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“How have you lived through this?” Maya asked. “This is terrible.”

Roan, sitting on a plastic chair up against the wall, rubbed his forehead. What was he supposed to do again? Count to ten in his mind? The last time he’d been in the MRI machine, he was there for over two hours, and despite the earplugs and sunglasses, he had a migraine from the noise, and had to get an emergency injection in the E.R. to be functional. Maya had been in there a little over an hour?

Roan sighed, aware this was not a contest. Being in an MRI, regardless of circumstance, was always pretty miserable. He tucked the book he was reading in his pocket and stood up. “I’ve been through worse.”

“No doubt, but it still sucks. I don’t hafta get stuck with more needles, do I?”

Roan shook his head, awaiting Doctor Rosenberg’s appearance. The university hospital usually wasn’t crowded, and today was no different. Right now, they were in the “futuristic” research wing, with its stark, minimalist color scheme of white and blue—it always made Roan feel like he was in a science fiction movie made in the ’70s. He told this to Maya the first time he brought her here to meet Petra, and she had no idea what he was talking about. That was okay, because in a very short time, Roan quickly discovered Maya had no idea what his references were and didn’t give a shit either way. He wasn’t sure if all teen girls were this savage, or if it was only Maya. He was leaning towards only her. But frankly, if he was her age, he wouldn’t get him either. He barely understood himself now. 

Now that she was a little more comfortable around them, her real personality was starting to peek out. It wasn’t bad. She’d had a sheltered life, so her transition into a displaced one was a shock indeed. All in all, she was adjusting well.

“No, I think the bloodwork’s done for a bit.” He fiddled with his coat sleeve, feeling the cotton ball taped to his arm pull until it hurt. Today, Roan got stuck with needles once Maya went in for her MRI. She didn’t know, and she didn’t need to. He was not going to tell her about his ongoing medical woes, mainly because he’d scared her enough. 

Roan smelled Petra before he saw her. She smelled strongly of nicotine, thanks to the patches she now wore in an attempt to ween herself off cigarettes. Her general aura was what he thought of as, ironically, a tobacco-stained kind of yellow, but he had yet to tell her that. It was probably coincidence. “Good job, Maya. I know those scans aren’t pleasant, but you made it through. See you two next week?”

Roan and Maya shared a glance. Maya was sending him a question with both her eyes, and her pale blue aura suddenly rippled with green veins of doubt. But as much as Roan hated going through the lab rat thing, he also knew it was for a reason. And he had to set an example for Maya, right? He nodded. “We’ll be here, barring a disaster.”

Petra grabbed his arm, avoiding the spot where he’d had his blood drawn, and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You should get those test results back by Wednesday.”

Roan nodded, aware that Maya was now staring at him from the corner of his eye. “Great, thanks.”

“Take care of yourselves,” Doctor Rosenberg said, making it sound like a kind order. “And Roan ... you know.”

He nodded and said, “Back at you, Doc.”

She gave him a sarcastic wave as he turned and headed towards the elevator. Maya followed. “What was she referring to?” she asked. 

Roan didn’t answer until they were in the elevator. “It’s related to the experimental meds I’m on. We’re still trying to figure out if they’re working or not.”

“Oh.” She was silent until the elevator doors opened on the ground floor. “You can’t tell?”

He shook his head. “I can’t feel the tumors growing either. I’m actually glad about that.” 

Because they had come here so often, they were now on a first name basis with the woman running a coffee kiosk in the lobby of the center. “Hey, Manuela,” Roan said as they reached the front of the line. 

She smiled at them. “Hey, Roan, Maya. The usual?”

“Please.” She was a pleasant woman with an aura of pale cinnamon, who had some threads of dark green anxiety running through it. Which was fair, because it was hard not to be anxious nowadays. 

Quickly, she gave Roan his usual—a large green tea—and Maya her usual—a half-caf mocha latte with extra syrup. He wasn’t concerned with her sugar intake, because she needed to bank all the calories she could for the shift. But caffeine? Yeah, she never needed too much of that. Roan was aware of the hypocrisy of him saying that, but he lived with it. 

Outside, the day was gloomy and overcast, but not currently raining, which reminded Roan of old Seattle weather so fiercely he almost felt a moment of nostalgia. He turned on his phone and tried to mentally move on. 

“Why do you always turn off your phone before we go in?” Maya asked. She had several sips of her coffee, and her body posture and aura were reflecting a sort of relaxation. 

“Because the sign asks you to.”

“So? When do you follow rules?”

Roan stared at her, wondering how he should respond. He followed a shameless amount of rules really, but having Maya live with them was definitely not one of them. In fact, she was doing her whole distance learning thing under the name Maya Harlow, as they couldn’t use her real last name, for fear someone back in Quebec might realize she was the girl that had supposedly run away from their custody. She wasn’t wanted by police exactly, but supposedly there were some active alerts for her in Montreal, in case anyone spotted her. It wasn’t a full nationwide amber alert, so at least they had that going for them. It helped that Maya had changed her own appearance, going for a short undercut that was currently dyed purple, which she now added to by putting on white rimmed sunglasses. 

It had been three months since the aftermath of the Reed Profeta case blew up and made Roan more known than he was comfortable with. So it wasn’t a surprise to him that he had some voicemails waiting for him. He tried to take on only light jobs, as they needed the money, but he had no interest in further publicity. As they walked back to the car, Maya contentedly drinking her coffee, Roan listened to his messages. 

The first was an ad he instantly dumped, and the second was a reminder call for an upcoming appointment, which he didn’t need. The third one was new. “Hello, Mr. McKichan. My name is Sky Tran, and I have a job which would be perfect for you, because I don’t think it has a hope in hell of succeeding, but I’d appreciate it if you gave it a look anyway. If you’re in the neighborhood, by which I mean Vancouver, I’m at Sky’s Boutique down on Main until ten, and my phone number is 555-7586. Thanks for your time.” Hmm. A shop on Main? Trendy, probably pricey. He was kind of intrigued by the lack of actionable info in her message. What possible mystery could a chichi boutique possibly have for him? 

He glanced at the time and figured he could drop Maya off at home, and get back on the road. Roan could swing by Adira’s bakery afterward, which was only a couple blocks off Main. He hadn’t bugged Dylan at work since the bakery opened up. 

No time like the present, right?

**
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Roan dropped off Maya, who had adjusted to life with them pretty fast. She pretended she still didn’t miss her family—which they all knew was a lie—but she’d adapted more swear words into her repertoire and had been reading some of Roan’s books. Dylan had also been teaching her how to cook on his days off, and it was sweet. Dyl really should have been someone’s dad. He was good at it. 

Roan took out his bike, aware this was the dregs of autumn in British Columbia, and soon he’d have to put his motorcycle away for the winter. This would be his first Canadian winter, and while they were hardly in Saskatoon, he’d been led to believe it was fucking miserable. Something to look forward to.

There was zero parking on Main, so he parked in the lot of a bank a couple blocks over and walked in. Sky’s Boutique was a funky little shop with a blue silk dress that looked like a waterfall in its window, worn by a headless mannequin. Roan sort of liked that. It was like a part of a horror diorama. And while he wasn’t exactly into clothes—hence his t-shirt collection—he knew aesthetically that dress was pretty. 

He went inside the shop, to be greeted by soft bell chimes, and a soft lavender scent that smashed him across the face like a two by four. He quickly smeared peppermint oil under his nose and realized he should have refreshed it after leaving the university hospital. Roan’s head throbbed as his sense of smell reset, and it felt like he’d been punched. He took a moment to close his eye and breathe, and try and force the pain away. It rarely ever worked, but he had to try. 

While Roan didn’t smell her, thanks to his mint ridden sinuses, he still heard her. “Oh! Mr. McKichan ... are you all right?”

He nodded, opening his eyes. He hoped she ignored the tears in them. “Yeah, I just had a headache flair up, that’s all.” It was better than saying ‘the smell of your shop overwhelmed me’. There was no way to make that sound good.

She looked concerned, and that made her aura a burnished amber. “Please come back to my office. Would you like some water?”

“Thank you, I might.” He followed her back, behind the register, where tiny flags—the gay rainbow one, the softer lesbian pride flag, and the rarer trans pride flag—were one of the few decorations on the wall. Her back office was small, maybe the size of a parking space, with a surprisingly small desk that seemed ideal for the area. There was barely room for two chairs, and a hanging file on the left side wall. There was also a mini-fridge down there, and she pulled out a small plastic water bottle and gave it to him. It was cold enough to give him a slight jolt.

Sky was a bit taller than he expected, maybe 5'5, with glossy shoulder length black hair, and deep-set brown eyes that gave her the overall effect of an easygoing person, which her aura didn’t really match. She was kind, yes, but he knew stress and anxiety when he saw it, and they were like tiny blue fractures in her otherwise consistent color scheme. “Thank you for coming. I was afraid my message may have scared you off.”

“No, I’m afraid my curiosity’s too strong. Can I ask what you wish to hire me for?”

“Sure, just give me a minute. I don’t need a customer walking in and hearing this.” She went back out into the store, and he heard the click of a door being locked. Roan twisted the cap off the water and took a good swallow, and he could feel the cold burn in his throat distracting from the remaining pain in his head. And the fact that the water tasted only like plastic to him. Did it to everyone, or was it simply another case of his synesthesia being weird on him again?

She came back and had a seat behind her desk. Only then did he notice she was wearing what must have been one of her own dresses, which was black and fell to just above the knees. It seemed to have a subtle shine to it, like those rainbows that could appear on slicks of oil, and once again he had to admit it was pretty. But how much did it cost? He was probably better off not knowing. “Okay, sorry.” She placed her hands folded on the desktop, and said, “I have to preface this with a story, but I’ll make it short. My mother died four months ago.”

Roan was a little surprise by the starting point. “Sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. While she was in the hospital, getting treatment, she told me the man I’ve thought was my father is actually my step-father, and she had a first marriage she told absolutely no one about.”

“Wow. That’s a lot.” Again, Roan couldn’t have guessed any of this. He was now glad he’d come, if only for the story. 

“Tell me about it. It also took a lot to actually get the rest of the story out of her, and mostly it came out when she was loopy on pain meds. She said she left him to spare me the shame of being related to him, and she got rid of all the photos. It took ages for her to tell me his name: Dinh Phan. And finally, before she died, she told me what his great shame was—she had caught him with another man.”

“Ah.” He had a feeling this story was going in that direction. 

“When I was cleaning out her house, I discovered an old shoebox in the back of her closet, and in it I found some photos that I believe are of him.” She opened her top desk drawer and pulled out some aged photos, and put them on the desk top one by one. Roan picked them up to look at them.

The first showed an Asian woman in a wedding gown next to a smiling Asian man wearing a tuxedo. He was handsome, a bit scrawny, but thin was in at the time. Which meant ever since ... the 1920s? Or thereabouts. It looked like they were in a garden, maybe behind a church. The photo really didn’t give any signs of where it had taken place. He turned it over to find faded ink on the back. It was hard to make out, but he thought he saw enough to make a guess. “Denny and Gigi?”

“My mother anglicized her own name,” Sky said. “Her birthname in Giang, but she’s gone by Gigi as long as I’ve known her. She insisted it be in her obituary.”

“And he went by Denny?”

“She wouldn’t confirm that, but I assume.”

The next photo showed Denny shirtless in a plastic kiddie pool on a lawn, wearing sunglasses, and holding an infant in his lap. That had to be Sky. There was nothing written on the back. The third photo showed him in a suit, next to Gigi, who wore a very prim dress and hat. Maybe an Easter photo? Again, the background, of a tree and a plain shrub, gave no context, and could have been a photo from anywhere a maple tree could be reasonably expected to grow. Nothing was written on the back of this one either. “And this is all you have of him?” Roan actually knew the answer, but just wanted to confirm.

Sky nodded and took the photos as he handed them back. “Afraid so. Now, I should warn you, I did all the digging I could. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, one of those testing websites that notifies you if you match with someone else’s DNA, three years’ worth of newspaper obituaries, and nada. I read about the Reed Profeta thing, and I wondered if maybe you’d be able to help me.”

“It sounds like an uphill climb,” Roan admitted. “Can I ask why you want to find him?”

She blinked at him, like she couldn’t believe the question. “He’s my dad. I’d like to meet him, if he’s still alive. And if he’s not, I’d like to know where he’s buried.”

She wasn’t lying. There was no secret ulterior motive here. “Can I ask where they were married?”

“See, that I don’t know, but I was born in Ottawa, so I wouldn’t be shocked if it was there.”

“Ontario. Got it.” The second largest province in Canada. It would be a search for a needle in a haystack all right. It would be easier if they stuck to a more urban city, like Montreal or Toronto, but he couldn’t assume that. “Do I assume that your mother moved here after she divorced him?”

“I guess? I mean, she married my step-father here, in Vancouver, and I gotta assume she left him behind.”

Roan pulled out his little notebook and a pen and felt a thousand years old. “Can I ask what your mother’s maiden name was?”

“Yes, it was Huynh, H-U-Y-N-H.”

He nodded, writing it down and adding locations. This was a lot, but somehow it still added up to nothing. “Okay. I want you to understand that this case could well be hopeless. You could be paying me to find absolutely nothing.”

She nodded. “I understand. I didn’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t try my best to find him. And since I’m shit at looking, I thought I’d hire a professional.”

Which was great, because he’d be out of a job if she wasn’t. They discussed prices and his general terms when it came to cases one could deem hopeless. He’d work a week, and if he’d found nothing, they’d discuss if he continued. 

Oddly, Roan was kind of relieved with this case. All she wanted to do was find her father, and that was it. There was no suspected murder, no forced disappearance, just a man who tried to live in the closet and torpedoed his marriage. Okay, yes, it was a tragedy, but with much less bloodshed than his usual cases. 

He did his best to ignore any price tags on his walk out, as he felt just knowing might cause a heart attack. Roan’s bike was where he left it, and he took it on the short jaunt to Adira’s bakery. 

It wasn’t named that. It was named the Bee Happy Bakery, which was so twee Roan almost collapsed from sugar shock the first time he heard it. But the place had so far been a huge hit, and Dylan had been so happy, Roan left his criticism aside. Who knew Vancouver had been crying out for another vegan bakery? Correction—the best vegan bakery.

There was an actual line when he entered the shop, and despite the fresh hit of peppermint oil, he was almost overwhelmed by the smell of sugar and carbohydrates and people. As soon as Adira looked up from behind the main pastry case, she waved him over. “Good timing! Come here, Roan.”

Oh dear. What had he just walked into?

Dylan had painted much of the interior, and he’d settled on sky blue walls with a bit of bright yellow ombre at the top, imitating a sunrise without actually showing a sun. There was also a painted and multi-media flowering meadow on the left side wall, in which there were many hidden things. The bees were obvious—there were lots of fat, seemingly jolly bees—but you could find various things in the mural. Such as a tiny lion hidden between a sunflower and a poppy. Dyl told him he thought of him, in power terms, as both a sunflower and a poppy, something bold and unmistakable. Which was flattering, he supposed, even though he didn’t quite get it. They were pretty flowers, though.

Adira let him behind the counter and left everything to the clerk up front as she led him back into the kitchen. The temperature jumped about ten degrees, and even though the peppermint oil was supposedly holding, he could smell even more sugar and baked goods here, as well as the familiar scent of Dylan, who beamed at him the moment he saw him. “Ro! Fantastic. What timing. Did you know I needed you somehow?”

“I wish I was that gifted.”

Adira patted him on the back, and said to the other baker in the kitchen, a young woman with bright blue hair, “Waiting on those cream puffs, Jyothi.” 

Jyothi rolled her eyes and said, “I’m working on them, you slave master.”

“You say the nicest things to me,” Adira said before turning and leaving the kitchen. Jyothi was Adira’s sister and part of the reason she wanted to start this business in the first place.

The kitchen was neat and had lots of stainless steel, giving it a nice futuristic vibe. Dylan’s hair was tied back, reminding him anew of how Dyl was growing his hair out—and it looked good on him, but then again, most things did—and he was holding a small cookie sheet with some tiny little treats on them. Truffles of some sort? “I need your advanced palate.”

“Since when do I have an advanced palate?”

“Since you have super senses. Try this and tell me what you taste.” Dylan held up one of the truffles. 

Roan leaned forward and took a bite, still unsure about all of this, but he trusted Dylan. 

It was definitely chocolate, as he had to turn away and sneeze, as powerful chocolate made him do that. “Chocolate, definitely,” Roan said. It felt rude doing this while he was chewing something, but at this point, it seemed a petty offence. Sometimes he became a lion and ripped out people’s throats. Talking while eating hardly rated on the scale. Unless he was talking while eating a person’s neck. “Nice fudgy texture. Is that cinnamon?”

Dylan smiled. “Just a touch.” Jyothi scoffed.

Another taste came in the back, and Roan was unsure what it was. It was an earthy flavor, but he couldn’t place it at all. “Uh ... getting a weird after taste here. I don’t wanna say dirt, but I kind of do wanna say dirt. It’s like beets.”

“That would be the beets, I imagine.”

Roan held out hope Dylan was joking, but his aura showed he wasn’t. He was telling the truth. “I hate beets! Why did you put beets in this perfectly good chocolate?”

“Because it’s a new vegan option we’re exploring,” Dyl replied. He popped one of the chocolates in his mouth. “I don’t taste dirt—beets—at the end, so I think we’re good.”

“The flavor of the beets doesn’t come through at all,” Jyothi insisted. “How the hell did you know they were there? You texted him, didn’t you?”

“Was there a bet on?” Roan guessed. 

Dylan smirked. “Kind of. She doesn’t think you can do what you can do.”

“I didn’t say that,” Jyothi complained. She was partially lying. “I mean ... it just seems far-fetched.”

“I just had some peppermint oil, but I bet I could tell you what you had for breakfast.” 

She met his gaze unflinchingly. “I bet you can’t.” 

Roan walked towards her and paused when he was a counter away from her. He didn’t want to make this too easy for him. He wiped away the lingering oil beneath his nose—not that it would do much good—closed his eyes, and took a large inhale. 

They’d been baking most of the morning, he could probably run down each item individually, but Roan tried to concentrate on the savory scents alone. He knew what Dylan had had, so he was able to take that out of the equation. He tilted his head, parsing down what seemed like hundreds of competing scents. And even though his eyes were closed, he was able to see the multicolored strands of all the smells in the room, each with their own colorful thread. It was like a pride parade beneath his eyelids. 

He grabbed a mustard yellow thread and followed it down. “Interesting. Green curry rice, heavy on the coriander, with tofu. Leftover, right? And a Red Bull followed by Earl Gray tea, extra strong, with a good dose of blackberry honey. Wow—you like your caffeine.” He opened his eyes to find Jyothi staring at him in absolute shock. 

“Adira told you that, didn’t she?”

He shook his head. “I could also tell you the scent of conditioner you used, what fabric softener you used, and what deodorant you’re using. I won’t mention the moisturizer, but ... just ‘cause it’s expensive doesn’t mean it works any better than the cheaper stuff.”

“I told you,” Dylan said. “He picks up more details than anyone could imagine or use.”

“It’ll drive me catatonic if I don’t watch it.” He said that with a brief flash of a grin, as if it was a huge joke, but it was true. She worked with Dylan—there was no reason to let her know all his secrets right away. Let her discover the extent of his maladies as a fun surprise.

Jyothi continued staring at him like he might explode into a thousand pieces any second. She was pretty, much like Adira, although her skin was perhaps a shade darker. She had luminous dark eyes and an aura that was kind of a mellow gold. She was a more high strung person, though, which explained why she smelled of adrenaline. She really needed to cut back on the caffeine. 

“So is it true you have a lot of tattoos?”

Roan pulled an arm out of his jacket and showed it to her. Because he was wearing one of his many t-shirts—his precious These Arms Are Snakes shirt this time—his arm was exposed from just beneath the shoulder down. “Holy shit,” she exclaimed, leaning in for a closer look. There was barely any skin showing on his right arm anymore. Only the back of his hand and his fingers were free of ink. The nurses always commented on it when he went for blood draws. 

Dylan leaned in and said, “That’s my art.”

“Which ones?”

“These,” Roan said, pointing out what Dylan had drawn for him. He was so lucky to have had a tattoo artist who was willing to trace someone else’s art on him. And the past tense was appropriate, as Jade had been an infected as well, and he heard she’d died from it a week after he and Dyl had moved from the United States. All the infecteds around him dropping like flies, but here he was, still standing somehow. It was good fortune, but it tasted like a curse. 

Jyothi studied them for a moment, then glanced up at Roan again, and he could read how confounded she was. She had no idea what or who he was. And you know? Fair. Roan didn’t either. “You weren’t ever a musician, were you?”

Roan chuckled. “I wish. But I have no musical ability.”

“He’s lying,” Dyl said. “He actually has a decent singing voice. But he refuses to admit it.”

“I don’t.” Dylan had caught him bellowing along with a Uniform song, which honestly could only be bellowed. But Dyl insisted he wasn’t tone deaf or horrendous, which Roan felt he was. 

Dylan shook his head. “He’s good. This is where he’s self-conscious.”

Jyothi leaned on the counter as Roan put his coat back on. “Where isn’t he self-conscious? Besides the whole super senses thing?”

“Fighting,” Both he and Dylan said in accidental unison. They shared a look, and Roan shrugged. He was predictable in that, at least. 

She looked between them before settling on Roan. “You been in a lot of fights?”

He briefly flirted with telling her how many times he’d been shot, but decided that was another good secret to have in his pocket. No one ever believed it either. “Way too many.”

“So you don’t just look like rough trade?”

Dylan chuckled, while Roan shook his head. “I’m really not. I just play act it. And next time you’re placing bets on me, give me a head’s up. I’ll plan something more impressive.”

“You are always impressive,” Dyl said, coming over and giving him a chaste kiss.

Jyothi rolled her eyes. “Don’t you get your contentedly married germs all over my kitchen.”

“Nice to see you too,” Roan said, and gave Dylan a friendly arm squeeze on his way out. 

As he wondered if he should pick something up for Maya, he felt his phone hum in his pocket. He pulled it out and took a look once he was back outside on the street. He didn’t recognize the number at all, but that didn’t mean much. Could be a potential client; could be a prank caller who found his number and wanted to tell him he was going to burn in hell for being infected, gay, or both. Roan often wanted to inform them that if hell was real, he’d be running it within the week, but it seemed too good a threat to unleash on a bunch of sad bigots. “Hello?”

“Is this Roan McKichan?” a woman asked. She had a very solid American accent. He had never realized until he’d moved to Canada he sometimes missed those. 

“Yes. Who’s calling?”

“My name is Tasha Faraday, and I’m calling on behalf of Lucas Sparks. Would you be willing to meet him tomorrow? He wishes to hire you, but it must be discreet.”

Roan looked around, in case he was on some prank show, but even in the cacophony, he wasn’t picking up the quiet noises of a camera or recording equipment. Still could be possible. But no one in the crowd had any specific anxiety aimed his way, “Uh, I can be discreet. What does he want to hire me for?”

“I cannot tell you that, sir. We can send a car for you at 10 AM tomorrow. Does that work for you?”

Roan was slightly flummoxed. What the hell was this? “You don’t need to send a car. I can drive.”

“This is part of the discretion, sir. Is ten acceptable?”

The way she kept calling him sir ... she was a secretary, wasn’t she? Or an assistant. Someone used to dealing with the unreasonable on behalf of her boss. Roan almost said no—there were too many mysterious things going on here—but instead he said, “Make it ten thirty.”

He waited until he returned to his bike before searching the web for a Lucas Sparks. The first to appear was a handsome young actor that Roan couldn’t recall seeing before, but the article said he was “currently filming a movie in Canada.” 

Well hell. Someone famous—semi-famous?—wanted to hire him. But why was the huge question here.

Oh, his poor assistant. Roan felt suddenly very sorry for her. He bet it was a real shitty job.

––––––––
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Roan walked in the door to hear the sugary pop of BTS blaring from upstairs. “Turn it down or you’re getting Mr. Bungle this time,” he shouted up the stairs. She quickly turned it down.

The last time this happened, he put on Metz’s song Pig, and turned up the bass until the thunderous drums shook the walls. She was not a fan, but he enjoyed it. He wanted to form a mosh pit with someone, but Dylan was sadly at work, and also had never been in a pit. Roan couldn’t believe it. Mainly because he loved being in the pit. Sometimes that was the only physical contact he had with anyone else for months besides medical personnel. Which, again, was why he had no idea why he wrote his memoirs. No one needed that slice of misery porn from him, especially not himself. 

Maya appeared at the top of the stairs as Roan retreated to the kitchen. “It’s probably cruel and unusual punishment to be subjected to what you call music.”

Roan shrugged, looking in the fridge. “I warned you. Hey, shouldn’t you be doing your homework?”

She rolled her eyes. There had been a huge innovation since he’d gone to school. Namely, “special students”—a/k/a diseased freaks who could infected other children somehow, in a very convoluted and unlikely manner—could get a special dispensation to use “distance learning”—a/k/a computer shit—to attend school, so she didn’t have to live through the hellscape that was in person high school. Maya liked this arrangement too. It seemed her ex-parents sent her to a private Christian school, where she was the only Chinese person in the entire place. It was bad enough also being the only infected, but race made it infinitely worse. Roan was lucky to only have to deal with the diseased freak shit. And later the gay freak shit. “I’m done. It’s not hard.”

“Uh huh.” She wasn’t lying, but he felt skepticism was its own reward. Roan pulled out a canned tea, but he inspected the leftovers. His senses told him the state of them, and they were all good—Dylan had made his job the patrolling of leftovers, since he had the super nose—but he was puzzling over what he could make out of any of this stuff. “Feel like spaghetti?”

“Ugh. Are you cooking?”

Roan raised his head and scowled. Okay, he didn’t have Dylan’s talent, but he could feed himself. Sort of. “Would you rather have pizza?”

“Duh, yeah.”

“Okay.” Frankly, so would he. At least she gave him a decent excuse to be lazy. 

He called their local pizza joint and ordered two large pies—one vegan, one not—and added some breadsticks, as you could never have too much starch. Or at least that was his general policy. Roan was tired for unclear reasons—in fact, lately all he had been was tired, no matter how many energy drinks he shotgunned—but he decided to get at least one chore done.

While collecting laundry, it suddenly occurred to him: “Hey, would you ever like a karaoke night?”

Maya’s eyes brightened, and she smiled. “I’d love one. Are we having one?”

“Soon. I think Dyl’s new co-worker is going to try and rope us into it.”

This cheered her immensely. He was glad someone was looking forward to it. 

As soon as he threw all the clothes in the washing machine and set it to work, he came upstairs and collapsed on the sofa, pressing the can of tea to his head. He didn’t really have a headache, but it still felt good against his skin. 

Roan was as close as he ever got to meditating in this state. He got centered in a quiet, empty space behind his eyes, and his mind was mostly clear. Save for a few things.

He smelled Maya long before she sat in the armchair across from the couch and asked, “Are you okay?”

He opened his eyes to find concern threaded through her aura in filaments of light blue. “Fine. Just tired.”

She squinted at him, dramatically illustrating her doubt. She didn’t need to—he could see it and smell it, clear as day. “You’ve been tired all day. And not in a not getting enough sleep way. Is it related to the test Doctor Rosenberg mentioned?”

He didn’t like how close she was to putting the pieces together. He was supposed to be the detective around here. “Nope. Hey, you don’t happen to know who Lucas Sparks is, do you?”

Maya knew he was avoiding the subject, but he saw a small flutter in her aura at the name. “Of course I do. He’s in Wolf’s Bay.”

Maya’s favorite show. It was a ridiculous supernatural teen soap that had its moments, but he wasn’t surprised he didn’t recall Lucas Sparks in it. His main issue with the show was he couldn’t really tell the hunky white guys apart. Not hard on the eyes, but they could have come from the same factory. They also could have been related, but weren’t, either in the show or real life. 

She realized what a strange question it was and cocked her head. “Why?”

Roan shrugged. “Someone brought him up like I should know who he is, and I didn’t. Guess I just blanked.”

She was unsatisfied with that, but before she could ask further, they both heard the scraping of a key in the lock of the front door. Ah, saved by Dylan. Not for the first time, either. Maya stood up eagerly, and Dylan had barely shut the door before she asked, “Did you bring some home?”

Dylan lobbed a brown paper sack that Maya caught easily. “Vegan raspberry macarons, your favorite.”

“Ooh, thank you,” she said, before going to town on one. 

Dyl came over to him and rested his chin on the top of Roan’s head as he reached down to put a hand on his chest. “How you doing, hon?” Dyl asked. He seemed to be developing some kind of spousal ESP that allowed him to know when Roan was about to tap out. Or he simply had functional eyes. Either way. 

“Good. You?”

“Good too, but tired.”

Dylan smelled like baked goods, which was honestly a great side effect. “Hope you’re in the mood for pizza.”

“Cheater,” he said, but kissed him on top of his head. 

Maya gave them both a dirty look. “I thought I told you two about getting goopy in front of me.”

Oh, Roan thought about several responses to goopy, but none he could probably say in front of Maya. “Our house, our rules,” Dylan replied.

See? He even had ESP about Roan’s retorts. Now that was a handy superpower. 

**
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Later on, when they were ostensibly getting ready for bed, Roan told Dylan about the call from Lucas Sparks’ assistant. Dyl, who was brushing his teeth, leaned out of the bathroom and asked, “Who?”

“Yeah, that was my reaction too. But apparently he’s one of the interchangeable white guys on Wolf’s Bay.”

Dylan’s eyes widened. “You didn’t tell Maya, did you?”

“Are you crazy? Of course I didn’t.”

“Good. She’d probably try to find some way to follow you.”

“I thought more like she’d turbo guilt me into getting him to meet her.”

Dylan shrugged. “Not good either way. Why do you think he wants to hire you?”

“No idea. Maybe it’s research for a role. He’s playing a washed up P.I. and wants to know what it’s like.”

Dylan made a dismissive hand gesture and ducked back into the bathroom. Roan was sitting on their bed, trying to work up the energy to take off his shirt. Yeah, this wasn’t good at all. “Maybe he’s gonna play you in the Netflix biopic of your life.”

“Oh god, I hope not. They’ll probably straightwash me so as not to offend middle America.” Finally, Roan summed up the will and pulled his t-shirt off. Now, all he had to do was stand up and take off his pants. Damn it. 

“But I wouldn’t mind being played by Charlize Theron.”

“You’ll get a Mara sister and like it.”

“Aww.” Dylan finished brushing his teeth and came out dressed in his loose pajama pants and a loose blue tank top. He looked at Roan with something like pity. “Did Petra give you any ideas?”

Again, Dylan had to stop being a mind reader. “She’s running some tests to see if I have any deficiencies. She also wants me to take it easy, whatever the fuck that is.”

Dylan carefully climbed onto the bed, trying not to disturbed it—him—too much. “It might be a good idea.”

“But you know how good I am at that.”

Dylan put a hand on his leg. It was nice and warm. “You can always learn. Besides, even Maya’s noticed how you’re dragging.”

Roan knew Dylan had a point, but if Sparks wanted to hire him for something, it might be his most lucrative paycheck yet. They really weren’t in any shape to turn that down. Rather than point that out, Roan took the easier way out of this conversation. “Speaking of her, I told her we might have a karaoke night, and she was really happy about it.”

“Oh, good idea. I’m sure Jyothi would be down for another for woman in the group.”

“And if I have to come along, and I assume they don’t have Pansy Division or These Arms Are Snakes available, why don’t I do something stealth gay? That people won’t know is gay. Like, do you think they have Judas Priest? I don’t have Halford’s pipes, but it would be fun to mess with them.”

“What do you mean stealth gay? And since when is Judas Priest gay?”

“Oh, since forever. I mean, if the camp leather didn’t give it away, I don’t know what else would.”

Dylan let his head fall back with a sigh. “How did I not know Judas Priest had gay songs? Why wasn’t I informed?”

“I dunno. I’m thinking, if they got it, I could do Jawbreaker. That’s a song about a guy with a monster cock.” At Dylan’s surprised look, he elaborated. “You know, a real jawbreaker.” Roan briefly mimed oral sex, and Dylan’s eyes bulged out as he got it. “That would be a hell of a thing to get by the straights.”

Dylan patted his leg. “You know what? I’m gonna say you’re sick and just go with Maya.”

Roan smiled and patted him on the leg in return. “I think that will be for the best.”

“I can’t take you anywhere.”

“You always say that, and yet, you continue to take me places. As far as I can tell, this is a self-inflicted injury.”

Dylan gave him a sarcastic smile and put an arm around his shoulders. “You are so lucky you’re cute.”

Roan smiled back at him. “Maybe that’s why Lucas Sparks is going to play me in the movie.”

“He’s gonna play Holden,” Dylan countered. “If you’re really lucky, maybe you’ll get a lesser Ashmore.”

“Ouch.” He deserved that. In fact, he deserved a lot worse. But there was no way in hell Roan was telling him that now.

**
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The car did show up at 10:30 AM, a slick, new blue sedan with windows tinted so dark that Roan couldn’t see inside the vehicle. But once he got up close, he could smell two separate people, and therefore wasn’t surprised when a woman got out of the passenger side and said, “Mister McKichan, hello, I’m Tasha Faraday.”

She was a painfully thin young woman with asymmetrically cut blonde hair and a Bluetooth phone in her right ear. She was also holding a tablet, although he couldn’t see if it was on or not. She’d wrapped up against the weather in a retro style Burberry coat that probably cost more than his motorcycle. She walked around and opened the back car door for him while he was still raising his arm in a handshake gesture. Okay, so they weren’t doing that. Roan just shrugged and got in.

The car interior was pristine, and real leather, which he didn’t think they did anymore. The driver was a big bald man who didn’t acknowledge Roan—or even Tasha when she got back into the car—in any way. He simply started it up and got them back on the road. The car was so smooth and so quiet, it had to be electric. 

After several minutes of quiet, Tasha turned around and held out her tablet to him. “You will have to sign this non-disclosure agreement. It’s standard boilerplate.”

He took it, not quite believing it. “I don’t talk about my clients. It’s part of the job.”

“I know, but Mister Sparks values his privacy.”

Roan wondered if this was typical of all celebrities, or if Sparks especially had something to hide. How would he know? The most famous people he knew were hockey players. They probably should have had NDAs for everyone to sign. Roan scanned the terms, which seemed like lawyer speak for ‘don’t tell nothin’’. “I do have associates that aid me in my investigations. I can keep them need to know, but they still need to be looped in here.” Without Holden’s “angry cousin” act, he may never have discovered what happened to Reed. Roan liked to pretend he was a lone wolf, but he wasn’t and never had been. No one was a lone lion for a reason. 

She nodded and took the tablet back. “I’ll have our lawyer add that as a codicil, thank you.”

He thought she meant later. But as the drive stretched on, she made a couple calls and was having the document redrawn in real time. Who did that? 

Roan honestly couldn’t tell where they were going, except vaguely north. It didn’t help that the ride was so smooth and quiet, he caught himself nodding off on a couple of occasions. So the energy drink he guzzled in his kitchen hadn’t worked. Damn.

By the time the car came to a stop, Tasha had the updated NDA ready for him to sign. He did, still feeling weird about all of it. 

The car had parked in front of a huge mansion he vaguely recognized. It must have been a common movie setting. It was surrounded by a high stone wall that must keep out prying eyes, and its large drive was now covered with camera tracks and those cameras. There was a lot of what must be the crew shifting around equipment or standing off to the side, drinking coffee. Around the far right side of the grounds, the only part he could see from this area, was what looked like a trailer. Roan assumed they were headed that way, but Tasha surprised him by heading straight for the mansion. Roan followed, curious. 

There were more camera tracks leading right into the foyer, so the wide doors were propped open. They had to step over them carefully, and go up the stairs, past crew members setting something up down below. No one gave them a second glance, so he assumed they all knew Tasha well. 
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