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Chapter 1

Dusk had a smell. It was the smell of fresh food wafting out of restaurant doors as they opened to their first dinner customers of the night. It was the smell of illicit cigarettes lit on the walk home from work from tired workers who swore this was their last one, they would quit again tomorrow, or next week, whenever life eased up a little. It was the smell of exhaust, acrid but not unpleasant, from the commuters unlucky enough to have to make their way home on the congested streets rather than on foot.

And finally, it was something indefinable that wafted off the trees planted at regular intervals along the sidewalk. Alex didn’t know what—the trees didn’t look any different now than in the morning—but they had a distinctive green and almost spicy odor whenever he made his usual two-block loop in the evening. That smell was absent in the mornings, when he was in more of a hurry and internally begging Max to just pee already.

Max seemed to like the smell too, because he always lingered longer by the trees in the evenings, and not just because Alex wasn’t tugging him along. Alex smiled as Max snuffled the ground. Whatever it was he smelled was enough to set his whole rear end wagging. “Something good there, huh?” he asked. Max looked silently back at him in answer, eyes shining, tongue hanging out the side of his mouth.

Oh, the life of a dog. Alex wished he had no more concerns than who had peed at the base of which tree and whether he would get an extra scoop of kibble when he got home. But these evening walks gave him a brief chance to see the world through Max’s eyes, and that was the next best thing. To Max, every tree was fascinating, every passerby a potential friend, every restaurant a source of potential scraps. None of them had fed him yet, but hope sprang eternal.

To Max, there was no such thing as a retail job at a failing branch of a national clothing chain. There were no sneering customers looking at him like he was something stuck to the bottom of their shoe as they demanded to know why an ugly blouse didn’t come in their size.

He let out his breath and released the tension from his body. He tried to imitate Max’s body language—eyes bright, jaw loose, rear end wagging. Okay, maybe not that last part. But the truth was, he didn’t have that much to be stressed about. So it wasn’t the job he had dreamed of when he had clutched his college application acceptances happily to his chest a lifetime ago. It still paid well enough to keep Max in kibble and him in small treats.

And if he thought about it as helping people, it wasn’t so bad. For every nasty customer who blamed him for everything from out-of-stock items to the weather, there was one who walked out of the store with a spring in their step because he had helped them find something they had all but given up on: a pair of pants that flattered their thighs, a scarf in a color that brought out their eyes.

It just wasn’t how he had dreamed of helping people, was all.

But who ever got to live the life they dreamed of?

Max was sniffing the base of the tree again, blowing bits of dirt up into the air as he huffed madly. Alex stopped him before he could wrap the leash all the way around the tree. “Whoa there. Don’t get yourself all tied up. If you want to sniff the other side that badly, wait for me to—what is it, boy?”

Max had jerked his head up to stare intently into the alley just ahead, between a drugstore and an Indian restaurant. His ears flattened back against his head. He let out a low whimper.

Then, so fast Alex didn’t have time to brace himself, he took off toward the alley at a shoulder-wrenching run.

Alex yelped. He followed at Max’s pace—it was that or drop the leash. He tightened his fingers around the rough vinyl, praying Max wouldn’t tear free and run out into traffic.

But Max wasn’t interested in the road. He only had eyes for the alley. He pulled Alex into the darkness, where he stared at a dumpster, whining low in his throat.

“What is it?” Alex asked again. He lowered his voice without meaning to, looking from side to side. The shadows were thick enough that they almost had substance. They could have been hiding anything—or anyone.

But no crazed killers leapt out at him. He let out a nervous chuckle. “What’s in there? Did someone throw away a nice juicy steak?” But Max didn’t look the way he did when he was eyeing a tasty treat. His ears were still pressed to his head. His body was one long line of tension.

He pawed at the dumpster.

Whatever was in there, Alex was getting the distinct feeling he did not want to see it for himself. “You ever hear the saying, curiosity killed the cat? I’m guessing it applies to dogs too.” He gave the leash a sharp tug.

Max didn’t budge.

“I’m going to regret this,” Alex muttered, and pushed the lid back.

The lid squealed open. The Dumpster was piled high with trash bags, all full to bursting, some literally bursting. Old food spilled out from torn plastic, making Alex gag. “Don’t you dare roll in that,” he warned Max, his voice distorted as he pinched his nose shut with the hand that wasn’t holding the leash.

But Max wasn’t looking at the food.

He was looking at the dark shape sprawled across the bags at the very back.

He was looking at the body.

“Oh, no,” Alex muttered, staring at the corpse as if he could will it to be anything else. He envisioned a late night spent in a police station, trying to answer questions he didn’t know the answers to. In the next second, guilt tightened his stomach. Someone was dead, and he was worried about the inconvenience to him.

He pulled out his phone.

But as if his frantic wishing had done something after all, the figure’s hand twitched.

Alex’s phone nearly slipped from his fingers. A zombie, was his first ridiculous thought, followed shortly by the more sensible, He’s not dead after all. He found his voice. “Um… hello? Are you… okay?” What a question. The man was lying in a dumpster surrounded by rotten food, for crying out loud.

The figure moaned in response.

If there had been any doubt that the person in the dumpster was not, in fact, okay, that sound would have eliminated it. He sounded like he had just witnessed the end of the world. He sounded like he was dying.

“I’m going to help you,” said Alex, pitching his voice low and soothing. “Let me get you down from there. Can you walk?”

The figure turned his head to look at him. His eyes were bright in the darkness, and wide with terror. “No,” he said. “No.”

Alex didn’t know whether that was an answer to his question, or only an expression of terror. He wasn’t sure it mattered, because the man wasn’t moving. “I’m going to call 911.”

“No!” This time, the word became a scream. The man’s movements grew purposeful. He sat up and flung himself toward the edge. Alex caught the wet gleam of blood across the side of his shirt.

Alex ran forward, holding out the hand that still clutched his phone, as if that would be enough to catch him. The man flinched away and toppled over the side instead.

Alex cried out in alarm—but the man landed on his feet. He groaned in pain, clutching his side. His terrified eyes were locked on Alex’s phone.

Alex had only managed to dial the 9 in 911. He paused, lowering the phone. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’m going to call someone who can help you.”

Max took a step toward the man, giving his tail a tentative wag.

At the sight of Max, the man paused. He looked like he might step forward—but then he shook his head. “No. Don’t. I… I need to… go.” A full sentence! Before Alex could process his surprise, the man turned as if to run. His first step bent him almost double as a thin cry of pain leapt from his lips.

“Stop,” Alex urged. “You’re too hurt to go anywhere.” He looked down at his phone, at the partially dialed number. “I won’t call anyone, okay?”

The man looked over his shoulder. He watched warily as Alex tucked the phone into his pocket. Once it was out of sight, the tension seemed to leave his body all at once. He sagged, swaying alarmingly on his feet.

“Whoa!” Alex rushed forward and caught him just in time. The weight of him sent Alex staggering to the side, but he stayed upright. This close, he smelled sweat and blood under the odor of rot.

Too late, he realized he had dropped the leash. “Max, stay,” he warned.

Max, for once, remembered his obedience school lessons. He dropped to his haunches immediately, watching the man with what Alex could have sworn was a worried look in his ordinarily happy-go-lucky eyes.

“If you don’t want me to call 911,” said Alex, “at least let me take you to a hospital.”

Instantly, the man tensed in his arms again. He tried to pull away. Alex tightened his arms instinctively around him, knowing he couldn’t let the injured man try to run again. The man could barely stand. What would happen to him if he ran off on his own? Assuming he even made it out of the alley.

“I hear you,” said Alex. “You don’t want help. But you need it. A hospital or the police station—someone must have done this to you.”

The man’s hand transformed into a talon that raked down Alex’s face before he could so much as flinch away. Surprisingly sharp nails drew blood as the man let out a wordless cry of terror. Alex barely felt the pain—the chill that traveled up his spine at the fear in that cry drowned it out.

“No police, then,” Alex said hastily. “And no hospitals. I promise, okay? I promise.”

He didn’t feel good about that promise. The man might not have been dead like Alex had first thought, but he looked well on his way. But at Alex’s words, the man sagged bonelessly against him, making him stagger back. The weight of the man’s trust—physical and metaphorical—startled him.

“No hospitals and no police,” Alex repeated, to himself as much as to the man. “So then what am I going to do? I can’t just leave you here.”

The man didn’t offer any input. The rough sound of his breathing echoed off the alley walls and warmed Alex’s chest where his head rested.

Alex looked to Max, who was still—wonder of wonders—sitting obediently. “Got any ideas, buddy?”

Max thumped his tail against the dirty concrete.

Alex sighed. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ve got to do something. And if he won’t let me get him any real help… then I guess he’s got to come home with me.” He turned to the man, whose eyelids drooped as if he was just barely clinging to consciousness. “Is that all right with you? I can do my best to treat those injuries—I have some medical training. Although you really should see a professional at some point.”

He ignored the tiny sting the words delivered. This wasn’t the time.

The man’s eyes opened wide again. He watched Alex warily, tension tightening his body all over again. He looked from side to side, as if considering running again.

“Look, you can’t stay here,” said Alex. “And you don’t look like you’re in any shape to go off on your own, either.”

The man pushed himself free of Alex’s arms. He didn’t run, but he didn’t agree, either.

“Besides,” said Alex, “anyone who sees you is going to think the same thing I did—that you need help. If you don’t want anyone calling 911—which really is a good idea, by the way—your best bet is to come home with me.”

The man didn’t react. And didn’t react. And didn’t react. Had he even heard him?

Then, so quickly Alex almost missed it, his chin twitched in a tiny nod.

“All right then,” said Alex, trying not to wonder what he had gotten himself into. He picked up Max’s leash, which was gritty with all the dirt that had ever been tracked into the alley. “Let’s go home.”


 

Chapter 2

The blood on the man’s shirt turned out to be coming from a three-inch-long gash down his side that badly needed stitches. He was lucky he hadn’t bled out before Alex had found him. But that was the least of his injuries. He had fresh burns on his feet—Alex couldn’t imagine how he had managed to hobble the two blocks back to Alex’s apartment, and with barely a cry of complaint. Older knife wounds left a crisscrossing pattern of scars down his torso, newer ones circled his upper arms, and what looked like cigarette burns dotted the insides of his forearms. Two of his fingers looked like they had been broken and healed badly.
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