
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Infected: Holden


[image: ]




By Andrea Speed

Mean Streets: Book 1

From the Infected Universe

With his friend lion shifter Roan McKichan no longer in the picture, former sex worker Holden Krause is now working as a detective investigating cases in Seattle. When he receives a request to investigate a rather unusual case for Big Mike, a local drug dealer, he ignores the potential hazards in working for such a client and takes it on.

But Holden hasn’t given up his vigilante ways, occasionally seeking violent retribution for those ignored by the justice system. There’s a man stalking the streets, assaulting anyone he perceives to be trans or gender-nonconforming in any way. When the brutality escalates, the case becomes personal for Holden.

If he cannot juggle being both a detective and a vigilante, his taste for blood and danger might finally catch up with him.
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1—Blood, Muscles, Bones
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HIS CELL phone hummed in his pocket, and Holden answered it without looking. It could only be Otter. “It’s him,” he said and hung up. Holden pocketed his phone and pulled the black leather gimp mask over his face. He unzipped the mouth so he could talk to the fuckhole on his way in.

Holden stripped off his T-shirt and tossed it aside, although he kept his jeans and boots on. He had to. He had to preserve the surprise.

There was a knock on the door before it opened, and by that time Holden was lounging on the bed in his best porn-movie-bottom pose, like he was patiently waiting to be pounded by the pizza delivery boy. The man who came in smelled of cigarettes and was wearing basically anonymous blue jeans, white sneakers, and a blue polo shirt. He had thinning brown hair shaved down to a fuzz, perhaps trying to imply his baldness was a choice, and pale blue eyes that seemed to betray nothing but a kind of dull emptiness. He was pudgy, with a bit of a gut, but at least some of it was hard fat. He gazed at Holden, checking him out before bothering to look at his face. “Take that off. I wanna see your face.”

Holden slowly pushed up from the bed, and stood beside it, keeping his posture and body language as casual as possible. “Maybe you should take it off, Master.”

Something sparked briefly in his eyes. He liked being called “Master.” “I told you to do it, slave. So do it.”

Holden played around with the zipper as he slunk closer, giving him his best sexy eyes, and as soon as he was able, he grabbed the waistband of the man’s jeans and ran his thumb over the top button. The man grabbed his wrist, a little too hard as expected, and while he was asserting his dominance, Holden slipped his Taser out of his jeans and jabbed him with it. Right in the dick.

The asshole tried to scream, but he couldn’t manage much more than a squeak. He collapsed to the floor, and as soon as he was down, Holden straddled him and pulled out his butterfly knife. He opened it with a sharp flick of his wrist, exposing the blade, and pressed it against his throat before he stopped spasming. “Shouldn’t have used the same online handle, DomNick101. Did you think just ’cause you rented a boy from Backpage that gave you license to do whatever you wanted with him?”

DomNick couldn’t yet speak, although the way his eyes bulged and mouth twitched, he wanted to say something. “You think you could just beat the shit out of Otter, and there’d be no repercussions at all? ’Cause he’d never go to the cops? Did you ever think that maybe there were worse things than cops, fuckhead?”

DomNick tried to squirm beneath him, but Holden hadn’t put away the Taser, so he jammed it in his armpit. “You wanna pick your next injury? Taser or knife? Or both? Ever wonder what it’d be like to be roasted and slit open like a pig at the same time?”

Finally he managed to speak, spit gathering in the corner of his mouth. “Don’t—”

“Don’t? You presume to tell me what to do, slave? I’m in charge, limp dick, and don’t you forget it.” Holden leered down at him, sure it was quite a sight in a leather gimp mask. “You’re not the first piece of shit like this I’ve had to deal with, and you’re probably not the last, either. Is it so hard to find someone who likes being beaten? Or is the fact that they don’t want it part of its appeal? Does the knowledge that you’re genuinely assaulting someone help you get your rocks off? I suggest therapy. Or, fuck that, go straight for the hard drugs. Couldn’t hurt you. Might help.”

The guy found his voice again, although he was clearly too terrified to move. But with a live Taser very close to his side and a knife at his throat, his predicament was understandable. “What do you want from me?”

“I was considering taking a pound of flesh from you. I’m being literal—a full pound. I’d have to take quite a few things, if not part of a limb, to make that weight.” Holden let that sink in, let Nick chomp on that for a few seconds. He now knew what Roan meant by a fear smell because this guy was starting to stink like an old sweat sock. “I’ve cut things off guys before, so this wouldn’t be new.”

“You’re crazy,” Nick said breathlessly, with absolutely no strength behind it. He was too petrified to work up any enthusiasm.

Holden just smiled and made sure it didn’t reach his eyes. Now that must have been a pants-shitting sight from a guy in a gimp mask. “You’re damn right I am. And you’re crazy if you think I’m going to allow you to do this again anywhere near my territory.”

Holden rammed the Taser right into the guy’s armpit, making him nearly convulse with pain. Holden used that opportunity to stand and kick the guy in the head. If he wasn’t unconscious, he was very close, and too insensate to do anything as Holden rolled him over on his stomach and started going through his pockets.

As an ex-hooker and a (mostly) former pickpocket, he knew all the places a man generally kept his wallet, and he found it on his first try. He continued looking through pockets, though, mainly out of curiosity. The guy had some loose change, a condom, some breath mints, a nipple clamp, his phone, and a receipt from a gas station. What kind of asshole bought ten dollars and forty-eight cents worth of gas? At least now he knew.

His name was Ronald Worth (Worthless, more like). He lived at an apartment in Edmonds, and he was thirty-eight years old. Old enough to know better, surely. And he either got his driver’s license twenty-five pounds ago or lied about his weight. Oh, Ronnie was a liar? Surely not.

Ron groaned and stirred, so Holden straddled his back and forced his head back down to the carpet. “If I kill you, will anyone miss you?”

“Yes,” Ron said desperately, and Holden didn’t need Roan’s supersense to know he was lying. “I’m expected to call my friend tonight. I’m due at work tomorrow. You can’t do this.”

“Oh, yes I can,” Holden replied, smiling at the singsongy quality in his voice. That definitely sounded crazy. He took the opportunity to look through Ron’s phone and found that he had already been setting up his next fuck, with a guy who went by the nom de shag spankmedaddy6969. Holden sent him a quick text: Forget it. You’re too ugly & old 4 me. Maybe you got a younger bro who’s into it? Hook us up. Maybe a 3way? “I can do anything I want with you. How does it feel? To be at someone’s mercy?”

“I am not—” Ron began, and stilled as Holden pressed the blade of the knife to the side of his neck.

“Yes, you are,” Holden whispered playfully in his ear. He slid Ron’s phone back in his pocket and then stroked the side of Ron’s face. Before he withdrew his hand, he dug his fingernails into Ron’s cheek painfully, drawing blood. People, especially people like Ron, really freaked out over the sight and feel of their own blood. Holden wanted him to really feel it. Feel the fear and the helplessness and the uncertainty about whether he was going to survive this night or not. It wouldn’t teach him a goddamn thing—guys like this never learned—but Holden wanted him to know this feeling and remember it. “And I have a plan to dismember you and parcel you out to various Dumpsters around the city. It’d work really well. I’ve done it before.” That was a lie, but who cared? “And I like the idea of you being garbage—just like, in life, you were human garbage.”

“P-please,” he said, now sobbing into the carpet. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you, now? Then why aren’t you advertising for a guy who likes getting the shit beat out of him? There are masochists out there, guys who get off on pain. You should be hooking up with them, not some poor fuckers who want a little slap and tickle and get you instead.” Holden grabbed him by the hair (which was difficult since he had so little of it) and pulled his head up. He slipped the knife blade beneath his throat so he was in prime throat-slashing position. “Am I getting through that thick skull of yours, Ron? Or do I just saw it off now?”

There was a moment of silence, and he assumed Ron was surprised he knew his real name. But then he figured out Holden must have gone through his wallet and had no choice but to let it go. “Y-yes.”

“I have people. They will be keeping an eye out for you online and on the street. If I hear one story about a guy matching your description beating the shit out of a trick, I will pay a visit to your home on 165 4th Avenue, apartment 11, in Edmonds, and you will not live to make the same mistake again. Are we clear?”

“Yes, yes,” he said desperately. “I’ll stop.”

“You’re fucking right you will. One way or another.” Holden let Ron’s head thud down to the carpet before tasing him again, this time in the back of his neck. It was kind of fun to use him as a human pincushion. He deserved so much worse.

Holden had done his homework. He was technically a private eye now, and he’d dug up a lot of shit on old DomNick101/Ron, here, including previous victims. Otter wasn’t his first. Hopefully, he would be his last.

Otherwise, Ron was going to find out the hard way that Holden didn’t make empty promises.
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2—Part Man/Part Negative Space
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HOLDEN HEADED home to take a shower and wash the blood and fear stink off of him. Other people’s fear stink was always the worst, as it seemed to cling to you like cigarette smoke. Still, he had this good peppermint goat’s milk soap that seemed to obliterate any scent, no matter how tenacious. Even hockey stink, which he knew was difficult to get rid of at the best of times.

Afterward, he slipped into his velvet “lounging pants” (pajama pants, but that seemed too immature) and poured himself a big tumbler full of gin, which he threw a lemon wedge into for vitamins. (He could just about hear Scott saying, “Yum. Pine with lemon. It’s like drinking Lysol.” Scott was not a fan of gin.) He was kind of hungry but also a little too lazy to cook, so he called out for a pizza.

Holden splayed out on his couch and turned on the boob tube to empty his head. He knew what he’d done to the guy was righteous and deserved, but he nearly always felt a little blah after, wrung out. He wasn’t a great fan of violence, but he was good at it. It helped when he played up his lisp, acted like a queeny, limp-wristed caricature, because nearly everyone bought it. They believed that campy act and didn’t realize until it was too late that Holden was feeding them what they expected, not the truth. Holden sort of liked seeing it in their eyes, the moment when they realized they were fucked. It was a rush.

What had Roan once told him? After his partial shifts to lion form, he suffered adrenaline crash when his system’s fight-or-flight response (which was nonsense, because with Roan it was always fight—and Holden respected the shit out of him for that) reached an end and fell into an abyss. As if being unable to move for the pain wasn’t bad enough, Roan would almost pass out from how exhausted he was. Maybe Holden suffered his own variation of adrenaline crash, but since he wasn’t a virus child superhuman who pushed his physical abilities to the edge of their limits, his crash wasn’t quite as drastic. That would make a sort of sense, he supposed.

Blindly flipping through channels, hoping for something mindless he could focus on while his brain shifted back into normal, the sight of a sweaty Tank stopped him cold.

It was hockey play-off season, and Tank’s team was in, although just barely. According to Scott, injuries had ravaged his team, and Tank had taken the remains of the team and lugged them single-handed into the play-offs because he was such a good goalie he almost made up for a piss-poor group. They were playing a game, and the camera was focused on Tank’s sweaty face as he pushed his helmet up and took a drink from the water bottle that every goalie had attached to the roof of his net. Scott figured Tank couldn’t last forever—he wasn’t going to be able to pull them into the finals all by himself, no matter how good he was—but Scott assumed he’d give it a damn good try. Just from the sweaty, exhausted look of Tank, Holden guessed that was true. But just before he drank from the water bottle, Tank said something to a player from the opposing team hanging around his net, and Holden wasn’t the world’s best lip-reader, but he would swear Tank just told him, “Your wife liked it.” By the way the guy grabbed Tank’s shoulder aggressively, and the way one of Tank’s bigger teammates came in to yank him off of their goaltender, that was probably true. So funny. That was the exact attitude of a guy who was trying to muscle his shitty team through a play-off. That was also why Roan was such a fan of Tank. It took one stubborn lunatic to recognize another.

It wasn’t that Holden couldn’t see it; Tank was kind of cute. But you had to overlook that strange intensity that burrowed deep within his eyes, a jock drive that Holden recognized but had never been cursed with himself. He was glad because he wasn’t sure he could have lived with it. He didn’t know how Tank did.

The commentators were at least giving Tank his due, talking about what a great athlete he was and highlighting his save percentage, which was apparently near the top of the league. They were effusive in praise of him, which was good, but Holden wondered if Tank would ever know about it. When Scott played in a televised game, sometimes he’d ask Holden to tell him if the announcers said anything nice about him, but he rarely followed up and actually asked afterward. Which was a good thing, because Holden barely paid attention to Scott’s games. He did try, but the games went on awhile, and he usually got bored quickly. If they showed Scott, he’d pay attention, and the one time he saw Scott get in a fight on camera, he rooted for him to kick the guy’s ass (it was a quick fight, and it was hard to say anyone’s ass got kicked, but Scott was definitely on the winning side when the linesmen separated them), but otherwise it kind of blurred together for him. He never wanted to tell Scott he found watching Grey or Tank play on TV a little more compelling, but he kind of did. Grey was big and inspired various kinds of terror in the teams he was facing off against, and their attempts to not get checked by him or get out of the way of his slap shot were usually good for a laugh. Tank was just insanely talented and colorful enough that he kind of popped off the screen. You knew just by looking at him he probably had a future in sportscasting, if he could modulate his natural weirdness, because he had enough personality and natural talent for two people. And you kind of had to love a guy who got inside jokes airbrushed on his helmet.

Goalies at the semipro and pro levels usually had customized helmets, although pro level always had the more elaborate ones. Tank was no exception, and the helmet he was sporting this year featured a roaring lion with extremely green eyes and a reddish-brown mane (jeez, who was that?), and the back had a bunch of little items, such as a rainbow (Tank, to his credit, never shied away from calling it a gay pride rainbow) and a pair of handcuffs, which no one seemed to get, but Holden knew it was a little shout-out to his girlfriend Fiona and her former dominatrix profession. When you were as good as Tank, you could afford to be ballsier than most, and he took advantage of that. Besides, he had his crazy act so down pat, even if he didn’t have a shitload of talent, people would probably be too scared to call him on anything. And that’s exactly why he was so fun to watch. You needed a little danger in your jocks. Scott was good, and he was hot, but he never seemed truly dangerous. Tank always seemed like an accident waiting to happen.

It was actually enjoyable to watch Tank keep bailing his team out with his incredible reflexes and his willingness to do anything to stop that puck. He was fearless in the way that all great athletes and superheroes were. Also, Holden kind of envied Fiona, because holy Jesus, Tank was mad flexible. Too bad he was hetero, ’cause that would be fun.

There was a knock at the door, and he took a slug of his gin before getting up to get it. He assumed it was the pizza person, but when he opened the door, he was surprised to see Phan standing there, as hunched and twitchy as ever. He had a vague smell of weed and something acrid, chemical, probably some variation of speed.

Phan was a very low-level slinger/drug dealer, a small fish in a huge pond, and Holden occasionally bought illegal pharmaceuticals from him, but not so much now. He had other contacts, ones unlikely to catch the eye of vice cops.

“Phan, to what do I owe the pleasure?” he said, taking up a sexy pose against the door. Phan was het and a homophobe, so Holden loved making him squirm.

Phan fidgeted but remained rooted to the spot, which was odd. Holden wasn’t wearing a shirt, and that should have driven Phan back a step or two, but he was tolerating it while frowning like he was being made to chew on tin foil. “Big Mike wants ta talk to ya.”

“What?” He’d heard him just fine, even though he was mumbling. Holden was just curious why Big Mike—one of those drug-dealing big fish that Phan was a slinger for—would want to talk to him. Had he beaten the shit out of one of his guys? Stepped on some toes?

Phan sniffed, rubbed his nose on the back of his fist. “Big Mike wanna talk ta ya.”

“Yes, dear, but why?”

Phan winced at the endearment, which was exactly what Holden was going for. Phan looked resolutely down at the ground as he responded to the question. “Dunno. He said he had a job for ya.”

“Really? Since when is he hiring?” Odd. Big Mike was het—at least as far as he knew—so Holden assumed he didn’t have a hustling job for him. But what else could he be hiring him for? That was not how one got slingers. Belatedly, Holden remembered he was a private eye now. Could that be it? But why would a guy like Big Mike—who had a lot of underlings willing to do his bidding—hire a private dick? He was pretty much the definition of a guy who never needed to hire anyone to do anything for him. He could snap his fingers and have it done, whether it was sending someone out for a sandwich or having someone killed.

Phan shrugged, still staring down at the concrete like it was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen. “Didn’t say. Just wants your number.”

“He wants my number?” Maybe he wasn’t perfectly straight after all.

Phan still wasn’t looking at him, and yet he knew enough to sneer. “Not like that. He’ll text you where to meet him tomorrow.”

“Did I say I would?” Although there was no point in saying no to Big Mike. If Roan were still here, he would have the option—nothing Mike had could trump lion guy, which was the ace in the hole to beat all aces in the hole—but he was living in semiseclusion in Canada. Holden knew some tough guys, but any willing to take on a drug kingpin? That was an invitation to suicide. If you weren’t a lion guy.

“Sayin’ no prob’ly wouldn’t be good for ya,” Phan muttered.

“Ooh, I’m not a good man to threaten,” he noted. But would Big Mike care? Even if Mike knew of his reputation, he was simply too big to be concerned by it. It would be like Godzilla being worried about an ant.

As it was, Phan didn’t seem to care, and he must have known it regardless. Holden retreated back inside his apartment to grab one of his old work cards. The hustler ones, the discreet cards with nothing more than a phone number on it, the one that connected to his private cell. If you had the card, you knew what it was for. If you found it, you had no idea what it was, except a weird card with only a number. When he returned to the doorway, he held it out to Phan. “You’re just lucky I’m too curious about this to say no. Tell your boss I’ll be waiting for his call.”

“Text,” Phan needlessly corrected him. He took the card with the edge of his fingers, like he was afraid of getting cooties, and shoved it in the pocket of his puffy coat. They both heard a car door slam, and Holden gazed around the staircase leading to the upper floors to see the pizza man—a woman actually—had arrived.

“That’ll be for me,” Holden warned him.

“Later,” Phan said, turning and walking away before she caught him at the homo’s door. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so predictable... oh, who was he kidding? It was still funny. He knew he should probably be offended by Phan’s clear dislike of gays, but for some reason, Holden thought it was just wildly pathetic. In this day and age, in this city? Phan was going to die of homophobia before he died of a drug overdose.

Holden went and got the cash for the pizza woman before she showed up at the door. He was still searching his mind to figure out if he’d ever done anything to piss Big Mike off. But he wouldn’t go through this song and dance if he wanted Holden dead. He’d just be dead; Phan would have shot him in the face as soon as he opened the door. So what on earth could this be about? Was he looking to expand his sexual horizons? He wouldn’t be the first mostly straight guy with more money than boundaries.

Still, he wondered if he should get backup, and started wracking his brain for anyone he might have known who was connected with the Mexican drug cartel. (Oh, there were gays and bis in there, although in that overly macho world, they were careful to keep it in the closet, as the cartel would kill a “fag” with no compunction.) They’d be happy to take Big Mike off the board, if it came to that.

The only people who might be pissed at him was the Bratva, the Russian mob, because Holden had personally mutilated one of their guys and freed some sex slaves, but as far as he knew, they had no fucking clue who he was. If they did, he’d have been tortured to death already. Holden assumed since he wasn’t connected to any gang, and there were no cameras at the motel (and why would there be? They hardly wanted to record their illegal sex trafficking and do the FBI’s job for them), he’d be near impossible for even the mob to find. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, though, and he had to keep that in mind, but that wasn’t a hill he minded dying on. He was going to die some way, and he’d always assumed it would be messy and ahead of his time. But as long as it was on his terms, he was amazingly good with that. Holden knew he probably shouldn’t be, but that wasn’t enough to stop him.

Unless he got some sense of a setup, he’d just play this like he played everything else. Come in with a secret weapon, act harmless and queeny, and prepare to take everyone in that fucking room down with him. There was no reason to change such a winning formula so late in the game.
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HOLDEN WAS in the shower, pondering whether he should use the fruity-smelling conditioner or the one that smelled a bit like bad aftershave—for some stupid reason, all “men’s conditioner” scents were a variation of bad aftershave—when his phone hummed and jittered on the sink. Because of its proximity to the porcelain, it made much more noise than he anticipated and was kind of startling. Still, he conditioned his hair, mixing both kinds together, because what was he, an animal? He wasn’t risking split ends due to a text.

When he got out of the shower, he checked his phone and saw that he had indeed been texted an address from an unknown number. Towel around his waist and still dripping, Holden went to the living room so he could check the address on his laptop.

What came up was a strangely quaint-looking home in a pricey and scenic Madrona neighborhood that looked like a little slice of yuppie heaven. The house had a well-tended green little yard and bay windows and looked so out of Holden’s price range it was genuinely hilarious. That was Big Mike’s house? It looked like a place that would hold a young, high-earning couple with a child named something like Brisket or Sriracha and a live-in au pair to guarantee they only saw their kid every third day. Why the hell was a drug dealer living there? As far as Holden knew, Big Mike wasn’t a family man.

Then again, what were the odds the cops would look for a drug dealer’s crib there, in a quiet upper-class suburban neighborhood? One thing Holden had learned was that wealth was its own disguise. As long as Big Mike dressed and more or less behaved like he belonged there, no one would give him a second look. And street scuttlebutt had long painted Big Mike as dapper and old-fashioned. He probably just told his neighbors he was in import/export, and they didn’t blink once.

This left Holden in a bit of a quandary as to how he should dress. If he looked too casual, there was a chance Big Mike’s neighbors would call the cops on him. On the other hand, if he looked too nice, it might be too weird for Big Mike. Holden eventually decided to dress like a potential gardener or handyman because he really didn’t have that much in the way of expensive clothes anyway. Or at least not any that didn’t have some kind of sex role-play angle.

Was that still a possibility? Big Mike looking to experiment? There were younger and cuter guys than Holden, but maybe Big Mike didn’t know who he could trust. Maybe Big Mike wanted him to procure someone for him. It wouldn’t be the first time someone asked him to play de facto pimp. Probably wouldn’t be the last time either.

Holden pondered weapons. He wanted to bring at least one, but he would be frisked, beyond a doubt. Guns were totally out; knives were iffy. Did he have any guarantees they wouldn’t pat his crotch down good? Big Mike was in the drug game, and drug dealers assumed a threat lurked around every corner. They were usually right.

Conventional weapons were out. But Holden put his keys on a keychain that looked like some weird tchotchke but would open to a blade that was razor-sharp. Terrible for stabbing, but excellent for slashing and slicing. Not that he was anticipating trouble, but it was always good to be ready for it.

Was there ever a time when he wasn’t hiding weapons on his person or preparing for trouble? It seemed like he’d done it forever. But the reasons had slowly changed, and it was all Roan’s fault. Well, it was his fault too, but he mostly blamed Roan. If he hadn’t come to Holden’s door during an investigation, if he hadn’t needed his help, Holden probably wouldn’t even be in this predicament now. He couldn’t imagine ever going into the private detective business otherwise, not without Roan pushing him in that direction. Holden still wasn’t sure this was something he could do, license or not, but he didn’t want to let Roan down. Never mind that he didn’t even live in the state anymore. Roan made him think he could be a relatively decent person, or at least more than a fabulous hooker. He was still wondering if that was a huge mistake.

Rather than park on the street and sully Big Mike’s name with an association to him (and vice versa), Holden parked in the lot of a fancy coffee place (not Starbucks—what were they, peasants?) two blocks away and walked in, enjoying the clean sidewalks and weird looks he received. He kind of fit, but also, he kind of didn’t. It was like they could smell poor on him. This made Holden smirk, because he used to be one of them, but it was a lifetime ago. In his mind, he heard the Freaks from the old horror movie of the same name chanting “One of us, one of us,” and smiled. He knew why Roan liked it. It was simple and it was perfect, and it was everything that was wrong with everything in the world.

Still, he made it unmolested to Big Mike’s old-fashioned house, which had a highly polished black Escalade out front Holden assumed was his car. The windows were tinted so dark, it must have verged on illegality. But probably didn’t cross it, because the bigger guys in the drug game were usually smart enough to not be popped on some bullshit minor charge that the cops would love to sling at them.

The house didn’t have a front porch, but there was a type of carport, and Holden saw at least one man lurking in the shadows as soon as he stepped foot on the property. There were likely cameras on him as well. This whole place was probably wired to the gills. It was always the criminals who were super concerned about security.

He heard nothing but knew the guy lurking in the carport had reported his approach. By the time he got to the front door, he was greeted by a huge bodyguard who was probably Samoan and was almost as wide as he was tall. Since he was nearly seven feet tall, he filled the doorway like a human blockade, and just his mere existence constituted a threat. His eyes were hidden by dark sunglasses, and he wore a suit that was stretched so tight it was hard to believe he had any circulation at all.

“You are?” the guy said. He made it sound like a single word.

“Fox. Big Mike’s expecting me.” Fox was his street nickname, and most people knew him by that anyway. It was likely Big Mike had sources who told him his real name as well as his address, but fuck it. He had to be Fox right now.

The guy stepped aside, barely making a gap for him to step through, and once he did, the Samoan closed the door and told him, “Hands up, against the wall.”

“Is this really necessary?” Holden complained, still complying. You didn’t argue with a man his size, especially when he was clearly armed.

The Samoan patted him down efficiently but thoroughly, and Holden was glad he’d left his lucky butterfly knife at home, as the hulk would have definitely found it. If things went south, there was logistically very little chance he’d get out alive or take as many of the bastards with him as he wanted regardless of whatever weapon he brought. If it all went to hell, he’d just have to find some comfort in taking out the big boss.

Once he’d passed this simple test, the big man pointed down the longest corridor and said, “Door at the end of the hall. Knock first.”

Holden was tempted to remark on such hospitality but decided to bite his tongue for once. Until he knew what was going on, it was best to save some bridges to burn.

The house was austere and yet expensively appointed and very clean. Big Mike clearly had a cleaning service come in on a regular basis—no drug lord cleaned his own place. Holden heard floorboards creak on the upper level and the stairs and figured there were at least three other guys here besides Big Mike and the Samoan. If shit went down here? He was totally doomed. Guaranteed.

He knocked on the heavy door at the end of the hall, and while he was waiting for a “come in” or something similar, the door simply opened with an electronic hum. Was there a bigger waste of money and energy than that?

Holden stepped inside what had to be the biggest straight-man-trying-too-hard man cave he’d ever been in. A flat-screen TV about the size of one of his apartment walls took up the left side of the room, where a first-person shooter game was projected in mind-numbing detail. A large brown leather couch with matching armchairs took up the center of the room, with a couple of beanbags on the periphery, and the right side wall boasted a large, fully stocked bar. There was also a framed football jersey on the back wall along with a display case with what must have been autographed baseballs and similar memorabilia. Holden’s diagnosis was either closet case or sheep who bought completely into the cultural myths of heterosexual manhood, but again, he kept that to himself.
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