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Chapter One

She was pretty in a white-bread, picket-fence way. Idal didn’t want to be creepy, but those floor-to-ceiling windows provided the frozen world below such an excellent voyeuristic view. His gaze kept drifting right back up.

If she sensed him watching, she gave no indication. He envied that. A warm, placid bubble of unguarded ignorance. Living that pretty, happy life as if she had no idea how ugly and cold the world could be.

Felt pretty damn cold down there though with nothing but a flattened cardboard box between his frozen ass and the snow.

A footstep crunched behind him. He looked back as his friend, Calaca, slipped into the small space of his cardboard shelter. The guy looked more gaunt than usual. More ragged. But the steam wafting up from a tall paper cup in those bony hands stole Iddy’s attention.

“Are you fucking stupid?” Calaca grumbled as he plunked down next to him.

Iddy’s frozen little heart fluttered. He sucked in a shivery breath through his teeth and snuggled in close against Calaca’s side. “Oh my God, that smells amazing. Can I touch it?”

Calaca scowled at Iddy through his thick emo fringe, but he handed the cup over. “Four more last night.”

That sounded ominous. Iddy would have loved to riddle it out, but his mental faculties were blocks of ice, and the heat that seeped through his threadbare gloves made everything else so much less important.

Calaca glared at Iddy for a long moment. “They found four more bodies, Iddy. All of ’em hobos like you. You should be at the shelter.”

It was sweet that Calaca cared, but Iddy had enough to worry about without adding urban legends on top of it. He hung his nose over the lid’s vent and let the steam caress the numb tip of his nose for a good couple of seconds.

“I’d rather take my chances with the mothman than lock myself in a gymnasium full of violent homophobes.” Iddy closed his eyes as he inhaled the bitter aroma. “Mm, dark roast.” He exhaled with an exaggerated moan.

Calaca let out a derisive laugh. “Fuck, just drink it.”

Iddy’s eyes popped open. He looked excitedly up at Calaca and flashed a broad, frozen-stiff grin. “Oh my God, I love you.” He took a greedy sip. It burned his tongue but felt so damn good going down, he immediately took another.

After a moment, Calaca’s stubborn grumble broke through Iddy’s coffee-flavoured haze with more doom and gloom. “It’s not ‘mothman’. Animal attacks actually happen, you know. It’s not fucking fiction.”

“I definitely heard someone say ‘mothman’.”

“And I heard someone say Chupacabra.” Calaca rolled his eyes. “Fuck, my dealer thinks he saw a UFO, and now he’s got his whole apartment block crying ‘aliens’. Take the word of crackheads and schizos with a grain of salt, you know?”

Iddy snickered. “Damn, there goes my whole news network.”

Calaca curled his lip in a frustrated sneer, and his attention drifted out to the frozen pedestrians bustling by. “Shit… Just get off the street tonight, okay?”

Iddy smiled warmly at him. “That, I can do.”

*

The sun dropped so fast Iddy felt its desperate descent in his bones.

He stood against the wall with his shoulders hunched up to his burning ears. His teeth chattered. Frost teased at the tips of his fingers. This cold snap wasn’t the first this bitch of a winter had thrown at the city, but it promised to be the longest. As if he didn’t already have a thousand knocks against him, it would be a miracle if he survived the season without a permanent hunchback and a few frost-blackened digits.

The clock had struck six o’clock. Pity hour where people with tables full of hot food waiting for them occasionally let their guilty consciences pry a couple of quarters from their thick wallets.

A young girl with a head full of ringlets skittered up to him. She flashed an adorable, pinched-nose smile, sans two front teeth. “Aren’t you cold?”

Iddy let out a shaky laugh. He tried to still his chattering and puffed out his chest. “Of course not. I’m Jack Frost.”

“No, you’re not!” The girl’s nose pinched tighter. “Daddy says bums are boozers. Jack Frost can’t drink—it would freeze!”

“That’s what boozecicles are for.”

The girl giggled. “Boozecicles.” Then her pinched little face turned stern as she pulled a crumpled dollar bill from her pocket. She wiggled it in the air and ordered, “No boozecicles! You need to eat!”

Iddy smiled as warmly as he could manage and tipped his knit hat. “Yes ma’am.”

“Hey!” Someone barked. A middle-aged man stormed across the road towards them. “Get the fuck away from my daughter!”

The evening rush froze still. Every pair of eyes on the street snapped to him with a wave of mass judgment and fear. He froze too, like a deer in the headlights. He wanted to run, but he knew that would validate all their ugly assumptions.

The man snatched the dollar from the little girl. He shoved his way into Iddy’s personal space to tower threateningly over him. “If you touched her, you perverted piece of shit—”

“I—I didn’t,” Iddy stammered.

The girl shrieked, “Daddy!”

Daddy grabbed Iddy by the throat with one hand and threw him roughly against the wall of a derelict bookshop. Iddy barely got out a gasp as his head banged against the brick and he collapsed to the salted sidewalk.

Iddy stayed on his hands and knees. When a splatter of thick, yellow spit hit his cheek, he flinched, but he didn’t move. Much as he desperately wanted to avoid his pants getting soaked through, he didn’t want the guy to think him getting up was a challenge. So, he waited with his head hung low as the guy grabbed the little girl and strutted off. And he kept waiting until the spectators dispersed.

When he finally picked himself up and dared a glance around, people were still watching. Most were subtle about it, but their disgust hung in the air. Their minds were made up in clenched fists and flared nostrils.

There was no way he was getting any more pity money out of that crowd. Time to find somewhere to crash anyway—every minute the temperature dropped more and more. So with a resigned sigh, he collected the bits of change from the Styrofoam bowl at his feet. Two dollars’ worth if he was lucky.

Tonight’s dinner would be a Cola.

*

I’m an idiot. Iddy kicked at a clump of ice. I should have told him I’m gay. His frozen lips pulled tight in an anxious frown as his thoughts turned to mumbles. “No. That wouldn’t help, would it? I’d just get my stupid ass bashed. When did I go from being a street kid to a creepy old child molester? Shit, it was the Jack Frost stuff, wasn’t it?”

A gentle clap answered.

Iddy jumped. He spun clumsily around and half slipped on the ice. He scanned the hazy shadows of the backstreet, half expecting to find someone lurking, but instead, he found a door. A flimsy, wooden door that looked like it had been ripped off a garden shed and tacked onto a big, gloomy warehouse. It flapped slowly in the wind. A big, beautiful, inky-black invitation.

Well, that solved the problem of finding somewhere to squat for the night. So, without further ado, he slipped inside.

Anxiety prickled the back of his neck. Sneaking into strange places always came with a whole host of dangers, but better a run-in with a rabid raccoon or a drunk fellow vagrant than freezing to death out there on a stoop somewhere. He pulled the door closed behind him and stuck the metal latch into place, and then he fell still.

Too dark to see, but his eyes were wide and primed.

Somewhere beneath his feet, a furnace hummed. The walls creaked gently in the wind, and pipes clicked, but there were no voices. No shuffling or snoring. The building didn’t feel empty, but pitch darkness had a way of making him feel like there was someone standing inches in front of him.

He moved along a wall. The room felt big, like he could hear his breath go on forever. He kept waiting for his eyes to adjust, but they didn’t. So, he reached both arms out in front of him.

A flicker of fear tugged at his heart; a faint, ridiculous thought there might be something there, beyond the tips of his fingers he did not want to brush up against.

Twenty years old, and still afraid of the dark. Shoulda stolen a lighter.

He shuffled forward. His breath shook softly, and after a few short steps, his sore fingers bumped into cool, smooth metal. He breathed a sigh of relief and ran his hands over it until he found rows of small doors on one side. Lockers. If there were lockers, there were probably stalls. A perfect, out-of-the-way place to squat for the night.

Iddy made it a few shuffles down the length of lockers when something shifted nearby.

He froze. His breath caught in his throat. Something grunted behind him.

Panic tightened in his chest. He wanted to run. Desperately. But he knew better than to make quick movements around anything with a prey drive. He forced himself to move painfully slow. He crept across the hard floors, but his wet boots were not fit for stealth. At the end of the lockers, he reached out ahead of him to go blindly into the darkness.

Please let there be another door. He tried not to breathe. He tried to will his sweat glands to stay nice and frozen as if the smell might give him away.

Something dragged across the floor behind him. Footsteps thumped so heavy he could feel the vibrations through his boots. The air shifted as something large drew near.

Fuck it.

Iddy sprang into a run with his arms flailing. His hand smacked something along the way. Pain shot through his arm, and a yelp tore from his throat. He jerked away from it only to crash sideways through a stall door.

His ass hit the side of a toilet, and his head banged the wall and sent spikes of pain across his skull and sparks of light fizzling behind his eyes.

He stuffed his gloved fist in his mouth to smother a whimper as pain radiated down his spine. He had to get up and run. Had to get out, but the darkness spun wildly around him. When he tried to push himself off the toilet, for a split second he thought he was floating.

His cheek slapped against the cold floor. For an inane moment before the darkness swallowed him whole, he thought he was already dead.


Chapter Two

“Hey.” Officer Ben Hasek stopped by the body on the bench.

School had let out. All the boutiques and restaurants lining the street swarmed with grade schoolers and frazzled parents, and Ben had a spawn of his own attached to his hip. Having a creepy guy hiding under a blanket with so many kids running around made him very uncomfortable.

A pale-blue fleece blanket wrapped the thin frame. The worn-down toe of a boot stuck out one end, but otherwise, not much else was exposed to the cold. Hard to tell his age from that alone or if he was even alive.

He gave the fleece-wrapped shape of a shoulder a gentle shake. “Hey! Sir, you can’t sleep here.”

Chad peeked out around Ben’s arm. “He looks dead.”

“Shit—” Ben cringed at his own curse and gave his son a nudge away. “Go find your mother. I think she went into the salon.”

Chad’s dark eyes lit up as if he took being shooed as confirmation. He leaned closer. “He is, isn’t he? Oh man, this is awesome. Can I take a picture to show at school tomorrow?”

“Chad,” Ben warned.

Chad’s big eyes burned with defiance. His face scrunched, and after a few seconds, he gave a resigned grunt and stomped off.

Ben dropped his gaze to the still form. Not exactly how he wanted to spend his day with his son. His job allowed for so few, and from the looks of it, the blue lump of fleece on the bench would likely either need a rush to the hospital or a visit from the coroner.

He let out a slow sigh as he gently lifted the fleece away from the face. A week’s worth of peach fuzz dusted the soft jaw but did nothing to hide the smoothness of the skin. It was tragic enough to see people freezing out on the streets, but someone so young…

He plucked off his glove and pressed his fingers to the pale, narrow throat.

The soft skin was damn cold but not stiff, and that gave him a flicker of hope. He searched deeper for a pulse until finally a faint heat fluttered against his fingertips. Poor son of a bitch was alive but barely.

Wouldn’t be much longer if Ben didn’t do something about it.

So, he carefully scooped the limp body into his arms and made a beeline to the nearest door.

The head lolled out of the blanket and to his shoulder. His eyes darted down to the young face. He half expected the frosty lashes to flutter open, but they didn’t. Disappointment settled in his gut like a ball of cement. He hoped the kid could survive the ten steps to get inside.

The door opened before he could reach it, and out came a small portly man in a black apron. The guy’s eyes grew big with alarm as he took in the sight, but he quickly stepped aside and stretched the door open wide. “Is he okay?”

“He’s alive,” Ben grunted optimistically. He manoeuvred the body past the stranger and into the cafe. His gaze swept over the tables. “You got a couch?”

“Uh, yeah. Upstairs.” The guy gestured at a wrought-iron spiral staircase. “You are a cop, right? Not some weirdo in a cop jacket with a corpse?”

Ben smiled wryly as he headed up the stairs. He took them one at a time, but that had more to do with his loathing of the damn things than the whole unconscious guy predicament. They felt so flimsy, and the higher he went, the more unsteady his steps felt.

Soon as he cleared the last step, he quickly homed in on the closest couch—a curved, yellow sectional—and set the body down. He called out, “You got any blankets?”

“Coming right up, Officer.”

Ben sat on the edge of a cushion next to young man’s hip. He murmured a quick request for EMTs into his radio, and then he carefully peeled the blanket away to do a proper inspection.

A small guy, but without the awkward look of adolescence. Must have been a couple of ticks into adulthood. A messy, greasy braid rested across one shoulder. Looked like it might have been blond once upon a time, but hard to be sure with all that street grime streaked through it. His eyes looked big. And round.

Ben imagined them wide open and glimmering. Jesus, he’d been watching way too much anime with Chad.

The winter clothes were full of holes. Rusty safety pins tacked a few closed. Not enough to fight the cold. It was all too thick to give an adequate view of body beneath, but at least none of the stains looked like blood.

After checking the pockets and finding nothing but a couple of dimes, he gave up and tucked the blanket in. Finding an ID had been a long shot anyway.

“Shit,” Ben sighed. He glanced up as the portly barista appeared over the top step with a large afghan blanket in his arms. “You wouldn’t happen to know this guy’s name, huh?”

“I try not to look at them. One look is all it takes, ya know? They’re like piranhas—give ’em a taste of blood, and they all jump on you, then suddenly you ain’t got no leg.” The barista dropped the blanket in Ben’s lap.

“Well, I had to ask.”

“Sorry, Officer. Blanket smells like my dog, but—” The barista wrinkled his nose at the young man. “—it’ll probably be an improvement.”

*

Iddy didn’t expect to wake up warm. When his sore eyes fluttered open to greet the unfamiliar, sunlit room, the sight of three other beds and the sound of quietly beeping machines left him even more disoriented.

“Good morning,” came a cheerful, high-pitched voice.

He looked to find a curvy, ginger nurse standing over one of the other beds.

She smiled at him. “You have no idea how good it is to see your eyes open! You had us pretty worried.” She came over to Iddy’s side and picked up his chart. “Can you tell me your name, sir?” She pulled out a pen.

“Idal,” Iddy rasped. His throat felt like sandpaper baked in the desert. He stopped to swallow and wiggle his tongue around to get the spit flowing.

The nurse quickly went to grab a water bottle and a straw off a nearby tray and handed it to him.

He took a long, grateful sip. Soothing lukewarm water flooded his mouth and eased down his pained throat. After each gulp, he let out a relieved gasp. “God. When did water start tasting so good?”

She let out a light, pleasant giggle. “I guess that’s what happens when you go without it for too long. You were pretty dehydrated when they dragged you in here. Now, you were telling me your name?”

“Oh, right. Idal Bisset.”

“Okay, Mr. Bisset. Do you have any family you’d like us to call?”

“No, but…” His gaze drifted to a chair between his bed and the wall where a winter coat draped over the back. On its sleeve was a shield-shaped badge with Mehne Police embroidered across it. He frowned at her. “Am I in trouble?”

“Oh no, sir!” She laughed lightly. “Officer Hasek is the one who found you. He wanted to make sure you woke up okay. So, you wanna tell me how you got that bump on your head?”

Iddy furrowed his brows and his head throbbed in protest. Blurry memories of a locker room wove in and out of his mind. They were hard to grasp, like a dream. He remembered the fear though. The fear of something big coming after him in the dark, but that couldn’t be real.

“Guess not,” the nurse answered for him. She gave his arm a little squeeze. “That’s okay.” Then she frowned, and her tone turned faintly patronizing as she added, “But it’s going to be cold again tonight, so I’m going to give you the number for emergency shelter before you go. Call it, Mr. Bisset. I don’t want to see you in here again tomorrow. Your clothes are in the drawer over there, and you can stop by billing on your way out.” As she headed out the door, she said, “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

Time to go. Iddy started to sit up, but the IV was still painfully attached to the top of his hand. They always ripped them off in the movies, but it hurt enough making a fist.

“Hey.”

Iddy looked up. First thing he saw was the police uniform, and a flash of anxiety prickled at the back of his neck. He usually saw those uniforms while they were prodding him awake with saps or flashlights and ordering him to make himself scarce. But the man wearing it walked in relaxed. Unthreatening. His curly black hair cropped tightly to the top of his head almost brushed the doorframe. His brown eyes were soft and warm with concern: not at all the cop caricature Iddy was used to.

“You’re alive,” the cop joked awkwardly. When Iddy just stared at him, he cleared his throat and stepped inside. “Uh, you hungry?”

A beat of silence answered. Then a hesitant smile played across Iddy’s face. “Always.”

The cop let out a single laugh as his gaze seemed to flit up and down Iddy’s form, making him slightly uncomfortable. The officer moved closer to gently shake Iddy’s hand.

“I’m Ben Hasek.”

“Iddy.”

“Iddy…” His gaze lingered long enough that Iddy began to get a bit self-conscious. But as Iddy started looking for a reflective surface, Ben cleared his throat and put a small bag on the bed. “You didn’t have anything with you, so I got you a few things. Nothing special, just soap, razors, and some warmer gloves.”

“Wow.” Iddy pulled the bag onto his lap and peeked inside. “That’s really—”

“It’s nothing. Trying to be a good example for my son.”

Iddy lifted his gaze. It sounded dismissive at first, almost hostile, but when he noticed the subtle brightness tinting Ben’s ears, he realized the poor guy was bashful. He fought a grin and pulled out the thick, fuzzy gloves.

He stuck them on his hands and wiggled his fingers. “How do they look on me? Sexy, right?”

Ben chuckled. “Warm.”

*

“What can I get you gentlemen?”

Iddy looked up from the menu to the petite waitress standing over him. She looked like a two-packs-a-dayer, judging from how dried out her skin was—almost as dry as her voice—and her dark-purple hair was so big she easily cleared an extra foot without the help of her pumps.

Ben frowned at his menu’s first laminated page, then checked his watch. “Uh, how about two coffees, a plate of barbecue chicken wings, and two monster burger platters?” He looked at Iddy for confirmation, then nodded at the waitress. “Thanks.”

“All right, sit tight, boys. Shouldn’t be too long a wait.” She winked at him as she scooped up their menus, then danced off to the kitchen.

“Late for something?” Iddy asked.

Ben raised a brow. “Huh?” He glanced at his watch and laughed sheepishly. “Oh, no. I gotta call my ex-wife soon and work out some logistics. This shared custody thing gets pretty chaotic pretty quick.”

“Oh.”

Silence descended over their table. Ben’s gaze rested on Iddy, and Iddy’s rested on his fuzzy gloves. He’d gone into the bathroom before they had left the hospital and shaved his face, but now he felt all awkward and naked, like he had obviously done it for the cop’s benefit.

“So,” Ben finally spoke. “What’s your story?”

Iddy’s uncertain eyes flitted to him. “My story?” A hesitant grin tugged at his lips. “You mean how I ended up on the streets?”

“Why not? Seems like a great icebreaker to me.”

“Okay.” Iddy huffed. “People suck.”

Ben let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “Fair enough. So, when I ran your name and found a missing person’s report from five years ago?”

Iddy cringed and let his gaze fall to the table. Why’d he go and give his real damn name? “People really fucking suck.”

“Yeah?” Ben chuckled lightly. “That’s all I’m gonna get, huh?”

Iddy leaned back in his seat with a sigh and gazed down at his gloved hands. He wiggled his fingers and idly rubbed the fuzzy fabric against his cheek. “Standard street kid story. Shitty family and nowhere else to turn, so I ran away. I know they were looking for me. I saw them on TV. Mom’s crocodile tears almost looked real.”

“Maybe they were real. She’s your mother. I’m sure she loves—”

“No,” Iddy cut him off emphatically. The people at the table next to them turned to stare.

He curled his fingers into fists against the table, and he clenched his teeth. He was used to judgment. He could cope with that, but that gaslighting shit people did always hit a nerve. The assumption that the act of giving birth magically made shitty human beings loving and worthy of respect.

He glowered at Ben and growled, “Nothing those people ever did had anything remotely to do with love. They weren’t just abusive and neglectful. They treated me like I was a monster. I wasn’t cute. I didn’t play with toys or react to things the way my sister did, so I must’ve been a psychopath. I was nine fucking years old.”

Iddy’s rant hung in the air between them. As the realization of his tone sunk in, his cheeks flushed a mortified red.

“Oh, God.” Iddy covered his face with his hands. “Oh, fuck. I can’t believe I yelled a cop. I’m sorry!”

Ben furrowed his brows. “Fuck them.”

Iddy gaped. “Are you allowed to say that?”

“Probably not. But fuck ’em anyway.”

“Language,” the waitress piped up as she swung by their table. She put down two coffees and a basket full of cream cups. “Would you like some soap for that dirty mouth, Officer Dreamboat?”

Ben chuckled. There was a glint in his dark, playful eyes as they lingered on Iddy, and then he flashed his pearly whites at the woman and said, “Nah, I like to keep things a little dirty. How ’bout you?”

“Oh!” She fanned her face with her hand as she shuffled away, saying, “Oh yes, Officer, please!”

Iddy stared after her, then quirked a brow at Ben. Okay. It was becoming pretty clear that Iddy had been reading way too much into the ambiance between him and Ben because apparently when Ben wanted to flirt with someone, he wasn’t so subtle.

Iddy tried to hide his disappointment behind an awkward mumble. “Working on wife number two?”

“Wife number three,” Ben corrected.

Iddy let out a surprised laugh. “You’ve been married twice? Like on purpose?!”

Ben laughed with him. “What do you mean on purpose?”

“I hoped you were gay.” Iddy paused and fluttered his eyes. His own words echoed in his head and he felt fucking ridiculous. Here was a cop, worried about his kid, who had some frozen-ass bum hitting on him. He averted his gaze to stare anxiously at the table. “Fuck.”

Amusement glimmered in Ben’s dark eyes. He peeled open a couple of cream cups and dumped them in his coffee. “Does marrying two women disqualify me?”

Iddy didn’t know what to make of the teasing tone. He shifted awkwardly in his seat and chewed his lip. Did that mean he was gay, or was this one of those notorious cocktease straight guys he kept hearing about? Was that actually a thing?

“For the parade, no.” Iddy stared into his own coffee as he mumbled, “For the gold star club? Definitely. So, um…where did you find me?”

The change of topic threw Ben for a moment. He raised his brows, then furrowed them. “On a bench outside the Cuppa Cafe.”

“Uh, okay. Where’s that?”

“It’s just off Boston Ave.” Ben paused, and his eyes appeared to take on an uncertain concern. “Down the street from the Old Pier Mall.”

Iddy shook his head. His gut twisted and his head swam with confusion. “I’ve never even been on that side of the city.”

He tried to remember walking there, or catching a ride with someone, but all he remembered was that locker room. And his stomach churned harder. He stared at the coffee, but the idea of drinking anything suddenly made him queasy. Free food and no goddamn appetite. This was turning out to be a real winner of a day.

Ben furrowed his thick brows. “Okay,” he gently said. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

Iddy shifted in his seat. Unease tightened in his chest and he clenched his jaw. There was no right answer to that question. Nothing he remembered made sense, and none of it explained waking up on the other side of the city.

He looked Ben in eye. He opened his mouth as if the act of speaking would help him conjure an answer. But it didn’t.

Iddy got to his feet and grabbed his coat. He shouldn’t have asked. Shouldn’t have spoiled the light-hearted moment they were having with his stupid questions. And there were still so goddamn many of them to ask.

“Hey.” Ben tried to catch his arm as he passed, but Iddy shied away from it and kept going. “Wait. Are you leaving?”
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