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Mean Streets: Book 1

From the Infected Universe

 

With his friend lion shifter Roan McKichan no longer in the picture, former sex worker Holden Krause is now working as a detective investigating cases in Seattle. When he receives a request to investigate a rather unusual case for Big Mike, a local drug dealer, he ignores the potential hazards in working for such a client and takes it on.

But Holden hasn’t given up his vigilante ways, occasionally seeking violent retribution for those ignored by the justice system. There’s a man stalking the streets, assaulting anyone he perceives to be trans or gender-nonconforming in any way. When the brutality escalates, the case becomes personal for Holden.

If he cannot juggle being both a detective and a vigilante, his taste for blood and danger might finally catch up with him.
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1—Blood, Muscles, Bones

 

 

HIS CELL phone hummed in his pocket, and Holden answered it without looking. It could only be Otter. “It’s him,” he said and hung up. Holden pocketed his phone and pulled the black leather gimp mask over his face. He unzipped the mouth so he could talk to the fuckhole on his way in.

Holden stripped off his T-shirt and tossed it aside, although he kept his jeans and boots on. He had to. He had to preserve the surprise.

There was a knock on the door before it opened, and by that time Holden was lounging on the bed in his best porn-movie-bottom pose, like he was patiently waiting to be pounded by the pizza delivery boy. The man who came in smelled of cigarettes and was wearing basically anonymous blue jeans, white sneakers, and a blue polo shirt. He had thinning brown hair shaved down to a fuzz, perhaps trying to imply his baldness was a choice, and pale blue eyes that seemed to betray nothing but a kind of dull emptiness. He was pudgy, with a bit of a gut, but at least some of it was hard fat. He gazed at Holden, checking him out before bothering to look at his face. “Take that off. I wanna see your face.”

Holden slowly pushed up from the bed, and stood beside it, keeping his posture and body language as casual as possible. “Maybe you should take it off, Master.”

Something sparked briefly in his eyes. He liked being called “Master.” “I told you to do it, slave. So do it.”

Holden played around with the zipper as he slunk closer, giving him his best sexy eyes, and as soon as he was able, he grabbed the waistband of the man’s jeans and ran his thumb over the top button. The man grabbed his wrist, a little too hard as expected, and while he was asserting his dominance, Holden slipped his Taser out of his jeans and jabbed him with it. Right in the dick.

The asshole tried to scream, but he couldn’t manage much more than a squeak. He collapsed to the floor, and as soon as he was down, Holden straddled him and pulled out his butterfly knife. He opened it with a sharp flick of his wrist, exposing the blade, and pressed it against his throat before he stopped spasming. “Shouldn’t have used the same online handle, DomNick101. Did you think just ’cause you rented a boy from Backpage that gave you license to do whatever you wanted with him?”

DomNick couldn’t yet speak, although the way his eyes bulged and mouth twitched, he wanted to say something. “You think you could just beat the shit out of Otter, and there’d be no repercussions at all? ’Cause he’d never go to the cops? Did you ever think that maybe there were worse things than cops, fuckhead?”

DomNick tried to squirm beneath him, but Holden hadn’t put away the Taser, so he jammed it in his armpit. “You wanna pick your next injury? Taser or knife? Or both? Ever wonder what it’d be like to be roasted and slit open like a pig at the same time?”

Finally he managed to speak, spit gathering in the corner of his mouth. “Don’t—”

“Don’t? You presume to tell me what to do, slave? I’m in charge, limp dick, and don’t you forget it.” Holden leered down at him, sure it was quite a sight in a leather gimp mask. “You’re not the first piece of shit like this I’ve had to deal with, and you’re probably not the last, either. Is it so hard to find someone who likes being beaten? Or is the fact that they don’t want it part of its appeal? Does the knowledge that you’re genuinely assaulting someone help you get your rocks off? I suggest therapy. Or, fuck that, go straight for the hard drugs. Couldn’t hurt you. Might help.”

The guy found his voice again, although he was clearly too terrified to move. But with a live Taser very close to his side and a knife at his throat, his predicament was understandable. “What do you want from me?”

“I was considering taking a pound of flesh from you. I’m being literal—a full pound. I’d have to take quite a few things, if not part of a limb, to make that weight.” Holden let that sink in, let Nick chomp on that for a few seconds. He now knew what Roan meant by a fear smell because this guy was starting to stink like an old sweat sock. “I’ve cut things off guys before, so this wouldn’t be new.”

“You’re crazy,” Nick said breathlessly, with absolutely no strength behind it. He was too petrified to work up any enthusiasm.

Holden just smiled and made sure it didn’t reach his eyes. Now that must have been a pants-shitting sight from a guy in a gimp mask. “You’re damn right I am. And you’re crazy if you think I’m going to allow you to do this again anywhere near my territory.”

Holden rammed the Taser right into the guy’s armpit, making him nearly convulse with pain. Holden used that opportunity to stand and kick the guy in the head. If he wasn’t unconscious, he was very close, and too insensate to do anything as Holden rolled him over on his stomach and started going through his pockets.

As an ex-hooker and a (mostly) former pickpocket, he knew all the places a man generally kept his wallet, and he found it on his first try. He continued looking through pockets, though, mainly out of curiosity. The guy had some loose change, a condom, some breath mints, a nipple clamp, his phone, and a receipt from a gas station. What kind of asshole bought ten dollars and forty-eight cents worth of gas? At least now he knew.

His name was Ronald Worth (Worthless, more like). He lived at an apartment in Edmonds, and he was thirty-eight years old. Old enough to know better, surely. And he either got his driver’s license twenty-five pounds ago or lied about his weight. Oh, Ronnie was a liar? Surely not.

Ron groaned and stirred, so Holden straddled his back and forced his head back down to the carpet. “If I kill you, will anyone miss you?”

“Yes,” Ron said desperately, and Holden didn’t need Roan’s supersense to know he was lying. “I’m expected to call my friend tonight. I’m due at work tomorrow. You can’t do this.”

“Oh, yes I can,” Holden replied, smiling at the singsongy quality in his voice. That definitely sounded crazy. He took the opportunity to look through Ron’s phone and found that he had already been setting up his next fuck, with a guy who went by the nom de shag spankmedaddy6969. Holden sent him a quick text: Forget it. You’re too ugly & old 4 me. Maybe you got a younger bro who’s into it? Hook us up. Maybe a 3way? “I can do anything I want with you. How does it feel? To be at someone’s mercy?”

“I am not—” Ron began, and stilled as Holden pressed the blade of the knife to the side of his neck.

“Yes, you are,” Holden whispered playfully in his ear. He slid Ron’s phone back in his pocket and then stroked the side of Ron’s face. Before he withdrew his hand, he dug his fingernails into Ron’s cheek painfully, drawing blood. People, especially people like Ron, really freaked out over the sight and feel of their own blood. Holden wanted him to really feel it. Feel the fear and the helplessness and the uncertainty about whether he was going to survive this night or not. It wouldn’t teach him a goddamn thing—guys like this never learned—but Holden wanted him to know this feeling and remember it. “And I have a plan to dismember you and parcel you out to various Dumpsters around the city. It’d work really well. I’ve done it before.” That was a lie, but who cared? “And I like the idea of you being garbage—just like, in life, you were human garbage.”

“P-please,” he said, now sobbing into the carpet. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you, now? Then why aren’t you advertising for a guy who likes getting the shit beat out of him? There are masochists out there, guys who get off on pain. You should be hooking up with them, not some poor fuckers who want a little slap and tickle and get you instead.” Holden grabbed him by the hair (which was difficult since he had so little of it) and pulled his head up. He slipped the knife blade beneath his throat so he was in prime throat-slashing position. “Am I getting through that thick skull of yours, Ron? Or do I just saw it off now?”

There was a moment of silence, and he assumed Ron was surprised he knew his real name. But then he figured out Holden must have gone through his wallet and had no choice but to let it go. “Y-yes.”

“I have people. They will be keeping an eye out for you online and on the street. If I hear one story about a guy matching your description beating the shit out of a trick, I will pay a visit to your home on 165 4th Avenue, apartment 11, in Edmonds, and you will not live to make the same mistake again. Are we clear?”

“Yes, yes,” he said desperately. “I’ll stop.”

“You’re fucking right you will. One way or another.” Holden let Ron’s head thud down to the carpet before tasing him again, this time in the back of his neck. It was kind of fun to use him as a human pincushion. He deserved so much worse.

Holden had done his homework. He was technically a private eye now, and he’d dug up a lot of shit on old DomNick101/Ron, here, including previous victims. Otter wasn’t his first. Hopefully, he would be his last.

Otherwise, Ron was going to find out the hard way that Holden didn’t make empty promises.




2—Part Man/Part Negative Space

 

 

HOLDEN HEADED home to take a shower and wash the blood and fear stink off of him. Other people’s fear stink was always the worst, as it seemed to cling to you like cigarette smoke. Still, he had this good peppermint goat’s milk soap that seemed to obliterate any scent, no matter how tenacious. Even hockey stink, which he knew was difficult to get rid of at the best of times.

Afterward, he slipped into his velvet “lounging pants” (pajama pants, but that seemed too immature) and poured himself a big tumbler full of gin, which he threw a lemon wedge into for vitamins. (He could just about hear Scott saying, “Yum. Pine with lemon. It’s like drinking Lysol.” Scott was not a fan of gin.) He was kind of hungry but also a little too lazy to cook, so he called out for a pizza.

Holden splayed out on his couch and turned on the boob tube to empty his head. He knew what he’d done to the guy was righteous and deserved, but he nearly always felt a little blah after, wrung out. He wasn’t a great fan of violence, but he was good at it. It helped when he played up his lisp, acted like a queeny, limp-wristed caricature, because nearly everyone bought it. They believed that campy act and didn’t realize until it was too late that Holden was feeding them what they expected, not the truth. Holden sort of liked seeing it in their eyes, the moment when they realized they were fucked. It was a rush.

What had Roan once told him? After his partial shifts to lion form, he suffered adrenaline crash when his system’s fight-or-flight response (which was nonsense, because with Roan it was always fight—and Holden respected the shit out of him for that) reached an end and fell into an abyss. As if being unable to move for the pain wasn’t bad enough, Roan would almost pass out from how exhausted he was. Maybe Holden suffered his own variation of adrenaline crash, but since he wasn’t a virus child superhuman who pushed his physical abilities to the edge of their limits, his crash wasn’t quite as drastic. That would make a sort of sense, he supposed.

Blindly flipping through channels, hoping for something mindless he could focus on while his brain shifted back into normal, the sight of a sweaty Tank stopped him cold.

It was hockey play-off season, and Tank’s team was in, although just barely. According to Scott, injuries had ravaged his team, and Tank had taken the remains of the team and lugged them single-handed into the play-offs because he was such a good goalie he almost made up for a piss-poor group. They were playing a game, and the camera was focused on Tank’s sweaty face as he pushed his helmet up and took a drink from the water bottle that every goalie had attached to the roof of his net. Scott figured Tank couldn’t last forever—he wasn’t going to be able to pull them into the finals all by himself, no matter how good he was—but Scott assumed he’d give it a damn good try. Just from the sweaty, exhausted look of Tank, Holden guessed that was true. But just before he drank from the water bottle, Tank said something to a player from the opposing team hanging around his net, and Holden wasn’t the world’s best lip-reader, but he would swear Tank just told him, “Your wife liked it.” By the way the guy grabbed Tank’s shoulder aggressively, and the way one of Tank’s bigger teammates came in to yank him off of their goaltender, that was probably true. So funny. That was the exact attitude of a guy who was trying to muscle his shitty team through a play-off. That was also why Roan was such a fan of Tank. It took one stubborn lunatic to recognize another.

It wasn’t that Holden couldn’t see it; Tank was kind of cute. But you had to overlook that strange intensity that burrowed deep within his eyes, a jock drive that Holden recognized but had never been cursed with himself. He was glad because he wasn’t sure he could have lived with it. He didn’t know how Tank did.

The commentators were at least giving Tank his due, talking about what a great athlete he was and highlighting his save percentage, which was apparently near the top of the league. They were effusive in praise of him, which was good, but Holden wondered if Tank would ever know about it. When Scott played in a televised game, sometimes he’d ask Holden to tell him if the announcers said anything nice about him, but he rarely followed up and actually asked afterward. Which was a good thing, because Holden barely paid attention to Scott’s games. He did try, but the games went on awhile, and he usually got bored quickly. If they showed Scott, he’d pay attention, and the one time he saw Scott get in a fight on camera, he rooted for him to kick the guy’s ass (it was a quick fight, and it was hard to say anyone’s ass got kicked, but Scott was definitely on the winning side when the linesmen separated them), but otherwise it kind of blurred together for him. He never wanted to tell Scott he found watching Grey or Tank play on TV a little more compelling, but he kind of did. Grey was big and inspired various kinds of terror in the teams he was facing off against, and their attempts to not get checked by him or get out of the way of his slap shot were usually good for a laugh. Tank was just insanely talented and colorful enough that he kind of popped off the screen. You knew just by looking at him he probably had a future in sportscasting, if he could modulate his natural weirdness, because he had enough personality and natural talent for two people. And you kind of had to love a guy who got inside jokes airbrushed on his helmet.

Goalies at the semipro and pro levels usually had customized helmets, although pro level always had the more elaborate ones. Tank was no exception, and the helmet he was sporting this year featured a roaring lion with extremely green eyes and a reddish-brown mane (jeez, who was that?), and the back had a bunch of little items, such as a rainbow (Tank, to his credit, never shied away from calling it a gay pride rainbow) and a pair of handcuffs, which no one seemed to get, but Holden knew it was a little shout-out to his girlfriend Fiona and her former dominatrix profession. When you were as good as Tank, you could afford to be ballsier than most, and he took advantage of that. Besides, he had his crazy act so down pat, even if he didn’t have a shitload of talent, people would probably be too scared to call him on anything. And that’s exactly why he was so fun to watch. You needed a little danger in your jocks. Scott was good, and he was hot, but he never seemed truly dangerous. Tank always seemed like an accident waiting to happen.

It was actually enjoyable to watch Tank keep bailing his team out with his incredible reflexes and his willingness to do anything to stop that puck. He was fearless in the way that all great athletes and superheroes were. Also, Holden kind of envied Fiona, because holy Jesus, Tank was mad flexible. Too bad he was hetero, ’cause that would be fun.

There was a knock at the door, and he took a slug of his gin before getting up to get it. He assumed it was the pizza person, but when he opened the door, he was surprised to see Phan standing there, as hunched and twitchy as ever. He had a vague smell of weed and something acrid, chemical, probably some variation of speed.

Phan was a very low-level slinger/drug dealer, a small fish in a huge pond, and Holden occasionally bought illegal pharmaceuticals from him, but not so much now. He had other contacts, ones unlikely to catch the eye of vice cops.

“Phan, to what do I owe the pleasure?” he said, taking up a sexy pose against the door. Phan was het and a homophobe, so Holden loved making him squirm.

Phan fidgeted but remained rooted to the spot, which was odd. Holden wasn’t wearing a shirt, and that should have driven Phan back a step or two, but he was tolerating it while frowning like he was being made to chew on tin foil. “Big Mike wants ta talk to ya.”

“What?” He’d heard him just fine, even though he was mumbling. Holden was just curious why Big Mike—one of those drug-dealing big fish that Phan was a slinger for—would want to talk to him. Had he beaten the shit out of one of his guys? Stepped on some toes?

Phan sniffed, rubbed his nose on the back of his fist. “Big Mike wanna talk ta ya.”

“Yes, dear, but why?”

Phan winced at the endearment, which was exactly what Holden was going for. Phan looked resolutely down at the ground as he responded to the question. “Dunno. He said he had a job for ya.”

“Really? Since when is he hiring?” Odd. Big Mike was het—at least as far as he knew—so Holden assumed he didn’t have a hustling job for him. But what else could he be hiring him for? That was not how one got slingers. Belatedly, Holden remembered he was a private eye now. Could that be it? But why would a guy like Big Mike—who had a lot of underlings willing to do his bidding—hire a private dick? He was pretty much the definition of a guy who never needed to hire anyone to do anything for him. He could snap his fingers and have it done, whether it was sending someone out for a sandwich or having someone killed.

Phan shrugged, still staring down at the concrete like it was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen. “Didn’t say. Just wants your number.”

“He wants my number?” Maybe he wasn’t perfectly straight after all.

Phan still wasn’t looking at him, and yet he knew enough to sneer. “Not like that. He’ll text you where to meet him tomorrow.”

“Did I say I would?” Although there was no point in saying no to Big Mike. If Roan were still here, he would have the option—nothing Mike had could trump lion guy, which was the ace in the hole to beat all aces in the hole—but he was living in semiseclusion in Canada. Holden knew some tough guys, but any willing to take on a drug kingpin? That was an invitation to suicide. If you weren’t a lion guy.

“Sayin’ no prob’ly wouldn’t be good for ya,” Phan muttered.

“Ooh, I’m not a good man to threaten,” he noted. But would Big Mike care? Even if Mike knew of his reputation, he was simply too big to be concerned by it. It would be like Godzilla being worried about an ant.

As it was, Phan didn’t seem to care, and he must have known it regardless. Holden retreated back inside his apartment to grab one of his old work cards. The hustler ones, the discreet cards with nothing more than a phone number on it, the one that connected to his private cell. If you had the card, you knew what it was for. If you found it, you had no idea what it was, except a weird card with only a number. When he returned to the doorway, he held it out to Phan. “You’re just lucky I’m too curious about this to say no. Tell your boss I’ll be waiting for his call.”

“Text,” Phan needlessly corrected him. He took the card with the edge of his fingers, like he was afraid of getting cooties, and shoved it in the pocket of his puffy coat. They both heard a car door slam, and Holden gazed around the staircase leading to the upper floors to see the pizza man—a woman actually—had arrived.

“That’ll be for me,” Holden warned him.

“Later,” Phan said, turning and walking away before she caught him at the homo’s door. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so predictable… oh, who was he kidding? It was still funny. He knew he should probably be offended by Phan’s clear dislike of gays, but for some reason, Holden thought it was just wildly pathetic. In this day and age, in this city? Phan was going to die of homophobia before he died of a drug overdose.

Holden went and got the cash for the pizza woman before she showed up at the door. He was still searching his mind to figure out if he’d ever done anything to piss Big Mike off. But he wouldn’t go through this song and dance if he wanted Holden dead. He’d just be dead; Phan would have shot him in the face as soon as he opened the door. So what on earth could this be about? Was he looking to expand his sexual horizons? He wouldn’t be the first mostly straight guy with more money than boundaries.

Still, he wondered if he should get backup, and started wracking his brain for anyone he might have known who was connected with the Mexican drug cartel. (Oh, there were gays and bis in there, although in that overly macho world, they were careful to keep it in the closet, as the cartel would kill a “fag” with no compunction.) They’d be happy to take Big Mike off the board, if it came to that.

The only people who might be pissed at him was the Bratva, the Russian mob, because Holden had personally mutilated one of their guys and freed some sex slaves, but as far as he knew, they had no fucking clue who he was. If they did, he’d have been tortured to death already. Holden assumed since he wasn’t connected to any gang, and there were no cameras at the motel (and why would there be? They hardly wanted to record their illegal sex trafficking and do the FBI’s job for them), he’d be near impossible for even the mob to find. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, though, and he had to keep that in mind, but that wasn’t a hill he minded dying on. He was going to die some way, and he’d always assumed it would be messy and ahead of his time. But as long as it was on his terms, he was amazingly good with that. Holden knew he probably shouldn’t be, but that wasn’t enough to stop him.

Unless he got some sense of a setup, he’d just play this like he played everything else. Come in with a secret weapon, act harmless and queeny, and prepare to take everyone in that fucking room down with him. There was no reason to change such a winning formula so late in the game.




3—Krill

 

 

HOLDEN WAS in the shower, pondering whether he should use the fruity-smelling conditioner or the one that smelled a bit like bad aftershave—for some stupid reason, all “men’s conditioner” scents were a variation of bad aftershave—when his phone hummed and jittered on the sink. Because of its proximity to the porcelain, it made much more noise than he anticipated and was kind of startling. Still, he conditioned his hair, mixing both kinds together, because what was he, an animal? He wasn’t risking split ends due to a text.

When he got out of the shower, he checked his phone and saw that he had indeed been texted an address from an unknown number. Towel around his waist and still dripping, Holden went to the living room so he could check the address on his laptop.

What came up was a strangely quaint-looking home in a pricey and scenic Madrona neighborhood that looked like a little slice of yuppie heaven. The house had a well-tended green little yard and bay windows and looked so out of Holden’s price range it was genuinely hilarious. That was Big Mike’s house? It looked like a place that would hold a young, high-earning couple with a child named something like Brisket or Sriracha and a live-in au pair to guarantee they only saw their kid every third day. Why the hell was a drug dealer living there? As far as Holden knew, Big Mike wasn’t a family man.

Then again, what were the odds the cops would look for a drug dealer’s crib there, in a quiet upper-class suburban neighborhood? One thing Holden had learned was that wealth was its own disguise. As long as Big Mike dressed and more or less behaved like he belonged there, no one would give him a second look. And street scuttlebutt had long painted Big Mike as dapper and old-fashioned. He probably just told his neighbors he was in import/export, and they didn’t blink once.

This left Holden in a bit of a quandary as to how he should dress. If he looked too casual, there was a chance Big Mike’s neighbors would call the cops on him. On the other hand, if he looked too nice, it might be too weird for Big Mike. Holden eventually decided to dress like a potential gardener or handyman because he really didn’t have that much in the way of expensive clothes anyway. Or at least not any that didn’t have some kind of sex role-play angle.

Was that still a possibility? Big Mike looking to experiment? There were younger and cuter guys than Holden, but maybe Big Mike didn’t know who he could trust. Maybe Big Mike wanted him to procure someone for him. It wouldn’t be the first time someone asked him to play de facto pimp. Probably wouldn’t be the last time either.

Holden pondered weapons. He wanted to bring at least one, but he would be frisked, beyond a doubt. Guns were totally out; knives were iffy. Did he have any guarantees they wouldn’t pat his crotch down good? Big Mike was in the drug game, and drug dealers assumed a threat lurked around every corner. They were usually right.

Conventional weapons were out. But Holden put his keys on a keychain that looked like some weird tchotchke but would open to a blade that was razor-sharp. Terrible for stabbing, but excellent for slashing and slicing. Not that he was anticipating trouble, but it was always good to be ready for it.

Was there ever a time when he wasn’t hiding weapons on his person or preparing for trouble? It seemed like he’d done it forever. But the reasons had slowly changed, and it was all Roan’s fault. Well, it was his fault too, but he mostly blamed Roan. If he hadn’t come to Holden’s door during an investigation, if he hadn’t needed his help, Holden probably wouldn’t even be in this predicament now. He couldn’t imagine ever going into the private detective business otherwise, not without Roan pushing him in that direction. Holden still wasn’t sure this was something he could do, license or not, but he didn’t want to let Roan down. Never mind that he didn’t even live in the state anymore. Roan made him think he could be a relatively decent person, or at least more than a fabulous hooker. He was still wondering if that was a huge mistake.

Rather than park on the street and sully Big Mike’s name with an association to him (and vice versa), Holden parked in the lot of a fancy coffee place (not Starbucks—what were they, peasants?) two blocks away and walked in, enjoying the clean sidewalks and weird looks he received. He kind of fit, but also, he kind of didn’t. It was like they could smell poor on him. This made Holden smirk, because he used to be one of them, but it was a lifetime ago. In his mind, he heard the Freaks from the old horror movie of the same name chanting “One of us, one of us,” and smiled. He knew why Roan liked it. It was simple and it was perfect, and it was everything that was wrong with everything in the world.

Still, he made it unmolested to Big Mike’s old-fashioned house, which had a highly polished black Escalade out front Holden assumed was his car. The windows were tinted so dark, it must have verged on illegality. But probably didn’t cross it, because the bigger guys in the drug game were usually smart enough to not be popped on some bullshit minor charge that the cops would love to sling at them.

The house didn’t have a front porch, but there was a type of carport, and Holden saw at least one man lurking in the shadows as soon as he stepped foot on the property. There were likely cameras on him as well. This whole place was probably wired to the gills. It was always the criminals who were super concerned about security.

He heard nothing but knew the guy lurking in the carport had reported his approach. By the time he got to the front door, he was greeted by a huge bodyguard who was probably Samoan and was almost as wide as he was tall. Since he was nearly seven feet tall, he filled the doorway like a human blockade, and just his mere existence constituted a threat. His eyes were hidden by dark sunglasses, and he wore a suit that was stretched so tight it was hard to believe he had any circulation at all.

“You are?” the guy said. He made it sound like a single word.

“Fox. Big Mike’s expecting me.” Fox was his street nickname, and most people knew him by that anyway. It was likely Big Mike had sources who told him his real name as well as his address, but fuck it. He had to be Fox right now.

The guy stepped aside, barely making a gap for him to step through, and once he did, the Samoan closed the door and told him, “Hands up, against the wall.”

“Is this really necessary?” Holden complained, still complying. You didn’t argue with a man his size, especially when he was clearly armed.

The Samoan patted him down efficiently but thoroughly, and Holden was glad he’d left his lucky butterfly knife at home, as the hulk would have definitely found it. If things went south, there was logistically very little chance he’d get out alive or take as many of the bastards with him as he wanted regardless of whatever weapon he brought. If it all went to hell, he’d just have to find some comfort in taking out the big boss.

Once he’d passed this simple test, the big man pointed down the longest corridor and said, “Door at the end of the hall. Knock first.”

Holden was tempted to remark on such hospitality but decided to bite his tongue for once. Until he knew what was going on, it was best to save some bridges to burn.

The house was austere and yet expensively appointed and very clean. Big Mike clearly had a cleaning service come in on a regular basis—no drug lord cleaned his own place. Holden heard floorboards creak on the upper level and the stairs and figured there were at least three other guys here besides Big Mike and the Samoan. If shit went down here? He was totally doomed. Guaranteed.

He knocked on the heavy door at the end of the hall, and while he was waiting for a “come in” or something similar, the door simply opened with an electronic hum. Was there a bigger waste of money and energy than that?

Holden stepped inside what had to be the biggest straight-man-trying-too-hard man cave he’d ever been in. A flat-screen TV about the size of one of his apartment walls took up the left side of the room, where a first-person shooter game was projected in mind-numbing detail. A large brown leather couch with matching armchairs took up the center of the room, with a couple of beanbags on the periphery, and the right side wall boasted a large, fully stocked bar. There was also a framed football jersey on the back wall along with a display case with what must have been autographed baseballs and similar memorabilia. Holden’s diagnosis was either closet case or sheep who bought completely into the cultural myths of heterosexual manhood, but again, he kept that to himself.

Big Mike, slumped on the couch with a game controller in his hands, paused the game, and said, “Do you prefer Fox or Holden Krause?”

“Fox is fine.” Funnily enough, he liked very few people calling him by his real name. He knew if he was going to make a go of this whole private-detective gig, he’d have to get used to it, but he wasn’t yet. It still seemed like an intimacy for a chosen few, like kissing or bottoming.

Big Mike gestured to the bar behind him. “Help yourself to a drink, Fox.”

“Thanks. Now what is this all about?”

Big Mike wasn’t called Big Mike because of his size, any more than Holden was called Fox because he was hot. Big Mike was about average size and a little overweight, but not grotesquely so. He was just a schlubby dude, and when you pictured a drug dealer in your mind, he was probably the last thing to come up. Right now he wasn’t in rich-guy drag, just sweatpants and a Seahawks T-shirt, an amber glass of scotch on a side table beside the sofa. His hair was scraggly brown, like he got a perm but chickened out when it was halfway done, and while he may have shaved earlier, he had a faint scruff of dark hair coming in around his soft cheeks and weak jaw. He was a bit baby-faced, but in a way that was now more sad than attractive.

He was Big Mike because he had a large amount of territory and a large number of slingers on his payroll. As a result, he also brought in the big bucks. Big Mike. Didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure it out.

Holden helped himself to one of the clean glasses stacked beneath the bar and found one of the most expensive bottles of gin he’d ever seen. He’d splashed in an indulgent amount before Big Mike replied to his question. “I’ve heard a lot of things about you, Fox. You’re a hustler and a fag, but you take care of your people. In fact, I’ve heard you’ve done more than take care. I hear some people who’ve run afoul of you have never been seen again. At least not alive. Curious, huh?”

Holden topped off his drink with a blast of seltzer and said, “Very strange, but some people don’t like getting their ass kicked by a fag. And if you ever call me that again, breeder, I fucking walk.”

Big Mike chuckled and held up his hands. “Okay. See, that’s what I heard about you. You don’t take shit.”

“I don’t, so what shit is this?” Holden walked around to the armchair that faced Big Mike but didn’t sit down, not yet. He did take a swallow of his gin, though. Funny thing? It didn’t taste any better than the cheaper gin he had at home.

Big Mike smirked. He knew a power move when he saw one. “I never thought I’d be willing to hire a f—a gay guy as an enforcer, but I suspect you’d be a really good one. You have the added benefit of muscle who doesn’t seem like muscle. No one’d see you comin’.”

“I’m not for hire,” he replied. Holden knew his look alone could give a lesser man frostbite. “We done here?”

Big Mike grimaced this time and grabbed his glass. He was pointedly not looking at Holden. “No. That wasn’t really why I asked you to come here. I was just kinda fascinated by these bits and pieces about you. Don’t know any gay guys, but I did not expect the badass part.”

“Really? Don’t you know who I used to work for? Haven’t you ever seen The Wire?”

Big Mike shook his head, an answer to both questions. “McKichan was one of those cat people, wasn’t he? And a cop. I don’t trust cops, current or ex.”

Holden nodded. “I’m with you there.” Roan was the exception to the rule, but, of course, he had earned that trust. And he held no ill will toward Karo (aka vice cop Kevin Robinson) because he seemed to be genuinely good-hearted. But those were, as far as Holden was concerned, the only decent cops he’d ever encountered. In his experience, they were little tin-pot fascists, racist and sexist and homophobic as you’d expect. They were mostly rotten apples, with one or two good ones seeded throughout. But then again, he was a whore, and he knew cops felt the same way about them. They were natural enemies in the wild.

Mike finally looked at him. His eyes were the pale blue of hospital scrubs. “You’re not a cop. You’re a private eye now, right? You guys got a privacy thing, don’t you?’

“Client confidentiality? Yeah, we do. Besides which, you’ve investigated me. You know I’m not a narc. If I was, I wouldn’t be talking to you now.” He slugged down the rest of the gin and put the empty glass on the arm of the chair he still wasn’t sitting in. “So maybe you can get to the point. You have people who can investigate things for you, so why am I here?”

Big Mike fixed him with a hard glare. “You realize who you’re talking to, yeah?”

Holden met him with a glare of his own. “You don’t impress me, and you don’t scare me. You have sixty seconds.”

Big Mike just stared back for a moment, and then his expression cracked, and he laughed and clapped. “Balls of fucking steel, man. Wow. You may be the hardest guy I’ve ever met, and you’re fucking gay. How does that work?”

Holden couldn’t hold back his sneer. “This bullshit stereotype of gay guys being limp-wristed pansies may work for you, but it has no correlation with real life. The bravest man I ever knew was gay, and oh yeah, a cat person. So shut your fucking face and get to the point. And drop this patronizing shit.”

To make it worse, Big Mike kept smiling. “The reports about you didn’t tell the whole story at all. Sure you don’t wanna job? I pay a lot better than the stuffed shirts you work for.”

“Thirty seconds.” The shame of it was, he probably did. And it was probably all cash under the table, so no taxable income. Man, he did miss the twilight world of all cash and no questions.

Finally Big Mike’s shit-eating grin crumbled. “Okay, fine. I need you to find something out for me.”

“And what could I find out that your team couldn’t?”

“Who I am.”

Holden ran that answer over in his mind in the hopes that it would make sense upon further reflection. Nope. “What the shit? Is this some kinda newfound sexual awakening? What the hell are you saying?”

Big Mike took a slug from his scotch and put down his glass before he answered. “For a long time, I’ve had these memories that don’t make sense. And it just got to the point that… I tried to find my dad. Trace his steps, you know? But I couldn’t. I couldn’t find him or my supposed mom anywhere. I mean, I can find my school records and shit, but he’s a ghost, and it doesn’t make sense.”

Holden could feel a headache coming on, somewhere near the base of his frontal lobe. Was he speaking gibberish? Was there LSD in the gin? “Wait. Why the fuck don’t you just ask him? Your dad.”

“He’s dead. He’s been dead since I was seventeen.”

“Oh.” Yeah, that was a sensible explanation. “And your mother?”

“Supposedly she died when I was born, but I’ve found no actual sign of her existence. Just a couple of photos my dad said was her, but she could have been anyone.”

Holden still felt like this wasn’t making a ton of sense. He hated feeling off-balance. “So… okay. You want me to find out if your dad was your dad?”

Big Mike nodded. “I think he kidnapped me from a genuine family. And raised me.”

Holden studied his face to make sure he wasn’t having him on. If he was, it wasn’t visible. “Why would he do that? Men who kidnap kids usually do so for molestation purposes. They’d—”

A shadow passed across Big Mike’s face, and suddenly it all clicked into place. “Oh. That’s why you didn’t want your guys looking into it.” There were a lot of idiots, even in this day and age, who thought getting molested as a kid turned you gay. Never mind that was idiotic and made no sense, a lot of people were hateful fucking morons. And there were rivals of Big Mike’s, people after his territory, who might take his molestation as a sign of weakness. That’s why he asked about client confidentiality. It also brought something else home. “Your dad didn’t die a natural death, did he?”

Big Mike sat back and picked up his glass once more. “Cops said it was a robbery gone wrong.”

“Did they? Was it quick?”

Big Mike met his eyes fearlessly. “It would never be slow enough.”

Holden nodded. “No, it wouldn’t. At least the fucker’s gone.”

“It doesn’t bother you?”

“Absolutely not. You need to do what you can to survive. And if you hadn’t done it, I probably would have. So you just saved me some time.”

If it was a test, Holden had passed it. “I really need to bring you into my organization. I could use a guy like you.”

“And that’s what bothers me. No sale.” Holden finally sat down, although he only perched on the edge of the chair. “But how exactly am I supposed to find you? Do you have anything I can go on?”

He took another hit of scotch before abandoning the glass. “Maybe. Once, I overheard him on the phone, talking to… well, hell if I know. But he said there was no way he could return to Missouri because of that thing in Hampton.”

“What thing in Hampton?”

Big Mike shrugged. “Got me. That’s what I’m paying you for.”

Holden rubbed his forehead and wondered if rubbing your head ever made a headache go away. “Okay, to even attempt this, I’m gonna need a full dossier. Who your dad said he was, social security number, where you lived and when, what he said your date and place of birth was, family history—if he ever gave you any—photos of your mom—”

“Yeah, I figured as much,” he interrupted, reaching under the side table. He pulled out a Seahawks-branded backpack and tossed it to Holden.

It was heavier than Holden expected, so he unzipped it. Inside were a thick file contained by a rubber band and stacks of cash held together with paper bands. A quick count put the amount at five thousand dollars. “If you need more money, you’re gonna hafta call me and tell me why,” Big Mike said. “I wrote my number on the front of the file. But I want ’em all returned at the end of the case, okay?”

“We do have client confidentiality, you know.”

“Yeah, but you understand I can’t solely depend on that, right?”

Holden nodded. He did. In Big Mike’s line of work, unearned trust got you dead fast. The same was true of Holden’s previous profession. It was street code, no matter what strata you were on. Trust someone who hadn’t earned it and you might as well slit your own throat and get it fucking over with. And that was yet another reason why Big Mike had hired him. Holden knew the unspoken code, the one you couldn’t teach, the one you had to learn the hard way and survive.

Holden zipped the backpack closed and stood, shouldering the pack. “If I have further questions, I’ll call you. Or if you have an e-mail address, we can do it that way.”

Big Mike shook his head. “Since you have to assume the NSA is monitoring every fucking thing, I don’t like the Internet anymore. I don’t check it a lot, and I don’t discuss anything important online.”

Fair enough, and probably wise. If Holden were a bigger fish, he might be more a subject of interest, but he was just a former prostitute with a couple of low-level porns under his belt. Nothing that made him worth the paperwork. Besides, the boys in blue seemed to be more interested in going after female hookers. It was probably that whole closeted/cooties thing again. Macho guys were so predictable. “I don’t suppose you deal painkillers, do you?” Holden asked. His supply was low. Last time Scott was over, he stole a couple from his emergency stash. Not that Holden blamed him—his body had been piebald with bruises. Play-off hockey was stupidly brutal.

Big Mike snickered. “No, I hate money. What’re you looking for?”

“Just a few Percocets, maybe some vike.”

“No oxy?”

Holden shook his head. “Not my scene.” Hillbilly heroin was just a bit too hard-core for him. He was an occasional drug abuser, not a habitual one.

“Half a dozen do ya?”

“Yeah, that’s great.”

Big Mike pulled a cell out of his hoodie pocket and punched in a speed dial code. After a couple of seconds, someone answered. “Bring six ps and six vs down to my study for my guest.”

As soon as Mike shoved the phone back in his pocket—and Holden couldn’t help but notice he turned it off—Holden said, “P and v?”

“Sometimes the obvious code is the best one.” Holden reached for his wallet, but Mike waved his hand. “Ain’t much. It’s on the house.”

“First one’s free, huh?”

Big Mike smirked at that. “Yeah, exactly.”

There was a knock on the door, and Big Mike responded by pressing the button on his tiny remote door opener. An absurdly skinny Japanese teenager with spiky black hair and a touch of eyeliner to go with his black rocker/goth clothes came in, holding a small opaque baggie. He gave Holden a scrutinizing, evil glare as he handed the bag to his boss. Big Mike looked inside, checking the order, before tossing the baggie to Holden. “See our guest out, will you, Jake?”

Jake seemed positively thrilled but didn’t dare sneer around his boss. Holden tossed the baggie in the backpack and was amazed at how young some of the slingers were. But why should he be? When he was working the street, some of them were as young as thirteen. There was no age limit, and a minor did less time than an adult in almost every case.

Holden followed the boy, guessing he was probably eighteen. The Samoan was sitting on the sofa, drinking from a coffee cup and perusing a Sports Illustrated like he was waiting for the dentist. He gave Holden a curious look but otherwise did nothing. Holden figured Big Mike hadn’t told them who his “visitor” was or why he was there. And since he was the boss, they had to live with it, but they hated it. For some reason, Holden found this cheering.

When he hit the sidewalk, the sun was out, the birds were chirping, and the house looked like every other one on this overpriced, gentrified street. Holden smiled at the idea of him, a former male prostitute, walking down this clean, upscale suburban street with a backpack full of cash, drugs, and a file on a murdered potential kidnapper.

That sounded like a Tarantino film just waiting to happen.




4—I Could Give You All That You Don’t Want

 

 

HOLDEN WASN’T one for self-deprecation. He very much believed in the “fake it until you make it” philosophy and knew that acting like you knew what the fuck you were doing convinced people most of the time.

But he also knew investigations honestly weren’t his strong suit. Roan was great at it because he had a lot of patience, and because he could often find connective tissue that eluded other people. Holden also thought he had some kind of lion spidey sense, but Roan denied it. Of course, he would.

Roan had given him advice on how to deal with this shit, although his advice verged on patronizing. Start from the beginning? Thanks, Stephen Hawking. Although when confronted with a mound of paperwork, Holden found himself grasping for those very notes. Holden also took half of an Adderall he had. He didn’t have ADD, but sometimes it helped him focus and kept him from dozing off.

Big Mike’s dad was supposedly a guy named Edward John Johansen, but the social security number he used belonged to a guy named Francis George Lloyd (a guy with three first names! What madness was that?), who died in 1957, three years before Edward (whom Holden decided to name Eddie Krueger, just to keep him mentally straight) was supposedly born. Eddie told Big Mike he was born in Boston, but Francis Lloyd was buried in Valdosta, Georgia. Did that matter?

Holden went over the papers a couple of times before picking up the phone and calling Roan.

While his close friends had Roan’s number and e-mail, that was it. He was unlisted to the point that all the bills and everything else were in Dylan’s name so Roan’s spot could not be nailed down. Of course, if you knew he and Dylan were married, that was a no-brainer, but some people just didn’t like to put in that kind of work. Also, Holden was aware, having everything in Dylan’s name would make it easier when Roan died, but that was an unspoken message no one even wanted to contemplate. Still, Holden could see Roan pragmatically deciding that was all for the best.

On the fourth ring, he picked up. “Hi, Holden.”

“Hi.” Roan sounded weirdly mellow. These days, he did. “So, I need a favor.”

“You have to do your own investigating, Holden. It’s part of the job,” Roan replied.

Holden really hated this mind-reading thing of his. “This is really weird. I’m not sure where to start. And if you say ‘at the beginning,’ I’m going to give your number out on the Internet.”

Roan sighed heavily. “Fine. What’s the problem?”

Holden shorthanded the story but gave him the relevant details. As soon as he was done, Roan sighed again. “So this is essentially a case of identity theft?”

“Possibly. But there is a chance that this is wishful thinking on Big Mike’s part.”

There was a bit of a pause. “Big Mike? As in Big Mike Stannis, the drug dealer?”

“Client confidentiality,” Holden replied. He would have asked how Roan knew that, except he knew, didn’t he? Roan never forgot a lowlife.

There was another pause as Roan tried to get over it. He must have, because he eventually said, “I’m not going to do your work for you. You can do this.”

“You’re joking. Roan, I don’t know where to start. Is the social security number of the guy he used relevant?”

“To a certain degree. But maybe not.”

Holden groaned. “And how do I figure out if it is or isn’t?”

“It takes time.”

“And I am so known for my patience.”

“It’s a skill you’ll have to cultivate as an investigator. It’s a tool.”

Holden felt there was a joke there but didn’t make it. Just like he wasn’t being distracted by the fact that he realized how much he missed Roan’s voice. Hell, he probably just missed him, and it was so weird. This was why Holden was not a fan of attachments of any kind. They just mucked things up and muddied the waters. “Right now, I have a jumble of papers that are pieces of a puzzle I’m not sure how to put together. I’m not asking you to do all the work for me. Just tell me what’s of use in this fucking pile and what’s chaff.”

“Which is roughly half the work.”

“But not all,” Holden replied. See, he could be honest. At times.

Roan was quiet, although Holden was sure he heard ice clinking in a glass. He wasn’t just asking for help for himself, though. He knew how Roan loved puzzles, and this was, in essence, a puzzle. It would be hard for him to turn down. But Roan would know Holden was counting on that. So as deflection Holden asked, “How’s the memoir coming along?”

Roan let out a grunt that was partly a snort and partly a groan. “It’s more a collection of episodes than a memoir. There’s just some things I can’t write about.”

Holden didn’t ask what. His ghastly childhood? Becoming half lion? Eating people’s faces off? The tragedy of his late husband, Paris? He didn’t know, but he allowed Roan to keep that to himself. “You still have a unique perspective.”

“Yeah. World’s only monster man.”

“Superhero, you mean. Also don’t forget, according to Omega, a guy like you is the next evolution of humanity.”

“Didn’t they say I was an evolutionary dead end ’cause I was gay?”

“Yeah. For the most part, they were fucking morons.” And wrong, because Holden made sure they were the evolutionary dead ends. But he hardly needed to remind Roan of that.

Roan let out a small sigh again and said, “Why don’t you scan the documents and e-mail them to me? I will put together a bullet-point cheat sheet for you, but I am not doing your investigating for you. You’re just gonna hafta do the figuring out for yourself.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it.” Holden tried not to sound too triumphant. Roan must have been dying to do a little investigating. He did love his puzzles.

“But if Dyl finds out about this, I’m calling you, and he gets to chew you out.”

“Fine.” He hoped Roan was discreet, because he really didn’t want a dressing down by Dylan. It was those quiet guys who always turned out to have a vast well of rage, and Dylan was super protective of Roan. It was funny, since Roan could more than take care of himself, but it was also touching in its way. He cared about Roan enough to stop being a pacifist for five seconds.

“And listen… be careful. I realize Big Mike is unlikely to move on you, but you could easily get caught in the crossfire.”

“I’m a big boy, Roan.”

Roan made a noise of exasperation. “I know you like to think you’re bulletproof, but you’re not. I wasn’t either. The cops are bound to be surveilling him even if you can’t see them, and that isn’t even taking rival dealers into account. Someone could get the wrong impression, and you could get hurt.”

“I’m touched, really, but—”

“Holden.” Roan said his name in such a firm, stern way, it almost made him laugh. What was he, his dad? “I’m not questioning your toughness or your ability to bullshit your way out of things, but we all hit walls we can’t break. I’m not there to watch your back, and I think having someone in the background on your side is a good idea.”

“Do you have someone in mind?”

“Go talk to Kevin.”

“Karo?” Holden didn’t laugh, but he did smirk. “I was kinda hoping for a superhero.”

“He’s Vice. If there’s any active ops involving Stannis, he would know.”

Oh. Actually, that was a good point. “I don’t think he’d appreciate me approaching him at work.”

“I’ll e-mail him, set up a meeting between you two. And if you can get any type of street-level backup, that would be good too. But I’ll leave that to you. I’m sure you know people.”

“Who, me?” Holden almost kept from laughing but giggled a bit at the end. Was Spider on this side of the state? If there was trouble, having a homicidal, drug-running gang of psychopathic bikers in your back pocket could only help. Help as in make things infinitely bloodier, but still, that could be helpful, depending on the circumstances.

The problem, which he didn’t tell Roan, was that he’d be asking people to possibly engage with Big Mike. Not a lot of people wanted to get on Big Mike’s bad side, even if the likelihood of that was slim. Those that did either were rival dealers or worked for rival dealers. Messing with the drug world when you didn’t have to was a recipe for a short, unfortunate life.

Of course, he did know some crazies who didn’t give a shit about that, but they also didn’t give a shit about much else either. They were inherently unpredictable and unstable. Their use as backup was mixed.

Some who would, like Newt, were of no use simply because they didn’t like violence. He had some good prostitute buddies, but they were only of use if he needed someone fucked into submission, because violence wasn’t their thing either (unless it was the S&M kind).

But he knew a guy who knew people, assuming he was still alive. When Burn dropped out for a week or two, it was easy to assume he was dead, but he had this weird habit of staying alive even though a regular mortal would have been dead twenty times over by now. The fact he was still alive in spite of his aberrant drug- and weapon-soaked lifestyle was proof the universe had a very cruel sense of humor. Good people died every day, but Burn just kept on chugging—rotten teeth, meth habit, cirrhosis of the liver, and all.

Now he just had to find him. Which was an investigation all its own.




5—Hounds

 

 

IT WAS when the painkillers started kicking in that Scott realized he was going to have to break up with Holden.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like the guy. Hell, he probably loved him, kind of. But Holden couldn’t and wouldn’t give him the emotional support he craved. Especially when he was back in the emergency room, getting his wrist set.

It was a fluky, stupid thing. Scott got down to block a shot, expecting it to hit him in the padding around his shoulders. But the puck took a funny bounce and slammed into his wrist, somehow missing his glove. His entire arm went numb from the force of the impact. When Scott heard the crack, he thought the puck had broken someone’s stick after bouncing off him, but then he tried to put weight on the hand.

He didn’t want to scream, but it was totally involuntary. The amount of pain flooding his arm was both sharp and molten, and he curled protectively around his left arm, lying on the ice and hoping against hope that it wasn’t broken. But he’d broken it before, and he knew. As soon as the Canucks’ team trainer came over, he told him, “I fucking broke my wrist again.”

Tim looked at him wearily and simply said a quiet, breathless, “Fuck.”

What else was there to say? The play-offs were over for Scott. A simple break would take months to heal, and if he had to have surgery, that added more recovery time. The trainer helped him off the ice and into the recovery room, where he refused the trip in the ambulance because it was too goddamn embarrassing, and the assistant trainer drove him in his car. (It was a good thing this was a home game in Vancouver.) It was also good he’d gotten his glove off first thing, as his hand had swollen grotesquely from the wrist on up, despite all the ice packs he was holding against it. It was starting to look a little like a balloon.

The doctors and nurses had been very nice to him and given him some great painkillers. Finally the fiery pain in his arm started to fade and stopped pulsing like a second heart. Scott was also beginning to feel light-headed and giddy and more than a little hungry. He’d carbo-loaded before the game, as he liked to do, but he burned those calories fast. A very nice orderly, who seemed to recognize him as a player on the Canucks, got him a soda from a vending machine and a sandwich from the hospital’s cafeteria. It was just ham and cheese, but it seemed to taste amazing. These painkillers were letting him love the world right now.

But…. He wished he could call Holden, have him commiserate with him, but Holden wouldn’t. He would care, and he’d be sorry Scott broke his wrist, but he’d have the same amount of rudimentary sympathy for anyone.

Holden was afraid to let anyone too close to him. Scott had probably gotten as close as anyone, but Holden was still holding him at arm’s length. The sex was fucking dynamite, like, always superhot, but Den’s weirdness afterward was starting to make him feel bad. And it shouldn’t, because the issue was all Den’s.

Scott really liked him, and he wanted to remain friends with him because Den was kind of remarkable. Maybe ten years from now, Den would be ready to have a genuine relationship with someone (him). But he wasn’t right now.

Scott was kind of shocked he wanted one. He wondered if he just wanted what he saw in Roan and Dylan’s relationship and Tank and Fiona’s relationship. They were couples who seemed to genuinely like each other and take on the attitude of them against the world. He wanted that.

Not that Den wouldn’t fight on his behalf, because he totally would. But Den was like some of those crazy old enforcers—he just liked to fight. The why of it was of little concern to him. Also, Den had pretty much straight up called himself a vigilante, which was kind of worrying, and also… yeah, kind of hot. But mostly worrying. How far did it go? Was Den risking imprisonment or death? It seemed like he was, and it also seemed like he honestly didn’t care.

Scott had tried to talk to Den about stuff like this, but he was always reticent. Even when he was supermellow on pot, Den was loath to talk about himself. Den held himself emotionally so tight, Scott couldn’t even imagine how much he must have been hurt to get to this terrible point where he was afraid to let anyone in. He’d claim he was no more hurt than anyone else had been, but Scott knew it was a lie and that Den knew he was lying to himself too. But he kept doing it because something in Den needed that to be true. He was trying to make it real by sheer repetition, and it made Scott feel bad for wanting any kind of emotional engagement from him.

He also figured Den really loved Roan, because Roan was his perfect man in the sense that Den could never have him. Den could only love what he couldn’t have, because what he couldn’t have couldn’t hurt him. That was so fucking sad. Scott kind of felt bad for even contemplating breaking up with him. And wasn’t it kind of fun having a relationship with a guy who didn’t see having an open relationship as any kind of threat? It felt really mature.

But there was no getting around it. Scott wanted more, and Den was fine with what they had, or wanted even less. Most breakups were ugly things, but Scott had a feeling he’d be lucky to get a shrug out of Den. He protected himself to the point that he locked everyone out. It was really sad, although if Den had any sense he felt bad for him, he just might punch him.

Scott decided he could call Grey as his team was out of the play-offs. There was a chance he was home.

Grey answered on the second ring. “Dude, I wondered when you were gonna call me. Is it your wrist again?”

This was a surprise, but it shouldn’t have been. “You were watching the game?”

“Yeah. Canucks won the game, by the way.”

“Oh, good.” It was sort of a good news/bad news thing. Good because his team was still in the running for the Stanley Cup. Bad because he wouldn’t be playing for it. “And yeah, my fucking wrist broke again.”

“Shit. Well, come home, and I’ll get you super drunk. That oughta ease the pain.”

Scott felt a nice, warm glow for his best friend. He really loved him, but not in a sexual way. In fact, he didn’t know how anyone had sex with Grey, considering the size of his dick. He could ruin people. Maybe it was a good thing he was asexual. “Home?”

“Yeah, my house. Er, Roan’s old house.”

“You’re in Seattle?”

“Yep. Just got here a coupla days ago. I figured I’d have the time to do some decoratin’, or whatever it is people do with houses. Didja know Roan left me a box of books?”

Scott chuckled. “Not a huge surprise.”

“Left a note, said he thought I might enjoy some of these. A lot of crime novels, some sci-fi, a couple I’m not sure how to categorize. I started readin’ one, and it’s really good. I may have all my reading material for next year.”

Hockey teams had a lot of travel time, and most of it was on airplanes, so you did have a lot of strangely limited free time. Reading on planes was pretty traditional, although with laptops, tablets, and phones, it had fallen a bit by the wayside. Still, he and Grey and Tank often read and occasionally recommended books to each other. It had become a minor tradition that when they were visiting each other’s team, they’d leave the other a book or two, usually with a hidden, obnoxious, ridiculous message in it somewhere. Tank had so far won this little game by highlighting words in a paperback to eventually form a profane and yet weirdly surreal insult paragraph that Scott had vowed to put on his Christmas cards. But Grey claimed it wasn’t a fair contest because Tank would always win. He was smarter than them due to the fact that he hadn’t had as many concussions and/or shots to the head as Grey and Scott. Which was a really good point. “Can I steal some?”

“Sure. We’ll probably just trade ’em anyway. And you can have a room, if you want. This place has lots of rooms.”

“I get a room?” It sounded funny, but Scott knew what he meant, and it made him happy. He really should come to his senses and marry Grey, even though he knew Grey would be a fucking awful husband, and it would be a sexless marriage. But this was perhaps the deepest and longest-lasting relationship either of them had ever had.

“Fuck yeah. As far as I’m concerned, this is our house. I’ll give you a key. You can help me decorate it.”

“Ah, now I see. You just want me to bring my nonhet design sense.”

That made Grey laugh. “You got the design sense of a meth-addicted frat boy.”

“Says the guy with a butt lamp.”

“Hey, that’s an object du art. And it squicks out quite a few teammates, so it has paid for itself.”

Grey had found this lamp at a thrift store. It was actually a sculpted male torso, cut off at the head and the legs (and the junk was missing, which was a little disturbing), turned into a lamp. It was attractive if unusual, and you could think it was a version of Michelangelo’s David until you turned it around and realized the guy who made this—and Scott just assumed it was a guy—gave the torso quite a bubble butt. An extremely well-defined, shapely, muscular bubble butt. The first time Grey showed him the lamp, Scott couldn’t stop laughing. It was fucking ridiculous. Grey said he got it intending to make it a birthday gift for him, but he was so delighted at the reactions it garnered he decided to keep the thing for himself. At least now Scott would get to see it all the time. He wondered when he’d stop finding it hilarious. “You have made me feel a shit ton better,” Scott admitted.

“That’s probably the painkillers, dude.”

“Oh, it’s them too. When’s the last time we got together and had a good drinking session?”

“Umm….” Grey was silent a moment while he thought. “Was it last time you were in Philly?”

Scott tried to recall, but his mind felt oddly elastic right now, and his brain wanted to sleep more than think. His hands and feet felt unusually warm too, although he had no idea why he was thinking about that now. “No clue. Too long. Miss you, brother.”

“Oh God, you’re about a minute away from the waterworks.”

“I am not,” he replied, but Scott did feel a little pressure behind his eyes.

“Yeah, you are. When you’re on painkillers, you get giddy, then sloppy, and then you fall asleep. You’re like clockwork, man. That’s why you prefer pot. You just get mellow and hungry and fall asleep without embarrassing emotional displays.”

“Wow. We’ve lived together for way too long, haven’t we?”

“Probably. But you’re still the least annoying roommate I’ve ever had.”

“Now you’re really gonna make me cry,” he teased, although it was barely a joke. Scott could feel himself getting misty.

Yeah, it really sucked that he was going to miss out on the rest of the play-offs because of a crazy bounce and his stupid wrist. But staying with his best friend in the whole world? That wasn’t a bad consolation prize.

Not that he was going to tell Grey that. Things were mushy enough as it was.




6—What Have They Done To You Now?

 

 

THE SEARCH for Burn was a pointless endeavor as he seemed to have done one of his periodic disappearing acts. But at least it brought Holden back in contact with Hel.

Hel was a street kid—female, but she dressed like and generally presented herself as a male, although she preferred going by female pronouns—who looked out for her fellow street kids. She didn’t trick or sell drugs, and was confident enough in her ability to take shit she would get in fights with men (and usually win). He liked her quite a bit because he liked anyone who looked after their own. On the streets, it wasn’t always an easy choice or even the right choice. She looked out for the younger kids and the smaller ones, the ones who screamed “bait” to any predator on the block, which was asking for trouble she probably wouldn’t have had on her own. She had the bruises and scars to prove it.

Holden bought her a sandwich and some coffee, and she caught him up on what was going on. It seemed there were some problems the news media was missing, someone attacking transvestites and transgendered people, but she wasn’t sure if it was the same guy (and it was always a guy—women didn’t generally prowl the streets looking to spill blood) or different ones. Word was out, though. He gave her a card and asked for her to call him if it happened again. Holden had no idea what he’d do about it, but he would do something. It wouldn’t be pretty.

He’d just gotten home and checked his e-mail when he heard a knock on his door. Holden downloaded the attachment Roan had sent him and then went to the door. He was careful to look through the peephole first and was surprised to see who was outside.

Holden opened the door, scratching his head. “Aren’t you supposed to be playing at the Super Puck, or whatever the hell you call it?”

Scott sighed and held up his freshly casted left wrist. “I’m out of the hockey championships until I can use this properly.”

“Bummer.” That wasn’t Scott’s first broken wrist either. It was one of those weird sports things where if you got an injury someplace once, they generally came back to haunt you. As if the rigor of sports revealed an unknown but very real structural weakness in your body. Holden, when he was a high school pitcher, had a problem with his elbow at times, but he didn’t play long enough for it to get really serious. But every now and again, when it got really cold, the injury would ache, quietly reminding him it was still there, waiting beneath his skin like a time bomb. If he’d played any longer, he probably would have injured it again and again.

Holden returned to his laptop but left the door open, a tacit invitation to come inside. From the sound of the door closing, Scott had followed. “I might have to have surgery on it, but we’re gonna see.”

“You get some good pills with that, or are you just gonna hit it with ganja?”

“Yes and yes. I’m glad weed’s legal here, although I don’t think the NHL has gotten the bulletin on that yet.”

Holden sat down to look at the document Roan had sent him. He had indeed bullet pointed the whole thing for him, that mystery-loving bastard. “So you guys can do steroids and painkillers, but not pot?”

“Technically they don’t want us doing anything.”

“Sure. But there’s technically and actually.”

Scott sighed. “Steroids is more of a football thing. If we get too bulky, we lose a certain aerodynamic quality.” Holden heard him sit down in the armchair. “You gonna look at me any time soon?”

“Why? I’ve seen you before.” Still, he humored him and glanced his way, only to see Scott looking oddly somber. “What, you breaking up with me?”

Scott exhaled heavily, like he’d been punched in the stomach. “Wow. You’re not even gonna pretend to give a shit about that, are you?”

Holden managed not to roll his eyes, but it was a close thing. “I care. But I’m not surprised. I think we’ve been on different wavelengths since day one. Hot sex was pretty much the only reason we’ve lasted as long as we have. And on that note, I’m down for being fuck buddies. Relationships just make things weird.”

Scott glared at him. “I knew you’d have this reaction, but I told myself no, you’d surprise me. Glad to know I should keep being cynical.”

Holden shrugged. He actually kind of did feel bad for him. He was a good Canadian boy and not at all the obnoxious jock he expected. Scott would make someone a good, hot husband someday, if hockey didn’t permanently cripple or kill him with a painkiller addiction first. He probably wanted kids and a house and a place where he could chop firewood and do some sort of farming, stuff Holden couldn’t imagine wanting in a billion years. Okay, maybe a house, but nowhere rural. “Dude, I’m a hooker. Sex is just sex to me. That’s all. You had to know that going in. And I’m not making a double entendre.”

“You were a hooker,” Scott said, just to be difficult. “And not everyone thinks sex is nothing anyway. How can you say that?”

“’Cause it’s true for me. And I thought you knew that.”

Scott’s expression didn’t exactly fall, but it faltered. “I thought we had a connection.”

“I think we do. But I also think it’s not what you think it is.”

For a very long moment, Scott glared at him. Then he threw up his hands. “You know what? I give up. I was incredibly naïve to think I meant something to you.”

“Don’t be that way. I do like you, Scott. You’re a pretty cool guy, especially for a jock and a stoner.” Holden really did like Scott, maybe a little too much for his comfort. This was a genuine relief. He didn’t have to worry what liking Scott meant anymore. He could go back to being a miserable bastard not tied down by anything.

Scott sagged back into the chair, sinking low. It almost looked like he blinked away some tears, but Holden wasn’t sure. “I should have known this was a mistake from the beginning.”

“Why, because you’re really in lust with Roan?”

Scott’s bluer-than-blue eyes snapped toward him again. “And because you’re really in love with him. That may be the only thing we have in common.”

Holden picked up his bottle of ginger beer and tilted it toward him. “See? We agree on that.” He took a swig of the spicy, sugary soda and glanced at the file displayed on his laptop. Roan had underlined Hampton, Missouri, and said he should search for newspaper archives if possible, any news items going back forty years or so. Which sounded like a fuckload of work to Holden, but he had to make his money some way, right?

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Scott scowling and figured he’d hoped the breakup would end up in a huge fight. Holden briefly considered indulging him but then decided there was no point. Best to let the kid down easy. He would probably miss the sex, though, and having a bird’s-eye view of Scott’s gorgeous body. Holden then remembered he had a picture or two somewhere, so it wouldn’t be gone for good.

Finally, Scott sat up. “What are you doing besides ignoring me?”

“I’m not ignoring you, I’m working. Technically.”

“Well, since you’re not fucking anyone, I’m gonna guess it’s private eye related.”

“Ha-ha. Yes, Mr. Smart Ass.” Holden considered whether to tell him or not. Big Mike would mean nothing to Scott, and the two men were unlikely to ever cross paths or even associate in the same circles. And Scott might be decent backup to have. He wasn’t as overwhelmingly scary as Grey or as frightening as crazy Tank, but he was surprisingly strong and very athletic. He’d been in his share of fights and acquitted himself well. Knowing how to take a punch and how to fight were valuable skills, as was the fact he liked danger and didn’t panic when things turned to shit. He was such a good Canadian boy with a good head on his shoulders. He wouldn’t even let his ex go off and get himself killed without trying to help him out.

So Holden told him, and Scott listened with increasing disbelief. When Holden was done talking, he said, “What the hell, Den? Why did you accept this job?”

“He paid really well. And frankly, I was kinda curious.” Also, having Big Mike owe him a favor was an amazing opportunity.

“But what’s your guarantee he doesn’t kill you after you do this for him? If it’s a possibly catastrophic secret he was molested, you know it. How can he let you walk away?”

Holden frowned. It was a decent question and one he’d asked himself. “There’s a code.”

Scott scoffed. “Yeah, there’s codes in hockey, and they get ignored sometimes. You can’t rely on that alone. It’s safer for him if you disappear after you’ve done the job.”

“Roan knows. He’s my ultimate trump card. If I turn up dead, Big Mike’s nothing but chunks in Roan’s stool within forty-eight hours.”

“You know that, and I know that. But Big Mike doesn’t. He has no reason to believe you know a superhero. And what about the fact that you could be endangering Roan’s health by counting on him to come here and sort everything out? That’s not fair to him.”

Holden glared at him. This was the problem with Scott being a good boy—he was always thinking of others. He was never going to be a true American until he sorted that out. “Fine. I’ll let Spider know.”

“Spider?”

“Homicidal, drug-addicted, closeted biker I know. He’s killed before, and he’ll be happy to kill again. In fact, I’m pretty sure he and his gang are mules for the Mexican cartel, so killing Big Mike would be a boon in many respects.”

Scott seemed stunned for some reason. “You know people in the Mexican drug cartel?”

“Peripherally. And stop giving me that look. I’m not involved in it in any way. They’re all homicidal maniacs, and I wouldn’t have anything to do with the drug trade. It’s too fucking lethal.”

“But you know this Spider guy.”

“Yeah, but only ’cause he used to rent me.”

Scott propped his chin on his hand and gave him a look he couldn’t interpret. “Wow. I don’t even….” He sighed and shrunk back in the chair again. “We really are from different worlds, aren’t we?”

“Always have been. I’m surprised it took you this long to notice.” And that was just another good reason for them to part ways. Holden would have hated it if Scott became collateral damage in one of his investigations.

Or deliberate damage. Holden knew Scott well enough to realize talking him out of helping might be impossible at this point.

Oh well. It was his big idea to call him in as potential backup. But if anything happened to him, Holden just knew he’d regret it.

Damn it. Why couldn’t he just dump him heartlessly and walk away, like any other boyfriend?




7—The Red List

 

 

SCOTT INTENDED to keep it to himself. He really did.

Over breakfast, Grey assumed he was mopey because of his breakup with Holden and let him be. But the funny thing was, Scott wasn’t exactly broken up over it. He liked Den, he more than liked him, but clearly Scott had already accepted that he would like Den more than Den would allow himself to like Scott. Besides, he wasn’t so much a superhero as a vigilante, and they generally flew solo. Again, maybe in a few years, Den would be ready to have a relationship. Right now, he clearly wasn’t.

But this case he was working on… man, Scott didn’t like it at all. He felt he could see the double cross coming up the street, and he wasn’t sure why Den was being so nonchalant about it. Except Den was always nonchalant about this kind of thing. He could deny having a death wish all he wanted, but that didn’t make it go away.

Scott was barely tuned in to anything that day, even as he traveled with Grey to a furniture store and helped him pick out things for the house. Although he did complain that, as a bi, he didn’t have any special decorating skills (like that’s something you got along with your queer card), Grey had ideas before they stepped into the store, and Scott was mainly giving second opinions, either agreeing with him or shooting him down. Their longest exchange was why Grey wanted to get a low designer-style sofa in this gaudy, almost neon green color, which would go with nothing else in the house. That was precisely why Grey wanted it, which Scott could tell from his lopsided grin. That was Grey. Sometimes he’d get an idea in his mind, and you just couldn’t shake it from him, no matter what. Wasn’t that why, at one thirty in the morning, they left the hotel in Calgary and trod through six inches of snow just to try the chili at that dive bar that one time? Or midnight sushi at that place in Vancouver? Or that time he bought a bedazzled beret at a thrift store and never actually wore it, but kept it—to this day—in his bedroom closet like a weird talisman? That was just Grey.

When they were in another department, looking at something called a vertical standing bar, which looked to Scott like a bookcase crossbred with a wine rack, Grey finally turned to him. “So are you ever gonna tell me what’s bothering you, or do I hafta guess?”

Scott exhaled, wondering if he should tell him. He knew he shouldn’t, and yet… of course, he was always going to tell him, wasn’t he? Grey was his brother, one he’d adopted, making him closer than a brother by blood could ever be. Scott glanced around, getting an idea of how not private this store was, never mind that it was actually reasonably empty. (It was a fancy place, one way too fancy for them—and for most people, judging from the lack of customers.) “I’ll tell you in the car.”

And as soon as they were back in Grey’s black hybrid—of course Grey had a hybrid, one that seemed too small to contain his massive frame but somehow did easily, like the car was actually a Tardis and bigger on the inside—Scott told him everything. About how unmoved Den was at the breakup, and then his case for the drug lord, the almost comically named Big Mike.

Grey listened, with the same sleepy look on his face. Then he said, “Dude, you know Holden’s tough as shit, right? This is his world. He can deal. It’d be like him telling you how to play in the Stanley Cup finals.”

“He doesn’t have Roan to back him up anymore. I feel like that’s an important component here.”

“He survived before him. I’m sure he’ll survive after. You shouldn’t worry so much about him, especially since he’s now your ex.”

“I still like the guy. I didn’t break up with him because I hated him.”

Grey gave him a bit of a stink eye. “Shouldn’t you hate him like a regular person?”

“Says the asexual.” Speaking of things he couldn’t keep from Grey, of course Scott brought it up to him. Grey didn’t know what that was, and when Scott gave the shorthand explanation of someone not that into sex, Grey just shrugged and said, “I guess that’s me.” And that was that. Grey just accepted that as he accepted much of life. He was naturally quite Zen.

“What, does that mean I can’t hate my exes?” Grey asked.

“It means they have more right to hate you for false advertising. They thought you were a normal guy with normal urges, and you never said you weren’t.”

Grey’s lips thinned. “I didn’t know I wasn’t.”

“You thought all the guys around you were sex-obsessed maniacs?”

“You aren’t?”

Scott rolled his eyes and tried to think of a decent answer. Truth be told, they all were kind of horndogs. Grey was the guy who, without energy expended toward sex, had more than enough time to train and lift and therefore was a fearsome wall of muscle everyone hated getting checked by. His coaches just loved him because he always showed up early for morning skates and usually took part in the optional skates. Teammates sometimes thought Grey did it because he liked the attention he received from the fans, but Scott and a few others knew it was just Grey’s dedication to his work. Oh, and maybe 2 percent was the attention, although he wasn’t sure Grey would admit that. “Look, you don’t think this is worrisome at all?”

Grey sighed and shook his head. “Of course I do. But I trust him to know what he’s doing, even if it is all kinds of fucked-up.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust him. But Holden acts at being tough all the time. He’s not invincible, and I’m afraid he’s going to get himself killed.”

Grey scratched his head. “We could be his backup if he needs it.”

“Great, so we get killed?”

“Dude, you just said—”

“I know, I know,” Scott agreed, rubbing his eyes. He was not hiding tears. He wasn’t because he’d already done his crying over Den, and he was done. “I just wish Roan was here.”

“We all do, but he isn’t. We’ll have to figure out a way forward without him. You know that’s what he wants.”

Scott nodded as he knew Grey was right. Not that that kept him from wanting Roan here. He’d know what to do and what they should do.

He had so many feelings. Scott wished he knew what to do with them.

 

 

HOLDEN HAD met Esteban shortly after he’d gotten out of prison. He was a short guy built like a fireplug, runty but well muscled from constant behind-bars weightlifting, and he very much wanted to go on the straight and narrow. He’d ended up getting a job at his uncle’s old-fashioned boxing gym, which had been on the verge of bankruptcy until the hipsters found it. Sure, there were Equinoxes and various twenty-four-hour gyms in Seattle, including a gay one that also doubled as a pickup spot (on purpose), but Tito’s Gym was only open for a set bunch of hours and had the kind of classic grunge and equipment that felt really old-timey and retro.

Esteban still claimed to be straight to his family and felt he was, although he was one of those guys who ended up getting a taste for dick in prison and didn’t want to relinquish it in the outside world. He’d been a client when Holden was just a street hooker, but by the time Holden had moved up to Elite Escorts, Esteban was no longer a regular as he was almost caught and knew his father would disown him if he even suspected he was bi. (And he would reluctantly say he was bi, rather than admit he was gay, but Holden didn’t judge. Still, Esteban was gay, and he was offending bi people by not admitting it.)

He and Esteban kept in loose touch. The weird thing was, most of Holden’s regulars and semiregulars treated him like he was a friend, an old buddy, and not an old fuck buddy. It was a strange thing, and yet it happened too often to be random chance. It might have been exclusively a same-sex hooker thing. A few of the female hookers he’d talked to didn’t have quite the same relationship with their johns, but then again, that was a different power balance, and straight guys could be clingy and icky or way too fixated on their moms. (But, again, he had encountered that in gay guys as well. It’s just that straight guys often treated women like property anyway, adding an extra layer of ick to the whole thing.) So when Holden decided to work on sharpening up some of his fighting skills, he turned to Esteban to ask his opinion on the matter. Which is how Holden ended up in Tito’s Gym after hours, when it was technically closed, with Esteban training him in some of the basics of Muay Thai.

Esteban was aging well, which was not something Holden would have expected. He kept his hair buzzed short, making him look more compact and muscular, and the scar on his right cheek was paler than the rest of his brown skin but made him look incredibly tough and grizzled. Exactly like the type of guy you would never fuck with no matter how short he was, and that was before you saw his spidery prison tattoos crawling up the side of his neck. He had issues, and more than a few were related to the assault that landed him in prison in the first place, but he was not a bad guy. One time when Holden had the flu, Esteban brought him soup and offered to go grocery shopping for him. You just had to know him to see the softer side of him. Not too many people ever got close enough to him to see it.

While he started Holden working on the heavy bag and doing other stuff that seemed closer to traditional boxing, Esteban also trained him on elbow and knee strikes in the boxing ring, the hallmarks of Muay Thai fighting. It was made for close quarters, and while Holden had no intention of getting proficient at it, he did want to incorporate more techniques into his street-fighting skills. He no longer had his giant trump card of a man-eating lion guy, so he was going to have to adapt to his new circumstances. He hoped to never use it, but knowing he could if he had to was kind of the point.

Holden had been super achy after his first lesson, although he had picked up a weird but strangely helpful tip from Esteban about “toughening up” his elbows and knees by striking bags full of sand. He basically used the heavy bags for that, but Esteban had padded gear and encouraged him to try strikes on him too. Holden told him he wanted to learn for self-defense purposes—which had the benefit of being mostly true—so Esteban concentrated on strikes and moves that would help him in a fight.

It also felt good, working out his frustrations by throwing himself into physical activity, and he didn’t realize that maybe he was hitting harder than he should have until he noticed Esteban wince and stagger back after a knee strike.

It had been a really frustrating day. Holden had followed Roan’s advice by trying to find out something—anything—about Hampton, Missouri, only to find, to paraphrase Gertrude Stein, no there there. There were no newspaper archives online, and even Wikipedia didn’t say anything useful. Google couldn’t find shit he could use. He e-mailed Roan again in desperation, and Roan told him he might have to go there in person and find out if the local library or the only newspaper had an active “morgue.” He also advised him to call ahead and make sure that existed first.

Go to Bumfuck, Missouri? Him? Maybe Roan would do that, but Roan was a real investigator. Holden was just an urban whore who moonlighted as a vigilante and played as an investigator as a favor to Roan. He wasn’t sure he’d go to Missouri on a dare. Even if a good client paid him double his usual asking price. But he could hardly tell Big Mike he had nothing for him, could he?

And he’d been pissed off at Scott all day. It wasn’t ’cause he dumped him, because he was planning to let the kid go anyway. It took him a while to figure it out. He was mad at him for making him feel something. Holden just didn’t have the time or space in his life for that. The sex was fantastic, and he had a hot bod, but it wasn’t worth that. He didn’t want some heteronormative bullshit relationship. If Scott wanted one, fine, he could go get it, but not with him. He just wasn’t sure why the idea of it pissed him off so much.

Finally he stopped beating on Esteban because he could be really dangerous when he was working out his frustrations. They were in the locker room, changing, when Holden decided to make some small talk and ask him how his life was going as Esteban seemed a bit down. This was Esteban’s opening to shrug, say it was okay, and then, after a very long pause, add, apropos of nothing, “Straight sex is so boring.” Actually it depended a lot on what you did and with whom, but Holden knew what was coming. So he wasn’t surprised when, just before he left, Esteban asked him, “Could I call you sometime?”

He didn’t mean to chat or set up a new sparring session. He meant to fuck. Holden considered telling him he wasn’t taking on any new clients right now, except he wasn’t a new client—he was a very old one. Holden decided he didn’t count and dug out one of his number-only cards and handed it to Esteban. It wouldn’t change their relationship one iota. These were business transactions, nothing more. He wished he had that type of relationship with Scott. That he could deal with.

When Holden got home, he wanted to do nothing but take a hot bath, watch junky TV, and have a big gin and tonic. But he was half-undressed when his phone rang, and he noticed it was from an unlisted number. He wasn’t going to answer, but curiosity got the better of him. Besides, he had to pour himself a G&T. “Yeah?”

There was a lot of street noise in the background and a kind of hiss he associated with a poorly maintained public phone. (It shocked him to think there were still phone booths, but he knew of a couple.) “Fox?”

He couldn’t place the voice. It was kind of gender-nonspecific (either high-pitched male or standard female) and had an unsteady quality to it. He got a travel mug down from the cupboard. “Yeah, who’s this?”

“Finn. I just wanted to tell you that someone tried to kill Hel.”

“What?” He’d just retrieved the bottle of gin but set it down, unopened.

“She was just pulled out of an alley off Blanchard, all cut up.”

“She’s still alive?” Holden felt like a ball of ice had settled into the core of his being and was now leaching out into his bloodstream.

“As far as I know. But she looked bad, man.”

“Where’d they take her?” Holden couldn’t remember if this Finn was a boy or a girl, and it didn’t much matter. The cold now bleeding through him was rage in its purest form. Had she found the asshole attacking the trans people? Did she go after him? She wasn’t afraid of much, and it might never occur to her she was overmatched until it was too late. Or maybe it was a sneak attack. Maybe he mistook her as trans for all her gender-bending ways.

“Uhh… I dunno. How do you tell?”

“Did it go uptown or downtown?”

“Uhh….”

“Forget it. Thanks.” Holden hung up, wondering which hospital he should call first before realizing he wasn’t sure about Hel’s last name or even her real name. Damn it! Who could he call about this?

Finally, he called Ahmed and told his voice mail that a street friend of his was just stabbed on Blanchard, and he needed to know where she was taken and whether she was there under her real name or not. It wasn’t much info to go on, but Ahmed had an insane number of connections (you never would have guessed how many straitlaced professional people were way into the leather scene) and would be able to find her. It just might take some time.

Holden considered running out to find this fucking asscock and teach him a little something about street justice, but he had absolutely nothing to go on. It would be better to ask around tomorrow, when word filtered through the usual contacts and possible witnesses outed themselves. The street grapevine could be great, but sometimes you just had to be patient. And he didn’t feel like being patient. Holden felt like peeling his own skin off.

Instead, he kept to his plan for the night. He poured himself a travel tumbler full of gin (cut with iced tea so he didn’t feel so much like a hopeless drunk), turned on the small TV he had set up in the bathroom—’cause why the fuck not?—and sat in the hot tub, fruit-scented bubbles overflowing like some queeny gay stereotype. But he didn’t care because bubbles were kind of fun. And, again, it made him feel slightly less like a raging alcoholic, although he wasn’t sure how.

The TV was on, but Holden paid no attention to it. It could have been a reality show or a movie or even a cooking show. It was just lights and colors that meant nothing. All he could think about was hitting the streets tomorrow and finding the sorry sack of dog shit who attacked Hel. Holden couldn’t help but wonder how long he’d let him live to regret it.




8—Orpheus

 

 

HOLDEN WAS up early for him, making himself some coffee and deciding where to go first—Blanchard was a given, but he really needed to get down to Pike and see if he could find Rex. He usually liked hanging around down there, and he was a terrible gossip, but it might behoove him to see if he knew where Burn was hanging around. If Burn was still alive or in town (two very big ifs). He was pondering this when there was a knock at his door.

He wasn’t expecting anyone, and as such, his paranoia kicked in. Holden slunk up to the door and peered out the peephole. He thought maybe it might be Scott, hoping he’d changed his mind or something, but the face he saw was one he hadn’t seen for a long while and was a genuine shock.

Holden undid the locks and waited to open the door before exclaiming, “Chai?”

Chai looked at him and gave him a smile tinged with the kind of bone-deep weariness Holden had seen on many night-shift workers and hookers. “Hey, Fox. Long time no see.” He was trying to be casual, but finally went for the hug, and Holden let him, giving him a nice, manly pat on the back that was truly comical if you knew who they were.

“Come in, you old bastard,” Holden said. “Give me the deets. When the hell did you get back up to Seattle?”

Holden almost held the door open but decided to go ahead and get his coffee while Chai limped in, giving him the dignity of not treating him like an invalid. Chai was actually named Somchai Nayar, although everybody called him Chai because it was pretty obvious. Also, no one seemed to take that as his real name and just assumed he liked spiced tea, or that it was some vaguely racist reference to his skin color. For a little over a year, they were both part of the stable at Elite Escorts, with Chai being one of the “exotic” ones (so racist), although no one ever seemed to guess the right ethnicity. The most popular guess was Latino, but actually he was the extremely gorgeous offspring of a Thai mother and an Indian father, and the lucky bastard got all the best genes. He had dusky skin, big brown eyes, and hair as glossy as a panther’s pelt, along with a manly jaw and a deep, velvety voice that made him a natural as a phone- and cam-sex boy (which was what led him to the escort business, in a roundabout sort of way). He could have been a movie star, George Clooney’s long-lost brother, and he’d actually had a pretty promising porn career, which led him to quit the escort game and move down to California.

For about six months. Then, in a terrible turn of fate, he got in a serious car accident that almost killed him. It led him to being hospitalized for five months and losing part of his left leg, just below the knee. After that, Holden and every other one of his friends lost touch with Chai. Once he left the hospital, he seemed to drop off the face of the earth. Now, it was most likely he had gone to live with an aunt of his in California, but rumors had abounded, from drug addiction to born-again evangelism (or Scientology), to starring in amputee fetish porn in Mexico. Holden had tried to stay in touch but gave up, figuring that if Chai ever wanted to get in contact with him again, he would.

Of course, he had expected a phone call, an e-mail, hell, maybe even a letter. A personal visit had never crossed his mind. But why not? Lately everyone was turning up at his door.

Chai settled carefully on Holden’s sofa, letting out a weary sigh. “I just got back into the city yesterday. I paid a visit to Mads to see who was still around and still gone. I was kind of surprised you were still around.”

“Really? Why?”

“You were the greatest of us all, Fox, the smartest and hardest. You were destined for bigger things.”

“So were you,” Holden replied, coming back to the living room with two mugs of coffee. No, Chai hadn’t said he wanted one, but Holden guessed. He set them on the coffee table and took a seat in the armchair. “Shit happens.”

Chai nodded a thanks and grabbed one of the mugs. “Some of the stuff Mads told me about you was pretty wild, though. You’re a private detective now?”

“Sort of. It’s kind of complicated.”

“And you worked for a superhero? And you’re kind of a superhero yourself?” Chai smiled at him over the rim of his mug, and it was a smile he remembered—very handsome, a little sly—but now it was tempered by a deep weariness that was hard to quantify but went straight down to the bone. These last couple of years had been hard on him. How could they not have been?

“Yeah, that’s not exactly true. I’m no superhero.”

“He seemed to indicate you were kind of a vigilante. Are you out there breaking heads?”

“Only when they need breaking,” he said, before taking a sip of his coffee.

Chai’s mocha eyes settled on him for a very long moment. “That actually didn’t surprise me much. I could kind of see you doing that.”

“Could you?”

“Yeah. You just don’t take shit and smile. It’s why I was amazed you’d made it so far as a hooker.”

That made Holden smile. “I could play, but there was a line.” He cradled his mug in his hands and sat back. “So we gonna talk about the elephant in the room, or what?”

Chai smirked. “See? You don’t even politely let things lie. You go right for the throat.”

“You didn’t come here to dick around, Chai.”

“No, I guess I didn’t.” He took a sip of his coffee, probably buying time before he decided to just get it over with. “Well, my life imploded after the car accident. You probably guessed that part.” Holden nodded. “I didn’t know what I was gonna do. My whole life has had a certain career trajectory, and I didn’t have a lot of skills translatable to other things. I briefly considered going back to school, but I really didn’t have the money, and besides, I fucking hated school. Why would I go back? My mom and stepdad must have felt bad for me ’cause they said I could move back in with them, but only if I went to this church program that supposedly cured people of their gayness.”

Holden groaned. “I can’t believe there are people stupid enough to believe that shit. Then again, I can’t believe the antivaxxers either. Or anyone who believes anything they heard on Fox News.”

Chai gave him his patented half smile, the one that made boxers drop all over the city. “I have missed your blanket cynicism.”

“It’s hard not to be.”

“Yeah. Dumb shits have taken over the planet.” Chai slumped back into the sofa. “I was just really fucking depressed for a very long time. I couldn’t believe how much time had passed, and yet nothing changed for me. I was still in the same shitty spot. I knew I needed to get off my ass and do something, so I decided to come back to Seattle and check in with everyone.”

Holden nodded, aware that Chai was lying about something, but he didn’t really care. He couldn’t imagine how hard it had been for him and wasn’t about to judge. He could keep his secrets. “Who’d you see first?”

“E. He’s still very much the same.”

“E don’t change.”

“You’d think he’d have slowed down, though. And what happened to Bunny?”

Holden grimaced and strove to keep the venom out of his voice, but it was hard. “He’s in jail. He beat the shit out of his girlfriend.”

“Goddamn. You never did like him, did you?”

“Nope.” Bunny was the only gay for pay who worked at Elites (there was one guy who identified as bi and another who just went with “fluid”), and while clients seemed to love him, Holden personally couldn’t stand the guy. He appeared to hold his clients—and gays in general—in contempt and overcompensated wildly by crowing about how he fucked the shit out of his girlfriend on a regular basis. “I always thought he was a fucking creep, and his arrest seemed to come as a shock to everyone but me.”

“Good call.”

“He was such an unrepentant douchebag, I don’t know how anyone else didn’t see it.”

Chai shrugged. “People were probably just too attached to fetishizing him for being a het. You know how some guys go for that big-time.”

“That’s another thing I don’t get.” Holden took a swig of his coffee. It had cooled a bit, making it genuinely drinkable. “Why are people so infatuated by people who don’t want to fuck them?”

“It’s the lure of the forbidden. Haven’t you ever wanted something you couldn’t have?”

“Why waste the energy?” Hey, if Chai could lie, he could lie too. “Oh, and in case you didn’t know, Apollo’s dead.”

Judging from the way his eyes widened, Chai hadn’t known. “What? No, I didn’t know. What happened?”

“You could probably guess, but drug overdose. You’d think he could have lived forever on creatinine, molly, and protein shakes.” Apollo had been the muscle queen of the Elites, and he was way into bodybuilding, to the point where it was honestly kind of gross. According to him, drugs were the only thing that helped him relax. Until he permanently relaxed.

“Better than kale, I suppose.”

“No, he liked that too.”

Chai scowled in disgust, and Holden didn’t blame him. He didn’t understand the whole kale fixation. It tasted like something you found on the bottom of a fish tank. “Who else is dead?”

“I think that’s it,” Holden assured him, trying to remember. Elite Escorts had a lot of people come and go—no pun intended—and Holden hadn’t kept up with all of them. There were maybe a handful he really knew, but there was a lot of overlap between the people Holden knew and the people Chai knew. He and Chai had worked together on a couple of occasions. If you had to do a show or a threesome, you wanted people you knew and trusted. Which was exactly why Holden refused to ever work with Bunny. Didn’t know him, didn’t trust him. “Oh. Did E tell you what happened to Colt?”

“No, what? Don’t tell me he’s in prison too.”

Holden snickered at that. Colt was a shiny little twink, so delicate it looked like he might shatter if shoved too hard. He wouldn’t fare well in prison. “No. He found himself a sugar daddy, a surgeon over at Mary Bridge, and he quit being a hooker. He also dropped his raver-boy gimmick, went superserious, and is now an interior designer with a ‘lifestyle brand.’”

Chai laughed in surprise. “No! You’re fucking kidding me.”

“I’m not. He has a storefront near Queen Anne, a place called Modicum. I’ve always wanted to drop in and see if he acted like he knew me or pretended he didn’t.”

“Modicum? Are we sure he isn’t trolling all of us?”

“I know, right? The joke’s right there in the name.”

Chai was still smiling, but there was sorrow in his face, making the smile collapse, and his eyes seemed to turn inward even as he looked at the coffee table. Holden had a suspicion about why Chai was back, but he was curious to see if he could ever get him to admit it.

“Would we even recognize him now?” Chai wondered. “Would he even recognize us?”

“Have I changed that much?”

Chai looked back at him and took his time studying him. Holden might have been slightly offended if he hadn’t realized Chai was just trying to pull his thoughts together. “No, not at all. Well, the hair color’s different.”

“This is my natural color.”

“You’re kidding. Wow. Have I ever seen it?”

“Probably not. And now I just realized I’m being rude. Would you like something to eat?”

“Huh? Oh no, I’m good. Thanks.”

Holden was dying to confront him, but it would push him away, and he didn’t want to do that right now. Besides, it was his life, right? He could do what he wanted. Still, he’d always liked Chai. Their backgrounds were kind of similar in that religion destroyed their families and threw their lives into disarray. Of course, that was true for a shocking number of hookers and street kids. “So where are you staying?”

“I don’t know yet. I crashed at E’s last night, but he’s having a party, and I want no part of it. Probably just a motel.”

“You could crash here. I’ve got an appointment, but I’ll be back soon, and I can take you around, show you some of the stuff that’s changed since you’ve been gone.”

He seemed to consider it before shaking his head. “I can’t impose on you. Besides, I’m not sure I’m in the mood for a tour.”

“It’s not an imposition, I could use the company. And if you don’t want the tour, we could just head out for Indian food and boozy gelato.”

That made him perk up. “Boozy gelato?”

“It’s really good.” Also, it was a great secret weapon. You wanted to make friends fast, you just mentioned boozy gelato.

“Umm… yeah, okay. That sounds good.”

“Great.” And maybe once he had some margarita gelato in him, Chai would come clean with him. Maybe not. But Holden could confront him then, with the sugar and the booze adding a cushioning layer of good feelings.

Holden got up and went to kitchen, taking a last swig of coffee before dumping the rest of his cup down the sink. The knowledge of what he had to do was jazzing him up. The caffeine was just making him jittery. “So you can kick back here if you want. Wait for me. I should be back in a few hours. Make yourself at home. If you want, google Austin Arndt and AM Northwest for a laugh.”

Chai raised an eyebrow at that. He had a ghostly splash of fine white scars near the corner of his left eye that sent tendrils of pale scars flooding beneath his hairline. His face was mostly intact, and only shallow assholes could claim he’d lost his movie-star good looks. But was there any business shallower than the porn industry? Besides Hollywood, which was about the same thing. “Who’s Austin Arndt?”

“That’s Colt’s real name.”

He scrambled for the phone in his pocket. “Holy shit, he was on TV?”

“Yep. And you won’t believe how hipster and yet square he looks at the same time. I swear, he’s wearing glasses frames without lenses.”

Chai cackled as he worked on his phone. “What’s your Wi-Fi password?”

“Thirtydollarhandjobs, all lower case.”

That really made Chai laugh. “Oh my God, this is what I love about you, Fox. So, so shameless.”

“Shame is for weak people.”

Chai snorted, and Holden guessed he’d just seen the name of his router: SexySlytherin. “Don’t tell me he has a hipster beard.”

“No, but he once told me he couldn’t really grow facial hair worth a damn. I guess we should be glad he didn’t get chin-hair transplants.”

He looked at Holden with wide, shocked eyes. “That’s a thing?”

“Yeah. Apparently every fucking ridiculous thing you could think of is now available somewhere. The future is now, and it is fucking depressing.” Holden pulled his leather jacket off the back of his chair and shrugged it on. “Got cards in the kitchen drawer with my number on them if you need to call me. You gonna be okay?”

“Uh, sure. You sure this isn’t an imposition?”

Holden shook his head. “Not at all. Be back in a couple hours.” It was weird to snap out of the “friendly guy” mindset and into the “cold hunter” mindset, but Holden found he could do it with an ease that was a little unsettling. He was so accustomed to trying on and taking off masks that he could do it in his sleep.

He glanced back at Chai, who was watching Austin’s videos on his phone and covering his mouth to keep from laughing—yeah, Holden’d found it hard to get through that first video he was laughing so much—and figured he’d be okay for now. Which was good because he really didn’t need to come home to a huge mess today.

But really, why would Chai come back to Seattle just to commit suicide? Holden was dying to find out. No pun intended.




9—God’s Away On Business

 

 

CHAI FOUND himself wondering why he had come back to see Fox.

Really, it wasn’t a huge mystery, but now that he was here, he regretted it somewhat because it brought up the same old feelings. It was a cliché, and kind of an offensive one to him, that male hookers would fall in love with each other. Hooking was just a job, and you kept it separate from every other part of your life. But… yeah, okay, he always had a bit of a crush on Fox. It wasn’t because they’d done three-ways together, nothing as explainable as that. The truth of the matter was, Fox made him feel safe, and Fox never knew it.

His sturdy farm-boy build didn’t hurt. He wasn’t a muscle queen by any means, but he kept in decent shape, and it wasn’t hard to imagine he could take care of himself in a fight. But it wasn’t really that either. Fox just had… an edge to him. Some others didn’t see it, like Tango, but for some reason Chai always knew it was there. Fox was a little dangerous, even if no one else in the room knew it. And whenever he got scared or a little overwhelmed, Chai had a plan: stay behind Fox. Follow his lead, follow him, but whatever the hell it was, let him lead and don’t lose him. Fox was notorious for his silver tongue, his ability to talk his way out of almost anything, but Chai had a feeling he could do other things a damn sight meaner if he wanted to.

So when E told him he’d heard rumors Fox was a vigilante, even though E was laughing at the idea of it, it made perfect sense to Chai. Sure, Fox was a vigilante. Yeah, not a hard sell. Now, the working with a superhero bit was weird, mainly because he didn’t realize there were genuine superheroes in the world. People who dressed up in suits and gave themselves funny names, sure. But someone with genuine inhuman abilities? Truly weird. And yet the idea that Fox would be working with him… again, that struck him as oddly natural. Yes, Fox would do that. Few else would dare, but that was Fox’s sweet spot. He wanted no part of normal.

Chai had braced himself to find a softer, slouchy Fox, or a meaner, battle-scarred one, but Fox looked much the same as he had when they were both on the Elite Escorts payroll. Maybe he was a little more muscular now, his hair color and style were different, but it was still him, the guy he harbored a little crush on. Unlike E, who had gained twenty pounds on his body and ten years of age on his face, or Colt, who was almost unrecognizable in those morning-show videos. Or himself. Chai sometimes looked in the mirror, and it took him a couple seconds to recognize the guy staring back at him.

Oh sure, people were polite and said he didn’t look that bad, but he could see the scars, like neon lines drawn on his face by some capricious three-year-old. And they weren’t even as bad as what was left of his leg. As if afraid he had forgotten about it, his stump started throbbing.

How much of it was in his head? The opinions of doctors varied, but as far as Chai was concerned, it was probably a mix of the real and the psychosomatic. He’d taken powerful painkillers, but he couldn’t make that ache go away.

He had to be honest with himself and admit that a good part of his crush was the simple fact that he wanted to be like Fox. He wanted to be that cool, to walk into a room where you didn’t know what was going on or what was going to happen and act like this was all your plan and it was going smoothly. There must be something that scared Fox, but he never let on, never acted like he had any concerns at all. Chai longed to have that level of sangfroid.

He thought age and time had moved him beyond his stupid hooker virgin crush, but seeing Fox in person again hit him right beneath the breastbone. It didn’t help that he still looked as hot as hell.

Chai spent a long time laughing over Austin’s videos; they were fucking ridiculous. His audience knew nothing of his past as a raver-boy hooker, did they? When Chai thought of Colt, all he could think of was cotton candy–pink hair and pupils blown from Ecstasy, a look completely unrelated to the fussy, slightly stereotypical gay interior designer who appeared on the morning show, giving advice about the latest home design trends. And Fox was right. It looked like he was wearing frames without lenses to go with his superskinny jeans and apricot scarf. Ugh. How obnoxiously hipster could you get?

After that, Chai realized how much Fox must have trusted him to leave him alone in his personal space. Well, maybe he just thought the harmless, broken cripple wouldn’t do anything. Except, no, that wasn’t fair. In fact, he only now realized Fox had treated him as he had always treated him. He hadn’t offered to help him to a seat, nor had he tiptoed around him like he was made of spun sugar; he just treated him like the old Chai. God, how refreshing. It made his crush flare anew and reaffirmed what he kind of always knew. Fox was the most awesome guy he’d ever met. Even after all this time, it was still true.

He’d thought Paul was the most awesome guy, and then the car accident that ruined Chai’s life blew everything up. Paul had gone from awesome to supportive to unable to deal with a boyfriend who was an amputee, and that was that. People lived to disappoint you. At least Fox hadn’t yet.

He knew he shouldn’t snoop, but of course he did, trying to build narratives on what he found. For one thing, Fox had more books than he expected, but why was he surprised? Fox was smart. He’d probably have books around. Chai didn’t recognize most of them, so they were kind of obscure too, which, again, made sense. That whole not wanting any part of normal thing.

Tango had always referred to Fox as an enigma because he couldn’t understand him. Bunny used to think he was kind of stuck-up. But Chai just thought he was cool. Maybe because they did have some things in common.

Nothing special, sadly. Fox was a preacher’s son who got booted out on his ass for being gay, and while neither of Chai’s parents worked in religious institutions, his mother became a religious fanatic thanks to her new husband—his stepfather, Duane—who was weirdly Mormon. When they found out he was gay, they planned to send him to a “rehabilitation” camp in Utah, and he decided he couldn’t do it anymore, be the good straight boy they wanted him to be, and he ran away from home. Did they ever bother to even look for him? Chai had never uncovered any proof of that.

He had some hope of maybe contacting his father and moving in with him, but his dad was overseas, as he now lived and worked in India, and he had another family. He’d seemingly forgotten Chai even existed. One month before he was living on the streets, Chai was an honors student, a mathlete, coding his own operating system in computer class. And a month later, he was Dumpster diving and dealing with scabies.

Fox understood. He’d actually gotten into college early—he was brilliant—and then he became a pariah to his family because he didn’t want to fuck women. It was so weird. To think how much they played the game, how they went out of their way to make their parents happy, and the one thing they couldn’t bend to their parents’ wishes was enough to get them banished forever. Chai honestly thought any parents that would do that to their children were vile. “Garbage people,” Fox called them. They’d done everything their parents wanted, but it just wasn’t enough to make their love unconditional. You were totally heterosexual or you weren’t worth their time at all.

The truly depressing thing was, that didn’t make them unique. They met lots of kids just like them, whose families couldn’t handle their gayness. Not all of them drifted into sex work, but it was an easy way to make some quick cash, and much to Chai’s surprise, he was really good at it. Well, technically anyone could be good at sex if they worked at it enough, but it wasn’t really sex he was talking about. He meant it was really hard for him to get emotionally attached to people.

He’d always been introverted, a loner, and hey, what a shock that was. As a kid Chai was a stereotypical nerd in many respects. His teens weren’t easy, but once he got through some of the rougher patches of adolescence, it became clear, even to him, that he wasn’t terrible-looking. The main problem was, he mostly got attention from girls, which he didn’t want. By the time he got around to getting the male attention he was interested in, he also got attention from his parents, and then he was out on the street.

Fox claimed he’d been a jock, not a nerd, but he had nerd tendencies. Perhaps the dirtiest secret binding them together was that they had been good boys. They had wanted their parents’ approval all along the way, wanted to make them happy. They were both little kiss-asses, happy to toe the line. Maybe that’s why they were so bitter now. No one was as cynical as a rule follower who discovered that the rules didn’t actually matter.

When Chai bothered to be honest with himself—which he tried to avoid as much as possible nowadays—his emotional-attachment issues simply came down to the fact that he found it difficult to trust anyone. He’d worked hard and trusted Paul, and look where that got him. Why bother to trust anyone at all when all he got for it was a kick in the face? Except Fox. Fox had never let him down. And he was pretty sure Fox thought of him as a harmless kid, if he ever thought about him at all.

Fox wasn’t completely cool. He had few CDs, and most of those were Fall Out Boy, which was just crazy. He’d had no idea what kind of music Fox was into, but he hadn’t expected that.

Chai hesitated at the bedroom entrance because he really shouldn’t snoop around in there. But technically he’d slept with the guy, so what didn’t he know about him, right? What was left about Fox that was a mystery?

Well, except for that whole “was he really a vigilante” thing. Chai was a little afraid to ask, because what if Fox said no and genuinely meant it? Another dream would be shattered. He didn’t even know why the idea of Fox as a secret vigilante tickled him so. Perhaps he just liked the idea of a gay boy out there righting wrongs and punching fools in the face. Somebody had to look after those nobody cared about. They used to be people no one cared about. Well, Fox used to be. Chai was pretty sure he was back in the “nobody cares” category. It was funny how certain injuries could make you suddenly invisible to some people.

He grimaced, loathing his own tendency to slide back into self-pity. That wasn’t who he was, really. His life had just gone to shit so fast he wasn’t sure what to feel anymore, beyond maimed and pointless.

Chai concentrated instead on snooping. Fox hadn’t made his bed, so it was a tangle of black sheets and a purple blanket. That was a color combination he hadn’t been expecting, but he wasn’t sure what he had been expecting. Fox lived to throw people off, to leave them unbalanced and unsure of themselves. That’s why Chai’s whole strategy of going into an unknown situation was to basically hide behind him. Fox would figure out a way to turn the room. He would find some control, even if he faked it until it became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Chai had no idea where you got the ego integrity to do such a thing, but he had a feeling that, while you could probably find a way to earn it, that was really just something you were born with. Like being left-handed or able to tolerate cilantro.

His bedroom was pretty typical. No surprises. A dresser, a closet, a nightstand with the requisite lamp and alarm clock, a chair with some clothes on it. (He couldn’t tell what state they were in, but he assumed dirty.) There was also a bathroom off to the side, and since Chai had to pee, he figured he should use it. On his way there, he noticed a tall vase, spray-painted black, with some umbrellas in it, tucked beside the dresser. It caught his eye in spite of its dark color, because Fox had never struck him as an umbrella sort of person. Although, living in Seattle, you kind of figured everyone was by default. They weren’t all umbrellas, though.

There was an aluminum baseball bat, for one, and what appeared to be a cane but felt kind of heavy for it. Was this proof of Fox’s vigilantism or proof he played pickup games in the park? He did used to play baseball. Or maybe he still collected souvenirs. He used to wear this tangle of necklaces, all trophies of a sort from various clients. Maybe he’d moved on from necklaces to other, stranger things. There was also a crowbar in the vase, which seemed like a weird place to keep one. It didn’t prove anything; it was just puzzling and hinted at more stuff he didn’t know about Fox.

The bathroom was different. Fox had a bright shower curtain with a rainbow of photorealistic tropical fish against a translucent background tinted a faint blue, and his walls had lots of stickers on them. There was no rhyme or reason to the stickers. Some featured slogans or graphics (there was an ACT UP sticker, and Chai had no idea if they were still a thing or not), and some appeared to be shapes or characters he was unfamiliar with. It reminded him of a public toilet, except cleaner, and there was almost a pattern in the way the stickers were placed, but Chai couldn’t quite follow it. Still, it must have meant something to Fox.

It was fun to snoop in medicine cabinets, so he did and found nothing really surprising. He still had the hustler staples of Viagra, an assortment of questionable pharmaceuticals (most of them looked like painkillers, all hidden inside a prescription bottle for tetracycline), and what seemed to be an excessive amount of Band-Aids and Neosporin, but all that meant was he was stocked up.

Guilt finally got the best of Chai, and he stopped snooping. He thought about doing something for Fox to assuage it, like clean up, but his place wasn’t that bad. Also, he probably had some kind of system Chai would just disrupt.

God, he was tired. Weariness hit him like a punch in the gut, and his stump throbbed anew. Why had he come back to see Fox? He should have known he wouldn’t be like E or Tango. He wouldn’t be settled into a new mainstream career as a bartender or a coffee shop co-owner with his new husband. That wasn’t Fox. He had vague memories of a party at Tango’s place a few years ago, although party was kind of overstating it. It was a bunch of male prostitutes getting drunk and stoned together. Somebody, maybe Silver, decided to ask where they pictured themselves being in ten years, and Fox had snorted at the question. “I better be goddamn dead,” he said, raising his glass. “And I better’ve goddamned deserved it.” Fox in a nutshell. He didn’t mean it in a suicidal, self-pitying way. He was going to live hard and fast and die hard and fast. Most people, when they said live fast, they meant drugs, sex, and booze. That wasn’t what Fox meant. Not at all. But only Fox knew that at the time.

Chai should’ve known. He also should have known his dormant crush would come surging back to life upon seeing him and discovering Fox was still not like the rest of them. He’d always been a little apart, and that hadn’t changed. Time rode everyone, but even it seemed leery of Fox.

He limped back to the couch and collapsed on it, wondering if Fox would care if he crashed here. He doubted it. Chai reached down and undid his artificial leg, leaving it propped up against the couch. He rubbed his stump without looking at it, because even after all this time, it kind of bothered him to see it straight on. It seemed kind of alien, like not a part of him. All he could see was the void, the empty space where something used to be. It also reminded him that he hadn’t felt like himself since the accident.

Chai didn’t even remember it. He could remember getting in the car with Chris, and that’s where the memories stopped until he woke up in the hospital three days later, numb with pain and painkillers alike, and not at all sure what had happened to him. Even those days seemed fractured, but considering all the medication he’d been on and all the surgeries he’d had, that made sense.

There was a gray fake-fur throw on the back of the sofa, and he pulled it over himself as he lay down. It occurred to him that Fox might be lonely. His apartment was fairly neat, schizophrenically decorated, but clearly all him. No one else tainted this place. Nothing stuck out as being the property of an ex-boyfriend or a friend, although to be fair, it would be kind of hard to tell. Still, he knew Fox enough to guess what he might go for, and nothing seemed especially out of place. Well, maybe those Fall Out Boy CDs, but he’d never asked what kind of music Fox liked.

He’d just wanted to see Fox one more time before he wrapped things up. He hadn’t considered what an emotional can of worms that would be. Chai wasn’t even sure he wanted to die anymore. Wasn’t that a bitch? All his careful planning down the drain.




10—City Noise

 

 

HOLDEN HAD been smart to wait for the street-rumor machine to kick into overdrive, but it still didn’t help him very much.

Hel was probably stabbed by a very plain-looking bearded white guy, slightly chubby, freakishly tall (or not), wearing a blue hoodie and jeans. The fact that this described roughly 60 percent of Seattle’s population (freakishly tall aside) didn’t help narrow it down much. But the general consensus was “not one of them,” i.e. street. Not a regular. Someone no one knew. It wasn’t a surprise, but it wasn’t much use either.

Sterno, a homeless guy who camped out near the bus station, was able to mock up a hasty sketch of the guy, but it wasn’t a huge help. Still, it was nice to know that as alcoholic and PTSD ridden as Sterno was, he was a decent artist. If only this guy weren’t so anonymous-looking.

Why couldn’t this crime have been committed by a Bond-villain type? A guy with an eyepatch, a handlebar mustache, and an iguana perched on his shoulder at all times, with an exceptionally flamboyant Eurotrash accent, constantly accompanied by a seven-foot henchman with a Prince Valiant bowl cut and a mouth full of silver teeth. It would make Holden’s life so much easier.

Holden also kept an eye out for Raven, but it might be too early for her to be out. He did come across Tatiana sitting at one of the outdoor tables at a Starbucks and joined her.

When he first met Tatiana, she was named Eddie and was generally assumed male. Those who knew her knew better, and eventually she was able to transition to female. Mostly. She had had the top surgery but not the bottom surgery, not yet, and found herself making some very good money in the fetish market. (It was much better than most people realized.) As far as he knew, she was out of the game, but only recently. And he could sympathize; sometimes the money was just too fucking good to completely leave behind.

She was very pretty. She had cheekbones so sharp they could cut glass and a smooth complexion that most people would kill for. She loved her high-end extensions and wigs, so her hair was always fabulous, and today she’d settled on a honeyed blonde with a few added ringlets for style. She was dressed stylishly femme, with an off-the-shoulder peach top and white pashmina wrap.

“Fox, honey, look at you,” she said approvingly as he took a seat. “Somebody’s been working out.”

“I tend toward blobby too easily.”

“Liar. You’ve never been blobby in your life.”

“Age catches us all. So do I just jump into it, or do you want to guess?”

She gave him a pained smile, her brick-red lipstick as perfect as always. “You want a favor.”

“Heard about this asshole targeting trans and transvestites around the city?”

Tatiana sighed and looked down at her coffee cup. “How did I know this would come up sometime?” She suddenly straightened up and gave him a sly look. “Wait, does this mean what I think it means?”

“I don’t know. What do you think it means?”

She glanced around theatrically before leaning toward him and lowering her voice to a whisper. “Those rumors about you are true. That you’re some kinda vigilante.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear. And please, if the cops ever question you, tell them that.”

That made her grin, showing off perfect, extremely whitened teeth. “Oh, you bad boy. You always were ten kinds of crazy, and yet with those hundred-pound balls of yours, you wore it so well. Didn’t you used to work with that cat guy?”

“I think he’d object to that categorization.”

“I saw him on the news once. He was cute.”

“He was very cute, especially because he never knew how cute he was.” Although once you saw him partially lioned out, you couldn’t help but always see the shadow of that in Roan too. In a way, that made him even sexier. “But I’m flying solo right now.”

“A hot guy like you? That’s a shame.”

“I was wondering if you’d like to help me stop this guy.”

That killed her smile. She sat back, one of her perfectly penciled eyebrows arching in response. “You asking me to vigilante with you?”

“I don’t do that.” Tatiana wasn’t the type to rat or sell him out, but it was always best not to admit criminal things in public. “But no. I’m asking you to be my bait.”

“Oh joy. That sounds fun. You know I don’t walk the beat anymore.”

“I know. But you’re gorgeous, and you’ll attract attention like crazy.”

“Flattery is the way to go, hon, but that doesn’t cover the fact that you want me to put myself in danger.”

“You won’t be in danger. I intend to intervene the second anything appears dangerous.”

Her eyebrow remained arched just so. “And what if you can’t? I fail to see what I get out of it.”

“Gratitude from your brothers and sisters of Seattle? A favor from me?”

“Hmm. The guilt angle is something, but the favor is more enticing.” She tapped her lip as she thought about it, a nervous tic she had never lost, and finally said, “I’m gonna hafta think about this.”

“Don’t think too long. Call me when you decide.”

“Same number?”

“You’re all up-to-date,” he assured her, standing.

“Say I do this and you intervene,” she asked. “What am I supposed to do then?”

“Walk away. It’s the best way to keep from incriminating yourself in whatever happens next.”

She smirked up at him. “I’m kinda terrified by that answer, but equally intrigued. Are you sure you’re not playing with fire here?”

“I know I am.” He pulled his sunglasses out of his coat pocket and slid them on. “But I’ve gotten used to that.”

She wrapped her hand around her coffee cup, and he noticed she had painted her manicured nails a metallic silver. “Part of me thinks this is terrible. How can you think hurting anyone is any answer? But then I remember Cody telling me how you and the cat guy managed to stop that guy who was beating boulevard boys, and Jessie talking about you and him helping those trafficking victims. And then I can’t help but think some people are just asking for it.”

He didn’t answer—there was no answer for that. He simply nodded and walked away, figuring he could make another circuit of the neighborhood before going back and getting to work on Big Mike’s case.

It was days like this that Holden thought he could really use an assistant. But somehow he thought temp agencies would have a hard time making the placement. Where did a vigilante get a sidekick?

Knowing what he knew, Holden figured the answer was probably Craigslist. Wasn’t it always?

 

 

HOLDEN HAD never been to the home of Kevin “Karo” Robinson, but why would he? He used to be in a vice profession, and being seen with even one of the “good” vice cops seemed a really iffy proposition. It also didn’t hurt that Kevin had found himself a piece of King County rural bumfuck nowheresville in which to dwell. Holden didn’t venture out to the sticks if he could at all avoid it. Rural areas made him think of Deliverance, even though some were kind of pretty.

In the e-mail from Roan about this meeting, he warned Holden that Karo was a pet rescuer, which seemed like a weirdly pointless detail until Holden heard the chorus of barks as he started down the driveway. How many dogs did Karo have?

There was a white cat sitting on the porch railing, looking annoyed at either the barking or him (or both). It was too far away to pet, and from the glint in its eyes, Holden figured that was for the best. He might just get a face full of claws for his trouble.

He’d just started knocking when Karo opened the door. “Who needs a doorbell?” Holden said.

Kevin smiled faintly. “Nobody’s sneaking up on this house. Come on in.”

Holden followed him inside, a little relieved Karo had confined his dogs to the backyard. It wasn’t that he disliked dogs; it was just he hated having to deal with them when he had his mind on other things. That’s kind of why he preferred cats. Most acted like they could take or leave you, and he respected their honesty. If only more people were that honest.

Karo led Holden into the kitchen. He had a nice house, a little cluttered but still really good for a closeted single guy with an ark’s worth of animals. “Want some coffee?” Karo offered.

“No thanks.”

Before Holden had even sat down at the kitchen table, Karo said, “Roan told me you’re doing a legal job for Big Mike.” The frown on his face told Holden what he thought of that.

“Yep. So are there any active investigations involving him?”

“How can you even ask that? Of course there are. I’d be surprised if there was only one. So it’s a guarantee that if you walked into his house, you were photographed doing it. Did you park out front?”

“Of his place? No.”

“Well, that’s good. They probably wouldn’t have taken a photo of your license plate.”

“So I should keep an eye out for cops following me, that’s what you’re saying.”

Karo shook his head. “No, probably not. You do have a record, but for solicitation. They’re looking for dealers, mules, someone they can threaten and flip to testify against him. They probably just assumed you were a user, and there’s too many of those who don’t know enough about the guy to be worth their while. They want him on something big, not just penny-ante dealing.”

That made sense. Holden still didn’t like the idea of the cops having a photo of him at Big Mike’s place, having him on some list, but if they weren’t going to act on it, it shouldn’t bother him.

Karo was still giving him a serious look across the table. “Doing any work at all for him, no matter how legal, is dangerous, you know.”

Although this was only the second or third time he’d heard it, he was still tired of it. “I know. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

Holden thought he heard the dull thud of footsteps on stairs, and this was confirmed when a young man walked into the kitchen. He was a hustler, and from the surprise on his face, Holden knew the guy recognized him as one at the same time. It took Holden a moment to call up the name, but he did. “Colton, right?”

The guy, a severe-faced kid who was just starting to show the lines and hollows of a life lived way too hard, gave him the slight head jerk that Holden associated with “bro” types. “Yeah. Fox, right?”

“That’s me.”

Colton retrieved a bottle of water from the fridge, then said, “Nice to see ya,” on his way out of the kitchen.

After he was gone, Holden raised an eyebrow at Karo. “Friend of yours?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing,”

Holden shook his head. “Know of him, but he started on the streets after I’d moved up the ladder to higher-class prostitution, so I never truly met him. Isn’t this a conflict of interest, him staying here?”

“He’s just staying here until he can find a permanent place to stay, and he’s not a prostitute anymore.”

He nodded, but Holden felt Karo was kind of lying to himself here. Maybe Colton wasn’t in the sex trade any longer, but if Karo thought of them as “just friends,” he wondered if that would be a surprise to Colton.

Not that he was judging! He knew better than that. But Holden also knew from how old Colton looked—despite the fact he was probably under thirty—that he was the drug-addicted kind of hustler, and those were the kind you had to be careful of. Addictions were hard. They could ride you straight into the ground, and while some people could function on them like they weren’t stoned at all (hello, Roan) and others appeared permanently wasted whether they were or not (hi there, Newt), most people were somewhere in the middle. And Colton had the eyelid tic and mouth twitch Holden ascribed to users of meth and crank, the hardest of the drugs. Oh, sure, heroin was pretty hard, but it didn’t burn you out in quite the same way as meth. There were so many toxic chemicals in that shit it seemed to rot people from the inside out, and it wasn’t so much the drugs that killed them as the lethal sludge that baked their organs and made their teeth fall out like dead leaves. Could the high really be so fantastic people up and mainlined poison for it? And despite its toxicity, meth was one of the hardest bastards to shake. Its claws were barbed, and they sank down to the bone.

All power to Colton if he shook that monkey off his back, but he’d need a whole new life to escape the trap. He was going to need a fuckload of support from Karo, and it probably wasn’t fair to him. But, again, who was he to mention this? If Karo didn’t mind, it wasn’t his place.

“So I’m safe?” Holden said. “There’s no big action being taken on Big Mike in the next week or so?”

“No, but… you really should drop this case. Working with Big Mike isn’t good.”

Both to change the subject and to find out if the cops were doing anything about it, Holden asked, “Have you heard about this guy beating up trans and people he mistakes for trans downtown?”

“Yeah. But almost no one has made an official report. It’d help a lot if you could talk some of them into filing one.”

“Considering how well the cops and trans community have gotten along, that oughta go great.”

Karo grimaced and looked down at his coffee. The police had a checkered history with all minority groups, but while some improvements had been made in recent years, there was still a long way to go. And as a black (closeted) gay cop, no one should know that better than Karo. “I never suggested it would be easy. But we can’t catch the guy if no one will actually file a report.”

“The street has a tendency to take care of its own. Maybe just leave it there.”

Now Karo looked back at him, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Look. The only reason I’m doing any of this is because Roan is my friend. But you are not my friend. And I’ve heard things that suggest you’re involved in extralegal activities beyond prostitution. So understand if I get some evidence that you’re doing even half of what’s rumored about you, I will arrest you myself. We clear?”

Holden couldn’t help but snicker. “I knew you had some spine, Karo.”

“Oh, that’s another thing. My name is Kevin. And I’m sure in your world Karo is meant to be flattering and not demeaning, but I find it diminishing and patronizing. So don’t call me that again.”

Holden gave him a tiny salute of agreement, careful to make sure that it didn’t come off as sarcastic. “Gotcha. I wasn’t trying to be an asshole—”

“I know. And somehow that makes it worse.”

Holden wondered what the tipping point was when Kevin finally put it together that he and Roan had strayed into extralegal activities. It was looking for Rico’s killer, wasn’t it? When Roan tackled the guy and lost control, nearly punching his jaw off his face, Kevin had been there, and after Holden had kicked over the coffee table to stage the scene and make it look like a fight between Holden and the perp, Kevin had accused him of doing it before. Of course he had, and of course he didn’t admit it, but it didn’t matter. It hadn’t really been a question anyway. Kevin wasn’t so naïve he didn’t know what he had seen.

He didn’t want to say he respected Kevin more now that he’d gotten a little cranky, but Holden totally did. He didn’t appreciate the arrest threat—although the warning was good—but it was nice to know that Karo—Kevin—had a little bite to him after all.




11—Skin

 

 

WAS IT a good thing or a bad thing that the house made him constantly think of being in Roan’s home? Scott honestly wasn’t sure. He kind of liked it, but Grey thought they should make it a bit more their own. But what did that mean?

Scott lounged on the couch, trying to decide if he should go through the paint swatches or get high. Getting high and going through paint swatches was a recipe for disaster, which he knew from their old place. For some reason, he thought truly abysmal colors were kind of funny when he was stoned, and that led to him painting his old dresser this hideous sort of pinkish orange, which looked more like vomit than any color ever should. It was so hideous Scott gave the dresser away, got another one, and made Grey promise that he would physically stop him if he ever tried to do such a thing again. Grey could physically stop a running freight train, so that was no problem. But he had to be here, and right now, he wasn’t. The temptation was strong, even though he knew it was a bad idea. That summed up much of Scott’s life in a nutshell—he should just get it on a T-shirt.

The ringing of the doorbell surprised him, suggesting Grey had left the front gate open. Which was fine. There had been some minor vandalism incidents aimed at Roan in the first few weeks Grey had lived here, but once it finally got through the bigots’ thick heads that Roan didn’t live here anymore, and a huge muscular man did, they started drifting away. Grey actually wanted to confront some, which Scott felt the idiots could sense, and they didn’t want to get in a fight with some Frankenstein-looking motherfucker. Scott would have happily helped, as there was nothing more fun than beating up some redneck assholes (and they always thought they were good at fighting, and they were always wrong), but maybe it was best they didn’t. Their coaches wouldn’t be happy if they picked up a criminal record in the off-season.

Scott peeled himself off the couch and realized, halfway to the door, that he was only wearing boxer shorts. Did it matter? Probably not. If it was a cute UPS guy, maybe he could give him a little flash for a thrill.

But it wasn’t the UPS guy. Opening the door, he found that British cat cop guy on the doorstep. He wasn’t in uniform—he was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket—but he had some fresh-looking scratches down the left side of his face (just missing his eye), and his left arm was in a sling. What the hell was his name? “Holy shit, man, what happened to you?” Scott asked. Maybe it would buy him time to remember his name.

He was cute, in spite of his injuries. Clear blue eyes, soft brown hair; he wasn’t pretty, but he was far from plain. “It’s termed officially an equipment failure,” he replied in his melodic British voice. “We were trying to wrestle down a rather big lion, and my face shield got knocked off, and it got its claws through my protective sleeves. Mainly I just got scratched, so I’m okay.”

“Is that why you’re not in uniform?” Scott teased. What the hell was his name? It was something British, but Clive didn’t sound right.

“Scratches open too easily, and fresh blood really riles up the cats, so I’m on desk duty until they’re too old to open.”

“Ah. Why are you here?”

“I thought I’d check in, make sure your vandalism problem hasn’t recurred.”

“It hasn’t. One solid look at Grey and his ‘Please, try something’ sign scared everyone away.” Scott paused, and the guy continued to nod. Scott gave him a moment before finally saying, “Why are you really here? Do you miss Roan that much?”

The guy—Gareth! His name was Gareth!—grimaced and looked away, a blush rising up his throat. “I… it’s not….” With a sigh, he gave up. “It’s pretty fucking obvious, huh?”

“Yeah.” Scott stepped back and held the door open. “Come in.” He walked back toward the sofa without looking. “Wanna beer?”

“It’s one in the afternoon.”

“So? We’re both from hard-drinking countries. Many of our countrymen are already drunk by now.”

“You’re not American?”

“Canadian,” Scott said, turning to see where he was. Gareth had come in and closed the door. Scott gestured toward the kitchenette. “So, want one?”

The Brit thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. But thanks.”

“Okay, but if you change your mind, help yourself.” Scott threw himself back on the couch, still wondering if he should smoke a bowl. It was legal now in Washington State, so it wasn’t like Gareth would arrest him. Besides, he was cat squad.

“So, have you seen him lately?”

It took Scott a second to realize who Gareth was referring to. “Roan? Yeah, I saw him… maybe a week ago? Back in Vancouver. I convinced him and Dyl to come to the Canucks game. That was before I got this.” He raised his casted wrist. And now that he did that, it was not only starting to itch under the cast, but ache too. Yeah, he really needed to do something to take the edge off, and he didn’t want to pop any more pills.

Gareth’s eyes came alight then. Wow, the guy had it bad. “He’s okay? I mean, how does he look?”

“Good. As good as always. Although I think he’s getting a little restless. I’m not sure he’s used to the retired thing yet.” Scott reached into the end-table ashtray for a joint. Gareth must have recognized it for what it was, because his eyebrows went up. “I have a prescription. They’re my pain meds.”

His eyes narrowed. “They are not.”

Scott shrugged. “Either arrest me for it or join me.” He pulled a lighter out from beside the butt lamp and lit up the joint.

Gareth scowled at him. “I’m not going to arrest you. But I don’t smoke that stuff either.”

Scott took a deep toke and held it in as long as he could. After exhaling, he said, “Not even as a teenager?”

“Oh hell no. I was a good kid. I knew even then that I wanted to be a cop.”

“Holy shit. You’re like those kids I met in Triple A who did everything their parents told them to do and wanted to pray before games. I never got them at all.”

Gareth looked uncomfortable, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “You know I barely understood any of that, right?”

“Take a load off, man, you’re making me uncomfortable.” Scott pulled himself up into a sitting position and patted the cushions beside him. The Brit looked really dubious, but he also looked like he was dying for more information about Roan. After several seconds of dithering, he came over and sat down. Scott held the joint out toward him. “Gotta try it at least once. Just so you know if you hate it or not.”

“That’s the most tortured logic I’ve ever heard,” Gareth said. But he took the joint, holding it between his thumb and forefinger like a chopstick he was going to stab someone with. “You know, it doesn’t smell great.”

“No, but this is actually some good shit. I’ve had weed that smells like sweat socks buried in the bottom of my gym bag. This is good compared to that.”

Gareth stared at him sidelong. “Dare I ask how long you been smoking pot?”

“Only if you want to be lightly horrified.”

The Brit scowled at the joint, as if he considered dropping it and grinding it out on the carpet. “I’ll give you points for honesty. How does one do this? Is it like smoking a fag?”

“Pardon?” Scott gave him wicked side eye for that.

“Cigarette. That means cigarette.”

Scott chuckled and slapped him on the back. “Dude, I know. I’ve seen British TV. I was just messin’ with ya.”

Gareth shot him an evil glance before looking back at the joint. “You hold it in?”

Scott nodded. “For as long as you can.”

He still examined it like he expected it to come alive. “I’m not sure about this.”

“I’ll tell you about Roan,” Scott promised.

Gareth sighed, sat back, and took a toke. He was good for 1.5 seconds, and then he started coughing like someone had just saved him from drowning. Scott took the joint back and patted him on the back, even though it wouldn’t help. “I’m gonna guess you never even tried a cigarette.”

Gareth shook his head, still coughing, now turning a little red. In hopes of distracting him, Scott started telling him about when he saw Roan and went into detail about how he looked because he knew Gareth would want to know. Gareth had it bad for Roan, and it was hard to blame him.

As soon as he was finished coughing, and Scott was done talking, Gareth said, in a raspy voice, “Bloody hell, that’s awful.”

“Only until the high kicks in. Then it’s great.”

“I’ll take your word on it,” Gareth said, sitting so far forward he was almost bent in half. Was he trying to put his head between his knees?

Scott took another toke, then put the joint in the ashtray. Once he let out the smoke in a solid stream, he said, “You’ll be okay. Want that drink now?”

He nodded. “Not beer. Water or anything else nonalcoholic you might have would be great.”

“Oh, where’s the fun in that?” But Scott peeled himself off the couch and padded to the kitchen, the ache in his wrist slowly melting away thanks to his nicely building buzz. He also realized he was just starting to get hungry. “Want something to eat? I think I need a snack.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

He had to give it to the Brit. He was living up to the polite stereotype. Of course, Scott wasn’t that stoned, and certainly not so far gone he didn’t realize Gareth had never actually said why he was here. The whole vandal thing was an excuse. He was just here for Roan stories, right? Or was there something else at work?

As Scott started throwing together a sandwich, he wondered if he cared enough to find out. While he fetched the mustard, he finally asked, “So you came here hoping maybe Roan had stopped by his house out of the blue?”

Gareth let out a huge exhale and sagged back against the sofa. “God, I’m an idiot, aren’t I?”

“A little. Mostly you got it bad. Did you ever tell him how you felt?”

“Are you kidding? I was at his wedding. How could I do that?”

Yes, Scott remembered that. Dylan and Roan had a little ceremony right at this house before they hightailed it to Kelowna. It was really sweet, and he amused himself by seeing how uncomfortable he could make Holden with near-miss public displays of affection. (Bless him, he just hated relationship bullshit.) “Do you even know him all that well?”

Gareth raised his head. “Roan? He saved my life. Yeah.” He paused briefly. “Well… I mean, I guess you could argue….”

“How do you think Dylan would take the news that you were smitten with his husband?”

“He’d hate me.”

Scott shook his head, slapping the final piece of bread on top of his monstrously sloppy sandwich. He then tossed Gareth a bottle of water from the fridge, and the cop managed to catch it with his good hand. “Wrong. You don’t know them at all. Dylan has a weary sort of patience for men who fall in love with his husband. You know why? ’Cause it happens all the fucking time. He’s got super lion guy pheromones or something, makes everyone crazy for him.”

“Really? So I’m not—” Gareth stopped suddenly and reddened quite a bit.

Scott wasn’t so stoned he couldn’t put together the unspoken bit. “You were gonna say gay, weren’t you?”

“No, I… I mean, there’s nothing wrong with that. It wasn’t a slam on you.”

Scott flopped back down on the sofa, sandwich balanced on a red-and-white-striped saucer. It was amazing how many dishes he and Grey had that neither of them were sure where they came from. Like random chance had one day deposited them in their cupboards. When he was stoned, he thought about it a lot. “I’m not gay.”

“Aren’t you Holden’s boyfriend?”

“I was. And I’m bi.”

“Oh.” Gareth nodded in that way that some people did—like if they could nod enough, everything would make sense. “So you like both men and women?”

“That is the general definition of bisexual.” The sandwich was kind of a mess—he just threw in whatever random lunchmeat he’d found in the fridge on some bread, and he included some lettuce, although now he was thinking it was spinach—but it was pretty good. Even the bread, some kind of whole-grain monstrosity that was like chewing on wheat stalks (Grey was all about being as healthy as possible between beers), tasted okay, although that was probably the pot’s doing. It could make the shittiest thing kind of taste all right.

“Yeah, I—God, I sound like an idiot, don’t I?”

“Little bit.”

Gareth sighed and rubbed his face. “Could I…. It’ll be okay if I ask you a question, right?”

Scott shrugged. “Depends on the question.”

Gareth took a moment, possibly to gather his courage, before plowing onward. “How… how did you know you were… y’know, bi?”

Scott settled back against the sofa, crossed his legs, and rested the weird saucer on his lap. “Like most Canadian boys, I had a bunch of hockey players on my walls growing up, and I was really into them, some more than others. It was only when I was older that I realized one or two of these weren’t just hero worship or socially acceptable ‘man crushes.’ I mean, it was one guy. Maybe two. Normally, hockey guys aren’t my type, which I know sounds funny. But it’s true. Still, I was also into girls, and I was willing to chalk it up to confusion until I decided to test myself. I went to a bar—I was sixteen by this time—and while I could go for some of the women, the men did nothing for me. Of course, most of the men looked like professional Dumpster divers, so I thought I’d check out a gay bar and see how that went. Well, right away I saw guys I could go for, including this hot-bod little go-go boy, who turned out to be a nineteen-year-old Quebecker named Jean-Marc who was way into me too… and that’s another story. Trust me, I have a pretty average het losing-my-virginity story and a fucking awesome gay losing-my-virginity story, but I won’t bore you with the details. Anyway, I tested myself and figured out pretty fast my libido doesn’t play favorites. It likes everyone, although I do have specific types. What about you?”

Gareth stared at him with the wide-eyed horror of a raccoon about to get run over by a semi. “What? I’m straight.”

Scott had already taken a bite of his sandwich, but he couldn’t help but smile as he chewed, and he shook his head. “Roan and his super pheromones can turn a lot of heads, but it can’t alter your orientation. If you feel attracted to him, a part of you was already bent that way, whether you knew it or not. So you’re not perfectly straight, no matter what. Didn’t you ever have an inkling?”

“I’m not… not that’s anything wrong with it. I’m just not….”

Scott stared at him, too stoned to hide his disbelief. “Dude. It’s just us here. We don’t even have a pet yet. Who’s gonna know?”

“I’m not gay!” Gareth all but shouted, then looked mortified, turning about a dozen shades of red. “I’m not… I’m straight, okay? And I like Roan, but I’m not in love with him.”

Scott gently butted his shoulder into Gareth’s. “And I’m the Queen of Siam. Wanna try again? If you weren’t in love with him, why are you here?”

Gareth opened his mouth to protest, but snapped it shut and repeated this action two more times. It was like watching a fish drown in air. Scott had a terrific urge to throw him in a pool. Gareth sighed explosively and held out his hand. “Can I have the joint, please? I’m not inebriated enough to have this conversation.”

Scott picked up the joint from the ashtray and handed it over. “That’s good, ’cause I had a question I wanted to ask you anyway, and I’d rather have you in a looser frame of mind.”

It was unlikely Gareth could or would help Holden very much, if Scott was even brave enough to ask him. But it was worth a shot. And a cat-squad cop on your side was probably better than none at all.




12—No Shelter

 

 

HOLDEN WONDERED if this was the lowest he had ever sunk. Was he really going to have to fly to Missouri?

There was just no getting around it. Holden was undoubtedly going to have to bite the bullet and do it. It was probably bigoted of him to assume that because he was a gay man, it would be like infiltrating enemy territory. There were gays in Missouri, no matter what most Missourians probably thought, and they weren’t being hunted down in the street. How far afield had he ranged from Washington State anyway? He went down to Mexico once, with a client. That was it. Mexico, Las Vegas, British Columbia, a couple of different spots in California, Portland, all over Washington State: that was the sum total of his travel experience. He really needed to travel more. Of course, he’d need the money to do so, or he’d just have to tag along with a client.

He wasn’t a hustler anymore, but he still had a handful of regulars he saw on and off, and as it was, Doug was coming in tonight. His golden client; the one he never had to fuck, only truss up and beat for a while. It was therapy for both of them, as weird as that sounded. Since Doug was an airline pilot, Holden decided to ask him about the Missouri airport and how it was.

It turned out Doug had been to the Kansas City airport a few times but couldn’t tell him much about it, as all airports—with a few exceptions—had begun to blur together and homogenize for him. Doug described them as “malls with the same stores.” He thought it was pretty humid, at least compared to Washington State, although it wasn’t as humid as Washington D.C. or New York City. Which meant nothing to Holden, as he could only compare it to Washington State, which was apparently not humid like most of the rest of the country (or at least the eastern/southern part).

Doug was at least the right person to ask, because not only did he offer to help Holden get a ticket to Kansas City, but to get him upgraded as well since “they treat people in coach like cattle.” Which was good to know, and what he suspected anyway. As it stood in today’s world, you pretty much had to have money if you wanted to be treated like a human being. Being poor as fuck somehow made you subhuman, although the logic of that totally eluded Holden.

When Holden had first gone home to change, he found Chai asleep on the couch and did his best not to wake him. Only when he was leaving did Holden notice his artificial leg was propped up beside the sofa, like someone had left in such a violent hurry they’d left a part of themselves behind. He couldn’t imagine what that felt like, but he could imagine Chai was sick of his friends treating him differently because of it. That had to suck. He could understand feeling for the guy, but pitying him? The absolute worst. As Roan could have told anyone, hatred was better than pity.

Holden stopped on the way back from Doug’s hotel to grab a pizza from Humble Pie, and when he got home this time, Chai was awake, looking slightly lost, his artificial leg back on. It wasn’t a shock, as Chai had looked more than a little lost when he’d showed up that morning.

“Hey,” Chai said, raising a hand. He was seated on the couch, still dressed in his rumpled black T-shirt and loose jeans. His coat was over the back of the sofa.

“Hi. Hope you’re hungry.” Holden put the pizza down on his kitchenette counter, and Chai levered himself up, coming over with the slightest of limps. “Since it was so late, I figured we could do the Indian food and gelato tomorrow. Maybe for breakfast. You won’t believe how good boozy gelato tastes in the morning.” This was actually true. That was the real breakfast of champions.

“What’d you get?”

“It’s called Field Roast. Basically it’s a veggie sausage pizza, but it tastes better than you’d think.”

“Smells good,” Chai said, not quite smiling. He was still really handsome, and it was easy to ignore his scars, but Holden imagined it wasn’t so easy for Chai. Chai used to pride himself on his looks. They must have seemed like neon ropes to him, ones that crisscrossed his face until he was unrecognizable.

Holden held up the bag he was holding before putting it on the counter. “I got a bottle of wine too, ’cause why the fuck not? Makes me feel continental.”

That teased a smile out of Chai. “Where do you keep the plates?”

“Top cupboard, by the fridge.”

Chai brought a couple over and started serving up pizza while Holden opened the wine and poured them both juice glasses full of the stuff. Fuck wine glasses; he didn’t even own them. Besides, for the conversation they were about to have, they probably needed all the booze.

They sat in the living room, ate pizza and drank wine, and Holden turned on the TV for a little background noise. It was on Cartoon Network, which seemed appropriate in an inappropriate way.

First, just to establish some trust, he told Chai about the case he was working. Chai had never heard of Big Mike, so that was a surprise to him. Holden also told him how he hadn’t been able to establish any leads and how he wasn’t looking forward to flying to Missouri to go through endless pieces of paper looking for a smidgen of information that may or may not be there. “I’ll come with you,” Chai offered.

Holden was surprised but didn’t show it. Mainly because it was habit not to tip his hand. “What?”

“I don’t mind doing some research. It’ll go faster, and maybe we can get that flight out at night.”

Holden thought about it as he chewed on some crust. It really wasn’t a terrible idea. “You wanna be my assistant?”

Chai shrugged. “Does it pay?”

“Only in food.”

“That’s the best offer I’ve had in a while. I’m in. And don’t worry, I can get my own ticket.”

“I know a guy; I can get you a good deal.” There were perks to keeping friendly relationships with some of your clients. Holden ate another bite of pizza, swigged down some more wine, and partially watched American Dad, while also watching Chai out of the corner of his eye. He was waiting for him to get enough wine in him to relax. His posture always gave it away. Normal Chai was pretty contained, pretty set, but once you got some controlled substances in him, he seemed to relax and grow more comfortable in his own skin. Holden assumed it was his semireligious background that left him in constant conflict with himself, as Holden had had a bit of that himself before he stopped giving a fuck. You really had to shed your baggage to get along in the world and learn to live with yourself, but some people found it much harder than others.

Chai was on his second full glass of wine, about halfway through it, when his shoulders relaxed and he slumped more loosely against the couch. He even chuckled at a joke in The Venture Bros. That was when Holden decided to finally drop the hammer.

“So why did you decide to kill yourself, exactly?”

Chai’s shoulders suddenly tensed, and he turned his head slowly toward him, pasting on a sickly smile. “What are you talking about?”

“Chai. It’s me. Don’t try this. You didn’t come back for any reason but to say good-bye. When you left, you left for good. You even told me you doubted you’d ever come back to Washington again.”

Chai shrugged one shoulder, avoiding his gaze. “I changed my mind. It’s not a big deal.”

“It’s a huge deal. You came here to say good-bye to me. What made you change your mind?”

Chai slugged down the rest of his wine, which was fairly impressive, and put the glass on the coffee table. It fell over, but it didn’t matter as it was now empty. “You, Fox. Isn’t it obvious? You made me change my mind.” Chai finally looked at him, and his alcohol-glazed eyes were watery with unshed tears. “I think you were the only real friend I had here, and part of me wanted to find you as watered-down and corrupted as the rest of us. But you’re still you. Intense, terrifying you.” He chuckled faintly. “Is it weird to say that gave me hope? The world keeps beating us all down, inch by inch, but you’re still punching back. I wish I could do that.”

“You can, Chai.”

He shook his head with such ferocity he almost fell over. He was surprisingly wasted, more than Holden would have expected even though they were big glasses of wine. “No, I can’t. I was a coward before, always hiding behind you, and now I can’t even stand up on my own two feet ’cause I only got the one.” Chai snickered at his own comment, though the joke wasn’t funny at all.

“Did you take some painkillers?” Holden suddenly wondered if Chai had found his stash in the bathroom, or if he had his own. An amputee probably had a more legitimate source of meds.

“Just a vike to take the edge off. My stump’s been hurting all day. But now I feel fucking fantastic.”

Not a great combination with that much wine, but if he only had one, it wasn’t a huge deal. He’d just sleep like the dead. In his case, that might not be so bad. “If it means anything at all, Chai, I never thought of you as a coward. I thought of you as smart. And I am corrupted, just in a different, even more terrible way. The world fucks us all.”

Chai gave him a lazy, drunken ruin of a smile. He was about three minutes away from passing out. “But you fuck it back. I can’t even tell you how jealous of that I am.”

“Then I’ll teach you how. But why don’t you relax, and I’ll get some more wine,” Holden said, standing up and grabbing Chai’s glass.

“That’s an excellent idea,” he agreed. But Holden had no intention of giving him more booze. He was waiting for the drowsiness to overwhelm him and ride him down for the night. Once he was in the kitchen, he set the glasses down by the sink, put the leftover pizza away, and then wandered off to the bathroom. He checked his pill stash, and it seemed to be intact, so whatever pills Chai took were his own.

By the time he got back into the living room, Chai had slumped over and was making mild snoring sounds. Holden gently straightened him out, making sure he was on his side, and wedged pillows behind him so turning onto his back would be a hell of a fight. It was unlikely he’d barf in his sleep, but if he did, Holden didn’t want him suffocating on it. He covered him with the couch throw and wondered if he had a new roommate.

Not that he ever had an old one. Sometimes Newt couch surfed his way, and when he and Scott were an official thing, Scott sometimes stayed over. But Holden valued his solitude, his own space. Once he took it for granted, and then he didn’t have any for a while, but now it was the greatest thing.

Still, he wasn’t about to kick Chai out. Not only did he have no place to go, but if he was at all suicidal, Holden might as well just kill him himself. Holden wasn’t a huge fan of self-pity bullshit, but he understood it, and there were times when he fell into the same trap. Sometimes it was difficult not to. Even Roan did, but Roan had taught him a very valuable lesson—use that self-hatred and turn it outward, take it out on the bastards who really deserved the enmity. Holden couldn’t turn into a lion and tear them apart, but he could do other things, things maybe even worse. Ultimately, even when the lion took over, Roan showed mercy. He made it quick. Holden usually had no desire to be merciful. The lion just wanted you dead, but Holden usually wanted the bastards to hurt first.

Should he drag Chai into darkness with him? Also, could he really? Chai was in a dark place right now, but that might be a temporary valley, a postaccident depression in his life. Yeah, it’d been a while since his accident, but recovery could take a long time. He might never recover. Holden didn’t need to make it worse.

But…. If Chai wanted to help him with some of the grunt work, that was fine with him.

And at least someone might be able to genuinely use the sword cane Holden had. Might be nice.

 

 

CONSIDERING THE booze and pills he’d had, Chai wasn’t really hungover at all. And Holden needed more than a juice glass full of wine to get him buzzed, so he was fine.

Holden took Chai out for margarita gelato and butter chicken samosas before they headed to SeaTac to catch the afternoon flight to Kansas City, and Chai worked some smartphone magic, making sure they’d have a rental car waiting for them when they got there. While they waited, he found out from Chai that he had some money saved from the insurance settlement he got after the accident because there was a huge lawsuit based around it. (Chai’s friend, who had been driving the car, died, as did the passenger of a second car in the pileup. Ironically, the driver of that car wasn’t too badly injured, and she was the lawyer who spearheaded the suit.) The company ended up covering most of his medical costs, which was good because according to Chai they were astronomical (Holden could bet). He also got a little money on the side to make up for his “exploded life,” but Chai hadn’t used it all up. Chai was actually surprised by this, given that once he recovered enough from the accident and could, in theory, work, he wasn’t able to find any. Admittedly, he didn’t try super hard, as he was depressed. Chai admitted he was even more depressed when he realized even hooking wasn’t open to him anymore, not unless he never took off his pants or if he went into the fetish market, which he really didn’t want to do.

It was one of those things that only people who had been sex workers could sympathize with, and even then, only those who had liked at least some aspects of their job. Holden felt for him but mostly kept that to himself. Chai didn’t want sympathy, although Holden bet he didn’t know what he wanted right now. He wouldn’t be suicidal if he did.

On the plane, they discussed what they should be looking for. Mentions of any major incident taking place in Hampton, Missouri, sounded impossibly broad, and yet Holden had nothing else to go on. It really ate at him because he was sure if Roan were doing this, he’d have already found some answers. But he wasn’t Roan and couldn’t pretend to be.

Although he and Chai talked for a bit, they also enjoyed their respective peace. Chai watched a movie, and Holden read a book about a gay detective Roan had recommended. He’d asked specifically for gay book recommendations because he was a bit tired of reading about hets. Hets were everywhere, and he was getting weary of them. Luckily, Roan knew of some stuff. But that wasn’t shocking, was it? Roan was a walking library. Maybe Roan’s book would be out the next time he flew.

Doug had been right about Kansas City. The airport itself was nothing special, as far as he could tell, and the humidity draped itself over his face like a wet washcloth. It was like a sauna that wasn’t very hot (it wasn’t too bad today), but they had gone crazy with the steam. He’d worn a loose T-shirt and his thinnest jeans, as well as a coat that he hated and was little more than a windbreaker, and yet he was still too fucking hot. He was glad he’d brought a worn backpack, because he was going to have to shove his coat in there.

Chai had dressed casually but classier than him in a button-down pale blue shirt and khakis, and while he looked ridiculously straight, he also looked less uncomfortable. It helped that Chai had always been a natural actor and was still as cute as all get-out; somehow, naturally, that made him look cooler.

They took their rental car, air conditioner blasting away, to the library that housed all the newspapers that covered the Hampton area. Luckily there was just the one. Unluckily most of the papers they were looking to search through were on microfiche alone, so they needed to learn to work one of those fiddly, antiquated readers. How did they even exist in this day and age? Wasn’t everything digitized now?

Well, apparently not. And Holden started getting bored within the first five minutes, but he kept at it because he could just hear Roan giving him shit about it.

Holden had to hand it to Chai; he was quiet and patient, and he managed to get through twice as much as him in the same amount of time. Considering they didn’t know how old Big Mike’s “father” actually was, they decided to widen the net of possibilities from the ’70s on, which was again possibly too broad a swath, but not being sure what they were looking for made things insanely difficult.

By hour two, Holden realized both that he was getting a headache and that he might not have budgeted enough time for this search. They might have to overnight it at the very least. How did Roan ever talk him into doing this for a living? Dreary didn’t even begin to describe it.

They only had one or two stories that might be what they were looking for, but they were garden-variety shootings and bar fights. Nothing leaped out as particularly special, except it looked like a lot of people drowned in a nearby lake each summer, and Holden wondered why the hell they didn’t just fill it in. The few pictures of it made it look like an overgrown sinkhole.

They were breaching the three-hour mark, and Holden was just realizing he was starving, when Chai said, “Uh… I think I found something.”

Holden shoved his library chair over to Chai’s microfiche machine and looked at the article he had up on his viewer. It was about the arrest of a man in possession of child pornography in Hampton. The next news story revealed the man’s name as Abel Thompson and mentioned that “other people” might have been involved. Over the next several issues, it came out that there were several men involved in what was eventually dubbed a “pedophile ring” that seemed to operate out of a church basement. (What a shock!) Five men were ultimately arrested, although the papers hinted darkly that there were probably more people involved and more arrests to come. The names of the arrested were Abel Thompson, Christian Millar, Otto Gibson, Harris Munsey, and Sam Lawton. Thompson and Munsey were the only ones whose photos appeared.

Big Mike had given him half of a faded Polaroid of his “dad,” one of the few still-existing photographs of the guy. Holden held it up and tried to match it to either of the black-and-white mugshots in the paper. It didn’t help that this took place in 1982, and the small photos were grainy and of poor resolution. Holden still didn’t think he was either man.

“What are you thinking?” Chai asked.

“I’m thinking Big Mike’s dad was one of these guys not pictured. Caught or not.”

“Can we prove it?”

Holden sighed. That wasn’t a serious question. Chai had been here with him the whole time and knew as much as he did. “So this is phase two of the investigation. We need to track down all these men, see if anyone is in a mood to talk.”

Chai pulled out his phone and got to work. “What’re you doing?” Holden asked.

“Searching the Missouri sex-offender registry. These guys have got to be on it.”

Holden pulled out his own phone, connected to the library Wi-Fi, and started googling names individually. Some of the names weren’t exactly rare, so he had to winnow down the choices, but between the two of them, they came up with some useful information. Gibson was dead, having killed himself awaiting trial; Munsey was still in prison for offenses committed while locked up. Thompson and Millar were nowhere to be found. Lawton was, according to the sex-offender registry, living at 118 Burton Drive in the nearby town of Randall. Time for a road trip.

Because Holden was starving, they picked up some fast food before following Chai’s GPS directions to Lawton’s place. They went down roads that felt more and more Deliverance-y the closer they got to their destination, and somehow it wasn’t a shock that Lawton lived in a trailer in a secluded, wildly wooded area far from other homes. The trailer itself was dirty and dented, more than a little run-down. The truck parked beside it looked only slightly better by comparison.

They had barely gotten out of the car when an overweight, balding man in a Coors T-shirt and khaki shorts, wielding a shotgun, came out the door of the trailer. It wasn’t a porch, it was exactly one porch step, but it still put him at a slightly higher angle than them. “Get in your car and get out of here,” he said.

This was exactly what Holden thought all of the South would be like. He knew that was wrong of him, but still. “We’re not looking for trouble,” Holden said, holding up his hands to show he was unarmed. He had to be, as it was hard to get through the airport with a knife or anything else. Reasons like that explained why he was having Esteban help him with his hand-to-hand combat skills. “We just—”

“All yer gonna get is trouble,” the man said, aiming the shotgun square at him. “Get outta here or get some buckshot too.”

Okay, so not necessarily lethal, but endlessly painful. Fantastic.

“Fox,” Chai said, backing toward the rental car. “I think we’d better go.”

“We’re just trying to find—” Holden began, not quite ready to give up yet.

“Trouble? You got three seconds before I shoot.”

The look in his nasty little eyes told Holden that Lawton could easily shoot him, and could probably do worse things too. Would Roan give up here? Yeah, he might. There was no point in a fight, and a hostile witness probably wouldn’t give them much of anything. This had been their best option, but not their only option.

“You win,” Holden said and retreated to the car. Lawton kept the shotgun trained on him until he started the car, but even then he didn’t lower the gun. This was one asshole who wanted to be left alone.

“How do you feel about an overnight stay?” Holden asked, once they were trying to thread their way through the dirt roads again.

Chai started punching new directions into his GPS. “Wanna visit Munsey in prison tomorrow?”

“That’s what I was thinkin’, yeah. You’re good at this.”

Chai snorted. “Hardly. It was the only move left.”

“Still, you’d be surprised by the number of people who wouldn’t see that. You may be a born investigator, Chai.”

“Doubt it. You make it seem very easy. If I wasn’t copying you, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Well, hell, that’s how I learned from Roan. You’ll do fine.”

And maybe he didn’t need to search for a sidekick after all. Yeah, he didn’t want to lead Chai into darkness, but if he followed him, who was Holden to send him away?




13—No Rest For The Wicked

 

 

AFTER A lunch of some decent (but not spectacular) ribs, they checked into a cheap motel, and Holden arranged tickets for a flight out tomorrow. Although they got separate but neighboring rooms, Chai came into his and enjoyed the air-conditioning while Holden made the calls. Chai left briefly to get them sodas and ice.

The bedspread was ugly; it looked like someone had created a pattern based on throwing up Nyquil and Cheetos, and Holden had a feeling if he ran a black light over it he’d never have sat on it. The carpet was a dull wheat color that reminded him of dentist offices, and the walls had the faux-wood paneling he was sure went out of fashion in the ’70s. It was a huge step down from the midrange or expensive hotels he saw during his escort days but a step up from the rent-by-the-hour crab hovels he saw when he was first working the streets. It was like having nostalgia for something that was never quite yours, but from the look on Chai’s face, Holden wasn’t the only one experiencing it.

As soon as Holden hung up and cracked open his soda, Chai settled back in the room’s only chair and asked, “Is it weird I sometimes miss being a hooker?”

“Nah. It was a job you were good at. There’s no reason for shame. Why do you think I still have a couple of clients? It’s hard to give up a gig you totally rock.” Holden took a couple of swallows of the cold, sugary drink, which still tasted really good, and asked, “Don’t like the term sex worker?”

Chai shook his head and grimaced. “No. I mean, technically, yeah, it’s correct, but it sounds weird to me. Clinical. There should be another term less… cold.”

“Like what? Sex mechanics?”

He snorted a laugh and covered his mouth, while Holden chuckled. Once Chai recovered his composure, he said, “Sounds like a porno.”

“Kinda. Ooh, I should’ve done one with that title. Feels like a marketing opportunity missed.”

Chai took a swig of his soda and slumped down, getting comfortable. Did he take some pain pills? The loosening of his posture suggested it, even if it didn’t show in his eyes yet. “How many did you do?”

“Only two. To be honest, it was boring, and I couldn’t see myself going any further with it. What about you? How many did you make before the accident?”

The mention of the crash made Chai wince, but he pressed on regardless. “Five. Well, five and a half, but I’m sure I got cut out of that last one. Or just ended up a random bit player. I heard you were in another, nonporn film too. What’s that about?”

Holden relaxed on the bed, partially lying down, the better for the air conditioner to wash all over him. He could probably strip down to his underwear. He couldn’t see Chai caring about that. He’d seen him naked before. “Oh, I got a bit part in this horror film they filmed partially up on Rainier. They needed a guy who wasn’t afraid of nudity for a skinny-dipping scene, and I wasn’t. Best part? I played a straight guy too, a really obnoxious drunken party bro.”

“Really?” A sly smile appeared that seemed to light up his whole face. It made Chai look painfully young. “Good death?”

“Yeah, pretty good. Hatchet to the face.”

“Ooh! I have to see this movie. What’s it called?”

“It ended up having this really generic name, like Hunting Ground or something, but the director apparently liked me. He’s called me twice to ask if I wanted to be in his next movie. He’s making a bunch of Z-grade genre pics that the Syfy Channel or foreign markets pick up. They’re not big parts, or great movies, but they’re fun to work on, so one of these days I might take him up on it, if the scheduling works.”

“You totally should! You being an actor would be amazing. I’m jealous. And he’s gay, right? This director.”

“Oh, totally. But he’s not my type, and he goes for boys younger and much twinkier than me. He just likes my sass.” Holden made an exaggerated disgusted face, and Chai dissolved into giggles. “And of course I’m a natural at acting. I’ve been pretending to be someone I’m not for most of my life.” He raised up a hand and rubbed his forefinger and thumb together in the “tiny violin” gesture they knew so well.

Chai swirled the liquid inside his can for a moment, looking wistfully at a point on the far wall as his smile started fading slowly, in increments. “I thought I could do that, y’know? That I’d be one of those actors who started in porn and moved over into regular acting. The first nonwhite one that I know of too. So I wasn’t dreamin’ big or anything.”

“Hey, someone’s always gotta be first.”

“Yeah, but… I don’t really think I was all that good. I mean, I’m good enough for porn, but who isn’t?”

“That isn’t fair.”

“Have you ever seen me act?” Chai countered. Holden shook his head. “I thought so. I watched like the first ten minutes of one of my films, and then I knew I could never watch myself again. Too painful.”

“We’re all our own worst critics,” Holden said. He knew he wasn’t the best actor, but he was actually not as horrible as he’d expected. He was not a movie star in the waiting by any means, but he figured he might be able to make a go of it as a character actor in bit parts. If he had no heavy lifting, he’d be okay. But he didn’t tell Chai that because there was no point. Holden figured he had built-in overconfidence.

Chai somehow sank deeper into the ugly little armchair, the drugs now starting to show in his eyes like a glassy shine of new ice. Chai wasn’t an addict, not yet, as he didn’t carry it off like Roan. You often couldn’t tell Roan was on pills, even by looking in his eyes, since his pupil size varied so wildly between shifts that the size was always shuffling; but still, Roan had been a functional addict. If you were compared to him, you were deep in hopeless territory. At least Chai had a ways to fall.

“You don’t hafta be nice to me, Fox. I was terrible, and I knew it. I just thought I’d have time to get better.”

“Your life isn’t over.”

Chai’s head rolled bonelessly toward him, lolling against the chair like it might fall off without the extra support. “Maybe not. But it feels a little like it.”

“And how many times have you felt that way?”

He snorted a small laugh, then covered his mouth in embarrassment. “Touché. Does it matter that it feels more real than it did as a teen?”

“Not really. We’re all a bunch of old drama queens in one form or another.”

He gave Holden a lazy, stoned, sleepy smile. Chai was still a lightweight, even after all this time. “The thing that makes you great is also the thing that makes you so fucking scary. You’re gonna hafta teach me that.”

Chai hadn’t specified what that was. But Holden, feet to the fire, thought he could guess. Not giving a fuck about anything was very freeing, but it did have a tendency to unnerve people. That and the fact he was fine with hurting people, as long as they were the right people.

Maybe it made him a psycho, and if so, so be it. But he felt no guilt in hurting those who hurt others. Holden felt like he was acting in the stead of karma, which sometimes skipped people entirely—if it even existed at all. He was bad news to the people who were bad news, and that was an epitaph he would be proud of. “It’s better you don’t learn. Stay you.”

“Why? I’m nothing.”

“Don’t be tiresome, Chai.” That made him chuckle, like Holden hoped it would.

Holden looked at the notes he’d made, drawing up questions to ask Munsey tomorrow. Of course, they were assuming he’d talk to them. He might tell them to fuck off, and then they were back at square one, but Roan had told him guys in prison usually liked to talk simply because doing time was monotony squared. Nobody wanted to be a snitch, but hardly ever having a conversation of any substance was its own special kind of hell.

“Can I join you?” Chai asked. He looked like he was about three minutes away from slipping out of the chair and puddling on the floor like a melted Popsicle.

Holden patted the empty side of the bed. “Okay, but if you get handsy, I’m pushing you onto the floor.”

Chai chuckled again, barely peeled himself off of the chair, and made it to the bed without fully standing up. He lay down beside Holden and let his head loll on the pillow, struggling to keep his eyes open. “So what’s the deal with you and Roan?”

“You know the deal.”

“No, I mean… you loved him, right? Did you guys fool around, or what?”

“No. Roan was very much a nester, into monogamy and all that. It’s a shame ’cause he was hot. Still is hot. Maybe due to all the shifting, time started to lose track of him, at least on the outside, and he seemed to be getting younger as he got older. But his insides… that’s why he gave it all up. Before it killed him. I totally would’ve done him, but I don’t kid myself. A relationship between us couldn’t have worked, and not just ’cause of the whole monogamy conflict. We would have killed each other. He’s just too much of a stubborn asshole, and so am I.” But Holden was really sad he’d never tapped that. He usually got the guys he really wanted, but Roan would forever be the one that got away.

“You didn’t completely answer my question.”

Holden sighed heavily. “Yeah, I guess I did love him. It was hard not to.” And also, he was the only thing that genuinely terrified Holden, and what was that whole business about keeping your enemies closer?

Of course, it wasn’t Roan who scared him. It was the lion part. Although the lion itself was horrifying, there was nothing more chilling than when the lion appeared and Roan didn’t change at all. It was impossible to explain to someone who hadn’t experienced it, but looking at a human and seeing nothing but the eyes of a predator looking at you was something else. No intelligence, just a rage and a hunger that was nearly unquenchable, one that immediately sized you up and concluded you were food. He’d met his share of human predators, but they couldn’t match that primal coldness. Being human meant you thought you were the top of the food chain, but then you met the lion in Roan’s body and realized you weren’t even close. Holden didn’t know how to explain that to Chai and decided not to bother. He might be better off not knowing that such things existed in the world. “But I was only one of a whole bunch. Everybody fell in love with him. He had supervirus pheromones.”

Chai chuckled. “That’s a thing?”

“For him. Also, he’s a genuine hero, and there are so few of those in the world.”

Chai put a hand on his leg. It wasn’t romantic, it was friendly. “You’re a hero too.”

Holden smiled down at him. Chai was so stoned, he was about two minutes from passing out. “No, Chai, I’m really not. I’m just a bad guy who hates other bad guys. That’s also why they never see me coming.”

Chai shook a finger at him, but his eyes had closed. “You are selling yourself short.”

“No, I’m being honest. Enjoy it, I don’t do it often.”

Chai didn’t reply to that. The next sound he made was a faint snore. Holden looked down to see he had finally passed out. He shoved him over, giving himself a bit more room, since Chai’s body heat was counteracting the air conditioner.

He’d made a list of questions he had to ask Munsey tomorrow, but it was more like guide notes, and he kept fussing over them in a way that embarrassed him. He’d have to throw a major charm offensive, and he knew following Roan’s playbook was probably for the best in that respect, even though it didn’t quite fit his style. Roan actually knew what he was doing; Holden was basically making this up as he went along.

That was exactly why muscle was just that and investigators were something different. Trying to cross over into someone else’s specialty was hard. But Holden had taken this on. He had no one to blame but himself. As usual.

At least he was consistent.

 

 

MUCH LIKE airports, once you had seen one prison, you had pretty much seen them all. Except they were even more soul destroying than airport hubs. Well, most of the time. This prison certainly was.

It was gray and surrounded by fences topped with barbed wire, in case you forgot you were entering a place where few could leave at will. Chai decided to stay with the car because he wasn’t sure he could take it, and Holden figured that was fair enough. He wouldn’t be going in if he didn’t have to.

It was even more depressing inside, which seemed impossible, and Holden was struck by the unpleasant smell of the place—industrial clean and yet with something underneath that smelled like corruption. How did Roan, who could sort out the individual smells of people, ever tolerate a prison? It must have been torture. Then again, with his sense of smell, Holden failed to see how every day wasn’t a torture for him. No wonder he chewed painkillers like Tic Tacs.

Holden did his best to swallow his resentment of the cops and guards who patted him down, waved metal-detecting wands over him, and had him sign in. They were doing their jobs, and they weren’t being kind or unkind to him, just professional, which was fine. But some part of Holden wouldn’t ever completely trust cops. Roan, sure, and Karo to a certain degree, but in his mind they were, as an anonymous whole, the “enemy.” He’d never gotten over being a street hustler, apparently. What was he, a teenager? But awareness of its basic silliness didn’t make the resentment go away.

It was all very dreary. Munsey looked older, balder, and sallow, as well as a little fatter, which surprised him. Didn’t guys in prison have nothing to do but lift weights? Munsey hadn’t gotten that memo.

Holden turned on the charm but stuck to Roan’s basic story about a man who had been living under a false identity coming into a sum of money. Holden was simply an investigator who wanted to get to the bottom of who this man was. Roan explained it was simple psychology. No one wanted to feel like they were “tattling” on someone, but make it positive, suggest there’s a payoff, and people became suddenly helpful. Part of it was the hope that if they did a solid for someone, they might do them a solid in turn (i.e., share the money). He was complicating the basic narrative by adding the mystery identity to it all, but Holden had no idea how else to explain why he didn’t know the man who was supposed to be coming into the money.

Munsey was hard to read, and Holden wasn’t sure which way he was going to go, even as he pressed the Polaroid of Big Mike’s father up to the shatterproof plastic. Munsey glanced at it with palpable disinterest, his eyes so flat they could have been made of paper. But once he looked at the picture, he snorted disdainfully and said, “It figures that bastard would luck into money. Son of a bitch never got caught either.”

His name, according to Munsey, was John Christie. Holden tried to tease more details of his story out of Munsey, but he was reluctant to talk about it, so Holden pulled the plug on the interview. But from what he gleaned, John was indeed part of the pedophile ring at the Baptist church, but he bolted at about the time the shit hit the fan. Munsey hadn’t heard from him since and had no fucking clue where he went. Holden figured that maybe Munsey thought Christie sold them out somehow, but he wasn’t convinced of that, mainly because even small-minded, Podunk redneck cops didn’t look favorably on child molesters, even if they gave up other ones.

Back at the car, Holden told Chai all about it, and Chai tried to find some info on John Christie. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t find much of anything. Except an article on the funeral of John Christie Senior, John’s father, who was “deeply involved” with the church and a lawyer of some standing. Both these things made Holden very nervous. Maybe John fled ahead of the bust because the info was leaked to his dad, who told his son. Did that mean John Senior was complacent, not wanting his family to be dragged into the scandal, or had he taken part? Was it a family affair? Sure, that sounded Lifetime-movie sordid, but that did occasionally happen, and not just in the South. Sick shit went down in even the supposedly nicest families. Look at his family: he was his father’s bastard son by a vulnerable woman who died, and his father and mother happily let his sister end up in the foster-care system simply because she was old enough to ask uncomfortable questions. And they let him believe he was their adopted son and probably would have let that lie go with them to their graves if Roan hadn’t ferreted out the truth. To be brutally honest, Holden would have preferred to have been adopted and not at all related to his sack-of-shit father.

They stopped for a little more Southern cooking before getting to the airport (it was no more than okay—seemed wildly overrated to him), and Chai spent much of their wait time working on his phone. Holden had suggested he scour the missing-children database looking for any Caucasian males who disappeared in a three-month time period and in a four-state radius at the time John Christie Junior disappeared. That was a big order, and he knew it, but that sort of tedious stuff really got to him, and Chai right now seemed eager to do anything. The way he threw himself into this task proved that Holden’s assumption was correct.

They were twenty minutes from boarding when Chai said, “I’ve got it narrowed down to three.” He then handed Holden the phone so he could see Chai’s choices.

One was a three-year-old boy named Guy Bochon (a little boy named Guy was just weird) who went missing in Townsend, Missouri. The other was a four-year-old in Topeka, Kansas, named David Smith. And the third was four-year-old Corey White of Des Moines, Iowa. All three of the boys looked roughly similar, with pale hair and teeth either too big or goofy in some way (Guy had a gap; David had a missing tooth), and unflattering haircuts that were undoubtedly parent approved. Holden realized he didn’t much like kids, although that was hardly a news bulletin. Granted, he liked his niece, although he’d really just seen her once. It was easy to like people when you very rarely saw them.

“Big Mike didn’t give me a picture of himself as a kid, so I’ll have to forward them to him and see if any of them look like him. Although, is it me, or do they kinda look alike?”

“All white people look the same to me.”

Chai gave him a blinding smile, and Holden looked at him askance. “So racist.”

“Uh-huh. What are the odds I get singled out for a thorough search again?”

Well, Chai had a point. His brown skin seemed to garner him extra scrutiny from TSA agents, even though he was Indonesian, not Middle Eastern. But then again, most people guessed Chai was Hispanic. Apparently people could be awful at guessing races if they didn’t fall in extremely obvious categories.

Holden e-mailed the photos of the kids to Big Mike, along with the fact that his father was a guy named John Christie Junior, who’d avoided getting arrested for his involvement in a child-porn ring. A winner all the way around. Holden was really glad he was dead. He should probably ask where he was buried so he could dig him up and kill him again.

Holden ended up sleeping most of the flight back home, and he had some weirdass dream involving a tar pit and Roan in lion form. He couldn’t remember most of it, except for a lingering sense of unease. When they entered the familiar mall of Sea-Tac, Holden checked his phone and found Big Mike had e-mailed him back. One line. “None of these kids are me.”

Goddamn it. Why did everything have to be so difficult?




14—The Beigeness

 

 

SCOTT WOULD never admit it out loud, but he never got drag shows.

It didn’t help that he was a big comedy fan, and comedy at most drag shows consisted of double entendres as subtle as a stick to the junk. Some guys made fabulous ladies, but otherwise he just didn’t get the point or appeal. He honestly couldn’t tell if Grey enjoyed it or not. He grimaced at some of the jokes but otherwise spent most of his time scanning the crowd.

Another thing: even though it was drag night at an otherwise gay nightclub, there were more women here than he would have anticipated. Drag was going mainstream, though, thanks to RuPaul, so why was he shocked? It did make their job difficult.

Since Holden had gone to Missouri—of all places—to work on the Big Mike case, he’d asked them to keep an eye out at the club’s drag night. A guy was stalking any kind of gender benders, and Holden hoped they could circumvent an attack, if there was one. He didn’t know if there would be or not, or if the attacker would be so bold as to come into a public place since he seemed to like the shadows. But Holden felt like the guy was starting to lose his shit, get cocky, which made sense since the cops didn’t seem to be tripping over themselves to get him. They had to promise they wouldn’t deliberately start some shit, and Scott was offended. They never started it. To borrow a quote from Roan, they just finished it.

Not that the guy was coming after them. Neither he nor Grey—especially Grey—could ever be mistaken for another gender. Hell, put Grey in a dress and high heels and give him the full drag-queen makeup experience, and he’d still look too much like a guy to take seriously. He was never the handsomest man, and he’d been in hockey long enough to have scars that augmented that. And yet the scars made his face more intriguing. He wasn’t a good-looking guy, but he was a fascinating one, which some teammates learned the hard way when they tried to get Grey to act as wingman for them and the girl they had in their sights was more interested in Grey. It was doubly funny because Grey was asexual and had no interest in throwing down with them. If the teammates and/or girls knew that, there was a chance it would still play out the same way.

Scott had some scars, but… well, maybe he could pass for female. If he had a makeup team and someone who knew how to hide his figure flaws.

But tonight they were just guys, in a surprisingly packed club, watching a drag show neither of them liked, drinking fancy, if way overpriced, cocktails. One of the bartenders was kind of cute, but that’s about all Scott could say for any of it. Some guys flirted with him, maybe one or two he might be interested in, but it looked like Grey got a bit more notice, which figured somehow. He was a big guy, and that often helped gain him attention, especially in a room this full. Even he had to shove through the crowd at times, but they fell before him like he was a cowcatcher on a train. Grey knew how to maneuver through a crowd that pushed back and didn’t want him there. He played professional hockey, after all, and if you had never been in a goal-line scrum during a power play, you’d missed out on one of life’s great nonsexual pileups. Scott tried to stay behind him, let Grey do most of the work, because while he had been in scrums too, he didn’t have the physical capabilities necessary for scattering people to the four winds like Grey did. In other words, he wasn’t built like a brick grain silo with legs.

What were they looking for? Grey had asked him this before they went to the club, and Scott didn’t have a good answer for him. He was hoping time would clarify some things, but it hadn’t. He still had no idea what they were after exactly, beyond some guy who got infuriated by all the men dressed as women, and vice versa. Of course, the victims hadn’t all been transgender or transvestites; according to Holden the last one had simply been gender nonconforming. So essentially they were looking for the Taliban and the Westboro Baptist Church rolled up into a single person. Scott imagined they would feel the waves of psychic hate coming from such a being long before they entered the room.

But it wasn’t that simple, was it? It never seemed to be. It was like the way professional enforcers—guys who did nothing but start shit and be deliberately nasty on ice, some of them real cheap-shot artists—could be the fucking nicest guys you’d ever meet off ice. Except for the ones who were total pieces of shit, of course. And what about Roan, who just seemed like a smoking-hot older guy when Scott met him, and then he turned out to be a genuine superhero. (And maybe not exactly human?) At first blush, Scott would have considered it possible that Roan could take a punch, but no way two, not in a row. Which couldn’t have been more wrong than if he’d assumed Roan was an inflatable duck.

You couldn’t look at a person and genuinely see them. You saw what they presented, what they were willing to show you or the world. Scott knew no one looked at him and thought “bisexual,” because he kept that close. He hoped they saw charming and handsome, but nothing more than that. Grey was very close to being exactly what he appeared, even though he liked to keep people guessing. Half the time Grey was guessing about himself too. But he was big, goofy, laid-back, and capable of breaking you like you were made of pretzel sticks if the situation called for it. He was a most loyal and cuddly werewolf of a man, which all his teammates could tell you. Yes, they were looking for a monster, but one who presented himself like a man. And must have been doing it well if none of his victims saw him coming.

The fucking painful show finally ended, and the music and the go-go boys suddenly turned the place back into a dance club, and that’s when he and Grey drifted outside. There were some people huddled in the far corners, smoking—modern-day gargoyles—and he and Grey crossed the street to loiter in peace away from the smoke.

“So what’s the move now, Captain?” Grey asked. That was only partially sarcastic. Scott was once team captain on the Falcons, and Grey was never going to let him forget it. If he didn’t say so himself, he’d been a damn good captain.

Scott was forced to shrug. “Don’t know. It’s too wide a net, isn’t it? We need to be looking for something more specific.”

“A fuckbucket of a human being.”

“How does that narrow things down at all?”

Now it was Grey’s turn to shrug. “Doesn’t. I was kinda hopin’ it would, though.”

They started walking down the street, hoping something would jump out at them that said “Bad man! Garbage pile of a human being here!” They didn’t have a plan, per se, if anything actually happened, save for the basic one, which was Scott very slowly calling 9-1-1 while Grey beat the asshole into the consistency of chunky tomato paste. It wasn’t a super sophisticated plan, but there was beauty in its simplicity.

They ended up walking past a couple of different clubs, as they were apparently in the club district, and the music bleeding out of each told you what its clientele was. The busiest looked to be a nightclub called Shooters, which was new to them. It had lots of wannabe Abercrombie & Fitch models waiting to get in, along with girls in absurdly tight minidresses, who probably had names like Kamanda and Puddle. Not that Scott wouldn’t gladly sleep his way through the line; he’d just wear a full-body condom while doing it.

Grey watched Scott out of the corner of his eye, then asked, “You wanna stop in there?”

Scott made a disgusted noise. “No. It looks like that’s where Seattle’s douchebags congregate. But some of them are pretty hot.”

Grey sighed. “There are times when I’m so glad I’m asexual.”

“You only say that ’cause you don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Fucking hot douchebags? No, I know what I’m missing.” He mimed wiping sweat off his brow, and Scott gave him an elbow in the arm that made him chuckle.

When Grey drove, he insisted on parking far out of the way, so they had to walk. This was his passive-aggressive way to get Scott to exercise more. If Scott ever complained about it, he parked farther out, so Scott learned early on to quietly resent him for it. They took a shortcut through a rather scary-looking, piss-reeking alley, but since Scott was walking with the Hulk, they were the only threat there.

The next block over wasn’t so crowded, although there were no nightclubs on this street, mostly just restaurants and coffee shops, with the occasional strange little shops acting as buffer zones between refueling stations. Scott’s personal favorite was the New Age-y crystal shop that promised Tarot card readings. He always wanted to go in and get his cards read for shits and giggles but hadn’t worked up the courage.

“We should get your cards read,” Scott teased as they walked by.

Grey shook his head. “I know my cards. I’m an ace of spades with a seven of clubs.”

“What are my cards, smartass?”

“Jacks, just jacks. ’Cause you’re such a jackoff.”

“How disappointing. I was expecting a much better joke.”

Grey nudged him with his shoulder, almost making him collide with a parking meter. If he’d really meant Scott harm, he could have put him through a shop window.

They’d just reached the corner when Grey turned and looked up a poorly lit street. Scott was pretty sure there was nothing up there, even when road workers hadn’t torn up the sidewalk.

“What?” Scott asked, looking up the darkened street. As he expected, he saw nothing.

“I think I heard something.” Grey didn’t stick around to explain; he just started walking up the torn-up road.

“For fuck’s sake,” Scott said, following him. What he really objected to was how chewed up the road was. Yeah, they’d put up some safety fences, but they were so pathetic they were mere suggestions and already leaning at drunken angles. Those wouldn’t be safe from a two-legged raccoon. If you weren’t careful, you could step in a pothole and twist your ankle. What a stupid way to end a hockey career.

Now that they were farther up the street, Scott was pretty sure he heard some drunken cursing ahead. He couldn’t actually hear the words being said, but he caught the tone, and drunks had a way of sliding and mashing their vowels and consonants together in very specific ways. Most people trying to replicate it couldn’t get it right simply because they didn’t get the way syllables suddenly stopped having edges. It all ran together like punctuation never existed. He was pretty sure he heard one of those drunken assholes yell “faggot,” although with his drunk tongue it sounded like “fuggit.” Could very well have been “fuck it,” but it was said with a lot of anger.

They finally came out on a street in the slightly seedier part of town, where most of the businesses were shut down for the night and only half the streetlights actually worked. It was nice and spooky, and that was before they saw that four guys had surrounded two other guys.

The four guys were very young and very drunk, and the two guys were a bit older—maybe mid- to late thirties—and as far as Scott could tell, sober. In fact, just from the differences in clothing—the older men wore overcoats and slacks, the younger men T-shirts and baseball caps and shorts long enough to be pants—he knew these were two worlds intersecting. Grey let out a harsh, loud whistle, which could have cut through a noisy rink like a hot knife through Nutella. The two older men winced, but the drunken guys just glared at him, so intoxicated his size and build did not instantly intimidate them. This let Scott know they were dumb drunk, which was a horrible sign. Violence usually occurred when dumb drunk was in the room. The four guys could take those men. But Scott didn’t think they could take him and Grey even with their greater numbers. Grey counted as two and a half regular guys on his own. The unknown variable was weapons. In Canada, you had to worry about knives. In America, it was always guns.

“There a problem here?” Grey asked, hands in his pockets. His posture was casual, as it always was before he beat the shit out of someone. Good fighters didn’t tense or flex; good fighters knew surprise was a great weapon and to never act like you were dying to kick ass. Scott kind of envied guys like Grey and Roan, who never looked like they were going to throw a punch and then threw one that was capable of clearing the room. They had the knack for it, a secret talent that only a select few had. You could learn it, but you had to be really good and gifted with a certain inborn aptitude.

A few loose syllables were spat toward him, which Scott took to be “Fuck off” in drunkspeak. One of the thirty-year-old guys, who was wearing a muffler, said, “Yes, these guys are being assholes for no reason.”

The tallest young guy shot out a hand and grabbed the man by his scarf, and before Scott could react, Grey had already moved. Scott had to back his play, even though he knew he’d probably take some punishment before Grey put everyone down. And Grey would, because that was his job, and he loved it.

Grey grabbed the man’s hand, to pry it off the older man’s scarf, but he reacted negatively to Grey’s contact and threw a punch that caught Grey on the jaw. And it was hilarious, because Grey didn’t react to it at all, while the guy shook his hand like he might have broken it. Grey backhanded him across the face and sent the guy slamming into the brick wall of the closed shop closest to them.

One of his friends tried to grab Grey, but Scott seized him and did the hockey move where you pull a guy’s shirt up over his head. It temporarily immobilized a person and, if they were very drunk, had the potential to confuse him. It only bought you a few seconds, but that’s why you had to make sure those seconds counted.

Scott meant to punch the guy, but another of the drunks whacked him in the back. He was probably aiming for the kidneys, but missed. It still hurt, though. Scott launched a wicked elbow as he spun around and caught the guy in the mouth, making him reel down the sidewalk.

Grey was already punching someone else—Scott could tell from the dull thuds and the pained “Oofs”—but the fourth guy grabbed Scott by the arm and simultaneously hit him in the back of the head. Stars exploded in front of his eyes, but he’d had much worse in his life. Scott broke free and spun away from the guy, then turned to face him, but he’d hardly raised his fist when Grey punched the guy in the side of his head, and he went down like a two-hundred-pound sack of shit.

“I had that handled,” Scott said.

Grey shrugged, and that was when the guy Scott had tangled up in his own shirt jumped on Grey’s back, like a squirrel trying to climb a bear. Scott ripped him off of Grey and punched him in the gut, quickly jumping back to avoid the splatter of vomit. Drunks were a lot like piñatas in that a hard shot to the midsection could make all their contents fall out.

The guy who’d punched him in the head was lurching forward, struggling with something in his pocket, and Scott knew damn well what it was. Scott met him with a very sharp kick in the balls that dropped him to his knees on the sidewalk, reached into his coat pocket, and ripped out his gun. It was small and cheap, but when he cracked it open, bullets fell out like glitter.

“This is worth fucking killing someone over? This?” Scott really didn’t get Americans sometimes. He put the empty gun in his pocket ’cause there was no way in fucking hell he was giving the idiot his gun back, unloaded or not.

Scott looked around, head still hurting a bit where he’d been punched, to find everyone but Vomit McPukenstein was pretty well tapped out of this fight. The two guys who had been harassed were staring at the pair of them like they’d suddenly sprouted wings and a spare head each.

“Who the hell are you guys?” Scarf Guy asked. “The Guardian Angels?”

“Something like that,” Grey said.

“We’re just not big on hats,” Scott added. Guardian Angels wore berets, right? He thought he remembered that, but he couldn’t imagine from where. Just one of those odd bits of trivia that ended up lodged in your brain.

Okay, so, not the transsexual-attackers. But hey, they’d stopped one act of violence… with violence. It wasn’t ideal, but it got the job done, at least for tonight. Now all they had to do was patrol the streets, night after night, hoping to stop shit before it started.

Yes, this was a totally unworkable plan. The problem was, they were mostly muscles, not brains. They were going to need some help to untie this knot.




15—Superhero

 

 

EXPANDING THE parameters had yet to help. Chai was of the opinion they should just send Big Mike the photos of all the white boys who went missing within his loose age frame and see if they could accidentally get a hit. To be honest, they had no other avenue of investigation.

The longer this went on, the more the possible explanation for it grew in Holden’s mind. It was a slim possibility, but so awful he wasn’t sure how he was going to tell Big Mike.

Chai was seated on Holden’s couch, going through websites on his laptop. Holden was in the kitchen, pouring himself a dirty gin and tonic, wondering if he should tell Chai not to bother. Truth was, Chai had bright eyes and looked engaged, too busy to remember to be depressed.

“What’s with that look?” Chai asked as Holden returned to the living room.

“What look?”

“The pensive, brooding, ‘I’m Batman’ kind of look.”

Holden took a sip of his drink and decided maybe he’d added a little too much iced tea. “I wasn’t aware I had that kind of look.”

Chai rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that. I bet you’ve practiced it in the mirror.”

“Looking brooding and not constipated is an art form.” Holden collapsed in the armchair, not spilling a single drop of his drink. That too was an art form.

Chai kept staring at him. Apparently Holden being flippant was not what he wanted. Holden took another swig of his drink for courage before launching his theory.

“Okay. Look, it’s possible Big Mike isn’t on any missing-child list.”

Chai’s eyebrows contracted in confusion. “What?”

“It’s possible he was one of those kids who falls through the cracks.”

“I don’t understand. What parent wouldn’t report their child missing?”

“The kind that sold him.”

A long pause ensued as Chai continued to stare at him like he was speaking Russian. “Wait. What? That doesn’t actually happen, does it?”

Holden scoffed. “You were a sex worker, and you’re asking that? Yeah, it happens. People are pieces of shit, but some more than others. Roan and I rescued a prepubescent girl from sex slavery by posing as buyers and showing up at a rest stop at one in the morning. Do you know how these men got her to sell to us? Her father sold her to them. She wasn’t on any missing-child list because she wasn’t missing. She was property, traded to another person for a fee. It happens. Not a lot, but probably more than you or I would think.”

Chai’s mouth had dropped open slightly, and he’d paled noticeably. When he got his voice back, he exclaimed, “What the fuck…? And you mixed it up with sex slavers? What the hell happened to you? And them?”

Holden shrugged. “Nothing. They were pretty amateur, and I had Roan. Roan is the ultimate weapon. The girl’s safe; she’s with Jessie. And the ones who survived are in prison.”

“The ones who survived?”

“Remember what I said about Roan?” He didn’t go into detail, but he could have. Using someone’s face to break a sink was not a recipe for a long and happy life. He was doing it to save Holden, though, so you could argue it was a kind of self-defense. Besides, the lion was out, and the lion couldn’t give a fuck about human laws.

“He killed someone?”

“To save me. And as far as I was concerned, they all deserved to die.” Holden sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I told you, you may not want to get involved in my world. I’m grateful for your help on this case, but remember, you’re free to go at any time, okay?”

Now Chai’s eyes narrowed. He still seemed a bit shocked, but he was getting past it. “You think I can’t handle it?”

Holden groaned and sat back, wanting desperately to do a campy flounce out of the room. But that would require him getting up. “That isn’t what I’m saying at all. I’m saying things could one day go south very badly, and you could get seriously hurt, or killed, or imprisoned. I’ve made my peace with that possibility. I know what I am, and it isn’t any good.”

“Didn’t you give me this speech before?”

Holden gave him the finger, taking a drink with his other hand.

Chai shook his head. “Why are you trying to scare me off?”

“I’m not. I’m being honest.”

“Fine, whatever, but I know you. You’re still the guy who kept me from freaking out in the beginning and kept me safe. I know you’re a decent guy, and you’re trying to paint yourself as this monster.”

“Decent guys can be monsters. Life can change you in so many ways.”

“You think you need to tell me that?” Chai patted his artificial leg, scowling at him. “I think I got the memo.”

“Not just physically.”

“Yeah, no shit. You’re preaching to the choir, Holden, and I’m still not buying what you’re selling.”

“I’m just warning you, okay? And I’m not sure you should expend so much effort on what might be an ugly reality.”

“But you don’t know that. You’re jumping to a conclusion free of evidence. Yeah, I know people are shitty, and that’s a possibility, but it’s not the only possibility, not yet.”

Holden was debating whether he should start lecturing Chai on the futility of hope when there was a familiar knock on the door. Scott’s knock, to be precise. Oh shit, was tonight drag night? He’d completely forgotten.

Holden went to the door and opened it on Scott and Grey, who looked surprisingly sober and just a little bruised.

“So I’m thinking you could have done this yourself and didn’t want to,” Scott said.

Holden held the door open and stepped back, a tacit invitation to come in. Frankly, having more participants in the conversation could only help at this point. “No, I didn’t know if I’d be back in time. So how did it go?”

“We collectively don’t get drag,” Grey said. As soon as they were in, they saw Chai sitting on the couch. Grey held up a hand as a hello.

“Chai, this is Scott and Grey. Grey, Scott, that’s Chai.”

“Chai as in tea?” Scott wondered.

“No, Chai as in short for Somchai, but everyone assumes it’s the tea.” Chai said.

“You know chai actually means tea?” Grey interjected. “So if you order it, you’re asking for tea tea.”

Holden, Chai, and Scott all stared at him for a moment. Was it the concussions, or was it just the way Grey was? Holden really wasn’t sure, even after all this time. After a moment had passed, Scott asked, “Do you have a bag of frozen peas or corn or something?”

“I got an ice pack, if you need one.”

“Thanks.” Scott and Grey sat on the couch, and Chai moved over for them. Grey made sure that Scott was between him and Chai, probably because having them seated next to each other would have looked like the human equivalent of that picture of the Great Dane next to the Chihuahua. Not that Chai was short, but he was quite slight, and next to the behemoth that was Grey, everyone looked remarkably small.

Chai eyed Scott appreciatively. “You’ve been through the wars.”

Scott looked down at his wrist cast, as if Chai was referring only to that and not the faint scars on his face. “I’m a hockey player. It goes with the territory.”

“Ooh, are you the ex?”

“The once-and-future ex,” Grey said.

Holden had his head in the freezer, digging out the blue ice pack at the back, but that made him scowl. What did that mean? Oh, fuck it. It was probably an inside joke between Scott and Grey. One thing he did learn: when hooking up with Scott, you always got Grey in some fashion too. They were attached at the hip, and bromance didn’t begin to cover it. Hell, they could both easily afford to live in separate homes, but they chose to live together, which told you all you really needed to know. They were brothers who’d adopted each other, and it was all very strange. But Holden had to admit their connection was genuine, even if he thought it was kind of weird. He’d known genuine couples not as close as them.

“What?” Chai asked.

“Ignore him,” Scott replied. “And yes, I guess I’m the ex. Dare I ask what Den’s said about me?”

Holden was returning to the living room, and Chai looked at him with an obscenely cheerful smile. “Den?”

He tossed the ice pack at Scott, who caught it and had no comment whatsoever on how hard Holden had thrown it. “Don’t you start with that. I’ve always hated that nickname.”

Scott shot Chai one of his most charming half smiles. “He loved it, he just won’t admit it.”

“You wish.” Holden then realized the guys were probably expecting him to play host. “Wanna drink?”

Grey said, “Water?” while Scott said, “Beer.” Yeah, that wasn’t a surprise in either case.

Holden noticed a small plum-colored discoloration on the side of Grey’s jaw and pointed at the side of his own jaw. “What happened there? I’m gonna assume you didn’t get the dickface attacking gender nonconformists?”

“Nope. We just got some drunk queer bashers,” Grey said. “And a guy broke his knuckles on my face.”

“That’s gonna happen,” Holden replied, going to retrieve a bottle of water and a beer from the fridge.

Although he was tempted to wing the water at Scott’s face too, he brought them out like a decent person, but he shot Scott a “don’t fuck with me” look that would probably be ignored. Scott lifted up a corner of his mouth, a wincing smile he knew was cute, and one Holden usually only saw in bed. Cheeky bastard.

Grey, for his part, took the water bottle with a “Thank you.” Holden sometimes forgot Grey wasn’t a Canadian, but he’d lived among them so long he was kind of an honorary Canadian. He had the manners down pat.

Scott held the ice pack against the back of his head while Grey told the story of their fight. According to him, it lasted less than a minute, and it was no big deal. From his expression, it was obvious to Holden that Chai didn’t believe this, but he had never seen any of the Falcon boys in action and didn’t know they had personal demolition down to a science. They were not the pretty-boy puck handlers who had enforcers to do the dirty work for them. Well, Scott was a bit, but he could handle himself. Holden wouldn’t have any respect for him if he couldn’t.

“So how was Missouri?” Scott asked. If he had noticed Chai’s disbelief, he was ignoring it. Another point in his favor: he never felt the urge to assert his manhood. Neither did Grey, but it was more understandable with Grey because he was so huge.

“Way more humid than I was prepared for,” Holden admitted. And he mentally chided himself because he could feel tension in his chest he never realized he was carrying around starting to loosen. Scott was familiar, comforting, and just the thought that he’d ever gotten used to anyone like that made him angry at himself. He could warn Chai off so if he made the decision to follow him into the dark, it was all his. Scott couldn’t follow him into the darkness regardless because Scott was made for better things than all of this. Scott did not belong in the slow-motion car crash that was his life.

Oh Christ. He could almost hear Roan in his head saying, “That’s love, you know that, right?” But he would deny it until he was dead.

“Did you find him?” Grey asked.

Holden didn’t ask how he knew because, again, if Scott knew, Grey knew. They were a married couple who somehow clicked on every other level except the sexual one. “We found out the identity of his dad. Him, not so much.”

“So how do you know Den?” Scott asked Chai.

Chai glanced at Holden and seemed to be asking a question with his eyes, so Holden responded “We met when I was still working as an escort.”

“You a sex worker?” Scott said it so cheerfully, as if he were a comedian or something.

Chai stared at him, eyebrows raised, like he was expecting this to turn bad any second. “I was. I’m not anymore.”

“Cool. If I knew that was a possibility, I might have given up hockey.”

Grey snickered. “You ain’t that cute.”

“I think I do pretty good with what I’ve got, thank you very much.” This seemed particularly funny since Scott had a beer wedged between his thighs and was holding an ice pack to the back of his head.

Chai gave Scott an appraising look—Holden could see Scott being Chai’s type, although, to be fair, Scott was most everyone’s type—and then looked beyond him to Grey. “You a hockey player too?” Grey nodded. “I didn’t know they made them as big as you.”

“Nowadays they’re stocking teams with monsters like him,” Scott said. “Us regular guys are getting slowly pushed out. Except when the teams need more speed, then they make room for us.”

“Was there a point to this visit besides telling me you didn’t find this guy?” Holden asked. Okay, it probably sounded bitchy, but it was hard not to under the circumstances. He could see the four of them getting slowly plastered, enjoying the night, and Scott probably getting a little too talky. Chai too, maybe. It would be his worst nightmare, especially if they remembered any of it.

“We wanted to say hi,” Grey said, guileless as always. Or was he? Again, Holden didn’t know.

“And I was wondering if you wanted to get Gareth’s help on this,” Scott added.

Holden scowled. “Who the hell is Gareth?”

“The British cat-squad guy.”

“Crumpet?” Holden scoffed, swirling the remains of his gin in his glass. “Why would I get him involved? I’m not having any cat issues.”

“No, but he is a cop, and having one on your side when you’re working for Big Mike isn’t a bad idea.”

“No, but Roan beat you to it. I’ve already talked to Kevin.” Of course, Kevin didn’t exactly trust him, but that was okay as trusting cops didn’t come naturally to him either, and such a one-way relationship seemed unfair.

Scott rolled his eyes. “I bet that went well.”

“It wasn’t terrible,” he said, feeling weirdly defensive. Why? “Why are you talking to Crumpet anyway?”

“Actually, he came to the house. He’s still lovelorn over Roan.”

Grey took a heavy swallow from his water bottle before adding anything to the conversation. “Scott’s trying to seduce him.”

“I am not. Poor guy’s a lonely closet case. He has nobody else to talk to.”

“Crumpet’s gay?” Actually, that wouldn’t be a surprise. Something was up with him, and Holden figured it was something like that. His man crush on Roan was way too powerful.

“Or maybe bi, something like that. I think he’s questioning his sexuality something fierce right now, and he obviously has some issues. I think he thinks he can only talk to me about it.”

“What is it with closeted cops?” Chai asked. “I’ve run into a couple in my life.”

“It’s a macho job. And a lot of them don’t want to admit they’re not straight ’cause it makes ’em feel like they’re a pansy.” Holden looked at his empty glass, trying to will more gin into it, but it didn’t work that way. “So they end up head cases unless they figure out a way to stop hating themselves so much.”

Scott gave him a major amount of side eye. “Isn’t Kevin in the closet?”

“He may be the exception to the rule. For a closeted guy, he seems weirdly together. But I’m not sure he’s completely in the closet by choice. Roan said it was a family thing.”

Chai made a negative noise. “Families are the worst.”

Scott shrugged. “Mine are pretty cool.”

When exactly had this night turned into a discussion forum? Holden rubbed his eyes as Chai and Scott sidetracked into family issues and, somehow, the large amount of painkiller abuse in the modern NHL. Grey occasionally commented but mostly just listened. At one point he raised his eyebrows at Holden, a gesture surely meant as a joke, especially from an asexual.

Well, he had to admit it was better than arguing with Chai over how bad people were. At least he wouldn’t have to convince Grey and Scott of that. He needed to surround himself with more cynics.

Oh, fuck that. He’d be lucky to find anyone as cynical as him still interacting with the world.




16—Down In The Shadows

 

 

HOLDEN ENDED up meeting Big Mike at a sports bar in downtown Seattle. Holden had never been there before and had actually been shocked there was a sports bar in downtown Seattle. But why? They were a stone’s throw from some sports arenas. There were probably dozens of sports bars. They just weren’t his milieu.

This one was half-full and noisy as hell. There were a half a dozen TV screens scattered about the bar, and they were all showing something different at similar volumes. There was a basketball game on one, a soccer game on another, a car race, some people skateboarding, and… to be brutally honest, he had no idea what was on the other two screens. A sport involving a ball that Holden couldn’t identify and possibly bull riding on the sixth. Was that a sport? Maybe at the all-sports bar, they got a little desperate. Even ESPN struggled to fill its schedule.

Big Mike was sitting at a booth beneath the basketball game, eating from a plate of potato skins, a beer before him. It seemed a tad early to drink, but hey, once you were a drug dealer, all rules were probably off.

Holden slipped into the seat across from him and asked, “Can you hear me?”

Big Mike smirked. “Yeah, I can. The beauty of it is, if anyone’s tryin’ to listen in, they can’t.”

Yeah, he figured as much. You didn’t come to a noisy place like this without a reason. Sure, it seemed paranoid, but he was a dealer after all.

A waitress came by to take his order. Holden didn’t really want anything but settled for water as he probably had to have something to not look suspicious as hell. There may have been no helping that.

As soon as they were (relatively) alone, he told Big Mike about their adventures in Hampton and how his father was most likely John Christie Junior. But they’d gotten no further on Big Mike’s original identity. Despite Chai’s objections last night, Holden had decided to go ahead and float his theory that maybe young Mike never appeared on an official missing-child list.

Mike kept eating potato skins and drinking beer like this was no big deal. But Holden watched as a crease appeared on his brow and pain surfaced in his eyes. “But you don’t know that’s true, right?”

“No, I don’t. But I don’t know a lot at this juncture. It’s why we keep bombarding you with pictures of missing kids.”

He nodded. “Can you keep looking?”

Holden wanted to roll his eyes but didn’t. “You’re paying me. So if that’s what you want to happen, that’s what’s gonna happen.”

“Fine, keep looking. I’m not ready to believe my parents were at the vanguard of the human-trafficking movement until I have no choice.”

Holden could kind of understand it. No one wanted to descend from complete human garbage. But Holden’s dad was human garbage, and he couldn’t go back to the time when he didn’t know they were related, as much as he wanted to. Still, it was Big Mike’s money to waste, right? And he wasn’t exactly hurting. Pot may have been legalized, cutting off his business at the knees, but prescription pills, much like fracking, was a boom market now. While the bottom was bound to collapse in the fracking market, it was nothing but blue skies ahead for pills. Everybody wanted them, and no one could get enough. If they were on the stock market, Holden totally would have bought shares in addiction. He’d have doubled his money in less than a month.

Since their business was essentially done for now, Holden was happy to get out of the sports pit, but he was a little stymied at what to do next. Sure, Chai could keep sending him random photos from missing-kid sites, but that was a waste of time.

Holden walked a couple blocks over to a coffee shop, sat at an outdoor table, and called in the cavalry.

“Hello, Holden,” Roan said. “And congrats, I really thought you were gonna call me sooner than this.”

“Why, Yoda, do you have no faith in my investigative skills?”

“New you are. Impatient you are. I can’t keep up this Yoda impression.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty terrible too.” The barista brought out Holden’s drink, and Holden admired him a second. A twink, but not bad-looking. Was there some interest there? Maybe. He held eye contact for just the right amount of time. Holden watched him walk away. Pretty good ass.

He told Roan all about the fuckload of nothing he had and how he felt he’d hit the wall on this case already. Roan listened patiently, waiting to speak until Holden was done bitching. “It does happen.”

“What?”

“Hitting the wall. Some cases can never be solved. It hurts, but I’ve run across my share.”

He noticed his name was spelled “Hollin” on the cup. Was Holden really that difficult? “So you think I’ve gone as far as I can with this one?”

Roan scoffed. “Not yet. You still have one lead.”

He considered that and came up empty. “What?”

“John Christie.”

“He’s a pedophile who managed to escape justice because he knew the right preachers, and his daddy was connected. That fuck’s not a lead.”

“He might be. Look into him and his family. There might be something there.”

He sighed heavily. “I really don’t want to look into this dickwad anymore.”

“I know. But you have to distance yourself from this. Look at it clinically. Or give it up to your assistant. By the way, who is this Chai guy? He seems to have gotten under your skin fast.”

Holden scowled at the phone. He knew Roan couldn’t see it, but he hoped he could feel the psychic waves of it. “He’s an old friend, and he needs some help right now. I’m giving him something to take his mind off the shit he’s going through.”

“And lightening your workload.”

“Well, of course. I’m not a saint.”

Roan audibly took a drink of his own and might have been trying to smother a chuckle. “I know you hate it, Holden, but you’ve got a lead. Hit that well until it’s dry.”

“And then?”

“See if it leads you elsewhere. If not, then you can call it. Although I’m of the opinion you shouldn’t be hunting for this trans beater, not the way you are.”

He sighed. He’d been expecting that. “Roan—”

“It’s hit or miss, and you’re not only putting yourself in peril. This could go badly in a thousand different ways. Rethink and reboot.”

“And in the meantime this fucking psycho kills someone.”

“You don’t have to wait that long.”

A cop car screamed down the neighboring street so loud Holden had to wait until it passed. He idly wondered if the emergency was cat related. He considered arguing with Roan, but that was startlingly pointless. Roan had his way of doing things, and Holden had his way of doing things. Never the twain and all that. Admittedly, Roan had the most experience and was surely right. But Holden felt stroppy. If he was going to do this whole private detective thing, he had to do it his way. “Thanks, I appreciate the help. Now I hope Dylan doesn’t hate me for calling you so much.”

“Nah. You’re getting me out of various binge-watching hells. But I’m serious, Holden. Rethink your strategy on catching the psycho. Don’t get hurt.”

“Thanks, Mom. Talk to you later.” He hung up before Roan could get any suspicions.

Maybe his biggest problem was he was trying to be Roan. He needed to be himself and do things his own way. Maybe they wouldn’t work, but at least he’d fail on his own terms.

After finishing his coffee—and getting the barista’s phone number—Holden decided to take the long way back. He needed to think as he was still formulating a plan of action. This was why being a sidekick was so much better. You didn’t need to think all that much. You just followed the leader, backed his play. Of course, that was lazy and all kinds of awful, but Holden couldn’t help but think it was easier. He did have a lazy streak that sort of shamed him.

Holden cut through dirty alleys and other unwise places simply because he knew he was probably the most dangerous thing out here right now. He’d gone three blocks before he revised his thoughts on the matter.

One of the side streets he took passed through a small lot hidden behind some apartment buildings, separating them from some storefronts and restaurants, and it was a fairly popular crash spot for the homeless and junkies who had no other place to shoot up. He heard the noises before he saw what was happening, but it sounded like someone was being beaten up. As he cleared an unbearably stinky Dumpster, he saw two teenagers beating on a homeless guy who was curled up in a ball underneath a dirty threadbare blanket. The two kids, one skinny, one pudgy, were kicking the guy and laughing, occasionally calling him racial epithets that didn’t apply to him.

“Hey,” Holden snapped. If the kids were at all smart, they’d take this opportunity to leave.

They proved how stupid they were by staying. They both looked at him with matching sneers. “Get outta here, old man,” Skinny said.

“Yeah,” Fatty agreed.

They were so immediately loathsome, Holden knew he was going to enjoy this. Yeah, they were kids, and he really shouldn’t, but how could you not? “So this is how you get your rocks off? Beating up homeless guys? Why can’t you just jerk off to scat porn like most freaks your age?”

Their focus was pulled off the homeless guy, and now their beady little eyes were fixed on Holden. Good.

“What’d you just say to me?” Skinny said. Clearly, he was the leader. He even had a few wispy hairs on his chin, like he was trying to grow a beard but just didn’t have enough testosterone to pull it off.

“I think you heard me, dickhole,” he responded. Holden relaxed his muscles; that was something Esteban never needed to teach him since he’d already learned it from Roan and Scott. A good fighter didn’t tense. A good fighter was loose and ready. In a strange way, it was much like sex.

Skinny and Fatty glared molten death at him and started stalking toward him. They were hyenas who thought they were wolves.

“Cocksuckers like you don’t talk to us like that,” Skinny said. “We’re gonna make you eat your words.”

Holden said nothing, simply made a “come on” gesture, waiting for the stupid little punks to make their move. They both charged toward him, but Skinny held back and let Fatty come in first, probably because he was hoping he’d take the beating while Skinny got some cheap-shot punches in from behind.

As Fatty swung his fist, Holden stepped in and grabbed him above the elbow. From there it was easy to step under his arm and yank it out of the socket with an audible pop. He screamed, and Holden threw him aside as Skinny was just about on him.

Holden brought up his knee, catching Skinny in the balls. Skinny doubled over, and Holden grabbed his wrist and twisted, breaking the arm with a clean snap. As Skinny was about to screech about it, Holden gave him a rabbit punch in the throat. He used his left, so it was gentler than if he’d hit him with his right, but Skinny still dropped to the ground like a two-ton sack of shit.

Fatty lay on the ground howling, holding his dislocated shoulder, while Skinny attempted to scream but was too busy struggling to draw breath.

“Have we learned not to be fucking monsters, or should I keep teaching you a lesson?” Holden asked.

They didn’t respond, but Holden hadn’t expected them to. Either they were way too fucking easy to beat, or all the training with Esteban had really paid off. Hard to know which was which. He’d honestly expected more of a cathartic beatdown, a decent fight he could really sink his teeth into, but these assholes were just sad.

At least he knew his status as the most dangerous thing on the streets right now was confirmed. That was always an ego boost.




17—I Am The Least Of Your Problems

 

 

DESPITE TANK’S Herculean efforts, his team was finally knocked out of the play-offs, although a lot of commentators were throwing his name about as a dark horse MVP candidate. Most MVP’s didn’t play for teams that got knocked out of the finals, but at least it was widely acknowledged that the team wouldn’t have gone as far as it had without Tank’s superhuman goaltending. He was a league apart. And as crazy as an LSD-dosed sewer rat stuck in a Porta-Potty at Burning Man, but hey, those went hand in hand. At least from Scott’s experiences with goalies.

Tank needed a few days to recover, which wasn’t news to Grey or Scott. The play-offs really weren’t about which team was the best, at least not that much. At least not in hockey. It was about which team had the most players standing in relatively decent game shape the deeper you got into the play-offs. It was grueling—a war of attrition—and players learned early you played through the pain, the exhaustion, all of it, because you could sleep when you were fucking dead. Which would hopefully be very soon after the series wrapped up. What that meant was, when your play-off season was over, you needed about a week to recover. Scott, for example, was nearly piebald with bruises, and his feet and calves swelled up grotesquely, and he left the play-offs early thanks to his stupid fucking broken wrist. After a couple of days of rest and soaking, the swelling went down, but that’s what you did to try and win a big silver cup the owners and coach would probably get more out of than you ever would. Still, it was the idea of the thing, and if you weren’t a competitive motherfucker, why were you playing hockey? Nobody played it for the great cardio benefits.

Grey usually didn’t get it as bad because he was an asexual gym machine (he had to do something since he wasn’t having sex), and because even in the play-offs, the other team’s tough guys were reluctant to hit him or mess with him in any capacity. Tank usually didn’t have it so bad either because goalies had all that padding, but they were more subject to muscle cramps and dehydration than the rest of the players, as well as leg and hip fatigue. Because they didn’t get to rest between shifts like the rest of them, as soon as they hit the ice, they stayed on until it was over or they got injured. Whichever came first. Yeah, there were time-outs and breaks between periods, but that could fuck up your momentum more than help.

Tank took two days off and, according to Fiona, slept through most of them. Not a great shock there as sleeping for a crazy amount of time was another post–play-off thing. But then Tank and Fi showed up in Seattle to visit and hang with friends. They’d be swinging up to Kelowna to visit Roan and Dylan before going to Quebec to drop in on Tank’s dad and sister and her wife, but Seattle was the first leg of the marathon trip. Scott wouldn’t have been up to a marathon after such a taxing cup run, but he didn’t kid himself. Scott trained hard, and he was probably the peak athlete he could possibly be when he put his mind to it, but he was never going to get to Grey’s or Tank’s fitness level. Grey was a one-man army, and Tank had the stamina and flexibility to hold back a tidal wave and catch it in a thousand buckets. His friends were awesome, and he was never going to out awesome them on that field. Still, Tank was loony tunes taking on a big family tour after barely leaving the play-offs.

When Tank and Fi came by the house, Tank looked shockingly thin, but that was another cup-run thing. You burned calories like a motherfucker, although goalies usually shed more water weight—to the point that getting really dizzy from dehydration or passing out was not super uncommon. Tank figured three or four more days of drinking and eating fried foods, and he’d be back to game weight.

After Fi and Tank admired the butt lamp in its new surroundings (Fi wanted to steal it, as she always threatened to do), the four of them went out to dinner and then went on a bar crawl. Again, Scott thought this was unwise since Tank was only a few days out from carrying his entire fucking team on his back and dragging them further into the play-offs than anyone could have ever guessed, but Tank insisted he was fine and up for it. And most likely he was. Even Fi seemed fine with it.

The first bar they hit was a new one downtown called Lush Life, and it was all shiny and neon and metallic, sharp lines and a bar so clean you could have eaten off every surface and not caught something nasty. It was weird. Scott had never been in a hipster bar trying not to be hipster before. None of them liked it, although they quickly became fascinated by the drinks menu. Sure, they had old standbys, but they also had their own “signature” drinks that had bizarrely cumbersome, pretentious names like Jules Isn’t Coming Back From New York Anytime Soon and Miss Emily Still Waits For Her Suitor. They wanted to order all the drinks and make fun of them on Yelp, but they were crazy expensive and didn’t sound all that good, which meant you were probably paying at least a dollar per word. So after Fi and Tank pretended to be snobs with the cheapest glasses of wine on the menu (they declared it “Gatorade-y, with hints of keyboard and canned beans”), and Grey and Scott had microbrews that were in no way worth the money they paid, they moved on to another bar.

This one was an old fallback, one they already knew they liked. Okay, yes, it was a gay bar, but the Eagle had opened up a little bit as apparently segregating bars and nightclubs by gay or straight labels was starting to become passé. It was kind of a small bar, cramped, with lots of dark wood and no windows and a second floor with a pool table, regular tables, and maybe room to dance if you were very small and determined. Fi and Grey played a game of pool, and Scott gave Gareth a call to see if he was out and about and wanted to join them.

Tank stared at him across the table, sipping his Bahama Breeze through a tiny straw. “Not calling Holden?”

“I called him earlier, but apparently he’s working a case tonight.”

“What case? Something fun?”

“I can only hope.” He wasn’t up to explaining Holden’s depressing case with the drug kingpin, or the even more depressing case of the trans beater, so Scott decided being vague was the better part of valor.

Tank studied him, his eyes almost as bright as the artificial color in his drink. Since the play-offs were over, he’d shaved his beard down to a slightly devilish-looking goatee that only he could pull off. Scott had once tried it, but it looked ridiculous on him, and on any other guy he’d ever seen it on past the ’90s. Tank had the right face shape and the right twinkle in his eyes to carry it off. If you were too serious, if you really meant that kind of facial hair, it doomed you. “So you’re not with Holden anymore?” Tank asked.

“No. It was a mutual decision. I liked him, but he has a shit ton of baggage. It can’t work, not until he figures his shit out.”

“You think he ever will?”

Scott shrugged. This was one of those situations where what he hoped and what he thought were in direct contradiction. It was neither the first nor probably the last time. “Maybe. I guess it all depends on him.”

“I’m not wrong in thinking he’s probably our most lethal friend, right?”

That made him scoff. “I bet Roan would have something to say about that.”

“It’s the lion that’s lethal. Ro’s a sweetheart.”

“Except when pushed.”

“Oh yeah, I wouldn’t want to piss him off.” Tank paused briefly to take another sip of his ludicrously colorful drink. “So who’s this Gareth guy?”

“A closeted cop who’s still struggling to get over Roan. You remember him from the wedding, right? British guy, tall, kind of cute?”

“Officer Monty Python?”

“That’s the one.” It wasn’t the most original nickname, but it did the job. And he could have passed as a distant, good-looking cousin of Michael Palin, if you tilted your head, squinted, and had a few beers.

“You do know you declare, like, 90 percent of people closeted, right?”

“I do not!” Scott tried to remember if that was true. He wasn’t sure. “But there’s no fucking way this guy is a zero on the Kinsey Scale. He is seriously in love and lust with Roan but hasn’t come to terms with it yet.”

Tank grinned. “Have you?”

Scott gave him a fuck-you look he had perfected when they were on the Falcons together. That just made Tank’s grin wider. “Yeah, dude, I have. But Gareth’s just hanging around me ’cause he misses Roan so much. He has it bad.”

“You sure that’s why he’s hanging around you?”

Scott scowled at him. “Yeah. He’s not into me. I’m not Roan.”

As if anticipating their discussion, who decided to walk in just then but Gareth, looking as uncomfortable as a Penguins fan in Philadelphia. His deer-in-the-headlights look at the half-naked guys in the safe-sex posters in the entryway was priceless. Scott went over to the edge and waved until Gareth saw him, then motioned him on up.

Gareth looked pretty good, even though he was clearly trying to dress down, in jeans and a plaid flannel button-down, none of which looked quite natural on him. There was something about him that just exuded straitlaced, like it was oozing through his pores. It could be just the fact that Scott knew he was a repressed cop coloring his impressions, but he really didn’t think so. Some people were just naturally clenched like that. He’d played hockey with a couple of them. He felt bad for them at first, but in the end they just annoyed the shit out of him. Gareth wasn’t there yet, but he could be eventually.

And he was kind of cute, even though he looked nervous enough to chew his fingernails down to his first knuckle.

“What’cha drinkin’?” Scott asked as he came up to the table.

“Uh….”

“You know Tank, Grey, and Fiona?” he said, pointing to them as he named them.

Gareth nodded, but his nerves had not calmed. Scott had seen that bright fear before, but usually before play-off games. “Yeah, uh, hi,” he said, waving shyly to the group.

Tank raised his drink to him, and Fi and Grey gave him distracted nods, wrapped up in their game. Fi had a competitive streak in her too, which was probably one of the many reasons she and Tank got on so well.

As soon as Gareth’s shiny eyes fell back on him, Scott repeated, “What d’ya want to drink?”

“Uh, um, a beer?”

“Got it. I’ll be right back.” Scott went downstairs to freshen his margarita and get Gareth a beer. He had to hope Tank wasn’t tormenting him too much, but knowing Tank, he’d be easy on Gareth. Tank was always gentle with the scared newcomers; he waited until they were comfortable before unleashing the full force of his Tankness on them. It was either kind of him or a trap. Sometimes it was both.

The bartender was a bearish guy in a green muscle shirt, and he was kind of cute, but Scott got mixed signals from him, so he didn’t flirt back. Maybe it had been a long night, or he had been burned flirting with the wrong guys. It happened.

Scott returned to find Gareth sitting at the table with Tank, but his posture still said he was bolting at the first opportunity. Scott knew he had no right to talk as he’d hardly come out as bi to his team or the media, but he felt bad for old Gar. Even closeted, Scott still felt comfortable in his own skin. He got the sense Gar didn’t, or at least not completely, and this being a gay bar was killing him a centimeter at a time. Good thing he didn’t know about the next spot on their tour.

When he joined them at the table, Tank looked up with a grin on his face. “Did you know the cat squad makes you sit out scratches? How fucking weak is that?”

Scott sat down and gave Gar his beer. Gareth nodded his thanks, but when their eyes met, he quickly looked away. Oh, hey. Maybe Tank was right. “I kinda wish the Canucks had that policy. I’d never have to play hockey again.”

Tank clicked his tongue and raised his glass to get the last slushy bits out of the bottom. “Would have made my play-offs so much easier.”

“Oh, right,” Gareth said. “You guys are pro hockey players.” He leaned forward, and pitched his voice to a whisper. “Don’t you worry about getting spotted in here?”

That startled such a laugh out of Tank he almost snorted Bahama Breeze out his nose. He needed a few seconds to collect himself. “Were you not here for all the Roan stuff?”

“Uh… maybe?”

“We got such shit being friends with a gay infected guy,” Scott explained. “I mean, who gives a shit?”

“Gay’s only an insult if you think it is,” Tank said. “I don’t think it’s an insult. I don’t care who anyone thinks I fuck.”

“Yeah, Tank, but you’re not a good example because you don’t give a fuck what anyone thinks about you ever.”

He shrugged. “And that’s bad?”

Tank had him there. Scott had to concede that to him with a dip of his head. “We got shit about that, sometimes we still get shit about it. But we don’t care.”

“Besides, this bar’s great,” Tank said, making a gesture that encompassed the room. “It’s unpretentious, the drinks are reasonably priced, it has a quiet vibe. I dig it.”

Gareth was watching Tank like he was a near-extinct species of animal he’d chanced upon during his morning jog. Like any sudden movement might scare him off. “Wow. You are different than most hard-core jocks I’ve met.”

“Well, Scott’s bi, Grey’s asexual, and my fiancée used to be a dominatrix, so we’re a loose group. Not a lot of judging going on.”

Scott laughed, mainly because put like that, their attitudes made sense. Also, the look on Gar’s face was fucking priceless. Like he’d just been hit with a fish. “Uh… what’s asexual?”

“He doesn’t wanna fuck anyone,” Tank said.

“I have,” Grey interrupted. “Just don’t care for it.”

“Are you sure you’re doing it right?” Fi teased, poking him in the back with her pool cue. They went back to their game, as if their so-called dirty laundry hadn’t just been tipped out on the floor.

Gar still looked shocked. Finally he took a nervous gulp of his beer and grimaced before looking at the label.

“Yeah, gettin’ used to American beer is a challenge.” Scott said.

That caught his attention. “You don’t get it up in Canada?”

“We do, but they’re generally Canadian reformulated. We ain’t standing for no Yank piss water in our area code.”

Cat cop finally smiled, and Tank gave Scott a gentle but noticeable kick under the table. It was his way of saying “see, he likes you” without actually saying that. Scott shot him a fuck-you glance that was so well-worn, he might as well have it tattooed on his face. As usual, it did nothing but amuse Tank.

By the time Grey and Fi finished their game (Fi won), Gar was on beer number two and was starting to loosen up a little. Which was good, because it was about then that Tank declared he wanted to dance and suggested they move on to Panic.

None of them had been to Panic since Roan and Dylan had moved away, because why would they? But Scott was kind of curious how they were doing without one of their hottest bartenders and his drama-magnet husband. The owner was probably relieved the place wasn’t a footnote in news stories anymore, but on the other hand, that may have affected business.

No shock, Gar didn’t want to go. But everyone else was as curious as Scott, apparently, and they wanted to go, so he was overruled. He could have left if he really didn’t want to come with them, but he was part of their rambling party machine now.

Panic hadn’t changed a lot since they’d last been there. Still noisy, still rife with gel lights and men who either spent too much time at the gym or in front of a mirror (or both), and still with the cute shirtless bartenders, including one they recognized, Luis, who also recognized them. (Not Gar, but he was new.) It was DJ night, which made Tank very happy, as he went up to the guy and started pestering him for Japanese pop and darkwave-style dance tunes.

According to Fi, Tank had started getting into J-pop and J-metal as a response to a teammate who was into obnoxious country-pop music, but as it turned out, Tank really liked it. She blamed Babymetal for starting it, but she wasn’t completely sure how he got it into his head in the first place. It baffled his teammates even more, which was typical Tank. He was a mystery to absolutely everyone.

The DJ apparently acquiesced to his requests, and Tank started tearing up the dance floor like a complete maniac, reducing Scott, Grey, and Fi to helpless laughter. Who knew Tank could twerk? Even Fi hadn’t known that.

And of course, he was an immediate star, and a more immediate hit, as he carved out a widening circle on the dance floor for himself, and some of the braver guys joined in. Tank didn’t care. He’d dance with anybody.

“He’s straight?” Gar asked, genuinely baffled.

“He’s the gayest straight man I’ve met,” Fi said, taking a sip of the night’s special cocktail (the This Charming Glass, as The Smiths’ song puns were apparently more acceptable than innuendos this week). “And he takes that as a compliment, as he should.”

“That’s what you call full ego integrity,” Scott said. He’d settled for the innuendoriffic Slow Comfortable Screw. “His Quebecois parents did a bang-up job with him. He really doesn’t care what anyone thinks of him.”

Gar wasn’t quite drunk enough to truly absorb this, but he was on his way.

“He’s juicing, isn’t he?” Grey asked Fiona. “How the hell is he fresh off the play-offs and doing this? He’s gotta be doing steroids or something.”

Tank was currently the bouncing center of a circle of dancers. It wasn’t clear which of them, if any, he was dancing with, but the dance floor crowd was clearly invigorated by such an enthusiastic, giddy person in their ranks.

“If he is, he’s hiding it well from me,” Fi said. “He actually does this as part of his cardio workout.”

“Dancing?” Scott asked. Actually, that was probably this side of genius and slightly more interesting than repetitive work on the cycle or treadmill.

She nodded. “His goalie coach thought he was nuts but can’t argue with results.”

Grey sighed heavily as Tank continued bounding around the dance floor like someone who had just discovered the wonders of methamphetamines. “He’s in better shape than all of us, isn’t he?”

“Probably.” Scott knew how hard Grey worked at his fitness, and he was in great shape. But watching Tank it was hard to imagine anyone keeping up with him without chemical assistance and a pit crew.

“I’m exhausted just watching him,” Gar admitted.

Finally Tank tired himself out, or just wanted a drink, because he came back and collapsed in the empty chair, panting and sweating like he’d just come off the ice. His drink of choice right now was a screwdriver, which was tame for Panic, but considering everything, Scott bet Tank could use all the sugar in the orange juice.

“I bet you broke a million hearts on the dance floor,” Fi said.

Tank shrugged. “Good thing I’m with a woman who can kick everybody’s ass.”

“Even without my riding crop.”

They clinked glasses together, and Gar got that baffled look on his face again. He must have thought the dominatrix thing was a joke.

Luis appeared at their table, still shirtless (and rocking a nipple ring, which seemed new) but carrying an empty tray like a schoolbook under his arm. “Okay, Tank, there’s like seven guys who want to buy you a drink.”

Grey chuckled, but Tank shook his head. “I’m good. But you can thank ’em.”

Luis shook his head. “Uh-uh. About half of them are assholes, so you better order a drink on them.”

“Okay, who wants what?” Tank asked, throwing it open to the table.

“I’ve always wanted to try a grasshopper,” Grey said.

“Ooh, weird,” Fi said. “Put me down for one of those too.”

Gar shook his head. “I’m good.” Scott had ordered him a pink squirrel, because he said he hadn’t wanted a drink. Scott told him with that attitude he was going to order him pink squirrels all night. Had he not learned his lesson yet?

Scott tapped his glass. “I’ll take another one of these.”

“Fine, I’ll take a ginger beer and whiskey,” Tank said.

“Okay, you have three drinks left.”

“Get one for you,” Tank said.

Luis nodded. “Done. Two more.”

Tank looked around for a moment. “Find the two saddest guys in here, give them a drink from an anonymous admirer, and tell them they’re great just as they are.”

“Wow. How are you straight again?” Luis asked. He ruffled Tank’s hair. “You’re like the male Mother Teresa. Only cuter and less Catholic.”

“And more sexually active,” Tank added. “Probably.”

That made Grey snort an undignified laugh.

Luis walked away, and Fi gave Tank a casual pat on the arm. It actually was great Tank had found someone who could put up with his industrial-strength weirdness. Almost gave Scott hope for heterosexual love, although maybe that was pushing things. Or maybe that was just his past crummy relationships skewing his views.

“So is this a normal night out for you guys?” Gar asked.

There were nods and shrugs all around the table. “Pretty much,” Grey said.

“I miss Roan,” Fi said. There were general “yeahs” and nods around the table. Even Gar joined in.

“Well, there’s no competing with a superhero, is there?” Tank said. “Although I still don’t get how everybody doesn’t know he’s a superhero.”

Fi made a negative noise. “Oh, they know. Every cop, every EMT, everyone in this place, everyone who viewed security footage or those grainyass videos on YouTube knows. He’s done too much superhuman shit to be anonymous. He’s the world’s worst-kept secret. And yet, he still is a secret because people just don’t want him to be a superhero. He’s gay, he’s infected, and he has a bad attitude. He’s not the straight healthy guy with daddy issues, in tights, so they want nothing to do with him.”

“He’s also a ginger,” Grey said. “That’s gotta work against him. I mean, can you think of any superhero gingers?”

“Jean Grey,” Fi said.

Grey shot her an exasperated glance. “Male superheroes.”

They all thought about it a moment. “Isn’t Daredevil supposed to be a redhead?” Scott asked. He was pretty sure that was true.

“I think we got sidetracked,” Fi said. “I had a really good rant going about the injustice inherent in the system. I mean, just think of everything he did for this city. He should have a statue or something. Instead, he’s off in Canada in relative anonymity.”

“The joke is, the world isn’t kind to heroes,” Tank said, waxing philosophical. The funny thing was, when Tank did that, he was frighteningly smart. As he liked to say, he came from a family of political science and literature majors, and supposedly he picked up a lot by osmosis. “We claim to like them, and sometimes we do, but heroes inevitably remind us all of our own failures and weaknesses. On TV, in movies and comic books, we can see they’re different and empathize with them, but superheroes in real life would be ostracized weirdoes, people on the fringes of society seen as freaks by others, who would be too scared or freaked out to deal with them. To be superhuman is to be other than human. More by its name, but most people will read more as less, if only to make themselves feel better.

“Ask Roan. A lot of people who know the truth about him are terrified of him. You can forgive some of that, because his lion side has no conscience and can come out unbidden, but not all of it has a rational basis. He should be seen as a superhero, but he’s seen more as a threat than anything else, and always will be, because how can anyone else compete with that? If he ever gets his due, it will be entirely in retrospect, when he is an object of the past that can’t threaten the human race with his mere existence anymore.”

For almost a minute, everyone else around the table just stared at him. Tank sipped his drink and raised a single brownish-blond eyebrow at them. “What?”

“And you’re a professional athlete?” Gar asked, finally loosening up. He’d started drinking his pink squirrel.

“Tank’s a fucking show-off,” Grey said, nudging him with his elbow. It was gentle, but he still almost fell off his chair.

Luis came back with their drinks, and once everybody got theirs, Luis ruffled Tank’s hair again before he left. Clearly he just enjoyed doing that.

“I think someone has a crush,” Fi teased.

Tank shrugged. “Not my type. Although maybe after a few more drinks, I could be persuaded.”

Now Fi nudged him. “Hey. Unless you’re thinking three-way—then, maybe.”

“Why can’t you two fight like normal couples?” Scott asked.

“We do. We only put on fake fights in public.”

They finished their drinks, and Grey declared the grasshopper “kinda weird, but okay,” and they decided to call it a night because they’d spent too long here, and they’d probably drunk a little too much.

They used to be better at bar crawls, Scott mused. They used to pace themselves better, but they used to be younger too. And thinking about Roan had made them all melancholy. What Fi had stopped short of saying was, he’d gone up to Canada to die, but not saying it was somehow as good as saying it. Their minds all went there regardless. No one wanted to think about it, so of course that was all any of them could think about. The mind was perverse that way.

They were going to get Ubers home, but Tank had a political objection to Uber, and none of them could use it after Tank decided to take a principled stand (his separatist granddad really put the political awareness in Tank), so they all got cabs home. Gareth wasn’t going to get one—he came in his car—but Grey grabbed his arm and shoved him in the cab Scott had grabbed for the two of them. Cat-squad cop or not, Gar couldn’t fight Grey, so he ended up wedged in the back with both of them.

Gar’s deer-in-the-headlights look came back, and he asked, “How do I get home?”

“Cab,” Grey said. “Or you could crash on our couch. We got the room.”

Gar looked a little nervous and more than a little drunk. “As long as I’m not imposing.”

“Naw. Just don’t use all the hot water, and we probably won’t even notice you,” Grey said.

Gar seemed a little surprised by that, or maybe he was just kind of drunk. His expressions were such that it was difficult to say.

The cab ride was otherwise uneventful, save for Grey trying and failing to connect to his Twitter account on his phone. He wanted to post bad pictures—pictures of shoes, cab floor, door handle, stuff like that. This was hilarious to him for some reason. Scott would have blamed it on drunkenness, except Grey was pretty much always like that. Most of the pics on his Twitter feed were of random anonymous stuff, like the edges of ice rinks, skate blades, or empty water bottles. The Hockey News even did a minor human-interest story covering his weird photo obsession. Once he retired from hockey, Grey probably had a second career as an absurdist photographer waiting for him. Scott had discovered that Dylan was actually a fan of Grey’s photos, so maybe it was genuinely feasible.

Once inside, Scott actually felt like maybe he wasn’t drunk enough, that he had room for at least another six-pack, but he supposed that was just his Canadian machismo talking. Two beers and he’d be down for the count.

Scott got proof of this when he tried to figure out if they had extra blankets, and if they did, where they kept them. Thinking was surprisingly difficult, and getting some down from the closet was even more difficult. He’d trained so much and so well that he could always keep his balance and reflexes well into drunkenness, but tonight that wasn’t happening. He blamed the Slow Comfortable Screws. (And it wouldn’t be the first time.)

Grey was upstairs getting ready for bed, leaving him and Gar alone downstairs. Gar had collapsed in a chair, as he was the drunkest of them all, which was a shocker. Weren’t Brits supposed to be champion drinkers? Scott thought they could hold their own on the booze front. Maybe Gar just wasn’t one of those kinds of Brits, which would actually track with what he’d deduced about Gareth. He was wound so very tight, if he ever sprung loose, he’d probably take out a dozen innocent bystanders. While there was a stereotype about Brits being all stiff-upper-lippy, the few Scott had met had never exhibited that trait. Gareth may have been the exception that proved the rule.

Scott made up the couch by throwing a pillow on one end and draping the blanket he almost killed himself getting out of the closet over the rest of the sofa.

“I thought I read somewhere that bis don’t generally go for both at once, that they have a general preference,” Gar said, almost swallowing the words. Sure, he was super drunk, but he was also looking down at the floor, which told Scott he was still embarrassed to say that.

“Don’t believe everything you read,” he replied but thought about it a minute. “Still, maybe. I was more into girls through the teens and early twenties, I think. Then Roan and Holden came along, and I questioned how het I actually was, and now I feel I’m more into guys. Apparently it’s feast or famine with me, most of the time. Why?” He almost asked “Are you experiencing this yourself?” but managed to pull back before he scared him off entirely.

Gar shrugged, still not looking at him. “Jus’ curious.”

Scott finished making up the couch in his half-assed, slapdash way. “I think you’re set up. The bathroom’s that way, and you have it all to yourself as I crash Grey’s bathroom all the time.”

Gar attempted to get up and sort of did, but he stumbled, and Scott had to catch him by the shoulder and hold him upright. “Whoa. You okay?” Pink squirrels simply couldn’t be that alcoholic.

Gar looked at him, his eyes sleepy and glazed with alcohol, and before Scott knew what was going on, Gareth kissed him.

It was a desperate, sloppy, drunken kiss, and Scott was careful to keep holding him up even as he pushed him back to arm’s length. “Whoa. Hold on there, cowboy.”

“Don’t you think I’m cute?”

“That has nothing to do with what’s going on now. You’re way too drunk, and so am I. We’ll talk when you’re sober.”

“I’ll lose my nerve sober,” Gar admitted. Weirdly honest of him.

Scott steered him to the sofa and made him sit down. “Well, then, you’d better find it. What kind of cop are you if you can’t?”

Gar looked at him with puppy-dog eyes and said, “I’m not sure I’m that good a cop.”

“You must be. Now get some sleep. We’ll talk about this in the morning.” Scott gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder before turning off the lamp and heading up the stairs.

Did he find Gareth attractive? Kind of hard to say. He was sort of cute, but his tightly wound nature was something of a turnoff. Both Roan and Holden had kind of primed him for guys who were unabashedly themselves, no matter the personal cost. Yes, he was aware that made him something of a hypocrite, but right now he was too drunk to care. He had a great admiration for the brazen, which is how he ended up friends with Grey and Tank in the first place. He had nothing against the repressed—okay, who was he kidding? His first secret boyfriend was a repressed type, and that crashed and burned so spectacularly he didn’t even look at another guy (not in that way) for the better part of a year.

So okay, yeah, being repressed was a deal breaker for him. But he wasn’t a repressed religious fanatic, so that was a point in Gar’s favor, right?

Going up the stairs, Scott realized that Tank was right, and Gar was into him too. Son of a bitch. Couldn’t he be wrong at least once?




18—Get Got

 

 

TATIANA FINALLY got back to Holden. She had reservations, but she was in. The lure of getting this guy—and maybe seeing if Holden was indeed a vigilante—proved to be too much in the end.

Holden had decided on the perfect street for stakeout duty as it was between areas the guy had hit before and was known for prostitution, but that also made it a pain since he had to convince the girls on the beat that Tatiana was not a real hooker, just bait for one guy in particular. Some of them didn’t believe him and made kind of a stink about it. Eventually he and Tatiana just decided to get on with it. They’d deal with that kind of frustrating shit later.

Tatiana kept her phone on and wore a jacket with a high-set pocket so Holden could hear every conversation she had. He was parked in a junker car across the street, with “borrowed” plates and windows tinted so dark it was impossible to tell if anyone was in the car or not. But he was, keeping an eye on the street and waiting.

The first night was a total bust. Tatiana was approached several times, including by guys Holden would happily label as sketchy, but she said no to everyone and was not attacked. Which was somehow both a good thing and a bad thing.

Next night it was raining, and this made Tatiana very grumpy, so they called it after three hours with jerkass not spotted. Roan’s words were starting to haunt him, mainly because Holden couldn’t believe how fucking boring stakeouts were. Seriously, how did Roan ever do this once, not to mention for a living? Holy shit, he’d have snapped. Roan really possessed a lot of patience. Then again, lions stalked, right? That probably took patience. (And Roan would loathe the comparison, which was partially why it occurred to him.) Holden wished there were some way he could flush this guy out faster, or track him, but he wasn’t a super lion guy and had to work within his boundaries.

Now, he never wanted to be a super lion guy. Yeah, the strength and the kickassedness of it all would have been amazing, but he’d probably seen the cost of it better than anyone besides Dylan. He’d seen Roan in so much pain he couldn’t move. He’d seen blood just come shooting out of his nose like he had an artery in there. He’d seen Roan lose control to the lion, which was a whole other thing inside his body that couldn’t be reasoned with or necessarily reined in. For as cool as it was, it was more than Holden was willing to pay.

But there were still times when he wished he could roar, rip off a car door, and beat someone to death with it. Wouldn’t that just be the shit? The tracking thing would be nice too.

Chai asked if he should come along, but Holden didn’t want to subject him to such intense levels of boredom, especially since he was dealing with enough intense boredom investigating Christie’s background. It was slow and tedious and so far a whole lot of nothing. Chai wasn’t giving up, though, so Holden had to give him some credit for that. He had more patience than Holden did.

Night three was clear but cold, and Tatiana was a bit grouchy as even she was getting bored. She had better things to do than be dangled untaken bait. Also, it was vaguely insulting.

Two and a half hours in, and Holden was beginning to wonder if he should just put out a “missed connections” ad: “You, a psychotic idiot who hates trans people, or anyone gender nonconforming. Me, a gay vigilante who’d like to kill you. We should meet for coffee and an ass kicking.”

Holden wasn’t going to look at his phone, as that was a wormhole he’d just get sucked into, but damn it, he didn’t feel like reading either. He attempted to find a decent radio station but found nothing good. He was this close to starting a drug habit when he realized he couldn’t see Tatiana anymore and heard an oof over the open line. Just a noise, and a poorly transmitted one at that. But it was ominous, and he was out of the car before he even thought about it.

Holden ran across the street to where he’d last seen Tatiana and headed for a gap between the two nearest buildings. It wasn’t an alley, but it was close enough.

Holden’s first impression of the guy who had Tatiana pinned against the wall was that he was huge. Maybe six seven? He was Grey-sized, which was a little disturbing on its own. No wonder Hel hadn’t been able to fight him off.

His mind instantly went to his training and Roan’s advice on how to fight anyone, regardless of size or ability. He whipped out his retractable metal baton, expanded it to full length with a snap of his wrist, and hit the bastard right on the side of the knee, as hard as he could. Leg injuries put everyone down.

The big man grunted and stumbled, and Holden grabbed Tatiana’s arm and pulled her toward the mouth of the pseudo alley.

“Get out of here,” he ordered as he slammed the metal baton right into the side of the man’s throat. He didn’t have to tell her twice.

The big man turned, hurt but shaking off the injuries like they were nothing, and lunged at Holden, who was going for his butterfly knife. A baton was good and all, but not in superclose combat. The problem was, the big guy already had his own knife out and took a slash at Holden’s face.

He got his arm up in time, but the sting of the blade slicing through his skin was shocking. Holden didn’t wait for a follow-up slash; he kicked the man in the right knee, the one he’d already hit with the baton to try to “soften it up.” Roan and Esteban agreed on that: once you had a weakness, you softened it up until it became a breaking point.

The big guy bellowed in pain and threw a punch, but Holden still had his arm in a blocking position, and he took the hit there. (It still hurt, of course, especially since he’d just gotten gashed by a knife, but it was better than taking it in the face.) Holden rammed his knee right into the guy’s balls and followed with a left uppercut that hit him square in the jaw. He wasn’t a natural southpaw, so his left-hand hits were weaker, but he’d been working on that.

The guy stumbled back, grabbing his balls, but he wasn’t nearly as hurt or incapacitated as he should have been. (Oh, to be that lion guy now.) He slashed the air with the knife, showing no grace but the sort of brutal homicidal nature that had been paying off for him in spades. Holden countered that by smacking him in the wrist hard with the baton. He still hadn’t dropped the knife, so Holden hit him again, even as he charged forward.

The guy used his superior size and bulk to smash into Holden and slam him against the wall, attempting to pin him there with his body. The guy smelled like deodorant that was just starting to fail, old coffee, and cigarettes. He attempted another knee strike but was too confined by the man’s weight and bulk. Holden dropped his baton—no good this close up anyway—and pulled his butterfly knife out, sinking it into the man’s gut like it was always meant to. Holden twisted the knife as blood gushed over his hand, drew the knife sideways until he hit an unyielding object—most likely bone—and then withdrew it. Something splashed on the asphalt. Holden assumed it was more blood, but it could have been something else. Internal organs, perhaps.

In spite of this, the big guy had drawn back his own hand to drive his knife into Holden, and the guy was just too overwhelming and crushing for Holden to get any leverage. He was going to have to get stabbed and wait for his opening.

Which was why he was kind of surprised when it didn’t happen and he felt some of the pressure lessen. Tatiana hadn’t completely fled the scene like he’d asked and was now holding on to the man’s stabbing arm, although she was losing the fight. The attacker twisted to deal with her, and Holden shoved him back, finally able to get some leverage. He stumbled and collided with Tatiana, who fell to the ground. Holden had his knife hand free and didn’t make a mistake. He jammed the butterfly knife into the man’s neck and ripped.

Blood didn’t so much spray as fountain out of his slashed throat, and Holden got doused even as he stepped to the side and shoved him into the wall.

“Oh my God!” Tatiana exclaimed, before scrambling to her feet.

Holden pressed the guy into the wall and whispered, “Sucks taking on someone your own size, huh?” Okay, Holden was shorter and lighter than he was. But it was an expression, and he hoped the asshole died feeling beaten in more ways than one. He took this opportunity to pick up his fallen baton and shove it back in his pocket.

Holden heard a noise and stepped back as the guy finally listed to one side and dropped to his knees. Tatiana had her phone out, so Holden put his knife back and grabbed the phone out of her hand.

“Hey!” she objected.

“Unless you want to see me arrested, call no one,” he said, already walking out of the pseudo alley. He headed across the street, head down, glad he’d worn dark clothes so the blood didn’t show. She followed after him, probably because she didn’t know what else to do. Once they were in the car, he gave her back her phone, which he had turned off.

Tatiana stared at him, eyes wide, face pale. She looked slightly shell-shocked. “We—we need to call 9-1-1. He needs an ambulance.”

Holden almost replied, “No, he needs a morgue,” but kept that thought to himself. “There’s a working pay phone over on 43rd. I’ll drop you, and you can make an anonymous 9-1-1 call from there. But then get gone before any cars show, or you’ll be roped into this. You don’t wanna be.”

He started the car and drove off, glad the street was relatively quiet. Not that anyone around here was inclined to call the cops under any circumstances. That was another reason why he’d picked it.

He saw Tatiana staring at him out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t acknowledge her. He really wished she had gone when he’d told her to, even though she had saved him a stabbing. “Holden, you… hurt him badly.”

“That’s why I told you to leave.” He didn’t say that no, he’d killed him, because that was obvious, or at least should have been. Tatiana was giving him the benefit of a doubt that he didn’t deserve. “I warned you not to stick around.”

“And I was supposed to leave you alone with that maniac?”

“He wasn’t the only maniac in that alley.”

She frowned. “Don’t say that.”

“You wanted to know if I was a vigilante? You have your answer now. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t spread it around.”

For a moment she just sat there and breathed. Holden knew he had scared her, and she might never talk to him again. Hell, that would be the reasonable thing to do. When you realized that you were friends with a psychopath, it was generally best to cut bait and run before they turned their sights on you. Wasn’t that the entire lesson of the Hannibal TV series?

Holden pulled over to the curb beside the phone booth and left the engine running. He wiped the blood off his face, or at least what he could feel of it. Holden suspected he wasn’t going to get all the blood off of him until he had a shower. Or more.

“You’re bleeding,” Tatiana noted. “Shouldn’t we get you to a hospital?”

Holden glanced at his arm, which still throbbed and was leaking even more blood all over him. “I know some people. I’ll call and have it taken care of.”

“That needs more than a Band-Aid.”

“And I can’t show up at the emergency room with a knife wound.” He looked at her expectantly. “Want to make the call, or what?”

She was looking at him with that thousand-yard stare, like she couldn’t believe any of this was happening or had happened. It seemed to take her a moment to find her words. “How about you just take me home?”

“Got it.” Maybe she’d finally remembered Holden had slit the guy’s gut open even before he’d gone for the throat. Although the throat wound would be enough to kill him all by itself. The pair made it a certainty he was already dead. Perhaps she figured it out, or maybe she just remembered he attempted to assault her to kick off this whole terrible incident. Probably didn’t matter.

Once he dropped her off, he grabbed a spare T-shirt he had in the back and wrapped it around his arm, figuring it would sop up some of the blood. He also called a number he almost never called and requested help. Holden didn’t know if Dee would respond at all.

Holden knew enough about makeshift first aid that he figured he could use Super Glue to close the wound. It wouldn’t be great, but it would be better than slowly bleeding to death. He’d only been home a couple of minutes and had just poured vodka over the wound to sterilize it—and boy did that fucking sting—when he heard an impatient knock at the door. He figured cops wouldn’t knock, so he wrapped a clean towel around his arm and answered the door.

It was Dee, currently in a civilian outfit of jeans, a T-shirt, and a windbreaker, holding what looked like a huge tackle box. Also, he looked really pissed off.

“You are not Roan,” he snapped, coming in without waiting for an invitation. “I’ll help you this once, ’cause you’re Ro’s friend, but that’s it.”

“Fair enough.” It was. Roan was the only common thread between them. They had no other reason to be friends or acquaintances. It wasn’t like they even hung out in the same social circles. Although it never failed to tickle Holden that straights seemed to assume all gays knew each other and liked each other. Like once you came out, you got a card to a secret clubhouse.

Dee plopped his heavy kit on the sofa and said, “Okay, let’s see it. What’d you do to yourself?”

Holden unwound the towel, and Dee’s eyes went wide as he grabbed the limb for a closer look at the injury. “Holy shit. This is a knife slash, isn’t it? Did someone try and stab you?”

“Yep.”

“Why? Wait, do I want to know why?”

Holden shook his head. Dee then got a good look at Holden and asked, “Is all this blood yours?”

“Probably not.”

Dee sighed heavily. “Goddamn it. Was Ro a bad influence on you, or were you a bad influence on him?”

Holden shrugged. “You could probably make an argument either way. But Roan’s a better person than I am.”

Dee just grunted, which was his way of being nice and not simply agreeing with him. But he did, and Holden didn’t care, because all it meant was Dee was sane and had working eyes.

Because the blood would be easier to clean up there, Dee moved him out to the kitchen. It was easy for Holden to hold his arm over the sink, where the blood was easily caught and rinsed away.

For the most part, Dee worked in silence, which was fine by Holden. Dee eventually decided he probably needed stitches, but in lieu of that, closed the gash with surgical glue. He figured the vodka bath would be enough to keep germs away, but gave him some antibiotics to take anyway.

“And whatever you’re doing, knock it off,” Dee added as he hefted up his kit again. “Before you end up dead or in jail. You’ll break Ro’s heart, you know that?”

Holden nodded, resisting the urge to say he’d probably already broken his heart a couple of different times. This wasn’t the first time he’d gone dark side and probably wouldn’t be the last. There was a cozy home for Holden over there, deep in the shadows where the bad people were. He bet they missed him whenever he went away.

Once Dee was gone, he called Phan and let him know about the make and model of the car in his parking lot that still had the keys in it and how he wanted it boosted and gone ASAP. Phan didn’t do it himself, but there wasn’t a lowlife he didn’t know, and Holden was pretty sure it was in the process of being stolen as soon as he hung up. It would be parted out or stripped of its VIN and plates and shipped away; he didn’t know and didn’t care. The point was, that car, seen on the street where the crime took place, would cease to exist. A piece of the evidence chain ripped out and gone. Holden wasn’t new to this game.

He took a long shower, carrying his bottle of gin in with him because seriously, fuck it. Tonight was a good night to get loaded. Holden noticed he had a couple of bruises, probably from when the guy was trying to crush him with his size, but it was hard to say where they were from. Didn’t look like classic defensive wounds. When Chai came home, he had no idea what he was going to tell him. Maybe just tell him he was in a fight and avoid the details. He didn’t want to make him an accessory after the fact. He shoved his bloody clothes in a trash bag, and made a mental note to wash them up nice and good before donating them to Goodwill. If thrown away, they’d draw attention to themselves. Best to either burn them or clean them and donate them, where they’d get lost in the shuffle.

The more gin he drank, the more tired he was, but Holden didn’t see himself sleeping, so he ate leftover pizza and took some antibiotics while watching Farscape. At some point in his drunkenness, he came to the awareness that he was probably Chiana, and Roan was probably Crichton. It made a shit ton of sense.

He’d fallen asleep eventually, as his phone going off like a bastard woke him up. When Holden sat up, his gin bottle fell off his stomach and hit the floor. At least it was empty.

Holden groped for his cell, if only to shut off the monotonous ringing. He hadn’t set a ringtone for Chai yet, so he wasn’t overly surprised to find it was him. “Yeah?” he grunted. Much to his surprise, he wasn’t hungover. His neck was a little stiff from sleeping weirdly, and he had a general soreness from the fight, but his head was okay. His arm throbbed like it wanted to be anywhere else but there.

“I think I finally found something,” Chai said, like that was supposed to mean something.

And after a moment of thinking about it, Holden realized it did.




19—Flesh World

 

 

HOLDEN BRIEFLY wondered if Chai had gotten lucky, hence his reason for not coming home last night. But sadly, no. Chai had randomly run into Trix, one of the guys they used to work with. He’d gone into rehab after yet another overdose (at last count, three) and tried to straighten his life out. Currently he was working as a yoga teacher (sure, why not?), and he invited Chai back to his apartment for dinner so they could catch up.

Chai admitted he wasn’t totally against the idea of sexy times, as Trix (real name: Jansen) was still fairly hot, probably thanks to the yoga. But Trix really did just want to talk. Apparently he was all about macha and a macrobiotic diet and in general being as Zen and clean as fuck. Was there anything more tedious than a reformed addict or sinner (or both)? Chai ended up sleeping on his couch and reported that not only did Trix never make a move on him, but Chai felt he should inform the world that macrobiotic dinners were terrible. He admitted that might not be fair to the diet, that it might just be Trix’s cooking, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to try it again to find out.

Holden went to pick Chai up in his regular car (the one not stolen from the lot), and they talked things out over boozy gelato and coffee. Well, Chai talked. Holden just listened. He told Chai the stakeout had been uneventful even though Holden noticed, on the front page of a paper left sitting on a nearby table, that there had been a brutal stabbing death last night.

Chai pushed his empty cup of margarita gelato aside and got out his phone. “Okay, so, I told you the Christie family’s fucking huge and kind of sprawling. But I plodded through this collection of idiots and asshats until I found this.” Chai handed Holden his phone.

Holden looked at the picture but wasn’t sure what he was supposed to take away from it. It was a mousey teenage girl in an oversized sweatshirt, her bleached hair looking as dry and teased as hay, a beer bottle in her left hand. “Jailbait?”

“That is Janette Munson, a Christie on her mother’s side,” Chai said, undeterred by his sassiness. “She got pregnant in high school and dropped out for a while. Eventually she got her GED and went on to beauty school, although she had no baby and it was never mentioned again.”

“So she had an abortion or had it adopted.”

“Which is what I thought, except no, they didn’t believe in abortion as a family—good Baptists, you know—and there are no indications of adoption, although those records are generally sealed.”

Part of Holden wanted to speed this along, not the least because he was impatient to pick up the newspaper and read that article. He wanted to know who the guy was he’d killed and if the cops had made any connection between him and the beatings of trans people. But he understood that Chai was building his story.

“But…?” Holden coaxed.

Chai smiled. Holden knew this was his favorite part. “I finally got through to a chatty great-aunt who’s either starting to lose her marbles or just stopped giving a shit. Either way, it worked for me. According to her, Janette had the baby, but rather than scandalize the family by putting it up for official adoption, it was adopted within the family.”

Holden nodded, able to guess where this was going. “By John Christie, perhaps?”

“And his wife at the time, Judy. Although Judy disappeared a couple months later. John said she ran off, and as far as the aunt knew, that was true, but no one from the family has heard from her since.”

Holden groaned, shoving aside his empty gelato cup. “Are we thinking she’s in a shallow grave somewhere?”

Chai grimaced. “I’m kind of hoping not, but now that you mention it, how likely is it that she just ran off?”

“If she had good sense, she should have. But if she had that, she’d never have married him in the first place.” Holden sighed. “All we can hope is he hadn’t advanced from child pornography to murder and then backtracked into molestation. That’s not usually how psychos escalate.”

“But at least we can now tell Mike something,” Chai said, picking up his coffee. “He wasn’t randomly bought, he was given away.”

Holden grunted humorously at that, although it wasn’t funny. It was sadly true. He was passed off like the family shame and probably would have been better off adopted.

As soon as Chai got up to go get another scoop of gelato, Holden snagged the paper from the neighboring table and read all about the stabbing. The victim had not been identified as of printing time, but they did mention that there had been several violent assaults in the area over the past month, most involving transgender people. It was probably too early for the police to have any suspects.

By the time Chai made his way back to their table, Holden had put the paper back and left Big Mike a message they should meet. He’d let him pick the time and place since he was a client and also under constant police surveillance. Holden knew it was probably in his best interest to avoid cops as much as possible.

“I really need to pay you a salary,” Holden told Chai as he tucked in to his second cup of gelato. “You did the work here, not me.”

“I thought I was getting food and room and board out of the deal.”

“You are, but you deserve more.” Holden sighed, resting his elbows on the table. “I do not have the right temperament for private dick work.”

Chai eyed him warily, plastic spoon still in his mouth. It seemed like he was trying to judge whether or not Holden was feeling sorry for himself. “So why did you get into it?”

“Because Roan was probably trying to save me from myself.” Holden smirked at the idea, although with both fondness and sadness. Roan was always holding out hope that Holden had some better angels somewhere. He hated to disappoint Roan, but he really didn’t.

“What I’m good at doesn’t pay. But hey, we could always do it together. Krause and Nayar Investigations. You do the legitimate work, and I do the… illegitimate.” Holden actually preferred illicit, as it sounded vaguely dirty, but it didn’t quite work with the sentence.

“Oh, so you’re proposing I be the sugar daddy who keeps your ass afloat?” Chai smiled like he found the idea amusing. It kind of was.

“I prefer to think of you as being the respectable face of our organization.”

“Respectable? You do remember I had a very brief porn career, right?”

“If the old client track record of Roan’s holds, our clients aren’t going to be the type who watch interracial gay porn. Or at least admit that they do so.”

Chai nodded, eating his gelato and trying to hide his smile. He obviously liked the idea, but Holden could tell he didn’t want to cop to that so soon. “It is the best gig I’ve been offered since I returned to the city.”

“But you do know being associated with me, even peripherally, could land you in a lot of trouble.”

Chai shrugged nonchalantly, clearly not recognizing the depth of that warning. “What’s life without risk?”

Did he know those were famous last words? Holden didn’t feel brave enough to ask.




20—Dada

 

 

SCOTT KNEW there were three ways Gareth could have played his clumsy pass. He could have blamed it on the booze, he could have apologized profusely (or conversely say he wasn’t sorry), or he could have pretended he didn’t remember it at all. Gareth went for number three. It was really disappointing.

He didn’t tell Grey about it, because why? He’d probably rib Gar for being a coward next time he saw him, and that would make things so much worse. So he did something he knew he shouldn’t do, but he kind of had to.

After waiting until the afternoon (and after taking a couple of hits off his vape pen so the pot could mellow him out a little and help him ignore the maddening itching beneath his cast), he called Roan.

“Scott, hey. How you doing? I heard you broke your wrist again.”

“You weren’t watching the game?” Scott teased with mock horror. He briefly heard what sounded like screaming and gunshots in the background. “Am I interrupting something?”

“No. I’m supposed to be writing. But I’m binge watching Supernatural instead.”

“I don’t blame you at all. Those guys are fucking hot.”

Roan made an amused noise as he paused whatever he was watching. “Shh. The hets continue to think they made this for them.”

“Fools.” He paused briefly, trying to ignore the fact that hearing Roan’s dulcet tones made him feel warm and fuzzy. Roan was still alive, and he still sounded good. That was a win, right? This was where the pot worked against him because he could feel a weepy spell just around the corner. He had to distract himself. God forbid Roan hear it in his voice. “Did I ever tell you Den and I figured out who we’d be in the Buffy ’verse?”

“No. Do tell.”

“Well, you were Buffy, obviously. Den was Angel, and I volunteered to be Oz.”

“You as Oz? Hmm. I really don’t see that. I mean, he was just too short.”

“So who do you think we’d be in the Supernatural ’verse?”

Roan chuckled. “Holden’s super easy. Crowley.”

That startled a laugh out of Scott. “Yeah, you’re right. If Hell did exist and Den went there, there’s no way he’s not running the joint within a week.” Scott still felt a twinge saying Den’s name. It hurt, even though breaking up was the right thing to do. Oh fuck, now he wanted more pot. “You’re Dean.”

“What, not Castiel?” He sounded disappointed. At least Scott knew which one was Roan’s favorite. Not that he blamed him; Castiel was very cute.

“Castiel’s too naïve. You got more of the hot, haunted guy bristling with machismo thing going on.”

Roan seemed to accept that. “So who are you? Sam?”

“I like to think I’m more of a younger, sexier Bobby.”

At least that made Roan laugh. It made Scott feel good to know he could do that. “I dunno. I could kind of see you as Meg.”

Scott considered that. “Maybe. The darker-haired one was hot.”

“Shallow.” Roan paused, which was his warning he was about to change the topic. “I doubt you called to discuss TV shows.”

He sighed, not sure he should burden Roan with this. But he was hoping he could give him some usable insights into dealing with Gar. “Remember that British cat-squad cop?”

“Crumpet? Yeah, sure do. He okay?”

“Yeah. Except… you know he’s super closeted, right?”

Roan chuckled. “I suspected something when he started following me around like a puppy eager for attention. But I don’t think he’s gay. He’s not perfectly straight, but there’s some wiggle room there.”

“Yeah, well… he’s been coming over, mooning over you, and… oh shit, I think I may have gotten into something.”

“What?”

So he told Roan the abbreviated version of the bar crawl, Tank’s insinuation that Gar liked him, and the sloppy kiss Gar claimed to have no memory of whatsoever, even though Scott knew he was lying. Roan groaned when he got to the kiss but otherwise waited until he finished the whole thing before speaking. “Well, thanks for taking a bullet for me, Scott. I appreciate that.”

Scott almost laughed but couldn’t quite. “You think he’s transferred his lust for you into a lust for me?”

“Maybe. You are attractive, Scott, and don’t tell me, Mr. Body Issue of Sports Illustrated, that you don’t know that.”

Scott smirked at his own hubris and could even feel himself blushing. He figured he was, on his best days, an eight, but that was a solid ten plus in the hockey world. Even if you were reasonably handsome when you started playing, it was surprising how few ended up that way. “Yeah, but… I’m not you.”

“You’re prettier than me, Scott.”

“No. And you’re not pretty, you’re handsome.”

That made him snicker. “And I’m a scar and tattoo factory. Or did you forget that?”

“The scars make you hotter. And I like your tattoos.” Okay, this was veering dangerously close to flirting. If Roan was down for it, he wouldn’t mind keeping it up, but he had a feeling Roan wasn’t going to go for it.

He wasn’t disappointed. “Thanks. But if I didn’t have the superviral pheromones working for me, I’m not sure I’d have ever gotten any action at all. And you don’t have those pheromones, so the thing Crumpet has for you might be more genuine.”

“Or I’m simply a handy substitute for you. And if he can’t have the one he wants, he’ll love the one he’s with.”

“Yeah, that’s a possibility too. But right now he’s playing dumb, so it’s impossible to tell which.”

Scott sighed, rubbing his eyes. “Is asking for honesty in a relationship just too much?” Scott was aware of the cognitive dissonance in that statement, as he was hardly out of the closet with his own bisexuality, but he liked to tell himself it was because he might lose his career. He didn’t know if the NHL was ready for someone like him. But deep down he knew he hadn’t said anything because he was scared. Not just for his career. Roan was an excellent example of the shit the trailblazers got. Yes, the whole point was to beat a path so it’s easier for the people coming after you, but you had to be a really strong person to do that. He wasn’t sure he had that kind of strength.

“It’s more of a ‘beware what you wish for’ kind of thing. Honesty’s great, but sometimes a little white lie is more helpful.”

“So where does that leave me?” Scott had the TV playing on mute, but flipping around, he saw a news bulletin about a loose lion in University Place. He turned off the set and was glad Roan didn’t have to deal with that kind of shit anymore. He bet the Seattle PD was pretty fucking sorry, though.

“Where do you want it to go?”

Scott wasn’t sure what he meant for a moment. “Huh?”

“You interested in him? I do remember he was kind of cute, especially for a cop. And that accent is damn hot.”

Scott pondered that, glad for the pot again. “Yeah. But….” He wasn’t sure. He had a lot of thoughts, and none of them were super helpful.

“Too soon?”

Scott knew he had decided to break up with Holden for his sanity. But damn, he still missed him. It shouldn’t have hurt this much. “Yeah. And I feel like an idiot.”

“Why? You like Holden, and he’s way too caught up in his own shit. There’s no shame in that. Except Holden not holding on to the hot guy when he had him.”

He smiled, so happy that Roan thought he was hot. Okay, he wasn’t going to nail him, but he’d take this as a consolation prize. “Maybe one day he’s gonna regret that.”

“I hope he’s regretting it now,” Roan said.

It was then Scott realized he was using Gar as an excuse to talk to Roan. Hearing his voice was just so comforting, and it made him think he could drop in later and visit him. Though hadn’t he dropped in and seen him and Dylan less than two weeks ago?

He was such an idiot. Did he think Gareth was the only one still in love with Roan? That was exactly what they had in common. Now Scott wanted a beer. No, a six-pack.

He thought Gar was kind of pathetic? So was he. Maybe they were perfect for each other.




21—Eyeshadow

 

 

THE MAN Holden killed turned out to be named James Vernon Sawyer, an asshole who put other assholes to shame. He had an impressive criminal record, including domestic violence charges (multiple counts), and had done time for assaulting a police officer. This worked in Holden’s favor because it meant the cops weren’t going to break their backs looking for who knifed him. He was a real prize pig, and it wasn’t likely anyone would miss him.

This gave Holden some time to consider the Krause-Nayar Agency. Should they do it? If they did, they were mainly going to confine their advertising to the Internet. The days of people coming to a private dick’s office were gone, and besides, when did vigilantes work out of storefronts? He wasn’t going to tell Roan he was letting his old office go back up for lease because he didn’t want to break his heart.

He was wondering if he should wait until Chai came back from the store to order a pizza when there was a knock at the door. He hadn’t gotten a key made for Chai yet, so he assumed it was him but looked out the peephole just in case.

He was right to do so. There was a man wearing a baseball cap low over his eyes, but when he turned his head, Holden recognized him. Big Mike, super incognito.

Before undoing the locks, Holden thought about what weapons he had where. He had his Taser hidden in the kitchen, but he didn’t have a lot of weapons in the front room. Most were stashed in his bedroom. He was going to have to work on that.

Holden opened the door and held it, wordlessly inviting Big Mike in. He was sure his client had bodyguards waiting in the car. Holden didn’t speak until he closed the door. “I asked for a meeting, but not at my place.”

Big Mike did not even pretend he wasn’t checking out Holden’s place. He stared at his Franz Marc Blue Fox poster for a while, probably not understanding the irony of it. “I thought this might be for the best, since I’m sure the cops are watching my place.” Finally he stopped trying to make sense of the fox print and walked over toward the sofa. “I presume you have an answer for me?”

“Yes. But I don’t think you’re going to like it very much.” Holden retrieved the few bits of paperwork that Chai had printed out and handed them to Mike as he told him the story they’d pieced together. That his birth mother was a relative of John’s, and he was unofficially adopted by him and his wife. Big Mike seemed shocked that John ever had a wife, and stared at the one grainy picture Chai managed to dig up for a long time.

Finally, he asked, “Did you ever find her?”

“The wife? No.” He decided to keep their suspicion that she was long dead to himself. It was a tangent that was needless at this point.

“Do you know who my biological father is?”

“No. But we included Janette’s last known address, so if you want to pay her a visit and ask her yourself, you absolutely can.” Holden gestured to the Seahawks backpack Big Mike gave him at the start of this case, making sure he saw it. Inside were all the files he’d told Holden he wanted back, the ones Holden and Chai had used to piece together his very sad origins. Holden wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t go home and burn them.

Big Mike looked through all the papers while Holden got himself a glass of water and lingered in his kitchenette. Big Mike was big enough—no pun intended—that he didn’t have to kill anyone anymore; underlings did that shit for him. But Holden wanted to be ready in case he got nostalgic for his hands-on days. Holden figured he could kill him with a kitchen knife if he had to, but his bodyguards would kill Holden soon after. There was no walking away from killing a drug kingpin.

Big Mike nodded, as if someone had spoken. “I’m kind of sorry I’m related to him even distantly, but you can’t pick your family, can you?”

“Nope.” Well, you could. Look at Roan. He had no family, but he made one—of misfits and weirdos who were too strange to find his affliction all that startling. But, again, not a conversation he wanted to have with Big Mike.

Big Mike picked up the Seahawks backpack, and he put the papers in there. Holden idly wondered if Big Mike was going to kill him to clean up this mess. He hoped the man knew Holden wasn’t about to go quietly.

“By the way,” Big Mike said, “incredible job with James Sawyer. I mean, holy shit. You’re gay. I’m sorry, I know it’s not PC and everything, but it’s gonna take me a while to wrap my head around that. You laid that motherfucker out.”

Holden was a little surprised, but not much, so his poker face wasn’t even tested. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Big Mike chuckled as he pulled an envelope out of the backpack and threw it on the coffee table. “Guy was fucking huge. Also, from what I understand, bad news coming and going. A thug no one’s going to miss. Solid target. I heard he went down hard too, and here you are, looking like nothing ever happened. Fucking A man, you’re hard-core.”

“Are you going somewhere with this?”

Big Mike fixed his gaze on him. Although slightly predatory, it was otherwise unreadable. “I’m not trying to blackmail you, Fox. I want us to have an understanding.”

“Oh really?” Holden still wasn’t giving anything away. He wanted to see what the drug dealer’s game was before deciding on a course of action. “And what kind of understanding is that?”

“I have a witness. Now, he’s not a snitch, and he hates pigs, so he ain’t saying jack shit to anyone. Unless I tell him to do so. So I think that makes us even.”

“Even how?”

He stood up, making the swallowed noise of a guy whose back was just starting to act up on him. “Mutually assured destruction. If word gets out about… my childhood, or if the cops try and flip you… I’m sure you can guess the rest.”

“You take me down with you. That’s a page out of my playbook.” Holden hated when irony bit him on the ass. At least that meant death was off the table. Big Mike had something much worse in mind.

Holden retrieved the envelope from the table and wasn’t surprised to find it was full of cash. Nonsequential bills, some crumpled with use. “I trust that pays for the rest of the services?” Big Mike asked.

It was actually a bit more than he expected. But Big Mike probably threw in a little extra to soften the blow of the mutually assured destruction talk. Holden nodded. “It’s good.”

“Good. You know, if you ever want to make some decent cash and get out of this little cracker box, you could always come work for me. It could even be freelance, if you don’t want to get tied down. I could use a guy like you on my team.”

Holden couldn’t help but smirk. Same old pitch. “You know what I’m going to say.”

Big Mike was by the door now. He hadn’t opened it yet, but he was getting ready to. “My door is always open to the gay Punisher. Keep it in mind.” He then left as suddenly as he had arrived.

Big Mike was correct. He’d make a shitload of money if he worked as an enforcer/assassin for a drug kingpin. But he wasn’t a psychopath for hire. He was a free-range psychopath, and he wasn’t for sale. Not in that way. Sex was a different story.

Could he trust Big Mike? He had no choice, did he? Holden had no idea if there was an actual witness or if that was all a bluff by Big Mike. He knew if he dug, he’d be sorry, so he’d just have to learn to live with the mystery of it.

He was sitting in the armchair, the envelope of money in his hands, when Chai returned from shopping. “Hey, Holden.”

He stood up, facing Chai as he limped across the living room with a couple of bags rustling in his hands. He must have decided to get some new clothes, since he’d only had what he brought with him from California, which wasn’t a lot since he had been planning to kill himself.

“Look,” Holden said, “I know you did the bulk of the grunt work on the case, but if anyone ever asks you if you did anything regarding the Big Mike case, just say no, okay?”

Chai was looking at him warily, the same way he did when he thought a gig was starting to go sideways. “Uh, okay. Has something happened?”

“No, just… give yourself a case of targeted amnesia. You know nothing about this case, or what happened, or anything else. You never helped me. You don’t know who Big Mike is. Okay?” His worst fear was what Big Mike would do if he knew Chai had helped him. Holden was controllable, since he supposedly had ammo enough to shoot him down. But Chai? Chai couldn’t be controlled, so he would be a liability. And there was a quick and simple way of dealing with those things that would have Chai at the bottom of the Sound. Holden should have thought of that before getting him involved in this.

Chai looked around the room, as if afraid something was going to jump out at him. “Okay, you’re starting to freak me out a little.”

“No, it’s fine. I just overlooked something.” He held up the envelope of cash and said, “At least we got paid.”

Chai put the bags down and sighed. “You’re never going to tell me, are you?”

“About my paranoia? No. But there’s more than enough cash to get the Krause-Nayar Agency a decent website. Especially since I know an ex-dominatrix who’ll probably set us up one for free.”

He frowned, but Holden saw in his eyes the moment he decided to let it go. “Is this vigilante business somehow? Is that why you’re not telling me?”

Holden nodded, glad he had an excuse to bail. “Basically. I just need you to trust me, Chai. Can you do that?”

“Of course I can. Do you even have to ask?”

Good. It just might be enough to keep him alive. It was going to have to be.




22—Leave The Door Wide Open

 

 

One Week Later

 

HOLDEN FOUND himself wishing they did have a physical office so they could have a party with shitty cake and watered-down booze. But they settled for going to the pretentious hipster bar, Lush Life, that Scott and Grey had told him about. Holden wasn’t all that sorry.

Seriously, this place was so ridiculous that if it showed up in a sketch-comedy show, he’d have accused it of going overboard. How was this place real? Holden had been there for twenty minutes and still didn’t believe it existed.

He also didn’t believe his violently purple drink was called Reuben Remembering A Better Time Before The War. What the fuck did that mean? Why did this drink have white rum and apple juice in it? Why was it so purple? Why was it twenty bucks, and why was it served in a tulip glass? He had so many questions, and he feared there could be no answers that would ever make him happy. The only thing that would make Holden happy would be burning this place down.

Chai seemed to find his flabbergasted disbelief funny. His drink was teal, and it was called Misery Loves Company, But Company Prefers Happiness. According to him, it was fucking terrible. Holden hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to try his drink.

Holden was looking around the bar and found his gaze pulled to a hipster bearded guy clearly on a date with a woman with dyed red hair. With his beard and hat and little bow tie, Holden felt like he wanted to go over and punch him in the face just for existing, which wasn’t fair. How could he know the pain of heterosexual mating rituals? But he was getting a vibe from the man that he didn’t like. Holden was pretty good at spotting bad guys in a crowd, and despite his poseur hipsterisms, something wasn’t right about that dude. Holden was keeping an eye on him.

Chai raised his cup of teal alcohol. “To Krause and Nayar Investigations.”

Holden raised his glass to that, and then they both put them down without drinking them.

“Is this a bad first sign that we’re celebrating our business venture here?” Chai asked. “Should we go to a place that has drinks we could actually drink?”

“In a little bit. I really want to soak in the douchebag ambiance.” Holden jerked his head at the guy he was keeping an eye on. “And I think he’s up to something.”

Chai looked. “Mumford? What?”

“I’m not sure yet. But my loser radar is going off.” Holden got out his phone and surreptitiously aimed it at the guy. He really didn’t need to be that crafty, the guy wasn’t looking his way, and there was actually a decent-sized crowd here, which was just more proof to Holden that people were terrible.

Chai studied the hipster with a good deal of skepticism. Chai was doing a lot better now that he had a purpose and a goal to work toward. Not to say that suicide was completely off the table, but it seemed he’d back-burnered it, and Holden accepted that for now. A job and a place to stay weren’t going to cure a fundamental problem like that, but that’s why he was starting therapy. It hadn’t worked before, but Chai was giving it a shot now, because he had to try. Holden saw this all as a positive.

There was more good news, of a sort. Hel was going to live, and since it was a slow news week, news of the Indiegogo campaign to raise money for her medical bills had spurred a groundswell of support for her. News of the assaults seemed to finally hit the news too, although with a footnote that they seemed to have stopped, at least for the time being. Holden knew it was permanent, but how could any of them know that? Except Hel, of course. He paid her a visit in the hospital, snuck her in some of her favorite things (Jolly Ranchers and Mountain Dew—there was just no accounting for taste) and told her simply, “I got him.” She knew better than to ask for any clarifying details; she just nodded, and that was that. And as far as he could tell, the cops were letting the investigation of Sawyer slip through their fingers. Why not? He was a piece of human garbage, although Holden knew most likely the slackening on the case was due to the fact that he was known for assaulting cops as well as lovers. He made the wrong kind of enemy in many different respects.

It hadn’t escaped Holden how absurd this new business venture was. Two former (mostly) escorts turned private detectives, even though only one of them really was a PI, the other actually being a vigilante but unable to advertise as such. Not that Holden was giving up detecting—he was still in for that, but he wasn’t going to fool himself. He knew where his strength was, and it wasn’t there.

If Big Mike had any suspicions Chai had helped him with his case, it hadn’t showed yet. Holden had a plan if it ever cropped up. It was nasty and would undoubtedly end in a bloodbath, but what good was knowing a psychotic biker with Mexican drug cartel ties if you couldn’t use him as a targeted missile when the need arose? That was exactly why he hoarded contacts and favors like a dragon collecting gold. You never knew when you’d need them.

After a few minutes, the redheaded woman left to visit the bathroom, and Holden kept filming as the guy showed he had some smooth moves. He dipped his hand into his pocket and then dropped something into her drink one-handed, giving the glass a swirl to spread and dissolve whatever he’d put in there. He’d done this before and had it down to a science. If you weren’t watching him closely, you would have missed all of that. Holden stopped filming and handed the phone to Chai. “When the redhead with a blue dress comes out of the bathroom, show her that.”

“Okay. What are you doing?”

“I’m gonna go have a word with the white Bill Cosby,” Holden said, standing. “I’m going to give him a chance he doesn’t deserve.”

Chai raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment. Maybe that was the beauty of working with a fellow ex–sex worker. Very little Holden could do would genuinely surprise him. He also knew better than to interfere with his play.

Holden went up to the bar, took the woman’s place, and deliberately hit the violent green drink with his elbow, knocking it over. “Oh, what a shame. Hope those roofies didn’t cost too much.”

Beardo glared at him. “Who the fuck are you?”

Holden glanced at the wallet hidden in his hand and made a mental note of the info he needed before revealing that he had picked the guy’s pocket when he shoved into the spot at the bar. “Neil Sheldon, Apartment 23-B, 21st Street North. Not a terrible neighborhood.”

“Hey!” Neil tried to snatch his wallet out of Holden’s hand, but Holden anticipated the move and avoided it, instead dropping the wallet in the green puddle of drugged drink.

“Oops. Clumsy me. Let’s hope the drug doesn’t absorb through the skin, hmm?”

“I don’t know what your fucking game is, you psycho, but I suggest you get the fuck out of here.”

“Me, the psycho? I’m not dropping roofies, Neil.”

Neil glared at him with tiny blue eyes like marbles shoved into his skull. If there was any remorse, it wasn’t visible. He had shark eyes, empty of anything but hunger. “I did no such thing. Get the fuck outta here.”

Holden smiled at him—it was his sharpest smile, lethal as a blade—not meeting his eyes. “I caught it on my phone, Neil, and my friend is now showing that video to your friend. Date’s over, assclown. Pack up your drugs and go home. Or we can go outside and settle this.”

He scoffed, taking a sip of his own drink, but he never took his eyes off Holden. “Are you really challenging me to a fight?”

“No, it wouldn’t be a fight. I’d kick your ass so badly, I’d personally be surprised if you were out of the hospital by the end of next week. You are nothing to me, little man.”

There was the rage, simmering in his eyes. He supposed Neil was trying to stare him down, but he’d have to be a fucking half man, half lion to have any hope of staring Holden down. Did he think he had what it took to intimidate him?

“Is that so?” Neil said. “You’re really full of yourself, aren’t you?”

“I’ve killed bigger men than you,” Holden said in a low, cold voice. He leaned in closer, impinging on Neil’s personal space. He could have been about to kiss him or bite his nose off. “Would you like me to prove it?” Holden never broke eye contact and made sure he looked as bored as he felt, like this was just another night. Because it very much was. He was the gay Punisher, after all.

That got through Neil’s narcissistic shell. He took a step back, trying to reclaim some personal space, and said, “You’re fucking nuts.”

Holden just smiled. “So?”

It was finally sinking in that this was a battle he didn’t want and couldn’t win. The bartender had come by to blot up the spilled liquor, and Neil retrieved his dripping wallet, trying to flick the liquid off before putting it in his coat’s inside pocket.

He started to leave, but Holden grabbed his arm and leaned right into his ear so Neil could feel his breath on his face. “I know who you are, and I know where you live. If I see you out doing this shit again, you will wake up one night to find me standing over your bed, and no one will arrive in time to save you.”

Neil jerked his arm away violently and looked pissed off, but there was fear lurking there in the darkness behind his eyes. One predator finally recognizing another.

“Stay the fuck away from me, you freak.” Neil stormed off, trying to retain some dignity but failing miserably.

Holden sniffed the drink he’d left behind while Chai and the woman Neil had been with joined him.

“I can’t believe he’d do that,” she said, still wide-eyed with shock. “He seemed like such a nice guy.”

Holden nodded. “Yep. He’s not going to get you off your guard if he acts like his real self.”

“Where is he?”

“He left. He didn’t like being caught.”

She ran a hand through her hair, which was showing a good half inch of brown roots, and shook her head. “I still can’t believe that. Thank you.”

Holden shrugged a single shoulder. “Never leave your drink unattended, even with a nice guy. Take it from me, men are pigs.”

“Not all of us,” Chai protested. But after Holden stared at him for a few seconds, he conceded, “Yeah, okay, most.”

“Take care of yourself,” Holden told her, collecting his phone from Chai and vacating the bar.

She might have wanted to say something else, but he and Chai happily left Lush Life. As soon as they were outside on the light-splashed sidewalk, Chai said, “I had no idea you were a humanitarian.”

“My vigilante impulses weren’t just a way of controlling my own rage. I actually do want to help people, although God knows why. People are fucking terrible.”

Chai laughed as they headed down the street toward where Holden had parked his car. He had no choice but to use a parking garage since on-street parking in Seattle often seemed like a minor miracle. You probably needed to sacrifice a goat to Cthulhu on a full moon to get a regular spot. It was kind of ridiculous. Finding an open spot in the garage on one of the lower floors that had ramps Chai could use (Chai could use stairs, but it was obvious he avoided them when he could, so Holden had no problem accommodating him) was also a pain. Probably more sacrificing was necessary. If only there were good places for that to happen. Even blood shrines were probably at a premium. Sacrifices were probably backed up until the middle of next year.

Chai looked at him for a long moment, smiling faintly. “So Roan rubbed off on you after all, huh?”

“Shut up.”

All that made Chai do was giggle, but Holden wasn’t about to admit that maybe he had a small point.

Still, there was a huge difference in the way Roan helped people and the way Holden did. He hoped Seattle was ready for it.

Oh, fuck it. Even if nobody was ready, Holden was here. And he was here to stay.
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Prequel to Infected: Prey

 

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

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

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

But is the knowledge enough to discourage him from following his heart? Roan helps Paris out of homelessness, and maybe a special hospital can help Paris with the infection, but Roan’s got his hands full with this case, and there’s no end in sight.
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Infected: Book 1

 

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

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

Working the crimes will lead Roan through a maze of hate, personal grudges, and mortal danger. With help from his tiger-strain infected partner, Paris Lehane, he does his best to survive in a world that hates and fears their kind… and occasionally worships them.
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Infected: Book 2

Sequel to Infected: Prey

 

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

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

It’s a family with secrets so toxic they’d rather no one investigate, and there’s no shortage of suspects. But despite the dangers and obstructions involved, Roan won’t stop... until he loses something infinitely precious as well.
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Infected: Book 3

Sequel to Infected: Bloodlines

 

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

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

As Roan claws his way out of the darkness by diving back into his work, he finds himself in a race against time in the adrenaline-pumping realization that nothing helps a person want to live like helping someone else survive.
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Infected: Book 4

Sequel to Infected: Life After Death

 

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

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

As Roan fights to control the lion inside him, his world explodes with all kinds of trouble. The leader of the church is ramping up the violence against him, calling Roan out as a traitor to his kind. There’s a loose infected terrorizing the city. And Holden, male prostitute and Roan’s unofficial assistant, brings him a case involving the suspicious death of one of Holden’s clients, which puts Roan far too close to a murderer for his state of mind….
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“Andrea Speed delivers an urban fantasy that is gritty and powerful.”
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“The author did a remarkable job tying up the ends and leaving Roan and Dylan, plus their friends, exactly where they needed to be.”

—Rainbow Book Reviews

 

“…this series has been solid from the start and it always felt like coming home to great casts whenever I read a new “Infected” story.”

—Boys in our Books
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