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By Andrea Speed

Mean Streets: Book Two

Former prostitute and street kid turned private detective Holden Krause is asked to look into the murder of Burn, a black-market dealer, who turns up dead near the infamous homeless encampment known as the Jungle. It’s a place Holden is familiar with—and his memories of it aren’t entirely bad. The settlement has been taken over by sinister people but Holden isn’t afraid to take them on. A big part of his PI gig is cover for his more dangerous vigilante crusade: exacting justice for the people the system ignores, the throwaways—people just like the ones living in the Jungle.

It’s getting harder and harder for Holden’s partner, Chai Nayar, to look the other way while Holden searches out retribution beyond the confines of the law. When one of their associates is shot and Holden realizes—far too late—that he’s in over his head with this case, Chai is left to pick up the pieces and hopefully save their lives. He resorts to the only solution he can find and calls Roan, who is more lethal than ever. Will it be their saving grace, or a fatal mistake?
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For the readers. You guys are the best.
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1—A Guide to Men
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HOLDEN HAD always been very proud of the fact that he didn’t give a shit about fashion. He was happy whenever he could subvert a shitty stereotype. Which was why it was annoying him now that he was so bothered by his wardrobe.

He prided himself on dressing to fit the role, whatever the role was—from cheap-ass street hooker to classy, expensive Dom. But dressing down to blend into a straight crowd apparently offended all his sensibilities. It didn’t help that this job was kind of boring, leaving him time to focus on all this shit.

Currently he was following Seth Little, the husband of an old client of his, Jeremy Anderson. Holden really didn’t like the idea of doing a cheating husband case, but the cheat was the twist. He didn’t think Seth was cheating on Jeremy with another person. He thought Seth was back on drugs.

Seth had been in and out of recovery programs, and because of a violent incident the last time he fell off the wagon, Seth had promised he wouldn’t go back on drugs again. Jeremy made it clear he would leave him if he did. But he was afraid that Seth was using again. He hadn’t found any paraphernalia, and Seth denied it, but Jeremy was currently working the night shift, and Seth had ample time to use and sleep much of it off before Jeremy came home. Seth claimed any erratic behavior he displayed was due to his being on a new antidepressant. Jeremy claimed he wanted to trust him, but after being down this road before with him, he didn’t.

So Holden was in jeans and a sweatshirt, sneakers, and a hoodie, blending in with the downtown crowds as Seth made his way to a Starbucks on Eighth, which was a bad sign. The stereotype held that if you wanted drugs, you had to go to certain street corners or back alleys or sleazy bars like Burn, his meth using associate, used to inhabit. And while it was true you could get drugs in all those places, it was the type of drug and the audience for them that dictated where they were sold. In a pseudosuburban Starbucks like this, the type of drugs on offer were the middle-class poisons. Mostly prescription painkillers, with oxy and Vicodin—otherwise known as the Roan specials—being the big ones. Although college kids could also pick up prescription uppers like Adderall, and you could even get black-market Viagra if you were desperate. Holden would never buy here, and knew Roan hadn’t either, because these guys were overpriced. If you went to lower-class places, you could get cheaper pills. You paid for the ambiance here, the sheen of respectability. You paid to pretend you weren’t just another addict like all the so-called gutter trash you frowned upon. It was the middle-class version of stupidity tax, although Holden liked to think of it as arrogance tax.

Holden was just another customer in Starbucks, and so was Seth. It was still possible he wasn’t buying. He waited in a small line, Holden separated from him by one guy who was texting so much Holden wanted to slap the phone out of his hand out of sheer spite. He glanced over his shoulder at the screen and saw the man was big on emojis and misspelling everything from whut to loll—yes, with the extra L. He did it three times, so it wasn’t a thumb slip. That made Holden want to hurt him more, so he pretended to study the drinks menu like it was actually interesting. What he was really doing was scoping out the people in this surprisingly busy Starbucks, trying to determine who the suburban drug dealer was. He had two suspects: a college-age kid on a laptop at a table near the bathrooms, or a slightly older guy on an iPad near the door. They were both white, both within the same general age range, and both casually dressed in clothing that was just a bit pricier than you’d expect. Holden wouldn’t pay a ton of money for clothes, but he’d had enough clients with ridiculously expensive wardrobes to know them when he saw them.

Seth ordered some fussy coffee drink that took some time to make and got it about the same time Holden received his simple green tea and lemonade (if he had coffee now, he’d never get any sleep). Holden took a seat at a table near the back that gave him a great view of Seth’s chosen location and took out his phone. He was pretending to text while actually viewing Seth through his camera. Seth seemed to be trying to appear calm, but not successfully. His right leg jumped under the table, so much so that he hit it with his knee and made his cup teeter. He only just managed to catch it before it tipped over.

Seth then glanced at the hipster with the laptop, a look in his eyes Holden might have described as interest. About a minute after they made eye contact, the kid slipped his laptop into his messenger bag, gulped down the rest of his coffee, and headed toward the men’s room. Barely three seconds later, Seth followed him. He didn’t seem to notice Holden—in his slouchy cheap jeans and Seattle Falcons sweatshirt—following him in return.

By the time Holden entered the bathroom, the two had disappeared inside a stall. Holden figured he could pee and did so, trying to keep an ear out for their conversation. They kept their voices pitched low, so he couldn’t quite hear them over the piped-in soft-rock music, which sounded like lethargy given voice. Was it some kind of corporate in-joke that Starbucks sold stuff rife with caffeine and yet also played music designed to put you to sleep? Did they think it balanced out all the uppers?

Even though Holden couldn’t hear what Seth and the kid were saying, he could tell there was some kind of transaction taking place. Holden kind of hoped it was for sex, simply because being in the middle of a domestic thing was the last thing he wanted.

Holden was washing his hands for the second time when hipster drug dealer came out of the stall and left without glancing at him. He was a professional—he did his job and got out, never acting suspicious. Holden was deep into his third hand wash by the time Seth came out of the stall. He looked around nervously, but Holden kept his head down. Seth fake washed his hands, and Holden decided he was done loitering.

He went out, retrieved his cup—he’d already drunk his tea, but the cup was a good prop—and waited for Seth to come out of the bathroom. Luckily, it didn’t take long. Seth returned to his table and subtly popped some pills into his mouth before gulping his coffee. That’s when Holden sat down at his table.

Seth just stared at him for a moment. He was a very average-looking guy, a little sallow, brown hair thinning at the front to give him what appeared to be a bigger than average forehead. He was dressed as casually and poorly as Holden in a worn T-shirt for some marathon and a hoodie almost exactly the same kind as Holden’s, only grayer. His watery brown eyes made him look like he was always on the verge of crying.

“My name is Holden. I was hired by your husband to follow you.”

Seth scoffed, possibly trying for a laugh, but he couldn’t quite manage it. “What?”

“I’m a detective. He wanted me to find out if you were using again.”

“That bastard. I can’t—”

“As far as I can tell, you have two options here,” Holden said, ignoring him. He wasn’t interested in Seth’s excuses, or whatever he told himself to get through the night. “You can tell Jeremy the truth when he gets home and throw yourself on his mercy. Maybe he’s not all that serious about leaving you. Or you can tell him the truth, then pack a bag and stop trying to be something you’re not. It’s up to you.”

Seth shook his head. “You’re crazy. He—”

“You hit him last time, Seth,” Holden said, and Seth sat back as if Holden had just done exactly that to him. “Gave him a black eye. He could have had you arrested for that.”

Seth made warding-off hand gestures as he continued shaking his head. “No, see, that was an accident. I was drinking then. I’m not drinking anymore.”

“But you met that drug dealer in the bathroom and bought some pills, some of which you just took.” Seth opened his mouth, probably to deny it, and Holden held up a hand. “Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter, Seth. I happen to know a pill addict, a couple of them actually, but I give them a pass if they’re in so much pain they otherwise can’t function. The first pill addict that comes to mind? He’s like that. I’ve seen him in so much pain he can’t move and can barely talk. And he’s a macho asshole type who never wants to show he’s vulnerable, so just think how much pain that must be.” Okay, Roan might object to the macho asshole part, but not strenuously. “You’re not in that kind of pain, dude. Not physically. I get that it’s an illness, but you need to get your shit together and never take it out on someone else again.”

Seth’s eyebrows lowered, and Holden could tell Seth was going to give belligerence a try. “Who are you to judge me?”

“The man your husband hired. You know, I don’t really do relationships, but even I know if you distrust your partner enough to hire someone to follow them, it’s pretty fucking over. So why don’t you be the adult, go pack your bags, and go off and be yourself? Take all the drugs you want. Just let Jeremy go.”

Seth’s watery eyes narrowed. “Are you fucking him? Is that it?”

Holden rolled his eyes. “God no. He couldn’t afford me. I’m just hoping one of you can be a non-passive-aggressive adult about this. Stick a fork in this marriage—it’s done. I think it’s been done since you punched him.”

Seth scowled. “I didn’t mean to do it, all right? Stop painting me as some kinda... kinda....”

“Abuser? ’Cause that’s what you are.”

Seth slammed a hand on the table. If that was supposed to intimidate Holden in some fashion, it failed. “It was a mistake, and it happened once! Don’t you dare pin that on me.”

Holden raised an eyebrow at him. “I think you need help, Seth, but what kind I don’t know. Not my department. Like I said, I just think you’d be happier if you stopped pretending to be something you’re not.”

“And what am I pretending to be, exactly?”

“Not an addict. You are, and I don’t actually think there’s any shame in that. Own it. But you can’t own it if you’re living a lie for your husband.”

Seth shook his head again and gave Holden a look like he didn’t understand what was going on. “What the hell is this? Some weirdass intervention?”

Holden sighed and put his hands on the table. “What this is, is me giving you a warning you don’t deserve. I’m telling my client, Jeremy, that his suspicions were correct and you’re using again. I offered you the opportunity to be a man and get ahead of this. I realize now I was giving you way too much credit.” He shoved himself to his feet, done with this domestic disturbance in a teacup. “Sorry about your marriage.”

“Hey, wait,” Seth said, but Holden ignored him. Did he think Holden was kidding? When he was done, Holden was fucking done. He’d made a stab at being a decent human being, but he had his limits. To be honest, he had no idea how Roan had tolerated working with people all the time. They were so annoying.

He was out on the sidewalk when Seth caught up with him. He grabbed Holden’s arm, and Holden instantly yanked it away, so violently it actually sent Seth stumbling back a step. Seth stared at him wide-eyed, put off by the show of strength, but he still continued. “You can’t tell him.”

“Yeah, I can, and I will. Don’t plead your case to me, Seth. Go plead it to Jeremy. Leave me out. I barely care about my own domestic drama, and I’m involved in that. Why should I give a fuck about yours?”

Seth stared at him, not sure what to say. Holden didn’t blame him. This was a poorly thought-out impulse that didn’t help Seth in the least. He was acting without thinking, which was probably how his marriage had ended up on the ropes. It was funny the way those things worked.

Holden’s phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out without bothering to look at who it was. Right now he didn’t care. “Yeah?”

“Uh, is this Fox?” a woman asked.

The voice sounded familiar, but it took him a moment to place it. “Amanda?” He turned away from Seth and started walking. “Hey, girl, you still work at the Dungeon?”

“Sometimes. I’m mostly word of mouth, exclusive clientele, all that.” Amanda, aka Mistress Amanda, was a professional dominatrix. She’d helped Fiona a bit when she got started in that business. Holden’s path didn’t cross hers that much, but higher-end sex work was kind of a small universe. If they didn’t know each other, they often knew of each other. Although the field was getting so crowded now it was hard to keep up. “I’ve heard conflicting info on you.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. You still in the game or not?”

She didn’t mean table tennis. As he stood on the corner, waiting for the crosswalk light to turn green, he realized there were times when he really missed being a full-time sex worker. There was something so dispiriting about following people and observing their dreary lives. He would rather fuck a guy he wasn’t into. “Much like you, exclusive clientele. Why, you got something for me?”

“Yeah. Wanna talk about it over coffee tomorrow?”

Holden had to think of the stupid name of that coffee shop near her place. They’d met there once. At least it wasn’t a Starbucks. “Sure. Jitters, elevenish?”

“Sounds good to me. See you there.”

Yeah, he couldn’t see being a full-time sex worker again. But some nights it seemed a whole lot more appealing than being a private detective.
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HOLDEN KNEW he was in a foul mood and wasn’t sure why. It was neither the first nor the last shitty gig he’d had, and hell, it wasn’t even in the top hundred of them. He’d had a very colorful life.

He was hungry, and it was on the way, so he stopped at Dick’s for a burger and bought a couple for the homeless guys camped around it hoping for some benevolent soul to buy them food. He didn’t recognize them, which was very nearly a first. It used to be he knew every homeless person around the city, or anyway had seen them around. At least he knew people who knew them. That was no longer true. Not only had Holden had a place to live for too long, but the homeless population had exploded as the economy course-corrected, or whatever they called it when the greedy fucks at the top of the pyramid hoarded every cent they could get their hands on.

He knew there was a big homeless encampment in Seattle called, ominously, the Jungle, and he had enough street-level contacts and personal experience to know that place was kind of iffy. There was some safety, sure, but there were other kinds of threats too. There’d already been a drug-related murder there, and politicians were dithering over what to do with all the people as the wealthy assholes of the city screamed about property values. As far as Holden was concerned, Seattle could use some property devaluing. The city was getting way too fucking expensive. If things didn’t change soon, he’d have to move, and while he was sure Tacoma was fine, he wasn’t sure he wanted to live there.

Oh, and nobody seemed to be marveling over the fact that these displaced people, while having no home, still had guns. Because it was America, and somehow it was easier to get a gun than it was to get affordable shelter or food.

Yes, he was in a shitty mood. Holden was aware he probably needed to punch something, but instead he went home.

Chai might have been around, but the apartment was empty. A unit had opened up in the complex, and Holden was going to help Chai move in, but that started tomorrow. Tonight Chai was meeting an old boyfriend for drinks. Holden checked his phone in case Chai had texted him, but he hadn’t. And it was late, and he wasn’t home. Did he get lucky? Sly devil. He could use it.

Chai was doing okay with therapy, and he and his doctor had been trying out antidepressants. The first batch gave Chai headaches, so they tried another, which he didn’t like. They were all hoping pill number three was the charm.

No, Chai wasn’t currently suicidal, but Holden had been friends with enough depressives to know that could change with little warning. Depression was a beast that could eat you alive, even if you were a lion guy like Roan.

That reminded him, as he sat on the sofa eating his greasy burger and washing it down with gin straight from the bottle, that he needed to check his email. Roan usually got back to him within hours, sometimes minutes. He claimed he didn’t spend all his time online, but Holden could picture Roan trying to write his memoir while he surfed Twitter and watched something on Netflix. In other words, doing anything but what he was supposed to do. Roan was usually more diligent, but he was retired now. This was the time to fuck around.

Holden opened his email account and discovered Roan hadn’t gotten back to him yet. Did that make it two days? Something pulsed nervously in his stomach, and he abandoned his booze bottle for his phone. It was late, but Roan hadn’t stopped being a night owl. Retirement hadn’t changed all his habits.

On the fourth ring, someone picked up the phone, but it wasn’t Roan. “Hello, Holden,” Dylan said, and his voice sounded odd. A little congested.

A hole seemed to open up in Holden’s gut, and the burger he’d eaten earlier turned to lead. “Holy fuck, is he okay?” The noise in the background sounded like a busy hospital on a Friday night.

“Relatively,” Dylan said, pausing to sniff. “They’re still running tests. They don’t think it was an aneurysm, but they want to make sure.”

Holden sighed. “Shit.” The reason for Roan’s retirement in all its glory: aneurysms. Or as Roan had put it in an email, “just killing time before I go all Scanners and my head pops like a balloon full of paint.” Lovely imagery there. His brain was a time bomb, and one day it would explode and take Roan with it. This was a case where there was no way to fight off being your own worst enemy.

Roan might have had a different relationship with his virus from every other infected, but the virus would still kill him in the end. It always won. And he deserved so much more. He was a hero who had earned a whole hell of a lot better end than that, but life wasn’t fair, and he wouldn’t get one. He’d die like everyone else, and the world would keep turning, even though the best of humanity was gone and might as well have never existed. If you didn’t know life was a fucking joke before that, you learned hard.

“He thought it was just a migraine attack,” Dylan said, clearly wanting someone to talk to. “But he took his meds, and they didn’t help. Which isn’t really new. It’s always kind of iffy. But he was in so much pain he could barely move, and I’d had it. I told him we were either driving to the ER or he was going in an ambulance, but he was being seen. He was so pale. I’ve never seen him so ashen before in my life. It was like all the color was being bled out of him. Except in his eyes, of course. He had that resolute ‘I can take the pain’ look in his eyes that makes them look like they’re burning.”

“I know that one.” Dylan was being super arty in his description, but it was true. When Roan was in pain or angry—or both—his eyes took on this odd quality, hollow and bright, that made Holden sometimes wonder if that’s what being caught between the human and the lion looked like. That was always going to be Roan to him. The man with the burning eyes and the scream that turned into a roar that could have made a T. rex turn tail and run.

“He was growling too, but he didn’t realize it. It freaked out the medical staff a bit, even more so when I told them he couldn’t help it. At least there were some professionals around here.”

“What’s the diagnosis?”

Dylan exhaled in a way that was partially a sigh and partially a gasp. Holden wondered how long he’d been at the hospital, advocating for a husband who terrified most of the staff. It wasn’t even the first time that had happened. Dylan should probably make up cards that read “My husband is not an animal” and pass them around as necessary.

“They still don’t know. That’s why they’re running all these tests. Do you know they couldn’t drug him?”

“What do you mean?”

“They gave him meds for the pain, but they didn’t work. So they kept giving him stronger things, since he was obviously in so much pain, but they kept not working. Morphine didn’t work. Eventually they used an anesthetic on him, and at least it knocked him out.”

Holden tried to figure that out. “His drug tolerance can’t be that great, can it?”

“I don’t see how it could be.” Dylan sounded tired and frayed, and Holden was able to guess how long he’d been in the hospital, waiting for news: hours. Maybe half the night. Holden didn’t understand Dylan and was pretty sure he never would, but he respected his stubbornness and his loyalty to the trouble magnet that was Roan. Roan was hot as fuck and a real-life superhero, but Holden didn’t kid himself. He didn’t think he could ever have the strength to endure the pain of being Roan’s mate, as poor Dylan had to. That road could only end in sorrow. So much of love was martyrdom that Holden wasn’t sure why anyone ever wanted a relationship.

“I’m afraid it’s related to whatever’s going on with him.” Dylan sighed. “Maybe the brain tumors are back.”

For some reason, Holden had an impulse to comfort him. Maybe it was the booze, the night, or the fact that this was Roan they were talking about, but Holden wasn’t ready to cut bait on him yet. Maybe Dylan wasn’t the only martyr in these parts after all. “Couldn’t it just be some massively bad migraine attack? I mean, that’s still possible, right?”

“I wish. But I don’t think so. They wouldn’t be running this many tests if it was just a migraine.”

“You can’t give up now.”

Dylan chuckled, but it was breathless and humorless. “Please, do you know me at all? Of course I’m not giving up. This isn’t the day Ro doesn’t come home from the hospital. It’s coming soon, but it’s not today.”

Holden felt that like a punch. Death was a shadow that followed everyone, but on some it was closer; on some it was draped like a shroud. And Dylan knew it and probably saw it every time he looked at Roan. That must have been death by a million cuts. Again, Holden didn’t know how Dylan stood it.

There were very few times in life when Holden honestly didn’t know what to say, but this was one of them. He couldn’t lie and say Roan would be fine. They both knew as much as they wished for it, it wasn’t true. Maybe he’d be okay today, but he wouldn’t be okay in a month, several months, a year. The time was coming when he would exit their lives for good. The size of the hole that would leave was hard to conceptualize. It was like trying to imagine what your life would be like if the sun went nova. The magnitude of such an event was impossible to grasp. But in truth it only seemed impossible because you desperately wanted it to be impossible.

Finally, Holden settled on “Why didn’t you call?”

“What could you have done?” Dylan replied. Seemed a bit harsh, but fair.

“Talked to you. Yeah, none of us are up there with you, but you’re not alone.”

He scoffed. “Really? You don’t even like me.”

“That’s not true. You’re extremely likable. I just don’t understand you. At all.”

Dylan made an amused noise. Not quite a laugh but at least far away from a sob. “Right back at you, buddy. Except I wouldn’t call you extremely likable.”

“I fucking hope not. I’ve invested a lot of time and energy in my ’tude, and I’m not having some fucking Buddhist put it down.”

This time Dylan chuckled faintly. “See? This is a huge part of what I don’t get about you.”

“My sense of humor?”

“Your self-awareness. How much of you is an act, and how much is really you?”

“That is the greatest secret of my life. You don’t know, and you will never know. Hell, I don’t know. All I know is I’m a danger to others.”

“Isn’t the saying ‘a danger to myself and others’?”

“Yes, but I’m no danger to me. I like me. My hair usually looks fabulous with minimal effort.” That was one thing Holden didn’t have to worry about. He’d never felt suicidal. Homicidal, yes, but that was totally different. If he wasn’t, he needed to find a new hobby. He was a vigilante; it was expected. “Did you like being weird before you met Roan, or did he rub off on you?”

“Oh, the rubbing-off joke I could make... but I like to think what made Roan and I such good friends was our mutual contempt for so-called decent society. Being decent is easy. Being your true self is hard.”

“That’s a T-shirt waiting to happen.”

“Don’t be an asshole, Dylan.”

That made him laugh, which was good. Holden wasn’t sure what he was going to do if he couldn’t get a reaction out of him. If they were on Skype he could at least juggle badly. Of course, he wasn’t sure why he felt the need to cheer Dylan up, except Roan probably would have wanted him to. And as loath as he was to admit it, Holden knew he was still Roan’s bitch—all Roan had to do was ask, and Holden would do it. Sometimes, such as now, he didn’t even need to ask. Holden could read the tea leaves for himself. After a long moment of silence, Dylan said, “Well, maybe you’re not all bad.”

“Now I resent that.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

Dylan must have picked up on the archness in his tone, because he let Holden have this, whatever this was. Even Holden wasn’t sure. “I’ll call you when the diagnosis comes in.”

“Please do. And take care of yourself, okay? You can’t help Ro if you’re exhausted.”

“Yeah, I know. Talk to you later.”

“Bye.” When Holden hung up, he realized something terrible: he missed Scott. He really didn’t want to miss him, or anyone else, for that matter, besides Roan, which he felt was out of his control. It made him angry. Wasn’t that why he was glad Scott broke up with him?

Truth be told, Holden wished most of the time he couldn’t feel at all. Wouldn’t that be great? Nothing would mean anything to him. Nothing would stick. He wouldn’t miss the hot bi jock or worry about the superhero he used to work for dying in a hospital almost two hundred miles away, which may as well have been a million miles. This would mean nothing to him. Oh how he longed for this to mean nothing.

Holden swigged gin straight from the bottle. If he couldn’t stop feeling altogether, at least gin would numb him for a little while. He’d settle for that.
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3—Stand by Your Manatee
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SCOTT WONDERED where things had gone wrong. Maybe it was going to the Eagle.

It was time to start getting back into game shape, what with the hockey season two months away—and yes, you had to start that early because professional hockey was ridiculously grueling—but when Scott heard from his ex, Jessie, who was coming to Seattle to price some properties and wanted to hang out, he was all in.

Jessie Cho had been his friend before becoming his girlfriend, and even that was a loose thing. They met at school and connected over the mutual indignities of having parents—or in Scott’s case, a grandmother—in teaching professions, which always made kids look at you funny. Jessie’s mom was a true hippie artist type—Scott had never known anyone who had their own kiln before—and her father was a teacher at their school, although in a different grade, so neither of them had him. They eventually dated, both of them stumbling into it and out of it with no hard feelings. Jessie was not big on “attachments,” not even when she was a teen, and had decided several years ago she was “aromantic,” which was fair enough. It sounded like it fit. She was also the only girlfriend he’d ever had who actually knew he was bisexual, and she was super chill about it. She occasionally tried to set him up with a guy and once convinced a guy to have a threesome with them. It wasn’t great, so Scott refused to do another with her while they were together.

Jessie was a tattoo artist and a pretty good one—she’d done the lion on his back—and she and another artist friend of hers, Cassie, were thinking of opening their own tattoo parlor. But prices were expensive in Vancouver, so she thought she’d scout Seattle and its environs and price it all. Scott was pretty sure Seattle was more expensive than Vancouver, but if she went out farther, like Poulsbo or something, she could probably get a hell of a deal. Did they believe in tattoos out in Poulsbo?

Of course, as soon as Grey heard Jessie was in town, he had to be included. His training mania had started earlier, because he was asexual and had few hobbies, but he was willing to take a cheat day on his training regimen and diet so they could hit the town. Grey liked Jessie, and it was mutual. She was a big blast of fun and color and energy, one of those people who could liven up an entire room simply by showing up. Scott strived to be that way. Their lunatic goalie friend Tank was that way naturally, and Scott envied those people. Grey didn’t care and sometimes accidentally livened up a room by not caring. Bastard.

Jessie looked pretty, much the same as she had last time he’d seen her, except she’d colored her chin-length hair lime green and gained a little weight—but in a way that looked good on her. She had some of her work displayed on her upper arms, twining vines with thorns and an occasional rose peeking out. If you looked closely, you could even see small green snakes mixed in with the vines. She smelled like fabric softener and pastry, which was not a combination that should have worked, but somehow on her it did.

The three decided to head out to the Eagle, which was a gay bar but a very chill and relaxing gay bar and a good place to hang out. Except when they got there, they discovered a sign on the door saying it had been Closed for Maintenance. They decided to walk down the hill and go to another (not as nice) bar.

On their way, Scott googled on his phone to see what had happened to the Eagle. “Oh shit,” he said, scanning a news article from a week ago. “They had a pipe burst. Their bathroom flooded. They’re having the floors redone. They’re probably not reopening until September.”

“That sucks,” Grey said.

“Do I even need to ask why two strapping guys like you like to hang out at a gay bar?” Jessie teased. She was walking between them, and since she was only five foot four, she liked to say they made a “sandwich with too little filling.”

“It’s got great ambiance,” Grey replied. “And you don’t have to worry about girls hitting on you.”

She grabbed Grey’s arm and cozied up to him, being deliberately annoying. Which was okay because he didn’t mind it from her. Friends could annoy Grey as much as they wanted, and he put up with it. He was everybody’s favorite shaven Wookiee. “What about guys?”

“I just tell them I’m straight and point at pretty boy over there.”

“You’re the best wingman ever,” Jessie said. Scott rolled his eyes, although that was actually true, both on the ice and off.

Scott liked Seattle at this time of night. It wasn’t quite as quiet as it was ever going to get—that came around four in the morning—but a lot of the bustle and the crowds had died down to a reasonable level, and the city lights were cheerful and not weirdly oppressive. (Again, that happened at four in the morning.)

They had walked down from Capitol Hill and were now in a slightly dicier area of downtown. There was an ostensibly straight bar a block over that was kind of dive-y, but in a genuine way, not like that weird hipster bar they’d found with the pretentious cocktail menu and bow-tied bartenders. If the drinks weren’t twenty-two bucks a pop, minimum, it might be worth the laugh of going there, but Scott didn’t think he was mentally up for it yet. Maybe after the regular season, when he was so exhausted it hurt to think.

They heard the raised male voices, full of drunken belligerence, before they saw them. Two men, early twenties, potential dead ringers for each other with their dark hair and hipster beards, were pushing each other on the sidewalk. The girlfriend of one of them was on the periphery, trying to get them to stop and encouraging them in equal, confusing measure, but she was as drunk as the men. It was a shitshow, a disaster waiting to happen.

Scott and Grey exchanged a look, but they weren’t going to get involved. No real punches were being thrown, and it looked like the type of thing that would burn itself out. They’d done enough minor police work in their time and were lucky to have never been arrested for any of it.

But then one of the guys hit the woman, and it all went to shit.

It might have been an accident, but it was hard to believe he could be that drunk and still standing. He didn’t miss the other guy; he just punched the woman in the face while still arguing with the man.

“Hey!” Grey barked, so loud it seemed to echo down the street. It was his hockey arena voice, the one that could be heard over auditorium rock music and noisy crowds. It was also super fucking intimidating if you were the least bit sober. These men weren’t.

These men were also half a foot shorter than Grey and really should have known how outclassed they were, but they were stupid drunk, which was the most dangerous kind. The woman had stumbled against a parked car and had a hand over her face, but otherwise seemed okay. Good, but not good enough. Since Grey was stomping toward them, Scott followed. He had to back Grey’s play, even though he hardly needed it. That’s what friends were for.

Grey grabbed the man who’d hit the woman—hereafter to be known as Shithead—by the arm, and he turned and snarled, “Wha’ the fuck’s yer problem?” He tried to yank his arm away from Grey but ended up tripping himself. Grey was the only thing holding him up.

“I wanted to know what kinda dickface hits a woman. You’re uglier than I thought.”

“Hey, she started it.”

“I called 9-1-1,” Jessie said, right behind Scott.

Scott had moved in so he was next to the other drunk idiot. If he made the suicidal decision to take on Grey, Scott would be right there to stop him and encourage him to rethink his life choices before they got him killed.

And Scott must have been psychic because the guy took a step toward Grey maybe two seconds after he arrived. Scott stepped in behind him and snaked his arms around him, coming up through the drunk’s armpits and lacing his hands around the back of the guy’s neck. It was a lock hold, meaning he could flail like a ninny but he was going nowhere. Oh, there was a way out of it if you could stamp on an attacker’s foot, but Scott was willing to bet this guy didn’t have it together enough to make that call. Luckily, he was correct.

The drunk made a noise that might have been a word and tried to break the hold and lift his head, but he was unable to do either.

“Dude, I don’t want to hurt you,” Scott said. “There’s been enough violence for the night. But I can and will beat your ass if you try me, so don’t.”

“Fuggo,” the man said emphatically. It was probably fuck you, but he seemed too drunk to really make those hard consonant sounds. He smelled like a brewery that had pissed itself.

Shithead was trying to get back on his feet and pull away from Grey simultaneously and was failing at both. He said some things, but it was all word salad. Occasionally you could recognize some word fragments—uck, it, ock—but not in a way that made any sense. Unless he was just spitting out a random assortment of curse words, which was possible. Scott played hockey. He’d seen guys get so drunk they seemed incapable of normal speech.

“Uh, guys,” Jessie said. “What’s that?”

She was pointing at the intersection, and Scott looked, figuring maybe these idiots had a friend. But standing out in the strangely empty street was what he initially thought was a big dog. Then Scott realized that no, not a big dog, but a big cat. Judging from the spots on its dirty blonde fur, it was a leopard. And it was looking straight at them.

“Oh shit,” Grey said at the exact same time Scott thought it.

Scott looked around hastily to see if any of the businesses on the street were open, and they were lucky. A shop front down, a tiny thrift boutique was still lit up. All Scott could tell about it was it must have been a haven for drag queens, as its display window featured a full cotton-candy-pink wig on a Styrofoam head and green platform shoes that looked like torture implements. Dragging the guy he had in the modified headlock along, he said, “Let’s get inside. Nobody move too fast.” He’d done some research on big cats after getting to know Roan, and if he’d learned one thing—besides lions being the most social of all the big cats—it was that running had a tendency to encourage cats of all stripes. It was like they were jocks; they liked the challenge.

They all backed into the shop, Grey carrying the struggling, uncoordinated Shithead like a bag of pucks. When Shithead saw the woman, who was bleeding from the nose, he said something and tried to reach for her, which led Grey to slamming him face-first into the nearest wall. Three times, until he stopped complaining and left a smear of blood on the wall, and then Grey tossed Shithead deeper into the shop, again like a bag of pucks. Like said object, he hit the floor and lay there. Scott handed off his guy to Grey, who grabbed him by the back of the neck and said, “Move and I do the same thing to you.” Shitfaced or not, the guy froze as much as he could. Too bad these idiots didn’t realize that Grey was in full training mode and had been for two weeks, which meant he was at peak strength. He could draw and quarter them with his teeth alone.

The door of the shop was narrow and had glass insets, but they looked like the old-fashioned kind, which were generally thicker than the stuff they used nowadays. Scott threw the lock on the door, in case it would do any good.

Someone cleared their throat, and they all turned to see a guy behind a small counter. The whole shop was tiny and crammed with various knickknacks and artifacts, including a disco ball that hung up in the far corner and threw white spots of light like confetti around the room. The guy was in his midforties, chubby and balding, and looked quite a bit like Divine out of makeup and in a peach cardigan.

“Must I ask?” the man said. His flat vowels marked him as being originally from somewhere in or around Minnesota. That region. Scott had met enough hockey players from that area to know it on first sound.

“That fucktrumpet”—Grey pointed down at Shithead—“punched this woman.” He then pointed at the woman, who was leaning against the counter, hand over her face, blood dripping from between her fingers. “And we were keeping things civil ’til the cops arrive, except there’s a leopard in the street. So we’re hiding in here. Sorry.”

“There’s a what?” he replied, seemingly not interested in the domestic dispute at all. He went to the window behind the counter to check it out, although how he could see through all the stuff on display Scott had no idea.

Scott had a better view out the door, and he could see the leopard on the sidewalk now, sniffing at the spilled blood. It was long but fairly thin, all things considered. If it threw itself at the glass, it probably wouldn’t break it, or it would hurt itself so badly in doing so as to make it a pointless exercise. “I have to admit, my first impulse was to call Roan,” Scott admitted.

Grey frowned and nodded. “Yeah, but he can’t save us anymore. Seattle’s on its own.” Did anyone outside the SPD grok how truly scary that was? Maybe now, with things falling apart.

“I had no idea this neighborhood was so exciting,” the shop owner said. He almost sounded regretful.

Jessie had been eyeing all the clutter with the wide-eyed expression of a kid who had stumbled into a free-candy emporium. “Your shop is awesome,” she said. She meant it too.

Well, at least she couldn’t say her first night in Seattle hadn’t been eventful. The problem was, Scott was sure he was never going to be able to top it.
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HOLDEN WAS woken by the sound of banging from the other room.

At first he thought it was someone knocking, but there was no rhythm to it, and upon further consideration, clearly it was cupboard doors slamming. Holden had slept commando, so while he went to have a piss, he only bothered to grab his black satin bathrobe, which he cinched tightly around his waist. He wasn’t getting dressed until he absolutely had to.

As he suspected, Chai was moving around the tiny kitchen, making coffee and slamming everything he could unnecessarily, his movements sharp and tense.

“Hey,” Holden said warily. He was glad he didn’t have a hangover; otherwise, this noise would be killing him.

Chai slammed the fridge and looked surprised, as if he hadn’t expected to see Holden in his own apartment. “Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you up.”

“Really? ’Cause I’m thinking being quiet would have been the best way to accomplish that.” Holden sat on the arm of the sofa. He was still pretty tired.

Chai sighed, his shoulders sagging. “Sorry. I’m just so pissed off right now.”

“And here I thought you not coming home last night meant you were having a good time with Sam.”

“I was. Until this morning.”

“What happened?”

Chai slammed a coffee mug down—his “Cats Don’t Give A Fuck” cup, one of his favorites—and turned to face him. “Okay, so last night he told me he’d just gotten out of a relationship a month ago. He was in rebound territory, which was fine with me because I feel I’ve been on the rebound since the accident, you know? The sex was okay, nothing special. But this morning I overheard him on the phone, talking to someone he was clearly in a relationship with. I confronted him about it, he lied at first, and finally he fessed up.”

“So he’s a cheating bastard. Wasn’t that why you broke up with him in the first place?”

Chai gave him a look Holden decided was deadpan. “Yeah, but get this. He’s married. To a woman.”

Now that was a surprise. “He’s bi?”

“No. He told me he doesn’t like labels.” Chai belatedly made air quotes with his fingers, and Holden assumed they were meant to go around labels, but who knew? Could have gone anywhere. “I don’t think they have an open relationship either ’cause he didn’t mention her before, and he didn’t mention me to her, and he’s never going to. Not only that, but apparently I didn’t go back to his condo with him. It was the company condo.”

“At least you know he’s still the same scumbag he always was.” Holden noticed he’d left his phone on the coffee table and picked it up for a look. He hoped Dylan might have texted him how Roan was doing, but Dylan didn’t text any more than old man Roan did, and even if he did, he could easily see Dylan thinking that was tacky. He did have at least one voicemail message waiting for him.

Chai sighed dramatically, still making as much noise as possible as he poured coffee into the mug. “Why couldn’t it have just been a drama-free hookup? I mean, exes who’ll even touch me since I’m an amputee are a very small group. Why does he have to be such a shithead?”

“Maybe it’s the way he was raised.”

“He’s from a suburb outside Medina.”

“Yeah, see? Way he was raised.” Holden checked his voicemail to find he actually had two messages waiting for him. Dylan’s was the first. Sounding bone weary, like he’d been up a thousand years, he dutifully reported, “Roan’s confounded another set of doctors. Doctor Rosenberg’s been contacted, and they’re hoping she can have a look at the findings, but they’re confident it wasn’t an aneurysm. There’s no sign of that occurring. I told them he’d actually recovered from an aneurysm midattack once, and they looked at me like I’d suggested cutting off my own leg and eating it. Because, as we all know, aneurysms don’t work like that. Just like the virus doesn’t turn people into half lions.” Dylan sighed. “I know you think I’m a good Buddhist, but at times like these, I just want to reenact the hammer attack from Oldboy. And yes, I saw that, because Roan watched it, and that was the most fucked-up film.... I’m digressing. Anyway, they’re unofficially chalking this up to a cluster headache-slash-migraine attack of unusual severity, at least until Doctor Rosenberg gets her hands on it. I’ll feel better when she does. I don’t know why Roan has to be such a medical mystery to all these people. Except yeah, I do know why he is. It just pisses me off. They’re gonna hold him for at least another day, probably to poke and prod him some more and piss him off. I’ll let you know if there’s any changes.”

Being the first and, as known so far, only one of his kind had undoubtedly been hard on Roan, although if he weren’t such a tough bastard, it probably would have hit him a lot harder. Still, it was no picnic for the man who had chosen to love him either. Again, Holden didn’t envy Dylan at all. He had Roan, sure, but he had all the pain and heartache that came with him.

The second message was a surprise. “Holden? Hi, it’s Dahlia. Could you call me back at this number as soon as possible? I’d like to meet and talk to you. It’s about Alexei. Okay, bye.”

Dahlia Shear? Wow, now there was someone he never expected to hear from. Then again, did he ever expect to hear from her?

“What’s up?” Chai asked, taking a seat in the armchair, mug cradled carefully in his hands. He had a pretty good prosthetic for his missing leg, so it worked more with him than against him when he sat down, but he was still extra careful doing so, especially if he had something in his hands. Occasionally, the landings could be rough, doubly so if he was feeling some pain.

“What do you mean?”

“You have a look on your face.”

“Hard to have a face and not have a look on it.”

Chai’s scowl was evil and totally warranted. Holden was being a smartass just for the hell of it. He rolled his eyes, mainly at his own snarkiness, and said, “Just got a voicemail from a client-slash-acquaintance I haven’t heard from in a while.”

“What’s a client-slash-acquaintance? That’s new to me.”

“A client who became a loose acquaintance. It happens sometimes.”

“Not to me.”

Holden knew he might regret sharing this story, but it would probably get Chai’s mind off what an asshole his ex was, so maybe it was worth it. Holden sat back, getting comfortable. “You ever heard of Dahlia Shear?”

“No. Is that a person or a drag persona?”

“Person. She’s an artist, writer, ghost wrote a sex column, one of those types of people. When I was working at Elite, she hired me, although under her initials. Imagine my surprise when I show up at the hotel and my date’s a woman.”

“Holy shit. You told her you only did men, right?”

“Yes, but she knew that. She saw that on my web page. She was doing an art project about sex workers, and she wanted to ask me some questions since it was a multimedia project. She assured me no names unless I wanted to give one, no faces, and I didn’t have to answer any questions that made me uncomfortable. I figured what the hell, it would probably be the easiest money I ever made, and agreed. We broke into the hotel’s minibar, had some overpriced peanuts and beer, and we ended up hitting it off somehow. Near the end, she asked me some questions about whether I’d ever sleep with a mixed couple, but I didn’t think much about it since it fit in with the other sex questions she’d asked me.”

“Mixed couple?” Chai repeated, brows drawn down in confusion.

“Male and female.”

His confusion only deepened. “Wait. She said she knew you only did guys. She saw it on the site.”

“She wasn’t thinking about sex with the woman. More like a woman watching two dudes get it on. I told her as long as they paid, I didn’t care who watched. I’m not exactly shy. So anyway, kinda forgot about the whole thing until she hired me again about two and half weeks later. I figured it was follow-up on her whole art project thing, and the fact that I was sent to the address of a house in Magnolia cemented that impression. She’s got a really nice house, and as it turns out, a hot husband who is the absolutely best-looking teacher I’ve ever seen. His name was Alexei Barany. He’s a professor at U-Dub, English lit, I think. Younger than I expected too.”

Chai sat forward slightly and rested his elbows on his knees. He apparently sensed this story was about to get good. “I don’t suppose you have any pictures.”

“Not on me. But google and maybe you’ll find some, ’cause he’s not shy about showing off his body. Anyway, I ended up having dinner with them, and it was really good and kind of fancy, which was weird. I thought any minute they were gonna try and stab me or lock me in their basement dungeon or something. I helped with the dishes, and when I got Dahlia alone in the kitchen, I asked what’s going on, ’cause something was. And she tells me her husband has a birthday on Saturday, and she thought I might be a good present for him.”

Chai, who had picked the wrong moment to drink, started strangling on his coffee. After putting the mug down, he hit himself in the chest a couple of times and managed to tame his choking, although he still had tears running down his face. “What?”

“Well, turns out both Dahlia and Alexei were bi and way into polyamory. She liked me, and she thought Alexei might like me as well. Yeah, it was terribly weird, but I was being paid for it, so why not, right?”

Chai’s eyes were wide and threatening to fall out of his sockets. “You went through with it?”

Holden scoffed. Yeah, he knew Chai wasn’t down for some of the weirder stuff, but Holden didn’t even consider that in the top ten of weird things he’d done. Maybe it was number eleven. “Yeah. Alexei’s hot, man. I flirted with him, he flirted back, and I decided to see how far he was willing to go with this by kissing him. And holy shit, that dude was all over me. Dahlia knew her husband’s taste in men.”

Chai looked vaguely horrified. “And she watched you two have sex?”

“A little. She participated too. I mean, she had sex with her husband while I fucked him, and then she pegged him, and we spit roasted him, so it was pretty fun.”

Holden was afraid he might have to go get a shovel to help scrape Chai’s jaw off the floor. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Alexei was a mildly kinky fellow, a submissive who liked a bit of light bondage and being bossed around and pegged. Exactly the kind of guy you want at a good orgy. They hired me two more times, but really, they were into swingers who wanted to fuck both of them, so I was just an appetizer before they found a steady third. At the time I came into things—no pun intended—their girlfriend had decided to finish her degree and was accepted at UC Santa Cruz, so she’d moved. I was invited to the showing of the sex worker art project. It was... interesting. I’m not sure what the point was. At least Dylan’s art I generally get. I wasn’t sure I got that.”

“Dylan?”

“Harlow, Roan’s husband. You know that abstract watercolor I have in my bedroom? He did that one. He’s a pretty good artist.”

Chai shook his head as if clearing his ears. He’d always had a bit of performance anxiety, which was why Holden was so surprised when he decided to give porn a shot. He often needed a little help to get over himself. “You’re making this up, right?”

“Nope.”

“So why haven’t I heard this story before?”

“Oh. It happened after you moved to California. You weren’t around for it.”

Chai bugged his eyes out. “You shoulda called me and told me. I totally would’ve wanted to hear this story. That’s... crazy. I mean, I’ve heard of a gay couple hiring a third, but not a wife hiring one for her husband. And they’re still together?”

Holden shrugged. “As far as I know. They seemed to genuinely love each other.”

“Do you think she wants to hire you again?”

“After all this time? I doubt it. Maybe she’s turning that whole sex worker thing into a book. Maybe I have to sign a release or something.” Holden honestly didn’t care. It was just weird to hear from her again after all this time. He couldn’t help but wonder if Alexei was still hot. A Google search might answer that question for him.

Chai sat back, shaking his head. “Holy shit, the stuff you get up to. You should really write a book, you know?”

“What, Secrets of a Hooker Vigilante?”

“Tell me people wouldn’t drop everything to read that.”

Holden shrugged, because he couldn’t, and reached over and snagged Chai’s mug. They liked their coffee different, but Holden was still too lazy to get his own.

“Hey,” Chai protested.

“You know the rules: if it’s unattended, it’s mine.” That was actually a joke, dating back to their escort days. Holden took a sip, grimacing at the amount of sugar Chai put in his coffee, and asked, “How many RSVPs you got?”

“Oh. Right now I’ve got E, Trix, Hotshot, and Bear coming in.”

“E? Oh shit, you mentioned free pizza, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Chai admitted, hanging his head in mock shame.

“Mark my words, E will be more of a hindrance than a help.” This afternoon was Chai’s big “moving in” party, so called so nobody would run away at the notion of helping him move, but that was exactly what was going on.

Holden sipped the coffee warily, feeling the sugar rush to his head. Yeah, his big plan for today was going to Goodwill with Chai and helping him move. Now it apparently included riding herd over a bunch of former escorts, most of whom he hadn’t seen in ages. He knew Hotshot and Bear had settled down in a literal sense: they lived together and owned a coffee shop near Bellevue. They’d sent him Facebook friend requests and such, but Holden wasn’t on Facebook, mainly out of principle. Trix was the macrobiotic yoga instructor, and E was.... He wasn’t exactly sure what E did for a living. He still got really high a lot, and Holden had occasionally run into him on the weekends, downtown where E could be found staggering, blissed out, from one club to another. Maybe he was a DJ or party planner, or maybe he’d made the transition to legal weed. He’d have to ask him when he saw him.
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