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  To my family, for all the support. But more importantly, for the fans, who have kept me going.


   


  


  Book One: Epitaph
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  1

  Obsesionao


   


  WHILE IT wasn’t the first time Roan had been at Gracie’s diner at one in the morning, it was the first time he’d been here with Dee.


  Roan had been at Panic, trying to make up with Dylan for a fight they’d had earlier (over Roan sleeping in the cage, of course, a common thing to fight about nowadays), when Dee called him and asked to meet at the all-night diner. He sounded so oddly subdued and distracted that Roan agreed. He wondered if Dee and Luke had finally broken up for good.


  When he arrived, he found Dee at a back corner table, alone with a cup of diesel-grade coffee and a picked-at slice of apple pie. On closer inspection, Roan realized Dee hadn’t eaten any of it, simply autopsied it with his fork, leaving a jumble of innards spread out across the dessert plate like a disemboweled victim. Wow, he really should have asked Dylan what was in a bearded-lady cocktail before he drank it.


  As soon as Roan ordered a diet soda from the waitress and she walked away, he asked, “What’s up?”


  Dee gazed at him, tired and a little sad. He was probably fresh off work, as he was still wearing his EMT jacket, with his photo ID clipped to his breast pocket. “Ben McFarland’s dead.”


  “Oh, sorry.” Roan hesitated. “Who?”


  Dee’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You know, Ben. My Ben?”


  It took him a moment, but he got it. After they’d broken up, Roan eventually got together with Paris, and Dee got together with a nurse named Ben. While he and Paris started their epic, tragic romance, Dee and Ben broke up after a month. From what he understood, their relationship was very tempestuous. “Okay, got it. He wasn’t very old, was he?”


  He shook his head. “Thirty-eight. He committed suicide, washed down a handful of oxy with lime vodka.”


  “I’m sorry.” Roan paused briefly as the waitress brought his soda. “Lime vodka?”


  Dee shrugged. “He liked it. There’s no accounting for taste.”


  “Apparently not.” He took a sip of his soda, which was painfully cold, before asking, “Is it a surprise? His suicide.”


  “Yeah, but… also no, do you know what I mean? He wasn’t a Droopy Dog like you, but he was… moody.”


  “Droopy Dog? I object to that. I’m a mopey bastard.”


  Dee quirked an eyebrow at him. “In other words, Droopy Dog.” He played with a chunk of apple on his plate before adding, “Even so, I don’t really see you committing suicide, at least not in a traditional way. Suicide by cop or cat or something, that I could see. Some form of symbolic self-immolation.”


  “Gee, thanks. Is there a purpose to this ego boost, or did you just want a sympathetic ear?”


  Dee’s eyes flashed with irritation. “I want you to look into it. I want to know why Ben killed himself.”


  “He didn’t leave a suicide note?”


  He shook his head. “Nope. He took a fistful of pills and went to bed, intending never to wake up again. He got his wish. But here’s the thing: he was totally straight edge. As much as he liked lime vodka, he only drank on special occasions. He had a year-old bottle of the stuff in his freezer, half-full. The whole time I was with him, I saw him drink twice.”


  “People change. Look at me.”


  “He wasn’t a pill addict. Believe me, you’ve given me a crash course in that.”


  Roan couldn’t help but chuckle, rubbing his face to avoid the temptation to reach across the table and smack Dee. “Goddamn it, man. If words were weapons, I’d have bled out already.”


  “Oh, you can take it.”


  “Now I’m having a flashback to our third date.”


  Dee fixed him with a caustic glare. “Can you stifle the smartass remarks for five minutes?”


  “Stop verbally beating me up and I will. Look, I’m sorry about Ben, but can you dial down the pissy?”


  For a moment it looked like he might argue about it, but he let his fork clatter to his plate and sighed. “I’m pissed off, and Ben isn’t here to take it out on, so you’re convenient.”


  “Fifth date.” Dee kicked his leg under the table. “Ow!”


  “This shouldn’t bug me!” Dee exclaimed, almost shouting. Luckily, there were few people here right now—just a drunk wrestling with a burger and a woman who looked like a nightshift worker, guzzling coffee by the gallon. She looked over at them warily, but was too tired to get worked up over it. In the background, the DJ for the Spanish station was talking about an upcoming concert over the speakers of a small, tinny radio. Dee closed his eyes and visibly forced himself to calm down. He was only partially successful, but at least he lowered his voice. “I deal with death all the time. Ben and I weren’t really that close, although we stayed friends. I actually dated one of his exes, with his blessing. This shouldn’t bug me.” He put his head in his hands, elbows propped precariously on the edge of the table. “Why does this bug me?”


  Roan felt bad for him. Although Dee would deny being moody himself, he was, and he could vacillate between his unemotional, Vulcan calm (otherwise known as his work mind-set) and his usual self (his at-home mind-set), which was more on the bitter/bitchy side. In fact, Roan always thought Dee would make a good drag queen in the attitude department, even though he had neither the desire nor the body type to pull off the look. Although he definitely had the cheekbones for it.


  “Because it does. You knew him, and he did a stupid, shitty thing. Maybe you had an issue or two unresolved, which will now always remain unsettled. It isn’t right and it isn’t fair, and it doesn’t matter that you encounter that a lot. Sometimes it still stings. Which is why maybe you should leave well enough alone. It’s possible there is no satisfying answer to why he killed himself. Some people just lash out in anger.”


  “I know. I was with you long enough. And that wasn’t a dig.” He dry-washed his face, and Roan wondered if he was hiding tears. He couldn’t tell. “If I killed myself one day, would you just let it lie? Wouldn’t you want to know why I did it?”


  “I’d just assume it was related to me driving you crazy.”


  “Good guess. But answer the question.”


  Roan knew what Dee was doing. Dee was manipulating him, using his own basic nosiness as a weapon against him. That didn’t mean it wasn’t wildly effective, though. “Goddamn it, Dee, you know damn well I would. But I’m still telling you, there might not be an answer.”


  “Okay, fine. If you can’t find an answer, I’ll live with it. But will you look?”


  Roan took a drink of his soda to buy time, but they both knew the answer already. “Yeah, of course I will. But I reserve the right to say I told you so when it all goes horribly wrong.”


  “Agreed. Which reminds me….” Dee grabbed a messenger bag, which was sitting beside him, and dug a couple of things out of it. The first, a key on a bottle-opener key ring, he tossed at him.


  “What’s this?” Roan wondered. It was a generic-looking key.


  “Ben’s apartment key.” Then Dee showed him the open page of a magazine and asked, “What the hell is this?”


  “This” was a picture of Roan, shirtless, flipping off the camera. It was the photo from the issue of Future Shock, which had just come out. “My tribute to Iggy Pop?”


  “Exactly. You look like a fucking rock star here. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”


  “Um, didn’t I just say?”


  Dee slapped the magazine down on the table. “You’re making infection look cool. Stop it.”


  “I am not!”


  “You are. You don’t mean to, but look at you. You’re a hot guy whose infected status doesn’t stop him from being a stud.”


  “Wow. You’re just mood swinging everywhere tonight, aren’t you?”


  Dee rolled up the magazine and hit him on the arm with it. “Stop it, I’m serious. Look, your defiance attracted me in the first place, but now you’re sliding into a dangerous territory. You’re the closest thing to a superhero the world has, even if only a handful of us know it, but that’s just part of the story. No one knows the pain and the hardship and the painkiller addiction behind it all. Pictures like this, where you’re getting your swagger on, can’t convey how much it’s all killing you. Some kid is gonna see this and think this could happen to them.”


  “I’m not a normal infected. I was born this way.”


  Dee gave him a well-practiced “fuck you” look. “Like some idiot is going to make that distinction.”


  He had a point. Actually, he had several, and Roan had to admit he looked great in that picture. While the lion coming out more had many obvious problems, an unexpected side effect was his sex appeal had gone way up. You could ascribe most of it to an increase in pheromones, but not all of it. It was bothersome to think the lion was more attractive than him, but on the other hand, he could sort of see that. “If it’s any consolation, print media is dead.”


  “It’s online too.”


  “Oh… well, it’ll probably be seen only by kids who are already leaning toward cat worship anyways.”


  “You want me to hit you again?”


  “Is violence your answer to everything?”


  Ooh, the “fuck you” look again. He was making no friends here. Luckily, he didn’t have to be friends with Dee, and since they were exes, that was a tenuous thing anyway. Roan examined the key, even though it told him nothing, and asked, “Do I get an address with this?”


  “Yes, smartass.” Dee put the magazine back in his messenger bag and took out a piece of paper that he slid across the table. Oh hey, he’d MapQuested the location for him.


  “So you assumed I’d say yes.”


  “Considering all the free medical care I’ve given you, you owe me.”


  That could be argued, but he was in no mood to do so. “Won’t I be interrupting his family? Don’t they want his things?”


  Dee shook his head. “His family is in Indiana, and they liked to pretend their little queer boy didn’t exist. He didn’t have a boyfriend either, in case that was your follow-up question.”


  “That you knew of.”


  “Are you implying I don’t know everything?”


  Roan smirked at the joke—it was a joke, right?—and pocketed the key. “Sometimes we don’t know people as much as we think we do. Hell, I can guarantee we don’t. We all keep secrets, and they usually die with us.”


  “Wow, how fucking morbid is that?”


  “Morbid, sure, but true.”


  Dee raised an eyebrow at that. “Projecting much?”


  “Not much, just enough.”


  Dee scowled at him, clearly disapproving of his smartassedness, but hey, what did he expect? Dee knew him, and this is what Roan was.


  To appease Dee, Roan asked him about his day, and it sounded like a fun one, but when you were in the emergency services business, you got to choose between dead boring and dead terrifying, with almost nothing in between. He didn’t miss it, even though his life now didn’t seem short of terror.


  When his cell hummed in his pocket, Roan was sure it was Dyl, asking if he was coming back to the club or if he’d see him at home. But he was surprised to see Seb’s number displayed on his phone. He almost never called him late unless something was wrong, which meant it was his night for wrongness.


  “Yeah, we got a cat problem?” he asked, answering the phone.


  “Er, yeah, but probably not in the way you mean,” Seb replied, sounding tired. “I don’t need you to rush to a scene, I just thought I’d give you a heads-up.”


  “A heads-up about what?”


  Seb paused a little too long for Roan’s liking. “There’s a new tiger-strain infected in town.”


  Just the words “tiger strain” made his stomach clench and burn. “Who?”


  “Don’t know. We just keep finding the bodies.”


  What had he thought about having enough terror in his life? Apparently he’d jinxed himself. Damn it, he had to watch that.


  


  2

  Bigger Than Us


   


  ROAN WAS worried that once he got home, it’d be time to resume the argument, but it seemed Dylan was tired of it as well. They had ice cream for dinner—why the fuck not? They were adults, and neither of them felt like cooking—and talked about why Roan was sleeping in a cage more often than not. They also came to an agreement: Roan would let a video camera monitor his sleep in the cage. If, after a week, it became clear to him the lion never came out, he’d stop the bullshit and come back to sleep upstairs like a regular human being. Roan still wasn’t sure about this, but Dylan effectively guilted him into it. Dylan had mastered that.


  Not that he held a grudge. It was nice to do nothing and enter a mild sugar coma before going up to bed and making love. Because he was genuinely tired, Roan fell asleep after and ended up sharing the bed with Dylan, skipping sleeping in the cage. Roan sort of figured the lion was just as exhausted as he was, and thought it was safer than normal, but that didn’t keep Roan from having a nightmare about killing Dylan.


  Roan woke up early, but since they went to bed around four or five in the morning, early was one in the afternoon. Rain was pissing down, so he didn’t have to listen to any obnoxious birdsongs in the eaves, but the sound of water sluicing down the drainpipe sounded like a waterfall. Still, despite the urgent need to pee, he lay there for a moment, enjoying the heat of Dylan’s skin. Yes, he missed him. Hell, he fucking hated sleeping on a floor in what was essentially a cell, one that smelled of lion and a faint trace of tiger, which was just tormenting.


  When his bladder would no longer be denied, he got up, went into the bathroom, and thought about his brief but tense discussion with Seb last night. The reason this was the first time Roan had heard of a tiger strain in town was because there’d been no crime scenes previously, only accident sites. The two victims had died during their first transformations, which was too common to be worth much notice. Except when the initial blood work came back, it revealed the infectees to be tiger strain, which was instantly reported because under state law it had to be.


  Tiger strains in Washington didn’t have to report to the health department, but the CDC did its best to track them, and some states, mostly down south (and Arizona—of course Arizona) required tiger-infected people to be registered with the state under liberty-skirting health department acts. According to Seb, there were only three known living tiger strains within the U.S., and the closest one to Seattle was the woman in Montana, although she was in the clear because she was in a hospice, waiting to die. One of the other tigers was in prison, so he was off the suspect list. The final one, a woman living in New York, had yet to be accounted for. But how likely was it she had traveled across the country to infect some kids?


  And there was the simple fact that there had to be existing tiger strains who hadn’t been reported or traced by anyone. Probably not many, simply because the survival rate was so low, but it was a fantasy to think you could track them all, no matter how many laws were passed. But the cat squad felt they were probably looking for a man, simply because the transmission of the virus from female to male was much lower than male to female or male. (Paris was an exception, of course, but he was generally exceptional, so that tracked.) The two dead infected were twenty-two and nineteen-year-old men, found in Westlake and University Place, respectively. The authorities thought they had one accidental transmission until the University Place kid turned up, but now they were grappling with the possibility of a serial infector. Roan hoped not; everybody hoped not. But the cops had yet to draw any connection between the two men.


  Roan had promised Seb he’d poke around, see if he could find out if anyone knew a tiger strain, and there was unspoken agreement about where he would start: the Church of the Divine Transformation. The problem was, what he’d told that FBI agent who had been bugging him, Monica Flores, was true. He couldn’t get close. But he didn’t intend to go undercover. The woman who ran the Church now had said she wanted to work with him as some kind of peace offering. Fine. Then maybe she would honestly answer his questions.


  After hitting the shower, getting dressed, and having a late breakfast with a couple of even later Percocets, he headed out to the Church, feeling his stomach burn until the painkillers kicked in. Would he ever like going to this goddamn place? As it was, he had to sit through two lights before he remembered the name of the woman in charge of the Church now: Kara Waltham. Assuming she hadn’t been replaced. The leadership since Eli seemed to turn over faster than Roan could keep up with.


  He was surprised when he pulled up and parked on the Church’s residential street. It was dead. Not only eerily quiet, but almost deserted. He had a plethora of parking options to choose from, including right in front of the Church. He also couldn’t help but notice the sheer number of For Sale and For Rent signs in front of the houses on this block. There’d always been some—no one wanted to live next to a bunch of pariahs—but it seemed like there were only three houses on the entire block without some kind of real estate sign on them. The neighbors must have had enough of all the Church madness.


  Seb had e-mailed him the photos of the dead guys (from when they were alive) and the names, so he gathered up his printouts and headed for the Church’s front porch, which had been given a new coat of weatherproofing stain recently, as the smell tickled the back of his throat and left an unpleasant aftertaste.


  Roan had barely mounted the stairs to the porch when Kara opened the door and stepped out, her hair longer than the last time he’d seen her but the same shade of fudge brown. Her blue eyes gazed at him warily from behind tortoiseshell glasses. They kind of clashed with her blue paisley print dress. “Hello, Mr. McKichan. Can I help you?”


  “I hope so. Do you recognize either of these men?” He handed her the printouts.


  She looked at both, studying each one, as he swallowed back the growl that threatened to erupt from his throat. It was nearly impossible to suppress, mainly because she was a fellow lion infected, and other lions always brought out his territorial instincts.


  “I can’t be completely sure,” she finally said, “we get so many people coming and going, but I don’t believe so. Why?”


  He didn’t smell deception, nor did she give any other hint of it. That was new from a member of the Church. “They turned up dead, killed during their first transformations.”


  She grimaced. “That’s terrible.”


  “Tiger strain.”


  That made Kara look up, surprised. “There’s a tiger strain in the state?”


  It seemed genuine. She didn’t know. “Apparently. You haven’t heard?”


  “No, I didn’t know.” She looked at the pictures again, biting her lower lip. “Has this hit the news?”


  “It will. Why?”


  Roan watched her expression carefully. She seemed to be looking at the printouts, but she was clearly thinking something over. Eventually, she decided to tell him. “I’m afraid some of our kids will be… inordinately interested in it.”


  “Really?”


  “It’s the cool thing, at least amongst some of them. They view tiger strain as the ‘coolest’ strain.” She actually made air quotes when she said coolest. Normally such a gesture would infuriate Roan beyond all reason, but what she said was too intriguing.


  “Are they complete idiots?”


  She almost smiled, but it turned into a pained grimace. “They’re young. They don’t understand how bad it is. Although that’s part of the appeal. They like the danger, the rarity of it, how powerful they are. The fact that most tiger strains die before they can even become tigers is a gamble they’re willing to take.”


  “So is this obsession localized?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Limited to kids in the Church? Or is it more widespread? I’m a childless old fogy. I don’t know shit about the kids today beyond their iPads and their Hula-Hoops.”


  His lame joke at least teased a small smile out of her. “I’m not sure. I don’t interact much with kids besides those that come here. Can I keep these?” She held up the printouts. “I’ll show them around, see if anyone recognizes them.”


  “Great, thanks.” He paused as he considered whether or not he should actually tempt fate like this, but he just had to know. “Why are you helping me?”


  “I know there’ve been… difficulties between you and the Church in the past. But we’re all infecteds. It’s in our best interest to stick together.”


  Roan nodded but wondered why she’d take this angle. Because hostility never worked? Because she was a genuinely nice person? Or was she playing an angle he just couldn’t see yet? “Thanks, I appreciate that. Call me if someone recognizes them.”


  She nodded, and he turned and walked away. He was halfway down the path when he thought he heard her mutter, “If they heard the rumors about you, the kids would want to be lion strain instead.”


  He wasn’t sure he’d heard that right, or at all. When he paused and looked back at her, she was already going inside the Church, so he let it go. He wasn’t sure it was even worth asking about.


  After that surreal visit, he drove to the office, where he met Holden. The unexpected (but still predictable in retrospect) side benefit of having a former hooker as an associate investigator was that sometimes, if a cheating husband or wife used certain motels or massage parlors for supersexy fun times, Holden had an in: access to the place itself, sometimes even the rather lurid camera setups that the proprietors of said places had illegally set up. He brought back suggestive pictures, but he could also bring in X-rated ones Roan would never show to clients, mainly because it would be devastating to them beyond the usual. But it was nice to know if Roan ever needed blackmail material, he could get it easily.


  Holden didn’t look like your traditional investigator, but then again, Roan didn’t either, so he felt he had no right to complain. Holden had actually suggested advertising MK Investigations as the “punk rock investigators” (“We know we look funny, and we don’t give a shit!”) but Roan was pretty sure they were too old to do such a thing. It’d make them look pathetic.


  Roan informed him about the deaths and the new tiger strain they were keeping an eye out for, and Holden determined the older guy, Joshua Goodrich, was a college student, or at least he had been until two weeks prior to his death. (Seemed he dropped out of the UW, possibly due to money issues.) So Holden decided to find some of the college kid hangouts and ask around, be the “creepy older guy who always wants in on a college party,” which was apparently a thing. No, it wasn’t a paying gig, but Holden seemed to understand the sooner they found the tiger strain in question, the better off they’d all be.


  Shortly after he left, Roan found himself conducting searches for the Internet presence of Goodrich and the nineteen-year-old victim, Noah Eddy. He couldn’t find Eddy, suggesting he didn’t Facebook or Twitter under his real name (or possibly at all), but he found a Facebook page for Goodrich. And he wished he hadn’t, as the fucking little bastard wrote in text speak. OATUS, out w DC & Big @Strz. AMF! That was his final Facebook post, from eight days ago. What the fuck did it mean? Just looking at that gave him a headache and made him feel a thousand years old.


  Roan was doing his best to interpret this crap when the door of the front office opened. “Forgot something?” he said, assuming it was Holden.


  There was no answer, but a stick insect of a woman appeared in his inner office doorway. She had a sculpted blonde updo that sort of looked like soft-serve ice cream, and wore a dark blue dress that looked flimsy and expensive all at once, partially hidden beneath a raincoat somewhere financially above a London Fog. She had closed her umbrella and had it down by her side, but it was dripping on his carpet.


  “You’re that infected detective, right?”


  She had a light Southern accent, confirming she wasn’t originally from around here. Since she didn’t look much like an assassin, and was a little too skeletal to be much of a fighter, he reluctantly replied, “Yes. I have a name, though.”


  She made a dismissive gesture with her hand, showing off a ring with a diamond worth as much as his motorcycle. “I know, I’m sorry, but I had a hell of a time finding your office. You could be more centrally located.” Roan opened his mouth to reply, but she never gave him a chance. “How much do you charge? Do you have a weekly rate?”


  “Wait a second,” he said, making a time-out gesture that made him feel very manly. “Who are you, and what is this about?”


  She let out an abrupt sigh, like he was being unreasonable. “My name is Liz Pack, and I’m hopin’ you can find my dumb idiot of a daughter, Mandy.”


  Roan wondered if he should point out “dumb idiot” was redundant, but since she seemed flustered, he let it go. “Okay. Well, have a seat, and tell me your story.”


  “There’s no story. She’s a bratty sixteen-year-old girl who ran halfway across the country to hook up with some thirty-year-old pervert she met online who belongs to that damn cat cult. Will a thousand be enough?”


  Well, so much for his short-lived détente with the Church. It was nice while it lasted.


  


  3

  Search Party Animal


   


  AS SOON as Roan got Liz to slow down and sit down, he got the whole story. It wasn’t anything he couldn’t have figured out for himself, but hey, you had to have a client tell you their story from their perspective. It gave you some idea about your client, if nothing else.


  Liz’s husband, Patrick (Pat Pack? Holy shit, that guy’s parents had it in for him….), died when Mandy was twelve, and Liz said her relationship with her daughter hadn’t recovered since, mainly because puberty got Mandy shortly after that. Roan sympathized, because puberty seemed awful for both the person going through it and everyone next to them.


  Liz described Mandy as a “troubled child,” but gave no examples. Then she said she’d started dating an older “piece of trash,” and when he abandoned her, Mandy blamed her for it. Somehow this all led to Mandy running off one day when she was supposed to be at school, stealing a credit card and some of her mother’s jewelry in the process.


  Liz put a stop on the credit card, but not before discovering Mandy had bought a plane ticket to Seattle. Poking around her daughter’s computer, she discovered she’d been exchanging IMs, e-mails, and text messages with a guy who called himself “SexPanther82” but revealed his actual name as Ryan in the e-mails. (Did she get Sex Panther as a film reference? That was unclear, and probably would have made no difference.) It turned out he was (or at least said he was) a member of Divine Transformation—and a panther strain, of course—and fed Mandy’s growing fascination with cat shifters. Finally, he gave her an open invitation to come to Seattle and join him, crash on his couch, and she accepted.


  There were a few problems. Mandy had managed to delete many of her e-mails, IMs, and texts, so Liz never discovered Ryan’s last name or address. She’d paid a visit to the Church, but with only the name Ryan to give them, they weren’t very helpful. (No shit.) Also, she thought they were kind of hostile toward her. (Again, no shit.) She’d been in Seattle for two days, searching on her own, but had found absolutely nothing. She then went on about missing Nashville and not getting this city at all, and “no offense to the gays,” but they were all over the place, and she couldn’t tell the gay part of town from the straight part of town. Wow—she didn’t know he was the gay infected detective? Was that progress or not?


  He quickly interrupted her to point out he was gay, so she didn’t say something truly inflammatory that would make him kick her out of his office. She said “Oh,” and sat up straighter, as if he’d just admitted to being a member of the Jersey Shore cast, but after a moment she went on. She wanted her daughter back, of course, but she was afraid she was an infected now, or had fallen into the trap of some kind of serial killer—she didn’t say which was the worst-case scenario, and Roan couldn’t tell from the tone of her voice. Seemed about evenly bad to her.


  Roan was contemplating turning down the case out of sheer spite, but Mandy was still out there, and while her mother might be a piece of work, she shouldn’t be penalized for it. And this did sound like one of either of two things: blind teen rebellion/online crush, or a predator setting up a score on an underage girl. The problem was, if he was a predator, what kind? Just the kind who liked underage girls? One who liked killing them too? One who would sell her to the highest bidder? Although listed from most probable to least probable, all were pretty bad. Infection might have been the least of her worries.


  Not that he told Liz this. She was flustered and upset already, but it had occurred to him that much of her upset was simple anger at her recalcitrant, “stupid” daughter, stealing her credit card and making her leave Nashville to come after her. Surely this was all driven by genuine maternal concern, but right now all he was seeing was her irritation. It could have meant a lot of things, and it could have meant nothing. He shoved it aside for now.


  Liz filled out the paperwork and gave him what information she had about Mandy’s disappearance, including printouts of the condemning messages. But was it much of a help at all? Liz was assuming Ryan was his real name, but it still might not be. Hell, he might not even be a panther infected. Just because he told her that in a supposedly confidential e-mail didn’t make it true. All the information she had on “Ryan” could be a lie; therefore, it was as good as nothing at all. Mandy was the key. If he was ever going to find her, she would show him how.


  Roan realized he was feeling punchy when Liz told him she was staying at the Red Lion near Sea-Tac, and he almost laughed. Wasn’t that going to be his superhero name? Or was it Crimson Cat? He couldn’t remember now, but he’d probably thought up catchphrases and inappropriate costumes for both.


  Once Liz was gone, he realized he had a pressing engagement, so he found a folder to shove all the Mandy paperwork in and scrounged up an emergency backpack he’d stowed away in the file cabinet, in case he ever needed it. He wasn’t sure he had ever used it before. He shoved the file in it, slung the pack over his shoulder, and headed out.


  Roan went straight to Ben’s place, a second-floor walk-up apartment on a downtown block more devoted to businesses than residences. His apartment building was a holdover from the earlier days of Seattle, when this area used to be almost wall-to-wall apartment blocks. It wasn’t a great area, but it wasn’t the worst either.


  That pretty well described Ben’s apartment as well. First, Roan had to deal with the smell of death, which hit him like a maul to the face. Holding his breath, he opened a window to let in some air and ducked into the bathroom to look in the medicine chest for anything that might cover the smell. He lucked out and found a half-full jar of Vicks VapoRub, and he smeared some under his nose. That was like a punch directly in his sinus cavity. Water started gushing out of his eyes, and it took him a moment to unclench his fists. Vicks, to him, was a weapon, but it overpowered the death stench, and he could function despite the fact that his sinuses were being constantly stabbed. The death stench would eventually chase him out of the apartment, whereas he could cope with a sinus assault.


  As soon as his eyes stopped watering, he returned to the living room. It was relatively clean, and it had a pretty strict color scheme of blue and white, as well as generally being almost entirely IKEA stuff. That was kind of a surprise, because he had no idea any gay men not currently in college ever shopped at IKEA, and even then, it would have to be one who never went for the “shabby chic” thing that was pretty much Roan’s style foundation. Minus the chic.


  Since the living room gave him nothing to go on, he went to the bedroom, where the stench of death was the worst. It was because the bed linen hadn’t been stripped off, and the mattress hadn’t been removed either. It seemed like he was the first person in here since the coroner took the body away, which was sort of weird and sort of sad.


  IKEA and the blue-and-white color scheme continued, which made Roan instantly dislike the dead guy. What was his deal with blue and white? That seemed kind of fucked up. Maybe Randi was right when she accused him of not being “gay enough,” but people who stuck to such rigid color schemes bugged him. There was a whole crayon box full of colors—why not use them?


  Anyway, in spite of the general mess caused by obvious body removal, it was still pretty neat and gave him little information about the man himself. He looked in the closet, only to find Ben separated his clothes by type (dressier clothes shoved off to the left side of the closet, more casual clothes to the right, shoes paired off and lined up on low shelves) and was starting to come off as highly OCD. When Roan found a copy of Martha Stewart Living magazine, he wasn’t surprised. Ben had probably worshiped her. He might find a shrine to her if he looked under the bed.


  Roan knew something had pinged his detective radar, but he had no idea what. He hated when that happened. What set it off? Nothing obvious.


  He returned to the bathroom to have a better look at the place. If Ben had a drug problem, it wasn’t obvious, as there were no extra pill bottles in his medicine chest, nothing stronger than DayQuil. A search of the under-the-sink cabinet turned up nothing of interest either. Roan hated to tell Dee, but he could imagine a guy this anal retentive committing suicide simply because he couldn’t stand himself, but maybe he was just projecting.


  Before leaving the bathroom, he noticed a white wicker clothes hamper, and Roan looked in it just to see if Ben had done his laundry before offing himself. It looked like the answer was no, as there were a few items of clothing in there, but one thing really jumped out at him. It was a sleeve in a vibrant shade of blue, somewhere between royal blue and cobalt, and he’d seen it somewhere before.


  He pulled the shirt out of the hamper and smelled it. No matter that it had been sitting in a hamper with someone else’s clothes, he could smell the person who last wore it the strongest; their scent seemed to wrap around the threads, and only detergent would get it out. Even then, it depended on the strength of the soap.


  Roan pulled out his cell and hit speed dial, wondering if he was going to get him or his machine. After four rings, Dee answered in a sleep-clogged voice. “Yeah?”


  “So when were you gonna tell me you and Ben were back together?” The shirt was Dee’s, of course. How was he going to forget a blue that flamboyant? But being able to smell Dee on the shirt was the final nail in the coffin. Dee could have loaned Ben the shirt, but the last person to wear the shirt, the strongest scent on the shirt, was Dee. He was a court-approved bloodhound after all, and he knew the difference between borrowed and left behind.


  At least he now knew why Dee was so upset about his death.


  


  4

  This Fire


   


  DEE SIGHED, and Roan knew he was buying himself some time. “We didn’t get back together. We just hooked up. It wasn’t a serious thing. We were both just lonely and horny.”


  “How long did this happen before he killed himself?”


  “Uh, I dunno, maybe a couple weeks ago?”


  “Try again. I’d say a week at most.”


  Dee paused briefly before angrily replying, “And how the fuck do you know that?”


  “You left your shirt here.”


  “And what, I left a dated receipt in the pocket?”


  “No. I’m judging by smell. You should know me better than that, Dee.”


  He made an impatient noise, and Roan heard the bedsprings creak in the background as he sat up. “Goddamn it. Why did I ask you to do this again?”


  “I dunno. I’ll assume you weren’t in your right mind.” Roan put Dee’s shirt on top of the hamper, and only then thought to ask, “You want it back? It’s that really nice blue shirt of yours.”


  “If you’re offering, yeah, I guess so.”


  Roan tossed it over his shoulder and went back into the bedroom, hoping something would trigger for him. “Did he want more of a relationship than you did?”


  He was treated to another of Dee’s impatient sighs into the receiver. “Look, I know you mate for life, but most of us don’t. Our relationship didn’t work, at all. We were better as occasional friends with benefits. We tried to date, and we knew it was doomed. Honestly, we couldn’t stand each other. All we had was sex, and that was all we wanted. Both of us. Trust me, he was happy to hustle me out the door afterwards.”


  “So you were hooking up on a regular basis?”


  “Stop grilling me like a hostile witness. No, we weren’t. We probably hooked up twice in the last year, the last time being a week ago. The last time I talked to him was two days ago, and he was telling me about this hot new intern at the hospital that he thought was flirting with him. He sounded fine. That’s why his suicide was so weird.”


  Whatever pinged his radar earlier wasn’t clicking now, so Roan decided to call it a day. As far as he could tell over the phone, Dee wasn’t lying to him. “This new intern have a name?”


  “Uh… yeah. Casey or Carey, something like that. I don’t know if he ever asked him out or not.”


  “I’ll find out and report back to you.” He confirmed Ben worked at Mercy before hanging up and letting Dee get back to sleep. He didn’t know those people as well as he knew the crew at County General, but that was probably for the best. Maybe if they didn’t know him, they wouldn’t immediately assume he was trouble.


  Once outside, he wiped the VapoRub off, although the scent still lingered. So did the scent of death, so it all worked out.


  By the time he returned to his car and tossed Dee’s shirt in the backseat, he realized he was hungry. How could he be after the sinus assault and death reek? The body was a funny thing, especially his.


  He stopped by a small coffee shop and decided to have a scoop of their store-made strawberry ice cream while he read everything in the Mandy Park file.


  It was a bit strenuous to get through it all because Mandy was a modern girl. Meaning there was more text-speak, numbers used in place of certain words, and multiple misspellings that made him cringe. When had he gotten to be such an old fuddy-duddy? Jesus—using a term like fuddy-duddy just proved you were old. He should be in a museum, somewhere between the Venus de Milo and Piss Christ.


  He was just thinking the ice cream was really good and he should buy some to take home to Dyl when he caught a familiar scent, despite the overwhelming heaviness of French roast and cinnamon rolls. He was going to go ahead and assume coincidence, not be paranoid, but as a woman walked by, a small, folded-up square of paper hit his table. Roan continued eating while casually opening the note and reading it. It simply said: Silver Malibu, back lot, now.


  Roan pretended a hot guy was anxious to seduce him as he finished his ice cream, but he knew that wasn’t the case. He took it to mean he wasn’t in legal trouble, or at least not yet. Still, this wasn’t a good sign. As soon as he was finished, he gathered up his things and left the café.


  The weather had tapered off to a drizzle by the time he cut through an alley to the back parking lot, and it didn’t take him long to find the car in question. He opened the door and got in the passenger seat before sneezing five times in a row. “Coulda warned me about the air freshener,” Roan said, as Monica Flores looked at him impassively from the driver’s seat.


  The FBI agent just shrugged. “I didn’t know it’d affect you that way.”


  “Sure you didn’t.” Her air freshener was a chemical-smelling vanilla, which wasn’t as bad as the death stench or the VapoRub, but it was bad enough. He wiped the back of his hand across his nose, then said, “I’m guessing this is off the record, unless the FBI got a new fleet of Malibus.”


  “It’s not like being seen in public with you would be a good thing either,” she groused, not denying it. She was still sensibly dressed in a charcoal suit with a white blouse, so she’d just come from work or was heading to it. “I’m betting the Seattle PD brought you in on the tiger-strain transition deaths, yeah?”


  “Either a good guess, or you have connections.”


  “It’s a cat issue. You’re the one they’re going to want fighting the tiger, if it comes to that.”


  “I ain’t fighting a tiger. You know how mean those suckers are?”


  She gazed at him skeptically. “You expect me to believe that, if a tiger was running down Main Street, you wouldn’t intervene?”


  “I shouldn’t, it’s suicide, but yeah, I probably would. So what’s the FBI got to do with this?”


  “Nothing, which is why this isn’t an official visit.” She took a sip of coffee from her travel mug (how green of her) before cluing him in. It was a power play, but he let her have it. “I think there’s something more than just a couple of guys dying of tiger strain, but I’m not sure what.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This hasn’t only happened in Washington. Within the last week, two people have turned up dead in Oregon and one more in California, all from tiger strain. There’s a pretty solid rumor of someone dead of the tiger strain up in B.C. too.”


  This was perhaps the most surprising thing he’d heard all day. “What? How is that possible?”


  She shrugged. “Even if all the living and reasonably healthy tiger infecteds got together and planned a coordinated assault, I’m not sure there’d be enough of them to do all this.”


  Roan pondered this, shaking his head. Coordinated assault? Madness. But what else explained all these tiger strains suddenly turning up? “What are the numbers here? How many confirmed dead from tiger strain within a month?”


  She stared at him with her steely eyes, her lips drawn taut. Agent Flores didn’t like him, but she liked this case even less. He was the lesser of two evils. How was he supposed to feel about that? “Twelve. Push it out to forty-five days, and we’ve got fourteen.”


  “Fuck me.” He shook his head again, even though he was starting to make himself dizzy. This wasn’t possible, not in the world he knew and understood. “All young men?”


  “Mostly young men. There are three women among the group.”


  Roan watched the raindrops running down the windshield, almost forming a pattern before sliding away. “This doesn’t make any sense.”


  “No shit.”


  Roan thought he could feel a migraine coming on, a pinprick of pain buried deep within the meat of his gray matter, preparing to flare to angry life as soon as it got a chance. His throat felt a little sore too, scratchy. The ice cream had soothed it, but now it was coming back again. Maybe he was getting a cold. “This isn’t a person doing this.”


  “Not one person, no,” she agreed. “But I’m not sure the math works.”


  “No, a person isn’t behind this,” he insisted. “Even assuming a bisexual man with a grudge, there’s no way he could infect one person in California one day and one person in Canada the next. Logistically, he’d have to race from one hookup to the next.”


  “It’s possible, especially if the guy’s a player. Wasn’t your husband—”


  “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” Roan interrupted, even more angry than he’d expected. “He almost killed himself out of fear of infecting someone. So don’t you dare draw even theoretical comparisons between him and this fucker.”


  She raised her eyebrows in surprise. She hadn’t expected this kind of reaction either. “Sorry, I was just going to use him as an example—”


  “Don’t.”


  “Right.” She scratched an old scar on her jaw line, which Roan hadn’t noticed before. Then again, he’d never had such a close-up look at her profile either. She’d tried to cover it with makeup but hadn’t been too successful. Moments passed in tense silence before she said, “If it’s not a person, how is this happening?”


  “I don’t know. Domestic terrorism? It would be perfect. They could kill people and pin all the blame on infecteds.”


  “How? And who’s ‘they’?”


  “I don’t know, probably the John Birch Society or some other fascist assholes like that.”


  Roan rubbed his eyes, wondering why he felt so rotten all of a sudden. This topic maybe, thoughts of Paris, the world, everything. “What does the FBI have on this?”


  “Nothing. It’s not a case.” At his disbelieving look, she added, “Yet. We have no proof of a federal crime at the moment. If these are linked attacks, we do, and if it’s one person crossing state lines, it’s our jurisdiction.”


  He considered this information on top of everything else. “You want me to find a reason to kick this over to the Feds.”


  “I think it’s a federal-level crime.”


  “You just can’t prove it.”


  She nodded and touched the tip of her nose, a silent acknowledgement that he’d hit it directly.


  Roan couldn’t help but scoff. “And you think I can prove it?”


  “I knew the Seattle PD would pull you into this, and I know you’re going to find something. I’m just asking you to keep me in the loop.”


  He was impressed by her gall, but he wasn’t about to share that with her. “Why should I? You don’t even like me.”


  “It isn’t personal,” she said, not denying it. “I think you’re dangerous, more dangerous than anyone really knows. But I also know that you’re good at sniffing out clues, and I’d like to know what.”


  “And I’m just going to tell you out of the decency of my dangerous heart?”


  She scowled at his sarcasm. “There will be quid pro quo. I’ll tell you what I discover. It’ll be an information exchange.”


  “Considering I’ll be the one doing the actual investigation, that still seems one-sided.”


  She looked like she’d swallowed a lemon wedge. She really didn’t like dealing with him or doing this, and the fact that she was showed how dire the situation was. He was a Hail Mary pass. “Are you going to be this way all the time?”


  “The only way this will ever work is if you stop treating me like the biggest pain in your ass. I don’t expect you to like me, but at least give me the common courtesy of faking it.”


  She looked like she was going to snap back a reply but thought better of it. He waited, just to see if she was desperate enough for the help that she was willing to swallow her pride. After another moment, where rain falling on the roof was the only noise, he got his answer. “I was never trying to insult you, okay? You’re a great investigator. I know why the Seattle PD wants to hang on to you in spite of your discipline problems.”


  He smirked at the backhanded compliment. “You blow any more sunshine up my skirt, you’re gonna draw blood.”


  “I’m not—” She cut herself off with a noise of frustration, running a hand through her curly hair. It barely moved. “Jesus, how do you do that? I don’t want to fight with you. Why does every conversation we have seem like an interrogation gone wrong?”


  “Since you instigate them, you’ll have to tell me.”


  He looked straight out the windshield as she glared at him, which he could see out of the corner of his eye. He meant her no ill will at all—she was a good investigator who was probably being held back at her job—but she had gotten way too close to the truth about him. It was bad enough his friends knew, but a stranger, a stranger who could find a way to have him locked up for good? Arm’s length was as close as she was ever going to get, and grudging tolerance was all he was ever going to give her.


  Finally she expelled a frustrated sigh, and said, “Help me, I will help you however I can. If there is a person or persons behind this sudden influx of tiger-strain infections, I just want to stop it before anyone else dies. Can we at least agree on that?”


  “Fine.” He finally met her hard stare with one of his own. “But if I help you, you back off. I am not your project, and whatever you think about me is best forgotten. All I am is an infected with discipline issues and a vaguely shady private investigations business. No more, no less. We clear?”


  Time seemed to stretch out in a quiet minute as she processed what he was actually saying: leave me alone, ask no questions about what I am. By the hardening of her expression, he knew she didn’t like it, but Flores had put herself in a vulnerable position by coming to him and asking for help. He could set the terms of their agreement, and he did. As soon as she understood her indignant stare wasn’t going to sway him, she gave in. “Yeah, clear.” Roan had just opened the car door to get out when she added, “I don’t like this.”


  “I don’t either, but it’s what we’ve got.” He closed the door and walked away before she could say anything else.


  The rain had come back in earnest, the drizzle was no more, but it was almost kind of refreshing to stand and let the rain pelt him, sending cold water running down the back of his neck. He should probably find cover, but he was a born and bred Washingtonian—hiding from the rain was for pussies. And not the cat kind either.


  Besides, it was a nice distraction from thoughts of this case. How did this make sense? Who could possibly be infecting all these kids? His mind kept going back to what Waltham had told him: some of the kids thought tiger infection was “cool.” Could someone be exploiting that? To what end?


  Roan couldn’t figure it out, but he knew that really wasn’t his job. All he had to do was stop it. He just wondered how many more would die before he did.


  


  5

  Teenage FBI


   


  ROAN DECIDED he was done pushing his luck and went straight home to do research. Also, he really wanted to avoid people, and since Dylan was at his artist loft, he had the house to himself.


  After having a pale ale and suffering through the rest of Mandy’s e-mails and IMs, he got out a legal notepad and split the page into three separate sections, one for each case he was working. In the Mandy section, he put nothing but a question mark. All he really knew about her after struggling through those messages was she hated school, hated her mother, thought Jason was a dick and Kayla was a bitch, and was pretty well bored with life. Roan tried to be sympathetic and remember what it was like to be a teenager, but he’d spent most of his teenage years shuttling between hospitals and group homes, with the occasional punk concert thrown in. He would have loved to have been bored with life, but his life was mostly splashes of boredom between big swaths of uncertainty, upset, and the knowledge that most people sincerely wished he would go away and never come back. Total boredom would have been a nice change of pace. Still, it made him the trusting, happy-go-lucky person he was today, so he should give it some credit.


  In the Ben column, he simply wrote “Mercy Hospital.” Maybe tonight, before the bars emptied out and the emergency room became busy but during the dead time when the nurses and orderlies liked to talk just to kill the monotony, he could pay a visit. He could get something good out of them then. He hated to make a decision beforehand, but Roan was leaning toward Ben simply being depressed and unsatisfied with his life. He made an impulsive decision to just swallow a bottle of pills and go to sleep forever, which he accomplished. Dee probably hated that answer, hence why he had asked Roan to get involved in the first place, but right now it remained the most probable theory. He’d found no evidence to the contrary.


  The third column was the tiger one, which he only identified by writing the word “Feds” and underlining it. This really bothered him. The Feds would have bumped the Seattle PD off the case if they had a hint of anything, but they didn’t. Was Flores alone in her suspicions? He had to assume she put together the possibilities that the tiger infections were coordinated, but when she mentioned this to her brass, she was simply told “Get proof.” And she couldn’t. So she kicked the can over to him. If he did find something out and told her, there was a good chance she’d rip the investigation right out from under the SPD. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? He couldn’t make up his mind. But he didn’t trust it. The best-case scenario was she was getting him to do her work for her; worst-case scenario, no one had anything. That was really disturbing. Who could be spreading the tiger virus in such a manner that would escape everyone’s notice until it was too late?


  That headache he had ducked earlier felt like it was coming back, so he put some CDs in his now oh-so-old stereo and set them on shuffle before going upstairs to take a bath. Sometimes it helped him think too, although he had no idea why. What also helped him think? A couple of Percocet, which he washed down with a bottle of green tea. He hoped Dylan appreciated him being health conscious even while he was popping pills and otherwise abusing his health.


  Soaking in the tub almost put him to sleep, but thinking about all his cases kept him awake. He discarded Ben for now and shoved Mandy off to the side. The tiger thing was the most troubling from a number of different perspectives. What benefit could there be from spreading the tiger virus? Killing people was the only answer. But there were so many other ways to kill people, usually much faster and in a less show off-y sort of way. Maybe that was the point. Killing them in such an awful manner was the reason. How could it be?


  Most crimes had a point, which was why random and pointless crimes were viewed with such alarm. Even if the point was that they pissed you off or you wanted their stereo, it was still a point. A weak, lame, bitchy one, but still. And a crime with this amount of preparation and complication had to have a great deal of premeditation behind it. So why? What were they getting at, or getting out of it? If they were some asshole tiger just sleeping around and infecting people for revenge, okay. But since the likelihood of that was slim to none, it limited possibilities in a big way.


  The main possibility that jumped to mind was someone who wanted to ram through some Draconian anticat legislation or stir up anticat sentiment, but that would require them being willing to cause the horrible deaths of many innocent, deluded kids. You’d have to be a Pol Pot or National Organization for Marriage level evil to do that, and Roan couldn’t help but hope those kind of people were few and far between, even though he knew, realistically, they weren’t. But he wanted to believe they weren’t so common.


  The world was doomed, wasn’t it? Totally fucked. He wished he was sadder about it.


   


   


  THE NEXT day Roan had been hoping to get cracking on at least one case, but he’d forgotten about Dropkick and Kim’s wedding. They had a friend who was a Unitarian minister and was marrying them in another friend’s backyard. Dylan had to remind him and then stared at him suspiciously and asked, “How am I reminding you about your friends’ wedding? Seriously, Ro. I think you need a vacation.”


  “I don’t get a vacation,” he replied, wondering if Dropkick would kill him for wearing a T-shirt. Probably not.


  The invitation he’d gotten in the mail was just a computer printout, and it said they were invited, it was all casual, and they had a gift registry at the Home Depot and Bed Bath & Beyond, to both feed into stereotypes and confound them in one go. (To play along, he and Dylan bought them a sandwich press and a power drill.) Dropkick insisted there’d be no white dresses and no big deal, just this little ceremony and an excuse to drink booze before noon; what little pomp and circumstance there was, was all for Kim, pretty much. On the phone, Dropkick actually threatened to punch him if he arrived all dressed up, so he had to reassure her dressed up for him meant a T-shirt without mustard stains on it. As a general rule, and as he understood it, he was a horrible gay man.


  Once Dylan was finished brushing his teeth, he came out of the bathroom and unceremoniously yanked the T-shirt out of Roan’s hands. He then took a button-down shirt out of the closet, one of his “court shirts,” and handed it to him. “She said casual, but you should still try and look nicer than usual.”


  “Why? She’s almost as butch as I am.”


  “Actually she’s butch-er.”


  Roan mock gasped in horror. “Liar!”


  “And if you ever want to have sex again, you will do what I say and not give me any sass.” Dylan made his serious face, which was very serious indeed. Roan knew he was really going to have to do it or face his wrath, which was pretty formidable. Yeah, he could turn into a lion, but Dyl was still his husband. Somehow that trumped lion, and he still wasn’t sure how. It seemed a violation of some basic law of physics.


  Roan put on the shirt but pouted about it, just to let him know he wasn’t submitting quietly. He’d promised Dyl he wouldn’t think of any of his cases for the afternoon, but he knew he was lying. Still, on the drive over, Roan asked him, “Why can’t I think about my cases?”


  Dylan gave him a sidelong glance. “You were grinding your teeth last night in your sleep. And growling.”


  “Growling in my sleep?” That honestly shocked him. Roan knew he sometimes growled—okay, change sometimes to often—when he didn’t mean to, but at least he was awake when it happened.


  “Yeah. And it freaked me the hell out. You have no idea what it’s like to be woken up by growling in your ear. The gnashing teeth were also a really nice touch. Nearly gave me a heart attack.”


  Roan apologized but wondered if he should go back to the cage. What the fuck did that mean? Every time he thought he’d turned a corner, something new and terrifying popped up. The story of his life.


  It was a nice, simple ceremony, in a nice, fenced backyard, in a fancier section of town, not too far from the Sound. If someone gave you a boost, you could see the water over the fence, and a little off to the left. Which was actually impressive, because Roan had no idea how anyone could afford to live within screaming distance of the Sound, unless they were homeless and camped out on a run-down pier.


  It was all very low-key, probably because Dropkick and Kim preferred it that way. No big speeches, no band, not even a stereotypical wedding cake but just a cake, although with very nice icing roses. Neither was wearing a wedding dress, just purple scrubs (Kim) and a nice dark suit that looked like Dropkick had dressed up for the homicide squad. Why they went for a work theme he had no idea, but it seemed to please them.


  Tellingly, there was no family here, just friends. Dropkick’s dad had never been a part of her life, she was an only child, and her mother was in a care home near Bellevue, suffering from the later stages of Alzheimer’s. Kim’s family had had nothing to do with her since she mentioned the cop she was dating was a woman, but that didn’t bother her much, as, according to her, they were “dicks anyways.” It was stories like this that made Roan glad he didn’t have a family. Well, not a biological one at any rate.


  After a while, Dylan was given a camera and asked to take photos, which he loved to do, and Roan inevitably found himself sitting at a table with Dropkick, where they were both eating cake and drinking sangria, which for some unknown reason was the drink of the wedding. It didn’t really go with chocolate cake, but it was still a strangely agreeable combo.


  “We’re not supposed to sit together by ourselves,” Dropkick informed him. “Kim’s afraid we’ll talk shop.”


  “I see.” He glanced off to where Kim was talking with some of her hospital friends, and Dyl was prowling around taking photos. “So you wanna talk shop?”


  “Please,” she said, with a small sigh. “I’m so bored with all this wedding crap.”


  “Now, come on. You’re a woman, you like this sort of thing. Or so the media has told me.”


  “We’re gay, so we like this sort of thing,” she countered.


  “And we’re destroying society.”


  “Goddamn right, what has it ever done for us?” She took a sip of her sangria, grimacing at the mixing of tastes before the good parts of the sangria kicked in. “So, you working that tiger case?”


  “Yeah. I got nothing. You working that double shooting on the East Side?”


  “Yep. Got nothing.” She ate a forkful of cake. “Good talk.”


  He told her about Mandy Pack and asked if she could ask around the cybercrimes division, see if that sounded like the MO of any of the known predators they had their eyes on. She wasn’t happy about it. “Why can’t you ask them yourself?”


  “’Cause they don’t like me.”


  “Well, you are kind of an asshole.”


  He had to give her that. But she reluctantly said she’d see if they had anything and not mention his name, in case they clammed up. Kim drifted over to make sure they weren’t talking shop, and they convinced her they weren’t, leading Roan to bust out some photos of him and Dylan to prove he was just boring Dropkick with normal couples shit. He then invited them to Dylan’s next gallery showing, which might or might not feature him as part of a canvas. (He wasn’t sure if Dyl was going to paint on him again or not.) Kim finally wandered off to talk with another nurse, leaving them alone with their shoptalk.


  As Roan put the pictures away, Dropkick smirked and said, “You know, I can’t believe you’re still the same guy I used to see filling out paperwork near the old coffee machine.”


  “Why not?”


  The look she gave him was caught somewhere between disbelief and sarcastic disdain. “Hey, tattooed man, you’re letting your husband paint you for an art project. Now imagine that fresh-faced newbie in dress blues doing that.”


  She had a point. He thought back to those days, and it was like it was another life, one that belonged to someone else. Back then, he’d tried to control the lion so much, tried to hold it back and pretend so hard he was almost human. Back then, he was the same slave to the virus as every infected was. Now the virus had free rein, and while he didn’t change on schedule anymore, somehow he was more its slave than ever. “Why does that seem like a thousand years ago?”


  “’Cause it was,” she admitted. “We’re fucking old.”


  “Speak for yourself, old lady,” Roan replied, as his phone hummed in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the display, figuring he could call back whoever, but it was Seb’s number showing. Figuring he hadn’t called just to see if they’d opened his wedding gift yet, he answered. “Problem, Seb?”


  Dropkick’s eyebrow rose, and she watched him warily across the table, as if trying to pick up their conversation from Roan’s responses alone. “Yeah, we got a college kid dead of transformation shock. He’s in an apartment near the U-Dub, place called the Paladio. Do you think you can get down here?”


  He covered the bottom of the phone and whispered to Dropkick, “Know where the Paladio is?”


  She thought a second before pulling her own phone out of her jacket, and since it was a smartphone, unlike his ancient hunk of junk, there was much typing. But within a minute, she held out the phone to him, its small screen showing a map from here to the Paladio apartments. He had to admit, smartphones had very obvious advantages. “Yeah, I do now. Think it’s another tiger victim?”


  “Maybe. We have no way to confirm it without blood work, which will take a day or two. Unless you can confirm it now.”


  “I’m on my way.” He hung up and stood at once, looking down at her and asking, “Can you tell Dylan it was an emergency, and I’ll be right back?”


  She glanced across the yard at a kneeling Dylan, who looked like he was taking a close-up picture of a leaf. Not exactly within the parameters of taking wedding photos, but when you gave an artist a camera, what did you expect? “Hurry, and he might not even know you were gone.”


  “True.”


  “Go get ’em, Wolverine.”


  It was knee-jerk reflex to correct her. He knew he wasn’t, but he was so used to being referred to that way now he realized he was halfway down the road of accepting it as his nickname. “I’m Batman.”


  “Wolverine’s cooler.”


  He could only shrug, and left the backyard. Wolverine was hotter, that was for damn sure. Roan knew the odds of Dylan never realizing he was gone were slim to none, but he figured if it was an argument, it was one they could have later.


  Traffic turned what should have been a ten-minute drive to twenty minutes, but the sight of police cars and a coroner’s vehicle in the parking lot of the apartment complex told him he’d missed none of the fun. Not that there was any actual fun.


  A uniformed cop recognized Roan as he approached the stairs, and he sighed wearily, as if his shitty day had somehow become shittier. “Second floor, third door to the right of the stairs,” the cop told Roan before he could even ask. Roan wondered if anyone was ever going to be happy to see him.


  Honestly, he could have just followed the smell of death, which he started picking up on the stairway before he reached the second-floor landing. It was tinged with infected sweat, that special scent that gave the game away in spite of the smell of beer, piss, and vomit that suggested a lot of hard-partying college kids lived here as well. In fact, he saw one open the door of his place and look out at the general commotion, a guy in his late teens to early twenties, wearing nothing but underwear with strategic holes in it, his hair mussed with sleep. Gorgeous, but Roan didn’t look. Well, except out of the corner of his eye. Oh God, perving on teenagers—how low had he sunk?


  The door was open, which probably explained the death smell, and there was a uniformed cop blocking access, but as soon as he saw him, the cop leaned back and shouted into the apartment, “Your boy’s here, Estes.”


  Roan really resented that, mainly because he was about twenty years out from “boy,” but he knew there was no point in arguing. The cop gave him a look like he wished he were anybody else but who he was, and Roan returned it, because Dropkick was right: he was kind of an asshole.


  He winced once he walked inside, and wished that, one of these days, he wasn’t called to a place rife with the scent of death. It was definitely a college kid’s crash pad, from the poster of some band he’d never heard of on one wall and a pyramid of empty beer cans against another, to the video game system resting on the coffee table alongside the latest copy of Maxim, with a starlet in her underwear on the cover. He caught the sweet stink of pot coming from an otherwise empty ashtray.


  Seb met him in the living room, where Roan was trying to ignore the death scent, and he did a slight double take. “Caught you at a bad time?”


  It took Roan a second to realize Seb was referring to the fact that he was wearing a button-down shirt. “Dropkick’s wedding was today.”


  Seb briefly looked terrified. “It was today? Shit. I’m losing track of time. How’d it go?”


  “Good. No musical numbers or gunfights.”


  “But a musical number during a gunfight would have been cool.”


  “Only if it was directed by Sam Peckinpah.”


  Seb nodded, half smiling, and after a moment asked, “Who?”


  Roan shook his head. Another reminder that he was old, or possibly a nerd. Maybe an old nerd. “Wild Bunch guy? Forget it.”


  “So...?” Seb prompted.


  He wasn’t asking about Peckinpah. Roan nodded. “I smell tiger. He’s one.”


  “Shit.”


  “Who is he?”


  “A wallet found on the nightstand beside the bed reads Clayton Morris, but you know we’re gonna need to get the M.E. to do an official identity.”


  “You ask his roommate?”


  Seb cocked his head to the side. “Roommate?”


  “Two distinct scents here, not new, not the cops passing in and out. Probably the guy who called 9-1-1.”


  “And fled,” Seb sighed, rubbing his eyes. “Shit.”


  “We need to find him. He may know something about this.”


  “Could he be infected too?”


  Roan was forced to shrug. “Too many competing scents. Can’t tell.” He looked around the living room, which had probably been reasonably messy before the cops and coroner arrived, and finally spotted the laptop attached to its charging unit, on the floor beside a low cabinet holding a jumble of game cartridges and junk mail. “This isn’t technically a crime scene, is it?”


  It was Seb’s turn to shrug. “Well, no, not if you’re gonna split hairs….”


  “Good, I can snoop,” Roan said, making a beeline for the laptop. This serial tiger infection couldn’t be happening in a vacuum. There had to be some hints and clues somewhere, and this might be his best chance to find some.


  And if not… well, he’d be sleeping in the cage tonight.


  


  6

  Perfect Day


   


  HOLDEN WOKE up with the knowledge that he was much older than he always thought he was.


  How did that happen? He really thought he’d moderated his alcohol intake well, but he still woke up with a pounding headache and a taste in his mouth like someone had used it to rinse out some year-old jockstraps. No more keg parties for him.


  He crawled out of bed and headed for the bathroom, where he turned on the shower as hot as he could stand it. It soon took his mind off how much his head hurt, mainly because he was worried about second-degree burns.


  He popped some cold pills to help with the congestion, and he felt a little better but not by much. After wiping the fog off the mirror, he saw that, while he didn’t look as bad as he felt, he still seemed a bit rough. Not eighty, not yet, but he was working on it.


  The worst part about all of this was he had nothing to show for it. Skeeving on college kids was bad enough, but adding the cat thing just upped the ick factor. Everybody seemed to know a friend of a friend who was into that, but the buck was passed in a circle, and he never seemed to get within three degrees of the actual friend. He was well buzzed by the time he figured out the friend might not exist, and by then it was too late.


  Holden pulled on his favorite velvet pajama pants, which was a sad commentary in itself (he had favorite pajama pants? He was getting so fucking old….) and stumbled out into the living room. He’d read somewhere that protein was good for a hangover, so he figured he’d nuke the leftover pizza he had in the fridge for breakfast. Pepperoni was protein! Well, in theory.


  He was putting the pizza slices in the microwave when he noticed the man lying face down on his sofa.


  Now the T-shirt and jeans could have belonged to anyone, but the fantastic ass was a dead giveaway. “Scott? Are you still alive?”


  He grunted and raised his hand before letting it drop. Holden hadn’t seen him for a couple of days because the Falcons had gone up to Kamloops for a playoff game. Holden knew they’d lost when he got a succinct text message from Scott: Fuckfuckfuck!!!! He was supposed to have been back late last night, but Holden got a text from him saying the bus was stuck in a long line at the Canadian border crossing, and he wasn’t sure he’d be back before next week. An obvious exaggeration, but probably not by much.


  “When did you get back? And why didn’t you come to bed?”


  Scott muttered all his answers into the couch cushions, so Holden had to piece together what he was saying. From what he could tell, he’d only got here a couple of hours ago, and he was too tired to walk all the way to the bedroom. Holden asked if he wanted anything, but he was pretty sure he said no.


  Holden nuked his pizza and put on some coffee, waiting for Scott to move. He didn’t. After a while, Holden asked, “What’s wrong? Should I call the hospital?”


  Scott made a negative noise and finally shoved himself up to a sitting position. “I’m so fucking tired,” Scott said, still mumbling even though he was no longer speaking into the couch cushions. “I think I’m just gonna sleep for a day. I left it all on the ice, I’ve got nothin’ left. And maybe a cold.”


  Holden looked at him and opened his mouth to speak but stopped, because he’d just looked in Scott’s direction. “Did you get in a fight?”


  Scott’s left cheek was almost entirely a puffy, ugly reddish-purple, with a deeper bruise that looked like a black smudge beneath it. Scott shook his head. “I took a puck in the face. It was one of Richie’s slap shots too, so it was hard. I was lucky I didn’t get a fractured cheekbone.”


  “Don’t you wear a visor?”


  “Yeah, but it hit a stick and was redirected right under my visor.”


  “I think that’s bad luck defined.” Holden went to the freezer and looked around for an ice pack. He couldn’t find one, but he did find a bag of corn, which was probably close enough. “Looks like it hurts.”


  “Yeah. But I’m gettin’ used to it.”


  “There’s the macho man I know.” Holden brought him the bag of frozen corn, and Scott took it and pressed it carefully to his face. He did look weary and, up close, it was obvious the black smudge was hiding a small row of stitches. “Why don’t you go to bed, huh?”


  “Little help?”


  With a sigh, Holden helped him stand and led him to bed. He drew the line at undressing him, which was fine with Scott. He simply said, “Suits me” and all but passed out. Holden would have been worried, but he’d seen Scott like this before, namely that game where they’d had overtime, and he’d already spent twenty-seven minutes on the ice. Which didn’t sound like a lot, but considering he was skating at top speed, fighting for pucks, and throwing his body around for most of it, getting dehydrated in the process, you knew why he was shagged out. Sometimes he could recover with twenty minutes of peace and a beer, and sometimes he just needed to pass out for a while. Holden took the bag of frozen corn back, as it would just melt in his sheets.


  As he pulled the blanket up over him, Holden just had to ask, “Why did you come by if you were so wrecked?”


  Scott barely opened one eye and looked up at him. “’Cause I wanted to see you.”


  “Sap,” Holden scoffed and dropped the blanket on him, leaving him to rest. As it was, the phone had started to ring. He let it go until he’d put the bag of corn back. He knew it was Roan without checking caller ID. “Hey, Roan.”


  “Hey. You doing anything in the next hour?”


  Was that ever a good sign? Holden glanced at the microwave clock before picking at his pizza. The cheese was starting to congeal. “Not really. What am I doing now?”


  “You’re off the tiger case. I’m supposed to meet with Liz Pack at the Starbucks on Howell in an hour. Can you cover for me?”


  “The teenage runaway case?” He stopped picking at his pizza and headed over to his computer. Holden had learned to have it on in sleep mode most of the time, not just because of porn, but because working with Roan required a lot of researching and e-mailing. He was glad Roan had never taken to texting, or he’d never be able to pay his phone bill. “Why?”


  “I may have caught a break at the latest transformation scene—namely, I’ve commandeered the victim’s laptop. The guy has a program that keeps him signed into all his accounts, so I have free access to his e-mail, and I may have found something. Ever heard of a forum or domain called SyHub?”


  “Is that a thing, or are you just making that up?”


  “It seems to be a thing. And it seems our victim was eager to join them and was instructed to clear his cache and delete all e-mails from them. But he forgot to clean out his Sent folder.”


  “Awesome.” Roan had scanned the files on the Pack case and sent them to him via e-mails, but Holden hadn’t bothered to look at them yet. Now he did, and he scanned them hastily, waiting for something to jump out at him. Nothing did. “Got anything on the Pack case?”


  “Nothing. From what little I could gather, she was just your average unhappy teenager who ran away from home to meet up with a guy who could be an online predator.”


  “Great. Any angle you want me to work?”


  “I’ll leave it up to you, but I’m not sure the client has been completely honest with me.”


  Holden wasn’t looking forward to this, the case sounded dull—teenage runaway? Dime a dozen—but that made him perk up a bit. “What’s she been lying about?”


  “I’m not sure. I just got a sense she was editing to tilt things in her favor and make her daughter seem more unreasonable.”


  “Well, of course. There can only be good guys and bad guys, and she’s not going to be the bad guy.” After finishing his latest casual reading of the Pack files, Holden said, “The guy does sound a bit like a skeeve. And a cat angle. That explains why she came to you.”


  “It does. Do me a favor and be cool, okay?”


  “Ooh, those are fighting words. You think I’m not cool?”


  “No, I just mean don’t instantly assume she’s a bad person because she’s probably lying to me. Just because Mandy ran away doesn’t mean Liz drove her away.”


  “Why would you think—” Holden began, but then the penny dropped. Son of a bitch. “You think I’m just gonna assume she’s a prick ’cause of my parents?”


  “No. But I can understand you being suspicious of a parent, especially one who isn’t being completely honest.”


  “Who, me? Just because my hypocrite of a dad was my real father, and my mother helped cover it up? Who would be bitter about such a thing?” Even as he said it, he knew there was some sad truth in his attempt at sarcasm. Didn’t he trash his old personal cell and get a new phone and number just so he wouldn’t have to keep erasing messages from his mother? So yeah, he was still kind of bitter, and who would understand why better than Roan?


  Roan must have heard his voice falter at the end, because he made a kind of aborted harrumph, like it was funny in a dark sort of way. “I get it, you know. I was just thinking earlier today about how glad I am that I don’t have parents. It was bad enough with the rotating carousel of foster families. I can’t imagine what having the same set all the time must be like.”


  “It sucked,” Holden replied, before instantly feeling bad. Yeah, his parents sucked, but at least he had a stable home. Roan couldn’t claim that. So his parents were dickheads; at least he’d had a regular roof over his head. Leave it to Roan to ruin a perfectly good grudge. He decided to get back to a safer topic. “This information is kind of lacking, isn’t it? All bread and no meat.”


  “Exactly what I was thinking. She’s holding back, maybe because I’m a stranger or she’s embarrassed, doesn’t want family secrets getting out, but something’s going on. If you can find out, great, but don’t get too… pushy.”


  “Don’t piss her off, you mean.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Who do you think I am? Some kind of asshole?”


  There was a long pause. “You really want me to answer that question?”


  “Fuck you too. The Starbucks on Howell, huh? She’s unlikely to kill me there.”


  “True. But try your best not to make a scene.”


  Holden rang off and wondered what he should wear to meet the client. Roan had probably adapted her to the not-at-all-business casual wardrobe he seemed to favor, but maybe he’d surprise her, be slightly more dressy. And why not? He was the former whore, and if someone was going to have some taste in this business partnership, it might as well be him.


  Holden returned to the bedroom, intending to ask Scott if a polo shirt made him look like one of those fratboy wannabe douchebags, but he was already asleep. Holden decided on a gray Henley and some casual dress pants, topped off with the Seattle staple, hiking boots that would never see a bit of wilderness mud. Well, that was just gauche. He topped off this outfit with a leather jacket, so he looked at least a little butch. He was supposed to be Angel to Roan’s Buffy, right? Had to look the part.


  There was zero parking, but he had anticipated that, leaving early in hopes of finding something within reasonable walking distance. He eventually found a spot at a Burger King a couple blocks over, and as he walked to the Starbucks, he used his phone to catch up on the e-mail files Roan had sent. Mandy was unhappy—big whoop—but Holden felt like he was picking up on something. There was an undertone of editing here. Liz hadn’t just given Roan all the pertinent information, she’d snipped it to fit her storyline. What had she left out?


  Holden also put in a call to a guy he knew through Rocky, Miles, who dealt with a lot of teen runaways, although not in a sleazy way—he worked for one of those do-gooder outreach programs. He got his machine, so Holden told him they’d gotten a case looking for a girl named Mandy who had come here recently from Tennessee, possibly chasing a cat fetish. Hopefully Miles might be able to point him in a good direction, even if he hadn’t seen her.


  Roan had e-mailed a copy of Liz’s ID along with the other files, so he knew who he was looking for. Immediately, Holden found her, and it wasn’t hard, as she was a little too dressed up for this particular Starbucks. Her hair was up, she had chunky gold jewelry on, and wore way too much makeup. Was he walking into one of those “Real Housewives” shows? Because she looked like a cast member. Her skin was a really unhealthy shade of fake-bake orange, and next to all the pale Seattle people in the coffee shop, she glowed like a radioactive lamp.


  He walked over and introduced himself, holding his hand out and putting on his oh-so-professional voice, explaining that he was Mr. McKichan’s associate investigator (Mr.! It always felt weird calling Roan that….) and was filling in for him since he had been called away to work on a police investigation. This made her raise her penciled-on eyebrows. “He works for the police?”


  “Occasionally, yes.” He took a seat across from her and was almost leveled by her perfume. Did she bathe in it? It was like jasmine and baby powder, and it was fucking awful. It was a good thing Roan wasn’t here, or the smell alone would kill him.


  “Don’t they do their own investigations?”


  Holden was tempted to say, “No, they don’t. Roan does all their investigations for them, he’s that good. He also puts out fires with his mind.” But he’d promised Roan he’d be on his best behavior, and jackassery probably didn’t count as best behavior. He swallowed a sigh, taking with it all the insulting stuff he wanted to say, and simply told her, “He’s a special consultant on cases involving infecteds.”


  “Oh,” she said, in a way that suggested she didn’t see at all.


  “We just don’t have enough information in this case to go any further, unless you help us.”


  The way her gold earrings swayed was almost hypnotic. “What?”


  “I need access to Mandy’s e-mail addresses, her Facebook page, that sort of thing. The more information we have, the more likely we are to track her down. As it stands, trying to find a runaway is usually a zero-sum game. Unless they’re using a card, which is why you probably shouldn’t have killed your credit card so fast. You would have been able to track her to a specific address if you waited for her to make a charge in Seattle.”


  She stared at him like he was an alien. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  Again, a sarcastic comment came to mind, but he bit it back. See how good he was being? He hoped Roan appreciated this. “It doesn’t matter now. Accessing her e-mail will be our best chance of finding her at this point.”


  “I don’t have access to her e-mail.”


  “Yes, you do. You printed some out for us and gave them to us, remember? Along with IMs that usually can only be accessed by someone on the network. So if you can share that info, it would be great.”


  She looked slightly flummoxed. “Umm, it wasn’t… I mean, it was on the computer. I don’t know what her passwords are.”


  It was possible that she was telling the truth; in fact, it was quite possible. But he felt like poking her, just to see what happened. “Ms. Pack, come on. We’re all adults here, and this isn’t a judgment. We simply need all the information we can gather if you want us to find your daughter unharmed.”


  She grimaced and looked vaguely sick as she looked out on the street and avoided his eyes. “It was just… I’m not an eavesdropper. I just wanted to know what she was doing online, you know? You hear so many horror stories about Internet predators and all that.”


  She was stalling, so Holden just took a guess. Roan did that a lot. “You had spy software installed on her computer?”


  At least she looked a little embarrassed, although it seemed forced. “I don’t know what it’s called. I found it in a parents’ forum. It recorded all her passwords and saved instant messages.”


  Awesome. And she wondered why there was so much strain between her and her daughter? There wasn’t a single bit of trust. “And yet she ran away? Didn’t her messages tip you off that she was thinking of leaving?”


  Liz shifted uneasily in her seat, gripping her coffee cup like it might save her life. “I didn’t always read them.”


  It just about killed him not to exclaim, “Fabulous! So you violate your daughter’s privacy in the guise of protecting her, and then you get too lazy to read the fucking messages? You are a class-A genius, lady. I’m putting you up for parent of the year.” Okay, so, Roan was probably right that he still lugged around some parental bitterness. It took him the better part of a minute to swallow this all back, and it felt like a solid lump had wedged itself in his windpipe. He really should have ordered an overpriced coffee. “We need those e-mail addresses and passwords, right now if you can remember them.”


  “I printed out the ones I thought you needed.”


  “We’re investigators. You’re paying us to search and find the clues you may have missed. Let us do the job you’re paying us for.”


  She looked torn in a way he found deeply irritating. Holden was warring with his own sarcastic, bitter impulses and losing, when he heard someone exclaim, “Holy shit!”


  A barista dropped a spoon, and Liz gasped, eyes going as wide as saucers as she stood up. Holden turned in time to see two cars crash into each other on the street—a Prius and a shoebox-sized Honda colliding in what must have been a war between the weenie cars, the Prius getting wedged against a parked car on the side of the street and pushed up slightly on the sidewalk, making pedestrians scramble. Holden was then able to see it was a lanky, mostly brown leopard, with spots shaped like melanomas, running down the street, causing the commotion. Holden had just reached for his cell phone when he saw it wasn’t alone in causing a furor.


  Roan suddenly jumped onto the roof of a car parked across the street, crouched down and bleeding from a slightly distended jaw, and even though all he could hear in this coffee shop was Carole King, just from the way Roan’s nose was crinkled and flared, Holden guessed he was growling. Roan gathered himself, tensing, and then jumped off the car, landing about twenty feet away on the sidewalk, on his feet, running right after the leopard, who’d lost the lead it had amassed in a few seconds. Roan pounced on it and, wrestling with the twisting, desperate cat, rolled out of view. Had the people been reacting to the cat or Roan and his various inhuman abilities? Maybe both at once.


  He turned back to face Liz, who was still standing and staring in open-mouthed shock, a hand clutching her throat like she was having a hard time breathing. Holden wondered if he was going to have to have a talk with Roan about not going all Amazing Catman in the daylight. The cops finally arrived, so late to the party it wasn’t even funny.


  “I guess he made this meeting after all,” Holden said, as Liz stared down at him, eyes shiny with shock.


  If she didn’t run screaming from the Starbucks within five seconds and head straight back to Tennessee, he’d be damned surprised.


  


  7

  Cities In Dust


   


  ROAN WAS sitting on the edge of the curb, waiting for the painkillers to kick in so he could move without wincing, when Holden’s voice suddenly came out of nowhere.


  “Just ’cause you’re gay doesn’t mean you always have to make a dramatic entrance.”


  Roan looked up, as the reason for the sense-of-location déjà vu hit him. “Oh holy shit, how close is Howell?”


  Holden pointed around the corner before sitting down on the curb beside him. He handed him a plastic cup that looked like it was full of ice and tea. “A block over, dude. So much for studying the laptop, huh?”


  Roan slumped, trying to will the painkillers to hurry up and work. It felt like his joints were full of broken glass and rusty needles. “If I’d left a minute earlier, I might have been able to avoid all of this. They got a call of a loose cat running around, and it was barely two miles from the scene. I couldn’t blow it off.” He managed to get the cup to his mouth, and it turned out to be the Starbucks equivalent of an Arnold Palmer (tea and lemonade). Roan didn’t realize how thirsty he was until he started drinking it, and he gulped it down in three swallows. It didn’t quite get rid of the taste of blood in his mouth, but it helped.


  “Do you have a plan?”


  Roan was baffled for a moment. “A plan for what?”


  “For what you’re gonna do when the truth about you comes out. You know they’re gonna kill you, right? Every time someone different reveals themselves, they get killed, just to prove to the rest of the proles that they can be killed. You’ve been lucky that most of the videos that exist of you in superhero mode are shitty, and you’re fast, so most people don’t have time to fumble out the camera, but Jesus, you’re tempting fate.”


  “My whole life has been tempting fate.”


  “Don’t try that self-pitying bullshit with me. You know damn well you’re putting your life on the line doing this, and probably in more ways than one. Has it ever occurred to you that maybe you’re shortening your life span with all this half changing?”


  Roan wondered if Holden had been talking to Dylan or Doctor Rosenberg. It had been brought up to him, by Rosenberg, that maybe he was getting all these tumors, at least at this clip, because of his constant changes. He’d broken his viral cycle, and this was the result. No good without the bad. “This is my job, Holden.”


  “No it’s not! You help corral loose cats, sure, but no one ever said you could only do it if you partially transformed. That’s your choice. You can do it without killing yourself, Roan.”


  “Not always,” he replied, even though he knew it sounded petulant before it even fell out of his mouth. Holden was right, of course, and there was something deeply unsettling about him being the voice of reason. “Since when did you become my father?”


  “Since you started acting like you needed one,” Holden shot back, hardly even pausing to think about it. Had he had this conversation in his head already? “Look, I know you have this hero complex, but you can’t let it destroy your life.”


  The painkillers must have been kicking in, because Roan felt himself getting angry. “What do you mean ‘hero complex’?”


  Holden rolled his eyes. “Goddamn it, you know. You couldn’t save Paris, you can’t save yourself, so you save everyone else. That’s, like, superhero psychology 101.”


  Roan glared at Holden. “If I felt better, I would punch you.”


  “Which is why I’m telling you this now. I’m not stupid enough to tell you when you could do some damage to me.” For a second, it looked like Holden was going to put a hand on his knee, but thought better of it. “I’m not trying to be a dick. But doing this is the equivalent of public suicide. You’re not dumb. You know this. So why do this?”


  “Apparently I have a complex.”


  “Don’t be a child! Goddamn it, Roan, this is your life you’re playing with. Even if you don’t care, there are a lot of people in your life who do and will end up casualties if you’re not careful.”


  Roan grimaced at Holden using the steel-toed boot of guilt. He was right, of course, but that didn’t mean it didn’t suck.


  When he was fairly certain he could move, Holden helped him to his feet. He thought about yanking his arm away, but how immature was that? It would only hurt him anyway.


  There was no discussion about Holden driving him home, it just happened. In the car, Roan thought to ask, “Did Liz see me?”


  Holden snorted derisively, which was a bad sign. “Everybody in the Starbucks saw it.”


  Fantastic. “Did she say anything?”


  “Well, once she got her voice back, she asked if they were all like that. I assumed she meant infecteds, not gays, and said no, you were special. She seemed to accept that, although she appeared to be in a state of shock as she left.”


  “So we’re done with that case?”


  “Maybe. I guess she didn’t realize she’d hired a superhero. Come to think of it, shouldn’t you charge more? I mean, shit. Standard private-eye rates are too much of a bargain. Don’t sell yourself short.”


  “I’m not a superhero. Stop saying that.”


  “Then what the fuck are you? If not a superhero, what?”


  “Freak comes to mind.”


  Holden gave him a backhand slap across the shoulder, never even looking away from the steering wheel. “Haven’t you paid attention? Superhero and freak are the same damn thing. You can look on the bright side or be a self-pitying bastard, but it all adds up to the same thing. Would it honestly kill you to look at the better side of this?”


  Roan felt the petulant side of himself coming out. He wanted to say no, but why? Holden was actually trying to be helpful, and worse yet, he was right. It would have been better if he wasn’t right.


  Once Holden dropped him off at his house, Roan told him where he’d parked his car and gave him the keys. He sighed, then asked, “So this is my sidekick job? Playing valet?” But he didn’t say it in a truly angry way, and said he’d bring it back ASAP.


  Once inside, Roan collapsed on the sofa and stared up at the ceiling, wondering if he should grab a beer or just go to bed. Then he scratched at some of the dried blood on his stubbly chin and realized he needed a shower.


  Then he remembered Dylan.


  He mentally cursed himself out as he called and wasn’t surprised that Dylan let the phone ring almost ten times before he answered it. When he did, he answered with, “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you were gone?”


  “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t miss me,” he admitted.


  Dylan sighed heavily. “Well, you are a pain in the ass.” After a brief pause, he asked, “What happened?”


  Roan told him everything, because why not? He had nothing to lose. Dylan listened patiently, as he usually did, and finally asked, “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah. Sore and groggy, but that’s typical.”


  “I’m pretty sure there’s a dirty joke I could make, but I’m not gonna.”


  “I appreciate that.” There was a familiar knock on the door, and he slid off the couch and made his way there, feeling loose limbed and exhausted. His body had made a decision for him; he was going to go to bed, or he was going to collapse on the floor. His choice. “Can you get a lift home, or should I send Holden to pick you up?”


  “Dropkick’s already said she’d give me a lift home. I think she feels bad for me, being a cop’s husband and all.”


  “She should save the sympathy for Kim.” He was relieved. If anyone wanted to go after Dylan, they’d have to get through Dropkick, and that wasn’t likely. Not only was she a cop, but she could kick anyone’s ass. Dylan was safe with her. “But thank her.”


  “I did. I also invited her and Kim to dinner on the twenty-third.”


  “I’m not cooking,” he said, as he opened the door to Holden, standing there with his car keys in his hand and the victim’s laptop—which had been in the front seat of his car—under his arm. He handed them both back to Roan with a look on his face that could be best described as sardonic. He must have known from what Roan said that he was talking to Dyl, because he didn’t say anything. Roan could see his car in the driveway and, beyond the open gate, the car of Holden’s leather daddy friend, Ahmed, rumbling like a caged beast. Holden mouthed, “You owe me,” before turning his back and walking away. Yeah, he probably did.


  “Oh really?” Dylan said, in a way that suggested yes, he was going to be cooking if he knew what was good for him. Damn it.


  Roan really wanted to get cracking on the victim’s laptop, as he’d already found at least one promising lead, but he knew he’d pushed his luck as far as he could, and as soon as he was off the phone with Dylan, he went to bed.


  He dreamed he was running, with the landscape changing around him all the time. Asphalt beneath his feet gave way to dirt and grass and back again, from cement to snow, as his surroundings cycled between skyscrapers, mountains, cars, and trees. He had no idea how long he was in the dream before realizing he was on all fours, in lion form. Not a surprise, but you could never tell with dream logic.


  He woke up partially when Dylan put his arms around him and snuggled up against him, nuzzling his head in the crook of his neck, and he said something, but the only thing Roan was able to make out was, “I’m glad you’re here.” Or something like that. Sleepy as he was, he assumed Dyl meant he was glad he wasn’t sleeping in the cage.


  The next time Dylan woke him up, it was more deliberate. He shook his shoulder until he roused him, and when Roan peered up blearily, Dyl showed him the phone’s receiver, and said, “Doctor Rosenberg wants to talk to you. She says it’s important.”


  He hadn’t heard the phone? Wow, he must have been really out of it. “It’s always important,” he complained, yawning and rubbing his eyes. Still, he took the receiver and said, “Freakville. How can I help you?” Dylan gave him a small smack on the leg before walking away.


  “Very funny,” Rosenberg replied, sounding especially raspy and tired today. “You sittin’ down?”


  “Kinda.” Lying down counted, right? “Why? Am I turning into one big giant tumor now?” He only said that because Dylan had returned to the bathroom. He heard the shower start up and wondered if he should join him after the call. Maybe not. Sometimes it was nice to have the shower to yourself, and frankly, the key to their relationship working was they gave each other a lot of space. Alone time was important to both of them. Dylan used it to paint, while Roan preferred to use it to brood, and occasionally pry, or lion out on someone’s ass.


  “That’s a separate issue.” She paused to sigh wearily. “You heard about the break-in at the lab, right?”


  “Yeah. Humanity First assholes, right?” The university medical center had had a break-in about a week ago, but as far as anyone could tell, the assholes who’d busted in had just vandalized the place, breaking equipment and spray-painting misspelled curse words on the wall.


  “Umm… we’re beginning to think it was a frame job.”


  “Is that like a rim job?”


  “Don’t be a putz. You know what I mean.”


  “Who would frame Humanity First?”


  “That I’m not sure of. But… understand, we had to type the blood. There were no intact vials. We had to test all the splatters to match ’em up to our records—”


  Suddenly, Roan didn’t like this conversational turn. “You’re missing blood?” he interrupted.


  “Yeah. Looks like the vandalism was to cover up a theft. But it doesn’t make any fucking sense.”


  “How much are you missing?”


  “In milliliters?”


  “Now who’s being a putz?” He rubbed his eyes, but he didn’t know why, as he was very much awake now. “You’re calling me. Are you going to tell me some of my blood is missing?”


  “Yes.”


  There was such a long, awkward pause after, that Roan’s stomach twisted. “Yes, and…?”


  She made a small noise of defeat, not quite a sigh, before saying, “A vial of tiger virus infected blood is missing.”


  He sat bolt upright, his blood turning to liquid nitrogen. “Tiger strain…. Tell me it’s not Paris’s blood.” She paused too long for his liking. “Goddamn it, Petra, tell me it isn’t his blood.”


  This time her sigh was sharp, abbreviated, and loaded with impatience. “There’s never been another living tiger strain in this state, Roan.”


  Now he felt like he was turning to stone, starting in his gut and radiating outward to his extremities. Someone had stolen Paris’s blood. His too, but he didn’t care about his at all.


  But now he knew, with sickening certainty, how so many people were being infected with the tiger virus.


  


  8

  Black Refraction


   


  DOCTOR ROSENBERG kept talking, but Roan wasn’t hearing her. She was just a voice, and she could have been in another room, speaking gibberish.


  Some bastards were out there, using Paris’s blood to turn others into tiger strains. It wouldn’t even take a lot of blood—just enough to coat the head of a needle would be enough to infect you if someone stabbed you with it. Now that begged the question—were they all willing participants? Or were some just unlucky bastards caught in someone else’s scheme?


  He tuned back in to Rosenberg saying, “—half-cocked, okay? Without proper care, that blood’s unviable within twenty-four hours—”


  “These people knew what they were doing,” Roan interrupted. “They staged a robbery as a vandalism so we’d deliberately be far behind them when the truth was discovered. This was premeditated.”


  “But why? Why would someone want tiger blood? I mean, Charlie Sheen is so twenty minutes ago.”


  “It’s a stupid fad by stupid people.” Roan belatedly realized that explained so much of life, it was hardly worth saying. He was so angry he wanted to throw the receiver across the room, but that was pointless. He was just so angry he could hardly think. “I hafta go.”


  “Roan, don’t—”


  “I’m sorry,” he said before hanging up. Tears stung his eyes, and rage threatened to make his throat close up. Those fucking bastards were using Paris for this. He’d nearly killed himself to stop from spreading the virus, and now these assholes were doing it even though he was already dead.


  He wanted to lose it, but he knew he couldn’t. He had to hold it together, as he was never going to find these assholes if he flew off the handle. Roan wiped away the tears and went to retrieve Clayton Morris’s laptop.


  SyHub was some kind of underground forum; you needed to be invited to join, no one could just sign up. But Roan had an e-mail address, and he decided to use it.


  He sent an inquisitive e-mail to the admin from one of his anonymous e-mail addresses and said he was recommended by “Sean,” the same guy Clayton mentioned in his e-mails to the group. Roan really hoped this worked, otherwise he was going to have to leave it up to Holden to try and get a foot in the door, and now that he knew they most likely had Paris’s blood and were using it to infect people, he really didn’t want to subject Holden to that kind of danger. Sure, he could handle himself, but it was too easy to infect someone in certain circumstances, no matter how tough you were. A sewing needle with blood on it was enough to doom Holden or anyone else he sent after them. He was safe, because you couldn’t get infected twice.


  Roan honestly hadn’t wanted to bug Fiona, but he needed her web expertise, so he e-mailed her everything he had on SyHub, asking if she could uncover anything useful. Since these guys were so paranoid they probably covered their tracks well, it was doubtful, but Fi was clever. She might be able to beat them at their own game.


  Roan then got on the phone to Seb to let him know that the cat squad might want to take over the university break-in case. When he told him why, Seb gasped a little, which was a major showing of emotion on his part. “They stole blood to infect people?” he finally said. “Holy shit, that’s fucked up.”


  “Tell me about it. Maybe if we share information, we can find these fuckers faster.”


  “Um, wait. Don’t they have your blood too?”


  “Apparently.”


  “Could they be infecting people with the lion strain?”


  Roan knew this should bother him, but he was too incensed by Paris’s blood being used to kill people that he couldn’t work up any energy to be concerned about himself. “Maybe, but it’s unlikely. The fad seems limited to tigers.”


  “Then why did they take it?”


  That was an excellent question. “I don’t know.” Was it significant somehow? He was too angry to think straight right now, though, so he just had to forget it. “If we catch them, we can ask.”


  Seb seemed to think that answer was too glib, but there was no help for that now.


  Roan was off the phone when Dylan came out of the shower, and he knew something was wrong right away, mainly because Roan was growling. He wasn’t aware of that, but even when he realized it, he couldn’t stop. He was so angry it was physically impossible for him to stop. Dyl tried to comfort him, but he didn’t want comfort. He wanted to rip someone’s head off with his teeth.


  He got dressed and was so afflicted with tunnel vision he didn’t even stop to take a pill. Roan had one last place to seek out a lead, and he was going to take it.


  There were more cars parked out in front of the Church this time but not many, and the rest of the block still looked curiously deserted. He couldn’t hear music as he stepped up on the porch, but he thought he heard voices.


  Roan knocked on the door, doing his best not to pound on it or put a hole through it, but he knew he was hitting it hard enough to rattle the hinges, make it shift in its frame.


  The door was opened quickly, by Kara, but standing right behind her with a stern, angry look on his face was a compact Hispanic man who looked like he could fight and had fought enough that he wasn’t afraid of it. “Is something wrong, Roan?” Kara asked, pretending she wasn’t unnerved, but she clearly was. He had scared her.


  He was probably scaring her more, because he still couldn’t control his growling. Roan just had to hope that the Hispanic guy wouldn’t try something right away. “The people who broke into the university lab stole tiger blood. I need to know where teenagers who would get off on becoming tiger strain would hang out. And I need to know now.”


  “Tiger blood? But I didn’t think….” She must have put it together then, because she stopped, and her eyes got rather wide before her self-control kicked back in. “Um, I’ll ask around. Why don’t you come in and wait?”


  Now the Hispanic man, who had an awesome “fuck off and die” face, seemed startled and looked at Kara for confirmation. “Uh, is that a good idea?”


  “It’s fine, Jesus,” she said and backed up so Roan could come in. The name Jesus sounded vaguely familiar to Roan, but right now he had no desire to pursue it.


  He followed Kara and the still wary Jesus back into her office, where she told Roan he could have a seat, but he didn’t bother to take it. He preferred to stand, tasting blood in his mouth, grinding his teeth until the pain in his jaw was radiant, and flexing his hands and listening to the bones in his hands crackle like bacon in a frying pan. He was trying to fight off the change, but it was proving difficult. He needed something to purge his rage.


  Kara left, presumably to talk to any youngsters on the premises, while Jesus lingered uncertainly by the door. “You know you’re growling, right?” he finally said.


  Roan stared at him, his eyes feeling like burning suns crammed into his skull. “I’m too angry to stop.”


  “Oh,” he said, in a way that suggested Jesus thought he was a crazy ticking time bomb. He was inching closer to the door. He had his hand on the knob when he asked, “You know Fox, right?”


  It took Roan a minute to remember Fox was Holden. His mind seemed to be slowly derailing; it was getting progressively harder to think. But that was where he knew the name Jesus—Holden’s friend, a former hustler who disappeared, only for Holden to find him here, a member of the Church. Roan briefly wondered why he thought he was muscle, then dismissed the thought. He could still be muscle. Being a hustler didn’t make you a wimp, and who was better proof of that than Holden? “Yeah.”


  “He okay?”


  “Yeah.” Was that supposed to be a leading question? He didn’t know for sure.


  Jesus seemed to want more, but he realized Roan wasn’t going to give it to him. “So, um, you want some tea or something?”


  “I want someone to punch.”


  “Okay. I’ll, um, see if anyone wants to get punched,” Jesus said, leaving the room and trying very hard to look like he wasn’t fleeing. Roan knew he should feel bad for freaking the kid out, but he couldn’t muster it up right now.


  After what seemed to be an eternity, but was probably just five or ten minutes, Kara came back, looking slightly winded. “No one knows about these tiger people specifically, but one of the kids thought they knew of some that hung around at the Game Factory.”


  Somehow that figured. The Game Factory was this huge entertainment monolith in the middle of downtown, filled with every kind of video game you could imagine, from the classic arcade kind to laser tag to big-screen Wii tournaments. He was fairly certain Nintendo was either a part or complete owner, but he didn’t know for sure because he’d never been in the place. He was willing to bet that Dee had a secret lifetime membership, though.


  “Right.” He headed for the door, right past her, and he just knew from her body posture that she didn’t like it.


  “Don’t—” she began but wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. “Just… think before you act.”


  That was her way of saying “don’t kill anyone” without actually saying “don’t kill anyone.” He simply nodded at her, a nonanswer if there ever was one, and stormed out, hoping he really didn’t lion out in such a public place. But the way he was feeling right now, Roan knew he’d be lucky not to lion out on the way there.


   


   


  HOLDEN WAS gratified to know he still had so many friends in low places.


  After all, he went “mainstream” by going to work for an escort agency, and if his friends found out he was now a detective, well, that’d be it. He’d be considered a narc and done. Luckily, he’d been sidekicking for Roan long enough that no one even considered him actually working for Roan. It was seen simply as a strange hobby. Considering most of his street friends had drug habits, he was seen as the bizarre one.


  He asked around and found out a couple of traffickers had some new girls come in lately, barely of age, and ones they described as “good suburban white girls” they’d tricked into the business. Anybody could traffic girls from Mexico or Eastern Europe, but barely legal white American girls brought a premium price, and the guys known as the Russians seemed to have cornered the market locally.


  Actually, most assumed the Russians were brothers, but not only were they unrelated, one of them, Milos, was actually Serbian. All of this was beside the point.


  They were probably connected to gangsters, but not directly enough to be trouble if they got busted. In a sense, they were independent contractors for the Russian mob, distanced just enough from them that if they were busted, the mob wouldn’t be implicated. It also meant that they didn’t have to waste too many resources on these guys. It was a win-win for them.


  Not for the Russians, though. Especially Ivan, the actual Russian. He liked being a pimp and living like one, or like the rap video model of one. Booze, bling, and bitches was his motto, and he lived it gladly, which was why it was a kind of good thing he had his own motel. Well, sort of.


  The motel, a cheap and sleazy one known as the Night Lite, was actually owned by his family, but since he was the only member of this specific Petrovich family in Washington State, it was his. It had little in the way of staff, and those who were employed there owed debts to the mob and had no power whatsoever to report on what was going on. And oddly enough, it almost never had any vacancies. Word had it Ivan “broke in” girls here, got them ready for their new lives as hookers and strippers bringing in cash for him. Sometime Milos—the major muscle of the Russians—was here, but not usually; Milos had a really nice house, and he could do the breaking in and down in his own home. But Ivan liked having a kingdom.


  Apparently his higher-ups didn’t like Ivan’s coke problem, and he wasn’t supposed to do it, which led to Ivan buying his coke from a small-time dealer named Julio, who was a friend of a friend of Holden’s. According to Julio and his runners, Ivan was very rarely active before 2:00 p.m., mainly because he partied all night and had a tendency to sleep in until noon or so. He’d then have deliveries made to his motel: food, liquor, coke.


  The most unbelievable thing? No security. Ivan was his own security most of the time—of course he was armed—and while he did have heavies on his payroll, they were rarely at the motel. They’d often accompany him on his partying forays into the city, but that was it. Ivan felt safe here, in his own little world, and why not? He was mob, and everybody around him was either teenage girls he beat into submission or foreigners too powerless and terrified to say a word to anyone. It was a perfect setup for a fiefdom, and it was barely twenty minutes away from I-5.


  Holden didn’t wonder why cops or the Feds hadn’t caught on, because they would. Once suburban white girls were pulled into this, it was only a matter of time. You could skull fuck and kill everyone else, but don’t you dare mess with the upper-middle-class white American girls. So the Russians had doomed themselves, although they were raking in the bucks right now.


  But he wasn’t waiting. He didn’t know if Liz Pack was still their client, but he was going to operate on the assumption she was. Holden was glad Scott had still been asleep when he got ready this morning, as he might wonder where he was going with so many weapons.


  Roan didn’t know about this. Roan would probably call him stupid for going in without backup, and for going in at all. He’d probably tell his cop buddies and have them raid the place, even if they’d have to backfill the case. Holden was fine with the cops coming in afterward, cleaning up, but Roan didn’t know just how much Holden hated pimps.


  Ivan was about to find out.


  It was easy enough to arrange. Holden passed word to the runners that the Feds were working a sting on Ivan today, so when he called for coke, act normally, but don’t send anyone out, unless they wanted to ride a federal rap. Since no one did, the coke delivery would never arrive.


  Ivan wouldn’t know this. So when the knock came at the door of his “suite,” he’d just answer the door, expecting a runner with a package. Holden had borrowed a friend’s car, switched out the plates, and parked it a block over, which seemed rather complex, but when you got lazy, you got sloppy. Roan was big on that.


  Holden walked to the motel and tried to peek in windows, but they weren’t so much covered as armor plated from the inside. So the girls couldn’t even break the glass to get out of here. He almost knocked on a door, but didn’t.


  He found a good place to lurk and waited while the deliveries of booze and pizza were made. A woman who looked like a cheap hooker left shortly afterward. He pulled on his leather gloves, made sure the safety was off his Taser, and went up to the door.


  Holden knocked without fear and listened patiently as numerous locks were disengaged on the inside. Then the door opened, and a visibly hungover Ivan was there, leaning in the doorway. “You—” was all he got out before Holden tasered him.


  Since Ivan was wearing nothing but a red silk bathrobe, it hit him hard, and he did a convulsive, jerky dance before collapsing in agony to the floor, not quite screaming, but making a squeaky noise that probably would have been a scream if he wasn’t feeling so punk. “Yeah, getting tased hurts,” Holden commiserated, entering Ivan’s room and shutting the door. “Especially by this one. This has more volts than the ones the cops used on me. The guy who sold it to me said it could stop a charging bear. And you’re what, barely one sixty? Yeah, that’s gotta hurt.”


  Along with his robe, Ivan was also wearing a gun in a holster attached to his pudgy, blindingly white thigh. Holden pulled it out of its holster, sniggered over the fact that it had pearl inlays in the handle—how gay, and not in a good way—and tucked it in his pants before pulling his retracted metal baton out of his coat pocket. He snapped his wrist and the baton extended to full length, which was still damn cool.


  Ivan managed to squirm over onto his belly, making pained noises, which Holden put an end to by hitting him on the back of his neck with the metal baton. Ivan dropped to his face on the carpet with a grunt of pain, and Holden dropped down on his back knee first, making him squeak in pain again. Holden smacked him on the back of the head with the baton once more for good measure, then put it back in his pocket, swapping it for the utility knife. Holden put his other hand on Ivan’s head, grinding his face into the carpet. Ivan kicked his legs a bit, but he was really stuck in this position, and it didn’t help that he was skinny but toneless. He partied hard, and it showed. Two-and-a-half Ivans would have made one Holden, although one without any muscle tone whatsoever.


  Ivan was saying something, but since his face was being pushed into the floor, his words were all muffled. Holden guessed he was asking him what he wanted. “What do I want? A pound of flesh, and for you to tell me where your new girls are. Are they here? Do you have them tucked away in one of your sleazy hidey-holes? You’re gonna tell me, Ivan. But please, not before I fuck you up quite a bit.” He placed the blade of the utility knife behind Ivan’s right ear, and pressed down, cutting into the flesh and cartilage with a crunching sound, like he was slicing through celery.


  Ivan let out a high-pitched squeal, which was mostly absorbed by the carpet, and bucked wildly, although still to no effect. Holden stopped with the utility-knife blade dug halfway through his ear, the blood pouring out and starting to pool on the floor. “Hey, haven’t you ever heard it’s hard out here for a pimp? Don’t be such a fucking pussy.”


  Ivan was saying something then, rambling, talking fast, mostly in English. Holden could make out some of it. “I know you have money. I don’t care. I said I was here to take a pound of your flesh, and I meant that literally. An entire pound. We’ll start with your ear, and then I’ll figure out what else I want to cut off you as a souvenir. Yes, I know you’re tied to the Russian mob, and I don’t give a flying fuck. You’re a fucking rapist slaver, a piece of shit on two legs. I’m going to make you hurt, Ivan, and then, as a bleeding, sobbing mess, you’re going to tell me where the girls are. Only then will I decide if I’m gonna kill you or not.”


  Holden knew this was pushing him into psychopathic territory, but he honestly didn’t care. His rage was a cold, deep thing that made him feel sharp and venomous. He’d seen the pimps, and he’d worked alongside their broken charges on the street, and he had nothing but contempt for these vermin, these men who preyed on the weak and made money off their flesh and blood, discarding them or killing them when they could no longer make them enough money. If there were some way to wipe all pimps and human traffickers off the face of the Earth, he’d vote for it. Hell, he’d do it if someone gave him a machete, addresses, and an unlimited supply of butcher’s aprons. He didn’t care if that made him a monster. Some people deserved to have monsters smashing them flat.


  If Roan were here, he’d probably tell him he was trying to rationalize this, make it slightly less bad than it actually was. But Roan wasn’t here, and he really didn’t give a shit if anyone thought he was a psycho or not. Ivan had hurt an untold number of girls, boys, and women in his life, and no one had ever made him pay for it. Until now, of course.


  Holden decided he didn’t mind being a bad guy as he pushed the blade further down, slicing cleanly through the cartilage, and Ivan screamed impotently into the filthy carpet.


  


  9

  This City Is Killing Me


   


  ALTHOUGH ROAN braced himself, it wasn’t enough.


  He knew it was going to be an assault on the senses, a cacophony not just in the aural sense but in the physical, olfactory, and visual senses. But he still wasn’t prepared for the volume of noise that greeted him, the multiple levels of digital and arcade noises combined with people talking—sometimes cheering, sometimes yelling—music, and noises from various machines that made his eardrums want to implode. The flashing lights and the smells of people and snack food and coffee made him want to start snarling and biting like a rabid animal.


  He kind of was. The lion was just too close to the surface right now, his anger was too overwhelming, and Roan felt like he was walking a sword’s edge. It was an effort of will to keep the lion from snapping at the first person to accidentally bump him.


  The smells were just making things worse. He hadn’t expected so many, so concentrated, so intent on assaulting his sinuses. He had to pause, close his eyes, and focus on filtering them out one by one. After several deep breaths, he was able to catalog the main scents and shove them aside. For some reason, possibly psychosomatic, he found it easy to ignore even prevalent smells that he first studied and acknowledged.


  As soon as he was sure he wasn’t going to lose it, he opened his eyes to the crowd and found a random kid staring at him from across the vast gaming floor. He tugged on the sleeve of the guy next to him, and Roan had a sinking feeling the kid recognized him, so Roan quickly turned away and looked around.


  Game World was unreasonably huge. There was a wide transparent staircase leading up to a second level, and there were many more people here than he expected. Wasn’t it a school day? Of course, the general ages of the men here ranged from about thirteen to thirty, and it was probably about 90 percent men in here right now. He knew gay clubs that couldn’t manage this level of sexual segregation.


  What was he looking for? It occurred to him he had no actual idea what he was doing. Anger had brought him here, but it had also abandoned him, and now all he had was rage and nothing to do with it. Still, it was the only active lead he had right now. When the cacophony started to make him dizzy, Roan decided to head up to the second level, if only to have a better view of the place.


  As leads went, this was weak anyway. They “may” have hung out here. At times. So tenuous as to be insane. But he felt insane right now, and the fact that he was still growling made people clear a path for him on the crowded steps, so there was something to be said for insanity.


  Roan stood leaning on the clear blue acrylic railings, looking down at the ground-floor level of Game World as he adapted to the noise, smell, and visual flares. This place probably made a buttload of cash daily, and why? Maybe it was generational. He just never got video games. Oh, he’d played a few as a teen, but even then it was mostly out of a sheer lack of anything else to do. He knew the technology and sophistication had changed a great deal between then and now, and some were probably pretty amazing, but he never really had the time or the impetus to try them. Although, once when he pointed that out to Dee, Dee had replied, “That’s ’cause you can do some video game style shit in real life. It’s not as fun if you can actually run up walls and rip people’s arms off.” At the time, Roan had protested he couldn’t do any of those things, but… yeah, he’d almost torn a couple of different guys’ arms off, and probably could have torn them all the way off if he hadn’t stopped himself. He had yet to ask Rosenberg how he got that strong, but Roan already knew. Adrenaline spike combined with his muscles and tendons warping as they changed from human to lion gave him transient freak strength. It was the same strength that broke his bones on the way to changing him to a lion form. If it could hurt him, it could hurt other people. It was the virus’s natural violent tendency, only directed outward. He wasn’t so much the Hulk as some large viral infection briefly given human form.


  Roan lost track of time standing there, looking down at the people far below, wondering how he was supposed to tell one white teenage boy from another. And odds were good they were white male, as the Church was overwhelmingly white, and most of your violent vandals were male. Right now, Game World looked to be about 80 percent white, with Asians being the second biggest group. It was kind of a cliché, and yet, there it was.


  It was a surprisingly large drop, at least a story, and while he had a good view of the top of people’s heads, he was no closer to finding anything. He became aware he was holding the railing too tight, and while he loosened his grip, he closed his eyes and tried to utilize the meditation techniques Dylan had taught him. Roan concentrated on his breathing, listening to it, focusing on it, trying to use its rhythm to calm himself down.


  In this moment of peace and silence, he pictured Paris, sitting at their breakfast bar, staring at him. “Are you fucking nuts?” he imagined Paris saying to him. “How does this help? Where are you going from here?” All valid questions, and he couldn’t answer a single one of them.


  When he opened his eyes, he looked up at the only available clock, which was designed to look like a digital countdown clock. Had he really lost twenty minutes? Holy shit, had he meditated or actually fallen asleep on his feet?


  Roan realized he was hungry, tired, and sore. All his joints ached, and it felt like all his teeth were going to fall out. No one was looking at him, and he wondered why. No wonder finding a decent witness was damn near impossible.


  It was when he turned that he caught the scent of blood.


  Roan was willing to believe it was his imagination, but somehow he caught a trace of Paris’s blood in the air. How he found it in the miasma of smells was, honestly, impossible to explain. He wanted to believe it was psychosomatic, but Paris’s blood was like a neon sign in the dark, an arrow pointing downward. Suddenly alert, on edge, pain sliding into the background as the lion surged forward, Roan’s eyes scoured Game World, searching for the person who had Paris’s blood on them.


  Easier said than done. There were so many people, and the smell was so faint. He hated to let the lion take point, but his instinct was going to find the person before anything else, so he took a mental step back, not letting the lion take over so much as briefly have a crack at the wheel, to mix his metaphors beyond all reason.


  Roan could tell the difference, though. His eyesight genuinely shifted—the people on the stairs and below him suddenly crystal clear, like someone had switched the view from regular to high-definition—and more smells joined the general stew, but these were smells he should never have been able to pick up over the scents of deodorants, perfumes, and colognes: emotions, mostly between general happiness and specific frustration. His eyes fell on two young men at the base of the stairs, just coming up, unremarkable in just about every aspect. One had brown hair, the other blackish-brown hair, and they could have been brothers save for the fact that they looked about the same age and not at all like twins.


  They were talking and joking, but when they looked up and met his stare, their eyes grew big, and Roan could smell their fear even from here. They knew who he was and why he was here. Guilt was written on their faces, as naked as the scent of Paris’s blood.


  They spun and scrambled down the stairs, shoving people out of the way, running for the door like their asses were on fire. There were too many people on the stairs, shoving them out of the way would slow him down, so the lion didn’t hesitate. It grabbed the railing and jumped over it, and Roan was aware of people shouting and gasping in horror, even after he landed on his feet and kept running.


  The boys were smart. They didn’t look back, they just kept running, slamming out the glass doors and shoving people out of the way as they fled across the street. He heard the screech of brakes and the honks of car horns as they were almost run over, but the boys didn’t stop. They had the devil on their tail, and nothing was worse than being caught by him.


  Roan was trying to hang on even as the lion kept running, vaulting over parked cars and into the street, where he jumped over moving cars like they were standing still, feet barely touching the pavement before he hopped over the hood of another speeding car, hand slapping the car before he was over on the other side, still running.


  The boys had a lead that was quickly dwindling, and they scrambled into a car on the neighboring block just as he rounded the corner, dodging and slipping past people like they were stationary trees in a forest. He was not losing his prey so easily.


  The car pulled away from the curb, and Roan had enough control to make the lion dart out into the middle of the street. If the boys wanted to continue, they’d have to run him down.


  There was no hesitation on their part. The brown-haired boy was driving, and he hit the gas, intending to either scare Roan or hit him.


  Good.


  Roan jumped forward, coming down on the hood of the car and grabbing the lip at the rear of the hood before driving his fist into the windshield. They hit the brakes hard, tires screaming on the asphalt, but Roan’s grip was supernatural and wouldn’t be shaken even by physics as the windshield spider-webbed around the hole made by his fist. It was safety glass, it wouldn’t shatter that easily, but he was counting on that as he grabbed the inside of the windshield and yanked it out as a whole piece, throwing it away.


  Suddenly exposed, the smell of their fear was overwhelming, as was the scent of blood. They’d spilled some in their car. They attempted to get out of the car, but Roan leaned in and grasped them both by their throats. “Attempt to leave, and I’ll kill you both,” he growled, his voice full of broken glass. His vocal chords had already started to change shape, and it was hard to talk.


  They both sat very still and ramrod straight in their seats, staring at him in wide-eyed horror. Their fear was intoxicating, and it was taking every ounce of will he had not to rip out their throats and feel their sticky, warm blood wash over his face. He let them go, and they didn’t move, because they were too scared to do anything.


  “W-we d-didn’t know—” the driver stuttered, finding it rather difficult to spit out words as well. “You’re for real. You are—”


  Roan had no interest in hearing what he really was. “Where’s Paris’s blood?”


  The driver goggled at him. Roan could almost count all the capillaries in his wide blue eyes. “What?”


  “The tiger blood. I smell it on you.” Roan was peripherally aware of people gathering on the sidewalks on both sides of the street, gawking and talking, while cars behind them stopped honking and were now driving around them, also turning back to stare at the car with no windshield and a guy crouched on the hood, half in and half out of the car. And yet none of these gawkers knew that that wasn’t the strangest thing. “Where is it?”


  The darker-haired one was crying, he was so scared, and the driver was too, although in a quieter, less showy manner. “We don’t have it. I don’t—”


  “You had it and spilled it in your fucking car!” he snapped, and it almost became a roar at the end, but Roan managed to keep it down to a fearsome snarl. He grabbed the steering wheel, mainly to stabilize himself, but it wasn’t long before he heard an odd noise, which was the steering wheel starting to creak under the strain of his grip. Even with broken fingers, he was strong enough to rip it off.


  “We don’t have it!” the driver shouted, terror making his voice go up an octave. “Jonathan has it! We didn’t want to mess around with it!”


  “Jonathan who? Give me a name!”


  “Jonathan Dyer!” The darker-haired one sobbed. “It was his idea, his brother worked at the university hospital, please oh God don’t kill us!”


  A police siren whooped once, a noise that threatened to break his eardrums, but it shocked him enough to make him reassert control over himself. He glanced at the undercover cop car pulling parallel to them and wasn’t surprised to see Seb get out of the passenger side. “We’re gonna need a code for you,” Seb said. “A special ‘Roan’s causing havoc downtown’ code. What the hell’s going on?”


  “They reek of Paris’s blood. They stole it. Luminol the back seat.”


  Although both boys looked at Seb in a silent appeal for help, they didn’t move. Seb did study them for a moment and then said, “All I smell is piss.”


  “I seem to have that effect on people,” Roan admitted.


  Seb snorted a laugh. “Speaking of which, where’s the windshield?”


  “I got rid of it.”


  “I figured that.” Seb opened the driver’s side door and said, “Come on, kiddo. You have the right to remain silent, yadda yadda yadda—”


  “What?” the driver exclaimed, finally looking at Seb. “You can’t! I mean, like, just ’cause he says we did something doesn’t mean we did.”


  “Yes, it does,” Seb replied, grabbing his arm and helping him out of the car. “Legally, he’s a bloodhound. If he says you smell like something, that’s probable cause. And I have a feeling if we black light the backseat, we’re gonna find some fascinating shit.”


  The driver had regained some of his dignity, possibly because there were actual humans here, and it looked like he was going to live. “My dad’s a lawyer. You can’t just—”


  “They also tried to run me down,” Roan interrupted, and pointed back over his shoulder. “Check the D.O.T. footage from the intersection.”


  “Ah, that explains why you’re on the car.”


  “I wasn’t hitchhiking.”


  “What?” the driver exclaimed. “He chased us! He was like a—a crazy person! He was growling!”


  “Shut up, Chad,” the passenger said wearily as Seb’s current partner helped him out of the car. Roan didn’t recognize this cop, a tall, big-boned blonde woman with a Kara Thrace haircut.


  “No! We’re not gonna be railroaded by this fr—”


  Seb slammed Chad chest first against the car, knocking the wind out of him, as he slipped zip tie cuffs around his wrists.


  “Your friend’s right, Chad,” Seb advised him. “You should really shut up.”


  The dizziness washed over Roan like a tidal wave crashing and breaking over his head. The lion’s hold on him was relinquished, and all that was left was pain and his metabolism in free fall. His stomach was tying itself in knots, his joints felt like they were on fire, and he was suddenly light-headed, like his brain had been scooped out and his skull filled with helium. He sat down on the hood of the car, no longer crouching, and tried to will himself to not pass out.


  Seb had already loaded Chad into the back of his car, and the budget Kara Thrace was doing the same to the passenger, whom Roan already knew was going to cave and admit everything. Chad could be as indignant as he wanted, but his friend was done with it. Roan had scared him a bit too much to care anymore. That gave him a limited amount of time to find Jonathan Dyer before the police did.


  Seb must have seen how bad he was, because he came over and said in a quiet voice, “Ambulance is en route. Think you can make it?”


  “I haven’t eaten today,” he said, as if that explained everything. It didn’t.


  Seb looked around and in the same whisper, asked, “How bad was it this time?”


  Roan found that a difficult question to process for a bit, until he realized Seb was asking how much of his true nature had he exposed to other people. It was all a blur now, but in retrospect, that hopscotching over moving cars was fucking nuts. What was he, Frogger? The lion had great reflexes and a very specific tunnel vision when it came to prey. “Um, there may have been a little parkour.”


  Seb sighed heavily and closed his eyes, as if Roan had given him an instant headache. “That’s toning it down in your book, is it?”


  “I wasn’t letting them get away.”


  “Yeah, I get that.”


  The ambulance rig pulled up, and Roan was both glad and regretful that Dee popped out of the vehicle, carrying his huge tackle box of a medical kit. “I’m gonna put you on a leash, you keep this shit up,” Dee warned, letting the kit thunk on the car hood.


  “I was just thinkin’ that,” Seb told him.


  Dee took Roan’s face in his hands and stared at him intently. “You gonna pass out on me?”


  “Probably,” Roan admitted. No sense lying now. “Haven’t eaten today. I’m totally empty and clean.”


  By the way Dee’s eyes went wide, he knew Roan was saying he hadn’t had any pills. “None?”


  “Nope.”


  “Shit.” He started digging through his kit as Shep came over, pulled on his latex gloves, and started examining Roan’s right hand, the one he’d punched out the windshield with. He was very gentle with Roan’s hand, looking over the cuts and strange deformations like he was examining a scared kitten.


  “Do I need to tell you your hand’s broken?” Shep asked, as Dee quickly swabbed a spot on his arm and stuck Roan with a needle.


  “No.”


  In the time it took for Dee to return to the ambulance, get something, and come back, the painkiller he gave Roan was starting to work. It made the edges of the world soft and fuzzy, and Roan felt like he could breathe without inhaling broken glass. Dee gave him a Snickers, which is what he’d retrieved from the rig. Roan gave a nod of thanks, ripped the wrapper off, and ate it in three bites, hoping the sugar rush would keep his stomach happy and busy until he could get some real food.


  Dee continued to stare at him in his judgmental, concerned way and finally said, “You know you’re killing yourself, right?”


  The painkillers had kicked in enough that Roan could shrug without making himself scream. “We’ve all gotta die sometime.” And if he had to die to keep these stupid assholes from killing more people with Paris’s blood, that was a trade-off he was happy to make.
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  How to Be a Werewolf


   


  IT TURNED out neither of the girls Ivan had were Mandy Pack, but they seemed happy to be released from bonded servitude anyway. Holden was more than happy to let the cops do the cleanup; he even called them anonymously after he hacked Ivan’s ear off and freed the trapped girls.


  He lied to Ivan about keeping the ear, though. He threw it down the first sewer grate he found, along with his bloody gloves. Reattach that.


  Holden was aware he should feel bad, and if he was at all human he’d have a tinge of remorse, but the guy was a fucking pimp and sex trafficker. He’d probably murdered as well as raped; people were simply commodities to guys like him. He knew he should feel bad about mutilating a guy and leaving him bleeding and sobbing on the carpet before freeing his captives and calling the cops on him, but he just couldn’t. Holden had seen too much of the wreckage they left behind, the horrible damage, and just couldn’t extend an iota of sympathy. Those fucking assholes turned in their human cards when they sold their first person into slavery.


  But Holden was aware he should feel awful, even if it was in a distant way, or simply related to revulsion. He supposed it was irony that everyone thought Roan was the beast when Holden was the real monster, but he didn’t find it the least bit funny. Besides, he wasn’t a monster, he was just… direct. Someone had to look out for the people who fell between the cracks, and if it wasn’t him, who would?


  Yeah, there was no way that didn’t sound self-aggrandizing and excusing. What bullshit. He’d call himself on it, but he already had.


  Holden headed straight home to shower, trash whatever clothes had any blood on them, and consider his next move. He still had word out; it was possible some of his other contacts would come through for him, but he didn’t hold out much hope. Runaways could disappear better than spies. Unless she’d hooked up with a known predator, Mandy could be gone for good. And maybe that was for the best, if her mother was the piece of work Holden suspected she was.


  He was in a bad mood and he knew it, but he didn’t think it was regret. He didn’t know what it was, but he felt like he could take that off the list.


  Holden stayed under the water until it turned cold and only got out because he was shivering. Afterward, he barely toweled off before collapsing on his bed, waiting for either sleep or some urge to take him. Eventually he got tired of listening to his upstairs neighbors argue and turned on the portable television perched on his dresser, just to see if the pimp mutilation had made the news.


  It turned out no. Roan must have shoved him off the local news beat. It seems he was involved in an “incident” downtown that had blocked traffic, although for some reason someone thought it was a viral marketing thing for the new Crash City game gone wrong, because it had started at Game World. Why had it started at Game World? That was hardly a Roan hangout spot.


  He grabbed his phone and called Roan but got shunted right to his voice mail. “What the fuck did you do now?” Holden demanded, before adding, “Call me.”


  At least he could feel good about not being the big-ass drama queen in this business relationship.


   


   


  THERE WAS no question he was leaving in the ambulance, and Roan knew better than to argue that with Dee. So he only got him to promise not to take him to a hospital before climbing in the rig, and by then the painkillers were kicking in big-time. Roan napped for a few minutes before being woken up by the ambulance doors opening and Dee popping in to hand him a hot sack of fast food. “You owe me ten bucks,” Dee said, before pausing and adding, “No, wait, you probably owe me like ten thousand at this point. Forget it.”


  Roan inhaled the food without tasting much of it at all. It was meat and grease and mustard (Dee remembered his love of mustard, which was just a testament to having an ex as a friend), and he was sure it was hideously bad for him, but he didn’t have to worry about that, as he wouldn’t live long enough to worry about cholesterol or chronic high blood pressure.


  He felt infinitely better after that grease and meat bomb, but that’s probably why Dee had them stop for food. He knew better than anyone if Roan didn’t have enough in his system to feed his metabolism after a partial change, his body would literally eat itself. That’s how he could drop ten pounds in a single day. How his heart had not yet given out was a matter of conjecture.


  When Roan was sure he was able, he got to his feet and peered through the partition separating the front of the rig from the back. He still had to knock on it, though, so Dee would open it.


  “I’m feeling almost human now, so you can drop me off anywhere,” he said, already aware that Dee wouldn’t let it go so easily.


  Dee gave him a suspicious sidelong glance. “We’re not a taxi service for shagged-out infecteds.”


  “Yeah, I get that. But I’m on a case.”


  If looks could kill, Dee would have had to spend the rest of his lunch hour sponging Roan’s brains off the ambulance walls. “You’re always on a case. That and five bucks will buy you a cupcake.”


  “Paris’s blood is still out there. And I think I know where to find it.”


  Dee scowled, not sure if he should trust him. “That was what the car show was all about, wasn’t it?”


  “They were the lead. This is the actual thing.”


  “Leave it to the cops.”


  “It’ll take them a day at least to test any blood they find, and by then Paris’s blood could be out of state. I’ll know it when I find it.”


  Dee studied him warily, clearly not wanting to give in, but Paris was a sad subject even for him. Paris had been loved by virtually everyone, which made his death a double tragedy. “You can’t do any more stupid things. You’ve done your stupid thing for the month. Got it?”


  “I’m too tired for much more stupid.”


  “Now I know you’re lying. You’re never too tired for stupid.”


  Okay, that was the bad part of having an ex as a friend—they knew you too well. “Fine. Would you believe I was too hammered to be completely stupid?”


  “Okay, yeah, maybe. Although with your drug tolerance, it’s questionable.”


  Roan finally looked out the windshield and realized he didn’t recognize where they were. “Uh, where are we going?”


  “QFC,” Shep answered. “I’m out of balsamic vinegar.”


  Roan waited to see if he was kidding, but when QFC came into view, he knew he wasn’t. “Is there some kind of balsamic vinegar first-aid use I’m unaware of?”


  “Naw. We’re just out at home, and my wife’ll kill me if I don’t buy some.”


  Roan knew he was high on major-league painkillers, but this was really happening, right? It seemed unbelievable.


  He knew he was one to talk, he really did, but goddamn it if he didn’t have some weird friends.


   


   


  ROAN WAS finally released from the ambulance, near where he had parked, and was allowed to go on his way, but as soon as he was free from Dee’s glare, he wasn’t sure what to do.


  Oh sure, he headed to his office and searched for Jonathan Dyer, but the problem was there were more Jonathan Dyers than he’d honestly expected. He had to narrow the list down somehow.


  What he did was cross-reference. Since the Jonathan in question must have been around the age of Chad and his pal, it was a good bet he had a major online presence, so he began looking up all the Jon Dyers in the online phone directory and then checking their locations against what he could find of the Jon Dyers on Twitter and Facebook.


  Sometimes they didn’t advertise their locations, making confirmation of identity difficult, but finally he found exactly what he was looking for. The page itself was restricted, but this Jon Dyer with the West Seattle address had given himself away with his profile picture. It was a tiger.


  Roan got in his car and hit the road, vaguely aware that he probably shouldn’t be driving. His head felt like it was full of static and white noise, a thrum and crackle of bad reception, and he felt hot and hollow behind his eyes, like someone had taken a melon baller to his brain and scooped out his skull until there was nothing left. And yet, that was slightly better than how he often felt, so could he really complain about it? Besides, considering how bad traffic was, he wasn’t going anywhere quickly. It gave him more time to think about his driving.


  Also, to consider the possibility that maybe he was having another cerebral event of some kind. Every time he had an aneurysm or had something go wrong in the seething knot of impossibility that was his brain, he inexplicably heard music. Right now, Sun Kil Moon’s cover of “Tiny Cities Made of Ashes” was running through his mind, almost on a loop. It was a very relaxing loop to be sure, and curious. Weird. Was his subconscious trying to tell him something? Or had Doctor Rosenberg accidentally left some metal medical instrument in his skull when she did brain surgery, and he was now picking up a radio station? He liked that explanation best of all, but when was the last time he’d heard Sun Kil Moon on the radio?


  Maybe he was just crazy. An explanation that should have bothered him, but it didn’t. In actuality, it explained so much he was kind of relieved.


  Jonathan Dyer lived on the right-hand side of a modified duplex, in a small urban neighborhood that was trying to appear suburban and failing miserably. It was hard to appear like a suburb when the houses were right up against the street and the gardens and lawns had to be kept on Band-Aid sized strips of dirt that seemed to be refuse magnets. The duplex had probably once been painted light blue, but now it was a dingy gray color, like primer. Children’s toys scattered on the porch of the neighboring duplex made his stomach lurch.


  Roan wanted to just kick down the door and barge in, but that was hardly legal. Although, now that it occurred to him, what precisely was he going to do to Mr. Dyer? Of course he wanted the blood back, but what was he going to do beyond that? If he was honest with himself, he wanted to crush Dyer’s skull like an egg, just smash it. How dare he steal Paris’s blood and use it to murder other people? Use it as some perverse variation of extreme sports. Extreme culting? Whatever you called it, it was as insane as it was stupid and cruel. But that’s why he probably could find no lack of people wanting to do it. You couldn’t go broke betting on other people’s stupidity, to roughly paraphrase P.T. Barnum.


  Roan knocked on the door, careful not to pound it so hard he shook it or put a hole through the wood, but there was no answer, and after his third try he pressed his ear up against the door to see if he could hear anyone inside.


  The road noise here was pretty damn bad—this wasn’t exactly an untraveled street—but he didn’t think he heard anyone inside. At work? You’d think being a major-league idiot would be its own full-time job. There was no car in the driveway, if you could call that thin strip of cracked asphalt a driveway, although there was a high wooden fence blocking off what passed for a backyard.


  For Roan, it was nothing. He jumped up, grabbed the top edge of the fence, and hauled himself over easily, landing on his feet on the other side.


  It was as sad an excuse for a backyard as the front yard was a sad excuse for what it was. Mainly it was dead grass and gravel, providing a place to store the garbage can and recycling bin. Something sparkled in the grass, though, and he went to see what it was, figuring it out before he really got a good look at it. Broken glass.


  It was too much for a beer bottle, and he realized, with a sinking feeling in his gut, that he already knew everything, didn’t he? The drugs had made a soft cushion for him, a way of slowing down and gently smothering his thought processes, but things were still getting through. His sense of smell wasn’t deadened, just his awareness of it, so he wasn’t surprised to see a window in the back of the house shattered, the thin blue curtains billowing out like an improvised flag of surrender. The fact that the glass was out here and not indoors meant the glass had broken from the inside out.


  Peering in, he confirmed it was a kitchen window, just over a sink discolored with hard water stains and half-full of dirty dishes, and Roan caught hold of a smell that suggested someone had had chili recently.


  There was a narrow kitchen door, and he pulled his coat sleeve over his hand before trying the knob. Unlocked, which wasn’t really wise for this neighborhood, but when you had a vial full of viable tiger strain blood, were you afraid of anyone? One stick, and you’d doomed your home invader, giving him a death sentence.


  Once inside the small, grimy kitchen, he sniffed the air for blood and caught a scent of something else entirely, something that just about decked him. It was blood all right, but not tiger blood.


  There weren’t many rooms in the duplex, so all he had to do was follow the scent trail to the bedroom, where an ajar door revealed a room with homemade cage-like proofing, mainly wooden pallet planks nailed over windows and along the walls, although only to about waist height. There were deep scratches in the walls above the paneling, but how did he even notice that? There were bigger issues at hand.


  The dead bodies, for example. A lioness for one, near the door. She’d put up a hell of a fight, but her throat had been opened up, and her blood had pooled beneath her slumped body on the floor. The other body in the center of the room was probably a young man, but it looked like he’d been run over by a lawnmower and then partially run through a wood chipper. He had been dismembered roughly, as if by an angry giant, and his blood had splashed the room with lavish swaths of dark crimson. He was all but decapitated, his head attached to the shredded remains of his body by a few strands of tendon and sharp slivers of tiny bones. One of his feet had been gnawed off, and one of his arms was so torn Roan could actually see the white shock of his bony shoulder socket through his torn flesh. He’d died horribly, gruesomely, a chew toy of a big cat… more than one.


  Roan realized he was constructing narratives in his head, trying to make a workable scenario out of what he’d found, and what he really needed to do was call in the cat squad. This scene was fresh, this blood had been spilled recently enough that barely any of it was dry. The drugs were separating his thoughts from his emotions, and that was good, because that’s what he needed right now.


  He’d reached into his pocket to pull out his cell, but he heard a noise in front of the house, outside, and wasn’t all that shocked to hear a knock on the front door. He came out of the room carefully, making sure not to tread on any blood—God, was there a lot of it—and noted that the carpet in the main room was too dark to show bloody footprints. But he smelled them.


  Roan heard the crackling static of a police radio and knew from a combination of scent and sound who it was. “It’s just me, Seb, stand down,” Roan said loudly, before unlocking the front door and opening it.


  Seb moved in from the side, while a cat SWAT guy who’d been hanging out on the other side of the door leveled his weapon at him while frowning. He must have recognized Roan, but that didn’t make him lower his gun.


  Still, Seb stepped forward with a scowl of his own, ruining the SWAT guy’s shot. “Funny, I don’t remember you living here.”


  “Those guys in the car would have given me their mothers if I just left them alone.”


  “You do have that effect on people. Did you have that effect on Dyer too?”


  “He’s not here. Or if he is, he’s in no condition to object. The back door was open.”


  Seb’s scowl deepened. “I bet it was.” Roan backed up and the detective took three steps inside the house; Roan saw when the smell hit him. His head snapped back like he was doing a violent double take, and he raised his hand to cover his nose. “Jesus Christ,” he exclaimed, a veritable riot of emotion from the SPD’s black Joe Friday. Seb looked at the SWAT guy and said, “Call the meat wagon, and get an ETA on forensics.”


  SWAT just nodded, holstering his weapon and giving Roan a final eyefucking before leaving. Seb then asked, “How many bodies?”


  “Two, one still in lion form.”


  “Someone killed the cat and then died?”


  Roan shook his head and realized the music in his head was now Radiohead. Seemed appropriate somehow. “No. I’m not completely sure what happened, actually.”


  Seb nodded like that didn’t really surprise him. “You look rough, man. It’s been a hell of a day. Why don’t you go home, get some rest, and leave the sleuthing to us. I’ll fill you in later.”


  “We have a bigger problem than two bodies.”


  Seb had come into the house warily, only advancing with confidence once he realized the bodies weren’t in the living room. But Roan’s words made him pause and stare at him suspiciously. “Don’t lengthen the suspense, Roan.”


  “Both the human and the cat were killed by a tiger.” Tigers had a smell that was different from other cats. When he’d first met Paris, Roan knew he was an infected but didn’t know what kind, because he’d never smelled it before. Now that he had, there was no forgetting it. That scent was carved into his memory like a tattoo made of scars. No amount of blood, death, chili, or poor housekeeping could disguise that scent.


  Seb’s jaw almost unhinged. Roan saw the muscles slacken and the deep shock and dread flash through his eyes, as Thom Yorke wailed in Roan’s mind, “Karma police, I’ve given all I can, it’s not enough—” Seb managed to get a hold of himself before he spoke, though. Good old Joe Friday. “Someone survived the transition.”


  “And jumped out the window,” Roan said, pointing at the empty rectangle over the kitchen sink, where the curtains flapped uselessly in the inconstant breeze, the flags of a very sad country. “There’s a tiger running around loose.”


  At least there was some comfort to be had. There was no fucking way this day could get any worse.
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  Division Day


   


  HOLDEN WAS only aware he’d been sleeping when he woke up, hearing voices in the next room.


  They were too close to be his neighbors, and he knew he was no longer asleep because he really had to piss, so Holden groped for his gun before recognizing Scott’s laugh. Had Scott brought a guy over? Why?


  He paid a visit to the bathroom before stepping into a pair of sweatpants he found on the floor and going out into the living room. There he found Scott and a large statue sitting on the couch, chuckling over beer. No, strike that—not a large statue, Grey.


  He looked much the same as he had the last time Holden had seen him, like the son of Frankenstein’s monster and a Samoan linebacker, far too big and muscular to believe he could skate with any grace or speed at all. But Holden had seen him play and knew Grey was hard to pigeonhole in so many respects that you shouldn’t even try.


  Grey looked at him, and Holden figured his hair must have given him away. “Wow, sorry man. Didn’t mean to wake you up.”


  Holden waved it away, heading for the fridge and caffeine salvation. “Doesn’t matter. When did you get back in town?”


  “About an hour or so ago. Figured I’d come back and rub my pro career all over Murray’s face.”


  Scott grimaced, a look that combined both playful anger and genuine embarrassment. “Yeah, well, Tank’s comin’ back too, to rub his ring in both our faces.”


  Holden ran a hand through his hair, wondering if he should even bother to try and neaten up at this point. “Is this some kinda straight-boy sex thing I’m unaware of?”


  That made Grey laugh, although Scott just shook his head and sighed at his stupid joke. “We’re talking about Tank’s Stanley Cup ring.”


  “They give those out for hockey? I thought that was just for football.”


  “No, they give ’em out for most sports, I think,” Scott said, before scratching his head and looking suddenly doubtful.


  “That was just no fair at all,” Grey said. “We always knew Tank was the best player on the Falcons. He didn’t need to go and prove that on a national scale.”


  Tank had apparently won the Stanley Cup with his team his first official year in the NHL, and this led to much joking animosity from his former teammates. Well, it was partially joking, and partially naked jealousy. Everybody liked Tank, so they didn’t really hate him, but they did hate him just a little bit. Couldn’t be helped.


  Holden opened up a can of diet soda and gulped down about half of it, wondering why he felt so logy. According to the clock on the microwave, he had probably been asleep for like an hour, he shouldn’t have felt this way. Maybe he was getting a cold. It’d been a while since he’d last had one.


  “We were gonna hit up some fancy-ass place downtown, have dinner on me,” Grey volunteered. “Wanna go? We could invite Roan and Dylan too.”


  Holden scoffed. “You can only invite Roan if you have a signal flare. He’s off saving the city or the world or some such shit. Doin’ the hero thing.”


  Grey shrugged. “Somebody’s gotta, might as well be him.”


  For some reason, Grey being so sanguine about it pissed him off, but why? Holden felt like he was losing his mind. None of his own reactions made any sense to him.


  He heard a distant ringing and realized it was his cell, left in the bedroom. Holden was actually glad, as it gave him an excuse to leave the room and hopefully pull his shit together. What was wrong with him?


  He sat down on the edge of the bed and answered his phone. He was hoping it was Roan, but to his surprise, it was Dylan. “Do you know where Roan is?” he asked, as soon as Holden said hello.


  He sighed. “Not really. Last time I saw him was on the news.”


  “He was on the news?” Dylan exclaimed and then gasped in horror. “Oh shit, he didn’t chase down another cat, did he?”


  “No, this time it seemed to be people.”


  Dylan let out a frustrated sigh, and Holden, while irritated that he had called him to find his goddamn husband, realized he felt kind of bad for him. He did have to live with Roan, and how much of a pisser did that have to be? Yeah, he was sexy, but mopey and erratic and constantly fighting ghosts. He thought it was bad enough that he was a sidekick, but being a superhero’s “wife”? Horrible. He’d dodged a bullet there. “He didn’t get hurt, did he? I’ve tried calling Dee, but I’m just getting his voice mail too.”


  “If something happened to Roan, Dee would have called you by now.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


  “If it’s any consolation, he’ll probably call you before he calls me.”


  “No offense, but he better.”


  Holden couldn’t help but wonder what the hell Roan was doing right now, and why he was on radio silence.


  If he was lying dead in a ditch somewhere, Holden was going to fucking kill him.


   


   


  ROAN HAD to press his face right into the grass, but he finally got it.


  The lioness had managed to hurt the tiger. Not much—you could even qualify it as barely—but Roan finally isolated the scent, lost among the blood of the killed and the random outdoor smells. Now he had the scent of the tiger.


  He sat back on his haunches, wondering if the cops back in the house would ever stop arguing about superheroes or laughing about whatever the fuck he was doing. Only Seb was quiet, because Seb knew what he was doing.


  Now that the scent was in his mind, something like synesthesia hit him, and he could see the thread of it, a neon orange filament that went over the back of the fence, slightly muddled by other scents.


  Roan was aware he should quit now. He was split in half down the middle, with the human part—maybe; he actually didn’t know what part of him it was—weary down to the bone. He wanted to take Seb’s advice and go lie down for a while. But the other half, the part he assumed was the lion, wanted to see this through. That was perhaps the sole gift of the lion: the extreme tunnel vision, that ability to lock on to prey and not stop for anything short of a nuclear war. It allowed him to chase Chad and his friend down without ever noticing how close he’d come to being run down by several cars. Even though his body wanted to stop, it would press him on for one more mile. It would always find the strength for one more mile.


  Although the wind wasn’t working with him, he knew the footsteps coming up behind him were Seb’s. For a man his size, he walked with great delicacy. “I think I can find it,” Roan said.


  “You look exhausted,” Seb replied.


  “I always look exhausted. I’ll make it.”


  Roan finally looked back at Seb, and he appeared dubious. Roan kind of suspected he’d look that way. “I’m not sure you should. I mean… haven’t you already had an aneurysm? You really shouldn’t push it. Look what happened to Gordo and his heart.”


  “Your head doesn’t get weaker with every aneurysm,” he replied, and knew he was kind of splitting hairs. One aneurysm did leave you at increased risk for another, although he had yet to tell anyone beyond Rosenberg that he’d had a bleeding in the brain that somehow stopped itself. There was still no explanation for it, beyond the virus working to keep itself alive. He’d stopped thinking about it until now, and he didn’t want to start again. Roan stood up, feeling his knees creak, and said, “The tiger’s still close. The kill was pretty fresh. I can catch up to it.”


  “I got a buttload of guys with drug guns and live ammo. Leave it to us.”


  “By the time you track it down, more people might be dead. There’s no point in this discussion.” He turned away and followed the thread of scent to the back fence, where he jumped up, grabbed the edge, and easily pulled himself over, landing on his feet on the other side.


  “Very passive-aggressive, Roan,” Seb shouted after him. But that was the last thing he heard as he took off running after the tiger.


  It was obvious why the tiger came back here, as there was some scrubland and an overgrown vacant lot, the closest thing to wilderness around, although it soon spread out into a construction project that was half-finished and on hold. That was a good thing right now, as it meant there was no one here for the tiger to snack on.


  The lot was connected to another weedy field, this one belonging to the power company, eventually leading to fenced-in transformers. Roan thought he could feel the thrum of the electricity in his teeth, rattling around his head, but it might have been his own growling confusing him.


  There was a small pond, but actually it was just a flooded part of the field, filled from the recent rains. A paw print glistened in the fresh mud at the fringes, and he knew the tiger had decided to go to ground somewhere near here, in spite of the grating static and hum of electricity.


  There was a tangle of blackberry bushes near the chain-link fence protecting the transformers, and while it wasn’t much in the way of cover, there was no other place the tiger could be if it avoided humans.


  The sound of the electricity was louder, making the hair on his arms stand on end, the smell of ozone sharper, but that wasn’t the only thing triggering a response. Something was growling in response to his growl.


  The tiger was small, but that didn’t make it any less impressive or dangerous. It seemed to uncoil as it came out of the shady hollow of the blackberry tangle, growling menacingly but still wary, as he confused it. He didn’t smell right, and he roared a challenge as it appeared. Not the best strategy, but it was reflex; he actually lost control for a second. The tiger roared back, and they both paced in opposite directions, eyes locked, waiting for the other to make the first move, growling and snarling threats and warnings.


  Tigers were magnificent creatures, and this one was no different, orange-and-black striped with shocks of brown that indicated the human’s hair color. There was nothing human in the amber eyes though, which glared at him with the special kind of aimless rage that only frightened animals were capable of. Pain was ripping through Roan, making him almost as angry as the tiger, and he struggled to maintain control. He was at a tipping point, and anything could make him slide into disaster.


  Which guaranteed a disaster, and here it came, in the form of a cat squad member Seb had sent after him. He was athletic, apparently ripped even in spite of the bulky body armor he wore, and he quickly brought his tranquilizer gun up, hesitating as he shifted his aim from Roan to the tiger.


  Time had slowed in that curious way that it only did when bad shit was happening. Roan turned and snarled at the man, as the tiger had, unable to rein himself in. The problem was the predator in him had quickly recognized the human as the weakest of the three of them, and the tiger did the same. But Roan still had a sliver of humanity left, enough to keep from attacking the man; the tiger didn’t. It bolted toward the cop as he fired his rifle, the dart hitting the tiger to no effect at all. Roan jumped, trying to tackle the tiger, but the second he did it was the exact moment he realized he wouldn’t make it, the tiger would slip past him.


  Roan braced himself to hit the ground and charge, and he did, feeling the muddy ground squelch beneath him as he landed on all fours and looked toward the man as the tiger jumped on the cop and dragged him down into the tall grass.
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  Tokyo (Vampires and Wolves)


   


  ROAN BARELY touched the ground before pouncing on the tiger.


  The cop had remembered his training and did the one thing that was hammered into every cat squad member: protect his throat at all costs. He’d thrown his arms around his neck, so the tiger’s fangs sank deep into his lightly armored arm. He was screaming in pain by the time Roan had jumped on the tiger’s back and sunk his own teeth deep into the back of the cat’s neck.


  It squalled a noise of pain and tried to shake him off, but Roan had a death grip on the thing, still just human enough to realize that hands were probably better than claws in this circumstance.


  The tiger had to let go of the cop to squall, and as Roan was hanging on for dear life, blood filling his mouth as he locked his jaw, the tiger tried to shake him off. It rolled over, putting Roan on the ground, but that’s just what Roan wanted, as it allowed him to use his still-human legs to kick the tiger away. He’d barely unlocked his jaw, so when the tiger went flying, Roan kept a mouthful of fur and skin.


  The roar was almost a scream as the tiger hit the ground and rolled, coming up to its feet angry and not so much snarling as slavering, showing all its ivory teeth. It was purely focused on him as he spit out the gory clot of flesh and roared back, pain knifing through his jaw as the tendons tore and twisted. The tiger no longer had any interest in the human; now it just wanted to tear Roan to pieces for hurting it.


  The tiger lunged for him, the claws shredding his shirt and cutting open his skin, and Roan had all but given up on keeping Human, although it gave him an edge here. The tiger sank its fangs into his arm, and Roan bit it on the face. As it let go of his arm, he punched it in the head as hard as he could. The tiger staggered, then collapsed, although it wasn’t unconscious, just dazed.


  Roan stood there, panting, trying to force the Human side to take over in spite of the fact that it felt like he was on fire. He watched the blood pouring down his arm and found it strangely hypnotic. It seemed to calm him, soothe the lion while the pain kept it near the surface.


  He heard the cop shifting in the grass, clicking on his radio to call for backup, and he snarled, having to rein back the lion from jumping on the human. It was tempting, especially since he was already bleeding and visibly injured.


  But the tiger moved, growling as it shook its head and got back up to its feet, and Roan turned with a warning growl. He wanted it to stay down. He didn’t want to have to hurt it further.


  Roan was in so much pain it was like a logjam, his pain receptors were overloading, and yet the sudden pain that stabbed through his skull came through loud and clear and made him stagger as his vision briefly blurred. The only good thing was it made his Human side come forward, mainly wondering what the hell just happened.


  The cop did something stupid yet again. Having not learned his lesson the first time, he shot the tiger with another tranquilizer dart, garnering its attention once more. Now standing, it charged for the cop, who was lying on the ground and using his own knee to raise and steady the rifle. Roan tackled the tiger in midair, and they crashed to the ground in the mud. The tiger tried to squirm from his grasp, and he felt it slipping away, so he bit it on the flank, and with a roaring scream, it turned and slashed its claws across his face. It was pure reflex that made Roan backhand it with his fist, but between the previous shot to the head and two tranquilizer darts in it, that was all for the tiger. It went down, and this time it stayed down. Roan climbed up to his feet, panting, trying to will the lion back now that it was no longer needed. It got harder every time.


  “Holy fuck, you knocked it out,” the cop said. It took Roan a moment to realize he had a British accent. There were Brits in the SPD? “How the hell did you do that?”


  Roan wished he could answer him, but he still wasn’t capable of speech. He couldn’t quite force it; he just had to wait. The cop sat up, or he must have, judging from the noises he was making. Roan didn’t turn around yet, mainly because he had no idea how far into a transition he was. His face hurt so much it was impossible to tell.


  He was fairly certain his ability to talk had come back by the time backup arrived in the form of two armored cat squad guys, who immediately called for an ambulance when they saw the injured cop. He heard one of the backups ask the injured cop what his deal was (Roan assumed he was the man in question), and the cop said, “He saved my life. I think he might be hurt.” The cop said it with a kind of awe that made Roan uncomfortable.


  Eventually one of the backup cops walked over, and Roan wiped the blood off his face, or at least tried. He knew there was torn skin on his cheek, but the pain in his entire body was so overwhelming he didn’t feel it. When you were one big wound, it was difficult to ferret out the individual bruises.


  “You hurt?” the cop behind him grunted.


  Roan turned his head, or at least he thought he did. He meant to, at any rate. But time jumped, warped, something. The next thing he remembered was suddenly being on the ground, with one of the backup cops, still in his body armor, standing close to him and another cop, this one achingly young, with blood speckled along his rugged jaw and sweat pasting down his dirty-blond hair, kneeling on the ground right beside him, looking down at him with concern. This cop smelled like blood, and Roan realized this was the cat squad cop who’d initially followed him here. He’d taken off his face shield. “Just be still,” the cop told him. His British accent confirmed he was the same guy the tiger almost had for a snack. “The EMTs are on their way.”


  “I don’t need any EMTs,” Roan replied, annoyed, and then realized his voice sounded thick to his own ears. “What happened?”


  The Brit cop looked down at him with greenish-blue eyes full of awe and compassion, a mix Roan found strange and worrisome. “I think you had a seizure.”


  Shit. He could hear Dee in his head, saying, “See what happens when you push yourself too hard, dipshit?” Roan knew it too, but it didn’t stop him. It felt like his stomach was already eating itself, and he felt like his blood had been replaced with melted wax, something sluggish and warm and alien. Roan really wanted to get up, or at least sit up, but he wasn’t sure he could move. Damn it, Dee was going to have a field day with this.


   


   


  EVEN WITH Roan’s absence, Dylan couldn’t join Holden and his hockey players, because he was working early tonight, covering someone else’s shift. That should have been that, but oh no, Holden had to be with the straight guy who actually liked gay bars. So they went to Panic before hitting the restaurant, and even though the sun hadn’t set yet, there was a good early-evening crowd, more than Holden expected.


  Dylan was, of course, behind the bar, shirtless as always, and still looking surprisingly good, especially if you knew he was a married guy. Then again, he still had the shirtless bartender gig, and he’d lose his job if he let himself go. Grey was, as always, unnaturally at home in the place, winking back at any guy who gave him the eye and ordering the filthiest-sounding drink on the menu (this time, his choice was a Bend Over Charlie). Just to add to the surrealness of it all, Grey ended up talking to Dylan about the photo he had bought from him and how most of the teammates he’d had over thought it was kind of weird he’d have a man’s back on his wall. Then they noticed the bullet wound, which started a debate on whether that was real or just part of the body painting. He also added that the European players didn’t care he had a large photo of a man’s back on his wall. So yaay European hockey players? Holden didn’t know what to think about any of this.


  Scott seemed guarded, as if he was trying to be cool but not give off “gay” vibes, which annoyed Holden and made him want to grab his ass and otherwise act inappropriately, but he decided to save that for later. Maybe it was just the music that was getting to him, which he could sympathize with.


  They noticed quickly that Dylan had a fresh bandage on the underside of his right wrist, and mentioned it, but it took Dylan a minute and a grimace or two before he admitted it was a fresh tattoo. He’d gotten the name “Roan” in a delicate black cursive script that almost looked like a decoration. It was “kind of” an anniversary present for Roan and kind of something he thought he should do, since Roan had so much ink. He admitted that he thought Roan downplayed the pain of getting a tattoo, though. Scott disputed that, saying it depended on where you got the tattoo, and Grey stared at him in a weird way until he admitted he had just the one, and had had a few beers before getting it. It was fun watching Grey make Scott crumple like a Dixie cup.


  Grey had just ordered a Butt Sex, and Holden was on the verge of grabbing Scott’s ass when the hot Asian bartender—Holden didn’t know his name, and didn’t care to know it unless he wanted to hook up later—told Dylan that there was a guy named Dee on the phone for him. Holden and Dylan exchanged a knowing, ominous glance—they knew what it was about. Damn Roan.


  Dylan was turning away, toward the hot Asian dude, when everything went completely batshit.


  Only in retrospect did Holden put together what happened and when, as everything happened very fast and almost simultaneously. Dylan was suddenly covered in blood, and only because Holden saw a blur in the corner of his vision did he know it was thrown on him. Holden was still turning to face the thrower when Grey, utilizing lightning-fast reflexes that still seemed anomalous for his size, grabbed the thrower by the throat and picked him up off the ground, still one-handed, and bodyslammed him into a table with such great force that the table’s metal legs gave way, reducing the table to component parts before the man even hit the floor.


  The thrower wasn’t alone, and Scott had reflexively moved in to back Grey’s play, so he saw the man with the second bottle of whatever who never got a chance to throw it because Scott decked him with a wicked right cross that spun him around one hundred and eighty degrees, sending the bottle flying out of his hand. The man hit the floor by the time Grey barked down at his man, “Don’t you fucking move!”


  Holden would have laughed at the time if he wasn’t busy, because that was a fucking joke. Grey broke a table with the guy’s back. He was lying on the floor, curled up in a fetal position, groaning and probably trying hard not to cry. Even if he wanted to get away, and he surely did, he was probably going to need help moving, as well as protection from the big bad man who could punt him through the wall of the club without much effort.


  What Holden was busy with was the third man. He’d spotted someone among the onlookers who looked suddenly guilty and annoyed—constipated, really—before sinking back into the crowd, and who could spot the guilty in body language faster than a hooker? No one, that’s who. That guy was with these other two, and he would have joined in if his two friends hadn’t been wiped out so fast.


  Holden shoved into the stunned crowd, trying not to make it too obvious he was in pursuit, and the guy was about halfway to the door when Holden grabbed his arms and pinned them behind him, whispering in his ear, “You gonna give me a reason to hurt you, or are you gonna come quietly?”


  The man’s arms stiffened, and he tried to pull away, but Holden had his arms held tight, and at an angle that reduced his leverage greatly. Holden had little trouble turning him around and frog-marching him back toward the bar.


  Scott had abandoned his guy, mainly because he was out cold and probably wasn’t waking up until his trainer ran in with the smelling salts, and when he saw Holden shoving along another guy, his game face (also known as his “are you ready to fucking die” face) slammed on, and he grabbed the man by the elbow. Holden let go of his arms so Scott could sling the man chest-first into the bar, so hard he almost hit his head on it. “He with ’em?” Scott asked, staying within the man’s peripheral vision. He was a scrawny guy and might be fast enough to duck away from Holden, but no way was he fast enough to get away from Scott. Fuck, Scott worked out two hours a day every day when he wasn’t playing, and he didn’t do it to look good. There probably wasn’t a man in this entire bar he couldn’t beat, even if you gave them all head starts.


  Holden nodded, and Scott grabbed the guy hard by the back of the neck, grinding his face into the bar top. “Why the fuck did you do this, huh?” Scott didn’t even wait for an answer, he swooped in closer and yelled, in his manliest voice (which was very manly indeed), “Why the fuck did you do this?!”


  This guy was scared. Of course he was: he was a twenty-two year old kid with a square twelve-dollar haircut and a wardrobe that just screamed Gap. He probably wasn’t even gay, or if he was, he was one of those sad ones that denied he was and married some sorry born-again woman who believed he could just pray it away. Scott yelling at him made him cringe, and while he was trying not to shake, his bony shoulders were giving him away. “T-tolerance is j-just another w-word f-for murder,” he said, his voice as cracking and fragile as the first skim of ice on a pond. “He’s a race traitor. There’s a war, humans and fucking pussies—”


  Probably because he was a Buddhist and the most mild-mannered, sedate guy any of them had ever met, they were all shocked when Dylan, still dripping blood, gave the boy such a solid backhand across the face the noise carried through the bar like a rifle shot and got an audible gasp from the crowd. Scott actually had to shift position to keep the kid from falling off the bar.


  “Fucking pendejo! You’re with those—” Dylan lost him here. He rattled off something in rapid-fire Spanish that Holden wasn’t fluent enough to follow. He was actually shocked Dylan spoke Spanish, because he’d never heard him speak it before. Then again, he’d never seen him so angry either; his dark eyes gleamed with something just shy of homicide.


  Scott looked at Holden, openly questioning. “Who are these fucks?”


  “Humanity First or some kind of bullshit cult like that.”


  “We are not a cult!” The boy pinned to the bar shouted, finding his voice. “The more we allow the infected and their collaborators to go unchallenged, the more humans die!”


  Dylan grabbed the back of the guy’s head and slammed his face down into the bar, which was shocking enough on its own, but then Dylan jumped over the bar and slapped him on the back of the head, making his face bounce off the surface once more. “What the fuck is the matter with you idiots? Why won’t you leave us alone?”


  Holden tried to pull him back, but Dylan seemed freakishly strong, possibly due to his anger, so he left it to Grey to step in and wrestle him back. If Frankenstein’s monster couldn’t handle you, no one could handle you. “Don’t give them an excuse to arrest you,” Grey told Dylan, and it was almost an order, but not quite. Grey’s guy was still conscious, but he was also still on the floor, and he seemed to understand that attempting to get up would only lead to a body cast.


  Dylan tried to break free of Grey but couldn’t, so he tried to kick the guy until Grey dragged Dylan out of range. “What the hell do you want from him?” Dylan demanded, although with Scott grinding the kid’s face into the bar, it was unlikely he’d be able to answer even if he wanted to.


  Holden stepped between Dylan and the man and stared into Dylan’s eyes, trying to will him to calm down. Surely the cops would be here any second now, and no matter that Dylan was a victim of assault, the cops didn’t look any more favorably on raging victims than they did on raging attackers, especially in a gay bar. “They want him dead,” Holden told him. “The whole world would rather he didn’t exist. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”


  Okay, maybe Dylan wasn’t nihilistic enough to see that grim truth clearly, but no matter how naïve he was, he should have put those pieces together by now. For fuck’s sake—if the whole world was against you, you damn well better know it.
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  Suicide Policeman


   


  THE COPS seemed to interview them a very long time, and Holden wondered if they were harassing them in a passive-aggressive way. But he couldn’t prove it, and he’d been treated worse by cops, so he just figured he was viewing things through his own warped prism.


  He had thought about bringing up Roan’s name, but that was a risky gambit. If Roan was here, the cops would probably be deferential, especially if they’d seen any footage of him acting like Batman or knew how the Chief felt about him. But without him here, they could be a bit free with their disdain, and Holden knew Roan had as many enemies on the force as friends, maybe even more.


  So Holden held his tongue and let Grey take the lead in schmooze overdrive, as he was easygoing and obviously macho, and once someone recognized him as a professional jock, that was it. The cops just loved him, in spite of his intimidating size and the witness statements that had him taking care of the assailant one-handed, and Holden was slightly in awe of watching a professional at work. Grey charmed people in a way that had them never realize they were actively being charmed. As soon as Grey was done and the cops were getting ready to go, Holden sidled up to him and said, “You’re good. When are you going into politics?”


  “Whenever I become a narcissist. Let’s just hope hockey keeps uglying me up.”


  Yeah, he was too slick. Holden almost didn’t trust him, because he was so good at a charm offensive. It just made Holden more curious about him. Did anyone actually know Grey, the real person? Supposedly Scott, his best friend in the world—but Holden was starting to wonder if Grey kept his true self all to himself. Why not? Holden wasn’t sure anyone knew their real self, not even him. When you played several roles all the time for years, you eventually lost yourself in the shuffle.


  Finally they were all released, and left for the hospital. Dylan called Dee to check in and find out what had happened to Roan, and it wasn’t particularly positive. Roan had collapsed and had a seizure after fighting a tiger, and he was currently undergoing an MRI to make sure there was no bleeding inside his brain. That didn’t seem to make Dylan feel much better, although there were some obvious positives: he was still alive, and he caught a tiger. Still didn’t make Dylan very happy. But Grey did his best to soothe him. “Roan is the toughest guy I know. Hell, he fistfought a tiger and won. Who else can say that?”


  It didn’t actually cheer Dylan up, but it was a damn good point.


  Once they arrived at the hospital, Holden held Dylan back and advised him to let Grey act as a cowcatcher in front of a train and clear a path. He reluctantly did so, and it was effective, as anyone who saw the huge Grey and his battle-scarred face coming toward them quickly moved aside.


  This worked until they came to the main corridor of the ICU, where a man in a dark SWAT uniform with his arm in a sling stood up upon seeing them. “Are you Roan’s family?” he asked. He had a British accent, which was so unexpected it almost made Holden laugh. That and the fact that he thought this great collection of weird men was Roan’s family. Wait—come to think of it, they kind of were.


  Grey eyed him like he was a pest that needed a good swatting down. “Who wants to know?”


  The man put his paper coffee cup down on the plastic chair and wiped his good hand down his pant leg before extending it toward Grey. “Gareth Tomlinson, although everybody on the squad calls me Gare.”


  Grey shook his hand, as Scott asked, “What, is there a Gary already on the squad?”


  The guy nodded. He was fairly good-looking for a cop, with brownish-blond hair and an earnest face that made him look ten years younger than he probably was. “Yes. Also a Tommy.”


  Dylan clearly had no patience for anything tonight, as he snapped, “What do you want?”


  “I just wanted to let you know that he’s stable. He’s just been returned to his room and sedated.”


  “Why’s he been sedated?” Holden asked.


  Gareth—whom he’d already dubbed the Crumpet in his mind—grimaced in a reasonably attractive way. “He kept trying to leave. The doctors weren’t crazy about that.”


  That made perfect sense. If he had any consciousness left, Roan would try his damnedest to crawl out the door. Dylan turned to all of them and said, “I’d like to see him alone, okay?” He didn’t actually wait for an acknowledgement; he just went into Roan’s room, leaving the rest of them out there.


  There were just enough plastic chairs for all of them in the hall, so they all took a seat, while the Crumpet sat back down. “Boyfriend?” he asked no one in particular.


  “Husband,” Holden said, studying Crumpet carefully. Why was he here?


  “Ah.” After a moment, Crumpet said, “Roan’s amazing. He’s saved my life.”


  Oh no. Holden studied his handsome Dudley Do-Right face and saw that special light in his eyes, the one that said he was yet another man who’d fallen under Roan’s spell. The poor bastards: Roan should be regulated like a controlled substance when he flashed the pheromones. It belatedly occurred to him that all of them out here had fallen victim to it. “They sent you after the tiger too?”


  “More or less. I was supposed to follow Roan.” Crumpet then told them the whole story of the tiger wrangling, and it sounded like typical Roan. Holden had to restrain himself from asking why the hell Crumpet got in the way. Yeah, he was following orders, but if he did nothing, he probably wouldn’t have been injured by the tiger in the first place. Roan was the cat man; leave him to it. No point in making a big deal about it now, mainly because he was already hurt, and the tiger was in custody.


  Scott finally asked, “Are there a lot of Brits in the Seattle Police Department?”


  Crumpet chuckled at that. “I think I’m the only one. I moved here as a teenager, but I’ve never lost the accent.”


  “Good. It’s cute.” Scott said.


  Crumpet grimaced at that—what, big macho cat squad guy didn’t want to be seen as cute?—while Holden looked beyond him at Scott. Was that a flirt? Scott’s face gave nothing away, but Holden was suddenly sad he wasn’t sitting next to him. He’d have elbowed him, or perhaps given him a small kick in the ankle. He just wasn’t sure if it would be out of jealousy or respect.


  “So,” Crumpet said uneasily. “Have you guys ever heard him roar?”


  They all nodded, but Scott added a slightly scoffing, “Oh yeah.”


  “How does he do it? I mean, it sounds so real, like there’s a big cat there.”


  “That’s ’cause there’s a big cat there,” Grey replied, deadpan.


  Holden wasn’t sure how much of this Roan wanted out. Not that it mattered exactly. Roan was doing the world’s worst job of hiding what he actually was. The only reason he’d had any success at it was other people’s own willingness to believe what they wanted, not what they saw or heard. If the truth was too strange or too anathematic to their own belief system, you didn’t need to convince them of anything. They did all the hard work of denying reality for you, so you didn’t have to bother. Most people weren’t willing to entertain the possibility that something like Roan could even exist in theory. Having him right there, flesh and blood and distended jaw, meant you either accepted him as reality—and possibly got crushed by it—or you just found a new way to deny it. Since Crumpet seemed so enamored of him, he doubted the truth would crush him, but Holden decided to be cautious all the same. “He’s a virus child, the shape of his vocal cords is different.”


  Crumpet looked at him with bright, curious blue-green eyes. “Really? I mean, I knew he was a virus child, I just didn’t know that about their vocal cords.”


  “Yeah. I guess we all learn something new every day,” Scott said, and he was looking at Holden with a quirked eyebrow. Just from his expression alone, he knew Scott was wondering what the hell he thought he was doing.


  But didn’t they both know? He was protecting Roan. Holden was as much under Roan’s sway as any of the rest of them. Oh God, he should just kill himself now.


   


   


  IT WAS no surprise Roan looked like hell. Of course he looked like hell. He’d fought a tiger! He was probably lucky he wasn’t in a series of buckets.


  Still, Dylan felt his heart ache at the sight of the scratches on Roan’s face. Ugly, deep, long scratches that seemed to cover him from temple to jaw, stretching over his nose, cheek, lips, even his eyelid, which made him wonder how the eye beneath didn’t get injured or the lid torn off.


  It couldn’t have been as bad as it looked, though, as there were no bandages or stitches, unlike the one on his arm, or the obvious bandage on his chest making his paper gown poof up in an unusual way. There were a couple machines bleeping at his bedside, but none looked that bad.


  Dylan pulled up a plastic chair from the far side of the room and sat down at his bedside, almost overwhelmed by a sense of déjà vu. How often was he going to be here, at Roan’s bedside, as he recovered from some attack or another? This was his life now. Roan was always going to be hurt or sick, until he wasn’t. Holy shit—until he wasn’t. What was he going to do when that happened? When he went into the hospital and never came out again? His life with Roan was insane, and days like this he was pretty sure he couldn’t manage it any longer, and then the specter of death raised its ugly head, and all the quit just left his body. If Roan refused to give up, how could he?


  Sorrow suddenly overwhelmed him, and he had to close his eyes against the swell of tears. He kissed Roan on an uninjured part of his forehead, and that may not have been wise, as Roan suddenly stirred, eyelids fluttering weakly against the drugs keeping him under. “Dyl?” he asked, his voice slurred and foggy. His eyes were also aggressively red from dozens of broken blood vessels. How far into the change did he go? Could you blame the change for it?


  “Yeah, hon, it’s me,” he said, stroking his hair. “Just rest, okay?”


  Roan didn’t listen to that. He kept trying to open his eyes, and the drugs kept trying to force them closed. Not that that mattered at all to Roan. If he didn’t press his luck, he’d never use it at all. “What’s that smell? I smell… chemicals.”


  “It’s nothing, just stuff I spilled on myself when I heard about you. Don’t worry about it.” What the Humanity First assholes had thrown on him was stage blood, the kind you could pick up at Halloween stores, which was good because it was slightly less disgusting than actual blood. But he had to rinse it all off quickly in the sink and was sure he hadn’t gotten it all. He couldn’t wait to get home and take a shower. But there was no way in hell he was telling Roan about the incident, not right now, because it would probably be enough to roust him out of bed.


  “You okay?” Roan asked, still trying to fight his eyes open.


  “I’m fine,” he assured him, becoming aware that something about the smell was triggering an alarm bell for Roan, although he had no idea why. Would he ever know? “Grey’s here, did you know that? He came in today, and he’s waiting outside. I’m as safe with him as I am with you, right?” In a purely human-form context, he would give an edge to Grey, because he was so incredibly intimidating, but if you threw in powers or intellect, he’d have to give it to Roan. Because Roan, in a transitional phase, could rip a car door off its hinges, and mentally, in a regular aspect, could simply attack Grey on weak points and win by cunning. It was tempting to give it all to Grey just by size, but sometimes you needed more in a fight. Not that what happened at Panic was a great example of that. Brute force won the day.


  “Grey?”


  “Yeah. So relax, okay? Get some rest. I’m safe as houses.” Dylan rested his head on Roan’s chest, just shy of the bandage, and Roan put his hand on his head. He felt a bit cold, but that was typical after a partial change. He crashed from too warm into a bit too cold, like his metabolism had suddenly bottomed out. Maybe it did.


  Roan sort of stroked his hair once, then he went still, and Dylan just stayed motionless until he could hear Roan’s regular, almost rhythmic breathing, a sign that he’d stopped fighting the drugs and let himself fall asleep.


  How had Roan known? He interpreted the chemical scent as trouble. How? Even though Dylan was fairly certain he didn’t reek of the stuff, why would Roan peg it instantly as bad? How and why had he jumped to that conclusion? Unless Dylan himself was giving off some undetectable (to humans) scent of emotion.


  The lion was coming out in Roan more and more. Little things, just creeping in slowly enough that Roan himself probably never really noticed it. But Dylan was starting to see the pattern, the little pieces that were starting to add up to a big and scary whole. And he didn’t know what to do about it.
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  Save It For Later


   


  IT TOOK a moment for Holden to figure out where he was when he woke up, mainly because he was in a hotel room bed. Did he meet up with a client and fall asleep?


  Then he heard a faint, familiar snore beside him and realized he was with Scott. So how did they wind up in a hotel room?


  Then he remembered. They were at the hospital until very late, and Grey, for some reason, wanted to stay at Scott’s place, his old apartment. Scott thought he was crazy, because since he played for the Flyers, he could afford to stay in a good hotel, but Grey claimed to be tired of hotels no matter how good they were. So Scott said they should trade, and they did—Scott gave him his apartment key, and Grey gave him his hotel key card in return. Scott asked Holden if he wanted to come with him, and Holden initially said no, but he was so tired by the time they left the hospital that he figured what the hell.


  It was a nice hotel, although Holden had been in nicer. Still, it was clean, and Grey had barely unpacked. In fact, one of his suitcases sat unopened on the corner armchair. The sheer amount of trust seemed momentarily weird to him, but Grey and Scott not only shared hotel rooms on the road, they lived together when, honestly, they didn’t have to. They could have kept secrets from each other, but most times they didn’t seem to bother. Come to think of it, they were probably closer to each other than a few couples Holden knew. He’d have said “straight boys,” except Scott wasn’t straight, and he couldn’t help but have some doubts about Grey.


  Holden thought about peeking in Grey’s luggage, but who cared? Grey was probably cagey twenty-four/seven and only let his guard down once during every harvest moon. So, instead, he got up and went to take a shower. He had a lot to do today, and he wasn’t sure how to do it.


  He was determined to pick up the threads of the Mandy Pack case, but leads had dried up. It was still very possible she was in the hands of traffickers or just one pervy bastard, but how to narrow them down? Right now he had no way to do that. Sensibly he should just give up, but Roan wouldn’t, at least not so easily, and it would keep his mind off Roan. Last he heard, the doctors were dithering over Roan’s brain scans and waiting on Doctor Rosenberg. That didn’t sound good, but Roan had recovered from worse. Holden was just going to assume he’d recover from this too.


  He was so busy trying to figure out his next move, he only realized he didn’t have a change of clothes when he got out of the shower. Holden made a disgusted noise as he got dressed in his clothes from last night, feeling like he was on the job again. This feeling continued as he walked out of the bathroom and into the scent of bacon, eggs, and coffee. Scott was sitting up in bed, the room-service cart parked beside the nightstand, a plate balanced on his lap. “Oh hey,” he said through a mouthful of food. “I ordered a shitload of stuff. It’s on Grey’s tab, so what the hell.”


  Holden shook his head, both mildly disgusted and somewhat impressed by his gluttony. Scott could really pack away the food, and during the regular season, he really didn’t give a shit. He knew he’d burn it off during the games. Holden sat down on the edge of the bed to retrieve his socks, but he stole a piece of buttered toast and had a bite before he said, “Can’t, I gotta go work on a case.”


  Scott gnawed on a piece of bacon as he said, “Let me finish eating, and I’ll help you.”


  Holden knew he shouldn’t scoff, but he sort of did anyway. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t need the help.”


  “Sure you do. I mean, Roan’s incapacitated, so you’ve got no one backing you up. I ain’t him, but I can fill in.”


  Holden stared at him, but Scott’s ice-blue eyes were pure innocence. He was serious. “I don’t need backup. But thanks.”


  Holden was finished with his toast and had started putting his socks on, so he only felt Scott shift on the bed before he said, “Why are you sayin’ it like it’s embarrassing I even asked? You think I can’t handle it?”


  He sighed, as he had always been afraid of this conversation. “Look, you have your life, and I have mine. Let’s keep it that way, okay?


  “Wow, did that sound rehearsed.”


  “Look… I’m more than just Roan’s sidekick, okay? There are lines he won’t cross unless he’s a lion. I don’t need to be an animal to cross those lines.”


  “Meaning what exactly?”


  “Meaning drop it now. It’s better for both of us that we keep some mystery.”


  Scott moved forward so he was sitting beside him on the bed. “You’re a real-life enforcer. I get that.”


  Holden fixed him with a stern glare. “This isn’t a game, Scott.”


  “Holy fuck, Den, you think I don’t know that? You think I don’t know you?”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning do you have any idea how many of your hidden weapons I’ve accidentally found at your place? The gun, the Taser, the aluminum bat, the knives. Man, one of those knives even had a bit of blood on it.”


  He’d found his weapons? Goddamn it, he’d thought he’d hid them well. “The knives are clean.”


  “I play hockey. I know blood when I see it.”


  He couldn’t argue with him there. “If you know, why are you still with me?”


  Now it was Scott’s turn to glare at him. “Uh-huh, ’cause I thought going in you were an uncomplicated, endless party. Gimme a break.”


  Interesting. He hadn’t really considered the possibility that Scott knew how dangerous he actually was, or even had a hint. “It doesn’t bother you?”


  “Well, yeah, it does a little. But it’s your life, Den. You make your choices, you live with them. We all do. I just hope yours don’t get you killed or thrown in jail.”


  “I’m a whore. There’s no other way I can end up.”


  “Bullshit. So are you planning to do something illegal?”


  “No.”


  “Okay then, why can’t I help?”


  How could he be serious about this, and why today? Goddamn his free days. “Don’t you have to hit the gym?”


  “As long as I do my basic workout, it doesn’t matter when I do it. So you’re not getting away that easy.”


  Holden sighed, shaking his head in disgust. “Aren’t you known? You shouldn’t get involved with this.”


  “Known?” He snickered derisively. “The only time I’ve ever been recognized has been by kids who were really into sports. Oh, and a puck bunny.”


  “Puck bunny? Is that what you call groupies?”


  “Yep.”


  “Did you sleep with her?”


  “Does a blowjob count?” he asked with a smile.


  “At least I’m not the only slut in this relationship.”


  “You’re not a slut, you’re a whore. There’s a difference between paid and free.”


  Holden shook his head again, refusing to laugh. “Yeah, about fifty bucks. We done here?”


  “No,” Scott replied, reaching back to snag another slice of bacon from his plate. “You’ve yet to give me a good reason why I can’t come with you.”


  He sighed as he finished lacing up his boots, and realized the truth was just going to have to do here. “You can’t come with me, Scott, because I have no idea what the fuck I’m doing. I’ve hit a dead end, okay? I’m trying to figure out my next move, or at least I was before I got distracted arguing with you.”


  Scott didn’t take the hint to shut up. Did he ever? “So what would Roan do?”


  “I dunno. Probably lion out and scare someone so much they told him everything.”


  “Okay. You can’t lion out, but you’re sure as shit scary sometimes.”


  Holden frowned at him. “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment. But I’d never put myself in Roan-scary territory.” Scott probably thought he’d seen Roan at his worst, but he had no idea. No one had seen Roan closer to the edge of his animal nature than Holden, and Holden wasn’t sure at the time he’d live through the experience. Only he and Roan—and maybe Dylan?—knew how deeply and truly terrifying Roan could be.


  “Okay, so if scare is off the table, what’s the next move?”


  “I told you, I don’t know.” Scott stared at him in a manner that suggested he wouldn’t give up that easy—again, did he ever?—so Holden considered it. “If Roan couldn’t scare anyone into telling him what he wanted to know… I dunno. Knowing him, he’d go back and start at the beginning.”


  “Great! Do that then.”


  Holden glared at him and gave him the shorthand version of the Mandy Pack case, how she may have run off to meet an Internet boyfriend or an Internet predator, how she was cat obsessed, how the mother struck him as creepy and stupid. Scott listened, nodding, and finally said, “What about going to the Church? Yeah, it didn’t work the first time, but if she’s into cats, she’s gonna go there. If she can.”


  “If she can. Also, they know me at the Church. Not as much or as badly as they’ve known Roan, but enough that the shields go up. I don’t feel like butting my head against the wall today.”


  “So why don’t I go in?” Scott suggested. “They don’t know me.”


  Holden shook his head. “Nope. No way.”


  “Why not?”


  “It could be dangerous.”


  Scott stared at him blankly. “More dangerous than a ’roided out two-hundred-and-forty-pound defensemen who just found out you banged his girlfriend?”


  Okay, he had him there. “Probably not.”


  Scott gave him a thumbs-up, and a stoner-riffic “Awesome sauce.” He stood up, stretching before he bent over to snag his jeans from the floor. “Gimme ten minutes, and we can head out.”


  When he disappeared into the bathroom, Holden briefly considered leaving without him but then realized not only would he find him soon enough, he might find him with Grey in tow, and did he really want to deal with the partners in crime? He was better just dealing with one of them.


  On the ride over, Holden showed Scott Mandy’s pictures, both the ones her mother had supplied and the ones from her Facebook page, which showed Mandy with a variety of colored hair rinses. He tried to discuss with Scott how he should best approach this, but Scott cut him off by saying, “I do love cats, or at least one in particular. I have a lion tattoo on my back. What more do you need?”


  He was just full of fair points today. Since when was he so smart? That was just annoying. This was a guy who absolutely loved to smoke a bowl and watch Syfy channel movies—he shouldn’t be this clever. It was not only unfair, it was unnatural.


  Holden parked on the block over from the church so Scott could walk in without the car being spotted, and Holden walked a block in the opposite direction to get to their meeting spot, a coffee shop. They decided Scott had ninety minutes to get in there and find out anything, and then he’d leave for the coffee shop. They’d keep in loose text contact, and they had an emergency word: low. Texted in any context whatsoever, Holden would head over to the Church to run interference or rescue him, whatever was necessary. Scott didn’t think it was necessary, but he agreed to a “safe word” readily enough. Maybe because there was a lot of shorthand he used with his players on the ice, and he knew how handy emergency words could be, whether you used them or not.


  Texting was erratic, so Holden got one of the computers you could rent for an hour and did some surfing. He was tempted to go find some gay porn just to irritate anyone who looked at his screen, but while this neighborhood wasn’t the gay part of town, it was gay adjacent. Someone might like it.


  Scott stayed to the schedule, which was probably the good thing about having a boyfriend who was used to following rules. He texted him when he was in and gave him updates at twenty-minute intervals, more or less. The funniest update Holden received was “Boring.”


  Finally Scott texted he was “out” just a minute or two after the deadline. In advance of his arrival, Holden ordered him a double espresso, as Scott liked to hit the caffeine as hard as he possibly could.


  Finally Scott came in and sat down in the chair across from him, running a hand through his mussed, slightly sweaty hair. He looked at the coffee cup Holden placed in front of him. “For me?”


  “Yeah. So how did it go?”


  Scott slid a piece of paper across the table. “Party tomorrow night at a house on Capitol Hill. They stopped having parties at the Church ’cause they think the cops are staking them out, so they have them in private homes now.”


  Holden picked up the piece of paper. It was basically a strip pulled off a canary yellow flyer, advertising something. But the ad wasn’t important; the important stuff was the address scrawled on the back, along with a phone number. Holden raised an eyebrow at Scott, who greedily slurped his coffee. “So this is one of their infection connections?”


  “So it would seem.”


  “You got digits, I see.”


  “Yep.”


  “You were only there ninety minutes.”


  He smiled proudly and held up one of his arms. “Apparently I’ve got a smokin’ hot bod.” He flexed his arm so his bicep popped. He was generally so lean that the display of his muscles was always kind of a surprise. He was built for speed, not intimidation.


  Holden scowled at him, although actually he was impressed. Scott certainly was a team player—you give him a job to do, and he does it, with no drama. “Roan’s right. You Canucks are nothing but trouble.”


  He grinned, showing teeth that looked perfect, but weren’t. (He had one tooth up front he could remove at will, the replacement of a real tooth taken out by a puck when he was fifteen.) “Suck my health care, capitalist running dog.”


  Holden had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Goddamn it, Scott had been around Roan too much. “I’d tell you to suck something else, but it’d probably get us kicked out of here.”


  Scott’s grin turned lopsided and stoned, silly but somehow sexy. “Save it for the party.”


  Might be a good idea, because yeah, they were going to have to definitely hit this party. Holden wondered what color he should dye his hair this time.


  Scott glanced over at the blue-haired barista and asked, “Should we get something to go for Dylan?”


  Oh yes, they should stop by the hospital to see if Roan had healed from his latest cerebral malfunction. Dylan would probably still be there, as he was the dutiful husband who was dying inside every time Roan got himself hospitalized. He was probably close to being a zombie now.


  That was the one really great thing about not being in a relationship: your heart didn’t break when something happened to your significant other. No other, no pain.


  So what was Holden going to do about Scott? He wasn’t sure yet, and really his head was too full of other shit right now. He’d just have to work that out later.
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  Enjoy Your Worries,

  You May Never Have Them Again


   


  ROAN KNEW it was a bad sign when he regained consciousness to find himself standing on a hospital bed, looking down at a puddle of blood on the floor. Actually, just coming to, looking at a puddle of blood was bad enough on its own; the rest was just weird, bad details.


  He kind of knew what had happened even as his mind insisted on putting it together. His throat hurt, his mouth was tacky with blood, a thrown-over IV stand with trailing tubes was on the other side of the room. His arm was hurting and bleeding from where the IV needles had been ripped out, muscles burning, joints aching like gravity was extra heavy today. His head was pounding like a kettledrum, and he was pretty sure he was about a minute away from throwing up while passing out. So not good.


  The door popped open, and he wasn’t surprised when a drug gun barrel poked through the opening. “Human,” he said quickly, his voice a raspy grumble. “I’m human again. No need to shoot.”


  The door opened a bit more, and he saw the gun wielder was the British cat squad cop from… yesterday? Oh, if he was lucky it was just yesterday. Behind him, Dylan peered over his shoulder and said, “Oh, thank God.” He nudged the Brit aside and came into the room. “Sweetie, are you okay?”


  Roan was going to ask him that, but it seemed redundant. So he carefully sat down on the bed so as not to flash the Brit (stupid paper gowns), and said, “I have no idea. What happened? I mean, how did… it come out?” Officer Monty Python must have known the lion came out in Roan’s body, but he wasn’t sure, and he wasn’t going to confirm it if there was some doubt.


  “I think it may have been my fault,” Dylan admitted, with a sheepish grimace. “The nurse came in to get me out of here, and we had a bit of an argument. Then you started growling, and she thought you were awake, but I saw your eyes and knew we’d only woken up half of you.”


  “No one was hurt?”


  Dylan pointedly looked at Roan’s bleeding arm. “Only you.”


  “How did this happen? Did I rip it out?”


  “Maybe. I wasn’t here to see.”


  Ooh, he really didn’t like that. If the lion could not only use his body but figure out how to pick something up… no way was that good. Lions shouldn’t be able to manipulate things in such a manner.


  The Brit had lowered his weapon and now came in, looking confused. “What happened exactly? I heard the roar from the lobby.”


  “I hate hospitals,” Roan said, as if that explained anything. The way the Brit looked at him, he was thinking the same thing, but he didn’t inquire further.


  Dylan caught him up on things. It had been a day and a half “more or less” (Dyl fudging the amount of time was never good) since the tiger thing, and they didn’t think there was any permanent damage, which, again, wasn’t as good as it initially sounded. A burly male nurse came in to check on him, but rather than get the IV put back in, Roan asked him just to bandage him up so he could get out of here. The nurse gave him an epically disapproving look, a bit easier to take than Dylan’s blistering, scolding glare. Brit boy just looked on, professionally concerned but otherwise neutral. His name was apparently Gareth, but Roan’s cop habit made him refer to him by his last name, Tomlinson. Hell, when he was on the force, he was always McKichan, usually pronounced incorrectly.


  The nurse did bandage him up but said he’d have to talk to the doctor before he could be officially discharged. Roan knew the drill, so he agreed. Dylan told him he should stay and at least get some rest, but he’d brought him a bag containing some clothes anyway, because he was nice like that.


  As for Tomlinson, he told Roan the tiger had turned out to be a seventeen-year-old girl named Sage McHale, who still couldn’t quite believe her friends were dead or that she had transformed into a tiger. She had been Jonathan Dyer’s latest girlfriend—the last of his girlfriends. He was the man who had been torn to pieces by the cats. Perhaps that was cosmic irony or just showed how boundless his stupidity had been. Sage might be charged as an accomplice in the theft of the tiger blood from the lab, but she’d be unlikely to be charged in the deaths, because that was all bad timing. Dyer was infected with tiger blood, but the viral load hadn’t reached the expression stage, as it had with Sage and her lion-infected friend, Gwendolyn George. Which basically meant the women were in viral synch, but the man wasn’t. Perhaps this proved something, but Roan had no idea what.


  The doctor who came in the room was Doctor Rosenberg, which he hadn’t been expecting, so Roan was unable to swallow his groan of disappointment. She asked Dylan to give them a couple of minutes, and even though Roan threw him a pleading look, Dylan left, taking the still curious but acquiescent Tomlinson with him.


  Roan waited for her to open up, but after a minute when she did nothing but sit down, he finally asked, “Are you giving me the silent treatment?”


  “No. I just don’t know what to say.”


  He could actually sympathize. “I’m not dying appreciably faster than last time, am I?”


  “Not that I can tell.” She heaved a heavy sigh. “Look, we’re starting a pilot program over at the university hospital. We have a room that is essentially a loft apartment but will allow for unobtrusive monitoring. I think you should move in temporarily. You wouldn’t stay there all the time, you could come and go as you pleased, you’d just have to sleep there at night and otherwise treat it like your house.”


  “Except Dyl wouldn’t be there.”


  “Would you want him there?”


  A good point. “The lion never came out in my body at Willow Creek. Aren’t we just wasting time?”


  She sighed again, rubbing the center of her forehead like he was giving her a headache. “It’s either this or do fuck nothin’, kiddo.”


  “I swear I’ve heard that before.” Roan looked at the fresh bandage on his arm, now spotted with blood, and had a sudden thought. “Why did I come back?”


  “You asking me, or are you doin’ your thinkin’ out loud thing again?”


  “Thinking out loud.” He looked around, recalling the scene, and almost laughed. “I came back because the lion knew it was trapped and not getting out of this room, so there was no fun to be had. It voluntarily pulled back.”


  Rosenberg just quirked an eyebrow at him. “You buckin’ for a psych eval?”


  “No, I’m just trying to figure this out.”


  She snorted derisively. “Join the fucking club. I’ve been trying to fucking figure you out since I met you.”


  Suddenly Roan understood it. It all clicked into place like puzzle pieces, and he let out a breathless little laugh that might have been a sob if he hadn’t been on such nice drugs. “This is all my fault. When I started changing at will, I opened a door that can’t be closed. I learned to manipulate it. Now it’s learning to manipulate me.”


  Her stare was unrelenting. “Okay, now I know you’re tryin’ for a section eight.”


  “You know it makes sense. Why is this all happening now? Why didn’t it happen earlier?”


  “It could be ’cause you’re older, and the virus has never been known to live this long.”


  She had a point, but it didn’t feel right to him at all. She was not inside his skin, she was not even infected.


  Only he knew what was going on inside his skin. Although, truth be told, he wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on. All he knew was it couldn’t be good.


   


   


  AT LEAST once a day, Holden wondered why the hell he was with Scott. But it was times like these that he knew exactly why.


  In the car, on the way to the party, Scott told him confidently to hang back, that he was going to find Mandy if she was there. Holden asked if he was going to draw her out with his nerdy shirt (for whatever reason, he’d decided to wear a red plaid shirt, all buttoned up—it looked perfectly dorky, especially paired up with old, loose jeans). Scott simply said he knew what he was doing.


  Holden should have known. The reason Scott was the captain of the Falcons, even though there were older and more experienced guys on the team, was because no matter what he played—from hockey to a pickup basketball game with the guys to computer solitaire—he always played to win. He never saw the point of not giving everything you had; as he once told Holden after a game when he was virtually too exhausted to move, “If you don’t leave it all on the ice, what’s the fucking point?” He tackled every competition like it was life or death. It was his own ruthless streak, which resonated with Holden—they had it in common.


  It was a surprisingly well-attended party, with partygoers spilling out on the lawn and enough traffic that Holden was forced to park a block down from the house. Scott told him to let him get in the house before Holden approached, as they’d already agreed to not go as a couple (they were looking for someone, after all, not going as a social call), and Holden agreed, a little annoyed with him doing his bossy team captain bullshit.


  But that dissipated once he realized what Scott was doing. Scott mussed up his hair as he walked down the sidewalk and started unbuttoning his dorky shirt until it was all the way undone by the time he reached the house. He added to that a stoned smile, which he gave to everyone as he casually sauntered up the front walk, giving nods of greeting to people who met his eye, and Holden watched heads turn as Scott walked into the house.


  Scott was cute, but not truly remarkably so, save for his ice-blue eyes. (Oh, maybe he was remarkably cute in a hockey sense, since none of those players were known for their pretty faces.) The scars on his face also detracted from the classically handsome category. But he did have one thing he could use as a tactical advantage, a weapon to win the game, and that was his body. He had a great physique: all that hard-core training gave him a body to die for, and now he was showing off his hard, flat stomach and beautifully sculpted pecs as shamelessly as possible, with the stoned smile making him seem approachable and not at all intimidating. Although it was mostly women looking at him, men looked too, but whether out of attraction or jealousy he couldn’t say. But this game was over and he had won, simply by showing off his remarkable torso. Holden had to laugh. Yeah, Scott did know what he was doing. How could he ever have doubted him? He played to win.


  By the time Holden had gotten up the walk and squeezed through the front door, it was easy to find Scott, as he’d decided to hang out near the guy with the laptop playing DJ, casually posed in a way that suggested he wasn’t posing at all, a red plastic cup full of beer in his hand. The old jeans rode low on his hips, making his chest look even longer than it was and just so beautiful. Holden’s eyes instantly went to that place on his abdomen that was so ticklish Scott laughed every time he kissed or nibbled there. Hell, he could just breathe on it the right way and get a reaction, which Scott claimed not to like so much, but very obviously he did.


  And he had to shake his head to get his thoughts back on track. Goddamn it, Scott was pulling him into his trap too. Damn, he was good. That was the thing about the truly focused—their intensity could trip you up, even when you were expecting it. Holden wasn’t the only one watching him either. In this crowded room, Scott may as well have had a spotlight on him.


  Finally, the first woman got up the confidence to go talk to him, and she was probably one of the prettiest in the house. Not Mandy, but if Scott had been here to pick up a woman, he’d have won the jackpot.


  Holden decided to check out the rest of the house, looking for Mandy on the off chance she didn’t find Scott. Although she’d have to have some powerful will or actually be a lesbian to resist that sex bomb. But there was no harm in being thorough.


  Holden decided that college students lived here, or people who had never quite grown up. The furnishings were sparse, possibly indicative of having moved furniture out of the house in advance of the party, but he saw enough bongs, posters, and “vintage” (the nice way of saying old) clothes to get this was a slightly better-than-average crash pad. The mattress on the floor was the final giveaway. He hadn’t seen Mandy yet, but he’d seen enough het couples making out to feel slightly ill. They had no sense of decency.


  Shouldn’t they have at least thought of the children? Flaunting their sexuality like that. What was the world coming to?


  He found a girl who looked a bit like Mandy from behind but couldn’t have been unless she’d had plastic surgery to lengthen her jaw. That seemed unlikely.


  Holden was in the kitchen when his phone bleeped at him. He and Scott still had their “safe word” system in place, in case one of them got into trouble or spotted Mandy when the other was out of the room. “Low” was still the trouble word, while “goal” meant that Mandy had been spotted. Checking his screen, Holden saw that Scott had just texted “goal.” So it hadn’t taken him long to net the pigeon, had it? This was why Holden never wanted to play any game with him; this bastard would probably win every time and lord it over him.


  Holden had just put his phone back in his pocket and started toward the kitchen door when he heard the gunshots.
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  Berlin


   


  SOME PEOPLE ducked instinctively, right along with Holden, while someone else asked, “Who’s shooting off fireworks?”


  They sounded similar, but once you were actually shot at, it was easy to tell the difference between sounds. Firecrackers had an open sound, while there was something muffled about gunshots, something flat. He could ask Roan why that was, he just might know, but honestly, Holden didn’t care that much.


  People were fleeing into the kitchen as Holden was leaving, so he had to fight the tide, and once he made it to the living room, all was chaos. At least the shots seemed confined to the outside, for the moment. “Out the back!” someone was shouting. “Out the kitchen door!” It took Holden a moment to recognize the voice, maybe because it was so authoritative and butch, but it was Scott, deploying his team captain’s voice. And it was working, judging from the number of people headed that way.


  Holden used the sound to track him and found Scott crouched down in a spot between the end of the couch and the fireplace, holding a girl crouching beside him by the arm. Her hair was a cotton-candy-colored pink shot through with astonishingly ugly swamp-green streaks—unattractive by any measure, but the profile was definitely Mandy’s. She looked a little annoyed that Scott had her by the arm, but she was not only ducked down beside him, it seemed like she was trying to worm her way behind him so she could use him as a human shield. Smart, since he probably would be an adequate shield, despite his general slenderness.


  Holden crouched down beside them, and Mandy gave him a surprisingly snotty look. What, she wanted Scott all to herself? Tough titties. “Are you okay?”


  Scott nodded, looking off toward the door like he expected the gunmen to come storming in. “Yeah. I think all the shooting’s out front.”


  “Who the fuck are you guys?” Mandy demanded. “And let me go, fuckhead.”


  “I’m Scott, and he’s Holden,” Scott told her. “We were hired by your mother to find you.”


  “You were not,” she snapped.


  “Afraid so,” Holden told her. “I’m a private investigator.”


  She made a show of looking him up and down, even though he wasn’t standing, and snorted through her nose in that snotty teenage girls’ way that seemed to say you weren’t anything without saying a single word. She then looked at Scott and said. “Ain’t no fucking way you’re a private investigator.”


  “Nope, I’m a hockey player,” he agreed.


  It was worth it for the look of utter bafflement on her face. “What?”


  Outside, someone was heard to scream “Kitty fuckers!” (there were other things, far less coherent), and Holden guessed this was a drive-by shooting by the cat-hater contingent. The squealing of car tires and a second volley of gunshots seem to confirm this. Scott looked at Holden and asked, “Hate crime?”


  He nodded. “Sounds like it.”


  The sound of the car tires screeching into the distance quickly took over from the gunshots, and the shooting stopped, which was a relief. No one knew better than Holden that he was going to die, but he didn’t want to die at a shitty house party. Better to be killed by a crazed client than that.


  “Would you let me go already?” Mandy complained, trying to yank her arm out of Scott’s grasp. No dice, as he had a grip like a vise, which Holden knew from experience.


  “Not until you agree to come with us.”


  “Oh, so you’re kidnapping me?”


  Holden pulled out his cell phone and called up her mother’s cell phone number on his screen before showing it to Mandy. “Would you like to ask your mom if we’re legit?”


  She scowled, giving him a surprisingly mature and sour look. “No.”


  “Great.” He tucked the phone back in his pocket and said, “So, out the back, everybody?”


  Scott’s eyes narrowed as he studied him. “Shouldn’t we help?”


  “And talk to the cops again? We’ll just get in the way. C’mon, let’s go.” Holden didn’t want to have to point out that if the press got wind of the captain of the Falcons being at an infected house party, his hockey career was done. He probably couldn’t even be shunted to the coach track. He’d be more or less a leper, untouchable, associating with a fringe group even worse than the gays. Now Scott clearly was a danger seeker, he got a high from the thrill, but this would be suicide. There’d be no coming back from this. For Scott’s own good, he was going to have to force the issue and make Scott leave, no matter how much he wanted to be Canadian and help.


  He seemed reluctant, but once Holden stood up and headed back toward the kitchen, he knew Scott would follow. He did, with Mandy complaining all the way. So, she was just like her mother?


  Awesome. This was going to be a fun drive home.


   


   


  MAYBE IT wasn’t a surprise, but confronted with all this new information, Roan found himself wanting to get totally wasted.


  But he had to think clearly, at least for the moment, so he tried to distract himself. He was packing up to leave, wondering how he was going to approach this with Dylan. He was going to tell him and ask him what he thought he should do. To be honest, Roan felt lost at sea here. What was the right move? Was there one? Would it matter either way? He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure he knew anything anymore, beyond the fact that if both he and the lion/virus fought for control of his body, they’d both ultimately lose. But how did you negotiate with a lion? How could he even begin to explain this to a virus?


  It was while he was trying to find something else to think about beyond how fucked he was that he remembered the case he was supposed to be working on for Dee—his dead ex, Ben. Since he was at a hospital, he decided to ask around, see if anyone here happened to know Ben. No, it wasn’t Mercy, but Dee had taught him the medical personnel network was pretty well connected. There was an off chance someone knew him, and it gave him a good excuse for being out of his room and looking for all the world like he was leaving, which he was. The first eight nurses he asked hadn’t heard of the guy, but he got lucky with number nine, a heavyset, chatty woman who was reasonably sure that Ben was once the boyfriend of a nurse currently on surgical rotation. She even told him when the guy, Brent, was coming in, so he could talk to him as soon as he showed up.


  It was obvious right away that Ben had had a type, as Brent was like Dee in the sense that he was mixed race with a dark complexion, as well as willowy of build with delicate facial features. Brent wasn’t quite as immediately riveting as Dee was, but Roan could see the attraction. He didn’t seem to be in a mood to talk, but since he wanted more time to drink his latte, he did.


  It seems Brent had much the same relationship with Ben that Dee did. It was casual, trending toward occasional fuck buddy, and he hadn’t seen him for about a month. But he’d heard from him, as he’d texted him and occasionally sent him a personal message on Facebook. Brent was shocked about Ben’s suicide but thought it might be related to the ex who gave him the clap.


  This was new.


  It seems Ben had hooked up with an ex who was rolling through town (Brent only knew him as Dan), and soon after thought maybe Dan had given him something, so he asked a friend at Mercy to do an STI panel on him. Roan asked why he hadn’t heard about this from anyone, and Brent said as far as he knew, Ben only told him because he wanted to talk to someone, and he knew he could keep a secret. Roan wondered why that was but didn’t ask, because it was irrelevant. Brent wasn’t sure of the lab tech’s name, although when pressed he admitted it could have been Sam. Brent had no idea about Ben’s diagnosis, because he never did call back and tell him. (Ben had self-diagnosed the clap.)


  Roan was pretty sure he’d solved the mystery of Ben’s sudden suicide, but he had to make sure. When Dylan came to pick him up, he asked him if they could make a detour to Mercy Hospital. Dylan gave him that look, the one that said without words he was a crazy and possibly obsessive motherfucker who needed to be slapped back in a rubber room as soon as possible. But he also did it, with just a single labored sigh. At a long stoplight, Dylan turned to him and asked, “Didn’t you want to go to lunch so you could break something to me?”


  “Yeah, but I think I figured out this case. So, let me do this, and we can get back to the depressing reality of things.”


  “So a case is more important than me?”


  Roan looked at him wearily, reaching over to give his thigh a comforting squeeze. “No, never. The case is more important than my fucked-up shit.”


  “Perhaps, but the fucked-up shit never gets any better by ignoring it.”


  “Exactly, which is why I need to put this case to bed.”


  He was driving, so Roan only saw Dylan’s troubled frown in profile. “I’m not sure I followed that.”


  “That’s okay, I’m not sure I did either. These meds ain’t bad.” That was one thing Rosenberg had told him before she left that he thought was both troubling and promising: the drugs may have kept the lion at bay. The lion never seemed to come out when he was on serious painkillers. So if he was constantly fucked up, the lion would never come out? Hmm. It was an intriguing idea and an easy solution. Perhaps too easy, which is why he didn’t completely trust it.


  At Mercy, he identified himself as a private eye, looking into Ben’s death for “loved ones.” Because this implied family and not an ex-boyfriend, it opened some doors. The lab tech named Sam was a woman actually named Samuels, and Roan had to bribe her with a coffee before she’d talk to him.


  Ben had been right about having the clap. But the initial test turned up he had been infected also, which Ben didn’t take well. She ran the test again, just to make sure, since it was such a big deal, and the second test came back negative, indicating that he’d gotten a false positive the first time. But by the time she got that information, Ben was already dead. She felt wracked with guilt over it because she felt it was her fault. He assured her it wasn’t, all the while wondering what would have happened if she’d just run the second test and only bothered to inform him after it came through.


  But that was dodging the main issue, which was the bastard should have waited to kill himself until the second test was done. Could he have been so stupid? So impatient?


  Roan tried to imagine being that Martha Stewart-worshiping, overly orderly guy, and how the thought of a life of infection might have hit him. He worked in medicine, he had to know the reality of this, of what it would mean, and maybe he assumed the worse. Would the thought of being infected be enough to drive him over the edge?


  Yes, of course. Most people would be terrified to find themselves infected. You’d only wish it on your worst enemy, unless you were one of those delusional Church people or a stupid kid who thought being a tiger was cool. Even he had to admit to thoughts of suicide when he was younger, and he might have actually done it as a teen if he hadn’t embraced living to spite everyone else who wanted him gone. He always wanted to make an “it gets better” video to that effect. No, it doesn’t really get better, you just get harder. But you want to stop suffering? Throw it back at them. Live to piss them off every day of your fucking life, by existing in their rarified orbit and refusing to be quiet about what and who you are. It could get you in any number of fights, but it feels good to make them hate you until they’re on the verge of a heart attack. It wouldn’t work for everyone, and there was a good chance his video would not only be removed, but magnetized and sent to Internet hell. But living to annoy others worked for him.


  Anyway, he didn’t think Ben was that type. Could it have really been so stark and so simple? He decided that no life was better than life as an infected? Why not? Many did. Just because Dee was enlightened didn’t mean all his exes were. And being enlightened while being uninfected was a different thing than being enlightened while being an infected. The difference between hearing a gunshot and getting shot.


  When he came back to the car, Dylan, who’d been reading, put his book down as he saw the look on his face. “Bad news?”


  He wasn’t sure how to answer that. “I don’t think Dee’s going to like the answer.”


  Dylan tucked his paperback away in the glove box. “Was he ever going to? His ex-boyfriend is dead. Nothing makes that better.”


  Well, some things were all right in the universe. Dylan was being wise again, which meant things couldn’t be that bad. Or maybe he just wanted to enjoy a nice, normal moment before things stopped being normal for a while. His version of normal.


  Oh, fuck it. No matter how Roan tried to sugarcoat it for himself, he’d never been in the same galaxy as normal, and it seemed to be getting farther away every passing day. It was just, it used to be a good thing. Now he wasn’t so sure anymore.
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  All That Burns Is Burning


   


  IN THE car, Holden was treated to the story of Mandy and her Internet boyfriend in a meandering, compulsive bout of verbal diarrhea that made him want to pull over and put her in the trunk.


  It turned out Internet boyfriend was “like, fat and old” (thirty), and she was pretty disgusted by him, so she took off for the Church the first chance she got. Holden had to repress the urge to gasp dramatically and proclaim, “Someone lied? On the Internet? The police must be informed!” But he didn’t because she might think he was serious.


  Anyway, she found some people at the Church who allowed her to crash at their place, and that brought them up to date. She didn’t know if she was infected or not, but she kind of “hoped so,” and she had hoped to get in on that whole tiger thing, but she never met the right people, and besides, “some kinda shithead kitty fag guy ruined it all.” Holden winced, because she was talking about Roan, and he knew damn well what was coming.


  Scott turned to look back at her and said, “Not only is he a friend of mine, but he’s the guy we work for, so shut your ignorant mouth.”


  She snorted, crossing her arms over her chest. “He’s a fucking traitor.”


  “Say it to his face. If he doesn’t rip your arm off, I will.”


  “Do me a favor,” Holden interjected, before it could get really ugly. “Explain to me how he’s a traitor when he wants to keep people from dying horribly.”


  “’Cause being infected’s fucking awesome,” she explained, with the aggressively bored tone of someone who honestly can’t believe anyone could possibly be as stupid as the person she was talking to. “You become something else! A big cat! That’s fucking cool.”


  Holden shook his head. “You’re an idiot.”


  “Fuck you, old man.”


  “Before you came here, did you know a single infected person?”


  “Duh.”


  “Online doesn’t count.”


  She shifted in her seat, arms tightening even more across her chest. Her lips twisted, but she didn’t allow herself to frown. “Are you infected?” she finally asked.


  “No. But that kitty fag is, and I’ve known him for a while. He’d tell you what a fucking joke it all is.”


  She shot him an evil look in the rearview mirror, but Holden found it easy to ignore. Just like he found her misguided and deeply stupid beliefs easy to understand as well. He was the son of a preacher, after all, and he knew how powerful denial could be. It could trump reality, and the more outrageous the belief, the more reality was helpless against it. You would have thought that shouldn’t be true, but there was no limit to how far a person would push themselves to avoid facing life as it actually was. Life sucked; any belief, no matter how outrageous, was better.


  Scott was lecturing her, but he tuned it out. There was no talking Mandy out of her stupidity, and besides, their job was done. They’d found Mandy. Sure, she’d probably run away from her mother again, possibly before they even reached Sea-Tac, but who cared? They were just hired to find her once.


  He’d be glad to get rid of them both. They could go home and be idiots there. There were enough idiots here as it was. A whole city full of them.


   


   


  ROAN HAD a change of heart and asked Dylan if he minded going home for lunch instead, and he had no problem with the alteration. They picked up some Vietnamese food to go and returned to eat at the breakfast nook and discuss plans. Not that there was much to discuss. Roan just told Dylan what Doctor Rosenberg had told him, about the apartment and what she wanted to do. Dylan’s reaction was the same as his, wondering about the déjà vu of it all.


  Dyl all but refused to make the decision for him, since he felt it was Roan’s decision to make. But Roan just didn’t know what to do anymore. Dylan asked him if he knew what he didn’t want to do, a work-around that was cheap, obvious, and helpful. Roan didn’t want the lion to ever hurt Dylan; he’d never forgive himself if that happened. So Roan thought maybe he could try the monitored apartment for a week. He’d be back here as much as he could during the day, but that would be it. Dylan wasn’t as worried about the lion coming out as Roan was, but he got the sense this was Dyl being Zen—read: fatalistic—about it all. Roan understood it but didn’t like it.


  They had just finished lunch when there was a knock on the door, which caused them to exchange a wary look. “Did we lock the gate?” Roan asked. Suddenly he couldn’t remember if he had or hadn’t. Dylan shrugged, indicating he couldn’t remember either. Goddamn it. It had been a long day—week, year, decade, millennium—so perhaps they could be forgiven an occasional lapse.


  Roan went to the door, actually kind of hoping for a fight, as there was nothing complicated in violence. He knew he could handle it. But a glance through the door’s peephole told him a different kind of fight was on the way.


  He almost didn’t open the door, but then he figured fuck it, and undid the locks as aggressively as he could before throwing open the door. “What?”


  Agent Monica Flores barely raised an eyebrow at that. “That’s a nice greeting.”


  “What the hell are you doing at my house?”


  “You’ve been blocking my calls.”


  “Which would indicate I don’t want to talk to you, so why are you here?”


  She remained stoic and unflappable in the face of his obvious hostility, which just made him more pissed off. She had a manila envelope under her arm, which she pulled out and handed to him. “We’re not enemies, McKichan. I wish you’d stop treating me as such.”


  “What is this, a subpoena?” he asked, opening the envelope and looking at the contents. There was an impressive collection of paper, and Roan recognized the top sheets were standard background check forms. All concerning him. “What the fuck is this? You’ve been checking up on me?”


  “It’s standard procedure,” she said, tapping a piece of paper near the bottom. He scanned the rest of the pages before he came to what she had been indicating, which was a security clearance badge. It had his name on it, but the photo was missing.


  He looked at her in disbelief. Was this an elaborate practical joke? He could see Dee doing this, he really could. Maybe Grey if he was really bored. “Why are you fucking with me? You know I’m just out of the hospital, right?”


  “What’s going on?” Roan sensed Dylan behind him, and he knew Flores made eye contact with him, but from the way her expression remained neutral, he knew Dylan didn’t nod or acknowledge her in any way. He was waiting to see if she was friend or foe.


  “Crimes against infecteds and by infecteds are up across the country,” Flores said, as if that explained anything. “We could use a consultant with genuine field experience, and experience being an infected. Even if you are an… unusual one. But, worst-case scenario, at least we have a consultant who could fight a tiger with their bare hands.”


  “No,” Roan said, trying to hand the papers back. “You can’t conscript me.”


  But she didn’t take them, crossing her arms over her chest to indicate she wasn’t going to take them any time soon. “Think about it. The fact that we’re even thinking about this should give you a good idea how desperate we are. My number’s on there if you want to call.” She gave Dylan a polite nod and turned and stalked away.


  “I already made up my mind!” he shouted after her, but she ignored him. Of course she did. She was just paying him back for his aggressive ignoring of her. He slammed the door like a drama queen, aware that she couldn’t give a shit, and it hardly made him feel better.


  “What the hell is this about?” Dylan asked, starting to sound a little peeved. “Ro?”


  He hastily flipped through the sheaf of papers. There were legal forms in here, rules of conduct, stuff he absolutely had to get Dennis to go over. There was no way they could force the issue, was there? “The FBI wants to bring me in as a consultant on infected cases.”


  Dylan seemed quiet for a long time, so Roan glanced at him from the corner of his eye and saw his jaw had unhinged slightly. He was staring at him in slack-jawed disbelief. Finally, he said, “The FBI? As in the Feds?”


  He nodded, still disbelieving all of this. It had to be a joke. Flores was doing this to needle him. “Yeah. Flores has made me a personal project. I think she’s bored.” And on to his more-than-human status, but Dylan didn’t need to worry about that as well.


  Dylan put a hand on his arm, squeezing gently, just enough to get his attention. “Hon, is this bad news or good news?”


  Roan shook his head and shrugged. Not sure what to tell him. “Pick one. All I know is it’s trouble.” And this was just what he needed more of right now.


  Damn it. If he ever needed proof the universe was out to fuck with him, he had it now.
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  Haunt You


   


  IT WAS going to be a clusterfuck, of that there was no doubt. The only question was how big a clusterfuck.


  Roan wasn’t going to bother Grant Kim’s family with any of this, and although Randi requested to be kept in the loop, he’d spared her from this as well. Mainly he kept this between him, Holden, and Fiona, although even that wasn’t strictly true. He’d told Dylan, and even though Scott had been called up to the Vancouver Canucks, Holden had obviously clued him in, as Richie had called Roan to offer his help (along with Jeff’s, whom he was going to drag into things whether he wanted to be in it or not). Roan told him it might not be the best idea, as what if he was recognized, but that just made him laugh. Only hard-core Falcons fans would know who he was on sight, and the day he was afraid of a bunch of god-squad whack-a-dos (his words) was the day he quit hockey and started selling insurance.


  If he wasn’t up against it, Roan would have turned him down, but he knew Richie and Jeff were intimidating looking (a nose broken several times and a scarred face had that effect) and were more than capable of taking care of themselves, so he agreed to let them help. It was weird enough that he was putting together a security detail for a funeral. But life these days was pretty fucking weird.


  Roan planted a fake burial announcement in the paper, with a real church and a real date listed, but neither one being the actual place, time, and date of the funeral. The Kim family was in on it, so they were able to tell relatives to ignore it, but it was a bluff for some of the crazies to take. He knew there would be leaks of the real location—that was unavoidable—but if he could draw even 20 percent away, that was a fistful of nutbags they wouldn’t have to deal with.


  How Grant Kim, even in death, remained a lightning rod was a bit baffling but also understandable, as he was the embodiment of many fears in one person. He was infected, he had been in a polyamorous relationship, he was Korean, he was of dubious and arguable sexuality. Just as his trial had been a sideshow, his death was too, and it infuriated Roan, enough that he volunteered to run security for free. Considering the problems he was having keeping the lion at bay, this was probably a bad idea. No, it was definitely a bad idea, and he knew it before he even volunteered, but he couldn’t help it. Randi was a friend, and he’d brought Grant in in the first place, so he felt kind of responsible for him. Maybe it would have been best to let the cops hunt him down and kill him in the first place, but Roan had only been trying to help him. Yeah, good intentions paved the way to hell, blah blah blah. You know what the really funny thing was? So did bad intentions. Ultimately, every road led to hell. Churches didn’t tell you this because they didn’t want you to know how futile everything actually was.


  Oh wow. Roan was impressed with his own optimism. With so much sunshine blasting out his ass, how was he not constantly sunburned? Jesus. No wonder one of Dylan’s friends had referred to him as “King Downer.”


  Of course, Holden would just say it was realism. But that was Holden, and Roan was still nervous having him on the security team. Thanks to the religious types he’d grown up with, Holden reveled in picking fights with the true believers, the more self-righteous the better. He made Holden promise to be on his best behavior, but only after the fact did he wonder what Holden considered his “best” behavior and if it had any correlation with what Roan hoped for. He could have pressed him, but with Holden less was usually more in the information department. It was also usually all you got, as Holden liked mind fucking just a bit too much. It also made him an excellent interrogator because he could drive anyone to their breaking point just by being chronically evasive. If the CIA had any sense at all, they’d have snapped him up already.


  And Dylan was nervous for Roan, as he thought he was taking too much on, especially after all that had happened. But he knew Roan had to do this, and wouldn’t forgive himself if he didn’t, so all Dyl could do was be supportive and pretend this wasn’t killing him, even though Roan knew it was. It was killing him too.


  Ultimately these fucking weirdoes should leave the Kims alone and stop making their dead son a symbol of their intolerance, but these idiots had no decency. Roan stopped reading the papers or taking in any news because the more he heard these morons speak, the more he wanted to let Holden go on them, push them until the cops had no choice but to tase and gas bomb the lot of them. Or maybe Roan should just lion out in front of them, show them their worst fears were true, and eat some of the fatter ones before they could run to their cars.


  Okay, no, he couldn’t do that. But damn, that was fun to think about.


  Holden wanted to bring his gun, but since he was a P.I. working under Roan’s aegis, he told him he couldn’t unless he got a legal gun (still with its serial number) and a license to carry it, which led Holden to reply, “Spoil the fun, why don’t you.” He knew Holden could use a gun, but he also knew he’d have no compunction about pulling it and using it. It was funny how Holden could be discreet in all things but busting a cap in someone’s ass.


  Dylan wanted to go with him to the funeral, but if he had to go—and he did; of this there was no question—Roan wanted him to stay with Randi and other members of the Kim family. He’d be there as a mourner, but technically he was on the job as well, and if—when—there was trouble, he didn’t want Dyl in the middle of it. Dylan had been hurt enough because of him, and he didn’t want him hurt anymore. Just being married to him got Dyl honorary martyr of the decade status.


  Much to Connie’s horror, Gordo asked to be included, mainly because retirement was driving him crazy. Roan took him on, because while he was older than the rest of them by far, he was a crusty old bastard as well as an ex-cop, and they were good to have around, if only to handle media fallout.


  With a couple of guys (unisex meaning—technically, it was a man and a woman) from Phil’s security business, the team working the Kim funeral was made up of them, an infected weirdo, a former male prostitute, an ex-cop with a faulty ticker, a part-time dominatrix, and a couple of minor-league hockey players. It sounded like the setup to the world’s worst joke, but Roan actually felt like they had a good shot at coming out of this okay. After all, expectations for such a ragtag unit would be super low, and if it didn’t end in a massacre, they’d look like heroes.


  There was a chance he’d be followed, Roan knew that. Media scrutiny of him was up again for no good reason (okay, that was a lie—it was a slow news cycle, and all anyone had to do was watch YouTube videos of him to start wondering about him anew), so he had Gordo, Fiona, and the guys from Phil’s outfit (Hannah and Greg, respectively) do some sweeps of the cemetery grounds while he and Holden escorted the Kim family to the funeral. Holden accused him of not sending him on the advance team because he was afraid he’d start some shit, which Roan denied, but it was a 100 percent true. Again, religious zealots were Holden’s sweet spot, the people he most loved to fuck with, and Roan didn’t see him resisting the temptation. Not that he blamed him in the least—the super-repressed were always fun to fuck with—but this was not the day for that. The Kims wanted to have a modicum of dignity, and just because he and Holden were deficient in that arena, it didn’t mean they could deprive them of that.


  There were some protestors there, a small clot of the truly disgusting (the “God hates fags/God hates cats” crowd) against the moderately disgusting (“Infection is a punishment for your sins”). But it wasn’t nearly as bad as Roan had anticipated, suggesting many had taken the bait of the fake funeral announcement. Whenever they got close to the protestors, Holden would blow kisses at them and bat his eyes seductively, which made one of the “God hates fags” guys turn so red in the face that Roan was sure he was going to go Scanners and explode all over the parking lot. Which was so fucking hilarious he couldn’t keep from laughing. This infuriated God guy more and just encouraged Holden, leading him to make “call me sometime” gestures. Even though he was dangerous as all fuck, Roan knew this was why he’d hired Holden in the first place. He didn’t run from confrontation either; he egged it on as much as Roan did, leaving the shrinking-violet stuff to people who didn’t like to fight. He was a partner in crime, in more than one sense of the term.


  It really looked like they were going to get out of this unscathed. The funeral was quiet and dignified, somber enough that even the protestors on the fringe didn’t ruin it. The day was blindingly clear but bitingly cold, and the cemetery was in a quiet, green section of town well outside Seattle proper, although if you walked to its highest hill you could see the gleam of Puget Sound on the horizon. Birds sang in the mountain ash closest to the gravesite, and the Unitarian minister had the hushed voice of a librarian with laryngitis. For a very long moment, it was tranquil and almost beautiful.


  Then Roan noticed that the silver Honda Accord had returned.


  A few minutes ago it had turned around in the parking lot and driven deeper into the cemetery, but now it was back. There were several reasons why this could have happened. This wasn’t the only funeral taking place, and the cemetery took advantage of its limited space by making the roads that wound through a tangled skein more complicated than they should have been. Could even have been a looky-loo, those wonderful voyeurs who came out of the woodwork when you least expected it. But Roan really didn’t like the dark tinted windows that didn’t allow him to see what was going on inside.


  He pulled out his two-way radio and said, “Gord, you got eyes on the Accord?” Roan was standing with his back to the mourners, in the most open and visible spot, making him the easiest and juiciest target of the bunch, a deliberate choice. Holden had tried to argue him out of it, but Roan knew wherever he was, he would be the most obvious target. Putting himself out in the open seemed like tempting fate, but it actually gave him a significant advantage, as he’d see any attack coming. If he were in a more secluded spot that might not necessarily be true. This leveled the playing field.


  “I can see it, yeah,” Gordo replied, grumpy as always. You knew something was wrong when he wasn’t grumpy. “What, it set off your spidey sense?”


  “You know very well I’m Batman, which would make it echolocation.” At some point, he’d passed through his annoyance at the cops calling him Batman and now made jokes about it. Perhaps it was passive-aggressive. “Either way, yes. Can you get close without getting noticed?”


  “No fucking clue. Those windows are definitely illegal. There’s a tint limit.”


  “So write them a ticket.”


  It was then that the Accord shifted—its engine had never been turned off—and started driving out of the lot again. Only as it was going past, a window in the back had started coming down, and Roan knew someone was pointing a gun at him.


  Several thoughts and impulses hit him at once. He was actually pretty certain he could dodge the shot, but then he remembered the mourners were behind him. He was going to have to take the hit and hope they weren’t skilled or lucky enough to get a head shot. So he presented himself to the bullet even before he heard the hollow pop of gunfire, and braced himself for the hit as he pulled out his SIG Sauer and returned fire.


  Only later, viewing footage someone had taken with their camera phone, would Roan realize that he’d fired within the same second as the gunman in the car. (Holden would bust out the ten-dollar word “preternatural” for that.)


  The bullet hit him like a supercharged fist in the right side of his chest, knocking the wind out of him, while he simultaneously heard glass breaking and someone’s surprised yelp as screams erupted behind him. There was a second shot, but so muffled it was clearly confined to the car itself as it accelerated away, sounding like a leaf blower on overdrive. Roan imagined that if he hadn’t been winded by the shot, he still might have been able to catch it. It was only a Honda, after all.


  “Oh my God,” Dylan exclaimed, coming up beside him and grabbing his arm to steady him. “Are you all right? Are you hit?”


  “I’m okay,” he told him through gritted teeth. “I’m wearing a vest.” Not everybody had agreed to wear the bulletproof vest—Gordo hated them on general principal, neither Jeff nor Richie could imagine why they’d have to wear them, and Fiona found the biggest one they had still squished her boobs way too much—but Roan had done it for both Dyl’s peace of mind and the fact that he was making himself such a blatant target.


  Gordo came jogging up, his gun out. “You okay?”


  Roan just gave him a thumbs-up, trying to swallow back the growl that wanted to erupt from his throat. Even a minor pain like this was enough to set the lion off. Grumpy bastard.


  Holden came up at a leisurely pace, holding out his iPhone. “License plate, anyone?”


  Gordo plucked it from his hand as he called the cops on his own cell. “Jenny? Hey, yeah, Sikorski, I need you to get an APB out for me…”


  Holden gave Roan a curious look. “Couldn’t Matrix that one, Neo?”


  Dylan shot him an accusing look. “What?”


  Roan just shook his head. “Not the time or place.” To be honest, Holden knew too goddamn much about his abilities, but there was no help for it now. At least he kept secrets like a concrete-sealed vault. He looked at Dyl and asked him, “Can you calm them down? It’s over.”


  He was referring to the funeral party, and from Dylan’s deep frown, he knew Roan was trying to distract him. But he was too kindhearted not to, so he turned and started reassuring everyone as Richie and Jeff converged, followed by Fiona, Hannah, and Greg.


  “Ever feel like we’re a bargain-bin Avengers?” Holden wondered.


  Roan rubbed his chest under the vest. He might have cracked a rib, which would be easy to heal if he partially transformed later, but the big-ass bruise would probably be his constant companion for the next week. “All the time,” he said, wondering how many painkillers he had in his pocket.


  “Motherfucker,” Jeff said. “A drive-by at a funeral? Have they got no fuckin’ respect?” It was a rhetorical question, as before anyone could point out that respect was lost long ago—or had never quite existed—in this Fox News era of “the infected menace,” Jeff noticed the protestors were only now warily peeling themselves off the ground. “You wanna take him on now, huh?” Jeff barked at them.


  “Is this the second time we’ve seen you shot?” Richie asked, scratching his head.


  Oh wow—it was. “At least I have a vest on this time,” Roan said.


  Richie shrugged. “Wouldn’t have helped you last time.”


  True enough.


  “Oh shit, Roan,” Fiona said. “Three o’clock.”


  He looked up quickly but saw nothing at three o’clock, so he quickly scanned the parking lot and saw what Fi must have been referring to. Leaning on a blue rental sedan in the parking lot, arms crossed over her chest, was FBI Agent Monica Flores, her eyebrows raised like she was waiting for him to answer a question.


  Goddamn it. Well, at least this didn’t make it that much worse. She already thought he was a freak. So if it was confirmed, so what? He was already screwed. The best he could hope for was the FBI saw no use for him.


  Yeah, right—and he was a cute little kitty cat.


  


  2

  Aegis


   


  DEE AND Shep arrived about five minutes ahead of the cops and eight ahead of the press. Since Roan had no idea who called an ambulance, he wondered who had tipped them off. Probably Flores.


  Roan had to wave them away; he didn’t need medical attention, all he needed was a couple of Vicodin, which he washed down with a bottle of water from the car. Some people did need help, mostly mourners who got flustered and overwhelmed after the shooting. Nothing major beyond an asthma attack and heart palpitations, but at least it kept Dee from bugging him. Dylan sat with him in the car for a long moment of quiet, watching as cops, media, protestors, mourners, and his security team jostled and milled about in pseudo-Brownian motion. In a weird bit of irony, Richie was having to hold Holden back from going medieval on someone’s ass. It was kind of nice to be watching it and not participating in it.


  He also knew Agent Flores was still watching but hadn’t gotten involved. Probably because she was here to keep an eye on him, not participate in a melee.


  Finally, after many seconds of welcome silence, Dylan turned to him and said, “I’m not used to it. I knew I had to get used to people trying to kill you, but I can’t. How do I deal with this?”


  “They might not have been shooting at me,” Roan offered.


  Dylan glared at him, giving him that special “fuck you” stare that could only come from someone who had lived with you too long to just accept your bullshit. Roan had to shrug. “Okay, they were probably aiming for me. But I knew they would be gunning for me, and I was prepared. They didn’t hurt me.”


  “Really?”


  “A bruise doesn’t count, no matter how bad it is.”


  Dylan looked skeptical but didn’t have enough ammunition at that moment to counter. Before he could think up something, Roan asked, “Could you tell them to break it up once I get their attention?”


  He gave Roan a curious look. “What are you going to do?”


  “Get their attention.” At Dylan’s death stare, he added, “In the most ill-advised manner possible. But it’s safer than a gunshot.”


  “Do you really think we can’t use something else?”


  “Look at them,” he said, nodding toward the rearview mirror. “You think yelling ‘break it up’ is really going to do it?”


  He looked for a long moment before sighing. “I guess not.”


  Roan popped open the door and said, “Be as mean as you hafta.” He meant toward him as well as the crowd, but he just assumed Dyl knew that. He stood, eyes briefly closed, summoning up his rage at these idiots who were content to disrupt the funeral of a man they didn’t know in order to harass a family for having the gall to have an infected son, and he screamed. Except it wasn’t a scream, it was a roar, one ripped from the pit of his stomach and vomited toward the crowd, loud enough to make Roan’s ears hurt.


  The melee did stop, as some screamed, some yelped, and one of the female protestors near the back fainted dead away on the lawn. Roan even noticed, out of the corner of his eye, Dylan flinch involuntarily, but that may have been due to the noise level alone.


  Finished, Roan turned away, mainly to physically pop his jaw back in, as he’d somehow dislocated it during the roar. It clicked back into place, but fuck did it hurt, and on top of that he had to swallow back the blood welling in his mouth. Of course, he’d ripped the shit out of his throat, and it hurt too, but considering his vocal cords had to shift shape and he was trying to force them back again, there was no way it couldn’t hurt. He turned his back on them so they couldn’t see him wince.


  “The funeral is over,” Dylan announced, in his sternest bartender voice. “Why don’t we all go home before the SWAT shows up and tear gasses us all, huh? You’ve proven you’re dickfaces, which is what I assume your message was. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Unless you’re into handcuffs, then knock yourself out.” Dylan returned to the car, climbing in and slamming the door, and Roan waited until he was sure that there was no pain on his face for Dylan to see as he sank back into the passenger seat. In the rearview mirror, he saw stunned people slowly start to break up and drift away. Even through the car’s natural buffering and the ringing in his ears, he heard someone say, “I didn’t think he could actually do that. I thought someone just dubbed that in later.”


  Who would sweeten his YouTube videos? Did they think he was doing that? Why? He hated those fucking things. Roan felt his head throbbing like an open wound and popped another pain pill, aware that it probably wouldn’t help much.


  Dylan gave him a concerned look as Roan wiped the blood off his face. “You okay? That one sounded especially painful.”


  “I think I misjudged my own level of anger,” he admitted. He could blame the drugs, but that wasn’t true and Roan knew it. He thought he was prepared for this nonsense, he thought he took nothing personally or had at least resigned himself to the fact that these people were going to be horrible, but apparently that was harder than he thought.


  Dylan rubbed his shoulder in a comforting manner. “If it’s anything, I’m a Buddhist, and I fucking hate every single one of them.”


  “That does make me feel a little better.” He smiled weakly at him and then leaned his head on Dylan’s shoulder as he started the car. What a terrible thing it was to be the anchor, the only person capable of keeping another’s feet on the ground. Roan was terribly sorry he had ever put Dylan in that position.


   


   


  WHEN THEY got home, they found the machine was full of messages.


  Roan meticulously started erasing them. He’d listen to the first couple of words, only confirming they were calls from haters— “Fucking faggot” and “Fucking cat” were the top two choices of the haters, not even bothering with “Hello”—before erasing them. One phone call was from Dee, pre-funeral, warning him not to “lion out” as people with cameras might find the burial plot (yeah, he knew that), and the rest haters, until he came to a weird, stumbling one.


  “Umm… yeah, hi… Roan. I don’t know if you remember me. Collin? Collin Deering? I was… um, I found that copy of Future Shock you were in, I came across it on the Internet…. holy shit, guy, you haven’t aged that much, have you? And the freak T-shirt… you’re still punk rock after all this time. I don’t know how you managed that. I’m a little too soft for it now, I think. Umm… I don’t know if there was much of a point here. I guess I just wanted to say hi, and… um, if you ever wanted to go get beer, catch up, I’d be cool with that. I live in Queen Anne, although, since you’re a detective now, I guess you could find that out yourself. Umm… yeah. Glad you made it, dude. Feel free to call me or whatever. So… yeah. Bye.”


  Dylan, who had been making tea, paused to give Roan a curious look. “He didn’t sound nervous.” At the look on Roan’s face, he raised an eyebrow. “Who the hell was that?”


  The drugs had actually cushioned the shock, but some of it still got through. He had no choice now but to tell Dylan as he pulled out his laptop. He’d never Googled him, but now he was curious why he never had. “Remember how I said my first sexual experience was with a straight guy?”


  “Yeah?” The moment stretched out, and he knew when Dylan got it, because the surprise registered on his face. “Holy shit, that was him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You Googling him?”


  “Yep.”


  “You never did that before?”


  “No. I don’t see the point in Googling people I’m not hired to find. If I wanted to know them, I’d know them.”


  Dylan poured a cup of tea before answering. “I don’t know if that’s brilliantly Zen or just antiquated.”


  “Love you too, hon.” Google coughed up a couple of Collin Deerings, but he found him pretty quickly. He did live in Queen Anne, and he worked there too, as he was a couples therapist now. (Ha! Went into the family business after all.) He also found an old wedding announcement, stating he got married to a Doctor (of course) Diana Edwards ten years ago. They had two kids.


  Dylan joined him on the sofa and had a peek, taking a closer look at the photo. “I see what he means by getting soft,” Dylan said. “But he’s not bad looking. Was he hot as a teenager?”


  Current Collin appeared to be a bit doughy and twenty pounds overweight, with a very conventional haircut (his hair just starting to thin), but there was some of the teen he had been still visible in his deep-set, sleepy eyes and slightly cleft chin. “I never really thought of him that way. He was a friend, probably one of the few friends I had around that time of my life. He wasn’t ugly.”


  “But you’ve never wondered about him since then? Ever?”


  Roan wasn’t sure how to answer that and not seem like a total jackass. “I wasn’t sure he’d welcome any attention from me. I mean, we didn’t part in a bad way, but the whole thing was kind of weird. I mean, we’d been friends, and he was straight, so… it kind of caught us both off guard.” He didn’t even think about it much, it was so strange. Frankly, if you told him it had been a pot-based hallucination, Roan would have been willing to buy that.


  “Should we invite him to Quote/Unquote?” Dylan suggested, with a polite smile.


  That was the name of a big art show originating from the Met about gay artists in and out of the closet, past and current, that would be touring museums around the country, and Dylan had managed to get a piece in it. Admittedly, he wasn’t making much off the gig, but the weirdest thing about it was Dylan’s submission was one of the body painting portraits of him. Roan took comfort in the fact that you couldn’t see his face, and most people who hadn’t slept with him or been his doctor at some point wouldn’t recognize his torso. Besides, it was mostly gay slurs painted on his skin, but they looked like blood or flayed skin, although Roan’s tattoos were still visible in the background, perhaps suggesting a deeper meaning. Roan thought it was still too direct and on the nose—Dyl was usually more abstract than that—but Dylan told him, “The museum types eat this up. It makes them feel edgy.” Dylan’s cynicism was proven correct. But Roan had to admit the idea of a picture of his upper body touring the country was fucking hilarious.


  “Yeah, that would be awesome. Me loaded and trying very hard not to make a scene, while the guy who had one gay slip with me and his wife are not five feet away, also trying not to be awkward. That’ll be so much fun. I just might hang myself with a rope made of braided napkins.”


  “Aww. Nice touch with the braid. Very gay,” Dylan told him, patting him on the back.


  Roan looked at him with a frown. “No one likes a sarcastic bastard, Dyl.”


  “Well, I do.” He paused briefly. “Obviously.”


  Ouch. Before Roan could think up a good reply, his phone rang. He wasn’t going to answer, but a quick look confirmed it was Seb. With a sigh, he picked up the receiver. “Yeah, I know, I gotta give an official statement—”


  “Fuck the statement,” Seb snapped, the tension in his voice underlined by the scream of a police siren in the background. “We’ve got multiple reports of a cat loose in the Briar Woods neighborhood, about five miles or so away from you, off Blackburn Road. We’re en route, as are SWAT, but you can probably beat us there.”


  Oh yes. No matter that he felt he’d done his good deed for the day, the day wasn’t over yet. “Fine, yeah, I’ll get going. Anything else I should know?” There was too much tension in Seb’s voice for that to be all. There had to be something else making him sound like he was about to lose it.


  “It was spotted outside a day care,” he replied.


  “Oh, fuck me,” Roan exclaimed, standing up so quickly Dyl had to sit back on the couch to get out of the way. “I’m gone.”


  “Do what you have to do, just do it fast,” Seb said before hanging up. No good-byes were necessary here; it was just wasting time.


  “What’s going on?” Dylan asked, alarmed.


  “Big cat loose near a day care.” Getting up so fast tweaked his ribs, and he couldn’t help but hiss at the pain. Still, it was good—that pain could fuel his rage, bring out the lion. What a weird turn his life had taken. Now pain was finally of use to him.


  Dylan gasped, his eyes full of horror. “Oh God. Go, get out of here.”


  He didn’t need to tell him twice. Roan was glad he hadn’t yet taken off his coat, as that saved him a couple of seconds. He went out to the garage and grabbed his bike, not only for speed, but because he was sure he could illegally cut through a back pasture off Crescent Road, saving a couple of minutes of drive time. Impossible in a car, easy on a motorcycle.


  The trip was just long enough to make him imagine terrible scenarios in his head, even though he knew the question wasn’t why this was happening, but why this hadn’t happened before. (It had in at least one other state that he knew of, an ugly scene in Alabama, but that was the only one he was aware of. There were probably more that had escaped his notice.)


  Blackburn Road was a cul-de-sac, with five vaguely similar houses spread out in a mimic of a suburban neighborhood, but the overgrown and tree-ridden lot at the end of the cul-de-sac betrayed its more rural roots. He knew from experience this little piece of woods went on for about a third of a mile, before ending at someone’s pasture. It was perfect for a cat that wanted to get out and stretch its legs.


  And the house that also functioned as a day care center abutted the woods. Son of a bitch.


  He hadn’t even pulled up in front of the house before he smelled blood on the wind, and he was growling before he punted the kickstand and turned the engine off. He waited until he was standing before he roared a challenge, the act making his ribs ache fiercely, which in turn made his roar that much more challenging. It was a self-perpetuating cycle and one he intended to make work for him.


  If he wasn’t too late. And he had a gnawing feeling in his gut that he was.


  


  3

  Dead City


   


  THE FACT that there was no immediate response was either a good sign or an incredibly bad one. Roan knew he’d have to investigate further to figure out. He’d dislocated his jaw roaring, which he hadn’t realized until he prepared to talk. He had to grab his lower jaw and forcefully snap it back into place, which hurt like fuck. No matter that he had done it about a hundred times before, he never seemed to get used to it. Roan wondered why he hadn’t by now and then wondered if he should worry if he ever did.


  He walked up to the closed front door and knocked on it. “Anyone inside? I’m with the police department.” Absolutely true—he didn’t identify himself as a police officer, he just said he worked for the department. Roan could smell blood through the door and knew he had no choice but to force his way in. With the pain from his relocated jaw and cracked rib reverberating through him, he took the door down with a single kick, shattering part of the jamb and sending it leaning drunkenly at an angle, held up by a single hinge. Where the jamb broke, it suggested the deadbolt had still been engaged. You’d think locked from the inside was good, but since he smelled blood, it wasn’t, and he could feel a puff of outside air billowing through the house. The cat got in or out some way.


  Roan found the first victim in the kitchen, where arterial blood was splashed across the white walls and pooled on the tile floor beneath a woman whose head was attached to her shoulders by the merest strands of sinew and bone. The kitchen door was smashed open. So that was how the cat got out of the house… meaning it was in the house, then escaped. How the fuck had that happened?


  Roan sniffed the air, trying to parse scents, and did his best to ignore the children’s toys scattered around the living room. He found the next body, a man, in the hallway, his face and chest torn to a hamburger-like consistency. His right arm was nearly severed at the elbow.


  Roan didn’t find any children until he got to the bedrooms, and then he found a young teenage boy, facedown on the carpet in a dark pool of blood. He never bothered to check for a pulse, because there was no point. These people reeked of death.


  But something was gnawing at him, and it took him a moment to realize what it was. The hairs were standing up on the back of his neck, and he caught himself making a low growl, but it wasn’t the angry kind—it was the hungry kind. Someone was alive in this house, and he wasn’t sure how he knew that. It was the smell, of course. Yes, the air was full of fear, but some of it tasted different, and he realized that was because it was fresher, coming from a source that was still living. The lion/his subconscious picked it up before he ever did. Now that kind of bothered him.


  He followed the scent of fresh fear to a corner bedroom, which probably belonged to a girl, judging by the amount of pink frills and unicorns, as well as a poster of a female soccer player. (Although it was possible it was a boy, if his parents were open-minded.) There were claw marks in the carpet and the closet door, as if the cat had spent some time digging there. Why? Well, the answer was obvious.


  It was an act of will to get himself to stop growling and remember how to speak. But eventually he did. “I’m Roan McKichan, I work with the police department. The cat is gone, you’re safe.”


  After a moment, there was a rustling in the closet, and the door edged open, as if it was difficult for the person inside to open it. Roan went over to help and found out that the closet door had been knocked off track. It was possible that was why the cat couldn’t get in, and it had probably done it to begin with. That was either irony or a warning about impatience, depending on your point of view.


  Roan picked up the closet door and set it aside and discovered an eight-year-old girl in what looked to be Spongebob Squarepants pajamas sitting on the floor, her brown hair a tangled mess. She looked up at him with the thousand-yard stare of shock he knew all too well. “He killed them all, didn’t he?” the girl asked, her face dirty with tear tracks.


  There was no lying to her, not when she’d probably heard it all. “It looks that way. How many people were in the house?”


  She wiped away the tears with her arm before she replied. “I dunno. My parents, my brother. And Brian too.”


  Just the fact that she separated him out meant he was different. “Who’s Brian?”


  “My other brother.”


  “He’s infected?” There were few other reasons why she would have separated him from the family list.


  She shrugged and shook her head at the same time. “I dunno. Mom said he was sick, but she didn’t say what he had.”


  So something had gone wrong. Maybe he changed ahead of schedule… but still, that took hours. How would they not know something was wrong? It was a puzzle but not one he had time to work out now. At least there was the small blessing of the day care part of the house not being open today.


  Roan helped her stand, as she seemed shaky on her feet. “I thought I heard a roar not too long ago.”


  “A sound I play to attract loose cats to me.”


  “Didn’t sound like a recording.”


  Damn, she was good. But she was also tired and scared, so she didn’t offer any resistance when he picked her up. The reason for this was twofold—to keep her from walking in the blood and to try to shield her from seeing her dead family as much as humanly possible. “What’s your name?”


  “Kara.”


  “Okay, Kara, I need you to do something for me, okay? I need you to close your eyes and keep them closed until we’re outside. Can you do that?”


  It seemed to take a moment for her to understand, and even then Roan thought she might protest or ask why, but the moment seemed to pass, and she just nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck. As soon as he was sure she had her eyes closed, he walked out into the hall. In a futile attempt to cover up the squelching of his boots on the blood-soaked carpet, he asked her, “You, your mom and dad and two brothers were the only people in the house, right?”


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  “Okay, good. That simplifies things.” It also lowered the body count, but again, that was something she didn’t need to know.


  “Are you gonna kill him?” she asked, just as Roan reached the front door.


  The question surprised him a little but not much, as she seemed surprisingly on the ball for a trauma victim. It probably hadn’t truly sunk in yet. “Brian? No, not if I can help it. I’m going to try and capture him. You can open your eyes now.”


  She sniffed and rubbed her eyes, looking around the front yard like it was an alien landscape. Up the street, Roan thought he spied an elderly man lurking in the shadows of his porch. There were probably more people watching behind the safety of closed windows and locked doors; he could feel their eyes, like needles sliding under his skin.


  A small blue Nissan came speeding down the cul-de-sac, pulling to a sudden stop at the curb in front of the house. Roan was afraid it was a distraught relative, or worse yet, press, when a surprising figure scrambled out of the driver’s seat, shrugging on a claw-resistant vest and shouldering a drug gun. It was Gareth, the British cat-squad cop—or, as Holden called him, Crumpet. Which was maddening, as now that was the first thing Roan thought of when he saw him. It was an effort of will to call him Gareth and not Crumpet. It wasn’t right at all, and damn Holden for telling him that.


  “Since when are you solo?” Roan asked.


  “I live on Howerdale Road,” he replied. That was a street only two miles down from Roan’s house. “It’s technically my day off, but my commander called and told me what was going on. He thought I could get here quicker.”


  “Good thought,” he said, as he put Kara down. “Kara, this is Officer Gareth Tomlinson, he’s with the cat squad. Gareth, can you look after her? The cat’s taken off, and I want to track it down before any more damage is done.”


  Roan would have sworn his expression fell, but he was fast to assume a poker face. “You’ll need backup.”


  “No, I won’t. It’s a panther by the smell. The day I can’t handle a panther with one hand tied behind my back is the day I give up my king of the jungle status.”


  Gareth grimaced, but he couldn’t think of any logical counter to his argument. After all, he’d been there when Roan fought the tiger. As a sop to him, Roan added, “When the rest of the crew shows up, you can track me if I’m not back yet, okay?”


  “Sure,” he replied, pretending he wasn’t secretly relieved. But he hadn’t quite mastered a poker face just yet. Roan badly wanted to ask him why the man-crush, but truth be told, he didn’t care why. It was mostly flattering, except when it was annoying, like now. Still, if it kept him here, looking after Kara, he was good with it.


  Roan headed for the fence and opened the gate into the backyard. It had a few scattered toys and a small, rusting swing set but not much else. The cat had cut itself smashing through the glass, so he picked up the scent of its blood right away and followed it over the fence and into the scrub woods.


  There were discarded malt liquor bottles, cigarette butts, and condoms, suggesting the semisuburban teenagers had found themselves a make-out spot. Despite this, he could find the thread of blood quite easily and raced off through the trees, his mind slowly submerging beneath muscle memory, the lion starting to rear its head.


  The woods dwindled to a few pathetic trees and then to nothingness in a construction site, where the skeletal outline of a prefab house sat nestled between finished models.


  Blood suddenly hit his nose, thick and sharp and acrid with chemicals, and Roan knew what had happened before he heard the wet noises and the crunch of bone between teeth.


  The snarl deep in his throat just happened, he hadn’t realized it was coming out until it did, and he heard a responding territorial growl before he came around the shell of the building and saw the small panther chowing down on a man’s torso, right next to a fallen tangle of stripped wire.


  A tweaker had picked the absolute wrong time and wrong place to try and steal some copper from the construction site. He was so fucked up—judging from the chemical fire that was his bloodstream—he probably didn’t even notice the cat until it was on him.


  The panther growled at him, and Roan roared, holding back the surging lion with an extreme effort of will. The panther looked confused, its ears plastering down to its skull, and it actually did something smart: it started to run.


  But the lion wasn’t as submerged as he’d hoped, because before Roan realized what he’d done, he’d jumped on top of the fleeing panther and held it up by its throat, its claws desperately flailing in the air, trying to reach him. Roan felt the urge to sink his teeth into its neck, fill his mouth with blood, but he had enough presence of mind still to fling the cat away.


  Most cats landed on their feet, but Roan had thrown the panther with more force than either of them anticipated, and it hit and went through an unfinished wall. Roan found himself gritting his teeth against the urge to jump after the cat and finish it off, but he hoped it didn’t run, because then it might be impossible to hold the lion back.


  But it didn’t run. It couldn’t, as it was unconscious and bleeding from the nose. At least it was still alive, although for a moment Roan wondered if he should spare it the pain that was to come by just killing it. It wouldn’t take anything to break its neck, especially now, and it would save it from the media circus and familial pain inflicted on everyone in Grant Kim’s orbit. And this would be ugly. For a single moment, he felt psychic, because he could envision the shitstorm to come. It was probably starting now and would blossom to consume so many things.


  Hadn’t he promised Kara to bring her brother back alive? But who cared really? It was a promise to a child, one he knew he might break while making it. If she had any concept of what Brian was in for, she might wish him dead.


  Ultimately, the lion made up his mind for him. The lion wanted to sink its teeth in, rip out its jugular, end it in a few brutal seconds, and Roan decided he couldn’t give in to his baser impulses, even if it might turn out to be the kinder thing. Did he know for sure it was? Brian deserved to have some choice in the matter.


  He picked the cat up and threw it over his shoulder as a deep pain started radiating from his jaw. It felt like someone had slammed red-hot spikes in his bone marrow, and now it was spreading throughout his body. Right now it was concentrated in his head, but it was starting to trickle down into his torso, settling in his thighs. It wasn’t a coincidence: when he didn’t let the lion out, he hurt more. The lion had learned to hurt him from within somehow. The fucking bastard.


  But Roan was prepared. Now, in case of genuine emergencies, he carried a hypodermic needle full of quality grade Fentanyl. Some people carried EpiPens for their allergies, and this was his version. His antidote for the lion. Oh, if only.


  He didn’t even need to find a vein, because the lion was so close to the surface, and his arms were twitching with muscles waiting to change, waiting to break his bones and snap into a more natural configuration. He stuck the needle into a swollen, corded vein on his arm and waited for the lion’s rage to hit like a two-by-four between the eyes.


  It did, as it always did, but he was already moving, using activity to distract from it all, and he spit the sour taste of his own blood from his mouth as he disappeared into the scrub of trees. There was no need to call a meat wagon for the tweaker; he’d just tell the guys gathered at the day care. It wasn’t that long a journey from there to here.


  The painkiller kicked in slow, but he felt it coming on, a warm wave that was almost orgasmic and seemed to separate him from his body sinew by sinew. He was really good with that.


  Roan was in sight of the day care’s fence when Crumpet came up to him, his gun hefted over his shoulder. “I was just coming for you,” he said needlessly, but his accent made it charming. “I see you got him.”


  “Yeah, no problem. But you might want to go inform the medicos we have a body at a construction site just a stone’s throw from here.”


  Crumpet looked as stricken as Roan expected him to, and Roan noticed there was a thin filament of black surrounding Gareth’s iris. The drugs were kicking in big-time, and save for a few needles in his bloodstream, he felt fucking fantastic.


  “Bloody hell. It just doesn’t stop, does it?”


  “It never stops. This will go on until the heat death of the universe. Until there’s nothing left to kill.”


  Now Crumpet frowned and seemed to scrutinize his face, as if aware that was a fucking weird response from anybody, even him. “Are you all right?” he finally asked.


  Roan snorted a laugh. “I’m fan-fucking-tastic. Just cynical as all fuck.”


  “Are you sure that’s all?”


  Before Roan could even think up a response, he heard Seb yell, from behind the fence, “You got him, or do we need to put out an APB on the cat?”


  “I got him,” Roan shouted back. He started trudging toward the fence, and Crumpet followed. Roan did find himself wondering what he would have said to Gareth if Seb hadn’t interrupted. Because when he felt this good, he did have a tendency to blather, to say things without ever intending to say them.


  He was going to have to thank Seb later, buy him a beer. Because some things were just better left unsaid.


  


  4

  Zero Dark Thirty


   


  ROAN HONESTLY forgot how much pain he lived with on a constant basis until he didn’t have it anymore. Only then did he understand his constant pill popping wasn’t solely an emotional crutch. Mostly, but not all.


  He straddled his bike and was preparing to leave when Gareth came jogging up to him, gun slung over his back. “Hey, Roan, I was wondering if I could ask you a favor,” he began, his voice going up at the end, making it sound like a question. It wasn’t, but it almost sounded like it.


  “You can ask,” he replied, trying not to get his hopes up. The sky behind Gareth’s head had a strange cast to it, an opalescent sheen on pinkish-white, and he knew it was the pain meds. He tried not to give it away.


  “I was, um, wondering if you’d be willing to spar with me at the gym sometime? Maybe give me some tips on fighting cats.”


  “You don’t need it. You got the basics down. Just stick to your training.” Hell, Crumpet had gone after a tiger and lived, hadn’t he? A major accomplishment. He wasn’t your average crumpet. That idea almost made Roan giggle. Man, was he stoned.


  “I’d really like to know more. Hunting down cats in the field hardly adheres to training manuals.”


  “True. But sparring me isn’t going to teach you how to hunt cats. Sparring me just gets you ready for the apocalypse.”


  Confusion clouded his surprisingly pretty (well, for a cop) face. “What?”


  “I’m fifty pounds of bad news crammed in a five-pound, person-shaped sack. If you don’t believe me, ask Grey Williams. Kid, I know you mean well, but you’ve gotten this far. You’re doing something right. I can’t give you anything you can use.” He started his bike as he heard the familiar rumble of a news van, and he was eager to get the fuck out of here before some news jockey tried to put him on camera. “Now get out of here before they decide to make you a spokesperson.”


  Roan didn’t wait for a reply; he simply crammed his helmet on and pulled out of there, swinging wide enough to avoid the sound man climbing out of the Channel 7 news van.


  The drive home was nice, he felt almost hypnotized by the sound of the engine and the way it seemed to rattle his skeleton at a frequency just subtle enough not to be annoying. Of course it was the drugs, but the weird thing about it was he knew the pain was gearing up to come back. Oh, it wasn’t back yet, but he could feel it looming, like a dark cloud on the horizon. It would be a really bad spell after the drugs wore off. He probably should eat something quick and then go straight to bed. Maybe he could be unconscious before it really cut loose.


  But when he pulled up to the gates of his house, he saw a very familiar car parked out on the street, one he had seen at the funeral today. He would have been angry, but the drugs kept it all down. He couldn’t get the lion out now if he tried. That was probably a good thing.


  As soon as he came in from the garage, he saw Agent Flores and Dylan sitting in the living room, having cups of tea. “Do you have a warrant?” he asked, stomping toward the couch.


  Dylan held up his hand in a “wait a second” gesture, while Flores just looked at him blandly. “I didn’t need one. That’s not what I’m here for.”


  “Also, I invited her in,” Dylan told him.


  Roan stared at him in disbelief. “You what? Why the fuck did you do that?”


  “I was tired of being watched. If she wasn’t going to arrest either of us, I wanted to know why she was riding our ass like a horny guy at last call.”


  That was a very bartender-specific description. Flores quirked an eyebrow at that but otherwise didn’t comment on it. “That was quite a scene at the funeral today,” she said.


  “A scene I didn’t cause. Why are you here? I told you I’m not joining your team.” He slammed his helmet down on the sideboard with more force than he needed, but he didn’t care. He really didn’t like having a Fed in his house. To make it all worse, the pain was inching back; he could feel it in the back of his head now, a minor pressure, but one he knew would build until it obliterated him. She needed to get out of here soon.


  “Cutting right to the chase. You are an impatient one, aren’t you?” she replied, not at all surprised.


  “I’m allergic to Feds.” Roan sat on the sofa beside Dylan.


  Dylan gave him a sidelong glance with no judgment—bless him—and asked, “Would you like some tea?”


  He shook his head and met Flores’s eyes across the coffee table. Roan would have given her credit for her excellent poker face if she wasn’t using it on him. “Are you going to talk, or are you going to leave?”


  With a sigh, Flores picked up her leather briefcase off the floor and opened it to retrieve a manila folder, which she handed to him. “Have you heard of Omega?”


  “The Greek letter? Omega Man? Be more specific,” Roan replied, opening the folder. He wasn’t surprised to find himself looking at a dossier, the first page of which was an arrest record for a man named Robert Wayne Gunther, who was born in a place he’d never heard of (Grandville, Oklahoma) and had been arrested ten times, for everything from driving under the influence to car theft. All this by the age of thirty-two.


  “It’s a cult down in Springdale, Oregon, a heavenly piece of nowhere far from Portland. That man there, Robert Gunther, is leading the cult that calls itself Omega, under the name Felix Leopold.”


  Roan scoffed. “Okay, as fake names go, that sucks. So does that cult name. Omega, really? He sucks at names. He should give it up.”


  Flores nodded. “He should. But he seems to be popular.”


  Roan sifted through the files until he came to a brochure. It was nothing special, probably a full-color printing job from Kinko’s, but he realized soon the pamphlet was all about infecteds, how the virus was all about Darwinian adaptation, and how the government’s and police’s heavy hand and aggressive action against infecteds was part of a deliberate campaign to stop humans from evolving further.


  Even from a cursory scan, it was clear this didn’t make a lot of sense. It was a lot of government conspiracy nonsense (like they’d have the competence to pull something like this off), but Roan had to give the lunatic who wrote it credit for trying to stick to science-y sounding stuff, instead of giving in to religious mania like Divine Transformation did. This was a science-y church! Was that supposed to make it more legitimate somehow? “Well, this is batshit,” Roan said, handing it to Dylan so he could look at it.


  Flores almost got up but settled for scooting to the edge of the couch and frowning. “This is for your eyes only.”


  “I’m going to end up talking to him about it anyways,” Roan said, sifting through the other papers in the file.


  “You can’t even pretend you’ll keep this secret?”


  “Nope.” Most of the files seemed like standard stuff, but then he came to what looked like a list of guns and ammunition, and he found a brand-new interest. “Shit, they’re an apocalypse cult?”


  “We believe they may be planning a violent incident for Virus Recognition Day.”


  Virus Recognition Day was not a holiday, and it wasn’t known beyond infecteds and their allies, but it was April twenty-third, the anniversary of when the CDC officially revealed the existence of the cat virus. Charities usually tried to raise awareness of the virus and funds on that day, while Divine Transformation usually had a big do.


  “To what end?” Dylan asked, surprising everyone in the room. “Wouldn’t violence be counter to their message that they’re the greatest thing since the iPad?”


  “No. If you read further into the file, you’ll find that Felix, as of late, has been advocating an armed uprising against normals for the betterment of humanity.”


  Dylan looked adorably befuddled by this. “How does killing people help them?”


  “By killing normals, presumably it creates more safety for the infecteds to propagate and evolve humanity.” Roan guessed. “Am I right?”


  Flores nodded. “Shockingly so. Are you sure you’ve never heard of them?”


  “No, I’m just a good guesser.”


  At her dubious look, Dylan said, “He is, really. Watch Jeopardy with him. He guesses the right answer ninety percent of the time. It’s super annoying.”


  “Hey, I only guess about eighty-five percent of the time,” Roan replied. “I do know some stuff.”


  “Do you have a comedy routine for everything?” Flores asked.


  Roan shook his head, while Dylan nodded. Oh hell, let her guess.


  After a moment’s pause, she went on. “They’ve actually been pretty smart about their gun purchases, taking advantage of loopholes by buying at gun shows and on craigslist, but they tripped up when it came to ammunition, buying some online and more in bulk at Walmart. Doing some fieldwork, we were able to back trace maybe a handful of weapons sales, although we’re sure it’s the tip of the iceberg. Since they’ve been buying ammo in great quantities, we have to assume they have a jaw-dropping stockpile.”


  “What is it you expect me to do about this cult?”


  “Infiltrate, find out their plans.”


  “Oh hell no,” Dylan exclaimed, before Roan could say anything. “He is not going into some killer death cult. He doesn’t work for you people.”


  “Honey, I can handle this,” Roan told him, then faced Flores. “I don’t work for you people.”


  She sighed heavily and ran a hand through her hair, probably trying to keep herself from pulling her service weapon. “We think you’d be ideal to infiltrate the cult.”


  “No, I’d be the worst person in the world,” Roan countered. “Surely they know who I am and who I work for. I’d probably get a bullet between the eyes before I could say a damn thing.”


  “We’re assuming you’re so much their ideal, they’ll be willing to overlook your known associations.”


  Roan took a moment to parse that sentence. Did that make any sense? “Um, what?”


  “If you read through all their nonsense, you’ll see that they think that if enough infecteds breed, eventually there will come along a child who isn’t physically and mentally damaged but achieves the perfect synthesis between human and virus. The apex predator who will knock plain old homo sapiens off the top of the food chain.”


  Dylan gave Roan a knowing sidelong glance, but Roan just shook his head. “That’s fucking nuts and cruel to the kids born of this experimentation to boot.”


  “Perhaps, but that is a big tenet of their philosophy.”


  “If I know anything about cults, it’s that they hate me as much as I hate them. I’m technically the fucking god of Divine Transformation, but do they worship me? No. I actually believe every alternate Thursday is the ‘Burn Roan McKichan in Effigy’ night. I don’t imagine Omega seeing me any differently.”


  “They very well could. Especially if you give them a demonstration—”


  “No,” he interrupted. “I’m not a performing monkey, and I’m not what you think I am. I’ve listened to your proposal, and I’ll call you.” He closed the folder and tossed it on the coffee table.


  She made no move to pick it up, eyeing him skeptically. “So you can live with them possibly committing a terrorist act one month from now?”


  “No, but it’s not a fair question to ask. I’m not your man.”


  “If not you, who?” She sat forward, resting her elbows on her knees, her body language conveying urgency. “Look, I know you’re being protected, but it can’t last forever.”


  “Pardon me?” Dylan edged forward, looking like he was ready to take a chunk out of her, but Roan held out his arm protectively, letting him know he could handle it. Well, in theory he could.


  “You know damn well what I’m talking about. The Seattle PD has closed ranks around you, happy to have their own superhero, and Doctor Rosenberg has used her considerable power to keep you pretty well shielded from the medical community. But it’s impossible to keep a secret like you, especially in the day and age of camera phones, for long. Do you think they can keep you hidden forever? It’s only a matter of time.”


  Roan found himself trying to tamp down his rage, which was why Dylan’s outburst caught him off guard. “Bullshit,” Dylan exclaimed. “You know nothing. You have rumors and hearsay, otherwise you’d have burned him to the ground already. That’s why you’ve been following him. You’re hoping to catch something, some proof you can take back to your bosses. You think just because I served you tea that I didn’t notice you were on a fishing expedition with all your questions?”


  Roan stared at Dylan in open shock. Most of the time he was the serene, placid Buddhist, but he did have a temper. It just took a lot to bring it out.


  “Mr. Harlow,” Flores began, her voice even and professional. Only a brief spate of rapid blinking gave away any surprise that it was Dylan, the quiet partner, calling her bluff. “I assure you—”


  “We’ve been more than polite. You can leave my house now.”


  Flores’ poker face could no longer hold. Roan wondered if she had some kind of dossier on Dylan that told her he was mild mannered and milquetoast, the shrinking violet somehow paired off with a monster in human form. Beauty and the beast. Only she was unaware that beauty needed to be tough to hang with the freak for so long. It was just a different kind of toughness. If he’d felt bad for her, Roan would have told her that yeah, it sometimes surprised him too.


  “I was—”


  “You heard my husband,” Roan interrupted. “Did he stutter? You can go now.”


  Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly for a moment, like she couldn’t decide how to respond to that, but eventually she just stood up, shouldering her bag. “I didn’t mean to offend anyone. This is important, Mr. McKichan. We want to stop Omega before it turns into a disaster.”


  “You should,” Roan agreed. “Sounds bad.”


  She gave him a blistering look he was honestly expecting and left without further comment. Roan couldn’t help but notice she left the file behind, which probably wasn’t a coincidence. “The nerve of that woman,” Dylan said, picking up cups from the coffee table. “Threatening you. If they knew a goddamn thing, they’d be dangerous.”


  “You’re hot when you’re angry,” Roan said.


  Dylan put the cups in the sink and gave him a look that suggested he wasn’t amused. “Ro, this is all kinds of fucked up. You realize that, yes?”


  “Of course I do. My life is all kinds of fucked up. If things weren’t fucked up, I don’t know what they’d be.” He reached for his phone and tried to ignore the growing throb in his brain. Yep, this was going to be a bad one. Dylan was going to say something, but Roan held up a hand to stop him as he listened to a familiar automated message. “When you get this, Holden, call me. I have a job for you.”


  As soon as he hung up, Dylan leaned against the breakfast bar, a hand on his hip. “Holden? Really?”


  “No one does infiltration better than him.” He’d be happy to be whatever it took to get in the door, and his mask would never slip because he’d been a prostitute for years, which seemed like the crash-course, street-level equivalent of the Royal Shakespeare Company. He could be whoever he needed to be to get through the day. And then, when the time for action came, he’d surprise the hell out of everyone. He was like a nasty bomb in a pretty package, and no one ever realized it was a weapon until it was too late.


  The weirdest thing of all? If he ever told Holden that, he’d probably be flattered.


  


  5

  Matador


   


  HOLDEN FOUND himself slumped in a back booth of the Sheridan Hotel’s bar, looking into his watered-down scotch and wondering why he ever thought he could go mainstream.


  Seriously, he wasn’t cut out for this. Yeah, he was getting older, and he was past hustler prime (which was twenty-three, if he was doing the math right—everything afterward was all downhill), but he wasn’t exactly cut out for normal life. Whatever that was.


  Maybe it was just the horrible day making everything worse, but he felt like finding an abandoned building and taking a pipe to everything he could possibly smash. He hadn’t expected the stupid asshole protestors to affect him as much as they did, but somehow they got under his skin. They reminded him of his bastard hypocrite father and his followers, the parishioners in his bullshit church. The shit he used to go along with, just to get along, until the realization he was gay made him feel even worse about going along with the shit. Why should you believe in a church that didn’t believe in you?


  So he kind of lost it. If Roan’s hockey friend—which one was he? He was either Richie or Jeff, as he always got those two mixed up—hadn’t held him back, Holden would have cracked that old fucker’s head open. How dare they come to a guy’s funeral and disrupt the day of people already in pain and grieving. The empathy-free motherfucking dickholes. He wanted to break all their skulls and throw them in the tiger cage at the zoo.


  You’d think the fact that there was a drive-by would have broken his anger or at least channeled it elsewhere, but not at all. Roan took the shot like a superhero, like he was born to absorb the violence and abuse thrown at him by puny humans, and he probably was. He seemed to get stronger the more they tried to hurt him, which was instant karma if Holden had ever seen it. The haters deserved Roan, and Roan deserved to chew them all up and spit them out as the tiny piles of vomit they were.


  No, he wasn’t bitter. Who would think that?


  For fuck’s sake, he was a vigilante! How was he supposed to have a day job like a regular person who didn’t know where the bodies were buried? Sure, there was probably a way to do it, but it apparently wasn’t one of his gifts. It just added to the huge heap of self-loathing Holden seemed to be dealing with today.


  The call from Doug came at just the right time. He could take out all his frustrations on Doug as soon as he got in from Sea-Tac, and they’d both feel better. While Holden had technically quit working at Elite Escorts and hung up his hustler hat, he still had two clients he saw on a personal basis. Doug, because he never had to fuck him, just beat the shit out of him and get paid for it, and how often did a gold mine like that just fall in your lap? And Graham, the upper class British bi, whom he simply liked as a person. Okay, yeah, he slept with him, but they had an oddly comfortable relationship, all business but with a measure of mutual respect. Graham didn’t think of him as a stupid hooker, and Holden didn’t think of him as a repressed john, so it was an odd relationship right off the bat. Besides, he didn’t see Graham often, just whenever his business brought him to Seattle, about four times a year at most. Doug he saw quite a bit more, but then again, he was a pilot, and Sea-Tac was one of his semiregular stops.


  He sipped his scotch and tried to relax—Doug wasn’t into a full-on bloody beating, and he didn’t want to do that to such a good client—but the scotch was cheap, and he found himself wishing for some gin. But he wasn’t going to allow himself any because he’d just slam it down, and before too long he’d find himself hammered. He wasn’t going to become the boozy private dick, not only because it was such a cliché, but because Roan was the one with the substance abuse problem, and there should only be one per team. At the very least, there should always be a designated driver available for a car chase.


  Much to his surprise, a young man from the adjoining café, wearing a waiter’s jacket, slid into the bench seat across from him. Holden simply raised an eyebrow, which was enough.


  “Hi, I’m sorry to bother you…. I’ve seen you around here a lot, and I’ve never seen you in a suit, so I figure you’re not a businessman. So, umm… are you…?”


  Holden sat back, smiling at this guy’s stumbling attempt to ask a question that was really none of his business, and yet, part of him was curious where this could possibly be going. Didn’t he know? “Are you trying to ask me if I’m a hooker?”


  Despite his dusky skin, Holden saw him pale somewhat, a bit of the color draining from his face, as his dark eyes widened in shock. “Um, no! Well, I mean… you don’t look like those guys by the bus station….”


  “May I ask why you’d even ask such a thing, young man?”


  His eyes appraised Holden warily, perhaps thrown by the fact that Holden was trying very hard not to laugh. But this was hilarious. Other people’s squeamishness and nervousness about sex work always amused him, whether it should have or not. For an astonishingly kinky country, America could be downright Puritan. “’Cause… umm….”


  Oh, he enjoyed letting this boy just dangle on the line, like a fish you didn’t want to land, but he knew he could only push the torture so far. “’Cause you want to hire one, or because you want to hire me specifically?”


  The kid looked startled, then embarrassed, and Holden knew he had guessed right. “I, um…,” the kid began, as nervously as he had started every sentence.


  While his adorkability had a certain charm, it was getting quite old, so Holden decided to cut to the chase and spare him a tiny bit of agony. “Listen, kid, what’s your name?”


  He continued to look as spooked as a bunny rabbit, but that did have a certain charm. “Hunter.”


  God, one of those phony-ass soap opera names people gave their children nowadays. He wasn’t sure if it was better or worse than those old-fashioned Biblical names that made people sound Amish. “Hello, Hunter, I’m Fox. You aren’t a cop or working for the cops, by chance?”


  “What? No!” The idea stunned him so much Holden knew he was telling the truth. It didn’t seem likely at any rate. “Your name is actually Fox?”


  “It’s one of my names. So, let me guess your story, and tell me if I’m right. You were raised in a really religious household, and you were really religious too, until you figured out you were gay, and then it all started falling apart. Am I close?”


  Holden could almost see himself in the wide, reflective discs of Hunter’s eyes, which told him all he needed to know. But Hunter said it anyway. “Yeah. Wow. Am I that much of a cliché?”


  “A little bit, but don’t feel too bad. That’s my background too. Only, and this is my guess, you didn’t just decide fuck it and hook up with other closeted god botherers, huh?”


  “Yeah. I mean, no, I didn’t.” His face scrunched in confusion, making him look like a teenager. “God botherers?”


  “It’s what Brits call overenthusiastic believers.” He’d learned that from Graham, but apparently Roan already knew it, thanks to his nerdy affection for British comedy. “But don’t let me interrupt.”


  Hunter sat forward, resolutely clasping his hands together on the table, like he was afraid if he didn’t, he might get up and leave. “I tried really hard not to be gay, but I just couldn’t make it work with girls. And I’ve tried really hard to be celibate, but it’s just not working.”


  Holden chuckled. “The Catholic Church could’ve told you how hard it is to be celibate, if they were honest with themselves for a single second. So have you tried the bars? You’re cute, you’ll score easily. E-dating?”


  He shook his head. “The bars scare me and so do those dating sites. The ones for gays seem to be more like hookup sites, and….” He leaned across the table, pitching his voice to a low whisper. “I have no idea what to do. At all. And I’ve heard these horror stories that make me want to avoid strangers altogether.”


  “I’m a stranger,” Holden pointed out.


  “Yeah, but….”


  “But?”


  “You’re a professional, right?”


  Holden smiled at that, finding this whole conversation weirdly humorous. The funny thing was, he’d heard it before, although with some details tweaked. It was funny to think, even among the Grindr generation, there were guys too virginal and too socially awkward to dive in. “There’s guys on the boulevard, a lot cheaper than me.”


  “And I’ve heard stories about them too.” Hunter grimaced, trying to say something with his expression alone, but Holden chose to ignore it. It felt really good to be back in the Fox persona again. Fox didn’t care about much, except figuring out what people wanted to hear and telling them just that, while remaining above it all. It was nice. Holden was human, but Fox was a statue, all armor, impervious to everything.


  “I won’t lie and say there aren’t guys out there who will just roll you, ’cause there are, but for the most part hustlers will treat you square if you treat them square. If you’re a complete dick, you’re losing your wallet.”


  “I just….” Hunter seemed to run out of words and instead shrugged with his hands. “I don’t want to get a disease, I don’t wanna get robbed…. I want to know what I’m missing and what I’m supposed to do. But I don’t know how to get from step A to step B.”


  “Have you tried porn?”


  He rolled his eyes, like it was the stupidest question imaginable. “Porn is just… it scares me more.”


  Holden sat back, smiling, suddenly aware the kid was shaking oh so slightly, which was given away by a tremor in his hands. “I don’t scare you?”


  “No.” He was so obviously lying Holden laughed, which made Hunter cringe a little. “Okay, yeah, you do, but I figure since you probably work for one of those agencies, you know, you’re probably adhering to a certain set of rules.”


  “We all adhere to our own set of rules, but I’m sure that’s not what you want to hear right now.” He pushed his glass of watered-down scotch toward him. “Have a sip. It’ll calm your nerves.”


  Hunter eyed the glass warily. He did everything warily, like he was afraid of the world. Maybe he was, which was his whole problem. He didn’t need a whore, he needed therapy. “I don’t drink.”


  “That’s so watered down I’d hardly call it booze. Go on. If you can’t establish a modicum of trust, there’s no point in going any further.”


  Hunter took the glass gently, like he thought it might bite him, then sniffed and winced. But all too aware that Holden was watching his every move, he steeled himself and took a very dainty sip of the scotch. Hunter jerked his head back violently, as if shot, and dropped the glass, which landed with a thunk on the table but didn’t tip over. Still, it sloshed a bit over the side. “That’s disgusting,” he gasped, coughing a little. “It tastes like sour cough syrup.”


  “The better stuff tastes like smoky cough syrup.” Holden pulled the glass back over to his side of the table, and his watch beeped. He set it to go off ten minutes before Doug was scheduled to arrive so he’d have time to finish his drink and go back to the room, and he could have the handcuffs and bindings ready to go. Holden pressed the button in, shutting off the quaint, old-fashioned alarm, and said, “Give me a number, kid, and I’ll see what we can arrange.”


  Hunter looked a little bit scared, which was weird. Wasn’t this what he wanted? Oh hell, it was clear this kid had no idea what he wanted. Holden was going to need someone good with handling virgins. “Umm, I give you my number?


  “What did I tell you about trust? Now come on, I have somewhere I’m supposed to be.” Holden searched his pockets until he found one of his old escort cards—he really needed to get new cards with his new profession on them—and a pen, and put them on the table in front of him, avoiding a small puddle of scotch. “Write it down. I’ll call you within a week.” Once he started writing, Holden added, “We’re not a charity. You know this is gonna cost you, right?”


  Again, a confused, startled look from Hunter, whom Holden had mentally dubbed Rabbit. “Of course, yes. I have the money. I was gonna buy a car, but… I still don’t have a driver’s license. No point in getting a car if I can’t drive it.”


  Holden nodded, sure there was more to the story than that, but he didn’t really care enough to ask. He’d never ask, unless it became important for him to know. And how would that happen?


  Rabbit held the card and pen out, which Holden took carefully, as he had a feeling that if he touched him, even coincidentally, Rabbit might jolt. He was more than a little tempted to do it just to see what Hunter would do, and he might have if he wasn’t on a schedule. Rabbit glanced down at the table and said, “Thank you. This was really hard for me.”


  “I can tell. Now go do your job, and I’ll do mine.”


  Rabbit swallowed hard, nodding convulsively as he slid out of the seat and left. Holden glanced at the number, not surprised to find Rabbit had tiny, precise handwriting, and tucked it in his coat pocket before getting up to leave. He’d pass the card on to one of his working friends, maybe Thor, who was good with the skittish type.


  As weird as it was, Holden was glad Rabbit had worked up the courage to see him today. Just as he was thinking he couldn’t hack the mainstream life, here came an example of why he was glad he didn’t have to deal with this bullshit anymore.


  


  6

  The Gloaming


   


  DYLAN HATED to leave Roan in such a state, but once he’d called Holden, Roan went straight up to bed. Roan said he had a migraine coming on, and Dylan could almost believe it, except his face was pale and his lips bloodlessly white. It wasn’t a migraine—those didn’t make him pale. It was pain, pure and simple, probably from his partial transformation. Why didn’t Roan want to admit that?


  Maybe because he was a macho asshole, or maybe because he didn’t want Dylan to worry, but of course it was too late for that. Dylan was already worrying, and he almost didn’t leave for work. He just sat on the edge of the bed and put a hand on Roan’s forehead. He wasn’t concerned about waking him, because Roan had taken a handful of pain pills and knocked himself out. They might not work on the pain anymore, but they could work on his consciousness. Roan’s forehead was cold, and that was the final proof it wasn’t a migraine, as his skin would often flush and feel warm. His breathing was steady, but not quite as deep as it usually was when he was sleeping. He was comatose, not sleeping so much as passed out. How could he keep doing this to himself? How did he keep going? His body was amazing. Not in the sense that it looked good, although it did. It was amazing in the sense that it hadn’t completely broken down. That’s what killed most infecteds, wasn’t it? He’d read up. He’d read up as a way of trying to prepare himself for the inevitable, until he realized there was no preparing for it at all. He couldn’t imagine life without Roan, any more than he could imagine what his life would have been like if he hadn’t felt bad for that sad and familiar-looking guy at the grocery store so many years ago.


  Infecteds generally died of organ failure. It was due to shock, their bodies finally unable to weather the rapid changes, the snapping bones and tearing skin, and then decreased blood flow would lead one organ to go critical. Usually it was the liver first, although sometimes it was the kidneys or the lungs. After that, it was dominoes falling: one by one, they’d all shut down, and the victim would die in an awkward in-between state, neither completely transformed nor completely human. Just reading the coldly clinical description of it on a medical website was enough to make him burst into tears. Just thinking about it seemed to make his throat close up.


  What made it surprisingly worse was the knowledge that that was not how Roan was going to die.


  It should have made it better. But it didn’t. Because an aneurysm was going to go off in his brain like a tiny bomb, or he’d be taken down in a hail of bullets, or a sudden stroke would drop him out of nowhere, and most likely Dylan wouldn’t be anywhere near him when it happened. He’d just come home one day and find his life had been destroyed. You didn’t prepare for that; you couldn’t. You just had to hope you wouldn’t die slow if it did. When it did.


  He’d picked up the phone to call in to work and take the night off when it went off in his hand. He was so startled he’d almost dropped it, but as soon as he realized it had genuinely rung, and it hadn’t woken up Roan yet, he answered it. “Yeah?”


  “Is the lion of the house around?” Holden replied.


  Dylan sighed and was as much relieved as annoyed. At least it wasn’t another case for Roan. Roan had a hard time saying no to anyone who needed his help. “He’s asleep. He’ll probably call you when he gets up.”


  “So what’s the job? I could use the distraction right now.”


  “It’s a shitty one. You couldn’t work your magic on the FBI at all, could you? Make them go away?”


  “The Feds? Holy shit, Roan didn’t maul the wrong guy, did he?”


  “Very funny.” Dylan rubbed his eyes, a little surprised to find some tears there. “No, that agent dropped by.”


  “Ah, Dragon Lady. I noticed her scoping him out at the funeral. She’s aware he’s gay, right?”


  “I’m not really in a laughing mood right now.”


  “Is that why you’re whispering?” Holden was getting more and more cheerful as this conversation went on, and that was really irritating. Of course, Dylan couldn’t express this, because it would only make Holden cheerier. He and Roan were the contrary twins, happy to make other people crazy.


  “Have you heard of a cat cult called Omega?”


  “Can’t say I have, but they sound nicely apocalyptic.”


  “You’re not wrong. Agent Flores wanted Roan to infiltrate them, because the FBI seems to think they’re preparing to do something violent on Virus Recognition day.”


  Holden made a noise that could have been a lot of things: a scoff, a smothered laugh, a swallowed cough. “Of course they are. Attention whores always pick the best days to act up. I’ll do some reading up on them. I take it Roan told what’s her nuts to go fuck herself?”


  “Basically. He figures Omega will know who he is and therefore probably kill him on sight.”


  “And this basic logic eluded the Feds?”


  “She was of the opinion that Roan is so much their ideal they’d overlook it.”


  “Ha. ’Cause religious zealots are known for their reasonableness,” Holden said, and Dylan could just about hear the eye roll in his voice. Dylan slid his hand down Roan’s face, which remained cooler than he liked, and he felt the rasp of stubble under his palm. Just hours ago, he had seen Roan shaving as Dylan got dressed for the funeral. Never took long, did it? Not when he partially shifted.


  “I wouldn’t let Roan do it even if he thought it was a good idea.”


  “You think you could stop him?”


  “Unless he’d like to spend the rest of his life sexless, yes.”


  He recognized the noise Holden made now as a small scoff. “Ah, gotta love relationships. See why I don’t really do them?”


  “But aren’t you with Scott?”


  Long pause, and Dylan knew he’d poked a sore point. Actually, it was kind of fun, because Holden didn’t have many obvious vulnerabilities. But Scott was one, and it made him so uncomfortable it was actually fun, in an evil way, to bring it up. “That’s not a relationship. That’s just a fuck buddy kind of thing.”


  “Uh-huh.” Dylan didn’t buy that for a minute. “How’s he doing?” Scott had gone back to the AHL during the NHL strike, although he’d ended up playing with the Canucks’ farm team rather than the Falcons. During their playoffs, he got injured—his shoulder got separated during a bad hit—and he’d undergone surgery to repair torn muscles. Scott was recuperating in Canada, but Vancouver wasn’t that far away.


  “Well, I haven’t seen him lately,” Holden said, and while Dylan could never tell if Holden was lying or not, he knew protesting too much when he heard it. “But he’s finishing up physical therapy, which he bitches about a lot.”


  “I’ve heard shoulder separations are painful.”


  “He’s a hockey player. He’s had worse.” Just to show how rattled Holden was by this topic, he awkwardly shifted the subject. “How are you doing?”


  Dylan decided to humor him. Why not? What else did he have to do but worry? “I’m tired of people trying to kill Roan.”


  “I’m sure. But you know it’s not going to stop as long as he’s alive, right? He offends too many sensibilities to be allowed to live in peace.”


  “What, just because he’s not caged all the time?”


  “You’re missing the big picture. He’s gay, infected, and mouthy. Already he doesn’t know his place. But on top of this, he’s superhuman. No fucking way are they standing for that. If he won’t be the miserable subhuman he should be, they’ll kill him. But good fucking luck to that. These fucking morons haven’t yet figured out that nobody kills Roan but Roan.”


  There was a lot of sad truth in that statement. “They don’t know he’s superhuman.”


  “They suspect, and there’s enough hearsay floating around on the Internet that they believe it. Haven’t you ever looked?”


  “No.”


  “Good, don’t. As it is, it gets pretty nuts. I think they’ve ascribed stuff to Roan that was actually in the first Superman movie. Or was it the Spider-Man movie? Oh hell, I don’t know, it’s all strangely smooth guys in tights to me. Real superheroes would look a bit battle-scarred, I bet. Hey, like Roan.”


  Dylan had slid his hand down to Roan’s chest, where he could feel his heartbeat. It was strong, which was a relief. “Are you trying to make me feel better or feel worse?”


  “Neither. I’ll read up on Omega, so when Roan calls, I’ll be ready. Why don’t you take a break, do some yoga, smoke a bowl, whatever you do to relax, huh? You can’t let this stuff get to you.”


  Wow. Sometimes things were so strange he had no idea how he was supposed to react to them. Actually, that hadn’t happened until he got together with Roan, and from then on, it seemed to happen all the time. Oh, if only Roan had come with some kind of pamphlet: Welcome To Crazytown. “Someone shot him.”


  “Yes. But also no.”


  “Meaning what? You think the fact that he was wearing a vest makes it any better?”


  “Well, yeah, but also, Roan deliberately took the shot.”


  Dylan looked at the receiver, just to make sure he hadn’t set the phone to “gibberish” accidentally. “Excuse me?”


  “If he had time to draw his gun and shoot back, he had time to get out of the way,” Holden explained. “You’ve seen his reflexes, they’re fucking nuts. He made the decision to absorb it, probably because there were bystanders. I don’t know how such a cynical person can actually give a damn about people, but Roan seems to go out of his way to not make sense half the time.”


  Oh holy shit. Now that Holden said it, yes, he got it. It had seemed to happen in a blink of an eye to him, too fast for any movement at all, and yet, Roan had drawn his gun by the time the person in the car fired. Roan had his response ready before it actually happened. What seemed fast to them wasn’t fast to him, or at least, wasn’t faster than him. He remembered being at a Falcons’ warm-up with Roan, and Scott and Grey were both shooting pucks at Tank at such a high speed Dylan could barely follow them, but Tank was catching or deflecting most of them. Dylan expressed wonder at that, and Roan just shrugged and said, “I can see them.” Yes, he could. Tank’s feat wasn’t so amazing to him because he could do the same thing, or do it even better. It wasn’t that Dylan didn’t know that, it was just one of those things he didn’t want to know. He didn’t want to know that Roan made the conscious choice to sacrifice himself.


  That was another pamphlet he needed: So You Married A Superhero.


  “I’m not actually telling you something you didn’t know, am I?” Holden asked.


  “No, I knew, I just didn’t want to think about it,” he admitted, looking down at Roan’s face. He was still out cold, but his eyes twitched beneath the thin skin of his lids, and Dylan wondered if his drug-addled dreams were more relaxing than his typical dreams. Sometimes, Roan growled in his sleep: a deep, horrifying noise that woke Dylan up, thinking that somehow a monster had gotten loose in their bedroom. But even those weren’t as bad as the full-throated snarls, the ones that sent him scrambling from the bed on the off chance the lion would wake up hungry. It hadn’t happened yet, but he couldn’t afford to think that it never would. It made him wonder sometimes who was doing the dreaming or if Roan and the lion could share dreams. He would have asked Doctor Rosenberg if he didn’t feel so foolish about it.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I think I’m going to go take that break now.”


  “You do that. Being with Roan probably qualifies you for a long one. Later.” And with that, Holden hung up. It took Dylan a moment to hang up, although he didn’t know why. Maybe because he was still fixated on the fact that Roan had decided to get shot. Of course, he did it to protect others. Roan’s default reflex seemed to be protective, but Dylan couldn’t help but wish he’d be selfish for once and let everyone else take their chances.


  What an awful thing to think. It wasn’t very Buddhist of him at all. But at what point did Roan give enough? When did he stop being a hero? He knew the answer to that, didn’t he? It probably stopped when Roan was dead. That was the kind of man he was. A macho asshole pill addict who threw himself around like he was indestructible, because it was better than thinking about the fact that he was doomed to lose to the virus one of these days. Roan didn’t take defeat well; it made him hit back twice as hard. And the fact that he could never hit hard enough to win must have gnawed at him like acid.


  Dylan made up his mind, although it wasn’t difficult. He called Rhett and got him to cover his shift for him at work, because he just couldn’t go in tonight. He knew he was probably asking to be fired at this point, but he didn’t much care. If the choice was his job or Roan, Roan was going to win every time. It wasn’t like he enjoyed bartending. It was a means to an end, a way to pay the bills, nothing more.


  He lay on the bed next to Roan, putting his head on his chest so he could listen to his heartbeat. He pulled a blanket over both of them, not really caring that neither of them was undressed. Their shoes were off, and that was enough for now. He was emotionally exhausted, not physically, but Roan was probably exhausted in every way possible, picking up the slack for him.


  The hell with Buddhism. The next person who tried to kill Roan, Dylan was going to rip their dick off and shove it down their throat before they died. Nobody fucked with his husband or with him, not anymore.


  


  7

  Cash Cow


   


  THE RINGING of the phone woke up Roan, who was surprised to find Dylan sleeping next to him. He quickly grabbed the receiver but had to sit up carefully to avoid waking Dylan up. “Yeah?” He kept his voice pitched low.


  “Kiddo, what’re you doing right now?” Rosenberg asked.


  “No hello, how’re you doing?” he complained. He was mostly joking.


  She sighed. “Would you actually wanna tell me?”


  A fair point. “Probably not. And I’m not doing anything right now, but I could be, depending on how you answer this question: why do you want to know?”


  “I’ve been doing some research about your condition, and I think I’ve discovered something you need to know right away.”


  “Am I dying again?”


  “When have you ever been dying? You’re supposed to, but you’re such an asshole you refuse to even do that.”


  That made him chuckle. “Well, you know me. I don’t like to be bossed around.”


  “Yeah, I know. I don’t know how that husband of yours hasn’t stabbed you yet.”


  “He’s a Buddhist, they don’t stab.” He paused, looking at Dylan to make sure he was still asleep. “They just get super passive-aggressive.”


  “You know you deserve worse,” she replied, and of course, she was right. “Just swing by my office, all right? It’s important.”


  It probably was. Roan didn’t want to go, but he felt better than before. He wasn’t in pain, he just felt logy, as he always did when he took way too many pain pills, but not so many that his body couldn’t deal with it. Still, he pushed it and he knew it. He wasn’t indestructible, and he could overdose if he didn’t watch it. It was just his tolerance was insane.


  He decided to take his medicine and go, letting her know he’d drop by as soon as he could. Roan took a quick shower, dressed hastily, and was so hungry that he inhaled three croissants and gulped down a soft drink before heading out. He took the GTO this time, because he didn’t trust himself with the bike right now, not until he shook off the fog in his head.


  At a stoplight, he started getting that weirdly pleasurable prickly sensation on his scalp and knew there was no way that was good. It felt good, but its randomness and the fact that it usually appeared before or after a migraine attack meant it was probably something in his head malfunctioning. As usual. He was pretty much just a walking malfunction at this point.


  It was unusually easy to find a parking space, and Roan took that as a general bad omen. It was probably because it was late, which the general emptiness of the waiting room confirmed. Doctor Rosenberg’s secretary recognized him and told Roan to go in, as he was expected. Since she was busy retrieving her purse from a drawer, Roan assumed Rosenberg had told her she was free to go as soon as he showed up. It seemed like another bad omen, but it was late. Her shift was probably over.


  Out of habit, he rapped his knuckles on the door before opening the door, and Rosenberg said, “I asked you to come. You don’t have to knock.”


  “I know, but it’s habit.” He closed the door behind him, even though they were clearly alone on this floor. That, too, was habit.


  Roan slumped down in the chair before her desk and asked, “Have the tumors come back?” In the end, he had decided not to go through with the loft study thing because Roan thought it would just be a further waste of everyone’s time. Besides, he’d know he was being monitored, and it would drive him crazy.


  Rosenberg shrugged, a little too casually. “Probably. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.” She looked at some papers piled neatly on her desk, even though she hardly needed to. Habits were all around tonight. “This thing, about the lion comin’ out in your body, just bugged the shit out of me.”


  “It bugs you?” he replied, smirking.


  “Yeah, well. The virus doesn’t work like that, or at least it shouldn’t. But, of course, your virus is unlike anyone else’s, so that tracks. I started digging through all the records I’ve kept on you, from childhood on, and I was able to figure out a few things. It seems the viral load in your bloodstream has been increasing exponentially, from year to year. There was a period there when I wasn’t doing any blood work on you—thanks, Mister I Hate Doctors—but even in that span of years, it’s easy to fill in the missing time with what was bound to be incremental increases in viral loads.”


  The problem with listening to Rosenberg talk was some of this stuff started to go in one ear and out the other without sticking in his brain. It was medical technobabble, and while he should have known it by heart by now, a part of him didn’t really want to know this stuff, ever, so he didn’t retain it. “You’re going to start speaking English at some point, yes?”


  She frowned at him, giving him a small shake of her head. “You can be such a schlemiel sometimes. The load has really spiked these last couple of years, ever since you broke your viral cycle. Sometimes it triples its load within weeks. And I think the answer is pretty obvious, even if it’s kind of illogical.”


  “Gonna fill me in?”


  She sighed, fixing him with a stern but loving look, like she was his grandmother. “As you’ve learned how to partially change, the lion has learned how to adjust to you. The more you do it, the more it learns, the more the virus increases in your bloodstream.” She shook her head at herself and grimaced. “Goddammit, I sound totally meshugga to myself. Believe me, I felt that way coming to this conclusion too.”


  Roan considered that, turning the idea over and over in his mind and trying to figure out what this meant. “So every partial change, the lion is partially changing into me?”


  She had to think about that a moment, tapping her pen on the stack of papers. “That might be one way to put it. Totally fucked-up idea, isn’t it?”


  That idea was totally crazy. And yet, everything about him was crazy, so why not? He rubbed his eyes, which felt dry and itchy. “So it can take over my body because I’ve essentially opened the door to it, like I thought?”


  “Basically. But there’s a great thing about doors. You can close them.”


  He stared at her, not sure he understood what she was getting at. “You’re saying I can stop this?”


  “I think so. But it’d require a sacrifice on your part.”


  “What kind of sacrifice?”


  She rolled her eyes behind her glasses, as if she couldn’t believe she had to spell this out for him. “Retire, Batman. Hang up the cape. Stop partially changing every fucking day. Your load levels will drop a bit and hopefully stabilize, and the lion won’t have the ability to take you over.”


  “You think.”


  “Yeah, I think. But it’s an educated guess and based on years of blood work and viral studies. What do you have?”


  That was a fair point and exactly what he expected from her. She was an expert in her field, and he was lucky to have her. Not only was she the only virologist who had a hope in hell of understanding this, she also had enough compassion and professional integrity to keep from turning him into the cash cow others would have. “You say that like it’s an easy thing.”


  She sighed again, dropping her pen on top of her stack of papers. “I’m gonna be honest with you here. We both should be twenty years dead by now. We can’t have that many years left. Me, I live for my work. I am determined to crack this virus before I die, leaving a legacy that will overshadow the fact that I had a patient I hid from the world that was the first known case of an honest-to-God human/virus chimera.”


  That term briefly confused Roan, who sat back in the chair. “Is that different from being a hybrid?”


  “In a sense. See, your DNA is so fundamentally different from most other virus children, I think something happened in utero. I have no fucking clue what, I’m speculating all the way, but the virus is completely incorporated in your DNA in a way that is new, and scary, and might have superparanoid people start making laws to guarantee the human race remains the pure and perfect creation it is.”


  “And people accuse me of being sarcastic.”


  “At least you got it from the best, bubbale.” She picked up her pen again so she had something to fiddle with. “You got yourself a great husband, Roan, and so hot. You owe him some quality time, before there’s no quality time left. Do I need to spell it out further, or are you getting me? I’m like a million in dog years, so there’s a good chance I’ll die before you, and if that’s true, you need to be far from here and hard to find, or the press will be crawling up your ass before you know what hit you.”


  That was a more than fair point, all of it. It was a lot to take in, and one question immediately popped into his mind. “Are you dying?”


  “To be technical, we’re all dying, but otherwise no. And I should be, I tell you, my diet is shit, and I smoke, which is the filthiest, stupidest habit anyone can have. I might as well play chicken with trains. And I’m older than Methuselah. It’s proof that the universe can be stupidly random.”


  “Me too, apparently.”


  “No. You just never do as you’re told. Even when it’s nature and physics telling you what to do.”


  He smiled faintly. “Why do people say that to me all the time?”


  “’Cause you’re a pigheaded asshole, and you know it,” she replied, with weary affection. She ran a hand through her hair, hardly displacing any of her tight curls. “Sadly, that’s just part of what makes you extraordinary. An ordinary person wouldn’t have continually pushed themselves like a damn fool idiot, and only a damn fucking pigheaded asshole would decide to live with monstrous pain rather than give up. You just pushed and pushed until you broke through every barrier you could. But there are limits, and it’s a young man’s game, no matter how much of a superhuman you are. And if you aren’t gonna submit to common sense—and I just bet you aren’t—think about Dylan. Don’t you owe him at least one good year, where he doesn’t have to visit you in a hospital or find you locked in a cage?”


  He sat forward, scowling at her. “That’s low, and you know it.”


  She met his gaze fearlessly, as he expected. “Yeah, but it’s also true, and you know it. So which of us is the bigger asshole here?”


  Goddamn it, could he never win an argument with this woman? You’d think he’d have learned by now that no, he couldn’t. She didn’t become a respected virologist just to be outsmarted by a punk like him. He sighed, shaking his head. “You’re asking me to give up my life’s work.”


  She softened a little but not much. “No, kiddo, I’m asking you to live your life. Fuck the police, fuck everything, just be civilian Roan.” She sat forward, placing her hands flat on her desk. “Enjoy the time you have. Stop being a hero, and just be you.”


  “But what if this is all I am?” He hated to even say it, as it had an air of self-pity to it, but it was a genuine question. He really didn’t know if he existed outside his job.


  She shook her head, upper lip curling out of resentment. “Be glad you’re out of slapping distance. You are not your job or your abilities. You’re Roan McKichan, the stubborn, maddening asshole I’ve known for years. You’re courageous and funny and bullheaded and sometimes dazzlingly stupid for such a smart guy, but at least you’re easy on the eyes.”


  That startled a laugh out of him. No one could cut the bullshit like she could. “Why did I ever see any other doctors?”


  “No idea. You’re nuts?”


  “Must have been.” The weird thing was, the idea of just giving it all up, torpedoing everything he had known, was as thrilling as it was terrifying. Could he even do such a thing? Just the idea of it was daunting.


  Seemingly reading the doubts on his face, she added, “If it’s extra incentive, you’re still a time bomb. An aneurysm or a stroke could take you out without warning. That’s true of all of us, but it’s extra true for you. Your body has adapted, mostly, but even chimera bodies have limits, and you may look like you’re aging backward but you’re not. Every day that goes by is another day your body weakens in increments. Eventually, you’ll force a change, and some part of your body will be unable to do it. But it’s not an arm or leg that will give out, it’ll be a blood vessel or an artery, and whether it’s the lion in charge or you won’t matter at all. I can’t make it more clear than that.”


  “That’s not so much making it clear as telling me I’m going to die horribly and soon if I don’t stop.”


  “As long as we’re on the same page,” she said, completely deadpan.


  Roan wondered if he should mention the small, dull ache that was now forming in the back of his brain but decided that wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with her right now.


  She was right, and he knew she was right. He wished he could poke holes in her theories, but he couldn’t, because she was completely correct. His body seemed to have amazing adaptive capacities, but he wasn’t exactly a shape-shifter, and he had no mythical properties to protect him from the pain or the side effects. He’d suffered more than one aneurysm, and that seemed to have its own weird inertia. He would have more, because that’s what happened; they could multiply like rabbits. It was like a structural weakness in your blood vessels, and those didn’t just go away.


  Roan sighed. It was too much to think about, especially now. He felt overwhelmed by the mere idea of it. He’d been told he was a dead man walking since forever, but now it actually had the added punch of approaching truth. And yet it wasn’t staring down the barrel of his own mortality that bothered him. It was the idea of no longer being able to hunt down fellow cats or handle violent scenarios. He had to hang up his cowl and hat, stop being a superhero and detective, and the idea of that hurt him more than he ever thought it would.


  Maybe that was the number one reason to quit.


  


  8

  South Paw


   


  HOLDEN IMAGINED that if anyone knew his closest confidant was a leather daddy, it wouldn’t have surprised them nearly as much as the fact that the leather daddy’s day job was social worker.


  Ahmed was just one of those weird dudes—like Roan, like Dylan—who thought if they could help people, they should. Which is how Holden came to know him in the first place. Ahmed used to work for this nonprofit organization that helped street kids, and he came up to Holden when he was working the boulevard. Holden was, at the time, uninterested in the food/shelter thing, but as it turned out, the organization was secular, not religious, which was the thing that always bugged him about the other ones. After all, coming from a hypocritical, overly religious home, more religion was the last thing Holden needed.


  But Ahmed just meant well. He wanted to help everyone and strove to do so as much as possible. His interest in the leather scene in his off-hours made Holden like him because even a do-gooder needed an outlet. A do-gooder without an outlet for their darker impulses was a time bomb waiting to happen. Before his lion became the expression of his darker id, even Roan repressed, which was probably why he ended up kicking the shit out of the wife beater and getting himself booted off the force. Holden wondered what Dylan’s release was—art? Hard to believe, but maybe that’s where his Buddhism helped him. Holden found it difficult to fathom, but he knew it might just be because he didn’t get Dylan in any respect. He was a rare and exotic creature, possibly the most arguably “normal” person either he or Roan knew, and that was fucking ridiculous. Artists should and pretty much could never be the normal one in a group, but most of those groups didn’t contain hooker vigilantes and lion-based superheroes.


  Ahmed did not go for hustlers at all; he didn’t like the transactional basis of the relationship, which was another reason they were friends. It was difficult to have a “clean” relationship with a patron of the sex arts, as it always seemed to cast a shadow on things, at least in his experience.


  Ahmed had invited him to come hang out after work, and Holden figured why the hell not. Ahmed usually had decent takeout, fair pot, and good taste in movies, and Holden figured he could use the break from looking into Omega. It was a bit less god-focused than most apocalypse cults, but it was still kind of depressing what people made themselves believe in the name of finding some meaning in life. Maybe Ahmed had some insights into that. He was pretty savvy when it came to people.


  He had an apartment near Capitol Hill, in one of those old buildings with vague art-deco features that looked like it could very well be a firetrap but hopefully wasn’t. There was really only one way to find out for sure.


  Most people had drinks after stressful days at work, but social work was hard, ugly, stressful, and a not-well-paid job, so Ahmed skipped it and went straight to a blunt, as he felt his amount of stress at the end of the day would turn him into a chronic alcoholic in no time. Holden just took a couple tokes, mainly to be polite, because he didn’t want Ahmed to think he was saving most of the pot for Ahmed, although that was exactly what Holden was doing. Takeout was Vietnamese food, which was pretty good, even if Holden wasn’t sure what he was eating half the time. (It had never stopped him before.) For tonight’s entertainment, Ahmed put on Airplane!, and since they’d each seen it about a million times, that’s when they also started to talk.


  Holden respected Ahmed’s need to decompress and relax first, as he could be that way sometimes. More when he used to hustle, but probably because dealing one-on-one with people was always hard. He had no idea how people in retail fields did it, because Holden was sure he’d go on a killing spree his first day. Of course, the older he got, the more he suspected he was getting completely psychotic. He’d always been slightly antisocial, but the more time wore on, the worse it became.


  Ahmed told him a bit about Danny, a guy he’d met in a local leather-fetish chat room and was kind of seeing now. Ahmed wasn’t opposed to relationships, but they usually took up more time than he had. He managed to find some time for Danny, though. This led into Ahmed asking him about Scott, which was a conversation he didn’t want to have.


  He was sick and tired of people asking him about Scott, and he told Ahmed that. That just made Ahmed chuckle and shake his head. “You’re protestin’ too much, dude. Besides, you’ve never had anything approaching a boyfriend since I’ve known you. Scott is something to you, no matter how much you deny it.”


  He rolled his eyes. “We’re occasional fuck buddies. That’s all it is and all it can be.”


  “Now why do you say that?”


  Holden took a pull off his beer before answering. Normally he wasn’t a big beer fan, but Ahmed was really into microbrews and had found one Holden could stomach. “’Cause he ain’t never coming out of the closet, and I don’t see myself having a relationship with a guy who remains closeted.”


  “Isn’t that premature? Just ’cause he hasn’t come out yet doesn’t mean he won’t.”


  “Yeah, but I know he’s not gonna. You know how hard he trains? Like a complete motherfucker. He’s probably days away from injecting nandrolone straight into his eyeball to keep up. He’s worked too hard and too long to risk tossing his career away just so he can publicly admit he likes outies as well as innies.”


  Ahmed had a sip of his pho before answering. “Man, you’ve made up his mind for him. He may come to the decision he has more to gain than to lose. Just ’cause it’s what you would do if you were him doesn’t mean that’s what he’ll ultimately do.”


  Holden glared at him. “Fuck you. That isn’t what I’d do. The closet is for chumps.”


  “So why are you dating a coward? I mean, that’s what you’re saying, right? He’s a coward.”


  “No,” he protested, immediately resentful. That wasn’t what he meant at all! Okay, maybe there was an implication, but it was accidental. “You’re twisting my words.”


  “No I’m not, I’m clarifying them. You just said he wasn’t going to risk his career by coming out as bi. And since the closet is for chumps, he’s a chump. Is a chump, in your definition, a coward, a loser, or simply a fool?”


  Holden rubbed his forehead, trying to figure out how Ahmed always trapped him like this. This was why he had to be friends with him, because people who were more adept at verbal bullshit than he was were few and far between, and Holden needed to keep them close. “Goddamn it. No, he’s not a—why am I justifying myself to you? Whose boyfriend is he?”


  “Oh, so he is your boyfriend. I thought he was just a fuck buddy.”


  Holden wadded up his napkin and threw it at him, and while it did hit him, Ahmed just laughed. Bastard. He’d never formally introduced Roan and Ahmed for this very reason—they’d get along far too well and would live to torture him.


  Holden’s phone hummed in his pocket, saving him from this conversation. He was so grateful he didn’t even check the screen to see who was calling, just answered the phone. So that’s why he was surprised by an automated recording asking him if he wanted to accept the charges. Wow. It had been a while since he’d gotten a call from prison. He was even more surprised when it turned out to be Newt calling him.


  “Newt,” he said as soon as they were connected. “Since when did you get back into Seattle?” Last he’d heard, Newt had headed to Texas to see if he could crash with his half brother.


  “Um, good question,” he replied, sounding tired. “Last thing I remember, I was eating peyote buttons in Southern Oregon. I thought I was still in Oregon until I saw a cop, and I recognized the uniform as Seattle PD.”


  Holden knew he shouldn’t be surprised, because this was Newt talking. And Newt not only had the drug tolerance of a man three times his size, but always seemed to be involved in something colorful. His life was one long, sustained acid trip. “They tell you what they brought you in for?”


  “Well, I’m in the drunk tank, so I figure they pulled me in for public intoxication. Musta been trippin’ my balls off, but they thought I was drunk.”


  “That would track. How much is the bail?”


  “None. They’re gonna let me walk but only if someone picks me up. I think they think I’m a transient or a risk or something.”


  “Are you?”


  There was a long pause, allowing Holden to hear the sounds of the jail beyond him. It actually sounded like a quiet night there, not too much yelling or cursing. Or maybe it was just the calm before the storm. (The bars didn’t close until three, after all.) Finally, Newt said, “Maybe. I guess it depends on whether or not Steve’ll let me crash at his place.”


  Holden sighed. “You can crash on my couch until you can find a place. But only if you stay sober at my apartment. I don’t want a repeat of the toaster incident, or I’ll kick your ass out on the spot. Got it?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Newt agreed. “Thanks man. I gotta get my shit together and figure out my next move.”


  “You really should. I’ll be there shortly.” Holden hung up, and Ahmed asked, “The toaster incident?”


  He shook his head. “Don’t ask. I might start suffering from PTSD.”


  Ahmed smirked but actually left it alone, which was kind of him. “So who was that?”


  “Newt.”


  “Newt? Do I know him?”


  “Yeah, you do. Think about it.” Newt was one of those unforgettable people, people who you’d swear couldn’t exist if they showed up on an episode of Breaking Bad, but truth being stranger than fiction, somehow they did.


  Holden stood up, stretching because Ahmed’s comfy couch always made him sleepy, and Ahmed finally said, “Oh, wait—the Filipino Hunter S. Thompson?”


  “That’s him.”


  “How the fuck is he still alive?”


  Holden snickered at that. It was a good question and one that Newt seemed to constantly evoke. Hence his nickname. Even with a bunch of acid-blooded aliens on his ass, somehow that little fucker didn’t die. “I dunno. Friends drop dead from killers and suicides, overdoses and bad luck, but somehow the human car crash never gets seriously hurt. I think he proves the universe has a sense of humor.”


  “Yeah, that’s the only possible way he can still be drawing breath. Wasn’t he a drug mule?”


  “Briefly. From his explanation, it doesn’t sound like they were exactly a cartel, just a bunch of half-assed wannabes, who’re probably dead now if they ever met an actual drug cartel.” Holden shrugged on his coat.


  Ahmed gave him a look that suggested he didn’t think this was wise. Ahmed gave him that look a lot. “Isn’t there a possibility he’s making that up?”


  “The drug mule stuff? Yeah, there’s a possibility, but it’s a greater possibility he’s not telling us the worst things he’s done. He’s not so much a liar more than he’s a guy who lives like he’s gotta be dead by six. I’ve never quite figured it out.”


  “Why?”


  Holden shrugged. “Yeah, that, and why he has such a hard time succeeding. How can he possibly try harder?” Newt had his share of demons, just like everyone else on the streets, but his story was particularly tragic. He didn’t talk about it much, he usually only mentioned it when really wasted, but he was thrown out of the house at fourteen after a “it’s me or him” declaration by his stepfather, and his mother chose her new husband. From what little Newt talked about his mother, she was a dedicated alcoholic and abusive as it was, so he didn’t consider it a great loss. Since then, he’d been a homeless rambler, just surfing from couch to couch and city to city, another faceless throwaway kid in a silent army of them. Newt was just one of the rare kids not thrown out for being gay or bi or gender transgressive. He was just thrown out for being inconvenient, which was almost worse. Hate and ignorance were depressing but somewhat understandable. Complete indifference toward your own child? That was staggering. Newt claimed he was “over it,” but how did you get over that exactly? He had to ask Roan if he “got over” his abusive and presumably monstrous treatment at the hands of some of his foster parents, but he didn’t, because he knew damn well Roan wouldn’t tell him. In a way, that made it worse because the mind could imagine a lot of horrible things that must have happened to lead Roan into being the slightly masochistic martyr wannabe avenging angel that he was. No superhero ever came from a good home. If they were well-adjusted, they wouldn’t want to be a superhero. (Fuck Superman.) Of course, that was true of supervillains as well. The only real difference between them was whether they were fighting for people or against them. Newt, for his part, was neither. To borrow some gamer terminology Holden only had a passing familiarity with, Newt was “chaotic neutral.” For his shitty background, he was a remarkably normal drug addict. Well, okay, he did aspire to be the next Hunter S. Thompson in his lucid moments, so maybe not that normal.


  “Need help?” Ahmed asked, making no move to get up from his cozy couch.


  “No, I got it. Thanks for dinner.”


  “Any time. Be nice to Scott, huh? He puts up with you, and that’s gotta be as rare as hell.” Ahmed grinned at him, in a way that suggested he was kind of joking but probably wasn’t.


  Holden frowned at him, but he knew it would just encourage him, so he kept it brief. There was probably some truth in that, but he felt he deserved a minor award for putting up with Scott, which could be tough by itself, not even considering the fact that he was in the closet. He was a jock in a stupid sport that put him on the road for most of the season, and it could cripple him or maybe even kill him if he was extremely unlucky. Also, Scott liked to text more than call, and Holden hated reading texts, so he wouldn’t bother to check those messages for days, and he’d find that Scott had texted him dozens of times in the interim. Frankly, there should have been a relationship jail of some sort for the compulsive texter. Maybe they’d have to wear thumb splints or give nonreciprocated blow jobs. Something.


  That reminded him to check his phone, although he waited until he was in his car to see what text messages were waiting for him. It was a rare single-digit number, with the most interesting one being: “Cu 2morrow?” He quickly went through the messages until he found the one that said, “Coming back 2 C Tank & G. Roan 2 I hope.” G, in Scott’s text language, was Grey (also, pretty much his nickname for him in real life too). Grey was coming back? He didn’t know that, but then again, he wasn’t on Grey’s e-mail list. He knew Tank was coming in, but that was because Fiona was back, at least temporarily. Grey too? So it was a Falcons reunion or something? Or maybe just a bunch of straight boys (and one bi) who wanted to moon over Roan a bit, since they all had the same size crush. Although Scott was the only one to get a tattoo to that effect, at least that Holden was aware of. Maybe that had changed. Maybe they all had lion tattoos now.


  Should he text him back? He hated doing it; he felt like a tool, but it would be faster than e-mailing him later. So he settled on the simple text of “Yes.” He probably would see Scott tomorrow. But what it meant he still didn’t know.


  What was he going to do about Scott? At least he had until tomorrow to figure something out.


  


  9

  When It Happens


   


  ROAN WONDERED anew why he was doing this as he stood in his backyard, shirtless, holding his hand up to block the sun so Dylan could take a picture of him.


  Correction: block the vague glow coming from the cloudy patch where the sun was hiding. It had been sunny when they started, but true to the Seattle cliché, the sun was covered by clouds within ten minutes, and now the wind was picking up and getting chillier. In fact, Roan was now kind of cold and wishing he could put his shirt on. But Dyl was taking pictures of isolated and close-up body parts for an art project he was working on. Roan had to be shirtless, because he’d taken pictures of his shoulder blade, his back, and at least one of his torso tattoos. “Can we wrap this up before it rains?” Roan asked, as Dylan snapped away with his digital camera.


  “We’ll have to. This camera isn’t waterproof.”


  “Also, you probably want my nipples hard enough to cut glass, you bastard.”


  Dylan chuckled and kept snapping away. “You have cute nipples. You can put your hand down now.”


  Roan was glad to. Dylan was still pointing the camera at him, and he had an urge to make an ugly face, but he had no idea what Dyl was focusing on. “What the hell does that mean? No one has cute nipples. Nipples are nipples.”


  Dyl just smiled, refocusing his lens. “Everybody has different aesthetics.”


  “Oh, it’s just like you to pull out a five-dollar word. Knock it off.”


  Dyl continued to chuckle. Roan knew his grumpy old man act was amusing him, which was why he kept doing it. He really was a failed comedian at heart. “Oh sure. You don’t ever use multisyllabic words.”


  “Again with the words! Stop showing off, Merriam-Webster.” As Dylan continued chuckling, Roan bent his arm and said, “Here, here, I gotta great elbow. You don’t want to miss out on that.”


  Dylan seemed to take a picture of it and said, “You know, most people would be flattered if their husband thought they were a work of art.”


  “But you don’t. You think I’m a good canvas. There’s a difference.”


  “Not really. You can’t build on a shitty base.”


  Roan had no comeback for that, so he decided to switch subjects entirely. This seemed as good a time as any. “So, what would you think if I retired?”


  Dylan lowered his camera, looking at him with some skepticism. “You want to retire?”


  “Well, I’m thinking about it. I mean, I can’t have too much time left. I’ve had two aneurysms—well, one and a half—I have this weird tumor thing, and I should have died fifteen years ago or so. I’m thinking I should take a break before there are no more breaks to take. What do you think?”


  Dylan was shaking his head before he even finished the question. “Uh-uh. No way am I falling for that.”


  “What?”


  “Hon, I will go with whatever decision you make. But you make the decision alone. Because if I agree with you, you’ll resent me if you hate it. If I disagree with you, and you hate it, you will resent me. So you’re on your own.”


  “Wow. You may have just proven you’re too smart for me.”


  Dylan checked the screen of the camera, looking through his pictures, but continued shaking his head. “Nope, I just know how these things go. I won’t fall into that trap.”


  “It wasn’t a trap,” Roan protested. “It was an honest question.”


  Dylan slipped his camera back in its case and asked, “What did Doctor Rosenberg tell you? Have your tumors come back?”


  “No. Well, technically they never left, as they didn’t get them all in the last operation. But that’s neither here nor there. I’m just thinking about my mortality, you know.”


  Dylan smirked before turning away. “That one gray pubic hair is really getting to you, isn’t it?”


  “No! It’s just… well, okay, yeah, maybe.” Better than telling him the entire truth, Roan supposed. He wasn’t quite up to that yet.


  Roan followed Dylan into the warm house and retrieved his T-shirt from the back of the sofa, where he’d left it before they headed outside. As he pulled it on, Dylan asked, “Want some tea?”


  “No thanks. I’ll stick to good old slow-poison soda. It’s not like I have anything to lose at this point.”


  “Knock it off,” Dyl replied with a weary sigh. He put his camera on the kitchen counter, well out of the way of the stove, where he retrieved the still steaming kettle and filled a mug for his own cup of tea. Roan watched all of this as he collapsed on the sofa, wondering if he’d needlessly scared Dylan. He didn’t want to do that, but in retrospect, how else would asking about retirement sound?


  “How bad was your appointment with Doctor Rosenberg?” Dylan asked.


  Damn it. Roan was afraid he’d ask that. “It wasn’t bad.” Dylan clicked his tongue. “Really, it wasn’t; it was the same old shit. She wants me to take better care of myself, stop being a hero all the time—”


  “Oh, you mean the stuff I tell you?”


  “Now, that was uncalled for,” Roan complained, but it was a fair point. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to give in that easy. He glanced at the clock, and the time made him sigh. “Guess I oughta get going, finish up the Snodgrass paperwork.”


  “No being late tonight,” Dylan reminded him. “We have the hockey team and Fiona coming to dinner. And I am not corralling that crew all by myself.”


  It wasn’t actually all the Falcons, just the former crew of Scott, Grey, and Tank, with Jeff and Richie as well. Roan was kind of surprised Holden wasn’t tagging along with Scott, but Holden probably wasn’t up to that level of openness yet. And maybe Scott wasn’t either—Jeff and Richie didn’t know he was bi, did they? Oh, so complicated. He was glad he wasn’t in the closet.


  “I’ll be back. It’s just paperwork, and on a cheating husband case at that.” Roan levered himself up, sorry to be back on his feet. For some reason, he was really tired today, but he didn’t want to let on too much, as Dyl might worry. And he’d put him through enough hell for two or three lifetimes already. “You know, if I never hafta do paperwork again, I won’t miss it.”


  “That’s looking on the bright side.”


  “But if I wasn’t a detective anymore, what could I do? I’m not cut out for much else.”


  “Oh, what bullshit,” Dyl replied, taking a seat at the breakfast nook. “You could always write your biography.”


  That made him genuinely chuckle. “Oh yeah, that’d be riveting.”


  “Actually, it would. You’re one of a kind, hon, or have you forgotten that? You have a perspective on being an infected that no one else has. And your story is….”


  “Horrifying? Not fit for man or beast?”


  Dylan scowled at him over his mug. “Compelling. Even though you are an incredible smartass.”


  “I’m going to pretend that sentence ended at incredible,” he said, retrieving his jacket. He supposed he should change—he was in sweatpants and a Police Teeth T-shirt—but he was just doing paperwork. He had no clients scheduled to come in, and if he did, it’d serve them right to see how he usually dressed. They’d be lucky he didn’t smell like a wet cat and have blood dripping off his chin.


  “You just insist on making things worse for yourself, don’t you?”


  “It’s what I do best,” Roan replied, shrugging on his jacket. And the worst part was, that wasn’t even a joke.


   


   


  IT WASN’T raining so much as it was drizzling, a cool sprinkle that left everything damp and gray. In other words, another beautiful Puget Sound day. The parking lot wasn’t crowded, giving him ample places to park, and, at least for today, his office hadn’t been vandalized. The drizzle probably kept them in.


  He decided to sit at Fiona’s desk to do the paperwork, because why not, and he got distracted with his own thoughts. Namely, could he walk away from here and live without it? It was just an office like any other office, but it had been his for years and at one time represented a desperate bid for independence. He’d really thought his life might be over after he was kicked off the force. Little did he know that getting away was never going to be that easy, even though they’d technically fired him. The cops were a clingy ex who never quite let go.


  And then there was Paris, of course, but there was always Paris. And while there were memories here, like there were memories at the house, the memories were really in his head. Wherever he went, they went with him. They weren’t tied to locations, no matter how much it seemed that way.


  The funny thing was, it was the places that bothered him the most. Not the people, as he could always keep in touch with friends, who were the only family he had to speak of. No, it was places and what they signified that would be the hardest to leave behind. But if he did retire, he’d have to move, that was a given. The cops would always come to him for help with cat cases, until he was well out of reach. And could he blame them? If you had a superhuman (or a subhuman, depending on how you looked at it), you had to put him in the game. It was an idiot who owned a Tesla death ray and never deployed it in a battle. No matter the fact that you destroyed the weapon a little bit when you used it. It had never stopped him, had it? And it probably never would, until it was too late to matter.


  He was still lost in thought, letting the stones tumble in his mind, when his office door opened and someone peeked inside. Roan caught the eyes of the person looking in—too androgynous to call male or female, but oh so young; just a kid, maybe sixteen at the oldest—and while they looked surprised, they didn’t look alarmed. So probably not a vandal. After a very long moment, the kid said, “You’re him, aren’t you?”


  Roan supposed he understood the meaning, but it was best not to take anything for granted. “Define ‘him.’”


  The kid nudged the door open and came inside. Now that Roan could smell them, he realized the kid was a girl, but you’d never know that by first or second glance. Her black hair was short and spiky, her face was devoid of makeup, and her body was pretty much devoid of curves. She wore hiking boots, men’s jeans, a loose T-shirt, and a brown canvas jacket. She was a tomboy, or a butch, or maybe even a transsexual who hadn’t reached the pre-op stage yet; he didn’t have enough information to say. Maybe she just liked tweaking gender norms, but if she actually bound her breasts, which he suspected (either that, or she was really small breasted and wore a superflattening sports bra), that went beyond casual gender queering.


  “The cat cop, McKichan. You were a foster kid, right?”


  She almost pronounced his name right but missed. He appreciated the effort, though. “McKichan—the c and h sound weird, for some goddamn Scottish reason. And yeah, I am a foster kid. You?” No one ever brought that up as even the fifth thing about him, so the fact that she put it at the top meant it was important to her.


  She nodded, hands in her pockets, staying near the door. She just bristled with anxiety, and she had a rabbit brightness in her eyes that suggested she’d run at the first unexpected loud noise. Was she afraid of him, or was she always this way around strange people? He could sympathize. “You, um, you look for people, right?”


  “Sometimes. Why don’t you take a seat?”


  “I’d rather stand, if that’s okay.”


  Supernervous. So much for trying to put her at ease. Still, he’d have to take this gently. “Fine. You have a name?”


  She scratched her cheek and thought about it for a moment. “Elena.”


  Fifty-fifty odds that was her real name. “Okay, Elena, who are you looking for?”


  “My sister, Louisa. We were split up and put into separate homes, and they won’t tell me where she is.”


  That was sadly common. In theory, they liked to keep siblings together whenever possible, but it was almost never possible, especially if there was a sizable age gap. “Louisa what? I’ll need a full name and birth date if I’m gonna hit up my contacts. Date taken into foster care would be a big help too.”


  She inched closer. “Um, Louisa Evangelina Acosta, born July 23rd, 2008. We were taken into foster care three years ago, May 19th, 2012.”


  Roan did the math in his head. “So she was almost four when you went into foster care?”


  Elena nodded eagerly. Now that she was closer, Roan could tell she didn’t smell great. That, combined with the dark smudges beneath her eyes, suggested she was living rough. “How old were you?”


  This made her pause. “What?”


  “How old were you when you went into foster care?”


  Super long pause, and her jaw seemed to stiffen. She did not want to talk about this. “Fifteen.”


  He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Oh, hell no. No way you’re eighteen. Look, I’m not going to turn you in. I just need you to be honest with me.”


  Now she crossed her arms over her chest. “Why would you turn me in?”


  “For running away. You did, didn’t you?” Her posture stiffened dangerously, and he was pretty sure she was getting ready to bolt. “Don’t worry, I did that once too. Only once, ’cause they put out a full-bore APB for me.”


  That surprised her. “Really? Why?”


  “’Cause I was infected. That made it priority one for them to cage me, even though it wasn’t anywhere near my time of the month. I was hazardous waste that had to be dealt with immediately.” And hey, he still was in many circles. Some things just didn’t change. “You got a place to stay?”


  She nodded. “I gotta place.”


  She was lying. “I know a former street kid or two who’d be willing to put you up. You’d just have to follow their rules, okay?”


  “I ain’t goin’ to a shelter.”


  “I don’t blame you. I’m not talking about a shelter. Now, will you have a seat and tell me when’s the last time you saw your sister?”


  She seemed very reluctant to trust him, but she’d gone this far, so what was there to lose? She edged toward an empty chair, and once she sat down, still tensed, she told him a truncated version of her story.


  Her father was an alcoholic dick who abandoned her and her mother when her mother was pregnant with Louisa. After that, her mom found it hard to make ends meet and eventually drifted into alcoholism herself. She started getting into other stuff too, which probably led to her arrest as an accomplice in a pharmacy robbery. (She allegedly drove the getaway car.) Since Elena’s maternal grandmother was in an assisted-living home, and the paternal grandparents were out of state (and not interested in the kids on top of that), Elena and Louisa ended up in foster care. They were split up soon after, and Elena hadn’t seen her sister since. Once she called her, but that was shortly after they’d been split up. They’d gone into foster care in Seattle, which didn’t exactly narrow things down, but this was something to go on.


  After a while, she shifted nervously and asked, “How much will it cost? I got some money, but—”


  He dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “Gratis. It’s free. Well, as long as you take me up on my shelter offer. Us foster kids oughta stick together. “


  She rolled her eyes, like a proper teenager. “I don’t see why you think I don’t have a place to stay. Just ’cause I ran away—”


  “And because it smells like you haven’t showered in days?” He tapped the side of his nose. “Virus child, remember? I got the better than average sense of smell superpower out of the deal.”


  Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Ick.”


  “You don’t know the half of it,” he replied, agreeing with her. “Especially in a public toilet.”


  “Gross,” she said, but was trying not to smile.


  Roan knew he shouldn’t do this, especially not now, and especially since harboring her would technically be a violation. (While hardly an arrestable offense, harboring a kid you knew was a runaway from a foster home or a group home was not kosher, especially if you were or used to be a cop.)


  So who could he rope into bending a few laws with him? Decisions, decisions.


  


  10

  Strange Beast


   


  HOLDEN WONDERED if he had inherited Roan’s self-destructive streak as well as his detective job. Was that a prerequisite he’d been unaware of?


  When Scott texted him his hotel name and room number, along with a request to come by, Holden figured he’d go there and let him know that maybe they should stop this, whatever the hell this was.


  But as soon as he was in the door, Scott basically tackled him with one of his overwhelming kisses, the kind that made him feel like Scott was trying to consume him in some way. But Scott was also shirtless and pressed him up against the door, and how could Holden not respond to that? Once again, Holden found himself surprised by his own libido, while Scott wasn’t surprised at all. They couldn’t get each other’s clothes off fast enough.


  After what was, Holden had to admit, a really awesome fuck, Scott started perusing the room service menu. “What d’ya want to eat? Wanna split a frittata with me?”


  Holden sat up and finally decided to ask about the relatively new tattoo on Scott’s shoulder. It was of a tiny Bender, the robot from Futurama, with a cigar in one of his metal hands. “I never pegged you for a Futurama fan.”


  “Well, I like Bender more than the show, really. I like to think he’s my spirit animal. Also, I’m a bit of a bender in other ways too.” Scott smiled at his own joke.


  Holden sighed. Bender was a somewhat derogatory term for gay person, although it might have been exclusively British. (Unless it was used in Canada. Holden almost asked, then decided it didn’t matter.) “So now you’re putting oblique clues on your body. Why not just tell your teammates you’re a big bi and get it over with?”


  Scott put the menu back on the nightstand. “Since I’ve been out on injury, I don’t think they’d appreciate it if my first act upon returning to the locker room was to come out.”


  “You could save it for day two.”


  Scott gave him a stern look. “You wanna fight, don’t you?”


  “No. Why would I?”


  “You tell me.”


  “You brought it up.”


  Scott threw his hands up and shook his head, turning toward the bedside phone. “Why does this hafta be like pulling teeth? Just say what you’re gonna say. I’m a big boy. I’ll deal.” He went ahead and ordered the frittata from room service, as well as some toast and juice. Holden could see the faint surgery scar on Scott’s shoulder and had the urge to touch it but managed to fight it back.


  What was wrong with him? Scott actually had a point, which pissed him off even more.


  There was an odd noise, a kind of a muffled hum, and after looking around, Holden realized it was his phone in his coat pocket, vibrating away and making his jacket move like there was an agitated mouse caught underneath it. He got up and snagged his coat, pulling the whole thing back to the bed before fishing it out of his pocket. By now, Scott had hung up and was watching him curiously as he answered the phone. “Yeah?”


  “Holden, got a favor to ask you.” It was Roan, of course. If it wasn’t Scott calling him on this phone, it was Roan.


  “Of course you do,” he sighed. “What is it?”


  “I need someone to put up a runaway foster kid for a couple of days.”


  “How old?”


  “Fifteen.” In the background, he heard a voice say, “I am not fifteen! I’m seventeen!”


  “I’m afraid I got Newt couch surfing with me right now, but I’ll ask around. Jessie will probably have room.”


  “Okay, thanks.” He paused briefly. “You okay? You sound irritated.”


  Oh great. Now Roan was picking it up over the phone. “I’m just… it’s been a weird day. I’ll let you know what Jessie says as soon as possible.”


  “Great, thanks.”


  Holden hung up before Roan could ask any follow-ups. But Scott was still here, and he asked, “Why’s it been so weird? Me?”


  “Not everything’s about you,” he snapped, and Holden was instantly disgusted with himself. He sounded like the bitchiest person alive.


  “’Kay,” Scott said, giving him a wary look. “What did I do to piss you off?”


  “Nothing. I seem to be in a mood today,” he admitted, getting out of bed and grabbing his pants.


  “You don’t wanna take a shower?”


  “I’m just going home. I’ll be good ’til then.” He stepped into his jeans and felt like a major asshole. Of course, he probably was, so no wonder he felt that way.


  “Den, what is it? Why does being with me put you on edge?”


  Oh God, that nickname again. Why did he insist on calling him by that stupid nickname? “It doesn’t. It’s just… what are we doing? What is this?”


  “A hookup. Or a visit, depending on how you look at it. What do you want to call it?”


  “Nothing.” Holden dressed so hastily, he grabbed Scott’s shirt before realizing that it wasn’t his. He tossed it on the bed and found his own shirt.


  Scott scoffed. “Every time we have a good moment together, you freak out.”


  “I do not freak out.” Damn it, he noticed. He thought concussions did some minor damage to the brain.


  “Do you want more or less of what we’re doing?”


  “I don’t know,” Holden replied honestly, without meaning to. But he really didn’t know if he wanted to see Scott more or never again. Could he somehow do both? Both would be good. “Maybe we need a little time apart.”


  Scott stared at him. “We haven’t seen each other in over a month.”


  “I know, but…. Look, Roan asked me to do something for him, I gotta go.”


  “Just like that?”


  Holden shrugged on his jacket and knew it was insane that he wanted to run out of here. Did he ever once run from anything? Okay, that sick lion at the hospital, but that was understandable. In this case, he wanted to run away from a hot guy he’d just had great sex with. How did this compute? He didn’t know. He just knew he had to go. “Sorry. I’ll call you later.”


  “Den, you’re acting like a weirdo,” Scott told him. Like he didn’t know that! It would have helped if he was mad, but Scott just seemed deeply confused, and for some reason, that was just pissing Holden off more.


  “Sorry,” he replied and was then out the door.


  Holy shit, he’d never felt so claustrophobic in a hotel room before. What was wrong with him?


   


   


  SCOTT KNEW he was going to have to appeal to a higher court here, because he just didn’t get it. Den was acting squirrelier than usual, and that was saying something.


  At least there was a planned get-together at Roan’s house later. Before then, Scott met up with Grey, who picked him up in his rental car. Scott had no idea you could rent a hybrid car, but somehow Grey did. Also amazing? That he could cram his monster frame into it. “I didn’t know they made these in Frankenstein size,” Scott said, looking over the interior.


  Grey sighed. “Wow, I so didn’t see that coming. Get some new material, Conan.”


  Being with Grey again made him feel better. Not in quite the same way as being with Den had, but Grey was like the weird, huge brother he’d never had. Of course, when they were on opposing teams, this gave them the chance to insult each other, but it was hard to keep a straight face while doing it. In fact, last game, the ref asked them to tone it down. Grey told him it wasn’t serious, and the ref said, “I know it ain’t serious, just shut your yaps.” At first, it puzzled teammates, especially the enforcer on the Canucks, who wasn’t sure if he should warn Grey to back off (and he really wasn’t eager to get into that), but he soon figured out, along with everyone else, that they were friends taking the opportunity to give each other shit.


  It was a bit harder when he was playing against Tank, simply because no team liked you talking to their goalie, even if you were friends shit talking each other, but they got to talk sometimes between whistles, when they were in his zone. Scott did get a sense that Tank’s new teammates were slowly growing accustomed to his general craziness, which was good. Some people never got the hang of Tank. They were missing out.


  On the drive to the place where Tank and Fi were staying, he and Grey did the injury report, where they brought each other up to speed on their various battle wounds. Scott at least could brag his was major, requiring shoulder surgery and all that, while Grey’s worst injury was taking a stick in the face, which required stitches. It had mostly healed over, but there was still a new, pale scar on his left cheek an inch under his eye. It just made him look tougher, which seemed grossly unfair.


  Grey and his latest girlfriend had called it quits, which meant that she had dumped his ass. He denied this, but not too vehemently. It was kind of a given with Grey, as he hooked up with cute girls he had zero in common with, guaranteeing they’d only be together as long as she could tolerate him. This relationship pattern could make you question his sexuality, but really, Grey was just kind of lazy when it came to dating and stuff. Either someone else made the effort, or he didn’t much bother. He was a pro hockey player. He could always get laid.


  They didn’t talk about Scott’s thing with Holden, which was for the best but wasn’t at all personal. Grey never talked relationship stuff with anyone. Either you volunteered it, or he lived without knowing how hot your girlfriend was. It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested in you; he just had no interest in your significant other. In fact, Scott wondered if that was Grey’s big secret. Not that he was gay, but he was kind of asexual.


  Scott had been around enough men to know they were pretty sexual, while Grey was almost conspicuously not. Oh, if it was brought up he could shoot the shit and be as crude as anybody, but if Scott had learned anything about Grey after living with him and sharing rooms on the road with him, it was that his sex drive seemed lower than most men. Maybe it was just part of his low-key, type-B, off-ice nature, or maybe he was just weirdly private about his desires. But Scott couldn’t help but ponder if Grey’s generally accepting nature stemmed from a genuine absence of sex drive. It might explain his lack of interest in relationships and why all of his were doomed to immediate failure.


  But Scott didn’t ask. If Grey wanted to tell him or talk about it, he would. Just like Grey didn’t bring up Scott being bi, even though he’d figured it out long before Scott admitted it to him. It only seemed respectful and fair to treat him in kind. Maybe he didn’t know the term asexual and what it meant; maybe he felt he had a low sex drive but wasn’t actually asexual. Whatever it was, it was Grey’s thing, and Scott wasn’t about to take it away from him. It didn’t really matter anyway. He was Scott’s brother (emotionally), and he loved him, and he knew Grey loved him too. Because if he didn’t, he’d be wildly indifferent to him or crush him in his humungous fists.


  Tank was Tank, meaning French and larger than life and kind of nutty, and he’d grown a sort of close-cropped goatee that he said he’d grown only to piss off a teammate he didn’t like who couldn’t grow a beard to save his life. Perfect Tank logic there. Thing is, it made him look even more like Layne Staley, predeath, so Scott assumed Roan would comment on it. Fi certainly did, teasing him and offering to get him heroin. Totally tasteless, but still kind of funny.


  There was a little discussion about what went on at the funeral, but not much. It was weird and awkward, and the fact that Roan got shot again made it all the weirder. At least he wasn’t hurt. Tank was sorry he couldn’t be there to help, but he’d had to catch a later flight out. Fi had apparently gotten weary of all these infected haters and just kind of pitied them, while the rest of them were pissed off. She probably had the best handle on it all, though, the most mature. They just wanted to break heads, which didn’t solve anything. It just made them feel better for a while. Still, it would have been nice to smash some heads over this. At least Roan had scared the shit out of them.


  Fi also wasn’t sure about Roan’s medical state. He hadn’t been in a coma lately, and he seemed okay, but what she understood was he was kind of precarious. Not all his tumors were surgically removed, and it seemed more than likely they’d come back. Roan acted like it was no big deal, and Dylan preferred not to talk about it, but it seemed like there was no happy ending in the offing. It was weird to think about. Roan seemed indestructible, the world’s first genuine superhero, and how could he be wiped out by something as basic and stupid as a virus? Even if it was the virus responsible for giving him his powers in the first place. But as soon as the subject was broached, it was dropped because it was too fucking painful. It actually made Scott’s heart hurt to think that he might lose Roan soon, and he didn’t even have him. But at this rate, he’d never have him. Still, it was a thought with too many edges for all of them, so they went on to other, lighter topics.


  Eventually they left for Roan’s place, stopping along the way to pick up some microbrews as a hostess gift (in a manner of speaking), and the place was more or less the same as it had been the last time they’d seen it. Roan was still improbably hot, while Dylan was logically hot. (Hey, he was younger and a half-naked bartender—you didn’t assume plainness on his part.) The house smelled great, probably because Dylan made veggie lasagna, and on top of being good-looking, he was a great cook. It was unfair how one guy got so much talent, and Roan too.


  They still didn’t have a dining table, so they ate scattered about the living room, which was actually kind of nice. It reminded Scott of dinner at home, mainly because sit-down dinners growing up were pretty much restricted to major holidays, and even then felt super weird.


  He waited until Roan went to the kitchen to get a beer and the others were distracted by one of Tank’s awesomely weird stories about a former teammate who was found insufferable by his teammates but was bizarrely loved by the GM of the team for reasons unknown to all of them.


  Presumably joining Roan in grabbing a beer, he whispered to him, “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


  Roan looked at him curiously, green eyes bright and searching. Was it just his imagination, or was Roan looking a little more… feline nowadays? Not that Scott could pinpoint what exactly had changed to make him look that way. Maybe it was just his expectations coloring his perception. He figured that was why he sometimes got the weird feeling that it wasn’t only Roan looking out through his eyes. “You’re talking to me now,” he whispered back.


  Good to know that, potentially dying or not, Roan was still a smartass. He would go down fighting and snarky. His tombstone would probably read Don’t You Ever Wipe Your Feet, You Messy Bastard? “Is something going on with Holden? I mean, out of the ordinary?”


  Roan took a swig of his beer before replying. “As far as I know, no. Why?”


  He told him a condensed version of what had happened today, leaving out the fantastic sex, but Roan could probably guess that part. Holden would hardly drop by his hotel room to say hi and leave. Just from the expression on Roan’s face, he knew he had an insight he had missed. “You’re screwing up his shit, Scott.”


  “What d’ya mean?”


  “I mean, Fox is untouchable. He’s a slick bastard who feels nothing and has no weaknesses. But you’re making Holden feel something. He likes you. He may more than like you. And he isn’t sure how to deal with that.”


  That was basically what Scott thought, but it was really hard for him to gauge how Holden felt about him at any moment. Well, except for turned on. He knew turned on. But the rest was a mystery. Holden didn’t like to share anything approaching a feeling. Poker-face neutral was his default state. Sometimes, when they shared a joint or a couple of drinks, he could get him to loosen up a little, but he still seemed in very tight control. Scott really didn’t know how Holden could do it, because that would exhaust him after a while. And here the team trainers told him he had great stamina. “So what do I do?”


  Roan shrugged and grimaced to show he felt bad about it. “You’re kind of damned if you do and damned if you don’t here. If you confront him, he may freak out and just end the relationship. If you don’t, he may freak out and end the relationship anyway. There may be no way to win here.”


  “Goddamn it.” He’d actually come to that conclusion too, but for Roan to say it meant it was confirmed in some irrevocable way. “What happened to him? Why is he this way?”


  “Honestly? I don’t know. I know he got screwed over in a high-school relationship, but that can’t possibly be all of it. But as far as I can tell, he confides in no one. I like to think I have trust issues, but they’re nothing compared to Holden’s. I feel for you, but he is hard to handle.” He paused briefly. “Okay, I probably could have phrased that better. But you know what I mean.”


  “Yeah,” he reluctantly agreed. So how did he feel about Holden? He’d been trying to come to grips with that for some time. He liked him a lot, and when he couldn’t see him for a couple weeks, he started to miss him terribly. Scott supposed that, in his own way, he wasn’t facing his feelings about Holden either. At least he wasn’t bolting from the room, but still, he was ducking the issue.


  Goddamn it. He was going to have to work out how he felt about Holden, and then he was going to have to figure out how to confront him in a way that wouldn’t result in casualties. That shouldn’t have seemed so tough. But holy hell, it was. It seemed like an insurmountable problem.


  Not for the first time, Scott wondered why he had to have such deep attractions to impossible men. His life would have been so much easier if he was attracted to any other kind at all.


   


   


  HOLDEN KNEW exactly why he was upset, and it upset him even more. He was pretty sure he had a borderline personality disorder—he couldn’t feel something for anyone.


  Except, of course, he kind of did. He was very protective of his boys, for example, and that was feeling something. Also, he was kind of fond of Roan, although over time he realized that didn’t count. Not only did Roan’s pheromones play havoc with everyone, there was something naturally endearing about him. He was the true patron saint of lost causes, as no one was more of a lost cause than Roan himself, and yet, that wasn’t enough to stop him.


  But Scott? Okay, to be fair, he wasn’t a dickhead like most alpha-jock types were, but that might have been because he was a closet stoner. (Closet bi really didn’t matter in this case.) But they had little in common. Scott was hot, sure, and a great fuck buddy, but that was all. About the only thing they had in common was the Roan mutual appreciation society. Were they settling for each other because they couldn’t have him?


  He hated thinking about it, it made him angrier, so Holden poured himself a tumbler of gin, cut with soda water and ice, and started searching for the hidden chat room of Omega. Assuming there was one.


  Anyone could find the usual, more public face of Omega. A simple Google search would turn up everything they wanted you to know, but the deeper, more honest stuff was well buried and harder to find. Therefore, it was tedious and made extra tedious by spotty Wi-Fi. Still, it took his mind off of this whole Scott thing.


  Also helping, kind of, was Newt. He was splayed on Holden’s couch, channel surfing between three distinct, odd things: one of those hoarding reality shows, a twenty-year-old sitcom with a superabrasive laugh track, and what looked like a clog dancing competition on one of the lesser channels. Holden would have asked him to stop, since the sometimes jarring contrast in soundtracks could be super annoying, but occasionally he wondered if Newt’s drug-pickled brain worked this way. He couldn’t concentrate on one thing at a time, but three? Doable. As long as none of them were too complicated. But he could have had better taste in shows.


  “So you’re looking for this cult?” Newt asked about twenty minutes after Holden had answered his question.


  “More about this cult. We know where they are. Is that fucking clog dancing?”


  “I dunno. Can’t read the subtitles.”


  Holden turned his attention back to his search. He’d finally found something in a sub Reddit forum, and he followed it to a forum on a website with an Eastern European IP address. (He’d let Fiona install a few interesting programs on his laptop. He didn’t understand how they worked, but he knew how to use them.) It was in sifting through the usual ugly antigay/antiwoman shit that seemed to clutter most Internet forums that he discovered something really troubling. “Oh shit,” Holden said, unable to stop himself. “They know who I am.”


  Someone had identified him as a “man whore who works for McItchen” (McItchen was probably meant to be some kind of insult, or it was just a constant, weird misspelling the entire board had decided to adopt), and they had a mug-shot photo of his from about ten years ago. Which was super weird, because where the hell did they get his mug shot? On the other hand, it had been ten years and several hairstyles and colors ago. He might be able to get past them.


  “What does that mean? You a target?”


  “Not necessarily. It means I might not be able to go undercover, though.” But these freaks were welcome to try. If they wanted to throw down, he was game, but he really hoped they had their wills made in advance. He didn’t play, especially if some fuckers came after him.


  “In the cult?” It sounded as if this was news to Newt, even though Holden had already told him twice.


  “Yeah.”


  “I could do it,” Newt said and sat up so he could look back at him. “Might be the thing I need to get my blog going again.” Newt, when he was relatively sober and relatively stable in his living arrangements, blogged about “first person journalism,” as he really did want to be the next coming of Hunter S. Thompson, despite the lack of actual journalism training. He wasn’t a bad writer, though, not when he focused.


  Holden frowned at him. “Dude, these guys aren’t just a cult. The FBI thinks they may be planning some serious domestic terrorism shit. If they think you’re a plant, they might kill you.”


  Newt scoffed. “Me, a plant? A drug-addled, homeless drifter?” Newt suddenly looked deeply sad, on the verge of tears. “When I found out I was infected, I thought it was the worst thing that ever happened to me. But the worst thing that’s happened to me has been everyone else. I don’t wanna die without my life meaning something. And I don’t wanna die without getting back at those bigoted fuckers who ruined my life.” His lower lip trembled, and he sniffed loudly. Then, after a second, he grinned maniacally. “Can I sell it or what?”


  “Jesus Christ,” Holden exclaimed, genuinely impressed. “You have an act, Newt.”


  “Hey, I’ve smuggled thousands of dollars’ worth of ecstasy tabs and Mexican Viagra past the border patrol. Just try and out-bullshit me, son. I will flip your reality.”


  This could be a really horrible idea. Chemicals had altered Newt’s brain to the point where it was hard to trust anything he said, and you couldn’t always rely on his memory. But he would make a great operative because he was the last person you’d suspect would be working for anyone. He was a burnout in the making, and his shifty past, along with his open dislike of the cops, made him prime paranoid cult material. And it wouldn’t be Newt’s first time with a cult. He had actually been born in one, as his parents started with some weird, radical Catholic offshoot and then eventually split off into a weird Christian Science one. (Which they then gave up on in time too. Newt came by his religious skepticism the honest way—religion made his parents crazy, and he could never see it as anything but a group delusion.) Newt was actually kind of fascinated with religious cults, or at least the people who bought into them. He always felt bad for the kids, because he used to be one.


  “You’re gonna hafta meet Roan. He’ll have the final say on this.”


  “I trust you to sell me to the Hulk,” Newt said, lying back down on the couch. “So, hey, if I’m working with you superheroes, am I an official sidekick?”


  “I’m a superhero?”


  “Yeah. You’re The Punisher.”


  “Goddamn right I am,” Holden said, pulling out his phone to call Roan.


  Roan had a lot of weird T-shirts, right? He must have one with a skull on it he could borrow sometime.


  


  11

  The Temptation of Saint Anthony


   


  ROAN KNEW he had entertained many stupid ideas in his life, up to and including trying Taco Bell food once. But this may have well been the very stupidest.


  “The guy with the pickled brain?” Roan repeated, just in case Holden forgot what he’d told him previously. “The guy whose mind goes in and out like a shitty cell phone? That guy?”


  “I know,” Holden admitted. They were sitting at one of the outside tables at Hey Cupcake!, taking advantage of a slightly overcast but not rainy day. No one else was currently at the other outside tables, meaning they had much more privacy than they would have inside the bakery. “I’m not claiming this doesn’t come without risk. But Newt could get in easily and ferret out what we need to know pretty quickly, simply because most people assume he’s a burnout lucky to remember the year without having to think about it. He’s the perfect plant.”


  “And that’s also why he’s such a mistake,” Roan insisted, unable to believe they were even having this conversation. Holden had called him last night to pitch this dubious idea, but since his phone was off—a concession to Dylan, since they had guests over—and he didn’t bother to check his messages before going to bed, Roan had only discovered it this morning. That’s why he’d arranged to meet Holden here, because he couldn’t quite believe he was sober or serious when he left the message. Maybe the whole episode with Scott drove him straight into a gin bottle.


  But no. He didn’t seem hungover this morning and was continuing with this preposterous idea. Roan had woken up with this ghostly headache, something that ached dully as he woke up, then disappeared once he was on his feet, only to come back in fits and spurts, fading in and out of existence like a half-remembered tune. He really didn’t like it, because while Roan had been subjected to many kinds of headaches over his life, this type was new. And Rosenberg had told him new head pains were never good, although he really didn’t need to be told such a thing. “This is an apocalypse cult, Holden. We can’t send a guy with no experience into such a deadly situation. If he fucks up, he’s as good as dead. We’ll be unable to save him in time.”


  “He knows that,” Holden replied, pausing only to sip at his cinnamon-flecked coffee. “He’s a street kid from way back. Yeah, he’s waked and baked his brain into a mush-like consistency, but he’s not all gone. The boy can survive, almost as well as I can. He can do this, and more than that, he wants to do this. He’s volunteered.”


  Since Holden—Fox—was a born survivor, that was high praise indeed. In a zombie apocalypse, Holden was pretty much Daryl, the guy who needed the zombie plague to find his calling. He’d thrive when everything else went to hell.


  “For his blog? That speaks to brain damage more than anything else.”


  Holden sighed and set down his coffee cup. “I know. But I trust him to do this, Roan. I wouldn’t be pushing for him if I didn’t think so. Besides, do you think the FBI could get a plant in there on such short notice?”


  A fair point. “No. But I don’t think they wanted to risk any of their men on such an operation. Otherwise, why come to me?”


  Holden scoffed. “Why? ’Cause you’re Batman, dude. Why would anyone go for a normal person when there was a possibility they could have you? That’s like turning down steak when you have nothing but boiled haggis. I mean, fuck you. Who wouldn’t trade up?”


  Roan shook his head, taking a sip of his mocha. He was hoping the one-two punch of sugar and caffeine would make his phantom headache fade out for good, but so far no-go. And the bitterness was seeping through the sugar, leaving behind a sensation like his tongue was coated in aluminum. That was new. Maybe the lion didn’t like caffeine? Then again, why would it like chocolate? It probably hated everything about this. In fact, it wasn’t the only one. “I hated everything about that. In fact, our entire conversation today has left me in a bad mood.”


  “Are you sure it isn’t the headache?”


  He studied him through narrowed eyes. “How do you know I have a headache?”


  Holden smirked. “You think you’re the only observant one? You get these little pain creases in the corners of your eyes. Also, you’re occasionally rubbing your forehead, but you’re probably so used to doing it you weren’t aware of it.”


  He was right about that. Roan hadn’t realized he was doing that. Oh well, why not? Roan did many things without realizing them. Growling, sniffing the air, scoping out an area, instantly finding exits in case of trouble. There was something in his makeup that shoved important things into autonomic categories so his mind could become preoccupied with more pressing concerns, such as where his pain pills were and if the place had tea. Roan rubbed his eyes, aware he was doing it, and said, “See, I told you you were a natural detective.”


  “I had a persistent, annoying teacher.” Holden flashed him a small, pained smile, on the off chance he missed the meaning.


  “But right. Annoying but right.”


  “At least you cop to annoying.”


  “Have to. Too many boyfriends have told me I am. Repeatedly.”


  “And friends and co-workers and distant acquaintances….”


  “You can stop enjoying this so much.”


  “Oh hell no. Entertainment wakes me up better than caffeine.” Holden gave him one of his insufferable grins, but Roan was immune to it by now. Oh, sure, it bugged him a little, but he knew that was the response Holden wanted, so he tried not to give it to him.


  “You’re okay with a civilian going into this? He could die.”


  Holden shook his head. “Newt hardly counts as a civvie, and this isn’t the way he dies. It’ll be a drug overdose or a hail of bullets. Maybe choking on someone else’s vomit.”


  Roan sat back and fixed Holden with a stern glare. “Trying to sneak a Spinal Tap reference past me, really?”


  “Hey, you reference shit I don’t get half the time. Let me get one from time to time.”


  Roan knew exactly what to say to shut down Holden’s sordid glee. “So, your thing with Scott….”


  He chuckled and sat back, shaking his head. “Nope. My private life is just that. Not bringing you into it.”


  “I’m already in it. Scott asked me for advice about you.”


  Holden didn’t like to be surprised, and you knew he was when his poker face just slammed down like an iron curtain. “He what?”


  “He doesn’t get you. He was hoping I could give him some insight. He had no idea I was just as puzzled by you as everyone else on the planet.”


  “That stupid little Canuck. What the hell does he think he’s playing at?”


  “Well, not hockey. He wouldn’t come to me for that.”


  Holden made a sour face at him, like his coffee had suddenly gone rancid. “I refuse to be part of your joke machine. And just forget Scott, okay? He and I are just… we’re probably done anyway.”


  “Why? Just ’cause you’re scared?”


  The look Holden gave him was pure evil. If he’d had the power to go Scanners, Roan’s head would have popped like an overfilled balloon. “Don’t try this shit on me. I told you, I’m not—”


  Whatever Holden said next was lost in a series of rapid pops from several blocks over, followed by screams. You could mistake it for a string of fireworks going off, unless you’d heard it before and knew exactly what it was. Both he and Holden did, as they both instinctively cringed while also searching for the source of the noise.


  Roan knew it was nowhere near them, but he could smell the hint of gunpowder on the breeze. And blood. His inner lion really perked up at the scent of blood. “Shit. Stay here,” Roan said, taking off up the street, knowing damn well Holden wouldn’t listen.


  “Like I’m staying,” Holden replied, but that’s all Roan heard, as he’d cut down an alley blockaded by a plywood-reinforced chain-link fence. The lion was itching to get out, so it was no big feat for him to scramble up to the top of the fence and jump down the other side.


  There was no alley on the neighboring street, but he was able to jump and climb up onto the roof of a one-story building; he traveled above the street for as long as he could, jumping from roof to roof in a way that was truly stupid, or at least, with the benefit of emotional distance, would seem so. But the lion was having none of it. The lion liked running toward the noise and the blood, toward that sweet, metallic tang of fear, and seemed to know instinctively how to reach certain areas with an appropriate kick off the wall. Adrenaline made the lion surge, getting closer to the skin, and while the pain in his head grew, the simple irritation of it was still feeding the lion. Roan wished he knew how, but right now he didn’t much care, because the shooting and screaming was continuing.


  Eventually he hit the end of the line, as there were no more roofs he could use, thanks to a huge gap in buildings that was impossible for him to jump, so he dropped down to the street instead, distantly aware of the shock of it reverberating up his legs. But he ignored it easily and was already running across the street toward the no-longer-distant violence. He had vague glimpses of cars, felt the metal of a car beneath him, heard the blare of a horn or two, but he never stopped moving. There were people running away, trailing the intoxicating scent of fear, but he was after blood. And the lion could taste it in the air, along with the sour tang of gunpowder.


  Then he was there on the street, the acrid scent burning his sinuses and the clatter of gunfire stinging his ears. The gunman was just a man, firing an automatic weapon at people and storefronts in equal measure, occasionally grazing a car as well. He had a bag over his shoulder, apparently full of clips, as he dropped empty ones, grabbed a new one from the bag, and slammed it in before opening fire again. Roan almost recognized the gun but couldn’t hold the thought. In fact, he was sure someone shouted something at him, but it was gibberish, noise without meaning. He knew he was too far-gone when he stopped understanding English, but he couldn’t find a way to rein in the lion.


  Did he want to? It was still charging toward the gunman, who had his back to Roan as he walked down the street, spraying bullets and dropping spent clips. There were bodies and broken glass in his wake, shell casings scattered about like metal confetti, and he was leaving wet red footprints, as he’d stepped in a puddle of blood.


  The lion knew it was heard, as the gunman started to turn as he swapped out a new clip, so it jumped up on cars parked beside the street, running along their bodies, and that noise caused the gunman to swing around, firing the whole time. The lion decided to pounce, even as he entered the gunman’s sights.


  Roan felt the sting of bullets, heard the wasp-like buzzing as they zipped past, but time had slowed as he closed in on the gunman. Roan could see the horror bloom in his eyes as he realized Roan wasn’t stopping and that his clip had just run dry. Yes, autos could spit lots of bullets at a frightening rate, but despite what action movies would indicate, that meant they ran out of bullets at a similarly fast rate. He wouldn’t have time to reload before the lion was upon him.


  Still, he was reaching for a clip when Roan slammed feetfirst into his chest, throwing him violently to the pavement and snapping the barrel of his gun. Although the gunman at least had broken ribs, his hand scrabbled to his waist, and both Roan and the lion knew that he was going for another weapon—he reeked of gun oil and gunpowder, like some hideous beast made of the stuff—so Roan grabbed his wrist. The man screamed as his bones broke like pretzel sticks beneath Roan’s fingers, and Roan heard the crinkling cellophane noise of bones breaking and shifting in his own jaw.


  The lion really wanted to bite the man’s face off. It was anticipating the crunch of ripping off his nose and crushing it in his teeth, but Roan was doing his best to fight off the impulse. The man tried to buck him off, but Roan dug his knees hard into the man’s broken ribs and had one hand wrapped around his throat, pinning him down and trying very hard not to punch his thumb straight through his larynx. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have claws; he had so much strength coiled in his hands, cramping the muscles and breaking the bones, he was sure he could rip into this man as if he were made of fresh bread.


  He roared down at the man, who was making animal noises of pain, and fear spiked, a smell like piss and hot metal. Roan saw blood dribbling down, and not just from his breaking jaw, but adrenaline and the beast were keeping the pain at bay. Except for the pain in his head, which was like a clear, high noise drilling into his gray matter, lighting up pain sensors somehow beyond the adrenaline high. He knew there were no nerves in the brain itself, but sometimes Roan wondered if this was another specific mutation of his, nerves deep in his brain that allowed him to feel every migraine like a full-body blow, something crushing him from the inside out, hollowing out his head until it was a flattened, oozing mess.


  The worsening head pain, that clear note of agony, was starting to shove the lion out. The funny thing was, Roan didn’t feel like he had much control in the absence of the beast. The pain in his head was all-consuming, tearing down adrenaline numbness and rage. Something was really wrong, and he took little comfort in the fact that it was different than usual.


  Suddenly gibberish gave way to English, and he realized the man under him was howling hysterically. “Get him offa me! Get him off!”


  That wasn’t all either. Roan heard a familiar voice saying, “Roan, buddy, you don’t want us to Taser you, do ya? C’mon, the cat squad’s ten minutes out.”


  Roan looked around and saw Detective Kwan standing in front of about a half-dozen cops with weapons drawn, and it wasn’t immediately clear if they were aimed at the gunman or him. Well, duh, the gunman was helpless and gibbering in terror, his right arm totally useless. The guns were for him. Roan opened his mouth to say something and then realized he couldn’t talk yet. He needed a minute.


  Holden was behind the cordon of cops, being held back, but not too strictly, as he was bent over with his hands on his knees, panting for breath, his face strangely reddish. Oh, right, he couldn’t take to the roofs, and the streets here were all uphill. See, if he had Scott’s training regimen, he’d probably barely be breathing fast.


  “He’s back,” Holden said, between gasps. “If he wasn’t, he’d have looked at you like food.”


  How often had Holden seen him this way to know that? Too goddamn many was the only reasonable answer to that.


  Kwan studied Roan warily. “You really you?”


  Roan nodded. His voice still wasn’t back yet. And his head just kept hurting. That high, agonizing noise was just getting louder and louder, and he was pretty sure his head was going to pop like a balloon any second now.


  Kwan looked down at the screaming gunman. “You’re gonna hafta get offa him so we can arrest him, you know.”


  Roan found it difficult to move, but still he managed to get off the guy, scooting back to the nearest wall, ignoring the shattered glass, blood, and bullet casings. He was ready to move in case the guy tried something, but the gunman was in no position physically or mentally to do anything.


  There was a smattering of applause from the small gathering of onlookers, and a guy with a stereotypical stoner voice exclaimed, “You fuckin’ rock, Catman!” Wow, talk about the worst-kept secret in the world. Did it even qualify as a secret anymore? Just because it wasn’t on the front page of the Times didn’t mean everyone didn’t know about it.


  Sitting back against the nearest wall, Roan finally noticed the ambulances on either side of the street and saw one of the EMTs making their way to him as the cops swarmed the gunman, who continued howling in a mixture of pain and fear. Roan had no idea why it took him so long to identify Shep, but this pain in his head was making it hard to focus. It was like a drawn-out scream turned dental drill being jammed into his gray matter.


  Shep knelt down before him, resting his kit on the asphalt. “How ya doin’, Roan?”


  Could he talk yet? He tried and found he could, kind of. “Not so good,” he said, his voice raspy and rusty. If an antique chest could talk, it would sound a lot like him right now.


  Shep already had his gloves on, so he opened his kit before leaning in toward Roan. “How many times were you shot?”


  “I was shot?” In retrospect, yeah, he must have been. He could recall the sting of bullets, and he knew logically that he must have taken a couple, as there was no way even the lion was fast enough to avoid them all. But they weren’t hurting, not like his head, which felt like it was going to collapse inward under the strain at any second.


  “You in a lot of pain, or are you in shock?”


  “In a lot of pain, but it’s my head. My head is fucking killing me.”


  Shep quickly scanned him, even as he continued wadding up gauze to shove in the more actively bleeding holes. And Roan knew there must have been a decent amount of them, as he could smell a lot of his blood. “You didn’t take a head shot, did ya?”


  “Not to my knowledge. It feels like a migraine but the worst one I’ve ever had. Fuck, it hurts.”


  Shep leaned in, staring directly into his eyes. His eyes scudded off to the side for a second, and then he turned back to his kit. “Okay. I’m gonna give you something, and it’ll leave you a bit woozy, but it’s the best I can do for the moment.”


  Roan realized he could feel something crawling down his neck, and there was a sense of wetness in his ear. He reached up to touch it and found his fingertips were red with blood. He hadn’t been shot in the head, that he was sure about. But the way Shep had looked off just to the side…. “Am I bleeding from the ears?”


  Shep nodded, filling a hypodermic needle with something. “Looks that way to me.”


  Roan hissed as the needle went into his arm, but he didn’t actually feel it. It was a reaction to the molten pain still roiling in his head. “Oh fuck. An aneurysm can’t do that, can it?”


  Shep deliberated before answering, and frankly that was an answer in itself. Roan let out a weary, pained groan, waiting eagerly for unconsciousness to take him. It was bad enough he was shot. If he had another aneurysm, Dylan was going to kill him.


  


  12

  Love Is The Devil


   


  WHEN SHEP first called him and told him that Roan had been shot, Dylan’s stomach just plummeted, and it felt like it never stopped falling. But there was so much noise in the background of Shep’s call that, on the way to the hospital, he decided to listen to a news radio station, and that’s when the details were filled in and peace slowly overcame him.


  So Roan got shot stopping some crazy asshole with a gun? Okay. That wasn’t his self-destructive impulses taking over, that was just Roan being Roan. What Dylan had learned was it was a type. The people who ran into burning buildings to rescue people, who ran into collapsing buildings… you couldn’t really be taught to fight your own natural instincts like that. You could be trained to ignore them, but that was different. To do it instinctually, you had to have within you a counter instinct, one that made you risk yourself to save strangers and maybe die in the process. Roan had that, and Dylan couldn’t ask him to not stop a crazy bastard with a gun, because that would be like asking a fish not to swim. And there was little doubt he’d saved lives, so… okay. Dylan couldn’t be mad at him, no matter how many times he’d been shot. Although Shep had said it was three times.


  Three times! He’d taken three bullets. Shep said none of them looked too serious, but Shep had that way of understating things so no one panicked. Dylan wished his wife luck, because that had to be infuriating at times.


  He had to park far from the hospital, as it was busy, and that figured. So he had a long walk to mentally kick himself for marrying a superhero. He’d known what he was getting into. He had no one but himself to blame. The wind was coming up cold, so he tightened his scarf around his neck and pondered strangling himself with it, just for the hell of it.


  Dylan was so caught up in his thoughts, the first reporter surprised him. “You’re McKichan’s husband, aren’t you?” she asked, and a light from a camera nearly blinded him as it was shoved in his face. Suddenly a whole bunch of cameras were shoved in his face, and he had to push his way through them, barking “No comment” like a guilty politician.


  They attempted to follow him into the waiting room, but that’s where a burly orderly and a nurse who would put Ratched to shame told them, “Uh-uh, no cameras in here. Turn them off and get the hell out.”


  There was some argument, but Shep appeared and escorted him back into a hospital corridor, where they were soon out of view of the crowd. “How the hell did they know I was Roan’s husband?” Dylan asked, still surprised and blinking back afterimages.


  “I dunno. You got pictures of you together anywhere on the web? Maybe a Facebook page?” As they got in the elevator, Dylan couldn’t help but notice that Shep hit the button that would take them up to the infected ward.


  “Hell no. Roan will apparently join Facebook when he learns to love country music.”


  “So, never?”


  “Yep.”


  “What about friends of yours?”


  Dylan shook his head. “Roan seems to be of the opinion that advertising that you know him is asking for trouble, so he’s asked that all pictures to be shared or posted have him cropped out. Most people agree with him.”


  “Even your friends?”


  “They usually don’t include him in pictures to begin with.” Dylan pondered it, trying to remember the last time any photos were taken of them, and then he suddenly realized, “The gallery. Oh holy shit.”


  “The gallery?”


  “I had a showing a couple of weeks ago. They took a picture to commemorate the show, and I’m sure I pulled Roan into it. But it was a group shot. I figured we’d be lost in the crowd.”


  “Does Roan ever get lost in a crowd?”


  That was a fantastic point. Dylan realized some part of him was simply jaded and accustomed to the madness. “But Akira has a green Mohawk, and Kyle this really elaborate mustache and a penchant for dressing in old-timey garb. I just assumed they’d pull focus.”


  “Short of Godzilla, nothing pulls focus from Roan.” The elevator doors opened, and Shep led the way out. He was right, of course, and they both knew it. You’d think it was his unusual hair color that made you look at him, or his bottle-green eyes, but it was a combination of the two and something else. Something very difficult to put into words. It was like he had a slightly heavier gravity than everyone else, and somehow you could feel it, even in a still. Maybe it was just enough of the lion bleeding through that something in you felt you had to keep your eyes on him at all times, lest he suddenly decided to rip your throat out.


  “How is he? Really?” Dylan asked. Despite the ward being fairly busy, no one looked at them twice. They’d both been here so often, they were almost wallpaper.


  There were a couple of hard plastic chairs in the corridor, and Holden was slumped in one, talking to someone on his phone, a can of Coke in his other hand. As soon as he saw them, he got off his phone. “So, how has your day been?” Holden asked in mock brightness.


  “I’ll go see if I can find someone official,” Shep said, giving him a supportive pat on the back before continuing down the hall.


  Dylan eased himself down into the empty chair next to Holden, wondering how many times the two of them had done this. Too damn many. “I suppose you were there.”


  Holden took a swig from his soda. “After the fact. Did you know he can seriously parkour now?”


  “I thought he always could.”


  “Yeah, but now it’s like ten thousand times worse. Somehow he got up to the roof of a building and traveled that way, like he was fucking Batman or something. I have no fucking idea how ’cause I think he’d have to defy gravity to get up that first building. I had to stick to streets, and even with the occasional shortcut, I got there once it was over. And almost hyperventilated. I think I need to hit the gym.”


  “Just get Scott to coach you.” Dylan knew mentioning Scott would probably piss Holden off, but fuck it. Their mild antagonism was just something they’d both grown accustomed to, like an annoying nickname.


  Holden briefly frowned but then shrugged and seemed to let it roll off his back. Again, it was a tug-of-war as old as time. “Yeah. I could do about twenty minutes of what he does, have a heart attack, and drop dead.”


  Dylan sighed and slumped against the chair. It was nice that they made these chairs so uncomfortable that you couldn’t stay in them for long. It discouraged stragglers and encouraged sadists. “How was he, when you got there?” He didn’t have to add “be honest,” because, for all his faults, Holden rarely sugarcoated things for him. He lied like a rug, but usually not in the name of kindness.


  “He hardly noticed he’d been shot. Mainly due to his migraine.”


  “Migraine?” That news made him sit up.


  “Yeah. While we were talking, before the shooting, he was acting like he had a headache. Nice to know physical pain doesn’t stop him from being a big-ass hero.”


  Oh shit. Roan hadn’t had another aneurysm, had he? There’s no way he could have stayed on his feet if he was having one. Attacking a gunman? That was out of the question. Or so you’d think. But the fact that Roan kept going was about 80 percent will anyway. He could force himself to do alot of things, no matter how impossible. “Unconsciousness and death is pretty much the only thing that will stop him playing hero.”


  Holden gave him a strange sidelong glance. “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.”


  Dylan shrugged. “It’s the truth. Can’t change it.”


  Shep returned, this time with a doctor in tow. Dylan stood up, and so did Holden, after taking a few seconds to put his phone away.


  The doctor was a tall man with a reedy build and a hairline that had receded until there was nothing but fringes of white crowning his scalp. He looked out at the world through small wire-rimmed glasses. “You’re Mr. McKichan’s husband?” he asked, as if Shep hadn’t told him exactly that.


  Dylan nodded. He saw the doctor glance uncomfortably at Holden, so he said, “It’s okay to talk in front of him. He’s his work husband.”


  “Pardon me?” Holden replied, giving Dylan a frosty look. He just hated the implication of something as heteronormative as marriage, didn’t he? But it was true, and pretty much everyone knew it, even if Holden himself was loath to admit it.


  The doctor didn’t appear to understand, but he soldiered on like a good hetero who didn’t want to seem like a bigot. “The bullets did remarkably little damage. He’s very lucky. Speaking of which… it’s strange to say being shot may have saved his life, but it may have.”


  “How so?” Holden asked before Dylan could.


  “Roan was undergoing a cerebral hemorrhage at the time of the incident.”


  Dylan felt like the floor had been yanked out from underneath him. He wanted to swoon like an old-time Southern woman, but nope, couldn’t. He wasn’t getting out of it that easy. “Has it… is he going to be okay?”


  “We have stopped the bleeding. We’re optimistic there’s been no long-term damage.”


  “Was this another aneurysm?” Dylan asked. He felt slightly disconnected from himself, as if he was actually standing about ten feet down the hall.


  “It seems likely. I realize he has a history of them.”


  “But didn’t he recover from one once?” Holden asked. “While it was actually happening?”


  The doctor shook his head and took off his glasses to rub his eyes. “That must have been an error. That can’t happen.”


  Dylan and Holden exchanged a look. A look that pretty much said, “He could.” Because Roan could. This doctor clearly was unaware of Roan’s catalog of impossibilities, but that was probably for the best. Still, why hadn’t he adapted to this aneurysm in progress? The thought and the answer occurred to Dylan almost simultaneously: because he was partially shifted at the time. Something about the shift, about the in-between state, left Roan vulnerable. It made sense. Once he was back in phase, so to speak, he needed a truckload of pain pills simply to move and sometimes could empty the fridge because his metabolism was so out of whack. The shift could make him powerful on the outside, but leave him vulnerable on the inside. There was a sort of natural poetry to it. Roan would hate that.


  “Can I see him?” Dylan asked.


  “He’s unconscious, and we don’t expect him to wake up until tomorrow.”


  “I’d still like to see him.”


  The doctor looked a little baffled, but Shep said, “I’ll talk to Maria, see what I can arrange,” and left with the doctor.


  As soon as they were gone, Holden said, “Well, I guess that settles that.”


  “What?”


  “Newt left to join that apocalyptic cat cult. Now I don’t have to break it to Roan, ’cause he’s not conscious enough to care.”


  Dylan had a million questions but decided to set them all aside. He didn’t care. Roan wasn’t going, and that was all he cared about. Newt was probably one of Holden’s street friends, meaning he could probably take care of himself better than most. Finally, he said, “Thank you.”


  Holden gave him a surprised look. Under the hospital’s unforgiving lights, Dylan could see Holden’s hair was darker now, closer to what must have been his natural shade of brown, with lighter brunette hues randomly scattered about. It softened him in an unexpected way, but there was still a predatory sharpness to his eyes that should have been all the warning flags anyone ever needed. “For what?”


  “For finding someone to go in his place. I was afraid that might be an argument in our future.”


  Holden shook his head. “Nah. Even Roan’s hero complex couldn’t overcome the built-in stupidity of the Feds’ request. The cult knows him, and they know me. Showing up on their doorstep was an invitation to get killed. Using a proxy was the only way in, no matter how much Roan didn’t want to admit it.”


  “And you used to be a hooker, right?”


  Holden smiled. It was weirdly genuine. “We’re a clever species. Well, some of us. Those of us not drug addled or working out our daddy issues.”


  Dylan knew he shouldn’t say it, but he had to. “You’re not working out daddy issues?”


  “Cute. Oh, and fuck you.”


  “Hey, you just walked right into that.”


  He shrugged, glancing down the hall. “I thought you were a good Buddhist and wouldn’t go for it.”


  “I’m not that good.”


  Shep reappeared, looking tired. It had probably been a long day for him. Dylan couldn’t imagine being a paramedic and dealing with so much drama on a daily basis. Dylan figured he’d find that more exhausting than the blood. Still, with his mussed up hair and naturally sleepy eyes, Shep kind of always looked tired. “You can see Roan for a couple of minutes, and then you have to come back at visiting hours tomorrow. Okay?”


  “Great. Thanks, Shep.”


  “Not a problem. I just wish I didn’t hafta see Roan so much on the job. Tell him to take it easy, okay? A day off wouldn’t kill him.” Pain caused creases in the corners of his eyes, and Dylan realized the three of them were all here because they loved Roan in their own ways, and they knew, with painful clarity, he was doomed. Roan was born damned and seemed to be getting more damned by the day. It was impossible, but Roan was the impossible man.


  As soon as Shep said his good-byes, Dylan closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths, centering himself, pushing down any anger or sorrow that came up. Tonight he would be calm and cool. Tonight he would be Zen.


  He’d just about convinced himself of this when he felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. He opened his eyes and sighed and wondered if it was someone he could yell at in a case of terribly misdirected anger. As it turned out, no, it was Rosenberg, and if he was angry at her, she could more than give it back, tenfold, with the most colorful language this side of Roan. Yeah, he didn’t want to get in an argument with her.


  As soon as he answered she said, “I just heard the news. If that putz is dead, I’m gonna kill him.”


  Under normal circumstances, Dylan would have found that funny. But right now, he shared that opinion. “The doctor seems to think he’s going to be okay, even though it appears he had another aneurysm.”


  She exhaled as if she’d been punched in the gut. “Son of a bitch. That stupid fucker.”


  “To be fair to him, he saved lives today.”


  “Yeah, yeah. But he should worry more about his own. He knows he’s pushing it. Has he talked to you about it yet?”


  Dylan loved these moments when it felt like a frame had been taken out of his life when he blinked. He couldn’t help but ruminate on the fact that these mainly happened after he became involved with Roan. “About what?”


  She held the phone away from her face as she cursed so he couldn’t make out what it was, but it sounded like it had more than three syllables in it. When she came back on, she insisted, “He should tell you. I shouldn’t tell you.”


  “He’s unconscious. And as his husband and acting legal advocate at the moment, you know I’m going to insist.”


  “Yeah, yeah. He told me he was gonna talk to you about it.”


  “I’m sure it was on his to-do list. But other things pushed it back.”


  “Like meshugginah assholes with guns.”


  “Exactly.” Also, the possibility that Roan never intended to talk to him about his latest medical issue, because Roan was still a macho asshole and hated to admit he couldn’t do the things he wanted to do. But that was implicit, as they both knew what a stubborn bastard he could be. The only thing that gave Dylan any hope that Roan would win the battle against his lion was the fact that Roan was far more obstinate than the lion could ever be.


  “I’m on my way. I should be there in fifteen minutes.” She paused briefly. “Give or take an hour, depending on traffic.”


  “I’ll be here,” he told her, then hung up. He had no choice but to be here. To his surprise, Holden was still here, standing quietly off to the side, listening and pretending not to, although just barely. His eyes kept scanning the halls, as if they might come under attack soon. If they did, Holden would see them long before they could do anything. Actually, come to think of it, Roan did that too, but in a different way. He slowly scanned everything, as if taking a mental picture of all the surroundings, and then didn’t look again, unless some movement or anomaly cropped up in his peripheral vision. Dylan suddenly realized it was probably how a big cat looked at things. Holden scoped things out like a human, and Roan scoped it out like a cat. Made sense.


  Holden’s gaze finally settled on him, with an air of cool detachment that he probably used on clients. “More problems?”


  “Possibly. I don’t know.” He did, but he didn’t want to let Holden in on this one, at least not yet. “Is there a back way out of this place?”


  Holden raised an eyebrow at that. But Holden would know, as he knew all the angles. “Yeah. Why?”


  “The press know who I am.”


  “Fuck. Yeah, want me to show you?”


  Dylan nodded. “That’d help a lot.” It was nice Holden didn’t press for details. Maybe he knew the media would eventually figure it out. Buddha knew the people that hated Roan seemed to have figured it out a while ago.


  Dylan was pretty sure he could hold it together until Doctor Rosenberg showed up, and maybe even afterward. But when Roan woke up? They were going to have a talk that Dylan was fairly sure Roan didn’t want to have. But tough luck.


  They were finally going to hash this out. Dylan could only hope there were some pieces left to pick up when it was all done.


  


  13

  High and Dry


   


  WHEN DYLAN got out of the shower and heard the doorbell, his stomach sank, as he feared it was the press again. Apparently you could say “No comment” or “Contact our lawyer” all you wanted and still they never gave up. But when he glanced out the window and saw a couple of cars, he recognized one as looking very much like the car Fiona had rented. It could possibly be her.


  So he pulled on a pair of loose yoga pants and went downstairs to see for himself. Glancing out the peephole, he didn’t see Fiona, he saw a broad torso swathed in a tight Kelly green T-shirt. Even though it was all he could see, there was really only one person that could belong to. He threw open the locks and found it was indeed Grey, flanked by Fiona, Tank, and Scott.


  Fiona moved in and bear-hugged him, as the hockey players all squeezed into the house behind her. “How you holdin’ up, hon?” she asked.


  Dylan didn’t know what to say. He’d hardly slept at all and popped more Tylenol PM than was probably recommended. Maybe he got three or four hours sleep altogether. He felt smashed flat, like he’d been run through an old-time printing press. “Tired,” he finally said, deciding that was good enough. He was, even though he couldn’t sleep.


  Not only had the guys closed the door, but Grey stood with his back to it, like an invading horde was on the other side. Best of luck to them getting through Grey.


  As soon as Fi let him go, Scott stepped forward and handed him a cup. “Chai tea with soy milk and honey.”


  Tank then handed him a small brown paper bag. “Vegan breakfast burrito. The good shit, not the fast-food crap.”


  Dylan took them both and still felt slightly dazed. “What’s this about?”


  “We’re here to help you get into the hospital without being bothered by the press,” Scott said.


  “We’ll sneak you in, cause a distraction, or both,” Grey said.


  “We’re really good at distraction,” Fi agreed. She then looked at Tank and said, “Wanna show him?”


  He scowled at her, eyes suddenly full of menace in that Tank-specific way. “Not now.”


  Fiona crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, so when I want to talk, it’s ‘not now’? Typical.”


  “Which means what?” Tank replied.


  “You know damn well what it means,” she said, turning away.


  “How the hell am I supposed to know what it means,” Tank said, voice rising. “I’m not a mind reader, you know. I ask what’s wrong, and you never tell me what’s wrong.”


  She turned back sharply, giving him a frosty look. “You should know what’s wrong.”


  He threw his arms out, as if appealing to the heavens. “Why are you women always like this?”


  “Oh, so now I’m like every woman you’ve ever met, huh? Like that blonde slut I caught you with at Shane’s party?”


  “We were just talking! What, do you own me now? Am I on a leash?”


  “You should be on a leash, you lying piece of shit.”


  “Me? Fuck you, you miserable cow.”


  “Fuck me? Fuck you with a razor-tipped dildo! I don’t know why we ever got engaged.” She then smiled and said, “And scene.”


  Tank chuckled, and Scott shoved him. “You fucking asshole, I thought you guys were really fighting.”


  “Oh my God,” Grey exclaimed, looking at Fiona. “You’re perfect for him.”


  “We have to keep ourselves entertained,” Fiona explained. “And this always guarantees people leave us alone at parties.”


  Tank nodded. “We did it at the GM’s Christmas party, and we got a whole plate of baklava all to ourselves, ’cause no one wanted to come near us to grab any.”


  Dylan shook his head and actually found himself smiling. Oh, Roan and his weirdo friends. It actually sounded like something Roan might talk him into, the fake fight. Might be fun, as long as it didn’t turn real at some point. “So you’ve adapted to life as a hockey girlfriend?”


  She made a “so-so” gesture with her hand. “Well, they’re ninety-five percent blonde, and two and a half of the average one will make one of me. This doesn’t even bring the whole former dominatrix thing into the mix.”


  Tank slid an arm around her waist. “I don’t like stick figures. Or women who don’t own whips.”


  “You may regret that eventually,” Scott said, and it sounded like he had some experience with that. But no one asked.


  Dylan put the tea and burrito down on the kitchenette, although he yearned to drink the tea. It smelled good. (And how did Scott know his order? There’s no way Roan had ever shared that with Holden.) “You guys don’t have to do this.”


  Scott scoffed and sat down on the couch as if he lived there. Well, he’d been here often enough to qualify. “Yeah, we kinda do.”


  “We absolutely do,” Tank agreed.


  Grey sat on the arm of the sofa, and yet, he was still fairly tall. “Friends help each other. Roan helped me when I needed help. I’m just paying it back.”


  Dylan almost told him he’d already paid it back but didn’t. Their expressions were so nakedly sincere he couldn’t make a joke about it. “This seems above and beyond, though.” He took a sip of the tea. Still a little too hot but good.


  “No such thing,” Grey said.


  “He’s not just saying that,” Fiona said, pointing at Grey. “This nut drove from Philly to help us move. Drove.”


  “If the coach had his way, I’d lift a couch every day,” Grey said, as if that explained everything.


  So this was why Roan collected oddball friends. They never seemed to forget a kindness, and their loyalty was astounding. It was actually nice to see some of Roan’s faith in his fellow oddballs rewarded.


  “If you ever want it taken care of professionally, we know PR people who could issue a statement saying nothing in the most long-winded way possible,” Scott said.


  Grey nodded. “Anything you need, just ask.”


  Dylan didn’t know why, but he just felt like he had to ask. “Really, anything?”


  Grey didn’t blink. “Absolutely. If you need a professional bodyguard, another car, a place to crash, name it. I’ll make it happen.”


  “We can make it happen, you glory hog,” Tank said, balling up a napkin and throwing it at him. Grey held up an arm, and it bounced off harmlessly, which it would have done even if it had smashed him in the face.


  Dylan sipped his tea and decided to blame the fact that tears were starting to well up in his eyes on the hotness of the tea. He blinked them back as best he could. “I suppose you’d like to see Roan as well.”


  “Only if he’s up to it,” Scott said. “If not, we can wait ’til he’s out.”


  Dylan liked the confidence with which he said that. Like the concept of if never came into it.


  “Do you know what you’re gonna do yet?” Tank asked.


  He wasn’t sure how to take that. “Pardon?”


  “The fact that he’s a superhero can’t be hidden forever,” Grey said.


  “I think it’s out of the bag now,” Scott added. “I mean, first there was Grant’s funeral, and now he took down fuckwit shooter guy by basically pouncing on him.”


  Grey nodded. “Subtlety took a dirt nap a while ago.”


  “So what happens next?” Fi asked.


  That was a very good question. Dylan wished he knew how to answer it.


   


   


  EQUALITY HAD come a long way. Holden didn’t feel terribly proud, though. A guy had hired him to investigate his husband, as he was pretty sure he was cheating on him. He wanted to know with whom.


  Holden had been adamant: he was not taking these cases. Not at all. But Roan was equally emphatic that if he wanted to make a living, he was going to have to accept these cases from time to time. Spousal betrayal was the bread and butter of detective work. It didn’t help that he was kind of familiar with the guy who’d hired him. Rick Belesky used to run a coffee shop downtown, before the franchises forced him to close, and he had been nice to some of the street kids who hung out near his place. Holden had helped him out once or twice, running some of the more aggressive vagrants off and stopping a fight. Rick hadn’t forgotten.


  Rick’s husband was Steve Long, who worked as a teacher for the Seattle school system and was currently holding down an art class (of course he was an art teacher…) at Chester A. Arthur Junior High. He was also a decade younger than Rick, which Holden privately felt was part of the problem. When you started to get into those kind of age differences, it really started to show the older the couple became. Not for every couple—you just needed to look at Roan and Dylan to see that age difference was the very least of their problems and probably never came up, since Dylan seemed to be prematurely old anyway—but enough that Holden thought it was kind of ridiculous. (Yes, Scott was younger than him. But that was the least of their problems too.)


  According to Rick, Steve was working this week. But with one phone call, Holden confirmed that that wasn’t true at all. He’d taken the week off. But he was leaving at the same time every morning, following his usual morning routine. Holden hadn’t told Rick this, not yet, as he was curious. What was Steve hiding?


  That’s why he had followed Steve as he left the house with his travel coffee mug and followed him as he hit the freeway, driving in the opposite direction from the school. If he was having an affair, he was going out of his way to avoid anyone he knew seeing him.


  They drove for quite a while, to the point where Holden had no honest idea where they were now. Redmond? Burien? Kent? You’d think he’d know, but after a while he lost track, and a strip mall just looked like a strip mall. Every one had the same Supercuts, the same teriyaki joint, the same dollar store. If he was the type of person who got upset about such things, he would lament the relentless, dreary sameness of towns in America now. But he didn’t care.


  Steve had finally stopped at a building that seemed to have different businesses on every floor, although several were now out of business, and the signs needed to be updated. A couple of the top floors had been converted to artist’s lofts, and Holden figured out that Steve must have gone up to one of those. But which one, and how did he get up there without being spotted by Steve?


  Holden had no answer for that, which was why he was sitting out in front of the building in his car, waiting for Steve to come out. If he came out with someone, he’d have some proof of an affair, but as it stood now, he wasn’t sure he was cheating on Rick. Unless he’d renovated his loft and moved a bed in there, it was no place for fooling around. Could he be hiding an art project from Rick? But why? That made no sense. Why sneak away to make art? That was fucking ridiculous.


  And yet he’d been here for over an hour, bored out of his skull, wondering what Roan would do in this situation. He then wondered how Roan was and consulted his phone.


  Scott had told him how he, Grey, Tank, and Fiona were planning to pay a visit to Dylan, see if they could help, and he promised to keep him updated on how Roan was doing. Holden didn’t go because he had this case, and besides, there was absolutely nothing he could do for Roan or Dylan. Scott had texted him a couple of times, but only to let him know they were going and that there had been no change. Holden wasn’t sure who he was supposed to feel bad for more, Dylan or Roan. In theory, Roan needed no sympathy ’cause he did crazy shit like this even though he must know it would hurt him. And yet, he was born infected and mutated. His actions were his responsibility, but the effects of those actions weren’t, nor was the fact that he had abilities in the first place. Life, the universe, and everything were fucking unfair, and Roan knew that better than almost anyone else. As for Dylan, he must have known what he was getting into when he married Roan. He’d left him once, right? But he came back. He had to know this craziness wasn’t going away.


  Roan had told Holden to keep copious notes and take pictures to “establish a timeline,” but Holden had learned early on in Roan’s detective crash course that he had little patience for these kinds of details. He’d bought a tiny recorder so he could make notes that way, and he’d soon discovered that he talked into the recorder whenever he got bored, which was a lot. “Make podcast for detectives on stakeouts,” Holden said into the recorder. “Making it either seriously boring shit no one has to pay any attention to, or really weird, stream of consciousness shit that will force everyone to pay attention. Maybe mix the two, keep people off balance.” He shut off the recorder and picked up his phone, using its camera to take a snap of the building.


  Holden had reached the limit of his patience and was about to text Scott and drive off, when Steve came out of the building. He was alone and didn’t look any different. Holden waited to see if someone came out a couple of minutes after him, as if trying to keep a “safe distance,” but no one came out. As it was, it didn’t seem to be a building that caught a lot of business.


  Holden decided to follow this guy and see where he went next, but he made a mental note to come back to the building later. He’d been working on his lock-picking skills, and maybe now was the time to see if they worked.


  And if nothing came of this, he could always appeal to Roan for help, assuming he was conscious and functional.


  Truth be told, he suspected he was a better vigilante than he was a detective. Too bad he couldn’t advertise that fact.


   


   


  ROAN FOUND himself up to his thighs in snow.


  Looking around, he seemed to be on a mountainside, with a pristine blanket of snow all around him, white as far as the eye could see. The sky was so pale, it almost left him feeling snow-blind.


  He had to literally pick up his legs to help move them through the snow, one after the other, the chill soaking into his bones. Where did he think he was going? He wasn’t absolutely sure; he just knew he had to move.


  “Do you believe in karma?” Paris asked. Roan looked up and saw Paris was sitting in a cabin beside a fire. How Roan could see this when he was still outside was up for debate, but clearly he was dreaming.


  “No. I kind of wish it were true, although I of all people shouldn’t.” Suddenly he noticed he was standing in a grocery store aisle, although the coldness lingered on his legs.


  Dylan was inexplicably shelving cans of tomatoes. “Sometimes you just have to let things go.”


  This dream seemed more baffling than his usual kind. Was it painkillers? Wait—was he on painkillers? He tried to remember what he had been doing before this, and it seemed to cause a deep pain in his mind… oh shit. Yes, the shooting and that fucking migraine that came out of nowhere like a sudden storm. Except… no, not a migraine. Hadn’t he been bleeding from the ears? Ah fuck. “This isn’t a regular dream, is it?”


  Dylan looked down at the can he was holding, which was suddenly a coffee cup. “I have so much to do and not enough time to do it.”


  “Am I brain damaged? Delirious? That’s it, isn’t it? Or I’ve been pumped full of heavy-duty narcotics.”


  Suddenly he was standing in the precinct house, although it was empty save for him and Dylan. And one guy, sitting at a desk and playing solitaire. Bizarrely, it turned out to be Dee, wearing a cop jacket instead of his usual paramedic one. “I can’t make this work,” he said, throwing his cards down on the desk. It looked like all the cards showing were in red suits.


  Roan nodded. His subconscious was in fine form, telling him everything he needed to know while sounding completely insane. “Okay, I get it. I’ve fucked up everything. Can I wake up now?”


  No one paid any attention to him, and he didn’t wake up either. He wasn’t sure if that meant he was in a really bad way or if even his subconscious was being a stubborn asshole. Well, it was a part of him, so that would make sense.


  Roan turned, and suddenly he was in his living room. Doctor Rosenberg was sitting on the couch and building some kind of Lego model on his coffee table. He couldn’t tell what it was, but it looked vaguely like a crumbling roller coaster. “You’re trying my patience,” she said, and it wasn’t clear if she was addressing him or the model.


  Come to think of it, this whole thing was trying Roan’s patience as well. Now Roan knew how everybody in his life must have felt about him.
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  Sea Legs


   


  HOLDEN SOMETIMES wondered if Newt made up his own language.


  It seemed that way. Decoding his text messages took a great deal of doing, so much that if he was in trouble and sent out an emergency text, Holden probably wouldn’t figure it out until it was too late. He was really going to have to work out a signal with him. Instead of a safe word, a safe set of numerals. 9-1-1 seemed obvious.


  From what he finally pieced together, phones weren’t allowed in the compound, but Newt had snuck one in. Holden knew better than to inquire how. Being a former drug mule, Newt knew everything there was to know about smuggling things past guards, and Holden slept fine not knowing a single one of them. He was going to keep it that way.


  Holden finished sorting out the other texts over morning coffee. It seemed it was pretty cultish (well, duh) and weird there, and if Newt called it weird, it was either as straight as a Mormon bible study or more fucked up than an early John Waters film. It was hard to tell which one from the remainder of the texts. There were a couple of words he had no hope of deciphering, as sometimes Newt sent texts minus vowels or ones that were nothing but vowels. Couldn’t he once settle on a language?


  His phone rang, and he answered it absentmindedly, assuming it was Scott giving him an update from the hospital watch. That’s why it caught him off guard when an unfamiliar male voice asked, “Mr. Holden Krause?”


  He should have hung up, but curiosity made him respond, “Maybe. Who is this?”


  “I’m Elliott Flanders, I work for the Times. I’m doing a human-interest story on Roan McKichan. You work with him, yes?”


  Holden sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. These people. “I’m sure you mean well, but if Roan wanted to be in a sideshow, he’d have joined the circus. Leave him and his husband alone, huh? They’re going through enough.”


  “But this is—” Elliott began, but Holden didn’t hear the rest, as he’d hung up on him already.


  Holden assumed that if there was anything new with Roan, Scott would have called. His hero worship of Roan was undimmed by time, circumstance, or the fact that there was just no fucking way this was headed for a happy ending. The good thing about team sports was it could teach you loyalty. Even if you knew your side was going to lose, you stuck at it until the bitter end. And Scott was definitely a team player and not a quitter. It was one of those mutually attractive/ annoying things about him. Much like Dylan, he would be with Roan until the end, albeit from a distance. Of course, Holden would too, but he felt it was very different. It wasn’t hero worship on his part. Roan had turned out to be one of the better friends he’d ever had, which he never thought he’d ever say about an ex-cop, but Roan was an inherently strange creature. There was a reason he was alone in the world, and that was because the world was simply not equipped to handle two of him. It would eventually, he imagined. In fact, sometimes, to cheer himself up, he’d think about a world full of Roans and how doomed the old human race would be. It was a cheering thought to him. Homo sapiens deserved what they got. The only humor to be had was it probably wouldn’t even be humanity destroying themselves, it would be built-in obsolescence. They could simply not compete with Roan’s kind. It was basically the Neanderthal/Homo sapiens thing all over again, except the Homo sapiens were on the losing side this time. And wasn’t it high past time, really? Humanity had had a good, world-destroying run. Why not let Homo Felinus, or whatever the fuck Roan’s kind would be called, have a go? Maybe in a generation or two, all the pain and negative things would be smoothed over. Or maybe his kind would just get a higher pain tolerance, to the point where snapping bones and teeth bursting through gums was nothing, the equivalent of a stubbed toe.


  Holden felt a bit bad for Omega, though. They were totally on the wrong side of this. Their kind would win eventually, but not with terrorism, and declaring Roan the enemy when he was actually the future was mondo stupid. They thought they were the change, but they were just the same old paradigm, dressed up in new clothes. Freaks were the future; freaks were the only chance humanity had. The normals just didn’t realize it yet.


  His phone rang again, and this time he checked who was calling before he picked it up. It was Jessie. “Hey, girl,” he said, wedging the receiver between his shoulder and his ear so he could keep sifting through files. Being a detective was so much paperwork. He now understood why cops always seemed impatient and stressed out.


  “Hey. I was going to make small talk and sugarcoat things before I asked you, but then I remembered who I was calling. How’s Roan? He going to live?”


  “Probably.” Not much of an answer, but the best he could give right now.


  She exhaled, in a manner that was more a release of tension than a genuine sigh. “Elena’s itching for news. Both about Roan and her sister. I think she idolizes him.”


  “That seems to be going around. How’s she doing?”


  “Fine. She’s an adorable baby butch. I’d adopt her myself if I could.”


  “So she is gay.”


  “Oh yeah. She hasn’t admitted it directly, but the fact that she said she looked up to Roan because they have so much in common, and she’s not infected, was pretty much a giveaway.”


  “I feel bad for the gay foster kids. You never know what house you’ll land in and how weirdly antigay they’ll be.”


  “It’s part of the reason there’s so many homeless gay kids. But you’d know that, wouldn’t you?”


  Holden just smiled to himself. Sometimes he almost forgot he had been thrown out for being gay. Then he wondered how he could ever forget. That kind of fundamental betrayal left scars that never healed. No wonder he wasn’t big on relationships. “And I don’t need to tell you people suck.”


  She snickered. “No.” Jessie worked with abused and formerly trafficked kids every day. She saw all the damage done, up close and personal. “Roan did a good thing today. I really hope it doesn’t kill him.”


  “You and me both.”


  There was a strange pause, and she seemed to hesitate. After several seconds, she said, “You… you’ve stopped playing superhero, haven’t you?”


  He reflexively felt something offensive in that. “Whoever said I was, Jessie?”


  “Katie. The girl you saved from those traffickers, remember? She told me what happened.”


  “Ah.” Here’s how crazy his life was: he barely remembered meeting sex traffickers in a rest stop bathroom at one in the morning—or however late it was—to purchase a ten-year-old. And he was the one pretending to be a suburban pervert. Still, Roan had done pretty much all of the dirty work, taking out the guys out front and then coming in to save his ass from being shot when his timing was off. He’d knocked out one guy, at least, and had planted rock on every single fucking one of them. He had vague memories of reading about the incident in the papers, and the cops dutifully described it as a “drug deal gone wrong,” which he thought they might once they uncovered all that meth and crack. It wasn’t like they could tell the truth (they were selling children, not drugs), because it wouldn’t help them even if the cops believed them. Which they never did. “I wasn’t playing superhero. I was simply bait. Roan remained the only superhero on site.”


  “Katie takes some comfort from Roan too. She said he broke a sink with someone’s face.”


  “He did,” Holden confirmed. Jessie was no rat. As a transsexual and a former sex worker, her relationship with police had always been tenuous at best.


  “She also said you knocked out one of the guys.”


  “I was supposed to get ’em both, but I fucked up. Hence Roan needing to come in and save my ass. This is why you never go into enemy territory without backup. And having Roan back you up is as good as having an army.” It was too. Only idiots of the highest caliber thought they’d have a chance against him. He was the fucking apex predator of the entire world. The normals needed all the luck they could possibly scrounge.


  “I get Roan. I met him when he was a cop, and he was that way even then. He wants to save the world one person at a time, even though he knows that’s impossible. But why would you want to play superhero, Fox? You know why they don’t really exist, Roan aside? Because they’d be supremely fucked-up people. Roan got a raw deal, and I’m sure he’d be the first to admit he’s kinda fucked up. But you?”


  “You know I’m fucked up.”


  “But not in that way. I’ve never once believed you wanted to save the world. Watch it burn? Maybe.”


  He smirked at that. She had him dead to rights. He really couldn’t argue. “Being a superhero really isn’t a solo job. Things get messy, and the hero isn’t always in a position to straighten things out. Someone needs to bat cleanup.”


  There was a long pause before she replied. “Wow. There are so many troubling things about those statements, I don’t know where to start.”


  “Roan needs me. You’re right, he’s a good guy. A very good guy. I’m not all that good.”


  She exhaled like she’d been holding her breath. “We’re talking vigilante here, aren’t we?”


  “I thought you already knew,” he admitted. He checked his e-mail on his laptop to see if Roan had e-mailed him anything about Elena’s case before he’d tackled a gunman and bled from the ears. Sometimes Roan’s e-mails would come in delayed, by hours or days, making him wonder if the NSA just liked to be extra thorough with them, possibly scouring them for secret codes, before routing them to their intended destination. Not that he was actually paranoid enough to believe that, but if anyone was being monitored closely, it was definitely Roan. The Feds had been interested in him for some time. Roan knew that better than anyone, and that’s why he always told possibly incriminating things in face-to-face talks, with his cell phone shut off or not with him at all.


  “God, Fox, what am I going to do with you? Street shit never translates into the real world, you know that. You’re flirting with disaster.”


  “Maybe so, but I’m bangin’ a hot young jock who gets off on dangerous men, so from my perspective I’m living the dream.”


  “You ever call me from prison again, I’m reminding you of this.”


  “You’re welcome to.” But she did have more of a point than she knew. If Roan was out of the game for a while—or permanently—Holden was on his own. He wouldn’t be batting cleanup, sure, but he also wouldn’t have the luxury of one motherfucking trump card of a backup. Even people who thought they were ready for Roan never actually were. They were prepared for the man, or maybe the lion, but never the two smashed together, like some mythical beast straight out of Salvador Dali’s hell. To paraphrase Roan’s beloved Monty Python, maybe no one expected the Spanish Inquisition, but absolutely no one, including the universe, ever expected to deal with a lion-human hybrid. How did you even prepare for that? Holden worked with him, and even he didn’t know for sure. All he knew was you didn’t want to be in the same room with a furious Roan, unless you were feeling especially suicidal.


  If he intended to keep a side gig as a vigilante, he was going to have to get used to flying solo. Of course, did he even want to do it anymore? Sure, he was good at it, but that alone wasn’t enough of a reason.


  He’d built this weird little side career with Roan. But if it was done, he needed to figure out where he was going from here.


  Goddamn it. Yet another thing to worry about.


   


   


  ROAN DIDN’T know why he was surprised to wake up, but he was.


  Maybe it was because the last thing he knew, he was bleeding from the ears, and it felt like his brain was being slowly crushed by his weirdly thickening skull. The last thing he saw was just a hint of worry in Shep’s otherwise placid eyes, and when you could make a professional EMT worry, that was all kinds of bad. Still, he hadn’t got his ticket punched yet. How was a minor mystery, although Roan supposed his stubbornness combined with the lion’s made up a pretty formidable force. How long they could defy nature was up for grabs, but there was a point where, no matter how much the will wanted it, the body simply couldn’t. Even before that talk with Rosenberg, he knew he was sidling ever closer to the edge every time he partially transformed. In retrospect, he wondered why it hadn’t stopped him.


  Roan glanced around at his hospital room, trying to guess which hospital he was in. He felt oddly numb and really thirsty, maybe a tiny bit headachy, and he was becoming slowly aware of dull aches in strange places, like his chest and his left arm. Was he shot there? Must have been.


  He wasn’t surprised to see Dylan sitting in a chair beside his bed, reading a book that Roan had given to him, and rubbing his eyes in weariness. When he was done, he saw Roan was awake and looking at him, and smiled weakly. “Hey hon, how you feeling?”


  “Not too bad, considering. How are you holding up?”


  “The same.” He put a bookmark in the paperback, then sat forward, putting the book aside. “So, were you ever going to tell me?”


  Roan had to think about it a moment. He supposed he could have played dumb, but he knew exactly what Dylan was referring to. He couldn’t lie to him anymore, and it seemed not only stupid but cruel. “Yeah, as soon as I came to terms with it. I never like to think of myself as coming up against something I can’t beat.”


  Dylan gave him a soft kiss and ran a hand through his hair before resting his forehead against his. “Oh hon, you’re not Superman.”


  “No. Apparently I’m the Hulk.”


  “You’re much too sexy to be the Hulk,” he said, putting a warm hand on his chest.


  “Thanks for that.” Roan took a moment to just enjoy this closeness and peace. He stroked Dylan’s soft, freshly scented hair. “I’m sorry I got shot.”


  “You were just doing what you do,” he replied, being kind.


  “Throwing myself in front of bullets?”


  He sighed at Roan’s stupid joke. “Saving people, smartass.” He sat back, but kept his hand on Roan’s chest. “What are you going to do?”


  That was something he’d been thinking about since talking to Doctor Rosenberg. For the longest time, he really didn’t know. But now, weirdly enough, he knew. There was really only one answer, and it was high past time he pulled the trigger. “I hafta do it. I’m gonna hafta retire.”


  It was either that or die trying.
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  Some Song


   


  THE DOCTOR was very reluctant to let Roan go so soon after being shot and suffering an aneurysm (jeez, they could be so smothering…), but the press had been enough of an annoyance that they were able to use that as a wedge. Roan was glad, because he was leaving with or without the doctor’s approval.


  He was surprised to find that Dylan knew a back way out of the hospital, but apparently Holden had shown him, and while Roan was kind of surprised he knew a shortcut, he didn’t know why. Holden seemed to know all the back ways, and no, that was not a euphemism. Although it very well could be.


  Dylan had said the press weren’t bothering him, but the fact that he’d briefly traded cars with Rhett told Roan a different story entirely. It also meant he couldn’t drive, but that was okay, as Roan wasn’t sure he was up to it. He may have said he was fine, but he was still a bit achy and out of sorts. But that was probably a best-case scenario, considering all the shit he’d been through.


  As Dylan revved the engine and waited for it to warm up, he asked, “You’re not making this decision because of me, are you? ’Cause I want you to make the decision for you.”


  “Hon, I did. I can’t keep living like this. I can’t have much time left, and I don’t want to spend any more of my time dealing with this kind of bullshit.”


  Dylan gave him the slightest of frowns. “Don’t say that.”


  “It is bullshit.”


  “I don’t mean that. I mean about the time you have left. How long have doctors been telling you you’re staring death in the face?”


  It shouldn’t have been difficult, but his memories were so spotty, aggravated both by age and a simple desire to forget, that it was actually difficult to trace it all the way back. “Since I was ten? Maybe twelve. Or maybe eight. Hard to say. It feels like they’ve been telling me I’m a dead man walking since birth.”


  “And since you’re such a contrary bastard, you’re still walking around. They keep this up, you’ll be immortal.”


  “Holy shit, I hope not. Unless I can regenerate, like Doctor Who, replace the old body with a slightly newer model.”


  Dylan shook his head as he put the small car in gear. “You are such a nerd,” he said with a sigh. He then shot him an affectionate smile. Roan returned it, even though he knew that all of this was wishful thinking on Dylan’s part. Roan now had a sense of his end, of a darkness on the horizon growing ever closer and complicated by the fact that he wasn’t sure if the lion would have total control of him by then or not. He hoped it never happened, but he could no longer be certain. It might be too late to completely shut the process down. But he didn’t tell Dylan this. He didn’t want to crush his beautiful optimism with an ugly truth.


  Since Dylan had the driving under control, Roan pulled out his phone and made a call that was vital to his plans. Grey answered on the third ring. “You outta the hospital, or is this a courtesy call?” he wondered.


  Roan knew he only had himself to blame for having so many smartass friends. “I’m out. And remember how you’d said you’d help me with anything?”


  “Yep. What d’ya need?”


  Roan told him about his big idea. “I need you to buy my house so we can use the money to relocate as soon as possible. There’s no hiding from the press anymore, and… I’m done. I wanna get out of here before they cage me for good.”


  Grey simply listened, and when Roan was done talking, he said, “Sure, yeah, when you wanna do it?”


  Just like that. He shouldn’t have been surprised, but he kind of was, because it was a big favor. “This isn’t too much?”


  “Hell no,” Grey replied, with no hesitation. “I said anything, and I meant it. I don’t make idle promises.”


  No, clearly he didn’t. They worked out a couple of little details, and then Roan hung up. As soon as he put his phone away, he turned to Dylan and asked, “Do you think my friends will understand?”


  Dylan smirked. “Your friends? Yes, definitely. The good thing with being friends with such dedicated weirdoes is nothing you can do will seem all that weird to them. If they can accept you occasionally shifting into a lion—and they have—this should be gravy.”


  Roan realized belatedly what he meant by “your friends.” “What about your friends?”


  Dylan shrugged a single shoulder. “If they’re genuinely my friends, they’ll understand. If they don’t, then they weren’t really my friends in the first place.”


  “That’s a mature way to look at it.”


  “I think so.”


  “Is it also a way of culling the herd?”


  Dylan clicked his tongue. “My friends are not a herd. Although… maybe, yeah, some of them.”


  Roan knew some of Dylan’s art friends had been giving him a hard time about him. Roan knew that many of them didn’t like him because he was an ex-cop, but Roan imagined they were now giving him a hard time because he was such a trouble magnet and infected as well. Although this was a guess on his part, because Dylan refused to tell him, probably because he was afraid it would upset him. Roan could hardly see how, as he had been called every name in the book about five hundred times, and some of the especially creative invented new words just for him. It had occurred to him he should write a book about all the things he was called, maybe titled They Call Me Kitty Fag. But he didn’t want to seem to be encouraging it.


  “Are you sure I won’t be upsetting your life too much?”


  This startled a brief, bitter laugh. “I can do my art anywhere. As for my day job, I really don’t give a rat’s ass about it. I can bartend anywhere there’s a bar.” There was a long pause before he added, “I’m kind of jealous of your friends.”


  That surprised Roan. “Really? Why?”


  “Because they all know exactly what they are. Yes, they’re fucking weirdoes, but they know it, and they’re not pretentious or judgmental about it.”


  “Ask Holden what he thinks of anyone.”


  “Well, yes, he’s the exception that proves the rule. Most of my friends are judgmental and pretentious.”


  “You’re hanging around with the wrong crowd, Dyl.”


  “Yeah, I’m beginning to think so.”


  He leaned his head on Dylan’s shoulder, closing his eyes for a moment to rest. This was a major life upheaval he was embarking on, and you’d think that would have upset him or something, but Roan just felt tired. Probably because he’d just left the hospital against medical advice after having been shot multiple times and having an aneurysm. Yeah, put that way, it was probably a surprise he wasn’t in a coma.


  As they finally pulled into the driveway, which was nicely free of media (for now), Dylan asked, “Are you leaving the office to Holden?”


  Good question. “I’m not sure anyone else would want it. And considering he may not want it, that’s all kinds of sad.” But that did remind him he needed to call Holden.


  He waited until he was inside, with a soda to fortify him with caffeine and a sandwich, as Dylan insisted he eat something. Which was more than a fair point, as Roan was starving. His metabolism continued to play havoc with his body, which was probably yet another reason he shouldn’t be out of the hospital.


  He caught Holden up on his new plan, and Holden was genuinely surprised for once. He was less surprised Grey was helping him out, because that was Grey. “So when are you enacting this big plan?”


  “As soon as possible,” Roan admitted. How much did he have to do before they could transition? At least a week, maybe a bit more. “Guess I’ll have to break it to the FBI, assuming they haven’t tapped the phone.”


  “Now, come on,” Holden chided. “Who would want to listen in on your boring calls? You’re only planning the destruction of the entire human race.”


  Roan grimaced. He knew Holden had said that in the hopes someone was listening. “Thanks for that.”


  “You’re totally welcome. So are you, NSA boys.”


  “Oh, yes. If you’re listening, tell the FBI I can’t help them with their apocalypse cult.”


  Holden made a negative noise that just put Roan on alert. “Uh, about that….”


  “You didn’t send Newt in, did you?”


  “Nope.” Holden paused very briefly. “He went in on his own.”


  Roan sagged back in his chair, exhaling as if deflating. “Jesus Christ, Holden. You have to pull him out of there.”


  “That might not be so easy. He’s kind of out of contact.”


  Roan rubbed his eyes and groaned. “What is wrong with that kid?”


  “How much time do you have?” Holden replied. “It’s a long list.”


  “For a blog. For a stupid fucking blog.”


  “Hey! I’ll have you know it’s the future of journalism, since old journalism died.”


  “Fair enough.” It still didn’t make a ton of sense to Roan, but then again, what did? Considering what he was and everything he’d gone through, it was kind of amazing he still thought there were things capable of making sense. It must have been some kind of denial. “Hey, is Scott there?”


  “Why would Scott be here?” Holden replied, and his voice took on a hard edge. “What the fuck are we, attached at the hip?”


  “Whoa, did I hit a sore spot or what?”


  Holden sighed away from the receiver, but Roan could still hear him. “I don’t know how anyone has a relationship. They’re such a pain in the ass.”


  “I could make a joke, but I have a feeling you’d hang up on me.”


  “Damn right I would.”


  “Have a number where I could contact him? I have a question for him.”


  “You don’t have his cell number? I thought you did.”


  “Not since he changed it, no.” Scott had one of those new fancy smartphones that Roan hated merely out of principal. He would use a phone that was only a phone until the day he died of Luddite-ism. The only good thing about his old fogy refusal to get a smartphone was, thanks to his love of burner phones, he was impossible to track. He didn’t register as a blip on any GPS software anywhere. Of course, this meant he was paranoid as fuck, but that probably wouldn’t be a surprise to anyone who knew him.


  “Why do you want to talk to him anyways?”


  “I was going to plan a surprise party for you. I hafta ask him if you prefer a clown that makes balloon animals or one that juggles.”


  “If I thought that were true, I’d kill you before you had the chance.” He gave him Scott’s new number, pausing every now and again so Roan would think he was reading it off his phone and not rattling it off from memory. But Roan knew he was. Holden could pretend all he wanted, but he was really only fooling himself.


  After giving him Scott’s number, he asked, “Are you really leaving me the place?”


  “The office or the house? The office, yeah. I’m selling Grey the house… but he’d probably rent it to you. Hell, move in with Scott here, and you’d probably never have to pay rent. I don’t see him charging Scott for anything.”


  “What?” Holden scoffed. “Have you turned matchmaker or something? What the fuck is up with you?”


  “Honestly? I just want you to be happy, Holden. You’ve never struck me as a particularly happy person.”


  “And you are?”


  “I know I’m not exactly a shining beacon of mental health, but I’m actually pretty lucky. I have a husband who loves me and friends willing to police a funeral with me, as well as buy my house at a moment’s notice. Most people don’t get that. I need to appreciate it more than I do.”


  Holden exhaled dramatically. “Shit. You’re dying, aren’t you? Don’t worry, I get it, can’t talk about it in front of Dylan. How long do you have?”


  Roan sighed, quickly considering and rejecting several insults. On the one hand, it was kind of insulting. On the other, he totally had a point. “I am not. I just realized I can’t keep doing this.”


  “Because Rosenberg told you you were dying?”


  “No. Now stop being an asshole, as that’s my job.”


  “Not true. We share that duty.”


  That was true, but he didn’t feel like arguing his diagnosis with Holden, especially since it was a lot more complicated than life or death. He wished it were only that simple. “Fine, but that’s not it. Are you ever gonna believe me?”


  “No,” Holden replied. At least he was honest.


  “Good-bye, Holden. Get Newt out.” As soon as he hung up, he called Scott. He knew Scott would be very helpful, as both he and Dylan had seen the pictures Scott had done for that sports magazine. The magazine had some excuse for running mostly naked pictures of athletes besides selling a ton of issues, but Roan had no idea what it was. Scott was one of the seminaked athletes pictured in a deliberate pose that was kind of stiff but guaranteed his junk wouldn’t be visible. What was visible were his tattoos, and Roan had had no idea he’d got a lion head tattooed near his right shoulder blade. Neither he nor Dylan thought for a second that it was just an innocent coincidence. It was flattering, and probably more than a little weird, but Roan just decided to take it as a compliment. Dylan wondered what Holden thought about it, since he was his boyfriend, but since Holden never mentioned it, there was no way to tell. Roan almost asked but figured he’d pissed off Holden enough.


  Scott picked up on the third ring, sounding a little winded. “Hey, Roan, how ya doing? Aren’t you still in the hospital?”


  “Since when do I stay?”


  “True.” He exhaled away from the phone and took a drink. It was easy to imagine he’d probably interrupted a workout, although Roan couldn’t hear enough in the background to judge if he was at a gym or doing a practice skate. “Can I help with something?”


  “Yes you can. Say I needed to find somewhere in Canada to disappear to, hopefully in British Columbia, that’s not too rural to be uptight about me being there but far enough away from Washington to be too much of a hassle for anyone seeking me out. What city would you recommend?”


  Scott sighed. “Man, that’s kind of a tall order. Do I assume the mountains are out?”


  “Move them to the back of the list.”


  “Okay.” He thought for a long moment, before finally saying, “Kelowna. Although it might not be far enough away from the border. But it’s a nice place, and I can’t see them reacting negatively to you. Why? You movin’?”


  “Planning to. I’m retiring, and I have a feeling I’d better move out of Seattle PD’s jurisdiction.”


  “And the Feds?”


  “Couldn’t hurt.”


  Scott grunted an acknowledgment. “You know, Scotty’s wife is in real estate. I can ask around, see if there’s any good properties in the area ready to move. Kelowna might have a couple.”


  He had no idea who Scotty was, but he assumed he was a teammate. “You don’t have to go to that kind of trouble.”


  “What trouble? It’s a phone call.”


  Man. There was nothing like being a member of a team, even if you weren’t really. But most of the Falcons continued to treat him like he was more than an honorary member. It was super weird but very sweet. “I’m not completely sure about the price range just yet.”


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll get a few that run the gamut. But nothing shitty.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem. I’ll call you back in a couple hours.”


  As soon as he hung up, Dylan said, “And you turned him down for me? If I had any doubts you loved me, I no longer have them.”


  “Oh good, does this mean I have the equivalent of a get out of jail free card?”


  Dylan came over and sat beside him on the couch. “No. But I appreciate it all the same. So where did Scott think we should go?”


  “Kelowna.”


  “Bless you.”


  “Oh God, how old is that joke? The dust on it is gonna make me sneeze.”


  “What, only you get to make jokes?” Dylan gently turned Roan’s face toward his. “So we have a plan?”


  “We do, as long as you don’t mind moving to Canada.”


  “Absolutely not. Canada’s cool. And knowing hockey players really oughta mean something there.”


  “You’d hope.”


  Roan looked around his living room. This had been his home—his only home—for so long. Paris had lived and died here. But Paris wasn’t attached to this house any more than he was. It was a thing, and he could take his memories to another place, somewhere where his friends and loved ones wouldn’t have to constantly pay for his notoriety. And somewhere where he could maybe die a human.


  As trade-offs went, that was a pretty good deal.
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  Deny The Absolute


   


  THERE WERE lots of things Roan hated about technology, but it had its uses. Namely, you could look at houses without being anywhere near them.


  Well, in some cases. And as it turned out, Scotty’s wife, Jade, worked at a real estate agency that was hot for video walk-throughs of the houses they had for sale and seemed to only do business with other agencies that felt the same way. Or was this the new normal for selling houses? Roan had no idea, as technically he hadn’t bought his house through an agency. He’d bought it for a steal at a police auction.


  Scott was true to his word, as both he and Dylan expected, and they spent most of the night looking at video walk-throughs of some homes in and around Kelowna on his laptop. Scott sent an e-mail with a couple of links, ones he’d marked as particularly good, and they were very nice, although Roan thought a bit beyond their price range. He and Dylan discussed what they could do. A mortgage might be out of the question, as they didn’t usually give those to infecteds, and Dyl wasn’t sure his credit was good enough. Roan was fairly lucky, though, as he had some savings in the form of money from Connor that he had never touched. Maybe Connor could help him now. It did occur to him that Connor would like all aspects of this. No more policing, picking up and moving suddenly, as soon as possible, shedding his life like an old skin. Wasn’t that what Connor had done when he’d abandoned Northern Ireland for the United States? He’d shed the husk of his old life, or so he hoped, but it seemed to never stop haunting him. In the end, it was part of what killed him. Roan had to keep that in mind. Cut everything he could, have some closure, try not to let guilt kill him. Then again, that had always been a fight, and while he and Connor could compare abuse scars, he didn’t think it had gotten to him quite as much. Maybe because Connor internalized anger and pain—and then there was that weird Catholic bullshit that never completely abandoned him in spite of him walking away from the Church—while Roan preferred to hone it and focus it outward. The lion probably helped. The lion liked using that well of rage a whole hell of a lot.


  Which brought to mind a question Roan didn’t want to think about. What would the lion do about this? In theory, it could do nothing. But, along with the same theory, he should have been able to control it. He didn’t know if the lion was just some primal part of him, sprung directly from his reptile brain, or an actual separate thing. If anyone should know, it was him, but he didn’t. He wished there was a handbook on how to live as a bifurcated being, but since he was the first one anyone knew about, that was a book he’d have to write.


  The problem was, everything involving him was theory and guesses. Roan could offer no insights, not even into himself. There was no bridge of communication between himself and the lion, whether the lion was an actual animal or simply a primitive version of him. Although it did amuse him to think about leaving notes for the lion and the lion leaving him notes that were little more than bloody fingerprints and maybe a scrawled “grrrr.”


  But he couldn’t send the lion away forever. He wasn’t sure he could even banish it for a solid week.


  It would have to come out at some time. Could he go back on a viral cycle again? How the hell did you do that once you’d broken it? These were questions he’d have to figure out an answer to, because honestly, there was no one he could talk to about this. Rosenberg didn’t know, and if she didn’t know, no one did.


  He didn’t burden Dyl with any of these thoughts, because it wasn’t fair to him.


  There wasn’t anything he could do about it, and he was worried about him enough. But Roan suspected he’d have to talk to him about it sooner or later.


  Since he couldn’t sleep, he waited until Dylan was asleep, then started going through his messages and e-mails. His contact at the foster home agency got in contact with him, and the news was mixed. Good for Louisa, bad for Elena. It seems Louisa had been adopted by a family in Olympia and had her name changed to Louisa Schroder. Roan had been afraid that might have happened, because Louisa entered the system young, and the younger you were, the better your chance of being adopted. Also if you were white, which Louisa wasn’t, but she was light skinned enough to pass. All helped her odds.


  Poor Elena. Maybe she could write to her, and they could open up some lines of communication that way. It was possible Louisa didn’t even remember her. That was the great tragedy of sending siblings into foster care and splitting them up. Some won the lottery and got a regular family who genuinely loved them; others were completely out of luck and stuck in the system until they were unceremoniously booted out. Fair never came into it. In fact, years as a cop and detective had taught him fair only occurred in games where everyone followed the rules, and that was it. It wasn’t a natural state of the universe.


  Man. Sometimes his own cynicism got to him. If Dyl were awake, he’d probably rub his back and give him that small, knowing Buddhist smile, the one that showed he tolerated his inborn nihilism. Not that Dyl would ever rub it in, but Roan often envied his sense of peace. It must be nice to sleep unencumbered by the fact that he might accidentally kill and eat someone in his sleep.


  Roan called Jessie, intending to leave a message, but she answered, as apparently she was up too. So he told her the news about Louisa and how he should probably come over and deliver the news in person. Also, he discussed living arrangements. Yes, it was technically against the law to harbor a runaway, especially a runaway foster kid, but as long as she had a safe place to stay, if she felt she was better off out of the system, Roan was willing to go with that. He’d been in the system, after all, and if he’d had somewhere else to go, he’d have jumped at it. It wasn’t that there weren’t good or well-meaning people in the system, because there very much were (and his general fondness toward hippies stemmed from the fact that most of the nicest people he’d encountered in the system were the crunchy-granola type), but there were so many hardships for kids in the system that all the well-meaning people in the world couldn’t balance it out. And if you were gay and/or gender nonconforming, this was doubly true. Because for all the people willing to accept you as you were, there seemed to be nearly twice as many who thought if you got enough Jesus beaten into you, you’d be “normal.”


  What astonished Roan is that anybody thought that worked. Oh sure, you could beat people into obeying you, but that didn’t actually change their desires and wants. You just beat and scared people into behaving a certain way around you. All it did was get people to lie to you to fit your perceptions of reality. It was not only pointless and cruel but deeply stupid.


  And yet some people still believed it worked. Stupid people to be sure, but there seemed to be more of those than smart people.


  Jessie knew people and was sure she could get Elena a safe home until she was eighteen. Admittedly, a lot of people in her “network” provided safe homes for former sex slaves until their pimps/captors/sellers were behind bars or gave up the search for them, but Elena would pose much less of a danger to anyone sheltering her. Always a good thing. He set up a time to pay a visit, as it was best he tell Elena in person. This was not something you wanted to tell a person over the phone.


  It may not have been a paying case, but he was glad finding Louisa was his last. He could tell himself he did a good deed before pulling the plug. Really, all he’d ever wanted to do was help people. Roan couldn’t help but think that got a little screwed up along the way.


  Roan went and had a snack and hoped he’d work up to tired, because for some reason it just wasn’t happening tonight. Maybe his body was holding a quiet rebellion from being hospitalized again. He really had to stop making a habit out of that. When the phone rang, he picked it up, mainly so it didn’t wake up Dyl.


  “You up?” Seb asked, sounding tired.


  “No, I’ve left my body. This is my untethered consciousness answering up the phone.”


  Seb sighed. “Is there ever a time when you’re not a smartassed bastard?”


  “After all these years, Seb, do you really have to ask?”


  “It was a rhetorical question.” He paused briefly, the only signal of a topic change. “We’ve had multiple reports of a cougar running around, with the latest report putting it in the Belltown area. Think you’re up to it?”


  “This sounds suspiciously laid-back.”


  “Yeah, but so’s the cat. As I said, we’ve had multiple sightings, but the cat has yet to attack anyone. It just seems to be running around the streets.”


  “Huh.” That should have been accepted as normal behavior, but transformed cats were usually a big ball of unfocused rage and fear. They usually didn’t stroll. “By the time I get there, I bet it’ll be all over.”


  “Maybe. Wanna try?”


  It was Roan’s turn to sigh. He still wasn’t tired, and he figured what the hell, maybe this could be his last captured cat.


  He took the bike because there was no way in hell he was leaving his Buell behind, and he had a better chance of actually making it to Belltown before four on the bike. At least in theory. Seattle traffic often made up its own rules.


  It was a slow night, perhaps due to the time, and with some illegal corner cutting, Roan reached Belltown in good time. The last report Seb had called in to him had the cat spotted in the alley behind the Lucky Dragon restaurant. He parked the bike and walked the alley, getting the scent of the cat, as Seb walked down the street to join him.


  Roan had to get used to the smell of the Dumpster, cigarettes, and human piss first, then parse out the cat scent. Seb joined him just about when he had it. “Still getting calls about the cat, but every time we get where it was, it’s gone. Still hasn’t attacked anyone, to our knowledge.”


  “It’s a cougar.”


  “Yeah, a couple of witnesses have described it as such.”


  “No, it’s a cougar.” Seb gave him a deadpan stare, and Roan realized he wasn’t getting it. “Seb, this is a cat. It isn’t a transformed human. It’s a hundred percent cougar.”


  From the brief flash of confusion across Seb’s face, Roan knew he got it now. “What? Ain’t no cougars come down to Seattle, son.”


  “I know, but it’s a cougar, all right. Check the zoo, see if they have a cat that went AWOL, otherwise someone’s missing a really inappropriate house pet.”


  “Jesus. What is it with white people and weird-ass animals?”


  “Hey, it isn’t only white people,” he replied defensively, then wondered why he was getting defensive. Whoever was keeping a cougar in captivity was a fucking moron. “It’s mostly white people. White men.”


  “Jesus Christ. Men looking for ways to seem more macho. That’s like ninety-eight percent of the world’s problems.”


  “I know. But should we be saying that, since we’re guys?”


  Seb shrugged. “No matter. World’s kinda fucked anyways.”


  “True enough.” Roan held out his hand, and Seb pulled out a drug gun but paused before handing it to him. “You still gonna hunt it down?”


  Roan nodded and took the gun from him. “I can track it faster than anyone else. And I doubt it’s gonna try anything with something that smells as weird as I do.”


  “You don’t smell that bad,” Seb replied, unable to keep from smiling at his own joke.


  “Very funny.”


  “The dose won’t hurt the cat?”


  “Oh no, as long as I only shoot it once. It’ll just have a nice long nap, giving you more time to figure out who wants to take a cougar at this time of night.”


  He scowled at him. “Gee, thanks.”


  “Everyone has a job to do, and they all suck,” Roan said, double-checking the cartridge of the drug gun before taking a deep sniff of the air. Yes, it was hard to pinpoint, but there was the cougar’s scent beneath all the other ones, a slender yellow thread that he was able to follow down the alley.


  Judging from the cat’s zigzag movements, headed roughly toward Pike Place Market, it was doing a Dumpster tour of Seattle. He eventually tracked it down two and a half blocks away, eating out of a Dumpster behind a bar. The smell of bad buffalo wings must have masked him, because the big cat didn’t look up from its Dumpster diving until he was a couple of feet down the alley. It made a weird, watery growl, but after sniffing the air a moment, it decided retreat was the best part of valor and jumped out of the Dumpster. As soon as it started running away, he shot a drug dart into its hindquarters.


  It let out a slight yip, hind legs skidding slightly, but kept running away. “Oh, come on, don’t make me chase you,” Roan said, even though there was no way the cat could understand him.


  The cat slowed down, its back legs sliding out from underneath it as the drugs started taking effect. It almost made it all the way down the alley, but after dragging the back half of its body a few feet, the drugs were just too much for it, and it completely collapsed. It tried to drag itself along, but just couldn’t.


  “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he told the cat, coming up to it. “I’m not gonna hurt you. You just can’t be here.” He crouched down and stroked its fur. She had soft fur, and her body seemed to radiate heat, although this was probably the normal body temperature for it.


  It was easy to see she was a full-time cougar. She was a handsome animal. Not that transformed infecteds couldn’t be, but there were discolorations, strange shapes and alterations, a lack of symmetry that real cats usually had. He had no idea how anyone could have mistaken her for an infected from even fifty feet away, but people probably saw a big cat and they just immediately jumped to that conclusion.


  She was out soon enough, but Roan petted her for a bit. There was something kind of addicting about touching her nice soft fur. It was a different texture from transformed infected fur, wasn’t it? The difference was quite subtle, but now he could feel it.


  Roan realized he was zoning out, like your average stoner, so he picked up the cat, hefting her over his shoulder. She was heavier than he thought but still not as heavy as a transformed infected. Yet another clue this was an actual cat and not some freak of science.


  Seb met him just beyond the Dumpster and eyed the cat on his shoulder warily. “Sure it’s out?”


  “She is sleeping like a stone. Found a place for her?”


  He raised an eyebrow at that. “Her? How—wait, you know what? I guessed the answer. So let’s start again. No, not exactly. Animal control can’t take her; they don’t have any pens for cats roughly puma sized, but the zoo has agreed to hold her in isolation until we can figure out what to do.”


  Roan gave her a small pet, mainly because he still could. He wished her luck. “Good enough. Now, I wonder if someone’s going to admit their pet cougar went missing.”


  “She doesn’t have a collar and a tag, does she?”


  “Nope, sorry.”


  “Damn. Would have made my life easier.”


  It occurred to Roan that if this really was his last bit of cat wrangling, at least it had something of a happy ending. Temporary perhaps, but you took your victories where you could find them.
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  Taking Back Sunday

  From Taking Back Sunday


   


  HOLDEN WONDERED if it was time to push the panic button.


  It had been over thirty-six hours since he’d last heard from Newt, and that had only been a text that read: somethin mght B up, brb. That was a bad sign. He hadn’t returned any of Holden’s subsequent texts. Holden had been scouring the web for any news and found a Twitter feed for a “cult watch” site that seemed to be following Omega very closely. But all they had said over the last twenty-four hours was “movement in the compound.” A little more detail would have been great, but that’s all there was, save for a slightly blurred, low-res camera phone shot of vans behind a chain-link fence. It was possible that Newt couldn’t get away to text, but for so long? Holden had a superbad feeling about all of this.


  Pushing the panic button would be informing Roan. But even informing him, there might not be much he could do. If he let the Feds know, it was unlikely the Feds would give a shit about a civilian like Newt, and if they busted in, they’d be as likely to shoot Newt as any genuine threat. And of course Roan was a known quantity to Omega, so he could hardly go up to their front door and knock.


  So what did that leave? Plan B.


  Holden went to the nearest drugstore and bought some hair dye, basic black, which was darker than he’d ever gone. Once home, he used it and thought he looked a bit weird with dark hair but not weird bad. Just extremely different, which was good, as that’s what he was going for. He found his blue-gray contacts and popped them in, and yeah, they helped, but he was still clearly him. How could he change his face quickly, without plastic surgery? (Which was not only expensive, but way too time consuming.)


  He’d just decided on injury when there was a knock at his door. He wasn’t expecting anyone, but he knew that knock. And maybe, for once, his visit was timely.


  When he opened the door, Scott’s eyes widened. “Whoa. Is it Halloween already?”


  “Very funny.” Holden grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him inside. As soon as the door was shut, Scott leaned in for a kiss, but Holden took a step back. “I need you to hit me.”


  Scott’s wide-eyed look reasserted itself. “You wanna do S & M?”


  Holden sighed, as if his obtuseness was pissing him off. Which it kind of was, but honestly, he knew he was asking a lot. “No. I want you to punch me in the face so I’ll be a little swollen and discolored. I’m going after Newt, and if I want to get out of the crazy death cult alive, I have to look like someone other than me. So go on, punch me.”


  It seemed to take Scott a moment to find his voice. He opened his mouth, closed it, and paused before giving it another try. “Are you fucking insane? Why the hell would you go after Newt anyways? Call the Feds. That’s what they’re there for, right?”


  “I don’t trust them not to kill him. I mean, let’s face it, Newt kind of looks like a dirtbag. He’s worked hard to cultivate it, but I don’t see the Feds making that distinction.”


  “You told me they know you.”


  “They do. Hence the disguise.”


  Scott kept looking at him like he was crazy. “A punch isn’t going to disguise you in any way. It’ll disfigure you slightly, but that’s about it.”


  “And that’s all I need. These guys ain’t exactly MENSA candidates. So hit me already.”


  “I’m not hitting you, Den. What did Roan have to say about this?”


  Holden scowled at him. “Oh yeah, that’s a great idea. Let’s involve the guy who just had another brain aneurysm and was shot multiple times. ’Cause making him physically exert himself so soon afterward has to be good for him.”


  Scott rolled his eyes at his sarcasm. “Okay, fine. But you should at least talk to him—”


  “If I talk to him, he gets involved. This is Roan we’re talking about, remember? He doesn’t sit out a chance to be hero, even if it kills him.”


  Scott sighed, and Holden knew he had him. Of course Roan would risk his life pointlessly. Look under Roan in the dictionary, and that would be the second definition, after color of horse.


  Scott sighed and sat down on the arm of his sofa. “You can’t just go in. What if I go in? They don’t know me.”


  Holden stared at him, wondering if his disbelief was pronounced enough on his face. He was so accustomed to keeping his expression neutral it was now his default setting. “You’re a hockey player. One Google search shows them that not only are you in the NHL, but you have ties to Roan. You’d be giving them a hostage worth something to someone on a national stage, and that’s fucking horrible.”


  “But they know you. How is them taking me hostage worse than them taking you hostage?”


  Holden shook his head and retreated to the kitchen to get a drink. Because he was going to need one. “’Cause I mean nothing to no one. My leverage only extends to Roan, as far as they know. And the instant they deploy it, they’re dead.”


  Scott looked up at the ceiling as he thought about it but then shook his head at his own thoughts. “You’re gonna hafta unpack that for me.”


  Holden opened the fridge and pulled out a beer bottle, which he held up for Scott’s perusal. Scott canted his head like he was going to turn it down but then thought better of it, nodded, and held up his hand. You knew you had been in a relationship for way too long when you could read their wordless gestures so effortlessly. Holden tossed him the beer, and Scott caught it easily. “There’s nothing Roan hates more than assholes trying to use his people against him. The roads are paved with their bones. Be it boyfriend, husband, or friend, Roan can’t abide anyone taking out their rage for him on them. So if Omega takes me hostage, Roan will agree to whatever their demands are, and come nightfall, he’ll rip through that encampment like some rabid lion-chainsaw hybrid.”


  Scott twisted the cap off his beer bottle. Holden was fairly sure that needed a bottle opener, but Scott was an experienced drinking Canadian. “You can’t know that.”


  “Yes I can.” Holden poured himself some iced tea, which he fortified with some gin. It was the only thing that made the tea drinkable. “This isn’t new, Scott. Some asshole at Divine Transformation hurt Dylan once, remember? And the leader who ordered it couldn’t disappear fast enough. You know why? Because Roan was going to dismember him. Not with a knife or claws, but with his bare hands. And he can do it too. I’ve seen it. When he transforms, he’s wickedly strong.”


  “But he ran off, didn’t he? So Roan didn’t destroy him.”


  “Only because I got in the way. I told Roan I’d take care of the guy. I sicced a biker friend of mine on him and told him to run if he didn’t want to end up random body parts scattered around the I-5 corridor.” Holden took a swig of his doctored tea. The ratio of gin to tea wasn’t quite right, but it’d have to do.


  Scott took a swallow of his beer before replying. “But he got away, right?”


  Holden shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care. He was infected, so he’s dead by now anyways.”


  Scott gave him a stunned stare. Was he trying to figure out if he was lying? Well, good luck to him. “You never asked your biker friend?”


  “Nope. He’s deep in the closet, so we don’t talk on a regular basis. Also, he’s damaged to the point where I’m fairly sure he’s a psychopath. The less we associate, the better it is for both of us.”


  “You’re making this up, aren’t you?”


  “Nope. You can’t say you didn’t know I was a degenerate all this time.”


  Scott took a big swig of his beer and seemed to let it settle for a moment. “The more I get to know you, the more you scare me.”


  “What kinda adrenaline junkie are you? I’d think you’d be thrilled.”


  Scott raised an eyebrow at that. “Where did you get this idea I’m an adrenaline junkie?”


  “Just from everything you’ve ever done. Weird, huh?”


  Scott gave him his patented sour frown. Scott graced him with it quite a bit, which was why he got a great laugh when he saw Scott use it during a game, when some other player was talking shit to him. It was nice to know that it wasn’t reserved only for him but for anyone who pissed him off. “I don’t even know why I ask you these things. What were we talking about again?”


  “You hitting me. Otherwise I’ll go down to the Dungeon. Not only will I find something there willing to punch me, but they’ll probably pay me for the privilege.”


  Scott shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “I’m not hitting you, Den. This plan is suicide. You will be recognized, and they won’t let you leave.”


  “Then they’ll have made their last mistake.”


  “You seem way too casual about this.”


  Holden shrugged and belted down the rest of his tea. He liked to think of it as a “dirty” G&T. “I trust that Roan will put an end to this if I really step in it.”


  “But you just said you don’t want him to get involved.”


  “Right, and I don’t. But if I get caught, I know he’ll come after me, and no one can stop him. I’ll try and end it without his help.”


  “They’re an insane death cult. You have no guarantees they won’t be able to hurt him.”


  Holden shook his head again and leaned against the counter. “Scott, sweetie, denial is one of the most powerful forces of humanity. Everybody thinks they can handle Roan, but no one can because they refuse to believe the truth about him. All the YouTube videos in the world won’t convince them he is what he is. They think if they have a couple of guys with AR-15s, they’re ready. They still think they’re dealing with your average human. Maybe a bit more gifted at hand-to-hand fighting, but a person. Not what he actually is.”


  Scott gave him that sour look again. “He’s a human. You’re talking like he’s not.”


  “You’re insulting him. He’s better than a human. The lion can wear him like a meat suit, and leave nothing but carnage in its wake, and people still think it’s Roan. Even though it can’t talk, and the eyes are just dead voids, they still think they’re dealing with a person. He’s the ultimate predator, Scott. I thought that’s what you loved about him.”


  “I—” Scott was forced to stop and seemed to consider his words carefully before he continued. “I know he’s not a regular human. I’ve seen that. But he’s not invulnerable, as these aneurysms and bullet wounds have proven. All it takes is one lucky shot.”


  “Yes. But they don’t have what it takes to bring him down. They think they’re better than him, and that’s what will kill them. Denial and hubris combined is a toxic cocktail.”


  Scott stared at him a moment, before dry-washing his face and looking away. Scott always was kind of cute when he was exasperated. “I don’t know when you’re fucking with me and when you’re being honest.”


  Holden smirked. No, it wasn’t a kind thought, but he had to say it. “I’m not sure I ever stop fucking with anyone.”


  Scott threw up his hands, as if appealing to some disinterested god. “Do you know why I came over here? To ask you what was wrong. But now I realize that might be a bottomless pit.”


  “What do you mean what’s wrong? Besides everything.”


  “I mean what’s wrong with you. You always freak out whenever we’re together, and I was wondering if you wanted to break up or something.”


  “I do not freak out,” he replied, perhaps a bit too angrily. Because of course Scott was right. “Do you wanna break up?”


  “No. I like you, Den. I mean, sometimes I’m not sure why, but I do. I think we have a good time together. I just don’t get why you’re getting all squirrelly on me.”


  Holden shook his head. He hadn’t had enough alcohol to deal with this right now. “I’m not.”


  “Really, now is not the time to shut down on me,” Scott said, putting his beer down on the coffee table. “Would you for once in your goddamn life talk to me? What is wrong?”


  “I can’t do this. Not now.”


  “Do what? Talk?”


  “Deal with this!” He was trying not to lose his temper, but damn it, it was hard. “I can’t do relationships, all right? And I don’t think you can either.”


  Scott raised an eyebrow at that, and his posture straightened. Was he getting ready to fight? Holden hoped so, because maybe that black eye could still happen. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve had a few relationships.”


  “Yeah, but you’re in the closet, aren’t you?


  “So?”


  “So? So? You’re lying to everybody about who you are. Not a solid foundation for a relationship.”


  “Not everybody,” he snapped, getting defensive. It was all there, in the stiffness of his shoulders and the way a small line appeared near the bridge of his nose. “Some people know. More than a few.”


  “Everyone in Roan’s circle who has encountered you, Tank, Grey, and your parents. Who am I leaving out?” Holden wished he didn’t sound so snotty, but he knew he did, and he could only internally cringe. Outwardly, he kept his poker face intact, because what else could he do? Well, he could stop, but that felt like admitting wrongdoing. And he wasn’t wrong, just tactless.


  Scott stood up, hands at his sides, anger flaring in his clear blue eyes. Yeah, maybe he was going to get that punch he was asking for. But then Scott took a step back, literally and figuratively. “You’re picking a fight with me again.”


  “Since when is telling the truth picking a fight?”


  Scott glared at him. He was trying to hold his temper, but it was clearly difficult. “Are you telling me that if I come out publicly, you will stop freaking out?”


  “We’ll never know, will we?”


  Scott’s eyes narrowed further. Holden could barely see them at all now. “Yes or no?”


  “Yes,” he replied, well aware that that would never happen. “But why would you even want a relationship with me, Scott? You’re hot, you’re young, you’re a jock. You could pretty much take your pick.”


  “We keep going over this! What is so weird about me liking you?”


  “It’s not in your best interest to know me,” he pointed out. “I am dangerous, in more than one sense of the word. I could get you hurt, or worse.”


  “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” Scott replied. It was hard to tell if he was more frustrated than angry. “Do you know I get shit just for knowing Roan? It’s a fucked-up world, and while I may be more ‘sheltered’ than you, I get it. It doesn’t scare me.”


  “It should.” Holden wasn’t about to admit that sometimes he scared himself, but it was true. Sometimes he surprised himself, how dark he’d get, but part of him just didn’t want to know. He probably needed therapy and all the antidepressants, but he liked existing in his little denial corner. At least for now.


  Scott studied his face for a moment. “Does it scare you?”


  “The only thing that scares me are STD tests.”


  “Now I know that can’t be true. I think all of this scares you.”


  Ooh, sounded like a challenge. “All of what?”


  “This, us. Being in a relationship scares you silly. Why is that so hard to admit?”


  “Believe what you want,” Holden said, pouring himself another drink. He wanted to skip the glass and just chug from the bottle, but it was best not to get too blasted before visiting the Dungeon. He might do something he could regret.


  When he looked back up, he just about jumped backward, because suddenly Scott was right there, almost invading his space. Holden hadn’t even heard him move, but Scott could do that from time to time. His insane training regimen had a few weird side effects, and one was he could move quickly and fairly quietly when he wanted to. He didn’t have the whole Roan superhuman thing, but not for lack of trying.


  “What if I said I loved you?” Scott asked. “What would you do?”


  “I’d throw you out and call Western State,” Holden said, hoping he didn’t notice the slight tremor in his hands. For some reason that thought really was very scary.


  Scott seemed to be scrutinizing his expression very carefully before he took a step back. “Okay. Fair enough.” Did he believe him or not? Scott could have a hell of a poker face when he put his mind to it. “What’s say we order in and watch a movie or something? Have a night in.”


  The most horrifying thing to Holden was how good that sounded. It must have been his advancing age or the negative effect Roan was having on his life. But now that he had a regular roof over his head, he’d discovered that there was a part of him that really would have loved to do nothing all day but huddle in front of the TV until his brain turned to mush. But he couldn’t let that happen, not now. That was for when he was older, if he lived that long.


  “Can’t. I have a case I’m working tonight. Another cheating husband gig.”


  “Before or after you visit the Dungeon?”


  So, Scott had guessed he was lying? He decided to act like a politician and stick to the lie. “Before. Gotta pay the rent somehow.”


  He nodded, a ghost of a smile on his face. He honestly couldn’t tell if Scott knew he was lying or not. “Rain check?”


  “Absolutely.” The hell of it was, he did like Scott. He was generally easy to be with, which was kind of startling since he was a jock, but he was a weird jock/stoner hybrid who, if his parents hadn’t nudged him into hockey at a young age, probably would have been a full-blown, living in his parent’s basement kind of slacker. Holden briefly wondered what he would have been if his parents weren’t born-again monsters, but there was no reason to follow such a worthless what-if.


  Poor bastard. Scott really deserved better than him. It was a shame he didn’t realize that, but Holden was going to enjoy it while it lasted.


  


  18

  Fucked Up Life


   


  ROAN HAD hoped to get up early, maybe make Dylan some breakfast before he left for the Buddhist temple, but as it turned out, Roan slept hard and much later than he wanted to. He felt a little logy when he finally got up, like he sometimes did after a bad migraine. That didn’t seem like a good sign, but he wasn’t going to freak out until he had a reason to.


  He had some caffeine and toast, hoping to wake up, and then popped a Percocet, figuring it wouldn’t make any difference. He’d wake up eventually or he wouldn’t. Pain pills wouldn’t matter.


  He was contemplating making eggs when there was a knock at the door. It was either a bold trespasser or someone with a key to the gate. There weren’t many people with those.


  As it turned out, it was one of those key people, as it was Grey, looking frustratingly awake, though he was wearing casual clothes—black sweatpants, a T-shirt advertising a sports equipment brand, and sneakers that looked so worn it seemed like they were held together with hope.


  “Hey, dude, wanted to show you this,” he said, holding out his phone. Roan waved him in but didn’t take the phone.


  “Wanna drink?”


  “No, I’m cool. But look at this place,” he said, thrusting the phone at him. He played a video of a house tour, of a supernice-looking place. It looked vaguely familiar.


  “I think I saw this. That the place off Okanagan Lake?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Way out of our price range,” he said, muffling a yawn. It was a beautiful place, but he and Dyl had to reluctantly dismiss it because there was no way in hell they could afford it. He shouldn’t be this tired. Maybe he hadn’t had enough to eat yet.


  “Not anymore,” Grey said, smiling. “I talked to the guy selling the place, and he’s a big hockey fan. So I got him to bring down the price by hooking him up with season tickets and working out a deal. If you want the place, it’s all yours. We can do this deal and have it done within forty-eight hours.”


  Roan stared at him for a moment. He felt way too hazy to deal with Grey right now. “Don’t you play for the Flyers? How good are season tickets to games in Philadelphia gonna do him?”


  “I didn’t say season tickets to my games,” Grey replied. “I called Scott and got him to fork over tickets for the Canucks. Guy totally hates the Flyers. Lucky me, I got friends all over the place.”


  Considering how he treated them, Roan wasn’t surprised. Grey was always supergenerous and kind to friends. And to his enemies, he was a waking nightmare. It was in your best interests to come down on the right side. Maybe that’s what being raised in a decent family made of you. Roan didn’t know, as he rarely encountered those people.


  “Well… thanks. But I’m pretty sure it’s still out of reach—”


  Grey held up the phone again, this time showing a picture of a document. The sum on display was just this side of ridiculous. “No fucking way,” Roan blurted.


  Grey grinned, showing off his perfect, partially man-made teeth. “Hey, if you know guys, you gotta use ’em in your favor.”


  “That was way more than season tickets.”


  Grey dipped his head from side to side, perhaps the only admission that Grey had paid something to make this deal happen. “Well, if there’s a playoff run this year, he’s covered. And there’s the usual swag, you know. Signed sticks, a jersey, nothing actually worth what I got out of him. No, I take that back. It might be worth a lot to the right person or a few years down the line. Hell, if one of us dies tragically and spectacularly, he’s a millionaire.”


  Roan felt significantly more awake now. “Why the hell would you do this, Grey? Haven’t you done enough for us already?”


  Grey tucked his phone back in his pocket. “Nope. You found Jamie’s killer, and better yet, you took him out. I could empty out my bank account every year for fifty years, and it wouldn’t be enough.”


  He was sincere, which may have been the scariest thing of all. Roan was sure Grey was the one mystery he would never solve. “I didn’t do it for revenge.”


  “I know. You did it to save a couple of kids, which makes it even better. Dude, quit trying to talk me out of thinkin’ you’re awesome, ’cause it’s never gonna happen. Besides, my mom always said it was rude to refuse a gift.”


  Roan sighed and retreated to the kitchen to retrieve more caffeine. “You play dirty, you know that?”


  “Do what you hafta do,” Grey said with a shrug. “Most people care more about winning than winning clean.”


  Now that was a lesson that could apply to life even better than it could apply to hockey. Roan clicked his tongue and retrieved a can of latte from the fridge. “Now, Grey, surely your mother wouldn’t approve of that.”


  “Eh. It probably depends on the game.” Grey smirked, and Roan figured he was remembering something, a time when his mother had perhaps encouraged him to go dirty if he had to. Well, everybody had a breaking point.


  Grey e-mailed him the documents, so as soon as Grey was gone, Roan went to his laptop, downloaded them, and had a look. Grey had worked magic. This would be affordable. He might be able to do it just with Connor’s money, although Dyl might object to his money not being included. It had to have been more than simply hockey tickets and some sticks. This was a house on the lake! The lake was literally in their backyard. Grey must have put some cash in, paid off a chunk of it, but did it under the table so it wouldn’t show in the paperwork. He didn’t deserve this, but Dylan probably did, so maybe he was just getting caught in some of his good karma wake.


  Since Dyl wasn’t home yet, he called Randi to enlist her help in setting up their home marriage renewal/farewell party for friends. He knew he should do it, but Roan’s idea of this whole thing was just opening a few bags of chips, ordering out for pizzas, and maybe having a balloon or two for decoration. In other words, it would be more pathetic than his idea of a “bachelor party,” which was sitting home alone, watching a Farscape marathon. (Well, he liked it. And it seemed like a real bachelor thing to do.)


  Randi was happy to help, although when he told her they wanted to keep it all low-key, she reacted like he thought she might. “How the hell are you two gay? Small? Low-key? Please. You can get married like any other couple now! You should be making a big fucking deal of it.”


  “But we’re already married. This is just the party with friends that we never had, since we just did it at the courthouse.”


  “Yawn. Do it again! So you have the stupid piece of paper. That’s just a formality anyways.”


  “Is this where you tell me you’re an Internet-ordained minister?”


  She paused briefly and then sniffed, feigning upset. “You know damn well I am.”


  “Nothing like that, okay? We just want something relatively tasteful but totally us, ’cause it may be the last time I see some of these people.”


  “Why would it be the last time you saw some of us? What, are you too good for us now?” She paused, long enough to figure out what he meant. “None of that. You’re not dying anytime soon, and you damn well know it. That would be the easy way out, and the easy way never happens to you.”


  She had a point there, although Roan was reluctant to admit it. “There’s a first time for everything.”


  She sighed dramatically. “Don’t even start. Not today. What am I gonna do during my lunch hour if I can’t come to your office and annoy you?”


  “Holden will probably end up with the office, if he ever bothers to show up.”


  “Oy.”


  “What?”


  She was briefly quiet, which was fairly rare for her, especially on the phone. “Can I admit something here?”


  He sat back against the couch, cradling the cold can of coffee in his hands. Yes, it tasted fairly disgusting, but the combined sugar and caffeine always seemed to give him a very mild buzz. “If I said no, you’d do it anyways.”


  “True. Anyways, Holden kinda creeps me out a little.”


  Roan smirked. “Really? Why?”


  “I dunno. It’s just… I get this weird vibe from him sometimes.”


  “What kind of vibe?”


  Another long pause. “This is gonna sound stupid.”


  “It won’t. Well, maybe, but I won’t make fun of you for it.”


  “Dangerous. I get this sense that he could do something… not good.”


  He couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “Congratulations. Your gut instincts are one hundred percent accurate.”


  “Shit. You think he’d actually hurt me?”


  “No, not you. But he can be superdangerous when he wants to be. Or has to be.” That felt like an understatement, but since he was simply telling the truth, he wasn’t sure why or how. Maybe just leaving out that he was a vigilante seemed like underselling it. It was actually a surprise that more people didn’t catch on, but Holden was very good at giving people what they wanted to see. Maybe he wasn’t good at tailoring his impression to women or simply didn’t care about catering to some of Roan’s friends.


  “If I asked for examples, would you tell me?”


  He thought about that for a minute. “Dee called him the toughest whore he’d ever known. That’s saying something.”


  “Not exactly an example.”


  “It’s as close as I’ll get.”


  “Aww rats. I never get to have any fun.”


  “This is not the kind of fun you want,” he assured her. In fact, it wasn’t fun at all. But that was a whole other conversational cul-de-sac.


  He had to negotiate with her over what would be allowed and what wouldn’t—if she had her way, the house would be nothing but rainbows and dildos—and the fact that any DJ or karaoke equipment would end up in a heap on the front lawn. He swore to her that he and Dylan would compromise on the music, as Randi was afraid it would just be These Arms Are Snakes and Pansy Division if he controlled the sound. Which was unfair, because surely there’d be some Mr. Bungle and Murder City Devils in there too. But he knew mentioning that would just make it worse.


  He was wrapping it up with Randi when he got another phone call. He was actually glad for the excuse to cut the conversation short, as he was terrified what she might come up with next. (Cuddle party? Bobbing for candy dicks?) He found it kind of funny that it was Scott. “Hey, Roan,” he said, casual as always.


  “Hey, Scott. You paid that guy more than season tickets and sticks, didn’t you?”


  “What—oh, the house guy? I don’t think I’m allowed to comment on that, or Grey will check me next time we play against each other.”


  “Oh, come on. He’s checked you before.”


  “Yeah, and he’s almost half a foot taller than me and has about eighty pounds more muscle. Even at half speed, being hit by him is like being sideswiped by a tanker truck. I’m surprised I didn’t get any broken ribs. No thank you, I’ll let our enforcer take the hit.”


  “Coward,” Roan teased.


  He scoffed. “Says the guy who has never been hit by him.” He paused briefly. “Although, I imagine your response to it might be even more violent.”


  “If the lion gets pissed, yeah, bank on it.”


  Scott was quiet for a moment, as if imagining it. He then asked hesitantly, “Since you’re the most perceptive guy I know… can I ask you something?”


  “You already have.”


  “Ha, yeah. Umm…. do you think Grey is asexual?”


  “He’s totally asexual. I’ve never known a straight man who really didn’t give a shit about sex like he does.”


  Scott sighed in relief. “I know, right? The puck bunnies just throw themselves at him too, and he just shrugs them off.”


  “Shouldn’t you know this better than anyone, since you’re his best friend and former roommate?”


  “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure, ’cause he pretends to be het from time to time. Also, I don’t wanna slap a label on a guy. He should be able to label himself however he wants. But I’m not completely sure he knows what asexual is.”


  Roan considered that a moment. A lot of people didn’t know asexuality was a thing, even though he suspected it was more prevalent than was known. He felt the same about bisexuality too. The marginalized sexualities were further marginalized by people who refused to admit it or others who refused to believe them. “He knows there’s something not quite mainstream about his sexuality, though. The way he doesn’t care whether people think he’s gay or not. It’s a way to keep people off balance, sure, but I also think he knows he doesn’t fit normal parameters. It’s possible he doesn’t know what category he belongs in. Haven’t you talked to him about it?”


  He chuckled. “We’re dudes. So, no.”


  “One of these days, you ought to. Get him drunk or something, catch him off guard.”


  “Get him drunk? Dude, do you have any idea how much booze it takes to even get him slightly buzzed? He’s over two fifty. By the time he gets tipsy, I’ll be in the hospital with alcohol poisoning.”


  “Some Canadian you are,” Roan teased, smirking at his own joke. He knew Canadian and booze jokes were too easy and hack, but sometimes you just couldn’t help it.


  “Yeah, I know. But what can I say? I prefer pot. Doesn’t give me a hangover, and no carbs.”


  “Except when you get the munchies.”


  “Yeah, well, true. But I try and be careful.”


  Roan was pretty sure the NHL, like most major sporting organizations, didn’t look kindly on pot. But as long as Scott kept it on the down low, he was probably okay. And what about the fact that pot was now legal in Washington State and Colorado? Would teams change their tolerance policies based on states? And what about Canada, where they were legalizing pot across the board? He had no idea, but he was curious. “You do that.”


  “So… Den isn’t there, is he?”


  “Holden? No, he’s not. Should he be?”


  “I was kind of hoping….” He trailed off, and Roan waited a couple of seconds for him to continue.


  When he didn’t, Roan felt he needed to prompt him. “Is something wrong?”


  It was then Scott filled him in on Newt’s radio silence and Holden’s insane plan to go after him. Roan wished he was surprised, but he wasn’t, because Newt going in had always been a very bad idea. Not only was he a civilian of unknown capabilities, but Roan knew if anything happened to the kid, Holden would blame himself. Or worse, go after him (such as now). What the hell did he think a black eye would really do? The plan was insane!


  But that showed you the confidence Holden had in his ability to vamp. And for Roan to come after him. “When was the last time you saw or heard from him?”


  “Last night, when he told me he had to go tail a client. He wasn’t, was he?”


  “Probably not.” If he’d gone to the Dungeon and found someone to pay him for the privilege of blacking his eye—which he undoubtedly had—and left straight after, it was possible that he was already at the cult compound. “You’ve called him?”


  “You bet. He hasn’t answered once.”


  Roan wondered if his attempt would be any different. “Goddamn that man,” he muttered, rubbing his eyes. So much for a quiet day at home.


  “Are you going after him?” Scott asked. “Do you need help?”


  Of course Scott would volunteer. He didn’t lack for bravery or natural toughness, but there was no way he could understand the nature of the danger at hand. Cults like Omega made the Church of Divine Transformation look like Lutherans. Holden, being extremely familiar with religious zealots, probably thought he could handle it. But Roan didn’t have that kind of confidence. These people were buying weapons in bulk from gun shows. They were ready to die and take as many people with them as they could. Death wasn’t a worst-case scenario. Death was the entire point. People who expected they were going to die and might look forward to it were the worst kind of batshit crazy people, mainly because there was never any leverage to be had. All you could do was try and out-crazy them, but that was an exercise in pointlessness. The only real way to win against them was to wrap them up so tight that no death, not even their own, happened, or kill them first. He had a feeling he knew what Holden’s aim was, even if he wasn’t sure how he’d go about it. He was tough and crafty, but there was no way he was a match for an entire cult.


  “No, I’m going to try other avenues first,” he told Scott. “I’ll let you know.” Of course, he had no intention of doing that, but it was the best way to get off the phone quickly.


  Roan really didn’t want to, but it was clear he had no choice. He called Agent Flores. She answered with an unenthusiastic, “Flores.”


  “McKichan,” he replied. “Please tell me you’re not moving in on Omega any time soon.”


  “I cannot make any comment on an open investigation,” she replied blandly, although Roan sensed an edge of hostility.


  “Look, I know I turned you down, but my assistant sent in a guy, and now he’s gone after him. I’m just asking for a chance to get them out before anything happens.”


  She sighed heavily. “You said you weren’t getting involved.”


  “I’m not. I’m just going to try and rescue them before all hell breaks loose.”


  “Stay away, Roan.”


  Oh shit. Did this mean what he thought it meant—that the Feds were close to making a move on the compound? “I’m not asking for anything except a chance to get them out before it all goes to hell.”


  “I gave you a chance to help us. You turned us down. You have no official standing here. I am telling you, in an official capacity, to stay away. If you don’t, you could be arrested for obstruction. So don’t.”


  How much of this stonewalling was out of sour grapes, and how much was out of the fact that an operation was already underway? The Feds were probably like the cops, in that a big operation was meticulously planned out, even if it only took two minutes on the ground. It would be two minutes, two days in the planning. Hell, considering the budget upgrade, they’d probably planned it for months. “I wouldn’t get involved in your op. I just want to—”


  “I know what you want,” she interrupted. “But you’re not getting it. And I mean it, Roan. None of your vigilante bullshit.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You know exactly what I mean. Maybe I don’t have the evidence to legally prove it, but I know the deaths and disappearances surrounding you aren’t coincidence. You’re dangerous.”


  Okay, it was true. But he really didn’t like the attitude he was getting from her. “And yet, you wanted me to work for you? What does that say about you?”


  “That we were desperate to end this with a minimum of bloodshed. But that ship has sailed, and if I see you anywhere near the scene, I will arrest you myself. Do you understand me?”


  “Now I know why my husband didn’t like you,” he replied and then hung up. Dylan really did have a knack for spotting bullshit in other people, which meant he must have known Roan was full of shit, but generally let it go. If that wasn’t love, he didn’t know what was.


  Now, what the hell was he going to do about Holden and Newt? Whatever it was, he was going to have to do it fast.


  The Feds would be moving in soon. He had to get to Holden and Newt before they did. Or they were all fucked.
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  Various Methods of Escape


   


  CONSIDERING THEY were an apocalypse cult with the Feds breathing down their neck, Holden assumed Omega would be hard to get into. But they turned out to be so easy to infiltrate, Holden wondered if the FBI were even trying.


  Internet research had turned up that Omega was driving some people nuts by always having members passing out literature at a farmer’s market outside Portland. Holden headed there as soon as he was in town and found them shortly afterward. They were kids, no older than twenty-three, the guy with hipster facial hair (mountain man beard, sculpted sideburns), the girl with stringy pink hair and a nose ring. They were caught in that weird middle area between trying too hard and not trying hard enough.


  Holden knew there was a chance Mumford and daughter might recognize him immediately, but he gave it a shot. And as it turned out, they didn’t know him from any other sad bastard with a black eye. He had a backstory all fleshed out, and he revealed it reluctantly, in bits and pieces, setting the hook and reeling them in. His name was Ben, he was an infected, he got the black eye in a fight with his brother (who hated infecteds), he was unemployed and drifting, with little in the way of prospects or hope. In short, catnip for fundies and cultists. Ben was exactly the type they loved, someone who had nothing and no one and desperately needed something and someone to latch onto. He was probably a little too perfect, but he didn’t expect them to recognize that.


  The Mumfords were rapt and ended up sharing their lunch with him in the back of their car. (They were straight edge, so no drugs, sadly, but lots of meat—as they said, cats were carnivores. There were pulled pork sandwiches for everyone.) They exchanged sob stories about bastard normals, and the hipster cultists gave him a lift to Omega’s base. He made sure to be hesitant and dubious about all of this because they’d be suspicious if he was eager. They wanted to win him over, make him believe as they believed. That was the dance. He just couldn’t let on that he was actually leading.


  Google-fu had revealed that Omega lived on what had been an old battery farm, so it had a sturdy surrounding fence and sprawling, connecting warehouses. It would be a nightmare to raid, which was probably why the Feds were taking their time.


  Security, such as it was, was hilarious. Yes, there were men wandering the compound, in baggy clothes that mostly hid their guns, but all they had him do was lift up his shirt to make sure he wasn’t wearing a wire and gave him a cursory pat down where they took his phone (a burner, never used, empty as fuck—he expected them to take his phone, so he wasn’t giving them a good one). Holden had a weapon, but he had a feeling they wouldn’t find it, and they didn’t. This wasn’t amateur hour at the rodeo.


  The hipsters—named Ty and Kendra, respectively—led him into what he took to be the main building, the center warehouse that still had a vague scent of chicken shit near the door. The inside looked like a thrift store had exploded, as random shitty furniture from different eras and of clashing patterns and styles were scattered around in some strange parody of a living room. They’d thrown a carpet down, but it looked to be made of remnants just strewn about, in some hope that eventually osmosis would take place and merge the carpet scraps into one cohesive unit. The place smelled of cigarette smoke, bong water, burned beans, and something else, something he couldn’t place. Body odor? Cat pheromones? Roan would probably die from scent shock.


  A couple of people were sprawled on the big blue couch, watching what sounded like either a news channel or a really bad movie. They barely looked at Ty and Kendra, and while they stared longer at him, it was with a kind of sullen indifference.


  Ty and Kendra led him to a cavernous kitchen, where a couple of dining room and outdoor tables were smashed together and surrounded by a similarly mismatched collection of chairs and stools, including one that may have been an ottoman. They offered him a drink, and he accepted out of a perverse urge to see if they offered him a Kool-Aid. Sadly, it was just coffee or a soda, and he took the soda, because it was in a can and couldn’t be laced with anything.


  They talked a bit, although Holden was barely paying any attention. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten in the door, and he was beginning to wonder if they’d ever figure out who he really was. Ty and Kendra clearly weren’t the sharpest, and he almost felt bad for them. But then he’d look at Ty’s hipster facial hair and “ironic” Vanilla Ice T-shirt, and he’d hate them all over again.


  They took him on a tour of the facility, which seemed to be filled with endless rooms full of assorted crap and a few random people. He wondered if they bought all their furnishings from garage sales. Also, he couldn’t help but notice the windows were all oddly shaped and looked to be covered on the outside by chicken wire. Would it even be possible to climb out the windows? You’d probably need wire cutters.


  Ty and Kendra finally led him to the “chapel,” which was a room full of benches, with pictures of big cats on the wall and a homemade poster pointing out key stages of evolution, which ended with the cat virus. Holden scanned it, recognizing many of these same points from their web site, and while it was total bullshit, it was still a bit more plausible than an ancient hippie dying for everyone’s sins. But he was notoriously biased.


  As it turned out, someone was in the chapel and stood up as soon as he realized he wasn’t alone. It was Felix Leopold, the cartoon character who’d founded this cult. He looked depressingly like a john that had once picked him up, couldn’t get it up, and spent a half hour crying. Average height, about twenty pounds overweight, with the kind of round face that always looked fat no matter how thin you actually were. His eyes were an indifferent, diluted blue, and his hair the kind of thinning dirty blond Holden always associated with guys in trailer parks who had Confederate flags in the back window of their trucks. In other words, he looked like a first-class douchebag.


  Felix gave him a curious look, as if he sort of recognized him but wasn’t sure from where, although Holden was careful to play it low key and let Ty and Kendra shorthand his sob story. Felix’s phone hummed, and he looked at it before hastily texting a reply and shoving the phone back in his pocket. There was some bland conversation, and Holden couldn’t help but notice that Felix was sweating, despite the fact that it wasn’t that hot in here. Was he sick, or did he have a case of nerves? Now why would he be nervous?


  It took just about everything Holden had to keep from smiling.


  Felix told Ty and Kendra to do some errand or another, and they left as two big bald dudes, who looked an awful lot like the kind of homophobic gym bunnies who still were hoping you’d give them a blowjob in the sauna later, arrived. They stayed near the door, which Holden expected. And even though they were very big, Holden was pretty sure he could take them. Felix wasn’t even a threat, as he was a cult leader and left all his dirty work up to his followers, but there were more cult members scattered about, and he had no idea how far he’d get before he was swamped or cut down by automatic weapons. If he had some idea where Newt was and what state he was in, he might stand a better chance, but now was not the time. Maybe later, if there was a later.


  “Did you really think you could just waltz in here and not be noticed?” Felix asked him.


  Now Holden grinned. “I was wondering if you dumb fuckers were ever gonna recognize me. I was expecting Fort Knox, but this isn’t even the Arby’s as far as security goes. You got a hype man working for you, making you seem bigger and badder than you are?”


  Felix scowled at him. “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”


  “Dude, I’m fucking hilarious. Too bad you, like most of your ilk, have no sense of humor.”


  “What the fuck does that mean? I thought your boss was infected.”


  “He is. I meant cult leaders. Also possibly straight people, although I do know a couple of straight people with a sense of humor, so I guess I shouldn’t stereotype.” Admittedly, most of those straight guys were hockey players who had probably taken one too many blows to the head, but it still counted. Oh, and Fiona, but since she was a dominatrix, he felt she was semi-immune from the usual “straight person” tag. Bias or not, but he usually extended fellow sex workers, current or former, a bit more leniency.


  Felix continued glaring at him like he was the human equivalent of a fart. “We are not a cult. We are the normals’ reckoning. We are a revolution.”


  Holden snickered. “And I’m a little teapot.”


  “You’re not even infected, are you?”


  “Actually, I am,” he lied, mostly out of curiosity. Would they treat him differently? “Hard to be a prostitute without getting infected by something. But I’m from a very religious family, and I know a snake-oil salesman when I see one.”


  His little eyes narrowed to even littler slits. “I resent that. You’ve been brainwashed by dogma and the lamestream media. You’re working against your own kind.”


  “Nope. I just don’t like idiots who use terms like lamestream and pretend they’re Che Guevara when they’re more like Jimmy Swaggart. Which reminds me—is your favorite prostitute here, or do you just see her outside the compound?”


  If Felix had been Roan, he’d have been growling in anger, but he wasn’t, so he just stared at Holden like he’d just tasted something really bad. “Don’t project your sins on me, whore.”


  “Ex-whore,” he corrected. Well, that was more or less true. “And I don’t consider that an insult, so thank you.”


  If looks could kill, he’d have been nothing but a char mark on the wall. Holden was finding it difficult not to laugh at his impotent rage. “Why exactly did your master send you here?”


  “I don’t have a master. B&D really isn’t my thing. Although if you’re into it, that’s cool.”


  Felix’s face was starting to turn red, and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. “You know goddamn well what I mean. Stop being so disgusting.”


  Holden scoffed. “You think this is disgusting? I haven’t even told you about this client who once hired me to—”


  “Why did McKichan send you?” Felix interrupted, trying hard not to shout and failing. Holden knew talking sex stuff would make him deeply uncomfortable. Religious zealots were all the same, no matter their religion.


  “He didn’t. I came on my own, out of morbid curiosity.” Holden looked around the sad chapel. “I had no idea you were all roar and no bite.”


  “Stop the bullshit,” Felix demanded. “We know you’re his lap dog.”


  “Nope. Couldn’t pay me enough to do that.”


  Another man entered the chapel, and Holden recognized him as the guard who’d frisked him at the gate. “His phone’s empty,” he reported, holding it up. “It barely has a charge.”


  “Like I was wasting a decent phone on you idiots?”


  Felix paused to think, and Holden could almost swear he heard the chugging of a dying engine. “He had to send you. He’s in no shape to go anywhere, is he? He got shot up saving those stupid normals.”


  “You’d be surprised how little that means to him.”


  Felix ignored that, like the dumbass he was. “He’s an idiot if he thinks he can stop this. He’s an evolutionary dead end, and there’s nothing he can do about it.”


  According to Felix, Roan was a “dead end” because he was gay and couldn’t breed. Of course, he could if he wanted to, but apparently no, you were only not a dead end if you could randomly knock up a girl the old-fashioned way, by not using protection or using it poorly. “Newsflash, breeder. I’ve seen the future, and it isn’t you.”


  Felix crossed his arms over his chest and looked caught somewhere between angry and queasy. “Whatever you’re planning, it won’t work.”


  “Oh, trust me, it will.”


  Felix didn’t look amused. But then again, Holden was willing to bet he never looked amused. He was anticomedy itself, something that could bring down the most delirious room. “You’re a smug bastard, aren’t you?”


  “I’m an acquired taste,” Holden replied. At least he enjoyed his jokes.


  “You’re not leaving here until you give us some answers.”


  Holden shrugged. He figured he wasn’t either way, until Roan came busting through the gates.


  These poor assholes. If they weren’t so contemptible he may have felt sorry for them, because they were doomed the moment he set foot inside the compound. Of course, they didn’t know that and probably wouldn’t until it was far too late.


  But there was no way he was telling them that. Holden didn’t want to spoil the surprise.
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  Unbreakable Boy


   


  SINCE SCOTT wanted to help, Roan called him back and asked if he knew anyone in Portland who would be willing to loan him a car. Getting a ticket on a puddle jumper was bad enough but was still within the realm of plausible deniability if the Feds called him on it. But renting a car? Out of the question. They could trace him through car mileage or the GPS. Scott said he’d see what he could do.


  Roan had finished throwing some stuff in a backpack when Scott called back ten minutes later. He had a friend in Portland happy to loan him a car, no questions asked. The man was Corey, a guy he knew in juniors who now worked for the Portland AHL team. Roan hadn’t doubted Scott would know someone. Much like Grey, he knew people all over the place, people who generally liked him. It must have been nice to be that naturally personable, but Roan wouldn’t know, since he was a habitually prickly bastard.


  He left Dyl a note, telling him he had to get Holden (without going into detail) and he’d call later and that the house on the lake that was out of their budget was apparently now theirs, thanks to some Grey magic. If someone had told him five years ago that hockey players would make his life infinitely easier, he’d have laughed and demanded to have some of the drugs that person must have been taking. Thinking about it, his life seemed to have lurched from one bizarre thing to another, with little in the form of respite. Was he to blame? He must have been, as he was the only common denominator. He was a weirdness magnet. On the one hand, it should bother him. On the other, weirdoes were his people. He should just accept he was where he belonged.


  Holden had sent him an e-mail on a time delay. It contained all sorts of things he’d dug up on the Internet, from Google Earth photos of the Omega compound and the road outside it to some random facts on Leopold and company. Holden had really done his homework. Roan couldn’t help but feel a little bit of pride at what a great investigator he was turning out to be. Now, if he could only convince him this vigilante trip simply couldn’t end well.


  Roan got some reading done on the puddle jumper and found he had missed having time to read. Of course, when he “retired,” he’d have nothing but time to read. Could he stand it without going crazy? Dylan had suggested he write a book of his own, maybe tell his side of the story, anticipating the inevitable day when Doctor Rosenberg died and the knowledge of his strange viral mutation leaked out to the general public, but Roan didn’t think he could tell his own story. Even if it would be published posthumously, there was so much he couldn’t talk about with anyone. If he could get past the basic problem of who would want to read it, he couldn’t see actually admitting half this stuff. He told Dylan he should write the book, tell people what it was like living with King Freak for so many years. Not only would Dyl probably have more genuine insight into him, but it was possible revenue that would look after Dylan far after Roan was gone. And that was important to him, even if Dyl saw it as buck passing. He deserved something for living with the turmoil and the ceaseless yet broken roller-coaster ride that was Roan’s life.


  Corey turned out to be a nice guy, a bit younger than he expected (in retrospect, Roan had no idea why he thought he’d be older than Scott), and loaned him an old silver Taurus, which was so bland and unremarkable it couldn’t have been more perfect if Roan had specifically ordered it. When Roan went up to him, he made sure he had his hair tucked in under a baseball cap and sunglasses on so Corey would have a hard time identifying him even if he was shown a photograph. Yeah, it was unlikely the Feds would track him down, but better safe than sorry. He didn’t want to ruin the life of a friendly stranger.


  He kept on his incognito disguise when he stopped at a gas station that still had an honest-to-Ma Bell phone booth, one that didn’t look too terribly vandalized. And it must have been his lucky day, as it still worked. Roan took the opportunity to call Dylan from a number that would be a dead-end trip for anyone trying to trace it. “Hello?”


  “Hi, hon,” he said. “Checking in from a safe distance.”


  Dylan sighed heavily. “I don’t want to know, do I?”


  “Probably best you don’t.”


  “Do I even want to know what he’s done?”


  Roan considered how much he could tell him. Again, he wanted Dyl to have plausible deniability as well, even if he didn’t really need it. “You know how much he hates religious zealots.”


  Dylan groaned. Yeah, he probably got it. “We get it, he was traumatized by his childhood. He’s not the only one. Can he get past it now?”


  “You’ll have to take that up with him.” Roan looked around, watching the cars on the road, the people leading normal lives going about their day, and it struck him as honestly, truly weird. He would never know what that was like, making it bizarre to him. It was all perspective, wasn’t it? Normal and bizarre was just a matter of taste. And his taste was altered by a life among hooker vigilantes and shirtless bartender artists and bisexual hockey players. At least it was a colorful life.


  “Be careful, hon. You just got out of the hospital.”


  “I know. I’m going to try very hard not to end up back there,” he said, and he meant it. But could he actually swing that? Roan supposed he was going to find out.


   


   


  THANKS TO all the data Holden had accumulated on the compound, Roan was able to park far away from it without having to see it first.


  A good thing, as the Omega cult was out in the boonies, where there were few places to hide. The Feds must have been having a hell of a time surveying the place without being noticed. And since Roan wanted to avoid being noticed by both them and the cult, he was facing an even harder challenge. At least the weather was cooperating with him. It was severely overcast, the clouds a mix of gray and nearly black, and he could smell ozone in the wind. There was a big rainstorm coming, with some thunder and lightning as well, a genuine Pacific Northwest deluge that no weather forecaster seemed to have caught. He loved missed weather reports, this small bit of entropy that intruded on everyone’s life. Roan knew it was probably nihilist of him to want people to realize how random and uncaring the universe was, but he felt that was a message that needed to be repeated. The universe cared about no one; it was inherently unfair. But it wasn’t a dick. People were dicks. The universe just seemed like it was sometimes. He had to remind himself of this as well, especially since he would have sworn he was born with a target on his back.


  Of course, stuff like this wasn’t helping. Yes, he was on a rescue mission, but if he was honest with himself, he had to know that wasn’t how it would end. It would start as a rescue, and at some point, it would turn into a full-blown attack. Mentally he was trying to tell the lion to work with him, to not go too far over the edge, but he had no idea if the lion heard him and/or cared. It was basically an animal, so it was hard to blame, although Roan had never quite decided if it was indeed an animal, a virus, or just some animalistic part of himself. It acted like an animal, though, so maybe that was the most important consideration.


  Roan started walking, quickly cutting from the road and heading into the scrubland, as Omega was at least smart enough to make sure their nearest neighbors were a mile away. There were no ideal blinds for observing them, although you’d think satellite and drones would still have them covered. Still, no one was spying on them from their backyard, and that had to be some comfort.


  It had started raining when he finally caught sight of the Omega property, a high chain-link fence with barbed wire at the top and signs that warned trespassing was not only illegal but ill-advised. It also got so dark Roan began to wonder if he should have brought a flashlight, but the lion was good at seeing in low light. His skin prickled shortly before he heard a distant rumble, and the wind shifted to give him a good hit of so many cat pheromones he couldn’t tell how many infecteds were ahead, waiting for him inside their compound. Unconsciously, he started growling, as the lion was now engaged. Cat scent had a tendency to do that.


  Before he was too far gone, Roan put on his gloves and let the wind take his baseball cap. He just dropped the sunglasses, because it was doubtful anyone would ever look at those. The rain was pounding down hard now, his shirt was soaked through, and he had started shivering, but already the adrenaline was coursing through his veins, his heartbeat pounding in his ears, guaranteeing he’d warm up in no time. Lightning flashed in the distance, and Roan waited until the sound rumbled in before grabbing the fence and starting to climb it. It was a small noise, but it was totally lost in the wave of thunder. He’d approached the rear of the property, an obscure little corner that seemed quite vulnerable to both entry and spying, and yet everybody missed it. Everybody but Holden, who’d made a note of it in his e-mail. Yes, his ruthlessness could be utterly frightening, but he’d be lying if he didn’t admit it had its uses.


  At the top of the fence, Roan looked down at the sprawling complex, looking for guards or any sign of movement. But except for lights coming on in response to the darkness, there wasn’t any. Could the storm have chased everyone inside, or was it simply a case of them being overhyped? To give the creepy cultists a little bit of credit, it was a pretty awful storm. The wind was occasionally gusting, hard enough to want to fling him off the fence, and the hard-packed earth below already looked like a mud pit. You’d think a native Northwesterner would scoff at this, but he wasn’t sure anyone in the cult was actually a native of the area. Besides, maybe they were battening down the hatches, preparing for flash floods or a hurricane or perhaps even the Rapture. (Did they believe in the Rapture? Honestly, he forgot who did and who didn’t. He also occasionally got it confused with zombie apocalypses. Religions just weren’t his strong suit.) Maybe they’d seen him coming and were rushing to the stockpile to grab some automatic weapons.


  Roan knew he should have cared. Hell, he should have been concerned being on a high metal thing in a thunderstorm. But worrying seemed beyond him at the moment. All he could focus on was the scent of so many infecteds and the lion trying hard to break through and take over. The storm was helping him, though, as the lion cringed at the flash of the lightning and the full-throated roar of the thunder, possibly proving the lion was actually more sensible than he was. Which was a disappointing thought.


  Mentally, he told it—and himself—that this was just a retrieval mission. Find Holden and Newt and get them out. That’s all. Not go after the entire compound, make them submit, or destroy them. That wasn’t happening. This was supposed to be a stealth mission. No attracting unnecessary attention to himself.


  He also tried not to think of this as the lion’s last hurrah, the last chance for it to come out, because he didn’t want to tip his hand. But since they shared a body and a mind, how could the lion not know? Once more, this was a bizarre question he had no hope of answering. Even if the lion did know, could he stop anything that was about to happen? Roan mentally chanted for no excessive violence. Just a distraction, something that Holden could use to escape.


  Roan wondered if he repeated it enough, it would become true. Because that’s the only way this would probably work.
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  Blood Like Cream


   


  IN WHAT Holden found to be a delightfully rustic touch, they put a bag over his head and zip-tied his hands together in front of him. And Holden made sure they were in front, because he refused to put his hands behind him. “What is this, Afghanistan?” he asked. He got no response, but he hadn’t really been expecting one.


  They walked for a bit, and Holden tried to keep track by observing the floor, but there weren’t enough differences in it to help. But from his own internal mileage system, he figured he was at the back of one building.


  He heard locks being opened before a door was, and then he heard Newt say, “What the hell is this?” Damn, this had worked better than he thought.


  “You wanna get back in our good graces, Phil?” one of the muscle heads said. Holden smirked at “Phil,” Newt’s cover identity. At least it was still intact. “See if you can get this narc to talk.”


  Holden was then given a shove, and he stumbled into the room as the door was shut and locked again. “Any recording devices?” Holden asked.


  “Dude,” Newt said, followed quickly by a relieved sigh. “No, not that I can find.” He came over and pulled the bag off Holden’s head. “Why’d you come? You know they know who you are.”


  “I was afraid something bad happened to you. I came to rescue you.” He took the loose flap of the zip tie in his teeth and tightened it even more on his wrists.


  Newt looked at him like he was crazy. “What’re you doing?”


  “Busting these,” Holden told him, tensing his arms, and slamming them against his hip as he tried to pull his arms in different directions. Didn’t work on the first hit, but on the second, the ties snapped, freeing his wrists.


  “Holy shit!” Newt exclaimed. “I didn’t know those were so easy to break out of.”


  “Yeah, a lot of people think they’re hard,” Holden admitted, rubbing his wrists. He’d probably tightened them too much, but fuck it, they were off. He looked around their jail and discovered it was some kind of back room without a window. There was a bed, but the frame looked bolted into the floor.


  “Jesus, Fox. I gotta stop underestimating you.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Everyone does, and I like them to because then they never see me coming. The more people think I’m a lisping sissy, the better. The look on their faces when I kick their ass is fucking hilarious.” Save for the bed, the room was pretty empty, which was a shame. No makeshift weapons for Newt. Unless he still had one on, or—knowing him—in him. “What happened? How did you end up in here?”


  Newt’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “They found my phone. They thought maybe I was a journalist or something and decided to ‘isolate’ me until they could figure out what I was.”


  “They didn’t think you were a cop?”


  Newt snorted. “Not even for a second. They thought maybe, at best, I was some kinda informant. I can’t tell you how insulting that was.”


  “That they thought you were a narc, or they were sure you could never be a cop?”


  “Both! I mean, I know I look nothing like anyone’s idea of a cop, and I’m glad, but they didn’t need to be so dismissive of it.” He shrugged and shook his head. “I know it’s stupid. It still kinda hurts.”


  Newt was so goddamn weird that this wasn’t weird for him. Holden wasn’t sure he could explain it to someone else, but if they knew Newt, no explanation was necessary. “What’s the locking situation? Can we pick it or force it?”


  “Neither. I think they have some kinda bar on the outer door. And if they open the door, there’s never less than two of them.”


  “Two we could take,” Holden said, looking around. It would be a decent fighting space, a bit cramped, but doable. The problem was Newt wasn’t much of a fighter. He didn’t like violence, which was fair enough, but considering his colorful street kid/underworld life, you’d still think he’d be better at it.


  Newt looked queasy at the thought. “We’re not really gonna hafta fight these guys, are we? They’re pretty hard-core.”


  Which reminded Holden of something. “Before you lost contact, you said something was up. What?”


  Newt sat on the edge of the bed. “They’ve started making barricades, getting ready for what they think will be a bunch of Feds breaking down the door. I mean, they’re right, but I didn’t tell ’em that.”


  Holden sat on the edge of the bed as well, considering this. “You’d think they’d be more paranoid, then. Well, maybe not. Maybe they’re waiting for the Feds to come rolling up en masse and just aren’t expecting a single person.”


  “Like you?”


  “Yep. And Roan?”


  Newt’s eyes widened. “Roan’s here?”


  “No, not yet. But I imagine he’ll be here soon.”


  “But they’re gonna try and kill him, aren’t they?”


  “They’ll try. But I wouldn’t put any bets on it.”


  Newt frowned, looking down at the floor. “They got a lotta guns, man.”


  Holden nodded. “I know. They’ll need every single one of them, and I still don’t favor their odds. They’re expecting a firefight with established rules. They’re not expecting a chaotic hand-to-hand battle with a man who becomes a lion in pieces. I’m pretty sure nobody expects that.”


  Newt scratched his head, pondering what Holden had just said. Holden knew Newt knew some of this, but his memory was a wonderfully inconstant thing, and he may have actually forgotten. “Umm… I know he’s some kinda superhero. But what do you mean becomes a lion in pieces?”


  “Not all at once. He doesn’t change all the way, because he usually doesn’t have to. He can, but as of late, that hasn’t been the case.” Holden briefly considered telling him how the lion could come out in Roan’s body, with very little in the way of other changes, but decided against it. Not only was it difficult to explain, but it was probably harder to believe than most things. Until you saw him dead eyed and growling, and then reality shifted for you in a fundamental way. Suddenly, anything was possible, and while that should have been comforting, it wasn’t. Far from it.


  “That’s… I didn’t think the virus worked that way.”


  “It doesn’t. Roan’s special.”


  “He must be.”


  As time wore on, Holden reached into his underwear and pulled out his lucky butterfly knife. Yeah, a cursory frisk might have turned it up, but only if they were a cop or a prison guard, someone who did pat downs for a living. Most people, especially het men, didn’t want to linger over a man’s crotch. It was odd to count on homophobia to help smuggle a weapon in, but it worked like a charm.


  Newt watched him flicking it open and closed for a bit, a nervous habit that was actually kind of fun to do with a butterfly knife, and finally asked, “Where did you get that? Since I’ve known you, you’ve had it.”


  Holden was pretty sure he’d told him this story too. But you had to treat Newt like an Alzheimer’s victim sometimes and just repeat things until they stuck. Sometimes they never did. “When I was young, new on the street, a john started to get rough with me even though I told him to step the fuck off, so I beat the shit out of him. Before I left, I ransacked his jacket, found this in an inner pocket. I took it with me as a kind of trophy, but later on I realized it was a good weapon to have when I ran into someone who was a better fighter. So I taught myself how to use it, and I never went anywhere without it. It’s my good luck charm.”


  “Holy fuck. Dude, you know if you didn’t beat him, he might have used it on you.”


  “I know. That’s why I told him if I ever saw him on the boulevard again I was gonna cut him a new smile.”


  Newt shook his head, smiling faintly. “You ain’t nothin’ like any other male prostitute I’ve met.”


  “Male? What, you’ve met female prostitutes like me?”


  “One or two. There was this one down in Dallas, called herself Sapphire, she—”


  Holden would have loved to hear the rest of that, but Newt was cut off by a muffled but still incredibly loud roar, followed quickly by gunshots and screams. Newt sat up like he’d just taken a cattle prod to the ass, wide eyes riveted on the door. “What the motherfuckin’ Christ was that? Someone transform?”


  Holden stood, shoving the knife in the pocket of his jeans. “That’s our rescue party. How sturdy is this door?”


  “Roan? That’s Roan?” Newt asked, as the roaring, screaming, and sporadic gunfire continued. It sounded like they were just making the lion madder, which was never a good strategy. “He sounds like a fucking lion monster.”


  “That’s a surprisingly accurate assessment,” he admitted. “But we really need to figure out if the door can take it. ’Cause if it’s secure, we’re good. If not, we’re gonna have to work out a pretty quick escape strategy.”


  Newt stood, his eyes wide and his face pale. “What the hell does that mean?”


  “It means if the lion takes over, it only sees people as tormentors or food. It won’t know we’re on his side. So we either have to hole up in here or get clear as fast as fucking possible.”


  “What?” Newt raised his eyebrows in a way Holden had seen only a couple of times before. Usually before he totally lost his shit. “What are you saying? He’s gonna attack us?”


  “No, not if we’re smart.” He grabbed Newt by the shoulders and desperately hoped he could will some sense into him. “I’ve been through this before, and I wasn’t hurt. I just need you not to panic and follow my lead. Okay?”


  Meanwhile, there was more roaring, more shouts, more gunfire. All the noise was getting steadily closer, and Roan was sounding angrier and angrier, the lion taking greater control with every roar. Newt’s eyes were so wide it looked like they were turning white, and he grabbed Holden’s arms with great force. “He’s really the fucking Hulk, isn’t he? You knew, and you didn’t tell me.”


  “If you could ever remember a damn thing, Newt, I did tell you. You—” Holden looked toward the door, as he realized he was hearing a smaller noise, closer to them, all but lost in the greater din. He’d noticed it a little late, as the door swung open and Felix scrambled in, leaning against it to shut it. He looked as panicked as Newt.


  Holden had hardly taken a step toward him when Felix whipped out a handgun and leveled it at him. “Call the freak show off,” he said, his voice pitched low to try and hide the tremor. It wasn’t working.


  Holden shook his head and didn’t bother to suppress his smirk. “He’s an evolutionary dead end. Why don’t you go out and tell him?”


  Felix’s glower somehow ramped up its disapproval. Considering how much he hated Holden to begin with, it was a surprise there was another level. “You think I won’t shoot you, faggot? Get the fuck out there and tell him to stop.”


  “Eat me.”


  “We can’t stop him, okay?” Newt said, wringing his hands together. “We just gotta get outta here.”


  “Shut up,” Holden hissed at him, although it was probably already too late. It wasn’t Newt’s fault, and Holden tried to remember that, even though he wanted to smack him. Holden had gotten so accustomed to Roan’s violent and deeply bizarre transformation that it didn’t scare him like it probably should. It was just a reminder that what a human could get used to if they had to was fucking amazing.


  Felix looked between them for a few seconds, his synapses firing much more slowly than they should have. “You know each other, don’t you? You’re working for the freak too.”


  “I’m not!” Newt exclaimed. “I don’t even know the guy.”


  “He doesn’t,” Holden agreed. “He’s not his type.”


  Felix shifted his cold gaze back to Holden. “This was all a setup. All you planned to do was destroy us, this whole time.”


  Holden shook his head. “Nope. The plan was intel. But as soon as I set foot on your fucking property, you were doomed.”


  Felix’s general expression was blank, although his eyes burned with hate. Holden knew then something bad was going to happen.


  The noise of the gun was surprisingly flat, especially considering the impact, which was like a sledgehammer hitting him in the chest. Holden stumbled back, aware he was shot but not where or how badly, and yet this didn’t bother him. It should have, and yet right now, it didn’t. Holden decided to let himself go and just fall to the floor. His chest hurt like fuck, and he could feel a warm stickiness that could only be blood, and yet he already had a plan. “Holy fucking shit!” Newt shouted, kneeling beside him and putting a hand over his wound. “You fucking maniac! Why did you shoot him?”


  “He clearly wasn’t going to help me because he’s an arrogant asshole. Now get the fuck up and get out there.”


  Holden decided to go limp and feign unconsciousness, closing his eyes and hoping that Newt realized he was playing dead. There was still a way to play this if he didn’t. Holden felt Newt shaking him, but he didn’t respond. “Holy fuck! Fox, don’t die on me, man!”


  “His name isn’t Fox,” Felix said. “And I’ll shoot you if I have to. Now get up.”


  Newt started arguing with Felix, which didn’t seem wise, but Holden was a bit distracted by his pain. Why hadn’t Roan ever mentioned how much it fucking hurt to get shot? Okay yeah, you could accept it as a given, but this was way more than he’d ever thought. Yeah he’d said he’d been shot before, but that was an exaggeration. He’d been grazed, which actually did burn a bit, but it was nothing like this. When Roan was shot up, he seemed to be mainly in pain from his brain liquefying and leaking out his ears… which made sense. That probably hurt a fuckload. But didn’t half a dozen bullets hurt just as much? Then again, he had to consider Roan’s pain tolerance, which must have verged on supernatural at this point, and the fact that he was probably filled to the gills with Percocets and codeine, which must have taken an edge off. But Holden was finding it hard not to grab his chest and scream.


  Still, he forced himself not to. Years as a hooker had taught him to ignore many things and just focus on his goal. In this case it was to listen to the shifting positions of Newt and Felix in the room, and when he was reasonably confident he couldn’t be seen, he just barely eased one of his eyelids open to see where they were.


  Felix was waving Newt toward the door. Newt wasn’t so crazy that he was ignoring him but he was edging toward the door slowly, and Felix was turning with him so Newt couldn’t get the jump on him. Which was funny because, if he knew Newt at all, he’d know Newt wouldn’t try shit. Again, he didn’t like violence. But Felix didn’t know him. He didn’t know any of them, nor did he care to, because cult leaders weren’t exactly known for their empathy.


  Holden waited, continuing to play dead and trying to ignore all the pain in his chest as he finally saw that Felix’s expensive shoes were turned completely away from him, while Newt’s continued protestations that he didn’t know Roan at all fell on deaf ears. Felix didn’t actually care if Newt knew Roan or not. He probably just wanted a sacrificial lamb or a hostage.


  Holden carefully stood, attempting to do so quietly (which was funny because Ragnarok continued on the other side of the door, getting maddeningly closer by the minute), and by the time he was on his feet, Newt saw him behind Felix’s shoulder, and looked genuinely shocked to see him. Did he really think he was dead? Felix must have correctly interpreted the look on Newt’s face, because he started to turn, but too late. Holden grabbed Felix, pulled out his butterfly knife, and stabbed him right in the side of the neck.


  If he had gotten anatomy right, he cut a main vein, which was confirmed when he ripped the blade out and blood spurted from the wound with surprising force, splashing on the floor and far wall. “Who’s the evolutionary dead end now?” Holden asked.


  Newt made a strange noise somewhere between a yelp and a breathless shriek, and he stared wide-eyed at Felix as he collapsed to the floor, the gun slipping from his hand as he tried in vain to staunch the blood spurting from his neck. Felix tried to sit up, but he was losing too much blood too fast and slumped to the ground. Holden grabbed his fallen gun, even though he probably didn’t need it. “Dude, what the fuck...?” Newt said, his voice whispered and strained.


  “It was us or him,” Holden told him. “And it was never gonna be him. Open the door.”


  “What?” Newt looked so pale, there was a chance he might puke. “Are you fucking crazy? He’s still out there.”


  “I know. But the lion will be more interested in a whole bunch of fresh blood than us, at least for a few seconds, and that might be all the time we need to escape. Know a back way out of here?”


  Newt was staring down at Felix in shock. In no time at all, he was lying in a pool of blood the size and shape of his shadow. There was a lot of blood in a human body, which you didn’t know unless you’d seen it for yourself. Holden pocketed his knife and snapped his fingers in Newt’s face gaining his attention. “Hey! Stay with me here. Is there another way outta here?”


  Newt ran a hand through his hair, looking at everything in the room except the bloodied corpse of Felix and the blood currently seeping from Holden’s gunshot wound. Still hurt, but a cursory glance told Holden it probably wasn’t serious. It was closer to his shoulder than his heart, and he could still move his arm. He needed someone to look at it, of course, but he knew some people in Portland; he could probably get patched up as long as he managed to get there.


  “Yeah I think so. But d’ya think we can get away from Roan?”


  “We have to try. Now let’s go,” Holden said, nodding toward the door.


  Finally, Newt seemed happy to open it, which let in a fresh wave of noise, along with the rank scent of gunpowder. It sounded like people were still shooting, but it also sounded like they were still screaming as well, and the roaring hadn’t stopped.


  Shouldn’t Omega have been excited? They were finally meeting the “apex predator” that Felix had talked about, the “homo felinus” or whatever the fuck he called it. Yeah, that was too bitchy a thought even for him, but he couldn’t help it.


  Now, to figure out how he was going to get Roan out of this, assuming they all lived.


  


  22

  Blackout Days


   


  THE FIRST thing Roan noticed was the smell.


  Even before the pain, which covered him head to toe and made him feel like he’d been hit by a bus. A panther had been in here some time ago, and that scent was just lurking under an even earthier smell, a bit skunky and moldy and green. It took a moment for him to place it, but it was definitely pot.


  He opened his eyes to find himself in an unfamiliar room, with a cottage-cheese-like stucco ceiling and bare walls. Glancing around and feeling beneath him, he was aware he was on a cot beneath a thin fleece blanket, although only when he threw the covers back and sat up did he realize he was nude.


  His clothes were folded on top of an overturned fruit crate, freshly laundered, although his shirt was gone, replaced with a plain red T-shirt. Must have been a lost cause. He dressed carefully, trying not to aggravate his aches, but that was kind of a lost cause too. Still, he could move, which meant he was probably given something to take the sharper edges off the pain.


  There was a shoebox beside the crate, full of the stuff that had been in his pockets, but not only that, someone had put all the loose pills in his pants pocket into a single plastic baggie. That was superthoughtful.


  He noticed the door had metal plating on the inside, and the hinges were reinforced. So that explained the panther scent: this was someone’s transformation room. Considering that, it was in excellent shape.


  Roan found the door unlocked, and it opened on what looked to be a small, fenced-in pasture, with the rather ripe scent of goat still pretty fresh in the air. There was a house off to the right, a small, humble-looking split-level, and it was totally unfamiliar to Roan. But someone had brought him here, someone had done his laundry, so he had to assume he was at least a tolerated guest. Still, he felt weird knocking on the back door, unsure of who to expect or what exactly to say.


  A woman opened the door, one he’d never seen before. She was in a comfortable part of middle age, maybe midforties, with a round, friendly face and a ruddy complexion that suggested she spent a lot of time outside, even though her pale skin wasn’t a fan. She had long brown hair tied back from her face and hazel eyes that looked tired. Also, when she opened the door, he was almost overwhelmed with the smell of fresh-baked cake. “Hey, you’re up,” she said, then glanced over her shoulder. “Fox! Your friend is up!”


  Holden. Yeah, that made all the sense in the world. At least he was still alive.


  The woman stepped back and gestured for him to come in, so he did. He stepped inside a warm kitchen with sky-blue walls, and despite its overwhelming smell of cake, he could tell that the woman was a panther. A later-in-life infectee? Must have been. Most infecteds didn’t live that long. “Have a seat,” she said, waving toward a small kitchen table. “I bet you’re starved. Want some cake? The calories would be good for you.”


  “It smells great,” he admitted as his stomach tied itself in knots. “I’m Roan.” He sat at the little table, which looked like it was actually made by someone, not mass-produced. The imperfections of it were oddly charming.


  “Oh, I know,” she said, getting a dish from the cupboard. The cupboards were all painted a deep red, an unusual and slightly loud contrast to the azure walls. “I’m Claire.”


  Holden came in, and he had dyed his hair a much darker shade than usual. Maybe he’d done it before showing up at Omega. He also had a circular bruise under his left eye, purplish but fading toward the new color of his hair. “Glad you’re up. I thought you might sleep for days.”


  The thought sent a cold shock through Roan. “Has it been days?”


  He shook his head. “More like fifteen hours. Kinda short for you.” Holden took a seat across the table from him, and when he put his hands on the table, Roan saw he had what looked like red marks on his wrist. “What’s the last thing you remember?”


  That should not have been such a hard question, but it was. Claire set a plate with a big piece of chocolate cake in front of him, and as she put down a fork she said, “We have coffee too, if you’d like.”


  “Thank you,” he told her and meant it. Considering she was a stranger, she was being supremely kind to him. He quickly picked up the fork and dug into the cake, which not only was still warm, but the chocolate frosting was kind of melting into it. It was beautiful, and as soon as he took a bite he thought he was going to die. He would swear he’d never tasted anything so good in his life. “Holy shit,” he said. “This is amazing.”


  “Thanks” she replied, pouring two mugs of coffee. “My secret is I cram in as much chocolate as humanly possible.”


  “Do you do wedding cakes?”


  “No, nothing like that. I can’t make an icing rose to save my life.”


  Holden cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows at Roan. In response, Roan held up a forkful of cake. “Have you tried this? You wouldn’t care about anything else either.”


  “Oh, he’s worried about his weight, like a starlet,” Claire said, bringing one of the mugs over to Roan. She kept the other for herself.


  Roan snickered, which wasn’t easy with a mouthful of cake, and Holden gave her a cool look. “Well, I’m not getting any younger. Think you could give us the room alone for a couple of minutes?”


  “Yes. But if my cookies smell done, I expect you to get them out of the oven,” she said and tossed Holden a hot pad on her way out of the kitchen.


  “You really should try this cake,” Roan said, continuing to shovel it in. He felt like he could inhale the whole thing.


  Holden stared at him. “I know you’re hungry, but let’s stick to the point, huh? What’s the last thing you remember?”


  The sugar was buzzing through his system, making him feel better and more awake. Not that things made any more sense, but you couldn’t have everything. “I was on top of the fence overlooking the compound. And… yeah, I think that’s it. Do I want to know what happened?”


  “Probably not. But Newt and I got out okay, Felix is no more, and the Feds will probably be combing through the wreckage of that place for a long time, when they can get to it. You probably don’t have to worry too much about them.”


  Eating more of the cake, he tried to determine which of everything Holden said bothered him the most and which he should start with. “Um, wreckage? And did I kill Felix?”


  “No, I did.” Holden lifted up his shirt, and showed Roan a big gauze pad bandage on his upper chest. “He shot me, and I stabbed him. Only I didn’t miss.”


  Roan wondered why he ever worried about Holden. He had killer instincts that even genuine psychopaths had a hard time dealing with. Part of it was Holden and his acting abilities throwing you off. You thought he was just a hooker, an average guy who was maybe a bit more submissive than the norm, when he was actually as lethal as fuck. Holden showed you what he wanted and concealed his real self at all times. It just happened that his real self was a shark. “And the wreckage?”


  “The Omega complex burned down. And they had so much stockpiled ammo that it’s exploding and going off. Last I heard, the Feds think it won’t be safe to move in for another day or so.”


  Roan glared at him. “Another fire?”


  “Hey, it wasn’t me,” Holden claimed. “Not this time. Newt told me that the only fun he had at Omega was making the Molotov cocktails. They got a bunch of cheap hooch, and he and some of the other guys would drink the bottles down before adding the gasoline, rather than pouring it down the sink. Got real ripped.”


  It sounded like a stupid Omega thing to do, and yet, he wasn’t sure if he dared trust Holden. “Why the hell would Omega stockpile Molotov cocktails?”


  “The idea was to throw it at the Feds when they came to raid the compound, because supposedly it would fuck with their thermal imaging equipment. I’d think thermal imaging equipment could handle a bit of flame, but what do I know? I’m not a crazy cult leader.”


  There was a bit of vague plausibility in its general stupidity. Still, he didn’t know if he should trust that, since Holden had burned down the snuff house to destroy evidence. Successfully, as it turned out. He could ask Newt, but as Holden’s friend and a flighty one at that, he’d probably just say whatever Holden told him to say. Roan supposed he’d just have to trust him. “Molotov cocktails don’t go off by themselves.”


  Holden scowled at him. “I know that. We figured one of the cultists, freaked out by you, decided to pick up the first weapon handy. And missed. And never considered what would happen if a Molotov cocktail was used indoors.”


  That, too, sounded sadly plausible. “Do you have any idea how many people I hurt?”


  Holden shook his head. “Nope. Newt and I avoided you. But we did see a lot of people running away from the compound. So only the true believers stayed and tried to fight you, and the rest decided that while taking on the Feds was one thing, they never signed up to fight a lion guy.”


  Roan hoped that was true. But he had no reason to believe Holden was trying to blow sunshine up his skirt. It wasn’t his style. “I had a car near the site—”


  “Got it,” Holden interrupted. “We found it after we left Omega, and as soon as I saw it, parked out of the way and at a reasonable distance away from the compound, I figured it had to be yours. Newt hot-wired it, and eventually we tossed you in the backseat and got out of there.”


  “Do I want to know how you got me into the car?”


  “Probably not. But you left the compound on your own, and you eventually collapsed out in the scrub. By that time the fire was going pretty good, and even the lion wasn’t sticking around for that.”


  Now that was believable. Most animals instinctively hated fire, and he couldn’t see his lion being any different. He shoveled in another forkful of cake, surprised that his plate was almost empty (had he really eaten that much so fast?) and asked, “And Claire is...?”


  “A friend of Jessie’s,” he replied, and Roan figured he should have guessed that. “She used to be a nurse, so she had all the skills to patch me up and make sure you weren’t dying on us. Also, she has no desire to report us to the cops, and best of all, she has no fucking clue who we are or who Omega is. She doesn’t own a television, she runs her own Etsy store selling homemade goat’s milk soap and herbal pain remedies for infecteds, and she’s currently making cookies for a community bake sale. She plays the accordion and may have a penny farthing bicycle hidden in her garage. She’s pure Portland.”


  “Does everything she own have a bird on it?”


  “Those are passé. Now everything has a mustache on it.”


  “Good to know.” He finished off the cake, unable to believe he’d eaten it all it so quickly, then asked, “Can I borrow your phone? I have to call Dyl.”


  “No you don’t. I called him as soon as Claire was done patching me up. I told him you were fine and I’d bring you home as soon as possible.”


  It was good of him to do that. But Holden must have known how suspicious Dylan was of all things involving Holden. Roan realized he was being distracted by his own brain, which, in that odd, post-change thing, had latched on to a random song lyric and had it looping around his mind ad nauseam. This time it was from an Elliott Smith song: “You’re a symphony, man, with one fucking note.” Was this a comment on him? Weren’t all of the lyrics his brain vomited out in post-change pain? Sometimes—most of the time—he really didn’t get himself at all.


  “Did he say anything to that?”


  “Besides cusswords? Yeah, he asked me if it was over. I said yes and he said good and that was it.” Roan could only nod and then rub his eyes and groan softly to himself. Could have been worse, still didn’t seem great. Holden must have understood his reaction, because he said, “Look, this is a good thing. Dylan has decided to let you have your other life and know nothing about it.”


  Roan just glared at Holden. But did he expect him to react any other way? “Denial isn’t good, ever.”


  “Normally. But here it is: He wants to be with you, Roan, until the end. He’s just decided the best way to deal with your superhero shit is to pretend it exists outside him. Let him have it without angsting about it.”


  That was a good point. If Dylan had an issue, he’d bring it up directly. If he didn’t, that meant he’d made his peace with it, at least for the time being. And, of course, there was Holden’s less-than-subtle message: you could die soon. If Dylan didn’t want to fight about this, don’t press the point.


  He noticed a change in the scent in the kitchen. “You probably ought to get those cookies out of the oven now. They’re done.”


  Holden let out a small snort. “What, your supersmelling tells you that too?”


  Roan reached across the table and snatched up the potholder before standing and walking to the stove. “Mock if you want, but it’s not my fault you’re scent deaf.” He opened the oven door and retrieved the cookie sheet with the perfectly browned cookies on it. He put the pan down on the top of the stove and wondered if he was free to take more cake. Like, maybe half. The cake had quenched his general appetite, but he was still hungry. “How’s Newt?”


  “Oh, he’s okay. A bit freaked out.”


  “I scared him?”


  “Yeah. So did I. For a guy who’s had such a debauched life, I sometimes forget I’m somehow more hard-core than he is.”


  “You’re more hard-core than ninety-eight percent of the population.”


  Holden sat back in his chair, putting his arms behind his head. “I’m gonna take that as a compliment.”


  “Might as well,” Roan said, deciding this, too, was an argument not worth having.


  He’d had so many arguments in his life, and how many of them had been worth having? In retrospect, maybe 10 percent at best. He decided to go ahead and cut off another hunk of cake. He could pay Claire for all her trouble, maybe buy some of that goat’s milk soap if she refused to accept cash for helping them. “The Feds are probably going to grill us pretty hard, you know.”


  Holden snorted. “Not that hard, no.”


  Roan looked at him curiously, fighting the urge to lick frosting and crumbs off the cake cutter. “Why do you say that?”


  “Because this is exactly what they wanted you to do. They wanted you to rip through that place like a buzz saw and spare them sending their people in. They’ll make a cursory investigation, but they won’t press too hard. Because they really don’t want to know. This will be filed away as a tragic accident, of the kind that happens with weirdo cults. One that strangely worked in their favor.”


  The most depressing thing? Holden was probably right. He’d always known the Feds had only wanted him because they thought he could do special things, but all they really wanted from him was his ability to destroy everything.


  As if he needed one more reason to retire.
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  Preservation


   


  Five Days Later


   


  ROAN CIRCLED the block first, before going back to Hey Cupcake!, on the off chance the Feds were shadowing him without his notice. It was unlikely, but it was possible, and he didn’t want to get Elena caught. She shouldn’t have to pay for his general idiocy.


  Once inside, Roan doffed his baseball cap and took off his sunglasses. He saw Elena sitting at a back table, away from the windows, like he’d asked. She noticed him as he approached and nearly raised her hand to wave but thought better of it. Roan couldn’t help but smile at the adolescent impulse to be cool. Even he’d had it, when he knew he would always be the designated freak of any school he landed in. That impulse died hard.


  “Thanks for meeting me,” he told her, taking a seat.


  “What’s with all the spy stuff?” she wondered, then studied his shirt curiously. “And what the hell is Pansy Division?”


  “A pop-punk band that was pop-punk before that was a thing. They’re good, you should check them out. And I’m not sure if the Feds are watching me, so I wanted to be careful. Don’t want you to be thrown back into the nearest foster home.”


  “Haven’t you heard the news? The Feds watch all of us all the time,” she said, in a perfectly tough, nonchalant way. Roan was careful not to smile, even though he found this jaded pose of hers weirdly adorable. He was probably a lot like her at that age.


  “They reserve special treatment for weirdoes like me,” he said as a waitress he recognized, Renee, came over.


  “Have you decided, or would you like a bit more time?”


  “Just bring us two of your cupcake of the day and a passionfruit tea.”


  “Can I have a latte?” Elena asked.


  Renee just gazed at Roan, letting him know the decision was all his. “Fine, she can have a latte, but a small half-caf one, okay?”


  “Got it,” Renee said, then walked off. It was such a slow time right now she didn’t even need to write it down.


  “Half caf?” Elena complained.


  “Believe me, there’s enough in there still to keep you buzzing all night.”


  She frowned but had no choice but to accept that. “What’s the cupcake of the day?”


  “No idea. But they’re always good here, so it’s not a big risk.” He sat forward, folding his hands on the table. “I have some news on Louisa.”


  She grimaced and met his eyes. “It’s bad news, isn’t it?”


  “It’s mixed,” he admitted and then simply told her, as he didn’t think she’d appreciate any sugarcoating. He also added some details, like Louisa’s adopted father working for the forestry commission and her adopted mother working for DSHS, in hopes of both calming some potential fears and also just giving her more than the standard info.


  By the time he was done, Renee had come back with their drinks and their cupcakes, which turned out to be lemonade with buttercream lime frosting. Why the hell not?


  Roan then pulled an envelope out of his coat pocket and put it on the table between them. Elena looked at it curiously as she picked at her cupcake. “Here’s what I want you to do. In this envelope is the mailing address of Louisa’s new home. When you feel ready to talk to her, I want you to write her a letter and mail it.”


  She scoffed. “Who the fuck sends letters nowadays?”


  “Exactly. It will gain her attention, even if she doesn’t remember you. Make sure there’s no return address on it, and if at all possible, mail it far away from where you’re staying. Give her an e-mail address where she can contact you. Give her a month or so to reply.”


  She sat up, bugging her eyes out in a perfect example of teen dramatics. “A month? Are you crazy?”


  “No. If you push too hard, you’ll push her away. Give her a chance to breathe. Most likely she’ll remember you and what I’m saying won’t matter at all. But just in case, I want you to play this cool, okay? Think you can do that?”


  She glared at him through hooded eyes, once again assuming that tough pose that looked oddly familiar. “I’m always cool.”


  “I thought so.” He slid the envelope across the table, and she took it, trying hard not to just snatch it up quickly. She succeeded, but the eagerness was there on her face. She opened the envelope and peeked in before closing it up and shoving it in the pocket of her army surplus jacket. She then took a sip of her latte and looked around the little bakery, which was mostly empty because Roan had deliberately timed this meeting in between the lunch and dinner rush.


  He tasted his cupcake—unusual, but not bad—and sipped his tea as he waited for her to speak. It wasn’t easy being a gay foster kid. Luckily, most of his memories of childhood were gone, like some kind of protective natural amnesia had taken over, but what he could recall was not pretty. Being a foster kid was hard enough. Gay just added an extra alienating layer to it all.


  They ate their cupcakes and enjoyed the silence for a bit, but finally Elena said, “Thanks. For… everything. And for not making me go back.”


  “I know that Jessie is trustworthy and will keep you safe. But you have to live up to your end of the bargain. You have to live under the radar until you’re eighteen, which means no getting in trouble, understand? And use this time to learn. Do what I did and pretty much park at your local public library. Read everything, even if you think you aren’t interested in it. I think I ultimately learned more on my own than I ever did at school. And if you insist there’s nothing good to read, I will give you a list of good books I think you might enjoy.”


  She smirked. “Is that a threat?”


  “Could be. Just try me.”


  Was it the wrong decision? Maybe. All Roan knew was, if he’d had a chance at her age to leave the foster care system, he totally would have. The people in the group homes and crisis relocation centers were almost always nice to him (hippies and former hippies to a man, it seemed), and some of the homes were okay, but others weren’t, and living on his own, free of these people and the hospitals he was shuttled between like a hot, infected potato, was a dream. Elena seemed pretty levelheaded for a teen, and Jessie knew all about keeping kids safe. He had to give the two of them a chance to make this work. Besides, he had fudged and outright broken the law several times in his life—once just a few days ago in Oregon. He wasn’t about to go all rigid now.


  Roan just hoped she was one of the success stories. Maybe it could be the last good deed he would ever do in Seattle.


   


   


  ELENA WAS not the only meeting he had planned today. After he finished his cupcake and tea, he headed off for Madison Park.


  Since it was a public area in Seattle, he had no choice but to park a couple of blocks away and walk there, and construction-forced closure of one sidewalk pretty much guaranteed if the Feds had a tail on him, they’d reveal themselves. He still didn’t see one, but he knew he wasn’t going to get any less paranoid until they moved to Canada. For good reason, since he really had been at the Omega compound, even if they couldn’t prove it. You’d think the people who escaped would talk, but how much water their testimony would hold was up for grabs. Also, the Feds seemed to have no idea how many they’d be searching for or where to even start looking, as the Omega cult members had all been pretty paranoid about government surveillance. What good was all that NSA wiretapping jazz if they couldn’t even find one single member of a cat cult? Pathetic.


  It was a partially sunny day, pretty temperate, so there were a good number of people in the park. Roan made his way toward the children’s play area, and close by it, he found Collin sitting on a metal bench in the shade of a maple tree.


  Collin looked very much like the photo he’d found online. A bit avuncular, a little doughy, and yet still pleasant to look at in spite of his close-cropped blond beard. (Roan had never liked beards.) He was wearing what Roan thought of as the “Seattle casual” wardrobe of jeans, a plaid shirt, and a canvas jacket. You wouldn’t look at him and think “therapist,” but he still had something of a professional air about him, in spite of being dressed down.


  Roan sat down on the bench beside him. “Hey, Collin.”


  Collin looked over at him with his sleepy blue eyes, briefly looking away from his kids playing on the swing set. “Hey, Roan. Holy shit, you are aging backward aren’t you?”


  He snorted. “No need to flatter me. We’re both married anyways.”


  “Ha.” They both watched his kids for a minute before Collin said, “It’s good to see you. I know how everybody back then said you’d be dead by twenty-two. When I was in college, I’d sometimes scan the obituaries, wondering if I’d see your name and how I’d feel if I ever did. But I didn’t, and after a while, I stopped doing it.”


  “Good. ’Cause, like every other doctor in my life, they were totally wrong.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “Not as glad as me.” They sat in companionable silence for a long moment, before Roan decided to address the elephant in the room (actually, in this instance, in the park). “So, stuck with being hetero, I see.”


  Collin chuckled, which was a good sign. “I think I am hetero. Mostly.”


  “Mostly?”


  “I worked it out in college. I’m somewhere between a one and a two on the Kinsey scale. I spent a lot of college trying to figure out if I was bi or what. I tried to watch gay porn, I even went to a gay bar, but it quickly became apparent that I’m just not attracted to guys. In general.”


  “These are hedging terms.”


  He nodded and glanced down at a pigeon that had wandered pretty close to them. Perhaps it was coincidental, but as soon as Roan looked at it, it flew away. “Every now and again, there’s a guy I’m attracted to, one I think maybe I could hook up with, if I wanted to. But they’re few and far between. Like, there was one guy in college I thought, yeah, I could probably go for him, but he was straight, so nothing ever came of that.”


  “So I was one of the lucky ones?”


  “You know damn well you were. I think I was full-on in love with you, man. Damn, I so wanted to be you.”


  That made Roan stare at him in surprise. “A gay infected?”


  Collin looked at him and gave him a brief, fleeting frown. He still had that little worry line appear between his eyebrows when he frowned. “No. Fearless. You just didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of you, and when people wanted to fight, you were ready to mix it up. You know I was always kind of a coward.”


  “I thought of you as sensible.”


  He smiled weakly at that. “Thanks. But I was scared of most things. And you were just awesome. I thought it was kind of fitting you were a lion infected ’cause you always kinda seemed like a lion, you know? Just really brave and not backing down for anyone.”


  “I had to be,” Roan said, and it felt like he was explaining it to himself as much as Collin, maybe even more so. “Everybody wanted me to just go away. So it was either do what they wanted or push back. And doing what they wanted never earned me anything. While pushing back may have gotten me a beating or three, it felt really good when I got my licks in, so I really had no choice. It was push back or wither and die.”


  “That’s still amazing,” Collin said. “You were a kid. Most kids don’t have the fortitude or self-awareness to do that. It’s why so many bullied kids just give up. At that age, it’s easy to lose sight of it all. You never did.”


  “Never underestimate the power of being a complete asshole.”


  Collin smiled and looked back at his kids, while Roan couldn’t help but note he didn’t deny it. Then again, how could he? Very few teens weren’t tremendous assholes at some point. The only difference was, Roan never quite grew out of his asshole phase. Somehow it had only gotten worse.


  The kids on the swing set shrieked and ran around, while a couple actually bothered to swing. But the rest seemed to like climbing on it like it was a minimalist jungle gym. The fact that there was a jungle gym several feet away crossed no one’s mind.


  “I’m glad you made it,” Collin said and gave him a kind smile. Small wrinkles gathered in the corners of his eyes, reminding Roan they were all getting old. The fact that death hadn’t claimed Roan by now was a fucking modern miracle. It wasn’t for lack of trying, though, as all his aneurysms could attest.


  “I’m glad too,” he admitted, although it occurred to him he never thought much about his mortality. Maybe because people were always so eager to tell him how close to death he was, it was just easier to let them worry about it. “You happy?”


  Collin nodded. “I think so. You?”


  Roan nodded as well. “Yeah.” Collin sat forward and shouted, “Roan! Don’t push your sister.”


  Roan did a slight double take that would have been comical if a Fed was watching. “You named one of your kids after me?”


  Collin shrugged. “It’s a great name.”


  “Eh. But… I mean, wow. Your wife went along with naming your son after the only guy you’ve had sex with?”


  He grimaced and looked down as he admitted, “I kinda… never mentioned that part? I just said you were my best friend growing up. I know, I know, don’t start.”


  “Dude, you’re a couples’ therapist.” Roan replied, then laughed.


  It was oddly comforting to know all couples had their secrets, even ones you’d just assume would know better.


  It was such a flawed world. And in a way Roan was glad, because there was such odd beauty and humor in it at times. He just had to keep that in mind.


  


  24

  While the World Burns


   


  ROAN HEARD the noise downstairs and knew the party was getting started. He could hear Tank singing something loudly in French and trying to get others to sing with him. Roan wondered what song it was and why he was loitering in the bedroom.


  The door opened, and Dylan came in, eyebrows raised in curiosity. “You okay?” Dylan looked fantastic dressed in dark slacks with a matching jacket and a crisp white shirt. Roan had asked for no tuxedos because he didn’t have one and thought everyone looked just a bit silly in them, but Dylan proved that Roan just hadn’t seen one on him. And technically he wasn’t wearing a tuxedo either, just something he called a “mock tuxedo,” which Dylan said meant no cummerbund, bow tie, or really uncomfortable shoes. They both skipped ties because neither liked them, and while Roan allowed Dylan to “dress” him (he got him a matching dark jacket and slacks) Roan insisted on being able to wear one of his weird-ass T-shirts. Dylan agreed to let Roan wear a These Arms Are Snakes one in light gray with a modest design. He seemed to agree it wouldn’t be him if he wasn’t wearing a weird-ass T-shirt. They had new rings for the occasion, designed by Dylan since he knew someone who made jewelry. They were very simple, copper rings shaped like snakes swallowing their own tales, the classic ouroboros. Roan loved them.


  “Yeah, I’m just behind today, don’t know why.”


  Roan had KEXP playing low, and Dylan looked like he was thinking of turning it off but decided against it. “Change of heart? Rather than renewing our vows, you want a divorce?”


  Roan scowled at him. “I’d think that’d be a call you’d make.”


  “Nope.” Dylan crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the dresser and studied Roan. “It’s not a headache, is it?”


  “No.” He realized Dylan wasn’t going to let him skate on this, so he sighed and admitted, “I think it’s finally hitting me. I’m leaving this house and the life I’ve known ’til now. I mean, tomorrow we start moving. It’s weird.”


  “You used to move a lot.”


  “Yeah. I think… I’m still not completely convinced I’m not my job. I mean, what if that’s all I’ve ever been good at? I’m pretty sure that’s true.” And he still wasn’t sure if the lion could/would accept the new arrangement. He could only hope that Rosenberg was right and the dropping of his viral load would mean the lion would stop intruding. He didn’t know what he would do if that didn’t happen. Roan supposed he’d have to cross that bridge when he came to it.


  Dylan rolled his eyes and came to sit beside him on the bed, putting a comforting hand on his knee. “For a smart man, you can sure be dumb sometimes.”


  “That isn’t news.”


  That earned him another frown. “Stop that. What I mean is I can’t believe you haven’t figured it out yet. You’re one of those rare people who can do absolutely anything they set their mind to. I mean anything. If you told me you broke your viral cycle by sheer willpower alone, I’d believe you.”


  “I’m that much of a stubborn asshole, huh?”


  “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Dylan agreed, leaning his head on his shoulder. “You are not your job. You are whatever you want to be. So of course, I hope you’ll be my model for all time.”


  “I’m not your canvas. I’m a free man,” he protested sarcastically. But maybe Dylan was right. Maybe the fact that he’d done everything that everyone told him he couldn’t do wasn’t so much a sign of how wrong those people were but how determined he was. Maybe it was a combination of the two. “What’s Tank singing?”


  “Oh. He’s singing the Canadian national anthem in French, and he’s trying to get everyone else to sing, but Scott rightly pointed out no one was drunk enough yet. Grey is of the opinion if they get a couple of beers in Tank, he’ll stop being so weird. Speaking of which, Scott’s sitting right beside Holden and has his arm over the back of the couch. The more he drinks, the more I bet we see that arm come down.”


  “You think Scott’s going to out himself here?”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if he does. For whatever reason, he really likes Holden. And the hockey guys here seem to have no problem with gay people.”


  “Yeah, but it’s probably different if you’re a teammate. And he’s not gay; he’s bi, which is its own can of worms.” Roan rested his head against Dylan’s, and while he was sure it was a curious picture, it felt nice.


  “Speaking of which, both Randi and Dee have been flirting hard with Gareth, who is too busy looking up the stairs for you to notice.”


  Roan smirked at that. “We don’t know he’s bi.”


  “No. But we know he’s crushing hard on you, and that’s usually a sign that someone’s not perfectly straight.”


  Just sitting here with Dylan, with something bland and unrecognizable playing in the background—Roan would take flawed music with passion over perfect music with nothing any day of the week—was nice and strangely soothing.


  It wasn’t just Roan’s weirdo friends waiting for them downstairs either. Some of Dylan’s friends had shown up too, mainly his friends from Panic, although a few of his art-world friends showed up as well. Maybe they didn’t like his ex-fascist husband, but they liked Dylan, as they should. Roan was morbidly curious how they were getting on with the hockey players. And how all of them, artists and jocks alike, were getting on with Doctor Rosenberg. “Am I just running away from my problems?” Roan wondered.


  Dylan squeezed his leg. “No. You’re running toward a new life. You’re retiring, Ro. Do you know how many superheroes live to retire? From what I understand, they don’t.”


  “Um, is that a serious question? ’Cause I think Batman once retired in some comic book.”


  “You are making that up. There’s no way you are that much of a nerd.”


  “Try me.”


  “Oh, I—” Dylan suddenly gasped and sat up. “They played it!”


  “Played what?” Roan asked, as it sounded like they were just talking downstairs. But then he realized what the radio was currently playing.


  It was an old Smiths song, “Stop Me If You Think You’ve Heard This One Before.” Roan had sarcastically suggested it as their second wedding theme, both for the title and for the sad and bitter chorus: “I still love you… slightly less than I used to.” Dyl, both a former Goth and a former Smiths fan (but of course the boy destined for art school would be into both of those things), enjoyed the joke. “You called in a request?”


  Dylan grinned at him as he stood up. “You bet I did.” He held out his hand. “Wanna dance?”


  Roan frowned. “You know I don’t dance.”


  “Yes, but we’re getting married again, and I demand a dance. You can either do it downstairs in front of everyone or right now with just me.”


  Well, that was no choice at all, even though he was sure Tank would probably be happy to strip down to his cartoon-themed underwear and distract everyone. Roan grabbed his hand and let Dyl pull him up.


  Roan still couldn’t dance, unless flinging yourself around a mosh pit counted as dancing, and Dylan said it didn’t. But Roan just let Dylan dance and followed his lead, although he was reasonably certain this slow dance didn’t at all match the tempo of the surprisingly upbeat music, but it was a great excuse to simply hold each other. Dylan smelled great, a mix of apples and ginger with just a hint of sandalwood and underneath that a manly scent that was specifically Dylan, and possibly only real to Roan’s oversensitive, weird nose.


  “You know I love you, right?” Roan said. He was always afraid he didn’t say it enough.


  Dylan gave him a sweet smile. “You damn well better.” He kissed him softly on the corner of his mouth. “You know, it’s crazy, considering all the shit and weirdness we’ve been through, but… you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Roan McKichan.”


  Roan’s heart skipped a beat. He was so glad Dylan didn’t rue the day they crossed each other’s paths. “Also the strangest.”


  “I was going to leave that unsaid, spoilsport,” Dylan said, standing back and straightening Roan’s jacket. He also smoothed his hair away from his forehead before asking, “Are you ready?”


  Roan let out a little sigh, then held out his arm. “Ready. Let’s get remarried and then get completely blasted.”


  “You know I made up a special absinthe cocktail for the reception, right? I’m calling it the Green-Eyed Monster.”


  Roan snickered. “So sweet, naming it after me.”


  Dylan gave him a gentle elbow in the ribs before locking his arm in his. “You tell yourself that.”


  Roan opened the bedroom door and together, he and Dylan took the first step of the rest of his life.


   


  


  1


  Arriving Somewhere, But Not Here


   


  IT WAS times like these Roan knew he’d made a big mistake becoming a private detective.


  Of course, it was his fault. He’d lost his temper at that redneck shitbag. He was probably lucky he hadn’t been sued and the Seattle PD hadn’t decided to make an example of him. Which was probably why he was back in the PD’s evidence room, looking at a roadkill squirrel in a plastic bag. Even though the bag was sealed, Roan could still smell the blood, guts, and rot through the supposedly airtight closure.


  As he rubbed his nose, doing his best not to gag, Kevin Robinson said, “I don’t suppose you want to take it out of the bag.”


  “God no.”


  Roan watched Kevin put the marked evidence bag full of squashed squirrel back in the cold-storage cooler. Yes, Kevin worked vice, but he was one of Roan’s biggest remaining allies on the force. Neither Dropkick nor Gordo would sneak him into the evidence room to peruse evidence from a scene (well, maybe he could wheedle Dropkick….) even though there was no way to contaminate said evidence. Oh, maybe you could, in theory, contaminate a dead squirrel, but it was just too disgusting to think about. “It’d be foolish of me to ask if you pulled any prints off of it, huh?”


  Kevin stared at him in that hangdog way of his. “It’s a squirrel. No. All we know is whoever put it on your client’s car either ran over it or picked it up on the side of the road, as it was definitely killed hit-and-run style.”


  “It’s old. My bet is he was just trolling for roadkill and scooped up the first thing he saw.”


  His latest client was Emma Wills, a paralegal for the high-powered downtown law firm of Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall. She was being harassed by a stalker, someone who was constantly leaving disturbing messages on her phone, in her mailbox, in her e-mail, and now on her car, although the roadkill squirrel jammed under her windshield wiper was an obvious escalation of the situation. The problem was there was no shortage of men who could be harassing her.


  Her first ex-husband was an example of the type of men Emma seemed to welcome into her life. Brody Dawes was a fairly recent ex-con, released from prison a couple of months ago in West Virginia, where he did a couple of years for a brutal barroom beating that left the victim partially paralyzed. At the time of the incident, Emma had a restraining order against Brody as she claimed he was violent (no shit!) and harassing her. He had supposedly been living with his mother since his release, but some cops bothered to check, and it turned out that she was lying and covering for him, and he’d never stayed there. She claimed not to know where he was, but that probably wasn’t true. Regardless, Brody was unaccounted for and could very easily be here, harassing Emma.


  So could Nathan Forrester, a guy that she very briefly dated before realizing it was a mistake. They were paired up on a dating web site, and he was not only a local, but he was also involved in law, albeit as a bailiff at the courthouse. She decided he was too old for her (about ten years older) and just not her type, which he didn’t take well. Namely, he defaced her web page and started circulating photos of her head on the body of a woman having sex with a donkey, as well as sending abusive e-mails calling her a “dyke.” He’d been reprimanded, warned not to do it again, but he couldn’t be conclusively tied to any of it, although it was generally acknowledged he was behind it all.


  And then there was Todd Bittner, a former client of the lawyer she worked for, Bill McCall. Bittner felt McCall had fucked up his case and had harassed him enough that McCall already had a restraining order against him. But Emma had no such order, and it was possible he was harassing her because he couldn’t get to her boss.


  All three men were sketchy, and all could have done this. Two—Brody and Todd—were almost impossible to pinpoint. Todd had an address, so Roan knew where to find him (no one knew where Brody was), but he was unemployed, and he had lots of free time and few solid people to back his alibis. Nathan still had a job and therefore had some schedule he had to adhere to, but his off-hours often had him at various bars and strip joints, none of which were known for their high-class clientele or witnesses willing to talk.


  Three suspects should have been enough. But an odd e-mail pointed to someone else, and a confrontation with Emma after this latest incident had made her admit a potential fourth possibility: Tucker McCall. Yes, the son of her boss, who also happened to be a junior lawyer at the firm and a married man. It seems he and Emma had carried on an “on and off” affair for six months, which Emma had broken off recently after a pregnancy scare. He thought they should get back together, and he wasn’t taking the answer “no” very well. He sent her violently pornographic images through e-mails and left messages with vague threats, worded so carefully he could actually say she was simply misinterpreting them (proving he was indeed a lawyer). As for the pornographic e-mails, they were “accidents.” He was just the kind of smug, rich white bastard Roan hated instinctively, making him hope he was the harasser, just so Roan could nail him.


  But all these men were particularly loathsome, so he had no problem with nailing any of them. Still, all he had were suspects. Solid clues were lacking.


  As it stood, Emma had ended up working late last night and had gone out to her car in front of the Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall building around 11:00 p.m. It was there she found the dead squirrel wedged beneath her windshield wiper. She called the cops, who had an open investigation going, but the problem was the cops were undermanned, overworked, and had too many bigger cases to worry about. In fact, they’d encouraged her to hire him in the first place, which made Roan wonder if some of the cops around here still held a grudge against him. Probably.


  Once outside, Roan straddled his motorcycle and wondered what he was supposed to do with a case where he had oodles of suspects and few worthwhile clues. Usually good suspects were hard to find, but most of these suspects were too damn good. What he needed was one of these jackasses eliminating himself from the suspect pile.


  Still, he’d only had the case for four days. Maybe he should give himself a week before becoming suicidally frustrated with it.


  He put on his helmet and headed downtown to the Lawrence, Bailey, and McCall building. This was a fool’s errand, and he knew it, but Roan figured he could excuse his failure easier if he at least did all the basic groundwork.


  The LBMC building was just one of the many mirror-finished skyscrapers downtown, but the area was interesting. It was right where the more or less good part of town gave way to the bad side of town. So it was in this weird area where, at eleven at night, all you’d find would be homeless people and maybe a hooker or junkie who got lost on their way to somewhere else. Sure, you’d get an occasional working stiff of some sort, but not often. The likelihood of any witnesses being around to see the planting of the squirrel and being willing to talk to him—or be a reliable witness at all—was miniscule.


  Roan parked at the curb outside the building, roughly where Emma had parked the night before, and took off his helmet to have a good look around. He got some funny looks for having a motorcycle out here, but that was about it. The sidewalk was pretty busy with pedestrians, as it was just after one, and some people were returning from lunch hour, and some were just leaving for it. No one looked like they might have been the type to hang out after 11:00 p.m.


  Roan walked over to the Chinese restaurant across the street and started there, but the guy behind the counter spoke little English, or at least pretended to speak little English so as to avoid talking to him. The dry cleaners was a little more helpful as the woman there admitted to leaving the shop at about 11:20, but she didn’t recall seeing anything unusual at all. Just what he expected but still depressing.


  Looking around outside for security cameras that might have caught incidental footage, Roan caught a glimpse of the bumper of a car parked in the alley. It was an old car, a ’60s model at least (maybe ’70s—truth be told; he didn’t know his cars that well), and the windshield was blocked with cardboard inserts on the inside. Interesting. Usually such things indicated someone was living in a car or just too cheap to buy a sunshade, but the age of the car and the rust on the bumper seemed to suggest it wasn’t being driven much. Was someone living in the car? If so, if they were here last night, they were in prime position to see someone screwing around with Emma’s car. If they noticed, if they were sober, if they were sane. All pretty big ifs. But he was so desperate for any witness, Roan decided to take a chance.


  He knocked on the hood of the car and said, “Hello? Anyone here?”


  There was a subtle shifting of the car, and a back door opened. A man peered out cautiously from the gap between the door and the body. “If you’re trollin’ for shelters, I know already.”


  The smell hit Roan so hard, he almost took a step back. The guy hadn’t showered in a while, but it wasn’t just body odor—it was the smell of infection. A kind of cat that smelled different, exotic… something he hadn’t encountered before. As he was trying to parse this, figure out what it could be, he realized the guy was looking at him kind of funny. He looked tired, but his blue eyes were bright with intelligence, not madness. Roan almost always expected madness or alcoholism (or both) with these guys. “That your real hair color?” the man asked.


  Roan was kind of surprised that was still the question most people asked him when they first met him. “Yeah. You’re infected. What strain?”


  Whatever humor was in his eyes before, they became suddenly hooded, guarded. He’d said the wrong thing. “How do you know?”


  “I can smell it?”


  “Smell it?”


  “I’m a virus child with a heightened sense of smell. The virus has a scent. It’s just most people can’t pick it up.”


  “Virus child?” he repeated, scratching his chin beneath his scraggly black beard. “I thought they were all born deformed and shit like that.”


  Roan shrugged, which was really the only thing he could do. “All but me. And I’m not trolling for the shelters. I’m Roan McKichan, a private investigator.”


  “Really?” The homeless guy gave him a half smile that was oddly heartbreaking. “I didn’t think you guys existed outside of ’70s television shows.”


  “I know. We probably should have stayed there.” There was no subtle way to go about this, so he simply asked, “And you are?”


  The young man thought about it for a moment, and Roan wondered if he was thinking up a lie or wondering if revealing his name could get him into further trouble. Finally, he said, “My name’s Paris, homeless sad sack.”


  “Named after the city or myth?”


  Paris gave him a genuine smile that was rather beautiful. “Hey! No one ever guesses myth. That’s awesome.”


  “What can I say? I’m a nerd.” Roan realized he was trying to see through the man’s scraggly beard and messy hair and made himself stop. He didn’t seem like the typical homeless guys he ran into this far downtown, and it triggered his curiosity. “Were you here last night, around 11:00 p.m.?”


  Once more, he seemed to weigh the consequences before he spoke. “Afraid so. The radiator sprung a leak, and it ain’t like I have the cash or the tools to fix it. Why?”


  “Last night, at approximately that time, someone put a dead squirrel on a ’92 Nissan parked in front of that building.” He nodded his head back at the LBMC skyscraper behind him. “You didn’t see anyone around that time, did you?”


  Paris stood, moving out from behind the relative safety of his open car door. “Is that what that guy was doing? I thought he was putting a menu or a flyer on the car. It was an animal?”


  It came out with such genuine surprise Roan knew he was telling the truth. “Yeah. Can you describe the person who left it?”


  He grimaced uncertainly. “It was a white guy who was bald. I remember he had quite a shine on his scalp. I think he was wearing a long coat. Otherwise, no, that’s all I can give you. I’m afraid I wasn’t paying that much attention.”


  Bald? None of the men on his suspect list were bald! Holy shit, was there actually another suspect he was unaware of? Come to think of it, one of the guys on the suspect list could have outsourced the job. He couldn’t imagine any of them handling a dead squirrel besides Nathan. “No, that’s more than I had before. Thanks.” He was pretty sure he heard the guy’s stomach growling from here, and Roan found himself deeply curious about this man. The way he pronounced his vowels, he was clearly Canadian, and that made him wonder why he didn’t run into more homeless Canadians. “Hey, look, I was gonna go get some lunch. Wanna come with me?”


  Paris’s expression became an interesting mix of eagerness and trepidation. “Why?”


  He knew this part about street life, didn’t he? Nothing was free; it all had strings. Roan had to think up some plausible strings to get Paris to follow him. “Well, I’m hungry, and I thought it might give you some time to recount the entire story of what you saw. There may be some helpful details you’re unaware of.” Couching it as Roan’s own search for knowledge would make him seem selfish, but that was the easiest thing to believe about people. Most people were selfish—it was the human condition, so it was no great leap in logic.


  Paris considered that, scratching his chin beneath his beard. “I told you everything, really.”


  “So you think. But if you take a few minutes and tell the whole story, you’d be surprised at what comes up.” This was both true and a lie at the same time, one of those rare collisions of opposites that somehow makes sense.


  He seemed very hesitant, but after a moment, Paris’s hunger seemed to get the better of him. “Okay. Most places won’t let me in though.”


  “Let me worry about that,” Roan assured him. Paris closed the car door, and Roan saw that, as a homeless guy went, he was dressed decently enough, wearing camouflage pants, a black sweatshirt, and an olive drab army jacket. All his clothes were baggy, and since he smelled due for a change, they’d just get baggier still. Although, at his current weight, there was a chance he wouldn’t survive it.


  Roan was hoping to change that. And if his plan worked, he wouldn’t have to worry about a loose cat in town either.
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