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Infected Holiday Special

By Andrea Speed

An Infected Special Edition

 

Peek behind the curtain with Roan McKichan and the various characters who make up the Infected universe in this sometimes serious, sometimes humorous collection of short stories centered around the holidays.

There’s Kevin, who reflects on how lonely his life in the closet is. And Fiona and Tank, who go on a surprisingly good first date. Roan himself finds his Halloween celebration at Panic interrupted by loose cats and obnoxious frat boys while Paris contemplates his mortality on their impromptu honeymoon. Dropkick deals with her new marriage and male egos on the job, Roan meets Connor at the scene of a drunken fight, and Holden contemplates his future as a street kid. These stories and many more will be told, centered around more holidays than you can shake a dreidel at.




Author’s Note

These stories all came about as a thank-you to my readers.

I have a website, and that was where Roan and company first came into existence. For those who followed his story from the beginning, I thought I’d write a holiday story or two as a little treat between novels. It struck me as kind of funny, as holidays mean nothing to Roan.

That’s when I realized the potential here. Not only could holiday stories be used as an ironic counterpoint to a character who didn’t give a damn about them, but they could act as a snapshot, a window in time for insight into the characters who don’t get the spotlight too often. Since I was more concerned about the characters in these tidbits, understand the greatest irony that the holidays that function as the story titles usually matter not a whit to the subjects at hand. But it gives me a reason to dip into their lives and shed a little light on them.

So thanks to all my readers.

 

Andrea Speed

 

P.S. The stories are in chronological order, but not calendar order. That should become obvious soon enough.




 

St. Patrick’s Lament

ROAN WONDERED what it was exactly that people got out of Saint Patrick’s Day beyond a legal excuse to get shitfaced. He couldn’t understand the appeal.

Oh, he probably had some Irish in his blood, to go along with all the Scottish and the cat, but he never understood not only the appeal, but the point. Then again, maybe he had to think of it as a gay pride parade gone to seed, because people did use to discriminate against the Irish. It was weird to think of a group of white people discriminating against another group of white people, but people discriminated against each other for all sorts of stupid reasons all the time.

As one of a handful of cops in Pioneer Square, he was reminded needlessly how horrible people were as they attempted to bring a sense of calm and control to the scene of what had become a minor riot. It had started with a bunch of college kids getting wasted at a bar called O’Reilly’s and picking a fight with another group of kids. The two groups clashed, and a big guy who was apparently a college athlete of some stripe—Roan didn’t know, as he didn’t follow sports in any capacity—ended up badly beating an innocent bystander. When the original cops showed up to calm them down, they were confronted by a lot of drunk, angry young men and quickly realized, guns or not, they were way outnumbered.

Now the entire street seemed to be an outdoor disco of strobing red-and-blue lights as cop cars lined both sides of the avenue and the sensible/not-that-drunk people had cleared out. That left the extremely drunk behind, and goddamn, there were a lot of those. But at least the cops could match their number now, and it was slowly but surely dawning on the rioters that this wasn’t a fight they could win.

With the crowd calmed, the EMTs were able to get in there and do their work, although cops always stood by, waiting to intercept any ne’er-do-well. Roan was protecting the ambulances with a few other beat cops when Lieutenant Yang asked him to take some witness statements.

Roan obeyed—it wasn’t as though he had a choice—but the order did make him wonder if Yang was mad at him. Yang didn’t hate him for being gay or infected like some cops did, but it was more than possible he hated him for other reasons. Roan didn’t kid himself. He was confrontational and a sarcastic bastard, and he was amazed by how many cops didn’t share his sense of humor. Or, in some cases, any humor at all. It didn’t help that one of the main reasons Roan became a cop in the first place was people telling him he couldn’t. He took that as a personal challenge and never actually stopped to consider whether he wanted to be a cop or not. To be brutally honest, he wasn’t sure. Some things he liked about it, but others he didn’t, and a lot of his fellow cops were just dicks.

And dealing with the public could be… challenging. Like now, while trying to take the statements of people who had seen nothing helpful, who told rambling stories that clouded the issues or bald-faced lies they didn’t have the decency to be ashamed about. Roan didn’t even bother talking to people who were past a certain level of drunkenness. He knew he’d get nothing out of them, beyond some choice curse words, and possibly vomit. Finding an unbiased witness to the beating was proving a frustrating waste of time.

Roan stopped to review his notes and see if he could construct any kind of narrative from what he had now. After a minute, he decided he couldn’t put together anything coherent. Either the perp just attacked the victim for no reason, or the victim threw a racial slur that only a couple people could hear, or tried to protect a guy who assaulted the perp first—a story told by one guy and incompletely echoed by two guys within earshot—or just stepped in front of the guy’s fist repeatedly. Or the victim’s friends beat him up for no known reason and framed the perp for it so he wouldn’t play in the big game on Sunday. It was hard to pick his favorite for worst explanation possible.

“Umm, Officer?”

Roan turned and found himself face-to-face with one of the cutest guys he had ever seen in the flesh. He had adorably messy black hair and blue-green eyes as bright as gemstones. Roan’s shock was brief, as it was mitigated by the fact the man had blood smeared on his white T-shirt. “I saw what happened.” Roan couldn’t immediately place his accent. When the penny dropped, he almost thought it was a joke. He was Irish? Or was he just a great mimic? It didn’t sound phony.

Roan flipped open a clean page on his notebook and asked, “Is that blood yours?”

The man glanced down, as if not sure what he was referring to. “Oh no. I tried to help the guy, but I’m not exactly a doctor. I was just trying to keep it from getting worse.”

“That’s appreciated. What’s your name?”

“Connor Monaghan.”

Oh jeez. If that was a phony name, he might as well have called himself Irish McLeprechaun. “Can you spell that?” He did and also gave Roan his address, which was just down on Slate, not too far from there. “Can I ask if you were drinking tonight?”

“You can, and as hard as it is to believe, I haven’t had anything to drink yet.” Roan raised an eyebrow, and Connor gave him a deeply endearing, crooked smile. “I know, a sober Irishman on Saint Patrick’s Day? But this bar is a dive and only serves swill. If I’m gonna drink, I’m gonna drink the better stuff.”

Roan couldn’t help but smile at that assessment. He was 100 percent correct. And God, was he cute. His lilting voice was just icing on that cake. “Good call. Can I ask why you happen to be here, then?”

“Sure. I was visiting my friend Lonna, she’s a bartender here. She’ll vouch for me.”

“Full name, please.”

“Lonna Nystrom.”

She was on his interview list. It wouldn’t be a hardship to add a question or two. “Did you see the fight?”

Connor snorted. “I wouldn’t call it a fight. He just grabbed this guy walkin’ down the street and started walin’ on him for no reason I could see. That guy never had a chance to defend himself. He was out with the first punch.”

“And the other man kept hitting him even though he was down?”

Connor nodded. “He sat on his chest and just kept punchin’ him. His friends tried to get him off the guy, but he just wouldn’t stop. It was kind of crazy. I know some people are angry drunks, but he’s a psychotic drunk.”

That corroborated the story of some of the more sober witnesses who didn’t have a side in the fight. The fact that Connor was sober, and simply a bystander, would bring a nice heavy weight to the story. He wanted to see the perp get out of that.

The whole time Roan was writing, he noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that Connor was studying him. After a very long moment, he said, “You look familiar. Have you been in the news lately?”

Goddamn it. Roan didn’t want to admit being him could be a huge pain in the ass, but yeah, it could. He considered lying, but Connor was looking at him with such certainty, he knew it was pointless. “I’m the infected cop.”

“Oh yeah,” he gasped. “I shoulda known. Can’t be that many redheaded cops.”

“Not really,” Roan muttered, hating to admit it. But Connor was still giving him that crooked smile, not at all freaked out by Roan’s infected status, which was the usual response.

“So what are they giving you more shit about?”

Roan gazed at him curiously. “Who?”

“Your fellow boys in blue. Do they give you more shit for being infected or being gay?”

So he’d read enough of the articles on him to pick that up as well. “What makes you think they give me shit?” Roan tried to keep his expression blank, scrubbed of all emotion, but judging from the look Connor gave him in return, he hadn’t done well enough.

“I know Seattle’s pretty liberal,” Connor said. “I wouldn’t have moved here if it wasn’t. But I’m not sure anyplace is that liberal.”

Roan couldn’t help but smirk. “I guess not. So are you willing to come down to the station and fill out a report?”

He shrugged. “Sure. That asshole oughta get the book thrown at him.”

Wow. A cutie with a hot accent and a sense of justice. Roan could love this guy, assuming he was gay. Was he? The fact Connor hadn’t seemed upset that Roan was gay was a good sign, and Roan was half-convinced he was checking him out. Or that cops just made him wary. Sometimes it was hard to tell. “Great. There have been enough contradictory statements that one by a person without a side in the fight is gonna count for a lot.”

Connor rolled his eyes. “Oh God, his friends. Yeah, they were some prize pigs as well.”

That was a great way to put it. He wondered if there was any way to ask Connor if he was single without sounding like a creep. Roan was about to try his luck, when he heard raised voices and turned to see some of the drunks near the periphery of the scene deciding to try their luck and be assholes by getting into a shoving match with the cops and each other. Roan had to leave to help out, but as he put his notebook away and headed for the trouble, he glanced back at Connor, who gave him a friendly smile.

Maybe some interest there? Of course, it was absolutely gross to even consider picking up a guy at a crime scene. Way beyond the pale.

But hey, Connor lived on Slate. If Roan happened to run into him when he was off duty, that was okay, right? Roan kind of hoped so. Because there was a little coffee shop on that street, and Roan could see himself becoming a regular there from now on. Of course, if Connor wasn’t gay, he’d feel like such an ass.

But what was life without a bit of risk? No one knew that better than he did.




New Year’s Eve

WITHOUT A doubt, New Year’s Eve was Holden’s favorite holiday. It was the best time to pickpocket.

He walked invisibly among the throngs of young well-dressed drunk people leaving the Seattle Center and Key Arena, shoving through the oncoming crowd. They were so wasted, and the crowd so dense, Holden could pick pockets at will, barely having time to grab a wallet and stash it in his coat or jeans before he had the opportunity to grab another one. And this was the peak time, after midnight, when the parties and fireworks were over, and few people were sober enough to notice.

Holden deliberately targeted the wealthiest-looking groups, as he didn’t want to steal from people who couldn’t take the hit. His favorites were young men who looked like overgrown frat boys, as they were usually both the richest and the drunkest.

Not until he was out in the world did he understand there were two parallel worlds: the extremely poor and everyone else. As a homeless hustler, he was invisible to all but those men needing a fuck, and while it was fucking demeaning, it did open up opportunities, such as crowd-surfing, which was what he liked to call this version of mass pickpocketing.

Holden didn’t realize how nice the warmth of the crowd was until he was out of it, and the cold air bit deep into him again, scouring his throat and making the tip of his nose numb. It was neither raining nor snowing, which was good, but it was that kind of bone-deep cold that usually preceded a snow or ice storm.

Holden found a nice, quiet alley to duck into and started pulling cash out of the wallets. He had no interest in cards, as they were too easy to trace and cancel, and most shopkeepers didn’t trust him with plastic. Still, when he saw a fancy ultraplatinum card, the kind only the really wealthy could truly afford, he pocketed it. He could sell it to Burn for hard cash.

He didn’t count it, not here, but he knew he’d made out like a true bandit. This was a good haul, more than he’d made in the past couple of weeks combined.

Holden put on a cheap pair of gloves that did little to cut the cold, but he used the thin cloth to wipe down the wallets before dropping them all in a mailbox on the neighboring street. Most likely, they’d find their way home to their owners.

He was shivering by the time he entered the Jack in the Box, and the warmth that washed over him was almost orgasmic. Goddamn it, he got so tired of being cold all the time.

Holden was starving, so he ordered a lot of food and the competing beverages of coffee and a chocolate shake. Although the clerk didn’t give him any shit, he seemed relieved when Holden paid him in cash.

There was a booth in the far corner, one that afforded privacy from the outside thanks to a large poster on the window, and once seated, he did his best to surreptitiously count the cash. He had lots of twenties and tens and even found a fifty, which he hadn’t seen in ages. He had done spectacularly well.

If he was smart, he could stretch this for a while. He could cut a deal, maybe get a room in one of the cheap shit motels for a few days, keep out of the snow, and actually have his own bed and bathroom. You wouldn’t think that was a luxury, but it was.

The coffee wasn’t the greatest, but it made him feel warm inside, finally thawing him out. When his grub was ready, Holden had to coach himself not to just shovel it all in his food hole at once. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday, and he was paying for it now.

Holden couldn’t help but reminisce that he never used to like fast food very much, as he bit into fries that tasted like the manna of heaven. But he used to have no knowledge of this parallel world, either, where the homeless and poor struggled to survive every hour, ignored by most. Him too, once upon a time.

Maybe you just didn’t recognize privilege until it was yanked away from you. Or at least Holden told himself that now, to assuage retroactive guilt. He’d been a comfortable middle-class white boy. His dad was a preacher for a sizable evangelical church, and he was an only child on top of that. He was supposed to be perfect, and for as long as he could remember, he’d pretended to be. But why had he? Why had he pretended to believe what they believed, to go along with their plans for his life as though he had no opinions or thoughts of his own? It seemed crazy he’d ever been that passive, but he was, and Holden had no explanation for it. Why had he just gone along with everything? It hadn’t helped him.

He’d graduated from high school early. He was going to go to college early too. But then it came out he was gay, and Holden was done. His father had kicked him out and began to scrub away his existence, as if he’d never been his son at all. And being adopted, he wasn’t.

Which was how he found himself here now. In the first weeks of his homelessness—pretty much everyone he knew turned against him; apparently being gay was the ultimate cooties—his rage at his parents was white-hot and surprised him with its force. Holden seethed as he remembered it, and that was another thing he didn’t quite get. Except he expected payback for being what they wanted him to be for so many years. How stupid was that? They didn’t even know he was playing along. He did it so well, it never occurred to them that he was playing a game. Hell, it never really occurred to him either; it just seemed to be the thing to do. He had a streak of passivity in him that he was embarrassed to recognize now.

Holden tried to console himself with the fact that he came from a family of dedicated liars. He was pretty sure his dad didn’t believe half the shit he spewed at his congregation, and he had some doubts about his mother, although not as many. She struck Holden as more of a true believer. But still, he’d implicitly understood, for as long as he could recall, that he was in a family of hypocrites, and he had to act accordingly. You said what people expected you to say and did what they expected you to do, but you were never honest. Honesty was for the little people.

Despite the fact that he’d just gotten warm, the shake seemed to be the best thing he’d tasted in forever. How could you forget ice cream was the greatest food in existence? Then again, when was the last time he’d had some? Too long ago, that was for damn sure.

Holden knew he had to have a plan to get out of this predicament. The insidious problem of homelessness was that it was really hard to get out of once you were in it. You needed an address to get another address, essentially. You needed a home for employment, for credit, even for a fucking library card. The odds were tilted against the poor, but somehow they were even worse for the homeless. 

But he would get out of this. Holden didn’t know how at the moment, but he would get out of this. And then what? Part of him just ached for revenge. His reservoir of white-hot rage hadn’t depleted, just gotten pushed back as basic survival became far more important. But he would be damned if he ever let himself be that vulnerable again. He didn’t care what he had to do, but he would never let his entire existence rest on other people’s shoulders. No matter that they were his parents and were supposed to help him at least until adulthood. Fuck them. Fuck them to hell. If he could figure out a suitable revenge, a bit more creative than simply killing them, he’d probably do it.

Although… what about all those other people? Extended family, supposed friends, people who decided being gay was an unforgivable mortal sin? And his rat-bastard ex-boyfriend. So many people had betrayed him, and he just didn’t have time to get revenge on them all. Also, he couldn’t see hating so many people. That would fill his head and not leave enough room for anything else.

As soon as he was finished with his first burger, he made a decision. The only ones who really deserved the full weight of his hatred were his parents and his ex-boyfriend. Everyone else was just a gnat, not worth even his enmity. The problem, as far as he could see, was giving a shit what other people thought of him. That had to stop immediately. If he wanted to climb back into society, he was going to have to be as hard and mean as most of these fuckers but ten times as smart. Easier said than done, sure, but at least it was the start of an action plan.

Tonight he’d get a motel room and get some cover from the incoming snow. Then he’d start figuring out everything else. But he refused to be this pathetic forever.

How he’d make the guilty pay was a consideration for another time.




Valentine’s Day

IT FIGURED their weekend getaway would not only fall on the unseasonably coldest weekend Vancouver had had in some time, but the hotel they were staying at would have a problem with their central heating. Paris just figured that was how his luck ran sometimes.

But there was an upside to this. While Roan grumbled, he got to snuggle with him and keep him warm, and vice versa. Because of his size alone, he was the big spoon to Roan’s little spoon, but he kind of loved that anyway. Roan always protected him. It was only fair Paris did that once in a while in return.

Beneath the blankets, it was warm and toasty. Above, the air had a frigid bite to it. It reminded him a bit of a late Canadian winter, just before the ice really started to thaw in earnest. Now, considering this was Vancouver and not Winnipeg, thawing usually began before Valentine’s Day, but this cold streak just had to be difficult.

“Admit it,” Roan grumbled, pulling the blankets up to his chin. “You planned this.”

“You got me. I phoned the weather and asked it to be freezing.”

Roan sighed in that way he always did when he was in no mood to be teased. But it was so much fun to tease him, Paris easily ignored that. “I meant you deliberately asked for the room with the broken heater.”

He couldn’t snuggle up to him more, but he wished he could. His wonderfully grumpy little redheaded lion. Not that he’d ever say that to him. Roan could feel weird about being called a lion, so Paris kept that thought to himself. “No, but I wish I’d thought of that.” Paris kissed Roan just below the ear and gave him a reassuring squeeze. He was careful to move his left leg away before a muscle spasm caused his hamstring to twitch. That was happening more and more often lately, surprisingly painful muscle spasms that would just hit him out of nowhere. At first, he’d thought it was just a lack of potassium, so he’d increased his banana and kiwi intake, but that did nothing to stop them. When he looked up the symptom online, he found out it was part of a syndrome that sometimes hit infecteds. He was trying to keep it from Roan so he didn’t know how bad Paris was getting. He’d just agonize, and it wouldn’t help either of them. Paris had taken to baths now instead of showers, and soaking in warm water seemed to help the muscles a bit. Normally the cold might make the pain worse, but Roan was so warm, Paris hardly noticed the chill. Well, he did on his face, but he had never gotten a muscle spasm there.

He pressed his nose into Roan’s hair, enjoying the scent of him, and trailed his toes down Roan’s calf. 

“I get the strange feeling you’re enjoying this.”

“Me? Enjoying being close to my cuddle buddy?” Paris teased. “Now why would I enjoy that?”

Paris didn’t like to think about the fact he probably didn’t have a lot of life left. He’d been on borrowed time for a while, even before he met Roan, but now, ironically, he really wanted as much of it as he could grab. A real change from wanting to die.

He didn’t actually have many memories between waking up in that dog house, covered in blood, and meeting Roan. There was this huge black space where memories should have been. Roan said that happened sometimes when the brain underwent a trauma or something it decided the person couldn’t live with; he said that was why he had very few remembrances of his childhood. Paris was kind of glad he couldn’t recall much of his own breakdown, but the fact Roan’s childhood was so traumatic that he was happy he couldn’t remember it made Paris a little sad. His poor Roan.

Being back in Vancouver was kind of nerve-wracking. Not at the moment, because this was their little Valentine’s vacation. But tomorrow they were going to visit Paris’s parents, whom he hadn’t seen in person since he became infected and had his breakdown. If he thought about it, his stomach tied itself in knots.

His parents were great. He knew they wouldn’t care that he was bisexual or infected, but Paris still knew he was disappointing them. He knew the fact he never even tried to live up to his potential secretly bugged them, and now that he was living under an immediate death sentence, that had to be breaking their hearts. And after going missing! He was the worst possible son there was. They’d done nothing to deserve that kind of treatment.

But Paris knew he’d spent most of his life being a selfish asshole. At the time, he sometimes knew he was being kind of a jerk, but looking back with the benefit of hindsight, he knew that was far too mild a term. He’d been King Prick, self-appointed ruler of all shortsighted fuckfaces. His behavior embarrassed him now, and yet it had never really pierced his shell of smug then. He wanted what he wanted, and he knew he could get it, so why not? As long as he kept up a decent face for his parents and sisters, they would never really know what a stunning asshat he was.

If he could do life over, he might attempt to be decent. Paris imagined he’d try to be a kinder person, genuinely nicer, not so out for himself all the time. But part of him didn’t want to, mainly because he’d have never met Roan if he hadn’t fucked up so spectacularly. That was not a thing he wanted to miss. If he had to be a fucking bastard so his path would lead to Roan, okay. He could live with that. But it wasn’t like the option for a do-over was on the table.

Roan put his arm over Paris’s arm, which was currently encircling Roan’s waist. It was too fun to hold him, and of course he felt the metal of the ring around Roan’s finger. Roan had pretended to be drunker than he was when he agreed to get married. Paris knew this and didn’t say anything. You had to support your partner’s delusions sometimes, and Paris knew Roan would never admit he did it because he knew how little time Paris had left. He would never admit Paris was on borrowed time, period. Roan didn’t want to think about it, and that was fair, as Paris didn’t like thinking about it, either. His death was inevitable, but since there wasn’t anything they could do about it, why worry? There was no point. So they both chose comfortable denial, because it was nice and because it was easier. It seemed cowardly, but Paris never thought that. He didn’t want to waste the time he had left being anxious about things he couldn’t change.

“Besides,” Paris said, burying his face in Roan’s neck. Roan liked having the back of his neck kissed and caressed, and Paris liked to indulge that as much as possible. “You’re my husband now. You’re legally obliged to put up with my bullshit.”

Roan groaned dramatically but idly stroked Paris’s hand with the tips of his cold fingers. “Yeah, but that means you’re legally obliged to put up with my bullshit too. Is that considered a draw?”

“Depends.” Paris kissed his neck, tasted his salty skin, and pressed his lips against a spot where he could feel Roan’s pulse. He liked how his heart reacted to him. Right now, he could feel it stutter a little bit.

“You’re trying to distract me,” Roan accused. But he couldn’t work up much in the way of indignation.

“We are on our honeymoon,” he pointed out, tracing circles on Roan’s abdomen. What was Roan going to do when he was gone? Paris worried about this. Yeah, he’d probably fall in a pit and might not have the urge to crawl out. Roan had his depression generally under control, but a push could send him over the edge. Paris felt he had to do something about that, cushion Roan’s landing in some way, but he had no idea how right now. He’d have to brainstorm. He really didn’t want Ro to wallow when he was gone. “We should have some fun.”

“You’re such a blackmailer.” Roan sighed, leaning back to kiss him and turn in his arms so Paris was on top of him.

For now, tomorrow would just have to worry about itself. They had better things to do.




Arbor Day

NOT FOR the first time, Kevin Robinson wondered how anyone could do Grindr.

He got the concept, and it did have a kind of appeal, but maybe he’d been a cop too long, because he couldn’t imagine having so much trust in a stranger. Of course, he was still in the closet, so that upped the trust factor tenfold, and he probably wouldn’t be the only closet case on Grindr, either. But, again, he couldn’t do it.

Not that he even had the phone for it. He was still using his old Motorola, because it worked, and he didn’t see the sense of replacing a phone that still worked. He figured most “early adopters” didn’t live on a cop’s salary.

Kevin glanced out at the backyard, just to see if the dogs were still eating and if they were leaving the new shrub alone. He always liked to plant something for Arbor Day, even if it wasn’t a tree, and he was expanding the privet hedge that lined the back of his property.

The dogs—all three of them—were still eating, so of course they were leaving the shrub alone. If Maris went to check out the bush, Niles would eat her food, and if Niles went to check, Daphne would eat his food, and on and on in perpetuity.

The cats—all four of them—ate inside, in the kitchen, because they were cats and generally a little neater than the dogs. That wasn’t always true, but the only slopped food and muddy paws he ever had to deal with came from the dogs. But the cats had their own issues. If he wasn’t here to police them—ha!—Carla had a tendency to bully Diane and steal her food, and if her food wasn’t available, she’d take Sam’s. Only Coach, the lone male of the cats, seemed immune from this particular brand of piggishness. He’d still get a face full of claws if he tried to eat any of the girls’ food, though.

Kevin retrieved a bottle of tea from the fridge and knew he was probably kind of pathetic. He had his job, his animals, and that was pretty much it. Oh, and his family, as far as that went.

He was in the closet for his mother alone. He had no siblings, and while he had a large extended family, he wasn’t close to any of them. He knew he was seen by them as a weirdo, and the fact he was a cop seemed to make him a black sheep. Never mind that his extended family was full of doctors and accountants and city workers—they nonetheless viewed cops with suspicion. The police and African-American community always viewed each other warily at best, and the recent spate of men killed for being black had just made things worse. Even though he was an officer, Kevin totally got that. Any senseless killing pissed him off too. Lethal force was supposed to be the last resort, not the only one.

But he was a vice cop. He had never, in all his years on the force, fired his weapon on duty. That wasn’t the type of criminals he dealt with—even in the drug cases he handled, most of the dealers knew getting in a gun battle with cops wasn’t worth the time and/or death. The Feds usually got the big guys, anyway. But none of his extended family seemed to believe him. At a certain point—and honestly, he couldn’t recall exactly when—he gave up. He no longer gave a shit what they thought or what they said about him, because he was ready to write them off when he came out.

He was staying in the closet solely for his mother. Yes, he knew that if she didn’t accept him for who he actually was, it wasn’t real love and all of that, but he’d break her heart and he knew it. And if she had gone out of her way to not notice how he’d never dated a woman in his life, okay. He’d play along with her denial. She was elderly and kind of frail. He wasn’t going to ruin her last years with his business. Her knowing wasn’t going to change anything for him, so he could live with it. 

It was easy for someone like Roan, who had no family and probably wouldn’t care even if he had one. Which was bitchy and mean. Goddamn, he was glad Roan wasn’t here. He’d never forgive himself if he said that to his face. Roan probably wouldn’t give a shit—bless him, he pretended not to care about so much—but it was honestly terrible that he had no family. Roan didn’t think that, though. Roan thought he was actually lucky, but all Kevin could imagine was how lonely that was and how hard that must have been on him as a child. It was probably amazing he was as well-adjusted as he was. Although Kevin knew some people would argue about the whole “well adjusted” bit, including Roan. But Kevin still felt sort of bad for him, even as he sort of envied his general “fuck it all” attitude. You had to be a special kind of person to have that attitude, mean it, and not come off like a huge dick, but Roan was one of those rare people. Then again, being a pariah most of your life would probably do that to a person.

He sipped his tea and watched the dogs pushing their bowls across the back patio. Daphne was the biggest, a lab mix who mostly looked like a golden retriever, although she was actually a random mutt. Niles was a smaller mutt, who looked as though he had at least a little German shepherd in him, while Maris was the smallest of all, a terrier mix who possibly had a hint of beagle in her somewhere. Kevin stuck to rescue animals most times because he hated the idea of homeless animals. There was just so much suffering and sadness in the world. If you really thought about it, the weight of it could crush you. So he did his small part to try to alleviate some of it. It would never be enough, but at least it was something.

Kevin was considering whether he should start making dinners for next week or not when his phone rang. When he saw who was calling, he was both pleasantly surprised and a little wary. It was Parker Davis, former rent boy—and very briefly murder suspect—and current friendly acquaintance. It’d been a couple weeks since he’d heard from him. He happily answered the phone. “Hey, Parker, how’re you doing?”

But he didn’t need him to respond to hear an answer. It was all there in the background: a fuzzy bass line, people talking and screeching laughter in a way that was almost manic. “Umm, not great,” Parker finally said.

Parker was a recovered drug addict. Mainly meth—hard-core stuff—but some other random narcotics too. It was unclear, even to Parker, if he became a prostitute to feed his habit or took up the habit because he was a prostitute. He’d stayed with Kevin for a while, after rehab, when he was trying to get back on his feet and ended up moving in with a couple of other friends who were supposedly going clean. Kevin knew that didn’t always work, but he didn’t want to discourage any positive movement. 

“Sounds like a party,” Kevin noted.

Parker sighed. “Yeah. Cullen’s using again, and I don’t know about Dennis, but I’m getting really tempted here. It smells so good…”

“Can you come here, Parker, or do I need to pick you up?”

He sniffed, but Kevin didn’t know if it was from tears or from drugs. “I think I can get there.”

“Take a cab. I’ll pay. Just get here as soon as possible.”

“I hate to impose—”

“You’re not imposing, but you have twenty minutes to get here. So get moving.” Kevin hated to hang up on him, but he did. Sometimes Parker needed a push.

Parker had one of those tragic backstories you kind of hoped existed only in the fevered imaginations of soap opera writers. He and his sister were pimped out as children by their parents, who were so deep in their own addictions the monstrousness of what they were doing never seemed to occur to them. His parents were still in prison—well, his mother was; his father had died some time ago—his sister committed suicide, and Parker was left alone to cope with something that seemed too hideous to believe. It was no wonder he did drugs.

Okay. If the guys back at the station knew he’d let a former prostitute/drug addict live with him from time to time, Kevin knew he’d never hear the end of it. Never mind questions about his sexuality—they’d be questioning his sanity. Roan had a hard enough time with the arrangement, and he was as accepting as they came. And yeah, okay, so he’d used Parker’s services once or twice, but he wasn’t one of those cops who’d extort freebies out of prostitutes. They were purely business transactions, and he wasn’t in Kevin’s jurisdiction at the time. It was also before he knew him as a person and not just his job.

Kevin hated going to prostitutes, he really did, but they were also a godsend to lonely closeted men like he was. He was careful to not only pick men who didn’t live in his jurisdiction, but also ones who had been in the game awhile, ones who knew how to be professional. Professionals never ratted on their clients, because it was simply business. A very weird, occasionally ugly business, but still.

He knew Roan was worried his relationship with Parker was too close, especially considering he was both a former prostitute and a recovering junkie. It wasn’t, though. Kevin had made sure they were just friends and had a relationship on that basis. Besides, Parker was straight or at least claimed to be. Kevin had never seen him with a woman, though, so he was reserving judgment.

He did like the kid. It wasn’t romantic; he just liked him. Maybe he felt a little less lonely with him in the house. No, wrong, he knew he did, and that might have been one of the biggest reasons he didn’t mind having him here. Kevin loved his animals, but sometimes it was nice to have a human to talk to—and make dinner with.

That reminded him to check the fridge and see if he had enough food for dinner for both of them. He had quite a few eggs, some cheese and vegetables… he could probably throw a frittata together. That sounded good anyway. He had this new sheep’s milk Romano he was just dying to try.

Kevin pulled out ingredients and started putting them on the counter, glad to have a new task to keep him busy. He didn’t like to think about himself or his (lack of) romantic life too often. It was usually too sad, and he hated delving into self-pity.

So he got busy chopping vegetables and was able to ignore the fact his spirits lifted upon hearing the car in the driveway before the dogs started to bark.

Kevin knew he had a very good life. Now all he needed to do was convince his heart of that.




Easter

FIONA WAS still debating whether this was the tenth or eleventh stupidest thing she’d ever done when she realized it was time to go. She briefly entertained the idea of just not showing up, but that seemed beyond rude. Besides, maybe it would be fun.

Jock always had a negative connotation as far as she was concerned. But then again, what class of adolescent male had any positive connotations? Growing up as a female nerd with weight issues, she viewed male nerds as only slightly better than their more handsome, outgoing jock rivals, because she generally found all boys around that age were somewhere on the terrible spectrum. The teenage years weren’t kind to most people, but when you were in them, it was hard to extend sympathy to other teens.

Maybe some women went for athletes, but she never had. Not that she didn’t like hot guys, because fuck yeah she did, but there was a huge difference between aesthetic enjoyment to wanting to get a piece of that. She put jocks in the same category as frat boys and stockbrokers, meaning they were most likely douchebags and date rapists, and she wanted nothing to do with them.

So why did she agree to this date with Tank Beauvais?

To be fair to Tank—Tank! How did you take a guy who called himself Tank seriously? Then again, it was better than Theobald—he didn’t seem like most jocks. He was funny and fairly low-key, and of course he and Roan had a mutual admiration society going on. But he did have that reputation of being a little crazy, or at least acting that way sometimes. He was also younger than she was by a couple of years, was French-Canadian, and a semipro hockey goalie. None of this screamed “ideal date” to her.

He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, though. Sure, he wasn’t the gorgeous hunk Scott was, but the guys who were really pretty set off warning bells, as they were often stuck-up assholes, idiots, or idiotic, stuck-up assholes. (Dylan got a pass, because she knew him, and if she ever referred to Roan as “pretty,” he would probably cut her, but he was kind of pretty, whether he’d admit it or not.) And she thought Tank looked a little bit better than the guy Roan had compared him to, Lane Staley—although she could see that; Roan wasn’t entirely wrong. He also didn’t have the hockey-related facial scarring that even Scott had, mainly because his face was protected by a mask.

Tank had asked her out in a casual way, making it sound as though there’d be no pressure. They’d just meet and have dinner and see what happened. She liked the sound of that, and when was the last time she’d been on a date? To be brutally honest, she couldn’t remember. And, weirdly enough, hadn’t missed it, either. Dating was kind of terrible, and while she was alone, she wasn’t lonely. After her disastrous, impulsive first marriage, she’d decided that maybe she was better off alone. Sure, society insisted everybody had to couple up, but not everyone had the aptitude for it. Fiona had decided, with as happy as she was with controlling her own TV remote and tricking out her computer, that being single sounded good, and a lot better than the alternative. She was much happier on her own than she had ever been with Eddie, her thankfully ex-husband.

So how did she end up here, outside the Rainbow Grill at eight thirty at night? Maybe morbid curiosity. As it wasn’t supposed to be a “proper” date, she didn’t get really dressed up. He indicated this was casual, so she stuck to jeans, a leather jacket, and a White Hat T-shirt, her makeup minimal, and her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Working for Roan had made her far too accustomed to the casual look, and frankly she loved it. The best thing about working for Roan was he didn’t expect her to get all dolled up, ever. He didn’t hire her for sex appeal and never required it, and it was refreshing to be around a guy who never judged her on her appearance. Of course, Roan did wear weird T-shirts and many things more befitting his old punker status than anything suitable for a professional private detective, so he had no room to judge anyone’s appearance, but that kind of hypocrisy didn’t stop most people. That was kind of a gift Roan had. He didn’t care much what you looked like; he cared who you were.

Which was why, maybe, she didn’t sort Tank into the usual category of dumb jock. Whether it was a lion ability or the fact he was a damn fine detective/human observer, Roan seemed to know good people—Holden possibly being the lone exception. If Tank was a complete fuckface, Roan would know and would let it be known. But Roan genuinely liked Tank, so there must have been some good qualities in him. Or so she hoped. Roan was human—well, humanish—after all, and maybe he just had a little crush on Tank.

Time to find out. She took a deep breath before stepping inside the restaurant.

She had passed by the Rainbow Grill a few times but had never been in, assuming that, despite its somewhat rustic appearance, it was a place out of her price and class range. It had huge windows and a high ceiling with exposed wooden beams, as well as a visible clay oven with a roaring fire within. It smelled pretty good, like roasted meat and herbs, and as soon as she was inside, but before the hostess came over, Tank raised a hand in greeting from one of the nicer window tables.

He looked reasonably casual too, with his short, mussed brownish-blond hair and sleepy hazel eyes. He was wearing a flannel shirt and a leather jacket, which just heightened his resemblance to the former lead singer of Alice In Chains. Once she reached the table, she said, “You know, just ’cause you’re in Seattle doesn’t mean you have to adopt the grunge look.”

He grimaced. “I’ll have you know, back home, this is just called the Albertan.”

She smiled as the waitress came over and asked them if they wanted drinks. To her surprise, Tank ordered a virgin piña colada, while Fiona decided to take a chance with a glass of the house red. As soon as the waitress, a perky young gal who had to have had at least a little Asian in her background, walked away, Fiona asked, “Virgin piña colada?”

He shrugged. “This is the best time to indulge in my girly-drink fetish.”

“You have a girly-drink fetish?”

“Fuck yeah. Have you ever had scotch straight up? It’s like drinking off-brand cough syrup. I’d much rather have a cosmo.”

She couldn’t help but smile. At least he wasn’t one of those hypermasculine guys, which was what she found a lot of jocks to be. But hadn’t she known that before? Neither he, Scott, nor Grey seemed to overcompensate for being friends with a gay man. Then again, Scott wasn’t completely straight, everybody had questions about Grey—who didn’t need to be hypermasculine, because he was huge and could crush almost anyone into a fine powder without much effort—and Tank had a gay sister he was close to. They were the perfect storm of tolerance. “I’ve never really gotten into neat alcohol, save for wine. It all tastes pretty medicinal to me.”

“Oh, it is medicinal. If you’re guzzling scotch, you’re trying to treat something.”

“True.” She glanced at the menu and was almost overwhelmed by all the highfalutin stuff they had. Did she even know what half these things were? “This place is fancy,” she said.

Tank shrugged, looking at his own menu. “Kinda, but I just stick to the stuff I know. Like they have a fantastic, pretentious poutine.”

“Poutine can be pretentious?”

“Oh yeah! They use extra fancy cheese and gluten-free gravy.”

Just the words gluten-free gravy made her laugh. “Don’t tell me you’re gluten-free.”

“Oh no, I like gluten. I’m just trying to sell you on it.”

She patted her stomach. “Do I look like a gluten-free kind of person to you?”

“You never know. Would you ever guess Grey is way into couscous?”

“You can be way into couscous?”

“Oh yeah. If you ever go to his place, look in his kitchen cupboard. Boxes and boxes of couscous. Scott thinks it’s a sign of a personality disorder.”

The waitress came back with their drinks and took their orders. Tank did indeed order the poutine, and Fiona ordered what seemed to be an exceedingly fancy grilled cheese, as it seemed to be a good night for comfort foods. Did that even go with wine? Oh, who cared?

As soon as the waitress walked away, Tank put a tiny, foil-wrapped egg in front of her. “Happy Easter,” he said before peeling the foil off another brightly colored, tiny chocolate egg.

“Oh shit, was that today?” She picked up the small piece of candy, figured what the hell, and began peeling off the foil. It was possible he’d spiked it with something, but she wasn’t getting that vibe from him. “It’s never a holiday I really got, so I never remember it.”

“Yeah, I never got it, either,” Tank admitted. “I just liked the candy. My parents tried to explain it to me, but they just made it worse. I thought it was something like Jesus turning into a rabbit and seeing his shadow, which somehow led to candy.”

“That makes as much sense as anything else, but my parents were barely Protestants.” It just tasted like a chocolate—Hershey’s if she was correct. And she was, because she knew her chocolates.

“Are you supposed to discuss religion on a first date?” He gave her another charming smile, but it didn’t seem calculated. “But my family aren’t religious at all. In fact, my grandfather was a communist. One of the major guys in the Quebec Communist Party, before he quit and joined the Separatist movement.”

“Seriously?”

Tank nodded, plucking the cherry from the small skewer of fruit in his virgin piña colada. “Now my dad isn’t, but I don’t think he likes politics, either. He just thinks it’s all nonsense. Whenever I have really churchy teammates who get on my nerves, I drop tidbits about my red grandpa on them. It’s great fun watching them squirm and fume.”

“Now I know why Roan’s your biggest fan.” Although she didn’t know if Roan would wait for them to piss him off before telling them. It would depend on his mood that day. “So what was it like to have Mao as a grandpa?”

Tank smirked. “He wasn’t that bad. He didn’t try and Great Leap Forward us at any point.”

She stared at him in mild disbelief. “Holy shit. Was that a history reference?”

Tank tapped his temple. “I don’t take as many head shots as the other guys, so I still got me brain functions in good shape, squire. Now, sir, how can I help you? ¿Dónde está biblioteca?”

She laughed, kind of hating herself for doing it. “Making fun of head injuries. Tank, how dare you.”

“I know, it’s terrible. So if they never find out, I’m good.” He smiled crookedly, and it had a goofy charm to it, as did the man himself. As hard as it was to believe, so far things had not gone badly at all. “I actually did go to college too. And I did my homework.”

“Bullshit. You jocks get free rides.”

“Hey, that’s what I thought too, but it doesn’t extend to goaltenders. We’re the redheaded stepchildren of hockey players, apparently.”

“Don’t use that phrase around Roan.”

“Why not? If he was the redheaded stepchild in question, he’d make the beater eat his own hand.”

She considered that a moment before nodding in agreement. “Yeah, well, that’s what he does.”

After taking a drink of his piña colada, Tank asked, “What’s it like working for a superhero?”

“Oh, it’s super weird.” Yes, Roan would object to the superhero label, but he wasn’t here. “It’s like a secret everybody knows but almost no one wants to talk about. I think it’s ’cause there’s a general consensus that everybody wishes it wasn’t him. They want Tony Stark or Bruce Wayne. Rich playboy badasses who fight crime as a hobby. Roan’s an infected, he’s gay, he’s aggressive, he’s far from rich. He doesn’t fit their ideal, so they just pretend he can’t do what he can do.”

Tank nodded, pulling a piece of pineapple off his fruit skewer. “I can’t see sponsors lining up to have their ads on his supersuit.”

“Which would be what?”

“His supersuit? Something that can repel bloodstains.”

She nodded, taking a drink of her wine. It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t terrible. It was wine that wasn’t spoiled, so that alone made it tolerable. “Can I ask you a weird question?”

Tank shrugged. “Sure.”

“Why did you ask me out?”

He grinned, almost laughing. “What? You’re awesome. Who wouldn’t ask you out?”

“A lot of people.”

“They’re crazy,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Take it from a guy who oughta know.”

Yeah, it was super easy to see why Roan liked him so much. Tank was just hard to dislike.

Well, maybe she wasn’t totally crazy for going out with him. If it became a regular thing, then it would be time to worry. But not tonight.




Fourth of July

DYLAN WAS woken up by the sound of a teakettle whistle. It was especially disorienting because he couldn’t remember putting it on and then realized he hadn’t. Was Roan making tea?

Although he was still tired, he became aware the kettle sound was actually a Whistling Pete. For a second there, he almost forgot what day it was. Boy, that was nice.

He went and took a shower, trying to will himself into calm. The Fourth of July was a horrible holiday for him. His therapist called it PTSD, but Dylan felt that was a little dramatic. The sound just brought back bad memories.

There were differences between gunshots and fireworks, but sometimes the difference was slim. And while logically, he could tell himself it was a firework and nothing to be concerned about, his body still panicked. His heart raced, and he got uncomfortably sweaty, and in really bad cases, he struggled to breathe normally. And it never stopped being stupid. His body and mind conspired to make him a coward.

No firework had ever sounded the same as the gunshot that killed his mother or the subsequent gunshot when his father turned the gun on himself. But that didn’t change the fact that all similar sounds could cause a cascade of terrible memories.

Most July Fourths found him in movie theaters, where the loud noise of whatever was going on onscreen blocked out most of the blasts from outside. And yeah, for some reason, movie gunshots didn’t make him react the same way at all. Maybe because their noise was too dramatic, too loud, nothing like the real thing. It was the realism that killed him.

He got out and got dressed, turning on the radio for noise. It was funny how when you needed something good to be playing, it never was.

When Dylan started downstairs, he was greeted by the scent of cooked food, and Roan was uncharacteristically bustling around the kitchen. “There you are,” Roan said upon seeing him. “I thought I was gonna hafta get you up.”

“What’s the occasion?” Dylan wondered. Not that he was complaining.

“Well, I thought we could make a day of it,” Roan said, scraping scrambled eggs onto plates. Roan could scramble eggs pretty well, and he’d say that was the only thing he could cook, but that wasn’t exactly true. He could cook maybe five things. But cooking was one of the rare areas of his life where Roan had no confidence at all.

“A day of avoiding fireworks?” Dylan asked, taking a plate of eggs with a grateful nod.

“In a manner of speaking.” As soon as Roan was done plating eggs, he grabbed his own plate and joined him, sitting beside him on the couch. “It’s a movie marathon. I got us tickets for an indie horror film, an Indonesian action film, some sort of French nonsense, and the latest superhero film to end it all, which should be so loud it’ll block out everything short of a nuclear strike. That should put us out of there by one a.m., by which time most of it should be over.”

Dylan smiled as he pushed his eggs across the plate. The “French nonsense” was clearly for him, as Dylan liked some of those slower French films that drove Roan bananas. The fact Roan meant to try to put up with one meant a lot. “We should make bingo cards. It sounds like we’ll be crossing a lot of pop and foreign culture barriers tonight.”

“We could bet on which film will be the best.”

Dylan tried the eggs. They were pretty good. “Oh hon, you know as well as I we’ll never agree on that.”

“We could. Stranger things have happened.” Roan gave him a brave smile, but it was mostly for show. They both had very different tastes in movies. Sometimes they agreed on things, but Dylan had a taste for depressing foreign films, while Roan often liked stupid action films that at least made some stab at internal logic. To be fair to Roan, he hated ones that didn’t even try or that were just offensively dumb or mean-spirited. “Well, we could bet on whether any of the films have gay characters in them. And if they live to see the end of the film.”

Dylan smirked at that. “That’s a high-stakes bet. Do gay people even exist in the superhero movie universes?”

“They ought to. I mean, all that spandex and leather. Ain’t a straight boy dressing them.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Fabrics aside, a lot of the costumes are pretty awful. So maybe a bi.”

“Don’t tell Scott that.”

They ate in companionable silence while Dylan contemplated how people from his past reacted to his problems with the Fourth of July. He lost a friend in college because of it. A lot of guys—and it was mostly guys—couldn’t fathom not liking fireworks. Everyone liked fireworks, right? And the fact his father had murdered his mother and then himself with a gun was of no concern to them at all. Oh, they felt bad for him, but they couldn’t see the connection and didn’t see why he couldn’t just have a few drinks and “loosen up.” Some suggested therapy, unaware he had been in therapy for most of his life and that it had had no effect on his physical reactions. You couldn’t talk yourself out of trauma, no matter how hard you tried. Some wounds just echoed through time.

At least Roan understood that. He probably had some of his own, although he didn’t talk about that much. Roan was naturally taciturn. The talkiest he had ever been was when he was dosed with that club drug.

When he was about done with his eggs, Dylan asked, “I’m not keeping you from any festivities, am I?”

Roan looked genuinely surprised by that. “What? No, I hate fireworks.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “First of all, my hearing can be a little wonky sometimes. The lion thing, I’m sure. And when my hearing decides to be better than average, those explosions are like punches to my eardrums. But worse, the smell. The powder and the other chemicals they pack the fireworks with, each one is like a knife being stabbed through my sinuses over and over again. They can be an instant migraine trigger.”

“I had no idea.” Although Dylan felt he should have been able to guess. Because of Roan’s lion-enhanced sense of smell, he was a legally recognized bloodhound, but it was also such a source of woe for him. It could make solving some cases easy, but it also triggered migraines and made him nauseous and could chase him out of rooms. The weirdest things triggered them too. Not just bad smells like cigarette smoke and public toilets, but stuff most people thought of as good, such as perfumes, flowers, and air fresheners. They could disable Roan as much as tear gas, leave him sick and reeling. Until he’d hooked up with Roan, Dylan had had no idea that smells could be honestly assaultive. In fact, if he was a supervillain, he’d have the perfect way to incapacitate Roan. You wouldn’t fight him—that’s a battle you’d lose—you’d just throw a bottle of Chanel Nº 5 or Old Spice at him. You’d win the fight without even engaging him once.

And you could disable him with the sound of fireworks. It was sad how such little things could be so devastating.

As soon as they were both done with their eggs, Dylan collected their plates and carried them out to the kitchen. “Are we going to gorge ourselves on concession-stand food, or should we stop somewhere for dinner?”

“I was thinking we could do both. Eat way too many Junior Mints and in between, maybe stop in at Sky for pizza. And hey, if we smuggled in some airline-sized bottles of booze, we could make the concession sodas more interesting.”

That made Dylan smile. If they timed it right, they could have a nice buzz going when they got to the superhero film, which might make it even more tolerable than usual. Dylan could hardly watch one now without thinking that, if this were real, Roan could totally kick their ass. “That means we’ll have to stop and get little bottles of booze.”

Roan gulped down the rest of his tea before standing up and stretching. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll wear my coat with lots of inside pockets.”

“There is no rule breaker like an ex-cop.”

“We are bastards,” Roan said on his way up the stairs. Dylan knew him well enough to know he was only partially kidding. Roan wasn’t the type of guy to reflexively defend all cops. In fact, he was more than likely to tell you horror stories. He was loyal to those who deserved it, not to a job.

Dylan put the dishes in the sink and was aware of the irony. He hated noises like gunshots, and his troubled father had been a cop. And yet here he was, with an ex-cop who had a few guns of his own, even if he hadn’t needed to use them much lately—Lion trumped guns it seemed, or at least was much more startling, especially in an urban environment. This might seem like a terrible pattern repeating, if it wasn’t for the fact Roan was so sweet and so kind. And with his background, you’d think it would have gone the other way. But Roan lived to defy expectations all across the board.

Dylan took a sip of his own tea and heard a firecracker off in the distance, which made him wince. He felt like a wimp, but he knew Roan would never let him feel that way.

Perhaps that was the best thing about being with Roan, and the thing that was most difficult to explain to his friends. Roan had this way of making it seem like it was you and him against the world. He was the point man, being what he was, but Roan always made it feel like not only a natural fight, but a totally winnable one as well.

And as long as Roan was with him, he felt good. So fuck all the fireworks. If it was him and Roan against the world, the world didn’t stand a chance.




Tanksgiving

“TELL ME again why we’re doing this?” Roan asked as he set up the dining room table. They’d just bought it at a thrift store yesterday, and Roan had to shift the couches, chairs, and end table in the living room to make room for it there. 

Dylan sighed at him before turning away to pull the lasagna out of the oven. “Because you’ve never had a proper Thanksgiving, and I wanted to give you one.”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong. I’ve had a couple of ‘proper’ Thanksgivings, and that’s why I hate it so much.” Roan shook out the green tablecloth Dylan had dug up somewhere, because even though he thought it was silly, he knew he had to play along or there would be hell to pay.

“See, that’s exactly what I mean. Hellish Thanksgivings with foster families are not what the holiday is about. I want to reframe it, give you a good holiday. What did you and Paris do around Thanksgiving?”

“We generally went out and had a nice dinner on Canadian Thanksgiving. On the American one, we’d just sit at home and watch our own Mystery Science Theater 3000 marathon. I liked it.”

“Oh I’m sure you did. But you can do more than that.”

“I’m still watching my copy of Night of the Blood Beast, damn it,” Roan said, pretty sure the tablecloth was straight. Or at least straight enough. He just couldn’t care.

Dylan now had some plates and gave Roan a couple before starting to put them on the table. “Come on,” he said. “This must be self-explanatory.”

Roan sighed but started laying out dishes as well. The funny thing was, the plates didn’t match. There were some elegant, square, dark blue ones, which Dylan had bought, and Roan’s older ones, which were round, green, and pretty utilitarian. Roan hated to think the plates they had reflected their personalities, but they kind of did, if you thought about it. That was sad.

There was a knock at the door, and Roan left to get it. That was the general unspoken code of the house—Roan always answered the door if he could. It was probably only one of their guests, but just in case it wasn’t, he was the ex-cop/current lion man around here. If someone wanted to make some threats, they could, but they’d have to be ready to back them up really fucking fast.

As it was, they were someone who could have backed it up if they decided to become threatening. It was Tank, along with Fiona, both of them carrying something in paper bags. “Hey, Happy Thanksgiving,” Tank said and handed Roan the bag.

“And thank you for not going for Tanksgiving,” Roan replied, stepping back so they could come in.

“Oh hell, how did I not see that? Goddamn it….”

“You’ll come up with a terrible pun next time,” Fiona assured him and followed Roan to the breakfast bar, where she put down her bag. It sounded heavy, and glass rattled. “Chocolate stout,” she said as Roan glanced at the sack. “How do you say no to chocolate beer?”

“Chocolate beer?” Tank repeated, coming over. “I gotta try that.”

Roan took Tank’s gift out of the bag. It was a bottle of wine. Dylan came over and took it from him, and Roan was grateful, because he knew nothing about this kind of thing. 

“Very nice,” Dylan said, reading the label.

Tank shrugged as Fiona gave him one of the bottles of beer. “I went to the wine store and asked the guy what went well with tofu. He gave me that.”

Dylan clicked his tongue. “It’s not tofu. It’s vegetable lasagna.”

“Either way, I figured it would work.”

Roan wouldn’t admit it, but he thought the same thing.

Before Roan could get himself a chocolate beer, Scott arrived, with a “Canadian delicacy”: donut holes. But as he was quick to point out, they were fancy donut holes, covered with chocolate. Then Kevin showed up with a homemade chopped salad and two homemade dressings, one honey mustard and the other a loganberry vinaigrette. Dylan was duly impressed, and Kevin explained he’d learned how easy it was to make your own dressing from Good Eats, and he no longer saw the need to buy bottled. Dylan found this to be fascinating conversation, and weirdly enough, so did Scott, who said he was forced to eat salad a lot of the time when on training diets, and he fucking hated salad, so he was always looking for ways to make them tolerable. So Scott and Kevin ended up sitting at the breakfast nook discussing salad dressings with Dylan, who was still getting stuff together.

Tank heckled Scott a bit from the sidelines, because he claimed he could get as “fat as Brodeur”—whoever that was—as long as his reflexes and flexibility remained the same. Scott flipped him off, which just made Tank laugh. Kevin appeared put off by the hockey players at first, but he seemed to warm up to them as time went on. Especially Scott. But it was hard not to warm up to Scott, who would be an excellent hockey ambassador if such a position existed.

Holden arrived fashionably late, because of course he would. He didn’t bring anything, but Dylan hadn’t asked anyone to do so. It was an informal get-together of people who had no plans for Thanksgiving. Tank and Scott still celebrated Canadian Thanksgiving and found American Thanksgiving a weird novelty; Kevin actually had paid a visit to his mother’s earlier in the day but found dinner with his extended family so onerous, he usually just made a token visit and left, saying he was working down at the station whether he was or not. Fi’s family was mostly out of state, and she couldn’t be assed—her words—to travel. Holden, much like Roan, didn’t celebrate the holiday.

So it was like a gathering of the Misfit Toys, only whatever the Thanksgiving equivalent was—turkeys seemed way too on the nose—for vegetable lasagna, sourdough rolls, and pumpkin custard. Now along with chocolate beer, tofu-appropriate wine, Kevin’s fancy salad, and Scott’s even fancier donut holes. A weirder group of people you probably wouldn’t find in one room.

But as Roan brought the bowl of rolls to the table and people started debating where they were going to sit, he realized he was okay with this. This wasn’t so bad.

Damn it. Why did Dylan always have to be right? It was so unfair.




Hanukkah

DYLAN KNEW he had hit rock bottom when he found himself watching a football game on the television in the hospital’s waiting room.

Well, technically, his eyes were simply facing the screen where the game played out. Considering the late hour, it must have been a repeat of a game played earlier on some sports channel, but he didn’t know. Actually, he knew shockingly little about anything right now. He was even watching the game without really watching it. The announcers were simply a background drone, and he had no idea who either team were supposed to be, or who was ahead, or what the point of any of this was. Of course, that could be said of just about any sport in general. Sports had never been Dylan’s thing. He’d been a sickly child who spent most of his time indoors doodling, hence his exciting career in the art world. He had extremely vague memories of his father watching football, which might be why he never liked it.

Dylan knew he was tired, as he had that weird, slightly otherworldly feeling you got when you were sleep-deprived and had been up way too long, as though all of life was an illusion that was just starting to peel away at the corners and if he could just stay up for another twenty hours or so, he’d see reality as it really was. Of course, that would just mean he was full-blown crazy, but sometimes that seemed like a better alternative than being sane.

Except no, it wasn’t. Dylan may have sometimes fantasized about it in his darkest hours, but his brother Tom was genuinely mentally ill, and Dylan knew how tormented and bleak his situation was. So seriously, he would never choose insanity. But real life could be so exhausting sometimes.

Dylan was currently alone in the room, although this wasn’t the waiting room to the ER downstairs, which he knew was crowded. This was the waiting room set aside by the ICU, all for family members of patients who were in dire straits. Roan was currently not in dire straits, as he’d come out of his surgery okay, but he hadn’t woken up yet, either. No one was sure when he would.

Dylan knew Roan would be fine. He was always okay, right? Eventually. Except he knew a day would come when he wouldn’t be okay. This wasn’t Ro’s first operation for tumors, and the way it was going, it wouldn’t be his last. This didn’t even bring his aneurysms into it. Oh, how Dylan sometimes longed for a normal husband. But wouldn’t that be dull? It reminded him of that curse: “May you live in interesting times.” He had a very interesting husband. But he couldn’t quite imagine life without him, in spite of all the torment and trouble. 

“Hey, kiddo,” Doctor Rosenberg said, joining him in the waiting room. The elderly doctor was wearing a dark navy pantsuit with a black blouse and looked like someone’s grandmother in a strangely professional outfit, with an oversized, rumpled trench coat on top of it all. Her hospital ID hung around her neck on a blue lanyard. She didn’t technically work at this hospital, but she had admitting privileges, and, as the world’s foremost expert on the cat virus, she liked to refer to herself as an “eight-hundred-pound gorilla”—meaning, she could go wherever she wanted to go, and people generally let her. “You look all in. Maybe you ought to go home and get some rest.”

“And have Ro not have anyone here when he wakes up? I don’t think so.”

Rosenberg sighed as she patted his shoulder. “Do you realize the amount of anesthesia needed to put him down? He may be out until the next ice age.”

He glanced up at her. “Was that supposed to make me feel better?”

“In theory.” She grimaced as though she’d tasted something bad, or at least realized what she’d just said. “Listen, why don’t we go across the street and get some coffee? It’s a fast food joint, but it’s open all night.”

Would that coffee be any improvement over the stuff they served here? Probably not, but changing the scenery wasn’t a terrible idea. “I guess I could.”

“That’s the spirit. I’ll buy you a burger.”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

“I’ll buy you a veggie burger, then. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

That made him smile faintly. Ro liked to say she was the foul-mouthed, crotchety grandmother he’d never had, and it was hard to argue with that assessment. Dylan’s grandmother—or at least the one he’d known—had been very nurturing and very sweet, and rarely cursed. When she did, it was usually in Spanish, as she hoped the grandkids weren’t fluent in it—of course they were, but they let her think they weren’t for as long as possible. Doctor Rosenberg seemed to be another creature entirely, yet he knew she was doing her best to be nice to him. He probably would have found her unbearably intimidating if it wasn’t for Roan. That said, he knew Roan must have found her a little intimidating too, or he’d never have followed a single order from her—okay, he usually didn’t. But the fact that he did, once in a blue moon, counted for something.

When Dylan left the hospital, the cold night air was like a shock to his system. Their breath came out in clouds before them, and the chill of the air seemed to burn his throat. It wasn’t snowing, but it smelled like it was close. Which reminded him, he had to ask Roan sometime if he could smell snow better than normal humans. Although that seemed like a stupid question, because he knew from past experience that Roan could smell storms hours before they showed up. And one sunny day, when Roan insisted it was going to rain despite there being almost no clouds in the sky, a sudden squall opened up, so it was sunny and rainy at the same time. That was just one of many of Roan’s deeply weird talents.

The fast food joint was mostly empty and reeked of charred meat and grease, but it was warm, and right now that’s what Dylan cared about most. After confirming they didn’t use animal fats, he just ordered some french fries and a soda while Rosenberg ordered the “gallon sized” coffee. They sat at a window seat, even though the view was nothing but a parking lot, the street, and the huge lighted behemoth of the hospital beyond. 

“You really can go home until tomorrow,” Rosenberg told him, hands clasped around her giant cup of coffee. “I’ll call you when he comes around. It ain’t happening tonight, even with his constitution. Besides, it’s a holiday. Why are you wasting it here?”

That caught Dylan off guard, and he had to think for a moment. It wasn’t Christmas yet.

Rosenberg rolled her eyes. “Oh, you’re so gentile. It’s Hanukkah, jackass.”

“Oh shit! I’m sorry. It’s not a holiday that crosses my radar a lot.”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it, I’m just needling you. I’m not exactly observant. I had a ham sandwich a week ago. I do have a present for you, though.” She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out what he at least recognized as a dreidel. He couldn’t help but smile as she spun it on the plastic table.

“You’re not observant, and yet you have that in your pocket.”

“I told you, it’s a present. So tell me, do Buddhists have holidays?”

“Yeah. And depending on what branch of Buddhism you follow, you may have more than some others. I’m not really big on them, though. My taste for holidays got ruined when I was a kid.” Just the reminder of what had happened, of his father killing his mother and then himself on Christmas, that weirdly muted pop that woke him from a dead sleep, made him flinch. Did she know the story? It wasn’t something he went around announcing—hell, he’d changed his surname to avoid the story anchoring him for the rest of his life—but he had no idea what Roan had told her. She was the closest thing to family he had.

Still, Dylan got his answer almost immediately. “That bad, huh? Should I ask, or would you rather leave it alone?”

Roan hadn’t told her. That was kind of him. “I’d rather leave it, if it’s all the same to you.”

She nodded curtly and watched the dreidel fall over onto the tabletop. “Do you guys celebrate any holidays at all? I know Roan’s an atheist.”

Suddenly it occurred to Dylan that she had known Roan for so many years, she probably had secrets about him. It felt like an opportunity, but he wasn’t sure if he should go for it. “Well, so many of our friends celebrate Christmas, we get presents for people, and… hey, wanna trade secrets? I’ll tell you one in exchange for another.”

“About Roan? Man, that’d piss him off if he ever found out.” She paused briefly to take a sip of her coffee. “Yeah, sure, let’s go for it. What you got?”

“He super enjoys buying presents for people, and he’s very fussy about picking out the right one.”

That made her bark with laughter, buying them the brief attention of the bored cashier. “Of course he is. That makes so much sense, and I’m not sure why.”

“So did he always believe in nothing? Was he ever not an atheist?”

She had to think about that one for a minute. “As far as I know, no. Even as a kid he didn’t believe in anything. But why would he, the way he grew up? I might believe in God solely to make it angry for all the shit it put me through if I were him. But at least he’s not one of those loud asshole atheists that seem to exist in some of the Internet’s dark corners.”

“Oh I know. Even Ro finds them obnoxious. Whether you believe or disbelieve, he’s not a fan of people shoving their views down your throat.”

She nodded. “Believe it or not, he was a quiet kid. Well, until the teen surliness came in, but he was quiet in a surly way then. Better than being loudly surly.”

Dylan had one of his french fries. It was okay, but he’d had better. Still, at least they were warm. “I knew he must have been quiet at some point, ’cause he’s so nerdy, but it’s hard to believe sometimes.”

She snickered. “I know. He has left his shrinking-violet phase far behind. But lions aren’t known for being shy, are they?”

“I’m pretty sure all big cats have an attitude problem. Why should Roan be any different?” Dylan shoved a fry in his mouth, suddenly sad and not completely sure why. Except this was another reminder that the lion was coming out in Roan more and more, and Roan didn’t even know how much it was happening.

Rosenberg put her hand on top of his, her skin dry and slightly rough. “It’s gonna be okay. He’s gonna be okay. I promise you. He’s too fucking annoying to die.”

That made Dylan smile. “He claims that all the time.”

“He would know. So go home, get some rest, and you’ll be back tomorrow before he wakes up. It’ll be a Hanukkah miracle.”

Dylan sighed and sagged back against the thin vinyl seat. He was really tired, and he couldn’t imagine how much anesthetic had been pumped into Roan’s veins to put him down. Probably enough to kill Dylan twice over. She was probably right. Actually, no, she was definitely right, as she usually was. “I have this guilt thing.”

“Oh, Buddhists get that too, huh? Tell it you deserve to rest in a good bed, probably more than other people. And if you show up tomorrow with a breakfast burrito, Roan will absolve you of all sins.”

He almost laughed. Roan would live on breakfast burritos if he could, and somehow it figured that she would know that. He looked her straight in the eyes—which were technically hidden behind the oval lenses of her glasses—and asked, “Would you go home?”

“After this, I am going home. Hell, I’d give you a lift if you needed it.”

He didn’t have Roan’s sense of smell, but Dylan knew she was being honest. He wondered if she could ever be anything else. “Okay, maybe it would be a good thing for me to spend the beginning of the holiday at home. I’ll bring Roan a present tomorrow.”

“That’s the secret of a good relationship. Lots of gifts.”

Dylan smiled at her, taking a sip of his cold, sticky, sweet soda. He wondered if he should tell Rosenberg to pass that on to Roan.

Nah. He probably already knew.




Ash Wednesday

NOT FOR the first time, Darinda Murphy was sure she was married to a crazy person.

If the alarm clock was on her side of the bed, she’d have probably had it tuned to the Mexican pop station, because it was the type of music that annoyed her enough to wake her up but didn’t annoy her enough to make her homicidal—that would be the country station. But it was on Kim’s side of the bed, since Darinda had broken the last two clocks—the second time was an accident, but Kim didn’t believe her—and she kept it tuned to NPR. The low voices and dry subjects threatened to put Darinda back to sleep, but Kim found them irritating. Mainly the slow patrician voices, which reminded her a bit of her estranged family, the one that had all but washed their hands of her when she came out. While that made a certain amount of sense, Darinda would have been made homicidal by that kind of familiarity and couldn’t see how it didn’t drive Kim insane.

But that was Kim. She was calm and cool at most times, just as you’d expect of a trauma nurse. Sometimes she totally lost it, though, as Darinda had learned during the Great Plate-Breaking Snit of ’06. Kim rarely lost her temper, but when she did, she erupted like a volcano. Not that Darinda was exactly a shrinking violet, but at least she lost her temper more often—was that a good thing?

She got up, stretching and wondering how mad Kim would be if she punted the clock across the room. Probably pretty mad. So she just let the smooth-voiced people discuss grain yields in Mongolia—or whatever it was they were talking about—and went to take a shower to see if it would help her wake up.

By the time she got out, she was still tired, but she could smell coffee brewing downstairs and tried to inhale enough caffeine via the scent route. It probably didn’t work that way, though.

But on her way down, she recalled Roan’s freaky sense of smell and wondered if he could actually breathe in caffeine simply through smell. If anyone could, you’d think he would have to be the one.

In the kitchen, Kim was dressed in her pale green scrubs, blonde hair piled up on her head, and was about two minutes from leaving. She grabbed her thermal lunch bag and reminded Darinda they had to take Ruby to the vet on Friday. She nodded, pouring herself a mug of coffee, and gave Kim a good-bye kiss on her way out. Kim preferred giving Darinda the friendly butt pat, as she claimed it gave her fond memories of her high school soccer team. Darinda was 90 percent sure she was making all of that up.

Ruby, the rescued tortoiseshell calico, wound around her ankles as she nuked herself a frozen breakfast sandwich. The little moocher meowed, and even though she knew she shouldn’t, she got the bag of cat treats out of the cupboard and shook a couple into a saucer, which she placed on the floor. Ruby started scarfing them up instantly. 

“Lesbians with a cat. You know you’ve made us a cliché, right?” she told the cat, putting the treats away.

Ruby was part of a passel of feral kittens found behind the hospital a few months ago. Most of them had ended up getting adopted by hospital workers, Kim included. Darinda had said no at first, but inevitably she lost the argument. And the worst part was she couldn’t even be properly mad, because Ruby turned out to be one of the most sweet-tempered cats she’d ever encountered. Smart too, which may have been why she seemed that way at all times. She knew kissing up to the humans guaranteed food and treats, as well as pets and a roof over her head. Ruby was no dummy. Maybe in a couple of years, when she realized she wasn’t going anywhere, she’d let her fur down and be a true grumpy pest.

Darinda poured coffee into her travel mug and pulled out the now hot breakfast sandwich still wrapped in a paper towel. She wondered if they ever showed this kind of glamorous shit on cop shows and guessed they probably didn’t. Those cops wore designer outfits and never had a hair out of place. They probably walked through their opulently appointed homes and had full breakfasts made of quinoa and bacon, or whatever the hell fancy people ate nowadays. She didn’t spend a lot of time on trends or even watching much television. Kim basically had control of the remote, and that was fine with her. Mostly, Darinda watched sitcom repeats at weird times and the occasional cable drama, but she just didn’t have much room in her head for that kind of thing. She wished she did, though, because it might have helped a bit with stress. It seemed to help Kim.

They both had super stressful jobs, and that was kind of why Darinda had originally thought they were doomed when they first got together. Dating a detective was bad, but dating a trauma nurse was just as bad if not worse, and there were weeks when their schedules clashed so badly, they were lucky to see each other even once. But they were pretty much the only people who could stand each other and begin to understand their crazy lives. It was probably a good thing they were perfect for each other.

Once in the cocoon of her car, Darinda had her first good gulp of coffee and bit into the sandwich. What it lacked in flavor it made up for in relative neatness. A lot of cops came in wearing specks or traces of their breakfast, but not her. It made her look efficient and far more together than she actually was.

Traffic was never too bad at this time of morning, though since this was Seattle, that was kind of relative. Darinda turned on the radio to the local news but quickly got tired of it and switched it to a classic rock station. Kim liked to say that was her “ugly little secret,” which was only partially true. It wasn’t that ugly. As secrets went, this one was nice and tame.

She was sitting at a red light, sipping her coffee, when her cell hummed in her coat pocket. She plucked it out, and a quick glance showed her it was her partner, Dubois, calling. “Somebody’s at work early,” she said instead of saying hello. After you’d been working together for a while, niceties like hello and good-bye fell by the wayside.

Dubois groaned. “Yeah, I had to finish the Macauley casework. But maybe it’s a good thing. You on your way in?”

“Yeah, I’m about eight minutes out.”

“Why don’t you come to Eighth and Butler instead? Follow the black-and-whites to the fun.”

“Oh no, what we got?”

“Triple homicide, might be infected related, so we’re double-teaming it with the cat squad for now. Batman’s coming in to clarify things a little.”

“Oh joy.” Batman was, of course, Roan. Pretty much every cop called him that, and most disparagingly. It was an improvement over his previous nickname, “Kitty Fag.” But anything was an improvement over that. It was kind of funny how many cops didn’t think a lesbian would find the term fag derogatory. Wait, not funny, fucking infuriating. “Okay, I’ll meet you there.” She hung up and tried to think of the best way to get to Butler from here.

If she were a betting person, she’d bet half her paycheck Roan would show up grouchy. It was way too early in the morning for him, especially because he seemed to keep vampire hours now.

That they remained tied together was another one of those funny/infuriating things. Initially, they were pushed together by fellow cops—the union included—because they were the only openly gay officers on the force at the time. It struck Darinda as weird that everyone thought they’d get along perfectly because they were both gay, never mind the fact gay men and lesbians really weren’t known for doing a whole lot of socializing together. In a straight person’s mind, being gay was enough.

But, ironically, they did get along. It helped that Roan had missed his calling as a comedian; he could wield humor as effectively as a weapon, proving that all his years watching Monty Python and The Kids in the Hall weren’t in vain. He was also amusingly ballsy, refusing to put up with anyone’s bullshit or homophobia, even though she knew if you wanted a career in law enforcement, you had to embrace tact and patience. She always had the feeling Roan’s attitude would get him canned, although she never foresaw him beating the living hell out of an obnoxious, aggressive drunk. Still, it hadn’t surprised her that much. Roan liked a good fight. Sitting down and shutting up was something he had never managed to perfect, even though, by all accounts, he was as nerdy as they came as a child. So what had happened? Roan himself blamed punk rock, but Darinda was more than half-convinced it was simply the lion in him asserting itself as he got older. Lions weren’t nerds. Lions ate nerds. And considering how much the virus had expressed itself after he’d left the force, she really felt she had something. She’d never shared this with Roan, because she wasn’t an idiot. Also, with the lion peeking out so much now that other cops called him Batman, it would seem like an obvious conclusion to draw. It wasn’t like it was eight years ago.

It was obvious where the problem was, as several cop cars and a meatwagon were making Butler nearly impassable. Darinda was surprised the scene seemed to be in some kind of shop. She’d been expecting a private residence.

When she found a parking place, she got out and flashed her badge until people cleared the way for her to go inside, and she found herself in some kind of new-age-style head store. It reeked of blood, death, and weirdly enough, patchouli.

Dubois was in the back, along with Detective Estes, who was part of the cat squad. The bodies were still covered by sheets, which were soaked through with blood. Clearly she’d beaten Roan here. “So what’s the story?”

Dubois rubbed his eyes, which was his tell. It meant even he was horrified by something here. “Hard to say. We have three bodies, one of them really torn up, and what appears to be a broken cage in the corner. The dead are two Caucasian males in their early thirties and a Caucasian female in her late twenties, but we’re having a hell of a time piecing together a coherent narrative based on what few facts are available to us.”

“We assume one of the men is Robert Donaghy, the owner of this establishment,” Estes said. “But we found no IDs on the bodies, and we’re scrambling to track him or anyone related to him down.”

“But it looks like a cat kill?” She drifted over toward the bloodiest sheet, which seemed to be hiding an unusual shape beneath it. One a human body shouldn’t have had.

“Oh yeah,” Dubois replied. “One of these guys looks like he was pulled out of a shark tank. You haven’t eaten recently, have you?”

She had a cast-iron stomach, which she was particularly proud of, but now that she was standing beside the corpse, with its overwhelming blood-and-shit smell, she questioned whether seeing it for herself would help any. Even if she doubted Dubois, Estes was a long-time member of the cat squad. If he thought it was too much to handle, that meant a lot. 

Darinda was spared from having to make a choice, because Roan came into the room, wincing. “Goddamn. It’s too early for this.” His dark red hair was messed up from his motorcycle helmet, which he carried under his arm, but it had the odd effect of making him look more leonine. If he’d known, it would have pissed him off. In his deliberately shlubby outfit of jeans, biker boots, obscure band T-shirt (well, she assumed—was there an actual band named Police Teeth?), and leather jacket, he kind of looked like a rock star trying to look cool without looking like he was trying to do so. With his eerie green eyes and masculine jaw, he actually looked more handsome now than he had eight years ago. Kim claimed that was a man thing, that some men just looked better as they got older, but she hadn’t seen him as a fresh-faced rookie. Roan’s face hadn’t exactly changed shape, but it was different in a fundamental way Darinda couldn’t pin down, and age had nothing to do with it. She knew it verged on racist—speciesist?—to say it was the lion coming out in him, somehow bringing a predatory gravity to his face, but… yeah, maybe that was it. Even the energy changed when he came into the room. Now a lot of the time you could chalk that up to fear and ignorance, but they were all professionals here. It was just something in your lizard brain telling you a scary and carnivorous predator had just joined you and maybe you’d best stop making sudden moves. It was stupid, of course, as Roan wasn’t going to hurt them. But could he? She liked to think she could draw down on him if she had to, but having seen the same tapes as the other cops, she suspected Roan could tear through them all before anyone’s gun cleared a holster if he really wanted to. His humanity was falling away in pieces, and what was left behind was called Batman, because if you could joke about a thing, you didn’t have to be scared of it. It was all manageable if you told yourself it couldn’t possibly be real, because that was fucking crazy and wasn’t how the world was supposed to work.

Just a glance at Dubois and Estes told her they were still processing the weird feelings Roan could bring out in you, maybe because they were straight men—she almost pitied those poor bastard hets at times—so she took the lead. “Know what kind of cat we’re dealing with here?”

Roan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He then tilted his head to the side, eyebrows furrowing. After a few seconds, he straightened up and opened his eyes. “Oh, this is fucking weird.”

Estes had recovered. “Weird cat?”

“Weird emotions. I’m picking up a lot of rage,” Roan said, walking over to look at the bodies. She stepped back to let him pass and hoped he ignored Dubois’s soft, slight groan. He accepted Roan’s bloodhound status, but he refused to believe emotions had a scent. Darinda was a little dubious about that too, but Roan had been correct too often for this just to be a guess on his part. Roan was technically—and in a very legal sense—a bloodhound, and he had access to a scent vocabulary normal people couldn’t even imagine. Dubois was kind of being an ass.

Roan lifted up the sheet on the body Darinda had almost looked at, and one quick glance told her all she needed to know. The guy had hamburger where his torso used to be, and while he’d surely had a face once, that was no longer the case. She looked at Roan instead, as his face was still intact. His jaw went taut, but otherwise he had no reaction to the violence. 

“Well, the guy committed to the bit, you have to give him that.” He let the sheet fall back on the corpse.

“Gonna hafta unpack that one for me,” Estes said.

Roan pointed down at the shredded body. “He was cougar strain. He was killed by someone trying to make it look like a cat attack, but it wasn’t. I’m thinking a machete was used, maybe something else, like a garden implement. I’m getting a hint of rust and grass.”

“Rust and grass?” Dubois said. “How the hell can you smell that through all that blood?”

Roan turned his sharp gaze on her partner. Roan knew Dubois wasn’t crazy about him, and in his Roan-like way absolutely did not give a fuck. It was one of the things she liked about him. “I can tell you what he had for his last meal. Would you like me to?”

That was one of Roan’s superpowers she would never want under any circumstances. People smelled bad enough normally. To be able to smell all of their scents would have been maddening. “No, I’ll pass,” Dubois said, tacitly giving Roan the point.

Estes scratched his head, clearly trying to puzzle out everything Roan was saying. “So this is a triple murder by a human?”

Roan nodded. “Only this guy was infected. The other two are clean.”

“That would explain the minimal damage to the other two bodies,” Estes said.

“I bet he exhausted himself messing this guy up,” Roan replied. “This had to take a long time.”

“Hate crime?” Darinda wondered. He did say he’d smelled a lot of rage, and this guy wasn’t so much hurt as pureed. That spoke of something personal, even if it was only personal to the killer.

Roan shrugged. “Maybe. We’re gonna have to find our suspect first.”

“If you smelled the guy again, would you know him?” she wondered, and Dubois made that noise of disapproval again. That was just one of the asshole things about Dubois she’d learned to ignore. As partners went, he was one of the better ones she had worked with. He was smart and did his homework. He just wasn’t crazy about Roan and his abilities. (He always said it like he was putting air quotes around it.) She felt that said something terrible about his masculinity, or he was a possible closet case, as they always seemed to have chips on their shoulders when it came to Roan. He was so defiantly and unabashedly out, he made them super defensive. That was one of the other things she really liked about Roan. He made all the closet cases and insecure males squirm.

Roan thought about it for a few seconds, then nodded. “Yeah, he was in here, and he sweated a bit. Probably on the bodies.”

Estes let out a slight groan of disgust. That was a lot of emotion from him, as he usually didn’t display much on the job. “You had to go there, huh?”

“I was asked; I answered.”

Darinda saw the people in white clean suits in the front of the store and said, “Let’s clear for the meatwagon.” Also this was the worst part of her job. Yes, dealing with grieving families was hard, but standing right beside the remains of someone, someone who was alive five hours ago but was now just a body, was always strange. One day, it could be you or someone you love under that sheet. Constantly confronting your own mortality wore on you, just like the shittiness people were capable of ground you down to a stump.

They squeezed out of the foul-smelling back room and into the bigger but still pretty rank front room, with Roan bringing up the rear. There was a tasteless joke in there, but she wasn’t going to make it. Not with straight guys in the room.

“You know, you could have made my life easier by pretending it was a cat killing,” she told Roan. That would have kicked it over to the cat squad, and it would have been all their problem.

He had the decency to grimace as he shrugged. “Sorry. Just reporting it as I smell it.”

But Roan had, to be fair, made her life instantly easier. All they had to do was identify suspects and bring them in. Then they could have Roan come into a room with them and say if he’d smelled them on the scene or not. Since he was legally a bloodhound, his corroboration was enough probable cause for a warrant, and they could lean heavily on whomever Roan placed at the scene. Hell, they could send Roan into the box with them. That weird gravity he now carried around with him seemed to fill the people he questioned with extra terror. Most knew he was a nightmare, although most of them couldn’t say why. Nothing about him in this state screamed inhuman, it was just a feeling you picked up on a gut level. She sometimes wondered, if you looked deep enough into his eyes, could you see the lion peering out at you?

As they stepped outside, Roan gave her an unusual look out of the corner of his eye, and finally he asked, “You have a cat?”

Amazing. They’d kept Ruby out of their bedroom for the specific point of saving their clothes from cat hair. Her rubbing up against her leg in the kitchen was enough for Roan to tell? “It was Kim’s idea. She rescued a kitten.”

“So you’re discovering all the joys of married life, huh?” he said, flashing her a toothy grin.

Somehow they had both gone from sexual deviants who would destroy humanity—according to various religious organizations—to married, boring people. That wasn’t fair. How had that happened?

Well, that wasn’t her mystery to solve. And she was glad, as she had enough on her plate as it was.




Yom Kippur

THIS WAS not how Roan thought he’d be spending his lunch hour on his anniversary.

He’d had a whole thing planned. He was going to surprise Dylan, who was painting at his studio today, with lunch. Some fancy cupcakes or something. It was going to be light and fun, and other things he wasn’t necessarily known for.

Roan vaulted onto the hood of a parked car and roared, trying to get the big cat’s attention. He was hoping to make it angry, but it seemed sensible, therefore it was scared. Damn it. Although he hated brawling with his own kind, the cats who came toward him made his job infinitely easier.

He heard the fine bones in his jaw popping and snapping, and the molten pain came with a taste of blood, as it always did. He’d done a couple of pain pills before this, but their effect was wiped away the moment he started his partial shift. Maybe one day he’d find a drug strong enough to stand up to the pain. So far, he hadn’t, but he still held out hope he might.

The cat, a large panther, had fled into the park after being confronted by a dog off its leash. This was why there were leash laws. The dog might still be alive if the owner had had one iota of common sense. Roan knew he should feel bad for it, but he really didn’t. The cat was defending itself, and the dog should have known it was too big to try and chase up a tree. But mainly he blamed the dog’s owner for being an asshole.

No matter. He jumped off the car and ran into the park, following the faint scent trail of the cat, which threatened to get lost in the million competing scents of the city and park combined. He tried to stay focused and ignore all the other smells, but that could be really difficult. For instance, the park’s lake was starting to get an algae bloom. Although it was in its early stages, it still smelled like rotten seaweed, dirt, and razor blades to him. Then there was the dog shit, which was always strong, despite the fact you were supposed to clean up after your animals. There was goose poop too, but it wasn’t as sharp as the dog stuff, and squirrel and assorted other bird’s poop was easy to ignore. Except seagulls for some reason, which always had an extra metallic sting to his nose.

There was also a light but relatively constant smell of cigarette and pot smoke, and then he entered an area of the park that he couldn’t believe still existed. It was a darker, shadowy part, and it smelled of sex. Why did men still do this in the age of Grindr, Craigslist, and the Internet? There was no reason for random outdoor hookups, unless you were an exhibitionist. And even then, there were better places for it. The only reason he could think of was some misguided nostalgia for the era when horny gay guys had to do this. Though if you were that nostalgic, there was a bathhouse in the city not even eight miles from here that was unabashedly a place for gay male hookups. It advertised its steam rooms and saunas with an overt awareness that they were places for men who were looking for a quickie. He’d never been there, but Dee told him they had lube and condom dispensers on the walls, which pretty much told you everything. (No, he didn’t ask Dee how he knew this. He preferred not to know. Their friendship was much stronger for these spots of ambiguity.) 

So why come here? This wasn’t even the best park in the city, nor the most private. This was one mystery Roan had no hope of solving.

Eventually the neat park paths gave way to tangles of blackberries and choking morning glory vines, and he could smell the cat scent strongly. It had gone to hide here, and while he first thought it had climbed one of the towering pines, that was too complicated. It had literally gone to ground, and the scent of fresh blood told him it had tried to hide in the blackberries. He swallowed his growl because he didn’t want it to run, but he had to creep in quietly and felt like an idiot. He was glad no one was watching him.

The cat bolted, as he expected it to, but Roan was close enough to lunge and tackle it. They went rolling down a slight incline, and Roan slid in leaf mold that stank of rot and pungent pigeon poop, and that made him growl.

The cat scratched and squirmed, but Roan managed to hang on and gave it a warning bite on its shoulder. Not hard enough to break the skin but hard enough to get his point across, and the panther settled down. He stilled the cat long enough to pull out the drug gun and shoot it in the haunches. Roan sat and waited for it to start snoozing and in the meantime tried to fling the filth off him. Didn’t work. He was going to have to take a shower to get rid of this smell. Damn it.

As soon as the cat was nice and drowsy, he flung it over his shoulder and started walking out of the park. He was actually hoping the smell of sex would wipe out the shit stench, but no such luck. He found something more obnoxious. He mentally took back every bad thing he thought about it, but it still didn’t help.

By the time he got back to the park entrance, Seb and some other members of the cat squad were waiting for him. All the cops had their guns out save for Seb, who was leaning casually against a car. He knew how these things usually went.

Seb wrinkled his nose and waved a hand in front of his face. “Man, is that smell you?”

“Don’t rub it in,” he groused, heading for the ambulance. It didn’t appear to be staffed by anyone he knew, which was a relief right now. Still, as the EMTs strapped the unconscious cat down on a safety gurney, they looked at him as though he was the stinkiest thing they’d had to deal with all day. Roan severely doubted that, but his scent was bothering him too much to complain.

So much for surprising Dylan for lunch. Well, maybe if he ran home, took a quick shower, and changed, he could show up and take him out for an early dinner. Maybe he’d even have time to burn these clothes.




Devil’s Night

SOMETIMES, ROAN was genuinely horrified at how geeky he was. At least he wasn’t alone.

Panic was having a big Halloween party, and it fell on one of Dylan’s work nights, so of course Dylan was going to do it up big. He wanted Roan there, and he knew he’d have to be in costume too.

He complained about it, but the truth was, Halloween was probably the only holiday Roan genuinely liked. When he was a kid, he loved dressing up, and most of all, he loved free candy. What kid didn’t? He didn’t mind giving it out to kids now, and sometimes they really had fun costumes. But he had a reputation as a grumpy bastard, and by god, that wasn’t about to die on his watch.

Dylan, being Dylan—meaning gay and an artist, which was a potentially lethal combination—had grand plans for his costume and for Roan, but Roan was not easily swayed. Some of the ideas were big but wildly impractical, and he refused to wear a costume that was a pain to wear or hindered his ability to move or see. Which cut out most of them. And he utterly refused to be Batman, for obvious reasons.

Dylan decided to do a riff on the Rene Magritte painting The Son of Man by buying a bowler-type hat and using wire to extend a fake, plastic green apple, to hang in front of his face, obscuring it. He had to fiddle with it for a while to get it where he could generally see around it and could move it without harming the wire or the apple. It seemed like a lot of effort for a reference only a few would get, but it made Dyl happy, so Roan kept his mouth shut.

Roan got lucky. By sticking to the strict rules about his costume, they bought a green hoodie from the thrift shop, cut off the sleeves, and put some eye black around his eyes before sticking on a little green eye mask. Dyl had an old bow—he used to genuinely be an archer, after all—so he painted it and a quiver green, and suddenly Roan was the Green Arrow, or at least Arrow from the TV show. (Okay, okay, so they watched it. It was fun! And had lots of hot guys.) Maybe Arrow wasn’t a redhead, but as long as Roan kept the hood up, you’d never know. And the guy wasn’t Batman, so fair enough. It also gave them a little unusual couple’s together time, as Dyl taught him the proper way to hold a bow, nock an arrow, and pull the string back, which Roan didn’t know before. It looked simple, but there was actually a lot to keep in mind. It was nice to know if things went all Hunger Games, Dyl would be fine.

Roan had objected to taking the sleeves off the hoodie, but Dyl said he was being “sexy Arrow.” Which seemed redundant. But he felt lucky to get away with such a basic costume and let it go.

Roan felt he had prepared himself for a Panic Halloween party before he arrived. He was so, so wrong.

The physically assaultive music he was ready for. He was even ready for the garish gel lights and the neon ghosts. It was the sheer amount of tacky costumes that almost did him in.

Nearly everyone had a sexy costume of some stripe, showing off as much flesh as legally possible. It was like an indoor pride parade.

Had he ever seen so many Speedos in one place? Roan was trying to remember and couldn’t. It didn’t help that the men seemed extra handsy tonight, and even though he was wearing more clothes than anyone in the place, he seemed to attract a lot of attention, with men complimenting him on his “guns” while touching his arms. Someone else grabbed his ass, which was enough to make him put the hood down. He had a feeling if they knew who they were getting handsy with, they’d refrain. After all, no one wanted to reel away with a bloody stump. This wasn’t a David Cronenberg film.

It seemed to help. Baring his weird red hair made a path in the crowd open for him, although Roan wondered how his tattoos weren’t a dead giveaway. Not everyone had a part of Krapp’s Last Tape tattooed on their forearm, not to mention the bleeding heart with the Paris ribbon.

At the bar, he saw that Dylan did indeed have the most original costume. Because everyone was shirtless, Luis and Ty had taken the easy way out and just added bow ties, making themselves look like male strippers. Dylan was the shirtless guy with the hat and an apple hovering in front of his face. Roan thought it was surreally charming.

“Want our special of the night?” Dylan asked.

“What is it?”

“Transylvanian Go Go Juice. It’s vodka, Goldschläger, tonic, and grenadine.”

“That sounds disgusting. Sure, I’ll try one.”

Dylan nodded, making his apple bob. “I knew you would.”

As Dylan made the drink, Roan had to ask, “Has anyone guessed your costume?”

“Two guys, one of whom was an art history major. Otherwise, no. Why do you have your hood down?”

“People didn’t recognize me. I now take back what I said about that being the most implausible part of the show.”

Even though the apple mostly blocked his view, Roan could tell Dylan was smiling. “Most people are too scared of you to notice you’re cute. Obscure yourself just enough, and it’s obvious.”

“I think you’re biased.”

“Hey, is that a real bow?” A familiar voice asked.

Roan turned and was treated to the Falcons trio—Scott, Grey, and Tank. They were all wearing similar hockey jerseys with bloody smears on them, and similar dorky-looking black-framed glasses, mostly fixed with white sports tape. Their costumes had some differences, though. Tank had a fake bloody scar on his cheek, Grey had blood-smeared white sports tape wrapped around his knuckles, and Scott had a fake black eye, almost a livid purple. It was the glasses that gave away their costumes. “Cute. You’re the Hanson brothers.”

Fiona waved from beside Tank. “Don’t forget me.” She was wearing a polyester smock with a picture of a pizza slice on it and carried a pizza box. Her hair was mostly hidden by a baseball cap with the word Pizza embroidered on it in script.

“Oh cool. You’re the pizza guy they called in jail.”

“See, I told you he’d get it,” Fiona said.

“Took me a minute,” Roan admitted.

“Bitchin’ Arrow, dude,” Fiona added. “But you know he’s not a redhead, right?”

“He doesn’t like shirts, either,” Scott added.

Roan gestured to the roiling, horny crowd. “And you think I’d go shirtless here?”

“If you were in character, you would,” Scott replied with a teasing little smile. He probably just wanted to see him shirtless.

Dylan gave Roan his drink and asked, “Do you guys want tonight’s special, or do you just want the gayest drink on the menu?”

They hadn’t really noticed Dylan until that point. When they saw him, there were a few chuckles, and Fiona said, “You’re that painting.”

“Magritte,” Tank said. Tank knew Magritte? Well, sure, why not? Tank couldn’t stop being weird for a single second, and Roan was pretty sure he wouldn’t have him any other way.

“What’s the special?” Scott asked.

Dylan pointed to Roan as he took a sip of his very red drink. He winced at the clash of flavors as well as the sting of powerful alcohol. “Goddamn. How can this be too sweet and yet still able to peel the paint off a boat?”

“Ooh, let’s get a round of that,” Grey said.

“I didn’t realize there would be theme outfits,” Holden said, joining the group. “I’d have stayed home if I knew.”

Holden was wearing low-slung jeans, a tight white T-shirt, and a black leather jacket, and had blond highlights in his artfully messy brown hair. Roan had a feeling he knew what he was, but he felt compelled to confirm it. “And you are…?”

Holden smiled and held his arms out, as if that made things abundantly clear. The shirt was tight enough to show he was wearing a nipple ring. “I’m a male prostitute, of course.”

“Of course.” Yeah, that was Roan’s guess.

“You really don’t get into the spirit of things, do you?” Dylan asked as he continued making drinks.

Holden shrugged, leaning against the bar. “I’ve played make-believe every day for years. It loses its charm after a while.”

Holden looked at the Falcons, Fi, and Roan and said, “Let me guess. You’re a hockey team, Roan’s the mascot, and Fi’s a pizza guy.”

Scott rolled his eyes, Fi shook her head, and Grey chuckled. Roan decided he wasn’t going to let Holden get away with that jackassery. “You know what that means, Scott. You’re gonna have to make him watch Slap Shot.”

“Ooh yeah,” Scott agreed.

Holden shook his head. “No, no way. It’s bad enough I have to watch actual hockey occasionally. I’m not watching a movie about it.”

“Says you,” Scott replied.

Tank gave Holden a friendly slap on the back, but it still shoved him forward a little. “It’s funny. It’s not as painful as watching us play.”

“Speak for yourself,” Grey said.

“Who here has a Stanley Cup ring, hmm?” Tank chided with a big, tooth-baring grin. He wasn’t wearing it, but everyone knew he did.

“And who scored on you last year?” Scott replied.

“That was a bad goal, and you know it,” Tank replied, no longer smiling. “The ref let you get away with one ’cause you were on home ice.”

“Tell yourself that,” Scott said, grinning in a sweet and deliberately irritating manner.

Roan felt his phone hum in his pocket, and while he had told himself to turn it off, he had obviously forgotten to before leaving the house. Roan pulled it out to see who it was and wasn’t surprised to see Seb’s name. He’d wanted to silence his phone in the first place because holidays always brought out the worst in people. They got wasted, and shit happened. 

“Seb?” Dylan asked, putting hideous, blood-colored drinks in front of Scott, Tank, Fiona, and Grey.

“Yeah. Damn it.”

“Want one?” Dylan asked Holden, gesturing to the poured drinks.

Holden frowned in disgust. “Ew, no. A gin and tonic will be enough for me.”

“Gin?” Tank said. “That always tastes like a tree to me.”

“Well, you’ve sucked your share of trees, haven’t you?” Grey said. A joke that wasn’t quite a joke, but Scott snickered, and Tank gave Grey a sharp elbow in the arm.

Roan answered his phone when it rang again, even though he knew he shouldn’t. “Sorry, Seb, I’m all out of candy.”

“Cute. Where are you right now?”

That was never a good way to start a conversation. “The music doesn’t give it away? Panic.”

“Okay, you’re a few blocks away. That’s good.”

“A few blocks away from what?”

“I’m down on Howell. We have a report of at least four cats loose. I’m not sure if this was a planned action or what, but it’s hard to imagine this was a coincidence.”

Roan sighed. Again, holidays could bring out the absolute worst in people. “When’s the cat squad due?”

“About ten minutes, but I don’t know where they’re going first. One cat seemed to be headed toward the freeway, another ran off in the direction of Barron, and another two sprinted off toward Capitol Hill.”

“Fantastic.” Toward them, in other words. “I’ll go see what I can do.” He slipped his phone back in his pocket and said, “Loose cats. I’ll be back as soon as I handle this.”

“Need some help?” Holden asked.

That would normally be hilarious, because he was a civilian, and what the hell was he going to do about a loose cat? But Holden being Holden, he might have some way to handle this. Hell, he might be armed. There were too many competing, overlapping scents in here to tell if he was carrying his gun or not. “No, I’ve got it. Be right back.”

“Be careful,” Dylan said. Roan couldn’t see around the apple from this angle, but he was sure Dyl was giving him a concerned frown.

“Always am,” Roan lied. With his hood down and his hair still visible, the crowd of cupids and cowboys and frighteningly realistic RuPauls and Chers parted for him easily, and almost no one copped a feel.

When he made it out into the cool night air, which stank of exhaust, Roan was disappointed to see a line waiting to get in the club. As everyone was out of groping range, he put up his hood and headed down the street. One wag waiting to get in yelled after him, “Don’t fail this city.”

If only he knew what Roan was about to do.

Roan ducked into the nearest alley, which usually wasn’t wise, but because he was the biggest monster out here, he felt relatively safe. There was no point in trying to track down the cats, as it would take too long, and the fact there were two just added to the problem. So he concentrated on his general anger, focused it, and screamed out a challenging roar, which should cause the cats to run to him. Unless they were smart and started running in the opposite direction.

But considering how his luck ran, he figured they were very stupid indeed.

Another thing that sucked about hunting big cats in the city? The noise level.

Roan could hear everything around him, from the music leaking from Panic to the music thudding from car stereos jacked up to weaponized levels, to conversations on the street to revving motors at red lights, to the audio cues from electronic street signs. It was easy to get distracted by this discordant symphony of noise, but it didn’t have the built-in inherent danger of scents. That’s where the real danger was.

His sense of smell was far better than his hearing—although his hearing was a bit better than the average human, lucky him. He was a legal bloodhound, after all. But what absolutely no one understood, or could understand with their limited scent palette, was how goddamn seductive and dangerous scent was.

In the back of his mind, Roan had this constant running list of everything he was smelling at all times, a list of obsessive depth and detail. He did it because he couldn’t help but do it. Usually, because it was a constant background thing, he could ignore it. But when he started paying attention, when he started to sift through the list for something in particular, they hit him full force, and he could drown in the seas of scents. It was actually like drowning, except he could breathe… and drag in more scents. It was the olfactory equivalent of some of the discordant punk rock he listened to, just wave after wave of noise—or in this case, smells—that threatened to carry him away. He could lose the plot and feel just this side of insane, unable to surface in the crush of information/thoughts/impressions that just layered one on top of another. Much like when the lion came out, sometimes he couldn’t put on the brakes.

But, luckily, society took up a love of strong peppermints just as he was becoming aware of how panic-inducing his sense of smell could be. He carried them with him at all times, just in case he vapor-locked in a scent spiral. Strong peppermints shut it down, not only because it was like being stabbed in the sinuses—although that’s exactly what it was; like being jabbed with a slim, sharp knife as cold as an icicle—but because mint was one of the few natural things that could wash out all other scents. It was loud and blaring, like an amplifier turned up to eleven, and just as impossible to ignore. Subtlety was lost in its shadow, and it caused a brief but memorable olfactory blindness that was often a relief. Sometimes he wished it could last all day, but he was lucky to get a few minutes out of it.

Roan was thinking he shouldn’t have picked this alley. Too close to the club, reeking of piss and cigarette smoke, vomit and rotting trash. He popped a mint in his mouth and winced at the assault, but it kept him from falling down the scent hole. As he crushed it between his teeth, he just wondered if this was part of his “chimera” thing. That’s what Doctor Rosenberg had called him last time he saw her in a medical capacity, and it threw him for a loop. Investigating it—because of course he would—he learned that no human could actually be a chimera. In animals, it meant their cells contained two types of DNA, usually caused by two embryos fusing together in utero. It was possible he’d had a fetal twin he absorbed before birth, as that happened a lot more than people realized. But for him to truly be a chimera, that twin embryo would have to have been completely virus, with not a scrap of human DNA. Which wasn’t possible. So where did that leave him? He’d have accused her of misusing the term, except she was way too fucking smart to make a mistake like that. She was telling him something. He had human DNA and viral DNA in all his cells? Again, that wasn’t supposed to be possible in a human. It would make him, in essence, a new life form.

Didn’t he feel like one? But then again, most people probably felt that way. It was possible the most human thing was to not feel all that human.

Jesus Christ. How many pain pills had he had tonight? Way too fucking many.

He swallowed the last of the peppermint before roaring again, tearing up his throat, and this time he heard a faint, faraway responding roar. At least he’d caught the attention of one of them. He concentrated on the sour taste of blood in his mouth, as that focused the lion like little else. Well, pain and rage could do that too, but they were all related.

The ache in his sinuses waned, but the anger was still there, the lion lurking beneath the surface of his skin, just waiting to start some shit. It lived for this. Which was why he had to hold on to himself as hard as he could. He could drown in the lion too, in its wants and rage and desire to just fuck shit up. Of course, that was where he and the lion bled together, but he was always reluctant to admit that.

Roan heard the reactions of people on the street first. The screech of hastily applied brakes, curses, raised voices of alarm and anger on the sidewalk. Roan was already growling by the time the cat snarled, and he roared again to get it to focus and home in on him. Cats could have the attention span of a coked-up agent in an arcade.

He could understand the reactions of other people when the big cat finally appeared at the head of the alley. It was the biggest lion he had ever seen. The guy must have been fucking huge. At least six foot six and well over three hundred pounds. He was a typical lion, although his mane was mostly black, suggesting his hair color in human form. It roared at him, and Roan roared back, feeling the blood well in his throat. The humongous lion charged, and Roan braced himself and waited for the cat to pounce.

When it did, moving quite nimbly for such a huge thing, Roan braced himself and tried to hold his inner lion back, as he wasn’t going to fight him lion on lion. His humanity—or at the very least, his human form—gave him an edge, no matter the size of the cat. At the last possible second he stepped aside, caught the lion as it almost flew past him, and spun sharply, slamming the lion into the nearest wall. It was a hard hit but apparently not hard enough to keep it down, as it turned on him and snarled before lunging again. Roan got his arm up, and it sank its fangs into it, claws following close behind.

The pain knifed through him and, of course, brought the lion he was attempting to rein in surging forward. Roan roared as he snapped his arm and sent the huge lion flying back into the wall. The movement ripped some flesh away, but he didn’t feel it, not completely. The lion had taken over enough that he was aware of pain, but at a remove, as if his body were in another room. His adrenaline was spiking, and the lion usually rode that to take him over, but the painkillers he popped like candy usually helped hold it back. Right now he was in a precarious in-between state, where the balance was fairly even but control could shift either way without notice.

The bigass lion landed awkwardly, perhaps the only acknowledgment of the force of the blow, but rebounded back for him, and Roan kicked him in midair, catching him straight in the gut. Ribs cracked beneath his boot before the lion was launched away once more.

The big lion smacked against the edge of a Dumpster and snarled in rage, but Roan roared, even more furious that this bastard was trying him. Yes, he had size, but he couldn’t win, no matter how big a fucker he was. Who was the alpha chimera around here, goddamn it?

There was another roar, and he turned to see a muddy-brown panther streaking down the alley toward him. The second cat headed toward Capitol Hill. At least it was female and more reasonably sized than the lion. Still, the lion wasn’t out of the fight, and he was stuck between them.

Roan charged the panther, giving himself more distance from the bigass lion, and when she jumped at him, he caught her and turned to throw her at the lion, who was also jumping at him. Both big cats went down in a twisting heap, although the panther, the less injured of the two, was up first.

He let her jump, close the distance between them, before catching her by the throat and ramming her headfirst into the wall. She went limp—unconscious but by no means dead, as the transformed cats always seemed to have ridiculously thick skulls—and he dropped her as the lion pounced on his back and sank its teeth into his head.

The teeth didn’t go deep; they couldn’t, as the lion wasn’t quite at the right angle, but Roan threw himself against the wall, squashing the lion, and slammed his head back a couple times. He was pretty sure he knocked out one of the big fucker’s teeth.

The lion fell off him but still wasn’t out, so Roan turned and punted him in his huge, thick skull. He was glad he’d worn his combat boots with the costume, because blood was easy to clean off them.

As he stepped back, making sure both the cats were out, he realized a lot of the blood was his own. He had gashes on his arm from claws and teeth, and blood was pattering down from his jaw, where the bones were making a crackling sound, like a candy wrapper in someone’s fist. He didn’t even feel the partial change happen, which was a distressingly new side effect, especially because the pain always caught up to him. It was just delayed, either through adrenaline, the prominence of the lion, or both. And now he was thinking about it, the molten pain came alive along his jawbone, riding his spine all the way down to his toes. Roan started taking measured breaths through his mouth, trying to hold the agony at bay in what seemed like a fruitless, endless battle.

He was so caught up in pain management that he was surprised to hear a voice at the head of the alley. “Man, we missed it,” a guy said. “I wanted to get a cat head for my wall.”

Roan looked up and saw four guys, all of whom looked like some variation of the basic frat-bro template, and all reeked of booze. Because Roan nicknamed people out of habit, he decided the tallest one was Grumpy, the shortest one Sneezy, the pudgiest one Dopey, and the drunkest one Doc. Doc actually had one hand on the alley wall, propping himself up, while his other hand was busy holding a beer. He seemed barely aware of anything going on around him.

Grumpy, though, was distressingly sober seeming, and his pale blue eyes locked on to Roan with a laser focus. “Hey, I know who this guy is.”

“Arrow,” Dopey said.

“No, man, he’s the kitty fag. The freak show, you know?”

Roan would have commented, except his vocal cords hadn’t changed back into a human form yet. Although he did hear himself comment anyway, as a deep, low growl issued from his throat, almost of its own accord. The lion wasn’t completely gone yet. This was bad news. Not for him so much as the four drunk bros, who might be finding this out in a minute.

The growl made Sneezy take a step back. “Holy fuck, did you make that noise?”

“Told ya he was a freak show,” Grumpy said and pulled out a gun from his jeans. “Think I’m scared of your bullshit tricks?”

It was a real gun, not a toy, but it was a cheapo piece of shit 9 millimeter that would be more likely to explode in his hand than hurt anyone he was shooting at. But Roan couldn’t tell him that because his vocal chords still hadn’t recovered yet, and the lion continued growling. His eyes seemed to be focusing on a vein throbbing in Grumpy’s thick neck. It did occur to him, in a dark part of his brain, that if no one was sober enough to say what occurred, whatever happened to these boys could be blamed on the unconscious cats. Especially that bigass lion, who could probably rip through these college bros like wet toilet paper. Roan was pretty sure he could tear through them just as easily too.

Sneezy smelled of fear. Sneezy was the smartest of them. “Dude, I think we oughta go. Don’t start any shit.”

Grumpy scoffed, aiming his gun at Roan. “What, think I’m scared of this faggot?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Holden replied, his voice cool and amused.

Grumpy started to turn toward the voice, behind and beside him, but turned right into Fiona’s riding crop as she whipped him right in the face. He yelped, dropping the gun as he reflexively reached for the gash on his cheek, and she yelled at him in her best ball-busting dominatrix voice. “What the fuck are you doing, you stupid piece of shit? Do you think this is a game?”

“You guys wanna fight?” Grey asked as he, Scott, and Tank suddenly converged on the frat boys. They’d taken their Hanson brothers glasses off, so they were all blood smears and sports tape. “We’ll fight. We’ll even let you throw the first punch.”

“Or at least try,” Scott said, nodding.

The three of them were closing in on Doc, Sneezy, and Dopey, and the growing panic on their faces told you all you needed to know. They looked as though they were considering curling up and playing dead, like you were supposed to do in a bear attack. They knew they were outclassed here and weren’t drunk enough to ignore it.

Holden retrieved the fallen gun while Grumpy looked at his hand and confirmed Fi had drawn blood. Actually, the crop had sliced most of his cheek open, and he was losing an impressive amount of blood. (Had she been carrying it in the pizza box? Now Roan was kind of curious where she’d had it.) “What the hell’s your deal?” Grumpy asked.

She glared at him, clearly in dominatrix mode. Grumpy was outclassed here but didn’t know it. “You speak when you’re spoken to, maggot.”

“What kinda psycho bitch are—” And that’s as far as he got before Tank threw a reflexive, almost casual backhand and dropped Grumpy like a sack of wet cement. He was unconscious long before his body hit the pavement.

While his frat bros jumped at the sudden nature of the violence and backed up several more steps, Fiona gave Tank an irritated glance. “I had him handled.”

“I know. But nobody calls you a bitch.”

That made her smile. “I really have to introduce you to my ex-husband.”

Holden cracked open the gun and emptied the bullets to the ground before snorting at it. “Cheap piece of shit. If you didn’t pull this out of a cereal box, you got ripped off big-time.” He pulled out the firing pin and threw the rest of the gun away before leaning in toward the closest bro, Doc, and whispering, “You boys are lucky there are witnesses, because you can’t imagine what I’d do to you if there weren’t.” He kept his voice pitched low, but Roan heard it and so did the bros. They also heard the cold certainty in his tone, and while Roan couldn’t see Holden’s expression from this side, it was enough to ratchet up the fear smell coming from them. Oy. Sometimes Roan liked to fool himself and pretend he hadn’t created a monster in Holden, but he kind of had, and he knew it. He wasn’t sure what he could do about it now. Try to appeal to his better angels, he supposed, and hope like hell Holden actually had better angels.

Holden turned and approached him slowly, scanning him to see if he was dealing with the human or the lion. “You okay?”

Roan wasn’t sure he could talk, but at least he’d stopped growling. He nodded and attempted to wipe the blood off his face with his arm, only to realize his arm was bloody too. He was bleeding from multiple spots, although none of the injuries were serious. Were they ever truly serious for him?

Sneezy finally asked, in a small, cowed voice, “Who the fuck are you people?”

“We’re the sidekicks,” Grey said. “Or is more than two a posse?”

“You’re a posse,” Holden said. “I’m the sidekick.” He then grimaced. “What the fuck am I saying? I’m no fucking sidekick.”

“I don’t think there’s a limit on sidekicks,” Fiona said, tucking the riding crop into the waistband of her jeans. Well, that answered that question. “And you totally fucking are.”

Holden scowled but was smart enough to turn away from her before doing it. It was things like this that reminded him Fiona and Holden had been friends before either started working with him. Holden studied him a moment before asking, in a whisper, “Think you can change enough to heal up?”

Roan felt blood crawling down his neck. The lion had punctured his scalp, which was no big deal, but face and head wounds bled like a motherfucker. “I think so.” He could talk now, but his voice sounded like gravel in a drainpipe. It made him wince just to hear it.

“If you need any pills, let me know. I know of at least one guy in Panic who’s holding.”

Of course he did. Holden knew where to get almost anything at any time. He had friends in low places.

“I suggest you take your garbage and get outta here before the cops come,” Grey said, and when he said “garbage,” he pointed down at the unconscious Grumpy.

“And let him know he has to stop being a stupid dick before it kills him,” Fiona said.

“Yeah. He was really close to being lion chow. You all were,” Holden said. He then turned back to Roan. “Good thing you didn’t eat ’em. They look really greasy. And are probably riddled with STIs.”

Carefully, still keeping an eye on the Hanson brothers and their pizza dominatrix, the frat bros grabbed Grumpy by the arms and dragged him away. Roan wondered if he’d regain consciousness by tomorrow, because boy, he looked dead to the world. It looked as though he left a tooth behind.

As soon as they were gone, Holden said, “We should probably get out of here before the cops arrive too.”

There were some grumblings of assent, and they started to go, but not before Scott asked, “Why can’t we call ourselves the Scooby Gang again?”

Holden was the last to leave, and he stopped at the mouth of the alley to take his shirt off. He tossed it to Roan and said, “Maybe you can get off some of the blood. Don’t worry about throwing it away. I’m not even sure it’s my shirt.”

Roan could have asked but decided he really didn’t want to know. “Going into Panic shirtless is risky.”

“Eh, I can handle it. Besides, Scott’s wearing a shirt under his jersey. I’ll get him to give it to me.”

Now how did Holden know that? Again, Roan decided he didn’t want to know. Although really, he supposed he could guess.

Not for the first time, Roan reflected on how fucking strange all his friends were. And how fucking great they were.

If he absolutely had to be a superhero, at least he had the best sidekicks in the business.




Merry Christmas, Roan

ROAN WAS taking a long, hot bath when he thought he heard voices downstairs.

Dylan was up, so it had to be him. He knew that simply because he could smell his heavenly huevos rancheros cooking, and also he hadn’t been in bed when Roan woke up. But Roan assumed Dylan was alone. It was technically Christmas Eve, though. Had his sister Sheba come over?

Dylan normally told him things like that, but maybe she’d just dropped by out of the blue. Although it was a thing most people made a big deal about, Dylan and Sheba weren’t big on it, as their father had murdered their mother and himself on Christmas morning. That would bum anyone out about a holiday.

Roan was never huge on it, and being an atheist, that tracked. They did exchange gifts, because what were they, completely heartless bastards? But that was the extent of celebrating for them. Generally it was just a nice day off at home. Dylan got to bake and paint, and Roan got to read and take long baths. That might not sound great to other people, but to them it was a nice respite from the usual crazy of their lives.

Roan realized he was hearing male voices as well as female voices, and since they couldn’t just be Sheba and her husband, he finally called off his bath and got out of the tub. After hastily drying himself, he threw on a Pansy Division T-shirt and a pair of NASA-branded sweatpants he’d picked up in a thrift store and went downstairs to see what was going on.

He was greeted by blinking strings of multicolored lights strung up on the wall and tangled around the coat rack, as though it was a denuded Christmas tree. Dylan was in the kitchen, and in the living room were Tank, Fiona, Scott, Holden, Grey, and Randi. 

“Grumpypuss is up,” Randi exclaimed, attempting to throw tinsel at him. It wasn’t very aerodynamic, and most of it drifted to the carpet.

“I’ll have you know I’m here under protest,” Holden said, crossing his arms over his chest. “This is such a bullshit holiday.”

Roan looked around, still not sure what to make of everything. “What’s going on?”

“Everybody decided to pull together and have a little Christmas thing for us,” Dylan announced, plating some eggs from the sizzling pan.

“Everybody?” Roan repeated suspiciously.

Scott pointed to himself, to Fiona and Tank, and then Dylan, as Roan suspected. “We know holidays aren’t your favorite things, so we thought we’d try and give you a good one.”

“Or at least a ridiculous one,” Fiona said, holding up a tiny package wrapped in bright paper. “We only got you gifts from Archie McPhee.”

“Who can say no to that?” Randi said.

“I think we got everything for our house there,” Tank said. Fiona nodded in agreement.

Roan wasn’t sure what to say. It was a nice gesture, but should they have bothered? “I feel bad not having anything to give to you guys.” They’d already given everybody their presents, which included a handmade card from Dylan. Dylan did that every year—he got blank cards and drew or painted original artworks for everyone, which varied from amusing doodles to elaborate watercolors. Roan asked for a card and got one every year, and he’d been hanging them up in his library or his office. They were beautiful and impressive.

There was some eye rolling and a groan or two. “Don’t worry about that. We can afford it,” Grey said.

“Speak for yourself,” Randi said. “But I just got you the Dr. Freud Therapy Ball. I mean, if anyone needs it, it’s you.”

Roan frowned, and she smiled, as that’s exactly the impact she wanted to have.

“And we’re giving them a gift,” Dylan said. “They’re getting to eat one of my breakfasts.”

Roan had to concede that. “True.”

“So sit down, have some breakfast, and be grateful, you ungrateful bastard,” Fiona said.

There was no arguing with that, so he took a plate and sat down. They ate first, because Dylan’s eggs were amazing, and then, when Dylan finally got a chance to sit down, they opened presents.

Like they promised, the gifts were all small and ridiculous, including an atheist Christmas stocking, which Roan wore as a hat, to the amusement of everyone. Dylan also surprised him with an extra gift of stuffed reindeer antlers, which he wore because Roan’s head was taken up by the stocking. At least they could be ridiculous together. That was the hallmark of a good couple, right?

To be honest, Roan kept observing Dyl out of the corner of his eye to make sure he was okay. As nice as this gesture was, the holidays were never going to mean that much to him. They held nothing but bad memories for Dylan, and he wanted to make sure this wasn’t too much. Dylan seemed okay. His smile appeared genuine. 

After breakfast and gift opening, Roan had to ask why they weren’t home for the holidays. Grey said he was actually flying back in a few hours, as his mother would kill him if he didn’t show. Scott pointed out home was a short drive away for him, Burnaby being just over the border. Holden just waved, as they knew his situation. His family had disowned him for being gay, so, fun. And now he had been a hooker and a vigilante, there were such better things to disown him for. But alas, they pulled the trigger on him too early. Fiona’s family was just in Olympia. And Tank, as always, had the most interesting ramble. “Oh, my dad is snowed in, so we figured we’d just get together next time the team travels to Montreal. I think my sister’s traveling in from Shawinigan to see him, but only if she and her wife can get through. Otherwise he’s just gonna go ice fishing with his brother Edouard. My dad can take or leave holidays. And I can leave ice fishing. Have you ever done it?” Tank looked around at his fellow Canadian—Scott—and honorary Canadian—Grey—and they both shook their heads. “Oh my God, it is so boring! And cold, and the fish ain’t that good. Really it’s just an excuse to get blasted, and I don’t need an excuse. “

Fiona put a hand on his leg. “Doesn’t he make Quebec sound like a magical place full of cold drunks?”

“Well, that’s kind of what it is,” Scott said. Tank elbowed him, but not seriously.

“Please don’t tell me you ever hunted,” Dylan said. As a vegetarian Buddhist, that was a big no-no for Dylan.

“Animals?” Tank shook his head. “Naw, my dad never went in for that. Just fishing. Well, mostly just standing around near water. For all he likes it, he doesn’t seem very good at it.”

“I think it’s more of a Zen thing,” Dylan said, much to Roan’s surprise. Dylan’s greatest gift was his capacity for understanding. Well, that and endless patience. “A type of meditation for guys who think meditation is a waste of time. Or too fruity.”

Grey smirked at this, but Holden raised an eyebrow at Dylan. Holden and Dylan continued to hold each other at arm’s length, as if they were each aliens who didn’t dislike each other but just couldn’t understand each other. But didn’t that make sense? Dylan was measured, usually tackled things after he’d thought them out, and examined them from every angle, while Holden was a reactor, hot and furious, a bomb waiting to go off. Although, ironically, it was Dylan who felt things deeply, and Holden who could be colder than that iced-over lake. Roan had no idea how that worked, but he knew he could be contradictory too. But he could blame it on having a lion and leave it at that, even though he knew that was far too glib and simple to be the genuine answer. But it was easier, wasn’t it?

Randi must have thought Holden’s look was hostile—she had expressed her reservations about Holden in private, as she had never quite gotten a handle on him, and Holden was not the type of person to be nice to someone just because they were Roan’s friend—because she quickly said, “You know, I’m beginning to think half of your stories are made up, Tank. You could tell us anything and we’d probably buy it.”

This made Tank grin, and of course his former teammates piled on. “I’m pretty sure he’s some form of slumming Quebecois royalty having a laugh at us ignorant Yankee pig dogs,” Grey said.

“I think he’s really from Calgary,” Scott said. “His accent is so fake.”

Tank balled up a napkin and threw it at Scott, spitting out a rapid-fire string of French curses. Roan, who understood very little French but knew most of the curses thanks to the Falcons, couldn’t quite make out any of it, but Grey snickered, and Scott batted the napkin back at Tank, who caught it and shoved it down the front of Scott’s shirt. That made Scott giggle, and Holden shook his head at the—mostly—straight-boy roughhousing.

Roan was still quietly amazed that a good part of these jock boys—not all (some of the looks he got from a few of the Falcons were far from accepting), but more than he would have thought—were comfortable with gays and accidental perceptions of homoeroticism. Maybe it was a generational thing, or maybe it was because Scott was secretly bi, and Grey and Tank knew it (and Grey was… well, something. He wasn’t 100 percent straight, that was for damn sure…), or some combination of the two, but he didn’t realize how cynical he was toward most straight guys until he met Grey and his teammates. Roan had just assumed he’d get the same shit from them that he got when he joined the police force, but nope. Grey surprised him from day one and kept surprising him. Roan was sure he wouldn’t ever understand him; he understood Holden more than he understood Grey, and he wasn’t sure if that was failure of imagination or simply because he had more in common with Holden than he’d ever admit. Maybe a bit of both.

Soon, Grey had to leave for Sea-Tac because he had a flight to catch, and that seemed the logical end point of the proceedings. After everyone had gone, Roan took the atheist stocking off his head and cast a concerned glance at Dylan, who was standing by the door. Dylan grimaced and took off his stuffed antlers. “You keep giving me that look. Should I be worried?”

“I thought I was being subtle,” Roan replied.

“As subtle as roaring in a crowded theater. Can I ask why?”

“It’s just this holiday, you know? I don’t want… it’s okay. You don’t have to feel like you have to do something.”

“I don’t. I was just thinking maybe it was about time I have a decent memory to go along with all the bad ones associated with Christmas.” Dylan came back and collapsed on the sofa beside Roan, looking tired but not in a bad way. He cupped Roan’s face, and his palm felt nicely warm against his cheek. “It’s never going to stop bringing up bad shit, but there’s no reason all my memories have to be miserable.”

This close, Roan could count the individual hairs of the stubble on Dylan’s jawline. And he just knew, from the sadness in Dylan’s chocolate-colored eyes, that he was thinking about the future. The future when he would be alone without Roan anymore. It was one of those things Roan really didn’t like to think about, even though his aneurysm problem had guaranteed it would be something he’d have to deal with sooner rather than later. It was bad enough to think he would be dead. It was worse to think he’d be leaving Dylan behind to deal with it.

Roan caressed his jaw with his thumb. “Well, we have lots of time left in the day. We could make it fantastic.”

Dylan gave him a sly smile. “Sounds good to me.” He gave him a passionate kiss, full of promise, before pulling away. “Want to go back upstairs?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to ask,” Roan said, draping a ribbon from an open present around Dylan’s neck.

It would be corny to say that Dylan was the only gift Roan needed right now. So he kept the thought to himself.




Diwali

DEE KNEW it was going to be a bad day when the first call they got was about a guy half out of his mind on bath salts, with several severed toes. He was holding most of them, so reattachment was a possibility, but first the cops had to talk him off the roof.

He and Shep stood by, emergency kits ready, quietly talking between themselves. They had hypos loaded with Ativan and the most powerful anesthetic they had in the rig, because guys on bath salts were worse than people on angel dust. The fact the guy was standing on a roof with a handful of his own toes spoke to that. According to his wasted but otherwise coherent girlfriend, he thought his toes were full of bugs, and he’d cut them off with their one good knife. Judging from the state of those toes, the knife wasn’t very sharp at all, and he’d really gone in for the hack and slash. The fact he’d remained conscious for three toes, and the pain was so negligible he could actually pace the roof on his mangled foot, spoke to how genuinely psychotic bath salts could make a person. Much like its spiritual cousin, meth, it could vary in its effects and toxicity, depending on what kind it was and who made it with what, as there were variations on basic recipes. 

While one of the cops tried to talk the guy off the roof, the other cop came over and asked if there was anything they could do. They were limited in how they could help, as neither he nor Shep were going to climb a ladder and get on a roof with a guy having a violent psychotic episode, but he was bleeding pretty copiously, and while the bath salts were keeping him free of pain and in a good psycho ramble, eventually his lowered blood level was going to knock him out. They were just curious how much blood he was going to lose before his brain finally dropped him.

Dee and Shep timed him, and it was 26.7 minutes from their arrival on the scene until the guy finally stopped ranting, paused, and keeled over as though a sniper had just taken him out. They expected to find him dead when they got up to the roof, because he’d been bleeding out for almost a solid half hour, but nope. Even though the roof looked like someone had hosed it down with pasta sauce, he was on his back making blood angels, twitching and moaning as the drugs were still fighting with his consciousness. 

They shot him full of sedatives, applied a tourniquet, and managed to get him down and into the back of the rig. Even as they strapped him down, he was still making noises. It seemed to be a violation of every physical law they knew, but that actually happened a lot. Look at Roan. When he took down that gunman, he’d gotten shot what, five times, six? Dee hadn’t been on that day, but Shep had, and he’d seen to Roan. Not only did he never lose consciousness, but none of the bullet wounds were serious. What had almost killed him was the aneurysm he’d started having before he even got shot at. Meaning he’d taken on a crazy gunman midaneurysm. He should have been dead about two times over before he was even shot. But that was Roan for you. So contrary he wouldn’t even die when he was supposed to.

After crazy bath-salts guy, the rest of the day seemed relatively tame, even though they had a woman with a breach birth, a drunk man with a skull fracture and a gushing head wound, and a five-year-old who had been accidentally shot by his ten-year-old brother. It was one of those days when he could totally understand why someone would drop out of being a paramedic. You helped people, but there was no getting around the fact it was a sad job. And bloody. After bath-salts guy, it looked as though he and Shep had been slaughtering buffaloes with their bare hands. (And bath-salts guy did survive. But most of his toes were too damaged to reattach, so he was just going to have to live with a mutilated foot.)

When their shift was finally over, it was night and starting to drizzle. Dee was both exhausted and hungry, but he had yet to figure out a way to eat while taking a nap. If he ever did find a way, he had to patent it, as he’d make a million dollars from night-shift workers alone.

There were several places open, but he made his way to Gracie’s all-night diner, for the familiarity if nothing else. Also, they did really good greasy classic diner food, and he felt like a cheeseburger. He might skip the ketchup tonight, though.

He slid into a back booth with a tired sigh, and Wanda, one of the night-shift waitresses, recognized him and came over with a glass of orange juice before he could even order. That was one of the great things about being a regular. Dee ordered the cheeseburger with almost everything and the fries, even though he knew he shouldn’t have fries. They tasted great but were so bad for you. The problem was, most things that tasted great were horrible for you.

For some reason, that reminded him he wouldn’t have Roan to break up the tedium of his day anymore. Roan and Dylan were moving to Canada. And while moving was usually a pretty long process, they were escaping like thieves in the night. It seemed drastic, but also, it totally made sense. Roan couldn’t have much time left, and if he wanted to spend any quality time with his husband, he had to get out of here. Otherwise the temptation to shift, to help people, would be too much for Roan. He’d know he was shortening his life every time he went on the cat hunt, but he’d still do it. Roan couldn’t help himself. His savior complex was an addiction he had to quit cold turkey. The Seattle PD would miss him just as much.

He actually felt sad about this. Never mind that Dee had his private e-mail, the one Roan rarely shared with anyone, and that Roan promised to call as soon as they had their phone set up. Roan had been his friend so long he’d almost forgotten he’d briefly been his intense, frustrating boyfriend. They had turned out to be much better friends than boyfriends, and maybe in hindsight, that made total sense. Roan was really not Dee’s usual type: he was extremely pale—Dee did not, as a rule, find gingers sexy—he was a cop, and he seemed to be one of those hypermasculine types who Dee always assumed were compensating for something. But to write Roan off as any of those things was severely underestimating him.

Dee had first noticed Roan on the job, as he was not a squeamish cop. That had led to Dee really seeing him, his somehow exotic green eyes and dark hair that was red but still sometimes looked black or brown. He had an air about him that was alluring yet hard to quantify, and later on, Dee would recognize that was probably some of Roan’s lion side bleeding out into human him. It did make him seem slightly regal, and so very dangerous, which could be its own form of sexual catnip. Dee had told Roan he was unlike any cop he’d ever met, which was true but was also a lie of omission, because Roan was unlike anyone he’d ever met, period. That was still true. He was rough and ready, lived for a good fight, but he was deeply nerdy and was as happy as hell getting lost in a book for several hours. He was a mass of contradictions, not the least of which was being a sexy redhead. (No, seriously, gingers were not a draw for him.) How he had become his best friend was one of those things Dee couldn’t explain, not even to himself. And for a best friend, Dee wanted to punch him in the face so much, it was unbelievable.

Of course, he never did. He wasn’t that type of guy. Also, Roan totally could have kicked his ass, so that was a fight he never wanted to start. But he was surprised by how much he was going to miss Roan. He would not miss his frustrating ability to attract the hottest guys you could think of, though.

Mentally, he tried to unwind as he sat back in the booth and closed his eyes. He concentrated on the sizzling noises from the grill and the faint sounds of the Spanish-language radio station coming from the back and did his best to ignore the rambling, possibly drunken conversation between two hipsters at the counter. Dee never liked beards—although he wasn’t averse to a good bear from time to time—and he was glad he was too tired to get up and see if he could pull them out the door by their beards alone. But then again, Shep had a beard. A very close-cropped one, and not because he was a hipster, but because, as he said, he had no chin. The beard was just to indicate where his face stopped.

Dee opened his eyes to find an Asian guy standing by his table. Seeing his eyes opened, he waved. Dee guessed he was in his late twenties, and he was wearing a blue button-down shirt and jeans, as well as glasses that were neither dorky enough nor chic enough to be a hipster affectation. 

“Uh, hi. I’ve seen you in this place the same time as me so many times I thought I’d finally come over and say hello. You work at the hospital?”

Dee slowly realized he vaguely recognized the man. He’d seen him at the far corner booth or at the counter last week, and the week before that. He was a guy who had sort of blended into the background for him, one of the late-night regulars. “Sort of. I’m a paramedic. You?”

“Dispatch,” he said, briefly pulling his security badge out of his pocket. Dee saw his name was Barrett Chang before he put it away. “Would, uh, would it be okay if I joined you? I mean, if you’d rather not, that’s cool—”

“Why not?” Dee said. He wasn’t sure he wanted the company, but anything to get his mind off today. Besides, his stammering nervousness was kind of charming.

Barrett smoothed down his slightly unruly black hair before sliding into the bench seat across the table from him. He’d remembered to bring his glass of soda with him. “Thanks. I didn’t mean to be forward, it’s just… I thought it might be fun to meet someone who works my terrible hours but isn’t a coworker.”

Dee shrugged with his hands. “Here I am. If you want gross stories, I’m your guy.”

He smiled faintly, holding his cup in both hands. Barrett seemed really nervous. Was he going to pitch a religious conversion to him or ask him out? Dee was kind of curious. “Yeah, I know it’s not an easy job. I actually thought about being a paramedic for, like, five minutes. Then my roommate cut his hand, and I realized lots of blood makes me kinda nauseous.”

“Yeah. It’s not a job for the squeamish.” He almost mentioned bath-salts guy, but Wanda came back with his cheeseburger, and he decided to save the story until he needed it. If the guy was trying to convert him, the details should scare him away.

While Dee chowed down on his grease bomb, Barrett talked nervously, mainly about his work at the dispatch center and his coworkers, while Dee chewed and nodded and decided he was kind of cute. Maybe younger than he thought? Hard to say. His hands showed all the signs of nervousness, and he hadn’t sprung any God talk on him yet. When Barrett finally stopped talking, Dee put down his burger, wiped his hands on his napkin, and said, “So, are you trying to ask me out or what?”

Barrett gawped at him for a moment. “N-no, I’m just—it wasn’t—I’m not—”

“I am gay, in case you were curious.”

“Oh, good. I mean—” Barrett hid his face in his hands. “I’ve screwed this up, haven’t I?”

“I don’t know. You haven’t told me your name yet. Or asked me mine.”

His eyes grew wide behind his glasses. “I haven’t?”

“No. But I saw your badge, and I know your name is Barrett. Mine’s Diego.”

“Oh, uh, hi. I really was gonna get to it, I swear. I’m bad at this.”

Dee gave him a kind, amused smile. “Bad at what? Talking? Or asking guys out?”

“Um, yes?” He attempted to laugh at his own joke but failed. “Believe it or not, I’m pretty good at my job. I’m just hopeless when it comes to asking out hot guys.”

“Hot guys, huh? Nice touch.” Judging by the way Barrett glanced down at his own clenched hands, it wasn’t a slick line. Barrett was kind of adorable, in a dorky way, and it had been a while since he’d been asked out by anyone. Lately his life had been work, a few stress-relieving video games, and nothing much else. Dee realized with a cold shock he was becoming what he always feared he’d become: boring. Roan had moved on with his life in any number of ways, including shifting into some sort of half-human superhero thing, but Dee was still the same damn guy he’d always been. That was unfair. Also, wrong. So damn wrong. Wasn’t he the more outrageous one of them? He was the one who thought relationships were a joke and life was to be enjoyed. He was hardly enjoying himself, was he? Without realizing it, he’d fallen into a rut.

Goddamn. No wonder he was starting to feel sorry for himself.

Even though Dee was kind of tired, he said, “I know of a coffee place that opens early and makes their own pastries in house. After I finish my burger, wanna get over there? See if we can find some trouble along the way?”

The look Barrett gave him through his charmingly nerdy glasses was surprisingly hopeful. His posture had been scrunched, as though he was waiting to be dismissed. Barrett was so terrified of rejection it was kind of cute. And it made Dee push his age down even further. What was he, like twenty-five? “What kind of trouble?”

Dee shrugged, picking up his burger. “I dunno. We can play it by ear.”

Barrett smiled crookedly, as though he wasn’t quite used to such kindness. “I’d really like that.”

To his surprise, Dee realized he would really like that too.




Ramadan

GREY STOOD in the empty living room of what had once been Roan’s house and couldn’t help but be amazed it was now his. It all seemed so unreal.

Adding to the unreality of it all was how cheap it had actually been. Roan had sold it to him for the price he’d originally paid for it and no more. Grey was sure Roan had guessed he’d kicked in some money to get him such a good deal on that place in Kelowna, and yeah, he had, but far be it from him to ever admit it. You help a friend, you don’t expect payback, not if you’re any kind of real friend.

And how about him, being an actual homeowner, and before he turned thirty? He was burning up his to-do list. Still, it was probably a good thing he got it all done early. Life as a pro hockey player was a really iffy way to make a living.

For instance, you could start to suck and get sent back to the minors. You could get seriously injured and your career was just over. The fact he was bigger than most and had a reputation as a tough guy didn’t mean he was immune from guys trying to hurt him, far from it. In fact, some guys thought they could quickly build a reputation by hurting him, so he knew he was as much of a target as anyone else, maybe even more so. And he did have a higher center of gravity, so if he didn’t watch it, he could be sent flying. Scott, who was smaller than he was, had checked him a couple of times in games. Never sent him flying, but the fact he successfully checked him at all got him brownie points with his coach. Of course, Scott was never trying to hurt him. They were rivals when they played against each other, but they were friends. Best friends.

It was weird too, as Grey didn’t always connect with people on that level, but the moment he’d met Scott, they became fast friends and never looked back. Scott was kind of everything he wasn’t—slight, pretty, fast, a truly precision stick handler, as charming as all hell. But he was also easygoing and adaptable, and not some arrogant kid who thought he was the next coming of Gretzky. He knew he was good, but he didn’t think he was the best, and he had a sense of humor about it all. Of course, once he’d met Tank, he liked him too, as Tank had many of the same Scott qualities. Only he knew he was a very good goaltender, but somehow he wasn’t arrogant about it. As he’d said once, he could lose it at any time, so he had to enjoy it while he had it. Also, Tank had something Scott didn’t have but Grey knew he had in himself, which was living to unbalance and weird people out. Tank liked to keep people guessing, and so did Grey.

Grey went upstairs to the master bedroom, which had been Roan’s. It was empty now, but it was a pretty good-sized space, at least twice as big as his bedroom back at the apartment. And it had a full-sized attached bathroom, which was awesome. But would he get used to living without Scott, his constant roommate for these last couple of years?

Having roomed with other players on the road, he knew many were insufferable or hard to deal with at times. A couple were okay, in the sense that he barely knew they were there. But Scott, along with being his friend, was the best roommate he’d ever had. They just clicked across all sorts of levels. It was a shame he couldn’t marry him, because he would if he could. But Scott actually wanted a functional relationship, and that spoiled everything.

At least now he had a name for his issues. The last time they were out drinking, Scott told Grey he was asexual, and Grey had no idea what that was. When Scott explained it was someone with little to no interest in sex, Grey agreed that was true. So Scott was bisexual and he was asexual. Maybe that’s why they got along. Scott was willing to have the sex Grey simply didn’t want.

It was actually nice to have a name to put to it. He’d done a little Googling and learned there was some controversy over whether asexuality was a genuine “orientation” or not, but Grey didn’t care what category people put it in. His asexuality was probably a boon to his career.

The fact he wasn’t overly interested in nailing puck bunnies to the mat or getting completely loaded meant he showed up to optional skates and showed up early to mandatory ones. While other guys were getting laid, he was working on his fundamentals and his weak spots. It was probably why most scouts and coaches were astonished he could skate so well for a big man. He’d spent a lot of time working on that.

It wasn’t that he’d never had sex or a relationship, because he’d tried, on both accounts. Sex was okay, but he really didn’t need it and wasn’t sure why every single one of his teammates seemed obsessed with it in some form or another. The fact he wasn’t really interested in sex unless the issue was pushed led to nearly all of his relationships disintegrating within two weeks. Usually his girlfriends were kind and just accused him of “working too much,” which was fair. He was. He was also doing that on purpose.

While some of the players on the road wondered why he wasn’t partying as much as they were, Scott never asked and never complained, which was probably why he was the ideal roommate. He knew Grey did his own thing, and it didn’t bother him, probably because Scott liked to do his own thing too. While he was out to his closest friends, no one else knew he was bisexual. Scott naturally assumed everyone had secrets, and it was rude to air them if you wanted to keep yours. Grey knew Holden would call that Scott being a good Canadian boy, but all that told Grey was Holden really hadn’t met that many Canadians. They could be as bad as anyone else.

Roan and Dylan hadn’t left the house completely empty. Roan had left a few books he thought Grey might like, and Dylan had done a little sketch of the Falcons logo, but in a more realistic fashion, and left it taped to the bathroom mirror. So far, Grey was just keeping it there, although he intended to frame it and hang it on the wall. Why not? He was slowly but surely collecting art, even if mostly inadvertently.

The pride of his collection was the photo of Roan’s back with the smoke and the angel wings painted on it, along with gnarly-looking injuries and flames. Grey thought it was pretty beautiful, and not for the first time, he wondered if he could be bi or gay. From the research he had done, asexuals could still have an additional “alignment,” such as straight or gay, and Grey honestly wasn’t sure what category he belonged in. The only sex he had ever had had been with women, sure, but he couldn’t say he was overwhelmingly attracted to them, or men, either. He could appreciate aesthetic beauty, whether male or female. He just didn’t feel that pull, that tug of desire that seemed to indicate an orientation one way or another. Maybe that’s why he thought it was funny if someone called him gay because he seemed so uninterested in nailing the puck bunnies. Maybe he was! Who knew? Grey sure didn’t.

Grey’s mind reeled at the thought of furnishing this place. He was so accustomed to living small, he knew he’d barely be able to fill up a room. He’d definitely have room for a roommate. Scott, thanks to ending up with the Vancouver Canucks, lived in Vancouver now, but Seattle wasn’t that far from Vancouver. He should extend Scott an open invitation to move in with him, or at least stay here when he was in town. He had more than enough space, and he knew Scott got sick of hotels, in spite of the room service.

Grey headed back downstairs, still marveling at the size of this house. It had seemed homey when Roan and Dylan were here, but now they had left and taken their stuff with them, it seemed so much bigger. He was going to need some help decorating too.

Now there was a legitimate reason to call Scott for help. Somebody had to help him make this place livable, and since he had no girlfriend, his best friend would just have to do.
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Infected

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 One

 

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 Two

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 Three

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 Four

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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