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To my readers, who are the greatest in the world.

And to everyone else that has supported me along the way.
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Author’s Note

 

The chapter titles are song titles. So if there are misspellings, blame the bands and not my editors. They’re blameless.

 







1
This Boy

 

THINGS
could be weirder, but Holden was kind of glad they weren’t because he thought his head might explode.

When he arrived at the hospital with Scott, they found Dylan looking like he hadn’t slept for days (possible) and so weary he didn’t even comment on the fact that they had arrived together. When he told them the lion had woken up but Roan hadn’t yet, Holden understood why he looked so tired and frazzled. What did that mean, exactly? Dylan was afraid it meant something went wrong during the surgery, but Holden had another idea, one that made him angry enough to want to go into the room and punch Roan.

Roan was hiding. The fucker had just given up. He decided he didn’t like what he was anymore and shut down, letting the lion run amok. Holden pulled Scott aside and whispered to him to keep Dylan company while he went and visited Roan. Scott obviously had questions, but Holden asked him to trust him, and he agreed.

Scott poured on the charm and got Dylan to agree to go have a decent cup of tea with him (there was a Starbucks down the street—of course there was as it was a law in Washington State you could be no more than five minutes away from one at any time). As soon as they were gone, Holden snuck into Roan’s room. (He wasn’t 100 percent sure anyone was supposed to be in there, so he wanted to avoid being intercepted by an overzealous nurse.)

There were signs Dylan had been sleeping here, from the cot in the corner covered with blankets to the sketchbook sitting on the floor beside it, the front smeared with charcoal. Roan was laying in his hospital bed, out cold, surrounded by all his bleeping machines, not perfectly bald but almost, his head covered with a rusty-red fuzz like dried blood. He looked more human with his hair trimmed back so violently, but that was a funny thing to think because he hardly looked inhuman with it.

Whatever. It didn’t really matter now anyway. He took a deep breath, gave himself a moment to feel awkward about talking to an unconscious man, and got down to business. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing, Roan? Really? What kind of an asshole do you take me for? I don’t really care if you give up and hide behind the lion all day long—that’s your choice—but I hope you rot on the guilt of what you’re doing to Dylan and every other one of us stupid motherfuckers who care about you. And don’t think I’m picking up your slack, ’cause fuck you, I have my own life to lead, and I’m not a detective. You are, so wake the fuck up and get on with it. You wanna feel sorry for yourself? Fine, but do it at home like the rest of us.”

He started walking away, but he was angry now and realized he had more to say, so he turned back. “You think I haven’t just wanted to give up and die? I have, millions of times, but then I remember my parents, the violent johns, the evangelicals who would like to kill all the gays, and I realize I have to live if only to piss them off. That’s what you have to do too. You have to live to piss off all the infected haters out there, fight back for those who can’t. And do it fast ’cause I’m on the verge of beating the shit out of you. Especially since you’re in no position to fight back. It’s the safest time to beat you senseless.” Of course he couldn’t actually hit him because it would be just his luck to hit him and bring the lion lunging out at him. He’d be the first man mauled to death by a lion in human form. He’d get a posthumous place in the Guinness Book of World Records.

This time he did walk away, but he decided to put a final boot in Roan’s ribs before he went. “Oh, and I think Scott and I are dating now, or something like that. I dunno; I don’t really do relationships. You want any more details, you’re gonna hafta wake up and ask. Chew on that for a while.” On the back of everything else, it was weak, but it was the only ammo he had left.

Dylan and Scott weren’t yet back from the Starbucks, so he went to join them. Scott had convinced Dylan to share a brownie with him, and when Holden joined them at the table, Scott broke off a piece of his brownie and gave it to him. “Watchin’ my carbs,” he said, in such a manner that Holden knew this was his way of getting Dylan to eat something. Holden played along because Dylan looked so exhausted, not just physically but emotionally and probably mentally. As much fun as Roan probably was in bed, the agony of being his husband surely wasn’t worth it. He was lightning, and in his shadow, all you got was burned.

Scott tried to get Dylan to go with them to the Del Toro film festival, but while Dylan was a fan, he felt he had to return to the hospital. It was like watching the poor son of a bitch slink off to his own execution, and Holden felt bad for him. He knew Dylan didn’t trust him, but he couldn’t really blame him. He couldn’t define his relationship with Roan in any way; it wasn’t an affair, but he knew a side of Roan that Dylan really didn’t, so in a way it was. Dylan married Bruce Wayne, but he didn’t know a single thing about Batman.

Oh fuck—bad metaphor. That made him Robin. So, Hulk and… no. Iron Man? No. Wolverine? No. Goddamn it, didn’t any other superhero have a sidekick?

A lack of anything better to do led to him going to the film festival with Scott. It occurred to Holden the last time he had been in a theater, he snuck in to get some sleep in relative safety. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone to a theater to see an actual film.

They were good movies, and Scott was good as his word, buying them sodas, popcorn, nachos, and even Gummi Bears, as Scott turned out to really like Gummi Bears (actually all kinds of Gummi candy, but all the theater had was bears). Holden accused him of liking Jell-O too, and Scott made the gross (but endearing) admission that his grandmother used to feed him hot liquid Jell-O when he was sick, and when he got a cold, he still craved raspberry Jell-O “punch.” Really disgusting, and yet it seemed to suit him somehow.

There was a certain unreality that hit you after you were up all night watching films. When they came out of the theater with dawn painting the sky several vibrant pastels, Holden felt slightly high, as if he’d stepped out into another world, perhaps one better than his own. He hoped so.

Holden intended to drive Scott home, but he said he just wanted to sleep now, fuck going home, so they ended up sleeping at Holden’s place. That’s all they did; not only were they too tired to have sex, but they didn’t really undress either. They just collapsed on Holden’s bed and went to sleep almost immediately, and Holden knew that was a sign he was getting older. He preferred sleeping alone—he didn’t like anyone impinging on his space and often found it difficult to sleep when sharing a bed—but he had no trouble this time. Still, when he woke up with Scott’s arm around him, he was momentarily disoriented. But he was conscious enough to reach for the phone, his Fox cell, and he knew who was calling him because of the specialized ringtone.

Yes, he had a specialized ringtone for every client. (Hell, he had a specialized ringtone for Roan, too, on his regular cell, although Roan probably wouldn’t like to know it was “Wolf Like Me” by TV On The Radio.) Since it was “London Calling,” he knew it was Trevor.

Trevor’s real name was Graham, and yes, he was British. He’d been a client of Holden’s for a long time, almost two years, and he was probably his favorite client. Graham wasn’t bad looking (not handsome per se, but not unattractive, and trim and in good shape), he was generous, and he always treated Holden with respect. This was a business arrangement, he knew it, and he acted like it was, which Holden rather liked. It felt like they were on an even footing, like they were equals, and to be brutally honest, he always felt like he was above most of his clients in some way. That probably wasn’t fair, but it helped his self-esteem immeasurably.

Graham was, like Scott, bisexual, and in the closet about it. He had a wife and two kids, and they had no idea about his proclivities as he kept his “urges” stifled at home. But on the road, he’d decided to let it out, figuring it was unlikely it would ever get back to his family. He traveled a lot; therefore, he didn’t have too many pent-up urges. Holden had no idea who he worked for or in what capacity, although he had the idea Graham was an executive of some sort. He liked not knowing, as he honestly didn’t care where his clients worked or what they did, or even about their families. He wasn’t a therapist, although he was treated that way quite a bit. Graham didn’t treat him that way; sometimes he mentioned problems with a colleague or a client of his own (a business client, not someone he was sleeping with for money), but not often. They traded lots of small talk, current events, odd little things. Graham had started asking him for book recommendations for flights since he liked the first book Holden had recommended to him, which seemed funny. “Why am I reading this? Oh, my rent boy said it was good.”
From Graham, he’d learned enough about British politics to make Holden wonder if he was involved in it in some way.

Graham had caught an earlier flight and was in town right now. As Holden rubbed sleep from his eyes, he told him he’d be there in twenty minutes. After hanging up, he noticed it was almost two in the afternoon, so at least he’d gotten some sleep.

Scott was still sleeping, the deep “drooling on the pillow” kind, and while he felt like he should tell him to do his damn laundry if he was going to drool on Holden’s pillow, he figured they’d both gotten worse things on the sheets. He’d live; it was just the idea of it.

He showered quickly and got dressed in loose-fitting jeans, a roomy blue T-shirt, and his black Converse sneakers. Graham didn’t require him to dress like a cartoon hustler, all tight clothes and package-enhancing underwear, because they were far beyond that now. There was something oddly comfortable in the whole arrangement, even though it was still a purchasing agreement.

He didn’t need to take anything besides the usuals (condoms, lube, Viagra) because Graham was also very vanilla. You’d think he’d be into kink (where he got this idea the Brits were kinky he had no idea—Monty Python?), but he wasn’t.

He considered leaving Scott a note, but why? It felt weird. So he simply wrote “Had to go”
on a Post-it and stuck it on the bathroom mirror where he was sure to see it. Holden kind of hoped Scott wouldn’t be here when he got back because there was only so much togetherness he could take in a day.

When he arrived at the Sheridan Hotel, he found Graham in his room, eating a light lunch of tomato bisque soup, a fancy-ass cheese plate, and some artisan bread along with a beer he declared “absolutely terrible” (he was very chauvinistic about Britain having the best beers). Still, he invited Holden to join him, and since Holden hadn’t had any breakfast, he did. The soup wasn’t bad, but he really loved all the grapes that came with the cheese plate; Graham didn’t eat grapes as he thought they were awful for some unfathomable reason.

It was a pleasant afternoon, familiar, comfortable—that word again—and free of any attachments, which may have been the best part of it. Holden came out after showering to find Graham ironing his shirt. He’d never seen anyone iron anything, but Graham was kind of fussy about his appearance, which was probably the most stereotypical thing about him. Holden got dressed but kept an eye on Graham as he stood there in his pale-blue boxers and a thin, close-fitting white undershirt he called a “vest,” ironing his white dress shirt. He was forty-nine but looked about forty, his brown hair cut short and neat, the lines around his eyes still within the window of time when they were refined looking and not sad. He was ironing edges so sharp they looked like they could draw blood. “You’re the only person I’ve ever seen iron,” Holden admitted.

Graham glanced up at him, not stopping, and scoffed. “What, your mother didn’t iron your clothes when you were a child?”

“No, I don’t think so. She hated laundry. We had a cleaning lady most of the time.”

That made Graham set his little travel iron aside—yes, it was his iron; Holden had seen him unpack it from his luggage—and stare at him with something like wonder. “You had servants?”

“Just the one. What, you were expecting a dirt poor refugee?”

“No, but… it’s a little surprising.” He chuckled to himself as he slid on his iron-warmed and flattened shirt, and Holden prompted him.

“What?”

“You are a mystery to me, Fox. I suspect you’re much more clever than you let on.”

“Me? Nah. I’m only as clever as I need to be.”

Graham had this way of looking at you that said he didn’t quite believe you, but he’d play along. His eyes were such a pale hazel, they were almost another color entirely, something like weak tea, and had such intelligence in them, you knew you didn’t want to argue with him if you could at all avoid it. “If you say so.” It was while he was stepping into his assuredly expensive slacks that he said, “I was wondering if you’d like to accompany me to Las Vegas the weekend of the 27th.”

Holden had just finished zipping up his jeans and was caught off guard. “What? What for?”

“Oh, I have some dreary conference there, and last time I was bored out of my mind. What is the appeal of gambling? Do you know?”

“It’s the lure of money for nothing. If you can call blowing your last hundred bucks on a slim chance nothing.”

“Ah, is that it? Anyways, I thought you could come along as my assistant. You’d be free to do whatever you want while I’m attending the conference, but I’d hope you’d be available afterwards.”

After all this time, still coy with his wording. It was a habit of his he just couldn’t break. “You’re not gonna tell people I’m only there to lift your luggage, are you?” Holden asked.

That made Graham genuinely laugh, showing he was aware of that “homophobe really a big fat homo” scandal. At this point, Holden thought everyone should collectively agree that those who rabidly hated gays were clearly gay themselves and totally ignore their self-hating bullshit. Everyone would be better off. “God, no. I’m not that pathetic, am I? You’re clever enough to actually be my assistant. I know for a fact you’re smarter than the latest intern in the office. Dear lord, you can hear pebbles rattling in his skull when he shakes his head.”

Holden himself didn’t like Vegas. He went once and found it sordid, but not in an enjoyable way. Skeevy, like an eighty-year-old priest who can’t stop pawing you. He chalked it up as one of those straight people things he’d never understand, but the fact that a bi didn’t get it either made him feel better. (Although Graham was a fussy Brit, so maybe that lessened the impact.) “When you say weekend… you mean the entire weekend?”

Graham nodded, neither mussing his hair nor rumpling his collar. “Yes, the twenty-seventh and the twenty-eighth. I’ll take care of the plane ticket and lodgings, and of course your meals are on me.”

“On top of my usual fee?”

“Of course.”

“That’s quite a bit of money.”

“I can afford it, and you’re worth it. Can you do it?”

It wasn’t the first time a client had requested more than his usual time. He required extra if someone had wanted him to spend the night, and some had actually paid it. But two days in a row? Weird, but again, not unheard of. It was two weeks away, and he had nothing going that weekend as far as he knew. If any other clients called that weekend, he’d just tell them he was busy. It was weird, but he liked Graham and knew he wasn’t a freak, probably just very lonely and wanting someone he knew and trusted. “Yeah, I’m sure I could. Just let me know the time I should show up at Sea-Tac.”

That made Graham grace him with a genuinely sweet half smile that he wouldn’t have expected from a man of his age and station. And while Holden smiled back, he found himself once again wondering how his life could be so fucking weird.

 

 

ON
HIS
way home, Holden realized he hadn’t been shopping for a while, so he stopped to get a few things. Now he felt weird being in a store, behaving like a normal person. But he was a normal person, wasn’t he? He just happened to be a prostitute and a freelance vigilante sidekick to a lion guy. Nothing abnormal about that. Christ, he should start doing acid, just so stuff started making more sense.

It was early evening by the time he got back home, and Scott was gone, as he’d expected. He left a note that simply read “Call me,” and Holden wasn’t sure if he would or wouldn’t.

He tossed a frozen dinner in the microwave, and while it heated, poured himself a glass of gin, the only glass of gin he was going to allow himself tonight. He was going to limit his intake, see if things got any clearer. He doubted it, but he wanted to make sure.

He watched television, but without any awareness of what he was watching, mindlessly shoving food in his mouth, not 100 percent sure what he was eating. His best guess was some kind of meatloaf. He should have read the box more carefully.

Holden decided to check his phone messages, and that’s when the phone rang. He had a long moment where he mentally debated letting it go to call messaging, but on the fourth ring, he answered it. “Yeah?”

There was a small noise, somewhere between a gasp and a sigh, and that was enough to let him know it was a woman on the other end of the line. “This Fox?”

“Yeah,” he replied warily. Did he know this voice?

There was a sniff before she replied, “It’s Tika, ’member?”

“Tika….” He scoured his memory, glad he hadn’t had enough alcohol to blur everything. “Shit, Trey Tika?”

“That’s me.”

“Holy fuck, girl, where you been? Last I heard, you were doing a nickel in Purdy.” Purdy was the home of a women’s prison, and Tika had been no stranger to it. She was one of the working girls—nee common streetwalkers—he knew in his early days. Her nickname was Trey, which was somehow related to her love of wigs, but he was never sure how and always felt too stupid to ask. The male and female prostitutes rarely fraternized, but they got along fairly well most of the time.

“Yeah, I got out last year. I’ve been tryin’ to stay clean….” She sniffed again. Either she’d been crying or doing a bump. “Look, I need your help. Rico’s dead.”

You know what? He hadn’t had enough gin to deal with this right now. Fuck sobriety; it was highly overrated.







2
Stay Human

 

HOLDEN
wasn’t surprised Rico was dead. If anything, he was surprised he had lived this long.

Rico was one of those stereotypical hustlers. Meaning he had a drug habit that could keep Columbia solvent for a year and would make Lindsay Lohan say, “Enough for you.” He was also neurotic as hell and probably bisexual, although he said he was straight. When Holden knew him, he was one hot mess, and not in a good way. Did they fuck once? Yeah, maybe, but they’d been wasted at the time. Rare for Holden, pretty much constant for poor Rico (whose real name was David).

Rico and Tika (yes, it kind of rhymed) were a couple, on and off, for what seemed like forever. True, they were both hookers, but that was a job, and if you were gonna have a relationship with a hooker, you couldn’t have any sexual jealousy hang-ups. Although it did happen; supposedly what broke Rico and Tika up at least once was someone’s inability to stand the other sleeping around. He’d heard from Rico it was Tika, and he’d heard from Tika it was Rico. It was possible they were both right.

He expected Tika to tell him it was a drug overdose, or some sort of drug-related incident, which is why he was shocked when she told him Rico was bludgeoned to death, his head beat in with a heavy object. Holden couldn’t believe that because shooting was more likely in a drug deal gone wrong, with stabbing and potential strangulation on the far end of it. Bludgeoning? Weird.

He didn’t tell Tika any of this, and it didn’t matter because she still kept talking. Her story was rambling and discursive, but he got everything he was supposed to: Rico did a little time in prison himself, but they stayed in touch, and they were back in an “on” phase of their half-assed relationship when he went missing Friday night. Well, not missing, he just wasn’t home when he was supposed to be as he’d gone out for a bottle of tequila and was supposed to be right back. She wasn’t worried initially; she figured he got waylaid, as he often did (he had the attention span of a golden retriever with brain damage, which he usually blamed on crack), and didn’t really think about it. But when Saturday came around and she hadn’t heard from him—no text, no phone call—she started asking mutual friends if they knew where he was, figuring he’d relapsed. (His attempts to “go straight” were usually half-hearted and lasted only as long as the court dictated.) But no one had seen, partied with, or heard from him, and by Sunday she made inquiries to the police, who were less than helpful, and why not? Rico was a known frequent flyer, who spent more time transient than in an actual place of residence. These were guys who got up, walked away, and disappeared with great frequency. They seemed to think he had abandoned Tika—again. This time with her tequila money.

It was possible, even though they were getting along, and she chalked it up to that until she heard about the body found dumped by an industrial waste facility near Tukwila. Rico, as it turned out.

There were a number of questions, not the least of which was Tukwila—who the hell would go to Tukwila? Well, he was dumped there, and it was possible that was all the place was good for. But who had killed him? The time of death was apparently somewhat inconclusive, with him being dead anywhere between twelve and thirty-six hours before he was found. Huge gap there—again, why? The cops weren’t able to pull much from the scene either, although considering it was a waste dump and just the dumping spot, not where he was killed, there wasn’t a whole lot of uncontaminated evidence you could pick up from such a place anyway. She felt their investigation was half-assed at best, probably because of who he was and his social strata.

She’d heard, from friends of friends, Holden was now “slumming with” (ha!) a private detective, and she was hoping he could look into it. She didn’t have a lot of money, but she was working a steady job at a consignment shop and could pay him in installments. He knew just from hearing this he’d get absolutely nowhere so fast he’d get dizzy from it, but he also felt a little bit of guilt as well. Because he knew Rico, because he knew Tika, and he could hear she was really broken up about it. And fuck the cops; he already knew they wouldn’t break their backs looking for someone who took another burnout off the street. Shit. Weren’t there good old days when he didn’t have a conscience?

He told her to save her money because he didn’t think he’d get very far, but he promised to make some inquiries and see what he could dig up. He warned her that he would most likely get nothing. In cases like this, when there was a physical distance between place of murder and the body itself, as well as a length of time between the event and the discovery, things got muddled fast.

After hanging up, he thought he needed Roan’s police contacts, but he didn’t know any of them, and what was the likelihood they would talk to him anyway? He’d never been in the brotherhood of cops; case in point, he was on the opposite side, the bad guy’s side. He was an enemy combatant.

Well, Kevin might talk to him, soft touch that he was, but he didn’t know his number, and he wasn’t about to bug Dylan for it. So what was left?

Well, if he couldn’t go to the cops, he had no choice but to go to his fellow enemy combatants. He knew people Tika didn’t know, mainly because she didn’t know the male hustlers all that well. He did. He knew their drug dealers, their pimps, their extorters. He knew many of the things that hid under rocks when the sun came out and couldn’t be found in the light of day.

It was night now; it was getting late. If he was going to do this thing, now was the optimum time.

With a sigh, Holden levered himself off the sofa, turned off the set, and went to change into worn jeans, a second-hand T-shirt (advertising Dick’s Drive-In, of course, a shirt rich in double entendre), scuffed sneakers, and a brown leather jacket that was so old it was soft and so big it obviously wasn’t his. Street gear.

Time to hit the old corners, see if anyone he knew was still alive.

 

 

THERE
was no getting around how dreary a hospital was—even if it was a research hospital, like this one—and you tried to find ways to amuse yourself. Dylan could feel depression sinking low on his shoulders, weighing him down, threatening to push him through the floor.

When Rosenberg offered to buy him dinner and have a talk with him, he agreed, mainly because it would get him out of this place for a while.

They went across the street to a casual restaurant that seemed to serve a lot of doctors but oddly didn’t have much in the way of health food. He made do with a salad and a baked potato as Rosenberg had a chicken sandwich and told him about a new vaccine they were working on that had a lot of promise. It seemed to disrupt the RNA of the cat virus, preventing it from multiplying, but they hadn’t done any human trials yet. Still, she thought this might be the way forward, although when he asked if this would help Roan at all, she shook her head. “We’d probably disrupt all his RNA. That ain’t good.”

Because the virus was so much a part of him? That was the implication. Roan probably wouldn’t have liked to hear that.

She started gently prodding him, all but saying “Go home before you lose your mind,” but he pretended to be oblivious to it. He knew he should, but, perversely, he didn’t want to. He was going to stay here, get Roan to wake up, and then beat the shit out of him for being so passive-aggressive about all this. He wasn’t a passive-aggressive type, he was an aggressive type, so why change tactics now?

She was almost done with her sandwich when her beeper went off (doctors still had those?), and while looking at it, she cursed extravagantly and apologized, but she had to go. Seeing the look on his face, she promised it wasn’t Roan but a guy with a panther strain who was suffering a number of complications (what, she didn’t say). He was left behind to finish his salad in peace, but he really wasn’t interested in eating. It wasn’t a very good salad anyway.

He decided to finish his iced tea, though, and that’s what he was doing when a man came up to his table. “Toby?”

His Panic nickname. He looked up, curious, but it took him a surprisingly long time to place the face. It was a blond man, lean build, in a striped rugby jersey and khakis, only wearing an earring in one ear, a plain platinum ring. It took him a moment, and it was the fact that he was wearing the one earring that threw him off. He used to have multiple piercings, but he must have let them heal over, including the one in his eyebrow.

“Matt?”

The man nodded and quickly said, “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna go all Fatal Attraction on you. I’m really sorry about that.”

Yes, the last time he’d seen Matt Skouris, he’d shown up wasted at Panic, accusing him of stealing Roan away from him and calling him many choice names. Roan told Matt he wasn’t interested in him and never had been, put him in a cab, and sent him home. It was the last either of them had seen of Matt in years, although Roan had received a phone call from Matt, apologizing for everything and saying he was going back to rehab.

Dylan was so weary he couldn’t even work up the slightest bit of concern about this. Matt looked at the bench seat across from him with eagerness, and Dylan nodded, giving him silent permission to sit down. Matt did, pushing aside Rosenberg’s unclaimed dish. “I sent Roan an e-mail, a couple of them, but then I found out there might have been a reason he wasn’t getting back to me beyond him still being pissed at me. How’s he doing?”

“He’s… stable,” Dylan said, unable to think of what else to say. Yes, he was stable; he’d been stable for a while. There’d been no change at all. “So how was rehab?”

Matt winced as if that was something he didn’t want to think about. “Okay. I’ve been sober for a year.” Dylan looked at him curiously as that math didn’t work, and Matt admitted, with an embarrassed roll of his shoulders, “The first rehab didn’t take. I lapsed kinda hard afterwards. But after that I got in a good program, so… yeah.”

“Good, that’s good,” he said, then added, somewhat awkwardly, “My name’s actually Dylan, by the way.”

He nodded with an anemic smile. Matt had gone back to a well-groomed look, which gave him an oddly innocent appearance. His eyes were blue—real color, or colored contacts? Dylan couldn’t say right now—and he was clean-shaven, which suited his thin, twink style. He didn’t look quite as pubescent as he had the last time Dylan had seen him—hard living and time had aged him a little. Still, he didn’t yet look his age. “I thought it was, but I couldn’t remember, so I figured to err on the side of caution.” 

The waitress came by and asked if Matt wanted anything, and when he said no and she moved on, he continued nervously. “So I saw that article on Roan, in Culture Shock? And I thought maybe I oughta get some closure there. Kyle thought I should.”

“Kyle?”

“My, um, boyfriend. Partner? Partner sounds weird, like we’re part of a law firm, but boyfriend just sounds juvenile. I never know what to say.”

“Roan would probably have several possibilities, and only half would be obscene.”

That made Matt smirk. “Yeah, probably. Also, that was a helluva pic with that article. Is he getting hotter as he gets older, or what?”

“He’s not aging poorly,” Dylan agreed. He didn’t add “except healthwise and possibly psychologically,” because they both knew that, and it was kind of a downer anyway. Matt seemed to be waiting for him to say more, volunteer something, but he wasn’t about to say they had gotten married for legal purposes. It might upset Matt, and he had no idea if Matt would believe it was for legal reasons.

Finally, Matt sat back, scratching his arm through his blue and green sleeve. He was done waiting. “I asked around as I saw someone tried to torch his office. What asshole did that?”

Dylan was forced to shrug. “The cops are investigating, I don’t know how far they’ve gotten. But ever since he stopped the Grant Kim shooting and got everyone’s attention, our life has been turned upside down. Hate groups are actively stalking him and me in more numbers than ever before. I think they get the idea that he’s different from the rest of them. I mean, beyond infected and beyond refusing to be embarrassed by it. I think they suspect… God, how do I even put it?”

“He’s more human than human?”

“You know, if Roan were here, he’d tell you that’s from Blade Runner, and he’d probably be flattered.”

Matt smiled, a sickly little grin that seemed to be the complete embodiment of melancholy. “Still a nerd, huh? Nice to know some things are consistent.” After a pause, he added, “I know he’s not… I know he can… in case you were worried I didn’t know. I do. I saw it once.”

Roan hadn’t mentioned that, but then he tried not to talk about the fact that he could shift so easily into a change, that the lion could overwhelm him and take over as soon as he took his foot off the brake. “Really? Can I ask what happened?”

“Oh, it was that time that crackhead was stalking me. He and his friend attacked me, and Roan arrived to break it up. Those wastoids were such idiots, they thought they could get the better of Roan just ’cause they had a gun and eighty pounds of muscle on him. I have to admit I was scared for Roan there for a minute. He was really taunting them.”

“That’s his fighting technique. He waits for someone else to make the first move, and if he can make them do something stupid, all the better. Although the stupidest thing you could do is get in a fight with him in the first place.”

“Yeah, and I guess now I can see the wisdom of that, but at the time it was just terrifying. Anyways, they made him mad, y’know? Hurt him, kinda. And he started… well, I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t even know what I saw even now, you know? But his eyes kinda got this weird look in ’em, and he sorta, like, had this Bruce Campbell chin all of a sudden, except his mouth was bleeding and he looked like he had more teeth than he had before. And he roared. I mean, holy shit, it wasn’t someone pretending to roar, it was an angry-lion-at-the-zoo kinda roar, and everybody who heard it musta shit their pants ’cause it was loud and scary. You never expect to hear that up close.”

“It’s scary,” Dylan admitted, remembering the first time he really saw Roan’s partial change up close and personal, and he felt a flush of shame at how he’d reacted. “The first time I saw it happen, it caught me off guard. I was a little freaked out by it.” And it wasn’t just the physical change, although that—and the sheer violence of it, the way the bones snapped like gunshots and blood poured from his nose and mouth like he was being internally torn apart (which was more or less true)—was a huge part of it. But there was a part of it that he could never quite articulate or explain. It was like something else was taking over Roan. Not the lion, but another aspect of Roan, another part of him he kept hidden—a part hidden for damn good reason. It was his dark side given form, something so savage the lion would have been scared away. That’s what bothered Roan most of all, perhaps: that there was this part of him that seemed to be the lion, but was it really? Dylan wanted to think it was, but he wasn’t sure he bought it completely.

“Yeah, well, who wouldn’t be? It’s fucking freaky. People aren’t supposed to be able to do that, y’know? But Roan is such a stubborn bastard, he doesn’t even obey the laws of physics.”

Dylan chuckled. It was funny because it was true. Matt did work with Roan for a long time, and Dylan felt bad for him. Yeah, he wanted something from Roan he couldn’t give—Roan was just never going to love him, no matter how much Matt wanted that—and he overreacted to the start of their relationship, but Matt wasn’t a bad kid. He tried really hard, and he did help Roan when he needed him the most, whether he knew it or not. Things just ended badly, as things sometimes could. It wasn’t fair, but it was life.

Matt sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Is he ever getting out of the hospital?”

A fair question, but one that made Dylan flinch. “I don’t know,” he admitted, suddenly feeling cold. If he’d been asked before he was greeted by the lion, he’d have said yes, but now he didn’t know for sure.

It was all on Roan. And it all depended on whether he wanted to bother with the world anymore or not. That was not a bet Dylan was silly enough to make.

He was finishing his tea when his cell, which was set to vibrate, hummed in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the display, and his heart sank as he realized it was Doctor Rosenberg. She never called him, so the fact that she was now was horrible news. He answered it with a slightly breathless, “Yeah?”

“You need to get over here now,” she said, as if he hadn’t figured out that bit for himself.

“What’s happened?”

“Just get here,” she replied, and he thought he heard a commotion in the background before she hung up.

Matt was looking at him wide-eyed across the table, perhaps reflecting his own alarm. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, standing up. “But lately I never know.” And sometimes, he clung to ignorance being bliss, or at the very least an ability to sleep at night. But he wasn’t admitting that to Matt. Or, quite frankly, anyone, ever.

There were some things people just didn’t need to know.
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Never Let Me Down Again

 

BY
THE
way people were scrambling about in the otherwise sedate lobby, Dylan knew something had gone horribly wrong. He just bet Roan had something to do with it.

He was right. He took the elevator up to Roan’s floor and was almost immediately greeted by a metal security door where Rosenberg and several butch orderlies, some with drug guns that looked distressingly like sniper rifles, were waiting as if preparing for a siege. Rosenberg looked at him and opened her mouth to speak, only to be silenced by an angry roar, loud enough that she winced and most of the orderlies cringed. The two biggest orderlies were peering through bulletproof glass windows into the IU—also known as the “infected unit”—and one of them muttered in Spanish, “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”

Dylan moved beside Rosenberg and asked with an even mixture of disbelief and weariness, “Roan got out?”

“He was number two.”

“Number two?”

“Remember that problem with the panther infected that cut my dinner short? Before I even got here, he escaped his room, transformed. A twelve-oh-two—emergency evac—was called while they got the cat wranglers up to drug it, but before they could move in, Roan burst out of his room and got into a roaring contest with it. The panther tried to attack him, and he threw it behind the check-in desk. It’s still making noises, but I think it’s hurt as it ain’t coming out of there. I’d say it has given up, but Roan isn’t accepting surrender.”

“Wasn’t he drugged?”

The big orderly closest to him, a Hispanic built like a bouncer but with a more military-style buzz cut, snorted and said, “Fuck yeah, man. He had enough phenobarbital in him to put down a pair of bull elephants. He shouldn’t have regained consciousness ’til Christmas.”

Oh God, Roan and his drug tolerance. Surely Rosenberg knew of his pill popping, but apparently his tolerance was greater than anyone had imagined. “Well, shit. He survived elephant tranquilizers; I guess that means he can survive anything.”

Even though Dylan had been speaking to Rosenberg, the orderly looked at him funny. “He’s had elephant tranqs?”

Rosenberg chose to ignore him. “I’m hoping maybe you can disrupt him.”

“How?”

“Talk at him, or more probably, yell at him. He may recognize your voice, and it’ll throw him off enough that we can fill his ass with new tranqs.”

“What?” Dylan couldn’t really believe what he was hearing. “He hasn’t recognized my voice once.”

“This is a stress situation,” she said. “His adrenaline is up. He’s frayed. I’m hoping you can get in through the edges.”

As a theory, it was interesting. Viable? Probably not. “No offense at all, but that’s a sucky plan.”

“Tell me about it, but it’s all I got. You got anything better?”

Dylan nudged the bouncer orderly aside and looked through the bulletproof portal into the ward beyond. There was Roan, crouched on top of the reception desk, completely naked, IV tubes snaking out behind him, still attached to his arms and making his blood ooze out in long crimson trails on the white floor. Of course, he still looked human, save for the odd way the muscles in his arms, chest, back, and legs bulged and twitched, like they were undergoing simultaneous but separate spasms. But he hadn’t transformed, not one bit. Save for his eyes, which had that flat lack of humanity in them; they were pure animal, all inarticulate rage. He was snarling loudly, lips pulled back painfully to reveal darker than average gums and shorter than (lion) average teeth, although his canine teeth did kind of look pronounced. Then again, lately, they always looked kind of pronounced. He could still remember kissing him a couple of weeks back and cutting his tongue on one of them.

“No, I guess not.” He felt an unaccustomed swell of anger toward Roan and looked around for whatever released the security door. He found it and threw the latch, but the burly orderly grabbed him and held him back.

“Let him go,” Rosenberg ordered. And for an elderly woman, she could give orders like a drill sergeant. “Just open the door a crack, Dylan. Miguel, aim your gun through it, and when you have a clear shot, take it.”

“Through a crack in the door?” he complained. “What the fuck am I, a sniper?”

“Just try.”

“Let me talk to him first,” Dylan said, although he knew almost immediately “talk” was the wrong word. He shouldered open the door a crack and angrily shouted, “Roan, stop this now!”

Roan cocked his head, looking in Dylan’s direction but not quite at him. He wasn’t sure the lion’s vision was good enough to make him out, or if it at all cared.

“Are you making a point, is that it? You’re stronger than the lion, so this means you’re doing this on purpose! Give it a rest, Roan, you’re embarrassing yourself.” He didn’t know if any of this was true, but Dylan felt a sort of grim satisfaction shouting it.

Now the lion was interested. He jumped off the check-in desk, landing easily on his feet, and started stalking toward the door. As slender as he was, naked, tattooed, scarred, and dragging tubes leaking blood, he should have been pathetic, but he was truly frightening. It wasn’t just the growling, although that helped, and the hard look in his eye, although that was most of it. He was actually stalking, walking in a way that was partially stiff although occasionally fluid, a gait just not meant for the body that was using it.

“I can’t get a shot,” the orderly complained. “Unless you want me to drug his ankles.”

“Ankles would do,” Rosenberg told him.

“Stop it Roan, now! I mean it! This has gone far enough.”

Roan’s snarl ratcheted up several notches in volume, and the way his upper lip curled so dramatically, it looked like he was tearing his mouth with the force of it. “Damn it, Roan, stop!” Dylan screamed it, so angry he was actually starting to cry. He didn’t realize it immediately; he felt tears on his cheeks and knew his eyes weren’t just watering from the orderly’s aftershave. (Although it was pretty powerful.)

Amazingly, Roan froze. Something like confusion passed over his face, a fast-moving cloud of an expression, but for a moment the lion wasn’t dominant. He seemed to be wavering unsteadily on his feet, and then his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed to the floor.

Dylan shoved open the door all the way, intending to go to Roan, but the beefy orderly grabbed him and held him back, while the other one, a thinner white guy who was almost seven feet tall, moved on ahead, aiming his drug gun down at Roan. He wasn’t moving. “Let him go. Get the panther,” Rosenberg said, although it was actually an order.

Reluctantly, the orderly took his hand off Dylan’s shoulder and went to the check-in desk. Dylan and Rosenberg both went to Roan, who was being watched carefully by the giant orderly. She put a hand on his neck, searching for a pulse, while Dylan wasn’t sure whether to slap Roan or hug him. It didn’t matter, as he seemed to be out cold again. Even his muscles had gone back to being still.

“Pulse is erratic,” she reported. “I think he’s okay. We just really need to stop the bleeders.”

The bouncer orderly shot the panther, and the pneumatic hiss and clunk of the drug gun made Dylan start. He’d learned to hate that noise as much as a gunshot.

Rosenberg patted him on the back and said, “Good job, kiddo. He heard you.”

But did it do any good? He looked down at Roan, still and pale, blue veins pulsing faintly beneath adrenaline-flushed skin, eyelids looking bruised. Dylan didn’t need to ask Rosenberg if he was comatose again because he already knew the answer.

He honestly wondered if Roan would ever wake up again. It was all he could do not to start crying even harder.

 

 

HOW
long ago was it he was sharing a joint with a hockey player, watching a science show? Holden couldn’t remember right now, but he was having a curious sense of déjà vu. Although sitting on a roof sharing a joint with an Asian transvestite hooker wasn’t really the same thing at all.

His initial scoping of his old corners turned up no one familiar, until he ran into Ravyn, and she seemed surprised to see him. After ribbing him about going “big time” on all of them, she said she was taking a break as her feet were killing her and invited him to join her. Her place to go and smoke in peace turned out to be the roof top of a seedy bar, which had a single floor transient hotel just above it. To access the roof, they had to walk through both. The dive bar was straight oriented but little attended, and the bartender, an older bald guy with a head surely as wrinkled as his ball sack, seemed to not really notice or care about Ravyn passing through, suggesting he was used to it. They encountered no one in the hallway of the hotel, although Holden smelled mildew, cigarettes, burned soup, and despair, indicating someone was staying up here. He wondered how long they’d last before they committed suicide because this was pretty much the last stop before death.

Upstairs, the roof was a mess of gravel, peeling tar paper, bird shit, and cigarette butts, as others apparently used her rooftop getaway at times. And it was “her” until she took off the wig. Ravyn was very serious about this; when he was in female drag, he was a she, Ravyn. When the guise was off, he was a he again, simply Alan.

Ravyn popped off her shoes, dramatic but cheap heels, and sat down against the emergency stairwell doorway. Holden joined her, mainly because there wasn’t much else to do. She pulled a short but fat blunt out of her padded bra, and once she lit up, she seemed to just assume he would be smoking it with her. He took a toke, just to be friendly, but the stuff was heavy duty and hit him hard; he felt momentarily dizzy. Maybe he hadn’t eaten enough beforehand.

After some minor chitchat, catching up on each other’s sordid lives, he got to what he wanted to ask: all about Rico. She’d heard what had happened to him and, much like Holden, was surprised Rico had lived so long. She hadn’t seen him for maybe eight months, so she wasn’t a great witness, and he was probably wasting his time with pointless nostalgia. But then she said, “You should ask Newt. If Rico was out partying, it was with him.”

“Newt’s back? I thought he was in jail in Vegas.”

“Eh, that was just a drunk-tank thing. It got blown out of proportion.” Ravyn took another toke and offered him the joint, but he shook his head, taking a pass.

Newt was a fellow street kid, generally a hustler, but sometimes a low-level drug mule. He was the Hunter S. Thompson of hustlers, but only if you considered the character of Hunter S. Thompson in the Fear and Loathing In Las Vegas movie and not the writer. He took so many drugs he seemed to be perpetually stoned, even when he was sober. He’d rewired his own brain with serious substance abuse, and it wasn’t just a miracle he was alive, but a miracle he hadn’t been involved in some kind of multi-state crime spree where he died in a hail of bullets. That was still on the table, and if you were betting on Newt’s death—and some surely were—that had to be the lead vote getter. He wasn’t violent, but he was a perpetual fuckup who was inherently unpredictable and had really bad taste in friends. “Where’s Newt staying now?”

Ravyn snorted before releasing the smoke through her nostrils. “Knowin’ him? Under the viaduct or in someone’s bathtub. But what I’ve heard is he’s been crashing at the Night Owl motel.”

Holden groaned. The Night Owl. What a shithole. You didn’t even have to rent the room by the hour; you could get it in twenty-minute intervals. “The one on Franklin?”

“One and the same.”

“He’d be better off under the viaduct.”

Ravyn laughed more than was warranted, indicating she was really fucked up. Well, her feet probably didn’t hurt anymore. “Yeah, I think I once got crabs from the bedspread there.”

“I think everyone has.” He got to his feet and took a deep breath to try and clear the cobwebs away. “I’m gonna go see if he’s there. See you around, huh?”

She gave him a strangely sad look. “No, honey, don’t. Didn’t your preacher daddy teach you about Lot’s wife? Once you escape, you should never look back. Fox, you should just get the hell out of here and count your blessings that you were smart enough and fast enough to do it. There are no happy endings here. I’m sorry for Tika an’ all, but even dead, Rico may have ended up one of the lucky ones. No good is gonna come from pokin’ around.”

As depressing as that was, he knew she was probably right. But he had started this, and he felt compelled to finish it, or at least try.

It was just one step up from being completely useless.







4
Ego Death

 

ROAN
found himself standing in a hospital hallway, sure he should be somewhere, but not 100 percent certain where that place was. He turned to find a lion waiting at one end of the hall, its face framed by a huge fluffy fall of mane. It was growling at him, and he shook his head and gave it the finger while turning away. “Like I’d be scared of you.”

At the other end of the hall, a man stood. It took Roan a minute to recognize him, but he looked like a younger version of himself. Roan didn’t really look like that, did he? His face was leaner than he thought, and his hair was a slightly lighter shade of red, lighter than it had ever been. But this was a dream, he knew that, and things didn’t always make sense in dreams. “Maybe you should be scared,” his other self said. “You’re losing the fight.”

“What fight?”

“You’re not even trying, are you? Since when did you become such a pussy?”

He sighed, wondering if he could actually punch himself. Would it hurt? Would he care? “Go away. I talk to myself enough.” He turned toward the door he saw in his peripheral vision, only to find it was gone. There was just a smooth, unbroken wall. He touched it, feeling stucco, but there was no seam. He turned again, only to find that his second self and the lion had exchanged places. “Just fuck off already,” he told the lion, then spun to face himself. He—the other he—was sitting in one of those outdoor patio chairs that cafes sometimes had, something that looked like wrought-iron filigree, was either freezing cold or too hot, and was invariably one of the most uncomfortable things you could sit on next to a chair full of spikes. The table he was sitting at was a wooden end table, though. “You do know how stupid this all is, don’t you?”

Roan glared at him. “Talking to myself? Yeah. What’d you do to your hair, you stupid fuck? You tryin’ to go for a junior Carrot Top look?”

His other self didn’t appear amused. “Aren’t you tired of all this sad-sack bullshit? You used to be better than this. What happened?”

Roan turned away, not about to get in an argument with a smartass like himself, but there was the lion, still growling at him. Huffing a sigh through his nose, he picked up the lion. It felt as light as a paper doll. “I told you to piss off.” He then tossed the lion aside, a piece of garbage. He heard a thud of impact but didn’t bother to see if it had landed on its feet.

The hallway became a narrow corridor, and as he turned a corner, he almost walked straight into his younger, other self. “If you can repel the lion that easily, why don’t you? Oh, I get it. You’re afraid of yourself, not the lion. How distressingly Freudian.”

“You think I won’t hit you, is that it?”

His younger self smirked in a really irritating manner. “Oh, I know you will. You enjoy beating yourself up almost as much as everyone else does. You’re taking all the sport out of it.”

He didn’t think about it, he just threw a punch, and it would have hit his other self square on the jaw if he had been standing there, but he had disappeared in a blink. “You’re so predictable,” his younger self said, shaking his head in exasperation. He was now standing farther away, arms crossed over his chest, somehow outside on a sunny sidewalk. Damn it, he hated dreams.

He closed his eyes and focused on waking up. He wasn’t sure it would work, especially since this wasn’t technically a nightmare, but it was worth a shot.

“You really think that’s gonna work?”

He sighed heavily and opened his eyes. “Fine, smartass, say what you’re gonna say so I can wake up.”

His other self shook his head sadly. “I’ve already said it. You already know it too. You’re being an obtuse idiot because it’s easier. Since when have you taken the path of least resistance?”

“Since the path I took didn’t matter in the least.”

“Is it old age that’s made you such a coward? Don’t blame Paris again. You always knew he was going to die.”

“Yes, that makes the pain less, doesn’t it?” he snapped, tired of this. What, like he didn’t know he’d become pathetic, that he’d given up? He knew all too well he had. He wasn’t even 100 percent sure why now, except the will had just gotten sucked out of him. Yes, Paris was the main reason, but he wasn’t all of it. It just seemed like he was fighting a battle that was pointless, and all he was doing was wearing himself out. The haters would win because they always won, and he got tired of beating his head against the same walls.

Roan scowled at his younger self and wondered if he killed himself in a dream, if he’d actually die. It might be worth the risk to find out.

 

 

HOLDEN
had just reached the Night Owl when he felt his phone start vibrating in his pocket. He wasn’t going to answer it, especially since it was Scott, but by the sixth ring he had a change of heart. “Yeah?”

“Ever heard of a film called The Beast With A Thousand Eyes?” Scott asked without preamble.

“Um, no. Why?”

“It’s on channel twenty-two right now. I’ve been watching it… it’s kind of mesmerizing in its awfulness. I think the monster is a puppet with papier-mâché
on it. And as far as I can tell, it has three eyes at most, unless the rest are on its butt or something.”

“That’s gonna happen. Is there a reason you’re calling with a movie review?”

“I’m bored. I thought maybe, if you weren’t doing anything, you’d like to come over. We could watch the movie and try this new microwave caramel popcorn that somehow ended up in our kitchen.”

“Ew! That sounds disgusting.”

“I know, right? Grey doesn’t cop to buyin’ it, but he must have. I didn’t.”

“Isn’t Grey there?”

“Naw, he’s at Tegan’s tonight.” Tegan was Grey’s current girlfriend. Holden knew this because he had been around Scott way too much.

And that was the problem. He’d been around Scott way too much. He didn’t want a relationship, he couldn’t handle one, and this was starting to feel like one. It was both frightening and strangely comforting, which was even more frightening. But he liked listening to his voice, so he settled back against the car seat and closed his eyes. “I’m working on a case right now.”

“Anything exciting?”

“God, no. It’s never anything exciting.” He thought he heard screaming in the background. “The monster eat someone?”

“It’s trying to. Mainly it seems to be humping the ground as a means of locomotion.”

“Now that’s a great date.”

Scott snorted humorously. “Not humping the ground, no.”

“Hump whatever you can get, that’s what I always say.”

“Oh, really?”

“Well, with some obvious restrictions.”

Scott chuckled and took a drink of something, probably a beer. Holden could barely recall first meeting Scott. He thought he was cute but was overwhelmed by Grey’s gentle giant persona and the weird vibe he was picking up from Tank (which turned out to be totally justified, and yet not, as he was simply assuming a defensive posture. It was just that Tank’s idea of a defensive posture was total insanity. And that was brilliant). He assumed Scott was a typical jock, but even Grey turned out not to be typical in any sense of the word; in fact, Holden still didn’t get him at all. Except Grey could be fearless ’cause who was going to fuck with him, and he could see why he idolized Roan, macho asshole that he often was. After a moment, Scott said, “I should be up for a while. So if you wanna drop by later, feel free.”

“What if Grey comes home?”

“What if he does? He won’t care.”

Normally, he would call bullshit, but Grey was so oddly laid back, Holden bet he really wouldn’t care, as long as they didn’t fuck in front of him. And even then he might not care as long as they didn’t block his view of the television. “I don’t know how late I’m gonna be out tonight.”

“Well, keep it in mind. Maybe we can meet for a drink one of these days, huh?”

“What, like a date?”

“Nah, just a beer.”

“Maybe.” They were talking about a date, it was just that neither of them would admit it. Oh well, why not? It was probably easier to pretend.

Holden hung up and got out of the car, heading toward the night manager’s office. It was funny, but after all these years, Sivan was still the night manager. He was a squat but gaunt man with skin the color of a caramel macchiato and an indefinable accent that was almost as comically thick as his mustache, which was definitely a pornstache to be proud of. He was quick to anger but also quick to calm down, which was a good thing since it wasn’t always clear what he was angry about. He was a fighter, though, or had been at some point; his thick sausage fingers had callused knuckles, the type you could only earn through years of punching heavy bags or people. There were rumors that he used to be a “freedom fighter” back in his original homeland, but no one was sure where that was as apparently every time he was asked he gave a different answer. That led to rumors he used to work for the mob—someone’s mob—but he was too old to be an enforcer now. He was cheerfully crooked, though: happy to take money and look the other way when drug deals and prostitution took place in his parking lot, and being as mysterious and grizzled as he was, no one was brave enough to rob him.

Holden slipped him a twenty, and Sivan told him what room Newt was in without once looking away from his portable television, which seemed to be showing a Japanese game show involving scantily clad girls and lizards. (Surely that made sense to someone.)

Newt’s room was farthest away from the office, which made sense. The Night Owl was a bunch of single units laid out in an almost perfect U-shaped formation, and Newt’s room was basically the bottom of the U, the cornerstone that connected the two arms. Holden knocked on the door and wondered what he would say if Newt had a client.

After a moment, he heard stuff shifted away from the door (Newt was paranoid and often piled stuff up in front of a door, whether he could lock it or not), and Newt flung the door open wide. He stared at him a long moment, his pupils so wide you could have driven a truck through them, and finally said, “You’re not the pizza guy.”

What was Newt on? He was standing there in nothing but blue-striped boxer shorts that couldn’t have been his (Newt often liked to freeball it), showing a long, lean torso that was almost concave, a tattoo of a bright green lizard over his left pectoral, and a small reddish-purple bruise visible near his right hip. His chest was naturally hairless, save for a bit of barely visible fuzz in the center of his torso, which Newt always attributed to being half-Filipino. But since Holden had met some hairy Filipinos, he wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Newt’s hair was dark and wavy more than curly, but right now it was a lank rat’s nest of a tangle, and the smell of sweat coming off him seemed to indicate he hadn’t showered in a while. “Dude, it’s me, Fox.”

Newt stared at him once more, clearly tripping balls and barely holding on to the Earth. Holden was about to give up and come back another day, maybe when Newt was slightly more sober, when he suddenly exclaimed, “Oh. I thought you’d joined the Marines.”

He wasn’t kidding, otherwise Holden would have laughed. “What?”

Newt scratched his head with dirty fingernails. He not only had a club stamp on the back of his hand, but it looked like he had a tattoo on the underside of his wrist. It just said “Fuck” in thick black letters. “Oh, wait—I mean an escort agency. I don’t know what I was thinkin’ of. C’mon in, want some acid?”

“You’re doing acid?” That would explain a lot. Since Newt had retreated from the door, scratching his ass and revealing a new tattoo (a small spider on his back, in tramp-stamp location at the base of his spine), Holden had come in and was almost overwhelmed by the funk of the room, which smelled like body odor, burnt wires, and mold. It was dark, the only light a silent television playing flickering pictures of what appeared to be an infomercial. The covers had been pulled off the bed and lumped up on the floor, like a nest for a large bird, while empty booze bottles and orange juice cartons were scattered across the stained carpet like land mines. He had to look around carefully for a place to step.

“I think so.” Newt paused. “Or was that yesterday? Fuck if I know. What month is it?”

“June.”

That startled a laugh out of him as he sat on the stripped mattress and picked up a lit cigarette from where it had been balanced on the top of a Coke can. It looked like a regular cigarette, but the exceedingly acrid smell of it told Holden it had been laced with something more potent than tobacco. Holy fuck, he wasn’t dabbling in angel dust now, was he? “I promised my mother I’d start rehab in June. Good thing I didn’t specify the year, huh? Could you put that back up against the door?”

Holden turned and saw one of those huge wooden spools, the type they rolled up industrial cable on. “Where the hell did you get that?”

“Side of the road. Or somebody’s yard. I dunno. It was here when I woke up.”

Holden shook his head as he shoved the heavy thing back up against the door. He’d accuse anyone else of lying, but not Newt. He’d probably killed more brain cells than he’d ever actually had—the fact that he wasn’t a drooling vegetable just showed you how physically resilient he was.

His real name was Shawn, and he was from somewhere in Texas (location varied, just like it varied for Sivan). He was twenty-five going on eight hundred seven, if you considered how much mileage his fun adventures in drug abuse and wandering aimlessly must have added to his life. That lizard tattoo was supposedly where he got his nickname from, but Holden always figured it was really from the movie Aliens. That little girl the aliens couldn’t manage to kill was called Newt, and drugs hadn’t figured out a way to kill Shawn yet either. One monster was as good as another.

“How you gonna let the pizza man in?” Holden wondered.

Newt looked at him blankly. “Pizza man? You ordered a pizza? Thanks, dude.”

With a heavy sigh, Holden sat on the end of the mattress and fixed Newt with a scornful look. “If I ask you about Rico, will you remember anything that actually happened or didn’t happen?”

Newt gazed at him with those blown-pupil eyes, his irises a mere suggestion of hazel, and said, “Why, did that john kill him?”

Holden stared back at him, wondering if it could possibly be that simple.







5
This Love

 

“RICO
was picked up by a john last time you saw him?” Holden asked, not sure if he should believe him.

Newt nodded, taking a deep drag off his cigarette. “He wanted some rock. I didn’t. I mean, what the fuck would I want rock for? Last time I used it, I thought my skin was gonna fall off, you know? Besides, I was fine with coke and X, which pretty much does the same thing when you use ’em together, ’cept your skin doesn’t feel like it’s gonna fall off.”

Holden nodded like that made perfect sense. He actually wanted to get up and punch him, but how would that do any good? Besides, he wasn’t sure why he was losing his temper with Newt now. Had the pot finally worn off? “Where does the john come into this?”

“Well, we were near the bus station, you know? We were both broke. He’d spent his cash on a bottle of tequila, and we had no way of getting any more right then. I had no interest—I had all the drugs I wanted—but he couldn’t live without some rock. So he figured what the hell, do a trick, get some cash. It wasn’t too long before he got picked up. He was supposed to meet me back here, but he never showed up.”

“Do you know who picked him up?”

He shook his head, exhaling a stream of smoke. “Nope.”

“You see what he was driving, what he looked like?”

Newt gave him a half-hearted shrug, paying more attention to the television screen, where someone was wiping down a stove top to the utter amazement of an easily entertained audience. “Just a beaten up white pickup truck.”

“What make?”

“You mean type? I dunno. Probably a Ford.”

Great. This was as good as no information at all. “Never seen him before? Not a regular?”

He shook his head and shrugged, too stoned to give a shit. “Dunno, man. I haven’t done a street job in a while. I’ve been working as a mule.”

“Did you recognize anyone working the strip that night?”

Newt finished the cigarette, smoking it down to a nub no bigger than a Tylenol. He stabbed it out violently on the top of the Coke can. “Wasn’t a lot of people out there then.” He paused briefly, considering his surely fragmented memories. “Maybe Jewel was there. Across the street.”

“Maybe?”

“It was dark, I didn’t pay much att—”

Newt’s answer was cut off by a scream from a neighboring room, full of the kind of ragged pain and terror that made them both jump.

Automatically, Holden hopped up to his feet and headed for the door, shoving the spool aside and getting pissed off at Newt’s pointless paranoia.

Out in the parking lot, he found a guy with bad skin and prison tattoos trying to haul a bloody, screaming woman back into his unit. She was wearing the mandatory hooker uniform of a miniskirt and a halter top, and he wondered if this asshole was a pimp. He had the greasy look of one. “Shut up, bitch!” he snapped, like the classy guy he obviously was. “I told you not to fuck around with me—”

Holden stormed across the lot, something ugly welling up in his gut. He hated pimps. “Get your hands off her, motherfucker!”

The guy looked up with a deep, murderous scowl, his eyes like bullet holes in a corpse. He had the woman—a girl really; she probably wasn’t older than seventeen, a junkie newbie recently turned out—by the hair, his fist tangled in it like a net. “Fuck off, faggot.”

Holden was barely aware that Newt, still standing in the doorway of his room, snickered. “Oh man, yer gonna get it now.”

Roan would probably have advised him not to make a move first, as Roan seemed to prefer people commit to a plan of action before he showed them how utterly stupid it was, but Holden was too angry to be logical or even care. As soon as he reached the guy he threw a punch. The guy must have seen it coming, but he was too drunk or stoned to move fast, and Holden clipped him on the jaw. It snapped his head back, but the guy threw the girl into the nearest parked car, which she landed against with a sickening noise, and kicked Holden.

He was going for the groin but came up short and kicked him in the thigh instead. It still hurt, still made him stumble back a step, and the would-be pimp stepped up to deliver a punch of his own, which connected squarely with Holden’s left eye.

This wasn’t his first time at the rodeo, though. He already knew the punch was coming and decided to take it because it gave him an opening. While he was throwing his punch, Holden elected to kick him. So while he landed the punch, Holden kicked him in the nuts at almost the same exact moment. And he was kicking a fucking field goal.

While the force of the punch made Holden reel back and see stars, followed by amorphous blobs of dark spots dancing in his vision, the pimp let out a short, sharp shriek, almost like a little girl, and grabbed his balls, doubling over and slumping back against another car. Even though his vision was still blurry, Holden forced himself forward and took advantage of the pimp’s doubled over state to grab him by his greasy head and ram his knee straight into his ugly face. Holden did it a couple of times, feeling a pain in his knee as well as a warm rush of blood down his pant leg as he knocked a few of the pimp’s teeth out. Holden then shoved him to the asphalt, ignoring the pain in his leg, and gave the pimp a kick in the ribs. “Beat on someone your own size, you ugly fuckhole.” He spit on him, just for a good measure of contempt.

The pimp was panting hard, but he managed to roll up to all fours and spit out a mouthful of blood before saying, “You’ve made a big fucking mistake—”

Holden kicked him in the head, sending him collapsing to the parking lot. “No, you have, motherfucker.”

“No fights!” Sivan exclaimed, waving a large handgun as he came charging out of his office. “No fights here! You take it away!” At the sight of Sivan with a gun, Newt disappeared back into his room, and Holden couldn’t blame him.

Holden held up his hands, dipping his head in acknowledgment. “It’s cool, it’s over. I’m gonna go, okay?”

Sivan nodded his head like his neck was a spring. “Fine, you go then. No fights.”

“No fights,” Holden agreed, backing away. He looked at the beaten girl and said, “I know somebody who could help you escape from this bastard. Wanna come with me?”

She looked at him suspiciously through bruised eyes. “Who the hell are you?”

“A man whore who hates pimps. You comin’ with me or not?”

She still seemed dubious, but her options were nonexistent, so she trailed behind him as he walked back to his car. Well, limped. His knee still hurt, his face hurt, and he thought he might have tasted blood. But other than that, he felt fantastic. Jessie mostly dealt with kids trapped in sex slavery, but he wasn’t 100 percent sure this girl was legal. Either way, Jessie would help her.

Maybe that was the only good thing he could get out of this whole situation.

 

 

ALTHOUGH
Fiona knew what to expect, she was still kind of surprised.

Rainbow had called her that afternoon. Calls to MK Investigations were being forwarded to her home number since Roan was “indisposed” (that was the official line for now, even though Fiona thought it was somehow Edwardian in its vagueness), and a nervous Rainbow asked if she could come by as she wanted to talk about something she wasn’t comfortable discussing over the phone. Fiona thought that was weird, but since Roan had always said Rainbow couldn’t be more harmless if she was a declawed kitten stuck up a tree, Fiona gave her the address. It might not be her address for very much longer anyway.

Tank had asked her to move to Boston to be with him. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Tank, because she did, more than she thought she would. He was a bit crazy, but in a good way, not in a “I’m gonna kill all of you!” sort of way. He didn’t even mind her being a dominatrix, nor did he expect her to bring her work home with her. He spoke a lot of French, but you couldn’t have everything.

She just couldn’t picture being a hockey girlfriend, or the girlfriend of any pro athlete, really. She wasn’t a blonde supermodel type, she didn’t have fake breasts, and she wasn’t skinny, nor was she the type to stay at home while he was away fucking groupies. But to be fair to Tank, that kind of woman didn’t seem to appeal to him. If you couldn’t hold your own in a bar fight, he didn’t want to know you, and that pretty much held for women as well as men. That left him a small pool of women to draw from, and supermodel types couldn’t make the cut. (Well, maybe Naomi Campbell, but she was probably the only one.)

And it wasn’t like she could just pick up and move to a city where she didn’t know anyone. Okay, she could, and she wasn’t without skills. Beyond her dominatrix gifts, she still had her programming skills, and she could always go back to doing some web designing.

But if she left now, she’d feel like she was abandoning Roan, and she couldn’t do that. She would have liked to talk this over with him, but he actually was “indisposed.” He hadn’t regained consciousness yet, as far as she knew. Which reminded her, she needed to drop by the hospital tonight, maybe drop Dylan off a sandwich. He probably hadn’t eaten since she last saw him.

At 9:00 p.m., there was a meek knock at her door. Rainbow was essentially the hippie stereotype in a lilac peasant blouse, a long rainbow-colored skirt, and a dark blue knitted shawl. (Hand knitted? Maybe.) Her dark hair was curly like a grown-out perm, and she had it gathered behind her in a ponytail as thick as a horse’s tail. There was something homely and fragile about her, and you instinctively wanted to protect her. Fiona could see why Roan had always had a soft spot for her, even though she was one of those kitty cult people.

She sat Rainbow down, gave her some chamomile tea, and slowly pulled the story out of her. It had to be pulled, as it was disjointed, and she had a tendency to wander all over the place. But from what Fiona could gather, Rainbow was worried that the church’s new leader, James Campanelli, Bolt’s former right hand man—David Bolt was dead, having not survived a transformation over a week ago—was doing something terrible.

Since Eli’s death, it seemed like there had been a revolving door of leaders for the Church of the Divine Transformation. Rainbow was not a fan of James’s aggressive style, and there were rumors from his assistant saying that he had a cabin up in the woods, certain members were invited up there on certain weekends, and he had a side Internet business connected to it. Rainbow was nervous and vague, and it was all Fiona could do to get something concrete she could work with.

Apparently the rumors had it as some type of “fight club” for cats. Only these were generally fights to the death. She wouldn’t have believed that was true, except one of James’s assistants showed up at the church one day with a bandage on his ear. Apparently, the earlobe had been ripped off, but he told several different stories about what happened, and none made any sense.

She didn’t want to go to the police for several reasons: She didn’t trust them. What if word got back to James? What if they raided the church and people got hurt? She wanted none of that. She was hoping Roan could check it out, find out if there was any truth to it, because if anyone was going to find out the truth, it was Roan. Fiona had to give her that because few were better at it.

Rainbow didn’t have a web address for her, but that was okay, because as soon as Rainbow was gone, Fiona did her own search to see if she could turn up any domain names or sites owned by Campanelli. She found two: one which wasn’t being used yet, and another you needed a credit card number to enter. Which didn’t bode well.

Holden was the assistant investigator, and she could hand it off to him, but she was reluctant to do so. This was cat business, and as tough as Holden was, he would be fucked going up against some angry transformed all by himself. (A gun would help, but he’d still be at something of a disadvantage.) Roan was the king of the jungle, and he should have no problem subduing cats; it was what he did, sometimes without intention.

But he had to regain consciousness to do it, and she didn’t know if he ever would. So what should she do?

She decided to crack Campanelli’s site and find out. She’d let whatever she saw on there guide her to her next move. She just hoped it wasn’t fetish porn, although Holden would probably be good at handling that.

It suddenly occurred to her how weird an agency MK Investigations was—run by a cat guy who employed a part-time dominatrix and a hooker who fancied himself a vigilante. If it was something weird, who better to deal with it than them? 

Again, as long as it wasn’t fetish porn. That would suck.
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Blackest Eyes

 

ROAN
woke with a start and sat up, ready to pounce. On what he wasn’t sure, but he was sure there was something requiring his attention.

But only when he was crouched on the bed did he realize he was in a hospital room, and he had no less than three IVs in his arm. Also, his brain was fuzzy, like he’d had way too much Vicodin, and he was mildly achy.

It all started clicking, especially when he saw Dylan asleep on a cot not too far away. And he was just asleep, out but still breathing, which was a relief. He hadn’t hurt him… physically… yet. God, that was a thought he hadn’t wanted to have. But for some reason he was afraid he had hurt him.

Realizing he looked like an idiot, he sat back down, tucked his bare legs back under the scratchy sheets, and looked at the various monitors around him. Was he okay? He should be an expert at reading all these machines by now, but half the time he didn’t pay any attention.

Roan ran a hand over his head and was amazed at how short his hair was. Did they give him a buzz cut? But it felt really soft, new, and with the familiar dead-tooth ache in his body and the scratchy five o’clock shadow on his face, he knew he had recently transformed. He should have hurt more, but that explained why his brain felt like it was lost in a pea-soup fog—they’d pumped him so full of drugs William S. Burroughs would have been jealous. He probably wasn’t meant to be functioning yet, but panic and anger (in lion or human form) could push him past any barrier.

Looking at the books and sketchpads around Dylan’s cot, he got a really bad feeling. How long had he been here? “Dyl,” he said, and realized it was his quiet, middle-of-the-night voice. Was it appropriate? It looked dark out the windows, but the metal mesh could have made a heavily overcast day look like night. “Dylan. Can you hear me?”

Dylan stirred, let out a “don’t bug me” groan (you knew you were in a relationship too long when you could easily interpret each other’s grunts and groans), and then suddenly raised his head. He sat up, clearly shocked, and looked at Roan. It seemed to take Dylan a second to really see him. “Roan?”

He nodded. “Yeah. What happened? How long have I been out?”

Dylan sprang off his cot and rushed to his bedside, crushing him in a violent hug and very nearly entangling himself in Roan’s IV lines. “Oh God, I thought I’d lost you for good.”

“I’m sorry,” he said into the side of Dylan’s neck. Roan felt tears slide down his skin as he hugged him back fiercely, Dylan trying to hide a sob in his shoulder. The smell of Dylan, the warmth of his body, was so familiar it was instantly comforting, and they were like that for several minutes while Dylan tried to stop crying and Roan tried to keep himself from tearing up. Dylan in tears always got to him. Dylan then pulled away and kissed Roan’s face, his forehead, his cheeks, finally his mouth, like he’d been away forever. It probably felt that way.

Dylan finally told him he’d been out for about a week and a half. Which was bad, but not as bad as it could have been. Dylan also let him know that, once he recovered from his general happiness over Roan being conscious again, he was going to beat the shit out of him. That was fair enough.

Roan was starving. His stomach felt like it was trying to digest his internal organs, and he didn’t want food, he needed it, now. After convincing Dylan he was up to the trip down to the cafeteria, he got dressed and carefully removed two of the IVs from his arm (he had to keep one; Dylan said it was off if he didn’t keep at least one). Dylan then led him down to the cafeteria, where he was the only one trailing an IV behind him, but no one much cared.

Yes, it was hospital cafeteria food, but it struck him as some of the best food he’d ever had. He wolfed it down like there was no tomorrow. He had two prewrapped sandwiches, but only by the time he was eating the third did he bother to look and see what was in them. Looked like turkey, sad pieces of lettuce, and some kind of anonymous cheese. He didn’t care. They needed mustard, but he couldn’t care less. Partial transformation just beat the shit out of your metabolism, and he felt like a parakeet, trying to eat twice his weight in food as fast as possible. Dylan watched him with the kind of world-weary annoyance and affection that could only be adopted by the long-suffering spouse. He reminded Roan to chew every now and then. As he told Roan the lion had come out in his skin, not once, but twice, Dylan just looked weary. Roan would have called bullshit, except he knew Dylan wasn’t lying to him. He still seemed a little freaked out by it, and Roan couldn’t blame him. That would freak him out too; if he ever found himself conscious in a lion body, his mind would probably snap like a pretzel. According to Dylan, Rosenberg had no idea what it meant.

Roan chugged down his second glass of atrocious iced tea and started in on a prepackaged brownie, as he thought he should mix sugar and carbs in with his protein. Actually, what he needed was a pizza, something dripping with cheese, grease, and pepperoni. As soon as he thought of it, he asked, “Do you think we can get a pizza delivered here?”

Dylan just stared at him, his dark-chocolate eyes giving nothing away. “At what point do we watch your stomach explode like Mr. Creosote?”

“Never. I seem to have hollow legs.” Actually he kind of wished that was the truth.

Just like he wished he didn’t know what the lion coming out while he was in his body meant. But he did know, didn’t he? Or at least he suspected its meaning. What he could do, the lion could do—he could force a change, and maybe the lion could too. Or, in this case, force it to stop. But only when he wasn’t around to put up a fight. So in a technical sense, he had custody of his body, but if he didn’t watch it, he was going to be kidnapped and flown off to a country with no extradition treaty. Or something like that.

Okay, so he was crazy. Roan could only hope it was the good kind of crazy.

 

 

SCOTT
had no idea why he was still up, watching a movie he wouldn’t be watching if it wasn’t so late and he wasn’t so bored.

It was probably his laziness ganging up on him again. Hockey season was over, for the moment, and he had time to go off his diet and the training grind and just veg like a normal person. For about a week and a half.

Then he’d have to start training again as he couldn’t afford to get too out of shape. There was a slim chance he could get picked up by someone during the summer trading season, and did he really want to show up with a newborn beer gut and a bit of a wheeze? He had to be in top form.

Grey had no problem with this. Grey would probably roll in around ten in the morning and kick him out of bed, telling him a jog would be good for him, and he shouldn’t complain since it was only a mile. Grey seemed to enjoy exercise; he seemed to get something out of it, but then again, Grey was always weird. If he hadn’t been a hockey player, he’d probably be a personal trainer or something, someone who gleefully tormented the out of shape for fun and profit. But since he was built like Frankenstein’s monster, exercise probably was fun for him. Get those dead body parts movin’.

Scott shoved a handful of the caramel popcorn in his mouth and winced as he chewed. It looked like caramel, it was sticky like caramel, but it tasted like sweet chemicals. Horrible shit. But here he was, still eating the stuff, probably due to boredom and being tired. It wasn’t waking him up, though, nor was this film, which had reached ludicrous new heights every fifteen minutes or so. He still had to see how it ended, even though he knew the white-guy hero would probably think of some stupid way to kill the beast and end up with the woman with the weird hair helmet. But he wanted to see how they killed the thing, and he bet it would be pathetic. Sprinkling it with hot sauce, slamming it in a car door, smooshing it with an oversized tissue? The stupid options were endless.

He yawned and stretched out on the couch, wondering if he should risk one more beer. It didn’t go with the horrible popcorn, but the real advantage was, it would put him to sleep. He was perilously close to sleep as it was. He should just go to bed. Scott was still trying to decide when there was a knock on the door.

He heaved himself off the couch and asked, “Tegan kick your ass out?” Tegan wasn’t the brightest woman he’d ever met, but she was smart enough to be unable to stand Grey sometimes. Scott gave it three months, tops.

Although it could have been Grey forgetting his keys again, it turned out to be Holden on the doorstep, leaning against the frame. “Nobody kicks my ass without paying in advance.”

He had a bruise, slowly cycling through shades of mauve and purple, growing beneath his left eye, and it looked like he had blood on his pants. “Holy shit, were you in a fight?”

“Fight makes it sound like the other guy had a chance,” Holden replied with his usual cool humor. Scott helped him inside, as he was limping a little, and once he got him on the couch, he asked, “What happened?”

Scott went back to shut the door and then detoured into the kitchenette to grab a bag of frozen peas from the freezer, while Holden once again used a lot of words to say not much of anything. Holden said it was just part of the case he was working on for Roan, and he wasn’t at liberty to go into details with client confidentiality and all. Except he could say that the guy he beat up was a total scumbag who deserved worse. “If you wanna give me his name, Grey and I could pay him a visit.”

“Nah. He’s probably gonna need dental surgery, so he’s out of the game for a while.” Scott came back and handed him the bag of peas, which he looked at with a sarcastic raised eyebrow. “Dare I ask what you expect me to do with this?”

So many things came to mind, but Scott said, “It’s for your eye. It’s more comfortable than an ice pack.” What did he find so attractive about Holden? He wasn’t Scott’s usual type at all. Physically, Roan wasn’t either, but he could understand that because the guy was a stud. How many real life superheroes did you meet? He oozed machismo and a kind of exotic appeal that Scott bet even a few straight guys would go for.

But Holden just oozed sex, a kind of dark charm that suggested he’d fuck your brains out if you were lucky and kill you if you weren’t. He could also turn it off and on, like a faucet, which added a creep factor to it and should have been a turnoff. How did you know when any of this was real? And while he was attractive, he wasn’t overwhelmingly handsome; he wasn’t the second coming of Brad Pitt. Yet there was something about him that made you take a second look, made you stare. Maybe it was just trying to figure him out, as if the puzzle of him was in his eyes, and if you could just be close enough to him long enough, you would figure it out and he would make sense. But maybe that was just him projecting. He didn’t understand Holden, what motivated him, and he wasn’t sure he ever would. Maybe that’s why he was so attractive. He was a continuous, unending mystery.

Holden held the bag of peas up to his bruised eye and let out a slight hiss of pain through his teeth. “I knew coming here was the right idea. Who better to handle black eyes than a hockey player. Bet you’re brilliant with dental emergencies too.”

“Wow, I haven’t heard that one before,” he replied, undoing Holden’s jeans.

Holden stared at him with his one visible eye, smirking slightly. “You aren’t even buying me dinner first?”

“I want to take a look at your leg, smartass. How’d you hurt it?”

“Kneeing the guy in the face.”

Scott clicked his tongue. “If you don’t watch it, that’s a good way to break a bone in your knee.”

“Gee, how would you know that, being such a good boy?” he replied with sarcastic humor. “It’s not like you’re a hockey player or something.”

Scott gave him the finger before yanking his jeans down with a bit more force than necessary. Scott couldn’t help but notice he was wearing red boxer briefs, which looked so incredibly sexy on him, but he ignored that and looked at his right knee, which was a bit puffy and reddish. He touched it gingerly, trying to avoid the bruise. “If there’s a real sharp pain, let me know.”

“It’s a dull ache,” Holden replied. “It actually feels like a pulled muscle or something.”

“Hmm.” He was far from a trainer, but he’d become a minor expert on leg injuries just by observation. The fact that Holden wasn’t screaming in pain from him grabbing his knee cap was probably the best sign in this situation. “It’s possible. You definitely bruised it.” He started taking off Holden’s shoes and expected another comment. He wasn’t disappointed.

“No means no, cowboy.”

“You should get in the tub, soak that knee. It’ll bring the swelling down.” Holden’s telling silence made him look up to see Holden grinning at him in an offhand, goofy sort of way. “What?” Scott asked defensively.

“Has anyone ever told you you’re fucking adorable?”

“You have. I think this makes it several times now. I’m beginning to think it’s an insult.”

That softened Holden’s expression, and Holden sat forward and touched his face, grazing his cheek lightly with his knuckles. “No, never. I just can’t believe you’re real sometimes.”

What did you say to that? Scott wanted to say he felt the same way about him, but he didn’t know if the way he meant it was precisely a compliment, so he decided to just say, “I have dirty laundry that attests to my reality.”

“Don’t we all? People could die off tomorrow, and all that would be left to prove we existed would be dirty laundry and Styrofoam coffee cups,” Holden replied, sitting back and letting Scott pull his jeans off. Scott got a close up look at the blood and grimaced. His first thought, as callous as it was, was that he’d never get this stain out.

He wadded up the jeans in a ball so no blood would get on their stuff, as Holden limped to the bathroom, shedding his shirt along the way. At least his shirt hadn’t appeared bloodied, but it was dark, and flecks of blood wouldn’t show up easily. He also knew this from experience.

Scott hung around to see the end of the movie before he turned off the set. In the end, they dropped a “small” nuclear bomb on the creature, even though it was only in a desert two miles outside the city. Still, no buildings were destroyed, no one was evaporated by the shockwave, and fallout? What the hell was that? What a magnificent piece of crap. He would have blamed Ed Wood for this, except it apparently wasn’t an Ed Wood film. Who knew it was so easy to make a truly epic disaster of a film?

He heard the water running as he went into his room to find some sweats for Holden to wear and wondered if his were big enough. He was a jock, sure, but Holden was pretty broad across the shoulders. Not Grey big, but a bit bigger than him. Still, his sweats were oversized, so he didn’t worry about it too much.

As Scott walked to the bathroom, he wondered what he knew about male prostitutes, except that certain neo-cons and evangelists had an insatiable love for them. That was all he knew about them, come to think of it. You just naturally assumed they were all abused as kids and were all addicted to drugs. The fact that neither of these things applied to Holden made him a true puzzle. That and he seemed so smart, too smart to be doing this for a living. Was he doing this just to be contrary? It seemed a long way to go just to say “fuck you” to the world. But then you added this whole sidekick to a superhero thing into the mix, and things just got too fucked up for words.

He knocked on the door and waited for the okay before going in and putting the sweats on the top of the toilet tank. “You’re gonna want to wash your clothes before you go out in daylight. Or maybe burn them. This guy was still alive, right?”

Holden chuckled, but in a dark, almost sinister, sort of way. He was lying back in the acrylic plastic bathtub, the water still coming in at full blast even though the tub was half full. Since he was naked, Scott could see he had no other bruises, so the fight probably was as one-sided as he said it was. And that was yet another oddity of Holden: that he could fight as well as he apparently could. His size was a help, sure. Grey proved that sometimes size was the only difference between a sissy slap fight and a devastating shot heard ’round the world, but without some ability, size wasn’t enough. Had Roan trained him? (Shades of Batman and Robin—a comparison Holden hated, especially since “Batman is a normal guy with a lot of money and tech. Roan isn’t normal, isn’t rich, and has no tech. The comparison would send a comic nerd into a tizzy.” Scott felt Holden had revealed himself as a comic nerd by that statement, but kept the observation to himself.) “I wouldn’t come here if I’d killed someone. I wouldn’t want you getting nailed as an accomplice after the fact.”

“Thanks.” The fact that he had actually considered this made Scott nervous. How dangerous was this guy? He sat on the closed toilet lid and noticed the steam coming from the tub. “You know, you should be soaking the knee in cooler water.”

“What, and risk shrinkage? Fuck that. Besides, warm water is nice and relaxing.” He settled against the back of the tub, putting an arm behind his head, adopting a sexy smile. “My knee feels better already.”

He bet. “So where did you learn to fight?”

“From watching hockey.” At Scott’s scowl, Holden snickered and admitted, “Various places. When I played baseball, the coach encouraged me to do a little boxing, strengthen my arms, and then when I was on the street, I picked up some other things by watching other guys, and trial and error. Fighting isn’t rocket science. It’s just learning not to hurt yourself while hurting someone else.” He sat forward and turned off the taps. “Isn’t that how you learned?”

“More or less. I took up sparring during the off season, mainly to get my excess energy out and as exercise I could bother to do, but as I started moving up the amateur hockey ranks, I learned some from the older or more experienced defensemen. There may have been a couple of wingers, but defensemen seem to know the best tricks.”

“Maybe you could teach me some sometime.”

Scott sighed and shook his head at a grinning Holden. “Do you ever say anything that doesn’t sound like a come-on?”

“I do, all the time. It’s not my fault if you think it’s a come-on.” He gave Scott an innocent look, but after a moment’s struggle couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed.

“You know, I really thought you weren’t coming by tonight.”

That seemed to sober him up; Scott watched his mirth die away like a light on a dimmer switch. “I wasn’t. But the thought of going home…. I dunno. I didn’t want to.”

Scott’s first thought was teasing him, as surely Holden would have done the same thing to him, but there was an alien vulnerability in his expression that made him look human for once. Not like the world’s slickest, untouchable bastard. Something happened tonight, and it wasn’t the fight. Something had gotten under Holden’s skin, although the likelihood he’d ever mention it was near zero. Then again, would Scott? Talking was for other people; talking was what his girlfriends made him do. The good thing about having a boyfriend was you didn’t always need to talk. Scott moved to the side of the tub and knelt down before grabbing the back of Holden’s head and kissing him, just to see how he’d react.

Holden kissed him back, a wet hand on the back of his neck. Holden had this way of kissing him that felt like he was almost trying to consume him, eat his face off like a zombie, but it wasn’t actually a bad thing. It told Scott that Holden was done with talking for the night, that he wanted to do something much more interesting. And that suited Scott just fine.
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The Common Plague

 

DOCTOR ROSENBERG
burst in without knocking while Roan was getting dressed. He’d only just gotten his underwear on, and he was kind of relieved, but then it occurred to him how many times she had seen him naked, and he realized it was a stupid thing to be embarrassed about. Still, it was an attempt at dignity.

“Look, asshole, how many times are we gonna have this conversation?” she began, as exasperated as she usually was with him. “You can’t just wake up from a coma and walk out of the hospital.”

“I told him,” Dylan said helplessly.

Roan pulled up his jeans, which were looser than before (funny, but that was the whole metabolism thing again), and said, “I’m fine. If I was a normal person, I’d agree, but I’m not. I’m well enough to leave. There’s no reason to keep me.”

“Except the lion came out while you were still human. And you have tumors we haven’t operated on. And, oh yeah, what about the fact that you had brain surgery, motherfucker? People just don’t get up and walk.”

Dylan actually grimaced and covered his mouth at the “motherfucker,” both horrified and deeply amused that Roan’s doctor just called him that. Roan was too accustomed to both her potty mouth and her general orneriness to be fazed by it. “I already have. Apparently I also fought a cat, which you’d think would be beyond someone who just had brain surgery.”

“Now you’re just being a smartass. That was the lion, not you.”

Finished zipping up his jeans, he moved on to his T-shirt. “We’re pretty much the same, aren’t we? Whatever he can do, I can do. We’re pilots of the same plane.”

“Which you’re gonna auger into the fucking ground. Look, I know you’re different than most, no one knows that better than me, but your body can only adapt so much before it snaps under the strain. Yeah, yours adapts more than most, but there’s a limit. And you won’t know that limit until your heart explodes.”

Roan shrugged on his shirt and unconsciously smoothed down his hair, even though his hair was still short enough that it was astonishingly pointless. It still surprised him because he wasn’t used to it yet. “Then I should enjoy my life while I still have it, huh?”

“Uh, exploding heart was an exaggeration, right?” Dylan asked warily.

Rosenberg just looked disgusted with Roan, which he was also used to. “You’re just gonna be a shithead and swan outta here, huh?”

“Swan? I don’t swan. If I’m in a good mood I might mince, but that’s it.”

She shook her head, not falling for the jokes. “You took out your IVs, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but I’m not actively bleeding, so you don’t need to call out the HazMat team.”

She shifted her gaze to Dylan. “Got anything we can use on this asshole to control him?”

“What, do you mean withhold sex?”

“Would that work?”

Dylan and Roan shared a glance before Dylan said, “That punishes me for his bone-headedness, doesn’t it?”

She looked like she was going to reply to that, but thought better of it and decided to just glare at Roan again. “You have no idea if your supposition about the lion is correct. You’re guessing.”

“I am, sure. But are you gonna tell me, if I stay here another week, that you can do any better?”

She pointed a sharp finger at him. “You’re not so big that I can’t smack you.”

“If I get the sense something’s wrong, I promise I’ll come back.”

She scoffed. “Bullshit. You’re a macho asshole.”

“I’ll make him,” Dylan offered. “I can guilt him into it.”

“And you can’t guilt him into staying?”

Dylan grimaced ruefully. “I don’t want him to stay here.”

“See? My husband needs me at home.”

She really wasn’t happy with either of them, which was actually nice as now Dylan could share the cranky antipathy coming from his doctor. “You two,” she said, shaking her head. And with that cryptic comment, she left.

“What do you think that meant?” Dylan wondered.

“It means never come here for a prostate exam.”

“Believe me, I wasn’t going to,” Dylan admitted, before going back to cramming his stuff in a duffel bag.

Perhaps the one thing they could all agree on was, it was always a good day when you got to leave the hospital early.

 

 

HOLDEN
was woken up by a boisterous male voice shouting, “Come on, get—” It petered out as Holden raised his head groggily and saw what appeared to be some kind of seven-foot hulking menace in the doorway. Then his eyes adjusted to the early morning half-light and the slightly unfamiliar room, and he saw it was Grey, in a black, sleeveless Under Armour shirt, loose red jogging shorts, and some kind of needlessly fancy sneakers. Grey looked a little surprised, but not as much as you would expect. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t know he had company.”

Holden glanced over his shoulder and confirmed the sleeping lump beside him was Scott. Oh, right. This was Scott’s room, wasn’t it? It took him a moment to remember. “What time is it anyways?”

“Seven. Was gonna drag him out for a jog.”

He looked over at the sleeping lump of Scott, who had yet to move a single iota under the pale blue blanket. “Should we check for a pulse?”

“Nah, he’s always like that. Usually I hafta shove him outta bed to wake him up. He could sleep through the apocalypse. There’s one story, that he always denies, that he fell asleep sitting at the end of the bench during a game. And nobody knew he was asleep until the back-up goalie heard him snoring.”

Holden sat up, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. It was always disorienting to sleep at someone else’s place, not to mention dealing with roommates. But Grey honestly didn’t seem to care he’d caught Scott in bed with a man. “Well, if you’re asking me, I don’t jog. It makes the ice fly out of my gin.”

Grey smirked at that. “I only harass teammates. Unless you’ve joined the Falcons, you’re excused.”

“Awesome.”

“Since I’m gonna jog alone, maybe I’ll have some eggs first. Want some eggs?”

This wasn’t right at all. No straight guy was this cool. “If you’re offering.”

Grey nodded and walked off. “Mind fried? They’re usually the easiest to make….”

“Whatever,” Holden replied, raising his voice so Grey could hear him. He felt like he’d woken up in bizarroland. Was a straight jock really going to make him breakfast?

Suddenly, there was a quiet mutter. “Is he gone?”

Holden gave Scott’s shoulder a shove. “Asshole. Playing possum like that.”

“But I’m really good at it.” He peeked out from beneath the blanket, eyes barely open, hair seriously mussed and sticking up at all angles. It was comical and fucking adorable at the same time. It made Holden kind of hate him, mainly because he had to work hard to get that kind of “accidental” hotness. “He usually wakes me up. I just don’t acknowledge him until I hafta.”

“Has he ever walked in to find a guy in your bed?”

“No. I told ya, I never bring guys home.”

“So why is he so cool about it?”

Scott settled his head deeper into his pillow, closing his eyes. He’d never been fully awake anyway; his voice was a gravelly mumble. “That’s Grey. Nothing gets to him. He’d be the perfect action movie guy ’cause you could wave a gun in his face and he wouldn’t even blink.”

“This is the same guy who raises hell on the ice?”

“That’s his job,” Scott muttered into his pillow.

He was damn good at it. He seemed like a different person. Holden slapped Scott on his tight little ass and asked, “You getting up?”

“Fuck no,” he mumbled. “He’ll make me jog.”

“Mind if I borrow some clothes?” Otherwise he’d have to run across the hall to the bathroom naked, and Grey probably wouldn’t be down with that. Holden knew he wouldn’t be if it was a naked woman. Scott had already given him sweats, but he’d left them in the bathroom.

“Go nuts,” he mumbled.

Holden got up, sliding out of bed and stretching languidly. This was still very weird, and he would never get used to it… except he realized he could get used to it.

Great. Now he knew what scared him the most.

 

 

DYLAN
was tired and wanted Roan to take it easy and rest, just like he would if he was at the hospital. In fact, that was the agreement—Dylan would support him coming home if he actually took it easy.

The problem with that was, he wasn’t tired. If you considered a coma sleeping, he’d been sleeping for too fucking long as it was, and he was strangely restless. But he feigned exhaustion for Dylan’s sake and didn’t move until he was sure Dylan was sleeping. Then Roan slipped carefully out of bed, making sure he didn’t wake Dylan up, and went to use the downstairs bathroom to get dressed. He looked at himself in the mirror, with his new aerodynamic haircut and the ghost of a thin surgery scar barely visible at his hairline, over his left ear. He thought his eyes looked bigger, starker, but it was just the lack of hair that made his face look gaunt. A partial transformation might be good for him; he’d grow his hair back out.

Wow. Changing just to grow his hair back? How gay was he?

He checked his phone messages to find a lot of people didn’t bother calling. Well, he was unconscious, and no one was sure if he was going to live, so why leave a message? Fiona had, though. She said if he regained consciousness any time before 2014, he should call her back as she had something he might want to see.

Roan called her back, aware it was early but still hoping she was up, and she answered right away. She wasn’t just up, she was wired, like she’d been up all night, and he imagined that was the case. Once they got over all the “you came out of a coma and walked out of the hospital?” part, Fi cut to the chase. She told him Rainbow had come to see her about the new guy at Divine Transformation. (Holy shit, Bolt was dead?) It had taken her all night, but she had finally cracked the site and thought he might want to see this. He agreed and said he’d be right over.

On the drive to Fiona’s, he stopped and picked up a couple of breakfast sandwiches, one for him and one for her, and also got a couple of teas. (Fiona didn’t need any more caffeine).

When he arrived, she answered the door in sweats and a Seattle Falcons T-shirt, looking crazed. Her red hair, although held back in a ponytail, was messy, and dark circles ringed her eyes like the crescents of fresh bruises. Her sweat had a metallic smell, the caffeine leeching from her bloodstream, and for a moment she just stared at him. “Wow, you have hair,” she said. “Last time I saw you, your head was shaved.”

“I’m a lion. We don’t stay bald for long.” He handed her the paper bag containing the sandwich and the paper cup holding the tea. “So what have you uncovered?”

“Well, it’s nice to know you’re still in the ‘wham, bam, thank you, ma’am’ mode,” she replied, turning away and walking inside. He followed, closing the door once he was inside.

“I think you’ll discover no ma’am ever came into it.”

“You know what I mean, smartass,” she replied, sitting in the desk chair before her computer, putting the food down. There was a Tupperware container on her desk, and she reached in and scooped up a small handful of what he initially took to be chocolate-covered peanuts, although they didn’t smell right. In fact, they were chocolate-covered espresso beans, and after she threw a couple in her mouth, she opened her hand to him and said, “Want some? They’re good.”

“I can’t chew coffee beans.”

“Why? Make you too edgy?”

“The taste is too bitter for my taste buds. Triggers my gag reflex. There isn’t enough chocolate to stop it.”

She stared at him a moment, as if trying to figure out if he was serious or not. “Is this related to your super-smelling thing?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, should’ve guessed.” And just like that, she turned back to her computer screen, dumping the uneaten beans back in the plastic container.

“So what did you discover? We got ourselves a kitty fight club?” He stepped behind her chair and looked over her shoulder as she called it up.

What came up on the screen was a black page with several video windows and what looked like some kind of chart. The writing was too small for him to read from here, but he didn’t have to, as she was happy to fill him in. “Yeah, it’s a kitty fight club, but it’s also worse than that.”

“They sell the videos? Cat snuff?”

She nodded, making her sloppy ponytail bounce and hit him. “Yeah, but you’re still not at the worst part.” She clicked on that one chart he could see, and it magnified, popping up bigger in its own separate window. “It’s a gambling operation.”

“What?” But now that he could see the chart, he could see for himself. Fights were listed by type of cat and advantage (such as a “male panther, 185 pounds, six foot seven inches versus a “male leopard, 243 pounds, six foot”) and approximate dates of fights, with some caveats being listed at the bottom.
“Due to the unpredictability of viral cycles and availability of fighters, all times and matches are approximate, and betting may be halted at any time.”
There were five different matches listed for the next ten days, although no dates were given for the fights themselves; they were just supposed to be taking place sometime this week. “Motherfucker. Any clues in the videos as to where the fights are taking place?”

“From what I can tell, they’re taking place indoors in something that looks like an empty pool, some kinda deep but slippery pit where the cats can’t get to the human spectators.”

“Human spectators?” This was getting better and better.

“Yeah. You never really see ’em, or at least I haven’t, but you can hear ’em in the background. The videos are poorly shot anyways. If you shell out thirty bucks for this kinda feed, though, you deserve to get ripped off.”

Unbelievable. It was bad enough that the normals were exploiting the infected, but now the infected were helping them? Jesus. He didn’t know why he was surprised; it had happened before, and it would happen again. “Have you checked property records, seen if Campanelli had anything that might contain something like this?”

“He owns a condo in Magnolia, kind of a ritzy place, and there’s no fucking way that’s happening there. I haven’t turned up any secondary properties. He’s not rich.”

“Yeah, that would have been too easy.” Roan rubbed his eyes, which felt dry from staring at the screen, and asked, “Rainbow had no idea of location?”

“Just up in the mountains. Considering we live within the Cascade Range, that doesn’t narrow it down.”

“No it doesn’t.” He pulled out his cell phone and punched up a familiar number. Holden answered his cell by the third ring.

“Dylan?”

“No, Roan.”

“Fuck you! He’s in a coma, playing road kill.”

Roan scowled at the phone, for all the good it would do him. “Are you done?”

“Hardly. You’re a passive-aggressive son of a bitch sometimes, you know that? You’re torturing poor Dylan, who’s really not cut out for this.” He paused and held the phone away as he said to someone in the background, “Grey, you wanna say anything to Roan?”

Grey? As in Grey Williams? Roan got his answer when he heard the laconic, deep-voiced defenseman say, “Yeah. Hope he’s better. The guys chipped in and bought him a get well present, but he’s gonna have to show up to get it.”

“Dude, I’m verbally bitch slapping him. Don’t be supportive.”

“I ain’t bitch slapping him. I’m attached to my arm, I need it.”

Holden sighed impatiently. “He can’t reach over the phone and rip your limbs off. Aren’t you supposed to be a butch guy who’s not afraid of anything?”

“I’m very butch,” Grey replied. “But I’m not stupid.”

Roan grimaced, trying not to laugh. He had no idea why Holden and Grey were in the same room, but he was glad he was an ear witness, as few people could get the verbal upper hand on Holden. Who knew Grey would be the one to do it? “You’ve really done a number on these guys,” Holden accused, getting back on the phone.

“I haven’t done anything, I’ve been road kill in a hospital for a week.”

“I’m hanging up on you.”

“Fine.” He told Holden what Campanelli was up to, and how he was seriously lacking some basic information. “I need an inside man in the church. I can’t do it, but you haven’t burned too many bridges there, have you?”

“Not to my knowledge. You want me there now, I take it?”

“As soon as possible would be for the best.”

Holden sighed, once more the most put upon person in the universe. “Fine. As soon as I finish breakfast, I’ll change and get out there.”

“Do I need to tell you to be careful?”

“No. But if I need back up, I can call Grey.” He moved the phone aside and asked, “I can call you, Grey?”

In the small silence that followed, Roan heard the scrape of a fork on a plate. They were having breakfast together? Suddenly he remembered the scent of Scott at Holden’s place and realized Scott was at his apartment. Holy shit, had Holden gotten himself a boyfriend? Laconically as always, Grey answered, “Sure.”

“See? I’ll be fine.”

Just because he couldn’t resist, Roan let a moment pass, then asked, “So when’s the engagement?”

“Go fuck yourself with a linoleum knife,” Holden snapped and hung up. Roan almost laughed. He actually found it sweet—and inexplicable—that Holden had a boyfriend, even though he still couldn’t wrap his head around it being Scott. Oh well, life was strange, and no one knew that better than him.

Fiona was looking up at him with her wide, caffeine-jazzed eyes, and he was afraid her heart was going to explode any minute. “You just got out of the hospital. Should you be working a case right now?”

It was already too late to ask.
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I Became A Prostitute

 

HOLDEN
figured his trip to the church was timely as the Rico case had hit a dead end.

The old number he had for Jewel was no longer in service, and the first mutual friend they had also had a disconnected number. There was someone else he could call, and did, but all he got was their machine. He left a message, but he had no idea if they would ever call back. If he couldn’t find Jewel, his investigation ended here. Hell, even if he did find her, she might not have seen a damn thing, and the investigation ended anyway. Roan had told him once that sometimes there wasn’t even an ending, good or bad, just a series of questions that could never be answered. Perhaps Rico’s life would boil down to that. Maybe his would too.

Grey made some good fried eggs and frozen hash browns, and he was good breakfast company. He got a call from his agent at one point, although he was very monosyllabic, and his expression remained as placid as always. Just out of curiosity, Holden asked as soon as he hung up, “What was that about?”

Grey shrugged, cutting another bite of eggs off with the side of his fork. “Looks like I might get signed to the Flyers. Pass the salsa?”

Even as poor as his hockey knowledge was, Scott had a shirt with a Flyers logo on it, so he knew who they were. “An NHL team? Isn’t that exciting?”

Grey shrugged again. “Yeah. But I’ll hafta move. I kinda like it here.”

And that was that. Scott was right—nothing fazed Grey. He was permanently stuck in a low gear, except when his coach asked him to act like a bouncer on the ice. It was awesomely strange. A type-B personality wasn’t inclined to be the dedicated athlete that he was, so what was he? Type C?

Holden went home to take a shower and change, and in his bathroom cabinet he found the box of semipermanent hair dye he’d bought for some reason but had yet to use. He used to dye his hair blond to appeal to more clients but let it grow back to its original color when he stopped taking new ones on. The dye was for a transitional color, a very light brunet called “Driftwood” on the box, with “light ash brown” beneath it in case you couldn’t figure out what it meant. Impulsively, he decided to use it now and colored his hair for the first time in a long time. Why not?

The dye just lightened his hair, turned it into a hybrid between his natural dark brown and his previous fake blond. As he was blow-drying his hair, he considered digging out some of his colored contacts and putting them in, and then he wondered why. It wasn’t like he expected to get identified at the church, as he was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen, and even if it did, he was convinced he could bullshit his way out of it. So why was he going to this trouble?

He didn’t know, except perhaps he was sure something was fucked up, and his way of handling it was to change himself, like maybe if life didn’t recognize him, he could duck whatever punches were being thrown his way. Speaking of which, his black eye didn’t look that bad, but he bet he could construct a good story around it. In fact, it was a shame it wasn’t worse as he really could have milked that.

He dressed not just casually, but in stuff that genuinely looked like it came from a thrift store. Not the good stuff; the ill-fitting stuff with obvious imperfections, because he wanted to seem pitiable and also like he’d been neglecting to take care of himself. He’d been depressed, maybe suicidal. In fact, his hair almost looked too good for that, but fuck it—they were mainly straight at the church, right? They probably believed all gay men had good hair, no matter the circumstances.

It turned out to be a very slow day at the church, and not much had changed, except there was a bit more parking, and someone had mowed the lawn recently.

Holden had his story all ready to go, so when some male functionary let him in, he told him his name was Hayden (why not?) and he was a new infected. The man, who seemed both unconcerned and uninterested, said he’d send a “peer counselor” in (just a member, nothing else) in a moment and to make himself at home. Holden sat down on a tacky sofa that was probably from a thrift shop somewhere, and he couldn’t help but note the room looked a little like a ’70s rec room. Did all churches have one room that looked vaguely like a ’70s rec room? He knew his dad’s church had, until it became a million-dollar megachurch that said, loud and clear, “Fuck you, poor people!” It was just the kind of disgusting ostentation that turned him off and made him wonder why anyone ever believed a damn thing said by organized religion.

In his mind, Holden had planned the perfect revenge. He would get Roan to take out the security. Rocky and some of his friends from the Dungeon to guard the doors while he and many of his hooker brethren—as well as some of the guys from Panic and Roan—stormed into his father’s megachurch on a packed Sunday and took over the stage. Some of the guys and girls would make out (same sex only), while the transsexuals would strip, and he would shout, “Hello—did you wonder what happened to the son mysteriously Photoshopped out of the promotional materials? That’s me! I went into a Biblical profession—prostitute! We’re older than the fucking hills and twice as pretty!” Roan would probably object to partially transforming on cue, but he’d probably be okay running a mosh pit with the rough trade. It would be so great to humiliate his father and horrify the white suburban crowd that packed his coffers. They already hated gays and infecteds, so might as well do something to deserve the hate. It was no fun letting them hate just ’cause they thought they were all icky. Give them a target to shoot at, a real reason for rage.

The only flaw in the plan was the arrests that would follow. It wouldn’t be fair to so many of them. Disorderly conduct by itself wasn’t a heavy charge, but with some of their rap sheets, it would sink them. Still, it would be awesome, especially if they got one of Rocky’s submissives to film it for YouTube. The “gay agenda” in action, turning everyday megachurches into chaotic bacchanals: like a Lady Gaga concert, but so much gayer. Okay, yes, anger at his father was the main fuel, but he did hate the hypocrites, the ones with the pretty suburban lives and morals who still hired him and his kind and preached with fervor what they didn’t practice. How that led him to here, he had no idea.

But considering his line of thought, he was really surprised when a vaguely familiar voice asked, “Your real name is Hayden?”

Standing in the open doorway was Badger, a short, stocky Hispanic guy whose real name he never knew. He was one of the gay for pay-ers, who became a hustler to support his habit, or so he said. Holden couldn’t help but be suspicious of a lot of them, and he always got a vibe from Badger that he was actually gay but too macho to admit it. (He had never met Roan, where he would have learned that no man on Earth could ever be more macho than the gay guy who could turn into a lion. Could any straight man literally unhinge his jaw and bite clean through your neck? No? Then they were pansies.) He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, he just had a couple of acne scars marring what was otherwise a nearly flawless caramel complexion and brown eyes with almost womanly long lashes. In different circumstances, he could have been a heartthrob. But now he was here. “Badger. Holy shit, you’re infected? Last I heard, you’d gone down to California.”

Badger shrugged, perching warily on the edge of a threadbare armchair. He was still wearing his usual uniform of jeans and a T-shirt, but not in the oversized “gangster” style he preferred on the street. “That’s what I told everybody. But same thing happened to me as I guess happened to you—infected by a client.”

“Shit.” Could he tell his fake sob story with a real life sob story victim right in front of him?

Sure he could. Because sometimes a conscience was for the weak, and he had a job to do.

 

 

YOU
couldn’t sleep in a hospital, especially on a cot. No matter how comfortable you tried to make it, it was still a hospital, and unless you were knocked out, it wasn’t restful. So Dylan wasn’t really surprised he’d slept in as late as he had in his own bed.

Nor was he surprised Roan was gone. Fiona had left a message on their machine, and he knew he should have erased it, but how could he? Roan would run out and go work as soon as possible, because that’s what he did. He loved having a mission, a crusade, and he would do it as long as he could. The perils of being hitched to a superhero in a world of mere mortals.

Roan must have felt bad, because he’d made a pitcher of green tea before he left, with lemon slices floating in it. Roan, ironically, couldn’t cut a straight wedge or lemon wheel if his life depended on it, which automatically ruled him out as a bartender. Dylan tried to show him once, but giving Roan a knife was asking for trouble. He slashed everything like the knife was a claw (coincidence?) and not a precision instrument, leaving the lemon in shreds. And any time he cut a mango, there were pieces everywhere, like someone threw it into a ceiling fan. Although to be fair, most people had trouble with mangoes.

When the phone rang, he was going to let it go, but it could be Roan, so he picked up. It wasn’t Roan. “Why the hell didn’t you convince him to stay in the hospital?” Doctor Rosenberg demanded.

He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and wondered if he could put off going back to Panic for another day. He hadn’t even told Roan that he’d gone back to his old job yet. “He wanted to go,” he told her lamely. But it should have been enough. He spent a good portion of his life in hospitals, and she had to know how much he hated them.

“And what if the lion takes over in his body again? You could get hurt.”

“It’s better than if he did the full lion transformation. He doesn’t have the claws or the teeth, just the pissy attitude, and I’m expert at dealing with his pissy attitude.”

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

“I am! I just believe him when he tells me he has control over the lion as long as he’s in the driver’s seat because who would know better than him? It’s his body, his choice, his life.”

She sighed heavily. “A life that may be shortened due to this. You know that, right? At any time, he could have another aneurysm, a stroke, a spontaneous separation of an aorta, and help won’t get to him in time. If he was in the hospital, it’d be right here.”

He grimaced, as the terms she was using were deliberately frightening. Also probably true, but he knew the decision was out of his hands. “But he doesn’t want to spend any more time in a hospital than he has to. You know how he feels about them, and I don’t blame him. Can you? If he’s going to… die, he’d rather do it in the outside world, not stuck in a cage again.”

“You’re trying to use emotion on me.”

“It’s true, and you should know that better than me.”

She was quiet for a long time, although he thought he heard her muttering underneath her breath. Probably curse words. She loved to cuss as much as Roan, maybe more, and while it was initially jarring, now it was just funny. But who said a virologist couldn’t have a foul mouth? Eventually, she said, “He’s being a stupid fucking asshole. You’ve told him, yeah?”

“For all the good that does, yes.” He paused briefly. “At least the operation was a success.”

“A partial success. He still has tumors we can’t reach, and we don’t know why he was in a coma in the fucking first place.”

“It was him,” Dylan said, suddenly sure of it.

“What?”

“He didn’t want to wake up. He gave up. It was easier just to go away than come back.”

“You’re basing this on what?”

“Having lived with him for several years. For a guy who loves to fight, there are instances where he’d rather not bother.”

She grunted, a kind of monosyllabic deference to his experience. She might have known Roan’s virus better, but Dylan was married to this motherfucker. He knew him a whole lot better. “So why did he come back?”

“I did manage to get through. He thought he’d hurt me, so he woke up to make sure that wasn’t true.”

“This is very touching. It’d make a hell of a Hallmark Card.”

“I know. Apparently, I always need to scream at him. And since I’m his husband, can do.”

“You’re a brave man,” she replied. “And a patient one. I love that strange motherfucker, you know, but I still want to beat him to death with a tire iron.”

That startled a laugh out of him. He knew the feeling, probably better than her. But he didn’t need to kill Roan.

Sadly, life was going to do that for him.

 

 

ROAN
had searched through the property databases and hadn’t come up with much on Campanelli. Sure the condo, but that was it. If he had some mountain property, it wasn’t in his name. In case it was family, he searched for other Campanellis, but no one had anything even remotely viable as a location, and he knew this mostly thanks to Google Street View. (It was creepy how there were cameras everywhere, but it did make an investigator’s job so much easier.)

It was good to be back at the office, though. The air was stale and still smelled of burned wood and chemicals, but the fire damage had been fixed. By whom, he didn’t know as he hadn’t gotten around to it. Dylan could have arranged it, but you’d think he’d have said something.

He was pondering if any of the resources he had left would do any good when his cell went off. It was Holden, so he answered right away. “Yeah?”

“The rabbit is in the hutch,” he said in a stage whisper. “I repeat, the rabbit is in the hutch.”

Roan sighed. “And the banjo gets angry at midnight. Are you done?”

“Ah, that’s not the code phrase. I’m gonna have to hang up on you now.”

“You’re not actually engaged in this jackassery on church grounds, are you?”

“Yes, but I’m in the bathroom.” As if to prove his point, he went ahead and flushed the toilet. “Apparently, some of those roadside taco trucks are not as clean as others.”

He felt like banging his head on his desk, but it wouldn’t help. “Why did I send you again?”

“Because you needed your best man on the job. But I was the only one available.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right. So what have you discovered?”

“That a lot of these church guys are as nervous as a bunch of choir boys at the pedophile dance. I’m not sure why, either, but if they were up to no good, that might explain things.”

“It might. No problems getting in?”

“No. In fact, I met an old acquaintance who had a story eerily similar to my cover story, but I changed it enough to make myself feel better about being a lying asshole. So how’s the investigation going on your end?”

“I’m not investigating my end. It hasn’t gone anywhere.”

“Man, I just walked into that one, didn’t I? Okay, wiseass, have you found out anything else?”

“Only that Campanelli covered his tracks well. I can’t find any properties in his or his family’s name, beyond his condo.”

“So you don’t know where the ultimate cat-fighting championship is being held, huh? I can snoop around. I might have an in anyways. Badger was showing me around—”

“Badger?” he interrupted.

“Jesus, but he’ll always be Badger to me. Anyways, he introduced me to one of the higher ups, one of James’s right hand men, a guy named Forbes, who gave me the look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘I want to fuck you ’til you cry for your mama’ look. How lucky am I? I’m brilliant with closet cases. They’re putty in my hands.”

“Be careful.”

“Please. You know who you’re talkin’ to, right? The only man whore whose most serious venereal disease to date has been a case of the clap. Careful is my middle name.”

“I didn’t really need to know that.” Was it even true? Who knew? The possibility was there.

Although Roan didn’t feel great about it, Holden could take care of himself, which was why he’d called him in the first place. If he had a friend inside the church, even better. He just hoped Holden didn’t push his investigation too fast and make someone suspicious.

Roan had just shut down his computer when he heard the noise of a key scratching in a lock. He went out into the front office, more curious than alarmed. Who else had a key to the office? Fiona, sure, but he imagined she was unconscious by now.

He stood waiting until the door swung open, and Randi took a single step in before seeing him. She jerked back as if shocked, then put a hand over her heart. “Holy shit. You could warn someone instead of giving them a heart attack, asshole.”

“You still have a key to my office?” Come to think of it, he’d never asked for it back. They’d just stopped talking.

“Yeah.” She looked away, sheepish. “We should probably talk.”

It didn’t matter that he was gay. A woman saying that made him instinctively cringe.
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I Don’t Bite

 

ROAN
and Randi went to a nearby coffee shop to talk, which was convenient since it was only down the street. Probably because she was feeling guilty, she treated, buying him a fancy tea drink (some kind of latte equivalent, too sweet but very good) and an overly fancy ham and cheese sandwich, which they split. They sat at a table by the window so they’d have something else to look at in the awkward pauses in the conversation.

Roan kind of didn’t want to hear her apology. He knew that all the weirdness was due to what happened with her brother Grant, how that whole case was resolved. She probably thought Roan could keep him from going to jail, which just wasn’t possible, not under those circumstances. He did what he could for Grant, got him a good lawyer and notified the ACLU so if anyone tried any anti-infected bullshit, they’d be all over them like acne on a teenager. Grant was still in prison, but he was relatively safe, which is more than can be said for most people in jail. Still, he probably wouldn’t live too much longer.

It was a bit awkward, but he just let her talk because it seemed like she needed to. He had no ill will toward her, never had. He wouldn’t blame her if she did hate him. She’d let her hair grow out since he’d last seen her, and she’d gained some weight. Her face was rounder, but he didn’t blame her for that either. She had an infected brother in prison for manslaughter, a brother who was a lightning rod for controversy and becoming the unwitting pivot of the constant “infecteds need to be charged with greater crimes” argument, while various news outlets salivated over the scandalous detail that he was in an open three-way relationship with his college pal and his girlfriend. That would drive anyone to overeating, alcoholism, pill popping, and all sorts of risky behaviors. She’d never done anything to deserve this kind of shit, but Grant hadn’t either, although his own personal irresponsibility helped get him to where he was. That was true of every kid on the planet, though.

The way she commented on his new “military” cut, he knew much of her reason for making amends was she thought he was terminal. He tried to assure her he wasn’t, but she took it in a way that suggested she was humoring him. That was okay because it might be true. The way forward for him from now on would be to consider the possibility that every day was his last.

It turned out she was the one to ask about the mystery renovations. “We got together and did it,” Randi informed him, picking at her sandwich. “Everybody in the office park. We raised the money, and Doctor Braunbeck knew a contractor who gave us a cut rate.”

“He took payments in gorp?”

That made her crack a smile, the first of the afternoon. “I dunno. You’d think, though.” She looked out the window at a bike messenger passing by, who had left nothing to the imagination by wearing tight lycra shorts, suggesting he was just flaunting what he had. If the lycra was telling the truth, he had quite a bit. “We good?”

“We were always good, Randi.”

She studied his face before nodding. “It’s really strange, you know? You’re such a hardass, and yet you’re so forgiving. How does that work?”

Roan never thought of himself as forgiving, or kind, in any respect. That’s why he married men who were so much nicer than he could ever be, so they could pick up the slack. Perhaps finally, after all this time, they’d started rubbing off on him. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m schizophrenic.”

“Nope, sorry, don’t buy that.” She took a gulp of her coffee, finished picking apart her sandwich, for now, and asked, “So, how does it feel being either hated or loved by thousands of complete strangers?”

She just had to remind him, didn’t she?

 

 

HOLDEN
wondered if all churches were this boring. He’d only been in two, counting this one, but the only thing that seemed to change was who they worshipped and who they hated. Everything else was the same.

With nothing but time to think, he realized he never actually went in for any of this. Even as a preacher’s son, smiling for the cameras, mouthing the platitudes he was supposed to say, he knew it was all bullshit. He said it because he was expected to say it, but religion never meant anything to him. He knew his parents were hypocritical pieces of shit before he even knew the name for it, and their religion was simply another branch of their hypocrisy, another way they could lie to everyone and themselves. No wonder he could never take any of this seriously.

He didn’t really hear anything the Divine Transformation… preacher (What did they call themselves? That wasn’t clear) was saying. It was just noise, the same platitudes with some minor rearrangements, blah blah blah. So much for a cult; it was just like the church of his childhood. He was hoping for chicken sacrifices or evil alien shapeshifter residue in the blood, but none of that happened, and it was a dreadful disappointment. He’d catch Forbes looking at him, but he’d only occasionally reciprocate, catch his eye, give him a slow, teasing smile that was just baiting the hook and slowly reeling him in. Too fucking easy.

Holden continued to feel bad for Badger. He must have found comfort here, although why he’d lie to his friends and slink off was a mystery. Or was it? He’d been around Roan too long; he’d forgotten how much of a stigma was attached to being an infected. Except for those in this room, who saw it as a shortcut to the divine, most people still hated the infected and avoided them like they could somehow contract it through proximity alone.

It was easy to forget because Roan was like that one definitely out, radical fairy in the ’70s, the one who refused to stay in the closet or be ashamed of what he was simply because everyone told him he should be. He was very much in the mode of “This is me, deal with it.” He paid for his ballsiness—they’d tried to burn down his home and office, tried to kill him—but at the same time, he forced the uninfected to learn to deal with those who were. He made himself a target, but he also made himself a representative of all infecteds, for good and for ill. Because of that, people who dealt with him probably feared infecteds more—what ass couldn’t a lion man kick? Seriously, any time he wanted, he could pretty much take you out, hence the cops’ general love of referring to him as Batman—but they also must have realized that while fear was logical, hatred was pointless. Infecteds were just people, although there could be a good argument that Roan wasn’t, but that was beside the point. As confrontational and controversial as Roan was, he was making infecteds seem more “normal” and was making a small but noticeable difference in the way people around him saw the afflicted. Not monsters, not subhumans, just unfortunate people.

Except for Roan himself. He was seen as kind of a monster. Which would explain the rednecks with pitchforks and torches who occasionally washed up on his doorstep, but he probably saw it as taking one for the team.

It made Holden wonder what life would be like if all the infected in the room were like Roan, able to partially transform at will. He figured normal people wouldn’t run things anymore and would be a near-extinct species. If all the infecteds were like him, there would be a split down evolutionary lines, and humans would no longer be the top of the food chain. Honestly, that would probably be for the best, but the world hadn’t been flooded with Roan-alikes yet. Humanity was probably breathing a collective sigh of relief.

The phone hummed in his pocket, and he checked it to see he’d gotten a text message from Scott: “I’m bored.” Holden texted back “Join the club,” then switched off his phone because obsessive texters annoyed him. Besides, it looked like this sermon/time-share/sales speech/performance by the biggest tit in the world was finally over. He wondered if he should applaud or throw a handful of change, but everybody just seemed to be drifting away into their own separate groups. He leaned over to Badger and said, “You ever need a place to stay, you know I can hook you up, right?”

Badger did an odd sort of thing that was half-smile, half-grimace. “Of course, yeah. You’re the fixer. That’s what you do.”

Holden had never thought of it that way before, but he supposed he was a fixer, a guy you went to to get things done. How odd. He’d never thought of himself in that way at all.

Forbes came over, giving them a practiced, insincere smile, although his eyes were riveted to Holden’s. Forbes was probably in his late twenties, average height and lean, his dark-blond hair combed back savagely, slicked down with probably a handful more hair gel than was technically necessary. His eyes were pale blue, a slightly murky community pool, while his face was unremarkable, with an average nose above average lips and an average chin; he was an Identi-Kit man, the one who came with the software and helped newbies put together their first suspect profile. “What did you think, Hayden?” he asked.

Holden tried on a small smirk and replied, “Is it all talk around here? I was hoping for something more… exciting.”

Badger snickered. “Good to know infection hasn’t changed you.”

Forbes gave him a curious look, possibly trying to raise one of his thin blond brows, but he couldn’t pull it off. “So you’re a man of action, are you?”

There was such an obvious double entendre and come-on in that, Holden wanted to roll his eyes, but he knew he wasn’t being himself today. Instead, he met Forbes’s gaze with a hungry one of his own. “Bring it on. I’ll try anything once.”

It couldn’t possibly be that easy, could it?

 

 

CAMPANELLI, according to the Department of Motor Vehicles, drove a ’09 Lexus SC430 convertible, that silver color that automakers seemed to have embraced wholeheartedly in the last couple of years. There was no fucking way a guy with his spotty employment record could have afforded this car, even if it was years old, but that’s probably where the gambling came in. But considering how fast the leaders of the church died, Roan wouldn’t have been surprised if he ran out and got a huge car loan he knew he’d never have to pay back, although most banks weren’t willing to take a risk on an infected.

Roan called Holden to let him know he didn’t have to infiltrate. Roan could just try and tail this motherfucker until he dropped, but of course, Holden had his phone turned off. The problem wasn’t getting Holden in a place, it was getting him out. If Holden was a true psychopath, he’d be the worst serial killer the world had ever seen, but if he were a true altruist, he’d be the greatest Human who ever lived. Somehow he slipped between all the categories until he was simply himself, a dichotomous, uncomfortable mix between saint and demon, a danger to himself and others. Was this really the sidekick he wanted? Well, it was the sidekick he deserved, so maybe it didn’t matter.

Roan had locked up his office and was in his car when his cell went off. He was hoping for Holden, but he got Seb. “Problem?” he asked, answering the phone.

“I don’t call to shoot the shit, do I?” Seb replied, although it was with a wry hint of humor.

“Not that I’m aware of. Address, nature of problem, severity,” he asked, putting the keys in the ignition and starting the car.

Seb let out a slight scoff, but that was all. “Need you at the Bradford Academy, Bellevue. Damn, I wish you just got a GPS, old man. I could give you coordinates.”

“I don’t need another overpriced gizmo I’ll never use—wait, Bradford Academy? Isn’t that that private Christian school?” Since it was in Bellevue, you could also guess it was for rich folks. Not as rich as the Medina folks, but certainly better off than the trailer-park denizens of Kent.

“Yep, and we got a kid who shifted in the bathroom. The school is mostly evacuated, but we have a few unaccounted for, although they may have just run off. The Chief wants this settled with the least amount of bloodshed and as quickly as possible. Get your ass down here. I’ve been authorized to okay an escort if you need it.”

“Holy shit, are you kidding me?” If they wanted all the lights and sirens going, it was a big deal indeed. But the immediate problem stuck in his throat. “Wait—there’s no way a kid could’ve shifted in the bathroom. It takes at least an hour.”

“I know, and the possible shifter is a kid who was marked absent, even though her sister said she’d come to school: a fifteen-year-old named Salome Little.”

“Somebody named their kid Salome? The poor bastard.”

“You’re talkin’ to a guy named Sebastian, remember? Now get your ass down here.”

Roan did, driving as fast as traffic would allow, and since it wasn’t rush hour yet, he made decent time. Still, when he reached the school, it seemed like everyone in King County had arrived before he did. He even saw the Channel Six news van, and the cameraman must have known him, because as soon as he got out of the car, he heard the guy say to someone (probably the on-air talent), “Holy shit, I heard he was dead.” Nice to know the local press hadn’t completely forgotten him.

Because he was known by most, they cleared a path for him right up to the police cordon. (And even if he wasn’t, many people turned to stare at the guy wearing the Pansy Division shirt on the grounds of a Christian high school.) Seb was there and let him pass with no difficulty. “What’s with the Full Metal Jacket cut?” he asked, handing Roan a drug gun.

“Brain surgery, remember?” Roan tucked the gun into the waistband of his pants. The school had a steeple-shaped roof, which seemed a little too on the nose, and wide cement steps that seemed more appropriate for a temple than a rich-kid’s Bible school.

Seb’s look was dubious, his lips twisting into a minor scowl. “That’s what I thought, but should you be out of the hospital?”

“I am, and lucky for this kid.” Cordons stretched around the front of the school, giving the entrance a wide berth, but kids still milled around at the fringes. Their uniforms were stark black and white, making him think of nuns, penguins, and Oreos. It had been hard enough for him to wear a police uniform; he couldn’t imagine wearing a uniform to any of his hellish schools either.

Along with police cars, there were a couple of ambulances. He didn’t see Dee’s rig and was glad as he was sure he’d get an earful about leaving the hospital so soon. “Injuries?” he asked.

Seb shrugged. “Some. Nothing major. As long as there are no more kids in that school, we might get away without a worse PR nightmare.”

Roan nodded and headed up the steps. “Last seen in the second floor bathroom,” Seb shouted after him. Roan just nodded, making a dismissive hand gesture. He’d find out.

As he was going up the steps, he noticed some of the kids behind the cordon were taking pictures and video of him with their phones. He felt like waving and shouting, “I’m everything you’re taught to hate, and I’m saving your asses. You’re welcome!”
But he managed to suppress the urge. He’d just have to let his Pansy Division shirt and the fact that he was going (technically) unarmed and alone into a school with a panicky cat in it do the talking for him.

Once inside the foyer, he roared, letting it come out from the pit of his stomach. It was challenging, angry, and any cat would have responded to it reflexively. If it heard him.

Roan decided he must have done it prematurely, as all he heard were echoes of his own roar down the empty white corridors, so he walked in further, marveling at how clean this school was. Maybe it was because his background was rather low-rent, but he’d never been to a school this neat. Even the lockers that lined part of the hallway were unblemished, although painted a primary green that made him think of kindergarten more than high school. There was an occasional cross on the wall and a framed ten commandments, reminding him he was an unholy, satanic creature about to burst into flame any second now. Except, probably not. If he was going to burst into flames, you’d think it would have happened years ago.

Now that he was farther into the hall, closer to air vents, he roared again, feeling blood well up in his throat. Finally, he heard an answering roar somewhere above him, and he headed down the hall, looking for the stairwells. It was hard to find the cat’s scent mixed in with all the kids and their various chemicals, a crowd of ordinary people with a heavy reliance on acne creams, perfumes, and disgusting body sprays which threatened to overwhelm everything else. (There were a lot of secret cigarette and pot smokers as well. Didn’t they know they were going to hell? Which, if it did exist, Roan imagined would be a high school.) But concentrating on the scents, discovering their tangled skeins and discarding them as best he could, he thought he found a single neon-yellow filament of cat scent. What kind of cat? That was puzzling, although he blamed its weakness, as well as the thousands of competing scents.

He found the stairwell door and opened it, racing up to the second floor. The cat scent was stronger, but no less confusing. If there were people still in the school, he wasn’t calling out to them until this was all over because hearing a human voice might cause some people to leave their secure hiding places, making them dinner on the hoof. It was faster to get the cat and then give them the all clear.

He burst through the door of the second floor hallway roaring, giving the cat its target, a rival to fight for territory. Up here were the chemistry and home ec rooms: he knew that from the chemical smells and the scent of burnt cheese, and he winced until he grew accustomed to them. This might have added an extra layer of agitation to the cat.

He heard the responding roar, louder now, with the added noise of claws scrabbling on slick tiles headed in his direction. Roan ran toward the noise, wanting to meet the cat halfway but also fighting to keep his hold on the lion, which wanted to come out and challenge the rival, rip out its throat, and gnaw on its entrails. Talk about a PR nightmare.

But as the cat skidded around the corner, paws sliding on the spotlessly clean tiles that made up the floor of the academy, Roan paused, briefly shocked back to human control even as he roared to try and establish dominance over the smaller cat, scare it into submission.

Cats weren’t just identifiable by coloring; they were identified by other characteristics such as face shape, paws, tail length and type, even by their ears. Yes, a lion would have a mane and a tiger would have stripes, but they had different face shapes, sometimes subtle, but those were generally exaggerated in the infected breeds for some reason. So what had surprised Roan was, he was looking at a small cougar, only with leopard spots and a longer muzzle, more leopard-like than cougar. Then add the fact that cougars didn’t roar, and that threw cougar out of the equation. He wasn’t sure if it was a malformed cougar, a malformed leopard… or both?

Holy shit, was this a hybrid cat?
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Sink Your Teeth In

 

THE
cat was panicked beyond reason and roared back at him, its haunches tensed as it prepared to pounce, but Roan roared once more and lowered his head, growling until the noise filled his world. Finally, the cat wavered, cowered, and reluctantly submitted. It was hurt, angry, and confused, but it wasn’t so gone that it thought it could win a fight with him.

Roan pulled out the drug gun and shot the cat before he lost control and pounced on it. He was grinding his teeth together, tasting blood, and the pain in his jaw was radiant, angry, filling his vision with red. The lion really wanted to come out and play, but he couldn’t let it, not now. Not when he wasn’t sure he could make it go away.

His jaw felt hot and swollen, like it was three times the size of his head, and he wondered if he had any painkillers in his pocket because the resulting ache was almost intolerable. His entire head was throbbing like an erratic heart, and he was fairly sure he wouldn’t be able to go on much longer without some kind of chemical anesthetic, otherwise the lion might just get out. He would just have to try and bull his way through it, at least until he could get outside.

It took a few minutes for the drug to really settle in and cause the cat to lose consciousness. Roan took that moment to try and swallow back the pain, resting his hands on his knees and focusing on pushing it back. It worked a bit, not a lot, but he thought he could hold it together until he could get outside and bug one of the paramedics.

The cat was out cold, so Roan picked it up and threw it over his shoulder. (It weighed about ninety-eight pounds, so it must have been a small girl.) He then shouted, “All clear! The cat has been neutralized.” He muttered to himself, “Would’ve said neutered, but I’m probably talking to myself.”

He was headed toward the stairwell when he heard a creaking hinge and turned back to see a door opening at the far end of the corridor. He had time to wipe the blood off his chin before anyone looked out. A woman poked her head out, a woman whose face appeared to be all eyes; her lips were a rumor, and she had no chin at all. It made Roan think of an eel. She stared him up and down before saying, “It’s neutralized? It sounded like there were two of them.”

“Nope. That was a recording.”

She stared at him in open disbelief as a couple of kids in black-and-white uniforms squirted past her into the hall. She clearly thought he was lying but couldn’t prove it, and besides, what else could have made that noise? The kids were eager to go, but stopped short and looked at him warily. There were four of them, evenly split between boys and girls. “You’re a cop?” one of the boys asked skeptically. He was maybe fourteen and so deeply nerdy that he probably had a permanent wedgie. Roan sympathized, as he was kind of a nerd himself as a kid, but a hard nerd as there were only so many times that you could get the shit kicked out of you before you learned to either get really good at taking it or really good at fighting back. (Or some combination of the two.)

“I’m a liaison with the cops. I handle cats. You comin’ or not?” He didn’t wait for an answer; he simply headed for the stairwell door and figured they’d come along eventually. He was headed down to the first floor when he heard them. “So why didn’t you use your cells to let the others know you were still upstairs?” he wondered.

“I don’t allow cell phones in my classroom,” the woman said as if he’d affronted her somehow. Roan couldn’t believe she didn’t have one herself, but maybe she really was so strict she held herself to the same rules.

“Is it dead?” one of the girls asked, referring to the cat.

“No, she’s drugged. She’ll be fine.”

“What happened to her clothes?” the other girl asked.

“What’s Pansy Division?” the other boy asked.

He had nothing against kids, but Roan knew he was bad with them. He was glad he was focused on holding the pain back, as it distracted him from how annoying they were. “Her clothes are wherever she changed. They’re made for Humans, not cats or people in transitional forms, so they just get torn up and bloody. And Pansy Division is a gay rock band.” He opened the door of the first floor stairwell and propped it open so they could follow without too much trouble. They were good now, but he could smell the fear on them like old piss and figured they had just entered into that shell-shocked stage where everything was just so weird even panic circuits got overloaded.

“There’s a gay rock band?” the boy replied.

His teacher began to scold him. “Robert, this isn’t—”

“There’s lots of gay rock bands,” Roan replied. “We have everything the hets have.”

“You’re gay?” the kid exclaimed, sounding both amused and horrified.

Roan glanced back at them over the body of the unconscious cat and tossed them a small smirk, finding a certain unsavory glee in their shock and horror. Oh, the kids were mostly baffled, but the teacher, she was the worst. She actually backed up a step, and he caught the flash of disgust through her eyes. That made him grin, despite the surge of pain it sent through his muscles. He waited until he was in the foyer to admit, “I’m infected too, and that wasn’t a recording. Think about that for a while.” He shoved open the door with one hand and stepped out into the overcast afternoon, the air refreshing in spite of the heavy scent of exhaust.

People started applauding as he came out with the cat and the remaining people, and Seb came to meet him at the bottom of the steps. (Where was his partner?) “Any problems?”

Roan shook his head. “Textbook. Although this is an odd cat. Can I call in Doctor Rosenberg?”

Seb stepped closer and had a look at the cat. “What is it, some kind of cougar?”

“I think it’s a hybrid.”

“Hybrid?”

“Part leopard, part cougar.”

Seb gave him a dubious look. “That ain’t possible.”

“I know, that’s why I want to call Rosenberg in.”

Seb examined the cat one more time and grimaced. “If she visits the station, I guess we can’t stop her from hijacking a blood sample.” Roan nodded, figuring it was the best he could get, and started to turn away, but Seb put a hand on his arm to stop him. “You okay? You look as pale as death.”

“I’m fine, just hurtin’ a little. You know how it is.”

He didn’t, that was clear on his face, but Seb let him go. Roan took the cat to the waiting containment van and let the cops there put restraining devices on her, although they were hardly necessary. (Still, it was a safety rule.)

Roan managed to get to his car and duck inside before wincing in pain and punching the seat, hard enough to feel something in it shift. He then reached into the glove compartment and hoped he had some pills left over. He lucked out, he did, so he cracked open a bottle of codeine and dry swallowed two tablets, trying to will them to work faster than they actually did.

He put his head down on the steering wheel and concentrated on breathing to control the pain, make it something manageable, but it was one of those things that worked better in theory than in fact. When he thought he could manage it, he called Rosenberg and got her assistant, so he told her to pass on the message that Roan needed her at the precinct right away as he may have found a hybrid cat. The assistant didn’t act like that was an unusual message.

Roan was finally feeling the effects of the drugs. His hands were flooded with warmth (the codeine early warning system), and he relaxed back in his seat and sighed. Sometimes painkillers were a beautiful thing.

He was just getting comfortable when a knock on his driver’s side window jolted him out of his reverie. It was Seb, looking sheepish. Roan rolled down the window, and he said, “We gotta move, Roan. Just had a call of a big cat loose in a Burien trailer park. Follow us out.”

“What? Fucking hell. We’ll never get there in time.”

Seb shrugged. “We have to try.”

Yeah, he supposed they did. But couldn’t Seb give him a few minutes more for the pain meds to kick in?

No rest for the wicked. Or, in this instance, cursed.

 

 

IN
THE
end, it turned out to be not that easy.

Holden found himself seated at an outdoor cookout with Forbes, eating bad hamburgers and flirting in an unobtrusive way so no one around noticed. Well, Badger did, but since he wasn’t completely straight, he didn’t count.

Finally, when he was at the end of his rope, Holden made up a dentist appointment and left, but not before slipping Forbes his cell number with a seductive smile. He let Forbes know he could call him any time, especially if some “action” came up. He had no idea if it would work, but it would be great if it did.

Out in his car, he turned on his phone and found a couple of messages waiting for him. Roan thought maybe Holden could pull back and Roan would just tail Campanelli, but Holden felt he had committed too much time to this operation to give up now. The second call was from Scott, telling him he was at the rink doing an optional skate until four, and he should drop by. He was promised a post-workout lunch with the guys, but was that really all? He supposed it depended on the guys in question.

Curiosity made him drive to the rink, that and the knowledge that it couldn’t possibly be as boring as that whole church thing.

There seemed to be no security at all. Holden just walked in and found a couple of people in the seats, mainly girlfriends and friends, most of whom had broken up into their own groups and were paying no attention at all to the guys on the ice. Not that there were many—there were six in all, with another sitting beside the coach at one of the benches, taping up a skate. Holden recognized Grey immediately, mainly because he was the tallest guy on the ice by a damn sight, and of course Scott was easy to spot because he was one of the few who bothered to wear something with his name on the back. Ethan was an easy guess, too, as he was the only goaltender on the ice, although he didn’t have the full outfit on, just some thin “practice” pads and a very lightly caged helmet. (This was how Holden knew he was getting too used to them—he actually knew the difference between game equipment and practice equipment.)

The ice surface was as white as snow and radiating cold, which increased the closer you got to it. Normally, stadium lights kept things surprisingly warm, but the lights were at half-level and not that warm. Grey was the first to spot him, probably because he had the best vantage point, and shouted, “You don’t need to be in the stands, man, come on down.”

The surprisingly young, bespectacled coach looked up from his clipboard, noting him with some kind of bland wariness. “One of McKichan’s guys, right?”

What an odd way to put it. Before he could reply, Scott told him, “His only guy. He doesn’t have a lot of staff.”

“There’s Fiona,” Grey replied.

“That redhead Tank’s dating?” a guy that Holden didn’t recognize said. He shook his head. “I mean, she’s got great tits, but—”

Grey whacked a puck right into the guy’s ass, making him yelp in pain while everyone else laughed. Except Grey, who was giving him a slightly dead-eyed look, a look that meant he was five seconds from arranging his face into a pile of raw beef. “If Tank were here, he’d chop your head off. Zip it, Walker.”

“Fuckin’ ay, man, that hurt,” Walker replied, rubbing his bruised ass cheek. He probably wasn’t going to be sitting comfortably for a while. “And Tank ain’t even here.”

Grey didn’t like to be challenged. His stare got worse. “That was my half-speed shot. Want to feel full speed?”

“Grey,” the coach finally spoke up. “Don’t put him in the hospital. He’s on your team.”

Holden jumped down into the locker-room aisle and from there crossed over to the empty bench. He had to cross a bit of ice, so Scott dutifully skated over and gave him an arm to help. “Grey has a hundred-mile-per-hour slap shot,” Scott told him.

Holden guessed that was impressive. He looked over at the aggrieved Walker, who must have been new if he had no idea you didn’t test Grey (also, he had a smattering of acne and looked fifteen, but Holden assumed he was at least eighteen). Holden also couldn’t help but note no one really paid any attention to him and Scott at all. No one thought there was anything untoward going on between them. One knew for sure, but he didn’t care.

“I talk to Tank all the time,” Grey told Walker. “You wanna see what happens if he finds out?”

Walker scoffed. “I just said—”

“Tyler, enough,” the coach said. He was an odd coach as he didn’t really raise his voice, and he spoke in a kind of weary monotone, like this job was just too much for him. “You owe me a lap.”

Walker scowled, shoulders slumping, and he looked like he wanted to roll his eyes or protest, but knew better. He skated off, probably muttering, but the sound wasn’t clear.

As soon as Holden was behind the empty bench and off the ice, Scott skated back to where he had been, and again, no one seemed to note anything suspicious in Scott’s concern for him. Then again, Scott was a surprisingly polite Canadian, and this just fit with his generally accepted personality. “C’mon big guy,” Scott said to Grey. “I’m gonna try and steal the puck from you.”

Grey snapped out of his deadly state and scoffed. “You wish.”

“Hey, try and go top left,” Ethan said, grabbing his big stick off the back of his net and taking up a goalie stance. “I’m still working on that.”

Mostly out of curiosity, Holden asked, “Hey, has Grey told you guys his news?”

Scott glanced over as Grey retrieved a puck and bounced it at the end of his stick. “That his agent’s negotiating with the Flyers? Yeah. I don’t know what we’re gonna do without him.”

“I’m not all the defense,” Grey said, batting the puck up high and catching it with his other hand. “You guys’ll do fine without me.”

“You owe me fifty bucks!” Ethan exclaimed. “I said you’d get grabbed up by the Flyers or the Ducks. They love their big, scary defensemen.”

“Everybody loves big, scary defensemen,” Grey replied. “As long as they can skate better than a water buffalo.”

Holden rested his arms on the boards, feeling the cold radiating from the ice and the heat of the half-lights above him. It was odd to be too warm and too cold all at once, but he supposed he saw a metaphor for Scott in that, somehow existing in two contradictory states at once. Schrödinger’s Human. “This mean you’re gonna play against Tank?”

That startled chuckles out of nearly everyone, even the coach, but Grey just smirked. “He’s already called me. We have a standing bet. If I shoot on him and score, I get a hundred bucks. If I shoot and he stops it, I pay him a hundred bucks.” He paused briefly, dropping the puck on the ice just above the blue line. “But you watch, I’m gonna score on him. Five hole. He gets too fancy.”

Scott skated down toward Ethan, taking up a position in front of him, facing Grey further down the ice. “And you get too cocky. You’ll probably cancel each other out.”

Grey gave him a fierce grin, somehow sincere and sarcastic all at once. “So says fancy pants. We ever meet in a game, I’m so checking your pretty face.”

Scott gave him that same type of grin in return. Macho men and their posturing. “Bring it, Mongo.”

There was a hiss of blades on ice as Grey started skating toward him, and Scott started skating toward him, the two meeting in the middle of the ice as Grey tried to get around Scott without fouling him and Scott tried to steal the puck without fouling Grey, all while Ethan looked on, ready to make a save against whichever one of them threw it at the net. Holden shifted on the wooden bench, aware he was never going to be comfortable—it was like sitting on a split rail fence—and watched as the two friends tried to out muscle and out finesse each other. For some reason, it was oddly charming, and it made him smile just to watch it. In fact, it was a lot more entertaining than most of the games.

Holden idly wondered if this made him a puck bunny, and it was such a bizarre thought he couldn’t help but laugh.

 

 

ROAN
felt psychic, but it was a sad realization. Like it was for that guy in The Dead Zone, seeing the future did nothing to stop it.

By the time he and Seb reached the trailer park in Burien, it was all over. The cat was dead, its guts a fetid steaming pile splattered a foot away from the rest of the lion’s body. One of the residents had taken it out with a shotgun; a guy who looked like a classic redneck and smelled like chewing tobacco and body odor. The sight of the dead cat made Roan sad and furious in equal measure, and he wondered if he could punch his way through a Human skull. He was willing to find out.

The guy was arrested, but not for killing the cat, which was technically within his rights. No, he was arrested for having a sawed-off shotgun, which he had used to kill the cat. He complained very loudly and crowed that they were violating his second amendment rights, but of course they weren’t. As long as he wasn’t legally stopped from owning a gun, he could have all the shotguns his double-wide could hold, but he couldn’t saw the barrel down to within an inch of its life. That kind of weapon modification was illegal, and if he knew the law as well as he claimed, he should have picked a nonmodified weapon to kill the cat and no one ever would have known about the other.

No one recognized Roan, but a couple of residents did yell at them that they should do something about those damn cats, with the number one suggestion being “kill them all.” Roan felt like roaring at them, like ripping off a car door and hitting them with it until they were pulp, but that would be super counterproductive. Also, the codeine took the edge off his rage, so maybe that was for the best. Going Hulk on these people would only prove the haters were right.

Roan headed home… well, to the borrowed home he and Dylan were currently staying in, and Roan realized he desperately missed his own house. No, it probably wasn’t safe, but damn, it was his. It wasn’t right that they could run him out of his house. Dammit, he was going to have to do something he’d never wanted to do. Build a high fence, not unlike a prison, and keep these people away from him. Maybe Braunbeck’s contractor could give him a discount.

He came home to the wonderful smell of tomato soup cooking, as Dylan had decided to make his “leftover soup,” where he just threw everything that was left over and vaguely compatible into a soup. Although sometimes the ingredients were questionable, Dylan used a base of vegetable broth, tomato paste, and pureed red peppers that made everything taste great.

During dinner, he told Dylan about his idea about a fence, and Dylan thought it was a great idea. He suggested black wrought iron, as it was classy, and it might look like a cemetery gate, which Roan felt was a huge plus. Dylan also suggested putting barberry and blackberry bushes around the inside of the fence so that anyone who climbed over would be guaranteed an unpleasant landing. Roan really liked that, mainly because the thorns would scrape the shit out of someone and draw blood, and he could track anyone by the scent of their blood, anywhere, no matter the length of time between scent and discovery. But he didn’t mention that.

Afterward, he and Dylan sat on the sofa and watched TV with Dylan’s head on his thigh as Roan stroked his silky hair, and it occurred to him this was the sort of everyday mundanity that normal people indulged in: sitting in front of the TV with a loved one, unwinding after a day of work. Of course, normal people didn’t track down cats in high schools or see their guts splattered all over trailer parks. But he could only have a little slice of normal, and he supposed he should be happy with it.

Dylan finally broke the news that he had quit Silver and gotten his old job back at Panic. It was then Roan learned Dylan had never told him that some asshole recognized him as Roan’s boyfriend and tried to hurt him, only to be scared to death and humiliated in turn by Tank. Roan couldn’t believe Dylan had never told him about this, but he said he didn’t want Roan to worry, and Roan read between the lines that he hadn’t wanted him to track the guy down either. In a strange way, it heartened him to know Dylan did keep things from him too.

Only after Dylan left for his first night back at Panic did Roan check his phone. He knew Dylan didn’t want to be coddled, that he was his own man and didn’t like the feeling that Roan had to protect him, so Roan let him go on his own. But he was going to be paying a visit to Panic before the night was over, that was for damn sure.

Doctor Rosenberg had called and left a single sentence message: “The shit you get me into.” So she wasn’t happy about the hybrid cat case right now, but maybe tomorrow she’d feel differently.

Holden had left a longer, more troubling message. First of all, the Falcons wanted him to play DJ (program the music) during their opening night game. Also, he had been looking into the murder of Rico, a male prostitute who was an acquaintance of his, but had hit a dead end. Holden told him he’d emailed him what little he had on the case but felt he’d gone as far as he could. In the background, Roan could hear Scott talking to Grey, and wondered how serious Holden’s relationship was becoming. It had a natural, fatal flaw in it: Scott would never come out in such a macho sport, and Holden would probably never quit being an escort until he absolutely had to, so they were doomed to failure. That was probably comforting, to know things would never work out right off the bat. That way you could enjoy the moment and not concern yourself with the long term. He had to salute their genius.

Roan took off, using Dylan’s car to drive to the church, where he parked down the street and kept an eye on Campanelli’s fancy car. He’d swapped cars with Dylan for the night because his homely blue Honda was a more anonymous car. If anyone saw a hot muscle car, they’d know it was him right away.

While sitting there, watching the church, wondering when he’d fall asleep and fuck up the stakeout, he phoned Jay Bhaskar, his coroner friend and would-be stand-up comedian. Jay answered on the third ring and must have had some caller ID as he answered with a hearty, “Batman, I thought you were dead! Is this one of those retcon things?”

Roan sighed, looking out at the Lexus that Campanelli must love as it gleamed under the streetlights like it had a chassis made of diamonds. Roan had his laptop out but kept it mostly folded up so the light in the car didn’t garner attention. “Yes, I’m now being played by George Clooney.”

“Awesome. I’d totally go gay for you. No offense to Roan, but he just wasn’t my type. But you’re dreamy.” There was a sound in the background like something metal squeaking. Was he working late? It was quite possible. The city had let some of the coroners go to save money, and his workload had probably doubled.

“Are you done?”

“Hell no. Did you keep that Batnipple bat suit? If so, could you wear it when you pick me up? Oh, and could you call Alicia Silverstone? I bet she hasn’t aged well, but neither have I, and as long as she ain’t bald, I’d hit that. We could have a bat three-way.”

Roan let the silence drag on before he asked, “Now?”

Jay sighed dramatically. “Fine. But just ’cause I can’t remember the other joke I was gonna make. So what is it I can do for you, George?”

“I was wondering if you did the autopsy of a David O’Brien, found bludgeoned to death in Tukwila nearly a week ago?”

“O’Brien?” He paused to think it over and then exclaimed, “You mean the man whore? Oh yeah, I did him. I mean, his autopsy.”

“I’ve been hired to trace his last known whereabouts, and I was wondering if there was anything I missed in the autopsy report.” That was a lie, but it wasn’t a harmful one.

“This is a police investigation, right? Shouldn’t be sticking your manly nose in, Mr. Clooney.”

“I won’t tell them where I got the info.”

“There you go, the magic words.” Roan listened to Jay sigh and shift some stuff around as he watched people drifting in and out of the church. There was something going on tonight, but it was low-key, with no loud music or abundance of school-aged teens. Some kind of meeting perhaps. Holden wasn’t taking part in it, or if he was, he hadn’t told Roan. “Okay, O’Brien, David… yeah, here he is. Guess you know he had his head caved in?”

“By a blunt object, right?”

“Absotively. My guess is somethin’ clublike, like maybe a crowbar. Wasn’t wood; wood would’ve left splinters.”

“Is there any sign he had sex before death?”

“Inconclusive. It’s most likely, but there were no traces of semen.”

It wasn’t particularly relevant, but semen was something that could be traced, and if it had been there, the cops would have been on it already. “What about toxicology? Is that back yet?”

That made Jay chuckle. “Yeah. He was drunk as hell. Blood came out as point eleven, and it looks like he may have had some antidepressants on top of it all, some pot too.”

“He was in no position to defend himself.”

“Yeah, unless he was an angry drunk. But you’d think the antidepressants would help with that.”

Roan knew you weren’t supposed to combine those with alcohol either, but a lot of people ignored that. “Is there anything you could tell me that might point me away from an investigative dead end, Quincy? ’Cause right now I’ve kinda bottomed out.”

“Really? I always figured you for a top.” Jay then laughed at his own joke.

Roan sat quietly, running through possible retorts. The problem was, straight sex seemed so boring and rote, how did you insult it? It was like it was doing the job all by itself. As soon as Jay stopped laughing, Roan asked, “Is your sex life so dull you have to think about mine?”

That made him hesitate. “Well… yeah, kinda. Look what you’ve done, George. You’ve depressed the fuck outta me.”

“How about sticking with the case then?”

“Right. I don’t know if there’s anything helpful here. He was dead about twelve hours before he was found; his fingernails were filthy but there was no tissue beneath them; his last meal was a burger—oh, and there was dog hair on his clothes.”

“Dog hair?”

“Just a little bit, caught in the cuff of his jeans. According to his wife, lady friend, whatever she is, they don’t own pets, so the dog hair’s a mystery.”

“So wherever he was killed, there was a dog?”

“That’s my guess. Help you at all, George?”

“Not in the least. I can’t question dogs.”

“What? I thought that was one of your superpowers. Talking to animals, sniffing out evildoers…. Or was that Manimal?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit! You do so recognize that as a short-lived ’80s TV show. You’re just pretending you don’t so you don’t feel old, but you’re old, mister! Don’t pretend you ain’t.”

Roan smirked, briefly wondering why all his friends were insane, but then he figured it really did take one to know one. “You’re still older than me. And balder.”

Jay lowered his voice to a mock growl that almost made Roan laugh. “You bastard. I thought you were on my side, Batman.”

Roan then noticed a man approaching Campanelli’s car. Was that him? It was hard to tell in the low lighting. It occurred to him that if he initiated a partial change, he could force his vision to shift to something better able to see in low light from far away, but it didn’t seem worth it. Besides, his skin still occasionally prickled, an odd pain and pleasure sensation that sometimes came after a partial transition. He wasn’t sure why it happened, except it usually meant he had pushed it farther than he should have. That shouldn’t have been the case, his jaw barely broke, but he was fresh out of a coma and brain surgery. Maybe he was more fragile than he thought. “Not when you make fun of my bat nipples. Gotta go, Jay. Thanks.”

“Oh, so that’s the way it is, huh? Wham-bam-thank-you-Jay? You gay guys are all alike.”

“I didn’t realize you dated gay guys. Later.” Hanging up, he thought he heard Jay protesting, “What? You bastard—” Considering that was their usual term of endearment, that was a good phone call.

Roan watched as Campanelli’s lights came on and the car pulled out slowly, even though there was nothing in the way of traffic right now. Roan started his car but waited until Campanelli turned the corner before pulling out. It was unlikely he would notice he was being followed, but Roan had to make sure.

It was also unlikely that Campanelli was headed out toward the cat fight club, but it wasn’t like Roan had a choice in the matter. Two different cases with two different dead ends was just unbearable for his ego.
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ROAN’S
first night tailing Campanelli was as boring as hell.

He followed him to the QFC, where he spent twenty minutes before emerging with a single plastic bag. He then followed Campanelli to his condo, where he went inside and stayed for the night. Roan made sure of that by watching his condo until an hour after the light went off in his unit. After he didn’t sneak out by then, Roan figured he wasn’t going to.

It was late, but Panic was still open, and Dylan was probably finishing up his shift, so he drove to the club. For a weekday night, it was relatively busy, but he imagined that meant it’d be good for tips.

Mighty Mouse just welcomed him back and waved him in, and he braced himself to be overwhelmed by the noise, scents, and lights. It didn’t help, it still hit him like a punch in the chest, but between the painkillers and the strangely pleasurable painful prickling of his scalp, it wasn’t so bad.

It was easy to spot Dylan in spite of the mottled gel lighting, mainly because he’d know his chest anywhere. The other bartender on duty was Luis, who hadn’t changed much since he last saw him except he had a new haircut. Some of the people recognized him and moved aside so he could cut through the crowd easily. Dylan must have seen him come in, as he was right there when he sidled up to the bar. Dylan graced him with a knowing smirk. “How did I know you were going to show up?”

“Because you’re psychic now?”

Dylan raised an eyebrow at that. “If I was actually psychic, sweetheart, I probably wouldn’t have gotten involved with you.”

“Oh, ow,” he said, grabbing his chest. “I think you just made my heart hurt.”

Dylan leaned over the bar and gave him a chaste kiss on the lips. “You’re so cute when you’re insecure.”

“I am not insecure,” he protested, but of course he knew that made him sound exactly that way. Sometimes there was no way to win.

A guy who reeked of some expensive cologne came up to the bar, and Dylan switched his attention to him. “What can I get you?”

The guy was in his thirties, solidly built, with expensively cut brown hair with frosted tips. In spite of all the expense he’d poured into his grooming, he was wearing a generic gray T-shirt at least one size too small for him, and jeans that were tight enough in the crotch it actually made Roan’s groin ache in sympathy. He gave Roan a very suspicious glance before looking at Dylan. “I’d rather be served by the other guy.”

Dylan looked genuinely baffled, but Roan got it instantly. That look he just shot him gave it away. “And why is that?” Roan wondered.

“This isn’t your business,” the man replied coldly, not looking at him.

Dylan was starting to get it, but he hadn’t quite grokked what was going on. “He’s busy. I can get you a drink now.”

“I’d really rather you didn’t.”

“Why?” Dylan’s question betrayed genuine puzzlement. He didn’t know.

“’Cause of me,” Roan said, giving the man a death stare. “Isn’t that right?”

The man finally deigned to look at him again, staring right back. “It’s not PC, but I don’t want to get what you’ve got, all right?”

Now Dylan got it, and it looked like someone had just punched him out of the blue. He couldn’t believe it. “You don’t want me serving you drinks because my husband’s infected?”

The guy just looked at Roan with a smug smirk, his blue eyes full of the bland emptiness he ran into too much nowadays. “Look, I’m sure people like to show how tolerant they are by putting up with you, but you know you’re putting gay rights back by a thousand years, right? ’Cause of you and your ego trip, you’re just reinforcing the idea that all us gays are diseased freaks. You—” Water splashed against the side of his face, making him gasp and recoil. A bit of it splattered Roan, but it made him smile as he didn’t have to look to see Dylan holding an empty glass. He may have been a wonderfully tolerant Buddhist, but you didn’t bad mouth his man.

“You’re barred,” Dylan said. “Get the fuck out of here.”

The man glared at Dylan and moved in closer to the bar, like he was going to jump it, but Roan shoved himself into the man’s personal space, figuring he’d react badly to it. He did, jumping back as if Roan was made of static electricity. “He said you’re bounced,” Roan told him, walking toward him and forcing him to back up. He almost backed into a clot of twinks near the dance floor who smelled like an ocean of hair spray. “I suggest you go.”

The man tried to get indignant, but it wasn’t the easiest thing to do from a defensive position. He wiped some of the water off his face as his hair sagged under the dampness and said, “He can’t bar me. I haven’t—”

“There’s a sign that says they can refuse to serve anyone at any time for any reason. Want to try again?”

He scowled, the action cutting deep furrows into his face. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

Roan simply nodded, although he couldn’t quite stop the evil grin that crept over his face. This guy was scared and stank of it, the fear overpowering his cologne, and the closer Roan got to him the more frightened he became. “Uh-huh, so are you. So I guess that means we’re perfect for each other, huh?” Only then did he realize he was growling low in his throat.

“Just get the fuck away from me, you freak.”

“Hey,” a bearish guy standing nearby exclaimed. He not only had an impressive mustache, but sideburns that came to a sharp point near his cheekbones. “Watch the insults.”

The guy, whom Roan had mentally dubbed Douche, shot him a disbelieving look. “This guy is playing it up. Can’t you hear him growling at me?”

“He’s a hero. He saved some kids today. Stop riding his ass,” Sideburns snapped, proving not only did he recognize Roan, but he must have seen him on the news.

“Hero my ass,” Douche snapped back, but in spite of the loud house music washing over everyone, people were starting to look at them, some with nothing but curiosity, others with nothing but contempt, and it seemed like this was a fight he couldn’t win. Actually that had always been so, but he was unaware of it, because he was a giant douche.

He was saved from getting snapped in half by the arrival of Mighty Mouse, who must have been summoned in from the door. He simply made a get out gesture, and after taking a good, long look at the huge boulder of humanity that was Mighty Mouse, Douche decided to head for the door with a dramatic huff. Roan waved after him, even though he didn’t look back. Mighty Mouse gave him a sort of “knock this shit off” look and then followed Douche, to make sure he obeyed his instructions.

Roan returned to the bar, where Dylan was finishing up mopping the water with a bar rag. “Remind me never to piss you off,” Roan told him, smiling.

Dylan sighed and didn’t roll his eyes but clearly meant to. “You do all the time. But that guy… Jesus. Sometimes I think because we’re all gay, we’re all on the same side, and then some asshole like this shows up.”

“We’re not the Borg. We don’t have a hive mind, no matter what Focus on the Family says.”

“The Borg? Sometimes I forget what a geek you are.”

“I’m not a geek, I’m a nerd, thank you very much.”

Luis breezed past, but on his way by he put a glass of iced tea in front of Roan. “You’re a very butch nerd.”

“Thank you.”

Roan hung around, sipping his iced tea and keeping an eye out for trouble, but it looked like the trouble was over for the night, and he was glad. He did wonder if he caused the problem simply by showing up, that this wouldn’t have occurred if he stayed away. But maybe Douche would have caused another kind of trouble regardless. Still, it was a painful reminder that he was just a complete disaster in everyone else’s life.

He didn’t question the fact that Luis kept giving him nonalcoholic drinks. Either he assumed Roan was driving Dylan home, or he assumed he was still on painkillers. Roan didn’t ask and decided it didn’t matter.

Roan hung around until closing time, which was funny because they’d be driving separate cars home, but at least they’d be driving their own cars, as they gave each other their keys back.

Once at home, they split a pint of mint chocolate chip ice cream, and Dylan asked if he was really going to hurt that asshole. Roan admitted he didn’t know, but he suspected that, if the guy actually threw a punch, he’d probably be waking up in the hospital about now.

Roan was still plagued by this odd wave of painful/pleasurable prickling sensation along his scalp, and it was just along his scalp. What the hell was this? He wondered if he should bring it up to Rosenberg next time he saw her, but figured no, fuck it. If it was something that was going to kill him, he wanted to preserve the surprise.

But how bad could it be? He still managed to have sex with Dylan, and while he did bite him on the shoulder, he managed not to break the skin too much. The tiny amount of blood seemed to satiate the lion.

He slept like a stone until woken up by an early morning phone call. Well, fairly early, at least before noon. The sky was faintly overcast, so filtered light was coming through the gauzy, opaque curtains. It turned out they needed him at the precinct house as Salome was back to Human, and it was decided (presumably by the Chief, but Seb didn’t clarify) that Roan should talk to her. Of course that was going to happen. Was he really shocked that it did? He dealt with the infected; that was the only reason they kept him on the payroll.

The prickling sensation was gone, replaced by the dull thud of a mild headache. He made himself a piece of toast and had some codeine before heading out. Rosenberg had called while he was in the shower, and he listened to it while waiting at an insanely long stoplight. He was right about Salome being a hybrid cat, as she had traces of leopard and cougar viral DNA in her cells. But there was probably only one way that could have happened, and Roan winced to hear it. She was fifteen, for fuck’s sake. She went to a good, upscale Christian school. Oh hell, what was he thinking? None of this was shocking, not nowadays.

He arrived at the precinct house to find it surprisingly quiet. Maybe he got in before the lunch rush. Seb met him in the foyer, dressed in a fairly snazzy dark-brown suit paired with a pale blue shirt and a navy tie, his badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck. “We’re doing our best to keep the parents in another room, but keep in mind we can only run interference for so long.”

“Are they raising a stink?”

“Yeah. We’ve told them we could only release her to their custody if they agree to bring her back to a holding cell tonight, since it’s unlikely they could get a room secured in their house in time. They’ve been calling us fascists, accused us of interfering with her parenting. They’ve called their lawyers in, but they haven’t arrived yet.”

Roan stared at him. “There’s nothing they can do. You could legally hold her until the end of her viral cycle if they don’t have a cage or a specially equipped room in their house.”

“They can cause a shitstorm that we don’t need, and they’re working very hard on it.” He grimaced and shook his head, and Roan knew it was bad because Seb rarely showed that kind of frustration. If they could crack Mr. Stoic, they were pushing the obnoxiousness up to eleven. “So the sooner you can get through this, the better.”

“Can’t rush an interview, but I’ll see what I can do. She had anything to eat yet?”

“No. She said she was feeling nauseous. All she’s had is water and some painkillers a paramedic gave her.”

Roan nodded, glad he’d remembered to grab the bottle of ginger pills before he left the house. “Got any doughnuts in the break room?”

Seb raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, some. You gonna steal our doughnuts? You bastard.”

“I’ve got an in with a gay bakery, I’ll have them send you cookies.”

“Cookies aren’t doughnuts,” he replied, but with a dry edge. Roan started toward the break room, but Seb touched his arm and made him pause. “Hey, you comin’ to Gordo’s retirement party? It’s Friday at seven at O’Doyle’s.”

“Retirement? Holy shit, I never thought Gordo would retire.”

“Yeah, I know, but he has heart problems, and he was being shunted to a desk job, which he couldn’t stand. So he’s retiring instead.”

“Understood.” Gordo, unbeknownst to him at the time, apparently had a second, mild heart attack after his first one. Eventually, he had surgery, but unlike Dick Cheney, he couldn’t afford the absolute best health care: therefore, while he was healthy enough, he was weaker than he had been before his heart attack. He probably hadn’t been cleared for field work, hence his push back to desk jockey. Roan didn’t blame him for retiring out instead, as he’d have done the same thing.

He retrieved the box of doughnuts from the break room (only five left out of what had to have been two dozen) and got a Coke from a vending machine before going to the interview room where Salome Little was waiting for him. She probably didn’t know she was waiting for him.

As he expected, she was small. It was impossible to say what her height was since she was sitting down, but the cat he’d slung over his shoulder was under a hundred pounds and barely five feet even, and he was sure that still held to be true. She had long brown hair the same color as the cat’s fur and a pleasant round face with exceedingly delicate features. She wasn’t pretty, but she had the potential to be. She was wearing SPD sweats that were far too large for her, and it looked like her clothes were trying to eat her. “Hi, Salome, how’re you feeling?”

She glanced at him with hooded brown eyes, both slightly stoned and in a lot of pain. It was terrible, and yet a relief how that could only happen in a few certain situations. “How do you think?”

“I think you feel shitty and nauseous.” He put the box of doughnuts on the plain wooden table, put the Coke down beside it, and sat down in the only empty chair. The walls were a theoretically soothing pale green, although there was one long two-way mirror on the opposite wall. “Luckily, I brought something for you.” He pulled the bottle of ginger pills out of his pocket and set it in front of her.

She picked it up and looked at it, reading the label. “Ginger pills? Like, the stuff they put in Chinese food?”

“Yep. Really works, although you can always go over to Dramamine if you’re more comfortable with pharmaceuticals. See, it may feel like you’re gonna barf, but really you’re so hungry your stomach is rebelling. Take a bite and you’ll see.”

She opened the bottle and shook a couple of pills out into her hand, then looked at the can of Coke and scowled. “Y’know how many empty calories are in that can?”

“You can’t think like that anymore. Ironically, corn syrup and trans fat are now your friends. You need to load up on all the calories you can during your transition phase, because you burn calories so fast that it’s actually possible to starve to death within hours. So your dieting days are over. Remember that.”

She kept eyeing him warily but cracked open the can of soda and swallowed the pills while Roan opened the box of doughnuts. The pastries smelled good, and despite the sheer amount of them missing, they were probably pretty fresh. He wanted one, but it was only fair to let her go first.

She looked between him and the box as if she expected them both to bite, then said, “You’re that guy, aren’t you?”

Well, it was better than “kitty fag.” “Probably.”

She seemed to accept that and reluctantly reached into the box and grabbed a doughnut. She kept examining it like it might have broken glass in it as opposed to jelly, but finally she took a tentative bite. She looked braced to barf, but after a moment the light went on in her eyes and she took a huge bite, shoving half the doughnut in her mouth at once. “Remember to chew,” he advised. Not that he didn’t sympathize, as he usually woke up ravenous even after a minor change. The fun the virus had with your metabolism. He took the opportunity to take a doughnut before she ate them all.

This was going to be difficult. Trying to get a fifteen-year-old girl to admit who infected her was a tricky thing, especially if she a) felt something for them, b) disliked the cops, c) was too embarrassed by all of this, or d) didn’t want to get anyone in the cat brotherhood in trouble (all of the above was a true worst-case scenario). All were possible, and he wouldn’t know which until he got her to open up more. This certainly wasn’t anything he could rush.

His plan was to let her talk, but she was busy cramming doughnuts in her mouth, so he was forced to fill the silence. Mainly, he told her what she should know about transformations, how the need to carbo-load and protein load before the change was important, and not to worry if she started getting a bit pudgy between times, as it would most likely be gone by the next change. It suddenly occurred to Roan that maybe he should put together a “what every infected needs to know” packet and release it to the internet. It might be better than Wikipedia. From what he understood, the Wikipedia page on infecteds kept getting hacked by both cultists who downplayed the negatives and haters who liked to say they were all abominations under the Lord and should be slaughtered like the children of Satan’s butthole that they clearly were. Why couldn’t there be a happy medium between “best thing ever” and “kill them all”?

By the time he’d finished his one stolen doughnut, she’d finished off the box. Unselfconsciously, she licked the sugar glaze off her fingers, then gulped down the Coke. “So what am I?” she asked, failing to suppress a burp.

“You don’t know?”

That made her pause and look down at the table. “Well, yeah, maybe….”

“Would you be happier if I said cougar or leopard?”

Now she looked at him. She probably should have been ashamed in some regard, but a teenage defiance burned in her eyes. She was so fucking young. He had no idea why she had done this to herself. “Have you told my parents yet?”

“That you’re a cat? They already know.”

She gave him an ugly frown. “No. About… that.”

“About you sleeping with two different infected guys on the same night? No. Luckily, most people aren’t perceptive enough to pick out the differences in a cat. They chalk up any physical oddities to the person beneath the transformation.” According to Rosenberg, the only way she could have been infected by two separate strains was if the infections were more or less simultaneous—or, in other words, she slept with one infected, and immediately slept with another one. If she was a virus child, it would have been a different story, but she wasn’t, so this was really the only way left.

“Two? It was—” She stopped abruptly, aware she had given too much information away.

Roan wanted to sigh in disgust, but held it in. She didn’t allow a bunch of infected guys to run a train on her, did she? “Three? Four? Less than ten?”

Salome made a noise of disgust and crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “What kinda slut do you think I am? It was just three.”

Just. He rubbed his forehead and wondered why more school shootings didn’t happen. At least she was only infected by two separate strains of the virus and not three. “You were that desperate to get infected?”

Her look was defiant, indignant, and angry by turns. She might not have been capable of shame, which was both good and bad. “Why not? It’s better than being me.”

That sort of flabbergasted him. “What?”

“Don’t deny it. It’s better than being you, isn’t it? If you were just some guy, no one would know you. But ’cause you’re the cat guy, everyone knows who you are. Nobody at school knew who I was. Now, I bet I’m all they can talk about.”

Holy shit. Roan just sat there, staring across the table at her, and wondered if she was monstrously unhappy, monstrously stupid, or the shallowest person in the world. Which was better?
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SALOME
was just as cold and stupid as Roan had pretty much surmised she was after her confession. She refused to say who infected her, claiming she didn’t know, and adamantly insisted she didn’t meet them at the church, both of which were lies. Roan knew this, told her this, and she refused to budge. Well, at first.

Eventually, he got her to give him first names: John, Tony, and Matt, which was probably true. She claimed she met them through a Craigslist ad, which he knew was a lie, and he told her so, but, again, she refused to budge. He decided he couldn’t hold his temper back any longer and left the room.

He went to the break room to get some water and see if he could recover enough to continue, and Seb came after him a minute later. “She’s a piece of work, ain’t she?” This indicated he was watching behind the two-way mirror rather than dealing with the parents.

“Are her parents like her?” Roan got a paper cup of water from the water cooler, feeling like he should throw the water in his own face but restraining the urge.

“What, you mean secretly psychopathic? Pretty much.”

“No wonder you wanted to get rid of them.” He gulped down the water and sighed. He wanted to punch the wall, but he knew he’d leave a hole and decided not to. “I have a feeling she’s not gonna give.”

“Yeah, beat you to that. We’ve got a warrant. We’re going to confiscate her computer, cell phone, and diary, if we can find it. Statutory rape and willing infection is a felony combined. Investigative cooperation is nice but not required.”

Roan nodded, aware of that, and just disgusted with the whole of humanity. He crumpled up the paper cup and lobbed it in the garbage can before asking Seb, “Should I just pack it in?”

“You mean go home?”

“I mean just go, find that mountain in Tibet to disappear on. Am I giving idiots the idea that if they’re infected they can—” Roan stopped, mainly because he wasn’t sure what he was going to say. Have superpowers? Morph at will? Become money-grubbing fame whores? Not that he was a money-grubbing fame whore—no one had given him the opportunity to be a money-grubbing fame whore (damn them!)—but he had a feeling that’s where Salome thought this was going to take her. She’d be the Kim Kardashian of the infected set, famous for being famous.

“No, man, you can’t think that.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause it ain’t true. And anyone with the sense God gave a turnip knows virus children are different anyways.”

“Yeah. We’re like the machine hybrid thing at the end of The Fly, just dragging ourselves across the floor and waiting to die.”

Seb shook his head. “You and your references. Do you deliberately go out and find the most obscure reference you can so you can just drop it on people and watch them scratch their heads?”

“What, you never saw The Fly?”

“You’re aware how old a reference that is, right?”

Roan thought about it a minute. “Holy shit, you’re right. I’m getting old, aren’t I?”

“We’re all getting old.”

Roan was about to say “I wasn’t supposed to,” but stopped himself. Still, it was true, but it might come off as self-pitying.

He felt his phone hum in his pocket but didn’t bother to check it until he was out in his car, wondering if Seb was right. Virus children were different, but if he was somehow helping idiots think this was a shortcut to superpowers or something, he should lay low from now on.

It was Holden who’d called and left a voice message, telling him if he wanted to join him for lunch, he’d be at the Rainbow Grill for the next hour or so. He had a “proposition” for him, which just never sounded good.

The Rainbow Grill was, of course, in the gay section of town, and he found Holden sitting at a rear table, working his way through what appeared to be the gourmet version of poutine. Although it put on some airs, the Rainbow was actually pretty unpretentious, with a high ceiling and lots of windows so it always felt light and airy indoors, despite the heavy scent of grilled meat.

Roan slid into the seat across from him, and Holden, who still had his sunglasses on, didn’t bother to look at him. His hair was a lighter brown than before. Had he dyed his hair? “Didn’t know if you were gonna make it or not. You look like shit.”

“It’s been a bad day,” he replied, as a waiter sauntered up, a good-looking guy with skin the color of mahogany and eyes like two drops of ink. He asked Roan what he wanted, his voice betraying a hint of a Canadian accent, and Roan just asked for an iced tea and whatever they had that was like a hamburger. He didn’t need anything fancy. The man took the order, then glanced at Holden and asked, “Fox honey, you okay?”

Fox? Holy shit, did they know him here by his street name, or did just the waiter know him by that name? There were no clues at all from Holden. He just gave him a silky smile, and said, “Fine and dandy.”

As soon as the waiter walked away, Roan wondered, “Would you tell me if I asked?”

Holden turned that silky smile on him, but now it held a harder, more honest edge. He didn’t have to work him like a client. “Nope. Go on ahead if you wanna ask, though.”

“Yeah, ’cause I haven’t banged my head against enough stone walls today. What’s with the sunglasses?”

“What, you’re the only one who can be cool and rugged?” Holden did take off his sunglasses then, and Roan saw for himself what he was hiding: a black eye, the bruise sort of a reddish purple-black crescent beneath his left eye. It wasn’t swollen, so it wasn’t that new.

“You out wilding again?”

Holden smirked at the joke. “You know me. Can’t resist a bit of MMA on Tuesday nights.” He speared one of the mushroom gravy and Gruyere-cheese-covered fries and held it up. “Wanna bite? Really good smug update of crappy food.”

“Thanks, I’ll pass. Now what’s this proposition you have for me?”

Holden ate the fry and, after swallowing, said, “A million dollars for one night with your husband.”

“This is obscure movie reference day, isn’t it? C’mon, hurry up, I’m sure I have other people to annoy this afternoon.”

“You’re no fun anymore,” Holden chided sarcastically. He then told him his proposition.

It seemed that his friend “Newt” (oh sure, that had to be his real name) was willing to see if he could spot the same truck that picked up Rico by the bus station. If he did spot it, Holden was willing to let the guy pick him up. “Are you fucking insane?” Roan asked.

The waiter picked that time to come and drop off his tea and burger. He gave a tight, uncomfortable smile to Holden before swanning off. “No. Wire me up, watch from a distance. I need you to come in and arrest this guy anyways.”

“For what? Hiring a prostitute?”

“If necessary, yeah. Bring him in for anything. Maybe once in custody, you can link him to Rico’s murder.”

Roan finished pulling the various things off the hamburger that he didn’t want and put it back together again, wondering what kind of bun this was. Wheat? “How? There’s not a lot of physical evidence. The best we can hope is he’ll confess.”

Holden shrugged. “Fine. I’m just asking that you try.”

Roan eyed him skeptically, not quite trusting him. It was just like Holden to volunteer for a fucking dangerous thing as if it was nothing more than a walk to the store, and yet it wasn’t like him at all to want a prick like this taken in. “Why?”

Holden chewed a fry thoughtfully. He made a “Hmm” noise, but his expression didn’t change.

“Since when do you follow legal channels?”

That made him smile. “I do from time to time. I’m not always extra-legal.”

Roan shook his head. “You’re up to something.”

“I’m always up to something. I thought we’d already established that.”

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing? Cut the shit.”

“If I did that, I’d never talk at all.”

“Do you really want an expensive burger shoved down your throat?”

Holden grimaced, shaking his head. “I want him off the streets. I’m willing to take my first gamble on the legal system.”

That was very telling. “First? And then what?”

Holden shrugged and started rearranging the remaining stack of fries on his plate with his fork. He made it look like a log cabin destroyed in a mudslide. “I dunno. I guess we’ll see. I hear karma can be a real bitch.”

Roan sighed and took a bite of the burger. It was okay; it needed more mustard. There was no way in hell it was possibly worth what he was going to pay for it. The fries looked a bit better, so he had one of those. They were pretty good, although he couldn’t imagine they’d taste good covered with mushrooms and cheese. “Would it do any good to point out that this makes you no better than him?”

“Despite how I act, I’m not better than anyone else.”

Roan wanted to take the moral high ground, remind him that whatever he was planning to do was wrong, but of course that would make him a hypocrite. It wasn’t like Holden hadn’t looked the other way when the lion got out of control, or even destroyed evidence to keep him from being a suspect. The problem with that, aside from the obvious, was Roan felt like a complete asshat if he brought it up. Holden had risked a lot for him, and how could he not extend him this leeway, even if it was rope to hang himself with, and even if Roan knew he was probably planning to kill this guy if he slipped through the legal net? Roan scowled at him. “I suppose a lecture would do no good here. How about telling you this is risky for many reasons. You don’t know that Newt will even identify the right truck. You could get the wrong guy.”

“Newt is a fuckup, but he can tell trucks apart. Still, I will know. I’ve been in enough close quarters with psychos, and you pick up the cues. It helps that a lot of them are dead-eyed and unpleasant as hell.”

“Not all of them.”

“No, but most. How many bottom-feeder killers have you found to be sparkling wits who can fit in at any party?”

Roan glared at him. “I’m the smartass around here, got it?”

Holden dipped his head, making a gesture that was half salute and half “suit yourself,” and frankly, that was kind of smartass, but Roan let it go because he wanted to finish lunch in peace.

He could have accepted this as a warning from Holden that he was going to do something stupid, but it had to be more than that. He was getting something out of a quasi-police sting, but what?

Roan decided to think about it later as he wanted to get through lunch without an ulcer. But it did make him want to get this guy into the cop shop and let him know somehow that confession and staying in police custody might be the only thing that could spare his life. He was sure the guy would never believe him and would believe him even less if he said a vigilante hooker was after his ass.

Out in the parking lot, he called Kevin and left a message for him. If anyone could help him with a potential sting, it was a vice cop. But Kevin would have to call in a buttload of favors and might prefer just telling Roan to go fuck himself instead. He wouldn’t blame him if he did.

He headed out to his house afterward—his actual house, the one the bastards had chased him away from—and met with Braunbeck’s contractor, Robert Ramirez, a stocky Hispanic guy with a mustache like a fuzzy caterpillar attached to his upper lip. He eyed Roan warily as they shook hands, and he said, “McKichan… the cat cop, right?”

Again, there were worse things he could have said, so he agreed to that without a problem.

Roan showed Ramirez the property and described what he hoped for in a fence. They discussed possibilities, time frames, and budgets. Ramirez’s rates were surprisingly reasonable, to which he only said, “Cops get a discount.” Roan wasn’t a proper cop, not anymore, but if the guy wanted to see him that way, hey, he’d take it. He couldn’t afford to be too accurate.

They came to an agreement, something Roan could live with and something Ramirez and his crew could get done pretty fast as Roan wanted to move back home as soon as possible. Ramirez agreed to do a rush job, and Roan went inside to figure out where the nearest nursery was so he could go buy some nice thorny bushes and have them ready to set up on the inside of the fence. It would probably help to have them on the outside of the fence, too, but that seemed too much like fair warning.

Once inside, Roan found himself reminiscing over his own house. The house he and Dylan were staying in now was safer and bigger, full of more expensive things, but he missed his place. He missed the subtle but obvious scent of Paris in the walls and the floor. That shouldn’t have been possible, of course. Paris hadn’t been here for years, but Roan still thought he could breathe him in. Yes, it was probably all in his head, but he didn’t care. It made him feel like he belonged here. He wished he believed in ghosts, because then he could imagine that Paris was still here, waiting for him in the empty silence.

Roan worked the heavy bag in his office for a little while, burning off steam, then took a quick shower, changed into new clothes, and grabbed a couple of paperbacks before locking up the place. Quietly, he vowed he was coming back to stay very soon.

On the way home, he stopped at a Thai place and got some takeout, trying to keep things light and pretend it had been a good day so Dylan didn’t catch on that he was still kind of upset over Salome. It was not that simple, though. Dylan kind of picked up that he was glum about something, but Roan successfully distracted him with talk of the fence. It seemed Dylan was excited at the prospect of going out and buying plants (why?), so they made plans to do it on Dylan’s weekend. (Which was Sunday and Monday—Saturday was a busy night on the bartender/club scene.)

Once again they switched cars, and Roan took off with Dylan’s car first, driving out to watch the church yet again and planning for another long, boring stakeout. He brought his iPod and one of the paperbacks he’d swiped from the house and still wasn’t sure that was enough. Stakeouts could be so damn painful.

Once Roan found a good curbside parking spot on the opposite end of the street from last night, he realized he was a little bothered at the prospect of Dylan working tonight with that asshole still out there. It was possible he’d try and sneak back into Panic or have one of his boneheaded friends do it. He probably shouldn’t worry about it—dicks like that guy rarely ever were bold enough to do anything—but he hated risking it. So he put in a call to Grey, who picked up on the second ring. Luckily, he had a quiet night tonight—he and Scott had already broken out the Xbox—so it didn’t take any convincing to ask him to swing by Panic. He actually sounded excited about going back and shouted to Scott they were going “gay clubbing.” There was a long pause before Scott responded with a slightly dubious and comical, “Okay….” What made it slightly funnier was Roan and Grey knew damn well Scott was the bi currently involved with a man, and yet it was Grey, the ostensibly straight guy, who was eager to go to Panic. Probably because guys loved to buy Grey and Scott drinks. Having no actual shot at nailing them didn’t diminish the hopefulness.

Assholes might start shit with him, but they had to be a special, high-league form of stupid to try anything with Grey. Dylan would probably guess Roan sent them along to keep an eye on him, but hopefully they’d be so amusing, Dylan wouldn’t ultimately mind.

He watched the church and saw that it was as dead as it had been the previous night. He found himself oddly nostalgic for the days of Eli, when the church was almost always hopping. Sure, Eli was a scumbag with a selfish agenda and a God complex, but at least he was never boring. It was probably the only good thing you could say about him.

The sun had just set on the horizon, turning the sky a dark blue that was somewhere between dusk and night, making the automatic lights come on around the perimeter of the church grounds. Shortly afterward, Roan felt his cell vibrate in his pocket, and checking it, he saw that Holden had sent him a text message. Roan had no idea why, and frankly he had no idea his phone could even get texts. All it said was: “On the move.”

A cryptic statement if there ever was one, until Roan thought about it for a while. Did he mean he was coming to the church?

Yes, he did. Holden ended up parking his car right in front of Roan’s, and he flipped Roan a sort of gang-sign hello while pretending to fuss with his hair in the rearview mirror, but not once did he look back. Holden could play parts; it’s what he always did. Too bad he was a hooker, because the CIA probably could have used him.

That guy he called the closet case, Forbes, met him on the porch of the church, and Holden took off his jacket and slung it over his shoulder, probably because it was a warm night and probably because he was flirting with Forbes a bit. (Roan felt so fucking sorry for the guy, even though he knew he shouldn’t. But watching Holden lead a guy on was like watching an especially cruel cat play with a mouse.) It was then he noticed Holden was wearing a slightly oversized T-shirt, untucked, which wasn’t like him at all, at least not in flirt mode.

He’d brought his gun. The only reason Holden was wearing a baggy shirt was because he was strapped.

Roan rubbed his eyes, partially tempted to text him “What the fuck are you doing?”
Why would he bring a gun? These guys were only dangerous within reason. There were no indications or hints of violence outside the pits. Yeah, Holden was his inside man, but there wasn’t a single person he saw pass through the doors of the church that Holden couldn’t take. Was he worried about some cats getting loose maybe? But that’s what Roan was there for. Later, he was going to have a serious talk with him about when it was appropriate to go into a situation armed, because he didn’t think it was warranted in this case. But he had to give him some leeway, he supposed. Holden did have some street kid in his background, and that could make you paranoid.

He took out his binoculars and watched Campanelli and a young Asian female (girlfriend?) come out and join them. Roan was surprised to find he had some ability to read lips, but since people occasionally switched position or looked away, he got nothing coherent out of this. Holden laughed at something Forbes said, pouring it on so thick Roan couldn’t help but shake his head. But Forbes was falling for it; oh yes, this was real to him. Roan figured he should buy Holden a T-shirt that said “Satan” on it so everyone would be warned, but then he remembered a lot of people thought he himself was Satan. Maybe he and Holden could share the shirt.

Finally, they moved off the porch and broke into two groups, with Campanelli and his girlfriend heading to his absurdly fancy car, and Holden and Forbes heading to Forbes’s more humble maroon Saab.

So this was what “on the move” meant? If it was a date, Holden would have said so. But Roan figured they were finally on their way to the fight club. That’s probably why Holden came armed, although that still baffled him. Why? Was it in case any of the cats got loose?

That’s why he was there. The cats were his. And if the cultists had any sense at all, they’d run and never look back.
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IT
WAS
a long drive, so right away Roan figured out they were headed for the mountains. Shortly after that, he figured out they were headed toward Snoqualmie. That made sense, as there were a lot of areas up there where you could get lost, as long as you stayed away from Snoqualmie Falls and Snoqualmie Ridge.

I-90 wasn’t so bad this time of night, so in no time at all they were away from the city and getting lost in the trees. It was still too early for the snowfall to be lower down, but you could see glimmers of white through the trees, a mirage that glowed faintly in the dusk. It looked like Campanelli was headed toward North Bend, but then he turned off and made straight for Rattlesnake Ridge. The mountain was a dark hump on the horizon, and Roan found himself wondering why they were going this way.

The thing about Rattlesnake Ridge was, most of it was state, county, or Weyerhaeuser land—there was virtually no private property at all on the Ridge. Campanelli couldn’t have something up here… except maybe on the Western side. Weyerhaeuser owned most of it, but not all. It was even possible he’d bought or leased some land up here under a dummy corporation’s name, which would explain why Roan couldn’t find any property under his name. He didn’t check for CampCo, or whatever he called his dummy company. Maybe he should have looked for CatKillers, Inc.

He started chewing gum as the elevation changed, making his ears pop, and the trees became black spires around him as the sky turned dark and stars began to pop out one by one. The temperature started dropping, to the point that Roan was forced to turn on his car heater. Holden was probably glad he brought his jacket.

Thanks to Weyerhaeuser, along with clear-cut patches on the mountainside, there was a rat’s nest of logging roads up here, many little used or abandoned. Some had been repurposed as hiking trails or cut throughs, but others were just rutted roads not even adequate for off-roading. Roan hung back as far as he could, headlights off as there wasn’t much traffic, and he had to pretty much give up and park the car as Campanelli and Forbes headed down one of those abandoned logging roads, where undergrowth had started reclaiming the edges of the hard-packed mud, which now glittered in places due to frost. The cars went at slow speed, probably because there were ruts big enough to qualify as sinkholes.

Roan had two options: wait a long time for the cars to get up the road so he might be able to drive after them (many serious ifs in that) or follow on foot. Of course, the foot part was insane—how long was the road? What if they took another road and then another? They could be miles away from their destination—in fact he’d bet money on it.

But there were so many lovely trees here, clots on both sides of the road leading toward forever, and in their tightly sealed, tinted-windowed cars, they’d never look for anyone on foot in the forest. And while a normal person would get tired fast, he wouldn’t. He had to stop thinking of himself in normal terms, because he wasn’t. Now it was time to act like a lion and get out there and stalk.

Roan got out of the car, taking off his jacket and tossing it in the backseat as the cold seemed to embrace him, wrapping around him like a hungry ghost. He shuddered, but forced himself to take a deep breath of frigid, cleansing air that scoured his throat, taking in all the scents of the forest and the more depressing scent of fresh exhaust. His skin broke out in goose pimples, but he started running, headed into the dark stand of trees.

It happened pretty fast. As his adrenaline levels began to rise, his heartbeat thundering in his head, he felt his muscles twitch and spasm, and his vision shifted, sending a sharp pain stabbing through his eyeballs. But he didn’t care because now he could see things better, and his heart rate was starting to slow even as he continued to run, vaulting over fallen trees and thick underbrush without slowing down. The lion was starting to come out; he had an urge to drop to all fours, to let the muscles go, but he refused, holding back even though it was painful. Although he felt and heard his bones start to crack, he still didn’t stop. He was eventually forced to slow down because he was outpacing the cars, which were crawling along the shitty, abandoned logging road.

He stood in the thicker shadows of the woods, taking deep breaths, not so much panting as simply concentrating on the filling and emptying of his lungs in a regular rhythm, watching each exhalation turn into white clouds in the air before the breeze tore them to pieces. He was so close to the road he could have kicked one of the cars, but with the only light coming from their headlights, there was no way they could see him.

He could smell deer. They hadn’t been here that long ago, and he had this idea that he could track them, find them wherever they went by smell. No, he knew he could, but he couldn’t let the lion’s urges distract him right now. He had a job to do.

Eventually, the winding, rutted logging road came to a large gate, chained shut, with a huge “No trespassing” sign with a Weyerhaeuser symbol on it. Surprisingly, it was Forbes who got out of his car and took the long walk to the gate, where he took out a ring of keys and unlocked the huge padlock before pulling the chains loose. This wasn’t Weyerhaeuser land, so they had taken the sign, maybe stolen it from one of the company’s gates on the other side of the Ridge. The trees continued and the road narrowed beyond the gate, but Roan bet there was some kind of building not too far down the way. A cabin or maybe some kind of storage building. But who would have a swimming pool up here? Had to be a custom job because no one besides an upscale ski lodge would have something even remotely like that, and there were no ski lodges this low.

After Campanelli drove in, Forbes had to walk back to his car, drive it through, and then go chain up the gate again. Why not hand Holden the keys, let him drive for this brief part of the journey? Still, Roan watched this pathetic display with growing amusement. Why bother to relock it? There was so little traffic up here that if someone did come down this rutted path, you’d see them long before they reached the house/cabin/whatever the hell it was. Death pit.

Finally, Forbes got back in his Saab and drove off down the road, still going slow even though this part of the road was better than the rest of it. Roan waited until the car cleared a small bend, then started climbing the fence. It didn’t take long at all. It was chain link, and even though there was barbed wire at the top, he was able to stand on the very edge of the top of the fence, beneath the wire, and jump down, landing on his feet on the other side. Oh sure, if he wanted to, he could probably bust down the fence, but wouldn’t it be funny if people tried to flee and discovered that the gates were still locked?

He ran through the trees, hearing a noise he only gradually realized was a low growl coming from his own throat, but it wasn’t one of anger or even pain. It was one of enjoyment, almost a purr. This was fun; for the lion, there was little better than this.

There was a gradual slope, and he must have run a half mile through the trees before he found the place, the home of the cat fight club. It looked like it may have been an old storage place, an old lumber storehouse with a tin roof and sides, looking large but surprisingly flimsy. Must have been decades old.

Lights burned a soft yellow through tears in black plastic sheeting that covered the inside of what few windows they had. Even if you made it this far, you’d have no idea what was going on in there. But Roan could smell it—adrenaline, blood, people, dozens and dozens of them, mostly infected, and a tang like steel. There was the sweat of cats, their rage and fear transmitting through smell to his nerves, making the growl in his throat turn angry, sending the adrenaline surging through his veins like poison. Distantly, muffled by the walls of the flimsy building, he could hear snarls and growls, noises like aborted roars, and his mouth ached as he gritted his teeth and tasted blood as his gums tore and bones cracked. It was getting harder to hold back the lion, so hard he wasn’t sure how much longer he could do it.

Maybe it was a good thing Holden brought his gun. He might have to use it on Roan.

 

 

TRYING
to figure out the psychology of a closet case was a tricky thing. There were a couple of different kinds, and knowing which kind you were dealing with was helpful but not vital. The great thing was, the closeted gave you a lot of leeway because they were never sure how they were supposed to act or you were supposed to act. It was all scary new to them, even if it was their hundredth time at the rodeo.

But as far as Holden could tell, Forbes was the severely self-deluded type. He honestly thought he was straight. If you pressed him and gave him enough booze, he might admit to experimenting in college when he was very drunk, but that was all. He probably had a girlfriend, and if he was really good, a girlfriend who didn’t like sex so she had no complaints about their crappy, nonexistent sex life. He might explain it to himself as a low sex drive, or being stressed, or maybe even being infected, but he never thought he was gay (or bi, but no, Scott was a bi and seemed equally turned on by men and women; Forbes gave him the impression of never noticing women unless he forced himself to). He outright refused to think of himself as gay, even if he fantasized about men, got turned on more by bodybuilder magazines than Victoria’s Secret. He was one of those types who turned up on news programs decrying the “homosexual menace” and insisting it was a choice that one could be cured from, because hell, he cured himself, didn’t he? He wasn’t “gaying it up,” was he? No, he was miserably repressed and taking it out on those bastards who had the gall not to be afraid of themselves. His type were psychological explosions waiting to happen, little time bombs of repression and hate.

Not that Holden had anything against them. Far from it; those beautiful little haters made up the majority of his clients. He’d be poor without them.

But Forbes wasn’t a client, wasn’t paying him, and was really getting on his nerves. It was bad enough that the only radio he seemed to listen to was adult contemporary “cool jazz,” the kind you heard in elevators or at dentist’s offices, and the fact that he listened to that willingly just showed he was of poor character. Holden finally got him to turn off the radio and talk, but that was no better. He was a preening narcissist, and of course he was totally into being infected making him a “superior” person. He talked about how “they” were an evolutionary step above normals (still thinking Holden was infected), and Holden was just dying to tell him he actually knew someone who was an evolutionary step up, and it wasn’t Forbes. If he was such an evolutionary advance, why couldn’t he change at will? Why couldn’t he Hulk out and nearly rip someone’s arm clean off? Those would be the least you’d expect from a semidecent mutant. Sadly, Forbes was just as human as the rest of them, only with a minor lapse a few days out of the month.

Forbes never asked him about himself, so Holden had no need to trot out the cover identity he’d made up for himself. He was now glad he hadn’t bothered with anything in depth.

The drive up to the place seemed to take forever, and the logging roads were horrible. It felt like Forbes’s little Saab was on the verge of shaking to pieces. He wondered how Roan could follow them, as even with his headlights off he’d be a dead giveaway, but he never did see him. Holden thought once he caught a glimpse of a shadow in the woods, but he figured they’d startled a deer. He’d been trying to see it—he didn’t see too many deer in their natural habitat—but it was too dark and the thing ran too damn fast.

The whole gate thing was hilarious, and Holden found himself trying not to laugh. Who was it for? Did they really think someone would just stumble across this road while driving around Rattlesnake Ridge? Of course, it was simply an act of guilt. They knew they were doing something “bad,” so they were being paranoid even though it was completely needless. Nothing screamed guilt—or mental illness—like excessive paranoia.

He was surprised at how far back in the woods the building was and how many cars there were parked outside it. There was also some kind of large delivery truck, which didn’t make sense until he wondered how they got transformed cats here. Either they transformed on site, or they were brought in drugged or in cages (or both).

Holden shrugged on his coat before following Forbes inside, expecting the warehouse to be as cold as it looked. It was and wasn’t. There was a cold bite to the air, but the sheer number of lights and people packed into the area filled the place with body and electrical heat.

They had to skirt a few cables on the cement floor, a couple of floor lamps with insanely bright bulbs, and it reminded him so much of a low-budget porn shoot, Holden found himself struggling to hold back a serious case of the giggles. Forbes noticed him grinning, so he said, “Wow, it’s so big. I didn’t think it’d be so big.” So hard not to laugh. Why did he make that joke? Just because it was hilarious to him didn’t mean he had to make it. But yeah… he sort of did, even if only he enjoyed it.

He followed Forbes to the fighting pit. It was indeed a swimming pool, albeit a small one, and he could see the obvious, ragged edges of the concrete where the floor had been cut and the swimming pool plopped in. Someone had done it, but on the cheap.

In the pit at the moment was a mangy-looking brownish-black panther and a skinny, long-limbed leopard whose spots were shaped like fried eggs. They both looked sickly and sad, and both appeared to be bleeding as they warily circled each other, tails twitching angrily. Blood was splattered on the sloped tile walls, and there were rings of it around the built-in drain. Must have made it easier to hose down.

There was a kind of a waist-high fence around the top of the pool, and there were spectators standing behind it, as well as cameramen for the website. Noticeably, there were no women around, save for Campanelli’s girlfriend, Tasha. Why not? Well, maybe the cats in the pit were female. He had no idea.

The crowd was screaming for one of the cats to kill the other, and Holden winced and looked away as the panther lunged for the leopard. He heard them snarling, spitting, and squalling, and couldn’t bear to watch them. “Little noisy, isn’t it?” Holden shouted at Forbes. “Is there somewhere more quiet we can go?”

Forbes looked at him with what he must have thought was a charming smile. “Sure. Follow me.”

Holden did, happily, really not wanting to be any of these men when Roan came in through the door. He wasn’t going to be happy to see this, and the smell would probably send him over the edge.

Forbes led him to a small side room that probably used to be someone’s office. It was kind of laid out that way right now, with a rickety desk and a couple of humming hard-drive stacks on shelves. The only other furniture in the room was a used, sad-looking green couch. “Why do they volunteer to go into the pit?” Holden asked.

Forbes probably had been expecting something a bit more sexual. He frowned as he locked the door. (He was trying to hide that by blocking his view with his body, but Holden saw it and wasn’t surprised.) “They’re sick. They don’t have long, so they decide to go out with a bang. Better than waiting around to die.”

That actually sounded reasonable. Holden sat down on the couch and draped one of his arms over the back. He took on a casually sensual pose. “Is that how you plan to go out?”

Forbes chuckled and sat down on the opposite end of the couch. He was going to scooch over as subtly as possible, trying to gather his courage along the way. Holden knew this dance too well and was really fucking tired of it. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Oh. So it’s good enough for the proletariat to have their deaths exploited for your gain, but since you’re the bourgeoisie it’s beneath you.”

Forbes looked deeply confused. “Uh… what?”

“You know nothing of Das Kapital? Didn’t you go to college? I know I didn’t. What about Monty Python, you ever seen that?”

Before he could come up with any answer—and boy, did poor old Forbes look befuddled—there was a man’s scream that morphed smoothly into a lion’s roar. Really, there was almost no differentiation in the sound. It started off as a very clear, angry man’s scream, but somewhere along the way it became a full-throated animal’s roar, one bleeding and blending into the other in a way that was impossible to parse. It was just odd how the roar sounded two times as loud as the scream.

Forbes jumped up to his feet, scared and startled, and this got worse as more screams came from beyond the door, real human noises that stayed human. Forbes took a hesitant step toward the door, but then froze as if afraid to move. “There were no lions coming in today,” he muttered.

“Actually, there was, but he’s not here to compete.”

Forbes glanced back over his shoulder at him. “What?”

Holden pulled the gun out of the waistband of his jeans (a relief, as the muzzle was poking him), and thumbed the safety off as he leveled it at Forbes. “You didn’t really think I’d ever suck your dick without being paid for it, did you?”

The confusion seemed to permanently color Forbes’s eyes. He really didn’t know what to make of any of this. “Wh-what—”

“Stop asking fucking what!” Holden snapped, unable to hold his temper any longer. “Jesus fucking Christ, man, you’re not the first to be played and certainly not the last. Now be a good boy and yank out those hard drives for me before I start using you for target practice.”

More roaring outside, more people screaming, a sound like a wet thud not too far from them that made Forbes jump. Now there was a sound of glass shattering and metal breaking as it hit the cement floor. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, but his voice was weak from fear.

“Party’s over. The cop has arrived. Well, not a cop so much as your God. Bit of a pisser, huh?”

He stared at him, thin eyebrows forming an imperfect V. “God?”

“You know, the infected who actually is higher up on the food chain than the rest of us. Unlike you, who’s just an idiot with his head crammed so far up his own ass the proctologist has to reach into your mouth to do a prostate exam. Now stop stalling and start producing those drives.”

Forbes shook his head, clearly not understanding, until there was another roar and his eyes widened slightly. “McKichan?”

“Hey, how ’bout that? You’re only half as stupid as you look.”

Forbes visibly paled, which was difficult since he was already so pale. “I-It’s true? He can… change at will?”

“What, him nearly ripping the arm off one of your security guards didn’t clue you in? Wow, you guys really are taking the short bus, aren’t you? Yes, he can change when he wants, and he is so not happy with you right now. So give me those hard drives, or I open the door and invite him in.”

Forbes looked like he was going to vomit or pass out, or both at once, but after a moment he forced himself to go to the shelf, now shaking like he suddenly had the DTs.

Holden almost felt sorry for the poor bastard. But not enough to consider sparing him.
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FORBES’S
hands were shaking so badly he couldn’t exactly get the case off the hard drive stack. The noise of Roan’s roar coupled with a squall from another cat made him pause and look at the door like he could see through it. “What was that?”

“The ice cream man,” Holden responded sourly. This fuck was stalling. “Will you get on with it?”

He glanced toward the threadbare desk, then after a moment went straight for it. “Jim has a security monitor—”

“Hey, I told you to get me the drives,” Holden said, jumping up to his feet and heading to the desk. Holden kept the gun aimed at his chest as Forbes pulled a laptop out of a drawer and booted it up. Holden sidled up behind the desk to look at the screen, but kept out of elbowing range.

It took a moment, but suddenly the screen filled with low quality black and white feeds from security cameras. With a tap of the keyboard he changed all the outside views to inside ones.

They saw bodies on the floor, blood turned to black smears on the concrete. He switched camera angles until they saw Roan, and when he did, Forbes gasped. Holden almost joined him.

Roan was mostly still human; he was bipedal and standing upright, although his shoulders were hunched in an oddly rounded manner, and he seemed to have a Bruce Campbell lantern jaw now (only with bigger teeth), blood dribbling from it and splattering on the floor. Also, he no longer had his short, almost military buzzed hair—it had grown longer, not quite a fuzzy mane, but clearly headed toward that region. Standing behind and to the side of Roan were the panther and the leopard Holden had seen fighting in the pit before he came in. They were dribbling blood from previous injuries, but seemed to be following Roan like trained dogs.

Roan had a loping gait now, and his head swiveled in an odd manner that was hard to quantify. But when he looked directly at the camera with pupil-less eyes, Holden felt a chill shudder down his spine. Forbes actually took a step back, as if Roan could somehow reach through the monitor and grab him. “How—how the hell—” Forbes began, bringing a hand up to his mouth.

“The camera makes a noise,” Holden said, making himself calm down with logic. “He can hear it. He knows where all the cameras are.” Roan was still staring up at the camera, and the way his lip was curled up, probably growling. Holden was glad that there was no sound, because the picture was creepy enough. There was nothing human in his eyes anymore.

Forbes was having trouble processing this, and really Holden couldn’t blame him. It was really freaky the first time you saw it, and it only got a little better with repetition. “Why are the cats following him? Why aren’t they attacking him?”

Holden had been wondering that himself, but the answer just popped into his head. “He’s the alpha. They know that, and they’re not going to fight him.”

“Fight or follow are the only choices?”

“No. But this is what they’ve decided to do.” Holden realized if all transformed cats decided not to fight Roan or submit to him but follow him… holy fuck, the normals would be in trouble.

Forbes tentatively touched the keyboard, changing the camera view. Clearly he was looking for someone. Campanelli? Probably. Someone rather stupidly threw a light stand toward Roan, and he didn’t even bother to bat it aside, simply took a step toward the right and let it fly past him. Holden and Forbes heard it hit the wall at about the exact same moment as the leopard and panther suddenly charged the man who had thrown it. He went down in a flurry of teeth and claws, and Roan just stood there and looked on, neither joining in nor stopping them. Could he stop them? Well, you’d think he could. But Holden honestly didn’t know. He didn’t know anything about how Roan’s ability truly worked. Did Roan even know?

It occurred to Holden that maybe Roan wasn’t even doing any of this violence. Maybe he was just letting the cats from the pit get their revenge. Of course that raised the question how the hell did he get them out of the pit, but for all Holden knew he could have jumped into the empty pool and tossed them out.

“How does no one know about this?” Forbes asked. His eyes were riveted to the screen, even though he’d changed to an angle where Roan was simply a menacing figure lurking in the background. “If he can—if he is… this way, why doesn’t everyone know? Everyone should know.”

“Do you want to kill all the infected?” Holden asked.

Forbes now looked at him, the stunned expression permanently etched on his face. “What?’

“If you want to make things even worse for your people, tell them all about Roan. Tell them how he can change when he wants, can change halfway, and see what happens. You can say ‘it’s only him’ and ‘one in two billion’, but the normals won’t listen. They’ll be terrified that you can change into inhuman mode at any time, and things will only get uglier. You know those camps the neo-cons are always threatening to put the infected in? It will actually happen, and that will be the good news. The bad news will be an increase in murders. People hate and fear what they can’t understand, yeah?” Holden pointed at the figure of Roan, in the upper left corner of the screen. “Do you understand this? Are you not afraid of this?”

Forbes stared at Roan’s image, something hollow and haunted in his eyes. He didn’t need to answer the questions because Holden already knew: no, he didn’t understand, and he was scared shitless. He was actually trembling now, his shoulders shaking as much as his hands. After a moment, Forbes sagged down into the creaky desk chair and hid his face in his hands. Was he crying? Holden was pretty sure he was.

He held the gun down at his side and wondered if he should just put it away. Forbes was too pathetic, and he wasn’t going to challenge him, not now, possibly ever. And there was no way in fucking hell he wanted to face Roan.

Holden tucked the gun in his coat pocket. Damn it, this guy was too pathetic to even hurt.

After Forbes seemed to recover, he looked at the monitor and asked, “Can you call him off?”

“Nope. I can try and reach him, but the lion’s out now. He doesn’t go easily.”

Forbes glanced up at him with red-rimmed eyes. “You’re saying… what are you saying? You’ve met the lion?”

“Yes, in a manner of speaking. It almost killed me a couple of times.” Forbes raised his eyebrows at that. “It’s an animal, it’s not friendly. It doesn’t have any loyalty to anyone. Well… okay no, that’s not true, but there are only two guys who could maybe reach it, and one of them is dead.”

“The lion killed him?”

“No, the virus did.” Holden shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. The point is, don’t expect me to talk him down. Roan has to take over, and he will, it just may be a while.”

Forbes stared at Roan on the screen for a very long time, saying nothing. From what Holden could tell from the camera angle on display, there was no one left up and moving. Just Roan and the cats, with scattered injured (and dead?) bodies about. The cats returned to Roan’s side, like they were awaiting the order to attack. It struck Holden right then that this was what the end of the world would look like. “Should we put something up against the door?” Forbes finally asked.

“If he wants in, we can’t keep him out. Let’s just not give him a reason to come in, okay?”

Forbes was too numbed and scared to nod. But after a long moment of silence, he whispered, “Now I understand why the church considers him such an enemy. He can destroy us all in more ways than one.”

Holden didn’t say anything, because there was nothing to say. That was 100 percent true.

And maybe now that the Church knew it, they’d back the fuck off.

 

 

DYLAN
knew the moment Grey and Scott showed up at the bar, Roan was up to something he was better off not knowing anything about.

They came up to the bar with Scott the handsome shadow of the more boisterous Grey, who cut through the crowd like an ice breaker and announced, “I wanna Slippery Dick!” Dylan laughed and shook his head, wondering if they were ever going to stop ordering the gayest drinks possible.

“You know you’re the only guys who ever order those drinks besides bridesmaids’ parties, right?” Dylan asked.

Grey grinned at him, showing a missing tooth on the bottom. Didn’t he have all his teeth last time he saw him? Maybe that was a bridge he didn’t wear all the time. “Yeah, but who cares? Most bars I go to don’t have shit like this.”

“That’s ’cause you go to shitty bars,” Scott countered and seemed a lot more reserved. “I’ll just have a beer.”

“We have more than one kind.”

“Whatever’s strongest.”

Dylan got the drinks and almost felt bad for Scott. He was clearly nervous being here because he might be exposed, while Grey didn’t give a shit and thought it was all a lark. You could tell who had something to lose and who didn’t.

Keith, one of the new bartenders, came up to Dylan and asked quietly, “Who’s Frankenstein and his cuter cousin?”

“Grey and Scott, a couple of Roan’s friends. They’re with the Seattle Falcons.”

“Soccer team?”

“Hockey.”

Keith looked slightly taken aback. “We have a hockey team?” He’d only moved from New Mexico to Seattle three months ago. “Wow. And you guys don’t even have a basketball team anymore. You people have your priorities way out of whack.”

There was nothing he could say to that, mainly because he hadn’t known the city had a hockey team until Grey hired Roan and the team subsequently adopted him. That was a story in itself, and the only thing he could guess was, macho men liked other macho men.

Some guys tried to buy Grey and Scott drinks (Scott more than Grey, perhaps because he didn’t have quite as many scars and didn’t look like he could snap you in half), which Scott politely turned down (Canadian), while Grey accepted and then said, “You know I’m straight, right?” (American.)

As soon as there was a lull and Dylan had no one to serve, he came up to them and asked, “Why did Roan send you?”

“He didn’t send us,” Grey replied. “We just felt like coming by.”

“He wanted us to make sure trouble didn’t repeat itself,” Scott answered honestly. Grey gave him an elbow to the arm that almost sent him flying off his barstool.

Dylan wished he was surprised, but he wasn’t. On one level, it pissed him off because he could take care of himself and didn’t need bodyguards, but on the other hand, he didn’t like violence, so if there was some and he could avoid it, great. It was something best left to experts, wasn’t it? And if Roan wasn’t here, Grey and Scott were more than adequate substitutes.

Grey and Scott actually struck up a conversation with a guy who was on Seattle’s gay softball team, and they discussed sports things that just went in one of Dylan’s ears and out the other. He was the fey drama-class kid; he had nothing to do with the jocks beyond avoiding them in the hallways and occasionally enjoying their aesthetic qualities from afar. They still seemed like aliens to him in some way, and his impulse was to keep a distance, even though they were friends of Roan’s and wouldn’t hurt him. Even if they were inclined to, they knew Roan wasn’t the guy they wanted to piss off, so he had no idea why he felt compelled to keep his distance. Habit perhaps.

Or maybe it was just that Roan’s hockey friends were a stunning accumulation of strange, unfathomable people. No, they weren’t the high-school jocks, but they weren’t what he expected, and he really didn’t know what to think of them. Did hockey just attract bizarre people, or was it just Seattle? A bit of both? They all seemed to be such weirdoes, in good ways and bad, and they seemed to just love Roan. (To which Roan would probably say, “Yes, I’m the King of the Weirdoes. You’ve just figured that out now?”)

Now that Dylan had time to think about it, he wondered if he wasn’t just a little bit jealous. Except for Scott, hockey players didn’t have attractive faces, but they had impressive bodies, and weren’t most of these guys just Roan’s type? He liked the macho and the crazy (which is where Dylan felt he and Roan connected, since he probably wasn’t as macho as he liked to think), and these guys fit the bill, especially the inscrutable Tank. Grey probably appealed to him as the butch monster he was, whereas Scott was macho but relatively attractive, and Roan had that history of going for attractive bi jocks. But save for Scott, there was absolutely no danger that Roan would go for any of them. Could he really be petty and insecure enough to be jealous?

Yes, of course. He was only Human. He should probably tell Roan, because he’d get a good chuckle out of it.

It was a quiet evening—well, relatively speaking. It was quiet in the sense that no one tried to get violent with him. Grey and Scott seemed to enjoy themselves, as Scott loosened up after a couple of beers, and Grey, oddly enough, stuck to soda after a Slippery Dick and a Slow Comfortable Screw (although the alcohol in both drinks was substantial, he had the body mass to handle it easily). At one point, Scott and Grey were in an intense conversation, and Dylan eavesdropped to discover they were talking about Holden. Apparently Grey wanted to know how serious it was, and Scott said it wasn’t, then admitted he wasn’t sure. He wished the poor bastard luck, as Dylan figured Holden wasn’t the relationship type, and that was before factoring prostitution into the equation.

Although his shift was over and the club was closing, Scott and Grey trailed him out, pretending they weren’t making sure he was okay as he went to his car. (Okay, not his car, Roan’s, but same damn thing.) Again, it was partially annoying and partially reassuring, as he’d once been jumped in this parking lot.

As it was, history almost repeated. He had just started walking across the lot when he heard, “What, your freak of a boyfriend isn’t with you?”

Dylan paused and turned to see the guy from last night with a bigger guy. Waiting for him? He couldn’t help but feel a twinge of anxiety in his gut, followed closely by a spike of annoyance. “Considering you’re waiting all night in an empty parking lot for a bartender to come out, I think you’re the freak in this scenario.”

He came out into a wedge of light thrown from the streetlight, scowling the whole time. “You shouldn’t work here. We all know what he is.”

Dylan opened his mouth to say something, but never got a chance to say it, as Grey suddenly replied, “Better than you, dickhole?”

The look on the man’s face as Grey and Scott suddenly emerged from around the corner was priceless. He hadn’t expected Dylan to have friends with him, certainly not friends who were so damn big. Like most, while he looked between Scott and Grey, he focused inevitably upon Grey. Since he was six and a half feet tall and two hundred plus pounds of muscle, this was totally understandable. “Who the fuck are you supposed to be?” the man finally said. He was trying hard to pretend he wasn’t scared, but yeah, he was. Dylan knew it wasn’t very Buddhist of him to feel some glee in this scenario, but he kind of did anyway.

Grey gave him a glare that could have blistered paint. “Who the fuck are you?”

Scott stepped forward and put a flattened palm to the guy’s chest. It looked like he barely touched him, yet the guy went flying back into his bigger friend. Grey was muscular in a more obvious way, but Scott was still scary strong. “How can you, as a gay man, do this shit? ‘Oh, morons think we’re all infected, so let’s pick on the infected and make the morons like us again.’ Newsflash, idiot—those morons who say all gays are infected are the same morons who say all gays molest children. They will never like you or approve of you. You’re simply trying to sacrifice another minority to save yourself, when all you will really do is play their game and make yourself look pathetic. Congratulations, you’re a softheaded pussy. The decision you have to make now is this: do you want to be a softheaded pussy in the hospital, or do you want to walk away and ponder your bad life choices without the body cast?”

The man was stunned by the rant and clearly didn’t know what to say or do. Finally, trying to embrace outrage, he snapped, “Was that a threat?”

Scott scoffed. “Fuck no. It’s a promise, fuckwit, and if you don’t make your choice in five seconds, we’re gonna make it for you.” As if to be helpful, Grey held up one of his hands, fingers spread (holy shit, did he have big hands), and started counting down, one finger curling in per second. When time ran out, it was going to be a fist.

Finally, wisely, the guy held his hands up and said, “You guys are insane.”

Scott put a hand to his chest as if wounded. “Coming from a stalker, that’s devastating.”

Dylan scratched his face to hide a smirk. This was, frankly, marvelous. They hadn’t really laid a finger on either man, but they were beating them down effortlessly.

The man just looked stunned. He didn’t know what to say or do. He had expected Dylan to be alone, and he certainly hadn’t expected his companions to have their one-two act down pat. Scott did the talking, and Grey loomed ominously, waiting for the cue to spring into action. “This isn’t over,” he said lamely, and he and his friend turned to walk away.

“No, it’s not,” Scott agreed. “Tomorrow we’ll bring the Russians. Their English ain’t great, but they love beating shit up. It’s a date, huh?”

There was no reply, but no one expected one. As soon as they were out of sight, Grey said, “We probably ain’t gonna see them again, unless they get their hands on a rocket launcher.”

“Too bad,” Scott replied. “Sandy would love to break them.”

Dylan assumed that was one of the Russian guys. “That was quite a rant, Scott.”

He shrugged, almost seemingly embarrassed. “I hate assholes like that. We all stick together or we all fall apart.”

“That’s team 101,” Grey said, nodding.

“Can’t stop being a captain, I guess,” Dylan said.

Scott smirked, but it still seemed a little pained with embarrassment. “It gets programmed into you after a while.”

“Thanks for the help,” Dylan told him, fishing his car keys out of his coat pocket.

“No problem,” Scott said, then clapped a hand on his shoulder. “You ever need any help with anything, you guys just call, okay?”

Dylan nodded, wondering what Roan could possibly be up to and if he really wanted to know. As horrible as it was, sometimes ignorance was well and truly bliss.
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Saint Matthew Returns To The Womb

 

ROAN
didn’t know exactly what made him come back to himself, beyond the blinding electrical pain that seemed to be setting his neck and jaw on fire. The taste of blood was thick in his mouth, and it felt like all the bones in his upper body had been broken and hastily reset, which was probably more true than not.

That was when his leg hummed. Oh wait, it was his phone vibrating in his pocket. That’s what brought him back to himself. He moved his hand and touched it, and that was when he discovered the vibration made the ache in his hand worse. He thought it was going to shake the fine bones loose under his skin, pulverize them, turn his knuckles inside out. Muscles still twitched in his fingers, making them jitter like a spastic spider, and his pain-fogged brain decided it was almost playing a bass riff to a Botch song. God, his brain was a fucked-up thing in the transition phase. Where did these thoughts even come from?

He then realized a couple of other things, more or less in order. He was sitting on a cold concrete floor, his back up against a cold, possibly aluminum, wall. He wasn’t cold, because his body still raged with the extra heat from the transition and because he was bracketed by two equally warm cats, curled up on either side of him. A wounded leopard and a wounded panther. They were curled up like they were asleep, but they were just resting as they… guarded him? Maybe. The panther’s ears went back as the phone hummed, but otherwise it didn’t do anything.

He tried to close his jaw, but the pain became nuclear, and he thought he heard his mandibular joints clack, like the bones weren’t set properly yet. So he sat as still as possible, breathing from his mouth that wouldn’t shut, and convulsively swallowing, as his throat was dry in spite of the blood. He heard the creak of a door opening somewhere behind him, and the leopard suddenly looked up, body tensing, but Roan put his twitching hand on the leopard’s back, making it stay. He didn’t know if it would work, if it would react negatively, but it stayed where it was, even though he could feel its muscles moving beneath its soft, warm fur. “Is it okay to come out?” Holden’s voice asked. Roan got the idea if he turned his head he’d see him, but the idea of moving any more was not appealing. “You back to yourself?”

“Kinda,” he grunted. It was hard to talk without moving, but Roan was trying his damnedest. “You called?”

“Didn’t know what else to do. I mean, shouting could have ended with me being your midnight snack, and I wasn’t ready to take that chance.” Holden stepped out carefully into the room, and Roan knew this because the leopard was following his every move. It hadn’t stood up yet, so he figured it was taking his steadying hand as an order to stay down. “The cats gonna stay put?”

“I dunno. Don’t make any sudden moves. Keep your voice down.”

“That was the plan, yeah.” Holden finally came into his peripheral vision, and he could see that he was moving carefully, trying not to set the cats off.

“Don’t make eye contact,” Roan warned him.

“With them or you?”

“Them. I hurt too much to attack you.”

“Gee, thanks.” Very slowly, he held out his hand and opened his palm. “I have something for you, assuming I can give it to you.”

Roan couldn’t see anything, but assumed it was pills. “What is it?”

“Rush’s little helper. Oxycontin.”

“Hillbilly heroin? Where the hell did you get that?”

“Forbes had it. He said his doctor gave it to him for the change.”

“Bullshit. They don’t give out oxy to the infecteds.” Roan lifted his twitching hand and did the best beckoning gesture he could. The cats watched Holden carefully, but he was allowed to approach. When the leopard started to growl, Roan shushed it, and it stopped. Holden raised an eyebrow at that, but got in close enough to drop the pills into his spasming hand.

Holden took a few steps back, just to put a buffer between himself and the cats, and asked, “So how does it feel to be the Beastmaster?”

Roan would have laughed if he could’ve managed it, but he couldn’t at the moment. “Weird.” He dry swallowed the pills and hoped they worked fast. They left a pretty bitter aftertaste that would have triggered his gag reflex if it wasn’t numbed. “This is the first time this has happened. I don’t know why it has.”

“Pheromones?” Holden guessed.

“I hadn’t thought of that.” It was a good guess, and more than likely right. He knew his pheromones could make men (and women) who should have known better throw themselves at him, but he hadn’t thought of cats. But these were mostly cat pheromones, right? So it should work on them even more than people. At least they weren’t trying to hump him.

There was a noise near the office door, and Roan tried to look at it out of the corner of his eye while the cats turned their heads and watched. He recognized the suit—it was Forbes. He hated to admit it, but he was kind of surprised Forbes was still alive. The cats growled at him, and Roan didn’t stop them this time. They were allowed to growl at him, and if they really wanted to make him their chew toy, who was he to stop them? “How—how long have you been like this?” Forbes asked, his voice low, timorous, and haunted.

“I was born this way,” he replied, smirking at his own joke.

Forbes didn’t have a sense of humor, or at least he didn’t now. “I mean… changing… partially.”

“If you think I’m telling you shit, you’ve completely misconstrued our relationship.” Roan stared at Holden, trying to send a message with his eyes alone. “Why?” He didn’t add anything else, such as “why is he alive” or “why didn’t you beat him senseless,” as it didn’t matter right now. But he was curious. It wasn’t like Holden to be merciful.

Holden shrugged, answering the tacit question, but he also explained, “This might be for the best. With YouTube and camera phones, this wasn’t going to stay confined forever.”

“So they were real,” Forbes said, still looking and sounding shell shocked. Did he have tear tracks on his face? “Those videos. They weren’t the best quality.”

“They never are,” Holden said. “Camera phones usually have pretty shitty resolution, and don’t get me started on security cameras.”

The pills must have been starting to work, because he was starting to feel a little light-headed and hollow behind the eyes. He should have been nauseous, but he must have still had something left in his stomach to cushion the pills. Which begged a question he decided he wasn’t going to think about. “You know what happens if this gets out,” he said, directing it at Forbes but keeping him in his peripheral view.

Forbes’s head sort of sagged up and down, like it was on a spring. His legs looked wobbly, as if maybe he was on the verge of passing out. “How is this even possible? This isn’t… I’ve never heard of this.”

“It isn’t possible,” Roan admitted, now chuckling slightly at the awful irony of it all. “I’m not possible. But I am anyway. Mother Nature’s a real bitch, ain’t she?”

“But isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?” Holden said, glaring at Forbes. “Isn’t this what your church preaches? You’re the chosen ones of God. You’re closer to divinity because you can shed your form and the human stain and become the ideal. He’s your ideal; he’s your divinity. Shouldn’t you be worshipping him?”

Forbes looked like he was going to die. In retrospect, Roan knew he should have realized that Holden would gleefully hit the religion angle hard. He grew up in an ultrareligious home after all, and he had major issues with his hypocritical preacher dad. Roan may have been an atheist, but it was still an awful thing to watch someone’s faith shattered like a pane of glass. “Holden, don’t,” Roan said.

“What? It’s true. You should have heard the shit they were going on about. They all wanna be you. Well, the change on cue bit—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Roan snapped. The pain was lessening, although it still pounded behind his eyes like it was trying to escape. His anger made the panther look toward Holden speculatively. His pretty little guard cats, ready to do his fighting for him.

Holden frowned, disappointed by him, but aware that he was in no position to argue right now.

Roan glanced at Forbes and said, “You made money off this. You’re gonna give all the money you made to charity. Something that helps infecteds. Then you stop this bullshit and don’t do it again. Stop exploiting your own kind, and I will never darken your doorway again. Got it?”

Forbes gave him that strange, defeated nod again. “Where’s Jim?”

Roan almost shook his head, but knew that would shift the pain around and instantly thought better of it. “I don’t know. I can never recall anything in this state.”

But a glance around the room showed him the bodies he could smell that filled this room with the scent of blood and torn flesh. It was dark—he could still smell the ozone of shattered lights—but of course he could see what was around him because he still had some remnant of his night vision.

His best guess? The church was going to need to a new leader, and fast.

 

 

FOR
something nicknamed “hillbilly heroin,” Roan found it incredibly disappointing. Maybe it wasn’t fair because he had such a tolerance to painkillers he could OD on elephant tranquilizers and be none the worse for it. He had to assume that he was a continuing anomaly.

Forbes was allowed to leave in his car, and Holden drove the truck that Roan was able to get the cats into the back of without any violence. He had to stay with them, meaning he’d have to pick up Dylan’s car tomorrow. Maybe then he’d figure out what he was going to do. Technically this place was a crime scene, but such an odd and out of the way one it at least gave him time to decide if he wanted to turn himself in or not.

He didn’t know what he was going to do with the cats, but Forbes agreed to house them at the church until they transformed back and recovered. He still seemed shaky and shell-shocked, but he was so clearly afraid of him, Roan sort of felt embarrassed. And why? He should be scared of him. Maybe it was just the sense that Forbes thought of him as a monster. Yes, he was a monster, but he didn’t like to think about it.

By the time they got all this done, it was after four in the morning and the sky was starting to lighten. Roan felt half-dead and like he’d collapse any moment, but that was pretty good considering everything that had happened. He and Holden didn’t talk much, but what was there to say? He was too tired to talk anyway.

It was actually worse than he thought. When Roan finally got the key in the lock and opened the door, he fell to his knees on the floor, unable to stand upright. He still hurt, but on top of it he felt too logy and fog-headed to do much about it. He was just glad Dylan was asleep and couldn’t see what a wreck he was.

Although he managed to climb the stairs, he literally crawled to bed. He had to sit on the edge and take off his clothes ’cause if Dylan saw him sleeping in a bloody T-shirt and blood-spattered jeans, he’d know something was wrong. So he pulled them off, flung them as far away from himself as he could, and slithered under the covers, feeling like death reheated. Dylan stirred, but thankfully didn’t wake up. Roan didn’t know what he’d tell him if he did. Dylan would know he’d partially changed just by how miserable he was. Roan felt like he was going to die and wondered if it would really be that bad.

Somehow he didn’t expect to wake up with a pounding headache and Dee glowering down at him, holding a needle. “You motherfucker,” Dee said, in a deadly voice. “I should send you back to the hospital. I should just drag your white ass back myself.”

He was so disoriented, he thought he might be dreaming, except his head hurt so much Roan knew he wasn’t asleep. Also, his bladder felt like it had reached a crisis point. “What are you doing here?”

Dee put the needle in a small medical waste bag and kept shaking his head as he started putting various instruments back in his medical kit. “You know what your blood pressure was? Seventy-five over forty. I was gonna call it in. What the fuck did you do yesterday?”

“Nothing. I….” He started to prop himself up, but stopped as he got a real bastard of a head rush that nearly made him black out. Dee grabbed his arm and helped him sit up. “Goddamn it. What’s wrong with me?”

“Beyond having shit for brains? You’re an infected, that’s what. You’re different than most, and more resilient, but you’re fucking sick. You were in a coma fairly recently, or did that slip your mind?” He peeled off his latex gloves angrily, which was a revelation to Roan, because he didn’t know you could do that. Dee was scowling, but he sighed wearily, too accustomed to saving his ass to be truly furious. “You partially changed, didn’t you? I think you sent your system into shock. You’re also severely dehydrated, probably malnourished, and you probably ought to have your heart and kidneys checked. I’m gonna hafta tell Rosenberg all about this.”

“Nothing happened. Can you help me up? I gotta piss.”

Dee muttered several curses under his breath but helped him get up and let him lean on him until Roan was sure he could stand without falling over. He stumbled into the bathroom and had a piss on his own, which was the least bit of dignity he could grab. He then realized all of what Dee had said. “How long have I been out?”

Dee scoffed. “Fuck if I know. Dylan called me when he couldn’t get you to wake up. He wasn’t sure when you got home, but he said it must have been late. Or early, depending on how you look at it.”

Roan looked at the bathroom window. It was opaque, but he could clearly see it was dark outside. Had he slept through the entire day? Why not? It wouldn’t be the first time. He staggered back out into the bedroom. “My head hurts.”

“I bet. You’re severely dehydrated, and your blood probably got a little oxygen starved after a while.” Dee watched him as he came back and slumped down on the bed, as if expecting him to try something. What? “I should steal Dylan away from you. He deserves better than a piece of shit like you who scares him all the fucking time.”

Wow. Just the amount Dee was cursing told Roan he’d really pissed him off. “You’re free to try.” As Dee looked in his kit, possibly for something to kill the headache, he added, “If something happens to me, you’ll take care of him, right?”

Dee seemed to stiffen before turning to look at him. “You hafta ask, asshole? He’s the sweetest guy I’ve ever met, which is why I’m worried for him. Do you think he’ll survive you?”

It was a fair enough question. “He’s tougher than he looks.”

“I know that. But Mother Theresa would’ve been tempted to take out a hit on you. You do push the limits.” Dee surfaced with another hypodermic, and Roan briefly wondered if it was fatal before holding out his arm. Dee grabbed it and searched for a vein before giving him the shot. “Did what you get involved with have anything to do with that suicide?”

Roan barely felt the needle, making him wonder if he was turning into some weird form of junkie, but then he was distracted by what Dee had said. “What suicide?”

Dee grunted in a way that was partially humorous. “Yeah, I guess you slept through it. Before I came here, there was a call from the church, of gunshots fired, and I figured you were involved. It was Morales and Chu who picked it up, though, and they reported it was just one shot, and a suicide at that. Some high-ranking guy blew his brains out. His boss is missing, and there’s some speculation that something fishy is going on, but it’s early days yet.”

Roan felt a blanket of numbness settle on him that was completely unrelated to whatever drugs Dee had given him. “High ranking? It wasn’t a guy named Forbes, was it?”

Dee gazed at him with curious hazel eyes, wanting to ask something he ultimately decided not to ask. “Yeah, I think it was. Why? Were you involved somehow?”

“How the hell could I be involved, Dee?” But of course he was, even if he could barely remember talking to him. He did remember the tear tracks on his face, though.

Forbes couldn’t live with it. He saw the truth of what Roan was and couldn’t deal with it. What did that mean?

It meant Holden was wrong. It would have been more merciful to kill him and spare him the ugly truth.
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Cardinal Rules

 

DYLAN
didn’t feel right about leaving Roan, but Dee was looking after him as he’d had the rest of the night off, and as he noted with bitter sarcasm, “I have nothing better to do than make sure that asshole doesn’t die.”

Roan was asleep anyway. But not the nearly dead sleep he’d been in when Dylan tried to wake him up earlier. Dylan had even slapped him, aware he might be waking up the lion first, but even that had had no effect. He was barely breathing and all but comatose. He almost called 9-1-1 before calling Dee instead, because he knew Roan would probably hate winding up in the hospital again.

Dylan already knew that Roan had done something last night, something related to the change as he had dried blood on his chin and throat, and Dylan had found some on his clothes. But he wasn’t up long enough to ask, and he decided it didn’t matter. He didn’t want to know, and Roan might not tell him the full story anyway.

That was how relationships worked. You picked your battles and just forgot everything else.

As it was, he had a job to get to, although not the one at Panic since he’d taken the night off. He and D’Andra were doing a mural for the lobby of the new gay and lesbian community center, and they’d been working separately up until now as their schedules had never meshed. They had two weeks before the opening, which sounded like ample time, but they actually wanted it done before a private fundraising gala in a week’s time. It was a decent commission too, even though they had to split it. So they had to hustle, and he had no time right now to worry that Roan was killing himself, whether intentionally or inadvertently.

Come to think of it, it was a good thing he was painting tonight. He needed the outlet.

As it was, he was late. D’Andra was already there and set up, with the painting cloths covering the furniture and most of the carpet, and the windows were open, letting in a cross-breeze. It was kind of a muggy night; the humidity was high, but the breeze, when it came, was biting cold. He couldn’t imagine having the windows open long.

Dylan apologized for being late as he set his coat aside and grabbed a brush, joining her at the wall. Most of the detail work was done as that always took the most time, and it seemed best to get the hardest work done first and save the biggest and less detailed stuff for last. There wasn’t a lot of creativity involved here as it was a collection of portraits against an abstract, rainbow-hued background. It was, as D’Andra witheringly put it, a “queer super friends”—Bayard Rustin, Harvey Milk, Gertrude Stein, Oscar Wilde, Ma Rainey (that had been D’Andra’s idea), and Yukio Mishima (which had been his idea, since Abraham Lincoln was considered too controversial). There were others behind them, a random assortment of people, including friends of theirs and other people they knew. D’Andra didn’t want him to, but he snuck Roan into a background scene, although he was having a hell of a time trying to match the shade of his hair. He made sure Roan was standing apart from everyone else, because if there was a crowd scene, that’s exactly where he’d be: on the outside looking in, but still pulling focus. It was probably a good thing he couldn’t get his hair color just right, as D’Andra might have painted him out.

“Don’t tell me,” D’Andra said, cleaning some excess paint off the end of her brush. “Roan again.”

He frowned at her, even though she’d turned away. She was wearing her usual paint-stained tank top, but tonight she was wearing sweat pants instead of her usual shorts. She might have been a self-professed “radical” lesbian who shaved her head and wore no make-up, but she did enjoy wearing shorts while painting. “Why do you hate him? What did he ever do to you?”

“To me?” she scoffed, now turning back to glare at him like he was the world’s biggest idiot. “Your life has been a disaster since you’ve been with him. You’ve been in the hospital, you’ve been run out of your home and your job, and now you’re being harassed by complete strangers. He’s made your life a living hell.”

“What? Are you serious? You’re blaming him for the way bigots act toward him?”

“Don’t paint him as an innocent victim. He likes to fight. You even said so yourself.”

Dylan stared at her in disbelief. He’d picked up a brush and was dunking it in one of the trays of blue paint, but now he felt like flinging it at her. He’d known D’Andra since college, when she led the gay action group on campus. When he’d started school, he had some hope of becoming a true activist, although art and Jason eventually stole away his attention and he became jaded by politics in general. D’Andra never lost her spirit for causing trouble, though, and he envied her energy and intelligence. Usually. But there was a dark side to her, and he felt like he was seeing it now. “You are not actually using the ‘he’s asking for it’ excuse, are you?”

She glared right back at him, her nose stud glinting in the light. “No, but you know damn well he does. He wants to fight those stupid fuckers.”

“And I want to fight them too. So what does that make me?”

“You don’t fight, you’re a Buddhist.”

“No, I try not to fight, but I’m not perfect, and those assholes really make me want to kill them. So am I the same as Roan? Is it my fault now?”

“Don’t try this martyr bullshit with me, Dyl. You haven’t been the same since you’ve been with him.”

He dropped the brush back in the tray and put his hands on his hips. Here he’d been looking forward to some nice relaxing painting, and now it seemed he wasn’t even going to get that simple pleasure. He should have just stayed home worrying, wondering when Roan was going to wake up, and if he’d ever be well enough so he could ask him why Holden brought his car home this afternoon. (He’d have asked Holden, but he came and went so fast he didn’t have a chance.) “And what is that supposed to mean?”

She huffed an impatient sigh through her nose and turned back to the mural, raising her brush and sending out the body language that she was done with him. “Let’s not fight now, okay? Let’s get this done.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “No, we’re gonna fight. You started this, you fucking finish this. How have I changed?”

She gave him a look like he was being the unreasonable one, then turned toward him, lowering the brush and inadvertently dripping yellow paint on the floor’s drop cloth. “Like this. You’ve never been an asshole, Dyl, but you’re kinda acting like one now.”

“Why? ’Cause I’m defending my husband?”

“Because he’s an asshole, you know it, and you don’t care. You know what he is, you know he’s lyin’ to you, you know he’s endangering you—”

“I am a grown man,” Dylan snapped, tired of hearing bullshit like this. Okay, it wasn’t completely bullshit—yes, he figured Roan was lying to him about his superhero stuff—but really that was fine by him. Even in a relationship, you needed room for yourself, for your own private things, and Roan understood that better than anyone. It was one of the reasons he was still with him. “I know what it entails, and I have made my choice. Why does everyone have a problem with that?”

“Because it’s fuckin’ nuts! What’s in it for you? Why are you stayin’ with him when all he brings you is misery?”

“Because he doesn’t just bring me misery!” He didn’t mean to shout, but he did. He didn’t get angry often, but when it came out, it was hard to rein back. “I love him and he loves me. What is so fucking hard to understand about that?”

“He’s still in love with his dead husband. You told me that.”

“Yes, he is, and I still love Jason, but we also love each other. People can love more than one person at a time, you know.”

She threw her hands up, sending paint splatters flying. “Whatever. I always thought you should give up when love becomes painful.”

“It isn’t painful. Yeah, it’s been tough lately, but he is my rock.” Dylan had left Roan before, briefly, and that’s when he discovered he would rather live with him and suffer whatever life threw their way than live without him.

He supposed he shouldn’t expect people to understand, because there were times when he barely understood it himself. But Roan wore emotional body armor, so people from the outside looking in could easily miss his appeal. He was a deeply sweet man, warm and loving, and while being a superhero vigilante was misguided at best, his heart was absolutely in the right place. He wanted to protect people, especially his people, and that was never a bad thing. Dylan didn’t agree with his methods, but he tried to think of what he’d do if he was Roan, if he had the abilities Roan had, and honestly he didn’t know what he would do. To be brutally honest, he didn’t think he would handle it well at all. He always thought the lion was just Roan’s dark side expressing itself, and it was to a certain degree, but after seeing it alone in Roan’s body he was now convinced there was another thing inside Roan’s skin. But what? It wasn’t really the cat; it was the virus, but how could a virus have the same urges as a lion? It didn’t make sense, but that was okay, as the virus itself made no sense. There was so much they didn’t know about this damn plague, where it came from or why it existed, and there were even fewer answers for Roan being the way he was. Dylan tried to imagine what it would be like, to be so different from others, so… alien, and couldn’t.

He could get to a certain point; at least being gay and mixed race gave him a natural affinity for being alienated from much of the crowd (especially in high school, which was hell no matter how you sliced it), but then he hit a wall. What would it be like to know that, at any time, you could hurt someone because you really didn’t know when your strength would flare up? Or what it was like to get so angry that the lion came out and you couldn’t hold it back? What was it like to be afraid of yourself most of the time? He knew what it was like to be afraid of himself—his anger after Jason’s death was especially rattling—but he found some solace in Buddhism, and, save for a bad moment or two, felt like he’d made peace with it. But Roan could never make peace with his demon, could he? Because it didn’t listen. It was far enough removed from him that you could almost say it had a mind of its own. He was stronger than it, but he could believe it fought and fought hard.

If he were Roan, Dylan was fairly certain he’d have killed himself by now, or maybe gotten himself killed. How did you keep from going crazy while sharing your own skin with another being? He didn’t know and wasn’t sure how Roan had managed to keep sane. Maybe it was his superhero jaunts that kept him sane, and that was why Dylan thought it was best to look the other way. Maybe letting the lion out from time to time was the only way to keep it happy and quiet.

He wasn’t going to explain that to her or anyone. Nor could he completely articulate the connection he felt to Roan. He didn’t understand it himself, but he supposed he saw some of Jason in him, or at least the brash, fearless part, although Jason probably only wished he could’ve been as ballsy as Roan. Roan was ballsy to the point of self-detriment, which was what D’Andra was surely alluding to, but that was his choice. Some people were cowed by bad childhoods, others were combative, others still became what they hated. Roan just learned to fight for everything. Fighting was his default setting, which was probably why the hockey guys liked him.

Yes, things weren’t easy for them, and times had been hard, but Roan made him feel oddly and thrillingly alive. He hadn’t realized how grindingly dull his life was until he met him, and it was like a whole new world had opened up. It wasn’t always a safe or welcoming world, but it had done wonders for his creativity. He didn’t know if it was adrenaline, the general thrill of the dangerous unknown, or just being the husband of a bona fide superhero, but in spite of it all, there were times when he snuggled against Roan late at night and thought he was actually pretty damn lucky. No, Roan probably didn’t have a lot of time left, but he’d chosen to spend his remaining time with him. How was that not flattering?

D’Andra shook her head and went back to painting the mural. “If he gets you killed, don’t come cryin’ to me.”

“I won’t,” he told her, picking his brush back up even though he didn’t feel much like painting anymore. Fighting with your friends was always unsettling. “You didn’t like Jason either.”

“Yeah, well….” She just trailed off, clearly not wanting to say something bad about his dead boyfriend. Maybe she wouldn’t have said anything bad about Roan if she knew he was being watched over by a paramedic. He suddenly had the urge to call home, make sure Roan was okay, but Dee would have called if there had been any change. It was just talking about him that made Dylan worry they were jinxing him somehow.

He could imagine Roan rolling his eyes at that, and it almost made him smile. Roan would be okay, if only to piss everyone else off. And if he knew he was pissing off one of his “art friends,” Dylan bet Roan would get better that much faster. He’d have to tell him as soon as he got home.

 

 

HOLDEN
loved how every day was now weirder than the last. It was getting to the point where there’d have to be an Apocalypse because it would be the only weird thing left.

Roan hadn’t looked well last night. He was inordinately pale and had a strange, intense look in his eyes, like he was ready to bite the first hand that came near him. So Holden made sure not to say a damn word and made no sudden movements. It wasn’t that the lion was still out—he was sure it wasn’t—but Roan still seemed precarious. He must have been in a lot of pain.

Once home, Holden didn’t sleep much. He wasn’t sure why, but he kept having nightmares and waking up. Since he never did get much sleep, he decided to go back up into the mountains and see if he could at all clean up the scene.

He called Ahmed, his leather-daddy friend, and Ahmed gave him a lift up into the mountains. Ahmed was pretty lawful, but he never asked too many questions as he had many shady friends, and Holden was but one of them. Because Ahmed inevitably had some, Holden bought some weed from him. He might need some sooner or later, or Roan would. Couldn’t Roan get medical marijuana for his condition? He was pretty sure infecteds were on the list. Maybe he just preferred pills.

Holden wasn’t sure what to do about the scene. Had they left the door open? The wounded who’d gotten out must have left the door open, and as a result everything inside had frozen over. He thought of burning the place down, but they were too close to the trees, and besides that there wasn’t enough wood in the building to make it catch. The layer of frost on everything was also a hindrance.

But then he noticed fresh animal shit outside the building and figured the wild cougars—the ones that never became Human—had found the bodies, and perhaps so had any wolves or bears or other predatory animals up here. If so, leaving the door open was the best thing. He decided to chance it, guessing that the site was horribly contaminated by now, and simply went to Roan’s car. Well, Dylan’s car. He’d at least gotten the key from Roan last night, although Roan was in such poor shape he probably didn’t realize it.

Ahmed followed him in his souped-up Charger, and when he dropped it off where Dylan and Roan were staying, he wondered if he shouldn’t go up and say hi, but then he figured fuck it. Roan would call and talk if he wanted to.

It was after Ahmed dropped him off at his place that Holden heard the news about Forbes. He’d picked a good time to turn on his set, which was showing a local news broadcast, and he came in smack dab in the middle of a report of a shooting at Divine Transformation. It didn’t take long before he realized Forbes had simply snapped and blown his own head off.

Why hadn’t he seen that coming? He didn’t think Forbes was the type to do that. Narcissists were usually the last to hurt themselves. All he could think was he was genuinely wrong and had misread some things. He misread how much Forbes was enamored of himself, and he had completely underestimated his strength. The reality of Roan was too much for him to swallow. Was it the fact that this was what he was praying for, not the smooth and bloodless inhabitation of the cat but this hard, bloody, violent thing? Or was it the fact that it was Roan who would be their god/king? Holden wasn’t sure, but he felt bad. He was so good at reading people, or at least he thought he was. Then again, how did you judge someone’s strength to take such a shock when you barely knew them? He’d fucked up. He should have known Forbes couldn’t take it.

No wonder Roan hadn’t called him yet today. He was probably pissed off at him.

Holden spent the rest of the day brooding, which probably wasn’t good for him, but he didn’t feel like doing much of anything else. It occurred to him he should clean up the place, but all he did was clean out the sink before slumping on the couch in a funk. He caught up on some of the TV he’d missed and did his best to forget the bottle of gin he had stashed in the fridge. He’d have gotten himself a glass if he thought he’d stop at one, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t.

At about five, there was a knock on the door, and he figured it was Roan here to ask him how he hadn’t seen that coming. He’d been wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, but since he liked to keep Roan off guard, he took off his shirt and threw it aside. He wasn’t above using his chest to diffuse the issue.

But it wasn’t Roan. It was Scott, holding an aluminum tray covered with foil. He’d brought a pan of lasagna and a DVD, as he thought it might be nice to have a night in. Holden was going to tell him not tonight, but the lasagna smelled good, so he let him stay.

It was the right decision. They sat on his sofa, eating the pasta (he had to skate tomorrow, so he was “carbo-loading” now), and watching the Mystery Science Theater 3000 version of Night of the Blood Beast. Apparently it was Roan recommended, and Scott had a love of cheesy old horror films anyway. Holden was prepared to put up with it, but it was hilarious, and it distracted him from feeling sorry for himself.

Scott didn’t like gin, but Holden found a bottle of red wine he must have had left over from Christmas, and they drank it liberally dosed with ice. Holden wasn’t a huge fan of wine, but it wasn’t bad and seemed to go with the lasagna.

After the film, when they were watching some cheesy Syfy channel show, Holden leaned against Scott’s chest and asked, “You know about Roan, right?”

“I know a bit about Roan, yeah,” he answered, sounding amused. He decided to rest his chin on top of Holden’s head and idly stroked his chest. Holden wasn’t used to this cuddliness, but he had enough wine in him that it felt warm and good. Also kind of arousing; he was getting a semi, and it felt like Scott was getting one too.

Scott squirmed briefly, getting more comfortable. “No, I mean… how he… changes. Like when he gets mad.”

“Oh, you mean how his face changes? Yeah, sure,” Holden said. “Did it scare you when you first saw it?”

“Fuck yeah. I didn’t expect that. Does anyone? But once it sunk in that it was real and happening, it was just so fucking cool,” Scott replied.

Why was he surprised by this? He had long suspected Scott nursed a crush on Roan, and he may not have been the only one on the Falcons to have such a crush. Still, to have it declared cool was different. “Why?”

“Why? ’Cause he’s a shapeshifter, man. Kinda. That’s fucking cool.”

Maybe it was the wine, or the fact that Scott had his hand on his abdomen, but Holden couldn’t focus enough to make sense of this. He remembered being in that hospital waiting room after Roan was shot by that cop and how inordinately unconcerned Scott was about the possibility that he’d been infected by Roan’s blood. (He wasn’t, but still it seemed weird that it hadn’t bothered him at all.) “I don’t understand. Why do you think it’s so cool? Most people are pretty freaked out about it.”

Scott scoffed and gulped down the rest of the wine in his cup. Despite not liking gin, he was doing nothing to break Holden’s personal stereotype that Canadians could drink Bukowski off his bar stool. “Yeah, but… it means anything’s possible, doesn’t it? He’s a shifter! That means anything can happen in this world, or at least it kinda indicates that maybe everything isn’t as set in stone as you think. The world is a stranger place than any of us imagined. That’s awesome.”

“Huh. I’ve never thought of it that way before.” He hadn’t, and he almost resented Scott for his insight. How could a jock be that smart? That was breaking a rule or something, and as an ex-jock, no one should know that better than him.

Could that have been it, though? Had Forbes seen that the world wasn’t what he thought it was when Roan showed his half-lion nature? That was an interesting thought to contemplate.

Maybe Forbes thought he saw the future of the world and couldn’t imagine himself in it. If that was the case, Holden couldn’t blame him at all for pulling the trigger.
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Crash Tactics

 

IT
TURNED
out twenty hours of sleep and a saline drip were what Roan needed because when he finally woke up, he felt almost Human again. Well, as Human as he ever felt.

The news awaiting him was interesting. Forbes committed suicide, leaving no note, but investigators and the media were already speculating on a connection between his sudden suicide and the still missing Campanelli. Meaning none of the survivors at Rattlesnake Ridge had gone to the cops. Which was as he expected, as he doubted that they’d be falling all over themselves to report they were at an illegal gambling site, and if they were infected, there’d be even more incentive for them to avoid the cops.

Roan spent his first half hour awake trying to remember what he’d done at the Ridge. Now it was kind of a blur. He remembered running through the trees—oh, how the lion loved that—and that odd sense that he could keep running, up the Ridge, up the mountain, the snow and the elevation no obstacle to him at all. But after that, his memory got blurry and fluid. He remembered Holden being there, and Forbes. And the cats he freed from the pit, weren’t they acting as his pride? But beyond that, he couldn’t recall anything. He couldn’t even remember getting home.

Dylan seemed both relieved he was awake and okay, and angry that he wore himself out so dangerously. It was a fair response, and all Roan could do was apologize and hope he didn’t hold it against him for too long.

While eating breakfast (which was also lunch), he checked his messages to find that Rosenberg had called and was so pissed off at him he was sure Dee had spilled the beans. Holden had also called, letting him know if he regained consciousness within a month, he was still hoping to do the whole Rico stakeout thing. As if deliberately set up, Kevin left a message afterward, chewing him out for wanting to do something so dangerous and illegal and impossible, and then said, before slamming the phone down, that he’d see what he could do. That was why he thought he could be a cop for a few minutes there: they were insane.

That actually reminded him of something. As soon as he hung up and went back to eating, he asked Dylan, who was putting away some groceries, “You know any bears I can set Kevin up with?”

Dylan threw him a skeptical look over his shoulder. “Do I make a joke here, or are you serious?”

“I’m serious.”

“But isn’t he in some kind of weird relationship with that ex-hooker?”

“Yeah, but that’s not a relationship. He needs an equal, someone who isn’t using him.”

Dylan put a package of tofu in the fridge and then turned, shaking his head. “I agree with you, but a closeted guy isn’t the world’s best boyfriend.”

“I agree. But if he can make a genuine connection with someone, maybe he won’t want to stay in the closet.”

“That’s a hell of an assumption.”

“I know. Got any better ideas?”

Dylan sighed, appearing almost too exhausted to shrug. “No. But I’ve been out so long I don’t remember what’s it’s like to be in the closet.”

“I was never in the closet.”

“Yes, well, you’re the type.”

That made Roan put down his fork. Since he was really enjoying his scrambled eggs, this was a pain. “What does that mean?”

“It means you really don’t give a fuck what people think about you, and I actually suspect you prefer to have them hate you.”

“Who, me?” Roan wondered if the truth of that should bother him. Yeah, he probably did prefer hatred, mainly because he was used to it, or at least that’s what he told himself. Was that actually true? At a certain point, it was impossible to say.

Dylan gave him a sarcastic look, but before he could say anything, there was a knock at the door. They exchanged a curious glance, but Dylan went to the door, peering through the peephole. “All I see is a torso in a Falcons shirt.”

“It’s Grey.”

“Well, duh.” He opened the door, and standing there on the doorstep was indeed the huge defenseman, holding what seemed to be an equally huge cellophane-wrapped gift basket.

Grey came in and put the basket down on the kitchen counter, letting them know this was a gift that he meant to bring to the hospital when Roan was there and that included a card for Roan, which Grey told him to go ahead and read later because it was nothing.

Grey explained he was on his way to the gym and thought it was about time to drop these things off, especially since he was leaving for Philadelphia in two days. It was a nifty basket, with a six pack of microbrews and some organic chocolate and other assorted crap, but not the cheap stuff.

He knew about the fence Roan was having built around his house, and Roan wasn’t sure how he knew, but then he figured he must have mentioned it to Fiona, who probably told Holden, who must have mentioned it to Scott, who inevitably told Grey. There was something almost incestuous about the relationships between his friends and co-workers that bothered him a little, but why? None of these people were gossips, and not one of them had any evil intent.

As if to prove that, Grey said, “Send me the bill.”

Roan had been drinking pineapple juice, and he almost choked on it. “What?” he finally asked, when he could.

“Do you know how much the Flyers are payin’ me? It’s insane. Just send me the bill. I’ll call you when I know where I’m staying in Philly, you can just send it there. Or e-mail it to me, if they let you pay online.”

Roan stared at him in disbelief. He wasn’t joking. “Why the hell would you do that?”

Grey gave him a toothy grin. “’Cause I can.”

Roan had a feeling that’s why Grey did a lot of what he did. Not because he had any mad desire to do so, but because who was going to stop him? It was tempting, and it’d be a great help, but he still wasn’t sure he could accept it. “I don’t know—”

“Hey, what about an exchange?” Grey suddenly asked, then looked at Dylan. “That last gallery showing you had, you had a picture I wanted but it wasn’t for sale. Could we trade?”

Now Dylan looked even more bewildered than before. “What, you mean the painting for the fence?”

“Yeah! I really liked it.”

Dylan glanced at Roan, but all he did was shrug. It was up to Dylan; it was his art. “Which one was it?”

“Um, it was the one of the back with the big cuts on it, and the smoke?”

Dylan considered that a moment. “One of the photos?”

“Yeah.”

Dylan shot Roan a look, a look that said, “You’re sure this guy is straight?” Because the only photos Dylan had shown to date were the ones of Roan’s painted body. Grey wanted the photo that showed Roan’s back, painted in a somewhat grisly manner—it displayed gashes from supposedly ripped out wings, and there were painted “smoke” and vapor trails to resemble the fire this dismembered angel was surely burning in. Not one of the happier of Dylan’s body-painting exploits, but Roan sympathized with it. Also, it was very striking as opposed to truly morbid. “Um… yeah, you could have that one. It’s not framed.”

“Don’t matter. I’ll frame it.”

Dylan nodded, then left to get it. “You’re buying my back,” Roan pointed out to him.

That just made Grey grin. “It’s a manly back.”

Roan smirked at that and shook his head. “You do this on purpose, don’t you? You like to keep people guessing.”

“Guessing what?” He said that too innocently to be believed. After a moment, he asked, “So what’s the opening song of your DJ night at the game?”

He’d almost forgotten about that, but it didn’t take long for him to pluck a song out of his head. Maybe he had transient change amnesia and was up for the first time in almost two days, but he knew music. “‘Cream and Bastards Rise’ by Harvey Danger.”

“Oh God, perfect! Man, I can’t believe I’m gonna miss this. You gotta do 'Hockey Hair'.”

“I intend to.”

Dylan came back carrying the photo, stretched out on a regular-size canvas. Although he’d only made one that size, he kept the negatives, so he could make another any time. You’d think that’d cut down the value of it, but Grey probably didn’t care about that. “You know—and Ro, hon, I love you—this isn’t worth the price of the fence.”

Grey took the canvas and looked at it with what seemed to be genuine reverence. “This is awesome. You’re a good artist, man. Why aren’t you bigger?”

“You’re asking me? Ask the art world and the buying public.”

Grey just smiled, but kept looking at the photo “painting.” “You got a scar on your back, dude?”

It took Roan a moment, but he realized that was directed at him. “Yep.”

“Bullet wound,” Dylan added. Why had he told him that? Maybe to impress him as the macho guy he was.

Grey lowered the picture, still grinning. “Figured as much. But you know what I don’t get? I thought transformation healed scars and stuff. Or was Wikipedia full of shit again?”

“No, it heals most scars, but only if they’re really fresh. If you’ve had them past a certain point, you keep ’em. That’s why I’ve never gotten rid of some of them.”

“See? I didn’t know that.” Grey held the canvas up with one hand and said, “I’ll e-mail you pics when I got it framed and on the wall. Send me the bill, I mean it. A deal’s a deal.”

“You got it,” Roan replied, and Grey gave them a wave as he went out the door.

As soon as it was shut, Dylan turned to him and said, “Sometimes I love your weirdass friends.”

“They can be really helpful.” He went back to eating, figuring the drama was done for the moment, but Dylan sat on the stool beside him and put an arm around his waist before resting his head on his shoulder.

“You can’t do this to me anymore,” Dylan said softly. “More importantly, you can’t do this to yourself. I know you want to help people, especially your people, but you can’t do it if you drop dead. So promise me you’re going to take a break.”

Roan nodded carefully. He didn’t think Dylan was crying, but he felt a few warm tears soak into his T-shirt. Damn it. “I promise. I was stupid, I didn’t think… well, I can stop right there. I didn’t think.” He put the fork down—he was done with eating anyway—and kissed Dylan on the top of his head. His hair smelled good, a bit like vanilla and apples. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want an apology, Ro. Just don’t do it again.” He sat up straight and wiped his hand across his eyes before getting up and walking back into the kitchen. He grabbed the gift basket from the other side of the counter and started undoing the cellophane. “Holy shit, I think there are vegan crackers in here. By the way, what did you mean when you told Grey he did it on purpose? Why would he?”

“Control, power. By keeping people constantly unbalanced, he always has the upper hand. Tactically, it’s brilliant. No one’s ever sure what to say around him or how he’ll react, so people are constantly shifting what they’re going to say in fear of his reaction. He loves his easygoing, big-dumb-guy persona, but fuck if he isn’t the smartest guy in the room. Size alone should give him the upper hand, but he’s not relying on just that.” Roan noticed the get-well card envelope and figured what the hell and opened it.

“He’s not the smartest guy in the room if you’re there.”

“You’re just saying that to get into my pants.” He opened the envelope to find a rather generic get-well card, although covered with signatures ranging from legible to potential test scribbles. Had all the Falcons signed this? He could make out several names, and perhaps not surprisingly, Scott had the most elegant signature. When he opened the card, a piece of paper fell out. He unfolded it to find a check for two thousand five hundred dollars and an unsigned note that read “Go and have a proper honeymoon.” The handwriting seemed to match Grey’s sprawling signature.

“Wow, macadamia nuts,” Dylan said, still unpacking the gift basket.

“Look at this,” Roan said, handing him the card and the note. Dylan studied them and seemed to blink a little more than usual.

After a very long moment, he said, “What the hell…? Is a minor league hockey team actually buying us a honeymoon?”

“Seems so.”

Dylan shook his head and handed the check and note back to him. “The stuff that happens to you, Roan. I swear you are a magnet for the bizarre.”

“Tell me about it,” he agreed.

But the bizarre wasn’t always bad, and Roan was kind of happy he wasn’t alone in his weirdness.

 

 

ROAN
had promised Dylan that he was going to take it easy for a month or so, and he meant it, but first he had to set this Rico case to rest. He told Dylan it was just a thing with Kevin, which Dylan accepted, and it was reasonably true. He just didn’t mention there was a stakeout involved.

Kevin didn’t like this. He thought it was stupid and wrong and semilegal at the very best, but he also knew that there hadn’t been any real movement on the Rico case. This was probably their best chance to catch the guy before another prostitute disappeared or ended up dead.

Which was probably why Roan was spending his evening sitting in Kevin’s Chevy, parked down the street from the bus station, keeping an eye on a sad-looking Holden. He deliberately tried to make himself look like a cheap, ratty junkie—i.e., perfect serial-killer bait—and his black eye actually emphasized that, so he deliberately added a bit of coloring to heighten the bruise. Holden had already talked to the hookers working this strip, and they knew he was on a sting and to hang back and not get picked up by any johns, especially in a white truck.

It was possible this could be a multinight thing, so Roan had no idea how he was going to explain this to Dylan. He’d worry about that when he got there.

He and Kevin had artfully danced around certain topics. He hadn’t mentioned Roan’s latest comatose episode, and Roan hadn’t mentioned Parker, live-in friend (and possibly more) the ex-junkie hooker. But it was fairly easy to avoid these touchy topics, mainly because Kevin brought a thermos full of his gourmet coffee, which had hazelnut, vanilla, and cinnamon in it. Quite good.

After about an hour of nothing, Kevin gestured with his plastic cup (of course Kevin brought cups) at the somewhat distant figure of Holden and asked, “Is he crazy, or just suicidal?”

“He wants to nail this guy. Rico was a friend.”

Kevin grunted in understanding and, after a moment, added, “I always thought he was dangerous.”

“You ever arrest him?”

“No, but he came in to bail out one of his boys once.” Kevin sat back and sipped his lukewarm coffee, which was still good in spite of the temperature shift. “There was something about him. You know those hookers who seem like every other hooker, but then you look ’em in the eye and you see something, like a spark? The kinda spark that lets you know that they won’t be killed by a john, but they might kill one of their johns? He had that.”

“He is dangerous.”

“So why would this guy pick him up? Killers don’t want a fight, they want a mark.”

“That’s why Holden went out of his way to look more victim-y. He even had his eyes checked today.”

Kevin looked at him askance. “How does that help?”

“Got his pupils dilated. They still are. He looks completely fucking wasted.”

Kevin let out a low whistle. “Damn. Now that’s a good detail.”

“That’s why he’s so dangerous.”

They had parked close to a Burger King, so for the small problem of having to buy some fries, they got to go and use their bathroom, which was better than pissing in empty bottles. They’d come to the arbitrary decision to end the stakeout at 2:00 a.m., as they were all getting too old to stay up all night. But it was just past 1:00 a.m. when a white truck turned down the street and slowed by the bus station. Since he was standing near one of the few functional streetlights, they saw Holden saunter up to the truck, trying to be sexy and casual while also stumbling slightly, as if a bit fucked up.

“What if this isn’t our guy?” Kevin asked.

“Then we apologize and send him on his way.”

“He could sue.”

“And admit he was trying to pick up a male hooker at one in the morning?”

Kevin nodded. “Got me there.”

Holden had pressed the speed dial on the cell hidden in his pocket, so when Roan answered his phone he could distantly hear the sound of bargaining, of haggling for a price and sexual act. There was something bloody depressing about it all.

Roan really hoped this was the guy they were after. Otherwise, he was going home with a major case of blue balls.
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Timebomb

 

IT
WAS
always weird to sit back and watch a sting operation, especially when it was one of the sordid variety. Listening to Holden over an occasionally crackling cell phone just made it worse. It seemed like watching a bad porno film through someone else’s window.

Once Holden got into the truck, the discussion continued, but now it was over a place to go. The guy said his place wasn’t far, and Holden said, in his slow, stony voice (good acting) that he wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but the driver—a guy with a voice that sounded smoke deepened and gravelly—said he had beer and pot back at his place, and Holden seemed to agree a drink would be good.

Kevin let the guy get to the intersection before starting his car and only pulled the Chevy out onto the street when the truck started to turn. The problem with a shadow job at this time of night was the lack of traffic; you couldn’t count on keeping two cars back because sometimes there weren’t two cars. Sometimes you were lucky to get one. All they could do was hang back as far as they dared and, when possible, shut off the headlights so as not to draw attention to themselves.

“Even if he’s not our guy, he’s a scumbag,” Roan said.

Kevin shrugged. “Could be just lonely.”

That reminded him that Kevin would occasionally partake of hookers himself, although at least off duty and in areas where he wouldn’t normally encounter them on his beat. Roan took a moment to feel shame over his terrible judgmental nature. Yeah, prostitution was exploitative as hell, but in an odd way, it probably was a great comfort to people who could find no other release. And Holden existed to remind him that not all hookers were desperate junkies being exploited by a pimp. This world was far weirder than most people gave it credit for, and while he knew it, he sometimes forgot it too.

After a long moment of silence, Roan insisted, “I’m getting a scumbag vibe, though.”

“Over a phone?”

“Have you listened to what he’s saying? He’s deliberately trying to lure this guy back to his place. Maybe he’s just lonely, but did you hear the way he haggled over sex? This guy isn’t shy.”

“Not necessarily a scumbag. Maybe just a… heavy user.”

That was a unique way to put it. But he had a point. Okay, maybe not tonight, but Roan now knew what to call it for future reference.

They bet on where this guy would live. Roan figured it was a small place, maybe one of those odd stand-alone homes that you could still find at the edge of the city, leftovers from a time when Seattle wasn’t so big, such a space-gobbling metropolis, the buildings spreading outward like a virulent fungal infection. Kevin guessed he lived in an apartment or a duplex, something on the lower rent side of things. Roan turned out to be right, but the guy’s house was even sadder than he had anticipated. It was a small house, almost a shack, with peeling paint and a roof so loaded down with leaves and moss it was nearly a garden. The roof made up for the sandbox lawn, a tiny square of dead grass that looked like it smelled of dog shit. The guy pulled into his small dirt strip of a driveway, and Kevin hung as far back as possible, down at the end of the block. They were able to watch Holden’s performance as he struggled to get out of the truck without tipping over and his overly cautious stagger to the front door.

“Does he think he’s going to get an Oscar?” Kevin asked.

“He’s just a stickler for detail. Although maybe he’s hoping we’ll buy him dinner later.” No point in telling Kev that Holden had been his inside man in a couple of investigations already because that would just raise questions Roan couldn’t honestly answer. Kevin bent the rules for him, but if Roan told him the truth of what he and Holden had done, Kevin would have to turn them in.

They heard Holden ask for a beer, the inside of the house strengthening the cell signal. Kevin slowly drove toward the house but stopped short of the driveway. They listened for a bit, and Roan started getting restless. Something about the dim light in the covered windows made him think about glaucoma-clouded eyes, and he had a bad feeling he couldn’t shake. “We got enough to bust him?”

Kevin raised his eyebrows, surprised. “For solicitation, yeah; maybe drug possession, but nothing else.”

“That might hafta be enough.”

Roan started to get out of the car, but Kevin reached over and touched his arm. “Roan, what is it? Holden can handle himself even if this isn’t the guy.”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, pulling his arm away without doing so violently. A triumph in his current mode. Sometimes he had these… sensations he couldn’t describe, but usually they were a harbinger of a change. The funny thing was, as painful as that was, the sensations themselves weren’t. It was like a sudden wave of a pleasant breeze across his scalp, prickling nerve endings in a good way before fading. This had been happening fairly recently, and he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, mainly because he was afraid what it might mean. Could be nothing; could be his nerves finally showing damage from all the body transmogrifying and/or pain pills he took to stay functional. But he felt it as he opened the car door, aware the lion was restless, picking up on his anxiety. “I just… there was something in his voice I didn’t like.”

“What?” Kevin sounded exasperated with him. “He just sounded like a guy to me.”

He was shaking his head, unable to explain even to himself what had set his nerves on edge, when they heard something strange over the phone line. There was a thunk, the sound of something hitting a floor, and a weird, aborted noise, maybe a gasp smothered in midbreath. Whatever the hell it was, it didn’t sound good.

Kevin called after him, but Roan was already gone, racing up the lawn, dead grass and mud squelching underfoot, and he slammed open the front door, unable to keep a roar from escaping his throat. Belatedly, he realized the lawn did indeed smell of dog shit, although the dog itself was nowhere to be found.

What he saw was quick flashes, like he was looking at things through the windows of a moving train: a seedy living room with a grimy orange carpet and thrift store furniture, a smell like whiskey sick and old pennies, and Holden sitting on the sofa, struggling with the pudgy guy with thinning brown hair who had a cord wrapped around Holden’s throat. The guy was standing up behind the couch, presumably to give him some leverage. The man looked at Roan with wide, shiny brown eyes, shocked dumb, but Roan had already launched himself at the man, leaping over the couch in a single spring and tackling him, throwing him hard to the floor on the other side.

Roan was so angry it was hard to keep the lion back, and he wasn’t sure he could. The man squirmed beneath him as his head bounced off the floor, but all he managed was the pained, startled exclamation, “Fuck!”

Roan wanted to sink his teeth into his neck, rip his face off, but he made a fist instead and punched him, trying to channel his impulses into something more Human.

As he did it, he knew it was a big mistake, but he still couldn’t stop himself in time. His fist connected with the man’s jaw, and Roan heard as well as felt the crunch. It wasn’t the usual noise, and the feeling wasn’t of a bone snapping, but of something shattering, of muscles tearing beneath the flesh. The man went limp beneath him, and his head lolled to the side, blood and broken teeth drooling out of his mouth, as his face sagged in an odd manner. It was like the lower half of his face was trying to escape from the upper half, or his jaw was now simply incapable of fighting gravity. The lion was in his thought processes, so it took a moment for him to understand what he was looking at.

He heard Holden coughing in the background, and Kevin finally came in, panting for breath. “Goddamn it, Roan, you know I can’t run as fast as you,” Kevin complained from the doorway. “You all right?” From the casual way he asked that, Roan knew he was talking to Holden.

Holden coughed once more and replied, in a slightly raspy voice, “Yeah, I’ll live.”

Roan was still straddling the guy, but the lion was fading as his sense of horror took over. What had he done? He heard Kevin walk over, footsteps surprisingly soft on the threadbare carpet. “Let me be stupid and ask if you’ve got it under cont—oh holy fuck, what did you do to him?”

Roan had to concentrate to find his voice, but after a moment he did. “I just punched him.” He shouldn’t have punched him while angry. Maybe it would have been better to bite him because he’d forgotten how strong he was and pulverized at least half the guy’s jaw with a single hit.

“Oh fuck. He’s still breathing, right?” Kevin asked, holstering his gun and pulling out his cell phone.

“I didn’t kill him,” he replied defensively, not bothering to add “yet.” That was probably implied.

“Roan, go,” Holden said, standing beside the sofa, rubbing the red line still visible on his neck. “You don’t wanna be here when the cops come.”

Kevin gave Holden a look of pure disbelief. “Are you nuts? How do we explain the damage? Everyone knows I couldn’t hit a guy that hard.”

Holden glanced around the grotty room and grabbed a heavy glass ashtray off the rickety coffee table. “After he tried to strangle me, I grabbed this and hit him with it. Believe me, I can make it work. Hell, maybe this is what he used to kill Rico.” Holden glanced at Roan and jerked his head toward the open front door. “Go on, Bruce Banner, get lost. We’ve got this.”

Roan’s mind was still reeling, and he looked down at the man with incomprehension. He’d just about ripped his jaw off with one punch and may have done even worse. The guy probably had a concussion at least, maybe more, although Roan couldn’t say he cared since this fucker deserved worse. Still, Roan wondered how he’d lost control so quickly. He would have sworn the lion was more or less under control. Apparently not. Apparently he had no control anymore.

“Roan, he’s right,” Kevin said. “Why don’t you go? Holden’s got a strong self-defense claim.”

Roan looked at him, still not sure what was happening, but he finally stood up and stepped away from the man. Tension was thrumming in his arms, his muscles primed for more fights, and his eyes burned like they’d been filled with needles. There was kind of an unreal quality to everything, but he didn’t mind because it was keeping the worst of the pain at bay.

Holden kicked the coffee table over, cracking an edge, and both Roan and Kevin gave him startled looks as he proceeded to tear his T-shirt at the collar. But Holden said, with no emotion at all, “It was a hell of a struggle,” once again proving he was good with the details. He could stage a scene like a movie set.

Kevin stared at him, phone halfway to his ear. “You’ve done this before.” It wasn’t a question. But Holden didn’t acknowledge it in any way. Instead, he shot Roan a look that said, loud and clear, “I’ve got this.” Of course he did. Holden was used to cleaning up Roan’s messes by now.

Roan left before Kevin could ask him if he knew anything about Holden’s obvious criminal doings, and instead of returning to Kevin’s car—which wouldn’t make sense anyway—he started to run. His car had to be several miles away, but it felt good to run. Not as good as it had felt in the mountains, but maybe it was because the city stank of humans and their machines.

He actually found himself back at his car in no time, and he was so surprised he almost ran right past it. He took a moment to catch his breath, then ducked into the vehicle, absurdly grateful to just close the door and keep the world at bay.

In his mind, Roan kept running things over and over, trying to figure out where he’d lost control. If he could pinpoint the moment, maybe he could prevent it from happening again.

Eventually, an ambulance drove by, lights flashing, followed by a cop car with its piercing siren and red and blues strobing as well. Roan realized the only reason things had gone wrong was because he was there.

He had known for a while he was probably a danger to himself and others, but he’d fooled himself, and denial was a powerful weapon. But he couldn’t deny it anymore. He could have killed that man, and he may have—he wasn’t dead now, but he could still die, not unlike whoever he got at the cat fight club. He was leaving bodies in his wake, and while he could write it off as the lion, he knew the truth, didn’t he? He knew going in he was giving the lion license to kill. It should have bothered him; it should have stopped him… but it didn’t. Of course it didn’t. He was becoming predatory himself; the lion was bleeding into him in ways he hadn’t anticipated and didn’t know how to fight.

That was how he knew that man was their guy, simply by hearing his voice through a shitty cell phone. Monsters just knew their own.

Roan didn’t realize he was crying until he felt the warm tears splashing on his shirt and found it suddenly hard to breathe through his stuffed-up nose. He couldn’t be around people anymore, and he didn’t know what he was going to do. Except he should get as far away from people as he could as soon as possible.
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IT
HAD
been a while since Roan took a bunch of pills without looking at any of them, but this time he did. Just a few from random bottles until he stopped crying and felt calmer.

So was he changed since he came out of his coma? Was it worse? Doctor Rosenberg thought removing some of the tumors would help with his control of the lion, but it hadn’t helped at all. Perhaps the tumors were a convenient excuse for what was actually happening: the lion was taking over.

As Rosenberg always told him, there was no precedent for the later stage of the virus. Most people didn’t live with it long enough, and computer models were highly flawed. He’d always worried that eventually he’d transform into a lion and never transform back, but this was worse. The lion was infiltrating him, making transformation pointless. He might look Human, but the Human was gone. The Human was dying in slow increments, in the space between seconds, in pieces so tiny it was hard to notice until a huge section was simply gone.

When the lion woke up in his body? That was a precursor. That’s what was coming. And they were all idiots not to see it.

He decided he really wanted to get loaded and shut his brain off. He knew he needed to be honest with Dylan, too, give him a heads up so he could abandon this sinking ship before it went down.

It probably wasn’t a great idea to go to Panic, but before he did, he stopped in a convenience store, used their grotty little washroom to wash his face and take away the tear tracks, and bought a plastic-wrapped sandwich that tasted exactly like Saran Wrap to eat in the car and allay his nausea. That sick feeling happened sometimes with painkillers. He managed not to barf, although it was a close thing.

Panic was loud and fairly busy, but that’s what he wanted. He wanted everything loud enough to overwhelm his senses, including the scent of people, which was enough to roil his newly calm stomach.

He lucked out and Dylan was busy at the other end of the bar, so he sidled up to an open spot and ordered a microbrew from Rodrigo, one of the small legion of hot Latino bartenders who worked at Panic. (A growing category that included Dylan, although most people didn’t know that.) Rodrigo served Roan with a smile and a joke about… something. He really wasn’t paying attention. Roan just smiled and nodded, to be polite. Rodrigo didn’t seem to notice.

Roan drank his beer and waited for Dylan to come down to where he was, aware that the music playing now was some Interpol remix, mainly because the singer’s voice was fairly unmistakable. He found himself mouthing the words, caught off guard by the fact that he knew them. But Interpol had been a favorite of Paris’s, so he must have absorbed the knowledge by osmosis. Funny what you pick up.

Dylan seemed almost happy when he first approached, but by the time he arrived at Roan’s end of the bar, that little worry line had appeared between his brows. “Are you okay?”

Roan grimaced, almost laughing at the question. How could such a simple query be so loaded with meaning? “I’ve had a really bad night.”

Dylan leaned in closer, staring him in the eyes, as the singer insisted, “Sandy, why can’t we look the other way?”


“You’re not drinking on painkillers, are you?” Dylan asked.

“That would be stupid.”

“That’s not an answer.”

They’d been together too long. Only a guy who actually knew him would know that he was being evasive by conceding a point. “When we get home, we have to talk.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows at that. “Are you dumping me?”

“No. I’m not that much of an idiot.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but someone new had sidled up to the bar then and was demanding attention, so Dylan gave him a look that said “We’re not finished” and went to take his drink order. Roan stepped away from the bar and retreated to a small back table, where he could pickle his brain in solitude.

Not that that lasted for long. A bearish guy drifted over and asked if he wanted company, to which Roan replied “no,” but as politely as possible under the circumstances. The bear was at least being kind to him, giving him the option. A few minutes later, a more twinkish guy didn’t even ask; he just sat down in the seat across from him and said, “You look sad.”

Roan held up his hand, showing him his ring. “I’m married.”

The twink, a skinny guy with slightly overstyled blond hair and an ironic T-shirt (in this case, a faded print that just barely read “Free Mustache Rides”), said, “Yeah, I hear that’s pretty depressing.”

Oh good, he was a comedian. Just what he needed right now. “I’m actually married to one of the bartenders. So if you don’t want to get cut off or tossed out on your ass, I’d go elsewhere.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Really? To which? The Hispanic guy or the other one?”

“They’re both Hispanic.”

“They are? Huh. So which one?”

“The one who doesn’t shave his chest.”

“Huh.” Again a single syllable, a noise that meant nothing. He turned back to face him, bright-eyed and well on his way to drunk. “Nice. You looking for a third?”

“Go away.”

“I’ve got some X. I’ll share.”

“Go away before I tear you to pieces.”

He smiled at Roan like he thought he was kidding and cocked his head to the side. “You look kinda familiar. Have I seen you somewhere before?”

“Wanted poster. I’m a serial killer.”

This caused the twink to snicker. Roan felt his phone thrum in his pocket, and he reluctantly took it out, wondering why he hadn’t shut it off. It was Seb, and he didn’t want to answer it, but he did, just to impart one message. “Roan, hey, we need you—” Seb began.

“Not tonight,” Roan interrupted and shut off his phone before tucking it back into his coat pocket. He leveled a stare at the twink, who still seemed to think he had a shot. “I told you to go.”

“C’mon, don’t be that way.”

“I’m an infected who’s more cat than man. And I’m hungry. Go away.”

The twink took this as a come on. He sat forward, a lascivious grin on his face. “More cat than man, huh? I bet you’re a real tiger—”

That was it. Roan growled, raw and angry, and the twink finally sat back, amusement turning to horror. A couple of guys standing nearby even turned to look as the twink got up in such haste he almost knocked over the chair. “Shit, dude, chill,” he said, sounding annoyed, and finally he left.

Roan ignored the looks he was getting and drank his beer, a These Arms Are Snakes lyric suddenly floating through his head: “So if that was a response, then you can call this reaction.”
He knew he was really fucked up when song lyrics just appeared. That was a good sign.

He was just about done with his beer when he noticed the crowd parting and a buzz somehow cutting through the throbbing music. Suddenly, two cops were at his table, the familiar Thompson and his usual partner Bragg. The guys—and they did seem to be all guys tonight—happily made room for them, and some even took the opportunity to leave and free up more space.

Roan glanced up at them, not all that surprised or concerned. “Am I under arrest?”

Thompson scowled at him. “Detective Estes seems to think you need an escort to the crime scene, and for some reason he thinks we’re chauffeurs. C’mon, let’s go.”

“How’d he know I was here?”

Thompson pointed up at the ceiling, but the way he winced, Roan understood he was motioning at the ambiance. “He heard loud music that didn’t seem to be up your punk alley. No offense to Estes, but it doesn’t take a genius to narrow it down.”

Well, he did take a call from the good detective, however briefly. This was his fault. “I’m in no shape to go anywhere tonight.”

Thompson shook his big head. Since he’d started growing in a small goatee, he looked a bit like Captain Sisko, adding yet another layer of intimidation to his already sizable amount. “Can’t buy that. We gotta big cat runnin’ around near First and Portland that’s already caused a huge pile up. We need a cat guy.”

“Call in the SWAT.”

He snorted derisively. “Yeah, right. ’Cause a bunch of body armored SWAT guys can run around downtown so easily. It’s not that far away from here, so let’s go.”

Roan looked up at him, still too numb to care. “I said no.”

Thompson studied him with growing wariness. “Dude, you’re not gonna make me handcuff you, are you?”

“You couldn’t if you tried.”

Now a hard glint had entered Thompson’s otherwise casual gaze. “Is that some kinda threat?”

“Is something wrong?” Dylan asked, coming up to the table. His appearance broke up the tension nicely, which sadly seemed to be his function in Roan’s life. Dylan was there to put out fires and calm things down, and keep his animalistic boyfriend from going all feline on someone’s ass. Roan figured Dyl should probably start charging him a nanny fee.

There was an awkward pause as Thompson had never seen Dylan shirtless before (neither had Bragg, who was clearly checking Dylan out), but once he recovered he told him, “We have a cat loose a few miles from here, and your boyfriend doesn’t want to go.”

“He’s my husband,” he said, before fixing Roan with a scrutinizing stare. “Why don’t you want to go?”

“I’m tired.”

Dylan gave him a deeply concerned look. He knew something was wrong but didn’t know how much he could say in front of the cops. “Since when has that stopped you?”

Roan could see the need for more explanations and/or lies opening up before him, and he realized it would be easier to just play along than to explain himself to Dylan. If Thompson, still a single guy, realized the power of a spouse, he might have brought him in from the beginning. Roan heaved a sigh and used the edge of the table to help himself up to his feet. “Okay, fine, let’s get this over with.”

“I’m not sure this is wise,” Dylan said, suddenly rallying to his side. Yes, he had some idea how bad off he was. “He just recovered from a coma not too long ago.”

“I know,” Thompson said. “But he’s Batman. I think we’d need a tactical nuclear strike to keep him down.”

The look Dylan gave Thompson was surprisingly venomous, and unwise to give any cop, but in these circumstances Dylan had probably caught a break. “He isn’t Batman; he isn’t a fictional character. He’s a human being who deserves as much consideration as the next person.”

The way Thompson’s eyebrows raised, he was aware he had suddenly stepped into a minefield. “I didn’t mean it disrespectfully. I was just—”

“I’d really leave it,” Roan advised him. “You’re just gonna dig yourself into a deeper hole.” Roan put a hand on Dyl’s arm, gaining his attention. “I’ll be okay. See you at home, huh?”

Dylan searched his face, his deep brown eyes brimming with concern. “Are you sure? You don’t have to do this.”

“Yeah, I kinda do,” he admitted, wondering if Dylan could tell he felt oddly disconnected from his own body, like his brain was hovering somewhere near the ceiling and his skull had been jammed full of cotton batting. He gave Dylan a chaste kiss on the lips, then turned to Thompson and Bragg and said, “Let’s get this over with.”

Yeah, that sounded enthusiastic, but there was no help for it. If he wasn’t wasted, his lack of enthusiasm would be even more pronounced. See, drugs could be your friend.

It was a pretty quiet ride in the patrol car, as Thompson had yet to recover from Dylan calling him on the carpet, but Roan didn’t miss the pure symbolism of riding in the back, where they put the perps when they were running them in. Nice.

Thompson was right, it wasn’t far, and perhaps it was the only mercy available right now. All the red and blue lights of cop cars and emergency vehicles bounced off the mirrored surfaces of the skyscrapers like disco lights, the headlights of the stalled cars illuminating nothing. Roan could see two cars, an SUV and a Lexus, snarled together at their crumpled front ends, shattered glass littering the asphalt like crushed ice, while someone was being wheeled to an ambulance on a stretcher. For a moment, Roan saw these things as a virtually soundless tableau, and there was something almost poetic and pretty about it, until Thompson opened the door and the sounds of chaos and the smell of blood and gasoline poured in. At least the drugs still had Roan cushioned, wrapped up snugly in an invisible blanket, so it didn’t hit him as hard as it could have.

Roan did his best to block out the noise and the Human smells and concentrate on the faint but obvious cat scent. It was a lion, wasn’t it? Thompson was saying something to him, but he was too focused on the scent to pay any attention, and although he knew it was rude, he walked off, following the cat’s path. After causing the car accident, it had run off into an alley so wide it was essentially a small side street and cut down into another less busy street. Still, Roan could hear honking and some angry shouts, leading him to think the cat had run through it. The scent seemed to be leading him that way.

He almost felt like he was floating as he cut across the street and got honked at by an angry motorist, the drugs and booze doing their thing. Perhaps that’s why it seemed like there was a jump cut in his reality, and he found himself in a smaller, dingier alley between two run-down apartment buildings, where the lion had been hiding out from the noise.

It was dark brown, almost a mottled black, big in size but unimpressive in mane, suggesting the man didn’t have much hair in his human form. It could smell how different he was and roared a challenge, but Roan roared right back, surprised at the volume he achieved even though he wasn’t angry. He didn’t feel his throat tear this time, but that was probably because he was so wasted. He could probably take a lance in the chest and not feel it right now.

The lion was scared, he could smell that much, but it still had some semblance of sense, and while they roared at each other and paced, the lion knew Roan was the alpha and wasn’t going to fight it. But that’s when a Human appeared, coming out a fire exit from one of the apartment buildings, holding a cheap Glock knock-off. Roan stared at him in disbelief, although it took him a moment to find his voice. “What the fuck are you doing?” It was mostly a Human voice, but it was also a rumble, an animalistic growl caught between speech and noise.

Roan had no idea how much of it he understood. The man, a scarecrow in sweatpants who reeked of tobacco and cheap beer, goggled at him more than the lion, and while he seemed to swing his aim between the lion and Roan, he settled on Roan, obviously taking him for the bigger threat. His fear sweat was like sour milk and old pennies. “What the fuck’re you?” he demanded.

The lion was confused, torn between attacking the man and submitting to the alpha, a precarious position. The man was unaware of how much danger he was in, and his bloodshot eyes seemed riveted to Roan’s face. Had he partially changed and not felt it? Considering how many painkillers he was on, that seemed logical. “I’m a cop, you stupid shit. Get back inside!” The last part of that became a partial roar, which caught Roan off guard. But why not? He couldn’t control his strength or the change. His voice was the last to fall, but fall it finally had.

Roan knew he was going to shoot. It was in his eyes, the twitch of a muscle near his mouth, and Roan lunged for him as he fired. Out of the corner of his eye, Roan saw the lion run, but he was focused completely on the man.

He grabbed the man’s arm and throat with his hands as his feet impacted the man’s chest, and Roan rode him down to the pavement, the gun bouncing out of his hand as his arm hit the ground hard. All the man’s breath had left him in a single geyser of an exhale, otherwise he might have screamed as his arm snapped, Roan hearing as well as feeling the bone break somewhere near the elbow. The man winced in both pain and fear as Roan roared into his face, spittle dousing him, and he squirmed beneath Roan, wanting to get away but unable to escape his grip. His fear stink was eye watering now, and Roan was pretty sure the guy had shit himself.

He heard the slap of footsteps and wasn’t surprised that several people had come into the alley, all bearing the peculiar peppery gunpowder smell of cops. “Holy shit, you’re strapped?” Seb asked.

Roan remembered how to speak, an effort of will, before replying, “No. This asshole just tried to shoot me.”

“Oh, you stupid fucker,” Seb said. “I hope it’s registered ’cause a charge of assaulting police personnel is bad enough.”

Roan got off the man and went after the lion, leaving the guy to Seb and his people. The guy snapped, “What the fuck is he? He’s not Human!”

He didn’t know what Seb said, if Seb said anything, because he had almost reached the end of the alley when he heard the blare of a honking horn, the screech of tires, and a thud like someone had dropped a body onto a parked car, followed by the delicate sound of breaking glass. The sounds alone had painted a picture: he knew what had happened, but he still had to go see.

What he saw was an SUV stopped in the middle of the road, its front end crumpled and its bumper lying on the street, steam escaping from the edges of its dented hood. Lying on its side not far from the wreck was the lion, its sides heaving as it struggled to breathe. Roan could smell the blood above the scent of spilled antifreeze and hot metal. He heard people—a man who must have been the driver of the SUV claiming the cat came out of nowhere, and who was going to pay for the damage—and honking farther back along the road as cars began to back up, but Roan ignored all of it and made for the lion, who was spotlit by headlights of cars going nowhere.

He could smell death as well as blood. The lion was still alive, but not for long, as it had been hurt too badly by the SUV. Roan sat down on the street beside it, feeling the heat of the headlights on his back, and held the lion’s head in his lap as he stroked its scraggly mane. “I’m sorry this happened to you,” he told it, feeling its blood soak through his pants.

There were people gathering at the fringes of his vision and cops on the periphery, but he ignored them all. The lion was making a rumbling noise, a kind of half-hearted purr, as blood leaked out the black pad of its nose and dribbled out of its mouth. He let his fingers tangle in its soft fur and continued to pet it until it heaved its last breath, the purr stopping along with the thud of its heart in its chest.

Roan wondered if there was any scenario where this poor guy would have lived through the night. He wasn’t sure it would have made a difference either way, and that may have been the saddest thing of all.
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ROAN
went home in a fog, not sure what time it was, and not really caring either. The drugs helped a little, but mostly he just felt bereft.

Dylan was home and was startled by his clothes, but Roan assured him the blood was not his. Somehow, that didn’t help.

He knew he should take a shower, get the scent of blood and death off him, but he was just too much of a zombie. He took off his clothes, shoved the bloodier ones in the trash can, and collapsed into bed. Dylan followed him, mainly because he was concerned about him. Was it too early to be concerned about him, or too late?

Dylan held him as Roan admitted how much the lion had come out and how helpless he felt, and Dylan tried to comfort him, but cuddling him seemed to help the most. It seemed human, and something he should have before he couldn’t have it anymore. The scent of Dylan was warm and soothing.

Roan fell asleep and slept hard, having nightmares of blood and torn flesh that he couldn’t remember coherently, and only woke up to take a piss. At one point, stumbling back from the bathroom, he found a folded-up copy of the newspaper on the nightstand, open to a page showing a midsize photo of Roan sitting on the street with the lion’s head in his lap, the damaged bumper of the SUV looming over them, with people just dimly visible in the background, like spectator ghosts. He hadn’t even realized any press were there, but in retrospect he should have. Of course the press would be attracted to a loose lion running around the city—what else were they going to do on a Wednesday night? He didn’t know how he felt about it, so he just went back to bed.

He slept for a day, possibly more. He had vague memories of Dyl asking him if he wanted to get up, if he wanted to have some dinner, and Roan grunted a no to all of it, even though he was hungry. Roan couldn’t remember being in a coma, but he thought he missed it.

Finally he was woken up by Dylan, who shoved him off the bed. He didn’t realize it until he woke up on the floor and found Dylan looking down at him from over the bed. “Why’d you do that?” he asked, his voice muzzy with sleep.

“Because I’m done waiting for you to get up,” he replied. “And you’re not going into a coma again on my watch. So go clean up, or I’m gonna hose you down on the front lawn.”

“When did you turn into a bossy boots?” Roan snapped, as Dylan left the room. Well, he’d always had bossy tendencies. For a Buddhist, he could be testy.

Roan crawled to the bathroom and did have a shower, which sort of woke him up, but he still yearned to go to bed and block the world out. It was vaguely sunny outside, the light filtered by a thin layer of clouds, so he figured it was somewhere between late morning and early afternoon. That really narrowed it down.

Then the scent of Dylan’s huevos rancheros hit him, and his stomach nearly turned itself inside out with need. The bastard was pulling out the big guns, wasn’t he?

Roan pulled on some sweat pants, not bothering with any other clothes, and went downstairs to eat something before he started tearing small animals apart with his bare hands. His head hurt, and he really wanted some codeine, but it was better to eat first regardless.

Dylan had indeed pulled out the big guns. Along with the rancheros, there was sourdough toast and green tea with mango. All that was missing was a big chocolate cake. Dyl was already tucking into his own plate and looked to be about done with his breakfast. He looked at Roan, his expression virtually unreadable, but his dark eyes possessed an almost uncomfortable level of scrutiny. “You saw the paper, I trust?”

Roan nodded, grabbing a fork before digging in, mainly because he was afraid he’d just bury his face into the plate in a minute. “I didn’t know there was a photographer there.”

“Probably because you had other things to worry about.”

He nodded, stuffing his mouth with hot, spicy eggs. Almost too hot, really, but he could give a shit about burning his mouth. He’d had worse, and it’d give him an extra excuse to hit the pills.

After a moment, Dylan said, “It’s actually a beautiful photo, in a strange sort of way. But the tragedy makes it impossible to look at as art.”

It seemed callous at first blush, but he knew where Dylan was coming from. There was a sort of harsh beauty in it, if you could divorce yourself from the reality of the situation. “It’s an infected pieta.” Dylan stared at him in disbelief. He did it so long Roan finally exclaimed, “What? An atheist can’t reference religious art?”

“An atheist, yes. It’s you I’m a little surprised by. Am I rubbing off on you, or is this art knowledge some of your nerdiness peeking through?”

“Should I be offended by that?”

“No, nerds are hot right now.”

Maybe it was just that his brain was still encased in sleep fog, but Roan really felt like he was missing something here. Had Dylan given him a backhanded compliment, or was he doing his damnedest to distract him? He wasn’t sure, and maybe it didn’t matter. Roan did his best to think of a response and was just about to say something when he was rescued by a knock at the door.

Dylan got up to get it with a sigh, wondering, “What fun friend of yours could it be this time?”

“Why can’t it be one of yours?”

“’Cause my friends never get out of the house before five,” Dylan responded, with a sarcastic smirk. That was probably an inside joke, but Roan knew the most likely explanation was that few of Dylan’s “art friends” liked Roan at all. He was either too old, too scary, or too weird for Dyl, or all three. Perhaps bourgeois? He didn’t think he was, but they might think so. Any mention of his being a former cop was usually met with the faintest of sneers.

Roan went back to eating, deciding not to worry about the next disaster until he absolutely had to, but he stopped as Dylan said, “Seb. Um, this isn’t really a good time.”

“This isn’t about business,” Seb assured him. “Dylan, I’d like you to meet Rosemary Hopkins.”

Roan looked toward the door as Dylan awkwardly greeted Seb’s friend, and Roan wondered why the name Hopkins sounded vaguely familiar. Finally the name rang a bell—that was the last name of the guy who had become a lion, according to the paper. His name had been Mike Hopkins.

Roan stood up, suddenly worried about what this could be, and Dylan stood back to admit Seb, clad in a charcoal-gray suit accompanied by a brown overcoat, looking as natty as always, and his companion, a handsome middle-aged black woman with neatly coiffed hair and a reasonably natty pantsuit of her own, mourning black but teamed with a lovely lilac blouse. Roan felt stupid and awkward standing there shirtless in navy-blue sweatpants, but no one commented on it.

In fact, Rosemary came over and hugged him fiercely, bracelets jangling, bringing with her a scent of perfume that almost made him sneeze. “Thank you,” she said.

“For what?” he asked, genuinely surprised. He was expecting to get slapped. He patted her lightly on the back, not sure what to say or do.

“For being with him,” she said.

Dylan poured her a glass of tea (Seb declined) and offered her a seat, as Rosemary, blinking back the occasional tear and dabbing at her eyes with a Kleenex, told him about Mike’s struggles after he was infected. Friends abandoned him, and most of the family started to avoid him. He struggled with drug addiction, which was how he got infected in the first place.

Rosemary was his mother, suggesting that Mike wasn’t that old. She did what she could for Mike, but he became increasingly solitary and bitter in his final days. He felt abandoned and betrayed by the entire world. She was touched that Roan was with him at the end, that at least he wasn’t alone when he died. She wanted to thank him personally, which is why Seb had brought her here.

Roan was flabbergasted and didn’t know what to say. He’d never been thanked by a family member of the dead before, and it seemed wrong somehow. She shouldn’t be thanking him; she should be hating him. He almost couldn’t understand this. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him,” he told her.

She gave him the most bittersweet grimace he had ever seen. “So am I.”

Roan actually found himself tearing up before she gave him another crushing bear hug and left, although Seb lingered behind, so Roan knew he was in for something else. He ran his hand across his eyes, wiping away tears before they fell, as Seb stood before the closed front door. “I’m not going to pretend to understand what it must be like to be you,” Seb said. “I don’t know, and my imagination fails me. What’s it like to be a physical bridge between worlds? Got me. But we need you. The city needs you. The people need you, which I know sounds corny as hell, but it’s true. I know it kinda seems hopeless sometimes, but you’re all we’ve got.”

“I wish I wasn’t,” Roan admitted.

Seb shrugged. “I’m sure. But don’t give up on us yet, huh?” Seb didn’t wait for a reply, he simply left, and Roan stood there, staring at the door, wondering if that had actually happened.

Finally, he looked over at Dylan, who was putting the breakfast leftovers away, and said, “You called him, didn’t you?”

“I most certainly did not,” Dylan replied. “My guess is you weren’t the only one left moved by that incident. Part of the beauty in that photo was the fact that you could feel the tragedy through the otherwise cold lens of the camera. You cared, sweetheart. He was a stranger, but in that moment you loved him. If that didn’t touch you, you’re unbelievably cold.”

He hadn’t thought of that, but then again, he hadn’t thought at all. Mostly he’d just felt gut punched and had never shaken the feeling. Thinking was hard, and best left to people who weren’t drugged up like Charlie Sheen at a pharmaceutical convention. Roan wiped away more tears, not sure why he was crying, and wondered, “What does this mean exactly? That Seb felt sorry for me?”

Dylan sighed, his shoulders collapsing, and he walked around the butcher block breakfast bar and came up to him, putting his hands on his shoulders and looking him straight in the eyes. “It means he was trying to express gratitude, you self-pitying asshole. What you need to do is ask if that gratitude comes with a raise.”

Roan tried to smile at that, but he probably failed. “I suck, don’t I?”

Dylan slipped his arms around him and held him tight, allowing Roan to cry into his neck as he kissed the side of his head and smoothed a hand down his back. “You’re the best man I’ve ever known. You’re just a little too emo for your own good sometimes.”

“Fuck you,” he replied, laughing and crying at the same time. It felt good to mold himself to Dylan’s body, to try and absorb his warmth for his own. He was starting to feel cold, but maybe that was because he was a half-naked idiot.

Roan had thought the only reason he had to fight the lion was Dylan. But now maybe he had another reason to keep fighting.

 

 

HOLDEN
wondered if he should wake Scott up but then figured there was really no point. He’d get up whenever. Holden would just leave him a note to lock up when he left. He wouldn’t add that he wouldn’t be back until the weekend was over—Scott would remember that or he wouldn’t.

Scott wasn’t supposed to be here anyway. Holden had intended to spend the night before his Las Vegas trip alone, psyching himself up for a weekend spent in someone else’s company. He’d become older and more set in his solitary ways, so even a weekend of togetherness seemed like the very limit of his tolerance and something he had to work up to. Scott’s arrival scotched his plans.

Scott was mopey and lonely because Grey had flown off to Philly, leaving him both roommate and best friend free, and he wanted to bitch to someone about it. Holden was not in the mood and told him so, leading to a minor verbal fight between them that seemed to get nowhere fast. It ended in awkward silence because neither was sure why he was fighting with the other. It was something to do and released a bit of tension. Holden asked Scott if he wanted to get stoned, to which he wholeheartedly said, “Yes, please,” so that’s what they did. They got stoned, had some gin, and split a pizza while watching House and debating whether any of that was real or not. Sometimes they really seemed to scramble for a disease of the week.

What were they doing? They may have been just fuck buddies, but they were weird ones to be sure. Scott seemed to think there was some kind of friendship to be had between them, but they were so fucking different it was insane. What did they have in common? They both liked Roan. And was that it? He was fairly certain that was it, except they both agreed garlic sauce or any other white sauce didn’t belong on pizza ever, under any circumstances. But that was it.

Holden had told Scott he was off to Vegas with a client this weekend, and Scott was surprised he could actually be hired for entire weekends. It didn’t happen a lot, but it did happen, and at least Trevor/Graham was the kind of guy he didn’t mind being with. Distinguished, mannered, not into kink, pretty vanilla, not in bad shape. There were worse ways to spend a weekend, even if it was in the bedazzled armpit of a city called Vegas. Holden didn’t think he’d get out of the hotel much, mainly because he had no plans to. He’d read, watch pay-per-view on Graham’s dime, and avoid the broiling heat and overweight tourists. He’d never acquired a taste for gambling, or at least not with money. With danger was a different story.

Tika seemed content that Rico’s killer was off the street—for now—but she almost seemed disappointed. She may have expected more catharsis than there was to be had. Getting “justice done” was nice in theory, but in practice it was more disappointing than anything. A plea bargain never felt like visceral karmic justice. Of course, sometimes killing the guy didn’t feel like justice either. The world just didn’t change that much; your loved one was still hurt or dead, and maybe you had a piece of your own soul chipped away, and, in the ultimate irony, you might end up doing more time in jail than the killer ever would.

But sometimes, yeah, it did make you feel better, and made you feel like the world was a safer place. You just didn’t know what the end result would be.

Holden already had his bags packed. Just two: the bigger one for clothes, and a carry-on with books and more personal items, including the hotel reservation Graham had made for them. Of course, the people attending the conference with Graham had assumed he had his own room, one that didn’t have someone sharing it, but that was their little secret.

He wondered if he should put in a call to Roan as he packed away his phone charger, then figured fuck it, he’d try him when he got back. His first couple of messages to him had gone to voice mail, and eventually, Dylan called him and told him he wasn’t talking to anyone right now, which Holden knew he should have guessed, since that’s what Roan did. He scared himself, and then he retreated from the world. What was that like, to be terrified of yourself? If Holden had that power, he’d gladly use it. Maybe that was the difference between a superhero and a sidekick.

At the doorway of his bedroom, he glanced back to make sure he’d grabbed everything and took a last look at Scott, who was still asleep and was breathing deeply enough that he was probably just a neighborhood away from snoring. He’d kicked most of the blankets off, so he was showing off a bare back, which wasn’t hairy at all. How someone could actually have a nice-looking back was beyond Holden, but Scott somehow did. Looking at his back, you could easily guess he was in great shape and that he’d have a great chest, which he did. But even Scott admitted his best part was probably his ass, because all that skating gave you a pretty great ass. Holden couldn’t argue with the logic or the result.

He was actually relieved to be getting away from this drama for a bit because he wasn’t sure he could deal with it right now. He wasn’t sure what Scott wanted with him, and frankly, he wasn’t sure what he wanted from Scott either. He probably ought to have figured that out before he accidentally encouraged him with an impromptu pot and pizza night.

Holden was headed out when he paused and looked at his phone one more time. Should he make one last fruitless stab at calling Roan or not?

Ultimately, he shook his head at his own foolishness and walked out the door. Worrying about a lion guy? That was probably the last person in the world you had to worry about.

Well, considering this was Roan, that wasn’t true. But let his boyfriend worry about him.

Holden had a job to do.
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ROAN
hadn’t been to too many parties in his life, but this was a fact he was proud of, especially tonight. It reaffirmed his probably bitter belief that most parties were a waste of time.

Of course, that probably wasn’t fair. After all, a retirement party for a cop at a cop-friendly bar wasn’t a typical party by any means. It was a Friday night, which should have meant a festive time, but O’Doyle’s had set itself aside for a “private party,” Gordo’s retirement soiree, and in spite of an attempt to be cheerful, it seemed kind of sad.

There were numerous things working against this party. For one, the median age of the crowd, as far as Roan’s math skills told him, was forty-five, which didn’t make for a rowdy time. They were mostly white, nearly all straight (Kevin was in the closet and made only a token appearance before leaving), married, or divorced, all cops, a couple of recovering alcoholics, and a couple of current alcoholics getting down to business. All of this equaled a bad party on its own, but the fact that Gordo didn’t want to retire and was in a sour mood added a final stake through the heart of this gathering. 

Gordo was a career cop and wanted to continue being a career cop, except his heart problems had sidelined him permanently. It was either get used to driving a desk or retire, and there was something so soul crushing about being a desk jockey after so long in the field Gordo just couldn’t do it. Some cops would happily do the quiet thing, shuffle off gracefully into the long night, but Gordo was not one of those guys. Roan could sympathize because he wasn’t the type either. It would be easier if he was.

Roan felt weird here, mainly because he was younger than the median age (although not by much), and of course was part of the only gay couple on the premises. If Dropkick and Kim had shown up as he’d hoped, it wouldn’t have been so glaring, but Dropkick had to work tonight, so he and Dylan were it (and as far as everyone but Kevin knew, the only actual gays in the bar). This earned them some stares from spouses who had no idea their husbands had one of those on the force and some glares by cops who were offended that he actually brought his husband. He felt like flipping them off, but Seb had already made him promise not to start trouble. Like he started trouble! He just finished it, that was all.

Although Dylan had been nervous about being at a retirement party for a cop he didn’t really know that well, among cops he didn’t know at all, he had made a fast friend. Namely the bartender, a guy with a frizzy mop of dirty blond hair and hipster sideburns who looked like he hadn’t showered in a week (not true, as he smelled relatively clean). Dylan sat at the far end of the bar, and every free moment he had, the bartender, whose name was Dakota—Roan would have sworn that was a woman’s name, but you could never tell—was over by him, and they were exchanging stories of bad customers, great tips, and assorted misadventures. Being a bartender seemed to be an entrée to a specific world, and while Roan was glad Dylan had this, he couldn’t help but wonder where his key to a kingdom was. As a former cop, you’d think he’d be able to waltz into their society and fit in, but that wasn’t how it worked. Maybe being gay and infected was too big a bridge to cross. The fact that he was kind of an asshole, too, probably didn’t help.

He tried very hard to circulate, but he gave up pretty soon. The room was essentially divided into thirds: a third hated him, a third was indifferent to him, and a third didn’t really know him at all. The ones who liked him he could count on his hand. Connie, Gordo’s wife, was as kind to him as she always was, but she was standing around awkwardly, not at all comfortable being in a bar. It was kind of dark, but clean and relatively modern, despite an old-fashioned jukebox in the corner. The music playing was classic rock trending toward middle of the road R&B, nothing too offensive and challenging, which was disappointing. Dylan made him promise he wouldn’t play anything too noisy, but once he got bored, he wandered over to see what the jukebox had on display. Mostly not his kind of thing, but he found a couple of interesting things and decided to start slow and build up. So he walked away as Tom Waits’s raspy voice started growling through the sound system. Dylan tossed him a warning look across the bar, although he liked Tom Waits. Maybe it was because Dylan knew the song “Walking Spanish” was all about an execution. Gordo probably felt that way. This “party” was more like a wake than anything else.

Gordo was tucked away at a shadowy corner table, working on a beer his doctor would probably have fits over if he knew about it. Roan sat down across from him, raising his eyebrows at the sullen look Gordo gave him. “Would you like me to shoot you, or would you prefer bludgeoning?” Roan wondered.

Gordo shrugged. “Just make it quick.”

They sat there in silence for a long moment, as there was nothing to say. Gordo didn’t want to retire, Roan knew it, and that was what there was. Nothing Roan could say would make it any better. Finally, Gordo took a long pull of his beer and asked, “What am I supposed to do?”

“Take it easy. Maybe build some oversize recipe-card boxes.”

“That is some obscure reference that no one understands but you find funny, isn’t it?”

Roan nodded with a diffident shrug. “Yeah, pretty much.”

Gordo sighed wearily. “You just can’t stop bein’ a smartass, even for one night.”

“I think I was born this way. Although some argue it’s a choice.”

“Did you miss your calling as a stand-up comedian or something? For a gloomy guy, you gotta smart mouth.”

“I am not gloomy. And it’s a purdy mouth, if those guys down at the docks can be believed.”

Gordo glanced away, grimacing painfully, trying to stifle a smile. He shook a finger in Roan’s direction, still not looking his way. “No. You’re not making me laugh tonight, you smart-alecky fuck.”

“You’re determined to be depressed, huh?”

Gordo finally managed to swallow the laugh, and when he looked at Roan again, his eyes were bright with pain. “This is bullshit. I don’t wanna do this. I’m not feeble. I’ve given thirty years of my life to this job, and I may not have thirty more to give, but I’ve got at least a couple. They’re not so flush with manpower that they can turn me away like this.”

Roan wasn’t sure what to say here. He could point out logically that his heart attacks and subsequent operation made him unable to pass the physical, which meant he couldn’t be a field cop, but Gordo knew this better than anyone. He could say the physical requirement was bullshit, especially with older officers, and while that had an element of truth to it, again it wasn’t something he wanted to hear right now. Roan could offer him nothing comforting or helpful. He couldn’t give Gordo anything he wanted, so he just listened.

Gordo took a long pull from his beer before finally breaking the silence again. “How do you manage?”

That kind of surprised him. “I never retired.”

“No, but you stopped being a cop. Kinda.” He grimaced at what he’d just said. “Okay, you didn’t. You just got a different job under an alternate name.”

“Yep. What you need to do is get a cushy special advisor job, where you get called at all hours of the day and night by snippy cat-squad cops who expect you to drop everything and rush to wherever they are in record time.”

Gordo scowled at him. “That’s the job.”

“So it is. It still sucks.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Once again, Gordo made a sour face down at the table, like it was pissing him off. “I don’t know that I can do this. I already feel useless. You need an assistant investigator?”

“I already have too many on the payroll as it is.”

“As good as me?”

“Is there any way I can answer that question without getting hit?”

Gordo considered that, narrowing his eyes at Roan. “Apparently not.”

The second song Roan ordered came up on the jukebox, and suddenly heads swiveled toward it as Outkast’s “Bombs Over Baghdad” started playing. It was the only rap song on the jukebox, which had struck Roan as odd, but the machine had an eclectic mix of songs Roan hadn’t expected to find. Roan knew that the guys in this room probably hated rap, so therefore he had to play it.

Murmurs ran through the crowd, and Roan hardly needed to glance over at Dylan to see him giving Roan a knowing glare. Of course he knew who was responsible for that. There was no question in his mind, and probably in no one else’s either. In fact, Gordo was now staring at him over the table in open surprise. “You little bastard. You did that, didn’t you?”

Roan smiled blandly. “Only rap song on there. At least it’s a good one. Wanna dance?”

Finally, Gordo cracked a smile, and then he laughed. It was one of those helpless, tear-inducing laughing spasms, and he doubled over and pounded the table with the flat of his hand, making the beer bottles jump. As Roan sat back, waiting for him to get a hold of himself, he scanned the crowd. A lot of people were giving him eviler than usual looks, probably figuring him for the one who played the rap song, but when his eyes found Connie, she mouthed a “Thank you,” to him before looking back at the still laughing Gordo with weary affection.

He knew, given enough time, he could make anyone laugh. Maybe he was a failed comedian at heart.

 

 

FIONA
hadn’t pulled the trigger on moving to Boston, but Roan knew it was just a matter of time.

She wasn’t risk averse, and as much of a gamble as it was moving to a city she’d never been to for the love of a completely mental French-Canadian goaltender, he could see her doing it. He hated to lose her, but he could also see encouraging her because she loved Tank, and Roan knew the crazy fucker loved her. Love was such a rare commodity; why not gamble for it? She always had a place she could come back to if things went horribly wrong.

Besides, the job wasn’t going to keep her here anymore. He’d cut down the in-office days to three a week, and soon it’d probably be only when there was a case to go in for. He could see losing the office entirely pretty soon, transitioning his business to the Internet and an in-home office because private eyes were quickly becoming a relic of the past. Not for lawyers, though, or more specialized clients. Dennis had offered him an office inside his law firm, which was expanding and could use a more frequent in-house private dick, but Roan hadn’t really considered that. He didn’t mind working for Dennis. He still liked the guy and was grateful he gave Roan his first gig, but having to show up at a genuine office every day, probably wearing a suit and tie? It sounded like death. He didn’t see Dennis enforcing a dress code on him, but he could imagine that the first time he showed up in combat boots and a Pansy Division T-shirt the rent-a-cops on the premises wouldn’t let him past the lobby. On the other hand, he was probably too old to continue dressing this way, but he couldn’t see giving in to the suit and tie alternative.

Since he had the time, Roan found himself imagining a superhero costume for himself. Had to be spandex, right? He’d have preferred leather, but maybe that was too leather daddy. Perhaps he should go retro with spandex: all blood red, save for a big lion’s head codpiece. He could call himself the Crimson Cat.

As soon as Roan finished laughing, he wrote it down, because he just had to share that with Dylan. It was too funny to keep to himself. Would that make Holden Kid Cerise?

It was during this time that his tentative one o’clock appointment arrived.

She was not quite what he was expecting. She was a relatively average-looking woman with strong features and a weak chin, her hair a honeyed brownish-blonde that Clairol probably called “Golden Wheat,” styled into a bob that probably wasn’t the most flattering for her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were somewhere between gray and hazel, but sharp and clear, and she was about average weight. He couldn’t tell height, namely because she was in a wheelchair. He stood and shook her hand as he used his foot to shove aside the chair that usually sat in front of his desk for clients. “Jessica Grimes, I presume.”

She had a hell of a grip. Nicely developed forearms. “Yes. Thanks for meeting me.”

“No problem. You said this was a little too complicated to explain over the phone, and I have to admit that intrigued me.” Of course, it could just turn out to be a standard cheating husband case, but he was hoping not.

As soon as he was seated and she was situated in front of his desk, Jessica spun a story he hadn’t expected. Her mother, Melinda Hall, was considered the only fatality of the North Hill Rapist, a rather vicious criminal who terrorized Yakima in the late ’80s. He had a penchant for using mace on women, blacking their eyes, and cutting off most of their hair as a “trophy.” He had eleven reported victims—twelve including the odd case of Melinda—yet the man eventually caught and charged with the attacks, Robert Wayne Shaw, was only convicted of one rape because the testimony of other victims was thrown out on a technicality. Still, for that one rape he got twenty-five to life, an unusually long sentence, which he was still fighting in court. Just about everyone was hoping he’d die in prison so no one had to worry about him ever getting out again.

But here’s where Melinda Hall deviated from most of his victims: she was never found. She was considered a probable victim of his because she lived on the same street as a previous victim, and because she fit his “profile” (he liked petite, long-haired blondes, and at five four, one hundred and ten pounds, with dyed blonde hair well past her shoulders, she more than fit the bill). Still, she was never found. Jessica recounted coming home from school and finding the TV on and a scene of confusion in the kitchen: the back door was wide open, a glass of tea had shattered on the floor, and on a plate next to the sink was a half-made sandwich, the mayonnaise jar still open with a butter knife sticking out of it. It was like her mother had suddenly stopped what she was doing and run outside, except when she got there, she just kept running and never returned. She was never seen again.

This was why Melinda was considered a probable victim. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that Shaw could have accidentally killed a victim; some were near suffocated, and most lost consciousness at some point during the assault. All he needed to do was increase his pressure on a woman’s throat or have one react badly to the mace, and she went from living victim to corpse. But where was Melinda’s body? Shaw denied being responsible for her disappearance, but then again, he denied raping any women, even though he fit the description, his DNA was found at the scene, and he had a blonde ponytail in his possession that he claimed was a “gag gift” (it was actual human hair, eventually DNA matched to one of the victims). Shaw claimed to anyone who would listen that he was a victim of corrupt police who hated him, and he usually pinned their hatred on religious persecution because he was a Christian… like all the cops who arrested him. Shaw was a lot of things, but smart clearly wasn’t one of them. There was also a mishegoss with his frightening harridan of a mother, who was eventually sent to prison for trying to hire a hit man to take out the judge and prosecutors on Robert’s case, suggesting the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Norman Bates and his mother for the modern age.

Anyway, Jessica had always wondered where her mother’s body was, what had happened to her. The cops on the case speculated that Shaw dumped her body in the desert, where the elements and animals got at it before anyone could come across it. There was a brutal logic to the theory that couldn’t be denied, but still, Jessica wondered what became of her mother.

Then, about a month back, she had read the blog of Chris Spencer, Roan’s former client. While Roan had been unable to find his son Keith, Roan had been able to determine that Keith had been in all likelihood the victim of a sex offender who, while now dead himself, was still the most likely suspect in the boy’s disappearance. The fact that he wasn’t alive to confirm Roan’s suppositions bothered him immensely, but Chris had apparently found some closure in his investigation, and Roan was glad about that.

Jessica basically wanted him to do the same thing for her. She knew her mother’s body probably wouldn’t be found, and she’d given up on ever getting Shaw to confess, but she was hoping he could give her some sense of closure. Roan found himself wondering how he was even going to say this. “I don’t… I’m pretty sure I’ll be taking your money for no reason,” he finally admitted. “If the cops haven’t found anything in decades, I don’t see how I’ll ever find anything of note. This might be all the information available on your mother.” It was sad to think that someone could simply disappear from the face of the Earth, but it happened all the time. Despite what all those forensic crime shows would you have you believe, some mysteries were unsolvable; there was no ending. There were only questions, an aching void that couldn’t be filled.

The look she gave him was heartbreaking. “That’s what the last detective I tried to hire said to me. Please, just look into what they have, see if you can pick up anything someone else might have missed. Chris said you were great at that. Please. Money isn’t a problem for me. No detective will take my case.”

“Ms. Grimes—”

“Please. Look into it for a couple of days, that’s all I ask. If you find nothing, I will accept your answer and go. It’s just… sometimes I still have nightmares, wondering what happened to my mom. Even a crumb of information might give me some peace of mind. That’s all I ask. Can you help me?”

Goddamn it. His life would be so much easier if people didn’t guilt trip him into hopeless causes.
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HERE
was a problem that had dogged investigators since the beginning of time: where did you look for clues when you had absolutely none?

As soon as Jessica had gone, he’d hopped on his computer and confirmed that the local library had a checked-in copy of A Fearsome Rage: The Hunt For The North Hill Rapist, a true crime biography by a local writer who’d made a career out of writing true crime books. At least they weren’t nearly as salacious or lurid as they could have been. There might even be some facts Roan didn’t know in it. He hoped so, or why waste an afternoon reading a true crime book?

Then he got on the phone and called Gordo. Connie answered the phone, though, and as soon as she realized it was him, she let out a sigh of relief and said, “Thank God it’s you. Maybe you can cheer him up.”

“He’s that bad? What’s he doing now?”

“Watching a football game.”

“That’s worse than I thought. No one enjoys the Seahawks. Put that sad sack on.”

As soon as Gordo came on the line, he said bitterly, “Yeah, what do you want?”

“I want you to get off your ass and do me a favor.”

There was a brief silence, enough that it told Roan Gordo had perked up a bit. Or at least he was paying attention. “What kinda favor?”

“Know anyone that works for the Yakima PD?”

He considered that longer than necessary. “Maybe. Why?”

There was nothing to lose here, so Roan told Gordo who his latest client was and what she was looking for. Gordo made a noise like Roan had punched him in the stomach. “What the fuck, Roan? You’re just taking her money. If there was anything to find, the cops would have found it already.”

“I told her that, but she was pretty insistent.”

“Still, a dick move on your part.”

Roan sighed. “A dick move I was guilted into. So can you help me or not?”

“What do you want?”

“Any and all existing case files on Melinda Hall would be the dream.”

“Good thing you don’t ask much,” Gordo replied sarcastically. He took a drink of whatever he was having. Roan was willing to bet it wasn’t beer, mainly because Connie wouldn’t let him have it. “If I help you out, does this mean I’m an assistant investigator?”

“Don’t push your luck, but I’ll see what I can do.” It wasn’t much, but it was all he could offer right now.

Although that made Gordo issue an annoyed grunt, he seemed to accept it, probably because he had nothing much else going on. That was the sad thing about forced retirement, along with not knowing what to do with yourself.

Roan headed off to the library, where he had visited often enough that most of the librarians knew him by name. Rather than check out the book, he took it from the paperback rack and sat in one of the library chairs to skim it. He didn’t need to know everything about the North Hill Rapist, just about the Melinda Hall side of things, if it was even covered in the book.

It turned out it was. He flipped to the index, found her name, and went straight to the appropriate pages. The author fleshed out some of the details of the day Melinda went missing, but it was pretty much what Jessica already told him: coming home from school to an empty house, an unusual scene in the kitchen, the whole thing. The author readily admitted that she was simply a probable victim, but a good bet, if only because of location and her appearance.

There was one interesting thing. Apparently Melinda’s husband—Jessica’s father—Harvey Hall, caused a scene in the courtroom, getting tossed out after he interrupted court proceedings, yelling at Shaw that he wanted to know what he’d done with his wife. According to the author, Harvey was devastated by his wife’s disappearance and never quite recovered. Was that still true? Jessica had given him her father’s phone number but had asked that he not call him unless it was absolutely necessary. Still fragile, even after all this time? Perhaps. People had all sorts of reactions to tragedy, especially the seemingly capricious, out-of-the-blue kind. Not that it was all that easy to take even when you knew it was coming.

Roan skimmed the book but found nothing else particularly relevant or useful to the case. Shaw was a twisted sicko who seemed to get off on inflicting pain and really hated women, which couldn’t have been a shock to anyone who knew him. He searched the shelves and the library computer for any more references to the North Hill sleaze bucket, but they weren’t here, if there was anything else to find. He kind of hoped not, if only because he didn’t want to have to read any more of these kinds of books. To be fair, it wasn’t as nauseating, but most true crime books set his teeth on edge.

His watch bleeped, informing him he had ten minutes to meet Dylan. Dyl had to work until closing last night, and it was one of the rare times that Roan went to bed before Dylan came home. They had an appointment to meet at a thrift shop they had both agreed was one of the best in the city because Dylan insisted Roan needed more clothes, and Roan hated shopping.

Yeah, he knew that seemed to mean he was a bad gay, but Dyl wasn’t that enamored of shopping either. They agreed this was the best compromise because Roan really wouldn’t bother shopping for as long as he could put it off, which just might push him into next year.

There was a coffee shop next door to the thrift shop—it was Seattle; there was a coffee shop roughly every twenty feet—so Roan got them both a tea while waiting for Dylan. He showed up roughly on time, still a little sweaty from his yoga class. Roan teased him about it, never bothering to say he always found it kind of sexy, but he did. A slightly mussed, panting Dylan was a crazy bucketful of sexy.

While finishing their tea—you couldn’t drink in the thrift store—they talked about the tattoo Roan wanted. He had no idea in mind; he only knew that he wanted Dylan to draw it. Dyl was afraid he was addicted to tattoos, if such a thing was even possible, but he didn’t object to drawing on Roan again. “You know, this could very well be a pathology,” Dylan warned him, not unkindly.

Roan shrugged and tossed his empty paper cup in a trash can. A homeless man staggered by, dragging a miasma of malt liquor and piss along with him. Sad. Roan didn’t recognize him, which reminded him he hadn’t been a beat cop for many years.

At the thrift store, Dylan finally told Roan what he’d recently been worrying about. Roan knew Dylan was nervous about something and trying very hard to hide it. When you were with people long enough, you knew when they were trying to keep something from you, no matter how good an actor they were.

It seemed Dylan’s friend from Culture Shock magazine had told him they wanted to have Roan in their “Year In Review” recap. (Never mind that the year’s end was a long way off—they had a slow turnaround time in the magazine business.) They’d send down a staff writer for a blurb and a photographer, apparently named Fabian, who Dylan just gushed about. Apparently he was a “fantastic visual artist.”

Roan sighed, well aware of exactly why they wanted him. It turned out that his previous issue of Culture Shock was the magazine’s biggest seller to date, that it got the most e-mails and letters (people still wrote letters?) of anything they’d ever featured, and it also got the most complaints. People argued over whether he was actually Human, if infecteds were a genuine minority or just sad, sick bastards, why the magazine was “glorifying” infected status in general, or Roan in particular—which even some dumb shit Congressman brought up on the Congressional floor because it wasn’t like the country had any real problems to deal with. Some infecteds objected to having him represent them (mostly with subtle allusions to his being gay), while some gays objected to him because he inadvertently helped perpetuate the stereotype that all gays were infected. Others even called him an “Uncle Tom” for working with the police. Roan really didn’t pay any attention to it because he didn’t give a flying fuck what random strangers thought of him, but Dylan followed it all online for a bit, until he got so pissed off he stopped. No surprise—the general anonymity of the Internet seemed to encourage people to be dicks.

Roan didn’t want to appear in any magazine ever again, even if it was just for a photo and a single paragraph blurb, but Dylan clearly wanted to meet this photographer. “I’ll do it only if I can flip off the camera.”

“You could. In fact, they’d probably love you if you did.”

“Really?”

Dylan stopped looking through the shirt rack long enough to gift him with a rueful smile. “Controversy sells, sweetheart.”

That it did. But in spite of his general hatred at the thought of making them happy, the idea of being able to flip off all the readers of said magazine and have it documented for posterity was very tempting.

After the semipainful shopping was out of the way and they were in the car heading home, Roan told Dylan about his new case. Dyl grimaced through most of it, disliking the violent nature of the topic. “Does this mean a road trip to Yakima is in order?”

“I’ll probably take a puddle jumper over. It’s faster.”

“And more nerve-wracking.”

“True, but I still like it when turbulence gives you that brief feeling of zero gravity.”

“That’s because you’re insane.”

Roan smiled at him. “You’ve just figured that out now?”

Dylan offered to go with him, supposedly because he’d never seen Yakima, but it was such an awful city—in Roan’s limited experience anyway—he knew the real reason was Dyl was worried about him taking Holden over there and indulging some of his darker, more violent impulses.

Dylan knew. He didn’t have the details of Roan’s dark, hidden life—his superhero life?—but he knew Roan had been trying to protect him from something. (His secret identity? Did the Crimson Cat get trotted out here again?) Dyl could have confronted him about it, but then Roan probably would have told him the truth, and obviously Dylan had decided it was better that he didn’t know. He knew there was something; he just didn’t want to know what.

Was that healthy? Could their relationship survive Roan’s double life? They didn’t have a superhero/vigilante instruction manual he could consult for advice. Maybe it was just a variation of the compromises all couples made. It was just his double life had nothing at all to do with a piece of ass on the side, and everything to do with letting the lion come out to play. Roan idly wondered what would happen if he never did that.

Roan had no reason to go all lion on someone’s ass, at least not at the moment, so he told Dylan he could come with if he wanted to. Dylan pulled out his iPhone and started looking for cheap plane tickets, as they decided they’d leave tomorrow. It was the start of Dyl’s weekend (not anyone else’s, unless they also worked weird bar hours), and Roan wanted to get this over with anyway. He needed to find out if there was even a sliver of a case here, and the sooner he let Jessica know, the better.

 

 

BECAUSE
they left from a small regional airport, not Sea-Tac, they weren’t subject to the new, invasive TSA procedures. Which was good, because Roan didn’t feel like being molested this morning by a random stranger. He also didn’t feel like announcing his infected status to everyone, which was one of the controversial measures currently undergoing a court challenge. He hoped the ACLU nailed their dicks to the table. What, were they going to stuff all known infecteds into the cargo hold?

Although it was a tiny plane that was barely half-full and the turbulence wasn’t that bad, Dylan gripped his arm so tightly all the way there he left finger indents in Roan’s arm. He really didn’t like flying, which was a surprise—Roan had no idea he was afraid of flying. You’d think, after all this time, there’d be no surprises left in their relationship, but there it was.

In the dinky airport, while Dylan was off buying a tea to calm himself, Roan put in a call to Jessica. He was deliberately forcing her hand by calling from Yakima, which was kind of underhanded, but he knew this might be the only way to go about it. He asked her if he could pay a visit to her father. She balked, as he’d suspected she would, but she asked him to give her some time to talk to her dad first, and Roan agreed. But he requested a call back within the hour.

His next call was to Gordo, who gave him the name of his contact in the North Yakima PD, Detective Jeremy Gambol. Roan decided to pay him a visit first as he had no idea when Jessica would get back to him. Because this was “cop stuff,” Dylan dropped him off before taking the rental car and driving off to a nearby strip mall.

Yakima was exactly as dreary as Roan remembered it. Too hot, the sky an unhealthy piss yellow from industrial effluvium and desert dust, and the air tasted like dirt and exhaust. There was something oppressive and depressing that he couldn’t shake, and he was so glad he didn’t live here. Maybe it was claustrophobia; he’d grown so accustomed to being close to water that being far from it seemed weird.

The North Yakima PD was housed in a squat cinderblock building that looked as friendly as a random punch to the face. Inside was no better, as the windows didn’t seem to let in enough light, and the fluorescents buzzing overhead gave everything a yellowish cast that mimicked the polluted sky outside.

The clerk he first encountered, a fireplug of a man whose hair was so short it was more of a suggestion than a reality, glared at him sullenly, even after he asked for Detective Gambol. Considering the friendly reception, he almost didn’t expect Gambol to show up. He kind of expected the clerk to tase him out of boredom and kick him out into the parking lot.

But Gambol did show up, and he asked, surprised, “You’re Roan McKichan? Wow, I thought you’d be bigger.”

“I should have worn heels,” Roan replied, shaking his hand. Gambol’s handshake was perfunctory and a little damp.

Gambol was reasonably tall, maybe six two, and about twenty-five pounds overweight, most of which had settled in his gut, making him look like he was pregnant with a bowling ball. His hair was a ring of gray around a dome-shaped scalp, and his face seemed to be receding into a sea of weather-beaten wrinkles and folds. His brown eyes were afterthoughts sinking under crow’s feet, and his thin lips were disappearing into creases around his mouth. He was at least Gordo’s age but looked ten years older, in an ill-fitting dark suit and a coffee-stained overcoat that was inappropriate both for the outside and for this meagerly air-conditioned station house. He looked a bit like Doctor Phil’s even more disreputable brother.

Gambol escorted Roan back to his office, which wasn’t so much a private office as just a separate inner office. There were eight desks in this unit, but only three were currently occupied, and only one detective bothered to look up from his computer as Roan had a seat at Gambol’s desk.

“Gordo said you were looking into the Melinda Hall case? That’s a tough way to make a living,” Gambol noted, taking a seat behind his desk.

“Tell me about it. You didn’t work the North Hill Rapist case, did you?”

“I came in near the end. It was actually Campoli’s and Sawyer’s case, but there were so many victims and so much shit to wade through it became all hands on deck. You know how it is.”

“Paperwork city.” If they ever had a cop show that dealt realistically with paperwork, there’d be no time to cover the actual crime. CSI: File Cabinet.

Gambol nodded as he slid open a desk drawer and took out a manila folder, which he slapped in front of Roan. “All we have on Melinda Hall.”

“All?” he replied in disbelief. He picked it up and confirmed it was even thinner than he thought. Inside were five double-spaced pages, which he quickly thumbed through, looking for sign-off dates. The latest he found was dated 1991. “Why does this stop dead in ’91?”

“Case was closed. No need to hang on to it.”

Roan stared at him in bewilderment. “Closed? You never found the body.”

“No, but we never found anything else either. Shaw managed to dump her somewhere out of sight, actually remembering to clean up after himself. He was an idiot, but they get lucky sometimes.”

Roan glanced back down at the cold typewritten pages that were chock-full of nothing and realized this was all that was left of the life and death of Melinda Hall, boiled down to a footnote that had been stashed in the back of a file cabinet for decades.

Shaw may have been kind of dumb, but so were the cops. The only way he was caught was because his last victim bit him hard on the neck, hard enough to leave tooth marks, and the cops decided to leak that info to the press, hoping someone would recognize the guy with the bite on his throat. In the end, Shaw was turned in by his Sunday-school-teacher fiancée (really) because he couldn’t explain to her how he, a real estate agent, ended up with teeth marks in his neck. That and he had a box full of mace canisters in his garage. She claimed, even after turning him in, that he was a “wonderful guy” and a “true gentleman,” and he was incapable of such violence. The teeth marks matched the teeth of the victim. If the victim hadn’t bitten him, and if his suspicious fiancée hadn’t turned him in, would he have been caught? Roan suddenly realized that was a valid question.

Roan shook his head, refusing to grasp this. “She should be a cold case. Just because she was a probable victim doesn’t mean she was a definite victim. There’s no evidence tying her to Shaw.”

Gambol threw up his hands in a “what are you gonna do” gesture. “The Chief felt there was enough circumstantial evidence to close the case. It’s not like we have an abundance of personnel and money to devote to cold cases anyway. This case is history, McKichan. If there was ever any evidence, it’s long gone by now.” He leaned across the desk, trying on a chummy “we’re all friends here” expression that made Roan’s skin crawl. “Look, you know as well as I do that, at best, she’s a bunch of scattered bones in the desert. Maybe you oughta give the daughter some peace of mind, tell her her mother’s body is buried out somewhere near Moses Lake. That way you ain’t takin’ her money for nothing, and she can move on with her life.”

It was difficult for him to swallow down a growl. “Her mother is missing. Someone killed her, and it may not have been Shaw. Did it cross anyone’s mind that you might have had a copycat?”

Now Gambol smirked in a deeply irritating way, sitting back in his chair and making it creak like a coffin lid. “We’re not dumb hicks, no matter what you Seattle cops think. There was no evidence to suggest a copycat.”

“There was no evidence, period. Didn’t that strike anyone as weird?”

Gambol’s thick brows suddenly furrowed. “You makin’ that noise?”

Shit, he was growling. Sometimes it was hard not to, especially when facing off with dumbasses.
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ROAN
left the North Yakima PD disgusted, but not all that surprised. The cops didn’t give a shit. It was probably easier to write it off than to devote manpower, money, and time to a frustrating missing-persons case. Did Jessica know this? He had to assume not because she probably would have been a hell of a lot angrier if she had.

Since Dylan wasn’t back yet, he sat on the hot curb and read the Melinda Hall file. It didn’t have much in it that Jessica hadn’t already told him. The case notes did shade in a few things, however. The cop writing the initial report, Crenshaw, found Harvey “hysterical and hostile.” Melinda worked part time as a secretary for an accountant named Carl Pearson, but according to Carl she’d taken a week off two days before she disappeared. Interesting. Probably a coincidence. Probably.

Dylan finally showed, and he pulled the rental car up to Roan, parallel to his spot on the curb. Roan opened the door to a welcome blast of air conditioning, and as soon as he was in the passenger seat, he asked, “Can I use your phone?”

Dylan looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Why?”

“’Cause my phone is a dumb one that can only send and receive calls.”

Dylan handed him his iPhone with a sigh. “You could get a more contemporary phone, grandpa.”

“You’ll pry my stupid phone out of my cold, stupid hand.” An Internet search turned up the obituary of the file-writing officer, Arnold Crenshaw, three years ago (stroke), but it seemed that Carl Pearson was still around and still at his office on East 43rd Street.

“I take it Gordo came through for you.”

“He did, but there’s nothing to be had here. The cops were happy to let this one go.”

Dylan frowned at him, clearly not getting that. “Why?”

“’Cause they had their hands full with the North Hill case. It was less paperwork to just let it slide.”

“Holy shit. But… what about her? What if someone else grabbed her and she was still alive while they weren’t looking for her?”

He grimaced. “Yeah, I know.” A worst-case scenario. The only comfort was the odds didn’t support that. It was still possible she was a victim of Shaw and died as accidentally as police speculated she had.

But if she wasn’t, she had been victimized twice. First by her attacker, and then by cops who couldn’t be assed to put in the overtime.

No wonder he had started growling. This kind of shit really pissed him off.

On the way to Pearson’s, Roan called him to see if he was there. He was, and Roan told him he was a detective looking into Melinda’s disappearance. Pearson was surprised it took so long, but he was pleased and invited Roan to drop by.

Pearson’s accountancy business looked like a little clapboard house misplaced in a business district, quaint and antiquated, much like Pearson himself. He was a pudgy, avuncular guy with a bristle-brush mustache and a fringe of hair, both white, in a brown suit in a predominantly brown office. He greeted Roan with a professional smile and a soft handshake, as well as an offer of coffee in spite of the heat. Roan turned it down. Pearson had air conditioning, but it was barely working.

The way Pearson talked about Melinda, it was like she’d just left the office five minutes ago, with enough wistful enthusiasm that Roan figured he’d had a crush on her. As for taking that week off, Pearson said that she took it off to look after her sick husband. Roan asked what her husband was sick with, and it took Pearson a while to remember. He eventually said, “Maybe flu,” which Roan sensed was a compromise. It was so long ago, and he couldn’t give a damn about the husband, so he was guessing what the illness was.

After he got back in the car, where Dylan was starting to get stroppy about being a chauffeur, Jessica called him back. She gave him permission to visit her father, but warned him anew he was “fragile” and to take it easy on him. Roan asked her if she knew why her mother had taken time off work the week she disappeared. After a long pause, Jessica replied, “She did?”

She didn’t know. It could be excused given that she was a kid, and might not have realized it or retained the information. And since her mother only worked a part-time job, she probably worked while Jessica was in school, and Jessica really didn’t know when she was working and when she wasn’t. Still, it made him wonder.

People lied to take off work all the time. There was nothing sinister or even special in that. But the same week she disappeared? A hell of a coincidence. He voiced his suspicions to Dylan on the drive over to Harvey Hall’s house. Dyl shook his head. “You always think the worst about people.”

“With my job, it’s hard not to. Being a detective means everywhere you turn, you run into people doing shitty things to other people.”

Harvey still lived in the same house that his wife was abducted from, which said something, although not much. Maybe he couldn’t afford to move—that’s part of what Roan told himself about not moving from his house. It wasn’t all about him living there with Paris and losing him there as well. (Sure it wasn’t.) There was more to it than that, and nothing was ever that simple. But he felt it was a foreshadowing of what to expect.

So was the front yard. The postage stamp of a lawn was covered in brown grass and green weeds, with the dead, skeletal corpse of what was probably a rhododendron off to the side. Paint was peeling on the pastel yellow house, and there were patches missing on the white trim. The place almost looked abandoned, a quiet suburb’s version of a haunted house.

Because Harvey was fragile and this was the initial interview, he told Dylan he’d once again have to wait in the car. Dyl gave him a look that suggested Roan would be making this up to him for a while, but said nothing.

After the state of the yard, Roan wasn’t surprised by the state of Harvey. He was a sallow, dumpy guy in mismatched, stained sweats, with sunken blue eyes staring out at Roan from a doughy, hangdog face. His eyes were glazed, and he had that special thousand-yard stare of depression Roan knew all too well. “So you’re the detective.” It probably should have been a question, but it was a weary statement coming from Harvey. He exhaled a fragrance of beer and ammonia.

“Yes, I’m Roan McKichan. Thanks for seeing me,” he said, holding out his hand for a handshake. But Harvey had already turned away and retreated inside his house. Roan sighed and followed, shutting the door behind him.

The house reeked of mold, dust, and body odor, so much so that Roan had a sneezing fit before he could get himself under control. The mold smell from rotting food was the worst, and it seemed to be coming from the living room, not the kitchen. As soon as he saw the living room, he understood why.

Did that show Hoarders have a hotline? If so, he needed to call it now. Refuse was piled like snow drifts around the living room, obscuring armchairs and most of the carpet. The ratty blue couch was visible, as was the television set, and there was a path between piles that Harvey navigated without thought before collapsing in what Homer Simpson would have called an “ass groove” in the sofa. Rachel Ray and her frightening teeth beamed out from the television, a giddy representation of madness in this sinking island of unresolved grief. Harvey stared at the screen dully, probably not seeing what was actually on it. Roan wondered if he could have turned out like this and thought it had actually almost happened. “I shoulda hired a detective. I guess I just assumed the cops would find her eventually.” Finally, his eyes scudded toward Roan, acknowledging he was in the room. “How could she just disappear? How could they not find her?”

Call him crazy, but Roan didn’t think the truth would be helpful here. “I don’t know. Does your daughter know about your liver failure?”

Something briefly sparked in Harvey’s eyes, making them seem less hollow. “How do you know?”

“I can smell it.” That was the ammonia scent. Something was malfunctioning in his liver.

“Huh?” Harvey sniffed his sweatshirt, like he could find the answer there. “I didn’t realize.”

There was no point in discussing why he wasn’t your average investigator. “Did your wife take a week off work the week she disappeared? Did she do so to look after you?”

Harvey seemed slightly bewildered by the subject shift, or maybe just bewildered in general. “Why would you ask that?”

“She apparently told Pearson you were sick, and she needed the time off to take care of you.”

“I—she didn’t. He’s lying. She worked that week.”

“I see.” Pearson hadn’t been lying, but neither was Harvey. Melinda had taken time off and lied to Pearson about the reason, and as far as her husband and daughter knew, she was still working that week, so she’d been lying to them as well. What had she actually been up to? “Did you save any of your wife’s belongings, Mr. Hall?”

“All of them.”

He wasn’t surprised. “Can I see them?”

After a moment, Harvey flicked a hand toward another part of the house, almost dismissively. “Go ahead. It’s mostly in the garage.”

Harvey wasn’t going to get up, so he was giving Roan license to snoop through his house. Fine. That was his preferred method anyway.

The garage door was accessible through the laundry room, which clearly hadn’t been used in some time. There was a pile of noisome clothes in a plastic laundry basket, and it all looked silver because it was coated in so much dust. When was the last time Jessica had visited her father? It couldn’t have been recent.

The garage was even more of a mess than the living room, and that was saying something. Unmarked boxes and broken cartons were piled around haphazardly, filling up a space where a car might have been. Some lawn equipment leaned drunkenly in the far corners of the room, having not been used for a long time.

He found lots of boxes of clothes, some so generically female they could have belonged to either Jessica or Melinda, although he eventually was able to distinguish between two female scents. (One of them really liked to switch up her perfumes.) It was about eight boxes before he found a small wooden chest that held random pieces of costume jewelry, fake pearl necklaces tangled together like a clump of matted hair, but nothing else of note. It was also oddly light. He found a small velvet ring box, but nothing was inside it. Suddenly, that brought a question to mind, and he left the garage to find Harvey.

He was right where Roan left him, settled into his ass groove on his swaybacked couch, now watching Judge Judy go nuclear on some dumbshit’s ass. “Did Melinda have a lot of jewelry?”

Harvey’s half-empty eyes flicked over toward him in a lazy manner, as if he could hardly even rouse the energy to give a damn. He was already dead, his body just hadn’t caught up with the rest of him yet. “Some. Not a lot.”

“What happened to it?”

“Huh?”

“I found a nearly empty jewelry box in the garage.”

Harvey looked genuinely confused. “Jessie has it then.” The way he said that, it was almost a question.

A lot of things could have happened to Melinda’s jewelry, and it was a good bet Jessica had most, if not all, of the missing pieces. In fact, it was perfectly logical. Rather than have it molder in a box, she took it as a memento of her long lost mother.

Roan walked into the kitchen and tried to visualize the abduction scene. Dirty dishes had been in the sink so long a grimy scum of mildew and mold had formed on the surface, and the reek of it was almost medicinal.

He had to shove aside a small pile of frozen-food cartons to open the kitchen door and look out into the back yard. The back was now an overgrown jungle of waist-high weedy grasses, although it ended at a six-foot wooden fence.

Even though the place could use some airing out, Roan shut the door and returned to Harvey the Wonder Stone. He still hadn’t moved an iota, and Roan had to squash the urge to call 9-1-1. “What’s behind the fence?”

“Huh?”

“In the back. Was the fence here when your wife was abducted?”

Again, Roan was looking down the barrel of a thousand-yard stare, a man who never got beyond his loss. Not that the ache ever went away, that pain was a constant companion, but you gradually got used to it. Well, most of the time. There were other people, people like Harvey, who never got inured to it, who never grew that extra-thick callous over their skin and just wallowed and slowly withered away in the rubble of their life. He could sympathize, but now seeing it from the outside, he could understand how utterly selfish it was. Other people needed you, and in Harvey’s case, he had a daughter who must have needed him when she was younger. Had Jessica all but raised herself? “There was a fence, but not that one. It was more of a decorative fence back then.”

“Decorative meaning shorter?”

He nodded, although it was a paltry thing. “About three feet tall or so. It was only meant to keep Snuffles in.”

“A dog?”

“A rabbit. Jessie had a rabbit for a while.”

That explained why he hadn’t smelled dog. Even if it had been a decade, dog scent lingered like nothing else. “What about what’s beyond the fence?”

Harvey rubbed his face, as if making sure it was still attached to the rest of him, and finally said, “Just a path, a dirt path the kids used to use. It’s been cleared out. I think it’s just more property now. They’re putting in more houses. Why? Is it important?”

“Maybe.” Melinda could have been taken from her house with no witnesses, even in broad daylight. A strong man could easily pull a woman over such a small fence (and climb over it in the first place), and a dirt path could have been used as a back road by a small car. So far, so good.

But Roan was aware he was going to have to fight his cynical nature, here, because he had this nagging sense that there were pieces missing. Something wasn’t adding up. What had seemed so straightforward at first was starting to take on dimensions he would rather it hadn’t. He wanted to apologize to Jessica and return her retainer check, but now he wasn’t sure he could do so in good conscience.

Some of it must have shown on his face, because Harvey finally shifted on the sofa, moving incrementally forward. “What is it? Have you found something?”

“Not yet.” That was something of a lie. No, he had no tangible proof yet, but now Roan was convinced Melinda was not a victim of the North Hill Rapist.

But whose victim she was he had no idea.







24
Moth’s Wings

 

HOLDEN
was just going to ignore the pounding on his door, even when Scott said, “C’mon, I know you’re in there.” He couldn’t know that. So what if Holden’s car was in the parking lot? Maybe he got a lift somewhere.

But he gave in to a certain amount of guilt-based inertia and levered himself off the couch to open the door. Scott was standing there in an old Molson T-shirt and gray sweatpants, indicating he’d come here from the rink or the gym. They were unsexy clothes that he still managed to make look sexy just in the way they clung to him. At least Holden felt this was all a learning experience. Hockey players may have had messed-up faces, but all that hard skating did a body great.

“Should I feel left out?” Scott asked after Holden let him in. Holden had quickly walked away, hoping that Scott had no interest in starting anything. He wasn’t in the mood for it.

“Only if you were in the mood to watch Buffy with someone.” Holden collapsed back on his sofa, staring at his television screen and picking up the plate he’d left on the arm of the couch.

Scott sat down on the other end of the couch, looking at what Holden was eating like he was afraid it might jump up and attack him. “What is that?”

“Cheeseburger pizza.”

He made a noise like Holden had just waved a dirty sock in front of his face. “That sounds disgusting.”

“It is disgusting,” he admitted. “But it’s kind of good.”

After a moment, Scott leaned across and stole a crust from his plate, with a casual intimacy that bugged Holden. But Scott didn’t notice as he gnawed the crust and watched the vampire-slaying action on the screen. “You’re right, it’s not bad,” he finally said. “Kinda junky.” Scott stole another bite and remained chewing and silent until the commercial break, when he asked, “So why are you home on a sunny afternoon watching Buffy?”

That was a good question. Holden had been wondering that himself. “It’s research of a sort. I’m part of a small Scooby Gang, so I’m trying to pick up some pointers.”

Scott made an amused noise, giving him a lopsided grin. “You’re totally Angel.”

“What?” That was genuinely shocking. “Why the fuck do you say that?”

“Bad guy gone good? C’mon.”

“He’s the boyfriend. I’m not dating Roan.”

“Yeah, but he’s also the badass sidekick. Whenever Buffy’s hurt or something, he fills in. He’s the secondary badass. That’s you.”

“Well….” Okay, he couldn’t argue with that.

“Can I be Oz? I wanna be Oz,” Scott said. “For a short guy, he was kinda hot.”

“Yeah. But you’re not short. Or a werewolf.”

“Not for lack of trying.” After a moment, he scratched his head and asked, “Did they ever have a werecat?”

“I don’t think so. That’d be too sensitive. Hell, having a werewolf was edging up to the line.”

There was a very long moment of silence, during which Holden took another bite of pizza and washed it down with a gulp of gin and tonic (yeah, it was too early to be drinking, but he didn’t care), before Scott finally asked, “Why are you avoiding me?”

“I’m not avoiding you. It’s conference season.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’ve been busy.” This was kind of a lie. Yeah, there had been conferences, and he’d had clients attending some of these conferences, but mostly he’d been avoiding Scott. Holden wasn’t sure he wanted this. Oh sure, they were just fuck buddies, but even that seemed like too much of a commitment. He was starting to feel claustrophobic, uncomfortable, and it annoyed him to feel that way. Why did life have to be so fucking complicated? Was simplicity too much to ask for?

Scott was staring at him askance, but Holden kept his eyes on the television and didn’t acknowledge him. Finally Scott looked down at the plate and stole some more pizza. “You missed Roan’s DJ night.”

“Did I? Huh, I guess I did. How did it go?”

“Oh, it was fucking nuts. It was so loud and so weird it was hilarious. I think it threw the other team off big time. We won five to one. I got a hat trick.”

“That’s three goals, right?”

“Right. Roan’s a good-luck charm, man. I think even the coach is convinced now.”

Holden finally looked at him and frowned. “Roan hates that kind of shit. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, but you used to be a jock, so you know how superstitious we are. It’s a thing.”

“Still, that shit’s gonna piss him off sooner rather than later.”

It was Scott’s turn to frown at him, his dark eyebrows scrunching together. “Did I do something to piss you off?”

“Dropping by unannounced is kinda rude.”

“I tried to announce myself, but your phone is turned off. Which makes me wonder how you were getting any clients at all.”

“Separate phone.”

“Oh. So is that why you have two cell phones?”

Holden grimaced, wondering if anyone was that dumb, but before he made that bitchy comment he took a mental step back. Yeah, maybe he really didn’t get it; Holden’s world was not his own. Scott’s world was not Holden’s either—they were alien beings to one another who really shouldn’t have crossed each other’s orbits. They were like a flamingo and a chicken suddenly sharing the same cage. (Holden, of course, mentally cast himself as the flamingo. But Scott was a damn good-looking rooster.)

Scott was still staring at him. “You think I’m an idiot.”

“No,” he lied. “I’m just wondering what you want from me.”

“I don’t want anything from you.”

“Bullshit. Everybody wants something.”

Scott sat forward then, resting his elbows on his knees, gazing at Holden like he was a genuinely alien creature. “Wow. Has it ever occurred to you that I like you? I like being with you.”

“Why? Because you don’t have to lie to me the way you lie to everyone else?”

Scott scowled deeply, anger flashing through his eyes like lightning. “I haven’t lied to everyone. No one has ever asked me, ‘Hey, are you bi?’”

Holden snorted in disgust, all the while wondering why he was doing this. Not that this self-awareness stopped him at all. “Oh my God, are you really using semantics to justify it all? A sin of omission is still a lie, Scott, and you know it.”

His jaw set angrily, and for a brief moment Holden knew he really shouldn’t be pissing this guy off. Yeah, he seemed skinny enough to slip under a door, but lack of body fat wasn’t the same as lack of muscle, and on top of that, Scott was an experienced and accomplished fighter. He thought he could hold up well if it came down to fisticuffs between them, but there was no denying Scott had an edge he didn’t have, as well as some actual training in fighting. Most of what Holden knew was half-assed stuff he’d picked up along the way. As of late, he’d been getting lazy, because if he didn’t have a lion guy to depend on, he always had a gun.

Suddenly Scott sat back, anger draining away. “You’re picking a fight with me.”

“No,” he lied. But yes, of course he was. He was grumpy for no reason and taking it out on Scott. He didn’t want to see Scott; he wanted Scott to stay. Once again, he had no idea what he wanted. Scott seemed to fluster him, which he absolutely hated, and that’s exactly why he was trying to avoid him.

“What the fuck, Holden? Why? You’re not the passive-aggressive type, so just tell me what’s wrong.”

He glared at Scott, almost wanting to punch him. Maybe a fight wouldn’t be so bad, even if he did get the shit beaten out of him. “This is a joke, Scott. We’re wasting each other’s time. And why? What’s the point?”

“So that’s what this is about? Do you want more of a relationship or less of one?”

“I don’t want a relationship at all.”

Scott held his hands apart helplessly, almost smirking. “I didn’t think this was a relationship. We never go on dates. Well, hardly ever.”

“You don’t get it at all, do you?”

“No, I don’t. Explain it to me.”

Holden shook his head and stood up, gulping down the rest of his gin. He wasn’t drunk enough to deal with this. “Maybe you oughta go, Scott. I’m not up to this today.”

He attempted to walk by him, but Scott grabbed his arm and yanked him back down to the couch. Before he could protest, Scott kissed him.

Angrily, Holden shoved him back and briefly considered punching him before he grabbed Scott by his handsome, smug face, and kissed him aggressively, hard enough to crush his lips. He was kind of angry and wanted to hurt him, but by the way Scott seemed to be chuckling, he had a long way to go before he succeeded. Holden pinned him down to the couch with his body, attempting to overpower him, but Scott locked a leg around him, clearly taking it as a welcome challenge. Physically intimidating Scott with aggression was never going to work. Sometimes he seemed to find a good scrap a turn on.

Fine. Seemed like the right kind of afternoon for an angry fuck anyway. Holden would just have to pick another day to dump him.

 

 

BECAUSE
the likelihood of finding a vegetarian restaurant in this part of Yakima seemed unlikely, Roan and Dylan stopped at a Wendy’s, if only so Dyl could at least get a salad. Roan stuck to fries and a shake, just so he didn’t have to impose meat eating on Dylan.

He called Jessica and confirmed she took a ring and a necklace from her mother’s jewelry, but no more. He asked her if she noticed some jewelry missing from the box when she took the pieces. She thought about it a long time before admitting she wasn’t sure, but she thought the box was “light.”

Roan thought out loud by discussing options with Dyl, who was happy to play devil’s advocate. After a little poking, Roan finally admitted, “Shaw didn’t do this. I have no proof, I have nagging doubts that a good debater could poke holes in, but my gut is telling me Melinda wasn’t a victim of Shaw.”

Dylan speared lettuce with his fork, and not for the first time, Roan wondered how he could keep in such good shape eating so much roughage. “I trust you. But what did happen then?”

“Two possibilities. She was grabbed by someone else, someone else who just may have taken some of her jewelry.”

“A robbery turned kidnapping?”

“Something like that.”

“So what’s the other possibility?”

“She took off.”

Dylan paused, with the forkful of lettuce in front of his mouth. “Took off? You don’t mean from her attacker, do you?”

“No, I mean took off. Hit the reset button on her life and left, staging the scene perhaps in some belief that it would make her disappearance easier to take.”

“Wow. She was a young mother, Ro.”

“So? Men are more likely to leave, but women still do. Despite the narrative of society that everyone could and should be a parent, not everyone is actually cut out for it.”

“But… that’s a hell of a charge to level at anyone.”

“I agree. But that doesn’t negate the possibility.” He stole a fry while watching a doubtful frown settle on Dylan’s face. “Hon, you know we’re not the pair to draw to in the good parenting sweepstakes. Is this really the argument you want to make?”

“My mother was a great parent.” Dylan paused briefly. “Until my father murdered her.” He put his fork down and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, okay, fair point. Promise me that’s not your first theory.”

“I’ll go with kidnapping/robbery first. But look at the facts: Melinda took a week off from work and didn’t tell her husband, who had no idea she had taken any time off. Her jewelry is missing, and if you were going to abandon your life and start over, wouldn’t you be tempted to take some sentimental pieces with you? Also, consider the fact that there’s untraceable money right there if she decides to pawn them. And if no one notices they’re missing, no one’s going to put them on a watch list.”

After chewing his latest bite of lettuce, Dylan asked, “What about her car? If she walked away from the house, someone would have noticed at some point.”

“Agreed. So she walked the dirt path behind the house until she hit the main road, where she caught a cab, or….” Roan trailed off as something suddenly occurred to him. Oh, what an idiot he was. It had occurred to him earlier, but for some reason he’d dismissed it. Now here it was again, making more and more sense.

Dylan recognized the look on his face, because he raised an eyebrow at him. “What? What did you just figure out?”

“Maybe someone met her there and picked her up. Maybe she didn’t leave alone.”

There’s no way the cops would have checked that out, especially if it was a man who went missing. Men weren’t the targets of the North Hill Rapist.

Maybe Melinda was having an affair. And maybe she and her lover decided to make a break for it.

How in the hell was he going to tell Jessica this? Jesus Christ, he was going to have to think up a good lie until he could figure out if it was true or not.
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Frozen Zoo

 

ALTHOUGH
he hated to do it, Roan forced himself to call Gambol and ask about men who may have gone missing within a ten-mile radius of the Hall household, within a week on either side of her disappearance. Gambol, the smug bastard, knew he was fishing, and while he taunted him, he supposedly looked up the info. It was a big goose egg. So Roan expanded the parameters by twenty miles and an extra week, but that only called up an elderly, senile man who wandered away from his nursing home.

So if Melinda did run off with a lover, he wasn’t missing. He was a man who could pick up stakes and move on. Single, then, without a family he was also escaping from, a man who was able to start fresh whenever he wanted. Impossible to find, especially over this span of years.

He played hunch number two and asked about any robberies in the area around the time the North Hill Rapist was active. After some snickering, Gambol said robberies happened all the time and Roan should know that. Roan let him snicker, waiting for him to get to the actual facts. Yeah, there were a lot of robberies, no more than in any other year. Roan asked if there were any daylight burglaries, maybe thefts that were fixated on taking jewelry or expensive things, not televisions and stereos (also known as “the usual”).

That led somewhere. Apparently, over a month-and-a-half span, there was someone active that the cops called “the neatnik.” He was a burglar so neat and so flush with OCD (in hindsight) that it was sometimes impossible to tell he was there, leading to people reporting thefts days after he struck. He was meticulous about not making a mess or leaving evidence, although that last part was a guess because evidence was pretty much ruined if you didn’t report a crime scene at the house you lived in within hours of the crime.

He stole things that people didn’t seem to realize were missing until they looked for them: jewelry, a rare coin collection, an antique pistol, and some heirloom wedding silverware. He was active, as far as they could tell, for about a month and a half before seemingly falling off the face of the earth. Usually that meant the perp had gone to jail for some other reason, moved on, or died. He was active for possibly two weeks after Melinda’s disappearance. Interesting timing.

But that was probably all it was. The problem was, criminals rarely changed the type of criminal they were. Sure, a teen with violent tendencies could grow up to be a murderer, but the likelihood of a shoplifter growing up to be a murderer was slim. A sneak thief, one who seemed to go out of his way to avoid both mess and confrontation, was unlikely to suddenly become a kidnapper and a murderer. Would he kill someone who surprised him? It was hard to say without knowing who he was. But the problem with that scenario was you had to assume that, surprised, he killed Melinda and cleaned up almost the entire scene before anyone came home. But why would he clean up most of the scene but not all? To make it look like she ran? It went against his established habits as a neatnik, but may have followed what seemed to be his intelligence.

There was a lot of speculation and possibilities in each scenario, and that made Roan hate them all. While Dylan was still in the restaurant, Roan took a couple of painkillers because he was starting to get a headache. He wanted to blame the heat and the dust, both of which left a bad, almost metallic, taste in his mouth. He suddenly wondered how he could taste heat, how a temperature could have a flavor, but he quickly thought about the Melinda Hall case instead. This was a loose tooth he was going to worry until it fell out.

He felt vaguely guilty that he took the pills. Dyl had complimented him the other day, saying he knew it was hard but he appreciated that Roan had tapered off on the pills. Dylan knew no drugs was a pipe dream, at least as long as transformations and partial transformations hurt, but he appreciated Roan going from a bottle of pills a day to a half bottle. Roan wasn’t sure he’d tapered off that much, but he wasn’t going to disabuse Dylan of a lie that made Roan look good. Roan imagined his tolerance was simply growing, which was actually a worrisome development. But, again, he wasn’t going to think about that right now.

When Dylan came out to the car and got in the passenger side, he asked, “So what are we doing, detective?”

Roan sighed. “No idea. The only thing I can think to do is go back to Harvey’s place and search for any clues Melinda left behind. Think you’re up to searching a garage with me?”

Dylan stared at him a moment, as if trying to judge whether or not he was kidding. “You take me to the nicest places.”

“First class with me all the way, baby,” he replied sarcastically.

He hated going back to Harvey’s house, but maybe he’d missed something. He couldn’t risk going back to Seattle without turning every damn thing upside down. As it stood now, he could tell Jessica her mother probably wasn’t a victim of Shaw, but he couldn’t tell her what had happened. Roan attempted to call Harvey, but he didn’t answer his phone. Roan didn’t really expect him to.

Before approaching the door, Roan briefed Dylan on what to expect. Harvey answered the door looking much the same as before, but now he was holding a can of Miller and smelled of corn chips. “You again,” he said, without any inflection whatsoever. He could have been happy or upset, but he just seemed bored.

“This is my assistant, Dylan Harlow. If it’s okay with you, we’d like to do a more thorough search of the garage.”

Harvey shrugged. Dylan held out his hand for him to shake, but Harvey had already turned away, walking back into his house. Dylan glanced at him and mouthed the word, “Assistant?” Roan shrugged like Harvey and made his way back into the house. Harvey didn’t need to know Dylan was his husband. It was weird to think he’d bring his husband to Harvey’s house anyway. Roan was a horrible date.

Once they were safely behind the closed door of the garage, Dylan asked, “Should we call Social Services?”

“What, for Harvey? What are they gonna do? He’s a grown man who’s never been diagnosed incompetent, and the mess isn’t so bad that it’s verging on health hazard. Yet. There’s nothing they can do. Grief is not considered a mental health problem.”

“It should, in some cases,” Dylan replied, running a hand through his hair. He then looked around at the haphazard, musty garage and scowled. “Fucking hell, Ro. You can’t mean to search all this.”

“I know what I already searched. We just need to do the rest. Between us, it shouldn’t take too much time.”

“What are we looking for?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will we know it when we find it?”

“I don’t know.”

Dylan turned his scowl on him. “Hon, are you going to make me say it?”

Roan sighed wearily. “I know. This isn’t even a long shot, but I have to make sure I haven’t left a stone unturned. Otherwise I’m going back to Jessica and telling her I know nothing when I could have known something. I don’t want to live with that if I don’t have to.”

He knew the guilt angle would work on Dylan because he was a soft touch, and it did. His shoulders sagged and all the fight seemed to go out of him. “Fine. Tell me where to start.”

Roan put Dyl to work on the far side of the garage, where the containers and boxes were stacked up neater, while Roan got to work on the messier side. Once they started, Dylan asked, “Do you think there’s mice in here?”

“There were, but I scared them off.”

“How?”

“My scent. I smell as much cat to them as human, and animals traditionally don’t like that. I’m wrong, they know it, so they leave.”

“You’re not wrong,” Dylan argued. “You’re just….”

“Differently scented?”

Dyl threw a green plastic lid in his direction. It whirled like a top-heavy Frisbee before it hit a box and clattered to the floor. “Don’t, Roan. I’m tired of you putting yourself down.”

“I’m not putting myself down. I’m being honest.”

“Looking harshly at something can be its own kind of lie,” Dylan said, glancing into the plastic container.

That seemed like an interesting way to put it. It was probably true as well. Roan decided to keep that in mind.

They had a system. Anything that looked vaguely strange or kind of unusual was set aside; everything else was put in the box and set against the wall. It was always fun looking for something that you weren’t sure existed and weren’t sure you could identify even if you saw it. It was a hell of a way to kill an afternoon. Roan honestly didn’t think it would add up to much, and it didn’t. They found a few wedding presents, a candle gift set that had never been opened, a box of ammunition (shotgun shells, which seemed really odd), some kind of weirdass sculpture eaten by mice until it wasn’t clear what it was originally, and a strange knife. The knife looked ornamental, like some kind of Japanese martial arts short sword in a red-embossed scabbard, and the layer of dust it had acquired seemed to suggest it wasn’t an object of great import, either decoratively or in a sentimental fashion. It almost looked like a type of thing you’d find hanging on the wall of a sushi restaurant that would give you food poisoning. “Maybe someone has some martial arts training,” Dylan suggested. “It almost seems like a clueless gift from a relative.”

“Did Harvey look like a Judo expert to you?”

“No, of course not. But what about Melinda or Jessica? Couldn’t they have taken some classes?”

That was possible, especially if Jessica hadn’t been in a wheelchair all her life, which, in retrospect, she hadn’t been. This house wasn’t handicap accessible in any respect, and while this was a one-level home, the front porch did have steps instead of a ramp. That also explained why Jessica had no idea how bad her father truly was—she probably didn’t visit him at home, but he came to see her in Seattle. It probably made it easier for Harvey to wallow in peace.

Ultimately, none of this helped them, not until they got more information (if that was even possible), and while they put everything back in an available box, Roan waited for Dyl to turn away before sneaking the knife into his pants and pulling out his shirt to cover it up. It may not be important, and if so he’d find some way to anonymously return it. But right now it was the weirdest thing he’d found in the house.

On their way out the door, Roan stopped to thank Harvey for his patience. He was back in his ass groove on the sofa, with a beer and a bag of Fritos, now watching some entertainment news show. He barely grunted an acknowledgement. “Not to be indelicate, but how was your marriage when Melinda disappeared?”

Harvey’s eyes slid over to him, and his glare could have melted steel. “What?”

“Do you think she was maybe having an—”

“Thanks very much for your time, Mr. Hall,” Dylan interrupted, physically shoving him toward the door. “We shouldn’t bother you anymore.”

Roan could have stopped himself, but he let Dyl shove him out the door, as obviously Dylan thought Roan had crossed a line. As soon as they were outside, the door between them and Harvey, Dylan gave him a blistering look. “What the hell, Roan?”

“I had to ask. It’s relevant to the investigation.”

“I don’t care how relevant it is. He’s in a severely depressive state. Making him think about such things could push him over the edge.”

Roan wanted to say he was already dying, and it was unlikely that he’d commit suicide now, but Dylan was already deeply appalled at Harvey’s living conditions. Such an admission would probably push Dylan over the edge. He hadn’t been with Roan long enough to be inured to such things as basic human empathy, or resigned to the knowledge that you couldn’t save everybody, no matter how hard you tried. Roan was kind of touched by this quality of Dylan’s, even though it annoyed him much of the time. Did this poor man realize he would eventually lose the battle to keep Roan human? Roan felt slightly less human every day. But he clung to Dylan like he could save him when he knew he couldn’t. After all, some people just couldn’t be saved.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Roan finally said. He dug his sunglasses out of his weather-inappropriate jacket and slipped them over his eyes. “I think the heat is giving me a headache.”

“Pussy,” Dylan teased with a small smile.

“Hey, watch it. That could be considered hate speech,” he replied sarcastically. But while he kept it off his face, something had just occurred to Roan. Dylan had said depressed, not grieving, and while they were supposedly interchangeable, they really weren’t. And since he and Dyl were both well acquainted with the horrible borders of grief, you’d think they could tell the difference. Which was why Roan suddenly thought Dylan was wrong. Harvey wasn’t depressed, but he wasn’t grieving either. Roan had been projecting there.

Harvey was brooding. The question was, why?
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Tired Climb

 

THE
return trip to Seattle was uneventful, and by the time they were back at Sea-Tac, they were tired and just wanted to go home and sleep. It was kind of a shame because it was their first night home.

Their home. As in not a place they were borrowing, but the place Roan actually owned. The fence was done, slightly ahead of schedule, and surely Grey was responsible for that. Not only did he have money to throw at the job, but personally he was so intimidating he could make a whole team of guys want to appease him.

Not a lot of channels showed hockey, so Roan tried to keep up with Tank and Grey through online highlights. What he had learned was Tank was becoming a fan favorite (no shock there), while Grey had been in the NHL a short time, but his reputation had clearly preceded him. The last game clip Roan saw, there was a minor scrum, and one player was upset about what he considered an uncalled penalty. He told a reporter after the game that he was willing to fight anyone in a Flyers uniform “except Williams.” Which was why it was funny that the first guy to grab the player and restrain him was Grey. There was no mike on them, but Roan could read lips well enough to know Grey, upon grabbing him, had asked, “You really wanna do this?”

The other guy was faced away, so Roan didn’t know what he said, but he assumed it was something along the lines of “Please God, no, for all that is holy don’t murder me in front of live TV cameras.” There was no fight; Grey just smiled and held the guy pinned so he couldn’t join the scrum of players pushing and shoving and cussing at each other. Somehow, Grey smiling happily was even more unnerving than if he’d snarled or joined the curse fest. But that might have been because Roan knew exactly why he was smiling—Grey knew, in his heart of hearts, he could dismember and eat this guy within about five seconds. Given enough time, he could kill each and every member of the opposing team and have time to start on the staff before police could intervene. If Grey were a genuine psychopath, most of the world would be in trouble.

He and Dylan were so tired that they barely bothered to turn on any lights. They just went upstairs and collapsed into bed. Roan found himself almost instantly soothed by the comforting smell of his home, and he had the best sleep he’d had in some time.

The ringing phone woke him up, but he tried to ignore it and went back to sleep. But the phone rang again shortly after, and Dylan nudged him and muttered, “Either answer it or turn the ringer off.”

“How do you know it’s for me?”

“’Cause it’s always for you.”

Roan wanted to protest; it was only for him 90 percent of the time, but that seemed petty. Besides, he was too tired to argue. The sun was up, those damn birds who made nests in his eaves were singing loudly, and he was back in his house. He shouldn’t waste it by sleeping, even if it was preferable to thinking about this case. So he got up, yawning, and turned the ringer off on the phone before visiting the bathroom and taking a nice long shower. It was good to be back.

He went downstairs with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist, happy to drip on his own carpet, and tried to decide what he wanted for breakfast. It turned out to be a simple affair, as there was almost nothing in the cabinets, which was also true of the fridge, save for some frozen dinners coated in a fine layer of ice. So his choices for breakfast were possibly freezer-burned dinners, a can of soup, or a can of Diet Pepsi.

Roan was hungry, so he opened a can of soup, poured it in a pot, and put it on the stove to heat up as he wandered to the window to look out at the new fence surrounding his home. It was nearly eight feet tall, and it was wrought iron, which wasn’t what he initially ordered, but that was Grey again. He was no longer here to play occasional backup bodyguard, so he got a metal equivalent, a bit taller but not as heavy as him. It was attractive in a Gothic sort of way, and it allowed Roan a view of the road, but he hated it. It felt like a cage, a bigger version of the smaller one still tucked away in the basement, and he felt a free-floating rage toward the fanatical idiots who were forcing him to live like this. How fair was it that he had to live in a cage because they wanted to kill him?

No, strike that. The cage wasn’t for him; it was for Dylan. It was to protect him. The cowards were free to take him on anytime, anywhere, because if they wanted to kill the freak, fine. They were going to face the freak, then, unbridled and perfectly free of humanity. They thought they could take the lion, but that only meant they didn’t actually know it at all. Something could stop it, but not them, never them.

He shook his head and walked back to the machine, checking to see who’d called. It was a number he didn’t recognize, and playing the message, things didn’t get much clearer. “Hello. Mr. McKichan? This is Timothy O’Hara from Congressman Jack Brooks’s office. We were wondering if you could call back as soon as possible? We’d like to invite you to a hearing on issues facing infecteds.” He then rattled off the number visible on his caller ID, and Roan wondered what kind of sick joke this was. A quick reverse directory search confirmed this was indeed the number to Brooks’s office. What the fuck…? Really?

If there was a congressional hearing on infecteds, he wanted no part of it. Mainly because he’d be too fucking angry. Sure, the bill to register all infecteds died in committee, but over half of those bloated old white men in the congressional gallery believed he was subhuman because he was infected or because he was gay (or both). He’d love to bolt those doors and show them what subhuman was really like, except the resulting carnage would just prove their point, or so they would think. Really, it would just prove Roan had no patience at all.

He erased the message. If the guy called back, he’d tell him to find another, more photogenic and media-friendly infected to parade around the C-SPAN cameras. He wasn’t very good at being diplomatic, which was probably the understatement of the year. He was curious what kind of fuck-over Congress was working on, what would be inflicted on infecteds now, but he supposed he’d find out.

As he stirred the now boiling soup, Roan wondered if he should be so cynical; maybe Congress was finally going to do something good for the infecteds, but as he retreated to the couch with the still warm pan, he decided that was just the ghost of Paris infesting his consciousness. The normals had never gone out of their way to help infecteds, and they weren’t about to start now.

He knew he should have poured the soup in a bowl, but he was down here alone and really didn’t care. Hell, he was only wearing a towel. Why was he going to stand on ceremony now?

Roan put the pan on the arm of the couch and turned on the TV, deliberately switching it to some quickly cancelled series now showing on the Syfy channel so he could fill his head with noise. Still, as he ate the meaty, salty soup, which was still pretty good, his mind wandered back to the case. He was going to have to drop it. He didn’t want to, but he hadn’t turned up any avenues he could explore. He’d hit a wall. He was trying hard to think his way around it, but he couldn’t. This was where the story ended, no matter the fact that it was an unsatisfying ending for everyone involved.

All he found out was Shaw didn’t kidnap and kill Jessica’s mother. But he couldn’t tell her who did, or why, or what happened to her. He didn’t know. He could guess, but no guess seemed any more plausible than another. There was still that decorative knife upstairs, wrapped up in his shirt, but he had no idea where he could get info on it or if that would lead anywhere. He couldn’t continue taking her money for a lost cause, not in good conscience. He was going to have to let her go.

The phone rang again as Roan finished his soup, and he wondered if it was this O’Hara clown again. He decided to pick up, mainly so he could tell the guy no, and maybe he should get a better job. But it was a good thing he didn’t lead with “Please, fuck off,” because it wasn’t Brooks’s office on the phone. “Where the fuck have you been?” Rosenberg snapped.

“Good morning to you too, sunshine,” he replied.

“Can the bullshit. You blew off an appointment with me.”

“I never.” He paused briefly. “Okay, once or twice.”

“More than that, you bastard. You were supposed to see me Thursday.”

“Was I? I’m sorry, I forgot.”

“Don’t try this shit with me. You know goddamn well this is important. We couldn’t remove all the tumors, and that’s setting aside the problem that the lion came out and your body didn’t shift at all. We need to find out how that happened.”

Roan sighed wearily. If he said he didn’t care, it wasn’t going to go over well, was it? “I thought you said the virus was evolving.”

“Yes, but I need to confirm that. It’s just a hypothesis that could be as wrong as blaming it on human growth hormones.”

“You took several quarts of my blood. Isn’t that enough?”

“No. I need you too.”

“No you don’t. The way I bitch, you’re better off without me.”

He knew that would get her, and it did. She let out an exasperated sigh, and while she held the phone away, it wasn’t far enough away that Roan couldn’t hear it. “If I could do it without you, you putz, I wouldn’t be calling, believe me.”

Roan sat forward and rubbed his eyes. He really wanted codeine. “I’m on a case right now that’s kicking my ass. I’ll be in another time.”

“You’re always on a case that’s kicking your ass. This is your passive-aggressive way of avoiding the issue.”

“No, it’s my direct way of avoiding it. I’ll come in soon.”

“Before it happens again?”

She didn’t need to specify the “it,” as that was quite obvious. “It hasn’t, it won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“As long as I don’t end up comatose again, it won’t.”

Once more, he was treated to her exasperated sigh and a sound like someone tapping something against wood. A pen? Her fingernail? A small stuffed effigy of him that she was about to light on fire? “You don’t know that. You don’t know any more about this than I do. If this happens again and you hurt someone or someone’s property, there’s no legal precedent for this. No one’s ever heard of a lion in a man’s body. They’d charge you as a human, not a transformed infected, and when news got out about it, I can’t even imagine the shitstorm that would result. You’ve been lucky so far, but luck runs out. How much are you willing to risk, Roan?”

He had a dark remark ready to fly, but the meaning of her words sank in and made him hold his tongue. She was referring to a lot of different things, ranging from his freedom and Dylan, to himself, and to every infected everywhere. He knew the lion was getting gutsier about coming out. What about staying out? Was he a hundred percent sure he could shove the genie back in the bottle? There had been too many close calls for Roan to bet on that. He so didn’t want to think about this right now. He rubbed his eyes, wanting more than anything to go back to bed. “I get it, okay? But I—”

There was a knock at the door, which startled him. Who could that possibly be? The gate was locked to keep people out… unless he forgot to lock the gate. Had he? Yeah, come to think of it, he may have just closed the gate. Man, humans were always the weak link in the security chain, weren’t they? “Look, I have to go. I’ll call you back, okay?”

From the way she took a breath, he knew she wasn’t happy. “Don’t you dare, you fucking bastard.”

“I’m not making this up. I think I may have a security breach. I’ll hafta get back to you.” He hung up on her continuing to curse at him. In other words, what he usually did. Did she ever tire of cursing at him?

Walking to the door, he realized he was only wearing a towel, and then figured that might actually be a point in his favor. Most of the people who wanted to kill him would be unnerved by a mostly naked gay man wanting to fight. It’d give him another edge, one he probably didn’t need. He was like a knife solely made out of edges, with no handle to grab onto.

He glanced through the peephole and saw an average-size, slightly round woman with Crayon-brown hair and cornflower-blue eyes, wearing a loose lavender dress and a dark-blue raincoat, even though it was nice and sunny. She had a plain, open face that made him think of a small-town librarian. Killer? No, he wasn’t getting that sense from her, but crazy people could surprise you.

He opened the door and glared out at her. “If you’re recruiting for the Baptists, Mormons, or Jehovah’s Witnesses, let me save you time by letting you know you couldn’t have picked a more wrong house.”

Her eyes widened slightly as she looked him up and down, suddenly aware he was wearing nothing from the waist down besides a red bath towel, and her eyes seemed to get stuck on some of his tattoos. “Um, uh, no, that’s not why I’m here—”

Roan could smell a lion on the wind, and since the wind was so faint, he knew who was responsible for it. He looked back at the woman and said, “You’re from Divine Transformation, aren’t you?” His hackles wanted to rise, and he had to swallow a growl. Funny how territorial his lion could get about other lions.

“Yes, I’m Kara Waltham. I’m the new leader of the church,” she said, her eyes drifting around his chest. Trying to figure out what that tat was? After he let the moment hang, she realized he’d caught her staring and said, “I didn’t realize you had so many tattoos.”

“I feel naked without fur, so graffiti has to do. What are you here for? Is this a declaration of war, of peace, or a suggestion that we should avoid each other like exes at a dinner party?”

She blinked at him, slightly overwhelmed at his words. “Um, uh, I thought we should meet. I know the history between you and our church has been… checkered, but—”

Roan tuned her out as she launched into an earnest but clichéd speech about them all needing to be allies, blah blah blah. So she wanted to live in peace with him. Fine. He wondered how long she’d last. The church had been unable to hold on to a leader for long since Eli, and he couldn’t help but wonder why. Obviously you needed to have a special mix of megalomaniacal tendencies and charisma to hold a cult for any length of time. Of course, it was his fault Campanelli was missing and presumed dead, but he wasn’t admitting that.

Her eyes kept scouring his tattoos as she talked, and Roan looked beyond her to the street. She drove a dented Ford Focus that looked like it was held together with chewing gum and duct tape. Roan hoped it worked long enough to get her out of here.

As soon as she was done talking, he said, “Don’t start an infected fight club and gambling emporium, don’t sell deadly drugs, and don’t try and hurt my husband, and we’ll be good, okay?”

She gave him that wide-eyed, startled-deer look. Was she unaware of the illustrious histories of her predecessors? “I-I wouldn’t do that.”

“Good.” Suddenly he had a wicked idea. “Hey, how would you like to talk to Congressman Brooks about getting a seat at a hearing on infecteds?”

He just continued to startle her, and Roan almost felt bad about it. How long would this mild-mannered woman last as cult leader before she was overthrown? Two days, three?

“What? Are you serious?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He retreated inside the house and retrieved the scrap of paper he’d written Brooks’s phone number on for the reverse directory search. He returned to the doorway and handed it to her. “Tell him I gave you the number.” That ought to teach Brooks’s office to call him at home.

“What’s the hearing about? When is it?”

“No idea. I was just invited, and I couldn’t care less. So, thanks for dropping by. I’ll try not to darken your doorway or towels ever again. Please close the gate after you. Thanks, bye.”

“Um, okay—” she replied, as he closed the door. He didn’t mean to be rude, but… yeah, okay, he did. He was sorry she’d decided to be the leader for one of the most unstable cults out there, but she made the decision. Why, he had no idea, but he had to assume it was bad parenting.

“Is the whole world looking for you today?” Dylan asked from the top of the stairs. He looked sleepy and mussed, and wearing nothing but black boxer briefs, he looked casually sexy. It helped that he had that lovely toned chest that earned him tips by the handful.

“I know. I feel busier than Charlie Sheen in a whorehouse.”

Dylan grimaced sourly. “Let me have my tea first. Jesus, don’t make me think about hets now.”

Roan climbed the stairs and took Dylan into his arms, enjoying his sleep-warmed skin against his and the solidity of his muscles. Dyl snuggled against him, burying his face in the side of his neck, and they stood like that for a minute, alone together. In quiet moments like this, they could almost pretend they were normal people with normal lives. Finally, Dylan said, “It’s good to be home. I just wish you had an unlisted number.”

“I wish I had an unlisted life,” he admitted. Roan pondered this a moment. He liked being alone—he thought he preferred it—but he wasn’t very good at it. Lions were relatively social cats, weren’t they? They had big family units and sometimes hunted in packs. Maybe that was why, in spite of his best efforts, he was—as Holden had once sneered at him—a serial monogamist. He needed someone to fill his empty spaces and keep him from feeling like the lion was all he had. “You know, it’s still kind of early. We could go back to bed,” Roan suggested.

“We could. I don’t have to show up for work until tomorrow.” Dylan then looked at him with a serious frown. “But you hit the mouthwash before you kiss me. You smell like beef stew.”

“It was soup!”

Dylan stepped back, shaking his head. “All that sodium. You’re just asking for trouble.”

“I ain’t afraid of no salt,” he replied in his best macho voice, watching Dylan walk back down the hall to the bedroom. As if on cue, the phone downstairs started to ring again.

Yeah, fuck it. He was going back to bed. The world was just going to have to cope without him a little while longer.
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It’s Getting Boring By The Sea

 

ROAN’S
minivacation from life ended before noon, when Seb called and told him he was needed at a shooting gallery downtown, near the waterfront. Someone had transformed inside it, sending the conscious junkies running. Or at least stumbling, possibly shambling and staggering.

He hurried to throw on some clothes and get down there, taking the motorcycle for speed, but it turned out he needn’t have hurried. Roan knew from the smell inside the shooting gallery that the cat was dying. Not that it was easy to tell, as the stench of unwashed bodies, unflushed toilets, and general human misery—it also included a taint of blood that made him want to growl—was overwhelming.

He could smell a hint of cat blood, too, which led him to the room where the cat was hiding out. It was a compact female panther that couldn’t even make a responding noise to him when he roared. He found her lying on her side, laboring to breathe, unable to stand or even work up a half-decent growl. Roan sat on the filthy floor beside her, and while she followed him with her golden eyes, she couldn’t move her head.

He knew the story before he put a hand on her heaving side and felt her overly radiant body heat, sweaty fur, and erratically pounding heart beneath her visible ribcage. She had probably come here to shoot up one last time and die, but it didn’t work. It was possible the drugs even helped cushion her body, letting her go through one more transformation. But the problem was, this was it. She wasn’t strong enough to transition back; she’d die shortly after it started, and possibly wouldn’t be recognizable as either human or cat.

Of course, Seb had given him a drug gun before he came inside, and Roan looked at it before deciding what to do. Didn’t he know all along? There was no way the cat could survive such a heavy dose of sedatives, not with its physical frailty. It was a peaceful death, though, quiet.

He petted her before shooting the tranquilizer dart into her flank. She barely registered it, and he sat with her until her thready heart finally stopped. He stayed there for a moment, wondering when the dying stopped. Only when he was dead, then he’d never notice.

Outside the shooting gallery/crack den/whatever the hell it was, he told Seb he’d sedated the cat only to have her drop dead on him. That wasn’t unusual, and there was no witness to say he actually mercy killed her, so Seb accepted that without comment. The chance a cat would die during sedation was about 35 percent anyway; it was always a crapshoot.

Roan felt strange, kind of out of it, a feeling that was made worse by the fact that he had already agreed to meet Jessica at a café downtown. He continued to feel out of sorts and disconnected even as he told her he didn’t think Shaw had killed her mother, but he honestly couldn’t say what happened to her. Jessica seemed willing to pay him in spite of her just throwing good money away, but he finally convinced her the case was too old and there wasn’t anything to find. He promised her he’d be willing to reopen the case if there were any changes, but that was the best he could do.

After lunch, Roan sat watching the street and finally realized what his problem was: he felt like a failure. As a detective, as whatever the hell he was for the cops… all of it. He knew it was probably self-pity, but he still wanted to drink until he forgot what day it was. He allowed himself one beer and then forced himself to get going because he had some grocery shopping to do. As much as he wanted to wallow, life went on, whether he wanted it to or not.

And maybe it was time to think about retiring.

 

 

Two Weeks Later

 

ROAN
found himself wondering if Dylan was actually flirting with the guy, or if it was just a gush fest. It would help if he knew if the guy in question was gay or not.

He honestly couldn’t tell. His gaydar was being thrown off by the fact that the guy was so very European that Roan was half-convinced he was making his accent worse than it actually was to piss off some of the crew. His name, Fabien Abello, wasn’t helping matters either.

Of course, Dylan convinced him to do the photo shoot for Culture Shock magazine, and of course he also came along, to a downtown loft that had been repurposed with a rice paper scrim, some sheets, a couple of lights, and a reflector into an ad hoc photo studio. Fabien could have used a genuine photo studio but preferred his method, as it made it more “real.”

That was Fabien’s favorite word, “real,” aside from the occasional French cussword. He told Roan he loved how “real” his wardrobe was (boots, jeans, These Arms Are Snakes T-shirt), how “real” he seemed, how “real” his haircut was. (Was that a backhanded compliment? Roan sensed it was.) Fabien was average height but slightly below weight, perhaps fashionably skinny, with short black hair that seemed to have an overabundance of bangs in the front, which seemed rather emo of him. He had strong features, and his nose was slightly too large for his face, which actually had the counterintuitive effect of making him seem more handsome. The flaw made the diamond, or whatever that bullshit phrase was.

Fabien’s crew laughed when Roan flipped off the camera, but all Fabien said was, “That’s so real! Love it!” Roan had the almost undeniable urge to point out that everything happening was technically real and bludgeon him to death with a tripod, but he didn’t need that captured on film for the court to view.

While Fabien was switching cameras, Dylan talked Roan into pulling up his left sleeve so he could see how the tattoo came out. The tattoo Dylan had designed was kind of intricate, and coloring was key. It was a starburst design with a cat’s eye shape in the middle. If you looked at it the right way, it appeared that the skin had been torn away and a cat’s eye was staring out. Creepy, eerie, and appropriate. It took two days to tattoo, and Roan took off the covering bandage right before the shoot. Roan thought it came out pretty well, and Dylan approved, but then Fabien noticed them and said, “Taking off your shirt? Very punk rock.”

Well thank God he didn’t say “real,” even though saying something was “punk rock” felt oddly patronizing. Still, this led to Roan doing the next round of photos shirtless, still flipping off the camera, and Fabien was almost apoplectic with ecstasy. Roan had to admit that he felt like Iggy Pop… well, before he got old and really scary looking. Dylan stood off to the side, out of camera range, smiling and occasionally shaking his head. Roan seemed to bring out the odd combination of shame and admiration in Dyl in equal measure.

But Roan had to admit, if only to himself, that he did it really just to pull Dylan’s focus from Fabien to him. Dyl loved Fabien and seemed to know of his work, while Fabien clearly loved the praise. Fabien didn’t flirt back, but he did encourage Dylan’s continuing attention, and Roan was starting to really loathe this guy.

Once he was finally done taking photos, and Roan could put on his shirt again and grab his coat from the chair he’d left it on, he found himself wondering if he’d have to peel Dylan off of Fabien with a spatula. But finally Dylan took the hint and said goodbye, trading business cards with the guy.

In the car on the way home, Dylan seemed to realize Roan was not terribly happy, and after trying to figure out why for a minute, Dylan gasped and said, “You’re jealous!”

“No,” he lied, gripping the steering wheel tightly.

Dylan snuggled as close to him as the seatbelt allowed, resting his head on his shoulder and his hand on his thigh as he continued to grin in total self-satisfaction. “C’mon, I’m flattered. Besides, you’ll have to remember this so you’re sympathetic when I get jealous after the magazine comes out.”

“Why would that happen?”

Dylan scoffed in disbelief. “Because you’re a damn sexy motherfucker, that’s why. You’re gonna get fan mail once everyone gets a glimpse of you shirtless.”

Was he being mocked? He didn’t think so, if only because Dylan wasn’t like that, but it still sounded that way. “What? Are you kidding? I’ve never had six pack abs in my life.”

“You don’t need them. Besides, I think they’re overrated.”

“Says the guy who’s had them.”

“Yeah, but they’re too much work. Besides, I’m in a stable relationship, and that’s when you let yourself go.”

Roan gave him a sarcastic smile in the rearview mirror. “I never needed that excuse.”

Dylan slapped his leg. “Are you really that blind to yourself? What do you see in the mirror: the lion?”

What an odd question. He actually had to think about that a moment. “No, it’s just… I don’t think I’m my type.”

“Ha. I’m not sure type applies to a guy with a supernatural amount of pheromones.”

“Pheromones don’t translate through photos.”

“No, but your general foxiness does.”

Roan shook his head, not about to admit he enjoyed the ego stroking. But he did.

The traffic was typical Seattle, which meant it would have been faster to get out and walk, but he was in no hurry to get home. He’d been enjoying his unofficial vacation a great deal, probably too much. The only detective job he’d taken in all this time was a single cheating husband case, and that was so easy and boring it hardly counted. Follow the guy to the Lotus Room, take pictures, slip “Madame Jade” a twenty to confirm the guy was a regular and always got the happy ending special, and the case was over. It seemed vaguely evil to even charge for it. He knew he wouldn’t be able to make a living that way, but he had options. Not only was the job offer from Dennis’s firm on the table, but Phil had offered him a spot in his roster of investigators/security personnel. There was some kind of tech expo coming up, and Phil brought him onboard as a “floater,” secret floor security, although Phil was worried Roan was “too much of a celebrity” to be an effective member of secret security. That made Roan laugh, as he was hardly a celebrity, but Phil argued that locally, he kind of was. Still, Phil was going to give him a shot on the floor. If he was too recognized, he’d be moved to the obvious security group. Roan honestly doubted that any of the Microsoft or Apple geeks had any clue who the fuck he was, even if they did live in Redmond.

Seb thought he was taking a break for health reasons, so the cops were only calling him in on true emergencies, where life was in obvious danger and the SWAT was too far out. Therefore he’d barely been called at all, and couldn’t be happier about that fact. Roan was failing less people that he knew about, so it was like he’d had a weight lifted off of him. He was responsible only for himself, and that was a great relief. Yes, he felt guilty, but that didn’t stop him from feeling like he could breathe again. He hadn’t even taken as many painkillers as usual.

But it was selfish and wrong, and he knew it couldn’t last forever. It shouldn’t last forever. He needed to stop making this his life and find a way to depersonalize all of it, to step back and not take it so hard. But how did you do that? He could see putting distance between him and the job, helping clients, but trying to save infecteds? That was so much harder. Hell no, that was impossible. He was them, as much as they were him. They were all in the same boat, even if they were technically more human than Roan was.

When Brooks’s aide finally got a hold of him, he almost told the perky little boy just that. Instead, Roan pointed out he would be horrible for any case they were trying to make: he originally left the police department under suspicion of police brutality, he had no patience for ignorant fuckwits (of which there were sure to be many), he had a potty mouth, and his sense of humor could be perverse and might not be appreciated by some. Most. He couldn’t promise to be serious, mainly because when things got absurd—and as this was a congressional hearing, they would—Roan had to make jokes or he was going to start laughing, just because it would strike him as silly. But he did one good thing—he set young Tim on Doctor Rosenberg. Why have an infected (who could, worst-case scenario, reveal his true inhumanity on camera) when you could have the preeminent medical authority on infecteds there instead? Of course, Rosenberg was still a potty mouth with little patience for idiots, but they would have to find that out for themselves. Besides, Betty White proved America just loved little old ladies with dirty mouths.

At an intersection, while they were idling at a red light, Roan got the first sense something was wrong. It was people running, which wasn’t typical for a Seattle sidewalk, even on a blustery, rainy day like this. He knew this was bad, but when he saw the big leopard, he knew things had gotten so much worse. “Shit, take the wheel,” he said, quickly releasing his seat belt and getting out of the car.

“Ro—” Dylan replied, alarmed, but if he said anything after that, Roan didn’t hear it. He was already cutting through traffic, sliding over car hoods in an effort to reach the sidewalk as rain doused him to the bone.

He cut through the people fleeing the other way, and as soon as he saw the leopard had gotten over its bewilderment and targeted someone, Roan let out a fierce roar, straight from his diaphragm. It was like vomiting sound, something that seemed too big and too alien to come out of him, and yet did. In fact, it did all the time. He could almost feel his skin stretching around the sound, his bones creaking under the strain of it, and people near him scattered. They fell away like the sound was a plow that shoved them aside, all but the leopard that now fixated on him. It roared back, or at least tried, but it was more like a throaty squall. Lions and tigers really roared; the other cats simply tried.

The leopard charged him, but it was a fake and he knew it, so he lunged toward it as well, stomping his foot on the sidewalk. The leopard paused, its ears flattened down against its head. It must have been a big man; it was a sizable cat, almost three hundred pounds, a bit over six feet in length, a sort of oaken color with irregular splotches of black shaped like mutant doughnuts. It would be a bastard for most, even for him, but he still wasn’t scared of it.

The leopard snarled, but it didn’t advance further. It was probably pissed off due to the rain—Roan was no fan either—but it wasn’t stupid. A homeless man across the street added to the general chaos by starting to randomly shout at the top of his lungs, “Satan! Satan!” Was he talking about the leopard or him? Maybe it was unrelated, and he was simply shouting back at a voice in his head.

Roan had to stare the leopard down, snarling and growling until his mouth filled with blood, but finally he backed it up against a wall, where its choices were limited to attacking him or trying to run around him, neither of which would succeed. It was under control.

Which was why the gunshot startled him, made him jump as blood exploded out the side of the leopard’s stomach, and Roan had already turned toward the sound before the leopard even hit the mica-flecked asphalt. Roan found himself facing a beat cop, some wet behind the ears kid who couldn’t have been older than twenty-four, with a flushed, round face beneath his plastic-wrapped cop hat, both hands on his service revolver and his arms trembling in fear. The fear coming off him was so rank Roan could almost see it in the air, like a pale yellow fog. “What the fuck did you do that for?” Roan exclaimed. Only, no, he didn’t. He meant to. But he was so furious the words dissolved into a roar, and the little boy cop’s eyes got as big and round as Oreos.

“Hey!” his partner yelled, getting out of the black-and-white parked down the street and pulling her own service revolver. She was older than the rookie but smaller, her eyes hidden behind pointless shades. She sighted down the barrel at Roan. “Back off!”

“Satan!” the homeless man kept shouting as another cop car screeched up to the curb. The smell of fear was so intoxicating that Roan found himself salivating as well as snarling. It would be so easy to tear this motherfucker to pieces, long before his partner could do a damn thing about it.

More cops surrounded him, all with weapons drawn. Roan could feel the barrels sighted on him, the pressure like eyes gazing at him, and he turned to snarl at them all. He could take them all, he knew it, and the lion was itching to try. The way they were circling him, a jump toward one side would make the nervous ones on the other side open fire, probably hitting their fellow cops, taking them down in a hail of friendly fire. If he kept moving, he might get tagged with one or two bullets, but no kill shots, nothing immediately crippling. Amateurs. They thought they had him, but they were all prey.

“Oh goddamn it, he’s one of you!” Dylan suddenly exclaimed, appearing outside the circle of cops. “He’s Roan McKichan for fuck’s sake! Don’t you recognize him? Call Detective Estes, he’ll tell you!”

“Sir, you need to get back,” one of the cops closest to Dylan said, although it was an order, not a request. When Dylan didn’t move, the guy grabbed his arm and started to pull him back. “Sir—”

“Get your hands off him!” Roan screamed, although it was a roar loud enough to make the cops wince and a woman across the street let out her own yelp of terror, while Roan was acutely aware of the sound of safeties being clicked off. Roan glared at the baby cop, pretty sure he’d pissed his pants in fear already, and Roan felt the warmth of blood dribbling over his lower lip as sharp teeth tore at the inside of his mouth.

The young cop seemed almost hypnotized by him, so rapt in horror he couldn’t look away. Roan could almost taste his blood, sweet with youth but tainted by too much caffeine and stress hormones, salty and oily. Roan could no longer feel the cold rain chilling him to the bone. He was hot, radiant, and itching to rip his skin off and let the beast all the way out.

While to the humans it sounded like he was growling, inside the lion was purring. The air smelled of blood and violence, and it couldn’t wait to help it all come true.
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AS
HE
was being dragged away, Dylan looked him in the eye and said, “Roan, don’t. Don’t!”

There was enough of Roan left to wonder what he was saying. Don’t? Don’t what? His human side struggled with the question, not quite understanding it, but it was enough to make the lion pause. It was almost like a question in another language, something unfathomable, and he felt thrown off his game. What was he doing here again?

“What the fuck are you people doing?” a somewhat familiar male voice exclaimed, somewhere beyond the clot of police. “Oh my fucking God, let his boyfriend go. Do you wanna die?” The cop who had Dylan released him, and Dylan gave him a surprisingly evil look in return. “Whoever is the last to holster their weapon is working the Pioneer Square beat for the rest of their goddamn miserable life.”

The cops started parting, stepping aside, and Roan saw it was Detective Kwan. He remembered that Kwan was known to be stern and scary, so maybe that’s why there was a lot of rapid gun holstering going on. Well, that and the Pioneer Square threat—unless you liked puke and being stuck with dirty needles, no one wanted the Pioneer Square beat. The rookie in front of Roan still looked paralyzed and hadn’t holstered his gun yet.

Kwan came up behind him and said, “C’mon, rook, put it away.” The baby cop did, but he was shaking violently the whole time and had to take two tries to finally holster his weapon. Kwan gave him a chummy pat on the shoulder and gently repositioned him, shoving him to the side. That’s when Kwan saw Roan, and he flinched and looked away. “Jesus Christ, McKichan, can you dial down the homicide? We’re on the same side here.”

Roan somehow doubted that, if the eagerness of these cops to draw down on him was any indication. But Roan closed his aching eyes and tried to force back the cat by will alone. It was difficult, and the more he did, the more the pain he hadn’t noticed seemed to flood his system. Muscle pulls and aches in his arm, along his back, in his jaw, throbbing in his face and brain like an alien life form. So the lion was receding, but it was going to punish him for it. Somehow that figured.

He swallowed back blood, his heart pounding in his head, but when Roan opened his eyes, he was reasonably certain he was back in control of himself. He still had to concentrate to speak, though, and his voice was gravelly and thick. “They started it.”

“Started it how?” a woman snapped. Roan assumed it was baby cop’s partner. “He took care of an IT and you freaked out.”

“IT” was supposedly an acronym in cop speak for “infected transformed,” but somehow Roan thought that was come up with in retrospect—they just like calling infecteds “its.” 

“I had it contained,” he growled, almost literally. He could feel it in the base of his throat, like sharp gravel. “It was under control. There was no reason to shoot him.” The cops who had wanted to kill him were now staring at him like they didn’t think he was human. He almost expected them to point at him and scream like the aliens in Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

The female cop snorted derisively. “You had it backed up against a wall. How is that contained?”

Roan stared at her, aware of where her eyes were beneath the shades. “It couldn’t get past me. If it tried, I’d have had it. It was as good as caged.”

“Bullshit.”

“Hey!” Kwan exclaimed, holding up his hands. “Time out.” He looked at the female officer. “Didja notice his face? If he says he had the cat contained, he had it contained. That’s what he’s paid for.” Kwan then turned his sharp gaze on Roan. “And you. Seriously, don’t scare the newbies like that. We get it, you’re as scary as fuck, knock it off. He’s adhering to the rules, even if it seems inappropriate.” Kwan must have noticed the narrowing of his eyes, because he added, “You gotta problem with it, take it up with Matthews.”

“I will.” There was no need for that cat to die. No one was in immediate danger, and it didn’t have anywhere to go. It was a pointless death caused by a stupid rookie. There were probably worse things, but right now he couldn’t think of any.

Kwan looked at the surrounding officers, his eyes seemingly cutting them like razor blades. “Show’s over. Don’t you have parking tickets to write?”

The cops broke off and drifted away, although the rookie had to be helped away by the female cop, who scowled at Roan on her way past. Roan had the urge to growl, but suppressed it like crazy. As soon as everyone, save for Dylan, was far enough away, Kwan faced him and hissed, “How do you expect us to keep up the fiction that you’re normal if you pull stunts like this?”

“Hey,” Dylan said, getting offended for him.

But Roan was quietly stunned. What did he say? “What? What does that mean?”

“Act like some goddamn superhero in poorly lit places, where there aren’t a lot of witnesses considered trustworthy or cheapo security cameras that can’t shoot for shit, but don’t do it in broad daylight on a busy street. We can’t put out all the fires, and at the rate you’re goin’, you’re gonna have CNN barking down your snorkel any day now. I realize you gotta help your fellow cat, blah blah blah, but sometimes you’re gonna hafta let it go, McKichan. Pick your battles.” Kwan then spun on his heels and barked at some bystanders gawking at the dead cat on the sidewalk, “You wanna get busted for loitering? This is a crime scene. Move it.” Kwan then keyed his radio and said, “We need a clean-up team, like, five minutes ago. What’s the fucking holdup?”

Dylan looked at Roan in a funny way. It was part concern and part tacit question. “Are—well, I’m not going to ask if you’re all right. Can you walk to the car?”

“Of course I can walk to the car,” he groused, although actually his legs felt a little shaky, and his heart was thundering like it was trying to punch its way out his chest walls. Probably due to pain, but he wasn’t sure right now.

Was Kwan just using hyperbole? Or were the cops—well, some of the cops—aware that he wasn’t precisely human? Were they actually trying to cover it up? Sure, some knew, like Gordo and Seb (and probably Thompson and Bragg at this point), but they weren’t the type to spread it around. It was a very limited “blue code.” Was that it? Did enough of the cops who had figured it out decide that the “blue code” still applied to Roan, even though he wasn’t a cop anymore, and more than half of them hated him and thought of him as the world’s biggest freak? Hey, he was a freak, but maybe he was their freak. Roan almost laughed at that, but he hurt too much.

Dylan still helped him walk to the car, even though he’d insisted he could do it alone, and once they were in the car, positions reversed (Dylan was now in the driver’s seat, and Roan was on the passenger’s side, which only made sense), Roan asked, “What did you mean when you shouted ‘don’t’?”

Dyl looked at him, eyebrows raised in mild surprise. “I meant don’t kill everyone.”

“How—” he began, but stopped. The lion had decided, not him, right?

Dylan scoffed and put the key in the ignition. “When you’re married to the Hulk, you eventually figure out when he’s going to hulk out on you. You’d think the cops would know it by now too.”

God, he was tired of being called the Hulk. Was it better or worse than being called Batman? At best, it was slightly more accurate. While waiting for the traffic to clear so they could pull out, Roan asked Dylan to hand him the water bottle tucked under the driver’s seat, and he did so while Roan opened the glove box and grabbed a bottle of Percocet. He poured a couple of pills into his mouth and washed them down with the water, which tasted like plastic and blood. Dylan didn’t comment about the pill popping, but Roan hadn’t thought he would, considering the circumstances. While waiting for the drugs to take effect, Roan decided he might as well ask for an opinion. “Do you think they know? The cops?”

“After all this time? They must. I’ll assume the ones who really know are the most trustworthy ones.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because it isn’t splashed all over the tabloids. Hon, I hate to say it, but what a find you’d be.”

“They couldn’t wait to dissect me.” It was the main reason Doctor Rosenberg hadn’t gone public with findings on him. Being a singular freak meant everyone couldn’t wait to rip you open and look inside to see what made you tick. They couldn’t legally kill you for vivisection, but they could do many things, such as isolate him from the unsuspecting public in case he had special cooties. He could, and probably would, die in solitary confinement. “I don’t understand, though. Why protect me?”

“Because they’d lose you if they didn’t. The pros of having you work for them outweigh the cons. If you were more trouble than you were worth, they’d have thrown you overboard a long time ago.”

Logical and probably true. Roan couldn’t believe he hadn’t put that together himself. “You’re just showing off at this point, aren’t you?”

Dylan smirked, throwing him a quick, affectionate look. “You did. It’s my turn now.”

Roan waited for the painkillers to kick in before he pulled out his phone and checked his messages. He’d felt it humming in his pocket before, but he was too busy to care. And for the moment, he also hurt too much to care. But the drugs came in on a smooth wave, muffling the pain and making him ignore what remained. Only then did he retrieve his cell and listen to call messaging.

It took him a moment to recognize the voice of Gambol, that smug cop he’d encountered in Yakima. “Just thought you might wanna know we mighta found Hall. We’re waiting for a dental records confirmation, but a body that turned up near Hanford seems to fit her to a tee. I’ll let you know when we got a confirm. You might wanna let your client know.” And with that, he hung up.

Roan listened to the message again, to make sure it was real, and then said, “Oh fuck.”

“What?”

“Melinda Hall’s body may have just turned up in Eastern Washington.”

“Oh crap. Poor Jessica.”

“Yeah.” But Roan found himself wondering about the timing. He took the case, found nothing, and yet here her body turns up after so many decades missing. Coincidence, right? Pure coincidence. Boy, he had a lot of coincidences in his life.

Setting aside the timing, he wondered what it meant. Had he inadvertently made someone nervous? Why would she turn up now? It may have been two weeks, but somehow he shook something up.

If it was her. There was a chance the dental records wouldn’t match, but since Gambol had bothered to call him, he thought the cops were convinced. They just needed forensics to back them up.

Roan thought the case made little sense before. Now, it was even more confusing. What the hell did it mean? Or more to the point, what had Melinda gotten caught up in? Someone had been lying to him, and now he had to figure out who, when, and why. If he could unravel that knot, he might solve the case.

Or just get himself in even more trouble. Those two things had a tendency to happen at the same time.

Man, was he lucky or what?

 

 

HOLDEN
found himself wondering what was so exhausting about beating a guy as he poured himself a glass of gin.

He’d just come back from another session with Doug, and who knew that beating and humiliating a guy could get old? Maybe it was just that it had no meaning anymore. Holden had other outlets for his anger now, and this seemed especially pointless. He never thought sadomasochism could be dull, but he’d found himself yawning while whipping Doug with the surgical tubing. Doug wasn’t bored, that was the important thing, but still it struck him as troubling.

He poured a bit of apple juice in his drink, mostly for color, and flopped on the sofa before draining most of the glass. Maybe it was just him, feeling old and frail and useless. Roan’s voice in his head added, “And self-pitying.” Which would be hypocritical of him if the real Roan said that, but since it was the mental one, it could get away with it.

He was probably depressed, the thought of which infuriated Holden. He was actually at a good place in his life: he had a steady roof over his head and didn’t have to worry about where his next meal was coming from. There was a period in his life where all that was constantly in doubt. He was in a good place, and he should man up and not feel so bad.

His phone went off as he was trying to decide if he should have another gin or not. The ringtone—Green Day’s “Nice Guys Finish Last”—let him know it was Scott. He was going to let it go to call messaging, but then he recalled Scott had an afternoon game today and probably should have been still playing at this point. He never called Holden during the game—why the hell would he? Morbid curiosity made him answer.

“Um, hello, Holden?” A somewhat unfamiliar—and slightly winded—voice asked. It wasn’t Scott, but the guy had even more pronounced Canadian vowels.

“Yeah… who’s this?”

“Um, hi, it’s Hillie, um, Ethan, the goalie.”

“Okay. Why are you calling me?”

“Um, Scott asked me to? He was boarded… um, slammed head first into the boards. Way too hard. The prick who did it on the Bears got kicked out of the game, although not before Jeff beat the shit out of him. Anyway, Scott was knocked out for a bit. He woke up before they took him to the hospital, and he asked me to call you.”

“He was taken to the hospital? Which one?” Ethan’s hesitant vocal tics were starting to get to him, but he seemed like a shy sort. Whereas Tank was a flamboyant bucketful of crazy, Ethan seemed like an introverted, soft-spoken kid. It was hard to believe they were in the same universe, not to mention ever on the same team, sharing a position.

“County, I think.”

“How badly hurt is he?”

“Um, well, probably not bad considering. They think he has a concussion, at least, but that was just the last I heard. I dunno for sure.” In the background, Holden heard a man say, “Five minutes.”

“Are you still playing the game?”

“Um, yeah. It’s the first period intermission, but I gotta go.”

“I heard, five minutes. Thanks for calling. Break a leg.”

“Yeah, heh, I hope not. Thanks.”

As soon as he hung up, Holden wondered if he should visit Scott. Well, Scott must have wanted him to drop by if he asked Ethan to call him. But why? Was he the closest thing to family Scott had in Seattle?

Oh, what a sad thought. But that must have been it. Didn’t Ethan wonder why Scott asked for him to call Holden? Ethan wasn’t one of the guys who knew Scott was bi, but he didn’t ask him why Scott wanted him notified either. Maybe because he was in the middle of a game, he was too distracted to ask. When he had time to think about it later, he might ask. Holden was curious what Scott would tell Ethan.

Not his thing to worry about, though. Holden got up and decided to go ahead and pay Scott a visit before the game ended and his teammates showed up.

At least he didn’t feel fragile any longer.







29
Diamond Eyes

 

BACK
home, Roan washed another Percocet down with a beer, to take the lingering edge off, and changed into some clean clothes before digging out the cheap ornamental knife he’d taken from Harvey’s garage. It was cheap crap, nothing significant, but he had to confirm it.

Convincing a skeptical Dylan he was fine, Roan took the bike out in the rain and went back into the city. When he took off his helmet, the misty rain was cool on his hot face, and it helped banish some of the logy feeling of the pills and beer.

The unusual thing about the Three Brothers Pawn Shop was that it was an actual independent pawn shop, and there were no brothers to speak of. It was just a “catchy” name according to Jack, owner and proprietor of the shop. He was fifty-two and shaped much like a pear on toothpicks, with skinny legs and a bell-shaped body that was widest at the waist, where his round belly strained every single too-tight T-shirt he wore, and he had a white beard that fell all the way to the center of his chest and tapered to a Satanic point. Add to this gray-white hair always pulled back into a ponytail, a penchant for wearing sunglasses indoors, and sleeves of tattoos running straight from wrist to shoulder, and he looked like someone’s biker grandpa. Which was at least partially true, as, if you believed his colorful stories, he briefly ran with the Hell’s Angels in the ’80s. But now he was a legitimate businessman. Well, semilegitimate; Roan often scented pot on him and the sour metallic sweat of illegal uppers. (Nothing heavy duty, though, not meth or crack, so at least the guy had limits.)

Roan had casually known Jack since his beat-cop days, as he used to work this area, and Jack was always happy to turn in stolen goods and finger the thief who tried to pawn it. No one liked a snitch, certainly not a former biker, but he preferred having a business license, which Jack could have had revoked if he ever got nailed selling stolen merchandise. So Jack was, oddly enough, one of the more trustworthy people in a rather sketchy part of town, and being as hard as a brick and twice as ugly, no one ever bothered him.

He also liked Roan. Jack was not gay; in fact, he’d made a slightly homophobic joke in front of Roan when they first met, and Roan told him flatly, “I’m gay, and I don’t think that’s funny, you fucking asshole.” That made Jack laugh, and later on he’d say he appreciated Roan’s “balls” in admitting it. What, like he wouldn’t? But Roan took that for what it was, a kind of compliment from a man from a different generation.

“Hey, gay boy,” Jack said, as Roan entered his shop. From him, it was affectionate, although you had to know him to get that.

“Hey, fat ass,” Roan replied, making Jack laugh. The key to Jack, as far as he could tell, was giving as good as you got. Anything less and he thought you were a pussy.

“Got somethin’ for me?”

“Sorta, but I don’t want to sell it.” Roan pulled the sheathed knife out of his waistband and put it on the glass-topped counter in front of Jack.

He looked at it with a skeptical frown. “You steal it from a Chinese restaurant?”

“Actually, got it from a client. I want to know anything you can find out about it. If it’s a cheap piece of tacky decorating, great. Just confirm it for me, okay?”

Jack picked up the knife and pulled it out of the brocaded sheath, looking at it closely. “Not a bad blade. Dull. Ain’t you the detective? Isn’t this your job?”

“I search for people, not things, though I’m beginning to think things would be better.”

“People gotcha down?”

“You could say that.”

Jack shrugged, putting the knife back in its sheath. “Things let you down too. Ask me about my truck. Fucker needs a new radiator.”

Roan took the hint, dug out his wallet, and laid a twenty on the counter. “Think the knife’s even worth this much?”

Jack took the bill and made a comical show of holding it up to the light to confirm it wasn’t counterfeit. “Nope, even if this was counterfeit.”

That was what he figured. Why did he think it was significant? Roan wasn’t even sure anymore. Oh well, at least Jack could confirm this was a go-nowhere piece of shit before Roan retired it for good and tried to figure out the real reason Melinda Hall suddenly turned up dead.

 

 

HOLDEN
knew he’d visited the hospital way too often when a heavyset Samoan nurse saw him and instantly said, “I didn’t know Roan was here.”

She was already looking in her files when Holden told her he wasn’t (well, to his knowledge), and asked after Scott Murray’s room. She seemed highly dubious and asked, “Are you family?” Holden said he was his cousin, and before she could call him on it, he started overwhelming her with a made-up story about his Aunt Patty’s and Uncle Frank’s acrimonious divorce, and how Scott ended up living with his parents for a summer. She simply told him Scott’s room number to end the story, which he expected. He did have an Uncle Frank, but that’s pretty much where the truth ended. Holden knew bullshit was his superpower, and if he could just start talking, he would get past the door.

Scott was alone in his room, but that showed you how much cachet he had, as he had a room all by himself. No sharing with peons for him. Then again, Roan never shared a room either, but that was because he was infected and they were afraid if he changed, he’d eat his roommate. Scott was in no danger of doing that, unless his head injury had somehow turned him into a zombie.

Holden found Scott sitting up in bed, propped up on pillows, a fresh butterfly bandage on his forehead, and a hollow look in his glazed eyes that suggested he was in a great deal of pain but trying to be macho about it. His bloodless, pale lips seemed to indicate that as well. “Hillie called you,” he said, his voice surprisingly soft.

“Of course he did. He’s the antiTank. You could probably order him to stand on his head, and he’d do it without asking why. He’s a good Canadian boy.”

“As opposed to me?” He was trying to banter, but the pain was obvious, and only his eyes moved—his head and body remained perfectly still.

“Depends on what you mean by good,” Holden teased, grabbing a plastic chair and pulling it up to his bedside. “How’re you doin’?”

“I feel like shit. My head hurts, and they won’t give me anything but fucking Tylenol, which does nothing. You got some weed?”

“Not on me.”

“Damn. I could use something.”

Holden could sympathize. After his beating he’d felt like shit too. Since he didn’t even have any of Roan’s voluminous painkillers, he decided all he could do was try and distract him. “What happened? Do you remember?”

“Not really. The Bears were running the puck up the boards, I intercepted it, and I think Zach might’ve shouted something at me, but one of the Bears was shouting something as well, and I didn’t hear him. Then it was just… I don’t remember. Next thing I know, I’m waking up on the ice with the trainer asking me if I know my name and what day it is, while my head’s throbbing like a Zamboni backed over it.”

“There’s really a hockey team called the Bears?”

“Yup. Although their mascot looks more like a mutant dog than a bear. Guess you can’t have everything.” Scott rubbed his forehead, wincing, and then put his hand down on top of Holden’s, resting on the edge of the bed. Was it accidental or deliberate? Hard to say. Scott’s hand was frighteningly cold, though. His fingers were like soft icicles twining around his palm. “They take care of the guy who did it?”

“Ethan said Jeff beat the shit out of him.”

“Good.” Scott sighed and squeezed Holden’s hand. He squeezed it back, wondering what good he was doing here. Maybe Scott just wanted him there so he wasn’t alone. “I don’t suppose you could smuggle me in a beer, huh?”

“Is there a medical reason they’re not giving you painkillers?”

Scott considered that a moment, tired eyes gazing up at the ceiling. Holden checked, but there was nothing interesting up there. “I dunno. They’re not telling me much, ’cept they wanna keep me overnight for observation. What, in case I freak out or something?”

“They probably want to make sure you don’t have bleeding in your brain that could kill you.”

“If I had any brains worth worrying about, I wouldn’t be a hockey player in the first place.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s my joke to make.” Scott’s eyes moved toward him, and he tried to smile, but it collapsed to a pained grimace before disappearing entirely. Poor bastard, he really was hurting. Maybe he should run home and pick up some of his emergency painkiller stash and bring it back for him. “Is there someone else you want me to call?”

He considered that, and just when he opened his mouth to respond, there was a faint roar, followed by a scream and shouting voices. Scott gave him a surprised look. “Is Roan here?”

“That wasn’t Roan,” Holden said, getting up and going to the door. Was it sad or scary that he knew Roan’s lion roar? He’d heard it enough to know that Roan’s roar was surprisingly butch, and not completely lion: there was a little dinosaur in there, or perhaps dragon. The roar he heard in the hall was a bit weaker, slightly watery, not half as sonorous or terrifying as Roan in angry battle mode.

Holden opened the door and looked out, throwing caution to the wind by actually stepping out into the hall. He saw the problem was down near the elevators, where a mangy-looking but sizable lion was tussling with a couple of orderlies who were attempting to subdue it. This was an odd-looking lion in a couple of respects, mainly because its fur was basically black, with some white and brown tufts mixed into a thin, shaggy mane that looked like it was missing a few hunks of hair. While it may have looked sickly, it still did a good job of raking a claw across one orderly’s face, sending him reeling away grabbing at his eyes, while it pounced on the other orderly’s head and started chewing on it like an overripe melon.

Almost without thinking about it, Holden had his phone in his hand, and when he held it up to his ear, he could already hear the ringing on the other end of the line. Amazing how much of this stuff was autopilot now. Roan picked up with a slightly impatient, “Yeah?”

“Get to County General now,” he said. “We got a lion running around loose. I think it’s sick.” Holden crossed the hall to an abandoned equipment cart, looking for anything that might substitute for a weapon. Goddamn it, why couldn’t he have had the foresight to bring his gun? Well, out of habit, he did have his butterfly knife, but there was no fucking way he was taking on a lion in a knife fight.

“What? What are you doing at County?”

“Visiting a friend. Hurry up.” Holden then shut off his phone and put it back in his pocket. There wasn’t anything on the cart that was remotely useful, except there was a (thankfully) empty aluminum bedpan. Or was it some kind of draining tray? No matter. It had some heft, so Holden grabbed it and threw it at the lion, still mauling the orderly.

Holden hadn’t pitched a game in decades, but he still had great aim and decent speed—the pan hit the lion square in the skull and bounced off, careening to the floor with a dull clang. The lion snapped its blunt head toward him, making a snarling noise that could have been mistaken for a squeaky hinge. Definitely sick, but that actually made it more dangerous. A sick animal was the equivalent of a wounded one. “Yeah, motherfucker,” Holden yelled at it. “Come bite me, you stupid piece of shit!”

The lion charged for him, claws clicking on the floor as it ran, and Holden darted back to Scott’s room, betting that he could beat a sick cat. He did, but just barely; he was hardly inside, back against the door, when the lion crashed into it on the other side, opening the door an inch and almost throwing Holden onto the floor. It hadn’t looked that heavy, so he had to assume he’d just really pissed it off. Well, that was also a superpower of his, pissing people off.

Scott gave him a bug-eyed look. “What the hell is going on?”

“Loose cat. I guess it didn’t want to play fetch with me,” he said, putting all his weight against the door as the lion rammed it again, making a noise like a tomcat stuck in a car with a bad transmission. Once more, the door opened a tiny bit before Holden quickly slammed it shut with his own body weight.

He hoped Roan would hurry up and play hero, because for a sickly beast, it certainly had a great deal of enthusiasm.
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Day Late and a Dollar Short

 

ROAN
was glad he had taken the bike, in spite of the downpour and the fact that people drove like assholes when it rained. Yeah, rain in Seattle? Whoever heard of such a thing? It must have been a sign of the apocalypse.

Anyway, he did many illegal things and was able to get to County in what he hoped was record time. Except it must not have been, because he was off his bike and putting his helmet on the seat when an unmarked cop car came screaming up into the unloading zone and Seb hopped out. “After what happened earlier, I wasn’t gonna call you,” Seb shouted over the roof of the car.

Oh, so he’d heard already. He wasn’t surprised, but he wished he could have been. The cop grapevine was going to kill him one way or another. “Holden’s inside,” he replied, hoping that would be enough of an explanation. Seb grimaced slightly, which was actually a surprising amount of emotion from him. He then pointed at the door, indicating that Roan should go in first. He had no problem with that.

As they ran in, Seb held up his badge, and bellowed, “Cat squad. Where is it?”

But Roan didn’t wait for a response as he didn’t need it. He could hear the cat making a squalling, aggrieved sound, and he could smell a bit of its blood, in spite of the overwhelming hospital smells that buried it. This was probably why he was considered a bloodhound. He could find the one drop of infected blood in a cup of “normal” blood. Wasn’t being a freak wonderful?

The cat had been cornered in a small exam room by a couple of sizable nurses, one of whom was actually holding the cat at bay with a chair, like a lion tamer in a budget circus. There was a small dribbled trail of blood leading from the hallway to this room, which had the good fortune to be empty (or at least was emptied in haste). Roan snarled loudly, then kept a steady growl, earning the dark lion’s attention.

The nurse with the chair, a tall, chunky blond guy who should have been named Thor if there was any justice in this world at all, looked back at Roan with a pained grimace. He had a hipster beard that was more red-tinged than his hair. “Did you make that noise?”

Roan heard Seb finally reach the doorway behind him, and he caught the question. “He’s an excellent mimic,” Seb replied. Which was good, as Roan had partially transitioned out of speaking mode. It was difficult to make true lion noise and speak at the same time, and sometimes he lost hold of the gift of balance. He could do all of one or all of the other, and that was it.

Roan moved forward, snarling at the lion, and the lion’s eyes were fixated on him, ignoring the nurses and the chair between them. It was sick; it reeked of illness as well as blood, and that’s how Roan knew the thing was crazy. It looked scrawny and weak, but crazy always gave anything tenfold strength.

“Cat squad,” Seb told the nurses. “Might wanna clear out.”

The one with the chair seemed reluctant to retreat, but the female nurse put a hand on his bicep, subtly signaling he should back off. It was perfectly safe as the lion was no longer paying any attention to them.

Roan growled loudly, making sure he had the lion’s attention as Seb helped get the nurses out of the room, and he waited for the cat to make its move. It was always better to have the crazy take the lead because it was the only warning they gave you. This one was taking its time, probably because he smelled wrong. Finally it snarled and leapt at him, going straight for the throat.

It was fast, but not fast enough, as Roan caught it in midleap, and it dug its claws into his forearms, shredding them and sending blood flying as it tried to bite him, snapping at his face. Roan snarled at the pain, and snapped back, biting the lion on the cheek, making it squawk in pain. He could taste the sickness in its blood, something that was like sweet rot, and he spit it out as he slammed the cat into the wall. He was trying to hit its head, knock it out, but it wasn’t enough, and the damn thing was mad with sickness, so he held it by the throat, a precarious thing, and punched it in the head until it went limp.

Roan dropped it, sure the guy wouldn’t regain consciousness until he transformed back to human, if he survived the transition back to human, when he heard Holden say to Seb, “I’m kinda surprised it didn’t knock itself out ramming into my door, but these guys seem to have skulls made of granite.”

“You’re supposed to call 9-1-1 about a loose cat,” Seb informed him, as Roan took a moment to pull himself together. He hadn’t shifted as much as he had earlier, but there was still pain and a momentary lapse of speaking ability.

“Roan is my 9-1-1.”

Now that he could talk, Roan asked, “Is that why the cat was bleeding? From ramming its head into a door?”

He turned in time to see Holden shrug. “Maybe. Or from the nurses trying to stab it with a needle full of Ativan. I don’t know if they were ever successful.” It took Roan a moment to figure out why Holden looked weird, and then he got it: he looked normal. He hadn’t moussed or styled his hair, and his clothes weren’t tight or sexy. Old jeans, old T-shirt, battered thrift store leather jacket—Holden just looked like any other guy. Roan suddenly wondered who he was visiting here because the fact that he’d dropped his usual act was significant.

Nurse Thor appeared behind Holden, trying to see beyond him to the lion. Roan made sure he stood in the way so he couldn’t see anything. Thor’s bushy blond eyebrows crinkled in annoyance, but Roan ignored his evil look. “He’s a hero. He saved Jimmy’s life.”

Holden rolled his eyes. “As if.”

“You did.”

Seb looked at Holden with renewed interest. “How’d you do that?”

“I just threw a bedpan at its head to distract it. It doesn’t count.”

Seb raised his eyebrows. “You threw a bedpan at a lion?”

Holden shrugged. “I knew I could get back to the room before it could catch me. Wasn’t a big deal.”

Not false modesty. Holden was being oddly honest, and Seb glanced at Roan, tacitly asking if he was for real. Roan gave him a subtle nod, indicating he was. Even he couldn’t believe it sometimes, but Holden was one weird dude.

Some orderlies came in to take the lion back to a secured room upstairs, but Roan almost told them not to bother. Cancer had taken deep roots in that man, so deep Roan had no idea how he’d managed to transform into a cat without dying. He was unlikely to survive a reverse transition, but he could, if only because sometimes the universe was a fucking cruel place that seemed to like to see people suffer for no good reason.

Roan’s heart was doing that thing again. It was trying to punch through his chest, pounding so hard it felt like his entire skeleton was vibrating. There were plastic chairs in the hallway, and Roan slumped into one, forcing himself to breathe slowly and normally so he didn’t pant. He didn’t want to attract a busybody nurse with a stethoscope.

Then again, he noticed his arms were bleeding. They didn’t hurt: he was still too wracked with pain elsewhere to notice it. Looking at the injuries, at all the torn skin hanging off his bloody arms, he was suddenly glad he never got a tattoo on either forearm. The Leo symbol on the underside of his wrist didn’t count.

Holden let out a sharp whistle and said, “Hey! Infected guy bleeding all over the hallway! Pretty sure that’s a safety violation.” Not that that stopped Holden from plopping into the chair beside him. “I know this is a stupid question, but how’re you feeling?”

“Like I just punched out a lion. Who are you visiting here?”

“Scott. He got boarded in a day game and has a concussion. He’s bored. I think he called me for company.”

Luke, Dee’s on-again/off-again nurse boyfriend, came over, snapping on latex gloves. “Jesus Christ, Roan, did you wrestle the cat down?”

“Best two out of three falls,” he replied. Roan was glad Luke showed up to interrupt, because Roan was slightly stunned. Holden cared about Scott? In a major way. He let him see his real self, without artifice, which indicated a serious level of trust. And here Roan was thinking that Holden’s cold-blooded streak also made him stupidly brave. So he was an icy vigilante who also happened to love someone. Life was so fucking strange.

Luke wrapped a couple of towels around Roan’s arms, and told him they were moving to exam room three, which was fine with him. It was there, as Roan had a seat on the edge of the exam table, that Luke told him he looked flushed. Since his heart hadn’t stopped double-time marching all around his chest cavity, that wasn’t a shock. He admitted that he’d had a partial change twice in as many hours, and his body was pissed off at him. And who could blame it?

Luke thought he might need stitches, but Roan suggested surgical glue, because he was pretty sure no one wanted him to come back to have them removed. After considering that, Luke agreed to the glue. He was searching for some when Holden came in. “Should you be here?” Luke asked.

Holden looked at Roan. “Should I be?”

Roan shrugged and then nodded, because he suddenly thought of something he wanted to talk to him about. Holden stood out of the way, probably to avoid any potential blood splatter, and Roan was wondering about the ethics of discussing the case in front of a third party when he realized Luke was too busy to care. Besides, if he was back on with Dee, he’d probably hear about it sooner or later.

As soon as Luke was done wiping down his arms with disinfectant, which burned and made him growl deep in his throat, he asked Holden, “Did you read the e-mail I sent you on my latest case?”

He nodded, watching with his arms folded across his chest. “Got to it. There a problem?”

“Maybe. I might need you to go to Yakima and do some follow-up interviews.”

That made Holden cock his head to the side in the manner of a curious bird. “Why? I think you’ll survive your injuries.”

Roan wanted to give him the finger, but he couldn’t move his arms at the moment. “Someone was lying to me, but somehow I missed it.”

“How is that possible?”

“That’s what I’ve been asking myself. But I’ve only got one conclusion: whoever was lying to me is a genuine psycho. I couldn’t smell their lies.”

Luke couldn’t help it. He stopped gluing the cuts on Roan’s arms together—a laborious process as he had to wipe away the blood before applying the adhesive—and blood seeped out of every cut that hadn’t been closed. At this rate, he’d be done by June. Still, he looked at Roan with genuine surprise. “You smell lies? What do they smell like?”

“Sweat, adrenaline. People are usually internally nervous when they lie. Except those who can’t distinguish between the truth and a lie or really don’t care.”

“Hence, psychos,” Holden said. “So there’s a good chance I’ll know a liar when I meet them. Takes one to know one and all that schoolyard wisdom. But do you really think you encountered a psychopath without knowing it? You’re good at picking them out.”

Was there a backhanded compliment in there? No, probably not. He was starting to feel a bit lightheaded and dizzy. “I know, but not this time.”

“Was someone off?”

“What do you mean?”

“Could someone have avoided your sense of smell? Did you interview someone who bathed in Axe, or worked at a landfill?”

“No.” Now he understood what Holden was getting at. “That wouldn’t throw me off anyways, not unless they were soaking waist deep in the stuff. Even then, there are tells….” Roan suddenly realized there was one person who he couldn’t quite get a clear reading on, and it was a genuine surprise. Could it have really been him? It didn’t seem possible.

He must have been quiet for too long as Holden picked up on it right away. “Oh, so there was someone.”

He shook his head. “A guy with kidney failure, who lived in a house that smelled like deep-fried mildew.” Luke, who was back at work on his arm, still paused and said “Ew,” under his breath. “But I’m not sure what he could have been lying about. He’s dying, and I’m pretty sure he knows it.”

Holden scoffed. “And impending death always makes people honest, does it?”

Good point, and he should have known that. The problem was, he sympathized with Harvey a little too much, recalling how devastated he himself had been (and still was?) over Paris’s death. He’d done something a good detective should never do: he’d projected, and therefore he’d fucked up. “Fuck me. I wish I had a good excuse for being off my game.”

“You do. You’re you. Good enough.”

Roan wasn’t sure how to take that. “Is that some kind of insult?”

“No. You’re just a reluctant superhero who’s in pain twenty hours out of a day. You can’t be perfect, no matter how hard you try.”

“It’s not twenty hours out of the day,” he replied, staring hard at Holden. Part of the puzzle of Holden was very easy to solve. He saw things more clearly than most because he lied more than most. It was a strange dichotomy that actually made a good deal of sense because he tailored his lies to suit his audience. He had to know who they were to get the best response. And pain was code; pain was a reference to the pills. Dylan thought he was getting better about them, but Holden knew he was status quo. He had the makings of an awesome detective, but Holden would probably laugh if he told him that. Still, he was better at it than he had any right to be. “Maybe you should still go to Yakima and do a follow-up, double check.”

That made him snicker. “Fuck no, Columbo, you have your answer. You don’t need an amateur like me fucking up your play.”

“You don’t want to go to Yakima.”

“God no, that place is depressing. I’d rather go to Enumclaw.”

At least he was honest about it. Still, that left him with the dilemma of how to confront Harvey Hall.

How much of a role did he play in Melinda’s disappearance? Because, come to think about it, you could confuse remorse for mourning, especially in a naturally depressed person.

Maybe guilt was what was really killing Harvey. But what had he done?
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Last Call

 

BY
THE
time he got out of the hospital, dusk had set in, but Roan was relieved because that meant Dyl most likely wouldn’t see any injuries on him until tomorrow. Assuming he kept them, that he didn’t trigger another partial change and heal up the skin faster than surgical glue ever could. But was he in any shape for that? His heart was still beating too fast, and even Luke commented on it, suggesting maybe he wanted to stay at the ER and rest a bit (because hospitals were so restful) or take a beta blocker, but he turned down both offers, blaming it on all the caffeine he’d had today. Luke was too busy not to believe it, which was a relief.

He was too tired to even partially change, though. As soon as Roan got home, he flopped on the couch, too tired to go up the stairs, and he just stared up at the ceiling and found himself trying to regulate his breathing. Dylan had left the living room light on, so he wasn’t completely in the dark, but listening to the thud of his heart was starting to annoy him, so he reached for the remote on the coffee table and turned on the set to fill the house with noise. How sad was it he could identify Aqua Teen Hunger Force by dialogue alone? Poor Dyl, having to put up with his awful TV choices. And Dylan pretty much had to, as he very rarely watched television before Roan invaded his life. Yes, he was one of those people.

Meatwad’s strange voice gave everything an air of absurdity, so he sat up and reached for his laptop. Roan had scanned the flimsy case file into his computer because it was easier than dealing with pieces of paper that he could easily lose. Checking Harvey’s alibi wasn’t hard as it was fairly solid. At the time, he was working for a construction crew, and his boss, Mark Hurley, confirmed that Harvey was at work all day. The only point he could truly investigate was Mark.

Five months after Melinda’s disappearance, Mark moved to Virginia and then down to Florida, where he was currently finishing up a stint for cocaine possession, assault, and driving under the influence. Which didn’t say anything, really, except Mark lost control of his life at some point, and who didn’t? Still, it made Roan wonder. If Mark had been into drugs back when he was in Yakima, he might have been unreliable as a witness, possibly compromised if Harvey knew of his drug habit. Could he be a suspect? Unlikely, as Roan had no connection between Mark and Melinda, besides Harvey.

Okay, so assuming Harvey’s alibi was a lie, he would have had time to leave the construction site (only five miles from his home that day), kill Melinda, and hide the body. Except… would he really have had time to clean up the kitchen and stage the scene before Jessica came home?

It hit him like a brick. What if Melinda wasn’t killed in the kitchen? Classic misdirection. Forensics would be all over that kitchen, but if she was killed in the bedroom, say, or a hallway, they wouldn’t be as thorough, not unless something really jumped out at them. That would mean Harvey would have to be pretty cold-blooded, which he really didn’t seem to be, or extremely crafty, which, again, he didn’t seem to be. But this was years ago—he could have changed since then. It’d have to be a drastic change, but that wasn’t impossible.

Did he like this idea, though? Harvey killed her? You’d think if there was some kind of sinister vibe, Jessica would have picked up on it. Parents thought they hid things from kids, but they rarely did. Kids knew when their parents fought, no matter how they tried to hide it, and if it was truly ugly, that was doubly so. Still, there was always good old denial, ready to come in and kick the shit out of any suspicious feelings.

Often when a spouse was killed or missing, the mate was the prime suspect for a very good reason—familiarity breeding contempt and all that. The cops would have looked hard at Harvey, so how could he have slipped the net? Unless the cops weren’t the best, unless the entire department was distracted looking for a violent rapist, and this fit the bill well enough that they just assumed she was another victim. A number of things would have had to have collided for this to happen, and they most likely did.

Now the problem was proving it. If he did do it, could Roan confront him and get him to confess, after all this time? To what end? Yes, the man was dying, but did he want to spend his last days dying in a prison hospital, his daughter thinking of him as a monster? Probably not. He had a great impetus to keep his mouth shut and stick to the innocent act that had paid off so well. But why? Until he could get an answer to that question, he’d have no way to piece together Melinda’s death.

Roan felt somewhat sick to his stomach, but after a moment realized it was simply because he was starving. Two partial changes had left his metabolism jittering along like a hummingbird’s, and he felt like a hollow chocolate Easter bunny.

He staggered into the kitchen, all but shoving a croissant into his mouth as he nuked a frozen dinner, and ate an apple to the core while waiting for it to get done, riding out a wave of dizziness. He was both shocked and amazed at how he tore through food like an animal. He finished off all five of the leftover croissants, inhaled the dinner so fast he actually had no earthly idea what he had ingested (according to the box, tikka masala), ate pizza cold from the fridge, gulped three Frappuchinos straight, emptied a box of cookies in his mouth, cleaned out all the Chinese food containers, and finally retired to the couch with a spoon and a quart of peppermint ice cream. He still wasn’t full, but he’d stopped shaking and feeling sick. Goddamn it, no more traumatic changes in a row. His body couldn’t take it. Also, if Rosenberg found out about this, she’d beat him with a shoe.

Which reminded him, he should really call back and reschedule an appointment with her. He’d have to make her promise in advance that, no matter what, she wasn’t going to hospitalize him, because otherwise he wouldn’t do it.

Dylan called him on his break. He just wanted to check in and make sure he was okay, and Roan assured him he was, while wondering if he could hide the fresh scars on his arms before Dyl got home. After he hung up, he realized he was leading a double life, but in a strange way.

Dylan knew about it on one level, but didn’t want to know any details. Dylan was part of his cover existence, the life he wanted, his attempt at normalcy. He was sweet and kind, a better person than Roan was. Then Roan had this other life, his “Batman” existence, where he did questionable things, and he shared this existence with another vigilante, Holden, who wasn’t better than him, but dwelled in the same kind of questionable moral gray area. He’d never wanted a second life, but he had one anyway. He tried to remember when the split took place, but he couldn’t.

Roan wondered why he was thinking of this now but blamed it on the sugar rush as he finished off the ice cream. Between painkillers and so much food hitting his system at once, it was a miracle he wasn’t standing naked on his roof, swinging a floor lamp around like a baton, shouting, “I am the lizard king!” Come to think of it, that sounded like fun.

The next phone call was from Holden, who admitted he’d thought about giving him a lift home, but by the time he wandered back to the exam room, Roan was gone. Fair enough, as Roan split the second Luke was done with him. (In fact, he was anticipating an angry call from Dee any second now.) They’d missed each other in passing as Roan stopped by Scott’s room to say hi to him, and he looked fucking miserable. Roan had wished he had some pain pills to pass to the guy, but for the first time in a long time, he didn’t have any in his pockets. Oh well, it was probably better for him.

Holden reluctantly offered to help him with the case if he needed back up in Yakima, which reminded Roan of something. “Get your investigator’s license now. I’ll get you a job with Dennis or Phil. You pick.”

There was a long pause before Holden said, “You’re not serious, are you?”

“Yes, I am. You don’t need to be a hooker anymore, Holden. I mean, you can be in your spare time if you really can’t give it up, but that’s your choice. You can get out.”

“What makes you think I want out?”

“You told me yourself hookers are washed up by thirty-five. You can get out ahead of the curve.” Holden wasn’t like normal people. Normal people were freaked out by Roan’s life, or, like Dyl, viewed it from a slight angle so they didn’t get scared away. Holden seemed to thrive in the utter weirdness of it all, and in the process had become an extremely good investigator. He’d be an asset for any investigative team because he wasn’t afraid of much. He could be more than a hooker and more than a vigilante… if he wanted to be. And there was the whole problem with Holden: he was so knee-jerk contrary, he might fight it all the way. Roan figured that was some kind of personal karma for all of his own contrariness over the years.

Holden sighed, almost chuckling. “There’s no way I’d make as much in a week as a detective that I make in three days right now.”

“You’re right. But you’ll make more than you made as a street whore. It’s a medium point. You telling me you’re so used to your fancy lifestyle you couldn’t do it?” This was dirty pool on his part. Holden didn’t have a “fancy lifestyle.” He had a roof over his head and food in the fridge, which was more than he’d had for several years of his life.

Holden knew this ploy, which was why he took a moment to take a sip of whatever he was drinking before bothering to respond. “Why, Roan? Why this concern about me?”

He could have lied, but with Holden it often seemed pointless. “Because I can’t have much longer to go, and I’d like to think there was someone who could take over my business once I’m gone, someone who might actually have a stab at becoming what I wanted to be but never could.”

“And what’s that?”

“Normal.”

That did make him laugh. “What, are you shitting me? You’re the one with the husband and the house and the yard. All you need is the dog and the two point five kids.”

“No, I don’t, because I’m still a human-virus hybrid, and nothing I do will ever change that. One day I could become the lion and never come back. I’m a pretender, Holden. I pretend I’m human, and most people are content to let me because they can’t quite wrap their heads around the fact that something so inhuman could exist in their neat little world. It’s a group delusion, and yet no one’s more delusional than I am. I should have the angry mob of villagers with torches and pitchforks on my tail, but only crazy people and extremists—the same thing—allow themselves to think such a thing as me is possible.” Personal epiphanies were horrible things sometimes. His few friends in the cop shop were trying to cover his existence for the same reason that Rosenberg wasn’t publishing any of her findings on him: to protect him from the world and to protect the world from him. The fallout for him on a personal level would be bad, sure—he could end up dying in some scientific equivalent of Gitmo—but there were worse things he hadn’t really considered until now. The fact that he did exist, could exist, would make people realize he wasn’t the only one, simply the first. And what of the infected, then? Those “special camps” talked about in the early days would probably come true. If things were bad for them now, they would be worse, probably worse than he could imagine. As far as humanity was concerned, it was the top of the food chain. A rival wouldn’t be welcomed. How did it work out between the Cro-Magnons and Neanderthals again?

Holden was silent for so long Roan thought maybe he lost the connection. Then, finally, he let out a slightly breathless gasp. “Where did this come from?”

“I’ve had too much time to think. I shouldn’t be allowed to do that.”

“No shit!” There was a minor clunk in the background, a glass being put down hard on a table, and Holden sounded slightly winded, as if this conversation had already taken too much out of him. “I’m not you, Roan. I can’t be.”

“I know that, and I’m not asking you to be. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. But you can do a lot better, and you know it as well as I do. I’m giving you an out, Holden. Take it while you can.” And with that, he hung up, leaving Holden to think about it. He’d almost mentioned Holden’s relationship with Scott, but pulled back at the last second because Holden probably thought he didn’t really have a relationship with Scott. But why did he show up as his real self at the hospital? There was more going on than he’d ever admit, possibly more than he was even consciously aware of. Not that a relationship with a closeted guy was a good thing—it was always more trouble than it was worth—but Scott was a strangely decent guy, and maybe Holden could eventually convince him to come out of the closet.

He finished off the ice cream and felt the sugar crash coming down, right now a slight weariness that would soon become an overwhelming sinking feeling. He forced himself to get up, threw the container away, and then began the slow climb up the stairs. Roan wasn’t sure if he had the strength or interest to take a shower and wash off the antiseptic stink of the hospital before Dylan got home. Not that it mattered; he’d have to tell him anyway.

Perhaps things would seem better tomorrow. Or at least he’d like to think so.







32
Rum to Whiskey

 

ROAN
woke up to daylight streaming through the windows, birds chirping in the eaves, and Dylan snuggled up against him. It did seem better today, which was a nice surprise.

Until he found a Post-It note on the bathroom mirror that simply read “What the fuck happened?” So Dylan had seen his arms. There was no escaping that. He didn’t think there would be, but he was hoping he had a head start. No such luck.

Roan wasn’t surprised it was afternoon already. He was surprised he hadn’t slept another day away, considering how bad yesterday was. Still, he took a bath, letting the warm water soak the ragged edges of his freshly scarred arms. Just one partial change could heal them up, but he was in no hurry to do so. Maybe he should let them heal naturally for once, surprise everyone.

Once he was out of the tub and downstairs, he put a call in to Rosenberg and made an appointment with her. She told him, in her usual way, “About fucking time, you putz.” If he was a normal, would she dare talk to him that way? Come to think of it, yes. Yes, she would. She didn’t discriminate; she cursed at everybody.

He scrambled some eggs and found himself trying to figure out if someone other than Harvey could have been responsible for Melinda’s death, even if he had lied to Roan. It was possible he was covering for someone, although that had to be an outside theory. He decided not to think about it right now as he was just going to have a mellow breakfast where he didn’t think about cats or murders or the built-in obsolescence of the human race.

Roan was making toast when he got a call from Jack. “You know I’m not a narc,” he said. In the background, Roan could hear Blue Oyster Cult. “It’s bad enough I gotta report the illegal stuff to you suits so you don’t shut my place down.”

“Okay. What brought this on?”

“You know that cheapass knife you brought me?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s on a list. It’s stolen.”

Roan had just taken a bite of his toast, so he had to chew the sourdough before he could speak again. “That gaudy piece of shit?”

“I know, right? But apparently it’s a replica of some Asian guy’s dagger, or whatever the fuck they call ’em over there. It’s gotta lotta vowels in it.”

“When was it stolen?”

“Umm—” Roan heard a rustle of papers in the background. “—says here it went missing in May of 1989. The day’s a guess, something like the tenth.”

And what else took place in early May of 1989? Suddenly alarms like the battle-station klaxons of the Starship Enterprise were ripping through his mind. Oh shit; he had him. He motherfucking had him, with a gaudy piece of shit. “In Yakima, right?”

“Yeah. So you knew what this was? Was this a test?”

“I didn’t know what it was, Jack, I promise you. I just knew where I found it. Can you tell me if the theft was attributed to the neatnik bandit?”

“Umm… yeah, must be. It’s on a list with a bunch of weird shit. Who would steal this shit? I mean, if you know when to show up, you can pick up a lot of this stuff at thrift shops or at the dump.”

“It takes all kinds,” Roan replied and thanked him before hanging up.

What the fuck did this mean? Harvey had a knife taken by the neatnik burglar in his garage. Did he buy it at someone’s garage sale and set it aside? Or did he know the neatnik burglar?

Was he the neatnik burglar?

No, how did that make sense? He was a hoarder, the absolute opposite of a neatnik… except they both were forms of obsessive-compulsive behavior, weren’t they? A hoarder would have more in common with an obsessive cleaner than your average person. While they were opposite ends of the spectrum, they still shared a spectrum.

But that was fucking crazy. Accusing Harvey of murdering his wife was one thing. But then throwing in that he was a compulsive burglar? Roan was going off the rails.

Yet… wasn’t there always a connection? The timeline he discovered for the neatnik burglar did coincide weirdly with the reign of the North Hill Rapist and Melinda’s disappearance. It was a coincidence all across the board, and the only true connection was area. Or so it seemed. Maybe not. Maybe he’d actually found some sort of connection without realizing it. He couldn’t make a connection between Harvey and the North Hill Rapist, that was probably the coincidence part, but the rest….

Roan found his cell and called his own machine so he could leave a message for Dylan. Yeah, it was weird, but Dyl was probably used to this kind of thing by now. He told him what happened at the hospital last night, why his arms got scratched up so badly, and how he just had a break in the case and had to head to Yakima, but he’d be back as soon as possible.

He dressed in a hurry and rushed to the airport to catch the next puddle jumper to Yakima. No, Roan had no idea what he was going to say, or what he was going to do once he got there, but he hoped the flight was long enough to give him time to think some more and figure out how he was going to play this.

Roan knew if he was smart, he wouldn’t rush this. But he was feeling pretty stupid right now, and he might as well take advantage of that.

Roan had bought a paperback to read on the plane, but he couldn’t get past the first sentence. His mind kept racing around, trying to build a workable scenario out of these scraps of information he had.

The day was hot and miserable; overcast just enough to hold the heat in without offering the relief of rain. The sun was going down but offered no cessation of heat. The air had a metallic undertaste to it, suggesting a lightning storm was on the way. Roan wondered if he’d be out of here by the time that happened.

He skipped the bullshit of a rental car and got a taxi to Harvey’s place. Rather than have the guy wait for him, Roan got his phone number and put it into his cell, intending to call him once things were wrapped up here. However they wrapped up. He really wasn’t sure at this point.

Roan trudged up the patchy lawn, which hadn’t changed an iota, still trying to formulate a plan. He pounded on the door and began to ponder kicking it open by the time Harvey finally answered, still as slobby and sleepy eyed as the last time Roan saw him. “You again,” he said flatly. “Do you want to move in?”

“I promise you this is my last visit, one way or another.”

Harvey’s eyes narrowed slightly at that statement, but that was the closest he came to expressing an emotion of any kind. “What does that mean?”

“Let me in and you’ll find out.” Roan felt this was a way, good or bad, to see if any of the old Harvey was still in there.

Ultimately, he couldn’t tell. Harvey turned away with an annoyed grunt but left the door open, which was a half-assed invitation inside.

Nothing substantially had changed inside the house, though the mold and rot smell was worse. It seemed like the mess had multiplied. As Harvey flopped on the couch in his ass groove, staring blankly at Oprah on the TV screen, he said, “You know, I looked you up on the Internet. I didn’t realize you were a celebrity.”

Roan glared at him. “I’m not.”

“Lotsa Google hits for a noncelebrity. Seems like you’re some kinda big noise in Seattle. You’ve been involved in a lot of high-profile stuff. Didn’t realize you were one of those infecteds, but you know what really shocked me? You bein’ a gay. You don’t act like it, and you certainly don’t dress like it.”

Roan figured that last bit was a shot, but it wasn’t the first time he’d been told he didn’t dress “gay.” The implication seemed to be a gay guy would dress better, which was often true, but not always. He knew gay guys that dressed even shabbier than he did, as hard as that was to believe. “A gay? I didn’t realize it was a nationality.”

Harvey’s dull eyes scudded over toward him briefly. “I’ve never met one before.”

“That you know of. Am I supposed to give you a medal or something?”

“Never met an infected either. I thought you guys died real quick.”

“Didn’t you read those articles? I’m not your normal infected.”

Now there was something in Harvey’s eyes. It was brief, but it flared and died like a flickering match in the darkness. Harvey seemed to understand that Roan being here was horrible news, and he took it as a challenge. He seemed too lazy to act on it, though, which was a shame, as Roan really wanted to show him how different he was. “No, I guess you’re not.” His eyes slid back to the TV, and he took a swig of his beer reflexively, with no awareness at all.

Roan stepped in front of the screen, blocking it with his body. He put his hands on his hips, and decided there was no way to go about this except directly and as crudely as possible. “I just wanted to let you know I’m telling Jessica you killed her mother, so you’re still gonna die with her thinking of you as a monster. You got away with it long enough. It’s ending now.”

He looked at him with a slightly glazed expression. “What?”

“Did I stutter? The only thing I don’t understand, Harvey, is how you could go from a confrontation-avoiding, neatnik burglar to a wife-killing hoarder. What happened to you?”

Harvey stopped trying to watch TV around him and stared at him blankly, his face giving away nothing yet except a sort of dull surprise. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“So you’re going to play the dumb card? I’ll grant you it’s a solid defense, but cliché. Certainly a man of your intelligence should be able to do better.”

Harvey hit the mute button on his remote and finally stared at him straight on. “What exactly are you accusing me of here?”

“Not an accusation. I know you did it. Just tell me why you kept that knife. Or is there a bunch of other stuff you stole still in your garage and I just missed it? The knife just jumped out at me. Totally not your style.”

With the sun going down, the shadows in the room became long, and the TV flashing mutely behind him was fucking up his night vision, but Roan could still see how Harvey’s flat gaze became hostile, his eyes chips of flint in shrinking sockets. “You’re not making any sense at all.”

“You don’t have to confess. I’m going to tell Jessica you murdered her mother anyways, because she’s my client and she hired me to find out what happened to Melinda. I’m just trying to understand, for my own curiosity, what the fuck sent you so far off the rails. You were a gentleman bandit, and if movies have taught us anything, it’s that you guys usually have hearts of gold. What happened to you?”

Harvey shifted on his couch in an odd way, and Roan wondered if he had a weapon stashed under the sofa. Hell, with all the piles of crap in the living room, he could have a grenade launcher buried under pizza boxes. “What’s that saying,” Harvey asked. “Curiosity killed the cat?”

Roan smiled at him, but it was as hard and sharp as a machete. If Harvey had any intelligence at all, he would recognize it for what it was. An invitation to get his ass kicked. “Please try something. Give me an excuse.”

He stared at Harvey, and waited for him to make the next move.
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Remember Me Lover

 

“GET
the fuck outta my house,” Harvey said, anger starting to crack his neutral façade. “How dare you accuse me of killing Melly!”

The rage seemed genuine enough, but there was something off about it. Not quite a performance, but perhaps a channeling of anger from something else. “You know, I found a stolen item in your garage. One call and the police will be down here, sifting through it themselves. Do you really want me to bring them into this?”

Harvey’s eyes glittered in the inconsistent light of the television, like a hunted animal peering out of a dark burrow. “If you’re so convinced I’m evil, why didn’t you bring the cops?”

“Because cops make people clam up. I’d rather you talk.”

“Clam up?” He chuckled derisively. “How noir of you. Is this how you make your living? Making crazy accusations?”

“This is your last chance.”

“Or what? Citizen’s arrest?”

Roan huffed a sigh through his nose, wondering if he should do just that, when he heard a muffled crack, like wiring suddenly frying out. Roan smelled the ozone and saw the spark before the metal prongs of a taser sank into his leg and filled him with fire.

It was like a lightning strike inside his body. Lights seemed to explode inside his skull, and the pain was so excruciating it was a sharp shock and then numbness; too much for his body to comprehend, so it treated it like a change, blocking it out as much as possible.

His muscles locked, so Roan could feel himself fall but couldn’t do anything about it. He heard the television topple over and crash to the carpet at about the same time he did. Lights flashed along the wall, but he didn’t know if it was from the TV or just inside his own mind.

“—threaten me in my own goddamn home,” Harvey muttered, although Roan was sure he hadn’t caught all of it. “Like I’m gonna put up with that shit. So much for you, tough guy.”

Roan felt his consciousness ebbing slightly, receding like a tide, looking at the filthy carpet that now filled his vision. In the slice of the room still visible to him, he saw Harvey lever himself up from his couch and head toward the back hall, where the bedrooms were.

Roan felt a warm rush inside him, which he initially attributed as an after-effect to being electrocuted, but then he saw his fingers curl, gripping the carpet like a handhold, and heard as well as felt a deep rumbling growl in his throat.

It was only when he started crawling across the carpet on all fours that he realized the lion had taken over his body. The stun had worked on him, but left the door open for the cat.

Inside his mind, Roan was scrambling for some kind of control as the lion remembered to climb to his feet, although it was still not used to walking on two legs instead of four. How could it control his body when Roan couldn’t? All he could figure was the lion had already dealt with figuring out how to use a foreign and unwilling body, making the numbing shock of the taser something it could force through much easier than Roan could simply because the lion had genuine practice at making a muscle that didn’t want to move respond anyway. Roan was still dazed, or at least that’s what he told himself as he realized he might not be able to get control back. The lion felt the pain as vividly as Roan had, and it was furious. You didn’t hurt a lion and walk away like that. You killed it, or you lived just long enough to be completely fucking sorry.

The growling seemed oddly distant, even though he could feel it vibrating in his own head, and he didn’t expect the roar, which was loud, aggressive, and as full of hate as any animal noise could be. That was the human stain inside the beast, the thing that made it a thousand times worse than a pure animal.

Harvey froze for a moment before turning around in clear shock. “How the fuck did you make that noise?” he asked, astonished. Roan, in his head, was chanting don’tkillhimdon’tkillhimdon’tkillhim, but he didn’t know if the lion actually heard or cared. Did it even understand English? It was him, it should have, but he still wasn’t sure if it was just the more animalistic side of him or something genuinely animal. How could you tell? Especially, how could you tell when you were a prisoner in your own head? Roan had no way of knowing if this information exchange was truly a two-way experience.

The lion had adopted a slumped-shoulder posture that was odd, which Roan really didn’t understand, unless standing with a straight spine was new to it, which it clearly was. There were so many rules to being bipedal, which you didn’t realize unless it wasn’t your traditional means of transport. It was growling constantly, a low, gravelly rumble that a hell beast would make in a horror movie, and Harvey was staring at him in what had to be disbelief tinged with amusement. “You think you can scare me by acting like a freak?”

Roan didn’t know how to do this. The lion had taken advantage of the shock to take over, and he didn’t know how to get control back. Trying to impose your will on something was such an abstract thing, and he still didn’t have a great deal of experience with it. Or it was something he’d been afraid of all along: the lion was stronger. He was getting sick and getting weak, and the lion was getting more powerful. Maybe that was the horrible truth about all of this and why Rosenberg couldn’t make heads or tails of what was happening to him. It wasn’t Roan who was adapting and changing—it was the virus, the lion. It had been evolving, adapting, mutating. Roan only thought it was him, but it wasn’t and never had been.

Harvey had stopped dead, but now he took a step back, the smug humor draining from his expression. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked. The lion ramped the growl up to a snarl, which was full-throated and painful, and Harvey made a conscious decision to bluff. Roan actually saw it, a decision made behind his eyes. It was weird, and such an act of futility Roan wondered if this was a conscious decision on Harvey’s part to die. “Are you tryin’ to scare me? It’s not working.”

A lie. He could smell it, taste it, see it in his face. This time the lion let out a partial, low roar, a small-scale warning, a signal that it was about to charge, but it wanted its prey to run.

As if Harvey understood that, he took a step back, two, and then turned to run, a twofer of the worst things you could do in the presence of a big cat: run and show your back. The lion lunged after, meaning to rake him with his claws, but there were no claws, Roan hadn’t physically changed, so he just ended up shoving Harvey. He hit the wall hard, face first, bouncing off and staggering until he tripped over his own feet and fell onto his ass. A framed wedding photo of Jessica and her husband fell off the wall and crashed to the floor with a sound of broken glass.

Harvey made to get up and run, but the lion jumped on him, driving him into the floor. Harvey tried to squirm away, only to be pushed hard into the carpet as the lion climbed onto his back, letting out a territorial roar, one meant to make the prey’s fear spike, and it did. The smell was both sweet and savory, and it had eyes on the back of Harvey’s neck, ready to bite. Roan could only think one thing: He’ll taste terrible, he’s sick. Roan remembered the taste of that diseased cat’s blood, the one he bit at the hospital, vividly enough that he could taste it in his mouth as if he’d just had some, and that was enough to make the lion pause. 

It was enough of a falter that Roan felt like he had figuratively jammed his foot in the door. He knew he was starting to come back to himself when he felt the liquid dripping off his chin, a combination of blood and drool, and saw it spattering on the back of Harvey’s neck, soaking the collar of his shirt.

Of course, the pain came back with his control, as well as some of the finer details he had missed while fighting for primary awareness, namely that Harvey was shaking and sobbing into the carpet. Roan’s hands hurt, possibly because they had dug into Harvey like the claws they should have been, but weren’t. Harvey was probably going to have finger shaped bruises on his shoulders and arms for a week or two.

The pain was starting to flood back into Roan, making him aware his heart was pounding like a kettledrum and his hands were shaking, making him feel sick and light-headed. It took him a moment to realize that Harvey was saying something. “I didn’t mean to hurt her,” he said between the sobs.

His head was pounding so hard it felt like his molars were vibrating, but he sat back on Harvey’s legs and wondered when he could speak. He was pretty sure he couldn’t yet.

“I wasn’t going to prison,” Harvey said, continuing. “I just wanted her to stop and think about it. Why would she turn me in?”

Roan’s head was still swimming, but he understood what Harvey was saying. “She found out,” Roan said, or at least thought he said. His voice was a gravelly rumble, and it was possible it was mostly growl.

But Harvey must have heard some of it, because he said, “I don’t know how! She found my stash. She realized I was the burglar. Why would she turn me in? I was her husband.”

Roan sat back against the wall, trying to catch his breath and figure out if he was having a heart attack, as Harvey blubbered his confession. From what Roan could figure out, Melinda found some hidden stolen items and was able to piece together the fact that he was the neatnik burglar. They argued, and she decided to turn him over to the police. He thought that if she just took time to think about this, she wouldn’t do that, and when he couldn’t persuade her, he picked up a bookend and hit her with it. Harvey said he just wanted to knock her out and that maybe she’d reconsider when she came to (because bludgeoning your spouse always made them see your side of things), but it quickly became clear he’d hit her too hard and killed her. If he didn’t like the idea of going to prison for theft, he really hated the idea of going to prison for murder. So he covered it up as quickly as he could, and when he realized the cops were happy to pin this on the North Hill Rapist, he figured that was the best way to go. He almost believed that’s in fact what happened. He liked to pretend the reality of what occurred was simply a nightmare.

Terror had finally broken him, and there was no fight at all left in Harvey. The problem was, Roan didn’t feel much like fighting either. What was he going to do with Harvey? Roan got his cell out of his pocket and looked up Gambol’s number. This seemed like a job for the police.

Not that he had any idea what he’d tell them about Harvey’s state, or his. But he decided he’d worry about it when he had to.

 

 

BY
THE
time the cops arrived, the painkillers had kicked in, and Roan felt presentably human and together. Harvey was still a wreck and wouldn’t look him in the eye.

Harvey told the cops that Roan had “started becoming a lion,” which no one believed because it was fucking crazy, and they hadn’t spoken to the Seattle cops who were trying to save him from himself. But the Yakima cops seemed eager to have Roan go, possibly because no one liked an outsider solving a cold case. Also, they probably didn’t like him all that much and wished he would go away in general, irrespective of the case.

He didn’t have to call the cab driver as the cops gave him a ride to the airport. Sitting in a nearby Seattle’s Best Coffee, waiting for his plane, he called Jessica and let her know what had happened. Well, not about the confrontation or the lion coming out, but about her father confessing to the murder of her mother. She was flabbergasted, and that ratcheted up even higher when Roan mentioned that Harvey might be charged for theft as well, as he was the neatnik burglar. She’d never heard of the neatnik burglar. He hated telling her all of this over the phone, but it was either that or have her learn it from the evening news, and at least he could soften the blow a little. He tried his best and was reasonably sure he failed. He was sure she hated him, and he couldn’t blame her. She’d wanted answers, and the ones he gave her she hated.

He then called Dylan to let him know he was on his way back and got his call messaging. He figured Dylan was mad at him because he hadn’t called, and they were probably about due for an argument anyway. It had been a while, and Dyl could only use up so much Zen patience before he totally lost it. And in Roan’s mind, that was completely fair, because he knew how hard he was to live with. It was a small miracle that Dylan hadn’t killed him yet.

On the plane, he slept. In fact, Roan slept so hard that he was woken up after they landed in Seattle by a very worried-looking stewardess. Apparently, he hadn’t woken up when she initially tried to wake him, and they’d had a rough landing, so she was concerned. He lied, telling her he had a cold, and quickly gathered his things and left. He felt groggy, out of sorts, perhaps a bit depressed. Which was worse—that people kept living down to his most cynical imaginings or that he now had to worry about the lion taking over his body whenever it had a clear shot at it?

The lion was a problem. Roan hadn’t even lost consciousness, not completely. He was simply stunned, and yet somehow that was enough. This wasn’t good. He was lucky to find a way to stop it and regain control. He had to stop this now, before he really hurt someone… or Dylan. Fuck. What if he went to sleep and woke up to find the lion had been up and about in his body? No good would come of it. He was probably lucky it hadn’t come out on the plane.

Roan had to look up the number, hidden deep in his phone’s history, but eventually he found it. He punched it in, and while he knew it wasn’t likely that Chris was there at this time of night, he had to hope that his name still had some weight at the Willow Creek private clinic.

Roan knew he probably needed to isolate himself from other people for the time being. But at least he could do it in more comfort than a regular hospital.
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The Tide Pulls From The Moon

 

LEAVE
it to Roan to pull the rug out from under him before they even had a fight.

Dylan knew he shouldn’t stew, but he was frustrated. It was like they weren’t married; it was like they were roommates, almost perennially missing each other, ships passing in the night. It was happening too much lately, and he was getting fed up. They had so much scheduled! He had a gallery showing this weekend, and then Kevin had invited them over for dinner on Sunday night. Dylan was planning to make a vegan Moroccan couscous to take. He had half the ingredients already, and he wasn’t sure if they should take a bottle of wine or not. Was Kevin still seeing that hustler guy? He wished he could ask, but he was lucky to see Roan conscious for twenty minutes lately.

It was the case, of course, but for Roan there was always another case, another puzzle to solve, another person to save. Because that’s what he did, and that was the problem you had to adapt to when you married a superhero. He got that, he really did… or at least Dylan liked to think he got that. But sometimes it was hard. Sometimes he just wanted to come home to a husband waiting for him with a nice cup of tea and a good DVD. Okay, that was unlikely to ever happen, but every now and again Roan would surprise him with something like that. He could be as thoughtful as he could be insensitive, one of his many dichotomies.

He wasn’t thrilled to wake up and find Ro had left him a voice mail, like he was a client. Then, as the day went on and Roan didn’t call, he got more and more angry. He had this sensible speech worked out in his head, about how it would be nice to have more consideration than simply a voice mail message or a brief e-mail. Yes, Roan could be as terse as hell, but right now it was bugging him. Sometimes it seemed like they’d crossed that bridge and Roan was communicating with him more, and other times Ro backslid into his macho silence.

Checking his voice mail after work, Dylan was infuriated anew by Roan’s bland call that he was on his way back home. He was probably back by now. Would it have killed him to drop by Panic? The passive-aggressive fucking bastard. But his anger was totally undermined by the second message. “Hey, um, Dyl, I’m sorry. I guess I’m not coming home. I’m checking myself in to the Willow Creek infected hospital. Don’t worry, nothing’s wrong. I just think it’s probably best for everyone that I go away for a while. I’ll call you as soon as I’m settled. Bye.”

The message, on its own, was bad enough. But what made Dylan’s stomach burn was Roan’s tone of voice. He was putting up his usual brave front, using his soothing cop voice, but he could hear the fracture in it, something lurking behind it, a fear. What had happened in Yakima? Whatever it was, it had scared Roan into hiding.

Dylan went home, ran straight upstairs to grab the packed bag Roan still had shoved in his closet from his last hospital visit, and sifted through the small pile of accumulated mail that Roan seemed to always forget about to find the address of the Willow Creek clinic. Roan got mail from them now and again, mostly charity appeals, but it had their address right there in the top corner. He could have Googled it, but fuck it, he had to grab Roan’s bag anyway.

Roan never talked about it, but Dylan knew Roan had stayed there at some point in his life, possibly as a child. He also knew Paris rehabilitated there, and that it was difficult to get into. There was a waiting list, although they took emergency cases that met certain criteria. It helped a lot if you knew someone there, had a connection. Roan obviously did, but Dylan had no idea what it was.

Roan didn’t talk about his childhood—or anything before his cop life, really. It was like he popped into the world fully formed, adult, or Roan wanted to believe that was true. Bits would come up though, randomly and surprisingly. He had a favorite group home (near Edmonds, although Roan was sure it wasn’t a group home anymore); he had an affection for certain hippie-type guys because the best supervisors in those group homes were generally hippie-ish types; his first sexual experience was with the straight son of one of these counselor guys, who lived across the street from the group home. (Dylan was dying to hear this story! He had sex with a straight guy right out of the gate? How did that happen? Roan never went into detail though, and usually shrugged off attempts to get him to talk about it. But Dylan didn’t disbelieve it, because Roan didn’t brag about it, which most guys he knew would, and because Ro had exactly the type of overwhelming and inexplicable exotic charm to pull a slightly curious straight guy over the edge.) Roan was good in school and absolutely loathed it; bullies made his life hell, as you might imagine they would, but sometimes his homelife was worse. Still, he thought it was good training for when he initially joined the police force and took a lot of shit.

But, again, not many details. Roan kept that part of himself so closed off it might as well be in a lockbox in the bottom of the ocean. And Dylan didn’t have to feel singled out about this. He had asked Randi about it, and all she could do was shrug. Roan never talked about this kind of stuff to anyone. Maybe Paris, possibly, but only Roan knew that. He took taciturn to a new level. Or maybe being a PI, digging around other people’s lives, made him naturally resistant to showing off so much of his own.

Dylan was hungry, so he grabbed a muffin and a bottle of tea before getting back in his car and driving to Willow Creek. It had a Bellevue address, which he hadn’t expected. But why not? It couldn’t all be businessmen and wannabe yuppies there. Or maybe it had changed. He couldn’t remember the last time he was in Bellevue. It might be a totally different city.

Despite it being late at night, there was more traffic than he expected, and he drove very carefully as he assumed most of them were drunk or extremely tired. Dylan would be tired, too, if not for the bracing shot of pure terror. It made his mind wander a little.

Tristan kept trying to talk him into illustrating a comic book with him, which Dylan had never had any interest in. He had no problem with comics—he knew a couple of comic makers—he just had a basic problem wrapping his head around the idea of superheroes. Not their powers or that they could exist in some fantasy world or another, but in their basic motivation. Someone that powerful and beyond others would probably be inclined to help themselves, not other people, unless they were publicity whores who basked in all the glory and attention. But now he could do it; now he understood. Sometimes, because they couldn’t save themselves, they had to save others. It was vengeance, guilt, distraction, and self-worth all tied up in one fucked-up package. In Roan’s case, a sweet, well-intentioned, but terminally fucked-up package.

It took Dylan several minutes to find the place as it was a modern, low-slung building that called no attention to itself whatsoever. There was a sign, but it was small, underlit, and hard to read. Done on purpose? It just identified itself as Willow Creek, as if trying to hide in plain sight. Maybe it was. Roan got enough shit for being infected; a place devoted solely to them would be asking for trouble.

There wasn’t much in the way of parking, but he finally found a place near the back. The inside of Willow Creek was low lit, a buttery yellow light that seemed to indicate late night better than full dark, and with its pale melon-rind-green walls and warm-copper carpeting, it almost seemed like an upscale rehab or private office rather than a type of hospital. It didn’t even smell like a hospital. There was an undertone of something that was probably disinfectant, but the general overtone was of a sort of faintly smoky spice scent. Unusual.

The lobby was dominated by a horseshoe-shaped desk, where a middle-aged Asian woman looked up from her computer and asked, “Are you expected?”

So many ways to answer that, all smartass and none that would be appreciated. “I brought Roan McKichan’s things,” he said, holding up the packed duffel bag. “He just checked in not too long ago.”

“It’s way past visiting hours.”

“It’s not a visit. Without his books and his iPod, he’s going to be chewing the walls. And I mean that literally.”

She frowned, but after a moment glanced down at her computer and told him where to find Roan.

He was in room 117, which was near the end of the hall. There were outside locks on the doors, but they didn’t look to be engaged on any rooms. Also, the doors were metal, but painted such a pleasant green you could almost overlook that. But when Dylan knocked on the door, he felt the difference. There was a wary, weary, “Yeah?” in response.

He opened the surprisingly heavy door and peeked around before walking in. “Hey, hon. Brought you some things.”

Roan was sitting on top of a neatly made bed, staring blankly at a muted television high up in the corner of the room. Since the remote was sitting on a bedside table, Roan had muted it himself. He looked at Dylan with slightly glazed, tired eyes, still a bottle green of surprising vividness. “What are you doing here?”

“Like I wasn’t going to come after that call,” Dylan replied, stepping into the room. It was a warmer green than the lobby, with a floor of vinyl tiles in a gold-and-white marble pattern. It was probably cheaper to replace when it got all clawed up than carpet or a wooden floor. He held up the bag to show him before putting it on the end of the bed. “Brought you some things.”

“Thanks. But you didn’t need to do that tonight.”

“Yes I did. What happened in Yakima?”

Roan had slid to the edge of the bed, close to the bag. The T-shirt he was wearing, showing the evolution of Lego men, was stained with blood. “I solved the case, and I think Jessica and the South Yakima PD hate me. So, status quo.”

“You know what I mean.”

He grimaced, looking away at nothing. “I got tased, and the lion came out. But I didn’t change, and I didn’t lose consciousness. It was just walking around in my body.”

It was such a bomb, it took him a moment to process it. “Like at the hospital,” Dylan said, sitting beside him on the bed. No wonder Roan got shaken up.

“Yeah. I was lucky I didn’t kill him. I mean, the lion didn’t kill him.” He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know what I mean. God, I’m tired.”

“How many painkillers have you had?”

“Only three or four. Not as much as usual.”

“Have you eaten?”

Roan scratched his head, still refusing to look at him. “They offered me a sandwich when I checked in. Maybe I should have taken them up on it.”

“You should have.” Dylan stroked Roan’s hair, which felt a bit thicker than before. He might not have physically altered, but his hair still grew a bit. “So what’s the plan here?”

“Doctor Rosenberg’s coming in tomorrow, and she’ll probably run even more tests on me, possibly inventing new ones along the way. Maybe there will be some answers, maybe not. But I don’t know what else to do.”

“You could come home.”

Roan shook his head, his body language telegraphing defeat. “No, I can’t.”

“Why not?” Dylan moved his hand down to his back so he could feel Roan’s spine beneath his shirt, beneath all the muscles and skin. Roan somehow felt coiled and taut, even as his shoulders were slumped in surrender.

That made him scoff. “’Cause I can’t trust me anymore. I’m a weapon, Dyl. I could hurt you, or worse, and never know it until it’s too late.”

“That’s unlikely.”

“I can’t risk it.”

“I can.”

Roan looked at him now, torn between disbelief and fear. “What?”

“Life is a risk. I could get hit by a bus or by lightning, or even be taken out by some mutant form of bird flu. Shit happens, and I’m not going to worry about it.”

Roan stared at him, and some of the fire came back to his eyes. “This is no time to be Zen.”

“I’m not being Zen. I’m being realistic. And you’re not a weapon, Ro. Being different doesn’t make you dangerous.”

He scoffed. “Fuck you. You remember what it was like at the hospital when the lion got out.”

“Yes, but it was opportunistic. The lion can’t overpower you without help. That’s a good sign.”

“The lion coming out without a change is never a good sign.”

Dylan nodded. He could feel the muscles tensing in Roan, his fear becoming a physical thing. “Fine, I’ll grant you that. But you’re still the stronger being. You can win.”

Roan just stared at him, his eyes hollowed out with a sort of feverish pain. He wasn’t so hard to understand, if you realized the thing Roan was scared of most was himself. “Win what? This isn’t a contest. This is my life, and I’m not sure I can trust myself anymore.”

Dylan slid an arm around his shoulders and pulled him in close, giving him a kiss on the top of his head. “I trust you. Does that make a difference?”

“It should,” he replied, in a way that suggested it still wasn’t enough. Roan rested his head on Dylan’s shoulder, and Dylan felt a few hot tears soak into his shirt.

He stroked Roan’s back, resting his head against his, and whispered, “I’ll tell everyone you’re working a case. Stay here as long as you need. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready to come home.”

It was all he could offer Roan right now, and probably all he needed. How strange he was to be so physically strong and yet so emotionally fragile at times, but it was just another of his myriad contradictions that made Roan so frustrating and fascinating. Not for the first time, Dylan wondered why he couldn’t have fallen in love with a nice, normal guy with a boring job and a boring life, but the more he thought about that, the more it reminded him of that Radiohead song about no surprises and how dreary that was. If he knew what was good for him, he would like guys with no baggage at all, but that wasn’t how it ever worked out.

He held Roan as he struggled not to cry and generally failed, then wished he could take his pain away, but he knew he couldn’t. He had to hope he was right about the lion not being able to take Roan over without help, because if he was wrong, and Doctor Rosenberg couldn’t find any answers, Dylan knew it was possible the lion would kill him just like Roan feared.

Dylan knew that should bother him, but for some reason it didn’t. Now that was worrisome.







35
There Is a Light That Never Goes Out

 

IT
WAS
funny how you could be sleeping with a guy for a while and not really know him.

Scott wasn’t cleared to even skate, but there was a game that night and he wanted to talk to the guys before it, so Scott headed to the dressing room pregame, and Holden ended up sitting in the section where players’ families, girlfriends/wives, and friends stayed. He ended up sitting next to a wiry, white-haired old dude who turned out to be Zach’s grandfather and a former hockey player himself. The old guy ended up raving about Scott as a team captain, saying he had all the makings of a great military leader, because he made sure all “his boys” felt like he liked them and trusted them and would defend them in spite of the fact that he wasn’t the team enforcer. He seemed to think of Scott as an “intellectual” captain, which almost made Holden laugh, except the guy was serious. And who knows, maybe Scott was intellectual as far as the hockey world was concerned. He did pick up a book once in a while, and he didn’t seem like a complete idiot. The Falcons won the game quite easily, even without Scott playing, and the old guy, whose name was apparently Bob (“just Bob”), attributed that to Scott being back in the dressing room. Maybe it was true, who knew?

The old guy turned out to be really nice, bought him a beer and everything, and while Holden tuned out half his hockey stories, he had a good time with him. The game seemed genuinely entertaining, even without Scott playing in it. It was probably the company.

For Scott’s part, when Holden met him after the game, he seemed more energized than he had since before the concussion. He talked about the guys and the coach, and Holden tuned him out as easily as he tuned out Bob. But he could see that Scott really did like being back with his “boys” again, and yeah, maybe being a leader suited him.

They went back to Holden’s place afterward, because Scott really seemed to like it there. Holden wasn’t sure why, as Scott’s apartment was quieter, but Holden suspected Scott was lonely. Also, his concussion often left him dizzy after a while, and he seemed to like having others around during that time.

On the drive back, they discussed Roan. After three days AWOL, and Dylan’s insistence that he was off on a case (which Holden knew was bullshit because Roan hadn’t told him about it), Holden had been able to use his connections and discover that Roan had packed himself off to that upscale jail for infecteds, Willow Creek. Dylan was covering for him, which tracked as Dylan was that kind of guy. He was the loyal politician’s wife, standing by her husband even when the shit hit the fan. 

The shit in this case probably had something to do with Harvey Hall, who was currently undergoing a court-ordered psych eval down in Yakima because he kept insisting Roan started turning into a lion, and a judge and the cops down east figured he was either nuts or trying to buck for an insanity defense. Of course, anyone who actually knew Roan knew that, yeah, he probably had started to turn into a lion: that was his superpower. You fucked with the man, and you ended up with the lion ripping your face off and gnawing on your carotid artery like it was a licorice whip. That’s why you didn’t fuck with the man. He was pretty badass as a human anyway, so why would you want to? But people had an infinite capacity for stupidity, and Roan liked playing the asshole, throwing gasoline on an open blaze, usually because someone pissed him off.

Holden had thought of dropping by Willow Creek to see how Roan was doing, but hadn’t done it yet. For some reason, crashing his private pity party struck him as… weird. Intrusive. It never had before, but he was getting a sense that this was different and he should keep a distance and get a better idea of what was going on. He still didn’t know why Roan was in that place, if it was purely medical or psychological or what, and since Dylan was doing his best silent routine, he didn’t know what Roan was in for. Holden wasn’t a huge fan of going in with no info, especially when anything could greet him. What if it was his brain tumors again? If he was really sick, you’d think Dylan would want people to know, but Roan might not.

Scott talked of paying Roan a visit, but Holden talked him into postponing it for now. Luckily, Scott was still recovering, and he wasn’t in much of a fighting mood. While he was technically recovered enough from his concussion to be out of the hospital, it just wasn’t that simple when it came to concussions.

As excited as Scott was being back with the team, it wore him out, and he was already complaining of a headache by the time they reached Holden’s apartment. Once inside, Scott slumped onto the sofa and busted out some of his “medication,” which was, of course, pot. His doctor and the team would frown upon it, but he said it helped the headaches, and it kept the nausea at bay so he could eat, which was important. Mainly because he lost weight so rapidly you could actually see the difference after one day had elapsed. One day! That was insane and wrong, but Scott said it was his “hockey metabolism,” and it would probably stop in “about a week.” Holden didn’t care what he attributed it to, but losing three pounds in three days was fucking wrong, unless he was an infected.

While Scott baked his troubles away, Holden called for pizza delivery and joined him for a toke or two before throwing pillows on the floor and shoving the couch aside. Scott found it easier to watch TV if he was looking up; for some reason it didn’t aggravate either his vertigo or his headaches, and as chance would have it, Holden had floor pillows. Well, pillows that you could throw on the floor at any rate.

They lay on the floor and watched the last part of a hockey game on TV, but only because Grey was playing and Scott had promised him he’d watch. He also had his phone out, and Scott occasionally sent Grey texts during the game, even though Grey’s phone was in his locker and he’d never see them until after the game. Holden got to watch him thumb type in one text: “Wow, asshole, a hobo could’ve shot the puck better.”
Just based on the way Scott was giggling to himself while doing this, this was the sort of razzing that they used to do to each other when they were both on the same team. After a moment of discussing how surreal it was Grey might actually be on a Stanley Cup winning team in his rookie NHL season—apparently this was a possibility, and it made Scott slightly green with jealousy—out of nowhere, Scott said, “I’m gonna tell my parents.”

Pot could make you random, and that seemed doubly true of Scott, who seemed to lose all ability to segue when stoned. In a way, it was refreshing, because he could charm and schmooze with the best of them when he was sober, and Holden hated the competition, even though Scott was in the minor leagues compared to him.

“Tell them what?” Holden wondered, as Scott sat up briefly, just long enough to take off his shirt, which he threw on the sofa. That was another thing about him: hummingbird metabolism and prone to fits of being hot for no apparent reason. Either it was a Canadian thing, or he had simply adjusted to rink temperatures and found it hard to deal with the lack of an ice sheet. Not that Holden was complaining. Scott still had a great torso—a nearly concave stomach and well-toned pecs—and now he had a small tattoo on his back, beneath his right shoulder blade. It was a roaring lion head, which he said he got in solidarity for Roan. Scott’s mancrush on Roan was strangely adorable, but also tracked, as Roan was catnip—no pun intended—to hot bi guys. Why, Holden didn’t know, but it had happened too often to be coincidence.

“I’m bi. I’m visiting them this weekend, so might as well.”

He was so casual about this, the enormity of what he was saying almost slid past Holden. Scott snorted a laugh at a play on the screen and picked up his phone to text Grey again. Holden almost asked him if he was high, but yes, of course he was. “Would you—do you want me to come with you?”

“Nah, it’s cool. I don’t think they’ll even care. I mean, it’s not like I’m gay or anything. Bi’s only half as bad, right?”

“In theory. But really it just makes you a horny, greedy motherfucker.”

Scott laughed and put his phone down long enough to look at him. His clear blue eyes were glazed, and he had a dopey half smile on his face. Literally dopey. “You jealous ’cause I’m more open-minded than you?”

“Open-legged, you mean.”

This sent Scott off on an unwarranted laughing jag that only calmed when it suddenly turned into a whoop, and he said, “Fuck me.” Since it wasn’t a request, Holden looked at the screen and realized that someone must have scored as they were doing a slow-motion replay. It was easy to find Grey since he was a huge hulking thing in a bright orange-and-black jersey, and apparently he had something to do with the goal; he got an assist. Scott picked up his phone again. “Can’t even get your own goal you lazy shit?” Of course, he was giggling while doing this.

“I’m now curious if he sent you a text when you went in for the concussion.”

“He sent me an e-mail. It said, ‘I always knew you had a fragile skull, you frilly little pansy.”’

“So this is what passes for friendship between you?”

“Uh-huh.” When he put the phone down, Scott lolled his head toward Holden and said, with all sincerity, “He’s the best friend I’ve ever had.”

“You het boys are weird.”

“I’m not a het.”

“Quasi het. What about Grey?” Since Scott was baked, this was the best time to get a straight answer out of him, no pun intended.

“What about him? Oh, you mean is he het? I’ve never seen him not be het.” He paused briefly. “But yeah, sometimes I wondered about him. He’d play the gay game pretty easy, but that could be his penchant for making people uncomfortable.”

“The gay game?”

“Who you’d go gay for. He had, like, a dozen names, although I don’t know how serious he was about any of them.” Scott offered him the roach, but Holden shook his head. He was getting a contact high from being this close to Scott while he got stoned.

“Was Roan on the list?”

“Roan is on everyone’s list. He could punch a hole through a car door, and he has awesome taste in music. Also, his eyes kinda haunt you.” Scott took a moment to take a gulp from his bottle of Powerade. “Think he’s okay?”

“Roan? Yeah, he’s hard to kill.” Of course, that couldn’t be true forever, but Holden really didn’t want to think about that right now. The light buzz he had was too pleasant. “So if you come out to your parents, is the team next?”

He shrugged, licking his dry lips. “Guess it depends on whether I’m ever goin’ back to the team or not.”

“You really think you won’t be cleared to return?”

“I dunno. The doctor said concussions are tricky things. You can recover from one relatively unscathed, or you can be plagued by it the rest of your life. Considering I can’t seem to do a sprint without my head exploding and nausea knifin’ through me, I’m not feeling optimistic right now.”

Holden reached over and ruffled Scott’s raven hair, earning him an annoyed grimace that became a stony smile. “Good Canadian boys don’t just give up like that, do they?”

“Since when am I good?” Aware of what he said only after the fact, Scott belatedly smirked at his own words. “Well, besides on the ice and in bed.” Scott slid a hand over Holden’s abdomen, which could be ticklish, but wasn’t tonight. His hand was warm, almost radiant with heat, and Holden was too stoned to be bothered by the fact that he liked it.

“Glad you’re not full of yourself. You’d be insufferable.”

“I’m in too good a mood to feel any sarcasm.” As if in response, the crowd on the screen reacted loudly to something, and there was another slow-motion replay, suggesting a goal. It was the Flyers, Grey’s team, so Scott wadded up a paper napkin and threw it at the screen. It barely had enough mass to clear Scott’s leg. Holden couldn’t tell if Grey had anything to do with the goal or not, but he was on the ice, squashing one of the poor bastards in the white jerseys into the boards. “Stop rubbing it in, you fucking bastard. How dare he have a career while I’m not sure I’ll ever have one. It’s like he’s good at his job or something.”

“Grey was always insensitive,” Holden commiserated. Scott’s leg rubbed against his, and he wondered if it was coincidence.

“What about you?”

That made Holden raise an eyebrow. Had he missed something, or was he just distracted by Scott caressing his belly? “What about me?”

“You gonna get your detective license? Go full time?”

Why would pot flip off the segue gene? It was weird. “Oh please, can you see me as the everyday vanilla type?”

An amused and vaguely sadistic grin appeared on Scott’s face. “You scared? Think you can’t hack it?”

“No.”

“You figure people are right about you, that you can’t handle it, that you’re too used to this kinda life and couldn’t possibly deal with something so hard.”

Holden propped himself up on one elbow so he could glare down at him. “You little bitch. You’re trying to use reverse psychology on me.”

Scott’s grin widened until he started giggling. “Who, me? I’m a dumb jock. I can’t even spell that.”

“You’re full of shit, Captain,” he said, saying his title like a curse.

Scott kept grinning. “Yeah. But what about you, huh? You gonna be brave enough to do it?”

“Bravery doesn’t come into it.”

“Yeah it does. You can do it, Den. Go for it. I won’t give up if you don’t.” Scott’s nickname for him was Den, which Holden was torn over. It was kind of cute and kind of annoying—sort of like Scott himself. Not that his opinion would stop Scott from calling him that. He liked calling people by stupid nicknames.

“Is this a bet, or is it blackmail?”

“It’s whatever you want it to be.” There was still a sparkle in his eyes, despite the hazy effect of the pot.

Holden shook his head, trying to hold back a smile. “You’re a born stoner, aren’t you?”

Scott laughed but pulled him down for a kiss. Holden went with it, mainly because it was always nice to kiss Scott, even if he did taste like pot and Windex-blue Powerade, which was fairly disgusting.

Could he be that person? Could he show up to an everyday job like a regular person? Truth be told, Scott was right, he was a bit frightened at the prospect. It felt like becoming a sellout, and how could he ever do all the paperwork Roan did? But Holden wondered who he’d be selling out to, and who would accuse him of being a sellout in a serious manner. Some of the kids he looked out for on the street thought he was a sellout for simply moving to an escort service. When had he ever been concerned with what other people thought of him?

Scott slipped his hands under Holden’s shirt and pushed it up, and Holden let him pull the T-shirt over his head. Scott’s concussion symptoms were so bad he couldn’t even have sex because it aggravated the symptoms, except when he was stoned. When he was stoned, he could fuck to his heart’s content, and they usually did.

Holden shifted on top of Scott, the skin-on-skin contact a jolt like electricity, as Scott kissed him hungrily, his hand tangled in his hair. Scott wrapped a leg around his, as if he feared Holden was going to stop, but Holden had no intention of stopping. Thinking time was over.

But wouldn’t it be funny if he did leave prostitution for the PI business? It might be worth it just for the laugh.
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I Am the Myth

 

THERE
was no way this wasn’t going to be weird. But Dylan imagined it was a thousand times weirder for Roan than it was for him, so he swallowed down his awkwardness and contented himself with lurking at the back of the room.

It was an odd room: dark, narrow, with a window wall looking out on the study room that was essentially empty, save for necessary machines and the punching bag. Dylan and Doctor Rosenberg were alone as Doctor Soma set up the monitoring equipment on Roan, pasting sticky-pad sensors that were wireless, although Roan had to wear some weird battery-like device on his arm. To make it easier to place the sensors, Roan was shirtless.

“Fuck me,” Rosenberg said. “Does he get a tattoo a week?”

“No, but I can understand why you’d think so.” What was Roan’s last tattoo? It was probably the small yin-yang symbol made of two koi fish, which Dylan had designed and Roan had added to the menagerie on his right arm. He knew Roan had added it only for his benefit, a way of representing Dylan on the landscape of his body, which mainly represented Paris and Roan’s own self-loathing. (Oh, Roan could claim the biohazard tattoo was sarcastic, but Dylan knew it wasn’t. He thought of himself as toxic.)

It was Roan’s idea that if they were going to study him during a transition, they could do it while he was working out on the punching bag, as otherwise he’d be too self-conscious to do it. A good idea, if a little strange, but any way it went down, this was going to win the award for weirdness.

As soon as Soma was done and had left the room, Roan asked, “So how do I look, Dyl?”

Dylan didn’t know what button to push on the panel before them, as it was huge and poorly labeled, so he let Doctor Rosenberg do it for him. “Good, as always.”

“You look like the fuckin’ illustrated man,” Rosenberg added, which made Roan laugh.

“You’ve never been to the county lockup on a Friday night,” Roan replied.

Doctor Soma came into the room while Rosenberg was replying, “Naw, I ain’t big on the gay club scene,” which also made Roan laugh. Doctor Soma looked confused, suggesting she hadn’t worked with Rosenberg long. Perhaps this was her very first time, and if so, Dylan felt bad for her. She was in for some wild times.

Doctor Soma was a reasonably attractive Asian woman who appeared barely twenty, but was probably at least thirty, considering she was a neurologist of some stripe. She sat down in her chair as Dylan stepped back into the background and let the doctors work.

In theory, he knew what they were doing, but what it would tell them and how it would help he didn’t know. Roan told him what Doctor Rosenberg had told him, but it went in one ear and out the other, much like technobabble in Star Trek. Also, he was pretty sure Roan didn’t quite believe it would help, but he was doing it because Doctor Rosenberg had asked him to. It occurred to Dylan that Rosenberg was probably the closest thing Roan had to a mother, and that was kind of sad. Although, having said that, it was probably good he had someone in his life who cared about him as much as Doctor Rosenberg obviously did, even if she was only studying him. It was nice someone cared about Roan as a child somewhere along the way.

There was a small chair in the very back of the room so he could sit, but he didn’t precisely feel like it. Roan looked at them, even though all he could see was himself. (It was a two-way mirror.) “I’m just gonna start. If I do start… changing, I don’t know if I can stop it. You got that, right?”

“We got it,” Rosenberg replied.

“And Dyl… feel free to leave at any time.”

“He loves you, you idiot,” Rosenberg responded for him. “Get used to it.”

Roan smirked at them, then gave a sarcastic salute. He wasn’t about to start talking about his feelings in front of strangers. Or anyone, really; that was totally at odds with his macho, taciturn persona.

Dylan simply stood back and watched with slow but increasing anxiety as Roan started working the punching bag. He was tentative at first, surely feeling awkward with the audience, but he soon got into it, connecting with several impressive rights and lefts that left the punching bag vibrating like a bell. Apparently Rosenberg had listened to Roan’s warning that they should give it extra support, but Dylan knew how fruitless it was. How much time would the extra supports buy the bag? Minutes?

“He ever consider going into MMA?” Rosenberg asked. “He’d clean up.”

“He said it’s too gay, even for him.”

“Ha. He probably just doesn’t wanna wear trunks on camera.” Rosenberg paused briefly and didn’t seem to notice the strange look Doctor Soma was giving her out of the corner of her eye. “What do you think his entrance music would be?”

“Knowing Roan? It could go one of two ways. Either it’d be loud and noisy, like something from the These Arms Are Snakes category, or it would be jarringly out of place, like anything from Pansy Division or Tool’s ‘Prison Sex’.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured. He just loves being a pain in the ass, doesn’t he?”

“Sometimes I think it’s his life’s mission.”

Roan was really throwing roundhouses now, hard punches in quicker succession, making the chains holding the punching bag rattle like sleigh bells. There was another noise in the background, one Dylan knew well, a sort of creaking noise that indicated the chains were starting to feel the strain. “What’s that noise?” Doctor Soma asked.

For a second, he thought she meant the chains, but as Roan rapidly slammed devastating body blows into the guts of the bag, he finally noticed the other noise: growling. It was low right now, but growing in volume as the force of his punches increased as well. That was no coincidence.

“Told you he has some unusual viral expressions,” Rosenberg said, like Soma should have known better.

Soma openly stared at Rosenberg, but the older doctor didn’t acknowledge her in any way. “That’s not a viral expression, or at least not one I’m aware of.”

“Told ya he’s different,” she simply said, sticking to her instrument readings.

Dylan recognized, but hadn’t realized it until now, that he always knew when Roan was starting to lose traction and the lion was taking over. His growl deepened, became louder and throatier without actually increasing much in volume. It was becoming less human by the second, by the exertion of force. Dylan realized he even knew the difference between Roan’s sexually excited growl and angry growl—two way different things, despite the similarity of sound.

But Roan’s shirtlessness, despite his attractive torso, paid horrible dividends. You could see the muscles twitching under his skin in a way that was way too visible and violent to excuse as a spasm. He continued to work the heavy bag like his skin wasn’t trying to crawl off his skeleton, and Dylan heard the fatal creak, the one that said a link in the chain had reached its limit. But Dylan almost didn’t notice because he was surprised by the tears welling in his eyes. Oh God, poor Roan. It looked like his muscles were trying to pull themselves away from him, escape the prison of his skin.

Doctor Soma made a startled, almost strangled noise, like she’d caught herself midgasp. “What the hell is going on?”

A final left hook, thrown with enough force to knock down an elephant, broke the chain and sent the heavy bag flying across the room, where it impacted with the wall and left a sizable dent. “What the hell…?” Soma exclaimed, nearly standing.

“Just concentrate on your readings,” Rosenberg said.

Soma openly glared at her. “You knew about this, didn’t you? You knew this would happen.”

“Yes. That’s why I had you sign the special confidentiality agreement. You tell anyone about this and I will sue you back to the Stone Age. It’s not personal, hon. I’m just looking out for my patient.”

Roan’s skin looked like it was boiling. The muscles were fighting each other, bones breaking with audible cracks. Sometimes you could see them shifting, blades and knobs of bones that looked like claws trying to cut through his flesh from the inside out. Dylan placed a hand over his mouth to keep from sobbing.

It was horrible. His poor Roan. How much did that hurt? How the hell was he still on his feet, stalking the room like a caged tiger? No wonder he popped painkillers like Tic-Tacs. Dylan wasn’t sure there’d be enough pills in the world to keep him on his feet, not to mention keep him from screaming. Roan’s growling had taken on a different timbre, became mixed with snarls, and while Soma seemed to have trouble tearing her eyes away from the hideous spectacle before her, some of her readouts caught her attention. “At least this is normal. Two distinct brainwave patterns.”

“See? Keep your eyes on your job.”

Dylan already knew about this. The cat’s brainwave patterns were different from the human’s, which was why infected people in cat form were not held legally responsible for what they did. It could actually be proven simply by brainwave measurements. The cat and the human each had distinctly different patterns.

“How is this happening to him?” Soma asked Rosenberg. “It isn’t possible. The virus doesn’t work like this. This isn’t some goddamn horror movie—”

“There’s a one in a million chance, Doctor, and he’s one of them.”

“What…?” Soma was looking down at her instruments, which were generating digital lines on a screen. There were also numbers in boxes, but Dylan couldn’t make sense of a single bit of it. He didn’t try. His eyes kept drifting back to Roan, whose shoulders were hunched and yet moving like he was swimming the English Channel. There was a new noise, liquid, as blood splattered on the floor from his distended jaw. “No… fucking… way,” Soma said, clearly in shock. She was reacting to the instrument panel, not what was happening in the room.

“What is it?” Rosenberg asked, before looking for herself. “Well, fuck a duck.”

Dylan sniffed back tears long enough to ask, “What’s going on?”

“The brainwaves are… converging, I think,” Soma said.

Rosenberg grunted an affirmative. “Looks like they’re syncing. There’s a couple of deviations, though.”

“It might be some type of internalized seizure,” Soma said, and every word she said seemed tinged with awe. “I don’t understand this at all. What’s happening to him?”

“That’s the million dollar question, ain’t it?” Rosenberg said. She toggled a switch, and asked, “Roan, still with us?”

Roan didn’t answer, not beyond the strange sort of half-volume growl he’d been making since the worst of the muscle spasms had gripped him. It was partially one of pain and partially something else, although Dylan couldn’t put a name to that other thing. He only knew what it wasn’t.

“Is the lion adapting to the human’s mind, or is the human adapting to the lion?” Rosenberg asked Soma.

Soma stared at her. “What? Did you listen to what you just said? That’s—”

“You’re gonna tell me that’s crazy?” Rosenberg snapped. “Look what’s goin’ on with him and tell me that again.”

She had her there. Soma looked at the readings and started shaking her head. “I don’t know what to think of anything I’m looking at. This is unreal. How is this happening?”

“Can you tell me which is the dominant brainwave at this moment in time?” Rosenberg asked.

“No. I… maybe in an MRI machine. But not with this equipment.”

“He hates MRI machines,” Dylan said, wiping the tears off his face and trying to get a hold of himself. He couldn’t be a decent advocate for Roan if he was blubbering, so he needed to man up, but was he the only one who could see how much pain Roan must be in? Dylan could psychosomatically feel his own muscles trying to twist, his joints ache, his jaw clench so tightly it felt like he was trying to crack his own teeth. Roan’s back was to them as he collapsed to one knee, deliberately hiding his face from them. He may have agreed to this, but the amount he was willing to share had its limits.

Rosenberg grunted an agreement. “I’d hate to see what he’d do to an MRI machine in this state. Those fuckers are expensive.” Checking her readouts once again, she said, “Okay, I’m calling it. His blood presssure’s starting to spike. We’re done.” She toggled the comm switch again and told Roan, “It’s over, Roan. Rein it in.”

She gestured over her shoulder at Dylan, as this was exactly why Doctor Rosenberg thought he should be here: to help bring Roan back to himself if it all went bad. She still had her finger on the comm, so Dylan leaned over and said, “Hon, I’m coming in.” She took her thumb off the button and said, “I’ll send a nurse in afterward to dope him to high heaven. Let him know. That’s gotta be an incentive.”

Although it was all one room, they didn’t directly link together, so Dylan had to leave the observation room out one door and enter the actual testing room through another, a much heavier door that was probably made to contain transformed infecteds. Dylan had managed to stop crying, for the moment, and wiped what he hoped was all of the snot off his face, but seeing Roan made his stomach tighten like a fist.

What no one could see from the observation room, since his back was turned to the mirror, was his slightly distended jaw and blood spurting out of his nose, pattering on the floor with a sound like rain. Roan didn’t look up as Dylan came in, probably because he was still fighting down the beast, or because he didn’t want Dylan to see how much it hurt.

“They’re coming in with painkillers,” Dylan told him, kneeling down beside him so his body would block the view of Roan from the door. It was the least he could do. “You with me here?”

It was Roan’s turn to grunt, but he had more of an excuse than Rosenberg, because it was possible his vocal cords hadn’t resumed their human shape yet. Just the thought of that made Dylan’s throat hurt. He had a really bad case of strep as a kid, where swallowing was pure agony, and he wondered if that’s how it felt for Roan when his voice box changed shape. Goddamn it, no wonder he was taking pills all the time. If their positions were reversed, he couldn’t bear it. Pills would never be enough. “Can I touch you?” he asked, swallowing back tears. They were forming a hard lump in his throat, stinging his eyes, and soon he would be unable to hold them back.

“Yeah, just don’t hit me,” Roan replied in a rough, small voice. At least it was mostly human.

Dylan took Roan in his arms—carefully, though he wanted to give him a bear hug—and let Roan lean his bloody face against his shoulder. The way he sagged into Dylan, Roan didn’t seem to mind at all. He was radiating heat like the sun, like he was baking from the inside out. Dylan could still feel muscles twitching beneath his skin.

“Did they learn anything?” Roan wondered.

“I don’t know.” It wasn’t a lie, because he really didn’t know. But he suspected that whatever they’d learned, it wasn’t going to help Roan, or at least not help him enough.

Maybe that was the worst part. The technology and the ability to help him didn’t exist yet. Maybe twenty years in the future, fifty, but not here and not now. Roan probably knew that too.

Dylan held him and kissed him on top of his sweaty head and wondered when the universe was ever going to give Roan a break. Because they could both use one right now.
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Black Sheep

 

JUST
looking at her from across the desk the next morning, Roan knew what she was going to say. “You don’t know.”

Rosenberg sighed in that way of hers that said as much as words ever could. “Kiddo, what I don’t know about you could fill a library. This is no different. We’re still sifting through the data. It may take weeks or months. It’s all pretty fucking strange.”

“So the lion could come out whenever it wants.”

She shook her head, and not a single hair moved. He didn’t smell hairspray or any kind of product, so he had no idea how she achieved that. Sorcery? “Besides the test situation, it hasn’t in the three days you’ve been here.”

“That we know of.”

She scowled at him, her little gold glasses perched primly on the end of her nose. It was the only prim thing about her. “If it happened while you were sleeping, there’d have been some proof, even if it was just a messed-up room. There’s been no proof to the contrary, which means it didn’t happen.”

“But you don’t know.”

“Yes, I do. I’m a scientist, and I work off facts. There are no facts indicating it came out. Now stop being a butthole.”

Roan slumped in his chair, aware that what she’d just said was pretty funny, but if he laughed she’d probably hit him with a rolled-up magazine. There were limits to her patience. “So where do we go from here?”

She threw up her hands. “I dunno. You’re gonna hafta give me more time to think something up. I mean, we can try and deliberately bring the lion out under a different set of controlled circumstances, like maybe when you are unconscious….”

“No. I don’t want to do that.” He could see it in his mind’s eye: stuck in a room with a huge two-way mirror, shot up with drugs to initiate a coma, and cat sounds played through a speaker. It probably wouldn’t work, and everyone would feel stupid. And if it worked…? Oh, he didn’t even want to think about that.

“Fine. As it is, I don’t think we’d learn much.”

Roan rubbed his eyes and mentally kicked himself. For three days he had been poked, prodded, probed, and scanned, and all he had gotten for his trouble was an intense feeling of boredom and a few bruises. At least the intense boredom had driven away the feeling that he was going insane. The tormenting dreams about Paris here had never been welcome and had devolved into the realm of torture. You could only have your heart broken so many times.

It was time to leave. Roan wasn’t happy about it. He was still worried about hurting Dylan, but there didn’t seem to be much he could do beyond locking himself up. Which he could do. He still had the cage in the basement, and he supposed he could fit a sleeping bag in it. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it would be safe. Dyl probably wouldn’t like it, but he’d face that argument when he came to it.

With a sigh, he levered himself out of the cheap plastic chair, and that made Rosenberg hold up a piece of paper. “Wait a sec. Gotcha scheduled for another biopsy.”

“Why?”

She waved the paper. Now he saw it was a printout of part of a body scan. “Tumors are coming back, some in the exact same place.”

Roan wanted to grab the paper from her hand, wad it up, and throw it away, but he didn’t, because she’d swat him. “It’s not cancer. It’s never cancer.”

“Never say never. And if you don’t show up for your appointment, I’m gonna get that new lab tech to kidnap you and bring you in.”

Roan pondered that. “Is he big?”

“He’s fucking adorable. So pretty he makes the saints cry. You wanna hurt a face that nice?”

Okay, that was a point. Damn, she played dirty pool.

Out in the cozy corridor of Willow Creek, he heard the nurse manning the front desk arguing with someone. Maybe it was raging narcissism, but as soon as he heard her say, “We can’t allow any of our patients to be interrogated—” he got a sneaking suspicion this involved him. A peek around the curve of the corridor confirmed it.

There was a compact woman in a sensible black pantsuit and crisp white blouse who radiated the attitude of “cop,” which was confirmed by the scent of gun oil mixed in with her light floral perfume. She also had a bulge under her arm that suggested shoulder holster. Roan decided to find out what this was about because he was bored—he’d read all his books, and he had no interest in continuing to spar with Rosenberg over the new nest of tumors in him. Hell, why not? His blood was toxic waste, so he might as well have big knots of tumors in him like mushrooms growing on the inside of a rotting log. He was hazardous, and he might as well fit the part inside as well as out. Which gave him a great idea for his next tattoo: a medical-waste symbol. It would be truth in advertising, a warning, much like his Leo wrist tattoo.

“Something I can help with?” he asked, approaching the nurse’s station.

The nurse, Annie, a wiry black woman with a brisk demeanor, gave him a warning frown. “You should—”

The cop turned toward him, pivoting smoothly on her low-heeled shoes, and held up her leather billfold, showing her badge and ID. “Mr. McKichan, hello, I’m Agent Monica Flores, FBI, and I was wondering if I could have a moment of your time.”

FBI? That nearly made him pause, but he figured she was from the branch office downtown, not all the way from DC. Not that that made it any less worrisome. “About what?”

“You can go on back to your room,” Annie told him, pointedly ignoring Agent Flores. “I told her this is a violation of our patient confidentiality clause.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, looking down at Flores. Roan had to look down. She couldn’t have been more than five foot five, but she still had that attitude that suggested she was looking down at you. She was midthirties, her skin nearly as light a shade of bronze as Dylan’s, so he automatically assumed she was mixed race. Her hair was a curly black cut that fit her skull as neatly as a custom helmet, and she was neither attractive nor unattractive; she simply was, and she kept her expression as assiduously neutral as her looks. “You want my medical records?”

She flipped her billfold shut with practiced ease and slipped it into her coat pocket in a single motion. “No, not at all. I simply wanted to talk to you.”

“About what? Do I need to call my lawyer?”

“Not at all. This is off the record. I noticed a Starbucks down the street. Perhaps I could buy you a coffee.”

She was good. He smirked at her. “I can’t help but notice you still haven’t told me what all this is about.”

“I can still call security,” Annie offered, obviously not a fan of Flores.

Roan almost told her he never needed security, but kept that to himself.

“I was hoping to talk to you about James Campanelli,” Flores said.

He felt a twinge in his stomach, a brief spurt of acid, but he had been a cop long enough to have mastered the poker face. “The missing church guy?”

She nodded. “Shall we go?”

This put him in a bind. He should just tell her he knew nothing about the asshole and return to his room to pack, but he was curious why an FBI agent would be looking for Campanelli, if that was indeed what was going on here. Damn it, curiosity killed the cat, didn’t it? That’s what Harvey said before he actually met the cat and realized that expression got it all kinds of wrong. “I didn’t know him. If you’re an investigator, you should know I’ve never had a good relationship with Divine Transformation.”

Flores gave him that curt nod again. “I know, but I’d appreciate your insights.”

Were they investigating the church? The government did that from time to time, but never really got anywhere with it, what with free speech and the continuing and genuinely unanswerable question of what made a church a church or a cult. (Holden had the best answer: “Over fifty thousand dollars at hand? Church. Under? Cult.” Money did make politics and the world go around, and who knew that better than a prostitute?) Roan decided to throw the dice and see how this played. He could always claim some medical condition and duck out. It wasn’t like she knew how ill he was. Annie would turn those records over as soon as they pried them from her cold, dead hands.

He followed Agent Flores down to the Starbucks, which was just like any other Starbucks, playing some James Taylor covers that sounded like narcolepsy personified. Since she was buying, he got himself the largest size green-tea latte they had, which earned him a funny sidelong glance from her, but he ignored it. He was already gay, so he wouldn’t be shamed over having a sissy drink. Besides, how macho was her drink, a half-caffe macchiato with soy milk and a shot of chocolate syrup?

They sat in the small outdoor patio section, mainly because there was no one else out there. It was a gray day, overcast, not raining but threatening to do so at any minute. The wind off the currently unseen Sound was cold and bit to the bone.

As soon as they were seated with their drinks, he asked, “Have you found him?”

That seemed to catch her off guard for a moment. “Him who?”

“Campanelli?”

“Oh. No.”

Roan wrapped his hands around the warm paper cup. He felt nothing about the news, even though he should have. He couldn’t remember much about that night on Rattlesnake Ridge, but he was pretty sure at least part of Campanelli had ended up in his digestive system. No wonder they couldn’t find him—between him and the two cats he’d rescued from the pit, there probably wasn’t anything left to find. 

“At the time of his disappearance, we were investigating him for his role in an illegal Internet gambling ring,” Agent Flores said.

“Really?” So it wasn’t that well kept a secret. Not a surprise. Campanelli didn’t seem to embrace subtlety. “Is that why he disappeared?”

“I don’t know. Weren’t you looking into Campanelli at the time?”

Interesting. So they knew he was investigating a case. He had to be as truthful as he could be, if only to determine how much information they had. “I was asked by Rainbow Grunwald to look into what she felt were shady activities at Divine Transformation, but I never got very far. They knew me, and they had a tendency to close ranks.”

“You have employees, yes?”

“Yes, but none who are official investigators.”

She tried on the ghost of a smile that didn’t quite fit her face and disappeared almost the second it arrived. “But unofficially…?”

Roan fixed her with a curious look so she knew his patience was wearing thin. “Holden does work as an associate investigator at times, but they know him at the church as well. I’m just too well known to get close anymore.”

“Isn’t your associate investigator an escort?”

Roan shrugged, deliberately casual. “What he does in his free time is his business. I don’t ask, he doesn’t tell.”

“That’s very convenient.”

“How does he tie into Campanelli?”

That made her pause. He knew what she was trying to do, put him on the defensive, dig in for clues, but he was too old for this shit. It was hard to turn cop tricks on a cop who was waiting for it. “He doesn’t. Not to my knowledge.”

“So why are we discussing him?” He took a sip of his latte to hide his smile.

She frowned briefly, barely showing a trace of emotion before her neutral expression slammed back into position. “We’re not. I was wondering how far your investigation into Campanelli got before his untimely disappearance.”

“It never went anywhere. As you probably know, I just got out of a lengthy hospital stay at that time, and by the time I was able to pick up the investigation, Campanelli dropped off the face of the earth. I never was able to pick up the strands.”

If she knew he was lying, it didn’t show. “Can I ask why you were in the hospital?”

Did she think she was going to catch him here? “I underwent surgery to remove several tumors, and there were complications.”

Tumor was one of those words that made everyone cringe, and despite her attempts to retain a neutral expression, she still grimaced. Nobody liked to think about it. “That is terrible. I assume you’re better now?”

She didn’t actually care; this was just part of the game. “Actually, no. The tumors have returned; I’m scheduled for another biopsy. Did you think I checked into Willow Creek for a vacation?” No one said he had to play fair.

She took a drink of her coffee, and by the way her dark-brown eyes looked at everything except him, he knew he had upset the whole script she had worked out in her head. As soon as she set her cup down, Roan knew she was falling back to plan B. Every good investigator had a plan B. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“So is there a reason you’re wasting my time, or is this some kind of bet with your partner, that you could have a drink with the freak and survive?”

Flores gave him a sharp look, and he knew he’d gotten to her. She’d all but given up on her poker face, and while Roan kept his firmly in place, inside he was smiling. “I’m not that kind of person. I really was hoping you had some insight into Campanelli’s disappearance. The whole thing is puzzling. He disappeared along with a couple of others involved with the church gambling ring, the website disappeared, and his trusted right hand man, Forbes, committed suicide after leaving a cryptic suicide note.”

“Infecteds commit suicide all the time. It seems to be our favorite hobby.” After what seemed a reasonable pause, he asked, “Why was the suicide note cryptic?” Roan hadn’t heard anything about that. The official story was there was no suicide note. Holden’s intelligence network either failed him there, or he had deliberately omitted it.

“As I recall, all it said was ‘We were all wrong, we can’t aspire to divinity, the divine is a curse.’”

“Wow, that sounds… really crazy.” Just as Roan thought, Holden showing Forbes the reality of Roan’s partial transformation had broken Forbes. He lost his belief system and his will in one fell swoop. Holden had killed him in the cruelest way possible by letting him live. Bizarre how that worked.

She nodded once more, looking mildly disgusted. “No offense, but that whole place is pretty crazy.”

“You’ll get no argument from me.”

“I think something happened to all of them, but I’m not sure what. Some final fragments of the last webcast give some hints, but not much.”

Here was something else he hadn’t known. Roan really wasn’t a fan of surprises like this. “There was film from a webcast? Is this on YouTube?”

“I’d hope not. There isn’t much to it. The cameras were focused on the cats fighting in the pit, and then there’s an off-screen roar. They seemed like static cameras—they never moved beyond some general trembling—but the cats stop fighting and look up while there’s the sound of chaos in the background. Someone eventually hits the camera and the feed stops. The resolution is poor. You can’t even tell for certain what kind of cats are in the pit.”

“I probably could,” he offered. He didn’t even remember the type of cats who briefly acted as his pride, but if he saw them, he could guess by the shape of the face and the ears. Coloring was usually not overly helpful, since it depended on the hair color and complexion of the infected. “It sounds to me like a cat got loose on ’em.”

Flores gazed at him steadily, and he understood that she was trying to imply something, but he refused to understand. “It’s the most likely explanation. But something really bothered me about the reaction of the cats in the pit. My partner tells me I’m reading too much into it, but the cats looked like they were… waiting. Not getting ready to fight or pounce, they looked… obedient.”

“What does that mean?”

She seemed to weigh her answers before shaking her head and giving up. “It wasn’t an expected reaction. They should have been ready to fight the new cat, but that seemed to be the last thing they were ready for.”

“I think you’re ascribing human intelligence to cats, Agent Flores.”

“No, I think it’s instinct. I think they were reacting to a different type of cat, something they knew they couldn’t fight.”

“Well, that’s a theory. Anything to back that up?”

She continued staring at him, as if trying to will him to confess, but she didn’t have what it took to do that. Did anyone? It was hard to be afraid of anything when you were already your own worst nightmare. After a minute of this attempted stare down, she sighed. “You’re a very poorly kept secret that not many people know about. How does that work? Friends in high places, I suppose. You do have many, which is a surprise considering your reputation for being infuriating.”

“It would help me a lot if I knew what you were talking about.” Except, of course, he knew exactly what she was talking about. She had put it all together. Agent Flores had figured out the roar she’d heard on that small bit of footage was similar to other Roan roars caught on tape and guessed he’d been there. But she couldn’t prove it; she couldn’t even bring him in for official questioning on such a flimsy thing that it was possible no else believed. So she was here hoping he’d give her something to go on, some clue she could mine for leverage. But he was giving her nothing, and she had wasted her time. Flores was a good investigator, so it was kind of a shame he had to shut her down like this.

“You do. Those videos on the web don’t have the best resolution, but those videos feature you. The hair color and the penchant for obscure band T-shirts give you away.”

“All hipsters wear obscure band shirts, and you can get my hair color in a bottle,” Roan said, aware he was lying but not really caring. Replicating his hair color was very difficult. Somehow you had to mix crimson, brown, and just a hint of purple, working toward the end result of a hue that looked like fresh blood splattered over dried blood. He still had no idea how he ended up with such a weird hair color, or if the viral DNA interlocked with his had anything to do with it. He liked to think it did, though. Red berries in nature were often colored that way as a warning to birds or other foragers, a visual “beware, don’t eat this, poison.” Maybe the color of his hair was another evolutionary marker, the body’s way of saying “toxic, keep away.”

Flores grimaced like she’d tasted something bad. “You’re not a normal infected, Roan. We all know it. Hell, you’re the oldest living viral child that’s ever been recorded. Most are lucky to live to twenty.”

“I’m lucky all right.” He hoped she heard the sarcasm.

“There are videos of you putting down cats with a punch, moving faster than any human could, roaring like a lion. Friends in high places has to be the only reason you’re not headlining the national news.”

Roan glared at her, not bothering to conceal his contempt. “Is there a question here, or was this all an exercise in indulging your curiosity? If so, I’m just gonna leave. Thanks for the tea.”

“I’m just trying to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What you could possibly be.”

He stood up, picking up his cup. “Human, thank you.”

“I didn’t mean—” She paused, then tried again. “I’m not saying you’re not a human being, and forgive me if I implied that. I just… I think I went about this the wrong way. I’ve offended you.”

“No, you’ve pissed me off. And trust me, you never want to do that.”

Flores gave him a pained, rueful smile, the most genuine expression he’d seen on her yet. “Of that I have no doubt.”

He was walking away when she said, “I think your friends are right. I don’t think the world is ready for you.”

No, they weren’t. Which was a damn shame, because here he was.

Poor bastards. He almost felt sorry for them.
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The Last One Standing

 

Three Weeks Later

 

ROAN
sat at his desk, wondering if he should get it moved to the house. He could put it in his unfinished office, sit behind it, and pretend to take phone calls from suspicious wives and jealous husbands. He could fritter away the remainder of his sanity re-enacting the bad old days.

He knew realistically he should shut the office down, go web only, work more or less exclusively with Dennis, just cut it all off. But it was one more piece of Paris he’d be giving away, and he couldn’t do that yet. He might not ever be able to do that, at least until he couldn’t afford the rent anymore. So this place would have to become a dust gatherer, the most expensive paperweight ever.

While he was sitting there trying to pretend he wasn’t some miserable nostalgic bastard, the outside door opened, and Holden said, “Saw your bike in the lot. You meeting a client?”

“Nope, just cleaning up some paperwork,” he lied, getting up to meet Holden in the front office.

Holden was dressed bizarrely normally, in loose black jeans, a plain blue T-shirt, and a weathered leather jacket that looked like it might be owned by someone’s self-described “hip” English teacher. He also wasn’t wearing product, so his hair was a pleasant mess. It made him look softer than usual. “Where have you been?” Roan wondered.

Holden frowned, as if he knew what Roan was thinking, but after a moment let it go. “Getting this.” Holden pulled a folded piece of paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to Roan.

Roan looked at it warily, but much to his surprise, it was a private investigator’s license in Holden’s name. His real name, not one of his half-dozen aliases. “You did it,” Roan said, handing him back the license. “Congratulations.”

“Scott talked me into it,” he replied dismissively, folding it back up and shoving it in his pocket. “I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to do with it.”

“It gets you 10 percent off everything at the liquor store down the street.”

“Cool. Smokes too?”

“Nah, only things that are eighty proof and above.”

“Shit. There’s always a catch.”

“It’s an unfair world.” After what he judged to be a polite pause, Roan asked, “So you and Scott are serious, huh?”

Much like he expected, Holden gave him an annoyed, sour look. “No. I mean… I don’t know.”

“You should know.” He knew he was being a nosy parker, and Holden would probably hate him for this, but he had to ask. “Do you love him?”

“No!” Holden gave him an evil look for suggesting it. “I don’t… that’s not my forte, okay?”

Roan sat on the edge of Fiona’s desk, glad for the distraction. “What does that mean? You’ve had at least one relationship before.”

“As a teenager,” he replied, rolling his eyes. “That’s different.”

“’Cause you were young and stupid?”

“That’s part of it.” Roan waited, trying to cue him with his eyes. Holden resisted at first, but then he grimaced and just said it. “I don’t have the slightest fucking idea what’s going on.”

“Yep, that’s a relationship all right. Don’t analyze it too much. Just enjoy the good parts.”

Holden looked genuinely tortured, which was kind of startling and kind of amusing in equal measure. The unflappable man could indeed be flapped. “But I don’t do this kinda shit. Relationships are a joke. No offense.”

Why would he take offense? Because he preferred them over the alternative? “Does he love you?”

“I hope not.”

“Oh come on, do you expect me to believe you’re this dumb? You must have some inkling how he feels about you.”

“It’s not like we talk about it.” Holden ran a hand through his hair nervously, and after a moment, he admitted, “He broke up with the girl he was dating ’cause he said he didn’t have time to juggle two people, and he liked being with me better anyways.”

Roan nodded. “Yeah, okay, it’s serious. He seems like a nice guy, so are there any ugly skeletons in his closet I should know about?” He was just trying to lighten the mood, because Holden seemed so damn anxious about it. He did care about the guy, and it scared him, which Roan could sympathize with. Love was a scary thing.

“He inhales ice cream by the gallon.”

“Shut up. That guy?”

“I know, but it’s hockey metabolism. He could pull up a chair at an all you can eat buffet, clean it out, and still lose two pounds. It’s sickening.” Holden crossed his arms over his chest, disgusted in that slightly affectionate way that you could only be with someone you genuinely cared about, in spite of them being an annoying asshole. He was uncomfortable with the topic, though, and quickly changed it. “Look, about getting a detective job….”

“It depends on what you’d rather do. I can hook you up with Dennis, which means you’d work cases for court. Usually it’s a mixed bag, but that means there’d be challenges and enough variety to keep you from getting bored. Although with Phil’s firm, you could work as security as well, and that can break up the monotony of trailing cheating spouses.”

“I don’t know those guys, and frankly I don’t know if I could hack it. I’d rather work with you, see if I can do this or not.”

Roan raised an eyebrow at that. “There’s not even enough jobs for me.”

“That you know of,” Holden countered. “You’re hardly here anymore.”

“Yes, well… I’ve been hospitalized a lot.”

“I’m not saying it’s your fault. But I just think we could help each other.”

“And you’re terrified to do this.”

“Terrified is a strong word. Uncertain is a better one.”

Roan hesitated to do this because he was sure there wasn’t enough work to sustain both of them. This was his living, and he didn’t have a fallback like Holden. Then again, it was the least he could do. He’d started Holden on this path; the least he could do was fully mentor him. Besides, maybe he could take over MK Investigations when Roan died. It might be nice to have something of his carry on into the future, besides YouTube clips and a bad reputation. “We can give it a shot, but no promises.”

That made Holden smile, if only briefly. “Just give it a chance. Besides, we’re a great team, aren’t we?”

“Based on what—body count?”

“That’s one way to measure it. There are others.”

There probably were, but none that made him feel as much like an out-of-control vigilante. The problem was, Roan only saw that as a partially bad thing. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost whatever little moral compass he had. Although, if he thought about it, he probably pinned all the moral compass thing on Paris, which wasn’t fair at all. He was nailing that unfair onus on Dylan now. He needed to take responsibility for his own failures and his own slippery moral code.

He let Holden know, in no uncertain terms, that if this was going to work, he was actually going to have to take orders for once in his life. Holden grudgingly accepted that. While he was going over the various rules they had to abide by as investigators, paperwork included, Roan got a call from Chief Matthews.

“Hey, I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“No, I’m calling in a favor,” she said, her tone of voice grim.

As it turned out, there was an evolving hostage situation downtown. There had been a home invasion at Pacific Pines, a rather sad apartment complex a universe apart from the million-dollar condos five miles away, which had ended in the invaders shooting three people at the apartment and then fleeing to a neighboring unit as the police arrived. That apartment they were holed up in happened to belong to a single mother with four children, all under the age of ten. The two home invaders were threatening to start shooting kids unless their demands were met. Which was the big problem. Apparently they were dissatisfied customers of a guy who made bathtub meth, which is why they invaded his apartment initially and shot him up. So they were tweakers who already knew they were going to do a shitload of time for murdering their former dealer and didn’t have much to lose. Their demands were impossible and erratic—a helicopter, for example, then a bag full of meth—and Chief Matthews and the hostage negotiator on site, a guy named Alan Wong, were convinced it was just a matter of time before they started executing kids and made an attempt to go out in a blaze of glory. They’d been high, and now they were coming down, and they were aware of how much they’d fucked everything up. Suicide by cop was the best-case scenario.

They were hungry, so the cops were sending in some pizza, but Alan was able to get a concession, that the guy bringing the pizza would be able to go in and confirm the hostages were okay. Matthews wanted Roan to show up and be that guy. “Take them down,” she told him. “I don’t care what you do to them, just make sure the hostages don’t get hurt. Can you do that?”

Roan knew exactly what she was asking. Tricky, risky, and a whole bunch of other things, but this sounded like a clusterfuck waiting to happen. She didn’t have much to lose at this point. “Of course I can,” he finally said, with more confidence than he felt. “I’m Batman, aren’t I?”

After hearing that last bit, there was no way Roan was getting away without telling Holden all about it, but that was okay as he needed a lift to the scene. (There was probably little chance he’d be in a fit state to drive afterward.) Roan told him on the drive over, and once he was done, Holden remarked, “Well, I guess that answers that question. She knows you’re a superhero.”

Roan didn’t know what to say to that, so he said nothing, but yes, that was the takeaway here. Superhero, freak, monster—the terms were interchangeable.

As it turned out, there were other surprises waiting for him at the scene. The hostage takers agreed to someone checking the hostages, but to agree to the demand, the person coming in had to be stripped to his or her underwear so they could visually confirm the person wasn’t wearing weapons. Roan wondered why Matthews hadn’t told him of this demand, but that question pretty much answered itself. Would he have shown up if she’d told him that?

Roan found himself stripping behind the SWAT van, which kept the press from getting any decent shots of the scene. While he was doing that, the cop in charge on the ground, Daniels, briefed him, and Holden took his clothes for safekeeping. Roan was glad he had no shame.

Daniels told him nothing he didn’t know, such as the apartment building having no back entrances and narrow windows with obscured views that wouldn’t allow for snipers to set up. Also, the apartment was on the third floor of a six-story apartment building, so there was no way to reach the windows that wouldn’t be immediately evident to the men inside. In their panicky haste, these two homicidal tweakers had found themselves the most perfect place to hole up.

Roan was glad he’d worn boxer shorts today, clean ones that didn’t have an embarrassing print on them (oh, Paris had loved buying him gag underwear) or holes, and, of course, tonight it had to be fucking freezing, so he was already convulsively shivering after only taking his shirt off. He also felt underdressed, with body-armored SWAT guys standing around him like mechanized soldiers.

As Daniels handed him the Bluetooth that would act in lieu of a police radio, he looked skeptical. He was a beefy, well-fed guy who rocked a TV cop ’stache like the best hipster you could roust out of a bar at three in the morning. “Don’t worry,” Roan told him, clipping on the Bluetooth and feeling like a jackass. (How did anyone wearing a Bluetooth not immediately feel like a jackass, whether they were in their underwear or not?) “They won’t like me when I’m angry.” Holden smirked at the joke and looked away, mainly to avoid drawing attention to his reaction.

Roan turned to the SWAT commander and said, “No matter what you hear coming from that apartment, don’t come in until I give the all clear. Also, have a medical team right behind you.”

The SWAT guy, who had been openly looking over his tattoos, gave him a funny look. “What’re we gonna hear?”

Roan didn’t tell him. He simply took the three pizza boxes (filled with actual pizza and delightfully warm) and walked toward the metal staircase while Daniels picked up the phone and let the guys know their pizza was on the way up.

The metal was cold under his bare feet, and Roan found himself trying to dodge shattered glass from dropped beer bottles, as well as the splintered remains of a window he assumed belonged to the bathtub meth dealer. He wasn’t even on the third-floor landing before he smelled the blood, as well as the pungent chemical tang that must have seeped into the walls. He was so cold it actually pissed him off, which was good. He didn’t want to let too much of the lion out; he just needed it to work with him, which was why he bit his own tongue, hard enough to make his eyes tear up. The lion was alerted by pain, even something as minuscule as that, and he could almost feel it stretching beneath his skin. The only problem with a targeted shift like this was it was like riding lightning—it could get out of control very fast. It was an art, one that was impossible to master. He had to hope the lion was in the mood to humor him.

Despite the fact that the corridors were all open, exposed to air, he could smell fear as soon as he reached the top of the landing, and that perked the lion right up. Of course, the fear was from the woman—Amelia Dore—and her kids, but the cat couldn’t help but respond to it. It was lion aphrodisiac.

The door to apartment 310 opened before he was within ten feet of it, and he saw the barrel of the gun before he saw the man holding it. “That’s far enough,” he said. “Put them boxes down, slowly, and turn around so I can see you ain’t hiding somethin’ behind you.”

Roan did as he was instructed, and the lion resented it. He had to swallow a growl that might have given the game up. “We wouldn’t do anything to risk the kids. You know that,” Roan said in his best cop voice, his back to the man. He heard him step out, and Roan could feel his muscles knot. Somehow, the lion seemed to think it knew exactly where the man was, and it wouldn’t take much of anything to spin and leap on him, covering that ten feet in seconds, probably taking him down before he could finish pulling the trigger. Probably. But Roan wasn’t going to act until he knew where the second gunman was.

“I dunno fuck nothin’. The SPD seems to be all about shootin’ people first and askin’ questions later since that guy took out that pig in Longview.”

A reference to a cop killing that had happened fairly recently, as well as incidents of what one might call police overreaction after the fact. But that was a vicious, endless cycle that Roan didn’t see ending any time soon. “Can I turn around now?”

The guy responded with a grunt he took to be an affirmative, so Roan turned around. The gunman had stepped back into the apartment, still mostly hidden behind the door, which was stupid. Despite the open corridor, there was no way for a sniper to get a clear bead on him, not unless they were hanging off the side of the apartment in plain view. It was like someone designed this apartment building to be virtually sniper proof. “Gotta lotta tats for a pig,” the gunman said. He was wearing a grimy navy wool hat, so Roan mentally dubbed him Gumby, as in Monty Python’s deeply stupid, deeply violent Gumby characters.

“I’m not a pig,” Roan said, picking up the pizza boxes. There was a tacit “anymore,” but he knew Gumby wouldn’t get that.

Gumby wasn’t impressed. “So yer what, the negotiator guy?”

“No. I’m just the pizza guy.”

That made Gumby laugh in a snickering, contemptuous way. He opened the door and stood back as Roan came into the small apartment, which seemed like it would have been cramped for a woman and four kids. With the addition of two sizable men, it was now nearly claustrophobic. It didn’t help that the men were rank with the scent of chemicals bleeding through their pores, a smell akin to death, with an added layer of alcohol to it.

The second gunman was standing near the sofa, where the woman and three of her children were cowering, waiting to be shot. The sharp ammonia scent of piss and the cloying scent of talcum told him child number four was an infant and most likely in the bedroom, which was separated from the front room by a small curtain.

Roan put the pizza boxes down on the coffee table and made eye contact with Amelia. “Have you been hurt?”

She shook her head no, even though there was a fairly fresh bruise on the side of her jaw. But there was a man standing over her aiming a Glock down at her head, which would make you inclined to respond however they wanted you to.

A situation like this was pretty impossible. He was going to have to disarm or disable them both virtually simultaneously to make sure they didn’t get a chance to shoot anyone. For a couple of tweakers, they were playing this surprisingly smart. You’d have to be superhuman to disable them both at once.

Roan wished he could smile, but he knew he couldn’t give the game up just yet.

Gumby poked him in the kidneys with the cold metal barrel of his gun. “You seen ’em, pizza man, now get outta here.”

The lion wanted to play, so it was inclined to work with him, which Roan was counting on. Roan reached behind him, grabbed Gumby’s arm, and twisted violently, while he kicked the second gunman, Gumby Junior, in the solar plexus with greater than average strength. He had to strike him in the solar plexus, because the result of that was autonomic, pure reflex, a gag for breath that would keep the man from being able to aim and pull the trigger for a second or two. He only needed a second or two.

Gumby Junior was thrown back into a side table, which seemed to dissolve under his weight, and Roan kept twisting Gumby’s arm behind him, even though he was now letting out a high-pitched scream that made the kids cringe and close their eyes, and the sounds coming out of his arm were like bubble wrap being crushed under foot.

It was pure sadism, which Roan really wanted to blame on the lion. Gumby’s arm wasn’t broken so much as pulverized; his gun would have been aiming back at him if it hadn’t fallen out of a hand that now had no strength at all. Bone fragments stuck out of his forearm, and he was bleeding on the carpet as his skin ripped and his muscles tore from the incredible, impossible torque. Roan knew he could have actually ripped his arm off, just physically yanked it free from the elbow joint—and the lion kind of wanted to—but he had done what he needed to do. Even if Gumby had another gun on him, he was in no shape or state to pull it. As soon as Roan released him he fell back screaming that impossible scream, high-pitched, pained, and hysterical, and he was nearly convulsing in agony, staring at his ruined arm in bug-eyed disbelief.

Roan then jumped at Gumby Junior, who’d fought off the gasping reflex enough to raise his gun, and crashed into him, driving him to the floor. He grabbed Gumby Junior’s gun and ripped it away, grabbing him by the throat with his other hand, which really wanted to curl up like it had claws. He dug his fingers into the tweaker’s throat, placing a thumb right over his larynx, and looked down into his wide, disbelieving eyes. Roan realized now he was not only growling, but smiling, a savage ear-to-ear grin that may have scared Gumby Junior more than his windpipe being slowly closed off. Roan shifted his weight so he was sitting on the man’s chest, and it and his throat were taking all of Roan’s body weight. 

He kept trying to buck him off, but Roan knew where to put his weight to keep him pinned down, and, oh yeah, he had his gun. Roan tossed the weapon away, and it clattered somewhere behind the television, which was ironically playing a news report about the hostage situation on low volume. “You don’t need a weapon when you are the weapon, dipshit,” Roan said, still grinning and growling. His hand ached as bones and muscles shifted and spasmed, and it actually hurt not to rip the throat out. If he gave in to the impulse, the pain would go away. He pressed a thumb on Gumby Junior’s larynx, and said, “Be a good boy, and I won’t rip out your voice box and feed it to you before you die.” Junior could throw him off if he absolutely wanted to, but Roan would be taking his neck with him, and Gumby Junior seemed to understand that. Roan tapped his Bluetooth and hoped his growl wouldn’t be picked up on the audio feed. “Targets neutralized. Clear for go.”

Roan barely got the last syllable out before a battering ram took the door down and the black-armored SWAT guys flooded the apartment, surrounding the still howling Gumby while other members grabbed the woman and her kids, quickly hustling them out of the apartment. “Baby in the bedroom,” he called out before Amelia could even spit it out. She seemed to be in as much shock as either Gumby. The kids were terrified, but being kids, generally took this sudden spate of unbelievably quick violence better.

Gumby Junior was now staring at him in wide-eyed wonder. “What the fuck’re you?” he asked, his voice a ghastly whisper.

Roan continued grinning down at him, wondering if the guy knew how lucky he was he still had a face. Despite his disturbingly large pores and pubic-looking beard, the lion thought it looked delicious. “I’m a vampire.”

The way the man’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets, he might have actually believed it. What an asshole.

One of the SWATs touched his shoulder, and while Roan’s first impulse was to throw the man, or maybe take a bite of his well-muscled forearm, he fought it back, and instead stood up and stepped aside as the SWATs quickly kicked Gumby Junior over onto his face and cuffed him. Roan saw that his handprint was perfectly etched in red on his neck, like a nuclear burn shadow.

“How the hell did this happen?” one of the EMTs exclaimed, looking at Gumby number one’s brutally twisted arm. His partner had given the guy a sedative, so the howling finally wound down from air-raid-siren pitch to dying car alarm.

The SWAT commander was beside Roan when he stood up and said, “We were negotiating with these fuckers for an hour. You were in here two minutes. How the fuck did you do that?”

Roan shrugged, not sure he should answer. Perhaps it was best to play dumb until he knew what Matthews had told him.

Since he was no longer needed, he walked outside, glad to get a breath of fresher air, and Holden was there by the head of the staircase, holding his clothes. As he took his T-shirt and pulled it on, Holden said, “You know this is just the beginning of the favors.”

“Yeah, I know,” he agreed, stepping into his jeans. But he wasn’t really bothered by it. He was doomed anyway, right? He was going to die, or the lion was going to learn to take him over when he was fully conscious, and that’d be that. Or maybe some of his tumors would eventually turn out to be cancerous, and he’d die a horrible death no matter which one got him first. He got that completely. Which was why he’d just decided to give into the nihilism and stop worrying about it all. Fuck it. He’d make himself enjoy the human time he had left.

Roan would probably never admit it to anyone, but at this moment, he felt better than he had in a long time.

It was oddly good to still be alive.
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