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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, sorry.” Roan hesitated. “Who?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He didn’t leave a suicide note?”

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

“People change. Look at me.”

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

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

“Oh, you can take it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good guess. But answer the question.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Um, didn’t I just say?”

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

“I am not!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s online too.”

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

“You want me to hit you again?”

“Is violence your answer to everything?”

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

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

“So you assumed I’d say yes.”

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

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

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

“That you knew of.”

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

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

“Wow, how fucking morbid is that?”

“Morbid, sure, but true.”

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

“Not much, just enough.”

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

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

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

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

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

“A heads-up about what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She grimaced. “That’s terrible.”

“Tiger strain.”

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

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

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

“It will. Why?”

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

“Really?”

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

“Are they complete idiots?”

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

“So is this obsession localized?”

“What do you mean?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re that infected detective, right?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well, so much for his short-lived détente with the Church. It was nice while it lasted.
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AS SOON as Roan got Liz to slow down and sit down, he got the whole story. It wasn’t anything he couldn’t have figured out for himself, but hey, you had to have a client tell you their story from their perspective. It gave you some idea about your client, if nothing else.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4
 This Fire


[image: ]




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

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

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

“Try again. I’d say a week at most.”

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

“You left your shirt here.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No shit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t.”

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

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

“How? And who’s ‘they’?”

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

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

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

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

“I think it’s a federal-level crime.”

“You just can’t prove it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Roan couldn’t figure it out, but he knew that really wasn’t his job. All he had to do was stop it. He just wondered how many more would die before he did.
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ROAN DECIDED he was done pushing his luck and went straight home to do research. Also, he really wanted to avoid people, and since Dylan was at his artist loft, he had the house to himself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why? She’s almost as butch as I am.”

“Actually she’s butch-er.”

Roan mock gasped in horror. “Liar!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And we’re destroying society.”

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

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

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

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

“’Cause they don’t like me.”

“Well, you are kind of an asshole.”

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

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