
        
            
                
            
        


  For the fans. Thank you.
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  I Don’t Know, Tim, I’m Not The Loudest Guy At The Fuck You Contest


   


   


  THE RINGING of the phone woke Roan up from a really enjoyable dream where he was playing strip chess with Hugh Jackman. Of course, Roan didn’t know how to play chess, but in dreams, anything went.


  He fumbled for the receiver, grabbing it with one slightly numb hand, and shoved it in the rough direction of his face. “Hmm?” Roan had meant to say hello, but that’s not what came out.


  “Roan? Hey bud, sorry if I woke ya.” Scott’s voice came brightly over the line. He sounded disgustingly awake.


  Roan rubbed the sleep from his eyes and hoped a strong shot of caffeine would short-circuit a burgeoning ache nestled deep in his brain. He hated waking up with a headache. “It’s okay, just don’t make it a habit.”


  “I’ll try not to.” Scott paused, and Roan, even sleep groggy, knew Scott was getting weirdly serious. You’d think an in-the-closet bi hockey player would always be serious, but nope. Scott was remarkably good-natured in spite of all that, so when he got serious, some major shit was going on. “I was hoping I could hire you for a rush job. I mean, if you’re busy, I get it. I guess I’m just hoping I can cash in some of my goodwill here.”


  Roan sat up with a groan. Dylan was gone, and that made sense as soon as he remembered it was Wednesday. That was usually when Dylan did some volunteer work for the Buddhist temple. He wasn’t the world’s best Buddhist, but he liked to help people when he could. That bent toward kindness was probably why he was still with Roan. “What’s going on?”


  “A couple of nights ago, I went drinking with a couple of guys on the Falcons, one of who was a friend of mine just traded to the team: Marty Beauchene.”


  “Let me guess, he’s from Slovakia,” Roan said sarcastically.


  Scott made a slightly amused noise. “I know, he couldn’t sound more Canadian if he was wrapped in back bacon and eating poutine. But he’s missing, and I’m worried. He hasn’t been seen since that night.”


  “Hold up. Have you contacted the police?”


  “Yeah. But he’s a twenty-two-year-old man, and they don’t seem really concerned about it. As if he’s on a three-day bender or something.”


  “Is that a possibility?”


  “No. Besides, even if he somehow was on a humongous bender, he’d still answer his phone.”


  Roan felt sufficiently awake now to grab the Monty Python notepad beside the phone and pick up his nude-man pen. (Because of course they had a nude-man pen. Neither of them could remember which tacky friend gave it to them, but it heartened Roan to think that Dylan’s friends could be as tacky as his.) “Do I need to tell you if it’s an open police case, I can’t intervene?”


  “No.”


  Roan clicked the pen, and, upside down, nude man lost his speedo. He was so small it was honestly hard to tell (poor guy). “Okay. So give me the details.”


  Scott didn’t leave much out. Marty had been traded to the Seattle Falcons minor league hockey team from the Fall River Phantoms, and his friends from his junior squad (Scott included) took him out on a celebratory bar crawl. Scott had to bow out at one, leaving Marty with Brian Falchuk (Falcons right wing) and Brad Travers (Falcons center) at the Eight Ball Tavern. From there, Marty, Brad, and Brian went to the Lights Out Club and then split up to go home at closing time. That was supposedly the last time anyone saw Marty, and that was Sunday. Scott had been worried because Marty wasn’t answering his phone but figured he’d talk to him once he turned up for the morning practice skate. That was today. Marty hadn’t showed, and no one could seem to get a hold of him. Scott even called Marty’s girlfriend back home, who confirmed that Marty’s parents and his best friend on the Phantoms hadn’t heard from him either, not since he first arrived in Seattle. Marty was supposed to be staying at the assistant coach’s house (Cal MacKenzie) until he found his own digs, but he hadn’t been there since he first arrived to drop off his bags.


  “His bags,” Roan repeated. “Does that also mean his passport?”


  Scott paused and took a breath. “Uh… I assume so. It isn’t normal for any of us to carry ’em around. You ever notice how immigration officers never speak to white guys, even if we use extra u’s?”


  “Yeah, funny how that works, isn’t it? It’s nice to know Canadians aren’t so nice that they won’t exploit a double standard.”


  “That’s the horrible secret of us Canadians. We’re not really all that nice. I mean, come on, we love hockey. We’re just more passive-aggressive than aggressive. Except for most of us hockey players.”


  “And the French-Canadians,” Roan said, writing “passport” on the notepad and adding a question mark after it.


  “Ooh, those guys are fucking nuts. I don’t know where you Americans got the idea the French are all a bunch of wussies, ’cause every French-Canadian I know would happily rip your heart out of your chest and eat it in front of you before you died.”


  “So Tank, then.”


  “He is a prime example of why you don’t piss off the French-Canadians.”


  Now that he had Scott nice and relaxed, talking about a mutual friend, he decided to move in with the harder questions. “Was Marty upset about the trade? Or anything in particular?”


  “No. He seemed happy about the trade ’cause he got to play with us again, and Cal’s a friend of his uncle, so he said it was like reconnecting with a distant family member. Things seemed to be good between him and Jaycie, even though she was worried about the whole long distance thing.”


  “Jaycie? The girlfriend?”


  “Yeah, back in Fall River.”


  Was it Jaycie, J.C., or something with two a’s and a silent q, like most names these days? Roan wasn’t sure, so he just wrote it down as initials for now. His bladder had hit critical mass, so he said, “Wait a sec, I’ll be back in a minute.”


  “Sure.”


  Roan left the receiver on the nightstand as he went and took a piss, then had a look at himself in the mirror over the sink. He looked rough today. He wished he’d done something to deserve it, got super wasted or something, but nope, he was just getting older, and everything was weighing on him harder. As The Tick said so memorably, “Gravity is a harsh mistress.” He should probably make that his next tattoo. It never stopped being true.


  When he returned to the bed, he just wanted to lie down and pull the covers over his head, but he knew he couldn’t. Not only did he have a potential case now, but he literally had Scott on the line. He sighed before he picked up the receiver again. “Why did you call me?”


  Scott scoffed. “Did you have some kinda amnesia attack?”


  “No, Scott, but you’re worried the cops won’t find him in time, so you’re calling in the cavalry. Why? What are you worried about him for?”


  Scott exhaled like Roan had sucker-punched him over the phone. “You weren’t even fully awake, man. How the fuck do you do that?”


  “It’s why I’m paid the big bucks. So what aren’t you telling me, Scott?”


  From the sound of it, Scott took a drink of something, and that made Roan realize he was thirsty.


  “Marty… had these moods,” Scott said.


  “Uh-huh. Go on.”


  “He… he got a concussion last year, and it made his depression worse. For a while there it looked like he’d never play again, and then he got cleared, and I thought his moods would go away. But they didn’t. They just grew more sporadic.”


  “You keep using moods, but that’s vague and could stand for a lot of things. So what are we talking about here? Rages? Depression?”


  “Depression. Some rage, but mostly that was confined to the ice. He could get in this really dark headspace, and it could come on suddenly, like some weird-ass mood swing. I mean, he seemed like he was in a good place Saturday, and lord knows he was hammered, but… who knows? I was kinda hoping Cal was right and he’d scored, but when he didn’t make it to the skate….”


  “Did you mention this to the police?”


  The long pause before he answered the question actually told Roan all he needed to know. “No. I was afraid this would make them even more unconcerned with looking for him. I mean, logically I know he’s a hockey player, and he can take care of himself, but he was hammered.”


  “And being a hockey player doesn’t guarantee you win a fight. If that were true, all hockey fights would be ties.”


  “Yeah, you got me there.”


  Roan knew Scott would probably hate him for asking this, but he had to. Besides, Scott had such a crush on him, he’d probably forgive him in a few minutes. “Was he ever suicidal?”


  “No! No fucking way! I mean, yeah, he got down, but not like that.”


  “Okay. But as a depressive myself, I’d be lying if I said I never had suicidal thoughts.”


  “Wow, you? I’d never have imagined that. You’re such a kick-ass guy.”


  That made Roan smile. Sometimes Scott’s blind affection for him was quite the ego boost. “Yeah, well, a depressive is a depressive, kick-ass or not. If you’re worried about him, you must think it’s crossed his mind.”


  Another long pause before Scott responded. “He’s never said anything like that to me. But he can get so down, I wonder.”


  “And you know how head injuries are.”


  “Yeah. I got over my concussion okay, but it was different for him. He had a lot more side effects and lingering symptoms.”


  Concussions, no matter how “mild” they were, were head injuries, and they could have a huge impact on a person’s physical and mental state. Scott was reasonably lucky with his, as far as anyone knew, but that wasn’t everybody’s experience. Marty’s concussion could have fundamentally changed him in a lot of ways. Scott probably knew that better than Roan did, what with all the concussion problems the NHL was having.


  “Can you do me a favor and e-mail me Marty’s picture, and the numbers for Jaycie, Brian, and Brad? You should also send it to Holden, and call Brad, Jaycie, and Brian, warn them I might be calling. I don’t want them to think I’m a journo or a prank.”


  “Journo? Holy shit, we’ve been watching a lot of British television, haven’t we?”


  “Is it my fault they’re pretty much the only ones doing detective shows anymore? I don’t truck with that CSI bullshit.”


  “I’m kind of surprised you truck with TV detectives.”


  “Eh, I got addicted as a kid. Never shook it.” It was just one of his many addictions, but he decided not to mention that. Scott probably guessed it anyway.


  As soon as he hung up, Roan went downstairs and grabbed a bottle of overly sweetened coffee from the fridge, along with leftover pizza, and he had some of each before washing down some Percocets and finding his laptop.


  The Eight Ball was the kind of dreadful bar he avoided at all costs. Not a dive bar, but a hipster version of a dive bar, where everything was designed to evoke an ironic picture. Everything from the peanut shells on the floor, the Tom Waits on the jukebox, and the Rainier beer neon sign behind the bar were calculated bits of “designer dive,” while the microbrews actually served on-site ran up into the double digits, and Roan had a knee-jerk loathing for such cynical things. Especially since there was a genuine dive bar not five miles away, Sully’s, where you could buy meth, stolen guns, or a blowjob in the bathroom, and could very possibly end up in a knife fight with a guy who had three teeth and smelled like a mix of canned tamales and nail polish remover. Not that he was speaking from experience…. Okay, he was. He got into way too much detail with the knife guy to deny that, but at least he’d been called to the bar as a cop. He didn’t hang around at Sully’s and pick fights with sketchy people, although there were days when that kind of sounded like fun.


  Once the caffeine, sugar, and painkillers hit him like a triple wave of force and comfort, he called Holden. “Bruce, I thought you’d forgotten it was ‘Buy Your Sidekick a Porsche’ day,” Holden said, answering his phone.


  He sounded way too perky for so early. “You’ve been waiting to use that for a while, haven’t you?” Roan asked.


  “Every time I think of a good one, I write it on a pad by the phone. So I’m always locked and loaded.”


  There was a 50/50 chance this was true. Roan could feel a little nagging throb in his brain, but the Percocets made it easier to ignore. “Check your e-mail. Your maybe boyfriend has hired us for a job.”


  “You’re kidding.” Roan sipped his cold caffeine-and-sugar bomb and waited for Holden to check. (Holden still had yet to get the more serious, businesslike e-mail Roan had been suggesting he get. For the moment, his main e-mail address was still ivehadyourdad2 @gmail.com.) “Holy shit, you’re not kidding.”


  “He ever mention Marty to you?”


  Holden continued to pretend Scott wasn’t his boyfriend, even though he very clearly was. Roan had caught Scott’s scent at Holden’s place way too often for him to be a casual fuck buddy, but just the idea of a boyfriend seemed to give Holden the heebie-jeebies. “Well, I knew he was going out drinking with him. But when Scott starts talking about hockey stuff, I have a tendency to zone out. I ain’t sleeping with him because he’s a thrilling conversationalist.”


  Stuff like this, where Holden brushed Scott off, convinced Roan all the more that Holden had feelings for Scott. It was really bizarre because he hadn’t been sure Holden was capable of them. “Has he mentioned him since he went out drinking with him?”


  “I think so. The name sounds familiar. Why didn’t he just come to me with this? Why bother you?”


  “Maybe he did ask you, but you tuned him out.”


  “Funny,” Holden said, his voice all edges. “So are we splitting this up, or what?”


  “I figure I’ll take on the primary witnesses—Brad, Brian, Jaycie—and you can check out Eight Ball and Lights Out, see if anyone saw or heard something unusual with our drinking buddies.”


  “Lights Out?” Holden chuckled in a way that suggested a private joke. “Wow, I haven’t seen that place in ages.”


  “You’ve been there? I’ve never even heard of it.”


  “Yeah, I’m not surprised. It’s this het club that only serves a certain type of clientele. Imagine a gathering place for status-obsessed fraternity and sorority hos; now add karaoke.”


  Roan winced. “Oh fuck, even I don’t believe the universe could be that cruel.”


  “Trust me, it is.”


  “Why were you there? You don’t exactly fall into either group.”


  “A client paid me to meet him there. It was always a fantasy of his to pick up a straight guy, so I pretended to be one so he could seduce me.”


  “Ick.”


  “You asked.”


  “That is way too nauseating a story for so early in the day.”


  Holden scoffed. “Early in the day? It’s like eleven, man. When did you get to bed?”


  Roan had to think about it. That was never a good sign. “Fourish.”


  He clicked his tongue. “If the virus doesn’t kill you, your lifestyle will.”


  “I can say the same to you, can’t I?” Roan fired back.


  Holden chuckled. He liked a challenge. People who didn’t fight back in some way bored him. Which was probably part of the reason he was indecisive about his relationship with Scott, so the drama would keep things interesting. “I don’t have a virus, but otherwise, yeah. That’s why we get along so well.” He sighed, which was as good a segue as any. “So you will be interviewing his friends, and I will be asking bartenders if they remember these random drunk guys from Saturday night?”


  “Yep. But if Scott was with them, you can strike random. Just show his photo. People generally remember the stupidly handsome.”


  Holden grunted an acknowledgement. “You’d think his scars would’ve uglied him up, but nope. I swear, that bastard gets ’em just to rub in how cute he is.”


  “It’s a talent.” It was too, and it was exclusive to handsome men. They just seemed to get handsomer, even though it seemed to violate most laws of physics. Of course, eventually time got its revenge, but it took a long while. “Even if you don’t find anything, check with me by three, okay?”


  “Got it, Batman.”


  “Don’t make me call you Robin.”


  “Ciao, bello,” Holden replied, with a mock kissing noise. He hung up before Roan could threaten to put him in elf shoes. Which was a shame, because Roan loved doing that.


  As soon as the pills had sunk in, blurring the edges of the pain, Roan got going, taking a quick shower and getting dressed before cramming a croissant down his gullet and taking his motorcycle out to Cal’s place.


  Cal’s place was a nice split-level in a nice quasi-suburban neighborhood on the fringes of Seattle, pale blue with white trim, a postage stamp of well-tended lawn with a couple of children’s toys near the front walk. From the scent alone, he knew a man, woman, and young child lived here, as well as a small dog and a cat. The dog had started barking up a storm as soon as Roan arrived, but Roan snarled at him, and he shut up. He hadn’t seen the cat, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t around. The thing about cats and him was that sometimes cats really liked him, sometimes they were terrified of him, and sometimes they ignored him. Dogs would challenge him until they were convinced they would lose the battle. How cats reacted depended very much on their personalities. As a big cat himself—kind of—he sort of hated the stereotypical nature of it, but there was no help for it.


  Cal was home, while his wife and daughter were away, and he let Roan in and showed him to what would have been Marty’s room, had he ever really stayed in it. Cal acted like he knew him, and Roan could only identify him as one of the behind-the-bench guys he saw at Falcons games. He’d probably met him before, but not often enough or in enough depth to actually know him. But Cal was Canadian, and therefore friendly, although surely there were rude Canadians too. Cal just wasn’t one of them.


  Roan felt like a voyeur going through Marty’s things, but right now he had little to go on, and the best way to know a person was to go through what they thought was important. As it was, Marty had brought mainly clothes and hockey equipment, although he also had an iPod full of bands Roan had never heard of (something that someone could sling at him, come to think of it). Roan wondered why he didn’t have a laptop or a tablet, then remembered he could have been a smartphone user who simply used his phone for web surfing and other things. And most likely he had that phone with him, wherever he was.


  Still, Roan had been hoping to get some sense of Marty as a person from his things. But he didn’t. All he could say was he didn’t like bright colors or pastels (most of his clothes were in a variety of earth tones), and if you had asked for a generic wardrobe, he could fill your requirements. Roan only found two things of genuine interest: an unused bottle of the antidepressant Valanyne, and a small baggie of assorted pain pills (no bottle) shoved in a side pocket of his suitcase.


  He talked to Cal about Marty, but Cal hadn’t known him that well either. He could only tell Roan stories he’d heard about Marty from his juniors days, as well as a few random scraps of things he’d picked up from Fall River. Apparently Marty was known for his hard-drinking ways and had been fined for it after one of his binges led to him showing up hungover and a mess at a morning skate. But that was three years ago, and he’d straightened up since then. According to Cal, hockey and hard drinking went hand in hand, especially in the olden days, but now the game was faster and harder, and so were the players. While coaches might have looked the other way for drunk or hungover players in the ’70s and ’80s, they didn’t really do that anymore. There was too much at stake, and the players knew they basically had only one shot at the big time, and they didn’t want to blow it. Marty, like most of the hard-living players Cal knew, saved the partying until they had a day off. Also, as far as he knew, Marty wasn’t on any prescription medication.


  Roan sat on his Buell outside, a light smattering of drizzle just starting to fall, but he didn’t bother to put on his helmet, not right away. Everything he’d seen in Marty’s room—or, more correctly, everything he hadn’t seen—screamed depression to Roan. Of course, the discovery of a prescription for Valanyne was the “no duh” nail in that coffin, but Marty’s wardrobe was just one big palette of despair. He didn’t expect him to be Tank, with cartoon underwear and French language T-shirts, or Scott with his strange combination of fashion model and Canadian grunge, but there should have been something that harkened to his personality. Roan’s meager impression of Marty was that of a colorless man, one with no personality to speak of. A man who was possibly too depressed to show any personality at all.


  Roan decided to retrace Marty’s last known steps and see where that took him. Maybe he’d get lucky for once.
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  Use Your Delusion


   


   


  GODDAMN IT, the life of a private detective was super glamorous. Holden was constantly bowled over by how fucking classy it was. He also knew why Roan had dispatched him to the Eight Ball as soon as it opened its doors. Was there anything tackier than a faux dive?


  Oh, and the hipsters. The guy behind the bar right now—serving panini! No fucking dive bar served panini!—could have been a member of Mumford and Sons, or some other goddamn twee band like that, as he had a bushy beard and a fussy moustache, and while he was probably in his midtwenties, all the facial hair made him look like he could have been skirting forty. And he was as thin as a rail, in a neoanorexic way that made Holden angry. He had known genuinely starving people in his life, people who looked like that because they never got enough to eat, not because that seemed to be hip in certain circles. Then again, he was a bartender as well as a hipster. Maybe he was genuinely starving.


  Cody (of course his name was Cody) wasn’t the bartender on duty Sunday night, but he knew who was. Noah (of course he was named Noah) lived within walking distance, so Cody called him and asked him to come by.


  Holden surprised himself by being hungry, so he ordered some kind of specialty ale (fucking horrible) and a plate of fries (frozen, adequate) and ate them while waiting for Noah to appear.


  Holden made a bet with himself that Noah would look like a variation of Cody, and he wasn’t disappointed. Noah had a fussy moustache and a slightly less bushy beard, as well as sculpted sideburns that made him look like a total asshole.


  Just as an experiment, he described the hockey players to Noah, but he didn’t remember them. Holden then showed him Scott’s picture, and miraculously, he did remember them. Turned out that not only was Scott cute, but he was a generous tipper, leaving a twenty dollar bill for the drinks. (Yes, that figured. Holden had seen him drop a couple of twenties at a diner too. He was big on generosity. Either that, or he couldn’t be bothered to actually do the math on a proper tip.)


  Noah remembered they drank a lot of beers, although one guy seemed to have a fondness for old-fashioneds. He couldn’t remember which one, but not Scott. From all the alcohol they’d had, he figured they were loaded, but they were well behaved, and he didn’t really notice when they left, but he thought it was around one. That corroborated Scott’s story.


  The problem was the Lights Out Club wasn’t officially open for a couple of hours yet, so Holden left for the nearest coffee shop, sat down at an outdoor table under the measly coverage of its umbrella, and called Roan. It took almost a dozen rings before he answered. “Please tell me you’ve discovered something interesting,” Holden said.


  Roan sighed heavily, and that sound alone made Holden sit up straighter. Had he found something? He wasn’t actually expecting anything this soon. “How close was Scott to Marty? I mean, is he friends with him in that Scott way, or was he genuinely close to him?”


  “In the Scott way” was easy to parse. Scott was friendly to everyone, although he wasn’t close to everyone. Being a closet bi made him picky about who to bring close and who to keep on the outside looking in, without knowing they were on the outside in the first place. Unlike Roan, who kept up a hard shell to keep people at bay, Scott made everyone feel welcome, so you had no idea you weren’t his best friend. Maybe it was a Canadian thing, or maybe it was a good-childhood thing. Holden wasn’t sure which since neither applied to him. “Acquaintance. I don’t think he’s that close to him. Why? Bad news?”


  “Not yet. But I’m getting a bad feeling.”


  “Dare I ask how bad?”


  “Not yet. Why are you calling? Did you find something?”


  “No. The club isn’t open yet, and all I discovered is Scott is a good tipper, which I already knew.” The fact that Roan wasn’t telling him what his hunch was, was indeed bad. You couldn’t count on most people’s guesses, especially when you had next to nothing to go on, but it seemed to be one of Roan’s more obscure and hard to explain superpowers. He could make logical leaps that would bizarrely pay off. Some kind of feline sixth sense at work, or was Roan just that good? Even after all this time, Holden couldn’t say for sure. “I was hoping you had something else for me to do while I waited for Lights Out to open up.”


  “Well, you could google whether you should drink and pop pain pills on antidepressants, but I already know the answer.”


  “Marty was on antidepressants?”


  “He was supposed to be, or at least he had a prescription for it. But the bottle was full, so he’d never taken any. At least not out of that bottle.”


  “And the pain pills?”


  “As far as I could tell, not prescription, and hidden. My guess is he was taking those.”


  Holden idly stirred his overpriced coffee. “According to Scott, a lot of guys in hockey pop painkillers. It’s not talked about, and it’s technically against the rules, but he could name me guys who couldn’t function on the ice unless they were numbed up first.”


  “I know the feeling,” Roan admitted and sighed. Holden almost made a joke but refrained. What was there to say? Besides, Holden already knew he couldn’t imagine the pain Roan experienced. Sometimes he couldn’t move because he was in so much pain after a partial shift; sometimes he could barely talk, as if that took too much out of him. He deserved every handful of Vicodin he washed down with his morning coffee. Holden figured if he were Roan, he’d be injecting opium straight into his eyeball. “Booze and pills is a bad combo normally. Even worse if you’re depressive.”


  “Scott just said he was moody,” Holden pointed out.


  “Yeah, but the few threads I’ve been able to piece together about Marty… I’m thinking he was wrestling with depression, and it’s possible he never told his friends.”


  “Yeah, that macho jock bullshit,” Holden agreed, rolling his eyes. He felt intimately connected with it since he used to be that kind of macho jock asshole in high school. Not that he admitted that to many people, but Scott knew, and Roan had probably guessed it a long time ago. Holden sipped his coffee, trying to determine if the amount of caffeine could be divided by price per ounce, when the other shoe suddenly dropped. “Oh shit. You’re not thinking he may be missing on purpose, are you?”


  Roan hesitated briefly before responding, and Holden knew he was trying to determine how much he should say. He didn’t know if he should be offended or not. “I don’t really have enough information to say.”


  “Don’t play coy with me. Are you thinking he ran off, or something worse?”


  “I’m starting to think that this might be a case of either/or.”


  Holden loved how Roan could be cryptic even while seemingly explaining something. It was like irritating other people was just ingrained in Roan, like it was some kind of genetic dysfunction. “Either he ran away, or….”


  “He committed suicide.”


  Holden exhaled sharply. Yeah, he should have figured Roan was going that way. “He got out of Fall River. There was a chance the Falcons were a stepping stone to the NHL, which is what he wanted. Why would he run away or commit suicide?”


  “You’re thinking rationally, Holden. If he was depressed, or if his head injury had any influence over him, you can’t make rationalizations. They don’t fit.”


  “I know, but still….” He trailed off, mainly because he didn’t know what he wanted to say. That Roan was jumping to conclusions? He was a detective; he was paid to do that, and he did it better than most. Was it because speculation like this might upset Scott? Why the fuck did he care if Scott was upset? Life sucked, and it was hard to believe any grown man needed to be reminded of that.


  “I’m not telling Scott any of this, not until I find something more tangible.”


  It annoyed Holden that Roan guessed that was what was bothering him because most likely he was right. “I don’t care if you tell Scott or not,” he snapped, belatedly realizing his anger was a giveaway. Oh, fuck it. There was no help for it now anyway. “It’s just that I’m not sure I’m ready to buy this. Something could have happened to him, Roan. A guy wasted on booze and pills would be pretty vulnerable.”


  “That’s true. Which is probably why I’m outside the Lights Out right now, trying to guess where I’d go if I was Marty.” Roan sighed again. “I guess I’ll talk to Brian and Brad, see if they remember what cab company they used to get home.”


  Holden snorted. “Good luck. Wasted guys with good memories?”


  “I know, it’s a pipe dream. But maybe they’re truly dedicated drinkers who never forget a thing even when drunk.”


  “And maybe you’ll sprout wings and fly to their homes so you don’t have to deal with traffic anymore.”


  Roan treated him to his disappointed sigh. Holden heard it enough it was almost like an old friend. “You can’t even let me have this for a minute, can you?”


  “You know I’m a depressing shot of realism,” Holden reminded him. “It’s one of the reasons you hired me.”


  “Is it?” Roan replied. Holden chuckled at his tone.


  If asked to explain why they worked as a duo, Holden couldn’t say. They were bad on paper, and they probably didn’t seem much better in person. But as a weirdo superhero team, they were pretty damn good. Holden was just glad he never had to try and explain why to anybody.
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  Last War


   


   


  AS ROAN feared, the interviews with Brad and Brian were a bust. They couldn’t remember much about the night in question at all and weren’t even sure they’d been to the Lights Out Club, even though Scott confirmed they’d gone there after he left them. That was the great thing about interviewing drunk witnesses—you might as well interview a cat. That was how helpful they were.


  While trying to determine which cab company they used (Brian said the cabs were “yellow,” which narrowed it down… well, no, it kicked one company out. The rest were possibilities), Roan suddenly realized something. He called Cal and discovered that Marty had talked about getting a rental car. Cal wasn’t sure if he’d rented one or not before heading out on the drinking tour.


  Roan had situated himself at a café table in one of the lone remaining Barnes & Nobles around because he felt like a complete ass making phone calls on the side of the road. Besides, it was drizzling enough to annoy him.


  He was glad now, because he had to make a plea to Kevin Robinson, call in one his favors, to get him to see if the cops knew if Marty had rented a car and where. He had time to order and consume a tea and realize with a sort of jolt that the young barista—he couldn’t have been a day over twenty-two—was flirting with him. Roan wondered if he was a silver queen, into older guys, or if he liked Roan’s ink. (Not much of it was on display, thanks to his jacket, but he was wearing his too-large Russian Circles T-shirt, and the neck opening dipped down, showing a little of the tattoos on his chest.) The kid was sporting some impressive ink himself, along with a nose stud and pink and green chalk smears in his toffee-colored hair. He was kind of cute, almost Roan’s type, except far too young. Even if he wasn’t a married man, he’d have passed him by. The idea of a really young lover was probably appealing to some, most, but to Roan that just spelled drama with a capital D, and he was too old for that shit.


  Finally Kevin called him back before Roan decided to leave and avoid any more flirting. (It started out subtle but over time had grown increasingly overt, until it was just too weird for Roan to continually ignore.) Marty had rented a car, a silver Chrysler 200 two-door, license plate AZD-2314, and the rental company said it was still out. Sadly it was one of the few in their fleet that didn’t have a built-in GPS or LoJack, so it couldn’t be tracked. Somehow that figured, and it also pissed Roan off, because he was sure all rental companies did that now. Apparently not. Anything to make the job harder.


  He didn’t have much choice in the matter. Since the Lights Out still wouldn’t be open for a couple of hours, Roan decided to drive around and look for a needle in the haystack. And all this was assuming Marty hadn’t just road tripped it back to Canada.


  A silver Chrysler? Even with a license plate number, it was a joke. Silver seemed to be the most common color he encountered nowadays, and while Chryslers were hardly the “it” car, they followed the same basic shapes of everyone else’s sedans. There were only a couple of things Roan thought might work in his favor.


  First of all, parking. As in most major cities, it was at a premium. Hard to find, even harder to keep. If the car was still parked in the same place, it couldn’t be on the street or in most parking garages because it would have been towed by now. The fact that it wasn’t stewing in an impound lot meant it was out there somewhere where no one would notice and/or care a car had been parked for a while. That narrowed it down a great deal. Private house? Public parking lot that wasn’t regularly patrolled? The woods?


  Not that Seattle was known for its woods. But there were parks. Still, most of those lots were patrolled. Most… oh holy shit. Could it be that easy?


  Roan took a drive out to Lorenze Park. It was a tiny place, basically only a rest stop, playground, jogging path, and picnic area, all gone terribly to seed. Lack of funding and the decline of the surrounding neighborhoods had turned it into a good place to buy drugs or have a restroom quickie. (You could find both prostitutes and sad closet cases here. Also maybe a killer who had, to Roan’s knowledge, never been caught.) He knew there were occasional outcries to fix it up or simply pave it over, but there was some kind of difficulty holding everything up. If Marty wanted to pick up some stronger painkillers, it was possible someone told him to go to Lorenze. In theory, it was safer than using a random street dealer, if only because cops didn’t usually stake this area out.


  There were a few cars parked in the park’s rutted lot, most of those cars so jammed full with stuff you knew people were living in them. Roan almost missed it, as it was parked somewhat illegally (but who was going to rat on them here…?) under the shade of a spreading old oak tree, its branches weighed down heavily with rain. It was a silver Chrysler 200, with the license plate AZD-2314.


  Scott had given him Marty’s phone number, so he called it but didn’t hear any ringing from the car. Was his phone off, out of juice, or simply not in there? The problem was, while he’d found the car, that didn’t mean the person was still with it. Roan walked up to the car and was within five feet of it when an unmistakable scent hit his nose: death.


  It could have been an animal. Admittedly, what passed for wildlife in the park was raccoons, squirrels, possums, mice, and the occasional feral dog or cat, but when they died there was no one here to clean them up except animals that were willing to scavenge from corpses. But it wasn’t an animal scent he was picking up.


  Roan had to wipe rain from the passenger-side window before he could see a shape in the driver’s seat, reclined as if the person was sleeping. Roan knocked on the window, and once there was no response, he tried the door. It was locked—Marty had remembered to lock the doors—so Roan forced a partial shift, enough to enable him to break the handle, and he heard the lock snap internally as he flung the door open.


  The smell of death and decay hit him like a hammer blow, and his partial shift made it worse because bringing the lion out even for a brief peek heightened his already inhuman sense of smell. He backed off for a second, coughing and gagging, the croissant threatening to come back up with a burn of acid.


  Roan popped a strong peppermint, which was a further assault against his sinuses, but it still covered up the scent enough to allow him to take a look inside the Chrysler.


  Marty was lying on the driver’s seat, his coat over him like a blanket, an empty bottle of beer on the passenger’s seat. He hadn’t suffered any homicidal violence, or any violence at all. Roan couldn’t smell blood or fear mixed with the rot—he was simply dead. Almost all the alcohol had decayed, but there was still a trace of it around him.


  There was no note, no hint that this was suicide. It could very well have been what coroners generally tagged as a “death by misadventure”—accidental overdose or an accidental mixing of pills and booze that led to death. That happened quite a bit. People built up a tolerance and then overestimated what they could safely handle. Roan knew one day he could make the same stupid mistake and might have been dead from it already if he hadn’t had a superhuman tolerance for drugs. Roan studied the face. Even though death did things to a body, especially after a couple of days, he was able to make out enough to visually ID it as Marty.


  He walked upwind of the car before calling Kevin back and telling him to have dispatch send out a meat wagon, as well as a beat cop, because he’d found their missing man. Kevin was somewhat impressed he’d found him so quickly but was sorry he was dead. So was Roan.


  And once that was done, he made the call he had been dreading. “Lights Out still isn’t open,” Holden said, as soon as he answered his phone.


  “Uh, yeah, you can probably cancel that.”


  Holden groaned. “Don’t tell me another one of your goddamned hunches panned out.”


  “Kind of. I found Marty at Lorenze Park.”


  “Loser Park? Oh shit! Was he buying?”


  Loser Park was the easy-to-grasp street name for the park. “I don’t know. I assume someone pointed him here to do just that. But I can’t tell you if he did or he didn’t.”


  “Shit. Is he dead?”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry.”


  “Fuck,” Holden said, with a surprising amount of disappointment. “What happened? He didn’t actually kill himself, did he?”


  “There’s no overt sign of that. Right now it looks accidental. He got too loaded, went to sleep, and most likely choked to death on his own vomit.”


  “Fuck me,” Holden said. “No, wait, fuck you. How do you always do this?”


  “Stumble over corpses? I don’t know. It’s a very dubious gift. Where is Scott now?”


  “I have no idea. I can text him and find out.”


  “Do. And go tell him. I think it’s better he finds this out from a friendly face than some cop randomly assigned the job.”


  Holden sighed heavily. “And you can’t do it why?”


  “Because I have to stay here and give my official report. You know the drill.” Which was perfectly true, but also, he knew Holden was dating Scott, no matter how much he denied dating anyone. And right now, Scott probably needed a shoulder to cry on.


  He could be as macho and cynical as he liked, but he didn’t see Holden turning Scott away, not when Scott needed him.


  4


  To The Forest, Toward The Sea


   


   


  SCOTT WAS working on getting a “summer home” in Seattle. Why wasn’t clear, especially since Vancouver had a similar climate and a generally similar vibe, only Canadian, which in Holden’s mind meant kinder. Maybe that wasn’t true; he really hadn’t been over the border much in spite of its proximity. But still, Scott was working on it, and while he was, he was staying at a decent hotel uptown.


  Holden had lied to Roan about not knowing where Scott was. Did Roan know that? Probably. As his quick discovery of Marty proved, he often knew more than you thought he did. He just let these things ride because why lord his superiority over anyone? Unless he needed to lion out and kick some ass, but that was different.


  In the elevator riding up to the fifth floor, Holden tried to guess how often he’d been in this particular hotel. It wasn’t a favorite among his clients, so not a lot. Maybe four times? It was always a weird novelty to visit a hotel not as a prostitute. He wondered if he’d ever get used to it. It was easier to think about that than what he was going to say to Scott.


  He knocked on Scott’s door, trying to compose a script in his head. He really wished Roan had done this; he had training in breaking bad news to people. Holden was simply accustomed to being the bad news.


  Scott opened the door wearing nothing but sweatpants, his hair wet—probably from taking a shower—his chest bared in all its muscular glory. For while his face was cute, his body was molten hot, and just the sight of his naked torso made what Holden planned to say empty out of his head. If his hockey career hadn’t panned out, he could have been a five-thousand-dollar-an-hour escort so easily.


  “Hey, Den, didn’t know you were coming over,” Scott said with a charmingly goofy, stoned half smile. But the expression faded as Scott studied his face. “Oh shit. Is this about Marty?”


  Holden nodded and stepped inside. Scott backed up from the door, immediately looking stricken. He must have guessed Holden showing up at his doorstep wasn’t a good sign. As soon as he shut the door, Holden decided to just lay it all out on the table. “Roan found him in Loser—Lorenze—Park. I’m sorry, but he’s dead. Roan said it looks like he accidentally OD’d.”


  Scott sat down on the edge of his unmade bed, his shoulders slumping like he was wearing a cloak made of iron. “Son of a bitch. I knew he could drink a little too much, but… fuck.” He wiped an errant tear from his eye with the back of his hand.


  Holden sat beside him and put an arm around his shoulders. He did feel bad for Scott, even if Holden was strangely inured to death. Logically he knew why people got upset, and he could sympathize, but he’d seen too many horrible things, had known too many people who died unremarked upon by the world at large, for it to really touch him anymore. “I’m sorry, Scott.”


  Scott sagged against him, trying to blink back tears. “I think I kinda knew, you know? He wasn’t answering his phone, he didn’t show up at Cal’s…. It was too much. He could be a screwup, but not to that degree. And if the cops hadn’t found him by now….”


  “Yeah, there were no good signs.” Holden hugged Scott to him and kissed the top of his head. He did feel for the kid, enough that it bothered him. He was Fox, goddamn it. He was supposed to honestly care about no one but himself. Where had he gone wrong?


  Holden decided to worry about it later. Right now, comforting Scott was the most important thing. He could lament losing his cool later.


  Damn it. If he started to turn into a softie like Roan, he was going to kill himself.


   


   


  BY THE time Dylan came home, Roan felt he was halfway done cooking the soup. If it was soup. Maybe it was more like a stew. Since his game plan was simply to throw many leftovers and a few fresh vegetables in a pot, the name of the dish was up for grabs. He was waiting to see what it most looked like.


  “Hey, hon,” Dylan said. Once he hung up his coat, he came over to the kitchen. “Is it your turn to make dinner?”


  “I dunno. I just figured what the hell.” Also, he felt like doing something that didn’t necessarily have a bad ending, as the search for Marty had. When you started a search for a missing person, the second worst outcome was finding a body. The absolute worst was never finding anything at all. He had to remind himself of that, if only so he didn’t feel so bad.


  Dylan nodded as he came up beside him, peering in at what he was cooking. “Smells good. What is it exactly?”


  “‘Stuff in a pot’ sounds really unappetizing, doesn’t it?”


  Dylan chuckled. “Yes, but I expect nothing less from you. Naming things isn’t your strong suit.”


  “Hey. I, and the blender I named Bender, object to that.”


  Dylan gave him a kiss on the forehead. “Good thing you’re cute.” Dyl slid an arm around his waist, and Roan leaned against him, grateful for the contact. Dyl smelled faintly of oil paint and sandalwood. It smelled nice on him. He must have noticed Roan was kind of down because he asked, “You okay?”


  Roan really didn’t feel like talking about it right now, so he decided to keep it vague. “Yeah, just a bad day. Was yours any better?”


  He shrugged. “I’m about halfway done with that mural I’m painting in the temple’s foyer. I’m pretty happy with it.”


  “Temples have foyers?”


  “This one does. Should I get some bowls out?”


  Roan picked up the pepper grinder as Dylan moved for the cupboards. “Sure, although I’m not sure if it’s done or overdone. Or even done enough.”


  “What have I said about cooking, Ro?”


  “A chimp could do it?”


  “Try again.” Dylan placed a couple of mismatched bowls on the counter before going to the fridge for some wine. Roan knew he’d met the right man when Dylan seemed not to care that none of their dishes matched. The fact that some people actually cared about this kind of trivial shit still boggled his mind.


  “Have an end goal in mind?” Roan added a few grinds of pepper to the pot and figured good enough. When he inhaled the steam, it stung his nostrils, which meant it had been seasoned as much as possible before it went over into terrible territory. He didn’t know how people with average senses of smell managed it.


  “There you go.” Dyl put the bottle of wine on the counter beside the dishes. He patted Roan on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go wash up? I’ll serve.”


  “Thanks.” Not for the first time, Roan realized how lucky he was. Not only did he have a thoughtful husband, he had one who would never let him overdose, even if he wanted to. And if he ever tried to have a weekend-long bender, Dyl’d toss his ass into rehab.


  Really, he couldn’t ask for more.
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