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1—The Reason They Hate Me

––––––––
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ROAN HONESTLY HOPED Dylan wasn’t going to kill him for this. Although he wouldn’t blame him if he did.

He was supposed to be retired and, basically, he’d only talked Dylan into letting him do his private detective thing again if he took unambitious, not-at-all-dangerous cases. This one went off the rails quickly.

It really did look simple to begin with. Blair Pender, a boring suburban type, hired him to find out if her husband, Hank Pender, was cheating on her. He was one of those muscly, white, Vin Diesel body-double bouncers for a trendy Vancouver nightclub so, of course, he had the opportunity to meet other women and possibly exploit them in a truly icky way. In fact, on Roan’s first stakeout of Hank at work, Dylan went to the club with him. It was ostensibly a straight club, but modern sensibilities insinuated gays could go there, too.

Well, instantly, Roan knew why gays didn’t flock to the club. It was fucking terrible, with some kind of eye-melting theme, a cross between tiki and Blade Runner in a way that brought out the worst in both decors. The drinks were super overpriced and poorly mixed—Dyl contributed that last bit—and the music was modern pop remixes that made Roan want to take a knitting needle to his eardrums. Also, because his sense of smell had somehow grown even sharper, he spent a good part of the night rubbing peppermint oil under his nose, blanking out his olfactory sense, and giving himself a headache. But the alternative was vapor locking on the smell of so much cologne, deodorant, booze, body odor, bad breath, and ozone that he would be useless. Some people might think sharper senses were a good thing, but they weren’t. And that didn’t count the synesthesia that made the place look like a multicolor swamp. Dylan wasn’t only there as moral support and crowd camouflage—he was there to help Roan leave the club without causing a scene. Places like this were just brutal for him nowadays. What they never bothered to show in any of the Wolverine movies was how hard it was to deal with modern society when you had above-average senses. For Roan, being in a crowded public space was genuine physical torture. He didn’t want to become a shut-in, but it seemed like his own senses were forcing him into that position.

Anyway, what Roan discerned through the pain was that Hank seemed like your average bouncer. A bit aggro, but no sleazier than anyone else. And yet, ever since he saw Hank in person, an alarm was going off in the back of Roan’s mind.

An exaggerated hunch, really, but in lieu of a better name, Roan referred to it as his predator sense. The feeling that he was meeting another monster—like him but not. He couldn’t explain it if he wanted to and, oh boy, did he not want to. So he continued following this guy, wondering what was setting off alarm bells.

Roan showed up at the Pender house when Hank was at work, and Blair let him have a look at Hank’s laptop. Hank had managed to clear out a lot of his history, but Roan still found porn links and some distressing search histories, all about guns. Most likely, he’d done follow-up searches on his phone, which Blair couldn’t get from him, and Roan was getting such a danger sense from this guy that he didn’t want to risk her any further. She knew something was wrong with her husband, but she might have misjudged what exactly that was. According to Blair, Hank didn’t own a gun. Roan didn’t find that comforting.

He’d been staking out Hank the last couple of nights, hoping he was wrong and his weird hunch was simply a personal prejudice. After all, Roan did have a personal hatred for roided-up gym disasters, which was exactly what Hank looked like. These were Hank’s vacation days from work and, so far, he hadn’t done anything to raise a red flag. Roan was beginning to think of himself as extremely out of touch with the whole detective business, when Hank went for a late-night drive to the shadier side of Stanley Park.

Roan first wondered if gays still had furtive sexual congress in parks. Surely, with Grindr it had gone the way of the dinosaurs, right? Besides, Hank wasn’t gay. Roan parked off the main street and walked into the park, only to find Hank hadn’t left the parking lot.

He was standing beside a car with Washington state license plates, talking to a bearded white guy with a beer gut. The guy took his time getting out of his car and opening the trunk. He removed a spare tire before he opened the false bottom of the trunk and revealed guns. Lots of guns.

Roan made a hasty call to the police—sad he didn’t really have a contact in the Vancouver force—before deciding to break up the party.

He simply walked up and, since they were so enrapt in their haggling, they didn’t notice him at first. Roan attributed it to the fact the gun dealer had deliberately parked away from lights in a pool of shadow but, after a couple of seconds when Roan felt he was honestly close enough to be noticed, he wondered if he was stalking. Was he deliberately walking quietly, with exaggerated stealth? It was weird what habits he found himself slipping into nowadays. As much as he wanted to deny the virus was causing lion effects on him... he was just fooling himself. Some mornings he found it much easier to growl and purr than talk, and sometimes he needed to take a moment to remember how to do that. Yes, he was human, but he could hardly deny how much the virus had taken over his body. And since Roan was the lucky son of a bitch who had lived with it the longest he was pretty much the test case for what the virus did as he aged. That he wasn’t dead yet seemed like a modern miracle—or curse, if you were on his side of it.

Roan cleared his throat, and both men jumped. Geniuses they were not.

The seller made an attempt to lower the trunk, but at this point it was ridiculous. “Exactly what are you planning to do, Hank?”

The seller glanced at Hank, horrified. “Look, I don’t—”

Roan raised a single finger toward the seller, holding it up in a one moment gesture, and for some reason it worked. The guy actually clammed up.

Hank glared at Roan like he’d never seen him before, which was fair, but hadn’t he been at his club a couple of nights ago? Was he that forgettable? “Who the fuck are you?” Hank asked.

“I’m Roan McKichan, I’m a private detective, and I was hired to follow you. And there’s no way in hell I’m letting you purchase illegal firearms.”

Hank’s barrel chest puffed up, like a territorial ruff grouse. Roan almost laughed at how funny that was. Yes, Hank had a few inches on him, and a hundred pounds of muscle but, if he thought he was physically in Roan’s league, it was only because the virus didn’t really reveal that part. Except when it did, but if it went that far, there was a good chance Hank wouldn’t live through the next ten minutes. “Who the fuck are you to follow me? Who hired you?”

“Client confidentiality keeps me from—”

“It was my fucking wife, wasn’t it? She can’t leave well fucking enough alone, the fucking bitch.”

Did he correct his grammar? Roan knew something so petty would cause Hank to lose his shit, but some part of him was itching for a fight. He wanted to show Hank what a predator truly was. He could easily imagine sinking his teeth into Hank’s ridiculously thick throat and the rush of blood that would come with it. Hank would probably die, never sure what happened.

Nope. Couldn’t let the lion out. He’d promised Dylan he wasn’t risking his health like that. But it really wanted to come out and play.

“You know, I’ve got nothing to do with this, so why don’t I—” the seller said, attempting to close the trunk.

Roan sidled up to it and caught it before it latched. “No, you’re staying here too.”

The man glared at him. “You’re not a cop. I can leave if I want.”

Roan nodded, stepping back until he was parallel to the rear tire. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a folding knife, flicked it open, and stabbed the tire.

“Hey!”

“Bill me,” he said, pocketing the knife. Actually, if the guy did bill him somehow, no way in hell Roan was going to pay it. The guy sold illegal weapons—fuck him to death.

Hank loomed over him, or at least attempted to, big veiny arms bulging. “You can fuck off outta here now, or feet first later. I don’t give a damn which.”

He appeared ridiculous and Roan couldn’t suppress the smirk. “I know you think you sound cool, but you really don’t. I mean, I know I don’t look like much, but you are nowhere near my level, no matter how much you bench press. It’s all kinds of sad.”

Hank threw a punch at him, which Roan had already anticipated. He dodged to the side, feeling the wind of Hank’s ham-hock-sized fist passing his face, and aimed a single hard kick on the side of Hank’s knee, which was more like a stomp than anything else. Roan heard a very clear pop before Hank crumpled to the ground with a shout of pain.

The seller jumped back and exclaimed, “Holy fucking shit!”

Hank grabbed his leg and snarled, “I’m gonna kill you, motherfucker! You broke my leg!”

“No, I dislocated your kneecap. Quite violently, to be honest. You’ll need a lot of healing time. Knee injuries are a bitch.”

The seller pointed at Roan and then at Hank before he remembered to use his words and repeated the action. “How the fuck did you do that?”

Why was he reacting like Roan had done something amazing? Roan was sure he hadn’t... right? The problem with the virus being so integrated into him was sometimes it came out in ways he didn’t anticipate or recall. He knew it didn’t make him super fast, but his reaction time could be honestly frightening. Was that it? He wanted to ask but knew he couldn’t. “You don’t even wanna know how old I am or how many fights I’ve been in. Safe to say, all the posturing and banter are for young people. I got shit to do and absolutely nothing to prove.”

Hank looked like he was going to try standing, but he hardly even shifted on the ground before giving up. Trying to stand up on a dislocated limb was impossible without help. It didn’t matter how much pain Hank could take, he was going precisely nowhere. Roan knew that from experience. “Still gonna fucking murder you,” Hank grumbled, grabbing his leg again. Tears of pain were trickling from his eyes.

“Get in line.”

A cop car pulled into the lot, headlights flaring across the scene like transient spotlights. You generally got decent response times around here because it was pretty white. Roan started raising his hands and looked at the seller, who seemed gobsmacked by their arrival. “I mean, we’re not Black or indigenous, and they’re not American cops, so they probably won’t gun us down, but why take the chance? One of them may have decided he wants to be famous.”

The gun seller’s eyes widened, and he raised his hands like he was attempting to hold up a collapsing ceiling.

Yeah, Dylan was going to kill him.

2- Down To Drown

––––––––
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HOW DID HE KNOW THE 2:00 a.m. phone call was Roan from a police department? Dylan wanted to entertain the thought he was psychic, but, honestly, it was inevitable since Roan had gone back to work.

Dylan knew Roan was sincere in promising not to get into trouble, or into a case too big to handle. But that was asking a bird not to fly, wasn’t it? Roan and trouble were great friends, had been since he was a child. Dylan was never going to get between the two of them.

He dragged himself out of bed and hastily dressed, glad society had been so worn down no one thought anything of people wearing sweatpants in public. Only once he glimpsed himself in the mirror, to make sure his hair wasn’t a complete nightmare, did he realize he was wearing one of Roan’s T-shirts. This one had a wide-eyed kitten on it, along with the words I Have No Idea What I’m Doing. It was so thematically appropriate he didn’t bother to change.

At least the traffic wasn’t bad this time of night. Dylan kept himself awake by shouting loud curses at an imaginary Roan. Better to get it out now, before it could hurt feelings. Besides, he left the worst cursing for himself, because he knew this was going to happen but went along with it anyway. That’s where the cliché about hope springing eternal came in, right?

The alternative, however, was unthinkable. Roan was going slowly mad with nothing of use to do. He’d finished writing his memoir, yet as soon as he was done, he informed Dylan that he wanted it held and not seen by anyone until after his death. And while Dylan understood why, the reminder of Roan’s death—and how he was living on borrowed time already—was enough to almost cause Dylan to have a panic attack. He knew he should have come to grips with the fact that he was going to lose him, sooner rather than later. But he hadn’t and, honestly, he couldn’t. All he could do was act like Roan was going to live forever, because dealing with the reality of the situation was just too much. Dylan didn’t need his therapist to tell him it was denial—he fucking knew it was denial and, frankly, it was comforting.

By the time he found the police department, all the anger he had was gone. One day, Roan wasn’t going to call him from anywhere ever again. Dylan found that so horrifying a thought he honestly couldn’t deal with it.

The cop shop was low-slung, drab industrial, and could have been mistaken for some kind of office building if you somehow missed all the police cars in the lot and all the police uniforms coming in and out. The inside followed the weirdly repurposed office theme. Roan stood up from a chair when Dylan entered. No cop moved to stop him, so Dylan took that as a good sign.

“I wasn’t arrested,” Roan said, holding up his hands to show they were free of fingerprinting ink. “They just wanted to shake down a PI since they have so little chance to do that nowadays.”

Honestly, Dylan would never have said such a thing in a cop shop, where they might hear him, but Roan held no fear of any human. Even when he probably should have.

Dylan waited until they were outside before asking, “What the hell happened?”

Roan grimaced. “Well, to cut it down to its most essential point, Hank Pender was not cheating on his wife. He was planning to murder her and one of his bosses in some kind of spree. I caught him trying to buy a weapon from an asshole who came over the border with a trunkful of guns.”

“Holy shit.” Now Dylan understood why Roan hadn’t told him anything over the phone. “Are you okay? Did...?”

“I’m fine, I didn’t lion out, it’s all good. Except I have to figure out a way to break the news to Blair in a way that makes this somehow seem like a good thing.”

Oh yeah, the client. This was going to be a doozy. By the time they got to the car, Dylan thought he might have found a way forward. “How about telling her the good news is she never has to see him again? I mean, if someone was plotting to murder me, that’d cheer me up.”

Roan nodded. “Me too, but I don’t know. People can react weirdly to shit like this.”

“If you want to say ‘heteros, what can you do,’ you know you can.”

“Well, I don’t need to say it now, spoilsport.”

They got in the car and sat for a moment in silence. Dylan was relieved Roan hadn’t lioned out or had to physically subdue someone. You’d think he’d be more concerned with the stupid piece of shit who tried to hurt his husband, but Roan knew how to take care of himself. It was the whole “becoming a lion could potentially kill him” thing that concerned Dylan. It wasn’t very Buddhist to think it but, honestly, fuck all of the assholes who came after Roan. They were on their own and had to live with their exceedingly poor life choices. But he didn’t want Roan to hurt himself, perhaps fatally, teaching them a lesson.

“I’m sorry,” Roan said, breaking the silence.

Dylan looked at him, genuinely surprised. “For what?”

“For almost getting into a thing again. And having to call you at this time of morning.”

Dylan waved his hand, shooing the thought away as he started the car. “I’m just glad you weren’t arrested or hurt. I don’t care about the rest of it.”

Roan reached over and put a hand on his shoulder, giving it a comforting rub. “Have I told you lately you’re the best husband ever?”

“Yes, but I never get tired of hearing it.” He put his hand over Roan’s, and it was weirdly warm. He blamed Roan’s new meds for that, and neither of them had any idea what it meant. At least it wasn’t like the first pills they’d given him, which caused heart palpitations. It was all extraordinarily worrisome because the meds Roan took were mostly experimental, and no one really knew what would happen when he took them. They were hoping his tumors wouldn’t keep growing although, right now, that seemed like a pipe dream.

Dylan was thankfully distracted from those thoughts by trying to help Roan come up with a message to leave for Blair, as Roan couldn’t be sure this wouldn’t make the news, and he wanted to warn her beforehand. He would rather tell her in person but he could hardly wake her at two in the morning.

So Dylan helped with a message that was tactful and gave her the information while steering clear of commentary such as “Well, he’s a full-on asshole” and “Divorce him immediately and start a new life”. They were true, but who knew if she was ready for that just yet? People worked things out in their own time.

By the time they reached home, they’d hammered out a message, and Roan called her and left it on her voice mail. Dylan felt bad for her, but he didn’t know her and, frankly, her psycho husband needed to stay away from Roan. They had enough on their plate.

Dylan happily went back to bed, this time with Roan to snuggle up against, and that made him feel better. Temporarily.

He went along with Roan getting back into the private detective game. Yet what if all the same old problems came rolling in the door?

Oh goddamn it. He should have known better.

3—10 Good Reasons for Modern Drugs

––––––––
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THE THING ABOUT THESE new meds was they made his dreams more vivid. Much to Roan’s disappointment, they didn’t make them more interesting. And they also made him sleep longer, unless that was his depression, which was possible.

It was hard to say, and Roan was slowly woken from his dream about having lunch in something that was sort of an old train car in a mall that was partly open to an abandoned street. He was hoping for a kaiju attack or something to liven it up, when he heard a persistent alarm. Except it wasn’t an alarm at all. It was the ringing of a telephone, which was weird, because he usually had his cell set to vibrate. Maybe the land line?

Yes, he was an old fogey, and he had a land line. Land lines were great, and far more secure and stable than cell phones. Yada yada, he was an old man shouting at clouds—no one cared about privacy or stability of use anymore.

Roan felt like his eyelids had ten-pound weights on them and he had to peel them open as he groped around for the phone. He knocked it off the nightstand but managed to grab the receiver and pull it toward his face before it hit the ground. “Hello?” he muttered, hoping he’d pronounced it correctly.

“Hello, is this Roan McKichan?”A woman asked, her French Canadian accent so heavy it almost seemed like a joke. It took him a moment to translate each word, and only then did he remember the press might be calling. Oh fuck.

“Maybe. Can I ask who’s calling?”

“Simone Levesque. I’m with social services in Montreal.”

Roan had not expected that, and it caught him up short. Was he still asleep? He saw the sunlight reflected on the ceiling and wondered how long he had slept in this time. A quick glance at the clock told him it was almost two in the afternoon. Wow, how had he slept so late? Of course, now he thought about it, he had to piss badly.

And in a moment of panic, he wondered if he’d ever been to Montreal. To his relief, he hadn’t. So this couldn’t be about something he did. “Uh, this is Roan. How can I help you?”

“I’m sure you don’t know me, but I’m Theo’s sister-in-law.”

“Theo?”

“Tank.”

“Oh, okay.” It also made sense in another way, as Tank sometimes played up his own French Canadian accent, dialing it to eleven when he wanted to pretend he didn’t speak English that well. It might have been a mimicry of a real thick accent—like Simone’s. Perhaps he’d been doing an impression all along. “Nothing’s wrong with Tank, is there?”

“No, not at all. I’m afraid I have an issue that he said you might be able to help me with. It’s about a... I think you call them virus children?”

“Uh, yeah, I have some experience with that.”

“I am going to be in Vancouver tomorrow, and I was wondering if you’d be willing to meet me to discuss... uh... this thing. Would that be all right?”

Tank wouldn’t have suggested him if he didn’t think Roan could help. He took that as a given. Tank played crazy—and maybe it wasn’t completely an act—but he was smart. “Uh, sure. Is this for a case?”

After a noticeable pause, she replied, “You could say that, yes. Can I give you a call once I’m in Vancouver?”

“Sure, yeah. I know a doctor who specializes in the virus, but she may not be able to meet with you. She’s really busy.”

“That’s okay. I think your feedback should be enough for now. Thank you very much. Au revoir.”

“Bye.” Roan hung up the phone, still deeply confused. That wasn’t a dream, right? That actually happened?

By the time he got to the bathroom, he became slightly more convinced he was awake. Or he’d just wet the bed, but he didn’t think so.

Dyl had gone to work, but he left Roan a note on the fridge that read: Press called. I said we had no comment and advised them to call Taryn. Taryn will probably be peeved.

Taryn Chen was a lawyer friend of Dylan’s but she hadn’t been hired to be his spokesperson. Yet. They probably owed her some money.

Roan grabbed some leftover veggie lasagna from the fridge and nuked it for breakfast, along with some sweetened green tea he probably put too much ice in. Fuck it. He really didn’t like the grogginess and dry mouth that came with his new meds, but maybe they’d work. The other meds hadn’t worked well and, honestly, Roan was ready to give up. The only reason he hadn’t was Dylan. He couldn’t imagine telling Dylan he was ready to stop and become a living tumor farm because he was sick of all the tests and tired of being poked and prodded. He was still alive, wasn’t he? Roan knew he should be grateful for that.

He did a little surfing on his laptop while he ate, and yeah it had made the news. Which was one thing he had to get used to. Stuff that wouldn’t even attract attention in the States might get coverage here. It wasn’t that Canada didn’t have crime, because it totally did, but it didn’t have the one mass shooting per day hecticness of America. Where a man not shooting someone would be lucky to get even two inches in the local section in Seattle, here it might actually make front page of the local, especially if it was a slow news day. And apparently it was.

Roan got tired of reading, and instead checked his phone as he finished eating the lasagna. Blair was on his voice mail a couple of times. Her first message was basically “What? What?” The second message, left about five minutes later, was a bit more composed. “I know Hank hated his boss, but... me? We had our problems, but... why would he want to kill me?” She hung up, and he didn’t blame her.

A problem left out of so many procedural shows was what Roan called the human factor. That factor being because I could/because I suddenly decided to. There wasn’t always a firm rhyme or reason. “Because” was a sentence. Knowing Hank as little as he did, Roan still had the theory that Hank had already decided if he was going to go to jail for killing his boss, he might as well kill his wife and make doing time worthwhile. People didn’t really need more of a reason than opportunity. That was what was so unsatisfying about many real-life mysteries. Sometimes the real answer would never be found because it was never much of a decision to begin with. It was a momentary impulse, and nothing more.

Should he call Tank? Depending on where Tank was, he might not be anywhere near his phone. It could be in a locker, jittering away, and Roan might not hear back from him for hours, maybe even tomorrow, when Ms. Levesque would be here. Still, he wanted to know what was up.

He decided to call Fiona, hoping she was up wherever she was. She and Tank were still together, although sometimes she traveled with him. It depended on things he wasn’t privy to. It went to her voice mail, but he was certain he’d hear from her before Tank.

Roan had hoped he’d have another client by now, but truth be told, there wasn’t a lot of business for a private detective anymore, unless you wanted to do background checks or dig up blackmail material for rich scumbags. And while their house was nice and they had a pretty backyard pond, he was slowly going mad with boredom.

Roan had thought he’d be a good kept guy, but he wasn’t. He worked out until he broke his hanging bag—which continued to happen way too often for anyone’s comfort—read a few books, and eventually started contemplating suicide. Okay, not really, for that last part. Mostly.

His depression had gotten a bit unwieldy, but how could it not with the state of the world? Things were going to shit fast, the Earth was burning where it wasn’t flooding, and America was embracing fascism, thanks to a racist, village idiot president who had all the intelligence and charisma of a long dead skunk. As Holden had said, Roan and Dylan got out of the US while the getting was good, and maybe so. He still felt terrible about it.

And independent of all that, he had gotten out of Seattle before it went through its death spasms and transformed more than a little into Amazonville. The funky stuff that made Seattle kind of great was almost completely gone now. Even Panic had closed. Its owners sold it to someone who made it yet another upscale gastropub, and it went bankrupt within two months. Someone else then bought the property, but right now, it stood empty. Almost no one who made an average wage could afford to live in the city anymore, making it a city with a lot of homeless, a lot of rich people, and very little in between. Holden, Chai, and Dee all had to go, but no one was sure where they were going yet. Tacoma had become the destination for a lot of people pushed out of Seattle, which, ironically, was causing Tacoma prices to hit the roof, so they were looking at something farther out, maybe toward Olympia. The apartment building where Holden and Chai lived had finally been sold to a property management company, and they were raising rents ridiculously. Dee’s apartment block had become a condo and, as Dee had told Roan, he wasn’t living in no fucking condo. At least he didn’t have to worry about Holden playing vigilante in Seattle anymore. In theory. He might start it up wherever he went, but Roan figured he’d worry about that when it happened.

Roan did wonder if he simply wasn’t adjusting well to the change of scenery. He liked their house, and he liked what Dyl had done. Dylan had taken up gardening as a “more active” form of meditation, and they now had a small raised organic patch in the backyard. It was mainly vegetables with a few herbs and some native flowers to keep the bees happy. It was very pretty and some of the vegetables in this lasagna he was eating came straight from their backyard. It was neat, it made Dylan happy, and Roan was glad he was happy. Roan had no idea what was bothering him.

Dylan had a new therapist and encouraged Roan to give therapy a try, but Roan knew from experience that wasn’t for him. He found it miserable to dwell on his past and his feelings. He knew he was a pathetic sack of garbage who was extremely lucky to still be sucking air when so many infected were stone-dead, including his first husband. That alone was enough to make it feel like someone had ripped his heart out of his chest and stomped it flat. To keep going down that line of thought felt like hell.

Same with the book he wrote. It made him realize he’d forgotten so much of his childhood for a damn good reason. There was nothing good there. To other children and most adults, he was the Thing That Should Not Be. If he could live seemingly undamaged by this hideous virus, then anyone could have it, even good people like them. He was his disease, and he was a monster. No one would ever let him forget that. All his good memories involved punk shows and libraries. There were good people, but few and far between.

But he was in danger of wallowing, and he absolutely hated himself if he even got near to wallowing. He did a good thing last night, and he didn’t get arrested. A win-win, right? The case was closed, and Hank was probably going to rot in jail for a while, so it was all good. The lion didn’t get out, no one died, and Dylan wasn’t mad at him. So why was he so down?

Well, duh. Depression. Maybe he should give therapy a shot.

Roan decided to try to get out of this dismal mindset. He turned on the stereo and lay on the floor, looking up at the swirling colors the music caused. He probably should have lain on the sofa but, fuck it, he was down here now and he wasn’t getting up.

Synesthesia was weird. Sure, music could cause swirls of color, but it did stranger things too. Like the number four tasted like soap. Why? His senses were going haywire, and his brain didn’t know how to deal with all the new stimuli, so he ended up like this. Neither Daredevil nor Wolverine ever had to deal with this. Mass media had lied to him. Bastards.

He watched for a bit, but he didn’t like his headspace right now. Roan felt like he was on the precipice of something, but nothing good. He’d already told himself—and promised Dyl—that if he ever felt like he was slipping, he’d go out in the world. The noisy, noisome world. Oh god.

Roan got up off the floor and went upstairs to change into slightly more presentable clothes. Only slightly. He wore some comfortable jeans and a Metz T-shirt, as well as a leather jacket he was probably too old for, but fuck it. Nazis were back, and apparently running the United States. There were no rules anymore.

The one good thing about gearing up to ride his motorcycle was the full-face helmet kept him from smelling anything of the outside world. That was great. But the problem was, when he reached a place, he was expected to take his helmet off. Damn it.

He drove to downtown Vancouver, only a few blocks away from where Dylan worked at the Edgefront Gallery. Dylan’s official title was “associate,” but according to Dyl, that meant he was a jack of all trades. He helped set up shows, acquire items, sell them, and do other odd things. Sometimes he got to show his own paintings too, so Dylan considered it a win, and much better than being a shirtless bartender. Not that Roan would ever show up there without a request.

Sometimes, when work got very dull, Dylan would call him to come over and bug him. Roan usually obliged. He knew Dylan’s coworkers probably thought of him as Dylan’s weirdo older husband who some days couldn’t leave him be, but Roan wasn’t about to tell them Dyl asked him to bother him. That was their secret.

But Roan’s target right now was an indie bookstore called the Back Page. He knew he’d never find a place to park on the street, but he found a spot at the Chinese restaurant across the way and figured when he left, he’d pick up some takeout to bring home.

As soon as he took his helmet off, he was hit with every smell on the goddamn planet. A wall of scent smacked him so hard his head jerked back. Roan quickly pulled the familiar bottle of peppermint oil out of his pocket and uncapped it. His synesthesia made the scent of it look like something blindingly white, eldritch smoke curling out of a magic bottle. He tipped a bit of the oil onto his finger and wiped it under his nose, which caused his vision to completely whiteout for a moment, like being punched in the head once more. But at least, once the fog cleared, all he smelled was mint. Again, it was a hard reset for his olfactory senses. He’d only have to refresh when it started wearing off.

Roan was acutely aware of a pot shop around the corner. He picked up on the scent even if he didn’t know where it was geographically. He’d traded the opioids in—which had long stopped working for him anyway—for edibles, mostly because he couldn’t stand smoking anything, and it was okay. Pot didn’t make him crash quite as hard as pain pills, although they both gave him crazy dry mouth. Along with the pills he was taking for his tumors, he really should be carrying around a water bottle at all times. Why wasn’t he? Oh, right, he fled the house for his own sanity. Hard to remember to pack in that instance. But, seriously, maybe on his way home he should stop and pick up some extra painkillers. He never had too many.

He walked into the bookstore with a jingle of brass bells on the door, and the clerk looked up to greet him. He’d been here enough to know the name of this clerk, Emma, and she gave him a friendly smile. “Hello, Roan.” She knew him too. It was kind of a nice feeling.
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