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By Andrea Speed

An Infected Special Edition

Peek behind the curtain with Roan McKichan and the various characters who make up the Infected universe in this sometimes serious, sometimes humorous collection of short stories centered around the holidays.

There’s Kevin, who reflects on how lonely his life in the closet is. And Fiona and Tank, who go on a surprisingly good first date. Roan himself finds his Halloween celebration at Panic interrupted by loose cats and obnoxious frat boys while Paris contemplates his mortality on their impromptu honeymoon. Dropkick deals with her new marriage and male egos on the job, Roan meets Connor at the scene of a drunken fight, and Holden contemplates his future as a street kid. These stories and many more will be told, centered around more holidays than you can shake a dreidel at.
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​Author’s Note
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These stories all came about as a thank-you to my readers.

I have a website, and that was where Roan and company first came into existence. For those who followed his story from the beginning, I thought I’d write a holiday story or two as a little treat between novels. It struck me as kind of funny, as holidays mean nothing to Roan.

That’s when I realized the potential here. Not only could holiday stories be used as an ironic counterpoint to a character who didn’t give a damn about them, but they could act as a snapshot, a window in time for insight into the characters who don’t get the spotlight too often. Since I was more concerned about the characters in these tidbits, understand the greatest irony that the holidays that function as the story titles usually matter not a whit to the subjects at hand. But it gives me a reason to dip into their lives and shed a little light on them.

So thanks to all my readers.

Andrea Speed

P.S. The stories are in chronological order, but not calendar order. That should become obvious soon enough.
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​St. Patrick’s Lament
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ROAN WONDERED what it was exactly that people got out of Saint Patrick’s Day beyond a legal excuse to get shitfaced. He couldn’t understand the appeal.

Oh, he probably had some Irish in his blood, to go along with all the Scottish and the cat, but he never understood not only the appeal, but the point. Then again, maybe he had to think of it as a gay pride parade gone to seed, because people did use to discriminate against the Irish. It was weird to think of a group of white people discriminating against another group of white people, but people discriminated against each other for all sorts of stupid reasons all the time.

As one of a handful of cops in Pioneer Square, he was reminded needlessly how horrible people were as they attempted to bring a sense of calm and control to the scene of what had become a minor riot. It had started with a bunch of college kids getting wasted at a bar called O’Reilly’s and picking a fight with another group of kids. The two groups clashed, and a big guy who was apparently a college athlete of some stripe—Roan didn’t know, as he didn’t follow sports in any capacity—ended up badly beating an innocent bystander. When the original cops showed up to calm them down, they were confronted by a lot of drunk, angry young men and quickly realized, guns or not, they were way outnumbered.

Now the entire street seemed to be an outdoor disco of strobing red-and-blue lights as cop cars lined both sides of the avenue and the sensible/not-that-drunk people had cleared out. That left the extremely drunk behind, and goddamn, there were a lot of those. But at least the cops could match their number now, and it was slowly but surely dawning on the rioters that this wasn’t a fight they could win.

With the crowd calmed, the EMTs were able to get in there and do their work, although cops always stood by, waiting to intercept any ne’er-do-well. Roan was protecting the ambulances with a few other beat cops when Lieutenant Yang asked him to take some witness statements.

Roan obeyed—it wasn’t as though he had a choice—but the order did make him wonder if Yang was mad at him. Yang didn’t hate him for being gay or infected like some cops did, but it was more than possible he hated him for other reasons. Roan didn’t kid himself. He was confrontational and a sarcastic bastard, and he was amazed by how many cops didn’t share his sense of humor. Or, in some cases, any humor at all. It didn’t help that one of the main reasons Roan became a cop in the first place was people telling him he couldn’t. He took that as a personal challenge and never actually stopped to consider whether he wanted to be a cop or not. To be brutally honest, he wasn’t sure. Some things he liked about it, but others he didn’t, and a lot of his fellow cops were just dicks.

And dealing with the public could be... challenging. Like now, while trying to take the statements of people who had seen nothing helpful, who told rambling stories that clouded the issues or bald-faced lies they didn’t have the decency to be ashamed about. Roan didn’t even bother talking to people who were past a certain level of drunkenness. He knew he’d get nothing out of them, beyond some choice curse words, and possibly vomit. Finding an unbiased witness to the beating was proving a frustrating waste of time.

Roan stopped to review his notes and see if he could construct any kind of narrative from what he had now. After a minute, he decided he couldn’t put together anything coherent. Either the perp just attacked the victim for no reason, or the victim threw a racial slur that only a couple people could hear, or tried to protect a guy who assaulted the perp first—a story told by one guy and incompletely echoed by two guys within earshot—or just stepped in front of the guy’s fist repeatedly. Or the victim’s friends beat him up for no known reason and framed the perp for it so he wouldn’t play in the big game on Sunday. It was hard to pick his favorite for worst explanation possible.

“Umm, Officer?”

Roan turned and found himself face-to-face with one of the cutest guys he had ever seen in the flesh. He had adorably messy black hair and blue-green eyes as bright as gemstones. Roan’s shock was brief, as it was mitigated by the fact the man had blood smeared on his white T-shirt. “I saw what happened.” Roan couldn’t immediately place his accent. When the penny dropped, he almost thought it was a joke. He was Irish? Or was he just a great mimic? It didn’t sound phony.

Roan flipped open a clean page on his notebook and asked, “Is that blood yours?”

The man glanced down, as if not sure what he was referring to. “Oh no. I tried to help the guy, but I’m not exactly a doctor. I was just trying to keep it from getting worse.”

“That’s appreciated. What’s your name?”

“Connor Monaghan.”

Oh jeez. If that was a phony name, he might as well have called himself Irish McLeprechaun. “Can you spell that?” He did and also gave Roan his address, which was just down on Slate, not too far from there. “Can I ask if you were drinking tonight?”

“You can, and as hard as it is to believe, I haven’t had anything to drink yet.” Roan raised an eyebrow, and Connor gave him a deeply endearing, crooked smile. “I know, a sober Irishman on Saint Patrick’s Day? But this bar is a dive and only serves swill. If I’m gonna drink, I’m gonna drink the better stuff.”

Roan couldn’t help but smile at that assessment. He was 100 percent correct. And God, was he cute. His lilting voice was just icing on that cake. “Good call. Can I ask why you happen to be here, then?”

“Sure. I was visiting my friend Lonna, she’s a bartender here. She’ll vouch for me.”

“Full name, please.”

“Lonna Nystrom.”

She was on his interview list. It wouldn’t be a hardship to add a question or two. “Did you see the fight?”

Connor snorted. “I wouldn’t call it a fight. He just grabbed this guy walkin’ down the street and started walin’ on him for no reason I could see. That guy never had a chance to defend himself. He was out with the first punch.”

“And the other man kept hitting him even though he was down?”

Connor nodded. “He sat on his chest and just kept punchin’ him. His friends tried to get him off the guy, but he just wouldn’t stop. It was kind of crazy. I know some people are angry drunks, but he’s a psychotic drunk.”

That corroborated the story of some of the more sober witnesses who didn’t have a side in the fight. The fact that Connor was sober, and simply a bystander, would bring a nice heavy weight to the story. He wanted to see the perp get out of that.

The whole time Roan was writing, he noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that Connor was studying him. After a very long moment, he said, “You look familiar. Have you been in the news lately?”

Goddamn it. Roan didn’t want to admit being him could be a huge pain in the ass, but yeah, it could. He considered lying, but Connor was looking at him with such certainty, he knew it was pointless. “I’m the infected cop.”

“Oh yeah,” he gasped. “I shoulda known. Can’t be that many redheaded cops.”

“Not really,” Roan muttered, hating to admit it. But Connor was still giving him that crooked smile, not at all freaked out by Roan’s infected status, which was the usual response.

“So what are they giving you more shit about?”

Roan gazed at him curiously. “Who?”

“Your fellow boys in blue. Do they give you more shit for being infected or being gay?”

So he’d read enough of the articles on him to pick that up as well. “What makes you think they give me shit?” Roan tried to keep his expression blank, scrubbed of all emotion, but judging from the look Connor gave him in return, he hadn’t done well enough.

“I know Seattle’s pretty liberal,” Connor said. “I wouldn’t have moved here if it wasn’t. But I’m not sure anyplace is that liberal.”

Roan couldn’t help but smirk. “I guess not. So are you willing to come down to the station and fill out a report?”

He shrugged. “Sure. That asshole oughta get the book thrown at him.”

Wow. A cutie with a hot accent and a sense of justice. Roan could love this guy, assuming he was gay. Was he? The fact Connor hadn’t seemed upset that Roan was gay was a good sign, and Roan was half-convinced he was checking him out. Or that cops just made him wary. Sometimes it was hard to tell. “Great. There have been enough contradictory statements that one by a person without a side in the fight is gonna count for a lot.”

Connor rolled his eyes. “Oh God, his friends. Yeah, they were some prize pigs as well.”

That was a great way to put it. He wondered if there was any way to ask Connor if he was single without sounding like a creep. Roan was about to try his luck, when he heard raised voices and turned to see some of the drunks near the periphery of the scene deciding to try their luck and be assholes by getting into a shoving match with the cops and each other. Roan had to leave to help out, but as he put his notebook away and headed for the trouble, he glanced back at Connor, who gave him a friendly smile.

Maybe some interest there? Of course, it was absolutely gross to even consider picking up a guy at a crime scene. Way beyond the pale.

But hey, Connor lived on Slate. If Roan happened to run into him when he was off duty, that was okay, right? Roan kind of hoped so. Because there was a little coffee shop on that street, and Roan could see himself becoming a regular there from now on. Of course, if Connor wasn’t gay, he’d feel like such an ass.

But what was life without a bit of risk? No one knew that better than he did.
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​New Year’s Eve
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WITHOUT A doubt, New Year’s Eve was Holden’s favorite holiday. It was the best time to pickpocket.

He walked invisibly among the throngs of young well-dressed drunk people leaving the Seattle Center and Key Arena, shoving through the oncoming crowd. They were so wasted, and the crowd so dense, Holden could pick pockets at will, barely having time to grab a wallet and stash it in his coat or jeans before he had the opportunity to grab another one. And this was the peak time, after midnight, when the parties and fireworks were over, and few people were sober enough to notice.

Holden deliberately targeted the wealthiest-looking groups, as he didn’t want to steal from people who couldn’t take the hit. His favorites were young men who looked like overgrown frat boys, as they were usually both the richest and the drunkest.

Not until he was out in the world did he understand there were two parallel worlds: the extremely poor and everyone else. As a homeless hustler, he was invisible to all but those men needing a fuck, and while it was fucking demeaning, it did open up opportunities, such as crowd-surfing, which was what he liked to call this version of mass pickpocketing.

Holden didn’t realize how nice the warmth of the crowd was until he was out of it, and the cold air bit deep into him again, scouring his throat and making the tip of his nose numb. It was neither raining nor snowing, which was good, but it was that kind of bone-deep cold that usually preceded a snow or ice storm.

Holden found a nice, quiet alley to duck into and started pulling cash out of the wallets. He had no interest in cards, as they were too easy to trace and cancel, and most shopkeepers didn’t trust him with plastic. Still, when he saw a fancy ultraplatinum card, the kind only the really wealthy could truly afford, he pocketed it. He could sell it to Burn for hard cash.

He didn’t count it, not here, but he knew he’d made out like a true bandit. This was a good haul, more than he’d made in the past couple of weeks combined.

Holden put on a cheap pair of gloves that did little to cut the cold, but he used the thin cloth to wipe down the wallets before dropping them all in a mailbox on the neighboring street. Most likely, they’d find their way home to their owners.

He was shivering by the time he entered the Jack in the Box, and the warmth that washed over him was almost orgasmic. Goddamn it, he got so tired of being cold all the time.

Holden was starving, so he ordered a lot of food and the competing beverages of coffee and a chocolate shake. Although the clerk didn’t give him any shit, he seemed relieved when Holden paid him in cash.

There was a booth in the far corner, one that afforded privacy from the outside thanks to a large poster on the window, and once seated, he did his best to surreptitiously count the cash. He had lots of twenties and tens and even found a fifty, which he hadn’t seen in ages. He had done spectacularly well.

If he was smart, he could stretch this for a while. He could cut a deal, maybe get a room in one of the cheap shit motels for a few days, keep out of the snow, and actually have his own bed and bathroom. You wouldn’t think that was a luxury, but it was.

The coffee wasn’t the greatest, but it made him feel warm inside, finally thawing him out. When his grub was ready, Holden had to coach himself not to just shovel it all in his food hole at once. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday, and he was paying for it now.

Holden couldn’t help but reminisce that he never used to like fast food very much, as he bit into fries that tasted like the manna of heaven. But he used to have no knowledge of this parallel world, either, where the homeless and poor struggled to survive every hour, ignored by most. Him too, once upon a time.

Maybe you just didn’t recognize privilege until it was yanked away from you. Or at least Holden told himself that now, to assuage retroactive guilt. He’d been a comfortable middle-class white boy. His dad was a preacher for a sizable evangelical church, and he was an only child on top of that. He was supposed to be perfect, and for as long as he could remember, he’d pretended to be. But why had he? Why had he pretended to believe what they believed, to go along with their plans for his life as though he had no opinions or thoughts of his own? It seemed crazy he’d ever been that passive, but he was, and Holden had no explanation for it. Why had he just gone along with everything? It hadn’t helped him.

He’d graduated from high school early. He was going to go to college early too. But then it came out he was gay, and Holden was done. His father had kicked him out and began to scrub away his existence, as if he’d never been his son at all. And being adopted, he wasn’t.

Which was how he found himself here now. In the first weeks of his homelessness—pretty much everyone he knew turned against him; apparently being gay was the ultimate cooties—his rage at his parents was white-hot and surprised him with its force. Holden seethed as he remembered it, and that was another thing he didn’t quite get. Except he expected payback for being what they wanted him to be for so many years. How stupid was that? They didn’t even know he was playing along. He did it so well, it never occurred to them that he was playing a game. Hell, it never really occurred to him either; it just seemed to be the thing to do. He had a streak of passivity in him that he was embarrassed to recognize now.

Holden tried to console himself with the fact that he came from a family of dedicated liars. He was pretty sure his dad didn’t believe half the shit he spewed at his congregation, and he had some doubts about his mother, although not as many. She struck Holden as more of a true believer. But still, he’d implicitly understood, for as long as he could recall, that he was in a family of hypocrites, and he had to act accordingly. You said what people expected you to say and did what they expected you to do, but you were never honest. Honesty was for the little people.
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