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 This Boy
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THINGS could be weirder, but Holden was kind of glad they weren’t because he thought his head might explode.

When he arrived at the hospital with Scott, they found Dylan looking like he hadn’t slept for days (possible) and so weary he didn’t even comment on the fact that they had arrived together. When he told them the lion had woken up but Roan hadn’t yet, Holden understood why he looked so tired and frazzled. What did that mean, exactly? Dylan was afraid it meant something went wrong during the surgery, but Holden had another idea, one that made him angry enough to want to go into the room and punch Roan.

Roan was hiding. The fucker had just given up. He decided he didn’t like what he was anymore and shut down, letting the lion run amok. Holden pulled Scott aside and whispered to him to keep Dylan company while he went and visited Roan. Scott obviously had questions, but Holden asked him to trust him, and he agreed.

Scott poured on the charm and got Dylan to agree to go have a decent cup of tea with him (there was a Starbucks down the street—of course there was as it was a law in Washington State you could be no more than five minutes away from one at any time). As soon as they were gone, Holden snuck into Roan’s room. (He wasn’t 100 percent sure anyone was supposed to be in there, so he wanted to avoid being intercepted by an overzealous nurse.)

There were signs Dylan had been sleeping here, from the cot in the corner covered with blankets to the sketchbook sitting on the floor beside it, the front smeared with charcoal. Roan was laying in his hospital bed, out cold, surrounded by all his bleeping machines, not perfectly bald but almost, his head covered with a rusty-red fuzz like dried blood. He looked more human with his hair trimmed back so violently, but that was a funny thing to think because he hardly looked inhuman with it.

Whatever. It didn’t really matter now anyway. He took a deep breath, gave himself a moment to feel awkward about talking to an unconscious man, and got down to business. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing, Roan? Really? What kind of an asshole do you take me for? I don’t really care if you give up and hide behind the lion all day long—that’s your choice—but I hope you rot on the guilt of what you’re doing to Dylan and every other one of us stupid motherfuckers who care about you. And don’t think I’m picking up your slack, ’cause fuck you, I have my own life to lead, and I’m not a detective. You are, so wake the fuck up and get on with it. You wanna feel sorry for yourself? Fine, but do it at home like the rest of us.”

He started walking away, but he was angry now and realized he had more to say, so he turned back. “You think I haven’t just wanted to give up and die? I have, millions of times, but then I remember my parents, the violent johns, the evangelicals who would like to kill all the gays, and I realize I have to live if only to piss them off. That’s what you have to do too. You have to live to piss off all the infected haters out there, fight back for those who can’t. And do it fast ’cause I’m on the verge of beating the shit out of you. Especially since you’re in no position to fight back. It’s the safest time to beat you senseless.” Of course he couldn’t actually hit him because it would be just his luck to hit him and bring the lion lunging out at him. He’d be the first man mauled to death by a lion in human form. He’d get a posthumous place in the Guinness Book of World Records.

This time he did walk away, but he decided to put a final boot in Roan’s ribs before he went. “Oh, and I think Scott and I are dating now, or something like that. I dunno; I don’t really do relationships. You want any more details, you’re gonna hafta wake up and ask. Chew on that for a while.” On the back of everything else, it was weak, but it was the only ammo he had left.

Dylan and Scott weren’t yet back from the Starbucks, so he went to join them. Scott had convinced Dylan to share a brownie with him, and when Holden joined them at the table, Scott broke off a piece of his brownie and gave it to him. “Watchin’ my carbs,” he said, in such a manner that Holden knew this was his way of getting Dylan to eat something. Holden played along because Dylan looked so exhausted, not just physically but emotionally and probably mentally. As much fun as Roan probably was in bed, the agony of being his husband surely wasn’t worth it. He was lightning, and in his shadow, all you got was burned.

Scott tried to get Dylan to go with them to the Del Toro film festival, but while Dylan was a fan, he felt he had to return to the hospital. It was like watching the poor son of a bitch slink off to his own execution, and Holden felt bad for him. He knew Dylan didn’t trust him, but he couldn’t really blame him. He couldn’t define his relationship with Roan in any way; it wasn’t an affair, but he knew a side of Roan that Dylan really didn’t, so in a way it was. Dylan married Bruce Wayne, but he didn’t know a single thing about Batman.

Oh fuck—bad metaphor. That made him Robin. So, Hulk and... no. Iron Man? No. Wolverine? No. Goddamn it, didn’t any other superhero have a sidekick?

A lack of anything better to do led to him going to the film festival with Scott. It occurred to Holden the last time he had been in a theater, he snuck in to get some sleep in relative safety. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone to a theater to see an actual film.

They were good movies, and Scott was good as his word, buying them sodas, popcorn, nachos, and even Gummi Bears, as Scott turned out to really like Gummi Bears (actually all kinds of Gummi candy, but all the theater had was bears). Holden accused him of liking Jell-O too, and Scott made the gross (but endearing) admission that his grandmother used to feed him hot liquid Jell-O when he was sick, and when he got a cold, he still craved raspberry Jell-O “punch.” Really disgusting, and yet it seemed to suit him somehow.

There was a certain unreality that hit you after you were up all night watching films. When they came out of the theater with dawn painting the sky several vibrant pastels, Holden felt slightly high, as if he’d stepped out into another world, perhaps one better than his own. He hoped so.

Holden intended to drive Scott home, but he said he just wanted to sleep now, fuck going home, so they ended up sleeping at Holden’s place. That’s all they did; not only were they too tired to have sex, but they didn’t really undress either. They just collapsed on Holden’s bed and went to sleep almost immediately, and Holden knew that was a sign he was getting older. He preferred sleeping alone—he didn’t like anyone impinging on his space and often found it difficult to sleep when sharing a bed—but he had no trouble this time. Still, when he woke up with Scott’s arm around him, he was momentarily disoriented. But he was conscious enough to reach for the phone, his Fox cell, and he knew who was calling him because of the specialized ringtone.

Yes, he had a specialized ringtone for every client. (Hell, he had a specialized ringtone for Roan, too, on his regular cell, although Roan probably wouldn’t like to know it was “Wolf Like Me” by TV On The Radio.) Since it was “London Calling,” he knew it was Trevor.

Trevor’s real name was Graham, and yes, he was British. He’d been a client of Holden’s for a long time, almost two years, and he was probably his favorite client. Graham wasn’t bad looking (not handsome per se, but not unattractive, and trim and in good shape), he was generous, and he always treated Holden with respect. This was a business arrangement, he knew it, and he acted like it was, which Holden rather liked. It felt like they were on an even footing, like they were equals, and to be brutally honest, he always felt like he was above most of his clients in some way. That probably wasn’t fair, but it helped his self-esteem immeasurably.

Graham was, like Scott, bisexual, and in the closet about it. He had a wife and two kids, and they had no idea about his proclivities as he kept his “urges” stifled at home. But on the road, he’d decided to let it out, figuring it was unlikely it would ever get back to his family. He traveled a lot; therefore, he didn’t have too many pent-up urges. Holden had no idea who he worked for or in what capacity, although he had the idea Graham was an executive of some sort. He liked not knowing, as he honestly didn’t care where his clients worked or what they did, or even about their families. He wasn’t a therapist, although he was treated that way quite a bit. Graham didn’t treat him that way; sometimes he mentioned problems with a colleague or a client of his own (a business client, not someone he was sleeping with for money), but not often. They traded lots of small talk, current events, odd little things. Graham had started asking him for book recommendations for flights since he liked the first book Holden had recommended to him, which seemed funny. “Why am I reading this? Oh, my rent boy said it was good.” From Graham, he’d learned enough about British politics to make Holden wonder if he was involved in it in some way.

Graham had caught an earlier flight and was in town right now. As Holden rubbed sleep from his eyes, he told him he’d be there in twenty minutes. After hanging up, he noticed it was almost two in the afternoon, so at least he’d gotten some sleep.

Scott was still sleeping, the deep “drooling on the pillow” kind, and while he felt like he should tell him to do his damn laundry if he was going to drool on Holden’s pillow, he figured they’d both gotten worse things on the sheets. He’d live; it was just the idea of it.

He showered quickly and got dressed in loose-fitting jeans, a roomy blue T-shirt, and his black Converse sneakers. Graham didn’t require him to dress like a cartoon hustler, all tight clothes and package-enhancing underwear, because they were far beyond that now. There was something oddly comfortable in the whole arrangement, even though it was still a purchasing agreement.

He didn’t need to take anything besides the usuals (condoms, lube, Viagra) because Graham was also very vanilla. You’d think he’d be into kink (where he got this idea the Brits were kinky he had no idea—Monty Python?), but he wasn’t.

He considered leaving Scott a note, but why? It felt weird. So he simply wrote “Had to go” on a Post-it and stuck it on the bathroom mirror where he was sure to see it. Holden kind of hoped Scott wouldn’t be here when he got back because there was only so much togetherness he could take in a day.

When he arrived at the Sheridan Hotel, he found Graham in his room, eating a light lunch of tomato bisque soup, a fancy-ass cheese plate, and some artisan bread along with a beer he declared “absolutely terrible” (he was very chauvinistic about Britain having the best beers). Still, he invited Holden to join him, and since Holden hadn’t had any breakfast, he did. The soup wasn’t bad, but he really loved all the grapes that came with the cheese plate; Graham didn’t eat grapes as he thought they were awful for some unfathomable reason.

It was a pleasant afternoon, familiar, comfortable—that word again—and free of any attachments, which may have been the best part of it. Holden came out after showering to find Graham ironing his shirt. He’d never seen anyone iron anything, but Graham was kind of fussy about his appearance, which was probably the most stereotypical thing about him. Holden got dressed but kept an eye on Graham as he stood there in his pale-blue boxers and a thin, close-fitting white undershirt he called a “vest,” ironing his white dress shirt. He was forty-nine but looked about forty, his brown hair cut short and neat, the lines around his eyes still within the window of time when they were refined looking and not sad. He was ironing edges so sharp they looked like they could draw blood. “You’re the only person I’ve ever seen iron,” Holden admitted.

Graham glanced up at him, not stopping, and scoffed. “What, your mother didn’t iron your clothes when you were a child?”

“No, I don’t think so. She hated laundry. We had a cleaning lady most of the time.”

That made Graham set his little travel iron aside—yes, it was his iron; Holden had seen him unpack it from his luggage—and stare at him with something like wonder. “You had servants?”

“Just the one. What, you were expecting a dirt poor refugee?”

“No, but... it’s a little surprising.” He chuckled to himself as he slid on his iron-warmed and flattened shirt, and Holden prompted him.

“What?”

“You are a mystery to me, Fox. I suspect you’re much more clever than you let on.”

“Me? Nah. I’m only as clever as I need to be.”

Graham had this way of looking at you that said he didn’t quite believe you, but he’d play along. His eyes were such a pale hazel, they were almost another color entirely, something like weak tea, and had such intelligence in them, you knew you didn’t want to argue with him if you could at all avoid it. “If you say so.” It was while he was stepping into his assuredly expensive slacks that he said, “I was wondering if you’d like to accompany me to Las Vegas the weekend of the 27th.”

Holden had just finished zipping up his jeans and was caught off guard. “What? What for?”

“Oh, I have some dreary conference there, and last time I was bored out of my mind. What is the appeal of gambling? Do you know?”

“It’s the lure of money for nothing. If you can call blowing your last hundred bucks on a slim chance nothing.”

“Ah, is that it? Anyways, I thought you could come along as my assistant. You’d be free to do whatever you want while I’m attending the conference, but I’d hope you’d be available afterwards.”

After all this time, still coy with his wording. It was a habit of his he just couldn’t break. “You’re not gonna tell people I’m only there to lift your luggage, are you?” Holden asked.

That made Graham genuinely laugh, showing he was aware of that “homophobe really a big fat homo” scandal. At this point, Holden thought everyone should collectively agree that those who rabidly hated gays were clearly gay themselves and totally ignore their self-hating bullshit. Everyone would be better off. “God, no. I’m not that pathetic, am I? You’re clever enough to actually be my assistant. I know for a fact you’re smarter than the latest intern in the office. Dear lord, you can hear pebbles rattling in his skull when he shakes his head.”

Holden himself didn’t like Vegas. He went once and found it sordid, but not in an enjoyable way. Skeevy, like an eighty-year-old priest who can’t stop pawing you. He chalked it up as one of those straight people things he’d never understand, but the fact that a bi didn’t get it either made him feel better. (Although Graham was a fussy Brit, so maybe that lessened the impact.) “When you say weekend... you mean the entire weekend?”

Graham nodded, neither mussing his hair nor rumpling his collar. “Yes, the twenty-seventh and the twenty-eighth. I’ll take care of the plane ticket and lodgings, and of course your meals are on me.”

“On top of my usual fee?”

“Of course.”

“That’s quite a bit of money.”

“I can afford it, and you’re worth it. Can you do it?”

It wasn’t the first time a client had requested more than his usual time. He required extra if someone had wanted him to spend the night, and some had actually paid it. But two days in a row? Weird, but again, not unheard of. It was two weeks away, and he had nothing going that weekend as far as he knew. If any other clients called that weekend, he’d just tell them he was busy. It was weird, but he liked Graham and knew he wasn’t a freak, probably just very lonely and wanting someone he knew and trusted. “Yeah, I’m sure I could. Just let me know the time I should show up at Sea-Tac.”

That made Graham grace him with a genuinely sweet half smile that he wouldn’t have expected from a man of his age and station. And while Holden smiled back, he found himself once again wondering how his life could be so fucking weird.

––––––––
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ON HIS way home, Holden realized he hadn’t been shopping for a while, so he stopped to get a few things. Now he felt weird being in a store, behaving like a normal person. But he was a normal person, wasn’t he? He just happened to be a prostitute and a freelance vigilante sidekick to a lion guy. Nothing abnormal about that. Christ, he should start doing acid, just so stuff started making more sense.

It was early evening by the time he got back home, and Scott was gone, as he’d expected. He left a note that simply read “Call me,” and Holden wasn’t sure if he would or wouldn’t.

He tossed a frozen dinner in the microwave, and while it heated, poured himself a glass of gin, the only glass of gin he was going to allow himself tonight. He was going to limit his intake, see if things got any clearer. He doubted it, but he wanted to make sure.

He watched television, but without any awareness of what he was watching, mindlessly shoving food in his mouth, not 100 percent sure what he was eating. His best guess was some kind of meatloaf. He should have read the box more carefully.

Holden decided to check his phone messages, and that’s when the phone rang. He had a long moment where he mentally debated letting it go to call messaging, but on the fourth ring, he answered it. “Yeah?”

There was a small noise, somewhere between a gasp and a sigh, and that was enough to let him know it was a woman on the other end of the line. “This Fox?”

“Yeah,” he replied warily. Did he know this voice?

There was a sniff before she replied, “It’s Tika, ’member?”

“Tika....” He scoured his memory, glad he hadn’t had enough alcohol to blur everything. “Shit, Trey Tika?”

“That’s me.”

“Holy fuck, girl, where you been? Last I heard, you were doing a nickel in Purdy.” Purdy was the home of a women’s prison, and Tika had been no stranger to it. She was one of the working girls—nee common streetwalkers—he knew in his early days. Her nickname was Trey, which was somehow related to her love of wigs, but he was never sure how and always felt too stupid to ask. The male and female prostitutes rarely fraternized, but they got along fairly well most of the time.

“Yeah, I got out last year. I’ve been tryin’ to stay clean....” She sniffed again. Either she’d been crying or doing a bump. “Look, I need your help. Rico’s dead.”

You know what? He hadn’t had enough gin to deal with this right now. Fuck sobriety; it was highly overrated.
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 Stay Human
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HOLDEN wasn’t surprised Rico was dead. If anything, he was surprised he had lived this long.

Rico was one of those stereotypical hustlers. Meaning he had a drug habit that could keep Columbia solvent for a year and would make Lindsay Lohan say, “Enough for you.” He was also neurotic as hell and probably bisexual, although he said he was straight. When Holden knew him, he was one hot mess, and not in a good way. Did they fuck once? Yeah, maybe, but they’d been wasted at the time. Rare for Holden, pretty much constant for poor Rico (whose real name was David).

Rico and Tika (yes, it kind of rhymed) were a couple, on and off, for what seemed like forever. True, they were both hookers, but that was a job, and if you were gonna have a relationship with a hooker, you couldn’t have any sexual jealousy hang-ups. Although it did happen; supposedly what broke Rico and Tika up at least once was someone’s inability to stand the other sleeping around. He’d heard from Rico it was Tika, and he’d heard from Tika it was Rico. It was possible they were both right.

He expected Tika to tell him it was a drug overdose, or some sort of drug-related incident, which is why he was shocked when she told him Rico was bludgeoned to death, his head beat in with a heavy object. Holden couldn’t believe that because shooting was more likely in a drug deal gone wrong, with stabbing and potential strangulation on the far end of it. Bludgeoning? Weird.

He didn’t tell Tika any of this, and it didn’t matter because she still kept talking. Her story was rambling and discursive, but he got everything he was supposed to: Rico did a little time in prison himself, but they stayed in touch, and they were back in an “on” phase of their half-assed relationship when he went missing Friday night. Well, not missing, he just wasn’t home when he was supposed to be as he’d gone out for a bottle of tequila and was supposed to be right back. She wasn’t worried initially; she figured he got waylaid, as he often did (he had the attention span of a golden retriever with brain damage, which he usually blamed on crack), and didn’t really think about it. But when Saturday came around and she hadn’t heard from him—no text, no phone call—she started asking mutual friends if they knew where he was, figuring he’d relapsed. (His attempts to “go straight” were usually half-hearted and lasted only as long as the court dictated.) But no one had seen, partied with, or heard from him, and by Sunday she made inquiries to the police, who were less than helpful, and why not? Rico was a known frequent flyer, who spent more time transient than in an actual place of residence. These were guys who got up, walked away, and disappeared with great frequency. They seemed to think he had abandoned Tika—again. This time with her tequila money.

It was possible, even though they were getting along, and she chalked it up to that until she heard about the body found dumped by an industrial waste facility near Tukwila. Rico, as it turned out.

There were a number of questions, not the least of which was Tukwila—who the hell would go to Tukwila? Well, he was dumped there, and it was possible that was all the place was good for. But who had killed him? The time of death was apparently somewhat inconclusive, with him being dead anywhere between twelve and thirty-six hours before he was found. Huge gap there—again, why? The cops weren’t able to pull much from the scene either, although considering it was a waste dump and just the dumping spot, not where he was killed, there wasn’t a whole lot of uncontaminated evidence you could pick up from such a place anyway. She felt their investigation was half-assed at best, probably because of who he was and his social strata.

She’d heard, from friends of friends, Holden was now “slumming with” (ha!) a private detective, and she was hoping he could look into it. She didn’t have a lot of money, but she was working a steady job at a consignment shop and could pay him in installments. He knew just from hearing this he’d get absolutely nowhere so fast he’d get dizzy from it, but he also felt a little bit of guilt as well. Because he knew Rico, because he knew Tika, and he could hear she was really broken up about it. And fuck the cops; he already knew they wouldn’t break their backs looking for someone who took another burnout off the street. Shit. Weren’t there good old days when he didn’t have a conscience?

He told her to save her money because he didn’t think he’d get very far, but he promised to make some inquiries and see what he could dig up. He warned her that he would most likely get nothing. In cases like this, when there was a physical distance between place of murder and the body itself, as well as a length of time between the event and the discovery, things got muddled fast.

After hanging up, he thought he needed Roan’s police contacts, but he didn’t know any of them, and what was the likelihood they would talk to him anyway? He’d never been in the brotherhood of cops; case in point, he was on the opposite side, the bad guy’s side. He was an enemy combatant.

Well, Kevin might talk to him, soft touch that he was, but he didn’t know his number, and he wasn’t about to bug Dylan for it. So what was left?

Well, if he couldn’t go to the cops, he had no choice but to go to his fellow enemy combatants. He knew people Tika didn’t know, mainly because she didn’t know the male hustlers all that well. He did. He knew their drug dealers, their pimps, their extorters. He knew many of the things that hid under rocks when the sun came out and couldn’t be found in the light of day.

It was night now; it was getting late. If he was going to do this thing, now was the optimum time.

With a sigh, Holden levered himself off the sofa, turned off the set, and went to change into worn jeans, a second-hand T-shirt (advertising Dick’s Drive-In, of course, a shirt rich in double entendre), scuffed sneakers, and a brown leather jacket that was so old it was soft and so big it obviously wasn’t his. Street gear.

Time to hit the old corners, see if anyone he knew was still alive.

––––––––
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THERE was no getting around how dreary a hospital was—even if it was a research hospital, like this one—and you tried to find ways to amuse yourself. Dylan could feel depression sinking low on his shoulders, weighing him down, threatening to push him through the floor.

When Rosenberg offered to buy him dinner and have a talk with him, he agreed, mainly because it would get him out of this place for a while.

They went across the street to a casual restaurant that seemed to serve a lot of doctors but oddly didn’t have much in the way of health food. He made do with a salad and a baked potato as Rosenberg had a chicken sandwich and told him about a new vaccine they were working on that had a lot of promise. It seemed to disrupt the RNA of the cat virus, preventing it from multiplying, but they hadn’t done any human trials yet. Still, she thought this might be the way forward, although when he asked if this would help Roan at all, she shook her head. “We’d probably disrupt all his RNA. That ain’t good.”

Because the virus was so much a part of him? That was the implication. Roan probably wouldn’t have liked to hear that.

She started gently prodding him, all but saying “Go home before you lose your mind,” but he pretended to be oblivious to it. He knew he should, but, perversely, he didn’t want to. He was going to stay here, get Roan to wake up, and then beat the shit out of him for being so passive-aggressive about all this. He wasn’t a passive-aggressive type, he was an aggressive type, so why change tactics now?

She was almost done with her sandwich when her beeper went off (doctors still had those?), and while looking at it, she cursed extravagantly and apologized, but she had to go. Seeing the look on his face, she promised it wasn’t Roan but a guy with a panther strain who was suffering a number of complications (what, she didn’t say). He was left behind to finish his salad in peace, but he really wasn’t interested in eating. It wasn’t a very good salad anyway.

He decided to finish his iced tea, though, and that’s what he was doing when a man came up to his table. “Toby?”

His Panic nickname. He looked up, curious, but it took him a surprisingly long time to place the face. It was a blond man, lean build, in a striped rugby jersey and khakis, only wearing an earring in one ear, a plain platinum ring. It took him a moment, and it was the fact that he was wearing the one earring that threw him off. He used to have multiple piercings, but he must have let them heal over, including the one in his eyebrow.

“Matt?”

The man nodded and quickly said, “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna go all Fatal Attraction on you. I’m really sorry about that.”

Yes, the last time he’d seen Matt Skouris, he’d shown up wasted at Panic, accusing him of stealing Roan away from him and calling him many choice names. Roan told Matt he wasn’t interested in him and never had been, put him in a cab, and sent him home. It was the last either of them had seen of Matt in years, although Roan had received a phone call from Matt, apologizing for everything and saying he was going back to rehab.

Dylan was so weary he couldn’t even work up the slightest bit of concern about this. Matt looked at the bench seat across from him with eagerness, and Dylan nodded, giving him silent permission to sit down. Matt did, pushing aside Rosenberg’s unclaimed dish. “I sent Roan an e-mail, a couple of them, but then I found out there might have been a reason he wasn’t getting back to me beyond him still being pissed at me. How’s he doing?”

“He’s... stable,” Dylan said, unable to think of what else to say. Yes, he was stable; he’d been stable for a while. There’d been no change at all. “So how was rehab?”

Matt winced as if that was something he didn’t want to think about. “Okay. I’ve been sober for a year.” Dylan looked at him curiously as that math didn’t work, and Matt admitted, with an embarrassed roll of his shoulders, “The first rehab didn’t take. I lapsed kinda hard afterwards. But after that I got in a good program, so... yeah.”

“Good, that’s good,” he said, then added, somewhat awkwardly, “My name’s actually Dylan, by the way.”

He nodded with an anemic smile. Matt had gone back to a well-groomed look, which gave him an oddly innocent appearance. His eyes were blue—real color, or colored contacts? Dylan couldn’t say right now—and he was clean-shaven, which suited his thin, twink style. He didn’t look quite as pubescent as he had the last time Dylan had seen him—hard living and time had aged him a little. Still, he didn’t yet look his age. “I thought it was, but I couldn’t remember, so I figured to err on the side of caution.”

The waitress came by and asked if Matt wanted anything, and when he said no and she moved on, he continued nervously. “So I saw that article on Roan, in Future Shock? And I thought maybe I oughta get some closure there. Kyle thought I should.”

“Kyle?”

“My, um, boyfriend. Partner? Partner sounds weird, like we’re part of a law firm, but boyfriend just sounds juvenile. I never know what to say.”

“Roan would probably have several possibilities, and only half would be obscene.”

That made Matt smirk. “Yeah, probably. Also, that was a helluva pic with that article. Is he getting hotter as he gets older, or what?”

“He’s not aging poorly,” Dylan agreed. He didn’t add “except healthwise and possibly psychologically,” because they both knew that, and it was kind of a downer anyway. Matt seemed to be waiting for him to say more, volunteer something, but he wasn’t about to say they had gotten married for legal purposes. It might upset Matt, and he had no idea if Matt would believe it was for legal reasons.

Finally, Matt sat back, scratching his arm through his blue and green sleeve. He was done waiting. “I asked around as I saw someone tried to torch his office. What asshole did that?”

Dylan was forced to shrug. “The cops are investigating, I don’t know how far they’ve gotten. But ever since he stopped the Grant Kim shooting and got everyone’s attention, our life has been turned upside down. Hate groups are actively stalking him and me in more numbers than ever before. I think they get the idea that he’s different from the rest of them. I mean, beyond infected and beyond refusing to be embarrassed by it. I think they suspect... God, how do I even put it?”

“He’s more human than human?”

“You know, if Roan were here, he’d tell you that’s from Blade Runner, and he’d probably be flattered.”

Matt smiled, a sickly little grin that seemed to be the complete embodiment of melancholy. “Still a nerd, huh? Nice to know some things are consistent.” After a pause, he added, “I know he’s not... I know he can... in case you were worried I didn’t know. I do. I saw it once.”

Roan hadn’t mentioned that, but then he tried not to talk about the fact that he could shift so easily into a change, that the lion could overwhelm him and take over as soon as he took his foot off the brake. “Really? Can I ask what happened?”

“Oh, it was that time that crackhead was stalking me. He and his friend attacked me, and Roan arrived to break it up. Those wastoids were such idiots, they thought they could get the better of Roan just ’cause they had a gun and eighty pounds of muscle on him. I have to admit I was scared for Roan there for a minute. He was really taunting them.”

“That’s his fighting technique. He waits for someone else to make the first move, and if he can make them do something stupid, all the better. Although the stupidest thing you could do is get in a fight with him in the first place.”

“Yeah, and I guess now I can see the wisdom of that, but at the time it was just terrifying. Anyways, they made him mad, y’know? Hurt him, kinda. And he started... well, I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t even know what I saw even now, you know? But his eyes kinda got this weird look in ’em, and he sorta, like, had this Bruce Campbell chin all of a sudden, except his mouth was bleeding and he looked like he had more teeth than he had before. And he roared. I mean, holy shit, it wasn’t someone pretending to roar, it was an angry-lion-at-the-zoo kinda roar, and everybody who heard it musta shit their pants ’cause it was loud and scary. You never expect to hear that up close.”

“It’s scary,” Dylan admitted, remembering the first time he really saw Roan’s partial change up close and personal, and he felt a flush of shame at how he’d reacted. “The first time I saw it happen, it caught me off guard. I was a little freaked out by it.” And it wasn’t just the physical change, although that—and the sheer violence of it, the way the bones snapped like gunshots and blood poured from his nose and mouth like he was being internally torn apart (which was more or less true)—was a huge part of it. But there was a part of it that he could never quite articulate or explain. It was like something else was taking over Roan. Not the lion, but another aspect of Roan, another part of him he kept hidden—a part hidden for damn good reason. It was his dark side given form, something so savage the lion would have been scared away. That’s what bothered Roan most of all, perhaps: that there was this part of him that seemed to be the lion, but was it really? Dylan wanted to think it was, but he wasn’t sure he bought it completely.

“Yeah, well, who wouldn’t be? It’s fucking freaky. People aren’t supposed to be able to do that, y’know? But Roan is such a stubborn bastard, he doesn’t even obey the laws of physics.”

Dylan chuckled. It was funny because it was true. Matt did work with Roan for a long time, and Dylan felt bad for him. Yeah, he wanted something from Roan he couldn’t give—Roan was just never going to love him, no matter how much Matt wanted that—and he overreacted to the start of their relationship, but Matt wasn’t a bad kid. He tried really hard, and he did help Roan when he needed him the most, whether he knew it or not. Things just ended badly, as things sometimes could. It wasn’t fair, but it was life.

Matt sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Is he ever getting out of the hospital?”

A fair question, but one that made Dylan flinch. “I don’t know,” he admitted, suddenly feeling cold. If he’d been asked before he was greeted by the lion, he’d have said yes, but now he didn’t know for sure.

It was all on Roan. And it all depended on whether he wanted to bother with the world anymore or not. That was not a bet Dylan was silly enough to make.

He was finishing his tea when his cell, which was set to vibrate, hummed in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the display, and his heart sank as he realized it was Doctor Rosenberg. She never called him, so the fact that she was now was horrible news. He answered it with a slightly breathless, “Yeah?”

“You need to get over here now,” she said, as if he hadn’t figured out that bit for himself.

“What’s happened?”

“Just get here,” she replied, and he thought he heard a commotion in the background before she hung up.

Matt was looking at him wide-eyed across the table, perhaps reflecting his own alarm. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, standing up. “But lately I never know.” And sometimes, he clung to ignorance being bliss, or at the very least an ability to sleep at night. But he wasn’t admitting that to Matt. Or, quite frankly, anyone, ever.

There were some things people just didn’t need to know.
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3
 Never Let Me Down Again
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BY THE way people were scrambling about in the otherwise sedate lobby, Dylan knew something had gone horribly wrong. He just bet Roan had something to do with it.

He was right. He took the elevator up to Roan’s floor and was almost immediately greeted by a metal security door where Rosenberg and several butch orderlies, some with drug guns that looked distressingly like sniper rifles, were waiting as if preparing for a siege. Rosenberg looked at him and opened her mouth to speak, only to be silenced by an angry roar, loud enough that she winced and most of the orderlies cringed. The two biggest orderlies were peering through bulletproof glass windows into the IU—also known as the “infected unit”—and one of them muttered in Spanish, “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”

Dylan moved beside Rosenberg and asked with an even mixture of disbelief and weariness, “Roan got out?”

“He was number two.”

“Number two?”

“Remember that problem with the panther infected that cut my dinner short? Before I even got here, he escaped his room, transformed. A twelve-oh-two—emergency evac—was called while they got the cat wranglers up to drug it, but before they could move in, Roan burst out of his room and got into a roaring contest with it. The panther tried to attack him, and he threw it behind the check-in desk. It’s still making noises, but I think it’s hurt as it ain’t coming out of there. I’d say it has given up, but Roan isn’t accepting surrender.”

“Wasn’t he drugged?”

The big orderly closest to him, a Hispanic built like a bouncer but with a more military-style buzz cut, snorted and said, “Fuck yeah, man. He had enough phenobarbital in him to put down a pair of bull elephants. He shouldn’t have regained consciousness ’til Christmas.”

Oh God, Roan and his drug tolerance. Surely Rosenberg knew of his pill popping, but apparently his tolerance was greater than anyone had imagined. “Well, shit. He survived elephant tranquilizers; I guess that means he can survive anything.”

Even though Dylan had been speaking to Rosenberg, the orderly looked at him funny. “He’s had elephant tranqs?”

Rosenberg chose to ignore him. “I’m hoping maybe you can disrupt him.”

“How?”

“Talk at him, or more probably, yell at him. He may recognize your voice, and it’ll throw him off enough that we can fill his ass with new tranqs.”

“What?” Dylan couldn’t really believe what he was hearing. “He hasn’t recognized my voice once.”

“This is a stress situation,” she said. “His adrenaline is up. He’s frayed. I’m hoping you can get in through the edges.”

As a theory, it was interesting. Viable? Probably not. “No offense at all, but that’s a sucky plan.”

“Tell me about it, but it’s all I got. You got anything better?”

Dylan nudged the bouncer orderly aside and looked through the bulletproof portal into the ward beyond. There was Roan, crouched on top of the reception desk, completely naked, IV tubes snaking out behind him, still attached to his arms and making his blood ooze out in long crimson trails on the white floor. Of course, he still looked human, save for the odd way the muscles in his arms, chest, back, and legs bulged and twitched, like they were undergoing simultaneous but separate spasms. But he hadn’t transformed, not one bit. Save for his eyes, which had that flat lack of humanity in them; they were pure animal, all inarticulate rage. He was snarling loudly, lips pulled back painfully to reveal darker than average gums and shorter than (lion) average teeth, although his canine teeth did kind of look pronounced. Then again, lately, they always looked kind of pronounced. He could still remember kissing him a couple of weeks back and cutting his tongue on one of them.

“No, I guess not.” He felt an unaccustomed swell of anger toward Roan and looked around for whatever released the security door. He found it and threw the latch, but the burly orderly grabbed him and held him back.

“Let him go,” Rosenberg ordered. And for an elderly woman, she could give orders like a drill sergeant. “Just open the door a crack, Dylan. Miguel, aim your gun through it, and when you have a clear shot, take it.”

“Through a crack in the door?” he complained. “What the fuck am I, a sniper?”

“Just try.”

“Let me talk to him first,” Dylan said, although he knew almost immediately “talk” was the wrong word. He shouldered open the door a crack and angrily shouted, “Roan, stop this now!”

Roan cocked his head, looking in Dylan’s direction but not quite at him. He wasn’t sure the lion’s vision was good enough to make him out, or if it at all cared.

“Are you making a point, is that it? You’re stronger than the lion, so this means you’re doing this on purpose! Give it a rest, Roan, you’re embarrassing yourself.” He didn’t know if any of this was true, but Dylan felt a sort of grim satisfaction shouting it.

Now the lion was interested. He jumped off the check-in desk, landing easily on his feet, and started stalking toward the door. As slender as he was, naked, tattooed, scarred, and dragging tubes leaking blood, he should have been pathetic, but he was truly frightening. It wasn’t just the growling, although that helped, and the hard look in his eye, although that was most of it. He was actually stalking, walking in a way that was partially stiff although occasionally fluid, a gait just not meant for the body that was using it.

“I can’t get a shot,” the orderly complained. “Unless you want me to drug his ankles.”

“Ankles would do,” Rosenberg told him.

“Stop it Roan, now! I mean it! This has gone far enough.”

Roan’s snarl ratcheted up several notches in volume, and the way his upper lip curled so dramatically, it looked like he was tearing his mouth with the force of it. “Damn it, Roan, stop!” Dylan screamed it, so angry he was actually starting to cry. He didn’t realize it immediately; he felt tears on his cheeks and knew his eyes weren’t just watering from the orderly’s aftershave. (Although it was pretty powerful.)

Amazingly, Roan froze. Something like confusion passed over his face, a fast-moving cloud of an expression, but for a moment the lion wasn’t dominant. He seemed to be wavering unsteadily on his feet, and then his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed to the floor.

Dylan shoved open the door all the way, intending to go to Roan, but the beefy orderly grabbed him and held him back, while the other one, a thinner white guy who was almost seven feet tall, moved on ahead, aiming his drug gun down at Roan. He wasn’t moving. “Let him go. Get the panther,” Rosenberg said, although it was actually an order.

Reluctantly, the orderly took his hand off Dylan’s shoulder and went to the check-in desk. Dylan and Rosenberg both went to Roan, who was being watched carefully by the giant orderly. She put a hand on his neck, searching for a pulse, while Dylan wasn’t sure whether to slap Roan or hug him. It didn’t matter, as he seemed to be out cold again. Even his muscles had gone back to being still.

“Pulse is erratic,” she reported. “I think he’s okay. We just really need to stop the bleeders.”

The bouncer orderly shot the panther, and the pneumatic hiss and clunk of the drug gun made Dylan start. He’d learned to hate that noise as much as a gunshot.

Rosenberg patted him on the back and said, “Good job, kiddo. He heard you.”

But did it do any good? He looked down at Roan, still and pale, blue veins pulsing faintly beneath adrenaline-flushed skin, eyelids looking bruised. Dylan didn’t need to ask Rosenberg if he was comatose again because he already knew the answer.

He honestly wondered if Roan would ever wake up again. It was all he could do not to start crying even harder.

––––––––
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HOW long ago was it he was sharing a joint with a hockey player, watching a science show? Holden couldn’t remember right now, but he was having a curious sense of déjà vu. Although sitting on a roof sharing a joint with an Asian transvestite hooker wasn’t really the same thing at all.

His initial scoping of his old corners turned up no one familiar, until he ran into Ravyn, and she seemed surprised to see him. After ribbing him about going “big time” on all of them, she said she was taking a break as her feet were killing her and invited him to join her. Her place to go and smoke in peace turned out to be the roof top of a seedy bar, which had a single floor transient hotel just above it. To access the roof, they had to walk through both. The dive bar was straight oriented but little attended, and the bartender, an older bald guy with a head surely as wrinkled as his ball sack, seemed to not really notice or care about Ravyn passing through, suggesting he was used to it. They encountered no one in the hallway of the hotel, although Holden smelled mildew, cigarettes, burned soup, and despair, indicating someone was staying up here. He wondered how long they’d last before they committed suicide because this was pretty much the last stop before death.

Upstairs, the roof was a mess of gravel, peeling tar paper, bird shit, and cigarette butts, as others apparently used her rooftop getaway at times. And it was “her” until she took off the wig. Ravyn was very serious about this; when he was in female drag, he was a she, Ravyn. When the guise was off, he was a he again, simply Alan.

Ravyn popped off her shoes, dramatic but cheap heels, and sat down against the emergency stairwell doorway. Holden joined her, mainly because there wasn’t much else to do. She pulled a short but fat blunt out of her padded bra, and once she lit up, she seemed to just assume he would be smoking it with her. He took a toke, just to be friendly, but the stuff was heavy duty and hit him hard; he felt momentarily dizzy. Maybe he hadn’t eaten enough beforehand.

After some minor chitchat, catching up on each other’s sordid lives, he got to what he wanted to ask: all about Rico. She’d heard what had happened to him and, much like Holden, was surprised Rico had lived so long. She hadn’t seen him for maybe eight months, so she wasn’t a great witness, and he was probably wasting his time with pointless nostalgia. But then she said, “You should ask Newt. If Rico was out partying, it was with him.”

“Newt’s back? I thought he was in jail in Vegas.”

“Eh, that was just a drunk-tank thing. It got blown out of proportion.” Ravyn took another toke and offered him the joint, but he shook his head, taking a pass.

Newt was a fellow street kid, generally a hustler, but sometimes a low-level drug mule. He was the Hunter S. Thompson of hustlers, but only if you considered the character of Hunter S. Thompson in the Fear and Loathing In Las Vegas movie and not the writer. He took so many drugs he seemed to be perpetually stoned, even when he was sober. He’d rewired his own brain with serious substance abuse, and it wasn’t just a miracle he was alive, but a miracle he hadn’t been involved in some kind of multi-state crime spree where he died in a hail of bullets. That was still on the table, and if you were betting on Newt’s death—and some surely were—that had to be the lead vote getter. He wasn’t violent, but he was a perpetual fuckup who was inherently unpredictable and had really bad taste in friends. “Where’s Newt staying now?”

Ravyn snorted before releasing the smoke through her nostrils. “Knowin’ him? Under the viaduct or in someone’s bathtub. But what I’ve heard is he’s been crashing at the Night Owl motel.”

Holden groaned. The Night Owl. What a shithole. You didn’t even have to rent the room by the hour; you could get it in twenty-minute intervals. “The one on Franklin?”

“One and the same.”

“He’d be better off under the viaduct.”

Ravyn laughed more than was warranted, indicating she was really fucked up. Well, her feet probably didn’t hurt anymore. “Yeah, I think I once got crabs from the bedspread there.”

“I think everyone has.” He got to his feet and took a deep breath to try and clear the cobwebs away. “I’m gonna go see if he’s there. See you around, huh?”

She gave him a strangely sad look. “No, honey, don’t. Didn’t your preacher daddy teach you about Lot’s wife? Once you escape, you should never look back. Fox, you should just get the hell out of here and count your blessings that you were smart enough and fast enough to do it. There are no happy endings here. I’m sorry for Tika an’ all, but even dead, Rico may have ended up one of the lucky ones. No good is gonna come from pokin’ around.”

As depressing as that was, he knew she was probably right. But he had started this, and he felt compelled to finish it, or at least try.

It was just one step up from being completely useless.
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4
 Ego Death
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ROAN found himself standing in a hospital hallway, sure he should be somewhere, but not 100 percent certain where that place was. He turned to find a lion waiting at one end of the hall, its face framed by a huge fluffy fall of mane. It was growling at him, and he shook his head and gave it the finger while turning away. “Like I’d be scared of you.”

At the other end of the hall, a man stood. It took Roan a minute to recognize him, but he looked like a younger version of himself. Roan didn’t really look like that, did he? His face was leaner than he thought, and his hair was a slightly lighter shade of red, lighter than it had ever been. But this was a dream, he knew that, and things didn’t always make sense in dreams. “Maybe you should be scared,” his other self said. “You’re losing the fight.”

“What fight?”

“You’re not even trying, are you? Since when did you become such a pussy?”

He sighed, wondering if he could actually punch himself. Would it hurt? Would he care? “Go away. I talk to myself enough.” He turned toward the door he saw in his peripheral vision, only to find it was gone. There was just a smooth, unbroken wall. He touched it, feeling stucco, but there was no seam. He turned again, only to find that his second self and the lion had exchanged places. “Just fuck off already,” he told the lion, then spun to face himself. He—the other he—was sitting in one of those outdoor patio chairs that cafes sometimes had, something that looked like wrought-iron filigree, was either freezing cold or too hot, and was invariably one of the most uncomfortable things you could sit on next to a chair full of spikes. The table he was sitting at was a wooden end table, though. “You do know how stupid this all is, don’t you?”

Roan glared at him. “Talking to myself? Yeah. What’d you do to your hair, you stupid fuck? You tryin’ to go for a junior Carrot Top look?”

His other self didn’t appear amused. “Aren’t you tired of all this sad-sack bullshit? You used to be better than this. What happened?”

Roan turned away, not about to get in an argument with a smartass like himself, but there was the lion, still growling at him. Huffing a sigh through his nose, he picked up the lion. It felt as light as a paper doll. “I told you to piss off.” He then tossed the lion aside, a piece of garbage. He heard a thud of impact but didn’t bother to see if it had landed on its feet.

The hallway became a narrow corridor, and as he turned a corner, he almost walked straight into his younger, other self. “If you can repel the lion that easily, why don’t you? Oh, I get it. You’re afraid of yourself, not the lion. How distressingly Freudian.”

“You think I won’t hit you, is that it?”

His younger self smirked in a really irritating manner. “Oh, I know you will. You enjoy beating yourself up almost as much as everyone else does. You’re taking all the sport out of it.”

He didn’t think about it, he just threw a punch, and it would have hit his other self square on the jaw if he had been standing there, but he had disappeared in a blink. “You’re so predictable,” his younger self said, shaking his head in exasperation. He was now standing farther away, arms crossed over his chest, somehow outside on a sunny sidewalk. Damn it, he hated dreams.

He closed his eyes and focused on waking up. He wasn’t sure it would work, especially since this wasn’t technically a nightmare, but it was worth a shot.

“You really think that’s gonna work?”

He sighed heavily and opened his eyes. “Fine, smartass, say what you’re gonna say so I can wake up.”

His other self shook his head sadly. “I’ve already said it. You already know it too. You’re being an obtuse idiot because it’s easier. Since when have you taken the path of least resistance?”

“Since the path I took didn’t matter in the least.”

“Is it old age that’s made you such a coward? Don’t blame Paris again. You always knew he was going to die.”

“Yes, that makes the pain less, doesn’t it?” he snapped, tired of this. What, like he didn’t know he’d become pathetic, that he’d given up? He knew all too well he had. He wasn’t even 100 percent sure why now, except the will had just gotten sucked out of him. Yes, Paris was the main reason, but he wasn’t all of it. It just seemed like he was fighting a battle that was pointless, and all he was doing was wearing himself out. The haters would win because they always won, and he got tired of beating his head against the same walls.

Roan scowled at his younger self and wondered if he killed himself in a dream, if he’d actually die. It might be worth the risk to find out.

––––––––
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HOLDEN had just reached the Night Owl when he felt his phone start vibrating in his pocket. He wasn’t going to answer it, especially since it was Scott, but by the sixth ring he had a change of heart. “Yeah?”

“Ever heard of a film called The Beast With A Thousand Eyes?” Scott asked without preamble.

“Um, no. Why?”

“It’s on channel twenty-two right now. I’ve been watching it... it’s kind of mesmerizing in its awfulness. I think the monster is a puppet with papier-mâché on it. And as far as I can tell, it has three eyes at most, unless the rest are on its butt or something.”

“That’s gonna happen. Is there a reason you’re calling with a movie review?”

“I’m bored. I thought maybe, if you weren’t doing anything, you’d like to come over. We could watch the movie and try this new microwave caramel popcorn that somehow ended up in our kitchen.”

“Ew! That sounds disgusting.”

“I know, right? Grey doesn’t cop to buyin’ it, but he must have. I didn’t.”

“Isn’t Grey there?”

“Naw, he’s at Tegan’s tonight.” Tegan was Grey’s current girlfriend. Holden knew this because he had been around Scott way too much.

And that was the problem. He’d been around Scott way too much. He didn’t want a relationship, he couldn’t handle one, and this was starting to feel like one. It was both frightening and strangely comforting, which was even more frightening. But he liked listening to his voice, so he settled back against the car seat and closed his eyes. “I’m working on a case right now.”

“Anything exciting?”

“God, no. It’s never anything exciting.” He thought he heard screaming in the background. “The monster eat someone?”

“It’s trying to. Mainly it seems to be humping the ground as a means of locomotion.”

“Now that’s a great date.”

Scott snorted humorously. “Not humping the ground, no.”

“Hump whatever you can get, that’s what I always say.”

“Oh, really?”

“Well, with some obvious restrictions.”

Scott chuckled and took a drink of something, probably a beer. Holden could barely recall first meeting Scott. He thought he was cute but was overwhelmed by Grey’s gentle giant persona and the weird vibe he was picking up from Tank (which turned out to be totally justified, and yet not, as he was simply assuming a defensive posture. It was just that Tank’s idea of a defensive posture was total insanity. And that was brilliant). He assumed Scott was a typical jock, but even Grey turned out not to be typical in any sense of the word; in fact, Holden still didn’t get him at all. Except Grey could be fearless ’cause who was going to fuck with him, and he could see why he idolized Roan, macho asshole that he often was. After a moment, Scott said, “I should be up for a while. So if you wanna drop by later, feel free.”

“What if Grey comes home?”

“What if he does? He won’t care.”

Normally, he would call bullshit, but Grey was so oddly laid back, Holden bet he really wouldn’t care, as long as they didn’t fuck in front of him. And even then he might not care as long as they didn’t block his view of the television. “I don’t know how late I’m gonna be out tonight.”

“Well, keep it in mind. Maybe we can meet for a drink one of these days, huh?”

“What, like a date?”

“Nah, just a beer.”

“Maybe.” They were talking about a date, it was just that neither of them would admit it. Oh well, why not? It was probably easier to pretend.

Holden hung up and got out of the car, heading toward the night manager’s office. It was funny, but after all these years, Sivan was still the night manager. He was a squat but gaunt man with skin the color of a caramel macchiato and an indefinable accent that was almost as comically thick as his mustache, which was definitely a pornstache to be proud of. He was quick to anger but also quick to calm down, which was a good thing since it wasn’t always clear what he was angry about. He was a fighter, though, or had been at some point; his thick sausage fingers had callused knuckles, the type you could only earn through years of punching heavy bags or people. There were rumors that he used to be a “freedom fighter” back in his original homeland, but no one was sure where that was as apparently every time he was asked he gave a different answer. That led to rumors he used to work for the mob—someone’s mob—but he was too old to be an enforcer now. He was cheerfully crooked, though: happy to take money and look the other way when drug deals and prostitution took place in his parking lot, and being as mysterious and grizzled as he was, no one was brave enough to rob him.

Holden slipped him a twenty, and Sivan told him what room Newt was in without once looking away from his portable television, which seemed to be showing a Japanese game show involving scantily clad girls and lizards. (Surely that made sense to someone.)

Newt’s room was farthest away from the office, which made sense. The Night Owl was a bunch of single units laid out in an almost perfect U-shaped formation, and Newt’s room was basically the bottom of the U, the cornerstone that connected the two arms. Holden knocked on the door and wondered what he would say if Newt had a client.

After a moment, he heard stuff shifted away from the door (Newt was paranoid and often piled stuff up in front of a door, whether he could lock it or not), and Newt flung the door open wide. He stared at him a long moment, his pupils so wide you could have driven a truck through them, and finally said, “You’re not the pizza guy.”

What was Newt on? He was standing there in nothing but blue-striped boxer shorts that couldn’t have been his (Newt often liked to freeball it), showing a long, lean torso that was almost concave, a tattoo of a bright green lizard over his left pectoral, and a small reddish-purple bruise visible near his right hip. His chest was naturally hairless, save for a bit of barely visible fuzz in the center of his torso, which Newt always attributed to being half-Filipino. But since Holden had met some hairy Filipinos, he wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Newt’s hair was dark and wavy more than curly, but right now it was a lank rat’s nest of a tangle, and the smell of sweat coming off him seemed to indicate he hadn’t showered in a while. “Dude, it’s me, Fox.”

Newt stared at him once more, clearly tripping balls and barely holding on to the Earth. Holden was about to give up and come back another day, maybe when Newt was slightly more sober, when he suddenly exclaimed, “Oh. I thought you’d joined the Marines.”

He wasn’t kidding, otherwise Holden would have laughed. “What?”

Newt scratched his head with dirty fingernails. He not only had a club stamp on the back of his hand, but it looked like he had a tattoo on the underside of his wrist. It just said “Fuck” in thick black letters. “Oh, wait—I mean an escort agency. I don’t know what I was thinkin’ of. C’mon in, want some acid?”

“You’re doing acid?” That would explain a lot. Since Newt had retreated from the door, scratching his ass and revealing a new tattoo (a small spider on his back, in tramp-stamp location at the base of his spine), Holden had come in and was almost overwhelmed by the funk of the room, which smelled like body odor, burnt wires, and mold. It was dark, the only light a silent television playing flickering pictures of what appeared to be an infomercial. The covers had been pulled off the bed and lumped up on the floor, like a nest for a large bird, while empty booze bottles and orange juice cartons were scattered across the stained carpet like land mines. He had to look around carefully for a place to step.

“I think so.” Newt paused. “Or was that yesterday? Fuck if I know. What month is it?”

“June.”

That startled a laugh out of him as he sat on the stripped mattress and picked up a lit cigarette from where it had been balanced on the top of a Coke can. It looked like a regular cigarette, but the exceedingly acrid smell of it told Holden it had been laced with something more potent than tobacco. Holy fuck, he wasn’t dabbling in angel dust now, was he? “I promised my mother I’d start rehab in June. Good thing I didn’t specify the year, huh? Could you put that back up against the door?”

Holden turned and saw one of those huge wooden spools, the type they rolled up industrial cable on. “Where the hell did you get that?”

“Side of the road. Or somebody’s yard. I dunno. It was here when I woke up.”

Holden shook his head as he shoved the heavy thing back up against the door. He’d accuse anyone else of lying, but not Newt. He’d probably killed more brain cells than he’d ever actually had—the fact that he wasn’t a drooling vegetable just showed you how physically resilient he was.

His real name was Shawn, and he was from somewhere in Texas (location varied, just like it varied for Sivan). He was twenty-five going on eight hundred seven, if you considered how much mileage his fun adventures in drug abuse and wandering aimlessly must have added to his life. That lizard tattoo was supposedly where he got his nickname from, but Holden always figured it was really from the movie Aliens. That little girl the aliens couldn’t manage to kill was called Newt, and drugs hadn’t figured out a way to kill Shawn yet either. One monster was as good as another.

“How you gonna let the pizza man in?” Holden wondered.

Newt looked at him blankly. “Pizza man? You ordered a pizza? Thanks, dude.”

With a heavy sigh, Holden sat on the end of the mattress and fixed Newt with a scornful look. “If I ask you about Rico, will you remember anything that actually happened or didn’t happen?”

Newt gazed at him with those blown-pupil eyes, his irises a mere suggestion of hazel, and said, “Why, did that john kill him?”

Holden stared back at him, wondering if it could possibly be that simple.
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