fucking name. The least they could do was kill you for you, Holden could accept that a bit better. (Which was perverse, but whatever.)

So, if things went as he assumed they would, Lee would think he’d caught a lucky break when Roan collapsed, and he’d come plunging straight into a hollow point, never quite knowing how bad his luck had turned.

At least Holden knew his name.





THE interior of this building was no better than the interior of the previous building, meaning if you wanted some Human shit and used needles, you were in luck. But by now Roan was accustomed to horrible smells, and he was able to shove them aside and focus on the scent of his own blood, which led up a rickety staircase. Slats were missing in the railing (less a railing and more the damaged ribcage of some decrepit old beast, left to rot in the sun), and the steps were mostly intact, although a couple were soft in some spots, the wood creaking and threatening to give way. Lee had gone up to the third floor, which was probably the last fully intact floor, but also high up enough to give him a good view of both of the major drug houses. Made sense; he never knew what drug of choice his potential victim would prefer. Might as well split the difference if at all possible.

Roan was briefly worried about making a sound, but then stopped worrying about it, because the smell of rat shit suggested a major infestation, and they wouldn’t be quiet (the only reason they were quiet now was because they’d all fled; Lee, unobservant, hadn’t noticed the rodent tide fleeing ahead of a vaguely leonine tragedy of nature).

He was still growling, and hadn’t stopped. The best Roan could do was keep it low, below a roar. But as he walked down the hall, toward an ajar door (Lee was just beyond it), he wondered how he should approach this. Was he really just going to attack? Or was he going to give this fuckstick one chance to say why the fuck he did this? Roan knew why; it could have been one of a handful of things, all based on hate, but he wanted to know what Lee’s insane rationale was. It was some obsessive-compulsive need to hear it straight from the lunatic’s mouth.

Roan gave the door a tiny push, expecting a creaking hinge, but it was quiet. Lee was crouched by the frame of a former window, looking out with what might have been an expensive knockoff set of night vision binoculars. Roan could have pounced on him with him never being the wiser, but something in him wanted Lee to be the wiser. Roan wanted Lee to face him, and realize what he’d brought upon himself.

“Did you really think you’d get away with this forever?” Roan asked.

Lee jumped up and spun, dropping his binoculars and raising his crossbow. Upon seeing Roan, he got slightly wide eyed. Lee was a plain-looking white man with a weak chin and widely spaced eyes; not truly ugly, but very average, not a winner of beauty contests. It was sort of funny—you hoped that the truly evil would look that way, but more often than not they looked just like the guy ahead of you at Starbucks. You saw this guy a billion times and never really noticed him.

“Hey, you’re that kitty fag!”

Roan sighed, which was difficult to do since he was still growling. “I have a name. Why don’t you people ever remember—”

Lee had fired his crossbow, which Roan knew was coming. It was the way Lee shifted his balance, the way his arm tensed before he pulled the trigger, it telegraphed his move like a bad poker player accidentally showing his hand. Roan had lunged for him with a roar just when Lee fired, and he was fairly sure he felt the arrow fly past his ear, possibly nick it, before he crashed into Lee and rode him down to the floor.

They hit hard enough that Roan heard floorboards crack beneath them, and his rage seemed to explode inside him as he slammed down Lee’s hand, sending the crossbow clattering along the floor as his arm shattered. Lee screamed and bucked beneath him, and a roar vomited out of Roan with enough force that his own jaw snapped and his mouth filled with blood. His eyesight immediately shifted, like someone hitting a switch, and suddenly the room was awash in light, all the scents glowing with their own color.

Lee squirmed with new energy, and got a leg up and was able to kick Roan off, but not far, and as he scrabbled away like a three-legged crab, Roan felt the lion take over. He was doing his best to hold it back, but it didn’t work, just as he’d feared it wouldn’t.

Lee had tears of pain running down his face, his right arm hanging limp and twisted at his side, and while he picked up one of his skinning knives and pointed it in Roan’s direction, he reeked of sour fear. “You can’t change like this! It doesn’t work like this!”

Roan had enough humanity left to find this almost funny. No shit it didn’t work like this, except it did for him. He’d called him kitty fag, but freak would have encapsulated who he was much better. As anger suffused Roan with warmth and inchoate rage, he felt something else as well: pain. Knifing through his head, down his arms, an electric current down his spine, pouring into his legs, making his muscles feel like melting wax. The lion was angry, but in his own mind he felt the distance, the strange layer developing between consciousness and whatever else there was. It was pain, and yet it was pain so intense it was almost a high; either way, it was overloading his neurons, and he felt suddenly like he could go either way: full lion, or straight into a coma.

Judging by his fear stink, Lee wasn’t picking up any of this. He was trying to scoot toward the door, keeping the knife aimed at Roan like a bimbo in a slasher film—like a knife would stop him (or Freddy or Jason or whoever). “Fucking freak! Keep away from me!”

Roan heard his blood splattering on the floor as it spilled out of his mouth. He was on all fours, growling louder than ever, and the pain was sinking its claws in. He could feel metal spikes stabbing through his spongy gray matter, the pain prickling through his body like needles in his blood. It was making the lion angrier, and yet it was so intense it was keeping his Human side in the mix. Roan didn’t know how it worked, but he still had some awareness, so he couldn’t complain. Except he was experiencing the precarious high of holding on to a fifteen foot ledge by one fingertip—eventually he would fall, but for now it was wildly thrilling.

Lee got out the door and slammed it, but Roan pounced and broke down the door, which fell in a halo of dust and a scattering of broken wood. Lee stumbled back, staring at him with mouth agape, fear like ammonia coming off him in shimmering waves. “What the fuck—what the fuck are you? You’re a monster!”

He roared, and Lee had no way of knowing, but Roan was agreeing with him. Yes, he was a monster, and it took one to know one, so where did that leave them? He stalked forward, head down, panting through the pain, feeling his skin boil and his bones twitch.

Lee kept the knife out and was backing up down the hall. Roan made a conscious decision to lunge, to see if he could stoke his fear even more. Lee’s hand was shaking, and he bet he could make the big bad serial killer drop his knife and run like a little girl.

All he had to do was run. The lion would be on Lee in a second. Big cats wanted you to run.

Roan lunged with a roar, and Lee did jerk back, but he didn’t drop the knife until he stumbled and suddenly lost his balance. But he didn’t hit the floor.

Lee had reached the stairs, and now he was falling down them. There was a yelp of surprise followed by breaking wood, rotted railings giving way like rotten teeth, and a snap of bone like a gunshot through the empty tenement, followed by a heavy thud as his body finally came to rest on the floor below.

At the top of the stairs, Roan found himself hoping that Lee wasn’t dead. He was really hoping the lion could finish this fucker off, because it was really hard to find poetic justice in everyday life. You had to take it where you could.


39

Seven Curtains



EVEN outside, Holden heard the thud.

It was funny how much noise a body could make at times. He went inside, mainly because he knew it wasn’t Roan (like that asshole could take Roan down), and started up the stairs, pausing only when he heard a sickly, angry growl that couldn’t have come from a human. “Roan, if you’re still in there, it’s just me,” Holden said, keeping his voice and his tone low and even. Just treat Roan like any other big, scary cat that wanted to rip his head off and chew on his neck stump, but don’t be scared, as they could smell fear and it was a big old aphrodisiac for them.

On the second floor landing, Holden found a guy in a desert camo coat in a neat, collapsed heap, like a homeless man sleeping in a doorway. Except there was no doorway, and one of his arms was bent like he had an elbow that went the other way. Since Holden didn’t see a shadow of Roan on the stairs, only a knife that had jammed in a broken piece of railing, he crouched down to take the guy’s pulse. But when Holden reached for his neck, he found a pointy bit that wasn’t supposed to be there.

His neck had snapped like a pretzel stick. No need to search for a pulse.

“He’s dead. You can smell that, right? Dead. No need to attack me instead, okay?”

There was no answer, not even a roar, and come to think of it, the growl was weird. He’d heard the lion’s “I’m gonna eat you” roar at the snuff house, and the “Don’t you try and run, bitch” growl, and this was nowhere near either. It was an almost continuous, wavering sound, low and weak, and once Holden got accustomed to the eeriness, he realized it was a sign something was wrong.

Cautiously, staying low, he glanced up the stairs, and saw Roan at the head of the third floor stairwell. It looked like he was partially sitting, partially lying down, an awkward posture, with his head turned toward the wall. At least Roan looked mostly human, that was a good sign. Or was it? That growl wasn’t good.

“Roan, can you respond? We probably oughta get outta here.”

His growl became gravelly, went down into a rumble, and suddenly morphed into a word. “—up.”

There was no way to describe how weird that was. It was almost weirder than seeing Roan half transformed, with a jaw that clearly didn’t belong to him, a straining skull, and eyes that didn’t quite fit their sockets. How could a growl suddenly become a word? But it had. Roan could switch gears, from animal noises to human noises, and the transition could be abrupt. The first time he’d heard Roan’s words slide into a growl, it had been so weird it was almost funny. But when a growl became a word, the opposite, it seemed almost profoundly sad. A cry for help, an animal learning to speak human to get the Humans to leave him alone.

“What? I only understood one word.” No point in telling Roan he’d only spoken one word. He might not have been aware of that.

It was then that Holden noticed part of the growling was Roan’s labored breathing. He hadn’t otherwise moved; he certainly hadn’t looked away from the wall. “I can’t move. I can’t get up.”

Oh shit. Holden came up the stairs, carefully, as Lee’s dive had damaged them even more. Soft spots in the treads were now actual holes. “Are you hurt? Where?”

He grunted, a slight gravelly growl to it, and Holden took that as a no. “It’s pain. I hurt too much.”

Hence the growl. Fuck. Holden went to him, and asked, “Can I touch you? Will it kill you if I do?”

Again that grunt. Maybe Roan was in so much pain that any more couldn’t possibly be noticed; it’d be like spitting into a tidal wave. He slid an arm beneath Roan’s shoulders—shaking, probably due to the pain—and eased him up into a full sitting position. Blood caked the lower half of his face, made the front of his shirt glistening damp. Roan looked mostly human, maybe the jaw was a little swollen still, but his pupils were way too large. It made him look like he had no irises at all, and the pain made the part of his face not covered by blood kabuki white. This wasn’t good.

“Come on, let’s get you out of here,” Holden said, trying to be chipper as he put an arm around Roan’s shoulders and helped him to his feet. Roan was very unsteady, still shaking, and could barely stand upright. He had to lean against Holden, and almost collapsed several times before they reached the bottom.

“Something’s wrong,” Roan said, his voice still mostly growl.

“No shit.”

“I couldn’t turn all the way. I almost did, but something stopped me. Something in my head… ripped.”

Holden couldn’t help but wince at the description. Something ripped in his head? Oh god, how could you feel that? How could you know? You didn’t have nerve endings in your brain, right? So you couldn’t feel that. Except Roan somehow did.

It was a struggle to get Roan to the ground floor. He thought he was going to have to carry him, but while Roan was still semiconscious, Holden knew he wasn’t going to allow that.

Standing this close, he couldn’t help but notice Roan was giving off heat like a blast furnace, and he smelled like blood and wet cat. This was beyond feverish; this was brain-baking temperature. How was he still alive?

Once they were outside the building—which seemed to take forever—Roan said, “Tell Dylan I’m sorry.”

“About what? You can tell him yourself.”

It was then that Roan crumpled, heading for the asphalt until Holden just barely caught him, and it was such a near, sudden thing that he was afraid he’d dislocated Roan’s shoulder. But the noise Holden heard, of liquid spattering down on the ground, made him forget all about that.

It was blood spurting from Roan’s nose. It wasn’t a nosebleed, it was a blood gusher, and no fucking way was that normal. “Goddamn it, Roan, don’t die here and incriminate me.” Okay, yes, that was selfish, but just telling him not to die seemed maudlin.

Holden hefted him over his shoulder, instantly feeling warm blood trickle down his back, and wondered if someone could bleed to death through their nose. Probably not, but no one should be losing so much blood through their nose either. It occurred to him it was probably a brain hemorrhage—that thing that tore in Roan’s brain—but if he thought about it he’d panic, so he didn’t think about it.

Holden found the car he’d brought (not his; he’d borrowed Moon’s junker, so in case anyone caught a license plate number, it wouldn’t lead anywhere good), so happy it wasn’t his, and so happy he was in the type of bad neighborhood where no one thought anything of a man carrying a bleeding man around. Hallelujah for apathy and distrust of police.

He laid Roan out on the backseat, and put him on his side so he wouldn’t drown in his own blood (what a lovely thought). He checked, but he was still out cold, and bleeding from at least one ear. Yeah, that wasn’t a good sign.

Holden briefly wondered if he should worry about leaving any evidence at the scene, but he would have time to return for it. It wasn’t like people swarmed over this area (or, again, ever called the cops). As soon as he got in the driver’s side and started the car, he said, “You’re going to be okay, hear me? You’re going to be fine. You’re not going to die like some stupid pansy ass.”

He hoped Roan could hear him. And he hoped that it was true.





WHEN Dylan came home, and found that Roan had packed a bag for the hospital, he was both heartened and deeply depressed. Heartened because he’d finally got sensible and knew he had to go. Depressed because it had finally dawned on Roan he wasn’t well, suggesting something really bad had happened, but Roan was unlikely to tell him about it.

What you learned right away was Roan wasn’t stubborn; stubborn was too flimsy a word for what he was. To survive all he had and not crumble, from childhood on, he needed to be made of sterner stuff, and be able to ramp his game up to be one of the most aggressive assholes you’ve ever met, just to keep going. It wasn’t an insult, though it sounded a bit like that. No, Dylan admired him, because he was sure he wouldn’t be able to survive what Roan had and still be a decent human being. It took more than stubbornness, it took a will to triumph that was nearly awe-inspiring. But it was such a pain in the ass when he was your husband, because once Roan made up his mind not to do something, there was virtually no way to make him do it. Except when something went so wrong in his chosen course of action Roan had no choice but to do something else, and his definition of wrong was surprisingly narrow.

Dylan went and had a shower, just to wash the paint off (he never meant to get paint on himself while painting, and yet he always did), wondering what could have happened to make Roan decide the hospital was a good idea. Did he pass out? Have another aneurysm? Both? He suddenly wondered where he was, as it was getting late and he wasn’t back yet. Was he passed out somewhere?

He was downstairs, wondering if he should make dinner or drop by Roan’s office to make sure he wasn’t lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood (oh god, he could see it in his mind’s eye), when the phone rang. Dylan knew then, instantly, that it was bad news. How he wasn’t sure, but he just knew.

He steeled himself mentally before picking up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Yeah, Dylan, it’s Holden. Listen—”

“How is he?”

“What?”

“Roan. Is he still alive?”

There was a rather lengthy pause, and he was fairly sure Holden was taken aback. Which was fascinating, because he had no idea he was capable of such a thing. “Yes, but you need to get down to County General now. He’s hurt.”

Dylan closed his eyes, mentally counted to five, and then decided he just couldn’t be Zen about this. Something in his chest constricted, making it feel like someone had just stabbed him. “What happened? How bad is it?”

“He partially transformed, and all hell broke loose. I think he may have had another aneurysm.”

He hissed a sigh through his teeth. Damn it! “Why did he partially transform?”

“Come down and I’ll tell you in person.”

Yes, that was probably for the best. Dylan hung up and grabbed his coat before heading out the door, tears making his vision blurry. He should be used to this by now, but somehow you never did get used to it. How could you?

Dylan did most of his crying in the car on the drive over, mainly so he got it out of his system and could work up a good rage instead. The only problem was he wasn’t sure who he was angry at. He wasn’t sure if he could or even should be angry at Roan in the state he was in.

Traffic was worse than it should have been, and the hospital parking lot was packed. By the time Dylan made his way into the hospital, he was more frustrated than angry. He also realized how late it was getting and that he had to get to work in a couple of hours. Fuck work. He was on the verge of quitting anyways.

Holden was waiting for him out in the main lobby, and as soon as he noticed he was wearing a black sweatshirt and bloodstained jeans, Dylan knew Roan and he had been up to something that was probably illegal, or at the very least unethical. He’d never seen Holden wear something as plain as a sweatshirt before. And the blood on his jeans? He was willing to bet it wasn’t Holden’s, and that made his chest hurt again. 

“Why did he partially change?” Dylan asked him. “And how is he?”

“He was helping me out, I have a friend in hock to some violent asshole, and we decided to put the fear of us into him. But Roan collapsed, blood just started spurting from his nose… I brought him here as soon as I could get him in the car, and I called Doctor Rosenberg on the way over so she’d meet us here.”

Dylan had a feeling Holden was lying to him, but he always had the feeling Holden was lying to him. He just set off his liar’s radar all the time. “How the hell did you get her phone number?”

“I grabbed Roan’s cell. She’s in his phone book as Dr. No.”

Okay, yeah, that sounded true. “How is he doing?”

Holden grimaced and looked away, as if he could physically duck the question. “I don’t know. They haven’t told me anything, not since they rushed him back there, and Doctor Rosenberg hasn’t come back either.”

Dylan had been afraid of that. He inquired with the nurse at the check-in desk, but she had no information, or at least none she would share with him. He knew this would be agonizing waiting time, so they found some seats and Dylan decided to call Robin and let him know he wasn’t coming in tonight. He waited until Holden went off to get a cup of coffee, then called, and Robin wasn’t thrilled with the short notice. That’s when Dylan decided to give him notice over the phone. No, it probably wouldn’t get him a good recommendation, but right now he didn’t give a shit. All he cared about was Roan, and if he didn’t make it… what point was there in staying? In this state, in fact. Yes, his sister was here, Tommy was down in Oregon, but Dylan realized if Roan died, he couldn’t stay. He would have to leave; there were too many memories here. He had no idea where he would go, but that wasn’t important right now. Roan was the only thing that mattered.

Holden came back with a paper cup of coffee, and had brought him a paper cup full of tea. Dylan hadn’t wanted it, but thanked him anyways. Holden was trying to be thoughtful. He tried to get Holden to tell him what had happened again, and he did, fleshing out his story more, but Dylan still didn’t completely believe him. Dylan got snappish with him, he couldn’t help it; he hated the idea of Roan being with Holden and not him at his time of need. “Maybe you two do belong together,” he snapped. “You’re in his life more than I am.”

“No, I’m in his second life. You’re in the first.”

Dylan looked at him askance. “Huh?”

“Roan separates himself, cuts himself in two. His good life, his Human one, is with you, and I think he doesn’t want to taint it or you with his second life, his darker one, which is where I come in. He loves you, and he wants to protect you.”

“Protect me from what?”

“Himself. You’re part of his good life, what he wants, and I’m representative of a darker reality.”

Holden paused to sip his coffee and grimace, and Dylan stared at his profile, a brief flare of anger making him imagine that it might feel good to punch him. Of course he didn’t. “You working on that psychology degree?”

“All hookers are psychologists. Some of us are just better at it than others.”

Before Dylan could think of an appropriately scathing response to that, he saw the small figure of Doctor Rosenberg coming down the hall toward them. She wasn’t in scrubs, which may have been a good sign, but a visitor’s badge dangled from a cord around her neck, and if it wasn’t for the grim, determined look on her face, you could have mistaken her for someone’s grandmother. Dylan got up and met her near the elevators, Holden trailing behind.

“How is he?”

Rosenberg sighed explosively, and she ran a hand through her curled salt and pepper hair, as if trying to comb it with her fingers. “I’m gonna need you to sign some papers, so I can transfer him to the university’s hospital as soon as he’s stable. You good with that?”

“Grand, if you answer my question. What happened to him?”

Her lips, already thin, thinned even more, almost disappearing. She grabbed Dylan’s arm and pulled him aside, away from the crowds near the elevator. “He’s suffered a brain hemorrhage. He’s in surgery right now.”

It was like someone had thrown ice water on him. Dylan was suddenly so cold he thought he might be getting frostbite. “How did it happen? How bad is it? Is he going to be all right?”

“It’s unclear how it happened, at least for the moment. Coulda been an aneurysm, coulda been a result of skyrocketing blood pressure from a transformation, coulda been a result of a tumor, or some combination of them. Right now they’re closing off the bleeders and reducing the pressure on his brain. If all goes well, and why wouldn’t it, he should be fine. Well, within reason. That’s why I want to transfer him to the university hospital, so we can do the follow-ups.”

“Follow-ups to what?” Holden asked. “Are you taking out those tumors?”

So he knew about that, did he? Sure, why not? Holden probably knew as much about Roan as Dylan did, or possibly more. He felt an irrational stab of jealousy toward him, and realized he’d prefer it if Roan was sleeping with him. He could understand that, and it would seem like less of a betrayal than having this whole other secret life that Dylan wasn’t a part of in any form.

Rosenberg looked surprised, as if she hadn’t expected Roan to mention that to anyone. Yeah, Dylan was surprised too. “He was scheduled for a biopsy, so yeah, we can get that done, maybe take out some tumors if his body is up to the surgery.”

“His body is up to anything,” Holden replied, almost dismissively. “His bones break and heal all the time. He’s physically resilient beyond anyone I’ve ever heard of.”

“Yeah, I agree. But can his brain take the stress and strain?”

She let the question just hang there, rhetorical and somehow damning. And it was—how could it not be?

Roan could take a lot of damage, but his brain couldn’t, and that’s what would eventually kill him. The only question left was when. Dylan just hoped it wasn’t tonight.
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Idaho



SOMEHOW Holden hadn’t imagined he’d be spending the afternoon lying in bed with a hockey player, smoking a joint and watching a Mythbusters marathon, but things had been so weird lately, in retrospect it was inevitable.

The Falcons didn’t have a game until Thursday night, which was good timing, as it allowed Grey to fly home for the wedding of “brother number two” (Grey was one of several, which might explain a lot), and it meant Scott had their apartment all to himself. He invited Holden over for lunch—lunch! Seriously!—and it was such an odd thing that Holden agreed, just to see what he had in mind.

As it turned out, Scott really meant lunch. Scott made them grilled ham and cheese sandwiches with apple (he said a girlfriend’s mother once taught him to add apple slices to a ham and cheese, and he really liked it), with a side of rather intense salt and vinegar chips, and a decent Canadian beer. Holden told him, in all sincerity, “You’re fucking adorable.” Scott suspected he was being sarcastic, but no, he was serious—he’d made him lunch. No one made a prostitute lunch, certainly not one as homely and homey as this one. It actually was quite good; he made a mean ham and cheese.

They talked about everything but what was or wasn’t going on between them. Sure, they had sex, but they didn’t talk about it beforehand. Afterward, neither of them was all that tired, so Scott pulled out a spliff from his nightstand and they watched TV, with Scott finding a Mythbusters marathon, which they both seemed to agree was acceptable to watch. When Holden asked if he wasn’t worried about the pot showing up in a drug test, Scott smirked, and said, “It’s not a performance-enhancing drug.” He then added they hadn’t made him piss in a cup for a long time, and it just wasn’t a priority.

They were lying side by side, naked on his bed, just the sheet haphazardly pulled up, mainly to avoid any possible ash or ember somehow finding a tender spot. Holden took a toke, not actually sure why he was taking one, but the way it hit him he figured it was B.C. Bud, and you had to enjoy that stuff when you got it. “You toke a lot?” Holden asked, exhaling a cloud of smoke and handing the joint back. They were shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh.

He shook his head. “Makes me break my diet too much. I just save it for special occasions.”

“What’s the special occasion here?”

“No game for a while, and my bruise hurts.”

Ah. Scott had a big purplish-black splotch on the back and side of his right shoulder, which apparently came from being checked into a stanchion during his last game. It looked super ugly and painful, but also oddly endearing. Much like Scott’s room. 

It was kind of small, but relatively neat and austerely appointed, with a queen-sized bed on a plain metal bed frame, a dresser that looked like a Goodwill special, a bookcase/media rack that looked Ikea (save for the hockey pucks used as bookends), and gauzy but opaque curtains on the one window that let in filtered sunlight. The television was one of those smaller ones that could double as a computer monitor, and sat on the low dresser, beside a smattering of loose change and condoms from various clubs. On the screen, the Mythbusters guys were shooting guns into a swimming pool.

“I broke up with my girlfriend,” Scott said, resting the joint in an ashtray shaped like a bear’s head that sat on his nightstand. The ashtray had something about Saskatchewan painted on it, so he assumed it was Canadian kitsch.

“Really? Why?”

He shrugged his bruised shoulder and shook his head, sending out contradictory messages. “I just realized that we didn’t have much in common, and didn’t even like each other that much. The sex was fun, but when we had to talk we could hardly stand each other. I think I knew last month I had to break it off before it went on too long, but I just never got around to it. I coast if allowed to, I’m kinda lazy.”

“Says the guy who told me he spent two hours running on a treadmill this morning.”

“That’s just endurance training. It’s part of my job. If I coulda gotten out of it, I would have.”

Holden didn’t know if he believed that or not. It was possible that Scott was just exhausted by his own training regimen, so when he had no one forcing him to do it, he wouldn’t. That wasn’t lazy, that was normal. But was Holden going to tell him that? Nah.

Scott picked up the joint, took a drag, and offered it to him again. Holden took it, but he only took a small toke before handing it back. He didn’t need much to feel stoned. Actually, just being in Scott’s little bedroom was enough to make him feel unhinged from reality. What was he doing here? “What do we have to talk about? You talk hockey, I talk hooking, but not the kind done with sticks.”

Scott chuckled as he put the joint aside. “Are you kiddin’ me? We’re spending the afternoon doin’ nothing but getting stoned and watchin’ Mythbusters. I think I love you.”

That made him laugh. “Girlfriend wasn’t interested, huh?”

“No. She wanted to go to nice places and be seen, and I told her I’m not good at that kinda shit, I’m just a suburban asshole from Burnaby, nice to me is any place where you don’t hafta eat food out of a bag. I mean, I’m not a caveman, but I’ve never gotten fancy restaurants. Why would you pay a hundred bucks for a steak the size of your thumb? Or worse yet, an eighty-dollar salad. Fuck me, I hate paying five dollars for a bowl of lettuce, and I hafta eat that shit half the time.” After a pause, he said, “I’m gettin’ hungry. You want anything?”

“You could get me a drink.”

“Beer?”

Holden shook his head. “Nah. Something nonalcoholic, I don’t care what.” He was probably stoned enough as it was. He felt oddly warm and fuzzy toward Scott, which was a huge warning sign.

Scott got out of bed and walked naked out of the room, and Holden enjoyed the view. Scott was one of those guys that looked so good naked it probably should have been illegal for him to wear clothes.

What the fuck was he doing here?! Oh sure, curiosity had made him show up, but he should get the fuck out of here as soon as possible. He thought Roan was falling apart? He was falling apart. Holden was giving this guy freebies, and Scott could probably afford him. Since when did he ever have sex for free? The stress was getting to him.

Scott came back with a quart of ice cream and a bottle of Vitamin Water. He gave Holden the bottle and sat back down on his side of the bed with the ice cream, which was vanilla fudge swirl. “Did anything blow up?” Scott was referring to the show, where stuff always blew up.

“Not yet.”

As soon as Scott tossed the lid aside and sunk a spoon into the ice cream, Holden realized it looked good. After Scott buried his spoon in the carton, he handed him a spoon.

“Figured you’d want one anyways.”

“Thanks.”

As soon as they settled the quart between them and each took a spoonful—it was possibly the best ice cream Holden had ever had, confirming he was stoned—Scott asked, “How’s Roan?”

“As well as can be expected, as far as I know.” He’d checked in on Dylan, but Holden got the sense that Dylan really didn’t want anything to do with him, so he was giving him some space. All he knew right now was Roan was alive, and that was all that mattered. At first, he thought maybe Dylan blamed him for Roan’s condition, but now Holden wondered if it was just the fact that Dylan knew Roan was keeping him out of a chunk of his life. That had to be a bummer, even if Roan was doing it with the best of intentions.

“I heard it was bad.” Scott didn’t want to appear to be fishing for info, but he was. Scott was seriously into Roan, wasn’t he? Well, with his monstrous pheromone load, every guy who wasn’t a hundred percent straight and every woman who wasn’t a hundred percent gay probably went for Roan. He also had the lure of the exotic, which was inexplicable in a red-haired white guy, but it made more sense if you knew he was probably the planet’s only genuine shape-shifter. (Never mind that he just had the one shape he could shift into; it counted.)

“It wasn’t pretty. But he’ll live. What doesn’t kill him leaves him pissed off.”

“I thought the cliché was stronger.”

“It is, but with him, it’s pretty much the same thing.”

“I wouldn’t like him when he’s angry?” Scott replied, with a goofy grin.

“No, nobody does. And he’s not even green or in purple pants. It feels like a cheat somehow.”

Scott snorted a stoned kind of laugh before filling his mouth with more ice cream. It wasn’t until the show went to commercial that Scott asked, “You slept with him?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“He’s a serial monogamist, and he’s always with some guy. He just won’t cheat.”

“Why the hell not? He is a man, right?”

This made Holden snicker, and he wasn’t sure why. Probably the pot, although Holden had thought something similar before. “Roan’s always been weird like that. Maybe all the cheating straight people he’s forced to tail got to him.”

“See, I think I’d enjoy the show.”

“Eh, no. Even if you do catch ’em in the act, imagine flabby white people who should probably never be naked making a really bad sex tape.”

“Eww.”

“See? If Roan hadn’t been gay before, that probably would have sent him over the edge.”

Scott briefly rubbed his leg against his, and Holden wasn’t sure if it was just an accidental gesture or a deliberate one. He decided to ignore it, just in case.

They watched the show, consuming about half the quart, before Scott asked, “So you don’t have a boyfriend now?”

“Nope. Why have sex for free when I get paid for it? That’d be like a plumber going around an apartment building unclogging drains as a hobby.”

The look Scott gave him was half-amused, half-incredulous. It probably struck him as unbelievably weird, which was fair enough. Holden didn’t expect civilians to understand. Up this close to Scott, he could see the stubble starting to come in on his face, like little slender metal posts beneath his skin, and for a moment Holden felt like touching his face to see if the stubble was really that hard. He managed to squash the urge. “You’ve never had a boyfriend? C’mon.”

“Oh, I’ve had one. Two, actually, but that was in high school.”

“Ah. So that’s where you got burned?”

“I never got burned,” he snapped, way too defensive. Scott’s eerie blue eyes lit up at that, behind their pot glaze, because he knew he’d caught him. Holden rolled his eyes, and admitted, “Okay, neither breakup was enjoyable.”

“The guy on the swim team?”

He shook his head. “He dumped me for a club kid, but no, that wasn’t the worst. After that, I got involved with another jock, Ryan, on the football team. He was even more closeted than I was, he had some manliness issues, and then he started doing ’roids to gain mass. Something happened, I’m not sure what, but he was afraid some of his teammates might be suspicious he was gay, so instead he told them he knew I was gay and they jumped me one day after baseball practice.”

“Jumped you?”

“Beat the shit out of me, calling me faggot and fudge packer and every gay slur you can find written on the Internet. Ryan made sure to break my jaw first, so I couldn’t rat him out as a fellow butt pirate.”

Scott looked as horrified as he could with a good buzz on, but there was also something stirring behind his eyes, that in-game look of his, one that spoke of an incredible intensity and an urge and ability to kill. “What the fuck did you do?”

“Once I was released from the hospital? Not much. My father made sure I didn’t press any charges, because the boys were all from good homes, and he knew I’d pissed them off somehow. So as soon as my jaw was unwired, I was just sick of all the bullshit, you know? The lies and hypocrisy. I told my parents I was gay, and that was the end of that. I was out on my ass. But I survived, ’cause I discovered that’s what I do best.”

“What’s his name?”

“Whose?”

“The guy or your dad’s. Both.”

Holden smirked. “You gonna go kick their asses?”

In spite of the pot glaze, something glittered in Scott’s beautiful eyes, tiny shards of broken glass. You didn’t see it a lot, but Holden suspected that while Scott was slow to anger, when he finally lost his temper, it was a horrific explosion. “Somethin’ like that.”

“If I wanted to kick their asses, I would. But my dad’s a pathetic piece of shit, not worth my time or yours. And as for Ryan, he doesn’t live in the state anymore, or at least I don’t think he does. He went to Montana or Wyoming—I can’t remember which, I always get those two states mixed up—on a partial football scholarship, and within two months he blew out his knee, I mean big-time. He lost his scholarship and dropped out of college, but I have no idea what happened to him after that. I don’t much care either. I’m just glad the fucker never got to play football for anybody. By the way, it’s official you know, I hate all you fucking jocks.”

“Does that include you?”

“I’m not a jock anymore. Even when I was one, I wasn’t much of one. I mean, how much of an athlete is a pitcher? I just had to throw shit; no one ever expected me to hit homers.”

“Did you?”

“What, hit a homer? Maybe once, but for the most part I was lucky to get a double.”

“So you a Mariners fan?”

“Fuck no. As soon as I stopped playing baseball I never saw a game again. In fact, I used to think watching a full game was kinda boring; it was only good to play. Most sports are that way.”

Scott’s smirk was oddly knowing. “Even my games?”

“I haven’t seen that many, I can’t judge.”

“Ooh, so cold.” As if to reinforce the point, Scott trailed his hand along Holden’s chest, and it was cold, from the ice cream container. Holden shivered a bit, even as he gently pushed his hand away.

“So what’s your deal? Any boyfriends?”

“Beyond Spencer, that Mormon lacrosse guy I told you about, I’ve never dated men. Women I date; men are just good for fucking.”

“Wow, what did Spencer do to you?”

Scott shrugged, glancing at the TV screen. “It wasn’t Spencer’s fault really, although that was pretty intense. I thought it would be okay since we were both interested in staying in the closet, but he had a shit-ton of issues, and it turned out he was a real basket case. I mean, he thought he was bad and evil and all that shit, just ’cause he liked guys, right? He wasn’t bi like me, he was full-on gay, and some nights I found myself trying to convince him that was cool, there was nothing wrong with being gay, for like, hours, and he was still messed up about it. I had to break up with him ’cause I just couldn’t take it, you know? I had issues, but not like him. He took it really hard… harder than I thought he would. I shoulda known, considerin’ how messed up he was.”

“What happened?”

Scott had another teaspoon of ice cream, delaying an answer. “He tried to kill himself, ended up in the hospital.”

“He lived?”

“Yeah. But I never saw him again. I tried, but… he didn’t wanna see me.” Scott let out a long exhale that could have been a sigh if he wasn’t so wasted. “And once I started getting into semiprofessional hockey, it just seemed easier to have anonymous hookups once in a while, with guys who didn’t know me or my name, and have relationships with women. It was easier.”

“And better for your career.” Holden wasn’t trying to sound bitchy, but he sort of did.

Scott either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Yeah. But as much as I think I’d like to have a girlfriend and a boyfriend at the same time, having one relationship is hard enough. I don’t know how anyone juggles two. It seems exhausting.”

“My clients manage okay, but I guess I’m not exactly the traditional boyfriend. I don’t demand they remember my birthday or take out the garbage.”

“When is your birthday?”

“Why?”

“I’m curious.”

Why would he tell him that? But why had he told him anything so far? The pot was making him chatty. “November 14. What’s yours?”

“January 28.”

“Ah, I missed it.”

“Nothin’ to miss. I had a black eye from getting a stick in the face, so I just got wasted with the guys. They took me to a strip club, but I found it weirdly depressing.”

“They are weirdly depressing, but usually you have to be sober to notice.”

They finished the joint and then the ice cream, falling silent as they watched the show with halfhearted, stoned attention. In spite of trying to tamp it down, Holden yawned and rubbed his eyes. “Damn it, I need to get going.”

“On what?”

“I’m finishing an open case for Roan. I caught a break, something happened down near the Marriott, and I know a lot of people there.”

“So you’re a detective too.”

“No, I just play one on TV. I don’t have a license, which I know Roan wants me to get. Maybe sometime.” Holden didn’t add that he only intended to get one if Roan died, and he had no idea why he’d decided that. A tribute to Roan? Roan wouldn’t be around to enjoy it, he would be beyond caring, so why the sentimental gesture? But that was just it—it was pure sentiment and nothing more. Still, Holden supposed he owed Roan for something, even if it was just for all the fun and unwelcome glimpses into his own humanity.

“So am I a hobby?”

Maybe it was the drugs, but Holden really didn’t understand the question. “Huh?”

“You said having sex for free was like a plumber unclogging drains for a hobby. So am I a hobby, or can I expect a bill in the mail?”

Oh yeah, he had said that, hadn’t he? His brain felt fuzzy, and he really wanted a nap. He probably ought to take a nap before he headed out anyways. “I’ve told you, if I don’t ask for the money in advance, I’m screwed. You’re not getting a bill.”

“Okay, so then… I am a hobby?”

“No.” Holden paused for a long time, trying to get his sluggish synapses to fire. “I don’t know what you are.” That was true, but didn’t he have his suspicions?

Holden was disappointed in himself, because he knew something was happening to him. He used to go through a bottle of gin maybe once a month or every two months, and now he was replacing it almost every week. He wasn’t an alcoholic, but he knew he was on the downward slide. And maybe he was just a little bit… lonely. Oh, he cringed to think of it, he valued his privacy and alone time, which you never got on the street, but… fuck, maybe it was a symptom of getting older. Sometimes he hated being alone, and gin made him forget, or at least not care. Was he really that pathetic? Oh, probably. It was embarrassing, but some people had it a lot worse.

If he had to theorize how he and Scott had ended up here right now, lust would be his first bet, and loneliness would be the second. Oh sure, Scott usually had a girlfriend, but he could never be completely honest with her, or with anyone else. Lying all the time had the side effect of leaving you lonely. Maybe that was Holden’s problem too.

Only too aware of the painful silence between them, Holden added, “You’re not my boyfriend. I don’t want a boyfriend.”

“I don’t want one either. So we’re cool, right?”

He nodded, pretending he hadn’t noticed how quickly Scott had said that, like he was all too eager to go along with whatever he said. Trying to make him happy, or suddenly nervous about all of this? “We’re cool.” He stretched, trying to work the kinks out of his back (Scott was a big believer in a firm mattress), and suddenly felt a kiss on his chest. Holden scowled at him, but almost laughed. “What the hell are you doing?”

Scott gave him a half-grin that was all stony playfulness. “I just felt like doing that.” Scott then crushed his mouth against his, both aggressive and strangely tentative at the same time. He tasted of pot and ice cream, but mostly ice cream. It was kind of nice. “I felt like doing that too,” he said, kissing his chin and his neck.

“I don’t have time for this,” Holden complained, as Scott continued to kiss him, softly and slowly, down his throat and chest. Scott’s hands slid slowly down his sides, while Holden had a hand on Scott’s back, feeling his spine flex as he moved.

“Tell me to stop,” Scott replied, his breath tickling Holden’s stomach in a way that was both uncomfortable and erotic. He then kissed him above the belly button, still working his way down. Scott’s body was warm, his stubble was just barely tactile, and it shouldn’t have felt as good as it did. Holden was stoned or losing his mind, or both. “I’ll stop if you tell me to.”

Holden should have, it would have been better for everyone if he said it, but of course he didn’t.

Holden supposed he never did things the easy way, and why start now?
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Crazy Woman Dirty Train



THE good thing about being at the university hospital was Rosenberg was the queen bee, so whatever she wanted, she got. This was good for Dylan, because as soon as she dubbed Roan stable enough, she had a cot put in his hospital room, so Dylan could stay with him if he wanted. Since he found himself up at night after Roan had ended up in the hospital, unable to sleep and watching more cable television than was probably healthy, he’d ended up staying here ever since.

The cot wasn’t comfortable, and Roan’s machines bleeped loudly, but Dylan slept better here than at home in the house that wasn’t even his home. Rosenberg encouraged him to bring stuff in, to make it more like home, and while she didn’t say it was for Roan, it was. Just like she didn’t say he was in a coma, but he was.

At first it was deliberate. After Roan’s surgery, they’d induced a coma to reduce pressure on his brain and ease the healing process, according to her. Was it still an induced coma? Dylan doubted it. But it was better perhaps. After all, they’d shaved Roan’s head for the brain surgery, and he was sure Roan would hate it. But the funny thing was he already had dark red fuzz growing in, making a shadow on his scalp, and even one of the nurses had commented that was weird. “I’ve never seen hair growing in so fast,” the nurse, whom he now knew as Leona, had commented when she came in to check Roan’s vitals. But Roan had a fairly impressive beard too, and the last time Dylan had seen him he’d been perfectly clean shaven. It was the partial change of course, the one that had almost killed him. Since he knew Roan would hate it, he’d spent the afternoon carefully shaving his face. Dylan had never shaved someone else’s face before, but he thought he’d done a pretty good job.

Dylan brought Roan’s iPod, the book that Roan had been reading (well, one of them—he usually had more than one going, and you could find them scattered all over the house, with tiny scraps of paper sticking out of them, ad hoc bookmarks), a blanket from their real house, and he sometimes played Roan’s iPod for him, or read aloud from the book. It made Dylan feel better, like he was doing something, like he wasn’t completely useless. While Rosenberg encouraged this, said it was good for Roan, he did get complaints about Roan’s iPod. But of course he would. Sometimes Dylan wondered if Roan actually liked this music, or if he only listened to it to piss people off. Seriously, who had all the Mr. Bungle albums on their playlist and genuinely meant it?

One morning, while Dylan was folding up his blanket, Doctor Rosenberg came in and asked him to join her for a cup of coffee. She made it clear it wasn’t a suggestion but an order, so he went with her to the cafeteria. He got a tea while she got a coffee, and she also got a danish. She offered Dylan one, but he didn’t feel hungry right now.

“Are you eating at all?” she asked, dumping a sugar packet into her coffee. “It’s been three days, I don’t think I’ve seen you eat once.”

“I have,” he said, and suddenly wasn’t sure. Surely he must have or he’d be starving by now. “I’m okay.”

“Work?”

“I quit.”

She gave him a mildly scolding look, like his aunt would probably give him. “Is that wise?”

He shrugged, stirring his tea. He contemplated adding sugar to it, but there was probably no way of making it palatable. “Jamie told me I was welcome back at Panic at any time, so I figure I’ll start doing crunches again and I should be okay.”

“Crunches?” She made a negative noise. “Better you than me, kiddo.”

“So how have the tests come out? I assume some must be back by now.”

She nodded, but Dylan sensed some hesitation. He was getting to know her pretty well now, even though she didn’t share much about herself. “The biopsy’s back. I can tell you he doesn’t have cancer.”

Dylan let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Oh god, what a relief.” He paused long enough to sip his tea, and found it almost too bad for words. “Should I read something into you not using the word benign?”

“Wow. Are you just that good, or have you been around Roan too long?”

“A bit of both, probably.”

She nodded grimly, gnawing on a chunk of danish like it was a piece of radial tire. “The tumor isn’t cancerous. But I don’t know what it is. It’s full of viral DNA.”

Dylan ran that sentence over again in his mind, to see if it made any sense at all. Was it just him? “Um, what?”

“Yeah, that was my feeling. We didn’t find cancerous cells, but we found the virus, which we couldn’t make sense of. I’ve sent the results to Doctor Pang, this oncologist I know over at Fred Hutchinson, I’m hoping he can tell me what the fuck it means.”

“Is this good news or bad news?”

She shrugged in a way that seemed to suggest she wished someone would take over for her. “Fuck if I know. Again, not cancer, so that’s a positive thing.”

Dylan looked down into his murky cup of tea, which he suddenly realized was the color of diseased urine, and he pushed it aside. “Since when do viruses create tumors?”

“Normally they don’t.”

“So you have no idea what this could mean?”

She sighed heavily. “Honestly no. You hafta understand that no one’s lived with the virus as long as Roan has. Setting aside his virus child start, no one’s lived with this thing for thirty plus years. The only understanding we have of its life cycle is in laboratory animals and computer models, and those are imperfect at best. This is new territory for everyone.”

He’d heard this before, and was certain Roan had heard it all his life. How awful it must be to be a test case, an anomaly, the only living petri dish around. “What does this mean? Can you just guess?”

“I hesitate, ’cause it’s just speculation. I mean, he could turn into a fucking unicorn for all I know.” She exhaled heavily, a kind of sigh, before telling him, “I think this is a secondary stage of the virus.” At his questioning look, she went on. “We don’t know its true life and death cycle. All we know is it kills the host body by eventually overwhelming it, altering it to the point that Human survival is impossible. We’ve never had a case where the body continues to adapt. The virus has a near-perfect home in Roan, but what that will cause it to do we don’t know.”

“You’re implying intelligence here.”

“I know, and I don’t mean to. But this virus seems to thrive on adversity, which is why making any kind of vaccine for it has been a pipe dream at best. It’s not coming up against anything in Roan’s body that it can’t seem to handle, therefore the response will be unpredictable.”

“But the weak spot is his brain.”

Rosenberg grimaced as if her coffee tasted as bad as his tea. “His body has proven to be resilient, almost as resilient as the virus, which may not be coincidence. But his brain just can’t have that kind of bounce back, although it’s trying. Still, can you imagine the toll it must take on him? Well, hell, I guess you can, you live with him. Poor bastard.”

How was he supposed to take that statement? Dylan decided it was probably best just to let it go for now. “So you think the virus has made his body so resilient? I’m taking it that’s what you implied.”

She nodded. “Part of the reason he’s survived so long is that the virus has almost fully incorporated itself into his DNA. He’s the perfect host because it has helped make him the perfect host. But there’re limits. He’s still Human underneath it all, and there will always be a conflict. But what the result of that conflict will be, I can’t say.”

“Except death.”

This time she didn’t really grimace, it was more of a twitch at the corner of her mouth as she looked away, at the entrance to the cafeteria. He didn’t blame her for looking; it sounded like two people were about to come to blows over who was to blame for the accident. (What accident Dylan couldn’t say—they could have had the decency to start their argument in here.) “Eventually.” She looked back at him, her hazel eyes locking on to his like she was trying to will him to believe what she was saying. “But not now. You know Roan, he’s not going without a fight, and last time I checked, he hadn’t ripped out his IVs yet.”

Dylan couldn’t argue with any of this, and yet a certain sense of despair was slowly overwhelming him, creeping through his body and diffusing like ink in water. He was so tired, and it wasn’t just physical. “So why hasn’t he woken up?”

She made a negative noise, a kind of clicking with her tongue. “’Cause the bastard doesn’t want to.”

Yes, that was the truth he’d been dreading all this time.





HOLDEN couldn’t remember the last time he had been in a train station. There wasn’t much call for it, as he was usually sent to the scuzzy well of everyday humanity that was the Greyhound bus station on some case or another. But Oliver wanted to do something different. Maybe he thought it would help him escape.

But Holden found the kid, trying to hide his identity with a dark-blue stocking cap pulled over his head and translucent amber sunglasses over his eyes, but he actually looked like he was trying to conceal his identity. The thing about going incognito was you weren’t supposed to look like you were incognito, or you fucked the whole thing up. Well, Oliver may have been a good actor, but clearly he needed a costumer.

Holden flung himself into the plastic chair beside him and looked over at Oliver with a professional, hard smile. “Hey there, where you headed today?”

Oliver looked nervous behind his tinted glasses, but he didn’t recognize him, mainly because he’d never seen him before. “Umm, Eugene.”

“Oregon? Awesome. Got cold feet, huh?”

Did he finally get it? A fleeting sort of nervousness appeared in his eyes. “What?”

“I’m Holden Krause, I’m an assistant investigator with MK Investigations.” Oliver started to get up, but Holden put a firm hand on his arm to let him know he wasn’t going anywhere. “Don’t. I could have you arrested if I really wanted to, so let’s not make a scene, okay?”

“Arrested?” he replied, his voice pitched to a whispering hiss. “No you can’t. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I could nail you for identity theft and fraud, and I can make it stick. And that’s if I’m being nice. Do you want to know what I can do if I’m feeling mean?” Holden met his eyes, giving him the deathly cold stare he had perfected on the street. Life in the lower strata of society was very Darwinian—the weak were beaten down, consumed, destroyed. To show weakness was to invite exploitation and death. To be an alpha male, a predator, one who destroyed rather than got destroyed, you had to appear as psychopathic as all the other beasts. Holden could do that so easily, it was frightening.

It worked. Oliver seemed to shrink back in his chair, as if trying to disappear into the plastic. “L-look, you’ve got the wrong idea—”

“Roan, in his notes, seemed to think you were lying about something, but he couldn’t figure out what. You got lucky, ’cause he’s sick and not one hundred percent, but you fucked up by having an argument at the Marriott. See, I have friends in hotels all around Seattle, and someone overheard you. Shall I repeat the key points, or do you want to knock off the bullshit?”

Oliver sighed, deflated, looking away as he muttered, “I didn’t wanna do this, okay? I just needed the money.”

While Holden did indeed have friends at most hotels, including the Marriott, no one had overheard anything of substance. This was a bluff, but he was confident he could sell it, and indeed he had. After all, what little they had heard, combined with Roan’s suspicions, had led Holden to believe Oliver wasn’t Oliver. But who he was and why was up for grabs. “So why the beating? Did you go off script?”

He tried to sink down in his chair, but he could only go so far because Holden refused to let go of his arm. “I figured the guy didn’t trust me. I thought the gig was up and I oughta get outta here before he lioned out on me or something. That’s what it’s called, right, what he does? Lioning out?”

Holden decided not to answer that, because it wasn’t any of his business and didn’t matter anyways. “Abby got wind of your cold feet? How?”

Oliver—or whoever he was—shrugged. “I’m not sure. I think she had one of those guys watching me.”

“Who were they?”

He shook his head. “Relatives of hers. Nephews, cousins, something like that. You’d think she could have sent one of those overgrown assholes to pretend to be Oliver if they were already here.”

“But they don’t look like him, not like you do.”

“I had to dye my hair, get it cut… I used to have a goatee.”

“Where is Oliver Jephson?”

“Cancun.”

Holden nodded. He’d already asked around on campus at the U-W, and discovered that Jephson was indeed supposedly in Cancun with a couple other people. But he wanted to see how honest this guy was going to be with him. “And who are you precisely?”

With a disgruntled sigh, he said. “Tyler Edwards.”

“Okay, Tyler, why did Abby hire you to pretend to be her nephew? Why does she want to find Adam so badly?”

What Tyler told Holden was what he’d pretty much expected: Abby had found the photo online, not Oliver, and wanted to discover if this was indeed Adam, but she wasn’t about to upset Oliver, especially if it wasn’t actually Adam. So she’d hired him to pretend to be Oliver for the purposes of hiring a Seattle-area detective to find out for sure, and Tyler felt a kind of personal connection to this, because his own father had left when he was five, and even though he could have had a relationship with Tyler, he chose not to. He’d remarried, had another family, and forgotten all about him.

While Holden was tempted to play the world’s tiniest violin for him, he figured it was best to stay on topic. “And this didn’t strike you as at all fishy?”

He looked at him like he was crazy. “She wants to find her brother, and doesn’t want to hurt her nephew. How is that weird?”

“Oh, I don’t know… maybe the fact that she had some family members beat the shit out of you when you tried to back out?”

Tyler squirmed in his hard plastic chair, looking around uncomfortably. There was a surprisingly long line at the check-in counter, and the windows looking out at the scruffy train tracks let in a good amount of light. Too bad there was nothing to see but dingy tile floors, and a TV set high on the wall playing CNN, for no obvious reason. Holden gave himself a moment to wonder why anyone gave a shit about news channels, and figured it was one of those straight white people things he’d never understand, like Survivor and leaf blowers.

“Okay, that I didn’t get,” Tyler muttered.

“And that’s why you’re leaving? You don’t want to be treated to another beat down?”

“No. It’s just….” He rubbed his mouth, sat back up so he didn’t fall out of his chair and slide onto the floor, and shook his head. Tyler was a cavalcade of tics, all raw nerves and fear. “What d’ya want me to say? Okay, yeah, I know somethin’ ain’t right here, okay? I’m goin’ home.”

“Where she knows where to find you.”

That made him pause, chewing his lower lip as he thought about it. “Oh. Shit. But she’s not gonna do anything to me. I mean… that’s just silly.”

“As silly as getting guys to beat you up?” That made Tyler do a slight double take. That hadn’t occurred to him? “Why don’t you crash at a friends’ place for a couple of days? This should blow over by then.”

“What should?”

Holden was forced to shrug. “Whatever the hell this is.” Roan, in his notes, had named Adam’s father as suspicious, and said he didn’t like the hostile vibe he was getting from Abby. Now it made sense: she was looking for Adam, probably on behest of her (their) father. They couldn’t be looking for him for anything good. How would Roan handle this? Better yet, how would he handle this?

Holden supposed he was about to find out.





DYLAN had taken to sketching in the hospital room, mainly because he didn’t feel like watching TV, and reading was something he did for Roan, not himself. Oddly enough, he felt he had stumbled upon something.

Dylan was simply doing pencil sketches, but picking odd subjects: the IV bag and stand, with an off-center window (covered with a retractable metal grate—this was a room for an infected, after all). A stack of books on the floor. The end of the hospital bed. He suddenly realized there was a stark beauty here, a sort of visual loneliness that still had a kind of appeal. Maybe it was just him, but the fact that they were perhaps the most depressing still lifes he’d ever seen made them likable to Dylan. Perhaps this was why he was never going to make a living as an artist. Still, he liked them, they made him feel better, and Dylan got so absorbed in doing it that time passed quickly. He figured Dee would come check in on him again, see his sketchpad, and have him removed by force, but maybe that was for the best.

He was so absorbed in shading the curtains just so that at first, when Dylan heard the noise, he thought it was a car in the parking lot. Except you couldn’t really hear the cars this high up, not well at any rate, and the sound was very close. It was then his mind finally made the connection: not a rumbling car engine, but a low-level growl.

He looked up, startled, to see Roan looking at him. Except it wasn’t Roan.

He hadn’t changed, he was still Human… save for his eyes, which seemed wrong. There was something flat and animalistic about them, devoid of emotion and intelligence. He was growling low, a warning more than anything, but it still made Dylan’s skin crawl. “Roan?” he asked.

There was no response, but there wouldn’t be. Dylan got up slowly, and walked just as slowly to the door, despite his urge to run. Roan had once told him that big cats wanted you to run, so the best strategy was to leave slowly, never turning your back. It seemed logical, but in the heat of the moment, it was hard to ignore the screaming in your own head.

Roan didn’t move a muscle, but his eyes tracked him as he moved, an unseemly hunger in them. At the door, Dylan asked one more time, “Roan?” But there was nothing, no familiarity, no response, just the constant growling.

Dylan shut the door, which closed with the same pneumatic thunk that all reinforced doors seemed to make. He leaned his forehead against it and sighed, not too concerned about what anyone in the hallway was saying to him.

So the lion had woken up, but Roan hadn’t yet. What did that mean? Somehow Dylan thought it couldn’t be anything good.
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Cavity Carousel



DYLAN waited until Doctor Rosenberg showed up before telling anyone what had happened, mainly because he didn’t want anyone busting in with guns blazing. Not that that was likely to happen, but even a small possibility was too much of a possibility.

Once she arrived, Dylan told her, in confidence. For a moment, Rosenberg stared at him over her glasses perched on the end of her nose. “The lion woke up in his body?”

“Yes.”

“How is that possible?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

She huffed a sigh through her nose before rubbing her eyes like she was in pain. “Goddamn that little pisher, he’s always thinking up new ways to complicate my life.” Once she stopped pinching the bridge of her nose, she reset her glasses and walked over to the nearest nurses’ station. Dylan followed, but kept an eye on the door of Roan’s room. Not that he could get out, but Dylan didn’t want anyone accidentally going in.

She picked up the phone, hit a button, and said, “Gonna need you to bust out the cannon and get up to room 25-IU. Make it a high dosage, as this guy has a tolerance.”

As soon as she hung up, he repeated, “Cannon?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “What we call the drug gun. We gotta liven up the place.”

“You don’t need to send a sniper in. Just give me a needle, I could probably get close enough to him to jab him.”

“Seriously? Even though he was growling at you?”

“It was only growling. If it’s the lion, it may not know how to get around in a bipedal body.”

For a moment, her stare was relentless. “And you just came up with that, huh?”

Dylan glared back at her. “I think it would have attacked me otherwise.”

“Based on what?”

“Based on the fact that it’s a lion, and I don’t think it’s interested in playing backgammon with me.”

Rosenberg didn’t seem amused, but this wasn’t a laughing moment. Except Roan would probably say it was; he would say that about everything, therefore he wasn’t a good source of opinion.

Finally she settled for shaking her head. “Kid, you’re not a nurse, you’re not vetted by the hospital, the lawsuit potential is just too huge, setting aside other stuff like reason and common sense. So thanks but no thanks, I’m leavin’ it to my sniper.”

Dylan would have argued with her, but he had no grounds if she was going to take a legal angle. So he let it go, at least for now, although he felt a slight sinking in his stomach when the orderly arrived with the tranquilizer gun propped on his shoulder. He would never get used to people shooting Roan, but maybe that was a good thing.

As the nurse sniper went about putting Roan down, Dylan had to ask Rosenberg, one more time, “What does it mean? Will Roan ever wake up?”

“Kiddo, I really don’t know. But I’m gonna kick his ass if he doesn’t.”

“Get in line,” he sighed. Again, Dylan found himself in the position of wishing he had nothing to do with Roan, and being afraid Roan would have nothing to do with him. Was there any way to win with this man? Would he ever know for sure?

Oh Buddha, why couldn’t he have fallen in love with a less-complicated man?





THERE was no point in putting it off any longer. Using Roan’s records, Holden called up Aunt Abby, and braced himself for the torrent of bitterness. Luckily, he had his camp bitchy attitude locked and loaded. Did she think she could outbitch a gay man? He wanted to hear that.

As soon as she answered—her voice clipped, short, hard edged—he launched into his spiel. “I’m Holden Krause, calling for Roan McKichan, and I’m letting you know we’re terminating our services.”

There was a moment of tense silence before she replied, “What?”

“We’re cashing the check for work done, but our contract is null and void because you lied to us. We’re really not pleased with that.”

Again, another pause, but Holden could sense her growing fury. He was good at spotting fury, he had a lot of experience with it. “Who the hell are you, and what the hell are you implying?”

“I’m an associate investigator, because you are not worth Mr. McKichan’s time anymore. We know Tyler Edwards was impersonating your nephew, and you know where you fucked up? Having him beaten. Too many witnesses. Next time, hire smarter thugs.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Can the bullshit, sister. We know you can’t afford the money you’ve been spending without skimming… or help from your very rich daddy. How much do you want me to divulge here? Because I could get into specifics.” That was partly true. Holden had talked to Randi Kim—Roan’s friend, accountant, and fellow office park denizen—after visiting Roan’s office and finding it cordoned off by crime tape, with a good part of its front charred black. (It was mostly surface damage, though, nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a cosmetic Band-Aid.)

Randi admitted to him, over a quickie nosh at a taco truck down the street, that she had been avoiding Roan since her brother Grant had been arrested. She knew the fact that Grant was still alive and hadn’t been shanked in prison yet was all courtesy of Roan, but she hadn’t quite worked up to seeing him. Roan occasionally left her phone messages, by now never expecting her to call back. Randi felt weird around him now, and couldn’t say why, except she felt guilty, angry at him, and grateful at the same time, and wasn’t sure their friendship could ever go back to where it had been before all of this. When she heard Roan was in the hospital, though, Randi supposed she should make amends. Holden told her that might be a good idea, and in return, she looked up a couple of financial records for him.

Abby’s voice, already cold, took on an even frostier edge. “You’re lying. Financial records are sealed.”

“Yes, unless you know somebody who doesn’t mind breaking the law, and you’d be surprised how few lawful people I know. By the way, if you’re near your computer now, go ahead and look up the Seattle area craigslist, personals section.”

“Are—are you fucking insane?”

“Fine, be that way. Let me read you the ad: Adam Jephson—your father is looking for you in the Seattle area now. Leave as quickly as possible. Just posted that an hour ago. It’ll run for a week, in every section I could post it in. It’ll also be in the Stranger and the Times too. If he saw it right away, he could already be halfway to Vancouver by now. Got any family in Canada?”

“You stupid… I paid you to find him, not send him deeper into hiding!”

“Under false pretenses. That’s not how we do business.”

“You fucking asshole. I’ll sue you!”

“Will you now? Please do. I’d love to see your family drama dragged into open court, ’cause maybe then the truth will come out. But I really wouldn’t go the revenge route on us or Tyler Edwards. Money can buy you a lot, honey, but it can’t buy you protection from the likes of us.” Yeah, the Human lion and the vigilante hooker—she didn’t have a prayer.

Holden then hung up on her, even as he heard her blustering. He’d called her on his trick phone, his Fox phone, one used by his clients only. It was impossible to trace; star 69 would get you nowhere, it didn’t show up on caller ID. He didn’t want anyone having his number who didn’t intend to use it for its specific purpose. No suspicious wives, boyfriends, girlfriends, or coworkers would ever track him down. He prided himself on being impossible.

Holden did wonder what was going on in the Jephson family. Was Vernon Jephson actually looking for his son to harm him? Is that why he’d split? Roan had seemed to imply as much in his notes. It wouldn’t surprise Holden either, as families could fuck with people worse than any maniac stranger ever could. He knew that personally.

Holden changed into slightly more respectable clothes, deciding to pay a visit to Dylan at the hospital, see how Roan was doing, and let him know that whenever Roan woke up, Dylan could tell him the Jephson case was closed. Well, for now. There was no telling if something would come back to haunt them, or if Roan would be inclined to peek under more rocks.

He’d seen in the paper that Lee’s body had finally been found. Holden recalled going back that night, cleaning up the blood. He didn’t need to get rid of the knife or the crossbow (or Lee’s wallet), because they were gone by the time he got back. Funny how that worked. Nobody called the police, no one reported the body, and he wasn’t at all surprised. The paper seemed to assume the body was that of a transient, and Holden wondered if they’d ever discover the truth. They might not bother to look.

Not that Holden read the papers anymore, besides the Stranger. It was just that he had visited a client this morning, and he got the paper in his hotel room. Holden read it while Henry was in the shower. It was really weird, because for a moment, he felt a genuine disconnect between who he was at that moment and who he had been when they went after Lee. Holden could feel the schism inside him, the two different people who shared his skin. It wasn’t a proper split personality, just the roles he decided to play: hooker and vigilante. Which was the real one? Was either of them real? Holden honestly didn’t know. Roan had a reason to be split in two, but he didn’t. He really didn’t like to think about who he actually was, because the very nature of the question was solipsistic and boring, way too close to that narcissistic touchy-feely stuff they peddled on all varieties of daytime talk shows. He was just a person. A weird person, but a person, and to think more about it was to invite trouble.

Holden was shrugging on his jacket when there was a knock at the door. By now, it was becoming a familiar knock.

With a weary sigh, he opened the door on Scott, who immediately held up a green-colored flyer. “Guillermo Del Toro film festival at the Grand,” he said, with no preamble. “Wanna go with me?”

Holden scowled at him, and took the flyer. It listed three films: Cronos, The Devil’s Backbone, and Pan’s Labyrinth. He recognized one of those names. “Spanish horror films? Really?”

“What? I’d go with Grey if he was here, but he’s not. So you wanna go?”

“I’m the backup plan?”

“C’mon, don’t be that way. I hate goin’ to movies alone. Come with me, it’ll be fun. You could probably use your cultural horizons expanded anyways.” Scott gave him a teasing little smile, but Holden wasn’t letting him off that easy.

“Oh, so the suburban jock is telling me I need my horizons expanded.”

“You’re sexy when you’re pissed off.”

Holden glared at him, and tried very hard not to laugh. Scott was just grinning at him like an idiot. “This is six hours plus of movies.”

“I know, it goes all night. There’s nachos and Red Bull on me.”

The joke there was too good to let go. “On you? Where on you exactly?”

That made Scott laugh. It was an open laugh, unself-conscious, and it reminded Holden of why he liked him, beyond him being as sexy as all hell. “We’ll hafta figure that out on the way.” Scott’s clear blue eyes scanned him, looked him up and down, and noticed the clean corduroys, dark red shirt, and classy leather jacket. “You got a date?” He asked without jealousy, just curiosity, which was another thing to like about Scott. Holden didn’t need possessive, didn’t need any hetero-normative bullshit impinging on his job, and Scott, who still kept his options open when it came to women, didn’t want him to infringe on his ability to date either. So they were even.

“I was just going to the hospital to see if Roan has woken up yet. Wanna come with me?”

All humor fled Scott’s expression. “He’s still not awake?”

Holden just shook his head. “Physically he seems to be okay, but… brain surgery, you know? Anything can happen.”

He nodded solemnly in return. “If you think they wouldn’t mind me stopping by, I’ll go.”

“Dylan probably needs all the moral support he can get.”

“From us, it’s immoral support, right?”

“What a horrible joke. Now I’m not sure I wanna be seen in public with you.”

Scott grinned at him again, all charm and teeth. “Bitch, bitch, bitch.”

“You better not be calling me a bitch, bitch,” Holden replied, pulling out his keys. Scott took that as his cue to step back, so he could come out and close the door behind him.

Now what did this mean? This pseudo-relationship he had going with Scott… he didn’t understand it, and he really didn’t want to understand it. It was a bit of fun that was starting to get out of hand, but the worst part of it was it didn’t feel that bad. It was kind of nice to have sex when he wanted to, not because he was paid to do it, and he was kind of surprised that he had any sex drive at all. Holden had been pretty sure he’d completely sublimated his desires to suit his job. Should he be worried that he hadn’t, or should he take it to mean he was as human as anyone else?

Holden loved how the questions never stopped coming. Maybe one of these days, he’d get some answers he liked.
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