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Welcome to the Jungle

HE was on his third beer of the evening when he thought he heard a noise in the backyard.

Hank DeSilvo scowled and looked out the window over the kitchen sink full of dirty dishes. He could see nothing but darkness, and maybe a bit of reflected light from the television. This was probably a bad time to remember the back porch light had blown out two days ago, and he’d forgotten to replace it.

Not that it mattered. The only light currently in the house was coming from the television, and as long as he ignored it, he developed enough night vision to make out a shape moving in the back garden. Or was it the wind moving a shrub? Kind of hard to say.

He slammed his can down with an annoyed grunt. It was probably the Hindles’ stupid ass dog again, shitting all over the place and tearing through his garbage. He hated that fucking thing, some ugly Rottweiler mix they insisted was a “friendly” dog, and yet it always had a look in its flat, black eyes that was just this side of rabid. They never leashed the damn thing either, and apparently his yard destruction was “cute.” He was just about out of this fucking place and that damn thing had to make a final appearance. And it was final all right; he was going to make damn sure of that.

He went back to the living room, glancing at the game as he walked past—it was a fucking damn boring game anyway—and got his shotgun from the cabinet. It was illegal as all hell, a sawed-off thirty ought six with the barrels cut so short you could have stowed it under a jacket, but the barrels had been filed down expertly; it wasn’t just the rough work of a desperate amateur but the sign of a pro. Which was why, when they’d searched the drug mule’s truck and he’d found it wedged under the front seat, he hid it in his trunk and didn’t report finding it. It wouldn’t have added that much to the mule’s sentence; he already had enough rock in his glove compartment to put him away for the rest of his pointless life, especially if it was his “third strike” (and it was, no surprise there), and he doubted the guy was so stupid that he’d actually ask why he wasn’t charged with owning an illegally modified weapon. Yeah, he was dumb; you had to be dumb if you were speeding and had a few thousand in rock in the car, as well as being obviously stoned yourself. But asking after that was a special kind of stupid, the kind only politicians and people on reality television ever seemed to crest.

He cracked open the gun and made sure he had some shells loaded in it before snapping it shut again with a sharp flick of his wrist. Man that felt good. This was a real man’s weapon, made him feel a foot taller and made of pure muscle, and he knew why that meth fuckhead was carrying it around with him. A weapon like this was a real god-killer; it made you feel invincible.

It was pure overkill, of course. The Hindles’ dog was fairly big, and yet one shot from this gun would rip it in half clean down the middle, as well as make a boom loud enough to set off every car alarm on the block. But what the fuck did he care? He was an ex-cop; he’d say the dog charged him, and on his property he could shoot the fucking thing if he wanted. He’d swap out the sawed-off for his Remington before they arrived. Ballistics wouldn’t match, but by the time they proved that, he’d be long gone. Good-bye, shit-hole city; hello, tropical paradise. It was just a shame that it took him this long to collect.

He stood at the back door for a moment, cradling the shotgun gently, and let his eyes get adjusted to the dark before going out onto the concrete patio. He had a mini Maglite with him with a red lens over the bulb, so if there was something he needed to see he could twist it on without losing his night vision. Not that he needed to make a direct hit; even if he just winged the dog, he’d probably rip half its face off, maybe a leg.

First step off the patio his foot squelched in something; it felt too liquid to be shit, but the smell that hit him was meaty, redolent of shit and offal and God knew what else. Had that fucking dog already strewn his garbage about? Goddamn it.

Holding the shotgun in one arm, he turned on the flashlight and looked down at what he’d stepped in.

At first it looked like a puddle, which didn’t make sense since it hadn’t rained in a week, and the thought that it was dog piss was dismissed since it was dark, and dog piss wasn’t usually black. Or was that red-black? Swinging the light outwards, he saw greasy, ropey strands that couldn’t have come from his garbage can, and then a big hunk of raw, bloody meat like a lamb shank... only it was too long and thin to be a shank, too dark, and ended in a paw.

It was a Rottweiler leg.

Someone—something—had dismembered the Hindles’ psychotic dog and spread about a third of it all over his backyard. He saw the leg, which was the biggest piece, an assortment of internal organs, loops of intestines laid out like fallen party streamers, and lots of blood. But where was the other two thirds of the dog?

The hair stood up on the back of his neck, and he knew he had to get the fuck inside now. But as he turned, shotgun at the ready and braced against his hip, he saw the flash of white teeth in the dim moonlight, and his brain sent out the impulse to pull the trigger.

He didn’t have time to wonder why it never happened as the teeth ripped open his throat.

––––––––
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ACCORDING to the movies and several TV shows of questionable reputation, being a private detective was a thrilling occupation, or at least a somewhat exotic one. Roan wondered if that was ever true.

Right now he was just awash in the exotic drama. He was seeing the sunrise coming up over the freeway as he fought off yet another yawn, and forced himself to gulp the horrible transmission fluid the 7-Eleven laughingly called coffee in the hopes of staying awake long enough to get home. He hated living so far out in the middle of nowhere, but it was for the best for several reasons. He liked his privacy; in fact, he required it. So did Paris.

And he was coming back from his exotic case du jour, namely taking photos of a man meeting his mistress at a fleabag no-tell motel, getting enough pics of them in compromising positions (it was nice of them to go to a sleazy motel with few good photo angles and then fuck in the car) that his client was sure to have grounds for voiding their prenup. She’d clean up big-time in divorce court, and he’d still get nothing more than his measly hourly fee and applicable expenses. It was so much glamour he could hardly stand it. Just add a breakfast burrito and a bad case of hemorrhoids, and boy howdy, there was the dream. Raymond Chandler, eat your heart out!

He supposed he shouldn’t complain, because at least he got out in the field, even if it was in the side of town where burning cars on the side of the road had become a point of interest in the tourism brochures. Most of the work he did was background checks and credit checks, all easily done from his computer at home or in the office, and the occasional missing persons case or what Paris liked to call the “Springer cases” (cheating spouses/significant others/whatever the hell).

Those Springer cases made you feel nice and sleazy, like you were a voyeur participating in the acts, but the worst thing as far as Roan was concerned was the reaction from some of those suspicious lovers/spouses when he told them their fuck buddy wasn’t cheating on them. Most were relieved, which was fine, but the ones he abhorred, the ones that really made him hate the human race, were those who insisted that they were cheating. Either he hadn’t looked hard enough or was working with the goddamn bitch/bastard. Rather than be glad, they were sure there was something wrong and that their partner couldn’t be trusted.

His advice—for them to break up with their significant other and move on, because clearly they were unhappy and trying to pin the blame on their partner—was generally met with rage, snits, and threats of physical violence. He kind of hoped they would try something with him, but so far no one had.

He wondered if they knew he was one of the viral children; certainly the cops had for the very brief time he was on the force. He was pretty sure two years was more than enough time to make him anonymous again, but you could never really be certain. It didn’t help that he had a freaky-ass name like Roan McKichan, an aggressively Scottish name that almost no one could pronounce properly. (For some reason, many people liked to pronounce Roan “Ro-Ann”—did he look like a woman?—and McKichan was usually pronounced “McKick-In” or “McKitchen.” They seemed absolutely baffled that the “I” was pronounced like an “E,” and it was McKee-Cann, which some people liked to tell him wasn’t at all the way it was spelled.) At least he had teamed up with a man with a name even worse than his: Paris Lehane. Yes, they could easily pronounce it, but he always faced the question: “Like Paris Hilton?”

Roan liked to say yes, yes, exactly like Paris Hilton. Only he wasn’t a skanky blonde heiress with no discernible talent and a disturbing nose. Paris was a man who looked like the athlete he had been before he was infected and went a bit nuts, and he had some discernible talent. Perhaps he had the bit nuts thing in common with Hilton—she was probably so heavily medicated, you couldn’t tell.

Finally Roan turned down the gravel drive leading to the house, yawning all the while, and parked behind the ’68 GTO Paris had been attempting to restore in his free time. The body needed a lot of work still—there was quite a bit of rear-end damage, rust spots marring the fender, and the left side was dotted and splashed with primer—but there was no fear of anyone stealing it, because Paris had pulled out the engine to rebuild it, and it was currently spread out on a tarp on the floor of the garage. If someone wanted to steal his GTO, they’d need a tow truck.

Roan dumped out the sewer mud jokingly called coffee on the side of the driveway, then tossed the cup in his car garbage can as he grabbed the bag containing his laptop and digital camera, which were also known as the backbone of his business, and headed for the house.

He shouldered the bag as he dug out his keys, and wondered if he should bother to be quiet. It was Paris’s time, more or less, right? They ran on different viral cycles, and sometimes when he got caught up in work, he’d forget. If it was his time, he’d be in the basement, so he didn’t have to worry about being quiet—not for now at least. Later on Paris might be pissed at him, but he’d deal with that later, once he was rested and fully caffeinated.

But as soon as he was in the door, he knew something was wrong.

It was several things all at once. When he closed the door, a puff of wind seemed to move through the house, bringing with it a taste of fresh outside air. There was also another scent wafting after it, one of pain and the musky smell of a cat mixed inextricably with that of a human. Altogether it was like sour milk with a hint of flesh, iron, and fresh-cut grass. Not only weird, but immensely troubling. “Paris?” he asked, alarmed, putting his bag on the side table before venturing into the living room.

What awaited him there looked like the aftermath of an explosion. Half of the sliding glass door leading to the backyard had been shattered, broken glass sparkling like fractured diamonds on the slate gray outer deck, and the curtains were partially torn down, the fabric billowing in the breeze like a collapsed sail. An armchair had been reduced to kindling with random clots of stuffing, and the coffee table was tipped over, its legs sticking up in the air like a dead insect. On the floor between the table and the couch, naked and curled up in fetal position, was Paris, semi-conscious and panting through the pain. He looked totally human, his skin slicked with sweat, but when his eyelids flickered open, Roan could see his eyes were still almost totally amber, the whites mere spots in the corner, his pupils still dark vertical slits. It was common that the eyes were the first to change and the last to go.

“I’m sorry,” Paris gasped. “I fell asleep upstairs, and when I woke up.... I tried to get downstairs, but....”

“It’s okay,” he lied. Considering Paris’s strain, him getting out was never a good thing. Not only was he quite noticeable, but the amount of damage he could do was extraordinary; they were lucky to have just lost some furniture and a sliding glass door. He hoped that was the extent of it all, but Roan was not a natural optimist. That’s why they lived out here, in the middle of nowhere, far from other people: less chance of collateral damage if everything went wrong. When you were a werecat, you always had to think about these things.

They had an emergency first aid kit in the downstairs bathroom, so he retrieved it, sorting through the contents on his way back. Most first aid kits were full of gauze, Band-Aids, and Neosporin, but this one was custom-made for them. That meant it was full of disposable hypodermics and lots of painkillers. After his transition, he ached, but it wasn’t too bad. Then again, he was a virus child, and they were different; the virus integrated into their DNA fully, rendering them slightly different than those who started out human and later became something else. He heard that, for them, the pain was excruciating, and often hastened their deaths. Paris seemed to be living proof of that.

He loaded up a needle with the fentanyl analogue he’d picked up last time he was in Canada. Not only was it cheaper and easier to get there, but they didn’t ask so many questions if you identified yourself as an infected. They just assumed you wouldn’t make such a thing up.

He knelt down beside Paris and stabbed the needle in his butt. He was in so much post-transition pain he didn’t even notice. He looked up at Roan, the amber receding but the pupils still slits, and said, “I’m so sorry....”

“Don’t worry about it,” he assured him. There was no point in worrying about it now; what’s done was done. He couldn’t turn back time and sling Paris in the cage in the basement.

Paris sighed and his whole body seemed to relax as the drug took effect. His muscles stopped spasming like they were trying to burst out of his skin like angry aliens, and he seemed to sag into the carpet bonelessly, not so much losing consciousness as slowly sliding out of it.

Roan grabbed the throw off the couch and spread it over him, deciding to get down on the floor and lie beside him, wrapping his arm around him for comfort. Paris leaned back into him, glad for the contact. “You don’t think I hurt anyone, do you?” he muttered, his voice fading away.

“We live in the middle of nowhere. Who could you hurt?” But even as he said it, he knew if Paris had been closer to consciousness, he would have heard the hesitation in his voice. Yes, they lived in the middle of nowhere, but it wasn’t really that far from people, and a little less than a mile away was one of those suburban housing projects that seemed to spring up like toadstools. Paris easily could have covered the distance, eaten an entire family of four, and still have had most of the night to kill. So to speak.

If only the strain reflected the character. Paris was the kind of man who wouldn’t hurt a soul, and yet he’d ended up with the fiercest strain of them all. Roan knew himself to be a darker, harder person, and yet Paris’s strain could kill his with little trouble.

Like he needed one more reminder life wasn’t fair.
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THE ringing phone woke him out of a dreamless sleep, and the first thing that occurred to his muzzy mind was the question, why did he ache so fucking much? His arm was asleep, so it was pure dead meat, and there was a dull ache in both his shoulder and hip. Opening his eyes, he saw Paris’s back, and remembered they were both on the floor of the living room. Oh, right. Had he meant to fall asleep?

The phone kept ringing, so he pushed himself up to his knees and used his one good arm to shove himself up to his feet as his asleep arm began to get that awful pins-and-needles sensation in it. He was just too old for shit like this.

Caller ID revealed the caller to be the last person he wanted to hear from right now, but the fact that he was calling was trouble itself. With a groan and a curse under his breath, he answered it. “What do you want, Sikorski?”

“Oh, and good morning to you too, Roan,” Detective Gordon “Gordo” Sikorski replied with mock-cheerfulness. He was one of Roan’s few friends from the police department who still talked to him, and sadly considered him an “expert” on anything relating to what was referred to as “kitty crimes.” Being an ex-cop apparently made him more legitimate than anyone else, or maybe it was the fact that he was a kitty too. Possibly both. “Get up on the wrong side of the bed?”

“You could say that.” He glanced back at Paris, who continued sleeping peacefully, the drugs and the exhaustion of the change keeping him so far down in unconsciousness you probably could have put a bullet in the floor by his head and he’d never have moved. Roan belatedly wondered why he hadn’t given himself a shot too. “What do you want?”

He sighed. Sikorski liked to try and be friendly, liked to show how expansively liberal he was for a cop by being nice and interested in one of Roan’s kind, but Roan was too accustomed to scorn, suspicion, and outright hatred to ever trust anyone’s well intentioned kindness. Paris would tell him he was far too cynical for his own good, but Roan thought he had just enough cynicism for his own good. 

“We have what looks like a homicide via cat here, but there’s some... oddities. I thought we could benefit from your expert opinion.”

Roan closed his eyes and gently but firmly rapped his knuckles on his forehead. Yes, he was awake. “Isn’t this illegal or something? Inadmissible?”

“You’ve been cleared by the courts. Remember, the Parvinder case? Anyways, I’m not asking for a deposition, just a... look around.”

Sniff around is probably what he meant, but he wasn’t about to admit it. Most of the infected had no cat skills when they weren’t transformed; they were just people who had to deal with a really unfortunate problem five days a month. But as a virus child, Roan had some side effects that lingered no matter what his form, and as such he had a rather acute sense of smell and taste for a human—much too acute most of the time if you asked him, especially if he was near a men’s room. “I’ll contaminate your crime scene.”

“It’s already been locked down. And it’s not that far from you either, it’s on Pacific Court.”

Something in his gut turned to ice, leaking liquid nitrogen into his bloodstream. “What?”

“815 Pacific Court South. That’s only a couple miles down from you, right?”

He looked at Paris’s sleeping form, huddled underneath the green and red plaid acrylic throw. Close enough that he could have done it last night, someone he could have killed. Although it was a stupid question, he had to ask, “Are you sure they were killed by a cat?”

Sikorski snorted derisively. “Neck torn out, nearly decapitated, gut ripped open by claws? Yeah, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say cat. You comin’?”

Roan covered the receiver as he sighed. Throat ripped out? Holy shit yes, it could have been Paris; in fact, that had just moved the victim into the most likely category. “Yeah, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes? But you’re—”

“I need my coffee,” he said, and immediately hung up.

He looked at Paris’s huddled form, aware that he didn’t look small even when he was curled up in fetal position. It was almost impossible for a guy who was six four and broad across the shoulders to ever look small. The courts sometimes made exceptions for crimes committed in cat form, simply because you were legally non compos mentis at the time, although lawmakers were always insisting that wasn’t true, and had passed a law adding legal culpability if you didn’t lock yourself up or voluntarily turn yourself over for detainment at your time of the month.

But when you became a cat, even if you were a virus child like Roan, you weren’t even remotely human anymore. The higher brain was gone—some said damaged, but he never felt brain-damaged in his human form—you couldn’t speak, couldn’t reason; you were simply instinct. And the problem was, those instincts were killer.

He knew he had to go to that crime scene now, if only to confirm or deny what Sikorski had said. If the man had been clawed in the gut first and then had his throat ripped out, he would know it wasn’t Paris who did it, and that knot in his gut could relax.

Because tigers always went for the throat first.

––––––––
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HE SHOWERED quickly, hardly able to stand the smell of himself, and opted for a bottle of cold Frappuccino rather than deal with the bother of brewing some. He actually hated the taste of these fucking coffee milkshakes, but the caffeine and sugar punch was powerful, and he was feeling far too wide awake and edgy by the time he drove to Morning Crest, the suburban housing enclave where Sikorski’s murder victim lived.

Pacific Court was a cul-de-sac, and 815 was the second house from the end, a small prefab that looked exactly like its neighbors in shape and design, as if someone had erected all these three-bedroom, two-bathroom dwellings with a large cookie cutter. Even the lawns, almost perfectly weed-free and cut so short they seemed scalped, looked the same. The only way to tell the houses apart, that he could see, was by the color, and 815 was painted an oddly pale, dull green, like the owner had been shooting for Army drab and ended up with a faintly pastel Martha Stewart version of the color. In spite of the color differences, all the houses were painted in pale shades, as if bright colors were against the law.

Damn, he hated this place already, and he’d just got here.

There was a black and white in the driveway and an ambulance that doubled as a discreet meat wagon behind it, but there was also a very plain silver-gray sedan that he knew to be an unmarked car. Probably Sikorski’s, as he didn’t like to be too obvious, although every slightly disreputable person on the planet knew an unmarked cop car when they saw it. Who did he think he was fooling?

Yellow crime scene tape cordoned off the backyard from the front, and a bored-looking beat cop stood near the back gate and moved to intercept as he approached. He held out his ID to the kid, who was so young he still had a smattering of angry red acne on his left cheek. “I’m Roan McKichan, Detective Sikorski asked for me.”

The boy—who couldn’t have been more than twenty-three—squinted at his identity card as if he expected a fraud. He was gangly, a string bean of a cop, with his hair cut so short it was as buzz-cut as the lawn he was standing on, making his head look oddly square. His almond-colored eyes were almost lost in the shadow of his prominent caveman brow. He smelled of cheap aftershave and gun oil. “Oh, you’re the....” he petered off as he backed up a step.

Roan briefly considered yelling “Boo!” while mock-lunging at him, but he figured Barney Fife here would draw his gun and shoot him. So he settled for a withering stare that had the desired effect: the kid seemed to squirm in his police-issue shoes. He looked down at the ground as he held up the police tape, moving a few steps farther away from him. Roan sighed and shook his head as he ducked under the tape and proceeded through the gate to the backyard.

He paused as the scent of freshly shed blood hit him like a fist. Death rode its current, a sickly sweet smell like rot on top of shit, a disgusting aftertaste to the meaty, metallic tang of blood. It was hard to explain to people who had never smelled it before and didn’t have his sensitive nose.

Breathing through his mouth—a terrible proposition, since he got to taste it even more vividly—he continued onward, into the backyard. It was a small, enclosed space, fenced on three sides with those thin slats of plywood that always looked like Popsicle sticks to him. Why did people get those? They could be kicked in by a toddler, so it couldn’t be for security purposes, and they were as ugly as sin, so it couldn’t be for aesthetic purposes either. What was left?

There were a few shrubs, an overgrown juniper, a wild butterfly bush as large as a small tree, a birch in the corner with white, peeling bark, and a knocked-over green plastic garbage can, although the garbage had either been picked up or had remained inside it in spite of the upset. There was no obvious ingress: the cat had jumped the fence, or the victim had left the gate open or unlocked.

There was still some of the forensic team here; a short, stocky woman and a taller but equally stocky man in disposable white suits and latex gloves crouched on the poured concrete patio, doing something undoubtedly skin-crawling to the large stain of blood that had discolored the majority of the concrete.

Standing on the back lawn, amidst puddles of gore, was Sikorski, who waved him over. “Careful where you step,” he said, with what seemed to be an inappropriate smile. He was a tall man, a little too solid to be called lanky, although much of his weight was starting to settle in his gut. His hair was now wire gray, with strands of his driftwood-colored hair lost among the silver. His face was open and avuncular, the crinkles in the corners of his pale blue eyes making them seem kindly, like you just knew that in a game of good cop/bad cop, he was always the good cop. He was in his late forties, although he could pass for older or younger depending on how much sleep he’d gotten and what kind of day he was having. He’d obviously had much sleep, and in spite of his day starting with a grisly homicide, it’d otherwise been dandy.

Avoiding the unmistakable puddles of blood on the ground, Roan noticed a change in the taste of the air. Glancing down, he asked, “It killed his dog?”

Sikorski chuckled, but it was humorless. “Damn, you’re good. Only it wasn’t his dog, Sherlock, it belonged to the neighbors. Its name was Amber, and it was a pretty sizable Rottweiler mix, according to the real owners. We only found about a quarter of it, mainly guts and a back leg. We’re still looking for its head. The neighbors claimed they heard nothing, not even Amber barking.”

“No one ever hears anything. I don’t know why you bother asking.” He turned toward the patio, now vacated by the last of the forensics team. The blood splash on it was enormous, a wine-dark stain that relegated the true color of the concrete to the outer edges. “Took out the carotid and the jugular, huh?”

“In a single chomp, as far as we can tell. This sucker must have been a big one, ’cause Hank wasn’t a small guy.”

Roan glanced over his shoulder at Sikorski, studying him curiously, assiduously keeping the fear off his face. Paris was moving up continually on the suspect list. What was he going to do when reasonable doubt became a certainty? “You sound familiar with the victim.”

“I was. Well, I knew of him. His name was Hank DeSilvo, an ex-cop.”

“I never heard of him.”

Sikorski just shrugged, the shoulders of his slightly rumpled and wholly stereotypical trench coat barely moving. “He worked uptown patrol; you probably never ran into him. He retired out about two months ago.”

“He that old?”

“No, it was due to health issues. He’d been hospitalized twice for bleeding ulcers within the past six months, so he just hung up the badge.”

“Should guys with bleeding ulcers be drinking so much beer? I’m smelling alcohol in the blood, and somehow I doubt it was the dog.”

Again that humorless chuckle, one just north of a snicker. “That’s creepy how you do that. I don’t think it’s wise for a man with a bleeding ulcer to be drinking, but you’re right, he was; we found two empties and a third can, half full, on a coffee table inside the house. The TV was still on ESPN.”

Roan nodded, catching the splattered drops of reddish-black blood on the house’s siding. The blood’s spatter pattern seemed to indicate a quick, violent kill, a single throat bite severing several arteries at once—another possible check in the tiger column. “What’s the story, so far as you can tell?”

Sikorski cleared his throat, and his voice dropped into its “just the facts, ma’am” register. “Hank was watching the tube, having a few, when he heard or thought he saw something in his backyard. He decided to confront it, and pulled out an illegally sawed-off shotgun. He came out, but before he could fire a shot, he was pounced on and killed. That’s our best guess at this point.”

“A pretty straightforward narrative. But even with a sawed-off, why would he come out here to confront a big cat, even if it was killing the neighbor’s dog?”

Sikorski shrugged with his hands, a helpless gesture that encompassed the crime scene. “You’ll have to file that one under the ‘I have no fucking idea’ category. If he’d only had three domestic beers, there’s no way he was too drunk to know better.”

“Maybe something else brought him out here?”

He snorted, his eyes twinkling with dark mirth. “With a sawed-off? How paranoid can one man be?”

Roan met his gaze flatly, wondering inwardly if he’d ever turn Paris in. If Paris found out about it, he’d probably turn himself in, but Roan couldn’t see handing him over to the authorities. Not for an ex-cop’s death especially; that was a good way to get to kitty heaven right quick. “I’m really not the one you should ask. And the cat wasn’t wounded and didn’t mark its territory; I smell nothing beyond blood, death, and dog here. Am I done?”

“Not quite.” Sikorski turned and motioned one of the forensics team over—the stocky woman in the disposable jumpsuit, whom he recognized, seeing her straight on. It was her dishwater-blonde hair and penchant for tortoiseshell glasses that gave her away as Lise Slavin, the forensic tech everyone called “Slab.” That was apparently what passed for humor among the forensics people.

She brought over a plaster mold sealed inside a clear plastic bag, already marked and labeled as part of the evidence chain. It was a partial paw print; he could see it as Sikorski took it from Slab and handed it to him. “We got a partial print, left in bloody mud, but our so-called paw print expert left scratching his head. Do you recognize it?”

It was just a side of the main pad, and one and a half “toes,” but there was something odd about it. Maybe it was the simple distortion from stepping in mud, from the cast being made, or both, but the toe pads seemed almost thin, too close together, while the main pad seemed to indicate an almost heart-shaped curve. Not tiger, not if it was correct... but this was too partial, too inconclusive. He couldn’t say it wasn’t a tiger, not one hundred percent. He couldn’t say what it was.

He noticed Sikorski staring at his hand. “What?”

Sikorski seemed slightly startled to be caught staring. “I was just wondering what that tattoo was. Looks kinda weird.”

Roan had it on the underside of his right wrist. Done in thick black lines, Paris had described it as looking like a woman’s hairdo done in a flip—it was a sinuous curve, almost an inverted U shape, starting with a low curl at one end, the curve rising slightly, and ending in a less elaborate curl at the other end. “It’s the symbol for the astrological sign Leo,” he explained, studying the cast closer. He wanted so badly for genuine proof that cleared Paris, it seemed like a universal slap in the face that all he got was “maybes.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you believed in that shit.”

“I don’t.” He handed him back the mold and repeated, slowly this time, “It’s the symbol for Leo.”

It took a moment, but the penny finally dropped. “Oh! That’s what you are, right, your strain? Lion? I get it now. Explains the hair, I suppose.”

Roan scowled, and considered punching him, but as a general rule he didn’t punch men who had the ability to arrest him unless they really asked for it. Whenever he mentioned it or someone figured out he was a lion, the jokes about his hair ensued. He had no idea if there was a correlation, but the hair on his head grew in thick and fast; a severely short haircut would last maybe two weeks, and then he’d be back to what he had now, a shoulder-length “mane” of reddish-brown hair. (For some reason the hair on his face didn’t grow in that fast, but he was glad, or he’d have to shave five times a day.) Roan couldn’t bring himself to tie it back in a ponytail; he didn’t want to look like a dick, so he just ended up hacking most of it off every two weeks or so like clockwork. It was always coming back, like grass on a grave. “Your paw print expert had no guesses to the strain?”

Sikorski handed the mold back to Slab, who took it without comment, remaining grim-lipped throughout. “No. He thought maybe cougar, but I’ve never heard of a cougar quite as big as we’re speculating.”

“Neither have I.” There were five separate strains, in order of commonality: cougar, lion, leopard, panther, and tiger. Cougars were common, and while just as dangerous as every other cat, didn’t do much in the way of collateral damage; on the other end, tigers were exceptionally rare, one in three thousand infected, basically, and mostly that was due to the fact that only one in ten tigers survived their first transformation. It seemed to be the hardest on the body, although there were some who thought it was some kind of built-in safety, since tigers were the strongest, most deadly, and caused the most collateral damage. (Whether you believed the “safety” theory or not depended on whether or not you believed that the virus was engineered, like the conspiracy theorists who first floated the idea.) A tiger could have easily eaten a Rottweiler, chewing its head like an ice cube. “Sorry Gordo, I don’t think I can help either. Let me know if something more telling turns up in forensics.”

He’d started walking away, casting furtive glances around the yard in hopes of catching something they had missed (something that screamed “not tiger”), when Sikorski said, in a deceptively casual way, “Where were you last night?”

He froze. Then, after a moment when he let the anger come and ebb away, he turned to face the older homicide detective. “On a case, actually. I was snapping pics of a cheating husband nailing his best friend’s secretary. They’re all digitally time stamped, if you’d like to check.”

Sikorski kept his expression easy and guileless, but Roan knew better than to trust it. “I doubt that’d be necessary, Roan. What about that... friend of yours?”

“Can’t say boyfriend? Lover? Fuck buddy?” he spat, with more rage than he anticipated. The lingering beat cop and the stragglers of the forensics team all looked back at him in varying degrees of surprise. He didn’t know if they were shocked he was gay, or shocked that he was so damn angry about it. But Sikorski’s expression remained placid, the smallest of insincere smiles curving his lips. “He was with me,” Roan lied, not sure what he was doing but still unable to stop himself. “He was following the secretary while I was tailing the husband.”

“Sounds like quite a case.” In spite of his pleasant expression, Roan caught a faint whiff of derision.

“It pays the bills,” he snapped, then turned on his heel and quickly left the crime scene.

That could have gone better. But if Sikorski actually bothered to do a follow-up, things were bound to get worse.
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Your Own Private Idaho
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HE DIDN’T want to go to the office—he wanted to go home and figure out some way to get Paris the hell out of here before the shit came down—but Roan had an appointment, and it wasn’t like he could write off the money. They were especially going to need it if they had to go country-hopping.

Which wasn’t going to fucking work and he knew it. Paris would ask why, and while he could bullshit, the truth would come out eventually, and Paris wouldn’t be able to live with himself. Why did he have to have one of those oh so “sensitive” boyfriends? Why couldn’t he have someone as cynical and bitter as himself? Which was an idiotic thought, because he knew he’d kill someone as bitter as himself within two days.

The business was called MK Investigations, because he didn’t want to hear people butcher his last name any more than was absolutely necessary, and Paris was his only other employee, his assistant, both as a detective and in the office (Paris had sworn he’d rip Roan’s heart out of his chest and stomp on it if he ever called him “secretary”), because they barely made enough to clear the rent. It was in a small office park, an oasis of white and tan buildings in a sea of pavement, and MK stood out if only because it was the only office not related to medical, dental, or law practices. There was a chiropractor on one side of their office and a certified public accountant on the other. The chiropractor was kind of an odd guy named Braunbeck, who looked not unlike Doctor Bunsen Honeydew from the old Muppet show, and occasionally wandered by the office to offer him or Paris a free exam and a handful of gorp that he made himself and carried in a Ziploc bag. The guy wore a gold wedding ring, but sometimes Roan wondered if he swung both ways—either that, or he was just incredibly and slightly inappropriately friendly.

The CPA agency was a female-owned firm, and sometimes one of them, Miranda “Randi” Kim, would come by to jokingly flirt with Paris and gab during their lunch hour. She knew he was gay, but she was a self-proclaimed “fag hag,” and enjoyed having men she could talk to without having to worry about them hitting on her. She did do their taxes for free, in exchange for the occasional background check on men she dated, so it was pretty much a win-win relationship.

The office was small and stuffy, broken up into three separate rooms. The front room contained Paris’s metal desk, a loveseat and two metal-backed chairs for clients, and a small coffeemaker placed on the side table. A little side room on the left was the bathroom, while the larger room on the right was Roan’s private office. He turned on the air conditioner and cringed as the AC shuddered and made a slight whistling noise before settling into its regulation hum. He supposed he’d need to have it serviced, but he really couldn’t afford it, not with them needing to buy a new sliding glass door now. Maybe Randi knew someone who could give them a discount; she had a lot of connections through work and family.

He turned on the coffeemaker to get a nice, homey smell in the office and then ducked into the bathroom with a pair of scissors he’d plucked from Paris’s desk. He grabbed a handful of his hair, just above the nape of his neck, and cut off a large hank of it, reducing his hair to a shorter, more aerodynamic cut. He didn’t go for severe as he didn’t see the point, and besides, he’d have needed more than office scissors. He had learned to cut his own hair so well, like someone who actually knew what he was doing, that Paris liked to joke he could go into hairdressing as a fallback position. But that was so stereotypically gay Roan would’ve rather stabbed the scissors into his eye and pounded them back up into his brain first.

He was neat and presentable by the time the potential clients arrived. They were the Nakamuras, Toshiro and Sara, a professional couple who wore suits so expensive they could have bought him out by hocking their jackets alone. The man was rather bland, a guy with the type of face you’d instantly forget once you looked away from him, although he had the trim figure of a man who kept himself in good shape. He looked like he was in his midthirties, but was probably older. Sara was attractive, her black hair cut in a tidy if slightly dated bob, her face and body starting to fill out, the curves softening as age caught up with her, but she wore it well, and the trim skirt suit she wore looked like Prada or a fairly authentic knockoff. He guessed she was older than her husband, possibly by as much as ten years. As they introduced themselves and shook hands, he couldn’t help but notice they’d both recently had manicures.

They were here about their son, Daniel. It seemed he’d run away about a week ago, and while they’d reported it to the cops, they felt they weren’t doing enough to find him and weren’t taking their insistence that he was probably in trouble seriously. He was a good boy, a straight-A student, bound for Harvard Business School as soon as he graduated high school next year (which sounded like wishful thinking on their parts, but he wasn’t about to tell them that), and his running away struck them as totally aberrant behavior. They told him Daniel—never Danny; that was telling—was not a troubled boy and seemed happy the night he supposedly ran away. They felt there was something more sinister going on, although the police claimed they found no sign of it.

Mr. Nakamura had brought a copy of Daniel’s note, the one he left when he allegedly ran away, and they claimed it didn’t sound like him at all as Roan scanned it.

Mom and Dad,

I’m sorry, but I can’t be what you want me to be. This shallow materialism has left me feeling hollow, and I want to be something, be more than just a wage slave like the both of you. Spiritual fulfillment is out there, and when I find it, I’ll call.

I’m sorry,

Danny

As runaway notes went, it was weird. He expected them to be melodramatic and possibly florid—teenagers—but this was very to the point. His parents were yuppies, they were pressuring him to be like them, and he didn’t want to be, a clear-cut motive for running away. But that “spiritual fulfillment” line... that was weird.

Further questioning revealed the Nakamuras to be practicing Christians, but not overly religious about it (ha). They said Danny (Daniel) had never expressed any reservations about it, never questioned their faith, but Roan figured he wouldn’t. He probably went along with whatever his parents did without comment while quietly resenting it. He knew the type very well. They eventually snapped, in various ways, from the extreme end (violence) to the less extreme (estrangement). Not all “good kids” were good because they actually wanted to be, nor did they all turn out good. Look at him: he’d been a straight-A student, on the honor roll solid since kindergarten, and then one day, in high school, it suddenly occurred to him that it all meant shit. He wasn’t going to suddenly have a family or people who loved and accepted him because he did his fucking homework; he wasn’t going to have a decent life and get the kids to stop treating him like Carrie after the prom because he was the only one who stayed awake in first period biology. It was all bullshit, and none of it mattered.

So Daniel was a good kid who did everything his parents told him to do, hoping for approval that was probably delivered in “helpful” criticism, because the Nakamuras were clearly concerned about the “success” of their son, and they wanted to help him “achieve his potential,” which was defined very much by their own desires for him. But Daniel felt lonely, perhaps neglected, and looked to someone—or something?—for some kind of emotional feedback. He got it. The question was from what or who?

The mention of “spiritual fulfillment” brought religion instantly to mind, but that was a broad category. Since Danny kept his concerns to himself, though, Roan couldn’t guess where he might have looked. His parents said he had no girlfriend; he didn’t “have time” for girls. Uh-huh.

Gay? That would add even more estrangement to the mix, especially if they frowned on homosexuals.

He made it clear to the Nakamuras that he was willing to look into the case, but he couldn’t guarantee he could find Danny, for the simple fact that he was a runaway who had a week on him. Traveling with cash alone, he could be across the country by now. But he was willing to look into the evidence, see if there was something the cops had overlooked that was worthy of a deeper investigation. With that understood, the Nakamuras signed some papers and hired him, giving him his down payment. He arranged to drop by the Nakamura’s home in a couple of hours, to get a look at Danny’s room.

As soon as the Nakamuras had gone, Roan got on his computer and searched Facebook for Danny Nakamura’s name.

He was a modern teenager; he was going to have a Facebook page or a blog somewhere. A Google search turned it up, but there wasn’t anything terribly illuminating about it. He was a good-looking kid, which the photo the Nakamuras left had already told him. He had high cheekbones and expressive dark eyes; he took after his mother facially as opposed to his father (lucky kid). He seemed to write poetry—bad poetry, but hey, he was seventeen—really liked the Panic At The Disco album and recent Grand Theft Auto game, and he had seventy-three people on his “friends” list, many of whom praised his poetry. The last poem he’d posted, which was last month, was a haiku titled “Dream”: Glistening starlight/Leopard stalking at midnight/Waiting for you here.

Well, that sucked.

But worse yet was the implication. He searched the page, searched the people who left comments, and found that a poster calling themselves “LadyLeopard” occasionally left cryptic comments such as “Have you read what I sent?” and “We can make it happen.” Could have been just a girl he was flirting with online, or a guy (posing as an alternate gender was so common online he didn’t know why people were occasionally stunned to find out the woman they’d been having an e-mail relationship with for years was actually an overweight thirty-eight-year-old man who lived in a basement and collected ceramic dragons). Or it could have been something else. LadyLeopard was signed up at Facebook, but had no page of her own, no blog.

He did have instincts. He couldn’t always trust them, mind you, because being an ex-cop or a virus child didn’t actually mean his hunches were more reliable than anyone else’s, but he did try to give them a shot when he had nothing else to follow. And right now, he had a really bad feeling about this.

That haiku, and several bad cat-themed poems before it, could be interpreted as waiting for a kitty lover, waiting for infection. And it all resonated with that “spiritual fulfillment” line in the note he left for his parents. There were people—idiotic, deranged people—who thought being infected was somehow a state of divinity. Either they believed you were blessed by God to change form or you were the next stage in evolution, while others claimed you were cursed by God or were related to Satan, and either way, groups of people who knew nothing about you reviled or worshiped you depending on their belief system.

Again, this was all bullshit; as far as Roan was concerned, faith itself was just another form of self-deluded bullshit. (In his mind, he could hear Paris saying: “You’re so warm and understanding—I can’t see why no one wants to invite you to their Christmas parties.”) He almost hated the people who worshiped him for an accident of birth even more than the people who loathed him for the same thing, because blind hatred he could almost understand. It was idiotic, ignorant, and yet almost forgivable, because people hated what they feared. But worshiping a person due to an accident of birth? There wasn’t a word for how weird that shit was. It made his skin crawl.

And that didn’t even take into account that most of these “worshipers” went out looking to be infected, and there were people happy to infect them.

He faxed off Danny’s picture to the bus and train stations, hoping someone there would remember selling a ticket to such a handsome kid, but so much time had passed he doubted he’d get a bite. He wanted to get home to Paris as soon as possible and hoped that any news reports on the incident stuck to the bland “homicidal violence” (that was used a lot in suspected deaths by cat, because the truth could occasionally inflame certain people into ill-advised vigilantism), because it was a long drive to the good side of town. It probably would have been faster on his motorcycle, but there was no way he could have gone on a stakeout assignment on the bike, and he simply forgot to do the switch at home. (Well, how much sleep had he had? A couple hours, tops....) So he was stuck with the Mustang, although to be fair it was hardly slow. Paris loved his muscle cars and could rebuild their engines with his eyes closed.

The Nakamuras lived on a street he’d never been to and in a house he couldn’t have afforded. They had a large semicircular drive leading up to their home, and after walking up the slate path set neatly among the tastefully restrained front garden and golf-course-quality lawn, he came to wide double doors with etched lead glass insets depicting tulips. The doorbell played something that sounded like classical music, but he didn’t recognize the piece.

Sara answered the door—he had almost expected a butler—and she had changed into a lilac silk blouse and a long navy skirt that reached below her knees. The outfit was less expensive, less ostentatious, and he had the sick feeling she’d changed to something more demure so he didn’t feel so uncomfortable around their obvious wealth. Which made him feel very uncomfortable.

The smell of some orange-oil-infused cleanser nearly knocked him on his ass, suggesting he had just missed the maid. He sneezed, but was able to forge on, figuring if he could take death and blood, orange oil shouldn’t stop him.

Sara led him across marble-tiled floors and up a sweeping staircase to Danny’s room, which was almost as large as Roan’s living room. Right away, he noticed how strange Danny’s room was. Namely, there was nothing on the walls at all, no pictures, no posters, nothing but sky blue paint. Teenagers usually hung things up; they usually started personalizing their space with a vengeance. But nothing marred the crisp walls, or the immaculately clean royal blue carpet, or the neatly made bed with its indigo duvet cover and plump pillows, or the tiny corner desk where his chair was neatly pulled in and his blue iMac miraculously free of dust. He also had an entertainment hutch directly across from his bed, where a TV, DVD, and stereo system all sat on their own shelves, and there were shelves beneath, containing DVDs and CDs in racks.

Christ... a snot-nosed kid had better shit than he did. He must have lived the wrong way. Or simply erred in not being born the scion of a wealthy family. He wondered why they’d hired him, but he supposed one of the cops recommended him to the family just to annoy him.

He told Sara he’d just search around for a bit, but he wouldn’t take anything without informing her first, and she seemed to accept that warily, but then he heard a phone ringing and that tore her away from him. He shut the door of Danny’s room, just leaving it open the merest crack, and started booting up his computer. He also tried to think like a kid who had maids coming into his room, and perhaps overbearing parents. If he wanted to hide something, where would he hide it?

The closet was obvious, and a dead end, because along with hung-up clothes there were drawers of clothes—see-through drawers. He could see everything neatly folded and stacked inside, and Roan instantly felt bad for Danny. Where did he put his skin mags, or whatever passed for masturbatory material? What secrets could he have in a house of glass? No wonder he ran away.

He checked Danny’s computer, but his bookmarks were relatively bland, and a search proved he had a system scrubber that cleaned out his history and his cookies. Could be just a tech-savvy teen... or proof that he was paranoid, afraid his parents might be checking his computer. So what was he hiding? Just the same porn shit everybody hid if they were smart? Or something else?

He checked out the kid’s CD and DVD collection, and the CDs were a lot wilder than his DVDs, which were pretty much an assortment of the raunchy comedies, mindless action flicks, and inexplicably popular Adam Sandler films that you might find in any random person’s DVD collection. Looking through them, he realized there was one thing that just didn’t fit the established pattern in both cases. For some reason, among all his emo and punk pop, he had a Motorhead CD, and among all of his DVDs, he had one called Classic Albums: Queen— The Making of “A Night At The Opera.” Neither of these fit in the context of the collections, but they could have been oners, gifts by clueless relatives or friends trying to foist their tastes on him, perhaps sudden whimsies. Still, they were worth checking out.

Looking inside the Motorhead CD case, he found a compact disc that was quite clearly an unmarked CD-ROM. He inserted it in the iMac’s CD drive, while he pulled out the DVD from the Queen case and put it in the DVD player. The DVD was one of a National Geographic special... on big cats. A beautiful Siberian tiger showed up on screen, its amber eyes staring at the camera in almost lazy disgust, and he knew how a person could find it rapturous to look at tigers; there was something magnificent about them, powerful. You just wanted to run your fingers through their fur... even though they’d take off your arm, and oh yeah, partially eat you and then bury the rest of you for later dining. They were pretty poison, and he knew that better than most, living with one (in a manner of speaking). But why would you hide a National Geographic special? How educational and innocuous. Unless it represented something else, something secret and shameful. The masturbatory material he was wondering about.

The CD-ROM confirmed it. It was Internet porn all right: what was called “trans-porn,” showing the transformations of people into cat forms. It took a while, and the noises made during the process could make a person faint; it was not a pretty process, or a pain-free one. But many of these were cut in such a way that it looked quicker and cleaner than it was. It was disingenuous, but worse yet, dangerous: it made wannabes believe that changing into a cat form was almost painless and had few consequences.

He turned off the set and replaced the DVD in its case, but when he ejected the CD-ROM, he instantly slipped the disc in his coat pocket, and put the Motorhead CD case back in its place, empty. The parents didn’t need to find that accidentally or otherwise; what was bad enough was that it was probably too late.

Roan was sure he knew exactly what happened. Danny became fascinated by the kitty culture and got sucked into it. And in an act of total rebellion, he ran away, although there were two possibilities. The best-case scenario, he ran off to join a cult of kitty worshipers. The worst-case scenario, he ran off to join a cult of kitty worshipers and was trying very hard to get infected.

Son of a bitch, why did these hard-luck cases always fall into his lap?
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Hello, My Name Is ......
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HE WENT downstairs to talk with Sara, mainly to pump her for expected information. It took her a while to think of the name of one of Danny’s friends—again a very telling bit of information—but he wrote it down, a kid named Marley Hanson, whom Sara said lived in Crescent Heights. He thanked her and told her he’d be in touch, just as the phone rang again. She was a very busy person, it seemed.

Roan knew exactly where he had to go, but his stomach growled very loudly, objecting to all the coffee and bad feelings he’d had up to this point, and he decided to grab a bite to eat on the way back home.

Stopping at a fast-food place was such a risky proposition that he could only use the drive-through windows, if that. The smell was too much for him; there were just too many people in and out, too much rancid cooking grease, too much smell of processed foods and cleaning supplies. It made him vaguely nauseous and sometimes gave him a headache. Of course, reading Fast Food Nation had much the same effect, but that was just happy coincidence.

At the drive-through window, he decided to order extra food on the chance that Paris was up and about. Technically the drugs should have kept him down until next Thursday, but the change had pretty wacky effects on your metabolism. For instance, he felt as if doing so much desk work was making him soft and pudgy, but it’d be gone after his next change. You could be twenty-five pounds overweight, but after your time, you’d be ten pounds underweight. He was shocked that no one had advertised being infected as a weight-loss plan... but come to think of it, someone probably already had. People were just so fucked up it was incredible.

He hated people who talked on their phones, did their hair, texted their friends, and ate a four-course meal while they were supposed to be driving, but he was so hungry he went ahead and ate his chicken sandwich while driving home. He never took his eyes off the road, though, so he didn’t feel like too much of a hypocrite. The landscape slid by in an almost featureless blur, slowly transforming from concrete gray to grass green as he moved out of the city and deeper into the surrounding countryside.

Everything seemed unchanged at home, the engineless GTO still parked in the drive, the lawn still slightly overgrown and weedy (they didn’t use herbicides or pesticides, mainly because the smell killed him, no matter how minor the concentration), but as soon as he killed the engine, he heard a faint, rhythmic banging coming from around back. Roan was glad he’d got the extra food, but he was also nervous, as he had to figure out how much Paris knew before deciding on how to lie to him. That was always the toughest part about bullshit—deciding what people were willing to buy. Everyone had a limit, a level that they could accept, but if it was crossed, you were screwed. There really wasn’t much of a talent to lying; it was simply figuring out what people wanted to believe and giving it to them.

The front door was unlocked, so he walked in and wasn’t surprised to see a large plank of plywood where the shattered sliding glass door had been. He waited for a break in the hammering before yelling, “Honey, I’m home.”

Paris stuck his head around the plywood after moving it slightly. It seemed to be only nailed to one side of the doorframe at the moment. Paris had knocked any remaining jagged shards of glass out of the frame, and vacuumed up what had fallen on the carpet. Thank the hardware gods for Shop-Vacs. “Ooh, do I smell food?”

“Yeah, yeah, come on, chowhound,” Roan said, shaking his head.

Paris was dressed, at least, in khaki cargo shorts (he had his hammer in one of the loops on the right side leg) and a plain blue T-shirt, looking remarkably bright-eyed and alert, considering he’d been in a drug coma when Roan had left him.

Paris looked good, far better than should have been allowable without plastic surgery and extensive airbrushing. He had clear blue eyes in a face too finely featured to be rugged, but too masculine to be called pretty. His hair was deep black and seemingly always glossy, like a pelt, although when he’d first met him, Paris’s hair was lank and dull, and his face mostly hidden by a scraggly beard. But even then Roan had found his eyes slightly mesmerizing, glowing with a bit more than simply madness. He oozed charisma like some people oozed sweat, and sometimes he seemed so alive it was almost overpowering, almost frightening.

Since he was originally human and not born infected, not a virus child, there was no way the cat could have any influence on the person (or vice versa), but Roan sometimes wondered if tigers were different. Something about Paris seemed too powerful to be merely human. But maybe it was just his imagination.

Everyone found Paris attractive; he was a secret weapon in getting people to talk. People who would never talk to Roan would be relaxed around Paris, be charmed, and suddenly they’d start telling him things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. While it was true women were best at ferreting out information like that—it was a psychological thing—apparently a handsome bisexual was the next best thing.

Paris was also five years younger than him, although sometimes he felt like he had twenty years on him. There was no way a guy like Paris would be with a guy like him if he hadn’t met Paris when he was at a personal nadir; Roan didn’t fool himself there. He also figured Paris would leave him eventually, find someone more good-looking (man or woman) and a bit less jaded, but Roan had decided to enjoy things while he could.

Roan sat on a stool at the breakfast bar, and Paris came over and joined him, taking the stool beside him. Roan shoved two of the brown paper bags over toward him, because most of the food was for him. (The change gave you a huge appetite on either side of it; that was part of the metabolism wonkiness.) “So where’ve you been?” Paris wondered, pulling out wrapped cheeseburgers and noshing on a fry. “Was there an appointment I missed?”

“It was last minute,” he lied. “Thanks for fixing the window.”

“Oh shit, man, I did that. I should fix it.” He ate a couple more fries, then said nervously, “While I was getting ready to go to the hardware store, I heard there was a... an incident a couple miles from here, and—”

“It was a cougar.”

“What?” His tone of voice was split between disbelief and hope. This would be an easy sell.

“Sikorski called me in to see if I could help, but it didn’t matter too much. The print guy got a pretty solid paw, and it was a cougar.”

Paris sighed in obvious relief, his shoulders sagging as the tension fled. “Oh thank God. I thought I killed somebody.”

“Nope.” 

Paris bit into his cheeseburger with gusto, even though Roan caught a faint scent of slightly overdone toast, and he saw the bottle of ginger pills on the counter near the toaster. Both the drugs and the change could leave you feeling nauseous, so he always had a bottle of ginger pills in the kitchen—it was a vital part of his (and Paris’s) recovery kit.

There used to be an acupuncturist with a clinic across the way from the office, and he had become good friends with the main practitioner, Mei Ling, who told him that ginger pills would cure nausea faster than anything on the market. He thought that was homeopathic bullshit, but he was actually desperate enough to try it once, and he was shocked to discover she was right; it worked better than Dramamine. Just because of that, he gave acupuncture a shot when his headaches came back, and it actually seemed to help. Mei Ling had to close up shop a couple months ago and move to San Francisco to take care of her aging aunt, which he was sorry about, as he liked her. Sure, her English was a bit broken, but she seemed extremely tolerant and knew lots of obscure things. He liked people who knew weird things, just because it seemed to hint at some odd inner life.

Before Paris could ask more about the dead man, Roan told him about the Nakamura case. Paris listened intently, although he never stopped eating and at one point got up to get a soda from the fridge. Paris tossed him a can of decaf tea, and Roan wondered if the fact that he’d had too much caffeine was obvious.

As soon as he was done, Paris took his seat, cracked open his soda, and decided to play devil’s advocate. “This is all supposition, you know. Maybe he was a bit obsessed with infecteds, but ran off to join the Hare Krishnas.”

“Or the Jehovah’s Witnesses,” Roan replied, playing along.

“The Evangelicals.”

“The Mormons.”

“The Shakers,” Paris insisted, raising his eyebrows in a comic manner.

Oh no, he wasn’t laughing now. “The Scientologists.”

“Oh shit, you win. I can’t top that.”

Roan pumped his fist in sarcastic triumph. “Mock the sacred Xenu if you want, but you won’t believe how much claiming you’re a Scientologist gets you out of conversations.”

Paris snorted a laugh in remembrance and almost choked on a fry. “I remember when you told that guy that, as a Scientologist, you celebrated Christmas differently. I thought he was gonna have you arrested.”

“Which one was this?”

“The one where you claimed to dance naked around a pyre where you burned the remains of a sacrificial chicken.”

“Oh, right, and ate the still beating heart of a baby goat under a gibbous moon. Right. I thought I was particularly inspired that night.”

Paris chuckled, shaking his head. “You just have contempt for everyone and everything, don’t you?”

“Not everything,” he protested. “I have no problem with Terry. Well, today.”

Terry was the name of the toaster. All their appliances had “Hello, My Name Is” adhesive name tags slapped on them, with the appliance “names” scrawled in the boxes in Magic Marker. The toaster was Terry, the blender was Bob, the stove was Frank, the microwave Chiquita, the refrigerator Steve. This was all due to the fact that he loathed name tags.

Roan had a friend, Phil, who was in charge of a large detective/ private security firm in Springfield, and a client had wanted Phil to provide security for a big software expo. But Phil didn’t have as many people as he wanted to cover the floor, so he’d hired him and Paris as “floaters,” incognito security that circulated with the crowd. All the crowd wore stupid-ass name tags, though, and as they were supposed to be just like everyone else, they wore tags. Roan hated it, and when he got a chance he pocketed a whole bunch of blank name tags, although to what end he wasn’t sure. But one night, slightly drunk and insanely bored, he slapped them on their appliances. If people ever asked about it, they claimed that since they couldn’t have pets (they might accidentally kill and eat them—there was no therapy to cover a trauma like that), they kept the appliances. Paris would often get in the spirit of it, baby talking to the toaster and stroking it like a cat. “Would Snookums like an English muffin?” It was times like that Roan worried he had warped Paris in some fundamental way, but a sense of humor was never a bad thing.

He idly wondered if Paris had kept any of the numbers he got at the software expo. Although he was working and not actively flirting, over the course of the two-day conference he’d ended up with eight phone numbers, mostly men. Paris could be dangerous if he aimed his charm square at you.

After a moment, Paris stopped laughing, and got strangely sober. Roan knew what was coming and didn’t look forward to it. “If you think this kid really did run off to get infected, you know where you hafta go.”

Roan sighed, painfully aware of where and who he was referring to. “I know. I was trying to work up to it. You know I have the insatiable urge to beat that bastard’s face in with a tire iron; it takes me a while to rein in my homicidal impulses.”

“Ro, come on. I know you hate him—”

“Hate? That’s too mild a word. I despise the drunken episode that led to his goddamn conception, and I despise his brother for not bashing his head in with a fucking shovel when he had the chance.”

Paris sat back and stared at him, bemusement clearly visible in his expression. “And you don’t think that’s a bit... dramatic?”

He knew Paris was just trying to tease, but he wasn’t in the mood. “You’re not gonna tell me you can actually stand that fucker, are you?”

Paris frowned at him, like he should have known better. “Of course not. I’m not sure anyone sane likes Eli. I mean, how could you? He’s like a television evangelist without a show.”

He wasn’t sure he completely followed that metaphor, but okay. Eli was Elijah Prophet, aka Eli Winters, leader of the cult that called itself the “Church of the Divine Transformation,” the premiere kitty cult. (Roan thought that was a perfect name; it sounded great in the sentence “The FBI raided the Church of the Divine Transformation today....”)

It was well-known, and it was more blatant than any other kitty cult, mainly because Eli was an heir to the rather large Winters real estate development fortune, which he split with his more respectable and notably embarrassed brother Tom. Anyone who said there was no such thing as class distinctions in America was living in a dream world, and Eli was living proof: not only were the rich different, they apparently had different laws applied to them. Eli had a taste for underage girls, everybody knew this, and his cult seemed to attract quite a few of them. But oddly enough, in spite of rumors and a police investigation, he’d never been charged with a damn thing. Roan had always wanted to nail that smug fucker with something—anything—but had never been able to do so.

Until now?

Paris slid off his stool and said, “Why don’t I go change? I’ll come with you.”

“No, it’s fine. I can handle this myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but I think I’d better come along, if only to keep Rainbow distracted.” He then leaned in close over Roan’s shoulder and smiled, turning on the full wattage of his charm. This close it was almost palpable. “Besides, if it comes down to it, I can always say he threw the first punch.” Paris then gave him a kiss on the forehead and walked away, so confident in his ability to sway him that he didn’t even look back.

Roan sighed and shook his head at his own pathetic reaction. He should go by himself, but he already knew he wasn’t going to. He idly wondered if things would have been any easier if he’d been heterosexual.

His cell phone buzzed impatiently in his pocket, and he dug it out and checked the number to decide if he should answer it or not. Son of a bitch: Sikorski.

Maybe it was good news; maybe forensics had turned up something that pointed definitively away from a tiger. And maybe Eli really was a divine messenger.

Christ, maybe he was too cynical for his own good.
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HE KNEW he had to answer the phone, but part of him didn’t want to. He wanted to bury the goddamn phone in the compost heap, go hide Paris in Vancouver and then come back and answer the phone, but it wasn’t going to work that way. Roan glanced back to make sure Paris was upstairs before answering his cell. “Yeah, Sikorski, what is it?”

Sikorski chuckled faintly. “You’re such a blast of sunshine up the ass, Roan. That’s why I miss you.”

“You coming on to me?”

“Ha. I was wondering what you knew about the virus child mutations theory.”

Roan found himself wondering where the hell that came from. “What? You mean that Weekly World News bullshit?”

“So you don’t believe it’s possible.”

“That new strains of cat can arise from virus children? Fuck no. They’ve never proved it, and I don’t see how it could be done anyways. Our DNA incorporates the virus, but no one’s altered into some weird half-cat, half-human thing. How would that even be possible? Most virus children are lucky not to be deformed or developmentally disabled in some way.” Their odds of being productive, functional citizens were even slimmer than surviving a tiger strain infection. Sikorski had to know this. “Why are you even asking?”

Sikorski sighed and paused long enough that Roan knew he was considering whether or not to tell him. Ultimately, he did. “The coroner was able to recover a partial bite mark from the body, and it doesn’t match any known cat teeth formation. Combined with the partial paw print—which also doesn’t match with anything known—the conclusion seems obvious.”

“Chupacabra.” Relief washed through him, with such intensity it was like he’d been holding his breath for hours. Paris was cleared; Paris hadn’t done this. But he was careful not to let it come out in his voice, because then Sikorski would have known he’d been hiding something. At least it wasn’t hard for him to compartmentalize his emotions—growing up as a ward of the state had given him very early training on how to do that.

“I can’t believe it. I think you’ve become more of a smart-ass since you left the force. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“No one has ever proven that alternate cat strains exist. All that anyone’s proven is there’s some cats out there with malformed teeth. Or worse yet, wannabes who pay dentists to grind their teeth into fangs.” Sadly there were many of those, more than he ever would have guessed.

Sikorski sighed impatiently. “But we know that no wannabe with budget fangs ripped out DeSilvo’s throat and ate the dog.”

“Granted. So why do you jump to mutant hell beast when the answer is more likely to be a cat with poor dental work?”

Roan could hear Sikorski’s chair creak as he shifted his weight, and as the silence dragged on, he could hear fingers clicking on a keyboard, people talking in the background (including a perp angrily and profanely denying some charges), and the normal hum of a busy police station. He didn’t miss it; honestly, he wasn’t even sure why he’d become a cop, except it pissed an awful lot of people off. Yes, he was apparently so angry he liked to piss other people off. He was sure a therapist would have a field day with him and all his issues, but he just didn’t have the time or the money to bitch to a professional. What else was a boyfriend for, anyway? Finally, Sikorski said, “This is all just so fucked up, Roan. And this was a cop. No matter his reputation, no one is happy about it.”

“His reputation?”

“Apparently there were some... issues before he retired. He and his partner were accused by a suspect of taking money from a crime scene, and IA never found anything substantial, but the perp was pretty insistent, as was his girlfriend. But hey, drug dealers—you gotta expect ’em to try shit like that now and again.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, but suddenly something nagged at him. What? Wait a minute... the sawed-off shotgun. While the “gangstas” and gangbangers preferred Glocks and other handguns, the methheads generally liked things that were nastier, with more stopping power... like a sawed-off shotgun. “What about the gun?”

“What gun?”

“The sawed-off. Where had that come from?”

Sikorski scoffed. “Hell if I know. Hank had lots of guns.”

“And not all of them registered? How illegal of him.” Honestly, he had no idea why, but Roan felt this was important somehow. At the very least, it said something about DeSilvo as a man.

“Are you implying something?”

“No, of course not,” he said, in a manner that would convince no one. “I just hate cases that turn out to be more complicated than they should be.”

“Who doesn’t?” Sikorski replied wearily. “Look, if you could just ask around... the community, see if there’s someone who knows of any cats with especially odd teeth, or maybe a hybrid....”

“The community?” What a nice euphemism, especially since there really wasn’t such a thing as a “kitty community” (except online), although a lot of normals erroneously believed there was. There were just bars and nightclubs where you could go, and they kept things low-key, much like gay culture in the very early days. “I’ll see what I can find out,” Roan said, then hung up.

The first thing you did in any murder investigation was look into the background of the victim. In some crimes, especially ones that appeared to be perfectly random, it was all you had to go on; the victim’s life could lead you to the point where they intersected with their killer and point the way to them. It didn’t always work that way, of course, especially in the random murders done by strangers. There were too many intersections, too many places where they could have crossed paths with their killer and never even realized it; there was even a chance that the killer didn’t encounter the victim at all until the second of the crime. Such was the case in drive-bys, where bullets were flying randomly, kitty killings (cats had no ability to premeditate), and the rare but shockingly popular sniper killings, where victims were picked simply by time, place, and circumstance.

What if there was more to this killing than random circumstance? A retired cop with a perfectly illegal sawed-off shotgun and rumors of being crooked, killed by a cat who couldn’t be identified in any standard way. Wasn’t that a curious coincidence?

And that’s all it could be—coincidence. So why didn’t he think it was?

Paris came up behind him and put his arms around his chest. “Ooh, that was a heavy phone call, wasn’t it?” He rested his chin on his shoulder, pressing his cheek up against his, letting Roan feel the scrape of his stubble against his skin.

Roan sighed, relaxing into his embrace, so goddamn happy he didn’t have to keep lying to him he almost felt like laughing. “It was Sikorski,” he admitted, seeing no harm in telling him now. “It seems the declaration of it being a cougar was premature—the teeth marks and paw print don’t match any known cat. They’re thinking hybrid.”

“Hybrid? Has anyone proved they exist?”

“Not to my knowledge, no.” This close, Paris’s skin had an interesting smell, something like sand or bark, the hint of the exotic beneath the human. He could tell people were infected by smell, but he couldn’t always tell their strain, although Paris seemed to be living proof that tigers smelled different. Maybe it had to do with the alterations done to a body that managed to survive the strain of a tiger transformation; he really didn’t know for sure. But at least he was confident he’d know another tiger by smell alone.

“So they’re looking for a mythological creature?”

“Of course not—this is the police we’re talking about. They’re probably just looking for someone to frame.”

Paris sighed in an obviously amused way. “You’re like the gay Mike Hammer, aren’t you?”

“I preferred Sam Spade,” he deadpanned, moving his shoulders just enough so that Paris knew to let him go. He did and stepped back, looking at him with that wonderfully endearing, lopsided half smile of his, the one that made everyone want to ruffle his hair before throwing him down and ripping his clothes off. Paris knew he was sexy, as he used to be quite a player back in his college days, but that’s how he got himself infected (by a woman, actually—oh, the irony). He claimed he was arrogant about his looks then, but that wasn’t true anymore; having a bit of a mental breakdown seemed to bring humility with it, as well as monogamy. Well, so far, anyway.

Roan looked at him and raised his eyebrow, the question tacit. Paris had changed into worn, tight jeans and a sleeveless apple green T-shirt that was so tight it looked painted on; you could see every muscle in his chest, how flat his stomach was. He still kept himself in good shape, although he wasn’t one of those grotesque gym rats who spent ten hours a day working out. He had regained some sense of vanity, but he hadn’t gone crazy with it. (No pun intended.) “What? I said I was going along to distract Rainbow.”

“Distract, not drive into a frenzy of lust.”

That made Paris grin. “I think someone’s projecting.”

The fact that he was probably right didn’t make it any more tolerable. “Get in the fucking car.”

“Yes sir, Mister Crabby,” Paris replied, with a sarcastic little smirk. On their way out the door, he added, “Paging Doctor Freud. Doctor Freud to the white courtesy telephone, please.” Smart-ass.

The drive to the church was relatively quiet, with Paris simply fiddling with the radio, sometimes every three minutes. The drawback with these older muscle cars was, if you wanted a proper stereo, you had to sink a lot of money into it, and they had sunk enough money into rebuilding these cars as it was. The additional problem was that radio pretty much sucked.

Paris was being kind by giving him room and quiet to think, but after about ten minutes, he stared at the side of Roan’s face, brow furrowing in concentration. “This Sikorski thing is really bugging you, isn’t it?”

He shrugged, faintly shaking his head, trying to deny it to himself more than Paris. “I’m not a cop anymore, and I can’t interfere in a police investigation. Whatever he wants to pursue he’s free to do so. Why the fuck do I care?”

Paris reached across and lightly stroked the nape of his neck. Roan knew it was a weird erogenous zone to have, but Paris had found it immediately and knew how to make him weak in the knees without even trying. He knew he was doing it right now to make him relax—and it was working—but he wished he wouldn’t. He felt like being tense right now. “Because you think he’s overlooking something. Maybe I didn’t know you back then, but I think you must have been one hell of a cop, Ro.”

“I wasn’t. I was the freak no one wanted to patrol with, and I got in trouble for cursing out a redneck idiot who couldn’t quite grasp the concept that you don’t hit your wife and kids with a coffee table, so I quit. I have no idea what I was thinking, joining the force. Me, dealing with the public? Can you imagine it?”

“You were—and still are—one of the best investigators I’ve ever seen. Okay, so your people skills are—”

“Shitty?”

“I was going to say lacking. But that’s what I’m here for, right?” He flashed him a smile that could have blinded the entire block, and in spite of himself, Roan smiled. Yes, that was what he was here for: he had the ability to charm and schmooze, to flatter and network, skills Roan had neither acquired nor cultivated. Paris could play the game, and the irony was Roan knew that he’d never been invited to play. Essentially, Paris was everything he wasn’t. 
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