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’  

focused  on  the  end  of  the  gun  barrel.  He  froze.  He saw the finger tighten on the trigger, starting the squeeze that would fire a bullet from the chamber. That bullet would kill him. A loud bang and  a  flash  announced  the  coming  of  the  slug,  but  instead  of  the pain  of  the  bullet  striking  his  chest,  he  felt  a  jolt  from  his  right, knocking him to the ground on the night club’s lighted dance floor. 

He sat upright in bed, jolted awake by the impact with the floor in the dream. It had been a dream, right? He looked around his room in the darkness. He was disoriented until he realized he was in the new apartment.  A  movement  next  to  him  caused  him  to  look  down  and see  Ashley  lying  in  bed  next  to  him.  The  dream  receded  into  faint memory as he looked at his girlfriend. She was an angel — literally. 

She  was  a  member  of  the  Eldara  race  that  served  as  the messengers and representatives of God among humans. She pulled the blankets up to her chin as she rolled over. 

Dean  climbed  out  of  bed,  still  feeling  the  adrenaline  coursing through his body from the nightmare. It had seemed very real, more real than most of his dreams, at least those he remembered. Dean tried to remember the details of the dream. It could be important. He hoped it wasn’t prophetic. He didn’t recognize the location but it was some type of nightclub. When he tried to concentrate on the face in the shadows behind the muzzle of the gun, the memory swam out of focus. Whoever it was, he knew they were determined to kill him and

had  almost  succeeded.  Then,  just  in  time,  someone  or  something had pushed him to the ground. 

Walking  to  the  kitchen,  he  poured  himself  a  glass  of  juice  from the  refrigerator.  He  knew  where  he  was  now.  He  was  in  an apartment  in  the  Nightwing  building  downtown,  a  guest  of  the Vampire  Lord  of  Elk  City.  James  Lee  and  his  human  girlfriend, Dean’s supervising paramedic Brynne Garvey, had convinced Dean to  move  in  here.  That  had  come  after  a  series  of  attacks  on  the Unusual patients he served with the other paramedics at Station U. 

Their  patients  were  the  hidden  creatures  of  myth  and  legend  that lived  among  their  human  neighbors,  unknown  except  for  a  small group  of  humans  who  knew  of  their  existence.  Some  of  the  more bigoted  humans  had  formed  a  group  of  homegrown  terrorists  that decided  to  drive  the  creatures  of  nightmares  from  the  community, striking with hate crime attacks against those served by the Station U

paramedics.  There  was  fear  that  Dean  and  the  other  paramedics were at risk. 

He walked back through the dark apartment, sipping his juice. He peered through the bedroom doorway at Ashley sleeping there. He was so lucky that she had come into his life and provided him a level of stability he sorely needed during this stressful time. As well, there was  the  love,  an  intimacy  they  shared,  that  had  filled  a  hole  in  his life.  This  Eldara  Sister,  one  of  a  collection  of  mythical  healers,  was currently  a  nurse  in  the  Emergency  Room  at  the  Elk  City  Medical Center.  She  had  told  Dean  that  he  was  integral  to  unraveling  the mystery of the attacks happening in the city, and to ending them. He was supposed to do something, eventually. The problem was that no one  seemed  to  know  what  that  action  would  be.  The  attacks intensified, driving him and Ashley to move into two apartments here in James’ secure building. Dean felt the pressure to end this drama but didn’t know how. 

He looked at his watch and snorted. He might as well stay up; he had  to  leave  for  work  in  about  an  hour  and  a  half.  Returning  the empty  juice  glass  to  the  sink,  Dean  gathered  his  uniform  for  the coming day and went in to take a shower. 

As he left the station the night before, Brynne announced to him that  he  had  reached  the  end  of  his  probationary  period  as  a  new paramedic  at  Station  U.  That  meant  there  was  to  be  a  brief ceremony at the beginning of his shift, including the presentation of his paramedic badge, replacing the probationary badge he had been wearing for the last weeks of training. He was proud of having that distinction. It meant that he was equal to Brynne and the others, and up to the task of taking care of their challenging patients - whether it be a fairy, a vampire, a werewolf, or a genie half-stuck in a bottle. 

Turning on the shower and testing the water temperature, Dean knew  he  should  be  proud  of  this  milestone  in  his  career.  That pleasure  was  tempered,  however,  by  the  fact  he  couldn’t  shake  off the  feeling  of  dread  from  that  dream.  He  decided  to  let  the  warm water of the shower try to wash that feeling away. He stripped down and climbed in. 

A







up when he grabbed his keys to head

out to work. He wanted to leave early and stop by his old apartment to  pick  up  some  things  he  had  left  behind.  There  were  some  items that he might need if he stayed at the Nightwing apartment for any length  of  time.  He  really  should  have  packed  better  the  previous evening,  but  he  had  just  grabbed  a  few  changes  of  clothes  and  a uniform for the next day. He didn’t think it would hurt to go back to his apartment and pick up things as he needed them. 

He went over and gave Ashley a kiss good morning as she rose from the bed. She didn’t have to be at work until seven AM, while his twelve-hour paramedic shifts started at six. She mumbled something about needing coffee and hoped he’d have a good day, then headed for  the  bathroom.  He  watched  her  go  and  closed  the  door,  still amazed  at  his  luck  connecting  with  such  an  amazing  woman.  He took  off  for  his  pickup  truck,  parked  in  the  secure  underground garage below the building. 

Twenty  minutes  later,  in  his  old  apartment,  he  grabbed  a  small suitcase and started throwing clothing and some personal items in it. 

It  didn’t  take  him  long,  and  he  looked  around  at  the  spacious apartment he rented, situated over the garage owned by an elderly couple  on  the  outskirts  of  town.  The  residential  neighborhood  was quiet, and his landlords were kind. He had to remember that he still needed  to  check  in  from  time  to  time  and  help  out  with  their  yard chores.  It  was  part  of  his  lease  agreement  with  them,  but  also something he enjoyed doing. Mr. and Mrs. Baxter had adopted him as if he were their own son and had in some ways taken the place of the parents he didn’t have in his life anymore. Dean had been on his own  for  a  long  time  and  had  thought  he  didn’t  need  that  kind  of relationship in his life. The Baxters had proven him wrong. 

Zipping up the full suitcase, he went out onto the small porch at the top of the stairs and pulled the door shut behind him, locking it and  checking  to  make  sure  it  was  latched.  It  had  just  been  a  few nights  before  when  the  former  paramedic  Zach  had  attacked  both him and Ashley in that apartment. It had been an act of desperation, after  his  actions  as  a  member  of  the  hate  group,  The  Cause,  had exposed  him  to  authorities.  The  Cause  was  determined  to  expose the monsters living among the humans, and drive the Unusuals from their community. Zach was now being hunted by the police, following his  exposure  on  surveillance  video  firebombing  a  local  restaurant owned by a member of the Unusual community in Elk City. Based on his  statements  to  Dean  and  Ashley  during  his  attack  on  them,  The Cause was displeased with him getting caught on camera. 

Ashley  had  disarmed  Zach,  even  while  he  held  a  knife  to  her throat,  by  using  her  innate  Eldara  powers  to  overwhelm  him.  The former  paramedic  had  fled  the  apartment  in  fear.  That  attack  had finally persuaded Ashley that she and Dean needed to take James and Brynne up on the offer of a safe place to stay downtown. Dean wondered  where  Zach  was  now.  Ashley  had  announced  to  Zach during the attack, with startling finality, that his time on the earth was short, stating that The Cause member would not live out the week. 

She had told Dean that she sensed his lifeline shorten as soon as he made the final decision to refuse their offer to surrender and accept

their  help.  Instead,  he  tried  to  kill  Ashley.  Wherever  he  was,  Dean hoped  he  didn’t  do  anything  else  dangerous  or  stupid  in  his desperation to change his fate. Grabbing the suitcase by the handle, Dean headed down the outside stairs and tossed it in the passenger seat of his white pickup truck. He glanced at his watch. It was time to head into work. 
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into the station parking lot about fifteen minutes early, then  went  inside  to  see  the  two  nightshift  paramedics,  Brook  and Tammy, seated in recliners, watching some syndicated, reality court TV  show.  He  laughed  because  he  knew  they  were  hooked  on  the show, and they talked about it all the time. 

“What’s Judge Jane up to now?” Dean asked as he walked by. “Is she slapping down some idiot who thinks he doesn’t have to pay his ex-wife’s car payment or something?” 

“You  have  no  appreciation  of  what  good  entertainment  is  all about,” Tammy quipped. “Judge Jane tells it like it is and she doesn’t take any sass from anybody.” 

“Did  you  really  just  say  ‘she  doesn’t  take  any  sass’?”  Dean asked, laughing aloud. 

“That’s what Judge Jane calls it, and I don’t know a better word to use  than  what  she  uses,”  Brook,  the  younger  of  the  two,  defended her  partner  then  changed  the  subject.  “Hey,  how’s  the  new  digs downtown? Is the apartment classy?” 

“It’s nice, but it’s not the same as being home in my own place,” 

Dean said. “It’s kind of like a high-end hotel suite, as in a fun place to stay, but I wouldn’t want to live there.” 

“Wouldn’t  want  to  live  where?”  Brynne,  Dean’s  partner  and supervisor,  entered  the  squad  room,  catching  the  end  of  the conversation. 

“We  were  just  asking  Dean  for  details  on  his  new  place downtown,” Tammy explained. “We wanted details on how the other half  lives.  You  know,  Brynne,  like  when  you  have  a  sugar  daddy.” 

Dean knew that Tammy referred to Brynne’s boyfriend, James Lee. 

He was more than just wealthy. He was also the vampire overlord of all the Unusuals in the Elk City region. 

“Oh,  ha  ha,”  Brynne  said.  “James  is  not  a  sugar  daddy  by  any stretch of the imagination.” 

“He just pays the bills and gives you a free place to stay,” Brook chimed in. “I don’t know. If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck

… you know.” 

Dean  jumped  in.  “You  should  see  the  penthouse  apartment  on the top floor, ladies, all full of artwork and fancy furniture, personally selected  by  an  interior  designer.  I  thought  I’d  stepped  into  a museum. Plus he’s got a big screen TV that is as big as that entire wall,”  he  said  gesturing  at  the  wall  with  the  bookshelf  and  the station’s small flatscreen television. 

“Okay,” Brynne said. “That’s enough of that, Dean. Anyway, since your probationary period is over, we need to be ready for when the Chief  arrives  to  present  you  with  your  new  badge.  He  approved  it effective  today,  and  he  will  be  here  any  minute  to  give  it  to  you personally.” 

“Hey,  congrats  Dean,”  Tammy  said.  “I  had  forgotten  that  was going to happen this morning. It is well deserved, and about time.” 

“Yeah,” Brook added. “Kudos. You’ve definitely got the right touch for this kind of work.” 

“Yes,” a raspy voice said from across the room. “Congratulations, Dean. I should whip up something special for the occasion.” 

The voice came from a shambling, gray figure in the kitchenette area  of  the  squad  room.  It  was  Freddy,  a  zombie  and  one  of  the undead  Unusuals  cared  for  by  the  Station  U  paramedics.  He  was also  one  of  the  best  chefs  in  the  country,  or  at  least  he  had  been. 

Unfortunately, Freddy had cheated on his voodoo priestess girlfriend and  paid  the  price  when  she  laid  this  curse  on  him.  A  few  weeks earlier,  when  his  trailer  was  burned  down  by  The  Cause,  everyone had thought he perished in the fire. After it had been discovered by

the paramedics at Station U that he had survived, they had decided to put him up in their station. Since then he had become the de facto housekeeper  and  cook  for  the  paramedics  there.  It  was  a  good arrangement for everyone, as long as he kept track of his digits and other body parts while he was cooking. 

Dean  murmured  thanks  to  the  congratulations  from  his  friends. 

He felt the blush spread across his face at the praise, but he didn’t care. This was something he had been waiting for, and it had finally happened.  No  longer  on  probation,  he  was  now  a  full-fledged paramedic and member of the team at Station U. 

Ari, the Chief of EMS for the Elk City Fire Department arrived a few  minutes  later,  and  in  a  very  brief  presentation,  without  much ceremony at all, handed Dean his new badge that read “Paramedic,” 

without  the  probationary  qualifier  of  his  former  shield.  Everyone shook his hand and congratulated him again. The Chief left, waving off an offer to stay for breakfast saying he had an early meeting. He did  tell  Freddy  that  he’d  take  a  rain  check,  stating  that  his  favorite breakfast was Eggs Benedict. 

Brook and Tammy came over and shook Dean’s hand one more time.  Then  the  two  ladies  grabbed  their  gear,  including  a  takeout container  of  fresh  breakfast  from  Freddy  for  each  of  them,  and headed out the station door to go home. 

Dean  watched  them  leave,  still  basking  in  the  glow  of  the promotion. Brynne broke his reverie. “Don’t you have some bags to check at the beginning of the shift? Get them checked out and then I’ll let you drive to the first call.” 

“Yes, Mistress Brynne,” Dean said with a flourish and bow. “I’ll get right on that.” He headed out to the ambulance bay to get started on the shift work. He was going to get the chance now to trade off on most  calls  with  Brynne.  He  would  drive  some  and  act  as  primary patient  care  paramedic  on  others.  He  climbed  into  the  back  of  the ambulance  and  began  to  go  through  the  bags  to  make  sure  that everything  they’d  need  for  the  shift  was  available  and  in  the  right place. It did not take him long. Brook and Tammy had done their end of shift checks within the last hour, and everything was fully stocked

and  in  its  expected  place.  He  was  just  finishing  up  when  the  alert tones sounded on the overhead speakers. 

“Medical Box 423, injured subject from an assault. 1258 Sparks Road, Elk City,” said the dispatcher over the radio. 

Dean’s head jerked up when he heard the address. That was his former  street  address.  He  hoped  the  Baxters  were  alright.  Brynne popped  her  head  around  the  open  door  at  the  back  of  the ambulance. 

“Hey, Dean, isn’t that your …” 

“Yep,  it’s  my  address,  or  my  landlord’s,”  Dean  responded.  He finished zipping up the bags, storing them in their compartments. He then  walked  around  to  the  driver’s  seat  as  Brynne  climbed  into  the passenger side. She got on the radio and reported them responding, then  switched  to  the  med  channel  for  additional  information.  The dispatcher  came  on  and  relayed  that  no  additional  was  available, only that an injured subject was found in the garage, and that police were on the scene. 

“I wonder why they called us?” Dean wondered aloud. “There are no  Unusuals  in  the  neighborhood  that  I  know  of  and  what  are  the police doing there? My apartment is in the detached garage. Could some  former  patient  have  sought  me  out?”  Brynne  leaned  forward and  keyed  the  siren  on  the  ambulance  dashboard  to  help  move some of the early morning rush hour traffic out of their way as they sped down the road towards his residential neighborhood. 

They  saw  the  police  lights  first  as  they  approached  the  scene. 

There were three police cruisers pulled up in front of the house and garage  on  the  usually  quiet  residential  street.  Neighbors  were standing on their porches and on the sidewalks nearby, watching as the  police  stood  in  the  driveway.  Dean  pulled  the  ambulance  out front  between  two  police  cars,  positioned  so  they  could  easily  pull out  of  their  parking  slot  once  they  were  ready  to  leave  with  the patient.  It  was  important  not  to  park  in  a  way  to  get  blocked  in  by other responding units. Dean climbed out, feeling a bit apprehensive as  he  saw  one  officer  come  down  the  stairs  from  his  apartment above  the  garage.  Brynne  grabbed  the  bags  and  oxygen  container from the side compartment while he grabbed the heart monitor and

drug  bag  from  inside  the  ambulance  before  joining  her  on  the sidewalk. 

The  police  officer  who  had  just  descended  the  stairs  shook  his head as he approached them. “I don’t think you’ll need that stuff. We just need you to go up and pronounce the guy dead so we can let the crime scene guys go in and do their work when they get here.” 

“There’s  a  dead  guy  up  there?”  Dean  blurted  out.  He  rushed across the driveway and up the stairs with Brynne close on his heels. 

He did not hear her calling after him in alarm. Running up the stairs, Dean pushed open the door to the apartment he had left less than an hour before and saw that the place had been ransacked. It looked like there had been a fight. His kitchen chairs were pushed aside or overturned, and the sofa was shoved back from its usual position. A police officer was standing next to the sofa, and when Dean rounded the edge of it, he saw the body - Zach’s body. There was the handle of  a  large  kitchen  knife  protruding  from  his  chest,  and  Dean  could see  several  other  stab  wounds  in  the  body  from  where  he  stood rooted to the spot. Brynne gasped from behind him. 

The  police  officer  turned  and  looked  at  them  with  a  quizzical expression.  “You  guys  act  like  you’ve  never  seen  a  dead  guy before.”  He  moved  across  the  room  to  the  doorway.  “I  have  to  get the digital camera out of the car. Make sure you don’t move anything you don’t have to. This is a crime scene, remember.” 

Brynne took a deep breath. “Dean …” She moved in front of him, into his field of vision, making him meet her eyes. “You need to go back to the ambulance. Go right now.” 

“But …” Dean started towards the body on the floor by the sofa, his sofa. 

“No buts,” Brynne said, firmly planting her hand in the center of his chest, stopping him from moving. “You go down and wait for me at the ambulance. I’ll take care of things up here and be down in a moment.”  She  finished  in  a  whisper.  “Don’t  say  anything  to  anyone until I get there.” She poked him in the chest to get his attention. He glanced  back  at  Zach’s  body  then  looked  down  at  his  partner standing in front of him. 

“Did  you  hear  me?”  Brynne  whispered,  poking  him  again  to punctuate her question. “Go downstairs to the ambulance, and don’t talk to anyone until I get back down there. Do you understand?” 

Dean  nodded,  then  turned  and  went  back  out  onto  the  small landing  at  the  top  of  the  stairs.  He  took  a  deep  breath  then descended back down to the driveway to the ambulance. The police officer  was  returning  with  his  camera  and  nodded  at  Dean  as  he passed.  Dean  hardly  noticed.  His  mind  was  racing.  How  had  Zach gotten back into his apartment, and who had attacked him? He had just left there a little more than an hour before. Everything had been normal. He had made sure the door was locked, and everything was secure.  There  were  so  many  questions  swirling  in  his  head.  He continued  walking  to  the  ambulance,  his  legs  feeling  stiff  and wooden. When he got back to the emergency vehicle, he climbed in the back and replaced the heart monitor in its rack and put the other bags  back  in  their  compartments.  Then  he  exited  the  back  of  the ambulance and sat down on the back bumper. He was sitting there with his mind racing in multiple directions when Brynne returned from the  apartment.  She  walked  over  to  Dean,  took  him  by  the  arm  and led him to the passenger side door of the cab. 

“Get in,” she said. 

“But, I’m driving,” he responded. 

“No words, just get in. I’ll drive back,” she ordered. “We are going back  to  the  station.  Don’t  say  anything,  just  get  in  your  seat  and buckle up.” 

He  didn’t  understand,  but  followed  her  instructions  and  climbed into  the  passenger  seat.  He  watched  her  walk  over  to  one  of  the officers  on  the  scene.  She  exchanged  a  few  words  before  coming back to the ambulance and climbing into the driver’s seat. 

“Put us back in service with a priority four patient,” Brynne said as she put the ambulance in gear, slowly pulled out from between the police cars, and started down the street. 

Dean picked up the mic and alerted headquarters that they were back in service following pronouncing their prospective patient dead

- a priority four. A priority one patient was a critical patient, and then the  numbers  went  down  to  four  based  on  the  differing  needs  each

type  of  patient  had  for  emergency  care.  A  priority  four  patient  was one who needed no care at all - usually, but not always because they were dead. 

He placed the mic back on its cradle on the dash and looked at his  partner.  “Brynne,  what’s  going  on?  Why  was  Zach  killed  back there, in my apartment? I was just there before I came to work.” 

“I know, Dean,” she said as she drove, not taking her eyes off the road. “The police didn’t know whose apartment that is. I asked. That gives us some time to come up with a plan. We need to get you back to  the  station,  and  we  need  to  get  you  some  legal  representation before  the  police  detectives  put  two  and  two  together  and  come looking  for  you.  You’re  being  set  up,  Dean.  Someone  obviously wants to frame you for Zach’s murder.” 

“But why?” Dean asked. 

“It’s a perfect plan, actually,” Brynne said. “You get saddled with the murder of Zach and end up disgraced, or even in jail. If you are in jail or no longer working as a paramedic, maybe that means you can’t do what it is you’re supposed to do to stop the current attacks on  our  patients.  Then  you  can’t  stop  The  Cause.  They  obviously have their own resources who have told them you are central to the situation  here  in  Elk  City.  Someone  decided  to  try  and  remove  you from the picture.” 

“But I didn’t do it,” Dean argued. 

“I  know  that  Dean,”  Brynne  replied.  She  looked  his  way  with concern on her face. “I know that. You know that. We all know that, but  to  the  police…  Well,  at  the  very  least,  this  is  going  to  look suspicious.  They  are  going  to  tag  you  as  a  material  witness  or person  of  interest.  At  worst  you’re  going  to  get  charged  with  doing the  deed.  Maybe  it  can  be  passed  off  as  self-defense,  but  that  will take a trial to determine. In the meantime, you may be sidelined by the  investigation,  and  maybe  suspended  or  fired  from  the department.” 

They drove in silence for a while. Suspended? Fired? But he had just  gotten  promoted.  He  was  wrapped  up  in  these  sad  thoughts when  Brynne  spoke  up  again.  “When  we  get  back,  you  call  Ashley and  tell  her  what  happened.  If  you  don’t  get  her,  don’t  leave  a

voicemail. Just hang up. We don’t need you recording your random thoughts  about  this  anywhere  the  police  can  find  it.  I’ll  contact James.  He’ll  know  what  to  do,  and  should  be  able  to  get  you  a lawyer in the meantime.” Dean had no words. 

“We’ll get through this, Dean,” Brynne said as she drove. “We just need  to  keep  our  heads  on  our  shoulders,  think  it  all  through,  and plan carefully.” 

Dean just nodded. He was still in shock. He could still see Zach’s lifeless eyes staring up at the ceiling as he lay on the floor next to the sofa with that knife sticking out of his chest. It was one of his kitchen knives. He recognized the handle where it jutted from his paramedic predecessor’s  chest.  This  was  all  spinning  out  of  control,  and  he didn’t know what to do. He hoped Brynne did because he was lost at that moment. He was lost and afraid that his whole life was slipping away. This shift had started with his promotion. Now, it may be taken away  from  him.  He  stared  out  the  windshield  trying  to  make  some sense of it. 
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the  ambulance  after  Brynne  backed  it  into  the ambulance  bay,  and  started  pacing  back  and  forth  in  the  garage behind the emergency vehicle. What was he supposed to say when he  called  Ashley?  How  had  this  happened?  Who  killed  Zach  in  his apartment?  There  were  too  many  questions  swirling  around  in  his head  for  him  to  figure  out  what  was  going  on.  He  turned  and  went into the squad room to find Brynne finishing up a conversation on her cell phone. 

“I will keep him here, James,” she said. “You get him a lawyer, a good one. This is going to be tough to beat. The set up looked pretty solid. If I didn’t know any better, I would think he did it.” She looked up and saw Dean standing there. “Uh, look, I gotta go. Call me back when you have a lawyer for him and a plan.” 

“Did  you  mean  what  you  said?”  Dean  asked.  “That  you  could believe that I did this?” 

“That’s  not  what  I  said,  Dean,”  Brynne  replied.  “I  stated  that  if  I didn’t know otherwise, I would think you were a suspect. Believe me, if  I  thought  you  had  done  this,  I  would  have  reported  you  to  the police right there on the scene.” She glanced down at the phone in his hand and asked, “Did you call Ashley?” 

“No, not yet,” Dean admitted. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell her.” 

“Tell her you’re likely to be framed for Zach’s murder and that you expect the police to come looking for you any moment,” his partner said.  “But,  remember,  don’t  leave  a  voice  message  if  she  doesn’t pick up. Just hang up the phone.” 

Dean pulled up Ashley on his phone and pressed the send button to call her. He waited to hear her voice. She would know how to calm him  and  ease  his  anxiety.  She  always  did.  He  waited  and  waited, and  then  it  went  to  voicemail.  He  did  as  Brynne  said  and  hung  up rather  than  leave  a  message.  Her  smartphone  would  show  he  had called, so that was enough. She would call him back. 

“Not picking up?” Brynne asked. “Okay, I’ll text her and tell her to call me right away.” 

There was a knock at the station door, and Dean flinched. Brynne went  over  and  looked  out  the  window  into  the  parking  lot.  Dean waited for her to tell him who it was. She turned and looked a little pale. 

“It’s  the  police,  Dean,”  she  said.  “I’m  going  to  let  them  in.  Don’t say anything, just request an attorney and then shut up.” 

“But  why  don’t  I  just  tell  them  I  didn’t  do  it?”  Dean  asked.  “We work with these guys all the time at accidents and other emergency scenes.  They  know  us.”  The  police  outside  knocked  on  the  door again. 

Brynne headed to the door. “You don’t say anything. They could twist anything you say to mean something different. Just stay quiet. 

Request  an  attorney.  That’s  it.”  His  partner  held  his  gaze  for  a moment  to  let  what  she  said  to  sink  in,  then  turned  to  walk  across the squad room to the parking lot door. 

Brynne  opened  the  door  and  stepped  back  as  two  uniformed police  officers,  and  a  plain-clothes  detective  with  his  badge  on  a lanyard around his neck entered the room. Dean recognized the two uniformed officers from the scene, and he knew them as the police officers from the law enforcement version of Station U. 

The detective spoke up as he came in. “Dean Flynn? I don’t think we’ve  met  before.  I’m  Detective  Ricketts.  I’d  like  to  ask  you  a  few questions.  We  are  all  a  little  curious  as  to  why  you  didn’t  identify

yourself as the resident of that apartment to the officers on the scene when you responded back there?” 

Dean  started  to  answer  the  question,  to  defend  himself,  but caught Brynne’s quick shake of her head out of the corner of his eye and stopped himself. “Uh, I’d like to have a lawyer present before I answer any questions,” Dean said quickly. Brynne nodded and gave a little smile of encouragement. 

The detective seemed to notice the byplay. “If that’s the way you want  to  do  this.  You  know  that  asking  for  a  lawyer  only  serves  to make  you  look  guilty  in  our  eyes.  It  will  go  better  if  you  just  tell  us what happened back there at your apartment.” 

Dean couldn’t resist. “How would I know? I didn’t even stay there last night.” 

“Well that might be true, but your landlord,” the detective paused and pulled out a notepad and glanced at it. “A Mrs. Baxter, says that you were there just a few hours ago. She saw you go upstairs this morning  around  five  thirty  AM.  Would  you  care  to  explain  that?  I could understand if you surprised a burglar. It could all just be self-defense.” 

“Dean, don’t say another word,” Brynne cautioned. “Wait for your lawyer like I said.” 

“Ma’am, I’ll ask you to stay out of this,” the detective interjected. “I have questions for you, too. I wondered why you didn’t remain on the scene  longer?  I  was  surprised  when  you  weren’t  still  there  when  I arrived. It seems that you may have a part in this, too, since you tried to hide evidence.” 

“What  evidence?”  she  shot  back.  “I  only  pronounced  the  victim dead. That was why we were called to the scene. Once that is done, we’re obligated to put our unit back in service. We usually hang out on  the  location  for  a  while  when  we  have  nothing  better  to  do,  but nothing says we have to.” 

“Did  you  recognize  the  victim?”  the  detective  asked  her. 

“O’Malley here says he does. Isn’t the deceased your former partner at this ambulance station?” 

“He is. But you didn’t ask for his identity,” Brynne replied. “I was just  doing  my  job  pronouncing  death.  I  will  let  you  all  do  the  police

work.” 

The  detective  sighed  and  motioned  to  the  two  officers.  “Okay,  if that’s  the  way  you  two  want  to  handle  things.  Dean  Flynn,  you  are being  taken  into  custody  for  questioning  in  the  death  of  Zachary Castle.  You  have  the  right  to  remain  silent.  Anything  you  say  can, and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you  by  the  court.  Do  you  understand  these  rights  as  I  have  recited them to you?” 

Dean nodded as O’Malley and his partner came over and put a pair of handcuffs on him, pulling his hands behind his back. “Dean,” 

O’Malley said. “This is protocol, that is all. Just come along quietly, okay?” 

Dean  nodded  in  response,  feeling  the  cold  weight  of  the  steel cuffs settle on his wrists. 

“I need you to say you understand out loud,” the detective said. 

“I  -  I  understand,”  Dean  whispered.  He  felt  suddenly overwhelmed by the events and wanted to say something, anything to stop this from happening. 

“Dean,  don’t  say  anything,”  Brynne  reminded  him.  “I’ll  have James get the attorney to meet you downtown at the police station.” 

Dean just nodded. He didn’t talk, he didn’t say anything. This was all  just  too  much  to  handle  and  process.  He  knew  he  didn’t  kill anyone, but he also knew how it must have looked to a police officer examining the scene. It looked like there had been a fight, and they knew that Dean had a connection to Zach. They also knew that he had been at the apartment earlier that morning. He didn’t know how he was going to get out of this. 

Officer O’Malley and his partner led Dean outside into the bright morning sunshine. Dean blinked and wished he had his sunglasses. 

Of course, how would he put them on? He was in handcuffs, after all. 

The two officers escorted him to the marked police car, opened the rear door, and settled him into the back seat. O’Malley leaned in and snapped the seat belt across him. They shut the door, and Dean was alone in the back of the police vehicle. It was a first for him, and he looked around. There was a metal grate that separated the back and

front seats and the interior of the police car smelled of disinfectant, bad aftershave and old french fries. 

Dean  looked  out  the  window  and  saw  Brynne  standing  in  the parking  lot  outside  the  station,  talking  on  her  cell  phone.  The  two officers climbed into the front seats and started to drive him away to the police station. He watched Brynne talking on the phone, her eyes following the car as he left in the custody of the police, watching as he was taken off to jail. 
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of being fingerprinted and photographed at the police station  was  humiliating.  He  wanted  to  shout  out  that  he  was innocent,  but  he  knew  Brynne’s  advice  was  correct.  He  refused  to answer any questions and had waited for his attorney to show up to represent him. It didn’t stop Detective Ricketts and the other police officers from talking around him about how it was always a good idea to cooperate with police and tell your story. He knew they were just trying  to  get  to  him.  He  gritted  his  teeth,  kept  his  mouth  shut  and waited.  It  took  several  hours,  but  he  was  eventually  taken  from  his cell  to  where  a  well-dressed  man  in  a  three-piece  suit  waited  in  an interview room. There was a mirror on one wall that he assumed was one-way glass. 

“Sit down, Dean. Let’s talk about your situation,” the man said as he  sat  in  the  chair  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  table.  “My  name  is Mansel  Hood.  I’m  Mr.  Lee’s  personal  attorney,  and  I’m  here  to  be yours as well.” He opened a manila folder on the table between them and  looked  over  some  papers  before  continuing.  Dean  looked around the room’s sterile gray walls while he waited. 

“Our focus right now is to get you out on bail while we figure out how to proceed,” the attorney continued. “Mr. Lee told me to assume you are innocent of the crime in your apartment. I, frankly, don’t care. 

The only thing I care about is that you don’t lie to me. Understood?” 

“So  you  think  I’m  guilty?”  Dean  asked,  shocked.  He  buried  his head  in  his  hands.  This  was  getting  even  worse.  If  his  own  lawyer thought he was guilty, then he was done for. 

“No,” Mansel said in a calm voice. “I said ‘I don’t care.’ There’s a difference. My job is to get you cleared of this crime. As long as you tell me everything you know, and answer every question truthfully, I have a good chance of doing that. If you choose to tell me whether you committed this crime or not, I only ask that you tell me the truth. 

Otherwise, we’ll work on the assumption that you’re innocent.” 

“Okay,”  Dean  started.  He  tried  to  calm  down,  taking  a  deep breath before continuing. He cleared his throat began to speak, then stopped  and  stared  at  his  hands  for  a  moment.  He  looked  up  and met  his  lawyer’s  eyes.  He  noticed  the  irises  were  an  odd  shade  of amber. This man was an Unusual of some sort, which made sense, given who he represented. “Mr. Hood, I will tell you now, and forever more, that I am innocent of this crime. I didn’t kill Zach, leave him in my  apartment,  go  to  work  and  then  come  back  to  my  apartment  to pronounce  him  dead.  It  makes  no  sense.  I’m  being  framed  for  this crime.” 

“I agree,” Mansel said. He jotted a note on the yellow legal pad before  him  then  continued.  “That  will  be  part  of  our  defense,  along with  our  expert  testimony  which  will  refute  the  medical  examiner’s estimate  that  the  time  of  death  corresponds  to  your  time  in  the apartment  before  work.  But  let’s  not  get  ahead  of  ourselves.  For now, we are focused on getting you released on bond, which Mr. Lee will guarantee. In a little while, we are going to go to court and face a judge. I’ll talk with him and the district attorney some, and then you will  say  only  what  I  tell  you  to  say  and  nothing  more.  It’s  all  just  a formality at this point. You’ll get your chance to defend yourself later on. For now, just follow my lead.” 

Dean  nodded  as  he  clenched  his  hands  into  fists.  This  was getting  worse  and  worse.  James  was  paying  the  lawyer,  and  he hated  being  in  debt  to  anyone,  let  alone  James  Lee.  Now  he  was going  to  owe  James  even  more  for  bailing  him  out,  on  top  of  the attorney’s  fees.  He  listened  to  the  words  coming  from  his  attorney, but  they  didn’t  register  in  his  mind  as  his  thoughts  raced  over  the

events earlier in the day. Mansel gathered up his legal pad and files and packed them back in his briefcase. He walked over and knocked on  the  door.  A  guard  came  in  after  a  few  moments  and  opened  it. 

The guard came over and helped Dean stand up, leading him back down  the  hallway  to  the  cells.  The  last  words  from  the  attorney stayed with him. 

“Keep your mouth shut and wait for the arraignment hearing in a few  hours,”  Mansel  had  said.  “I’ll  see  you  there,  and  we’ll  get  you bailed out of jail and back home.” He made it all seem so matter-of-fact and straightforward. Dean hoped it was that easy. 

T





his gavel and Dean sighed. One million dollars

bail or one hundred thousand dollars bond for his release. That was what the judge had decided. That was what he was worth. Not that it mattered much. He didn’t have the lesser amount, let alone the full million. He had resigned himself to going back to the city jail, when the attorney, Mr. Hood, announced that he would make the payment arrangements within the hour. He made it sound like he was paying the electric bill, and not a particularly expensive one. 

Dean was led back to a holding area in one of the lower floors of the courthouse after the hearing. Dean didn’t have to wait long. True to his word, Mansel showed up less than an hour later to pick Dean up  as  he  was  released  from  police  custody.  There  was  some paperwork to fill out to sign for his belongings, confiscated upon his arrest and intake into the system by the police earlier. By the time he walked out of the courthouse with Mansel, it was late, nearly eight in the evening. There was a black town car waiting at the curb outside the side entrance to the county courthouse. Mansel gestured to the car, and a gentleman in a dark suit jumped out and opened the door for Dean and his attorney. The driver then jumped in the driver’s seat and started off. Within a few minutes, they arrived at the Nightwing Building  downtown,  just  a  few  blocks  away.  The  car  pulled  into  the underground garage after the driver slid a keycard in the slot next to

the  gate.  They  stopped  one  ramp  down,  in  front  of  the  elevator doors. 

“Dean,” Mansel said as Dean climbed out and stood outside the back door to the town car. “I will be in touch regarding the next steps for the case. In the meantime, don’t talk to anyone but me, Mr. Lee, Ms. Garvey or the Eldara about the events of this morning. Anyone else  could  be  in  league  with  our  opponents.  Understood?”  Dean nodded, although he was still in a bit of shock from the day. Mansel said something to the driver and the car pulled away, leaving Dean standing there. 

He was heading over to the elevators, planning to go upstairs to his temporary apartment, when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. James had texted him and asked  him  to  come  up  to  the  penthouse  level.  He  pushed  the  up button  outside  the  elevator  doors,  scanned  his  keycard  to  gain access  upstairs,  and  rode  up  to  the  vampire’s  apartment.  Dean’s shoulders  sagged  with  weariness  as  he  approached  the  double doors on the penthouse level and reached to ring the doorbell. 

The  doors  swung  open,  and  he  looked  up  as  Ashley  rushed  to him,  the  tall  brunette  nurse  still  dressed  in  her  pastel  blue  scrubs from  the  ER.  She  pulled  him  close  and  hugged  him  tightly  without saying a word. He looked past her shoulder and saw the grim faces of Brynne and James staring back at him. He squeezed his arms a little to return Ashley’s hug and then released her. 

“Dean,”  James  said,  gesturing  inside.  “Please  come  in.  I  know you have had a long day, but there is a lot we need to discuss. We will work to get to the bottom of this situation; I promise you. I have everyone  working  on  it.  Apparently,  we  underestimated  our opponents, their will, and their intentions.” 

Dean followed James and Brynne inside the spacious penthouse apartment sitting atop the Nightwing building while Ashley trailed at his  side,  holding  his  hand  in  hers.  The  group  went  into  the  living room area and sat down. Dean and Ashley took the love seat while James and Brynne sat together on the matching white leather sofa. 

“Well, I guess I can use my mug shot in my Christmas cards this year,” Dean said, using humor to blow off steam. It was good to be

out  of  the  jail  cell,  but  it  was  like  his  mind  was  still  there.  He  felt locked in by the situation and didn’t see a clear way out. The lawyer, Mansel  Hood,  had  not  given  any  indication  of  his  thoughts,  just telling Dean to go in and get some rest. 

“Have you thought what you are going to do next, Dean?” Brynne asked. 

“I don’t know. I guess, since I’m out of jail now, I’ll just go back to work  while  I  wait  for  the  trial,”  Dean  said.  He  couldn’t  think  of anything else to do but return to his routine. He noticed that his three companions  were  silent  and  glanced  back  and  forth  as  if  deciding who should speak up. Was he missing something? 

“What is it?” he asked. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

Brynne  started  to  say  something  and  then  stopped  herself, looking from Ashley to James. 

“Now you’re all are freaking me out, and I didn’t think I could be freaked out any more than I already have today,” Dean said. 

Brynne broke the momentary silence that followed his statement. 

“Dean,”  she  began.  “You  are  under  arrest  for  a  felony,  a  violent crime.  The  chief  had  to  suspend  you  -  with  pay,  but  suspend  you nonetheless, pending the result of the inquiry. You can’t come back to work.” 

Dean  felt  his  shoulders  sag  as  if  he  couldn’t  be  any  more depressed  by  the  day’s  events.  Being  a  paramedic  was  all  he  had ever  wanted  since  he  had  watched  an  ambulance  crew  save  his girlfriend’s  life,  after  the  car  accident  they  were  in  had  nearly  killed her. Now, his career was being taken away from him, too. He found he  suddenly  was  having  trouble  breathing,  and  his  vision  clouded with  tears.  He  wiped  them  away,  not  wanting  to  show  weakness here, especially in front of Ashley. She squeezed the hand she was holding in silent support. 

“There’s  a  bigger  problem  at  hand  here,”  Ashley  said.  “Since Dean’s  arrest,  I  have  felt  a  shift  in  the  balance  of  power  in  this struggle. When I said that Dean and James would figure strongly in resolving the situation here in Elk City, that has now changed. It’s still a possibility, but the previous course of action has faded. It’s much more  tenuous  in  nature  now.  That  concerns  me  because  I  still

believe  that  it  is  the  solution  to  these  attacks  and  the  push  against the Unusual population here.” 

As  an  Eldara  and  messenger  of  the  Gods,  Ashley  could  sense the correct or best path for the good of a situation. She had earlier predicted  that  Dean  and  James  were  linked  to  some  future  event; some  event  that  would  bring  the  current  attacks  to  a  resolution, restoring what Ashley had called a balance to the region. That was why  she  had  come  here  and  attached  herself  to  Dean  in  the  first place. 

“So,  Eldara,”  James  asked.  “What  do  we  do  to  change  back  to the future envisioned before?” 

“I don’t know, not yet,” Ashley replied. “I can’t understand what is different. We got Dean out of jail, and he is free for the foreseeable future. Maybe it has to do with him being discredited as a paramedic. 

People  won’t  trust  him  now,  because  of  what  they  think  he  did, perhaps?” 

“That is not the case among my people,” James said. “If anything, thinking  Dean  killed  one  of  the  attackers  who  had  been  preying  on them would raise the opinion of him in their eyes.” 

“That’s  true,  I  guess.  But  what  else  could  it  be?”  Ashley  asked. 

She waved her hand in front of her eyes. “I can’t see through this fog shrouding my other sight from another course of action.” 

“I think you are all missing the obvious reason for the change in the  potential  future,”  Brynne  said,  breaking  into  the  conversation between the two Unusuals. “It’s a simple change of a variable in the equation. Dean is suspended, probably for weeks. What if he had to be a working paramedic to take the action he was supposed to take, in order to resolve this conflict? What if, now that he is off the streets and  not  riding  the  Station  U  ambulance  anymore,  he  will  no  longer be in a position to do or say what he was supposed to?” 

Dean watched as they all looked back and forth and then at him. 

This was all a moot point from his standpoint. He wasn’t a paramedic anymore.  He  couldn’t  ride  in  the  ambulance  and  help  out  his Unusual patients. Right now, he didn’t have any particular purpose in the world. He had nothing to offer to anyone, at least, not until this situation was resolved. He stood up, letting go of Ashley’s hand. 

“I’m grateful for all of your support, especially from you, James,” 

Dean said. “I know that without Mansel Hood and your bail money, I’d still be in jail right now. It has been a long day, and I think I need to  get  some  sleep.  If  I  can  do  that,  maybe  I  can  try  and  get  some perspective  on  this.  I’m  not  giving  up.  I’m  not  quitting  the  fight,  but honestly, I’m not up to figuring all of this out right now.” 

He  started  walking  towards  the  doors  back  to  the  elevators. 

Ashley  got  up  and  followed  him,  with  James  and  Brynne  trailing behind.  He  pushed  the  down  button  and  waited  while  his  friends stood around him. Brynne broke the silence. 

“Good idea. Get some sleep, Dean,” she said. “James and I will keep working on this. We’ll keep you and Ashley in the loop as we work  through  some  possible  solutions.”  She  placed  a  hand  on  his shoulder. 

Dean  nodded,  turned  and  entered  the  elevator  as  the  doors opened. Ashley joined him, taking his hand in hers again. He looked at  James  and  Brynne  standing  there  watching  him  with  the  worry obvious in their eyes, even in James’. Strange, how his opinion of his partner’s  vampire  boyfriend  had  changed  over  the  last  twenty-four hours.  He  did  consider  James  a  friend  now,  which  was  not something  he  could  have  said  before  the  recent  turn  of  events.  He knew he would trade that friendship back in a minute if it meant he could get his paramedic status back and get back on the ambulance. 

The doors closed, and he was left with his Ashley, his Eldara angel. 

She gave his hand a little squeeze as if she knew he was thinking of her. At least she was still standing by his side through this crisis. He just hoped that would be enough to get him through it. 
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the next morning to see that Ashley had already left for her shift at the ER. He had not slept well, but despite that, he didn’t remember  her  getting  up.  He  glanced  at  the  clock  and  saw  that  it was  already  past  nine  in  the  morning.  It  didn’t  matter  what  time  it was. It wasn’t as if there was anyplace he had to be that morning. He lay there in bed for a while, staring at the ceiling, lost in his thoughts of  the  previous  day.  Why  couldn’t  this  all  have  been  a  vivid nightmare like the one he’d had the night before? 

After  about  a  half  hour  of  ruminating  about  the  predicament  he was in, Dean grunted, rolled over, and got out of bed. He couldn’t do anything to fix what was going on, and the people who were helping him  were  all  doing  what  they  could,  so  he  just  had  to  wait.  But,  it wasn’t in his nature to just lie about all day. He got some breakfast, then  changed  into  a  pair  of  shorts  and  a  t-shirt  and  put  on  his sneakers.  James  had  an  excellent  gym  on  the  second  floor  of  the building. Maybe a workout would help Dean clear his head and order his thoughts. He grabbed his smartphone, earbuds and the key-card to  the  apartment,  and  stepped  out  into  the  hallway,  nearly  colliding with another individual in a dark suit. 

“Oh, excuse me,” Dean muttered. He was surprised because he didn’t  know  anyone  else  was  staying  on  the  private  residence  floor other  than  he  and  Ashley.  James  had  said  he  kept  the  furnished apartments for visiting VIP dignitaries from the Unusual community. 

“You should be more careful,” the man said in a thickly accented voice. 

Dean couldn’t place the language of origin, but it sounded sort of Eastern European or Russian. The man was dressed from head to toe in a black suit. He wore a black shirt and tie as well. His skin was pale, and the paramedic immediately suspected he was a vampire. 

One way to be sure. He extended his hand. 

“I’m Dean,” he said, smiling. “Dean Flynn.” 

The  other  man  extended  his  hand,  and  Dean  grasped  the  cold hand  in  a  firm  handshake.  He  knew  he  was  correct  based  on  the lack of body temperature coupled with the pale skin. He was getting better at identifying Unusuals when he encountered them. 

“Artur Torrence,” the vampire replied, smiling as well. “You must be the young human paramedic about whom I’ve heard so much. I was  passing  through  your  city  on  the  way  elsewhere  to  conduct some  business  and  decided  to  stop  in  and  see  what  James  had going on here in Elk City.” 

“I  hope  you’ve  heard  the  good  things,”  Dean  said.  “You  don’t want to believe everything you hear.” 

“I have only heard good things about you,” Artur replied. “Though James  was  just  mentioning  something  about  a  bit  of  trouble  you were  having.  He  also  said  that  you  were  innocent  of  the  charges leveled  against  you.  I’m  sure  everything  will  resolve  for  you  soon enough, one way or another.” 

Did  Dean  see  the  man’s  lips  twitch  in  a  smile  there  at  the  last part?  He  decided  it  was  his  imagination  and  responded  politely. 

“From  your  lips  to  God’s  ears,  Artur,”  Dean  said.  “I’d  like  this  to resolve quickly, that is sure.” 

Artur snorted. “I’m not sure God’s listening to anything from me, at least not for a very long time.” He glanced at his watch and back at Dean. “I’m afraid I must be going. The hour is late for me, and I have  dinner  waiting  for  me  in  my  rooms.  I  had  her  selected especially for my stay here. Perhaps we shall see each other again, eh?” 

“Absolutely,” Dean said. “I was heading down to the gym anyway. 

Enjoy your, uh, meal.” Dean winced inwardly at the awkwardness of

the way he said it. He was sure that the meal in question walked and talked just like him. There was a consensual arrangement with some human  donors  who  would  let  vampires  and  other  Unusual  blood drinkers consume directly from them for a healthy fee. Dean smiled at the other man, forcing himself not to think about it. Artur nodded and  turned,  continuing  down  the  hallway,  turning  the  corner  and disappearing  from  sight.  Dean  watched  him  for  a  moment,  then  he shrugged and headed to the elevators to get his workout in and sort out  his  thoughts.  He  wondered  if  James  had  any  other  Unusual guests  staying  on  the  floor  that  he  didn’t  know  about.  The  elevator arrived,  and  Dean  stepped  inside,  still  wondering  about  the possibility  of  neighbors  he  wasn’t  aware  of,  and  whether  they  too, knew about him. 

D



from  his  workout  an  hour  later.  The  exercise  on the  circuit  training  equipment  of  the  building’s  gym  had  helped lighten his mood. Now he just needed a shower and to get cleaned up.  He  had  to  do  some  shopping.  His  old  apartment  was  a  crime scene  now,  and  the  police  had  confiscated  his  suitcase  from  his truck for evidence. He was going to need some more clothes before too long. He stepped off the elevator and started down the hallway to his  apartment.  Looking  up,  he  was  startled  when  he  saw  a  young blonde  woman  staggering  down  the  hallway  towards  him.  She swayed and started to fall forward as he neared her. Dean reached out and caught her just in time as she fainted in his arms. 

He lowered her gently to the ground, and as he did, he saw the bite  marks  on  her  neck  and  shoulder.  They  were  fresh,  red  and ragged  looking.  Not  the  simple  double  pinprick  marks  he  had  seen with  other  vampire  bites.  These  bites  were  more  vicious,  more  like an attack than a willing feeding. The woman’s eye’s fluttered open as she lay there and she started to rise. Dean placed a hand gently on her shoulder and pressed her back down. 

“Easy  going  there,”  he  said.  “You  need  to  rest  for  a  little  bit. 

You’ve  lost  a  lot  of  blood.  Who  did  this  to  you?”  Dean  thought  he knew, but he asked anyway. 

“I just need to get back to my room downstairs. I’ll be okay,” the woman replied. “I don’t want to be any trouble. I need this job.” 

“You need an ambulance,” Dean said, pulling out his phone. “Let me call one for you and we can get you tended to. I’m Dean; I’m a paramedic, and you should get looked at in the hospital. What’s your name?” 

“Codi,  Codi  Beck,”  the  woman  said.  “And  you  can’t  call  an ambulance. Ms. Teal wouldn’t like it. I’ll be alright. I just need to get some rest.” 

“Celeste knows about this?” Dean knew Celeste was the vampire assistant  to  James.  The  redheaded  southerner  was  charming  and seemed kind enough. He found it hard to believe she would condone this  behavior.  He  turned  his  attention  back  to  his  patient.  “Do  you always get drained like this when they feed off of you?” 

“No, uh, this was different,” Codi admitted. She struggled again to sit up and failed. “Lord Torrence is an honored and influential guest of Mr. Lee. I don’t want to cause any trouble.” Her voice trailed off as her  eyes  rolled  back  and  then  closed  as  she  slipped  into unconsciousness. 

Dean knew he should call 911, but decided to call someone else instead. He looked down at his phone, opened the contacts app, and flipped through them, selecting a name. He tapped it with his thumb to  dial  the  number.  The  phone  on  the  other  end  picked  up  on  the second ring. 

“Yes,  Dean,”  the  smooth  southern  drawl  on  the  other  end  said. 

“What can I do for you?” 

“Celeste,  you  should  probably  come  down  to  my  floor,”  Dean said.  “There’s  been  an  incident  with  one  of  your  other  guests  and their dinner. I wanted to call an ambulance, but she insisted I don’t. 

Maybe you can help.” 

“I’ll be right there,” Celeste replied. “Can you get her up and into your apartment? I can see you on the security monitor. You are close to your door.” 

Dean looked up and noticed the small black domes in the ceiling of the hallway. He hadn’t paid attention to them before. “Uh, yeah. I think I can move her in there. Are you coming down?” 

“I’m on my way now.” 

Dean  put  his  phone  back  in  his  pocket.  Then  he  reached  down and picked up Codi and carried her over to his door. She groaned a little when he lifted her up but then fell silent again. Her skin felt cool to  the  touch.  She  was  going  into  shock.  He  needed  to  get  her warmed  up.  Struggling  a  little  to  get  his  key  card  out,  he  waved  it over  the  door’s  panel  and  then  opened  it  and  went  inside.  He  laid her  down  on  the  sofa  and  went  into  his  bedroom  and  grabbed  the blanket  off  the  bed.  She  needed  to  be  kept  warm  to  reduce  the effects  of  shock  on  her  body.  There  was  a  tap  at  the  door;  then  it opened,  and  he  heard  Celeste’s  voice  as  she  leaned  over  him  to check on Codi. 

“How is she?” 

“She  needs  a  hospital  and  at  least  two  units  of  blood,”  Dean replied. “She shouldn’t be here in my apartment.” 

“This  isn’t  the  first  time  something  like  this  has  happened,” 

Celeste  said  coming  over  to  his  side.  “We  are  prepared  for  these things.” She set a large medical bag down next to him on the floor, not unlike the ones he used on the ambulance. She was also holding a small, ultra-compact heart monitor, which she placed on the coffee table next to the sofa. 

Dean opened up the heart monitor and attached the leads to the sticky  pads  and  attached  them  to  his  patient.  He  applied  the  blood pressure cuff and slid the pulse oximeter sensor over one finger. He cycled the machine to start taking vital signs and then unzipped the bag.  Inside  were  IV  supplies  and  tubing,  fluid  bags,  and  some bandages  and  dressings.  He  began  prepping  her  arm  to  get  an  IV

line in place to get her some fluids. 

There was a tap at the door as he was finishing up. Celeste went over  to  answer,  and  he  heard  a  murmured  conversation.  The  door closed, and the vampire assistant returned holding something out to him. 

“Here,  Dean,”  she  said,  holding  out  a  bag  of  blood.  “It’s  O-negative, the universal donor type. It’s been screened and is safe to give her.” 

“I’m just a paramedic,” Dean said. “I’m not licensed to give blood products.” 

“You’re  not  a  paramedic  right  now,  Dean.  You  are  suspended. 

You can do what you want,” Celeste said. She said it as a matter of fact,  not  to  be  mean.  Celeste  continued.  “This  is  what  she  needs. 

You know it.” 

Dean hesitated for a moment then took the bag from her. It was warmed already which should help, too. He read the label carefully, verifying  that  it  was  indeed  O  negative  blood  type.  Then  he  took some  more  IV  tubing  out  of  the  bag  and  spiked  the  bag  before attaching the other end to replace the IV fluid tubing he had already flowing.  The  blood  was  better  than  straight  fluids.  He  knew  he needed to watch her carefully for adverse reactions from the blood. 

There should be none if the blood had indeed been screened for her but sometimes things were mislabeled. Celeste brought over one of the barstool chairs from the kitchen area and took the bag from him to hang from the back of the chair to keep gravity flowing the blood from  the  bag  into  the  patient.  Dean  cycled  the  monitor  again  to collect another set of vital signs and then looked up at Celeste. 

“Your guest was a little rough on her,” he said. “Someone should have  a  conversation  with  him  about  how  to  treat  people  who volunteer to provide him with a meal.” 

“This is a delicate situation, Dean,” Celeste said. “Artur Torrence is  an  old  rival  of  James.  Their  relationship  goes  back  centuries.  To top  it  off,  Artur  is  older  than  James,  and  there  is  a  hierarchy  that must be observed. Technically, James can’t tell him what to do, even in his own domain like Elk City.” 

“And James let this guy visit as an honored guest?” Dean asked. 

“That’s ridiculous! He nearly killed this woman.” 

“I’m sure James will have a word with him about it,” Celeste said. 

“But  there’s  not  much  he  can  do.  He’s  not  even  sure  what  Artur  is doing  here.  He  is  not  the  type  to  just  drop  in.  Artur  is  up  to something, but James is not sure what. He is afraid it has to do with

the unrest in Elk City. It could be a sign from James’ superiors that they are not confident in his ability to rule here.” 

“So Artur is here to take over?” Dean looked down at his patient, still unconscious on the couch. “I’m not sure I want this guy running things around here. I don’t think it would be safe for people based on the way he treated Codi.” 

“That is an understatement, Dean.” He waited for her to say more but she didn’t. 

The  two  of  them  fell  silent  for  a  while.  Dean  kept  monitoring Codi’s  vital  signs  every  five  minutes  or  so  and  checking  that  blood was  flowing  smoothly.  The  bag  was  almost  empty.  Her  color  was getting  better,  and  her  blood  pressure  was  coming  up.  When  the blood  bag  fluid  ran  out,  he  detached  it  and  reattached  the  plain saline solution and continued slowly giving her fluids. He was pretty sure  she  would  survive  this  attack,  and  that  was  good.  He  didn’t have  any  garlic  extract  to  counteract  the  effects  of  the  vampire potentially turning her if she had died. That couldn’t happen unless she  drank  from  him  as  well,  but  you  never  knew  what  went  on  in these  types  of  situations.  The  paramedic  turned  his  attention  to dressing and bandaging the bites to her neck and shoulder while she slept. 

Celeste  watched  him  work.  “You’re  good  at  what  you  do,  Dean. 

I’ve never seen you at your job, but you seem to know what you’re doing, and you do it well.” 

“It’s all I’ve wanted to do for a long time, Celeste,” Dean replied. 

“Of course, I’m not going to be doing it much while I’m suspended. 

Who knows, Codi might be the last patient I ever care for.” 

“I’m sure that is not the case. James has investigators of his own working on the case. Plus, your lawyer, Mansel Hood, is one of the best in the state. We’ll make sure you get through this and back on the ambulance. You just have to be patient.” 

“I  don’t  think  I  have  that  kind  of  patience,”  Dean  snapped  back. 

“I’ve  got  nothing  to  do  while  I’m  waiting  for  the  disposition  of  my case.  I’ve  been  suspended,  with  pay  at  least,  but  suspended indefinitely nonetheless.” 

“Well,  maybe  we  can  find  something  for  you  to  do  in  the meantime?”  Celeste  proposed.  “Let  me  talk  to  James.  There  are sometimes incidents like this one here in the Nightwing building. We always have different clients in town from James’ various businesses and partnerships. You could be our on-call medical assistance in the time  frame  it  takes  to  get  this  all  straightened  out  and  we  get  you reinstated.” 

Dean thought about it and knew that she was creating something here  just  for  him.  It  was  likely  she  did  not  really  need  it.  It  was  a position offered just to keep him busy, but it would be something to do and keep his mind off his troubles. Plus he’d get a chance to keep his skills up and take care of people. “I guess I could do that. What would it entail?” 

“I don’t know. Let me talk to James about it. I think we could set up  an  office  for  you  downstairs  on  the  second  floor.  Once  down there, you could help check on people like Codi here to make sure they don’t go back to work until they meet the required rejuvenation of  their  blood  levels.  It  would  be  only  part-time,  but  it  would  be something to do.” 

“I think I would like that,” Dean said. “Thank you.” 

“No problem, Dean,” she replied. Celeste looked at Codi, resting peacefully on the sofa. “I assume you have her squared away?” 

“Yes, I’ve got this. She just needs to rest,” Dean said. “I’ll sit with her  until  she  wakes  up  and  I  will  make  sure  she  gets  back  to  her room downstairs in one piece.” 

“Excellent, then I’ll go and see what we need to do to get you set up in your new job.” 
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to check in with him at lunchtime. Dean was glad to hear  from  her.  He  told  her  about  the  patient  on  his  couch  and  the conversation with Celeste. Ashley seemed alarmed when he told her about his encounter with the visiting vampire lord. 

“Artur  Torrence  is  in  town?”  she  asked.  “That’s  not  good  news. 

He  thrives  on  chaos  and  death.  I’ve  encountered  him  before  in  my travels  over  the  years.  He  must  be  sensing  some  weakness  in support for James at higher levels. I’ve seen him come in like this in the past and try to take over things during a political disruption in the community.” 

“He’s not a very nice guy either,” Dean responded. 

“You need to stay clear of him, Dean,” Ashley cautioned him. “He is very old-school and wouldn’t bat an eye at removing you from this earth if you get in his way. Because you and I are connected, there is some protection I can offer you, but it is not a certainty if he wants to do you harm.” 

“I can tell what he thinks of humans, Ashley. I’ve seen the way he treats  his  meals.  Don’t  worry,  I’m  not  going  to  cross  him  anytime soon. I just need to take care of the patients he leaves in his wake while he’s here.” 

“Well  that  is  good  news  at  least,”  the  ER  nurse  said.  “I  was wondering what we could find for you to do while you had this forced

time off. I didn’t want you lying around all day eating Cheetos while you waited for me to come home.” 

“I don’t know; I think Cheeto dust is a good color on me.” 

“That  is  something  no  woman  wants  to  hear  from  her  man, Dean.” 

“I’m kidding!” he said, laughing. “I am glad I have something to do with my time, too. I’m not sure if it is legal since I’m suspended, but I don’t  think  my  patients  will  be  complaining  to  the  medical  board about it.” 

“Have  you  had  the  news  on  at  all  this  morning?”  Ashley  asked him. 

“No,  why?”  He  picked  up  the  remote  and  put  the  local  news station on the TV. 

“There  have  been  two  more  attacks  since  last  night,”  Ashley replied. “Both were related to recent ambulance calls from Unusuals in the community. One was an assault on the person who called 911. 

A black SUV pulled up on the street, and a group of men jumped out and beat and kicked the caller until they were unconscious. They are in  the  ICU  now.  The  second  attack  was  another  firebombing  of  a residence  where  the  ambulance  had  just  been.  No  one  was  home since everyone inside rode to the hospital in the ambulance with the patient, so there were no injuries, thank goodness.” 

“None of the Station U paramedics were hurt, were they?” Dean asked. 

“No, but everyone is a little jumpy this morning,” Ashley replied. 

“There were also more threats turned in to the local police and online announcements  with  links  to  web  pages  attempting  to  expose Unusuals  in  the  community.  Some  people  are  starting  to  pay attention and ask uncomfortable questions.” 

Dean grabbed the remote and switched on the TV. A woman on the  noon  news  was  talking  to  another  reporter  on  location somewhere  within  the  city.  They  were  covering  the  firebombing,  as well  as  the  assault  in  the  daily  report.  This  wasn’t  the  type  of attention the Unusual community wanted. Dean knew it was going to have  repercussions.  Since  the  attacks  seemed  to  be  linked  to  the station U paramedics, it was likely their unique patients were going

to stop calling them for help. They would go back to what they used to do in the past, and try to take care of their medical problems on their own. It was not good for anyone concerned. 

A groan from across the room distracted him from both the phone and the TV. Codi was waking up. He told Ashley he’d see her later and then crossed over to check on his patient. As he got there, she woke with a start, looking around in a panic. 

“Easy,  Codi.  Easy,”  he  said.  He  pushed  the  button  on  the  heart monitor  to  cycle  the  vital  signs  again.  “You’re  safe.  Celeste  and  I brought you here to my place since it was close and I was able to get you  some  fluids  and  blood  to  replace  what  you  lost.  How  do  you feel?” 

“I feel a little dizzy, woozy, like I’m not really awake,” Codi replied. 

“I guess I owe you a thank you?” 

“We  can  worry  about  that  later,”  Dean  said.  “Let  me  take  your blood  pressure  and  other  vitals  again  and  then  maybe  we  can  see about getting you back down to your room, Okay?” 

She  nodded  and  Dean  went  about  assessing  her  again.  Her vitals  were  much  better  than  when  she  had  arrived.  Once  he  had reviewed the readings, he unhooked her from the heart monitor and removed the blood pressure cuff and sensors. He took the IV out of her  arm,  applying  a  small  adhesive  bandage  in  its  place,  then checked the bandages he had put on her neck and shoulder. When he was done, he looked her over one more time. 

“Let’s  sit  you  up  slowly,  and  see  how  you  feel.  Then  you  can stand up and see how that feels. If you feel alright after that, I’ll walk with you back downstairs to your apartment.” 

Codi  sat  up  and  looked  around  the  room.  “This  apartment  is much  nicer  than  mine  downstairs.  Maybe  I  could  stay  here  a  while longer?” She placed a hand on his knee and looked him in the eye. 

“I  don’t  think  my  girlfriend  would  like  that  too  much,  Codi.  Let’s just get you settled back in your apartment. Maybe I can check in on you later to make sure you’re alright.” 

She  sighed  and  nodded.  He  helped  her  stand  up  and  then walked  next  to  her,  ready  to  support  her  if  she  started  to  fall.  She was a little unsteady but able to walk on her own. Dean led the way

to the door and took her to the elevator where she pushed the button for the third floor. When they got to her apartment, just the size of a small, poorly furnished hotel or single-person dorm room, he walked her inside and helped her sit on the bed. 

“I  will  be  back  close  to  dinner  time  and  make  sure  you  are  still doing  alright.  My  girlfriend  is  a  nurse  so  she  will  probably  want  to check on you, too. In the meantime, you rest.” Dean waited until he was  sure  she  understood,  then  he  left  and  returned  to  his  place upstairs. 

H  

out of the elevator on his floor and saw Artur standing outside  his  door.  The  vampire  lord  had  assumed  a  relaxed  pose, leaning against the wall opposite Dean’s apartment door. He looked up as Dean approached. 

“I  wanted  to  thank  you  for  cleaning  up  my  mess,  Dean,”  Artur crooned. “I thought she could make it on her own back down to her little dwelling below.” His grin grew broader. “Perhaps I was hungrier than I expected.” 

“Perhaps you should learn some self-control,” Dean quipped. He wasn’t  in  the  mood  to  play  games  with  this  bloodthirsty  monster. 

Dean  had  learned  a  lot  about  Unusuals,  and  he  knew  that,  for  the most part, they were just people, folks who wanted to live their lives like  everyone  in  the  human  population.  He  also  knew  that  every group had their bad apples. Artur was one of those bad apples from the Unusual barrel in Dean’s book. 

“Perhaps you should learn to respect your betters, young man. I think you should reconsider how you speak to me. I am not one to have  as  an  enemy.”  The  grin  was  gone  now.  It  had  been  replaced with a sneer. 

Dean glared at the vampire, meeting his eyes for a moment, then the paramedic turned away to open his door. Artur reached out and grabbed  his  arm,  only  to  hiss  in  pain  and  draw  away.  Dean  was surprised, but not as surprised as Artur was. The vampire stared at

his  hand  for  a  moment,  flexing  his  fingers  as  if  testing  them  after getting a jolt from an ungrounded electrical appliance. He looked at Dean and then closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose. 

Dean  stood  and  watched,  not  sure  what  was  going  on.  After  thirty uncomfortable  seconds,  Artur  opened  his  eyes,  took  a  step  back, and gave a brief nod to Dean. It was the kind of nod one fencer gave to another after a touch. 

“I had forgotten the Eldara and her involvement in this,” Artur said in  an  offhand  manner.  “Miss  Moore  and  I  have  encountered  each other before. I knew there was an Eldara Sister in the vicinity. I had not  realized  it  was  she  who  was  your  protector.  This  information changes  the  direction  of  things.  I  will  have  to  come  at  this  problem from a different direction.” The last part was not to Dean, but rather as if he were making mental notes aloud. 

“You know Ashley?” Dean asked, not sure what was happening. 

Was this vampire threatening Ashley in some way? “You stay away from her, Artur.” 

“She has nothing to fear from me, young man,” Artur laughed. “I have  no  desire  to  cross  swords  with  her  again,  or  her  sister.  Her insane  sister  is  not  in  town,  too,  is  she?”  The  vampire  almost sounded  concerned.  When  Dean  returned  a  curious  stare,  Artur continued. “No, of course not. We’d all know if she were here. She is much  more…direct,  shall  we  say.  Please  pass  my  regards  to  Miss Moore. Perhaps we can arrange a meeting to discuss her purpose in being here. Let her know I will await her response.” 

Artur  turned  and  hurried  away  around  the  corner  to  his  rooms, leaving Dean standing in the hallway wondering what just happened. 

He looked at his arm where he still felt the steel grip of the vampire’s momentary grasp. Even though Artur had let go instantly, it had been intended  as  an  attack  based  on  the  force  applied  by  the  vampire's grip.  What  had  Ashley  done  to  him  that  had  the  power  to  hurt  the vampire lord? Dean turned and unlocked his door, going inside while still pondering what had happened. It had been a curious day all the way around. 

He was picking up the first aid supplies he had used to take care of  Codi  when  his  phone  buzzed  in  his  pocket.  He  pulled  it  out  and

glanced at the screen. It was Ashley. He answered with a swipe. 

“Dean, is everything alright?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“I sensed a — well, some sort of attack on you,” Ashley said. “Did something just happen?” 

Dean  told  her  about  his  encounter  with  Artur  and  the  vampire’s response  when  he  grabbed  Dean’s  arm.  He  relayed  the  message from the vampire lord for a meeting and the strange comment about Ashley’s sister. That brought a surprised laugh from the other end of the phone. 

“I  don’t  think  this  is  funny,  Ash,”  Dean  said.  “I  get  the  idea  that you  and  he  have  some  animosity  towards  each  other.  He  stopped short of threatening you, but I got the sense that he doesn’t like you very much.” 

“It’s not funny, Dean,” she replied. “At least not all of it. He’s right, though.  If  my  sister  were  here,  things  would  be  a  bit  more interesting. Direct is a good way to describe the way she works. In any  case,  I’m  in  no  danger.  I’ve  told  you  before;  I  can  take  care  of myself.  But  Artur’s  being  here  during  this  crisis  cannot  be  a coincidence.  I’m  sure  of  it  now,  after  this  incident.  He  is  mixed  up with all of this in some way. I know it.” 

“What  did  you  do  to  me  that  caused  him  to  let  go  when  he grabbed me? It was like he got a jolt of electricity or something.” 

“It is hard to describe. Because of our close physical relationship, my  aura,  for  lack  of  a  better  explanation,  extends  partly  to  you,” 

Ashley  explained.  “There  are  some  negative  plane  Unusuals  who can have their energy drawn away when they come into contact with my aura if I choose it. Some of that power extends to you. If one of them  touched  you  with  the  intent  to  cause  you  harm,  they  would encounter a jolt of pain. Understand, they can still continue to attack you if they choose to ignore the pain. It would not drain them the way my direct aura would. They can also use a surrogate to attack you, so don’t think this makes you invincible.” 

“I  don’t  think  I’ll  feel  that  way.  My  arm’s  going  to  have  a  bruise where he grabbed me.” 

“Exactly,  so  you  should  be  careful  around  Artur.  Knowing  you, you  made  a  rude  comment  to  him,  and  being  who  he  is,  he  didn’t take kindly to it. Still, now that he knows I’m here, I don’t think he’ll take  direct  action  like  that  again.  But  that  is  no  reason  to  take  any chances.” 

“Are  you  coming  home  soon?”  Dean  asked.  He  glanced  at  his watch. Her shift was over soon. 

“I am getting ready to leave. I just need to do my shift report and hand  over  my  patients  to  the  next  nurse  on  duty.  Why  don’t  you contact Brynne and see if she and James are available to catch up tonight? I think this situation with Artur requires us to look at this in a different way.” 

“Okay,  I’ll  shoot  her  a  text,”  Dean  said.  “See  you  when  you  get back.” 

He  disconnected  the  call  and  went  back  to  cleaning  up  the medical supplies and repacking the trauma bag Celeste had brought down. When he was finished, he texted his former paramedic partner about  meeting  upstairs  in  James’  penthouse  later  that  evening.  It was strange how his life had changed over the last two days. He’d been  charged  with  a  crime,  suspended  from  his  job,  pissed  off  a visiting  vampire  lord,  and  discovered  that  his  girlfriend,  and apparently her sister, were badass enough to scare off said vampire lord. Just when he thought his life couldn’t get any more mixed up, it got even crazier. 
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to his text message almost immediately. She

urged him to come up as soon as Ashley got back from the hospital and had a chance to change. James would order up some dinner for the four of them, and they could sit and eat while they discussed the day’s  events.  Brynne  had  been  out  all  day  in  the  ambulance responding  to  the  attacks  on  the  Unusual  community  while  Dean was  here,  in  what  was  supposed  to  be  a  haven,  responding  to attacks of a different sort. 

Ashley  returned  from  the  hospital  and  texted  him  from  her apartment next door that she’d be ready in a half hour after she got a shower. He watched some of the evening local news and saw more reports of the attacks from earlier that day. The news anchorwoman even  made  a  joke  about  the  internet  stories  on  monsters  living among the people of Elk City. Dean shut it off. That was a sure sign that  the  attacks  by  The  Cause  were  starting  to  have  their  desired effect.  If  the  human  population  started  wondering  about  what  was going on with their weird neighbors, the Unusuals in the community might  start  getting  exposed  for  real.  Nobody  in  the  Unusual community wanted that. They depended on their anonymity. 

He  got  up  at  a  tap  on  his  door  and  opened  it  to  see  Ashley standing  there  looking  as  beautiful  as  ever.  She  had  changed  from her  ER  scrubs  into  jeans  and  a  loose-fitting  blouse  with  a  low-scooped neckline. His eyes lingered over the hint of cleavage there. 

“Hello to you, too, Dean,” Ashley said. 

“Sorry,  Ash.  I’m  just  amazed  that  a  gorgeous  woman  like  you picked a guy like me to hang out with.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Flattery will get you nowhere, at least not right now,” 

she replied with a wink. “We are expected upstairs, yes?” 

“Yes,  but  I  will  take  a  rain  check  on  that  ‘not  right  now,’  okay?” 

Dean proposed. 

“Perhaps,  but  let’s  focus  on  the  things  at  hand,  shall  we?”  She held  out  a  hand,  and  they  walked  together  to  the  elevators  and headed upstairs to the Penthouse level. 

Brynne  had  already  opened  the  double  doors  to  the  Penthouse apartment  when  Dean  and  Ashley  arrived  off  the  elevator  to  the entry hall. She was wearing a pair of blue jeans as well, and had on a duty t-shirt with the Elk City EMS logo printed on the pocket. The tshirt  exposed  her  neckline,  and  Dean  immediately  noticed  the double red pinprick dots there that showed where James had been feeding  on  her.  It  made  him  think  back  to  the  much  more  severe wounds  on  Codi  he  had  cared  for  earlier.  Was  there  a  difference? 

Dean  thought  he  had  resolved  his  feelings  about  Brynne’s  and James’  private  arrangement,  but  the  events  from  earlier  in  the  day had brought them back to the surface. 

“Won’t you come in?” Brynne said. “How are you guys? Dean, I heard you had a productive day.” 

“Yeah, you could say that,” Dean said as he and Ashley walked into  the  spacious  apartment  that  looked  out  over  the  city  around them.  “I  heard  that  there  were  more  attacks  associated  with  the Station U ambulance calls?” 

“Yes,”  Brynne  replied.  “It’s  getting  more  and  more  dangerous.  I am  surprised  by  the  speed  with  which  things  have  ramped  up, especially  since  they  found  Zach’s  body.  I  would  have  thought  The Cause would have slowed down with the loss of one of their own.” 

James came over to greet them and said, “That might be true if they thought we were responsible for his death. Since we know that is not the case, I have to assume they have made this all part of their plan, including his murder. In that case, it would not slow them down at all.” The vampire lord of Elk City led them to the dining area where

the table was set and ready for dinner. They sat down, and as they removed the warming covers from the platters of food, Dean realized how  hungry  he  was.  He  hadn’t  eaten  since  breakfast.  The  incident with Codi and the run-in with Artur had distracted him from needed sustenance. 

They  started  filling  their  plates.  Well,  everyone  except  James, who  sat  back  at  the  head  of  the  table  and  drank  from  a  white ceramic mug, setting it down on an electric warming plate between sips. Dean knew what was in the cup that needed to be kept warm. 

He  preferred  not  to  think  about  it.  He  returned  his  attention  to  his food and dug in. As the rest of them started eating, James broke the silence. 

“Dean, I wanted to thank you for caring for Codi today. I do not like it when my employees are harmed in the course of their work for me. I’m glad you were available to take care of her.” 

“It was your guest who caused the injury,” Dean said, finishing a bite of food. “I assume you had a discussion with Artur about this so that it won’t happen again?” 

James  glanced  at  Brynne  and  Ashley,  then  looked  his  way  and answered  him.  “It’s  not  quite  that  simple.  I  cannot  issue  orders  to Artur.  He  is  my  guest,  not  my  vassal.  Usually,  a  guest  is  more respectful  of  the  hospitality  of  their  host  in  our  society.  Artur, however,  is  more  resistant  to  change  than  some  others.  He considers himself better than most of those he encounters.” 

“So there’s nothing you can do to keep it from happening again?” 

Dean asked in disbelief. 

“I have talked to him about it. He merely offered to compensate me  for  my  trouble,”  James  said.  “Honestly,  I  didn’t  expect  much more. Artur is much older than I, and I have no way to compel him to act differently.” 

“Maybe  Ashley  can  do  something,”  Dean  said.  “She’s  had dealings with him before.” 

James raised an eyebrow at this revelation. He looked at Ashley, and she waved a hand in front of her mouth while she finished a bite of food. 

“It  has  had  more  to  do  with  my  sister  than  it  has  with  me,”  she said.  “We  first  ran  into  Artur  during  the  Crimean  War  in  the  early 1850’s.  I  was  assisting  Florence  Nightingale  with  her  work  in  the British military hospitals. My sister happened to be there, too, where she always likes to be, near a battlefield.” 

“Wait, I thought all the Eldara Sisters were healers,” Dean asked. 

“Why wasn’t she helping you in the hospital?” 

Ashley  smiled.  “It’s  a  common  mistake  when  I  talk  about  my sister.  The  Eldara  Sisters  are  the  healers  of  the  Eldara.  It’s  like  a person  having  different  types  of  jobs.  The  Eldara  Sisters  are  our healers. It just so happens that I also have a twin sister. She’s about as  far  from  a  healer  as  you  can  get.  She  is  what  you  might  call  a Battle Maiden.” 

Dean  and  James  both  laughed  when  Brynne  nearly  did  a  spit take  while  she  was  drinking  her  water.  After  she  had  finished coughing, she gasped, “Your sister is a Valkyrie?” 

Dean  stopped  laughing  at  Brynne  and  looked  from  Brynne  to Ashley. “Seriously? A Valkyrie? The winged women of Norse legends who carry those who die heroically in battle on to Valhalla?” 

“Yes,”  Ashley  sighed.  “You  have  to  understand,  my  sister  and  I are very different. We are two sides of the same coin. She attends the  fallen  heroes  on  battlefields,  personally  ushering  the  most deserving of the fallen souls onward in their spirit journey while I heal the  surviving  injured  and  wounded.  In  the  Crimea,  there  was  a sudden surge in vampire attacks in the areas around the battlefields. 

Some of the wounded soldiers in the hospital died and were turned as well, so I went east to the battlefields to investigate. There I found Ingrid.  She  was  looking  into  a  sudden  decrease  in  the  available souls after the battles and took issue with Artur coming out at night and finishing off the wounded and dying on the field of battle, turning them into his vassal vampires. He, too, sought out the strongest and best among the warriors.” 

“Artur  always  fashioned  himself  as  something  of  an  armchair general,” James said. “It doesn’t surprise me that he would want to associate with former warriors. So your sister took offense?” 

“She  took  it  personally  and  spent  the  better  part  of  two  months trying to hunt Artur down,” Ashley said. “Eventually, Ingrid and I were able to track his vampires back to his lair. There was a confrontation in  that  country  inn  involving  too  many  vampires  to  handle  on  our own,  and  we  had  to  fight  together  to  kill  most  of  them.  In  the  end, Ingrid  confronted  Artur,  but  he  ended  up  getting  away  before  she could reach him. She could have stopped him permanently had she caught  up  with  him.  In  the  end,  he  escaped  and  left  the  battlefield wounded to me, and those who were dying to her. She swore she’d never  forget  what  happened.  There  have  been  a  few  other  run-ins over  the  years  where  Artur  had  other  close  calls.  He  always managed to escape in the end.” 

“Your  sister  sounds  like  a  bit  of  a  badass,”  Brynne  said  with  a chuckle.  “Would  she  have  staked  him  if  she  had  caught  up  with him?” 

“Oh, most definitely,” Ashley said. “She is a powerful and capable woman.  She  wouldn’t  have  used  a  stake,  though.  The  Eldara  can manifest heavenly blades of pure silver, wrought in the forges of the upper  planes.  With  that  in  her  hands,  she  would  have  been  more than a match for even an elder vampire lord like Artur, had she been able to bring him to a fight.” 

James chuckled, “Artur has always been such a pompous ass. I would love to see him turn tail and run, and settle this thing once and for all.” 

Ashley  looked  around  at  the  three  others  at  the  table.  “Which brings us back to the matter at hand. Why has Artur shown up here, at this particular time? He is always working some angle. It has to be connected.” 

“James, you’ve known Artur longer than any of us,” Dean asked. 

“He’s your friend. What could he be up to?” 

James held up a hand in response. “He’s not a friend, Dean. I’m extending him hospitality according to tradition; that is all. He and I have never been what anyone would call friends. I thought it curious that he came here. We have never gotten along. I assumed he was just  passing  through  on  business  and  needed  somewhere  to  stay while  he  accomplished  his  work.  I  thought  he  stopped  here  just  to

annoy me with his little slights like the attack on Codi. Now, I’m not sure.” James pulled out his phone and tapped a message on it while the others watched. “I’ll have Celeste look into what Artur has been up to while he’s been here.” 

“I’m almost certain he is connected to what is happening here in Elk City,” Ashley said. “It all makes sense now and perhaps is why I was  chosen  for  this  assignment,  in  this  time  and  place,  given  my prior encounters with him.” 

“It  gets  tiring  that  your  bosses  can’t  seem  to  send  you  a  direct message explaining everything to you up front. It would make things so much easier,” Dean said. 

“I  told  you,  I’m  a  change  agent.  I  influence  things  based  on  my instincts and impressions of the people I’m working with. If the gods interfered  directly,  there’d  be  no  such  thing  as  free  will,  ever.  The most  they  can  do  is  work  through  agents  like  the  Eldara  to  help people  realize  their  choices.  In  the  end,  though,  it’s  up  to  them  to make the decisions.” 

Brynne  interrupted  them,  “But  Artur  has  only  been  here  for  a week. How could he be involved? The attacks have been going on for several months.” 

The assembled friends at the table fell silent while they pondered that point. 

James broke the silence. “Celeste will find out,” he said. “She has excellent  resources  and  contacts  throughout  the  extended  Unusual community. If Artur is up to something more than his usual unsavory business,  she’ll  find  out.  In  the  meantime,  Dean,  she  informed  me that you might accept a position here to help with the health of our employees in the building. Have you made up your mind?” 

“I think I would like that very much,” Dean said. “I want to keep helping people somehow, and being suspended with nothing to do all day  doesn’t  appeal  to  me.  I’d  rather  keep  busy  while  everyone  out there decides my fate for me.” 

“Excellent,”  James  said.  “We’ll  set  you  up  with  a  full  suite  of assessment  tools,  and  I  have  a  portable  blood  lab  downstairs  that we’ll get set up for you.” 

“I  don’t  know  how  to  run  something  like  that.  I  can  use  a handheld blood analyzer like the iStat, but I’m not a lab tech,” Dean said. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of all the training you need,” James countered. “Maybe we’ll get you so used to working here you won’t want to go back to working for the city. I know I can pay you better.” 

“Anyone can pay us better,” Brynne quipped. “I keep telling you that we don’t do it for the pay, it’s something we would almost do for free.  In  fact,  in  many  rural  areas,  there  are  volunteer  EMTs  and paramedics who provide all the care on ambulances.” 

Dean  listened  as  the  conversation  turned  to  healthcare  reform and how people paid for that care. He thought about the possibility of staying here and working for James. He decided that, while it might make  a  nice  distraction  for  him  right  now,  it  wasn’t  something  he wanted to do long term. He belonged on the streets, caring for those who couldn’t care for themselves. 
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weeks went by for Dean in a blur. He got set up in an  office  on  the  second  floor  and  familiarized  himself  with  the equipment  James  purchased  for  him  to  use,  or  in  some  cases already had, for onsite medical care. He found out that at any given time,  there  were  upwards  of  sixty  feeder  humans  staying  in  rooms like Codi’s in the Nightwing building. They were all there voluntarily and  were  compensated  quite  handsomely.  There  were  males  and females, and all were there to supplement the bagged blood supplies purchased  to  feed  the  vampires  in  James’  coven  as  well  as  any visiting  vampire  dignitaries  like  Artur.  The  large  number  was important  to  maintain  and  monitor  since  it  took  time  for  the  human body  to  replenish  lost  blood  supply.  While  the  fluid  itself  was replaced rather quickly just by drinking water and other liquids in the course of a few days, it took upwards of forty-five days to replace the life-giving cells in the blood that were depleted after a feeding. 

Since the incident between Codi and Artur, Dean paid particular attention to any of his charges who exhibited any signs of additional injury  or  assault.  They  all  came  in  once  a  week  to  get  their  blood tested, and he checked them over for signs of infection or illness. If he saw a fever, slow healing wounds or other symptoms of disease, he  referred  them  to  a  nurse  practitioner  on  James’  payroll  in  a nearby  medical  office  building.  All  of  the  feeders,  as  they  called themselves,  were  pretty  matter-of-fact  about  what  they  did.  They

were  thankful  that  the  testing  could  be  done  on-site  by  Dean. 

Previously, they had to go to a regular lab, and the technicians asked awkward questions about why they had to get tested so frequently. 

Some  of  the  lab  techs  thought  they  were  involved  with  the  porn industry because of the frequent blood tests. 

It  didn’t  take  long  for  Dean  to  learn  that  each  of  the  resident vampires  had  their  favorites,  and  a  few  of  them  called  down frequently to see when their feeder of choice would be back on the menu.  Dean  would  check  the  records  and  let  them  know  when  he thought  they’d  have  replenished  their  blood  based  on  what  the hemoglobin  and  hematocrit  numbers  were.  He  was  struck  by  how normal  the  whole  situation  seemed  to  him  after  just  a  few  days. 

Once he was sure that no one was being coerced into being there, and  that  they  were  being  paid  very  well  for  the  services  they rendered with their bodies every month and a half or so, he settled into the routine of testing and keeping records. 

Artur seemed to have settled down too, at least no one else who reported  to  him  had  an  injury  indicating  anything  more  than  a vigorous  bite.  The  worst  of  the  wounds  he  saw  were  able  to  be closed with a butterfly bandage or even a mere band-aid. Still Dean knew  Artur  was  up  there.  He  was  aware  that  Artur  was  plotting something  sinister  to  undermine  both  James  and  the  Station  U

program.  He  spent  his  downtime  texting  Ashley  and  Brynne,  or surfing  the  web  to  find  out  what  was  happening  with  the  latest attacks by The Cause on Unusuals. The attacks always seemed to coincide  with  a  Station  U  ambulance  call.  Their  Unusual  patients were  starting  to  realize  that  fact.  The  number  of  calls  the  unit received daily had dropped off quite a bit. They were all rightly afraid of  being  the  unwitting  victims  of  attack,  and  while  they  didn’t necessarily  blame  the  paramedics  themselves,  the  Unusuals  knew that it was often the ambulance that heralded the next assault. 

Ashley  was  also  worried  about  it  and  had  taken  to  going  out  at night  herself,  somewhere,  to  try  and  track  down  the  source  of  the attacks  or  attackers.  Dean  always  asked  to  go  with  her  but  she refused, saying that she was traveling in a manner he couldn’t, and he  would  not  be  able  to  keep  up  with  her.  The  combination  of  her

shifts at the ER and the late night forays into Elk City were starting to take their toll on her. She insisted that she didn’t need any sleep in the  human  sense,  but  Dean  also  knew  that  when  she  spent  her divine  energy,  she  became  fatigued.  He  had  seen  it  firsthand  for himself  once  when  she  had  healed  a  wounded  dryad  with  a  septic infection on a weekend trip to the mountains. Her powers might be formidable enough to cause a vampire lord to be afraid to cross her directly, but they were finite and needed to be recharged from time to time. 

The  worst  part  was  that  he  was  unable  to  do  anything  about  it. 

Ashley was worried, too. She had said before that he had a role to play  in  stopping  the  attacks  and  resetting  the  balance  in  Elk  City. 

But,  since  he  was  put  on  suspension  following  the  murder  in  his apartment,  that  link  between  him  and  the  potential  solution  had faded  somewhat.  At  least,  that  was  the  way  Ashley  had  put  it.  He was still linked somehow, but it was now more tenuous and signaled to her that his chances of influencing things were diminished. Dean mentioned  that  change  one  evening  when  he  convinced  Ashley  to stay in and not go out prowling Elk City for clues, or whatever it was she was looking for. 

“What  if  getting  me  off  the  street,  away  from  providing  patient care for the Unusuals has been what changed my involvement in this whole situation?” he asked Ashley as they cuddled in the dark of his bedroom late one night. 

“What do you mean?” 

Dean  continued  the  thought.  “I  mean,  what  if  getting  me  off  the Station  U  ambulance  was  the  whole  reason  for  setting  me  up  for Zach’s murder? You said that the link to my involvement changed in your  eyes  as  soon  as  that  happened.  So  what  if  it  was  all  about taking me out of the equation on the streets? That would make it so I couldn’t  act  directly  to  save  my  patients  in  a  given  situation, whatever that is.” 

“That  makes  sense,”  Ashley  said.  “But  it  could  take  months  for the legal case to resolve and for you to get your job back. The way things  are  going  right  now,  there  aren’t  going  to  be  any  Station  U

patients left to call you, or at least not any that are willing to take the

risk to make that call. The terror campaign and attacks against them are  working.  Brynne  and  the  rest  of  the  paramedics  there  are  only taking about one call a day. Eventually, the city is going to see the drop-off  and  start  asking  you  all  to  take  regular  EMS  calls  for humans.  Once  they  start  cycling  you  all  back  into  the  regular rotation, Station U as we know it will cease to exist.” 

“Okay, so we have that much figured out, but what can we do to change  it?”  Dean  asked.  “I  can’t  get  back  in  the  ambulance  unless we can somehow prove my innocence.” 

“It’s  one  of  the  things  I’m  working  on,  Dean,”  Ashley  said.  “I’ve been trying to get a sense of where the connection between you and Zach is. Whenever I try to focus in on it, I’m just drawn to the center of the city and then the sensation dissipates. I know you’re frustrated about  this.  I’m  frustrated,  too.  It’s  almost  as  if  someone  is  cloaking their involvement magically.” 

“Is  there  some  way  we  can  overcome  that  with  a  magic  of  our own  or  pierce  the  veil?”  Dean  asked.  “If  magic  or  some  magical ability is being used, there must be a way to counter it, right?” 

“It  is  not  always  that  simple,  Dean,”  Ashley  replied.  “There  are hierarchies of magic out there. You need to know the kind of magic being used to identify the way to counter it. I’m not even sure if it’s magic at all, just a suspicion.” 

“Is there a way we can find out?” Dean asked. 

“Maybe,” Ashley said. “It’s not without its risks, though. Because it centers around you and your involvement in this, you would be the one to pay the price.” 

“That sounds ominous.” 

“Magic  and  magical  powers  all  have  a  price,  Dean,”  Ashley explained. “It’s basic physics. Matter and energy cannot be created or  destroyed,  merely  transformed  in  some  way  to  another  type  of matter or energy. That transformation and the control of it comes at a cost. Just like my fatigue when using my powers to heal, those who deal with such magic and the use of their skills must pay a price to balance the energy equation. You will be asked to compensate them for that price they must pay.” 

“What kind of compensation?” Dean asked. 

“I do not know,” Ashley replied. “It varies and depends on many things  including  the  way  the  individual  caster  feels  towards  you personally. If they don’t like you, you pay more. If they like you, you pay less. If they like you a lot, maybe you pay nothing.” 

“So  how  do  we  go  about  doing  this?”  Dean  asked.  “I’ll  pay  the price.  I  can’t  just  sit  here  and  watch  while  the  whole  Station  U

program gets scrapped, just because I did nothing to stop it.” 

“Be careful what you say, Dean,” Ashley cautioned. “You do not yet know the price that will be asked. If the caster doesn’t like you or doesn’t care, your willingness to pay more will cause them to raise the cost. As to how we go about this process, I need to talk to James and do a little investigating on my own. If we are going to do this, I want to stack the odds of success in our favor for a change.” 

“So what do we do in the meantime?” Dean asked. “I’m going stir crazy  stuck  here  in  this  building.  At  least  take  me  out  with  you  on your  next  nighttime  excursion.  Maybe  having  me  with  you  will change  the  balance  somehow.  It’s  got  to  be  worth  a  try.”  Dean leaned forward from where he was lying next to her and kissed her lightly  on  her  shoulder.  He  had  missed  her  on  those  many  nights when she left to go out and search for answers. It had been over a week since they had spent any meaningful time together. “Come on. 

You know I can be very persuasive if I want to be.” 

Ashley laughed and turned towards him in bed. “I’ll think about it. 

In the meantime, you can try very hard to persuade me. I give you my permission.” 
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, Dean was sure he had convinced Ashley

to  take  him  along  on  her  excursion  around  the  city  that  night.  He asked her directly as she got up to get ready for her shift in the ER, and she looked at him for a minute then nodded in assent. He saw her smile when he jumped up and gave her a hug and kiss. This was the best news he had heard in a while. He was finally going to get out of this building and do something to take care of the city he had

come to love and support for a change. He had gone for short walks during his days, in between his duties for James. However, he had never  really  had  a  purpose  or  destination  for  where  he  was  going. 

Dean had quickly returned to the building to spend time in his room watching  the  news  of  the  attacks,  or  surfing  the  web  for  the increasing reports of strange creatures living in the city. That was all he could do until now to try and get a handle on the events beyond his control. 

Ashley  showered  and  got  ready  for  work  while  he  made  them some  breakfast.  She  opted  for  just  half  a  bagel  with  some  cream cheese,  yogurt,  and  some  coffee.  As  soon  as  she  was  finished eating,  she  gave  him  a  kiss  and  left,  leaving  him  alone  again.  At least,  this  time,  he  had  something  more  to  look  forward  to.  He decided to do some research on the origins of magic and how some Unusuals  might  harness  it  to  help  or  harm  him  in  his  quest  for answers.  While  he  didn’t  have  the  extensive  library  of  myths  and legend they had at Station U, he did have the Internet, and he knew how  to  search  for  those  same  books  online  in  website  or  eBook form. He found much of what he was looking for in the public domain section  of  the  Google  Books  Library  Project.  The  original  Grimm’s fairy  tales  were  a  good  starting  point,  but  he  also  looked  for  magic use in several Eastern, Asian, and African cultural myths, too. 

A  lot  of  what  he  read  supported  what  Ashley  had  told  him  the night before about the price that must be paid for the use of magic. 

Some of the stories were more than a bit gruesome and disturbing in the  prices  demanded  in  pay  for  a  magical  intervention.  He  thought he would just meet a local witch, or priestess, or something, and they would  conjure  up  an  answer  for  him.  Dean  snorted  at  the  thought. 

He  should  have  known  better,  though.  He  had  seen  enough  about what went on in the Unusual community over the last several months riding  with  Brynne  at  Station  U  to  know  that  nothing  would  be  that easy. He would have to be very careful about how he responded to whomever Ashley found for them to consult. One wrong word could commit him to a bargain he would not be able to back out of. 

Dean wrapped up his research when he saw on his watch that it was  time  to  head  to  the  medical  office  downstairs  to  start  his  work

screening  and  assessing  the  feeders  again.  He  decided  to  ponder the  potential  price  that  would  be  asked  of  him  while  he  went  about his  work  for  the  rest  of  the  day.  How  far  would  he  go  to  resolve things here in Elk City? He would need to have a firm understanding of that for himself before Ashley returned later and they began their quest  to  find  an  answer  to  the  magical  block  protecting  their adversary. 
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in  his  apartment  when  Ashley  returned  from work. She texted him that she would be over after she showered. He was dressed and ready to go. He had been ready for more than an hour. He wanted to get moving to work around the magical block that was helping The Cause create havoc for his patients. Dean waited, pacing the floor and glancing at his watch until there was a tap at his door. He opened it and saw Ashley standing there in black jeans, a black t-shirt, and black leather jacket. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had a grave look on her face. 

“Are  you  ready  for  this?”  she  asked,  as  he  stepped  into  the hallway to join her. 

“I’ve been waiting for this all day. I’m ready,” he replied. “Where are we going?” 

“I reached out and called in some favors. It helped that you have built a reputation in the community for being a healer and caregiver to the Unusual population,” Ashley said. “In the end, it was the Witch coven of one of your former patients that offered to cast the spell we need. It is not without risks and their leader, Asha, was clear to me that there was a real danger of a backlash against the coven - and us, with the casting.” 

“What sort of backlash?” Dean asked. 

“Asha wasn’t clear on that. My experience is that they will have to break some kind of barrier or shield, and the release of energy will

rebound back on them. That is why they will ask a price.” 

“What price?” 

“She  didn’t  say,”  Ashley  admitted.  “I  tried  to  nail  her  down  and negotiate it with her, but she avoided my requests. She said the price would be determined when you arrived. Are you sure you want to go through with this? I cannot protect you from this. If you agree to the price, you will have to pay it. I can’t interfere.” 

“I don’t want you to interfere, Ashley,” Dean said. “Don’t you see? 

We  have  to  stay  the  course.  If  we  don’t  get  to  the  bottom  of  these attacks, everything I’ve tried to become, all that the other paramedics at Station U have worked hard to accomplish, will be for nothing.” 

He  matched  Ashley’s  determined  stare  for  a  moment,  then  she nodded and turned to head down the hall to the elevators. He walked with her, side by side as they went to meet with the coven. They took Ashley’s red MG sports car rather than his beat-up pickup truck. As she  drove  up  the  ramp  from  the  underground  garage  and  into  the night,  the  evening  air  swept  around  them  with  the  car’s  top  down. 

The air felt good; cold and bracing as he stared straight ahead while she drove the convertible to their meeting. 

After  driving  through  the  downtown  streets  and  turning  off towards a residential area of Elk City, Ashley arrived at a part of town Dean had not been in before. It was an older part of town with big, Victorian  style  homes  on  generous  lots.  The  lights  were  on  in  the large  home,  and  there  were  many  other  cars  parked  in  the  wide driveway in front of the detached four-car garage. Ashley parked on the  street,  and  the  two  of  them  walked  up  onto  the  front  porch, reaching the oversized, ornate, hand-carved wooden front door. The Angel reached up and rapped the cast iron knocker in the shape of a dragon’s  head.  After  a  few  moments,  the  door  opened,  and  a woman, who appeared to be in her sixties with long white hair and a white dress, answered the door. 

“Eldara, the sisters of the moon welcome you into our home,” the woman  said  with  a  bow.  She  turned  to  Dean.  “Paramedic  Dean Flynn,  you  are  known  to  us.  You  also,  are  welcome  in  our  home. 

Please  enter.”  The  woman  gestured  gracefully,  and  Dean  followed Ashley into the sizable foyer. He looked around and saw a sweeping

central staircase that led upward. There were several sets of double doors  off  the  entry  hall,  and  they  followed  the  woman  to  the  right-hand doorway and into a large room with a wooden floor that had a large  circular  mosaic  pattern  in  the  center.  There  were  chairs arranged in a circle around the ornate inlay. He had pondered for a moment  before  he  realized  it  represented  the  night  sky  with  a  full moon.  There  was  an  open  space  in  the  circle  of  chairs  and  the woman  led  Ashley  and  Dean  to  that  spot,  then  went  to  sit  in  the largest chair, directly across from where they stood. The other seats were  already  occupied  by  women  who  ranged  in  age  from  early twenties up to middle age. He was struck as well by the diversity of the  women.  There  were  two  black  women,  an  Asian  woman,  and several Hispanics in the group as well. There was even one woman who he couldn’t identify because she wore a veil. She was notable as well because she was seated in a wheelchair. 

“Eldara and Paramedic Dean Flynn, I am Asha Beales, the leader of this coven,” the woman began after she sat down. She gestured to the  group  of  women  seated  on  either  side  of  her  around  the  circle. 

“We,  the  sisters  of  the  moon,  have  considered  your  request  for  a divining spell to pierce a magical veil that conceals your opponents from you. It is not a request to be considered lightly. Once begun, the spell  must  be  completed,  and  there  is  no  way  to  determine  if  the power behind the veil you wish to pierce is beyond our strength until we begin the casting. Even if it is too strong for us to pierce, life force will  be  drained  from  each  of  us  in  payment  for  the  attempt.”  She paused  to  let  that  statement  sink  in.  Dean  looked  around  at  the women in the circle. All of their eyes were on him. He felt uneasy at the center of their attention. 

“With  that  fact  stated,  the  coven  has  agreed  to  consider  your request and grant it, provided you are deemed worthy of the magical price  to  be  paid.”  Asha  gestured  to  Dean.  “Paramedic  Dean  Flynn, step forward to the center of the circle and be judged.” 

Dean  glanced  at  Ashley,  and  she  nodded,  her  lips  pressed together in a firm line, her green eyes turned somehow darker and more serious in her stare. She had warned him, and he had said he was willing to pay the price. Now was the time to step up and stick to

his guns. He stepped forward into the center of the circle of Witches and  faced  Asha  and  the  other  sisters  of  the  moon.  Let  them  judge him. He was ready. 

When Dean assumed his stance at the center of the circle, Asha spoke in a formal tone. “Let the judgment begin.” Dean tensed and waited but for a full minute, nothing happened. Then a woman to his left spoke. 

“Why should we risk our life force for this man? We are dedicated to the balance of power. Neither for good or evil, we represent nature and it’s constancy of change, seeking to be like the waters of the rain which find their own level wherever they fall.” 

Another woman in the circle spoke up from his right in reply. “We have  all  felt  the  balance  shift,  though,  sisters.  There  is  no  balance currently in Elk City. Our group has felt the effects of this directly, as you all well know. Are we not bound by that to take action?” 

Dean  didn’t  understand  the  discussion,  but  he  knew  from  his reading  and  research  that  the  Witches  had  a  dedication  to  the balance  of  nature.  They  and  the  Druids  were  known  for  their  belief that both good and evil had a place in the world, that they were both two sides of the same coin. It was similar to the belief that for life to exist  and  have  meaning,  there  had  to  be  death.  Balance  and  all  it stood for was necessary for existence in their view. He turned to his rear, as a woman behind him spoke up. 

“Will one of our number vouch for this man so that we may know his character?” 

He looked around as the women all stared at him. He met their eyes in turn as he looked around. An electronic beep caused him to turn  and  look  at  the  veiled  woman  in  the  wheelchair.  She  had activated the motor and used a joystick mounted on one armrest to move  the  chair  a  few  feet  towards  Dean.  She  tilted  her  head,  and Dean could feel her looking up at him from her chair for a moment before she turned and looked around the circle. 

“I will speak on behalf of this man,” she said in a raspy voice. “I have  seen  his  dedication  and  character  displayed  in  his  work  as  a healer.” 

Who  was  this  woman?  He  looked  at  her  hand  and  saw  burn scars  there  where  her  skin  showed  beyond  her  long  black  lace sleeve. He realized then, in a flash of memory, who this woman must be. She was the Witch woman burned in an attack by The Cause in his  first  weeks  on  the  job.  It  was  where  he  had  first  seen  and recognized Zach in the crowd, watching while he struggled to save her life with Brynne. What was her name? 

“Vanessa,” he said tentatively. “Is that you?” 

“Yes,  it  is  I,  Paramedic  Dean,”  she  said.  “I’m  glad  you remembered my name. I had not yet thanked you for saving my life.” 

She  looked  around  at  the  circle  of  women.  “I  say  that  we  owe consideration  of  this  man  because  of  his  actions  on  my  behalf,  a member  of  this  coven.  He  has  demonstrated  his  worthiness.”  She shifted the joystick and backed up to return to her place in the circle. 

Silence  settled  in  the  room  again.  Dean  waited.  He  wanted  to speak up and help to convince them, but he sensed that it was not his place. This was a decision that they had to arrive at from within their  group.  He  had  already  spoken  by  his  prior  actions,  treating Vanessa for her burns months before. 

Asha  spoke  from  her  position  at  the  top  of  the  circle.  “We determine that he is worthy of consideration.” Dean started to sigh in relief, thinking that was all, but then she continued. “There is still the consideration of price for our casting. Life force must be paid for with life  force  in  kind.”  She  stopped  speaking  and  looked  at  the  group, awaiting  the  response.  Dean  turned  and  looked  around,  trying  to gauge the thoughts there. He didn’t like the idea of giving up some of his life force for this, but he had decided he’d pay the price to stop the attacks, whatever it was. 

He was surprised when Ashley broke the silence. She had stayed out of this, knowing it hinged on him and his responses. 

“May I speak?” she asked, and all heads turned to her. 

“You may speak Eldara,” Asha said. “You do understand that you may not pay this price for him.” 

“I  understand,  but  I  have  information  that  may  impact  your decision on the assessment of price,” Ashley said. “Paramedic Dean Flynn has been determined to be a pivot point for the current conflict

in Elk City. It is why I have chosen him as my companion. He must be left with the strength to act as he must if he is to return balance to the  city.  I  have  seen  that  without  his  intervention,  the  power  in  this town will shift in a way that darkness will rule here for some time to come.” 

“Thank  you,  Eldara,”  Asha  replied.  “We  will  consider  this  in  our deliberations, but a price must be paid nonetheless. It is the way of such things. There must always be a balance, even in negotiations.” 

“I  have  a  thought.”  Dean  turned  to  see  a  middle-aged  black woman  with  a  colorful  African  headdress,  stand  and  take  a  step  in his direction. She paused after the first step. “May I approach and lay hands on you, Paramedic Dean Flynn?” 

He nodded in assent and stood still as she came up to him and put  a  hand  on  his  forehead  and  another  over  his  heart.  He  could hear her murmur under her breath, but could not make out the words she uttered. It was as if the words dissipated as soon as they passed her  lips.  After  a  while,  she  removed  her  hands  and  stepped  back, turning to face Asha. 

“His eldest child will be a daughter,” she spoke with the finality of pronouncement.  “I  propose  we  levy  the  price  of  life  force  for  life force. He gives us life force for the future growth of our coven, to be weighed against the life force to be spent this evening.” There were nods and murmurs of assent from around the circle. Dean wondered what  the  pronouncement  meant  and  how  that  had  anything  to  do with  what  was  going  on  here  and  now.  He  was  pretty  sure  he  and Ashley couldn’t produce a child based on things she had told him in the past. She wasn’t human. If there was another woman out there for him beyond Ashley, he couldn’t see it in the near future, let alone considering having children. This made no sense. He spun to look at Asha, and she spoke as if in response to his questions. 

“Paramedic Dean Flynn,” the Witch leader said. “We have agreed upon a proposed price for our casting this evening. Our sister, Udele, has determined that your firstborn will be a girl child. In exchange for our  casting  of  divination  tonight,  you  will  pledge  that  child  to  this coven.” 

“You  want  my  yet  to  be  born  baby  for  some  sort  of  human sacrifice?”  Dean  blurted  out  in  horror.  “That’s  barbaric!”  He  had pondered many prices in his research, but this had never occurred to him. It was ridiculous. 

Asha laughed aloud, as did many of the sisters surrounding him. 

“Dean,”  Asha  said,  her  voice  softening.  “We  are  not  monsters.  You have such an open mind, but your human prejudices leap out from inside you despite your education. We ask simply that your child one day  be  educated  here  with  us  when  she  is  old  enough  to  begin school.  She  will  live  here  and  become  one  of  us,  thus  replenishing the life force of the coven.” 

“How  would  I  convince  my  future  wife  of  such  a  thing?  I  don’t even know who that person would be, let alone if they would agree to it,” Dean said. 

“That  is  your  cost,”  Asha  said.  “The  price  we  propose  is  like  a precious diamond. It is hard, valuable, and multifaceted. It is not just your  child  that  is  the  price,  but  also  the  effect  on  the  relationships with  your  future  wife  and  others.”  She  held  his  gaze  for  a  moment. 

“Will you pay the price?” 

Thoughts  flew  through  Dean’s  mind.  Part  of  him  wanted  just  to say  yes.  He  couldn’t  wrap  his  brain  around  the  concept  of  being  a father, so it didn’t seem real. But he had also seen many things in his short career with Station U to know that what Udele had seen in his future was going to happen. He would have a daughter someday. If he agreed to this, he would be bound to the coven to turn her over to them  regardless  of  what  his  future  wife,  or  girlfriend,  or  whoever would have to say about it. But if he didn’t agree, they would be back to the beginning without any access to what was going on with The Cause  in  Elk  City.  Dean  looked  back  at  Ashley,  then  around  at  the circle of women, finally letting his gaze rest on Asha at the top of the circle. 

“Yes,” he said in a whisper. “I’ll pay the price.” 
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Dean agreed to the price, Asha asked him and Ashley to leave the room where the circle gathered. A young dark-haired girl of about thirteen years of age led them from the circle room back to the entry hall. She pulled the double pocket doors closed behind her and then led them through another doorway to a sitting room across the entryway. Once there she offered them refreshment, but neither Dean nor Ashley was in the mood for anything to eat or drink. She nodded  and  left  them  alone  in  the  sitting  room,  where  the  two  of them each sat in one of the chairs arranged around a central coffee table. There was nothing to do but wait for the response to what the coven found in their casting. 

The  two  of  them  sat  in  silence  for  a  time.  They  could  hear  a murmur  of  chanting  coming  from  across  the  hall  but  nothing concrete. Dean looked up at Ashley and saw her watching him. She had a curious expression on her face. 

“What?”  he  asked.  “Do  you  think  I  should  have  said  no,  or negotiated a different price?” 

“The  decision  was  yours  to  make,  Dean,”  Ashley  responded.  “I could not influence it one way or another, and I doubt you could have negotiated  anything  different.  They  rightly  perceive  that  you  have some  innate  power  inside  you.  It  makes  sense.  After  all,  fate  has chosen you to have an important part in what is happening here in

Elk  City.  In  their  eyes,  that  means  your  offspring  will  have  power, too.” 

“But  what  was  I  thinking?  I  don’t  even  know  how  I’m  going  to approach this when the time comes,” Dean said, shaking his head. 

“What woman will give up her child to a coven of witches to raise as their own?” 

“That will be something you will have to consider when you reach a  point  in  life  where  you  are  ready  to  have  children,”  Ashley  said. 

“They will not take the child until she is of school age, and I suspect that you will be able to visit and watch over the child while she learns the  ways  of  the  coven  and  the  Witches’  life.  The  thing  I  am  most interested  in  is  the  shift  I  felt  when  you  agreed  to  their  terms. 

Something major happened when you made that decision, Dean. We may  not  know  what  that  change  in  the  future  is,  but  something  is now different because of your promise to the coven tonight.” 

“Fantastic,” Dean said throwing his hands in the air and leaning back  in  the  chair.  “I  give  up.  Now  I’m  instrumental  in  some  other otherworldly  plan.  Am  I  stuck  in  the  middle  of  these  things  for  the rest of my life?” 

“That  is  up  to  you,  Dean,”  Ashley  answered  him.  “It  has  always been  your  choice.  You  can  walk  away  and  let  events  happen however  they  work  out  on  their  own  without  your  intervention.  You can do that anytime you want.” 

“You know I can’t do that,” Dean said in reply. “People are being hurt and maybe dying because of what is happening here. If I can do something to stop that, I have to do it.” 

“I know,” Ashley said. She leaned forward in her chair and laid a hand atop his where it rested on the arm of his chair. “It is why I was chosen to be here to help guide you, and it is why I am attracted to you.” 

The  chanting  in  the  other  room  across  the  hall  rose  in  volume and intensity. It made the hairs on his neck stand up on end as if the level  of  static  electricity  in  the  room  went  up  exponentially.  Who knows,  Dean  thought  to  himself.  Maybe  it  did.  He  looked  over  at Ashley. 

“What  do  you  think  they’ll  discover  in  there?”  Dean  asked.  He was  afraid  that  the  answer  to  the  question  would  not  be  worth  the price paid to get it. 

“We’ll know when they have finished the casting and not before,” 

Ashley  said.  “That  is  the  way  of  such  things.  We  must  wait.”  She looked at him with a reassuring smile and a squeeze of his hand. 

Dean  got  up  and  paced  around  the  room,  looking  at  the  odd knick-knacks  on  the  shelves  and  tables  around  him.  There  were crystals  of  various  sizes  and  colors,  a  few  tribal  carvings  of  what appeared  to  be  women,  though  some  had  animal  heads  on  naked human female bodies. There were other items hanging on the walls, including some tribal masks from different cultures he couldn’t name. 

He  moved  to  the  large  built-in  bookshelf  on  one  wall  and  started looking  over  the  selection  of  books.  There  were  classic  novels  and stories, as well as old texts on biology and anatomy. It was strange, but there was nothing there on Witch culture, spells or anything like that.  He  did  see  a  few  familiar  tomes  on  mythology  and  fairy  tales that were similar to the ones kept at Station U for the paramedics to read and review about their patients. He took one of these down and sat back down in the chair across from Ashley. 

“I  guess  I’ll  get  some  more  reading  done  since  I  haven’t  been able  to  do  any  since  I  got  suspended,”  Dean  said.  “Gotta  keep  my knowledge base up.” He attempted a confident smile but wasn’t sure he  was  successful.  Ashley  returned  the  smile  and  pulled  out  her phone to scroll through the apps there. All they could do was wait. 

T





the first sign that something was wrong. The

double doors across the hallway that led to the circle blew outward in splinters.  Dean  and  Ashley  both  dove  from  their  seats  and  took cover.  There  was  no  fire,  just  the  force  of  an  ice-cold  wind  that washed over them. Once it had passed, Dean was on his feet in an instant.  He  ran  forward  to  the  demolished  doorway,  followed  by Ashley. He peeked around the corner into the room carefully, mindful

of  scene  safety,  as  he’d  been  taught.  The  room  was  a  scene  of devastation. The blast seemed to have originated in the center of the circle, judging from the way the chairs, and their former occupants, lay  spread  out  around  the  perimeter  of  the  room.  He  heard  groans from inside and that shook him out of his shock at the destruction he witnessed. He rushed inside, followed by Ashley. 

Starting at the closest woman to them, he began working his way around  the  room,  using  a  rapid  assessment  technique  used  for situations  where  you  had  a  large  number  of  patients  to  assess quickly.  It  allowed  him  to  move  swiftly  and  identify  life-threatening injuries  as  soon  as  possible.  He  started  moving  left,  and  he  saw Ashley head to the right, as they each started around the perimeter of the room. Dean soon reached the far end of the room and picked up  the  large,  high-backed  chair  that  had  held  Asha.  She  lay underneath it and started to rise when he lifted it from her. 

“Stay still Asha,” Dean cautioned. “Let me look you over. Then I need to call for help. We need several ambulances here for you and your coven.” 

“No,”  she  said  forcefully.  “No  ambulances!  We  will  not  draw  a further attack on us here in our home. We have found the source of your enemy, Dean, and I will not subject this coven to further danger by  drawing  attention  to  us  with  a  visit  from  your  Unusual Paramedics. There are others who can help. I will call them.” 

Dean  stepped  back  as  she  sat  up  and  took  a  phone  from  her robes and dialed a number. He heard her relay her address and then she  hung  up.  She  looked  around  the  room,  a  pained  look  on  her face. 

“Look  I  don’t  know  who  you  called,  but  you  need  to  get  some medical  attention,”  Dean  cautioned.  “Luckily  everyone  is  alive,  but there are several head injuries and broken bones to deal with.” 

Ashley arrived at his side from her assessment around the other side of the room. “Dean is right, Asha. I have done what little I could do. No one has died, but there are injuries that need tending.” 

“The  witches  have  long  been  healers  for  our  communities.  We have our own resources, as you know Eldara. While modern medical attention  might  help  in  some  ways,  in  the  current  situation  it  would

draw  unnecessary  attention  to  us  if  we  were  to  call  the  Station  U

paramedics  and  911.  I  have  called  others  to  come  and  tend  to  us. 

They will be here soon.” 

Dean  didn’t  know  what  she  was  talking  about  regarding  other responders.  He  had  no  idea  who  that  could  be,  but  this  was  what James  and  Brynne  had  feared  would  happen.  The  Unusual community  was  avoiding  calling  for  paramedics  when  they  needed help  specifically  to  keep  from  drawing  the  attention  of  The  Cause and another attack. He looked at Ashley and shrugged. She returned his  gaze  with  a  worried  look  on  her  face.  He  began  backtracking around  the  room,  trying  to  make  the  women  he  had  just  assessed more  comfortable,  and  started  tending  to  the  injuries  as  best  he could  based  on  his  limited  resources.  A  few  minutes  later,  he  was using  a  broken  chair  leg  and  strips  of  ripped  tablecloth  to  splint  a broken arm when a familiar voice sounded from the entryway. 

“Oh,  my  God!  What  happened  here?”  said  Gibbie  in  a  high-pitched  voice.  Gibson  Proctor  was  a  middle-aged  vampire  turned community  first  responder  after  Dean  and  Brynne  had  trained  him and  a  few  others  weeks  before.  He  had  apparently  taken  his community first aid training seriously and decided to help those in his neighborhood more directly. 

Dean took in the frumpy vampire, dressed in his brand-new store-bought uniform pants and shirt. He carried what looked like a trauma bag and an oxygen tank bag as he stood in the doorway. 

“Gibbie, what are you doing here?” Dean asked. 

“Asha called me,” Gibbie replied. “She said she needed help and to come fast. I picked up Kristof on the way here because it sounded like  I’d  need  some  help.  He’s  bringing  more  bags  in  from  my  van. 

What are you doing here, Dean? I thought you were suspended?” 

“I am,” Dean said. “I was here seeking some help from the coven. 

Now they need our help. Let me see your bag and see what supplies you  have.”  Gibbie  handed  Dean  his  trauma  bag  and  set  down  the oxygen bottle on the floor. He looked around and then back at Dean. 

“Dean, what do you want me to do?” 

Dean handed the vampire responder a couple of packs of gauze and some rolled bandages from the bag. “Start over there and attend

to any bleeding you see. Stop the bleeding like I taught you and then bandage  the  injuries.  Ashley  and  I  need  to  attend  to  the  more seriously injured.” 

Just then, Kristof Algar, the owner of Sabatani’s restaurant, and another  of  Dean’s  Unusual  Community  Emergency  Response Training  students  came  in  the  front  door  with  additional  first  aid supplies in his arms. He looked around in surprise. 

“Kristof,”  Dean  said  as  he  saw  the  gray-haired  Djinn,  or  Genie, enter.  “You  help  Gibbie  with  the  bandaging.”  The  man  nodded  and moved to help his companion. Dean wondered how Asha had known to  contact  them  but  decided  that  was  a  question  for  later.  For  now, he,  Ashley,  and  the  two  volunteer  first  responders  had  their  hands full with the patients at hand. 

It  took  twenty  minutes  to  treat  what  injuries  they  could  between the supplies at hand and what Gibbie and Kristof had brought in with them.  Dean  stood  in  the  center  and  discussed  the  situation  with Ashley. The thirteen women who had been injured in the blast were all  going  to  live.  Ashley  admitted  to  him  that  a  few  could  use  a  CT

scan  to  rule  out  brain  bleeds  from  traumatic  brain  injury,  and  most had  signs  of  at  least  a  mild  concussion.  The  blast  had  been significant enough also to cause a few broken bones and numerous bruises  and  contusions.  All  of  the  women  refused  to  go  to  the hospital  though,  so  that  option  was  out  for  the  time  being.  They needed to be reassessed throughout the night to make sure nothing developed,  and  he  and  Ashley  decided  to  stay  there  at  the  home. 

They  were  still  talking  over  the  disposition  of  their  patients  when Gibbie approached holding his cell phone. 

“Dean,  I’ve  got  another  call  for  assistance.  I’m  going  to  go, okay?” 

“What do you mean you’ve got another call for assistance?” Dean asked. “You mean other folks are calling you instead of calling 911?” 

Gibbie  shuffled  his  feet  a  little  and  stared  at  the  floor  in embarrassment. “Uh, well, yeah.” He looked up at Dean. “People are afraid  to  call  911  anymore  because  of  the  attacks  on  the  others.  I decided  to  let  it  be  known  that  I  was  available  at  night  and  that Kristof and the others from our CERT class, they take shifts during

the day. If someone needs to call us, we will show up and try to offer what  help  we  can.”  Gibbie  dug  in  a  pocket  and  then  held  out  a business card to Dean. 

Dean  took  the  card  and  read  it  aloud  so  Ashley  could  hear. 

“Gibson  B.  Proctor,  CERT,  Volunteer  Medical  Responder.”  It  had  a cell phone number that Dean recognized as Gibbie’s, and a stylized EMS star of life emblem. 

“I  got  the  cards  made  up  online,”  Gibbie  said.  “I  know  this  isn’t what you told us to do when you and Brynne trained us, but this is different. Everything is changed now since you got suspended. Our people are in need of assistance, and they are too afraid to call the Station U paramedics anymore. Someone has to help them.” 

Dean  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  He  had  trained  Gibbie  and  the others  to  keep  the  vampire  from  freelancing  just  like  this  after  he decided he wanted to do what Dean and Brynne did as paramedics. 

The Federal CERT training program seemed the perfect fit to make Gibbie feel like he was contributing and to build community resilience for situations of disaster and extreme need. This situation with The Cause was desperate, that was true, and there was a definite need. 

He looked at the vampire, in his brand new EMS uniform, and shook his head in resignation. He handed Gibbie back the card. 

“Go, do what you can,” Dean said. “Hopefully, you can do some good since I cannot. Call me, though. I want to have a talk with you about this. Maybe we can arrange for Brynne, or maybe James, to get you some better supplies and gear.” 

Gibbie grinned and nodded with enthusiasm while he picked up his  bags.  He  called  to  Kristof,  who  waved  to  Dean,  and  the  two Unusual responders left to tend to their next patients. Dean watched him  go  and  wondered  if  things  would  ever  return  to  normal  here  in Elk City. Asha’s voice broke through his contemplation. 

“Dean,”  the  Witch  leader  called  to  him  from  across  the  room where she sat in her uprighted chair. “Come here. We were able to find out some things before the protection spell rebounded to strike back at us. The price was higher than we expected, but the bargain was struck, and we will hold to our end of it.” 

Dean and Ashley crossed over to the elderly woman where she sat  amidst  the  devastation  of  the  coven’s  casting  chamber.  She watched them approach and waited until they both stood in front of her before she continued. 

“The  conflict  centers  both  at  the  fire  department  headquarters and  somewhere  downtown,”  Asha  began.  “We  were  able  to penetrate  the  Fire  Headquarters  quite  quickly.  There  were  no substantial protections there. There are two individuals who oppose you  there.  One  is  known  to  you  already,  and  there  is  a  personal connection there. The other is still hidden. It is someone whom you have  not  met  before  and  is  also  unknown  to  us.  You  will  have  to figure  that  person  out  on  your  own.  We  were  also  drawn  to  the building of James Lee. It was there we had to penetrate not only the defenses  of  a  supernatural  target  but  the  defenses  of  the  vampire lord  of  Elk  City.  We  did  not  definitively  identify  the  source  of  the troubles there, but it is one who is ancient, powerful, and evil. Also, the focal point of this ancient evil power is not on you, but on James Lee.” 

Dean  started  to  speak  and  ask  a  question,  but  she  forestalled him with a raised hand. “We can tell you no more. Our intrusion was detected,  and  the  backlash  of  that  attack  followed  us  back  here before we could discover more. You will have to make do with that limited knowledge.” Asha paused and considered him for a moment before continuing. “Do not return to us for further assistance until you have  paid  the  debt  you  owe  us.  We  will  await  the  time  when  that payment is received. In the meantime, we must see to ourselves. It will  take  us  a  long  time  to  recover  from  this  casting,  and  we  must heal.” 

The paramedic watched as she stood and turned to check on her sisters, leaving him standing there with Ashley wondering what to do next.  That  there  were  two  individuals  at  headquarters  concerned him.  He  knew  of  Brynne’s  mentor  and  his  academy  instructor  Mike Farver.  He  had  some  personal  reason  to  be  involved  in  this  mess. 

The  other  had  to  be  someone  pretty  high  up  in  the  department leadership.  They  were  funneling  private  information  to  The  Cause directly  from  dispatch.  As  far  as  the  focal  point  at  the  Nightwing

building  downtown,  he  suspected  that  he  knew  the  source  of  this ancient  evil  aimed  at  James.  They  had  already  voiced  their suspicions  to  each  other  about  Artur.  The  question  was  what  they could  do  about  it?  The  whole  situation  was  so  convoluted;  it  gave him a headache. Dean needed to talk this out with Ashley, Brynne, and  especially  James.  Now  that  they  had  confirmed  he  was  the ultimate target, they needed to figure out why Dean was so important to the situation with James. That didn’t make sense at all. Dean had nothing  to  do  with  James  aside  from  his  working  with  Brynne. 

Looking  to  Ashley,  he  reached  out  and  took  the  angel’s  hand  and gave it a squeeze. They had come here looking for information and answers.  They  would  leave  without  many  answers  at  all,  and  a  lot more questions. 
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to  their  patients  at  the  Witch  house  one  final  time, Ashley drove them back downtown. Dean shot a text to Celeste Teal to  see  if  James  was  available.  James’  assistant  responded  almost immediately.  She  said  he  would  be  in  an  hour  or  so  and  asked  if everything  was  alright.  Dean  replied  that  he’d  explain  when  they arrived  back  at  the  Nightwing  building.  He  was  glad  it  would  take James an hour to free up his schedule. Dean wanted to clean up a bit and gather his thoughts. 

Ashley  drove  in  silence,  leaving  him  to  his  deliberations.  She hadn’t said much back at the Witch house. She had told him that he had  to  make  all  the  decisions  there  on  his  own,  but  he  wanted  to hear  what  she  thought.  He  valued  her  opinion  of  him  and  his choices.  As  she  pulled  into  the  underground  garage  in  James’

building and parked, Dean turned and looked at her. 

“What?”  she  asked.  Ashley  smiled  and  reached  over  to  lay  her hand on his. “You have something on your mind. What is it?” 

“I want to know what you think of my decision back there. Do you think I did the right thing?” 

“I  don’t  second  guess  you,  Dean,”  the  Eldara  replied.  “You  had the decision to make. Only you could make it, and if I had influenced you in any way then it would not have been just yours, it would have been  mine  too.  I  think  you  are  more  concerned  about  what  I  think about you, than the decision itself. All I can say to you is this - I have

seen  good  things  come  about  from  both  good  and  bad  decisions. 

Over the years, I have seen people struggle to do the right thing for the  wrong  reasons  and  make  choices  that  spelled  certain  disaster, only to have them work out in the end. You made a difficult decision, and the fact that it is so hard for you to reconcile that decision about your  future,  and  your  child,  only  shows  me  that  you  are  a  good person at heart. That pain and reconsideration of your choice doesn’t make it a wrong decision, just a hard one.” 

“It wasn’t easy, but I was thinking about the here and now, not the future,”  Dean  said.  “I  wanted  to  fix  the  problem  we  have  at  the expense of a person’s future life. On top of that, it’s my own future daughter’s  life  I  used  to  pay  that  price.  Doesn’t  that  make  me  a monster?” 

Ashley laughed, and Dean flinched back as if she were laughing at  him.  She  pulled  him  closer  and  answered  him.  “No,  I  don’t  think you are a monster. You’re just human. You made a decision that your daughter  will  be  raised  as  a  Witch.  Some  people  decide  their  kids will be football players, or lawyers, or doctors. Those children grow within the boundaries set for them and are still successful. She will be what she will be. That will be between her and the Coven.” 

“I  hadn’t  thought  about  it  that  way,”  Dean  mused.  He  was  quiet for a moment, mulling it all over in light of what Ashley had said. He smiled  after  a  bit  and  said,  “It  doesn’t  make  me  feel  completely better, but I guess I’m not as worried as I was.” His phone chirped, and he glanced down at it. “Celeste says that James and Brynne are upstairs waiting. I texted that we needed to meet up about the recent discoveries.” 

“Well, then. Let’s go upstairs,” Ashley said, grabbing her car keys and climbing out of her classic sports car. Dean followed her to the elevator and headed up to the Penthouse suite. This was important. 

He’d clean up later. 

B



them at the door to the apartment on the upper floor of the  Nightwing  building.  After  greetings  all  the  way  around,  they  sat down and Dean explained the earlier events at the Coven’s house. 

He  omitted  the  part  about  his  payment,  but  left  everything  else  in, including  the  arrival  of  Gibbie  and  Kristof  after  the  explosion.  The part  about  the  self-appointed  volunteer  responders  brought  a surprised  chuckle  from  Brynne.  Dean  continued  describing  the events with the Witches and got to the part with the discoveries from the divining spell. He told them about the locus of the problem being in  this  building  as  well  as  at  Fire  Headquarters.  Dean  paused  and looked at James and Brynne. 

The two sitting opposite Dean and Ashley glanced at each other, and  James  sighed.  He  got  up  and  walked  to  the  large  wall  of windows  looking  out  over  the  city  skyline  at  night.  The  other  three waited for him to respond. Brynne looked concerned. 

“I’ve been looking into why Artur is here,” James said. “I asked a few friends I have at the Minotaur’s court in Washington, DC, to see if they had heard anything about what he was up to. The answers I got  were  vague  and  dodgy  as  if  they  didn’t  want  to  respond.”  The Minotaur  and  his  court  currently  ruled  over  all  of  the  Unusual fiefdoms  in  North  America.  James,  the  vampire  lord  of  Elk  City, turned  around  and  looked  at  the  three  of  them.  “I’m  afraid  that  we have stumbled into a coup for my position here as the leader of the Unusuals in the region.” 

“Then why in the world are you still letting him stay here?” Dean blurted out. “I’d have kicked him out as soon as I found out what he was doing.” 

Brynne  spoke  up.  “It  is  not  that  simple,  Dean.  There  are protocols,  and  not  just  for  how  high-level  Unusuals  expect  to  be treated  when  visiting  another  of  their  station.  There  are  also considerations between vampires who are of a different rank.” 

“But  you’re  the  lord  of  the  city;  surely  you  outrank  him,”  Dean said. 

“Actually, I don’t. He’s older than me by at least a thousand years, maybe  more,  and  he  has  held  larger  fiefdoms  than  I  in  the  past,” 

James said. “He could almost, but not quite, just come in and ask me

to  step  down.  As  it  is,  he  is  working  to  discredit  me  with  both  my people  and  my  superiors,  while  positioning  himself  to  be  the  one chosen to replace me.” 

“And believe us when we say that you don’t want someone like Artur running things for the Unusuals here in Elk City,” Brynne said. 

“Artur is very old school. He still very much sees himself as an apex predator, and humans as his prey.” 

“Wait  a  minute,”  Dean  stopped  her.  “I  thought  that  sort  of  thing was pretty much finished. I thought we were all about trying to make sure  that  the  two  populations  could  live  peacefully  together  without problems anymore.” 

James crossed the room and sat on the arm of the sofa next to where Brynne was standing. “Artur has been trying to garner a place in  the  new  world  for  about  one  hundred  fifty  years.  All  of  the progressives  in  the  Unusual  European  community  came  to  the Americas with the first group of European settlers and set ourselves up here very early. We saw an opportunity for something better than our  adversarial  lives  of  the  past.  Over  the  years,  we  made  peace with  the  human  governments,  and  helped  create  this  enlightened, new world.” 

“Then  the  leaders  from  the  old  world  in  Europe  saw  what  we were  doing  and  tried  to  muscle  their  way  in  and  take  over  control from those of us who had worked so hard to create this new society. 

We  successfully  pushed  them  off.  It  was  in  the  1820s,  and  that conflict  was  part  of  what  influenced  the  Monroe  Doctrine.  The Americas  would  rule  themselves,  including  the  Unusuals  who  were here,  and  further  European  colonization  and  control  would  be discouraged.” 

“Wait,  the  Monroe  Doctrine  I  learned  about  in  grade  school history was started by you and your Unusual cronies?” Dean asked. 

Ashley laughed. “It’s not that hard to believe, Dean. The human and Unusual communities have been living side by side for millennia. 

Sometimes peacefully, other times, not so peacefully. But they have always  been  parallel  to  each  other  in  many  ways.  That  is  why  so much  depends  on  how  both  sides  work  together,  even  in  the shadows.  It  is  why  I  think  you  and  James  still  figure  to  be  the  pair

who influence the outcome of this problem in Elk City. I still see that connection. It is more tenuous since your arrest, but it is still there.” 

“So you see the conundrum, Dean,” James said. “I cannot openly oppose Artur, any more than he can publicly come against me. But, he  can  work  behind  the  scenes  to  discredit  me.  He  is  using  the Station U program, which has some detractors among a few of the leadership,  to  undermine  the  perception  of  my  control  over  this region. Unless we bring The Cause out into the open and stop them from  continuing  their  attacks,  Artur  will  continue  to  work  his machinations  to  bring  me  down.  There  is  nothing  I  can  do  to  stop him directly. My hands are tied.” 

“Well if we can’t fight Artur directly, and definitely not here in this building,  then  we  have  to  reach  out  and  fight  back  against  him  out there,” Dean said, pointing to the nighttime skyline of the city around them.  “If  I  still  figure  in  this  equation  somehow,  I  can’t  do  anything about it sitting here. I’ve got to get back out on the streets. It is where I belong, and it is where I can do the best I can do.” 

Brynne  shrugged.  “Chief  Ari  and  I  are  trying  to  work  something out, but your suspension is written in stone. You’ve been implicated in a felony, and until you are cleared, you’re off the streets. Plus, it’s clear  from  the  Witches’  divination  that  there  is  a  force  operating against you at headquarters, too.” 

“That has to be Mike Farver, doesn’t it?” Dean asked. 

“He  doesn’t  have  the  pull  to  leak  patient  information  about specific  ambulance  calls  in  the  system,”  Brynne  said  shaking  her head.  “Someone  else  higher  up  is  at  work  here.  Maybe  one  of  the other  deputy  chiefs  or  the  Fire  Chief  himself?  I’m  not  sure.  We  will have  to  tread  carefully.  I  know  it’s  not  EMS  Chief  Ari,  but  he  might have some ideas about who it is. Until that all gets exposed, you’re still off the street, Dean.” 

Dean  walked  across  the  room  to  look  out  at  the  streets  below. 

“I’m  off  the  streets,  yes,  but  officially  only,”  Dean  said.  He  had  an idea, and he turned to face them so everyone could see his smile. 

“What did you have in mind, Dean? That smile means you’ve got something up your sleeve,” Ashley said. 

“What did you and I do tonight at the Coven?” Dean countered. 

“We  were  out,  on  the  street,  providing  care.  Okay,  we  were  in  a house,  I  know,  but  bear  with  me  here.  Yes,  I  am  suspended  from working in any official capacity, but nobody said I couldn’t volunteer my  time.  I  could  be  a  Good  Samaritan.  Headquarters  couldn’t  stop me from doing that, and I could do a lot of good. I even have a way to get the job done.” 

He  looked  around  the  room.  There  were  puzzled  looks  staring back at him. Ashley suddenly started smiling. She seemed to have gotten the gist of what he was saying. He could see it in her eyes. 

“Brynne,  could  you  work  through  back  channels  and  get  me  an old,  spare  heart  monitor,  and  maybe  put  together  a  drug  bag  for me?” She started to speak, but he held up a hand. “I know that using meds and my paramedic-level skills puts me above the level of just a bystander.” 

“You could lose your license if you’re caught,” Brynne cautioned. 

Ashley  interrupted  the  two  paramedics.  “You  wouldn’t  lose  your state  license  if  you  still  had  a  medical  director  overseeing  your patient care.” 

Dean looked at Brynne and then back to Ashley. He wasn’t sure where she was going with this. 

“I’ll  talk  with  Doc  Spirelli  at  the  ER,”  Ashley  said.  “He  has  been following  your  case  and  knows  you’re  innocent.  I’m  sure  he’ll  write you a letter of oversight to cover your back, at least until you are off suspension.” 

“So,” James said. “You can get back on the street. You can even act as a paramedic. How are you going to get dispatched when there are  emergencies?  You  can’t  be  on  the  radio  with  all  the  other paramedics. You are still suspended.” 

“Ha  ha,  James,”  Dean  said.  “You  don’t  know  what  I  know.  I  will have a secret ally.” Dean pulled out his phone and dialed a number. 

He waited while the other three watched him and the phone rang. He put it on speaker as the phone on the other end picked up. 

“Hello?” said the voice on the other end. “Dean, is that you?” 

“Gibbie,  my  man,”  Dean  said,  grinning  ear  to  ear.  “I  have  a proposition for you.” 
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two long days to pull everything together that Dean wanted in  place  for  his  plan.  Brynne  got  an  old,  retired  heart monitor/defibrillator from a storage closet at Station U, as well as a few old, beat up medication and trauma bags. Ashley got Doc Spirelli at the ER to order the meds from the hospital pharmacy for a “clinic” 

and she got trauma bandages and supplies from the ER storage that was used to resupply the ambulances. James wanted to get into the act and buy a new vehicle for the plan, but Gibbie put his foot down. 

He  wouldn’t  take  anything  from  James,  refusing  to  be  beholden  to his  vampire  overlord  for  anything.  It  seemed  odd  to  turn  down  the gift,  but  Dean  chalked  it  up  to  some  sort  of  vampire  pecking  order thing. He did talk Gibbie into letting James put new tires on Gibbie’s white  creeper  van.  At  least  they  wouldn’t  suffer  a  blown  tire  while responding, and Dean insisted after he saw the condition of the bald tires on the first meeting he held to get organized. 

Dean  spent  those  two  very  busy  days  working  part-time  in  the Nightwing clinic set up by James for the feeder employees, and the rest  organizing  his  gear  for  the  street.  He  also  took  a  big  step forward,  banking  on  his  success  in  beating  his  legal  troubles  and getting back on track in his career as a Station U paramedic. On her day off, Ashley took him downtown to a shop called Tattoo Icons. It was  where  all  the  paramedics  at  the  station  had  gotten  their permanent ultraviolet ink tattoos of the Station U star of life emblem. 

The  tattoo  was  not  visible  to  humans,  but  it  could  be  seen  by Unusual  patients,  and  it  would  identify  him  as  a  paramedic specifically for them. Displaying it would let patients know that they could relax their guard and get medical attention from him when they needed it. 

The  owner  of  the  shop,  named  Gareth,  appeared  Native American but was, in fact, a chupacabra - a shapeshifter variety from the  southwestern  United  States  and  northern  Mexico.  He  had  long black  hair  pulled  back  in  a  braid  and  a  big  toothy  grin  that  greeted everyone  who  entered  his  tattoo  parlor.  Dean  learned  that  Gareth had moved to the east coast to be with his human wife when she got moved for her job. He set up shop here in Elk City more than twenty years ago, and had a broad clientele in the community, both human and Unusual. 

This  was  Dean’s  first  tattoo,  and  he  was  a  little  nervous, especially  since  he  couldn’t  see  what  Gareth  was  doing  with  the invisible  inks.  He  assured  Dean  that  it  looked  great  when  he  was finished, and Ashley agreed, nodding enthusiastically. He needed to keep the area clean for the next few days while the area on the back of his hand healed. He was given some lotion to use on it, too. 

So, it was with a new and still healing tattoo that he couldn’t see, some  borrowed  medication  and  gear  bags,  and  an  old  refurbished heart  monitor,  that  Dean  got  started  on  his  counter-career  as  a volunteer  responder.  He  stood  with  all  the  gear  on  the  concrete around him, in the parking garage below the Nightwing building. He checked  his  watch  for  the  fifth  time,  waiting  for  Gibbie  to  arrive. 

Ashley  was  there,  as  were  James  and  Brynne.  This  plan  had  a  lot riding on it, in more ways than one. The people served by the Station U  paramedics  still  needed  care  even  though  they  had  become  too scared to call 911 anymore, and Dean felt the need to get back out on  the  street.  Plus,  this  seemed  the  best  way  to  circumvent  his suspension. 

Dean  heard  a  car  horn  that  sounded  like  a  European  siren  and Gibbie’s  beat  up  white  van  pulled  around  the  corner  in  the underground  garage.  The  middle-aged  vampire  hopped  out  and approached the group with a huge grin on his face. He shook hands

vigorously  with  Dean,  hugged  Ashley  and  Brynne,  and  bowed  to James. 

“Are  we  ready  to  get  this  show  on  the  road?”  Gibbie  asked.  He was bouncing on the balls of his feet, his naturally flamboyant nature taking control. 

“Easy  does  it,  Gibbie,”  Dean  said.  “You  really  need  to  tone  this down about ten notches.” 

“I  can’t  do  that,  Dean.  When  I  get  excited  about  something,  the dial goes to eleven!” Gibbie said with a laugh. “I’ve got things set up with some of the CERT team you and Brynne trained. Some of them are  going  to  work  to  take  calls  and  act  as  dispatchers  for  us.  Wim and  Dora,  the  twin  dryads  from  the  class,  are  going  to  use  a  room and  phone  lines  provided  by  Kristof  at  the  newly  remodeled Sabatani’s restaurant to take calls from our patients.” 

The side door of the van slid open, and a girl’s voice came from inside. “Hey, you guys gonna get us out on the road? I’m itching to get started. This is going to be awesome.” 

The  owner  of  the  voice  leaned  out  and  Dean  could  see  Marian Gregory,  a  teenaged  werewolf  who  was  another  of  their  CERT

students.  Her  bright  pink  spiked  hair  stood  out  as  much  as  her eyebrow  and  nose  piercings.  Dean  lifted  one  eyebrow  in  question, looking at Gibbie. 

“Oh, yeah, Marian is going to join us on the weekends and when she  doesn’t  have  homework  during  the  weeknights,”  Gibbie explained.  “That’s  okay,  isn’t  it?  You  trained  us  to  do  this,  so  I thought it was alright to include everyone.” 

Dean looked at Brynne, and she shrugged. Clearly it was alright with  her.  They  were  all  flying  by  the  seat  of  their  pants  on  this venture. He knew what she was thinking, though. They were already breaking so many rules, what did a few more matter? Dean knew he was working without a parachute here. He wasn’t covered under any kind of liability policy, and if headquarters were forced to take official notice  of  his  activities,  that  would  be  it.  He’d  lose  his  license  as  a paramedic forever, whether he had a piece of paper from Doc Spirelli or not, even if he was found innocent of the charges against him. 

“Yeah, Gibbie,” Dean said with a nod to Marian. “It’s fine, but she has  to  keep  her  grades  up.  That’s  on  you  to  check  in  with  her parents and make sure.” 

“Oh, absolutely, Dean. I already told her that. Her mom and dad are happy to have her doing something constructive.” Gibbie leaned in  and  whispered,  “I  think  she  has  a  boyfriend  they  don’t  like  too much,  and  they  want  something  else  to  distract  her.”  The  paunchy vampire  turned  and  waved  at  Marian,  who  was  still  leaning  out  the side of the van. She rolled her eyes at them and ducked back inside. 

“Well, it’s time to go then,” Dean said. “Let’s load up.” He handed the  monitor  and  gear  bags  to  Gibbie,  who  took  them  and  walked back to the van to stow them. Dean looked at Ashley, leaned in and gave her a kiss. 

“I’ll see you later this evening or tomorrow morning, I guess,” he said. He turned to James and shook his hand. 

“At least I got you new tires so you won’t go careening off some back road with a blowout,” James chuckled, looking at the van. “As to the rest of that heap of metal, well, good luck to you.” 

Dean laughed and started over to the idling van. Brynne walked with  him  as  he  headed  to  the  passenger  side.  Gibbie  had  already climbed back in the driver’s seat, and Marian slid the side door shut. 

“Remember, Dean, you call for help from the Station U medics if you get in over your head,” Brynne cautioned. “Even with the danger from The Cause, patient care has to come first. They are all aware of what is going on and will do their best to cover for you if you have to call them.” 

“I’ll  remember,  but  we  have  to  protect  our  patients,  too.”  Dean opened  the  front  passenger  door  of  the  van,  and  Gibbie  reached over and slid some trash off the seat to make room. Dean shook his head. He was going to have to whip this bunch of misfit responders into shape if this plan of his was going to work. The first thing was to keep  their  response  vehicle  in  order  and  without  trash  strewn everywhere. He would set Gibbie and Marian to that task when they stopped  for  gas  this  evening.  Dean  sat  down  and  closed  the  door, waved  again  to  the  others  assembled  to  see  him  off,  and  hastily

buckled his seatbelt as Gibbie peeled out and drove the van out of the garage and into the nighttime streets of Elk City. 
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in silence downtown for a few minutes, and Dean took some  time  to  look  around  the  inside  of  the  old  van.  It  looked  like Gibbie  lived  in  here,  even  though  he  knew  the  vampire  had  a basement  apartment  on  the  edge  of  town.  There  were  balled  up used  blood  containers  littering  the  floor  and  crumpled  Starbuck’s cups, too. A glance over his shoulder showed Marian sitting on the edge of her seat, the eagerness palpable as she leaned forward to look out the windshield. 

“Shouldn’t you buckle up, too, Marian?” Dean asked. “There is a seatbelt law in Maryland, you know.” He glanced at the driver. “You, too, Gibbie.” 

“Nah,” the teenager said. “I regenerate, so I don’t have to worry about it like you humans do.” 

“That’s  only  if  you  survive  the  initial  impact,”  Dean  said.  “You’ll only regenerate if you’re still alive. Besides, I don’t want to be killed when  your  regenerative  body  gets  thrown  into  mine  during  the collision.  Same  for  you,  Gibbie.  Seatbelts  are  there  to  keep  you  in the driver’s seat and in control of the vehicle, too. So buckle up, both of you, or I’ll have you take me back to the garage.” 

Marian rolled her eyes and then slid back into the seat, buckling a lap belt across her hips. Gibbie pulled the shoulder strap around and across him and buckled up his belt, too. Dean nodded his approval and looked forward again. He had thought he had a handle on all the things  he  was  going  to  need  to  do  in  this  new  venture,  but  he  had missed some operational details. Gibbie had tried to fill them in, like getting the Dryad twins to dispatch calls for them, but there were still things they didn’t know because there wasn’t an institutional culture of  conduct  under  which  to  run,  the  way  there  was  in  a  fire department. He was going to have to build that from the ground up if he was going to be successful in what he intended to do. 

The plan was for Dean and Gibbie to start providing some basic emergency  medical  care  again  for  the  Unusuals  in  and  around  Elk City. Because this would be seen as part of James’ oversight for the region, there should be a significant surge of goodwill. Hopefully, that would offset some of the bad will associated with his inability to stop The Cause in their attacks. The hope was that by having Dean back on the street, he would be able to do whatever Ashley had foreseen for him and James in her visions. She said it was still unclear what that action was, but it was less likely to happen as long as he was cooped  up  in  the  Nightwing  building.  The  other  good  thing  about responding to Unusual calls for assistance through the CERT team’s efforts was that it circumvented the regular 911 dispatchers and the fire  department.  Someone  there  was  feeding  info  to  The  Cause. 

Because the members of the CERT team were such a small group, they could keep things closed down somewhat and respond to calls for help without anyone else finding out. At least, that was the plan. 

A  cell  phone  rang,  and  Dean  looked  on  the  dash  where  Gibbie had  mounted  a  burner  phone  with  Velcro  strips.  It  lit  up  with  a number  Dean  didn’t  know,  but  Gibbie  obviously  did.  The  vampire smiled at him and reached over to tap the respond button. It went to speaker  mode  and  Dean  heard  a  female  voice  he  assumed  was either Wim or Dora. 

“Hello  Gibbie-mobile,”  the  voice  said  cheerfully.  “How  do  you read?” 

“We read you loud and clear, Wim, honey. What’s the dealio? Do we have a customer?” Gibbie replied. 

“You do indeed. This is so cool. I feel like a real dispatcher,” Wim said  over  the  phone.  “Dora  and  I  got  headsets  to  plug  into  the phones. We have one to take calls and one to call you guys. And we have our laptop set up so we can follow you on the map, and give you directions if you need it. It’s awesome. 

“That’s  so  cool,”  Gibbie  said.  “What  app  are  you  using  to  track us?” 

“Uh,  guys,”  Dean  interrupted.  “Stay  focused  on  the  job  at  hand. 

We have a patient to take care of …” 

“Oh, yeah,” Wim said. “Dora’s on the phone with a guy who says his  friend  is  overdosed.  They’re  in  a  building  down  by  the  harbor downtown. He is being quite cagey with my sister on the phone, so she doesn’t have a lot of info to pass on. Just that it’s a guy, and it’s one patient. Sorry.” 

“That’s  alright,  honey,”  Gibbie  soothed.  “You  gals  are  doing  the best you can.” 

“Yeah,  Gibbie’s  right,”  Dean  added.  “Just  try  and  keep  them  on the line while we head that way. What’s the address?” 

Dean  listened  as  she  passed  along  the  street  address  while Gibbie  turned  and  headed  to  the  harbor  district.  He  entered  the address  into  his  phone’s  navigation  app  and  started  giving  Gibbie directions  based  on  the  instructions  he  was  getting  but  Gibbie  just waved his hand in the air. 

“I know the place, Dean. It’s a skeevy vamp hangout for some of the most undesirable members of our community. Stay close to me when we get there, just in case.” The vampire driver looked up in the mirror at their third partner. “You, too, Marian. These guys don’t like lycans and other shifters much.” 

Dean  felt  the  van  lurch  a  little  when  Gibbie  accelerated  as  they got on the cross-town freeway and headed off toward their first call as responders in the night. 
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slid  slowly  down  the  street.  Dean  looked  out  the passenger window at the abandoned industrial buildings on his side of  the  road.  They  were  mirrored  by  similar  buildings  on  the  other side. The multi-story brick structures were looming on either side of them in the darkness. The van slowed to a stop, and Gibbie slid the gear lever into park. 

“That’s the building right there,” Gibbie said, pointing to the left. 

Dean  looked  at  the  building  on  the  corner.  The  flickering streetlight  showed  the  painted  bricks  spelling  out  “Sherwood Distillery”  on  the  side  of  the  building’s  second  floor.  There  was  a giant  smokestack  standing  to  the  rear  of  the  lot,  disappearing  into the cloudy night sky’s darkness. 

“Okay, we need to be careful,” Dean said. “Just like I taught you guys in our class. Scene safety comes first. Pay attention to where we are and your surroundings. If you see something, say something. 

We’re each other’s eyes and ears on the street.” He unbuckled his seat belt and climbed out. Marian slid open the door on the side. 

“Hand  me  the  med  bag.  You  carry  the  trauma  bag  and  give Gibbie the heart monitor,” Dean said. He took the bag she gave him and  then  led  the  three  of  them  across  the  street  and  up  the  broad steps to the main doors. He reached out and tried them. They were unlocked. He heard Gibbie talking with Wim over the phone behind him asking for directions to the patient. 

“Wim says they are on the third floor, towards the back,” Gibbie relayed. “She says to watch out because the floor is falling through in the middle of the room. Stay along the walls.” 

“Great, no power, so no elevator and no lights, and we take the stairs,” Dean said. “Okay, Marian, there are two Mag Light flashlights in the side pocket of that bag you’re carrying. Hand me one and you shine the other one. I know you two can see in this darkness, but I am going to be nearly blind up there. Remember that.” 

The  werewolf  girl  handed  him  a  long-handled,  black  metal flashlight.  He  turned  it  on  and  started  inside.  There  was  a  long hallway ahead of him with trash strewn across the floor. He looked to his  left  and  saw  an  open  stairwell  door.  He  beckoned  to  the  others and  started  upstairs,  watching  his  footing  carefully  as  the  wooden stairs creaked under his weight with each step. 

He heard Gibbie stumble behind him and the vampire whimpered a little bit. “Take your time, guys. Watch your footing.” 

“I  just  hate  places  like  this.  They  give  me  the  heebie-jeebies,’’

Gibbie said. 

Marian  snorted,  “What  do  you  have  to  be  afraid  of?  You’re already  dead.  This  place  is  awesome.  You  could  have  the  most awesome rave here.” 

“I’ve always been afraid of the dark, okay. 

Dean  stopped  and  turned  around,  playing  the  light  on  Gibbie. 

“You’re a vampire. Can’t you see in the dark?” 

“It’s just shadowy, creepy places. I know I can see in the dark, but I know the darkness is still there.” 

Dean  saw  that  Gibbie  was  terrified.  He  glanced  at  Marian  and back to Gibbie. 

“Let Gibbie hold the other flashlight, Marian. I need you up here with me so you can use your superior sense of smell to help us find our patient.” He waited while she handed off the flashlight and came forward to join him. “Just make sure we aren’t surprised by anything while  we  are  here.  You  are  going  to  be  our  situational  awareness. 

Got it?” 

“Got it, boss,” Marian said. She had a big grin on her face as she moved to the front of the group. She started scanning the darkness

ahead and behind them like a trained bodyguard. 

The  three  responders  continued  up  the  stairs,  taking  their  time and  making  sure  of  each  step.  It  took  precious  minutes,  but  they finally  reached  the  third-floor  landing.  The  doorway  to  their  right opened  onto  a  spacious  and  open  warehouse  floor  with  columns spaced  across  it  supporting  the  ceiling.  The  floor  was  littered  with crates  and  broken  furniture.  Dean  shined  his  flashlight  around  the room, but the light failed to illuminate the furthest corners of the huge room. He turned and looked at Marian. 

“See or sense anything, Marian?” 

The pink-haired teen drew in a deep breath through her nose and closed her eyes for a moment as if considering the scents she was taking in. Her eyes opened, and she pointed to the right, across the room.  “There,”  she  said,  the  excitement  coloring  her  voice.  “I  smell vampire and human over there.” 

Dean  entered  the  room  and  shined  his  light  in  the  direction indicated  by  his  teen  colleague.  He  could  almost  see  the  far  wall. 

There  was  an  extensive  bank  of  windows  there.  Then  a  bit  of movement at the edge of the light caught his eye. 

“Hello,  I’m  a  paramedic.  Did  you  call  us?  We  are  here  to  help,” 

Dean calls into the darkness. 

At first, there was silence; then a voice called from the shadows. 

“Over here, they are over here. Please help.” 

It  was  a  woman’s  voice,  and  Dean  motioned  to  the  others  to follow  him  as  he  moved  in  the  direction  of  the  voice.  Soon  his flashlight beam fell on a trio of figures. Two were lying on a mattress, and  one  was  standing  next  to  it.  It  was  a  woman,  scrubbing  her hands together in frustration. 

“Please  help  us,”  she  called  as  the  paramedic  and  his  team approached. “I think they overdosed.” 

Dean continued closer and started assessing the scene in front of him. There is an old, tattered mattress on the floor with a man and woman  lying  on  it.  They  both  looked  homeless,  their  clothes  a mismatch of items and layers. They both looked pale and apparently unconscious. 

“I’m  a  paramedic,”  Dean  said  again  as  he  approached.  He  held up his hand showing the new tattoo. The woman glanced at his hand and then looked back at him. She gave him a relieved smile, and he caught a hint of her elongated, sharp canines. 

“I told him not to drink so long, but he didn’t listen, now he’s taken too  much  and  won’t  answer  me.  She  has  just  stopped  breathing, too.” 

“What did they take?” Dean asked. He knelt down next to the pair on the mattress. He motioned to Gibbie and the vampire responder started unpacking the wires of the heart monitor and getting out the blood pressure cuff. 

“She  likes  heroin,  so  Bryce  got  her  a  hit  in  exchange  for  letting him feed on her while she was shooting up. It’s been fine every other time. This time, though, we got the stuff from a new supplier. It must have  been  too  strong  because  they  both  went  out  almost immediately.  It  scared  me,  so  I  called  a  friend,  and  they  called  you guys.” 

Dean looked at her. “What’s your name?” 

“Mya.” 

“Okay,  Mya,”  Dean  said,  using  a  calm  and  soothing  voice.  “We are going to do the best we can to help Bryce and your other friend. 

Do you know her name?” 

“We just call her Red,” Mya said. “I don’t know her real name.” 

Dean looked back to his patients. He knew what to do for opiate overdoses,  but  was  unsure  how  to  assess  the  effects  in  a  vampire who  didn’t  breathe  at  all,  unless  it  was  to  talk.  The  opiates suppressed  the  respiratory  system  and  depressed  the  central nervous system. They also caused pinpoint pupils of the eyes. 

The  girl  was  breathing  way  too  slowly;  he  could  see  that.  Her ragged,  snoring  breaths  were  not  regular.  He  leaned  forward  and shined  his  light  in  her  eyes  and  then  in  Bryce’s.  The  pupils  didn’t change.  They  remained  tiny  points  of  black  in  the  irises.  Dean decided to treat her first, then the vampire. 

“Marian,”  Dean  said.  “Get  out  the  naloxone,  two  syringes,  two needles, and two nasal atomizers from the med bag.” The naloxone was  the  drug  that  would  counteract,  temporarily,  the  effects  of  the

heroin. Marian started digging in the medication bag and handing the requested items to Dean. 

Dean  drew  up  a  dose  of  the  drug  in  each  syringe  and  then attached the small silicone rubber cone-shaped atomizers to them in place of the needles. Leaning over his patients, starting with Red, he used  a  syringe  on  each  and  sprayed  the  atomized  drug  with  half  a dose in each nostril. The medication would be absorbed in the nasal mucosa  and  into  the  bloodstream.  He  waited  for  the  drug  to  take effect. It would have been a faster effect with an IV injection, but that would have taken too much time to get started. She was an IV drug user  so  her  veins  would  be  crappy  and  hard  to  access.  Vampires had little, if any blood flow, so they were hard to get an IV line in as well. 

Bryce  started  to  come  around  first.  His  hand  moved  to  brush against his face, then he sat up suddenly, leaned over and vomited blood onto the floor next to him. Dean knew that was the effect of the sudden  withdrawal  from  the  heroin.  The  naloxone  worked  by suddenly blocking the drug’s access to the body’s opiate receptors. 

Bryce also started shaking with tremors, but he was wide awake as he  looked  around  the  darkened  room  at  the  figures  hovering  over him. Dean showed his tattoo to the newly recovered patient and the recovering  vampire  saw  and  nodded.  Mya  rushed  to  his  side  and hugged him. 

Red  was  slower  to  recover,  but  her  breathing  soon  became easier, more even and deeper. Her eyes fluttered open a minute or so  later.  Dean  had  Gibbie  get  a  set  of  vital  signs  on  her  while  the paramedic  went  and  attached  the  heart  monitor  leads  to  check  her heart. She looked up at him as he did it. 

“Red,”  Dean  said.  “I’m  Dean.  I’m  a  paramedic,  and  I’m  here  to help you. Do you remember what happened?” 

“I think so,” she said looking around. “Did I pass out?” 

“Yes.  I  think  the  heroin  you  were  using  was  stronger  than  you expected  or  you  overestimated  the  dose,”  Dean  explained.  “I’ve given  you  a  drug  to  counteract  it,  but  it’s  only  temporary.  You  will need more medical attention.” 

“I  don’t  want  to  go  to  the  hospital,”  Red  said,  a  frantic  tone coloring her voice. “Can’t you stay with me here and watch me?” 

Ordinarily,  Dean  would  have  said  no.  When  he  was  working  on the Station U ambulance, the protocol was to transport and put the unit  back  in  service  to  take  care  of  the  next  person.  What  was  the protocol  here?  He  guessed  he’d  have  to  make  it  up  as  he  went along. He had plenty of the drug to give until the heroin wore off for both of them. He and Gibbie and Marian were safe right now, so that was not an issue. Dean looked around at his team and then back at his patients. He’d never get them to go to the hospital, and he didn’t have an ambulance to take them in any way. He would have to stay and continue to monitor them, giving additional doses of naloxone as needed. 

“Okay,  Red,”  Dean  said.  “I’ll  stay  for  a  little  while  with  you  and Bryce  until  you  are  clear  of  danger.  Maybe  we  can  talk  about  you and what drew you to start using heroin in the first place. I want to give  you  some  IV  fluids,  too.  You’ve  lost  some  blood  during  this situation.” Dean looked at Bryce, who gave a grim, tight-lipped smile. 

He looked back at the human girl, and she nodded. 

“You aren’t going to call the police, right?” she asked. 

“No, that’s not my job unless you do something to hurt me or my companions. As long as we are safe, we will stay, and there will be no police,” Dean soothed his patient’s concerns. “Now let me get that IV started. You’ll feel better with some fluids.” 

Red nodded and lay back on the mattress while Dean got started with the IV preparations. Her veins were going to be crappy, but he’d find  something.  Gibbie  started  assembling  the  IV  fluid  bag  and tubing,  handing  the  flashlight  to  Marian.  Dean’s  time  training  some extra skills in his CERT class was paying off. His team knew how to assist him, and it smoothed the process of care. He was able to get fluids started for his human patient. Then he turned back to Bryce. 

“How do you feel?” Dean asked. 

“Better  now,”  Bryce  replied.  He  looked  at  the  vomited  blood  on the floor next to him. “I guess I got that out of my system.” 

“At  least  for  now,”  Mya  snorted.  “When  are  you  going  to  stop using, Bryce. Feeding on junkies just to get high? It’s disgusting, and

it almost killed you.” 

Dean stayed silent. He wasn’t an addiction counselor, and he had never considered something like this before with an Unusual patient. 

Addiction was a huge problem for all communities, though there was little  he  could  do  to  control  it  other  than  just  respond  and  treat  the addicts. Sometimes a paramedic could encourage someone to seek some  professional  help,  but  that  was  all.  Dean  turned  his  attention back  to  what  he  could  control  since  he  couldn’t  stop  the  addiction itself.  He  and  his  CERT  team  started  taking  vital  signs  and monitoring both patients, wary of the need for the eventual follow-up dose of the drug that could save their lives. 
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dawn when Gibbie drove him back into the garage at the Nightwing building. They had dropped Marian off at her home hours before, at around midnight. She had school the next day, and they wanted to make sure she paid attention to her grades, as well as her desire to be a paramedic someday. Dean did leave her with some praise for her work that night, along with a warning to keep her grades up if she wanted to keep coming on the emergency response calls with them. 

Gibbie pulled his white van to a halt near the elevators and slid the  gear  lever  into  park.  He  looked  at  Dean  with  an  exhausted glance. Dean knew he looked tired, too. 

“Good night, boss,” Gibbie said as he smiled at Dean. “It was a good night, wasn’t it?” 

“I think we were successful,” Dean said. “We saved a few lives, and we were able to let people know that we were out there to help them.  I  still  wish  they  would  call  the  real  911,  but  for  now,  this  will have to do.” He climbed out of the beat up van and then opened the back  to  grab  the  med  bag.  “I’ll  get  Ashley  to  grab  us  replacements for what we used tonight, Gibbie. Will you please make sure to plug in  the  heart  monitor  batteries,  so  they  are  recharged  for  this evening?” 

“Got it, charge the batteries,” Gibbie said with a thumbs-up. “You get some sleep. I’ll see you after dark tonight.” 

Dean  shut  the  door,  stepped  back  and  waved  once  as  Gibbie pulled away and out of the garage. He was exhausted. The first call had been stressful enough, going into that abandoned building. The other three calls they ran over the course of the night had been more routine  for  EMS  calls.  An  elderly  weretiger  woman  had  an  asthma attack and had run out of her medications. Dean had administered a breathing  treatment  for  her  and  then  called  in  to  Ashley  to  see  if social  services  could  arrange  to  have  her  meds  delivered  the  next day.  Then  there  was  an  injury  sustained  by  a  new  vampire  who thought  he  could  just  jump  from  a  roof  and  fly  away  in  bat  form. 

Luckily he had fallen into some bushes below that helped break his fall.  There  was  a  broken  leg  that  Gibbie  helped  him  set  and  splint. 

That would be healed by morning, but it had needed to be attended to before it would heal properly. Gibbie explained to the newbie that his  powers  would  take  a  few  years  to  develop  fully  and  to  take  it easy. 

The  final  call  of  the  evening  was  a  young  fairy  family  in  the Barrens  mobile  home  park  with  a  baby  who  had  had  a  febrile seizure. This was a type of seizure brought on by a sudden fever. It was rarely life threatening to the child, but Dean knew it was scary as hell for the parents who witnessed it. Dean stayed on scene for a while,  counseling  the  parents  after  giving  the  baby  a  dose  of  liquid acetaminophen.  He  advised  them  to  get  some  acetaminophen  to help keep the fever down until she was better. He also urged them to see  about  getting  a  pediatrician.  He  would  get  Ashley  to  refer  one who was Unusual friendly. The seizure was unlikely to happen again, but if it did, he recommended they drive over to the ER and get the baby checked out. The mother hugged him as they packed up to go, thanking  him  for  being  available  to  help  them.  He  knew  she  meant that he was able to help without bringing the risk of additional human attacks. He told her to let her friends and neighbors know he and the CERT  team  were  available  for  a  while,  and  that  they  were  working on  fixing  the  whole  system  to  get  them  safe  911  services  again. 

Thinking back about the night, Dean thought that overall it had been an exciting first evening with the new team. Plus it just felt good to be out on the street helping people again. 

Dean pushed the button for the elevator and was waiting for it to arrive when a black sedan with tinted windows pulled into the garage and parked in one of the VIP slots nearby. Dean watched it stop and then Artur climbed from the driver’s seat. He gave Dean a half grin and helped two young ladies from the back seat and walked over to the elevator. Dean wondered if he should warn them what they were in for, but decided to keep his mouth shut. Now was not the time to challenge  the  ancient  vampire.  The  elevator  doors  opened,  and Dean  stepped  inside  and  held  the  doors  for  the  other  three.  He pushed the button for their common floor and waited quietly as the doors closed. 

“What’s  that  you’re  holding,  Dean,”  Artur  asked.  “Missing  your time  on  the  streets  and  carrying  an  ambulance  bag  around  with you?” The sneering sarcasm in his tone infuriated the paramedic. 

“If you must know, I was out all night providing patient care on my own so that people can still get the help they need.” Dean shut his mouth as soon as he said it, but it was too late to take back what he had said. He saw the vampire's dark eyes narrow as he looked down at the battered and used medical bag. 

“Well,  well,  well,”  Artur  said.  “I  suppose  people  couldn’t  have expected  to  keep  you  on  the  sidelines  for  long,  provided  that  was what  they  were  trying  to  do.  You  should  be  careful,  Dean.  I’m  sure your opponents have nothing personal against you, but if you insist on pushing forward with rash and irresponsible actions, things could get … uncomfortable.” 

“I’m  a  paramedic,”  Dean  said.  “Uncomfortable  is  what  we  train for.” The elevator doors opened, and he gestured for the trio to step off first. Artur nodded and led the girls from the elevator. 

“Don’t  say  no  one  warned  you,  young  man,”  Artur  sneered.  “I’d stay and deal with your rashness myself, right now. But, as you can see,  I’m  famished  and  must  get  to  my  dinner  before  bed.  Don’t worry, though. I know how to clean up my own messes now. Ta ta.” 

Dean  stared  at  them  in  anger  and  almost  missed  his  chance  to get off the elevator behind them as the doors started to close on him. 

He interrupted the sensor with a wave of his hand and reopened the doors, stepping out into the hallway. The trio had already turned the

corner at the end of the corridor and were out of sight. Dean walked down  to  his  apartment  and  decided  to  place  a  call  to  James’

assistant Celeste to warn her about the two girls with Artur. He was pretty sure the vampire would abide by at least some of the rules of hospitality.  He  would  probably  not  do  anything  overt  to  expose James,  like  leaving  two  dead  bodies  to  be  found  near  the  building. 

Probably. Still, it was a good idea to warn her just in case. He shut his apartment door as he placed the call upstairs before going to bed to get some sleep. 

H  

as  Ashley  placed  a  kiss  on  his  cheek.  He  rolled  over  in bed and looked at the clock on the nightstand while hooking an arm around  his  girlfriend  to  pull  her  close.  It  was  five  o’clock  in  the evening already, and she was in her scrubs to go back to work in the ER  for  another  night  shift.  He  looked  up  at  her,  the  green-eyed beauty staring back at him. She leaned back in for another kiss. 

“I  thought  I’d  stop  over  and  wake  you  up,  sleepyhead,”  Ashley said between kisses. 

“Why  don’t  you  stay  a  bit  and  help  me  fully  wake  up?”  Dean proposed. 

Ashley laughed and pushed him away, rolling out of bed. “None of  that,”  she  said  wagging  a  finger  at  him.  “I  have  to  get  to  work.  I just  wanted  to  get  you  up  for  the  night’s  activities.  I  got  your  text about  the  medication  replacements.  I’ll  get  the  script  for  them,  and you  can  swing  by  the  ER  later.  I’ll  meet  you  in  the  parking  lot  with them since you can’t come in. How’d it go last night anyway?” 

Dean  sat  up  and  pulled  on  a  t-shirt  and  shorts.  “I  think  this  will work out pretty well, Ash. Gibbie is pretty good as an assistant, once you  get  past  his  more  unusual  quirks  and  flamboyant  reactions  to everything. Marian has the makings of a pretty good EMS provider, too, if she decides to stick with it after high school.” 

“That’s  good,”  She  said.  She  kept  talking  as  she  went  into  the living room. “I’ve wasn’t sure after you went out last night. I expected

an  immediate  shift  in  my  premonitions  that  would  indicate  we  were on the right track. It didn’t happen until this morning just after dawn. I was at work, and suddenly I sensed a change in the possibilities of the future. It all seems to have realigned. Did you do something this morning at the end of the shift with Gibbie?” 

Dean shook his head. “We had our last call at about four AM. We just drove around for the rest of the night and Gibbie dropped me off. 

I  got  back  here  around  dawn.”  Then  Dean  thought  for  a  moment. 

“Unless …” 

“Unless what?” 

“Unless  it  had  something  to  do  with  my  running  into  Artur  this morning  on  my  way  up  in  the  elevator.  I  thought  I  had  screwed something up, and let the cat out of the bag when I lost my temper with  him.”  Dean  explained  about  the  interchange  between  him  and Artur in the elevator and beyond. 

“You shouldn’t have tried to push his buttons, Dean,” Ashley said. 

“He is dangerous, old school and vindictive. If James or I aren’t with you, he could just end you without so much as a shrug, even with my residual  protections  in  place.”  Her  concern  showed  in  her  facial expression, worry lines crinkling her forehead. 

“I  guess  I  figured  that  the  rules  of  hospitality  applied  here  in James’  building,”  Dean  said.  “I  thought  maybe  he  couldn’t  hurt  me while  I  was  here.  I  was  just  so  pissed  off  that  he  was  flaunting  the two girls at me when I knew what he had done before.” 

“Well,  whatever  you  did  and  why  you  did  it  is  beside  the  point now,” she said. “That encounter with Artur changed something in the chain of events here. It has reset the course for us, at least partly, in our favor. You just need to be extra careful out on the street at night. 

Now that he knows about what you are doing, there are going to be situations  that  might  not  be  what  they  seem  on  the  surface.  There will  be  opportunities  to  get  at  you.  I’ll  do  what  I  can  to  protect  you from  afar,  but  you  need  to  pay  attention  to  what  you’re  doing  and what’s going on around you. Okay?” 

“Okay,” Dean said. “I’ll be careful out there. I’m not going to stop, though. It felt good to be out helping people again, and the patients

are  glad  they  have  someone  to  call  for  help.  We’ve  got  to  keep pushing forward.” 

“We will, but it will be for nothing if anything happens to you, so be careful.” 

“I will, I promise,” Dean said. 

Ashley came over and gave him another kiss before heading for the door. “I’ll see you later when you stop by for the meds.” 

Dean  watched  her  leave,  then  turned  back  to  get  ready  for  the night  with  Gibbie  and  Marian.  He  was  excited  by  the  news  from Ashley, that what they were doing had shifted her premonitions back on  track.  It  meant  that  this  was  the  right  thing  to  do  to  fight  The Cause.  It  helped  that  it  felt  like  the  right  thing  to  do  anyway,  just helping  people.  He  headed  to  the  shower  and  thought  about  what else he could do to get under Artur’s skin while he was out serving the community tonight. 
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and  the  crew  went  out  and  rode  around  for several hours without any calls for help. It gave them all a chance to get  to  know  each  other  better  and  for  Dean  to  work  through  some procedural things for them to keep track of that would have normally been  taught  in  the  academy.  They  worked  out  that  Dean  would always  grab  the  med  bag  while  Gibbie  got  the  monitor  and  their teenaged helper, when she was able to come out with them, grabbed the trauma bag with the bandages and dressings. 

He was reviewing the extra gear in the trauma bag when the first call came in. Dean glanced at his watch. It was near midnight. Dora had taken the dispatch phone this evening while her sister answered calls from their emergency callers. Dora told them they were getting called for a traumatic amputation at the city park on Broadway. The Broadway Park was about thirty acres of open parkland that included baseball and soccer fields, as well as playgrounds and a community pond. When they pulled into the parking lot, a figure shielded its eyes from  their  headlights  while  waving  to  them.  Dean  got  out  and approached the figure, realizing he knew who the person was when he got there. 

“Freddy?”  Dean  asked.  “What  the  heck  are  you  doing  here  this evening? Is everything alright?” Freddy, the Zombie chef for Station U’s  paramedics,  stood  there,  shielding  his  eyes  from  the  van’s headlights. 

“Hi,  Dean.  I  am  fine.  I’m  here  for  my  weekly  meet  up  with  the other zombies of Elk City. It’s our full contact Ultimate Frisbee night.” 

Dean  knew  he  must  have  looked  ridiculous  when  he  did  the double take and just stared at Freddy. There was a zombie Ultimate Frisbee league, and this was the first he heard about it? He was still looking  at  Freddy  when  something  flew  in  and  thumped  him  the chest. Dean bent down and picked up a Frisbee, then dropped it like it  was  a  hot  rock  when  he  realized  it  was  smeared  with  blood.  He hastily reached into his pockets and fished out a pair of exam gloves, pulling  them  on.  Gibbie  and  Marian  were  walking  up  to  join  him  in front of the parked van. 

“Glove  up,  guys.  This  one  is  going  to  get  a  little  messy,”  Dean cautioned. 

Freddy bent down to pick up the Frisbee and carried it with them as  he  led  the  trio  of  responders  out  onto  a  dark  field.  Dean  and Gibbie  turned  on  their  flashlights  and  trained  them  on  the  path  in front of them. It wasn’t hard to keep up. Freddy didn’t move very fast. 

Dean picked up a step and caught up with their leader. 

“What  happened?  Why  are  we  here?”  Dean  asked.  “Dora  said something on the phone about a traumatic amputation.” 

“We play here once a month or so, at night so people can’t see who  we  are.  To  anybody  walking  by  on  the  path,  we  are  just  guys playing Frisbee in the dark. Sometimes it gets a little rough. A few of the guys are pretty competitive by nature. Anyway, tonight, when two of the guys were reaching for the same Frisbee, they grabbed, held on, and then pushed off of each other with the other arm. One came away  with  both  the  Frisbee  and  the  other  guy’s  arm.  It’s  happened before, so nobody was too concerned, but Dirk is all about keeping his parts together. He just wouldn’t wait for the end of the night to get his arm reattached.” 

“Seriously,”  Dean  said,  chuckling  a  little.  “Good  thing  you  guys can’t  feel  it  when  stuff  falls  off.  That  would  nearly  kill  anyone  else, Unusual or human. So, where’s the patient?” 

“Just over here. By that tree up ahead.” 

At  this  point,  as  his  eyes  adjusted  to  the  darkness,  Dean  could see  people  stumbling  around  in  the  field  nearby.  Clearly  the  game

went on despite the injury. He looked ahead and could now make out two  figures,  sitting  by  the  tree  Freddy  pointed  out.  He  played  the flashlight on them as he approached. Both of them had the mottled skin and dry, musty smell that indicated zombie. One was cursing a blue  streak  while  the  other  patted  him  on  the  shoulder  with  one hand. He was holding a detached arm in the other. They both looked into  the  light,  squinting.  Dean  came  up  and  handed  his  light  to Freddy. 

“I’m Dean Flynn. I’m a paramedic. I think one of you is in need of some help?” 

“Well I’m glad someone is here to help,” said the figure missing an  arm.  “All  Ricky  here  can  do  is  apologize  and  whine  about  how sorry he is.” 

“Well, I’m here now, so let us see what we can do,” Dean said. 

“What’s your name?” 

“I’m  Dirk,  and  I  used  to  be  the  best  player  here.  Now  I’ll  be forever known as the armless wonder.” 

“Look,”  said  Ricky,  “I  said  I  was  sorry.  You  could  have  let  go  of the  Frisbee.  I  got  there  first.  But  you  decided  to  fight  me  for  it  and hold on until your arm came off.” 

It  looked  like  the  two  of  them  were  ramping  up  to  another argument.  Dean  held  up  a  hand  to  calm  the  two  of  them  down. 

“Okay,  okay  guys.  That’s  enough.  Dirk,  let  me  take  a  look  at  that shoulder and arm. Sometimes, with zombies, we can reattach things that fall off.” 

“I certainly hope so,” Dirk said. “I’ve got to have a chance to show Ricky up before the night is over. 

Dean  moved  around  them  and  crouched  down  next  to  Dirk  to look  at  the  stump  of  his  arm  where  it  came  off  at  the  shoulder.  He could  see  that  it  was  cleanly  off  at  the  joint.  That  should  help.  If  it hadn’t  been  too  long,  in  theory,  he  could  reattach  the  arm,  and  the zombie  tissue  would  reconnect  over  time,  making  it  usable  again. 

The  outer  wound  around  the  skin  would  not  heal,  though.  That meant  it  would  always  be  prone  to  dropping  off  unless  he  could come up with some way to hold it there. Tucking his flashlight under one arm, he turned to Ricky and held out his hands for the detached

limb. When Ricky handed it to him, he was surprised by how heavy it was.  He  turned  it  and  looked  at  it,  trying  to  realign  it  in  his  mind. 

Dean tried to think of a way to hold the heavy limb in place. Medical adhesive  tape  would  not  be  strong  enough  to  hold  it  for  long, especially when Dirk started moving it as the tissues reconnected. 

“What are you thinking, Dean?” Gibbie asked. “Can we help?” 

“I  need  to  come  up  with  some  way  to  reattach  this  arm  sort  of permanently or it will detach itself randomly and not stay in place. If we don’t figure it out, we’ll just end up having to keep coming back here once a month and putting it back on.” 

“Wait here,” Gibbie said. “I think I have something that will work.” 

The  frumpy,  middle-aged  vampire  turned  and  headed  back  to  the parking  lot  while  Dean  and  Marian  waited  with  their  patient.  Dean looked  back  to  the  parking  lot  where  the  van  was  parked  under  a street  light  and  watched  as  Gibbie  retrieved  something  out  of  the back of the van and came jogging back over to them. Dean handed his flashlight to Marian and took the small, plastic tackle box Gibbie handed to him. 

“What is it?” Dean asked, flipping open the latches. 

“It’s my sewing kit,” Gibbie said. 

Dean stopped and stared at his friend, then flipped open the lid and  looked  inside.  He  wasn’t  much  with  a  needle  and  thread,  and this definitely was outside his scope of practice as a paramedic. Still, it sort of made sense. 

Gibbie leaned over, shining his flashlight into the box. “I thought we  could  use  a  curved  upholstery  needle  and  some  upholstery thread.  That’s  pretty  tough  stuff.”  He  reached  past  Dean  and selected  a  large  spool  of  thread.  It  did  seem  more  substantial  than the other thread selections. Dean took the spool and unwound about a foot of the thread and tried to break it by pulling with both hands. 

He could not pull the upholstery thread apart. In fact, it cut into his fingers  and  hurt  him  without  even  stretching.  This  might  work  out after all. 

“Find that curved needle, Gibbie and thread this on it,” Dean said handing him back the spool of tough nylon thread. He turned back to his  patient.  This  was  going  to  be  tricky.  He  had  never  sutured  a

patient before and especially not all the way around an entire arm. It was  going  to  be  all  about  getting  the  positioning  right  before  he started. 

“Marian,  come  over  to  this  side  and  hold  the  flashlight  so  I  can see  the  wound  in  Dirk’s  shoulder,”  Dean  instructed  his  teenaged aide.  “Keep  the  light  aimed  so  there  aren’t  any  shadows  while  I’m working.” 

“Got  it,  boss.  This  is  awesome.  Wait  until  I  tell  my  friends  at school  about  this,”  she  said,  bouncing  on  the  balls  of  her  feet  with excitement. 

“No,  Marian.  You  are  not  going  to  tell  anyone.  You  will  not  talk about this with anyone but me and Gibbie,” Dean said, stopping his consideration  of  the  patient  to  look  up  at  her  from  where  he crouched.  “That’s  one  of  our  first  rules,  right?  Keep  the  patient’s private stuff, private.” 

She nodded and seemed to deflate a little bit. Dean noticed and added with a smile, “It is pretty awesomely cool, though. I agree.” He turned back to his patient. “Dirk, I will need you to sit very still. I don’t think  this  will  hurt  very  much,  but  it  might  get  uncomfortable  sitting still while I finish up.” 

“I’m not doing anything else,” Dirk replied. “Do your worst. And by that I mean do your very best, please.” 

“This is new to me but I plan on putting my best effort forward,” 

Dean said. “Okay, let’s get started.” He held out a gloved hand, and Gibbie  handed  him  the  curved  needle  with  the  upholstery  thread ready  to  go.  “Gibbie  and  Ricky,  hold  the  arm  out  straight  from  the shoulder so I can work all the way around it. Try to move it as little as possible.” He leaned forward and decided to work on the underside first  to  practice  his  stitches  where  no  one  would  see  it.  Hopefully, they  would  get  better  as  he  worked  around  to  the  top.  He  reached over  and  started  inserting  the  needle  through  the  skin  on  the underside  of  the  arm  and  then  hooked  the  needle  around  through the skin of Dirk’s armpit, pulling the thread through. Gibbie had tied a knot at the end of the thread, and it pulled to a stop at the skin of the arm.  One  stitch  was  done,  and  about  a  hundred  more  to  go.  This was going to take a while. 

Dean took his time, and it did, indeed, take about a half hour to work his way carefully around the whole arm. When he was finished, he took the flashlight from Marian and leaned in to inspect his work. 

It didn’t look half bad, considering his lack of experience. He handed the light back and looked up at the aide. 

“Marian,  get  a  triangular  bandage  out  of  the  trauma  bag.  We need to fashion a sling for Dirk. It will support the arm, and hopefully, things  will  start  reconnecting  inside.”  He  was  not  an  expert  on  the animated  dead,  but  it  was  supposed  to  work  that  way  once  things were reattached. He waited while she dug in the bag and then came up with a plastic-wrapped cloth triangular bandage. He took it out of the  packaging  and  folded  it,  tying  a  loose  knot  with  the  two  long ends. He had Gibbie bend the arm at the elbow and slowly bring it down to Dirk’s side, watching the stitching on the top of the arm as the skin stretched and pulled when he manipulated the arm. It looked like everything was holding together. He slid the forearm through the sling and then had Dirk duck his head as he passed the knotted loop over his head. Dean leaned back and checked his work. 

“Dirk, try and wiggle your fingers,” Dean said. 

They all looked at the hand at the end of the previously detached arm.  Slowly,  the  fingers  started  moving.  Dirk  tapped  each  of  his fingers against his thumb, one at a time. He looked up at Dean with a big toothy grin. 

“You did it,” Dirk exclaimed. 

“I’m glad it worked as planned,” Dean admitted. “You will need to take  it  easy  until  the  connection  is  stronger.  All  that  is  holding  that arm on right now is the stitching, so be careful with it going forward. I would not try to play any contact sports with it until a few days have passed. Based on you moving your fingers, though, I think that you are on the mend.” 

Dean stood up and looked around in the darkness. He could hear the  game  still  going  on  out  there,  though  he  couldn’t  see  a  thing. 

Dean was pleased with himself and the CERT team. He had pulled this one off, all on his own, without Brynne looking over his shoulder, giving  him  her  advice  on  what  to  do  based  on  her  experience  with Unusuals.  It  felt  good  to  be  able  to  come  up  with  unconventional

solutions on his own in these types of strange situations. He looked around  at  Marian  and  Gibbie  as  they  cleaned  up  their  mess  and packed up their bags. 

“Gibbie,”  Dean  said.  “Excellent  job.  Thinking  of  using  that upholstery  thread  and  the  needle  was  ingenious.  You,  too,  Marian. 

You held that light steady the whole time. I couldn’t have done this without you, either.” He saw them both grin ear to ear in appreciation of  his  praise.  He  knew  it  was  important  to  share  the  credit  with  his team  at  times  like  this.  It  helped  build  their  bond  and  improved everyone’s  ability  to  improvise  and  think  on  their  feet  when  they knew their hard work was appreciated. 

They  carried  the  gear  back  to  Gibbie’s  van,  and  they  were  all feeling great. Gibbie climbed into the driver’s seat with Dean on the passenger side next to him. Marian assumed her usual position dead center of the seat behind them. They drove off into the night to seek out their next patient in need. 
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of  the  week  went  quickly  for  Dean  and  the  rest  of  the CERT  team  response  crew.  The  word  was  getting  out  to  their prospective  patients  that  there  was  another  resource  to  call  for emergency  medical  assistance  in  the  Unusual  community.  Dean could sense the relief among his patients and their families when he talked with them about their problems. He did what he could to help each of them, but was frustrated because most did not want to go to the hospital for fear it would draw The Cause’s attention to them or their families. He would need to come up with another solution that could bring more definitive care to them in their homes. He was only a single paramedic, and could only do so much for these people with his limited resources. 

He was not able to even do lab tests like he had done before on the Station U ambulance. They had not been able to get him an iStat portable  hand  analyzer.  There  were  no  extra  ones  lying  around. 

They were a new tool and were pretty expensive. He mentioned it, though,  to  Celeste  on  one  of  the  meetings  with  her  that  week.  The vampire assistant pulled out a tablet computer and looked something up, telling him she would see what she could do. 

Ashley  was  trying  to  put  together  a  group  of  nurses  who  were aware  of  the  Unusual  community  and  were  willing  to  do  some volunteer  work  on  the  side.  She  hoped  they  might  go  out  and  do home  visits  on  the  numerous  chronically  ill  patients  to  try  and  take

care  of  problems  before  they  became  emergencies.  It  was  hard because of the volunteer nature of the work, and the fact that almost all  of  them  were  pulling  extra  shifts  in  the  ER  due  to  a  shortage  of qualified  nursing  staff.  She  promised  him  she  would  put  something together, though it might take some time to get organized. 

In the meantime, Dean and Gibbie and Marian were getting a real sense of teamwork going. He learned what he could rely on each of them  to  do  on  arrival  at  the  scene,  and  they  both  asked  good questions  after  each  call  to  try  to  improve  their  efforts.  He  couldn’t ask  for  a  better  sense  of  professionalism  from  any  paid  EMS

provider,  and  these  were  volunteers.  Each  response  improved  on their  teamwork  and  patient  care  and  Dean  was  pleased  with  the progress his team was making. 


It was all going so well that Dean and the others started worrying about  what  The  Cause  was  going  to  do  in  response.  They  had  to know what the CERT team members were doing, even if they didn’t know everyone involved. In fact, Dean himself was the only one that Artur  and  the  rest  of  The  Cause  knew  about.  That  wouldn’t  last,  of course.  The  lack  of  a  response  from  their  opponents  put  Dean  on edge. He and Ashley, along with James and Brynne sat down over dinner to discuss it and the possibilities for protecting the team when a  problem  did  arise.  Dean  didn’t  want  anyone  getting  injured  or attacked because of his rebelliousness; especially a teenage girl. 

“I get the sense that Artur is getting more and more frustrated as time  goes  on,”  James  said,  sipping  from  his  usual  mug  of  warmed blood. “He is supposed to be here on a business trip to expand some new business plans in the Elk City area. That means he is forced to meet  with  me  to  go  over  the  supposed  business  ventures  he  is proposing.  I  must  say  that  it  is  kind  of  fun  to  watch  him  fume  as  I expound  on  the  way  you  have  circumvented  the  attacks  on  our population.” 

“Do you think that is wise?” Ashley asked. “I mean, we know it is him  at  the  heart  of  all  of  this  now.  He  too,  must  know  that  we  are aware of his involvement. Is it prudent to push him to further action?” 

“Ashley, you know the political machinations of our people as well as I do,” James replied. “He would never tip his hand openly to me, 

even though he knows I know that it’s him behind all of this. We each must  let  it  play  out  to  the  end.  Artur  sees  himself  and  me  as  the chess  masters,  moving  our  pawns  and  other  pieces  around  the board. It wouldn’t be proper to take direct action.” 

“Oh,  great,”  Dean  said  between  mouthfuls  of  dinner.  “I’m  now  a pawn  to  be  moved  about  in  this  deadly  game  you  and  Artur  are playing. Jeez, James, I’m feeling kind of used here.” 

“There is a difference, Dean,” James said. “That is how he sees you. I see you as a valuable colleague and teammate. Artur has no such loyalty to his supporters and followers. If this fails to work out for him as planned, he will just leave. He has no connection that we can tie to this so he will walk away and let his peons take the fall for his ambition.” 

“That is what he has done in the past,” Ashley said. “Every time his previous plans have started to crumble, he cuts out and leaves his followers to take the brunt of the response to his machinations. At least, that has been my experience.” 

“What  about  you,  Ashley?”  Brynne  asked.  “Can  you  sense anything new, now that Dean is back on the street?” 

“All I can say, based on what I can feel, is that you are all on the right  track  here,”  the  Eldara  Sister  said.  “It  also  feels  closer, somehow.  The  turning  point  or  event  or  whatever  is  on  its  way. 

Maybe not tomorrow, or even next week, but soon.” 

“Well, I guess that’s good to know,” Brynne said. She didn’t seem too convinced of what she was saying. 

“It  is,”  Ashley  confirmed.  “If  you  look  at  these  as  a  timeline  and progression of events, we have pushed the events forward in a way that seems to be in our favor. I think that if we continue on this path, we’ll  come  up  with  a  further  solution  and  draw  this  situation  to  a close.” 

“I don’t think Artur is the type to give up on this without a fight,” 

James said. “He will have something else in his plans, I’m sure. He is not stupid, or without significant resources.” 

Dean  considered  that  and  wondered  what  else  The  Cause  had planned now that they had stopped the Unusuals from calling 911 for help.  He  and  his  undercover  medical  team  could  fill  some  of  that

gap, but there were people out there in trouble, and they were doing without  help  out  of  fear,  and  that  was  not  right.  It  all  had  to  stop. 

They  had  to  finish  this  and  draw  Artur  out  somehow,  to  make  him show his hand so they could expose both him and his helpers in the Fire  Department  headquarters.  He  looked  at  his  watch.  It  was  just after eight in the evening. He had told Gibbie to pick him up at nine o’clock tonight to allow time for this dinner meeting. 

Just  then  his  phone  buzzed  in  his  pocket.  In  fact,  everyone’s phone  went  off  within  seconds  of  each  other.  He  looked  down  and saw  it  was  Gibbie  calling.  He  picked  up  and  heard  Gibbie’s  frantic voice on the other end. 

“Fire, Dean. There’s a fire. A really big fire.” 

“Hold on Gibbie. Slow down. Where is there a fire?” Dean asked. 

“The Barrens, Dean. The Barrens is on fire,” Gibbie said. 

Dean  heard  the  others  talking  earnestly,  each  into  their  own phones. He took the phone away from his ear to listen to what the others were saying. 

“… I’ll be right in, see if the chief can free up a second ambulance for us to staff,” Brynne said. 

“… I can be at the ER in about twenty minutes,” Ashley said. 

“… Tell August I’m on my way,” James said. He must be talking to the leader of the Barrens, Dean thought. 

They were all getting calls about the same thing. A massive blaze at  the  trailer  park  would  have  multiple  injuries  and  need  a  ton  of resources  to  treat  those  injured,  both  on  the  scene  and  at  the hospital. This was serious and had many implications. Many of those who  inhabited  the  Barrens  were  fairy  folk.  It  would  be  hard  to  hide their  true  nature  from  the  uninformed  among  the  EMS,  fire  and hospital  staff  if  there  were  a  lot  of  injured.  A  distant  shout  coming from  his  own  phone  brought  him  back  to  the  conversation  with Gibbie. 

“I’ll  meet  you  down  in  the  garage  as  soon  as  you  get  here.  Do you have Marian with you?” Dean asked. 

“I have Marian, and I’m picking up Wim, Dora, and Kristof on the way  to  you.  I  figured  we  needed  all  hands  on  deck  for  this  one,” 

Gibbie replied. 

“Good  idea,  Gibbie,”  Dean  said,  commending  the  vampire’s forethought. “Okay, I’m getting finished now, so head to the garage at the Nightwing building and I’ll meet you there.” Dean hung up the connection as the others were doing the same. 

James  looked  around  at  all  of  them.  “I  assume  that  all  of  you were alerted about the fire at the Barrens?” He waited for the nods he anticipated before continuing. “That was August, the fairy leader of  the  Barrens.  Three  SUVs  pulled  up  about  a  half  hour  ago,  and about  ten  humans  jumped  out  with  Molotov  cocktails.  They  used them to ignite every trailer they could reach quickly and then took off again.  The  trailers  are  packed  so  close  together  that  they  are  all starting to burn. There are a lot of injuries.” 

Ashley nodded. “I heard from the hospital. They are calling in all the staff they can and holding others past their shift in anticipation of the  injured  arriving  there.  If  the  injured  arrive  in  large  enough numbers,  there’s  going  to  be  no  way  to  hide  their  nature  from  the nurses and doctors who are not aware of Unusuals living here.” 

“Chief Ari is sending regular ambulances in addition to the Station U crew,” Brynne said. “He wants the off-duty Station U paramedics to come  in  and  help  run  interference  and  talk  the  other  paramedics through  what  they  see  with  the  injured  so  that  everyone  gets  the care they need.” 

“Gibbie has gathered the entire CERT team and is on the way to pick  me  up,”  Dean  added.  “We  will  be  able  to  help,  too.  We  can’t worry  about  hiding  things.  We  need  to  focus  on  patient  care  and getting the worst injuries to the hospital quickly.” 

“Agreed,”  James  said.  “We  have  to  assume  that  there  could  be more  incidents  tonight.  I’ll  get  Rudy  to  alert  the  pack  in  case  there are other attacks. We can’t let this happen again if we can help it. I’ll meet  you  all  over  there  as  soon  as  he  and  I  hook  up.”  Rudy  was James’ second in command and the werewolf leader for the Elk City pack.  “I’ll  have  Celeste  remain  here  and  coordinate.  If  any  of  you need more resources, call her, and she’ll know where to reach me.” 

They  all  stood  as  a  group.  Dean  and  Ashley  headed  to  the elevators and downstairs to their apartments to change. He gave her a  quick  kiss  at  the  door  of  her  place.  She  hugged  him  briefly  and

urged  him  to  be  careful,  then  went  in  to  change  into  her  scrubs. 

Dean  quickly  changed  into  his  EMS  gear,  the  navy  pants  with pockets to hold his assorted small tools like his trauma scissors and penlight.  He  grabbed  his  stethoscope  from  the  counter,  went  back into the hallway, and headed down to the elevators. 

Once  he  got  to  the  garage,  he  didn’t  have  to  wait  long  before Gibbie arrived. The beat up white van pulled to a screeching halt in front  of  him,  and  he  climbed  inside,  barely  closing  the  door  before the  vampire  pulled  away,  peeling  out  of  the  garage  in  a  screech  of tires. They were still too far away. This was always the worst part of responding  to  a  known  serious  injury.  You  could  only  drive  so  fast, especially  in  a  civilian  vehicle  like  this  one.  The  problem  was,  the patients often couldn’t wait. 

Dean turned in his seat to see the rest of the team seated behind him,  all  grim-faced,  though  Marian  bounced  a  little  in  her  seat  in anticipation  of  the  excitement  to  come.  She  gave  him  a  little  smile when  she  noticed  him  watching  her.  He  returned  the  grin,  trying  to reassure her before he returned his attention to the road in front of them  as  Gibbie  drove  into  the  night  to  the  outskirts  of  town.  The Barrens  housed  the  poorest  and  most  vulnerable  of  the  Unusual community.  They  couldn’t  defend  themselves  and  offered  no  threat to anyone. He hoped they weren’t too late. 

17

A  





, Dean could see the glow of the fire over the

trees, and they all started to smell the smoke from the burning house trailers. Gibbie pulled into the gravel parking lot and dodged the van around the fire engines there to park on the far side of the lot. Dean took in the scene. There were trailers on fire as far as he could see. 

Figures  darted  in  the  shadows,  outlined  in  the  night  against  the flames.  The  firefighters  were  hard  pressed  to  address  even  the closest of the mobile homes’ flames. There was no way to get all the way  into  the  woods  and  deal  with  the  blazing  homes  towards  the back of the trailer park. 

Dean  saw  the  Station  U  ambulance  parked  near  the  chief’s vehicle. The doors were open, but the crew was nowhere in sight. As he watched, another two ambulances arrived. They would be regular crews  and  unprepared  for  patients  with  wings,  fangs  or  any  other type  of  Unusual  signs.  He  turned  to  his  team  seated  behind  him. 

Their  eyes  were  wide  as  they  took  in  the  scene  through  the windshield. 

“Okay,” Dean said, calming his voice to help calm them. “This is bad, but it is not hopeless. Our job is to bring some sort of order to the chaos. The first thing we need to do is separate the injured into groups like we taught you in class. Work in teams of two. Send those who  can  walk  out  to  the  parking  lot.  Have  them  gather  here  near Gibbie’s van. Gibbie, you will stay here and check people in as they

arrive. That will keep them out of the normal responders’ way. If you find someone who is too injured to move on their own, have one of the  uninjured  stay  with  them  and  then  seek  out  one  of  the paramedics or firefighters. I’ll be roaming and checking on you after I check in with the chief on the scene. Got it?” 

The  team  nodded  back  to  him.  They  got  out.  Wim  and  Dora heading off with their responder bags in one direction, while Marian and  Kristof  headed  in  the  other,  circling  the  outskirts  of  the  fire ground.  Dean  looked  at  Gibbie.  The  vampire  nodded.  Dean  turned and headed over to the command vehicle to check in and tell the on-scene chief that his team was there and what they were doing. 

Dean  waited  while  Chief  Compton,  the  deputy  fire  chief  for  the whole department, gave a few orders over the radio. He cleared his throat behind the chief to announce his arrival. The deputy fire chief looked  over  at  Dean,  surprise  showing  in  his  eyes  and  he  spat  on the ground. 

“What  are  you  doing  here,  Flynn,”  Chief  Compton  growled. 

“Haven’t  you  caused  enough  trouble  with  the  department?  You’re supposed to be suspended.” 

“I brought the CERT responders that Brynne and I trained. They know the community and might be able to help out with getting them to seek help and medical attention,” Dean replied. 

“I don’t care what these freaks decide to do. I’m just here to put this fire out before it sets the whole forest ablaze,” the Chief snapped back. “I don’t want to risk good firefighter’s lives here.” 

Dean was taken aback by the vitriol in the Chief’s response. He was  saying  that  property  was  more  important  than  the  lives  at  risk here. The incident commander turned his attention back to the radio and  barked  another  command  while  Dean  considered  what  was happening. 

“Don’t worry about response teams, Operations,” the Chief said. 

“I  have  it  on  good  authority  that  most  of  these  trailers  are abandoned.  Just  surround  and  drown  the  flames,  so  they  don’t spread  to  the  woods.  Also,  return  the  other  ambulances,  we  won’t need them here. One ambulance from Station U is enough.” 

Dean  was  shocked.  If  the  Chief  wasn’t  trying  to  save  lives  with his  crews  and  telling  his  firefighters  not  to  search  for  survivors,  the number of injured and dead residents would soar. He looked at the Chief,  the  incredulous  look  on  his  face  evident  because  the  other man just leered in response and turned back to the command table deployed from the back of his SUV. Dean was pretty sure he had just found  the  leak  in  the  fire  department  that  was  helping  The  Cause. 

The  deputy  fire  chief  was  perfectly  placed  to  listen  in  to  every  911

call and radio dispatch. It would be easy for him to send The Cause to the scene to intimidate the Unusuals who called for help. 

He  backed  away,  then  turned  and  walked  back  to  Gibbie’s  van. 

He  grabbed  the  trauma  bag  and  started  back  towards  the  blazing trailer  park.  Gibbie  began  to  ask  him  what  was  going  on,  but  his stark  stare  stopped  the  vampire’s  words  with  a  look.  If  the  Chief wasn’t  trying  to  save  lives,  he  would  have  to  tell  the  other paramedics from Station U what was going on and try and come up with a plan with them. As he got closer to the flames, he found the Station  U  crew  from  the  ambulance.  Brook  and  Tammy  were  soot-stained and haggard already from caring for their patients. They had spread out a large tarp on the ground and had their patients spread across it. 

Tammy  looked  up  and  surprise  registered  on  her  face  in  the darkness  as  he  walked  up  to  her.  He  set  his  bag  down.  She  was trying to comfort a crying fairy girl of around twelve. Her wings were badly burned, the fragile insect-like membranes charred and melted from  the  heat  she  had  encountered  escaping  from  her  home.  She sobbed in pain as Tammy used some sterile water to try and douse the ragged edges that were still smoldering. 

“What  can  I  do?”  Dean  asked.  “I  just  talked  to  the  Chief,  but  I don’t think you’re going to get much help from him. He’s written off the whole scene as a loss, the residents included.” 

Shock  and  anger  showed  on  her  face  as  she  realized  what  he was  saying.  “I’m  just  trying  to  deal  with  the  ones  we  have  here. 

These  are  the  ones  who  can  walk  themselves  out.  I  haven’t  even tried  to  go  into  the  scene  and  try  and  treat  anyone  else,”  Tammy said. 

“I have my CERT trained team here. They are circulating around the edges and sending the walking wounded out to Gibbie’s van over there,”  Dean  said.  “The  Chief  returned  the  other  ambulances,  you know.” 

Brook came over to get more supplies from their bags. “We heard over  the  radio.  We’re  on  our  own,  I  guess.”  Dean  could  hear  the bitterness  in  her  voice.  “We  need  to  get  some  of  these  to  the  burn unit, but I don’t want to leave the others here.” 

“Brynne is supposed to bring another ambulance. Chief Ari was going to let her sign one out from the motor pool. I can’t believe she’ll just turn around, no matter what the radio response says. I’ll call her and  tell  her  to  proceed  in,”  Dean  said.  “We  can  also  load  some others into Gibbie’s van. He can carry six or seven.” He took out his phone and dialed Brynne’s cell phone. She didn’t pick up, so he left a message with the details of what he knew and told her to proceed to the scene. 

He watched as Brook and Tammy moved from patient to patient there  on  the  tarp.  Then  he  looked  into  the  nearby  fire  scene.  He knew where he was needed. 

“I’m going to head in closer and see if I can round up any others who  can  get  out  to  you.  There  might  be  others  who  need  care  but can’t  move,  too,”  he  said.  “Gibbie  has  more  supplies  if  you  need them, over in the back of the van. We loaded up from the stash at the Nightwing building.” 

Dean  turned  and  started  walking  carefully  towards  the  burning buildings. The heat coming off of them was intense. He didn’t have any  kind  of  protective  gear  so  he  couldn’t  enter  any  of  the smoldering  ruins,  but  he  could  look  for  survivors  who  might  have made  it  out.  As  he  was  walking  through  the  edge  of  the  scene,  he encountered  August  Beche  and  his  wife,  Helena.  They  were standing there, looking at the fire with tears in their eyes. He laid a hand on August’s shoulder as he passed. Their eyes met, but Dean had no words to counter the sorrow and fury he saw there. He gave a grim smile and continued his search. 

He  was  picking  his  way  past  one  smoldering  building  when  a groan  to  his  left  drew  his  attention.  He  trained  his  flashlight  on  the

area and saw a blackened hand reach out from what he thought was a  pile  of  rubbish.  Dean  rushed  over,  picking  his  way  around  the smoldering patches of grass. He carefully pulled a blackened blanket from  the  lump  on  the  ground  and  saw  a  figure  curled  in  a  fetal position.  It  was  a  fairy  woman;  he  could  tell  because  of  the  wings that  were  wrapped  around  her.  The  male  fairies  didn’t  have  wings. 

There  were  bad  burns  all  over,  and  the  wings  were  blackened  and charred  even  through  the  blanket.  She  must  have  used  it  to  shield herself from the flames while escaping the home. 

“My name is Dean,” he said, kneeling next to the woman on the ground.  “I’m  a  paramedic,  and  I’m  going  to  try  and  help  you.”  He wasn’t sure there was much he could do. The burns were extensive, and he was surprised she was alive at all. 

“Paramedic Dean Flynn,” the gravelly voice rasped. “It fits that it is  you  who  found  us.  Little  Flynn  will  be  glad  that  you  are  here  to save her since I will not be able to be with her much longer.” 

“Nura?”  Dean  asked.  He  knew  this  woman.  It  was  the  fairy woman  whose  child  he  had  helped  deliver.  It  was  the  first  baby  he had delivered, and it had been a fairy girl. It was one of the proudest moments so far in his short paramedic career. The family had named her  Flynn  after  him  and  declared  that  she  would  grow  up  to  be  a paramedic  like  him.  He  looked  around.  Where  was  the  baby?  She would  be  about  three  months  old  by  now,  not  old  enough  to  crawl away yet. He gently reached out and rolled the charred figure onto her  back.  The  wings  crumbled  away  where  they  were  wrapped around  her  abdomen,  exposing  the  baby  she  held  there.  The  child wasn’t moving. 

Dean reached out and checked the infant’s pulse along the upper arm.  There  was  a  pulse,  but  it  was  too  slow,  and  the  baby  didn’t appear to be breathing. He carefully picked the fairy infant up, wary of the wings on her back and leaned forward. He tilted the head back slightly to open the airway and covered her mouth and nose with his mouth,  blowing  life-giving  air  into  the  infant’s  lungs,  one  puff  at  a time.  He  continued  for  a  few  minutes  and  felt  the  infant  stir  in  his grasp. He checked the pulse, and it was stronger and faster now. His intervention had done the trick. 

“I brought her back, Nura,” Dean said. There was no answer, and he  looked  over  at  the  mother  lying  on  the  ground  next  to  him.  She was  staring  vacantly  at  the  dark,  cloudy  sky  overhead.  She  didn’t blink.  Shifting  the  baby  in  his  grasp,  he  reached  over  and  checked the  mother  for  a  carotid  pulse  on  her  neck.  He  detected  nothing. 

Sighing,  he  gently  slid  the  eyelids  closed  and  stood  with  the  baby. 

Flynn  started  to  cry  a  little.  Dean’s  experience  with  babies  was limited, but he knew he needed to get her somewhere warm and dry. 

He  started  back  out  of  the  charred  trailer  park  towards  the staging  area  in  the  parking  lot.  The  movement  seemed  to  help soothe  the  baby.  He  checked  her  over  while  he  picked  his  way around  the  charred  obstacles  in  his  way.  She  might  have  some minor,  first-degree  burns,  but  her  mother  had  done  a  good  job  of protecting  her  from  the  heat.  Aside  from  some  smoke  inhalation injury  that  would  be  expected  in  a  fire,  she  appeared  to  be  fine. 

Holding  her  close,  he  reached  the  parking  lot  and  the  area  where Tammy and Brook were tending to the injured. 

Brynne  had  shown  up  and  brought  two  other  Station  U

paramedics,  Bill  and  Lynne  with  her.  Chief  Ari,  the  director  of  EMS

for  the  fire  department  was  there  as  well.  He  was  arguing  with  the deputy  fire  chief,  probably  about  the  decision  to  turn  around  the responding ambulances earlier. Their shouts were audible to anyone within fifty feet of them. It didn’t seem as if the EMS chief was getting anywhere with his points. As Dean walked up to the others, he saw Chief Ari storm off, back to his SUV. 

Dean looked around, trying to see where he could put the infant, or with whom. Bill noticed his arrival first, the grizzled old paramedic chuckled and gestured in his direction with a bloody gloved hand. 

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Bill said. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to stay away from the action for long, bud. Where’d you get the baby? Is she okay?” 

Brynne  looked  over  and  noticed  him.  She  came  over  after finishing taping off the end of a bandage wrapped to a woman’s arm. 

She held out her hands to Dean, and he handed her the baby. 

“It’s baby Flynn, Brynne,” Dean said. “Her mom didn’t make it, but she was able to get the baby out alive. I had to ventilate her a little

bit,  but  otherwise,  she  seems  alright  despite  the  fire  and  smoke inhalation.” 

“Let’s  check  her  oxygen  levels  and  get  her  some  supplemental oxygen anyway,” Brynne said. “She probably inhaled a lot of carbon monoxide and other chemicals in the blaze. Better to be safe and err on the side of caution until we can get her to the hospital for some lab work. You did good, Dean.” 

It felt good to be working alongside all of his Station U colleagues again. This was where he belonged. All he had to do was beat the murder  charge,  and  he  could  return  to  his  job  taking  care  of  his special patients. 

“Anything else on what happened?” Dean asked. 

Tammy looked up from where she was taking a set of vital signs. 

“It seems several SUVs pulled up, and men dressed in black exited the  vehicles.  They  were  carrying  bottles  and  started  running  down between the trailers, lighting the cloth wicks in the Molotov cocktails and tossing them into windows and doors before racing back to their vehicles  and  leaving.  Most  people  were  caught  unawares,  and  you know  how  these  trailers  are.  There’s  often  only  one  main  doorway out. I’m sure a lot of residents were trapped inside unless they could climb  out  a  window.  Who  knows  how  many  are  dead  here  in  the remains of the trailers.” 

“I heard Chief Ari yelling. Are we getting any more ambulances to transport the injured to the hospital?” Dean asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Brynne  said.  “Deputy  Chief  Compton  refused  to call  the  Red  Cross  either.  They  would  be  useful  to  help  get  shelter for  the  displaced  survivors  here.  He  claimed  it  was  to  protect  their secret, but I don’t think that’s it.” 

“I don’t think so either, based on my earlier run in with him,” Dean agreed. “Brynne, he might be the leak at headquarters. I think he’s the one slipping The Cause their information on our emergency calls from 911 dispatch.” 

“That  would  make  sense,”  Brynne  said.  “He  has  all  the  access he’d need to get that job done and shut us down with the attacks.” 

She  started  back  towards  the  other  patients  with  the  baby.  “Come

on. Let’s get these folks sorted out. We need to decide who has to go to the hospital and who can be treated here.” 

Dean followed her into the group of injured fairy folk. He stopped at  the  first  one  he  came  to  and  started  his  follow-up  assessment, glancing at the triage tag Brook or Tammy put on him earlier. Triage tags  had  different  colored  stripes  on  them  to  allow  follow-up responders  to  identify  the  level  of  injury  quickly  for  the  patients.  It gave him the information he needed with its color-coded stripe and the  boxes  checked  off.  Dean  settled  into  the  familiar  patterns  of assessment and documentation as he moved from patient to patient. 

Even with six Station U paramedics on the scene, this was going to take a while. 
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,  working  together,  were  able  to  get  through the  sorting  of  the  remaining  patients  in  about  ten  minutes.  So  far, they had ten that needed to go to the hospital in the first load, most of  them  for  severe  burns.  The  challenge  was  they  only  had  two ambulances  and  the  hospital  was  20  minutes  away.  It  would  take them  hours  to  ferry  all  of  them  there  taking  them  two  at  a  time. 

Brynne made an executive decision. She said that since this was a major  mass  casualty  incident,  normal  transport  rules  didn’t  really apply. They could take multiple patients per ambulance and perhaps do  it  all  in  two  trips.  Since  he  was  still  suspended,  Dean  was  not eligible  to  ride  the  ambulance  to  the  hospital  so  Tammy  and  Brook would  take  one,  with  Brynne  and  Bill  taking  the  other.  Dean  and Lynne  would  stay  behind  and  tend  to  the  patients  remaining  at  the scene until more help could be rounded up for them. 

Right  before  they  loaded  up  the  first  round  of  patients,  Dean’s phone  chirped  in  his  pocket,  and  he  checked  the  screen.  It  was Ashley. He swiped to answer and heard her voice on the other end. 

“Dean,  what’s  going  on?”  she  asked.  “We  have  extra  staff  here expecting a ton of patients, but no one has arrived yet. Are there no survivors?” 

“There are survivors, Ash,” Dean said. “The first round of patients are inbound now. You should be getting a call on the med radio soon with  a  heads-up  on  what  is  coming.  We  had  a  run  in  with  a  chief

officer  who  didn’t  want  to  waste  ambulances  on  the  freaks  living here.” He heard her gasp of shock over the phone line. Dean filled her in on his suspicions about Deputy Chief Compton. 

“Are you safe?” Ashley asked after hearing his report. 

“I  am,”  Dean  reassured  her.  “It  has  been  touch  and  go,  and  we have several severely burned patients here. We figured out how to get the ten most seriously injured and some of the walking wounded loaded up and get them there in two round trips with the ambulances we have.” 

“Alright,  I’ll  tell  the  team  assembled  here,”  Ashley  said.  “Be careful.  This  could  be  the  beginning  of  a  whole  shift  in  what  The Cause  is  doing.  This  was  a  pretty  large-scale  attack  and  is  very different  from  what  they’ve  done  in  the  past  with  just  one-on-one attacks for the most part. It could mean they are ready to act against you and the other paramedics directly.” 

“I will be careful and keep my eyes open. I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll see you later.” Dean ended the call and looked around as the two ambulances pulled away. They were able to get three injured patients  on  each  ambulance  with  one  paramedic  in  the  back  and also  putting  one  of  the  less  severely  injured  patients  in  the  front passenger  seat  with  the  driver.  They  should  be  able  to  get  the moderately and severely injured patients into the hospital in two trips as planned. The remaining patients were bumps, bruises, and minor burns.  He  figured  he  and  Lynne  could  help  them.  His  CERT  team members  were  there  as  well,  and  they  were  bringing  in  residents who  had  fled  to  the  woods  surrounding  the  trailer  park  during  the attack.  There  were  a  few  minor  injuries  there  too,  but  the  CERT

trained folks were tending to their wounds pretty well. 

He looked over at the command vehicle with its back lift gate up. 

The Chief was standing there overseeing the mopping up operations for  the  firefighters.  The  fires  had  died  down  as  they  consumed  the fuel  that  made  up  the  wooden  trailers.  There  were  some  minor patches of flames here and there, but the firefighters in a brush truck could be seen working their way around the perimeter of the trailer park, dowsing areas of flames in the grass and brush as they found them. Some of the responding fire companies were already packing

up their hoses and cleaning their gear in preparation to head back to their stations. It wouldn’t be long now until they were left alone with this  group  of  displaced  patients  and  residents  -  people  without homes and nowhere else to go. 

Dean  was  starting  to  bend  his  mind  around  ways  to  get  the remaining  people  here  some  shelter  arrangements  when  two  dark SUVs pulled into the lot. It was still dark out, and the windows were heavily tinted so Dean couldn’t immediately see who was in the cars in the blinding headlights. He saw backlit figures exit the two vehicles and come towards him and the rest of the team. It wouldn’t be The Cause  returning,  would  it?  He  was  about  to  assume  a  defensive stance  when  he  realized  it  was  James  and  others  from  his organization  in  the  city.  Celeste  was  there,  as  was  Rudy.  The  four other  large  individuals  who  exited  from  the  second  vehicle  were probably  pack  members  there  to  act  as  security  for  their  leaders. 

That group spread out and stood guard. Dean sighed in relief. 

He  walked  over  and  shook  James’  hand  as  the  vampire  leader approached.  James  was  looking  around  in  the  darkness,  taking  in the  smoldering  ruins  beyond  where  Dean  stood.  Dean  had  to remember  that  it  was  as  bright  as  daylight  for  James’  enhanced vision,  and  he  could  see  things  the  paramedic  could  not.  James stood there and took it all in for a moment then looked at Dean. 

“Is it as bad as it looks?” James asked. 

Dean  nodded.  He  took  a  moment  and  filled  him  in  on  their transportation plans for the patients, as well as his concerns for the remaining  residents  and  survivors.  James  listened  and  nodded  as Dean went down the list of needs. He gestured to Celeste, who was standing nearby, tapping notes into her tablet computer. 

“Did you get all of that, Celeste?” James asked. She nodded and the vampire lord of Elk City turned back to Dean. “You all did a good job here, Dean. I think Celeste and I can find places to relocate the survivors  in  the  short  term  until  they  can  rebuild.  Do  we  know  how many perished in the fires?” 

Dean shook his head. He looked back at the former trailer park and  thought  of  Nura.  How  many  others  like  her  were  lying  around

and in the remains of the mobile homes? He wasn’t sure they’d ever recover all the bodies or identify them all. 

“All we know, James, is that we’ve swept the area several times at  this  point  for  survivors,  or  for  those  who  just  ran  away  from  the flames,” Dean said. “There might be a few more we haven’t found, but  we  can’t  be  sure.  My  CERT  team  can  all  see  pretty  well  in  the dark, and they said they can’t find anyone else. There are about five more severely injured and another four or five who need treatment. 

They’ll  be  taken  to  the  hospital  when  the  ambulances  return  from their initial runs. In the meantime, the rest will all need a place to stay for the rest of tonight and beyond. I estimate that it’s about sixty or seventy people. Where will you put them?” 

“There  are  some  motels  on  the  edge  of  town  owned  by Unusuals,” James said. “I’ve already been in contact with them, and they  have  plenty  of  room  open  to  take  the  residents  in.  It  will  be  a little tight for everyone concerned, but it will have to do until they get their homes built again.” 

“Who will pay for that?” Dean asked. “These people had little or nothing to begin with.” 

“I will,” James said. “I own the land on which the mobile homes rested. It will fall to me to do something with this space now that the existing  Barrens  is  no  more.  Perhaps  I’ll  build  some  affordable housing apartments here to replace the way they lived before. They don’t  need  trailers  and  caravans  anymore.  It  is  about  time  they shifted  from  their  ties  to  the  nomadic  past.  None  of  them  have moved their trailers in years. It’s time they recognize that they’ve put down roots here in this community.” 

James  looked  around  at  the  expectant  faces  of  the  displaced residents around him and back to Dean. “Is August Beche or his wife here?” 

Dean  looked  around,  too,  then  shook  his  head.  “I  ran  into  them earlier. They were in shock from the events of the night. They didn’t come  out  when  I  told  them  to  leave.  I  don’t  know  where  they  are now.” 

A  woman  lying  on  the  ground  nearby  spoke  up.  “August  and Helena ran back in many times to help others escape the fire. They

pulled me out of the back window of my home and carried me here. I have not seen them in some time.” 

“Thank  you,  madame,”  James  said.  “We  will  look  for  them  and lend them aid if it is possible.” 

Dean  leaned  in  a  little  closer  and  lowered  his  voice.  “If  that  is what  they  were  doing,  it  may  be  likely  that  they  were  overcome  by the smoke or heat and did not survive.” 

“I  know,  Dean,”  James  said.  “But  we  will  look  for  them  or  their bodies anyway. It is the least I can do since I could not prevent this tragedy from happening to them.” 

Dean  went  back  to  tending  to  the  gathered  patients  and survivors.  While  he  was  working,  Gibbie  and  the  rest  of  the  CERT

team  came  over  together.  They  had  been  working  hard,  and  it showed in the smudges of ash and soot on their faces and clothes. 

Gibbie seemed alright, but Wim, Dora, Kristof, and especially Marian all looked wide-eyed and a bit traumatized. It was likely that all four of  them  had  seen  their  first  dead  bodies  this  night.  Dean  finished what  he  was  doing  and  walked  over  to  where  the  small  group  of civilian responders stood, a little apart from the assembled patients. 

“How  are  you  all?”  Dean  asked.  The  exhaustion  showed  even more, close up. 

“We’ve scoured the woods all the way around the perimeter three times,”  Gibbie  said.  “We  found  people  the  first  two  times,  but  there was no one left to rescue by the time we made the third circuit.” 

“At least no one left alive,” Marian muttered half under her breath. 

Dean heard her comment and knew that his guess about what they may  have  seen  was  correct.  They  needed  to  talk  this  out  and  get their feelings to the surface. 

“Look,”  Dean  said,  his  voice  lowered  to  a  near  whisper  so  only the CERT team could hear him. “I know that this was a tough one for you guys. We are almost done here, and we’ll be getting wrapped up to leave soon. Head over to the van and gather our gear, then take a break.  There’s  some  water  bottles  in  the  back  of  the  van.  Drink something  and  take  a  load  off.  I’ll  be  over  as  soon  as  the ambulances return from their run to the hospital and load up the next group for transport. Okay?” 

He met each of their eyes and registered their nods of agreement before he let them go. This was his team, and it was his job to help them  through  these  difficult  responses  and  traumatic  experiences. 

He  and  Brynne  had  taught  them  back  in  their  CERT  training  that sometimes patients died no matter what you did. But that was a dry lecture  on  managing  stress  and  difficult  situations  taught  in  a classroom  setting.  This  was  something  else.  It  was  real,  and  he knew the smells, sights, and sounds of the things they encountered this  evening  would  stick  with  them  all.  The  smells  especially  were even  more  pervasive  than  the  visual  images  burned  into  their memories. At least, that was the way it was for him in situations like this. He’d have to spend some downtime tonight de-stressing them. 

It  was  important  to  encourage  them  to  talk  about  what  they experienced this evening. He hoped he could draw them out and get them to talk about it. For now, all he could do was wait until it was time to pack up and leave. 
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to the city was quiet after they left the scene of the fire. The CERT team members were subdued by what they had witnessed  that  evening.  Dean  knew  they  needed  him  to  do something  about  it.  He  wondered  aloud  if  there  was  a  place  they could go and get a bite to eat, sit down and talk. It was nearly three in  the  morning,  and  all  the  restaurants  were  long  closed.  He  didn’t want  to  go  to  some  diner  and  talk.  Dean  felt  like  it  needed  to  be something special. 

“There’s always The Irish Shop downtown,” Gibbie offered. 

Dean knew the place. It was an Irish gift shop in the main street shopping  district.  He’d  never  been  inside,  but  he  was  pretty  sure  it didn’t have a restaurant, at least not one that was open this late. He told Gibbie as much. 

“No,  we  just  use  the  portal  there  and  visit  the  pub  on  the  other side. They should be up and serving a nice Irish breakfast by now,” 

Gibbie said, checking his watch. “They are five hours ahead of us, so it’s like eight o’clock over there.” 

“Wait,”  Dean  interrupted.  “There’s  a  shop  downtown  with  a magical  portal  leading  to  Ireland?  Don’t  you  need  a  passport  or something?” 

“Not if you don’t leave the pub,” Gibbie said matter-of-factly. “It’s just there as a convenience to the owner. He’s a leprechaun who set

up shop over here. He needed a connection to the homeland to keep his magic juiced up.” 

“Well,  if  that’s  the  case,  that  would  be  perfect,”  Dean  said.  “To The Irish Shop, driver.” 

Dean  sensed  the  mood  lighten  as  the  rest  of  the  group anticipated  this  side  trip  for  breakfast.  It  would  be  perfect  for  their after-action  debriefing.  He  looked  back  at  the  group  seated  in  the seats  behind  him.  Marian  had  resumed  her  normal  position  on  the edge of the seat, leaning forward in the pose he expected from her. 

When they left the Barrens, she had been slouched back in the seat just staring at something on her phone screen. The dryad twins, Wim and Dora, started chattering about what they would get for breakfast. 

Kristof  smiled  back  at  him,  and  even  Gibbie  was  showing  signs  of good  cheer,  humming  quietly  as  he  drove  back  to  the  city.  Dean decided it was a good sign of life with the whole team that they were excited to do something new together after the events earlier in the evening. 

Gibbie  drove  them  downtown  to  the  shopping  district.  The  Irish Shop  was  located  next  to  the  old  Elk  City  Pharmacy  and  Lunch Counter  storefront  downtown.  Gibbie  pulled  up  on  the  curbside parking  out  in  front  of  the  specialty  gift  shop.  At  this  hour,  street parking  was  not  a  problem.  The  vampire  pulled  out  his  cell  phone and selected a number from his contacts. He waited for someone to pick up on the other end. 

“Dougie?” Gibbie asked. “It’s Gibson Proctor. I wanted to take a few  friends  through  the  portal  for  a  pleasant,  peaceful  Irish breakfast.” 

A pause and Gibbie took the phone away from his ear and rolled his  eyes.  Dean  could  hear  the  voice  chattering  on  the  other  side. 

When it stopped, Gibbie started talking again. 

“Dougie,  I  really  need  this  favor.  We  just  got  done  helping  out with  the  Barrens  fire  and  could  use  a  break.  I’ve  got  one  of  the Station  U  paramedics  with  me.”  He  paused  again,  then  continued after  a  glance  around  at  the  whole  group.  “There’s  six  of  us  total. 

We’re parked right out front.” Gibbie tapped to break the connection

and replaced the phone in his pocket. He looked at the rest of them. 

“We’re all set; he’ll be right out to let us in.” 

Dean and the rest of the CERT team climbed out of the van and walked  around  to  stand  and  look  into  The  Irish  Shop’s  plate  glass window while they waited for the owner to come down and open up. 

Dean could see a sea of green items with shamrocks on them. There were  also  some  attractive  Irish  lace  and  linen  items  draped  on  a table there. He saw some Irish jewelry, too. Perhaps he’d come back during regular hours and pick up something there for Ashley. It would be nice to get her something out of the ordinary. This place fit the bill. 

He was still window-shopping when the lights came on, and a figure moved  through  the  showroom  to  the  front  door.  He  was  easily  six feet or more tall, with a shaved head and a surly look on his face. 

The  team  moved  over  to  the  door  as  the  man  unlocked  it  and then stood back as Gibbie pulled it open and held it for them to enter. 

The  ladies  nodded  to  the  man  in  greeting  as  they  passed  him  and stood inside the entrance. Once Kristof, Gibbie, and Dean entered, Gibbie introduced them all. 

“Dean, this is Dougie, proprietor of The Irish Shop.” 

Dean  stuck  out  his  hand,  and  the  shop-owner  shook  it.  “I’m surprised,” Dean said. “I expected, uh…” 

“Someone shorter, perhaps?” responded the man, his thick Irish brogue evident right away. “I know, I’m not what you’d expect from a leprechaun. I’m half human, and that is the half that decided to show up in my size. Believe me, I hear it all the time from my full-blooded brothers and sisters.” 

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Dean said. “Seriously, no offense.” 

He held his hands up in surrender. 

“Don’t  you  be  worrying  about  it,”  Dougie  said.  “It’s  not  like  it’s something  I  haven’t  heard  before.”  He  turned  to  look  at  Gibbie. 

“What  happened  at  the  Barrens?  I  saw  a  brief  something  on  the news last night, but the coverage wasn’t much. I figured it was being covered up to keep away from human eyes.” 

“It’s bad, Dougie, bad, bad, bad,” Gibbie said, shaking this head. 

“The whole neighborhood is a total loss, and there are a lot of bad

injuries. Plus, we haven’t accounted for everyone yet either. No one is sure how many dead there are.” 

“That’s  not  good,”  Dougie  said.  “I  heard  through  the  grapevine that it was another attack by those human thugs.” He looked briefly at Dean. “No offense intended.” 

“None taken,” Dean replied. 

Gibbie  continued.  “We  saw  a  lot  of  things  tonight,  bad  things. 

Dean here thought it might be a good idea for us to sit and talk about it a little bit before we all went home for the night. I thought sitting in an Irish pub like Mulligan’s over breakfast might be a good change of pace.” 

“I suppose it might be at that,” Dougie said, smiling. “A bit of the Irish morning sunshine can brighten any soul. Alright, follow me.” 

The  large  half-leprechaun  led  the  group  back  to  the  rear  of  the shop.  They  went  behind  the  sales  counter  to  the  back  of  the  store and into the storage area for the store out front. There were shelves lining  the  walls  with  all  sorts  of  knickknacks,  and  boxes  stacked everywhere. The most notable thing in the room was the large, bright green door set in one wall. It was the sort of green that was the color of  new  grass  shoots  coming  up  in  the  spring.  It  was  also  hard  to stare at for any length of time. Dean found he couldn’t look right at the door for long without seeing it sort of waver or move, with a haze coming over it like you saw on a distant highway when it was baked with  sunlight  on  a  hot  day.  Dougie  took  a  large  iron  key  from  his pocket  and  inserted  it  into  the  keyhole  below  the  door’s  antique white  porcelain  knob.  Turning  the  lock,  he  removed  the  key  and handed it to Gibbie. 

“When you come back, Gibson, leave the key on the counter by the cash register and make sure the door latches out front when you leave,” Dougie said. “I’m going back to bed. I’m not a creature of the night as you are.” 

The  team  members  all  murmured  their  thanks  as  the  shop’s proprietor  left  them  standing  there.  Then  they  all  stood  back  as Gibbie  pulled  the  door  open.  On  the  other  side  was  a  small  room with a worn hardwood floor. On the other side of the small wooden room,  there  was  a  plain,  six-panel  wood  door  set  in  the  far  wall. 

Gibbie  gestured  for  them  to  enter  and  he  came  in  behind  them, closing the green door. He then worked his way through the group to the  front  as  they  all  waited  for  what  was  next.  Gibbie  grabbed  the handle of the other door, smiled at them all and opened it. 

Dean’s  eye’s  widened  in  surprise.  He  wasn’t  sure  what  he expected  to  see,  but  it  wasn’t  a  bustling  pub  common  room  with sunlight streaming in the windows at the far side of the room. As they went through the door and closed it behind them, a woman with an apron tied around her waist walked by with a tray of food. It smelled delicious. She looked at them in passing and gave a smile. 

“Just take a seat anywhere, folks,” she said. “We don’t stand on formality  here  at  Mulligan’s.”  Obviously,  she  was  used  to  people coming  in  through  that  entrance.  Gibbie  led  them  to  a  table  away from the windows and the bright sunlight shining through them. That direct sunshine would be painful, if not fatal to the frumpy vampire. 

Gibbie took a seat at the back of the table, settling into the shadows against the wall. The other five sat down around the rest of the seats at the round table with him. 

“This is nice,” Marian said. “I didn’t know this was here.” 

“It’s not technically ‘here’ in Elk City,” Gibbie explained. “We’re in Dublin.” 

Dean looked around and soaked up the old-world aura all around him. This was what he would think of, if he were to picture an Irish pub  or  restaurant.  The  name  of  John  Mulligan  was  painted  on  one wall  near  the  ceiling  next  to  the  bar.  The  place  was  full  of  people, and he could hear the Irish brogue in the English spoken all around him.  There  were  people  seated  at  the  bar  eating,  as  well  as  at  the tables  along  the  wall  where  they  sat.  He  was  still  looking  around when the cheerful waitress came back; this time empty handed. She looked at the group of them. 

“Americans?”  she  asked.  They  nodded.  “I’m  Wendi.  We  are always happy when Dougie sends his friends over to visit us. When you  go  back  though,  make  sure  you  tell  him  not  to  be  such  a stranger.” She winked at them. “Now what can I get for you?” 

Gibbie spoke up before the others could answer. “Wendi dear, my friends will all have the full Irish breakfast. I’ll have a nice cup of hot

tea.” 

Wendi  looked  him  over  and  leaned  forward  so  as  not  to  be overheard. “We have several blood types on the menu if you’d like, sir. Unless I miss my guess, that might be more to your tastes.” 

“That’s  alright,  I’m  not  that  hungry,”  Gibbie  said.  “Just  the  tea  is fine.” 

“Suit  yourself,”  she  said.  “I  just  don’t  like  sending  anyone  away from  here  hungry,  that’s  all.  I’ll  be  right  back  with  your  breakfasts. 

Tea  all  around  for  the  rest  of  you,  too,  or  would  you  prefer  coffee? 

Our  barista  is  quite  accomplished.  Better  than  that  overpriced Starbucks stuff.” 

“I  think  coffee  would  be  nice,”  Dean  said.  Wendi  nodded  and went back to the kitchen to get their orders started. He would have to remember  this  place.  Maybe  he  could  bring  Ashley  here  sometime when things calmed down. He looked around at the CERT team. He was happy to see they seemed much more relaxed. This change of pace  had  been  a  perfect  choice.  Gibbie  had  been  right,  and  Dean would  have  to  remember  to  tell  him  that  later.  He  let  the  small  talk continue,  listening  as  the  twins  shared  their  thoughts  on  the  best local  Elk  City  night  spots  for  young  adults  while  Marian  listened, perched on the edge of her seat, as usual. He caught Gibbie’s eye at one point and nodded his approval. The vampire returned his grin. 

It  didn’t  take  too  long  for  Wendi  to  return  with  their  breakfasts. 

Each  of  them  got  a  plate  full  of  food  including  two  fried  eggs,  pork sausages,  fried  potato  hash,  and  toast.  When  the  plate  was  set  in front of him, Dean’s stomach growled loud enough for the others to hear. 

“Someone’s  hungry,”  Wendi  said  with  a  laugh.  “There’s  more where that came from, so eat up. We don’t like to send anyone away without a full belly.” She set the steaming coffee cups in front of each of  them  and  left  a  small  bowl  full  of  sugar  and  sweetener  packets, along with a small white pitcher of fresh cream. 

They all dug into their plates as soon as the waitress left. Gibbie sipped his tea and watched as the others devoured the food in front of  them.  Dean  knew  that  nothing  made  him  hungrier  than  a  long stressful shift of high-energy calls. They all had burned through their

reserves  that  night,  and  the  food  was  recharging  them  while  he watched. He let them settle into some normal conversations as they ate. They chatted about life in general until their plates were empty. 

Dean decided it was time to debrief them and talk about the events of the fire. 

“I’m glad you’re feeling a little better,” Dean said. “The addition of some  calories  back  to  your  systems,  as  well  as  some  fluids,  is healing.  That’s  normal.  It’s  also  normal  to  have  some  residual  bad feelings,  or  sad  thoughts  about  what  you  all  saw  tonight  at  the Barrens. Gibbie is a bit older than the rest of us, and he has seen the most so I’ll ask him to go first and share his thoughts and feelings. 

You don’t all have to take a turn - but it helps, I assure you.” Dean looked to Gibbie and the vampire nodded. 

“I am not new to death and dying,” Gibbie began. “I am a vampire and, on top of that, I’m more than four hundred-years-old. I’ve seen people die in a variety of ways, from illness and disease, as well as from injury. Saying that, though, I have to say that tonight is one of the more horrific things I’ve ever seen. Maybe it’s because fire is one of the few things a vampire has to be afraid of, or maybe it’s because the smell of burned flesh seems to stick with you for a long time. All I know is, what I’ve seen tonight will stay with me for a while.” 

“Thanks, Gibbie,” Dean said. He looked at the others. “I’ll go next while you all decide if you want to take a turn.” He then proceeded to tell them about Nura and how he found baby Flynn. He had tears in his eyes by the time he was finished, and the others were struggling with tears of their own. “Would anyone else like to go next?” 

Marian spoke up before either of the twins could answer. “I’m just mad. I mean I’m really pissed off.” She leaned forward and continued with a harsh whisper. “I want to find the people who did this, shift to wolf  form,  and  tear  them  to  bits.  I  don’t  think  that  they  understand what could happen to them when they came after one of the pack. 

Those fairy-folk aren’t technically part of the pack, but they might as well be. If they came after us directly, it would be a lot different than attacking  a  community  of  fairies.  That  is  what  I  have  to  say.”  Her eyes  had  taken  on  a  feral  gleam  while  she  was  talking,  and  he thought  he  saw  her  canines  elongate,  and  her  fingernails  start  to

lengthen  to  claws.  Dean  needed  to  calm  her  down,  or  there  was going  to  be  an  incident  with  a  teenaged  American  Werewolf  in Dublin. 

“What you are feeling, Marian, is completely normal,” Dean said, trying to soothe with his voice. He hoped it was working. “I’m angry, too. I want to change what happened. I want Nura to live to see her baby  grow  up,  maybe  to  be  a  paramedic  like  me.  Anger  is  part  of what you should be feeling right now. I’m glad you shared with us.” 

He finished with a friendly grin at her. 

She  nodded  and  returned  his  grin  with  one  of  her  own.  She seemed to calm down a bit, but he would have to watch her closely to  make  sure  she  didn’t  carry  this  inside  for  too  long.  He  knew adolescent  lycans  were  pretty  volatile.  Brynne  had  taught  him  that they  were  difficult  to  control  and  often  lacked  the  self-restraint  to keep from shifting in stressful situations. He had not considered that when taking her out on patrols in the evenings. The stress from this night’s  incidents  could  add  to  that  volatility.  He  would  have  to  say something to her parents when he and Gibbie dropped her off. Wim cleared her throat, and Dean looked at her with a smile. 

“I think that I was most upset because I could see it happening to me,” the dryad said. “The trees all around the Barrens, and in among the trailers were crying out in pain from the fire. Many were injured like the people.” 

“Yes,  I  was  most  upset  by  the  trees,”  Dora  said.  “I  mean,  the dead bodies were awful, but all I could hear was the trees crying out in agony. Is that wrong?” 

“There isn’t any right or wrong in this, Dora,” Dean said. “We all respond differently to this type of thing. Some of us feel anger, some fear,  and  some,  sorrow.  You  are  more  connected  to  the  trees  and feel their pain in this event. There is no right or wrong answer, and your feelings may evolve or change over time as you talk with others about this, and you should try to talk about it. I’m not asking you to violate patient privacy. But you can describe your feelings, and how what you saw makes you feel while your brain tries to process it all. 

That’s  what  I  want  you  to  take  away  from  this  breakfast  and debriefing.  Plus,  remember  that  my  door  is  always  open  for  you  if

you  decide  you  need  to  talk  one  on  one  some  more  with  someone who was there with you.” 

They  all  looked  at  him  and  nodded  in  understanding.  At  least, that is what he thought they were showing. They could all still be in shock. He wasn’t a trained counselor and was nearly as new to all of this  as  they  were.  He  would  keep  an  eye  on  them  moving  forward and check with James to see if other, professional resources could be  made  available.  Wendi  came  around  then  and  took  their  empty plates, asking if they wanted anything else. He suggested that they would just like the check. It was time for them to all return to Elk City and the problems that they had left behind there. At least they had gotten away temporarily. It was a start. 
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through the magical portal to The Irish Shop in Elk City was uneventful. They had spent an hour and a half in the Irish pub on the other side, and it had created the desired effect as far as Dean was concerned. The team was laughing and joking with each other again, and the haunted looks they had before breakfast were gone  for  the  most  part.  He  wasn’t  so  naive  as  to  believe  that  the trauma was completely healed. They were going to need more time to  process  what  they  had  seen  at  the  Barrens  fire,  but  this  was  a start for them to realize that their lives would go on, that they could go on. 

Gibbie  turned  the  large  iron  key  in  the  big  green  door  to  lock  it behind them and placed it on the counter next to the cash register as Dougie had requested. The vampire said he was going out to warm up the van and asked Dean to make sure the shop door was latched behind  them  when  everyone  else  left.  The  three  women  were chatting  about  their  trip  to  Ireland  and  what  they  were  going  to  tell family  and  friends  as  they  walked  out  the  shop’s  entrance  to  the street outside. Kristof followed them out. Dean double-checked that they had left nothing behind and then pulled the shop’s door closed behind  him,  tugging  the  solid  door  until  he  felt  the  latch  click.  He checked to make sure it was locked and was turning to walk across the sidewalk to the van when chaos erupted on the street around the team. 

Two  black  SUVs  raced  up  and  screeched  to  a  stop  next  to  the van,  and  six  men  dressed  in  black  pants,  and  black  hooded sweatshirts  jumped  out.  They  tossed  a  loop  of  shiny,  silvery  cable around  Gibbie’s  neck.  The  tubby  vampire  shrieked  in  agony  as  his hands went to his neck to try and pull the loop free. Dean saw smoke coming  off  the  cable  where  it  contacted  his  skin.  Four  of  the  men pulled at Gibbie and shoved him into the open back lift gate of one SUV  while  two  others  were  wrestling  with  Marian.  The  teenager screamed at first, and Wim and Dora’s screams of fear joined hers as the two dryads shrank away from the violence. 

Marian’s scream turned into a long, ripping snarl as she started to shift  in  front  of  Dean’s  eyes.  He  had  never  seen  a  lycan  shift  so quickly. To his knowledge, it took a full minute or more most of the time.  This  transformation  only  took  a  few  seconds  as  her  hands sprouted  talons,  her  face  elongated,  and  her  mouth  sprouted  large canines. The transformed teen werewolf turned and bit down hard on one of the men’s forearms. It was his turn to scream in fear as he let go, clutching his arm and staring at the bite in horror. The other man let  go  of  his  grip  and  backed  away,  but  not  fast  enough.  Marian’s clawed  hands  swiped  across  his  face  and  chest,  leaving  bloody slash marks through the sweatshirt and across his face. 

The two wounded men backed away and then stumbled over to their  SUV.  They  struggled  to  climb  over  each  other  to  get  back inside,  away  from  the  angry  werewolf  racing  up  behind  them.  The other  black-clad  men  had  finished  loading  Gibbie  into  the  back  of their  vehicle.  When  they  saw  that  the  fight  had  shifted,  instead  of coming to help Marian’s would-be abductors, they opted to load up into  their  own  vehicle.  As  soon  as  the  last  of  them  had  climbed  in, before  the  last  door  was  closed,  both  black  SUVs  peeled  out  with screeching  tires,  driving  away  into  the  night.  Marian  chased  after them  for  half  a  block,  howling  at  the  escaping  attackers.  It  had  all happened so quickly; Dean had barely taken two steps from where he  had  stood  at  the  door  to  The  Irish  Shop.  The  dryad  twins  were huddled together in fear next to Gibbie’s van, Kristof had moved over to comfort them, and Marian was stalking back towards them, half in

wolf  form  and  half  in  human  form,  snarling  and  growling  the  whole way. Dean moved out into the street to intercept her. 

“Marian,” Dean said, trying to adopt a soothing tone, despite his racing  heart.  “The  danger  is  past.  You  can  return  to  human  form. 

Can you hear me? Listen to my voice.” 

He kept talking as she walked up to him, her wolfish face tilted to one side as if questioning his words. He kept up the running dialog, trying to talk her back down. She stopped a few feet from him and stared  at  him  for  a  moment,  then,  with  a  whimper,  shifted  back  to human  form.  She  collapsed  to  the  street,  sobbing,  tears  flowing down the restored teen girl’s face. When Wim and Dora saw she had shifted back, they ran over and crouched to comfort her. 

Dean  stood  in  the  street  in  front  of  Gibbie’s  van  and  looked around in the darkness. There were no other cars in sight. No other signs of danger to his team. Not that there needed to be. The Cause had come prepared to kidnap a vampire. That metal cable must have contained  a  silver  alloy  of  some  sort.  It  was  toxic  to  vampires  and leeched  away  their  strength  as  long  as  it  was  in  contact  with  their skin. As prepared as they were for Gibbie, they obviously weren’t as prepared  for  a  shape-shifting  teenager,  and  judging  from  the  looks on  the  one  man’s  face,  weren’t  properly  inoculated  against Lycanthropism, the disease that caused shape-shifting. Marian’s bite had almost assuredly infected him. Dean wondered what The Cause did  with  members  who  became  Unusuals.  Whatever  it  was,  it probably wasn’t a good thing. 

Dean  took  out  his  phone  and  dialed  911,  telling  the  dispatcher that he had to report a kidnapping. He stayed on the line, giving the details  of  what  he  had  seen  while  he  waited  for  the  arrival  of  the police  units  that  were  on  the  way.  Wim  and  Dora  helped  Marian stand and took her over to the van. Dean saw Gibbie’s keys lying on the street next to the driver’s door. While he talked to the dispatcher, continuing to answer the questions she had on the other end of the phone line, he walked over and picked up the keys. He could hear sirens  in  the  distance,  coming  closer.  Soon,  a  police  cruiser  with lights  flashing  and  siren  blaring,  turned  the  corner,  drove  up  and pulled to a stop in front of the van. Dean notified the dispatcher on

the  phone  that  the  police  had  arrived  and  was  advised  to  hang  up the phone and talk directly with them. 

Dean  recognized  the  officers  as  part  of  the  Unusual  police  unit. 

He  waved  to  them  as  they  approached.  They  looked  around,  then the driver, Officer Jimmy Shorter spoke. 

“I  thought  you  were  suspended?  What  are  you  doing  out  and geared up tonight?” he asked. 

“Hi,  Jimmy,”  Dean  said.  “I  was  out  advising  a  CERT  response team  at  the  Barrens  fire  earlier  tonight.  We  came  back  here  and parked to regroup following that incident before dropping folks off at their homes. Most of my team was pretty shook up by the traumatic event.  We  were  ready  to  pack  up  and  head  home  for  the  evening when two black SUVs pulled up and a group of men kidnapped one of  my  team  members,  almost  getting  a  second  one  before  she fended them off.” 

He  pointed  down  the  street  from  which  the  police  had  arrived. 

“They  drove  off  down  that  way  when  they  left.  The  whole  thing happened pretty fast. It couldn’t have taken more than a minute from start to finish.” 

Another police car pulled up followed by an unmarked sedan with a flashing blue light on the dash. Dean surmised the second vehicle would  be  a  supervisor  or  detective.  The  two  officers  left  his  side  to walk over and talk to the ladies. Dean watched the unmarked police vehicle  for  a  moment  and  then  felt  his  shoulders  sag  when  he recognized the detective who climbed from the driver’s side. It was the  same  detective  who  had  come  for  him  following  the  finding  of Zach dead in his apartment. 

“Mr.  Flynn,”  Detective  Ricketts  said  as  he  approached.  “I  would have  thought  you’d  want  to  stay  out  of  any  sort  of  police  trouble considering the actual charges on the table against you.” 

“I am innocent of those accusations, Detective Ricketts, and this attack  was  unprovoked  and  a  complete  surprise  to  us,”  Dean  said. 

He  supposed  that  distrust  and  suspicion  was  a  job  requirement  for people in Detective Ricketts’ line of work, but that didn’t keep Dean from  adding  a  tinge  of  anger  to  his  response.  He  recounted  the kidnapping  again  for  the  detective,  stressing  that  he  was  afraid  for

Gibbie’s  well-being.  If  The  Cause  had  him,  then  Gibbie  was  in severe  jeopardy.  The  detective  wrote  some  notes  on  his  spiral notepad, told Dean to stay put for the moment, and then went over to interview  the  women.  Dean  pulled  out  his  phone  while  that  was going  on  and  called  Celeste.  She  would  know  the  best  way  to  get ahold  of  James  if  he  wasn’t  home.  Dean  was  sure  he  was  still  out managing the efforts to get the Barrens refugees some place to stay. 

“Hi, Dean, what can I do for you,” the redheaded vampire said in her characteristic Southern drawl. “Is everything okay?” 

Dean  gave  her  the  rundown  on  the  rest  of  their  evening  since leaving the Barrens fire. He told her about the kidnapping of Gibbie, and the attempted abduction of Marian. She listened until he finished giving his report. 

“Okay,  I’ll  pass  that  along  to  James,  as  well  as  Rudy.  As  pack leader, he’ll want to know that one of his pack was attacked directly and bit someone. It’s not something they take lightly.” 

“It  wasn’t  her  fault,”  Dean  interjected.  “She  was  being  attacked, and they were trying to kidnap her, too.” 

“I’m  sure  they’ll  take  her  age  and  inexperience  into  account,” 

Celeste  said.  “It’s  just  the  lycans,  like  the  vampires,  take  turning  a human into one of them very seriously. It is drummed into them from a  young  age  that  if  you  bring  someone  into  the  fold,  you  are responsible  for  them.  This  was  an  extreme  case  and  situation,  but that is likely one of the reasons she is so upset.” 

“Well, that’s good to know,” Dean said. “I still don’t think she had a choice. I’ll tell Rudy as much myself when I see him.” 

“I’m  sure  he’ll  want  to  talk  to  you  and  Marian,  when  you  get back,” Celeste surmised. “When will you be able to return the team to the Nightwing building? Based on this attack, I think James would like to see all of you. He wanted to thank the team for their work at the  fire.  Now  I  think  he’ll  want  to  find  out  what  he  can  do  to  get Gibbie back.” 

“We  should  be  finished  here  shortly.  There’s  really  nothing  else for the police to do,” Dean said. “There isn’t any evidence or stuff like that to collect. I think once they get finished talking with Marian, Wim, and Dora, the detective will let us leave.” 

“Okay, text me when you’re on your way,” Celeste said and then she disconnected. 

Dean  pocketed  his  phone  and  walked  over  where  Ricketts  was wrapping  up  his  interview  with  the  dryad  twins.  He  gave  each  of them  his  card  and  urged  them  to  contact  him  if  they  remembered anything  they  didn’t  tell  him  already.  Ricketts  turned  to  Dean  and walked with him a short distance away. 

“Do  you  have  any  idea  how  they  found  you  here?”  Ricketts asked. 

“What do you mean?” Dean replied. 

“Well,  it  looks  like  they  targeted  you  specifically  if  this  was  The Cause,” the detective explained. “Did you see anyone following you after you left the Barrens? 

“No, it was pretty deserted. It was like three AM when we finally left. There weren’t that many cars on the road.” 

“So, they either found you by chance. You know, recognized the van, and waited for you all to leave the shop where you stopped. The alternative is that they tracked you here somehow. Any thoughts?” 

Dean pondered the detective’s line of reasoning. How could they have  tracked  him  and  the  CERT  team  when  they  didn’t  know  who they were or even what they were doing? He and Gibbie had gone to great lengths to keep the group separate from the Fire Department in every way. They had set up their own dispatch system and locations. 

The  only  recognizable  thing  was  Gibbie’s  van.  Perhaps  someone saw  the  van  at  the  scene  earlier  with  the  Barrens  fire  and  put  two and  two  together?  He  knew  that  Artur  was  aware  they  were operating  a  response  system  on  their  own.  He  could  have  put  The Cause  on  the  lookout  for  them.  If  someone  recognized  him  at  the Barrens  and  saw  Gibbie’s  van,  they  would  have  targeted  them.  He told Detective Ricketts of his suspicions. 

“We  will  look  into  that,”  Ricketts  said.  “It’s  an  interesting  theory. 

Do  you  know  how  we  can  get  in  touch  with  this  Artur  character? 

Maybe  we  can  rattle  his  cage  and  get  him  to  give  up  some information.” 

Dean  snorted  a  laugh,  “I  don’t  think  that  Artur  is  easily  ‘rattled,’

and he is not going to have anything to say to you. He is way too old

and sharp to be tripped up in an interrogation. You’re welcome to try, though.  I  guess  it  can’t  hurt.  Maybe  the  increased  scrutiny  will pressure  him  to  leave  Elk  City.  You  can  get  his  contact  information from James Lee or his assistant Celeste.” 

“I  have  to  talk  to  him,  at  least,”  the  detective  said.  “We  have  to give it a try, and we will also look into his background. Maybe some of  his  business  dealings  will  lead  to  a  connection  to  The  Cause. 

Look,  I  don’t  think  you  did  anything  wrong  here.  As  for  your  other legal problems with Zach’s death, the evidence points to you, but it’s too easy. You have a reasonable alibi that almost clears you, and we know that something bigger is going on here in the city. We just want it all to stop. Things used to run smoothly here, and everyone lived together  and  got  along.  Now  we’ve  got  attacks  on  the  streets, arsonists fire-bombing homes, and bigots trying to run people out of town. It’s not right. I just wanted to tell you what I thought.” 

“Thanks, Ricketts, I appreciate that,” Dean said. “I just want to get back  out  and  start  doing  my  job  again.  There  are  a  lot  of  people, Unusual  and  otherwise,  who  are  not  getting  the  medical  attention they  need.  We  could  be  serving  them.  Instead,  we  are  running around and dealing with the attacks and the fear. Hopefully, you can uncover something and get things ironed out.” 

“We’re trying,” Ricketts replied. “I have everything I need. You all can  head  home  if  you  want.  We  will  try  and  review  the  traffic cameras, as well as any security cameras in the area. We will see if we can figure out who took your friend and where they took him.” 

“Thanks,” Dean said. He took Gibbie’s recovered van keys out of his pocket and climbed into the driver’s seat, starting the vehicle. He waited  while  the  ladies  and  Kristof  climbed  inside  and  buckled  up. 

The whole situation made him angry. He had brought them here to help defuse the tension and stress. They had taken on a lot of that when  they  responded  to  the  Barrens  fire.  Now  this  attack  had destroyed any headway he had made with the team on dealing with their  stress.  They  were  back  where  they  started  before  the  trip  to Ireland, and he didn’t have any more tricks up his sleeve to talk them back down. He did the best he could engaging them in conversation while  he  headed  back  to  the  Nightwing  building.  Marian’s  parents

met  them  in  the  underground  garage.  Her  dad  came  around  to  the driver’s side of the van to talk with Dean as soon as he got out. 

“I’m  upset,  Mr.  Flynn.  Upset  that  my  daughter  got  caught  up  in this,”  Marian’s  father  said.  “We  had  hoped  that  her  interest  in  this would  keep  her  out  of  trouble,  not  get  her  in  more  trouble  and attacked by those human monsters.” 

“I don’t blame you for being angry, Mr. Gregory,” Dean said. “I’m upset about this as well. I’m glad she is safe, but I’m very upset that she was forced to defend herself in such a direct way. I assure you that she bears no responsibility for this. In my opinion, she did what she had to do to avoid getting kidnapped like our friend.” 

“That may be true, but I hope you understand that she will not be coming out with you for a while,” Mr. Gregory said. “I will be keeping her  home  and  close  until  this  whole  mess  with  this  Cause  blows over.” 

Dean nodded. He understood completely. He was glad she could afford to sit on the sidelines. No teenager should be mixed up in a mess  like  this.  “I  understand.  Hopefully,  we  can  get  her  back engaged with this work after we solve this current situation. I’ll make sure that we let you know what is going on.” 

The two men shook hands, and Dean walked with the others over to  where  James  and  Rudy  waited  to  talk  to  them.  He  stood  behind the group while the leader of Elk City’s Unusual population praised them  for  their  work  and  told  them  that  he  was  working  with authorities to get Gibbie back. He then offered all of the CERT team a  ride  home  with  his  personal  security  team  to  ensure  their  safety. 

Dean just wanted to go to bed and get some rest, like the rest of the team.  On  his  way  to  the  elevator,  Celeste  said  she’d  make  sure  to call him later in the afternoon in time to come up to the penthouse for a  planning  dinner  that  evening.  He  said  he’d  be  there  and  pushed the button to take him up to his floor. It was time to put this night to bed. 
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that night was sedate, to say the least. Dean, 

Ashley, Brynne, and James all sat around the table in the penthouse apartment of the Nightwing building in silence, the only sound being the occasional scrape of a fork or knife on a plate. The aftermath of the Barrens fire and the later attack on Dean’s CERT team were on all of their minds. Twenty-eight bodies had been found in the search after  the  fire  was  contained.  Of  the  injured,  four  or  five  more  might still  succumb  to  the  burn  injuries  they  sustained  getting  out  of  the burning trailers. It was a devastating loss for the Unusual community, and it took the attacks by The Cause to a whole new level. 

Domestic terrorism was a real problem, Dean knew, but for some reason,  the  situation  in  Elk  City  had  avoided  Federal  attention. 

Perhaps because it was directed at the Unusual community and not the  human  community.  Still,  Dean  found  it  hard  to  believe  that  the national leaders could so easily afford to turn away from the attacks of the previous evening. They couldn’t just let local authorities handle it,  could  they?  Dean  believed  that  they  had  made  a  grave  error.  It was the underserved and voiceless who needed the extra protection, and any Federal involvement now might be too little, too late anyway. 

Dean listened when they gathered for dinner as James told them that  the  FBI  was  sending  a  small  task  force  including  Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) investigators to look at the fire. He was afraid  the  incident  would  cause  the  Unusual  community  to  dive

deeper  underground  and  avoid  further  contact  with  human government  services,  but  he,  as  the  leader  of  the  Unusuals  in  Elk City, was obliged to welcome the Feds in and make sure he and his underlings cooperated with them. The Federal team would be made up of agents who were aware of the Unusuals and their presence in the U.S. population, that was certain, but what was their mandate? 

James  wondered  if  they  were  just  sent  to  make  sure  the  incidents didn’t spill over into the human community. Dean knew one thing for sure:  in  light  of  the  fire  and  the  number  of  dead  and  injured  there, they didn’t care about the abduction of one vampire responder. That was a local problem. 

It  infuriated  Dean  that  no  one  seemed  to  be  looking  for  Gibbie. 

Anything  could  be  happening  to  him  right  now.  They  could  be torturing  him,  or  maybe  even  already  have  staked  him,  ending  his undead life. Dean clenched his fist and thumped it against his thigh in frustration. Ashley laid a hand on his fist, her fingers coaxing his hand  to  unclench  and  relax  until  her  fingers  interlaced  with  his.  A gentle squeeze caused him to look at her where she sat next to him at  the  table.  She  gave  him  a  tight-lipped,  grim  smile.  He  looked around  at  the  others  at  the  table.  James  was  staring  into  the contents of his plain white mug, cupping the container of warm blood in two hands. Brynne was chewing a bite of food while she looked off into  space  somewhere  out  the  windows  at  the  nighttime  skyline  of the city. Everyone was stuck in their own, although similar, thoughts. 

“I think we should initiate our own search for Gibbie,” Dean said. 

He decided to break the silence and say what he hoped they all were thinking. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing.” 

“I’m not sure there is anything we can do,” Brynne said. She set her  fork  down  and  looked  around  at  the  others.  “No  one  knows where they are staging their attacks from to begin with. All we know about them is they drive dark SUVs, but heck, there are hundreds of those driving around the city.” 

“I  can’t  believe  there  is  nothing  we  can  do,  though,”  Dean continued. “Isn’t there some sort of magical search we can do, some way to divine their presence?” 

“We  used  that  route  once,  Dean,”  Ashley  said.  “It  pointed  us  to Fire  Headquarters  and  confirmed  Artur’s  involvement.  It  did  not uncover their hideout, though. The coven is still recovering from the blast,  and  even  were  they  receptive  to  trying  again,  they  will  be unable  for  some  time  to  make  the  attempt  to  pierce  whatever concealment charms Artur has put in place.” 

“I still refuse to believe that there is nothing we can do to help,” 

Dean  said.  The  police  were  no  help.  If  there  were  a  magical concealment  spell  on  the  hideout,  humans  would  not  be  able  to locate it. The police would literally drive right by it and see nothing. 

Dean knew that, but it didn’t resolve his feelings of helplessness. 

“We  have  to  be  patient,  Dean,”  Ashley  said,  giving  his  hand  a reassuring squeeze under the table. “I sense no change in the future possibilities; there is still a major event to come that will require both you and James to act. That has not changed.” 

“Still  no  clue  as  to  what  that  event  might  be  Ashley?”  James asked. 

“No, it is still hidden, but that is not unusual to me. I’ll not know it is  directly  imminent  until  almost  the  moment  the  event  happens,” 

Ashley replied. “I can steer you and advise you on what I think you should do, but I’m not sure what effect any action you take will have until after it is done.” 

Brynne snorted a sarcastic laugh. “So we can have help, but not help that really gives us any real assistance. Typical.” 

“Brynne,” Ashley said. “I’m not here to tell you what to do. I’m a support network, to make sure you can make the choices required of you all when the time comes. But it still comes down to free will. You must arrive at your decisions on your own, without interference.” 

The female paramedic held up her hands, exasperated. “Ashley, I’m  sorry.  I’m  not  attacking  you,  I’m  just  frustrated  like  Dean  and James are.” 

“No offense taken,” Ashley said with a smile. 

“So,” Dean interjected. “We are back to square one. We have no inkling what is happening and who we need to be dealing with next. 

Gibbie  is  still  taken  and  needs  our  help.  We  have  to  do  something more than sit here and bemoan our lack of solid plans.” 

“We  may  have  a  lead  to  follow-up  on,”  said  a  male  voice  from across the room. The group looked over towards the entrance to the penthouse  apartment.  Dean  experienced  a  glimmer  of  hope  as  he recognized  Rudy,  the  werewolf  pack  leader,  and  James’  second. 

Rudy was leading the Unusual side of the investigation, informally at least. 

“What  do  you  have,  Rudy?”  James  asked.  “Do  we  know  where they are staging their attacks from?” 

“Close,  boss,”  the  werewolf  said  with  a  feral  grin.  “I’ve  been following up on the attack last night and the abduction of our friend. I decided  to  go  and  talk  with  each  of  the  CERT  team  members  who witnessed  the  attack.  I  started  with  the  twins,  and  they  didn’t remember anything different from what they had told the police. But, when  I  went  to  chat  with  Marian,  I  could  tell  that  she  was  holding something back from me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could tell that there was something. I eventually had to go all alpha wolf on her to  compel  her  to  tell  me  what  she  was  hiding.  She  told  me  about this.” He held up a smartphone, triumph showing in his face. 

“Whose phone is that? Is it hers?” James asked. 

“No it’s mine,” Rudy answered. “But it is not the phone itself that is the clue. It is what is on the phone. Our little counter-culture wolf-child hacked Gibbie’s phone when he wasn’t looking. She wanted to follow the CERT team calls at night, even when her parents wouldn’t let  her  out.  She  installed  a  spyware  app  on  Gibbie’s  phone  so  it would send its location to her phone. Not only that, but she also can remotely access the phone’s camera and microphone.” 

“But  that  means  that  we  can  tell  where  Gibbie  is,  right?”  Dean said, holding back his rising excitement. 

“Maybe,  Dean,  maybe,”  Rudy  answered.  “We  have  to  take  this slow.  I’ve  installed  the  spyware  client  on  this  phone,  and  I’ve  got  a team working to follow-up on the information I have so far. It can give a  general  GPS  location  and  then  we  need  to  see  if  the  phone  can send video and audio of his surroundings, provided the phone is still on his person.” 

“If you have an approximate location, we should still go there and see what we can find,” Dean said. 

“I  already  have  a  few  of  my  more  discreet  pack  members following  up  on  it.  Let  me  find  out  more  about  what  we  are  facing. 

Then  we  can  know  who  and  what  we  are  going  after.  There’s  no upside to just rushing in. That is how people get hurt, Dean.” 

“How long will it take to get your people in place?” Brynne asked. 

“They  are  on  their  way  there  now,  but  they  have  to  take  their time.  It’s  in  the  warehouse  district,  and  there  is  not  a  lot  of  traffic down  there  this  time  of  night.  A  car  driving  by  at  night  would  be noticed,  so  they  need  to  be  very  careful  how  they  approach  the area.” Rudy looked at James. “I just wanted to give you a heads up, James. If we find Gibson, what do you want us to do? I heard they had silver chains on him. That will affect us, too. I don’t want to lose anyone else trying a rescue.” 

“Why  can’t  we  just  call  the  police?”  Dean  asked.  “They  aren’t allergic to silver.” 

“Think  about  that  for  a  moment,  Dean,”  Rudy  said.  He  paused before going on, letting that sink in. “If we involve the local police, we involve all the local authorities. That includes the leak we suspect is going on inside the dispatch and response system of the city. I think we are going to have to extricate the hostage ourselves without local help.  Calling  the  police  will  only  serve  to  alert  them  we  are  coming and give them the opportunity to foil our attempt – or worse.” 

Dean sat back in his chair. He hadn’t thought about that. He knew there was a leak inside headquarters somewhere. Since the events on  the  fire  ground  the  previous  evening,  he  now  suspected  it  was deputy  fire  chief  Compton.  The  bad  news  was  that  the  chief  could monitor  police  frequencies  as  well.  If  he  was  the  leak  and  he overheard a police operation heading to the site of The Cause’s safe house,  he  could  warn  them  to  bug  out,  or  prepare  to  repel  the assault on their hideout. 

“Dean,  at  least  we  know  more  now  than  we  did  a  few  minutes ago,”  Ashley  said.  “We  were  just  saying  we  had  nothing  to  act  on. 

Now we have a possible location of The Cause, and that means for Gibbie, too. Be patient, it will work out.” 

“What  did  you  tell  Marian  when  you  figured  out  what  she  had done?” Dean asked Rudy. “Does she know that what she did could

help us?” 

“I  told  her  that  it  was  very  fortunate,  even  though  it  was  a violation  of  personal  privacy,”  Rudy  said.  “We  lycans  are  an honorable people, Dean. I’ll not have sneaks and thieves in my pack. 

I impressed that on her. She was appropriately chastised over it.” 

“You should reward her, not punish her,” Dean exclaimed. “Sure, she overstepped her bounds and invaded Gibbie’s privacy, but when you look at what it enabled us to do, it turned out alright. We should teach  her  the  right  things  to  do,  but  encourage  her  to  expand  her skills  in  this  area.  It’s  a  useful  skill,  especially  in  today’s  security conscious world.” 

“The  ends  don’t  justify  the  means,”  Rudy  said.  “At  least  not  to me.” He shot a glance at James and Dean got the sense that he and his leader had had this discussion before. 

“I  agree  with  Rudy  that  she  took  the  wrong  actions,  and  they worked  out  for  us  this  time,  mostly  due  to  luck,”  Brynne  said.  “I  do think  that  we  should  talk  with  her  and  encourage  her  to  develop these  skills  further.  The  world  is  changing  and  having  an  Unusual with  this  type  of  security  and  computer  expertise  could  be  a  good thing.  James,  you  have  scholarships  you  give  out  to  members  of your community. You should think about sending her to a top-notch computer  programming  school.  She  could  become  a  huge  asset  to you and the rest of the Unusual community.” 

“You may be right,” James said. “We will look into that when this all  blows  over.  It  could  be  a  moot  point  if  we  don’t  make  it  through this intact. I may not be in a position to award anyone a scholarship unless we catch a break. Let’s hope the information she enabled us to find works in our favor.” He looked up at his second. “Keep us in the loop, Rudy. We’ll be here if you find out anything.” 

“Will do, boss,” the werewolf replied. “I’ll get you hourly updates by  text  message  and  call  you  directly  if  we  find  anything  solid  on Gibson’s whereabouts.” He nodded to the rest of the group, turned, and left them sitting over their dinner while he headed back down the hallway towards the elevators. 

Dean  and  the  others  looked  around  meeting  each  other’s  eyes. 

The mood had changed. They had a solid lead, and things were not

quite as hopeless as they were a few minutes before. There was a chance  they’d  get  their  abducted  friend  back.  Dean  started  to  eat with  renewed  vigor.  He  was  hungry  now,  and  he  might  need  the extra energy if they ended up going on a rescue mission to retrieve Gibbie.  He  thought  about  what  he  might  do  if  he  encountered  the attackers in person again. He wasn’t a violent person, but these guys needed  to  be  stopped,  and  a  little  vigorous  persuasion  might  go  a long way to stopping the attacks and finding out who was controlling them from the top. 

They  knew  it  was  Artur  on  an  unofficial  level,  but  it  would  be much  better  if  they  were  able  to  turn  up  proof  of  his  involvement. 

That would force him to drop his plans, lest they be exposed to the higher Unusual leadership. Dean got the sense that, while they did turn a blind eye to some of what had been going on, if James came forward  with  direct  evidence  against  Artur,  he  would  be  forced  to back down and would be discredited. That was Dean’s goal. It wasn’t just  to  stop  the  attacks.  It  wasn’t  just  to  discredit  and  expose  Mike Farver and Chief Compton at Headquarters; he wanted to make sure that  the  one  who  was  ultimately  responsible  was  punished.  If  they proved Artur was at the heart of it, he wanted to hurt him as much as possible. 
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left  dinner  feeling  much  better  than  when  they had when they arrived an hour and a half earlier. As they stepped off on their floor, they laughed at a shared joke Dean brought up on the elevator. Their laughter stopped when they turned the corner of the hallway and saw Artur coming the other way. 

The  vampire  looked  at  them  with  a  puzzled  expression,  then assumed a sly smile and said, “I am surprised to see you two in such good  spirits.  Surely  there  are  things  to  be  concerned  about  this evening that don't merit such elated behavior.” 

Dean  knew  the  vampire  lord  was  fishing  for  information.  He wanted to know what they were up to in their efforts to counter him. 

Dean  should  have  just  passed  the  creature  by  without  responding, but he could not resist taking a dig at the old vampire. 

“Artur,  we’re  on  to  you,  you  know.  We  will  stop  your  efforts  to destroy what we’ve started here.” Ashley laid a cautioning hand on his arm to stop him, but Dean kept going. “And when we get finished foiling your little plot here in Elk City, I am going to enjoy hunting you down  and  helping  some  friends  of  mine  drive  a  stake  through  your heart.” 

The  vampire’s  eyes  narrowed  to  slits,  but  the  grin  never  left  his face. He and Dean stood nose to nose in the hallway outside Dean’s apartment. Artur looked first at Dean and then turned his attention to Ashley.  “Perhaps  you  should  teach  your  trained  puppy  some

manners towards his betters, Eldara. He needs a leash to keep him in line.” 

Dean lurched towards the vampire at the insult, but Ashley barred his  way  with  her  arm,  demonstrating  surprising  strength  as  she stopped  his  advance  without  much  effort  at  all.  Dean  stopped  and looked at her. It was like he had run into a chest-high iron bar. 

She shot him a glance and said, “If you lay hands on him, Dean, my  protection  is  negated.  As  long  as  you  do  not  initiate  violence against  him,  my  aura  extends  over  you.  Remember  that  you  are  a healer, not a warrior.” 

Artur  smirked  at  the  exchange.  Dean  could  see  he  thought  he had won the encounter, and struck at the pair with more of his smug words.  “It’s  too  bad  your  girlfriend’s  protections  can’t  watch  over everyone you care about, Mr. Flynn. If you are not careful, you might lose  your  entire  little  response  team.”  He  finished  with  a  wide  grin, exposing  his  sharp,  elongated  canines.  The  grin  abruptly disappeared with Ashley’s next words. 

“My  sister  sends  her  regards,  vampire.  I  would  think  that  you would steer well clear of any Eldara and her friends, considering how anxious she is to have words with you again.” 

All semblance of calm humor was wiped away from Artur’s face. 

Dean now saw something else in his eyes. Was it fear? He couldn’t be sure, but their adversary took a step backward before he stopped at the wall. His eyes darted up and down the hallway as if looking for something, or someone. 

“No,”  Ashley  said.  “She’s  not  here.  At  least,  not  yet.  She  has another  task  to  complete,  but  she  wanted  me  to  tell  you  that  she hasn’t forgotten the Crimea, or Antietam, or Saigon for that matter. If I were you, I’d conclude my business here quickly. I don’t know how soon she will be finished with what she is doing, but I’m assured she will be coming here next.” 

Artur looked thoughtful for a moment. “You are telling the truth. I know you cannot lie, but why tell me this? Is it perhaps because you want  me  to  hurry  my  plans  for  Elk  City?”  He  paused  and  matched Ashley’s  determined  stare  for  a  time  before  continuing  with  a dismissive  wave  of  his  hand.  “I  care  not.  My  plans  are  all  in  place

and  will  proceed  with  or  without  me  at  this  point.  I  will  be  leaving town soon anyway. Nice try, Eldara.” He waggled his finger in the air at  her,  then  moved  past  them  in  the  hallway  gliding  towards  the elevators. 

Dean watched him go and when the vampire turned the corner, started  to  say  something,  but  Ashley  laid  a  finger  on  her  lips  and shook her head. She took him by the hand and led him the rest of the  way  down  the  hallway  to  their  adjacent  apartments.  Dean  took out his keycard and unlocked his door. She pushed past him inside and  pulled  him  in  after  her.  Once  the  door  was  shut,  she  waived  a hand in the air over it and then turned to him. 

“We  can  talk  now,  no  one  can  hear  us,”  she  announced.  She looked squarely at Dean. There was anger in her eyes. “What were you thinking out there? You can’t take him in a straight up fight. Artur would  tear  you  apart  before  I  could  do  anything  to  stop  him.  My protection is very specific and peaceful in nature. Were he to attack you first, my lingering aura would cause him great injury. Even then he would destroy you with little thought if he wanted to. He knows he would heal eventually.” 

“I couldn’t let him just walk by without knowing what I want to do to him,” Dean argued. “He needs to know that I’m on to him, and I will hunt him down. That was not an idle threat.” 

“Men!”  Ashley  said,  throwing  her  hands  in  the  air  and  walking across the living room to the large window. She turned and glared at him. “I just told you that you aren’t powerful enough to stop him on your  own.  He  is  a  very  ancient  vampire.  James  and  Rudy  together would  be  hard-pressed  to  best  him,  and  the  two  of  them  are extremely powerful.” 

“But you could take him, right?” Dean asked. 

“I’ve told you, Dean. I’m a healer,” Ashley explained. “My powers give  life;  they  don’t  take  it.  I  can  defend  myself,  and  to  a  limited extent, defend you from his attacks, but that is all.” 

“But he seemed very afraid of what your sister could do, would do to him.” 

“That  is  different,”  Ashley  said.  “Ingrid  is  a  warrior  angel,  a Valkyrie. Her powers are all about fighting and strength and war. She

would  defeat  him  handily,  and  make  it  look  easy.  That  is  why  I invoked her here. I wanted him to think she was aware of where he was based on her previous encounter with him. It was enough to get him to back down.” 

“So, she’s not coming?” Dean asked. 

“Oh, she is coming now,” Ashley said with a laugh. “I told you. I invoked  her.  When  I  told  him  my  sister  sends  her  regards,  it connected  her  to  the  conversation.  I  could  feel  her  amusement  as she  sort  of  jumped  in  to  overhear  the  conversation.  Based  on  the response  I  could  sense  from  her,  she  is  definitely  on  her  way.  She has a very old score to settle with Artur.” 

“Well good, then she’ll take care of Artur for us,” Dean said. 

“No, Dean, we don’t want that. Ingrid brings a certain, uh, level of turmoil,  shall  we  say.  When  she  visits  somewhere,  it  is  usually because of a war and the chaos that war brings with it. She can be much more direct than I have to be under normal circumstances. No one  notices  when  strange  things  happen  in  a  war  zone.  When  she gets here, it is going to take all my energy to keep her from razing the center of town trying to get to Artur.” 

“Oh,”  Dean  said.  “I  didn’t  realize  she  had  that  kind  of  power. 

When will she get here?” 

“She’s  somewhere  in  the  Middle  East  right  now,”  Ashley  said. 

“People  have  been  fighting  each  other  there  for  millennia,  so  she likes to hang out there. I did sense she is annoyed, so that means she has to finish some task there before she can leave to come here to  renew  her  feud  with  Artur.  My  guess  is  it  will  be  somewhere between  a  few  days  to  a  few  weeks  until  she  arrives.  That  means that  we  have  that  long  to  finish  what  needs  to  happen  here  before she  gets  here  and  really  messes  things  up.  Like  I  said,  she  is anything but subtle.” 

“And this is my fault?” Dean asked. “What did I do?” 

“You provoked Artur. That made me take steps to get him to back down,” the Eldara explained. “Now events are in motion that I have no control over and the future, which was cloudy already, is now so dark  as  to  be  invisible.  You  and  James  are  going  to  be  forced  to

make  your  decision  early,  maybe  in  the  next  two  or  three  days. 

Beyond that, I can see nothing anymore.” 

Dean  considered  what  she  said.  He  was  startled  by  her  worry about the coming of her sister. It took a lot to get her to worry; in fact, through  all  of  this  going  on  since  he  had  known  her,  he  couldn’t remember her being truly worried about anything. Even so, he wasn’t sorry he provoked Artur to take direct action. If it got the vampire to step up his timetable by bringing Ashley’s sister into it, so be it. He wanted all of this to end in Elk City. He wanted things to go back to normal where he could just be a paramedic again. People he cared about were getting hurt. It had to stop. 

Dean  met  her  stunning  green  eyes.  “All  I  know,  Ash,  is  that  the sooner  we  get  rid  of  Artur  and  The  Cause,  the  sooner  we  can  get people  back  to  getting  the  help  they  need  from  the  paramedics  at Station U. Is that wrong?” 

“No, sweetie, it is never wrong to wish for things to be better than they are,” Ashley replied, her eyes softening with her smile. “I often forget  that  being  human  brings  a  sense  of  urgency  of  purpose  that those of us with a longer life-view don’t have. It is one of the things I cherish  about  you  all.  You  want  to  cram  so  much  into  your  brief lifespan,  to  try  and  accomplish  every  potential  task  set  in  front  of you. It is an admirable quality to have. Look, let’s get to bed and get some  rest.  That  way  we’ll  be  ready  to  see  what  we  can  do  once Rudy and his security team have some information we can act on,” 

Ashley started to head into Dean’s bedroom. 

“I’m not that tired, Ash,” Dean said. “I slept all morning after last night’s course of events.” 

“Well,  then,”  she  said,  looking  back  over  her  shoulder  with  a smoldering glance. “I’ll just have to figure out a way to wear you out so you can sleep better.” 
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up to the sound of his phone buzzing on the nightstand. 

He  was  curled  around  Ashley  in  bed.  He  rolled  over,  careful  not  to

jostle  his  sleeping  partner.  Picking  up  the  phone  he  saw  it  was Celeste. He swiped the phone screen to answer. 

“Go for Dean,” he said, his voice cracking from lack of use. 

“Hi  Dean,  it’s  Celeste,”  the  voice  on  the  other  end  said  in  her characteristic  southern  drawl.  “Rudy’s  team  thinks  they’ve  found Gibbie. He wanted me to let you know, in case you wanted to be in on the rescue.” 

“You  bet  I  do,”  Dean  said,  jumping  out  of  bed  and  to  his  feet. 

“Where should I meet him?” 

“Rudy  is  waiting  downstairs  in  the  garage,”  Celeste  said.  “He wants to leave quickly, can you get downstairs in ten minutes?” 

“Easily. In fact, tell him I’ll be there in five,” Dean said. He hung up and started to get dressed, pulling on pants and looking around for a shirt. 

Ashley  stirred  and  rolled  over,  propping  up  on  one  elbow, watching him. “What is it?” 

“They  think  they  found  Gibbie,”  Dean  said.  “Rudy  is  waiting downstairs for me. He asked me to go along on the rescue attempt.” 

“That sounds risky; please be careful,” Ashley said. “I can’t come along;  I  have  to  get  ready  for  work.  Text  me  as  soon  as  you  know anything.  In  fact,  text  me  every  hour  or  so,  so  that  I  know  you’re alright.” 

“Got  it,”  Dean  said.  He  leaned  over  to  grab  a  quick  kiss  from Ashley. She latched on to him and planted a sensuous kiss on him that left him breathless. 

“That is to make sure you know how much you have to live for,” 

Ashley said shaking a finger at him. “Don’t go doing anything stupid. 

Let Rudy’s goons take the chances. They regenerate.” 

“I’m  perfectly  happy  to  let  them  take  the  lead,  Ash,”  Dean  said after  catching  his  breath.  “I’m  going  to  consider  myself  tactical medical support. I fully plan on being back in this bed with you later tonight. Deal?” 

“Deal,” Ashley replied. “Alright, go and bring Gibbie back safely. 

I’ll be watching for your updates.” 

Dean  left  the  room,  grabbing  his  trauma  and  med  bags,  along with the heart monitor. He didn’t want to keep Rudy waiting. Gibbie

was depending on them. 
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in  the  underground  garage  of  the  Nightwing  building, sitting  in  a  black  Ford  Expedition.  The  engine  was  idling,  and  the werewolf leader was on his phone as Dean approached. He loaded the  medical  bags  in  the  back  seat  and  climbed  into  the  passenger side, buckling the seat belt as he settled in. He looked to Rudy, who held up a finger while he continued talking on the phone. 

“Okay, don’t do anything until I get there unless there is a change in the situation, and the hostage is in imminent danger,” Rudy said. 

He glanced at his watch. “I’m ten minutes out.” Cutting the phone’s connection,  he  looked  to  Dean  as  he  slid  the  SUV  into  gear  and started  up  and  out  of  the  garage.  “We’ve  been  checking  the warehouse  district  once  we  were  able  to  track  Gibbie’s  phone.  We were able to narrow it down to one particular building, and my team has  been  casing  the  place  carefully  while  monitoring  Gibbie’s situation. They’re saying they have plans to move him to the roof at dawn and have a vampire barbecue.” 

“We  can’t  let  that  happen,”  Dean  said.  He  was  alarmed  at  the werewolf’s matter-of-fact manner. 

“We think it’s an idle threat,” Rudy replied. “They could have killed him  by  staking  him  at  any  time.  I  think  they  want  something  from him. Information or something else. I’m not sure, but we’re not taking any chances. We plan to go in just before dawn, or sooner if it looks like they are moving Gibbie to the roof.” 

“How  many  people  are  there?”  Dean  asked.  “Do  they  have weapons?” 

“Guns  don’t  concern  me  so  much  as  the  presence  of  silver, Dean,”  Rudy  said.  “We  know  they  used  a  silver  chain  or  cable  to subdue Gibbie in front of The Irish Shop when they abducted him. If they have other silver items, such as silver-infused bullets or arrows, we could be in trouble.” 

“I  brought  my  med  bags  and  gear,”  Dean  said.  “I’ll  be  there  to help if you need it.” 

“That’s good, but let’s hope we do this without any trouble or at least a minimal amount of it,” Rudy said. “I would like to catch these guys and turn them over to the police with some information on their leadership. That way we can try and put an end to The Cause once and for all. I’ve tried to impress that on my guys and gals. They are all  out  for  blood.  They  all  have  heard  about  what  happened  at  the Barrens.  It’s  going  to  be  hard  to  keep  them  from  ripping  these terrorists apart, limb from limb.” 

Dean  shuddered  at  the  thought  of  a  pack  of  angry  werewolves loose in a warehouse full of humans they were mad at. He looked at Rudy as he drove. “Can you keep them under control?” 

“I hope so,” Rudy answered. “My pack leader bond is strong, and I can compel a lot from a pack member, but once the action starts, instincts take over. If they lose control, if we start taking losses in the assault on the building, I’m afraid that all bets are off.” 

“Let’s both hope it doesn’t go that route,” Dean said. “It will only prove to their enemies that Unusuals are the monsters they believe they are.” 

“I know the risks, Dean,” Rudy said. “I want this to end as much as you, and to get Gibbie back. I want to take out the opposition and move forward peacefully. I have a family and children. I want them to grow  up  and  realize  their  full  potential  without  worrying  about  what some human might think about their shapeshifter side.” 

Dean  thought  about  that  as  they  continued  to  the  location  in silence. He had only met Rudy a few times. He forgot that he was a person  who  had  a  family  like  everyone  else.  He  had  hopes  and dreams and wanted the best for his kids just like every other person

did.  They  were  different,  sure,  but  they  were  also  very  much  the same.  It  was  important  to  keep  that  in  the  front  of  his  mind  even though he already knew it deep inside. He continued to think about it as they drove through the deserted early morning streets. 
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by  the  corner  of  a  building  staring  across  the dimly  lit  street  at  a  large,  two-story  warehouse  where  they  thought Gibbie was being held. He checked his trauma gear over one more time  and  looked  behind  him  to  make  sure  that  his  assistant  was where  she  was  supposed  to  be.  Marian  nodded  and  showed  she was  holding  the  heart  monitor  and  his  med  bag  in  both  hands.  He had been surprised to see Marian on the scene with her father when he  arrived  a  half  hour  earlier.  Apparently,  they  had  needed  her hacking  expertise  to  open  the  connection  on  Gibbie’s  phone,  and she  refused  to  show  any  of  the  adults  how  it  was  done.  Dean  was glad to see her. He knew he might need an extra pair of hands. This was a tactical assault, and he would need her if he ended up with a bunch of trauma patients later on. 

Her  father  was  glad  to  have  something  else  for  her  to  do  and someone to keep an eye on her. He clearly wanted to participate in the assault on the building but didn’t want to leave her unattended. 

Dean’s  proposal  that  she  join  his  team  for  medical  support  was  a perfect solution for everyone concerned. 

“Marian,  they  should  be  about  ready  to  go  in,  can  you  see anything?”  Dean  asked.  “My  human  eyes  are  only  picking  up shadows and darkness.” 

She  moved  up  to  crouch  next  to  him  and  looked  around  the corner.  “I  got  your  back,  bossman,”  the  teen  werewolf  said.  She peered up at the roofline across the street. Dean followed her gaze, and for a moment thought he caught a flicker of movement. Then he wasn’t  sure  he  saw  anything  as  the  shadows  swirled  around whatever he saw, or thought he saw. 

“What do you see?” he asked. 

“They found a window on the second floor that was unlocked or that they were able to break open quietly,” she replied. “I saw four of our team go in that way. I think the others are trying around the other side. I don’t see anyone else. Wait, something is happening.” 

Dean  turned  his  gaze  down  to  the  street  level.  He  heard  the distinctive  pops  of  gunfire.  Muzzle  flashes  from  the  shots  lit  up  the first-floor windows. He tensed and waited. There had been a flurry of shots and then silence. Then he heard another two, no three, pops that sounded farther away, deeper inside the building. 

Marian  was  leaning  forward  as  if  straining  against  an  invisible rope.  Her  head  turned  this  way  and  that  as  if  trying  to  look everywhere at once. Dean laid a hand on her arm to attempt to calm her down. She jumped and turned to look at him with a feral snarl, her eyes glowing red in the darkness. 

“Easy, kid,” Dean soothed. “You need to take a breath. One thing we  can’t  do  is  go  rushing  in  there  and  not  pay  attention  to  our situation. Remember scene safety. I know that with guns involved it’s less  safe  than  we’d  like,  but  that  is  all  the  more  reason  to  keep ourselves calm and grounded. When they call us in, we are going to walk, not run over there and start doing our jobs. The fastest way to screw up is to start rushing. We bring order to chaotic situations; we don’t add to it, okay?” 

“I’m sorry, Dean,” she said. “You’re right. I’ll keep myself in check. 

Thanks  for  the  reminder.”  She  jerked  her  head  around  and  looked back  at  the  building.  “I  just  heard  someone  inside  say  the  word

‘medic.’ I think they are going to bring us in soon.” 

As if on cue, the door in the side of the building across the street opened, and they saw Marian’s father stand in the opening and wave to  them,  gesturing  for  the  two  of  them  to  come  over.  Dean shouldered the strap for the trauma bag, then he and Marian dashed across  the  street  and  followed  Mr.  Gregory  inside.  Dean  looked around,  scanning  his  surroundings  as  he  entered.  The  large warehouse  room  on  the  other  side  contained  scattered  crates  and pallets  stacked  to  the  ceiling.  There  were  large  concrete  columns that supported the roof around the room. He didn’t see anyone. 

“How many injured?” Dean asked Marian’s father as they picked their way around the obstacles on the floor. 

“One  of  the  pack  took  a  bullet  wound,”  the  werewolf  replied. 

“Based on the pain and the bleeding we think it was silver coated or a  silver  alloy.  Three  of  the  six  humans  are  down.  We  caught  two others  more  or  less  intact.  The  last  one  is  holed  up  in  the  office upstairs using the vampire as a shield. Rudy is talking with him now, trying to get him to surrender.” 

“Let’s look at the gunshot wound first, then I want to look at the

‘more or less intact’ humans, too,” Dean said. The werewolf nodded and turned towards a set of stairs. As they got closer, Dean heard a male voice. 

“I can’t stop the bleeding, it’s soaking through everything I have put  on  the  wound.”  Dean  could  finally  make  out  figures  in  the darkness  ahead  clustered  around  a  shape  on  the  floor.  He approached with Marian and her father, then handed the father the large  flashlight  he  had  stowed  in  the  trauma  bag.  Mr.  Gregory switched it on and played the light over the scene where the figures stood. 

Dean saw a man on the floor writhing in pain. He was extremely pale.  Another  figure  was  pressing  a  blood-soaked  cloth  against  his arm  above  the  elbow.  Dean  set  the  trauma  bag  down,  took  in  the amount of blood pooling on the floor and dripping from the makeshift dressing and made a decision to go right to the use of a tourniquet. 

He  had  a  combat  application  tourniquet  in  the  oversized  cargo pocket  of  his  duty  pants.  Pulling  it  out  and  ripping  open  the  Velcro strap,  Dean  wrapped  it  around  the  injured  man’s  upper  arm,  lacing the end through the buckle and pulling it tight. 

“Ouch,” the man said, looking sharply up at Dean. 

“I know that hurts, but it needs to start out tight, or it won’t clamp down tight enough to stop the bleeding,” Dean said. “I’m Dean, the paramedic, what’s your name?” He tried to make conversation while he worked to distract the patient from what he was doing. 

“I’m  Morgan,  Morgan  Gregory,”  the  patient  said  through  gritted teeth. 

“He’s my uncle,” Marian said chiming in from beside Dean. “What can I do?” 

“Take  over  on  the  arm  here  and  try  and  control  the  bleeding. 

Apply another layer of gauze over what is there and press down hard just like I taught you,” Dean said to his helper. He turned his attention back  to  his  patient.  “Okay,  Morgan.  I’ve  got  the  tourniquet  in  place here. Now comes the hard part. This is going to hurt while I tighten this down but it has to be done to stop the arterial bleeding in your arm. Alright?” 

“Do what you need to do, I’ll deal with it,” Morgan said. 

Dean nodded. He started to twist the windlass stick built into the tourniquet.  As  the  twisting  pulled  on  the  fabric  of  the  strap,  it tightened  the  strap.  Morgan  groaned  in  pain.  Dean  watched  the blood  dripping  from  the  soaked  dressing  slow  and  then  stop.  He latched  the  windlass  in  place  with  a  smaller  built-in  Velcro  strap  to keep it from unwinding and then looked at Marian. 

“Keep the pressure on the wound for another few minutes. Then you  can  wrap  it  in  place  with  a  pressure  dressing,”  Dean  said.  “I’m going  to  start  an  IV  and  get  some  fluids  started  in  case  we  need them to keep his blood pressure up.” 

He  dug  around  in  the  trauma  bag  and  compiled  IV  supplies,  to start  the  IV  on  the  other  arm.  By  the  time  he  was  finished,  Marian was  finished  with  bandaging  the  dressings  in  place  on  the  injured arm.  He  double  checked  the  wound  and  saw  the  bleeding  had indeed stopped. One patient down and tended to, now to check on the others. 

“Where is Gibbie being held and where are the humans you said might be injured?” Dean asked Marian’s father. 

“They’re  upstairs,”  he  replied.  “Two  have  some  scratches  and bruises, and maybe a concussion. We are waiting for an opening to remove  them  from  up  there  to  down  here.  The  third  one  got  bitten pretty badly on the shoulder. He got away from us and is holed up with the vampire. He is threatening to kill him if we don’t leave. Rudy is trying to talk him into surrendering.” 

“Damn,” Dean said. “Do we know if he’s armed?” 

“There’s plenty of loose and broken pallet wood around in here. I don’t think it would be hard to come up with a makeshift stake,” one of the assembled pack members said. Then he suggested, “Maybe we could just wait until he passes out from lack of blood.” 

“Except with that bite, time is ticking down,” Dean said. “I need to give him a Wolfsbane injection soon, or he’s going to end up a pack member.  I  don’t  think  Rudy  will  want  that.”  The  surrounding  growls from the pack members told him they agreed with him. 

“Take me upstairs to Rudy,” Dean said. “I might have an idea.” 
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,  while  Marian  remained  on  the

lower level, monitoring her uncle’s condition. Two of the other pack members  carried  Dean’s  bags  and  monitor  for  him.  He  entered  the second  floor  that  looked  much  like  the  first  floor,  except  the  there was a row of doors that led to windowed offices along one wall. He guessed  they  were  there  so  managers  could  see  onto  the warehouse  floor  and  monitor  what  was  going  on.  He  heard  Rudy talking to someone in a loud, clear voice, his strong baritone carrying throughout the large, open space of the warehouse’s second floor. 

“Look, you’ve got nowhere to go,” Rudy said. “Come out now and we can help you, we promise we won’t harm you further.” 

“No, I have no reason to trust monsters like you,” a muffled voice said.  “One  of  your  rabid  buddies  bit  me.  He  bit  me!  I  know  what’s going  to  happen  now.  I  have  nothing  to  live  for.  I  don’t  want  to become one of you.” 

Dean  moved  towards  the  voices  and  saw  Rudy  standing  by  a stack  of  wooden  crates,  his  eyes  focused  on  one  of  the  enclosed offices. He could see a pair of shadowy figures inside the darkened office through the large plate-glass window set in the wall next to the door. Dean moved up next to Rudy and looked at the office. It was unlikely that any of the pack members could get inside in time to stop the man from killing Gibbie if he was determined to do the job, even if they shifted and moved at top speed. 

“Can  I  talk  to  him?”  Dean  asked.  “I  might  have  something  that can  talk  him  down.  Make  him  have  something  to  live  for  and  give up.” 

“Take  it  away,”  Rudy  said  with  a  wave  of  his  hand.  “I’m  no hostage negotiator. I would much rather take a direct approach and charge in there. But I also know what that would mean to our friend in there.” 

Dean nodded and moved around in front of Rudy. 

“Hello inside the office,” Dean called out. “My name is Dean. I’m a human paramedic. Can you tell me your name?” 

There was no answer. 

“Look, I understand you are injured, that you were bitten,” Dean called out again. “I want you to know that no matter what you think, there is a way to keep anything from happening to you as a result of that.” 

“You’re  lying,”  the  shaky  voice  came  from  inside  the  room.  “I know that it’s just a matter of time until I turn into a freak like those other  monsters  out  there.  I’d  rather  die.”  There  was  a  shriek  from inside the room and then Dean heard Gibbie’s frantic voice. 

“Dean,  he’s  got  a  stick,  and  he  is  sharpening  it  with  a  pocket knife. Get me outta here.” 

“Everybody needs to calm down,” Dean said trying to project his voice without sounding like he was shouting. “Tell me your name. I told you mine.” There was silence for a bit then the voice answered. 

“I’m  Eric.”  The  voice  sounded  exhausted.  Maybe  he  was  losing blood, Dean thought. 

“Okay,  Eric,  I’m  not  lying  about  helping  you,”  Dean  replied.  “I have  a  drug  that  can  reverse  the  shape-shifting  effects  of  the  bite, but I need to administer it quickly after the bite for it to work.” 

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” Eric asked. 

“I’m a paramedic, a healer, a medical professional and a human,” 

Dean replied. “I don’t lie to my patients. You are my patient. I came here to treat anyone wounded during this rescue. That includes you, too.” 

“You’re him,” Eric said. 

“What?” Dean asked. 

“You’re  the  one  that  we  helped  the  Chief  frame  for  Zach’s murder,” Eric explained. “Why would you want to help me?” 

Dean  paused.  As  much  as  he  felt  vindicated  by  hearing  Eric’s admission, he was angry, hurt and emotionally engaged. That made it  tough  to  be  a  professional  in  this  situation.  If  he  were  an  armed tactical medic and he had been in the lead elements of the assault on this building, he might have even been called upon to injure or kill this person. Now he was in the difficult role of trying to help him. Why was  he  interested  in  helping  this  guy?  Letting  Eric  become  a werewolf,  turning  into  a  creature  the  man  had  dedicated  his  life fighting against, would be a fitting punishment. But that wouldn’t be the  right  thing  to  do.  Dean  was  a  healer.  Being  a  paramedic  and helping people was all he had wanted to be, if he stopped doing that, even  for  a  moment,  just  because  he  was  angry  —  well,  that  made him no better than them. 

“Eric, all I can tell you is that I’m here to help you. I also want to rescue  my  friend.  We  can  accomplish  both  things  here.  You  sound tired. Is your wound still bleeding?” 

“Yes, I can’t do much with one hand to stop it,” Eric said. 

“I think you need to let me come in there and stop that bleeding. 

Once  I  do  that,  I  can  give  you  the  medicine  that  will  stop  you  from getting the disease that causes shapeshifting. That’s what it is, you know. It’s just a disease. They aren’t monsters. They are just people who got a type of virus, and have adjusted to living with a long-term illness.” 

“We  don’t  really  see  it  that  way,  Dean,”  Rudy  whispered  behind him. 

“Shhh,” Dean said lowering his voice. “I’m trying to talk him out of there. We can talk about your lycan culture and history later.” 

Eric  was  quiet  for  a  few  moments,  then  he  responded.  “I  don’t want to become like them. I don’t know. You could come in here and do anything to me. How do I know you are telling me the truth?” 

“Eric, at the end of it all, I can’t give you any guarantee beyond my  word,  my  promise  that  I  want  to  help  keep  you  from  dying,  or developing  the  shapeshifting  illness,”  Dean  said.  “Think  of  what you’ve  heard  about  me.  Have  you  heard  anything  about  me  that

denies  that  I  work  hard  to  take  care  of  my  patients,  whoever  they are?” 

Another pause in the conversation, then Eric replied. “Okay, but if anyone  comes  in,  it  is  just  you  alone.  If  I  see  anyone  else,  the vampire dies.” 

A  hand  clamped  on  Dean’s  shoulder.  “No,  Dean,  it’s  too  risky,” 

Rudy whispered in his ear. “We have no way to protect you.” 

“Ashley  told  me  that  I  had  to  make  a  choice,”  Dean  said  to  the pack leader. “That I would have a decision to make that would solve the problems here in Elk City. I think maybe this is it. I am a healer first and foremost. I need to go in there and tend to the wounds of a man who is my enemy, no matter how I feel about him personally. I have to do this.” 

“If anything happens to you, James and Ashley will have my head on a stick,” Rudy said. “If you’re wrong, and this goes south, you are dead, and another decision you were supposed to make never gets made, then we are all screwed; you know that, right?” 

“I’m not wrong in making this decision,” Dean said. “This may not be the choice Ashley is talking about, but I have to try and save that man  -  enemy  or  not.  Plus,  you  heard  what  Eric  said.  He  has  the information  I  need  to  clear  my  name  in  Zach’s  murder.  He  knows about the plan to frame me. This has got to be the solution Ashley foresaw.” 

“It’s your head, so it is your decision,” Rudy said. “We will be just outside. We are still listening in over Gibbie’s hacked phone. If you need us to rush in, just say the word ‘banana’ in a sentence. We will try to do our best and rescue you.” 

“Banana, really?” 

“Sorry. I’m hungry; food is on my mind,” Rudy said with a shrug. 

Dean almost laughed, then stifled it and turned back to the office. 

Raising his voice again, he said, “Eric, I’m coming in alone. I’ll come up  and  open  the  door  slowly.  I’ll  have  my  trauma  and  medication bags, and a heart monitor, okay?” 

“Okay,” Eric called back. “Just move really slow when you get to the door.” 

Dean  shouldered  his  bags  and  picked  up  the  heart  monitor.  He stepped  out  from  behind  the  stack  of  crates.  He  half  expected  to hear a gunshot and feel the punch of a bullet. But that didn’t happen. 

He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and walked over to the door to the office holding Eric and his hostage. Dean slowly turned the knob and opened the door. He looked inside. 

In  the  back  corner,  away  from  the  windows,  stood  a  man  not much  older  than  himself.  He  had  blonde  hair,  and  if  Dean  had  met him  under  other  circumstances,  might  have  been  the  kind  of  guy Dean  would  have  thought  nothing  about  on  the  street.  The  man’s shoulder  was  oozing  blood,  and  the  bite  had  shredded  his  shirt  so that Dean could see tendon and bone exposed there. This was Eric, and he must be in a lot of pain, not to mention going into shock from blood loss. Dean knew he had to work fast. 

Eric held a sharpened wooden stake over Gibbie’s chest, but his hands  were  shaking.  Gibbie  was  seated  in  a  chair  wearing  nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. There was a silver cable around his neck that wrapped around his chest and down to his feet. Dean could see red  welts  in  the  vampire’s  skin  where  the  metal  cable  contacted  it. 

That had to be painful for Gibbie, but he was silent. His eyes were wide, though, and seemed to plead with Dean to get him out of this predicament. Dean shot him a grim smile. 

“Eric, I’m Dean,” he said from the doorway. “May I come in?” 

“Yes,” Eric replied. “But close the door behind you.” 

Dean  followed  the  instructions,  taking  a  few  steps  forward  and pulling the door closed behind him. Dean moved a little closer, taking his time until he was about five feet away from the pair in the room’s corner.  He  set  the  bags  and  heart  monitor  down  on  either  side  of him.  He  pointed  to  Eric’s  shoulder.  “That  looks  painful,  and  it’s  still bleeding like you said. Let me tend to it and give you the medicine I talked about.” 

“What is it?” Eric asked. 

“It’s  a  wolfsbane  extract,”  Dean  said.  “It  will  act  as  a  counter-agent  against  the  virus  you  probably  contracted  when  you  were bitten. I don’t know the full numbers, but nearly everyone bitten by a shapeshifter contracts the disease unless the extract is administered

within  an  hour  or  so.  When  we  get  you  to  the  hospital,  we  can  get you the follow-up doses you need.” 

“I don’t want to become one of them,” Eric said, his voice falling to a whisper. 

“They  don’t  want  you  in  their  pack  either,  not  this  way,”  Dean said.  He  smiled.  “The  shapeshifters  are  a  proud  group,  and  they wear their disease as sort of a badge of honor. They don’t let others in unless they feel they’ve earned it in some way. This happened as a result of a fight, and they would like very much for me to heal you, so  you  don’t  turn.”  Dean  knelt  down  and  slowly  unzipped  his medication  bag.  He  had  prepped  a  few  syringes  for  this  likely occurrence, and he held one of them up for Eric to see. 

“May  I?”  Dean  asked.  “I’ll  give  you  this  shot  and  then  I  can  do something to stop that bleeding.” 

Eric looked at Dean, then at Gibbie. He lowered the stake he was holding  on  his  hostage  and  sank  into  a  chair  just  behind  him.  He nodded to Dean. “Go ahead. I guess I have nothing to lose.” 

Dean  walked  over  and  pulled  the  other  guy’s  t-shirt  sleeve  up, exposing  the  deltoid  muscle  of  Eric’s  uninjured  arm,  giving  him  the injection  after  quickly  swabbing  the  skin  with  an  alcohol  prep.  He stepped back to his bag and looked at his patient. “I’d like to dress that wound and stop the bleeding next, but it’s going to hurt. May I give  you  some  morphine  to  help  with  the  pain  first?  It  might  make you sleepy. It is your choice.” 

Eric just nodded. He seemed resigned to the situation now. Dean drew up some morphine and gave him another injection in the same shoulder.  He  rubbed  the  injection  site  with  his  gloved  fingers  to hasten absorption of both of the drugs. 

“I’m going to give that morphine a minute or so to start working, Eric.  Okay?”  Dean  asked.  Eric  just  nodded.  Dean  hoped  that  the drug  would  help  to  sedate  him.  The  opiate  painkiller  had  some euphoric  effects  as  well  as  helping  to  manage  pain.  After  a  few minutes of silence, Dean gathered a trauma pad and some four-by-four  gauze  pads  from  his  trauma  bag  and  started  to  tend  to  the wound, packing the gauze in tightly to stop the bleeding, and topping

it all with the trauma pad which he held in place with direct pressure from his hand. 

Erik winced a little but otherwise watched the paramedic work in silence. He looked up and met Dean’s gaze. “I didn’t think you’d do it. I thought you’d try some sort of trick. Why?” 

“I told you. I’m a paramedic,” Dean said. “It’s my job, or at least it was until I got suspended for a crime I didn’t commit. You sounded like  you  know  something  about  that?  You  said  the  chief  killed  him, and you helped him frame me for the murder?” 

“It was awful,” Eric said. His eyes welled up, and he looked like he was about to cry. “Zach had been caught on the security camera setting the Sabatani’s fire. The chief told Zach that he had to leave, that  he  couldn’t  stay  in  Elk  City.  But  after  Zach  left  the  room,  the chief told us he could serve another purpose. When Zach came back after  packing  up  his  stuff  so  he  could  take  off,  we  held  him  as ordered and called the chief, waiting for him to arrive. He showed up and then — then he just walked up to Zach, pulled out this big knife, and he just stabbed him while we held on to him. I didn’t expect that. 

None of us did, but what was I supposed to do? Then the chief had us  wrap  up  the  body  and  sneak  him  up  to  your  apartment.  It  was easy  enough  to  stick  him  inside  and  put  your  kitchen  knife  in  his chest.” 

“But  he  was  your  friend,  part  of  your  group,”  Dean  stated.  He stepped back and looked at the other man. “How could you do that to him?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  guess  I  was  just  in  too  deep  at  that  point,”  Eric replied. “I didn’t know how to get away. We had done so many bad things at that point. I knew that what happened to Zach, well, it could happen to me, too.” 

“You  keep  mentioning  the  chief,”  Dean  prompted.  “Who  do  you mean? Do you know his name?” 

“I  heard  Zach  call  him  Chief  Compton  once,”  Eric  said.  “I  think that was his name. We just called him the chief because he and the other  fireman,  Mike  Farver,  would  show  up  sometimes  in  their  fire department uniforms. It was like they wanted us to know they were connected to the top, you know?” 

Dean listened as Eric started to talk about everything. He talked about  the  attack  on  the  witch,  the  assault  on  other  patients,  the setting  of  the  Barrens  fire.  He  tied  himself,  and  this  group  in  the warehouse  to  everything  that  had  happened.  Dean  hoped  that Gibbie’s  phone  caught  it  all  and  that  Rudy  had  the  recording  still going.  This  was  everything  they  needed  to  stop  The  Cause.  When Eric was done talking, he sighed. 

“What’s going to happen to me?” he asked. 

“We  are  going  to  turn  you  over  to  the  police,  and  you  can  tell them  what  you  told  me.  Maybe  they’ll  offer  you  some  sort  of  deal.” 

Dean  secretly  hoped  the  police  did  not  do  that,  but  he  didn’t  know much about how such things were done. “In the meantime, can I get those silver cables off my friend? He looks like he’s in a lot of pain.” 

Eric  nodded,  and  Dean  started  to  work  Gibbie  free  of  the  silver cable.  He  soon  had  them  worked  loose  enough  for  the  vampire  to slip out from under them and extricate himself. Gibbie stood up and turned to look at his captor. 

“Won’t  he  attack  me?”  Eric  whined  looking  at  the  vampire standing over him. “He’s going to kill me.” 

“Oh, honey,” Gibbie said, rubbing at his sore wrists. “You are not my type, believe me.” 
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to the street and took a long breath of fresh

air. He needed to settle his nerves after what had happened in the warehouse. The police were on their way. Rudy had called them. He wanted  them  to  handle  the  situation  once  Dean  had  settled  Eric down  and  released  Gibbie.  Dean  heard  the  sirens  in  the  distance coming  closer.  He  hoped  this  would  finally  rid  them  of  the  problem with this hate group in the city. He wanted things to return to normal again. 

Eric had known nothing of Artur. In fact, he had refused to believe Dean when he brought the vampire lord up. He told Dean there was no way any of them would take orders from any of those creatures. 

Dean knew it was too much to hope for to be able to tie him directly to  all  of  this.  Ashley  and  the  others  had  told  him  that  Artur  was  a careful  planner  with  lots  of  experience  at  intrigue  and  insulating himself  from  direct  involvement.  He  should  be  happy  enough  with what  they  recorded  about  Zach’s  murder.  There  was  now  plenty  of evidence  about  what  the  chief  did  to  Zach,  and  how  they  framed Dean.  Marian  checked  the  phone’s  connection  and  confirmed  that the  recording  was  complete.  She  even  made  sure  it  was  saved  to the  cloud  with  a  back-up  just  in  case.  Once  the  police  heard  the recorded conversation and talked with Eric directly, it should clear his name completely regarding the murder charges against him. 

He pulled out his phone and called Ashley. He wanted to hear her voice. It always calmed him to talk to her. He also wanted to see if she thought he had completed his quest - that the decision to treat Eric  and  save  him  instead  of  attack  him  had  to  be  what  he  was supposed  to  do.  It  must  be  the  choice  she  had  talked  about.  Dean wanted to see this finished and know that everything was done. He got  her  voicemail  and  left  a  message  that  he  was  okay,  then disconnected  the  call.  He  would  have  to  get  an  answer  to  his questions  later.  Most  of  all  he  wondered  if  Ashley  would  leave  Elk City now that the reason for her presence was resolved. 

The first police cars arrived, and he was hustled off to one side as  their  response  teams  entered  the  building.  He  also  saw  two ambulances  arrive.  He  recognized  U-191  as  it  pulled  to  a  stop nearby. Dean saw his friends, Bill and Lynne, climb out of the Station U ambulance. They saw him, and each nodded to the other as they set up to take care of the patients he had started care on. 

“Flynn,” He heard a voice behind him. He turned to see Detective Ricketts. “I don’t suppose I should be surprised to find you here. You seem to be mixed up in this up to your eyeballs.” 

“Detective, I’m here as a contractor with a private security team sent  to  investigate  a  corporate  kidnapping,”  Dean  said,  using  the cover  story  Rudy  had  worked  out  for  him  at  the  beginning  of  this operation.  It  covered  him  from  getting  in  trouble  for  operating  as  a paramedic while suspended by the fire department. 

“Private  contractor,  huh?”  Ricketts  snorted.  “I’m  sure  you  have the paperwork to back that up so I won’t even ask.” 

“The most important paperwork should be the paperwork to drop the charges against me. I believe you will find that everything I have said about my innocence is true. We have recorded evidence and an eyewitness to clear me,” Dean said. “The security team has all of it inside  the  warehouse,  as  well  as  whatever  other  evidence  you discover inside. We recovered Gibbie, too.” 

“I’m glad your friend is alive and well. We shall see about the rest of it. Let me do my job and process the evidence,” the detective said. 

“You  should  stick  around,  though,  in  case  we  need  to  ask  you  any

questions about this highly unusual, private security operation inside city limits.” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Dean said. “I’ll be right here if you need me.” 

The  detective  nodded,  left  a  patrol  officer  with  Dean,  then  went inside the warehouse. Dean was not sure what it was about him that the  detective  did  not  like.  He  had  thought  Dean  was  guilty  in  the murder of Zach and didn’t seem inclined to change his opinion about him,  despite  Dean’s  protestations  of  innocence.  He  guessed  that was  related  to  the  detective’s  experience  in  his  job  as  a  police investigator. 

Dean  waited  and  watched  as  a  lot  of  police  and  assorted evidence-gathering crime scene techs entered and left the building. 

Eventually, he saw Bill and Lynne bring Marian’s Uncle Morgan out on  a  stretcher.  Marian  walked  beside  him  to  the  ambulance,  then climbed into the front seat. She looked around and gave him a little wave before she closed the door. Dean was sure she was excited to ride in a real ambulance. It looked like Bill was driving. Knowing him, he  would  probably  let  her  run  the  siren  on  the  way  to  the  hospital. 

Dean  laughed  at  the  thought  and  hoped  the  people  on  their  route had ear protection handy. 

A pair of paramedics from Station twelve came out. Dean knew them  only  by  sight,  not  by  name.  They  had  Eric  strapped  on  a stretcher. His hands were handcuffed to the side rails, and a pair of police officers walked next to him. The paramedics loaded him up in the back of their unit, then one officer and one paramedic climbed in the  back  while  the  other  moved  to  the  driver’s  seat.  Soon  that ambulance pulled out and drove away, too. Dean took out his phone and texted Bill. He needed to tell the docs about the werewolf bite on the second patient. They would need to run a secondary infusion of wolfsbane once Eric arrived to make sure that Dean’s initial loading dose worked. He was finishing up the text message when his phone started ringing. It was Ashley. 

“Dean,”  she  began  as  soon  as  he  connected  the  call.  “Are  you alright?” 

“Yeah,  I’m  fine,”  Dean  replied.  “We  got  Gibbie  back  safe  and sound,  and  only  one  of  the  team  from  the  pack  was  injured  taking the  building.  It  looks  like  he’ll  be  okay.  Bill  and  Lynne  just  left  with him  to  take  him  to  the  hospital.  Also,  there’s  a  second  patient inbound with a werewolf bite. I started an initial dose of wolfsbane, but he’ll need the subsequent infusion. He’s one of the members of The Cause.” 

“I’ll  make  sure  the  Unusual  medical  team  is  involved  with  both inbound patients then,” Ashley said. 

“Does anything feel any different?” 

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

“I thought maybe you’d feel something change,” Dean explained. 

“I had to treat The Cause member, a guy named Eric. He ended up confessing  to  everything,  including  how  they  killed  Zach  and  used his body to frame me. He also named Deputy Chief Compton as the one  who  did  it.  I  thought  maybe  this  was  the  choice  I  needed  to make - that it solved the issues here in Elk City.” 

“Maaaaybe,” she said elongating the word as if thinking while she said  it.  “The  future  seems,  uh,  I  don’t  know.  Brighter  somehow? 

Does that make sense? This might have been the thing you had to do.  Or  it  might  just  have  set  other  events  in  motion  that  have solidified the future so that your choice is more certain. I feel like you are still tied to James in some way. I think your real choice still lies before you.” 

“Well  that’s  disconcerting,”  Dean  said.  “I  was  hoping  this  whole mess was over. I guess not.” 

“Don’t lose heart, sweetie. This has got to be a step in the right direction,” Ashley reassured him. 

“I hope so,” Dean replied. “I just want this to be over.” Dean saw Detective Ricketts exiting the building and come his way. “Hey, I’ve got  to  go.  I’ll  call  you  later.”  He  disconnected  the  phone  call  and waited for the police detective to come over to him. 

“Well,  Mr.  Flynn,  I  reviewed  the  recordings  your  people  inside made,”  the  investigator  began.  “I  still  have  to  interview  the  suspect who  was  taken  to  the  hospital,  but  it  appears  that  you  may  be innocent after all. I’ll notify the district attorney of my findings once I

complete  my  investigation.  There  are  no  promises,  and  I  will  be thorough following up all the leads, but I thought you should know it looks good for you getting off the hook for this homicide.” 

“Thank you, detective,” Dean said. “I appreciate it.” The two men shook  hands  and  the  detective  turned  and  went  to  confer  with  a group  of  police  officers  standing  nearby.  Dean  looked  around,  then walked back over to Rudy’s SUV. It was his ride back home, and he didn’t  want  to  miss  it.  He  was  exhausted  and  just  wanted  to  get some  sleep.  The  sun  was  just  starting  to  come  up.  He  leaned against  the  vehicle  and  watched  the  police  activity  around  him, wondering  if  everything  would  ever  be  normal  again.  He  decided, after  thinking  on  it  a  bit,  that  normal  was  not  something  real.  It assumed  that  things  never  changed,  when  in  reality,  they  changed all the time. Dean realized that it was probably a better idea to wish for change that moved more slowly. It was better than the alternative. 

Rudy came out of the warehouse with a few members of his team behind  him.  He  stopped  to  talk  to  a  group  of  police  officers,  then headed over to where Dean was standing. 

“We are finished here, Dean,” the pack leader said. “What do you say we head off and get a bite to eat? My treat.” 

“That  sounds  like  a  good  idea,”  Dean  said.  He  wanted  to  get home, but the mention of food caused his stomach to rumble, and he realized he was hungry after all the action of the evening. “You pick.” 

“Hanks Diner is not too far away,” Rudy proposed. “You like that place, right?” 

“Hanks is a great idea,” Dean said. He was already thinking of a big breakfast he could order there. It wasn’t Dublin, but it would do. 

Dean climbed into the SUV as Rudy got in and fired up the engine. A nice meal was going to hit the spot. Rudy drove out and headed off into the early morning traffic. 
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back  in  the  booth  and  let  out  a  satisfied  sigh.  His plate was wiped clean as he mopped up the rest of the chipped beef

gravy with a final piece of toasted wheat bread. He popped the last piece  of  toast  into  his  mouth  and  closed  his  eyes  as  he  chewed, enjoying the flavors. He opened his eyes as he swallowed, when his breakfast  companion  grunted  in  pleasure.  Dean  watched  as  Rudy dug into his second steak and eggs breakfast plate. The pack leader had put away more food than Dean had thought possible. He ate like a,  well,  wolf.  He  knew  it  was  because  the  lycans  burned  a  lot  of energy, especially when they shifted and maintained their wolf forms. 

Their  metabolisms  were  amped  up  well  beyond  the  normal  human range. 

Rudy took a bite and looked up at Dean. “I had a long talk with that detective back there. Did he come out and talk to you?” 

Dean  nodded.  “Yeah,  he  told  me  he  was  probably  going  to recommend  dropping  the  charges  against  me.  He  sounded disappointed though, which bothered me.” 

“Don’t get upset,” Rudy said, taking another bite. “It’s a side effect of the job, I think. Most cops get invested in finding a suspect for a crime,  and  when  they  find  one  they  think  is  their  man  they  have trouble  letting  go  of  their  resolve  that  that  person  is  the  guilty  one. 

Once he has a chance to pick up another suspect, he’ll let it go.” 

“Any  word  on  what  they  plan  on  doing  with  Chief  Compton?” 

Dean asked. 

“From  what  I  heard,  they  already  had  a  judge  working  on  a warrant for his arrest, and to search his office and home,” Rudy said. 

“They  may  have  already  picked  him  up.  They  are  also  going  after Mike Farver. The police collected all of the phones belonging to The Cause  members  in  the  warehouse.  One  of  the  idiots  didn’t  even have  it  locked  with  a  passcode  and  it  looks  like  there  are  pictures from  the  Barrens  fire  taken  while  they  tossed  the  Molotov  cocktails into the homes there. There are pictures of Mike on the scene with them.  I’d  say  that  these  guys  have  a  lot  of  explaining  to  do.  They aren’t going to see the light of day for a long time.” 

“What did the police officers say about the ones you had to kill on the way in?” Dean asked. 

Rudy looked up and seemed shocked. “We didn’t kill any of them, Dean. What makes you think that?” 

“Well, Mr. Gregory said that you had three of the humans ‘down’

and I assumed that meant they were dead,” Dean explained. 

“No, Dean, we didn’t kill anyone. I made sure everyone knew that we  had  to  be  careful  of  that,”  Rudy  said.  “They  were  all  rendered unconscious with a knock to the head, or a quickly applied sleeper hold.  They  will  need  some  medical  attention,  but  will  all  survive.  I suspect  they  will  all  start  talking  and  will  turn  on  each  other  once they are under police interrogation.” 

“Well, that’s good news,” Dean said. “I wish we could listen in on their police interrogations. I’d like to hear what they have to say.” 

“James and I have been promised a full report at the end of the day,” Rudy said. “It’s a perk of his position in the Unusual community, along with the nature of this particular investigation. We should know most of what the police know by later on tonight.” 

Dean looked down and saw that Rudy had finished off his steak and eggs. “Ordering more?” he asked. 

“No, that’s enough for now,” Rudy laughed. “Man, I was hungry. 

It’s good to get some food on board after a night like that. If you want to head out to the truck, I’ll get the check.” 

Dean nodded and stood to leave, smiling as Daisy, the waitress, came by with their bill. The last twenty-four hours had been hectic. It was  going  to  be  good  to  get  home  and  get  some  sleep,  especially sleep that didn’t have him thinking about what a life in prison would be like. He left the diner to stand in the parking lot on a bright sunny day - a day that looked better than any day had for the last several weeks. Dean was looking forward to the change of pace. 
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two  days  for  all  of  the  details  to  shake  out  following  the pack’s  raid  on  The  Cause’s  hideout  and  Gibbie’s  rescue.  On  the second day, Dean and his lawyer, Mansel Hood, appeared in court before  the  judge  where  the  district  attorney  officially  asked  that charges against the paramedic be dropped. Dean shook his lawyer’s hand and walked out of the courthouse a free man for the first time in over a month. He looked at Ashley waiting at the curb to pick him up in her little red sports car. Dean walked down the marble steps of the city  courthouse  and  climbed  into  the  MG  next  to  his  girlfriend.  The two  of  them  headed  off  to  a  congratulatory  dinner  that  James  and Brynne had arranged. 

They  arrived  at  the  newly  renovated  and  restored  Sabatani’s restaurant a half hour later to actual applause. Dean blushed at the attention  from  everyone  there.  James  had  invited  the  whole  CERT

team,  the  Station  U  paramedics,  including  their  spouses  or significant  others,  and  others  Dean  had  become  close  to  over  the last  few  months.  A  cold  glass  of  beer  was  placed  in  his  hand,  and then Brynne hushed the crowd and offered a toast. 

“To Dean Flynn, station U paramedic, healer, and hero, it’s not so bad  a  world  as  some  would  like  to  make  it.  But  whether  good  or whether bad, it depends on how you take it. Dean, you’ve taken the world, good and bad, taken what it has given you and left it a better place. May you continue to do so for many years to come. Cheers!” 

She  raised  her  glass  to  Dean,  and  the  others  echoed  with  cheers and kudos. 

Dean nodded in reply and mouthed a ‘thank you’ to his partner. 

He  looked  forward  to  working  by  her  side  again.  She  had  been  a good  mentor  and  had  stood  by  him  through  all  of  the  accusations, attacks,  and  their  aftermath.  He  respected  her  not  just  as  a  good paramedic, but as a good friend. He noticed James at her side. He realized  that  he  didn’t  harbor  the  feelings  of  unease  about  their relationship  that  he  held  for  so  long.  They  seemed  right  together. 

The two of them fit as well as any couple he had ever known. Dean didn’t realize when that shift in his viewpoint had happened, but he could see now that he had been wrong to distrust the vampire and his intentions with his partner. He would need to let them both know how he felt. He had not always been positive about how he felt about their relationship. 

James had rented the back room at the restaurant, and the food was  laid  out  buffet-style  on  tables  all  around  the  room.  People gathered  in  small  groups,  standing  and  seated  at  tables  and  Dean was  able  to  roam  from  group  to  group  with  Ashley  on  his  arm. 

Friends  and  colleagues  all  greeted  him,  each  offering  their  praise, and in some cases, their thanks for his actions. The whole evening was  a  blur  of  conversations  that  left  Dean  a  bit  overwhelmed. 

Eventually,  the  dinner  wound  down,  and  as  the  servers  started  to clean up the dishes and silverware, Dean found himself seated at a table with Ashley, Brynne and James looking at a room now empty of guests. 

“James, I want to thank you for this,” Dean said. “It has been an amazing night. I never realized so many people were involved in this whole chain of events.” 

“It’s  the  least  I  could  do,  Dean,”  James  said.  He  raised  his characteristic white mug of blood. “You earned it.” 

Brynne took a sip of her wine and said, “So, does this mean this is all over?” 

“There have been more arrests, and Chief Compton made a full confession after he saw the evidence presented against him,” James said. “They found the knife he used to kill Zach hidden in his home. It

still has blood residue on it. They are still waiting for the DNA testing to  come  back,  but  I  suspect  it  will  tie  the  chief  to  Zach’s  death.  It looks like The Cause’s whole operation has been rolled up. Artur left town without a word last night. I’m sure we’ll need to keep an eye out for him going forward, but for now, he’s gone.” 

“I only wish they had caught Mike Farver before he disappeared,” 

Brynne  said.  Police  had  gone  to  arrest  the  fire  academy  instructor but had been unable to locate him. Dean heard that it looked as if he had  left  in  a  hurry,  and  all  attempts  to  track  him  down  had  been unsuccessful so far. 

“It  might  take  time,”  James  said.  “But  they’ll  catch  up  with  him eventually. Compton exposed Mike as their leader, the man with all the plans, so he must be the one who ties everything to Artur.” 

“Maybe  Artur  has  something  to  do  with  his  disappearance?” 

Dean surmised. “Maybe his body will turn up. Artur has to see him as a major loose end.” 

“That’s a definite possibility,” James said. “Still, he’s gone and is the  police’s  problem  now.  For  us,  it  is  all  in  the  past.”  He  looked around  at  the  others.  “I  feel  like  celebrating  some  more,  shall  we wrap up the evening with some drinks and dancing?” 

“That sounds like a great idea,” Ashley said. “Are you thinking of Sensations  and  the  Loft?”  She  was  referring  to  the  popular  and secret Unusual-only club that existed upstairs from the main human nightclub below. 

James  nodded  and  Dean  was  excited  all  over  again.  He  had heard  of  the  Loft  at  Sensations  from  his  companions,  but  he  had never  been  there.  Only  Unusuals  and  their  escorted  guests  were allowed upstairs. It was supposed to be pretty spectacular. The four of  them  got  up  and  left  the  restaurant  together,  turning  right  and walking down the night streets of Elk City for the few blocks it took to get to the nightclub. They joked and laughed. It all was very normal, and  Dean  was  glad  to  experience  it.  The  two  couples  had  become close over the events of the past weeks. 

When they arrived at Sensations, the bouncer nodded to James and  unhooked  the  rope  blocking  the  entrance  to  let  them  right  in, jumping the line of partiers waiting outside to enter. James led them

through  the  room  to  the  back  corner  of  the  club.  There  was  a nondescript door there guarded by another large muscular man. He nodded  to  the  vampire  lord  and  opened  the  door  for  the  group. 

Beyond  the  door  was  a  hallway  leading  to  a  broad  staircase  that Dean assumed led up to the Loft. At the top of the stairs, they were greeted by cheers again as the Unusual revelers above responded to their arrival. Dean saw many former patients in the crowd, and he nodded to them as he passed by. A waitress led them to a table in the center of the room, roped off with velvet ropes and brass poles. 

The group slid into the circular booth and ordered drinks. 

Dean looked around in wonder. The Loft at Sensations was one of  the  few  places  where  the  Unusual  community  could  be themselves,  letting  their  true  natures  show  through  without  fear  of discovery  by  the  humans  who  surrounded  them  most  of  the  time. 

There were spiral staircases in each corner of the room leading up to a  balcony  that  surrounded  the  room.  A  woman  on  the  balcony leaned  over  the  edge,  and  he  thought  she  was  going  to  fall  to  the floor. Just as she tipped over the edge, gossamer fairy wings spread out  behind  her,  and  she  glided  effortlessly  to  the  other  side.  She climbed gracefully over the wrought iron railing to the balcony on the other side of the room. 

Brynne laughed at his reaction. “I was the same way my first time here, Dean. It’s pretty amazing isn’t it?” 

“Amazing doesn’t cover it,” Dean replied. “This is awesome.” He sat back and continued to look around the room, taking it all in. He tried  to  avoid  staring,  but  he  saw  so  much  that  caught  him  by surprise. He saw a vampire couple in a nearby booth, each feeding on  a  human  of  the  opposite  sex.  He  was  concerned,  but  then  they stopped  drinking  and  the  two  humans,  dressed  in  shorts  and  gray tank tops, just got up and walked back to a door set in one wall. He knew  that  they  were  paid  very  well  for  their  donation  of  blood,  and would  be  checked  out  medically  before  being  sent  on  their  way  for forty-five days until they could donate again if they chose to do so. 

He was still scanning the room when there was a commotion by the  door.  Then  multiple  pops  went  off,  barely  heard  over  the thumping dance music. Curious, he looked in that direction. His gut

tightened.  Lately  he  had  heard  plenty  of  gunfire  and  recognized  it. 

His  suspicions  were  confirmed  when  screams  erupted,  and  more shots sounded. Dean saw bodies lying on the nightclub floor. People started  running  away,  and  the  crowd  between  them  opened  up  to reveal  a  figure  walking  towards  the  center  of  the  room,  holding  a semi-automatic  handgun  stretched  out  in  front  of  him.  It  was  Mike Farver. 

Dean  started  to  stand  up,  but  James  was  faster,  his  vampire reflexes  and  strength  propelling  him  at  the  attacker.  He’d  almost reached  Mike,  and  Dean  was  sure  he  would  take  the  man  down when Mike’s other hand raised and displayed a large silver cross in James’  direction.  It  was  as  if  the  vampire  had  slammed  into  an invisible wall. He bounced backward and slammed to the floor hard and  stayed  there.  Dean  stood  up  and  moved  out  of  the  booth  to stand in front of the two women. 

“Mike, what are you doing?” Dean said. “Are you crazy?” 

“No,  I’m  not  crazy,  Dean,”  Mike  said  still  walking  towards  them. 

“I’m disappointed in you, though. You betrayed your race, and your training to heal people. I mean real people, not these monsters. And now  all  the  hard  work  I  put  in  is  done.  Everything  I  did  to  keep  us humans safe from these parasites is for nothing.” 

Dean saw James starting to rise from the floor, but Mike did, too. 

He thrust the cross in his direction and it knocked the vampire back to  the  floor.  Brynne  started  to  move  to  her  boyfriend’s  defense,  but Mike pointed the gun in her direction, and she stopped. 

“I’m most disappointed in you, Brynne,” Mike said. “This all could have been avoided if you had just listened to me in the beginning. I tried to warn you what getting attached to this creature would do to you, but you ignored me. Not only that, but you got me fired from the job  I  loved,  and  they  shuffled  me  off  to  the  Academy.  I  was  a laughing stock to everyone. Everyone knew you chose that monster over me.” 

“Mike, there was never any you and me,” Brynne said. “We were partners. You were my trainer, my mentor, but never were we going to be anything more. You had to know that.” 

“I  soon  realized  that  you  were  being  brainwashed  to  turn  your back  on  your  humanity.  There  was  no  other  explanation,”  Mike countered. “I knew there was only one way to make it right. I had to get  rid  of  James  in  a  way  that  would  make  him  leave  -  leave  here and also leave you. The Cause was well on its way to achieving that goal.  Then  Dean  here  screwed  it  all  up.”  He  swiveled  the  gun  to point back at Dean. 

Dean put his hands in front of him. He didn’t know why. It wasn’t like  they’d  be  able  to  stop  the  bullets.  Maybe  Ashley  could  do something.  He  half  turned  to  her  behind  him.  Mike  laughed  at  his reaction. 

Mike  sneered.  “Do  you  think  your  little  angel-girl  can  do something to save you from what is to come? She knows what I’m prepared to do. If she moves a muscle, I cut you all down.” 

Ashley’s voice sounded from behind Dean. “I may not act in this case, Michael. This is a situation where human action and free will must carry out to their own ends. Know this, though. Your fate is not yet sealed. There is still time to change your path.” 

Great, now Ashley decides to step back and let the humans play without interference, Dean thought to himself. He knew she operated under her own set of rules, and this situation was apparently one of those  times  she  was  unable  to  act  or  interfere.  It  was  one  thing  to know  the  intellectual  reasons  for  things  to  happen,  but  was something  else  to  live  in  that  situation  and  feel  helpless  to  change the events happening to you. 

Mike  laughed  after  Ashley  finished  her  announcement.  “I  don’t need your warnings, Eldara. I know my fate, and it is already sealed. 

My  goal  here  is  to  finish  something  I  could  not  accomplish  when  I started  all  of  this  in  motion  years  ago.  Brynne,  I  couldn’t  save  you from yourself no matter how many ways I tried. Now I only have one option left, and that is to save your soul.” Mike turned the gun back on Brynne and fired two shots, striking her in the chest with enough force to knock her all the way back into the cushioned booth behind her. 
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. Dean never had a chance to stop it

or do something heroic like jump in front of the bullets. He just stood there and watched it happen. He wasn’t alone though. As Mike took his attention off the cross in his other hand, James leapt from where he had been lying on the floor. He struck Mike’s back, knocking the man to the ground. With two hands, he snapped Mike's neck with a twist of his head. 

The  struggling  body  stopped  moving  instantly,  and  Dean  knew that Mike was dead. The danger from Mike was gone, but that wasn’t Dean’s  primary  concern.  He  immediately  turned  his  attention  to Brynne. There was dark blood staining the front of her green cocktail dress where the bullets had entered her chest. She was struggling to get up as she coughed up a mouthful of blood. Dean ran over and clamped two hands over the wounds in her chest, applying pressure. 

There  wasn’t  anything  else  he  could  do.  He  didn’t  have  any  of  his gear with him, and with chest wounds, there wasn’t much he could have done even if he had her in the back of his ambulance. 

“Someone call 911,” he shouted. “Get help here now.” 

James  was  kneeling  at  his  side,  holding  Brynne’s  hand.  “Dean, do something. What do you need? Anything, I’ll get it.” 

“There’s  nothing  I  can  do,  James,”  Dean  said  choking  away tears.  He  turned  his  attention  back  to  his  partner,  now  his  patient. 

“Brynne, you need to stay awake and hold on. Help is coming.” 

“God  this  hurts,”  she  whispered,  then  she  coughed  again,  and more blood came out of her mouth. “It’s alright, Dean. I know what this  means  and  what  you’re  trying  to  do.  It’s  not  your  fault.”  She blinked once and then closed her eyes and didn’t open them again. 

Her breathing became more ragged. 

“Wake  up,  Brynne,”  Dean  said,  shaking  her  a  little.  She  didn’t move.  She  was  breathing  shallowly,  and  that  was  the  only  sign  of life. Dean turned and looked at Ashley. She just shook her head. 

“Dean, I can do nothing in this place and time,” Ashley said. “I’m so sorry. The time of your choice is upon you, and I may not interfere in  any  way.  This  is  it.  The  choice  is  yours.”  Tears  fell  down  her cheeks as she held his gaze for a moment, a grim smile on her face. 

Dean  looked  back  to  Brynne.  What  choice?  He  had  no  choice. 

There was nothing he could do to save her. The ambulance was not going to get here in time. She needed an operating room in a trauma hospital, and even then they would be hard-pressed to save her life given  the  location  of  the  wounds.  The  bullets  had  almost  certainly pierced her heart and lungs, and likely one of the great blood vessels leaving  the  heart.  That  would  account  for  the  amount  of  blood  she had coughed up. 

Ashley had said the choice was up to him, but what choice was there?  He  was  dumbfounded.  Ashley  had  told  him  that  he  would have  to  make  a  choice  to  resolve  the  situation  here  in  Elk  City  -  a choice that he and James would somehow have to work together to make. He and James. Dean looked at the vampire sitting to his left. 

He was holding Brynne’s hand and stroking it almost lovingly. No, not almost.  James  loved  her.  Dean  did  not  doubt  that  at  all.  He  wasn’t some sort of monster; he was a man. He had his differences, but at the  center  was  a  man  who  loved  a  woman  -  a  woman  who  was dying. 

Then  it  hit  him.  There  was  a  decision  that  needed  to  be  made and  it  had  to  be  made  now.  Dean  looked  back  up  at  Ashley,  a question  on  his  face.  She  knew  it  now  too.  She  smiled  at  him  and nodded.  That  was  the  confirmation  he  needed.  Dean  looked  at James  and  gripped  the  vampire’s  shoulder.  James  turned  his  own

red-rimmed  eyes  towards  Dean,  questioning  the  interruption  of  his grief. 

“James, you need to turn her.” 

The  vampire  just  looked  at  the  paramedic  in  front  of  him  and seemed to not understand the words. Dean nodded toward Brynne, dying on the floor next to him. Her breathing was almost gone. There was  no  more  time.  “James,  listen  to  me,  you  have  to  turn  her. 

There’s no other option. If we want to save Brynne, you have to turn her into a vampire.” 

James  looked  from  Dean  to  Brynne  and  then  back  again.  “Are you  sure?”  James  asked.  “I  promised  her  I  would  never  turn someone against their will. I’ve always held the belief that becoming one  of  us  should  be  a  choice,  and  not  something  randomly  thrust upon someone like it was with me.” 

“I’m sure,” Dean said with finality. “You two love each other. There is  no  other  way  to  make  this  all  work  out.  That  is  my  choice,  for Brynne, my friend and colleague. You must change her; I know she would want it. James, you have to do it right now, before it’s too late. 

She’s almost dead, and then it will be too late.” 

James  looked  at  Brynne  one  more  time  and  then  nodded.  He held  his  wrist  up  to  his  own  mouth  and  bit  down  hard  to  open  his vein.  Once  his  vampire  blood  started  to  flow,  he  held  up  Brynne’s head and placed the wounded wrist over her mouth. He leaned down and said, “Drink, my love. Drink so that you may live again.” 

Dean looked at Brynne and couldn’t tell if she consumed any of the  vampire’s  blood  or  not.  There  was  no  change  at  all.  She  was already  pale  from  blood  loss.  James  held  his  wrist  in  place whispering to her for the last few minutes of her life and beyond. Her breathing  had  stopped,  and  Dean  slumped  back  on  his  heels  from where  he  knelt  next  to  his  former  partner.  James  howled  in  pain, stood,  and  stumbled  away  from  where  Brynne’s  body  lay  on  the floor. 

Ashley came forward and placed a hand on Dean’s shoulder then crouched down and placed her arms around him. She whispered in his ear. “It was your choice to make for her, and you made it. Do not be sad for Brynne. It would have been what she wanted.” 

Dean  couldn’t  fathom  her  words.  He  hugged  her  close  while  he looked at the body of his partner, his mentor, and his friend. It was his  choice  to  make,  but  he  must  have  taken  too  long.  The  choice hadn’t become clear until it was too late to save her. She was laying there, no signs of life at all, just a finger twitching here or there. He was overcome with grief. 

Wait. Dean broke the hug with Ashley. 

He  looked  intently  at  his  partner’s  body.  Did  he  see  her  fingers twitch or had that been his imagination? He watched her hand again and this time saw a definite movement, of her whole hand this time. 

“James,” Dean called. “Get over here. I think it worked.” 

The  vampire  rushed  back  to  Brynne’s  side,  and  there  was renewed  chatter  among  the  onlookers  from  the  nightclub  crowd. 

James picked up one hand and gripped it. Dean watched in wonder as  the  grip  was  returned.  Then  he  saw  Brynne’s  eyes  flutter  open. 

She  looked  around  at  everyone  watching  her  and  then  at  James. 

She  sat  up  and  her  free  hand  flew  to  her  chest,  probing  around before she pulled away the top of her dress to peer down inside. A look  of  surprise  showed  on  her  face,  and  she  looked  up  at  James where their eyes met. James nodded. 

“It was Dean’s decision. His choice,” James said. “He made the choice for you. I hope you are not angry.” 

Her voice was hoarse as she responded. Dean saw her look over and meet his eyes. “No, I’m not angry.” She hugged James close for a  moment  and  then  leaned  back,  smacking  her  lips.  Dean  saw  the newly  elongated  canines  in  evidence  in  her  mouth.  “I  am  thirsty, though.”  She  looked  at  Dean,  and  he  leaned  in  to  give  her  a  hug, too. James’ arm barred his advance. 

“She  is  too  new,”  James  warned.  “She  would  not  be  able  to control  herself.”  He  snapped  his  fingers.  “A  cup  of  O  negative, quickly please.” 

Dean looked at Brynne and shivered as she gave him a feral grin in  return.  He  shrank  back  from  her  hungry  gaze.  He  looked  at Ashley, horrified. What had he done to her? Ashley shook her head. 

“Do not blame yourself, Dean,” the Eldara said. “She is different, but she is still the Brynne you knew. Give her some time to acclimate

to  her  new  condition  and  you  will  see  that  she  is  the  same  as  she always was.” 

James  nodded  in  agreement.  “It  will  take  a  few  weeks  to understand  what  she  has  become  and  what  she  must  do  to  make sure she does not harm others. I will be by her side and make sure the changes are managed, I promise.” 

A  server  appeared  at  the  edge  of  Dean’s  field  of  vision.  She handed James a white mug that he held to Brynne’s lips. She sipped slowly  at  first,  unsure  of  what  she  was  drinking,  then  gripped  the mug  with  both  hands  and  drank  quickly,  tipping  the  cup  upward  to drain it to the last drop. 

“That was delicious,” she said when she was done, handing the cup  back  to  James.  “But  it  did  taste  sort  of,  I  don’t  know,  off somehow?” 

“That  is  because  it  was  not  taken  directly  from  the  source,” 

James explained. “It will take some time before you will be able to do that  on  your  own  without  risking  the  life  of  the  person  who  is donating. You will have to trust me until then. 

“If you say so,” Brynne said. “It did make me feel better and I’m not  so  hungry.”  She  held  a  hand  out  to  Dean,  and  he  looked  to James for advice. 

“She has fed, so it is safe,” the elder vampire said. “Just maintain some distance for her comfort.” 

Dean reached out and took the offered hand. Brynne gripped it, and  he  winced  at  the  force  of  her  squeeze.  She  let  up  when  she realized what she was doing. 

“Sorry, I guess I don’t know my own strength,” she said. “Thank you, Dean, for making the choice for me. It was the right thing to do. 

I mean, I feel awesome. I can hear, no, I can feel every heartbeat in this room, imagine the paramedic I’ll be.” 

James  sighed,  and  Dean  and  Brynne  both  looked  at  him. 

“Brynne,  you  cannot  go  back  to  that  life.  At  least,  not  for  quite  a while. Being a newly turned vampire will make it so that you cannot be around sick, injured or helpless humans or others. With the blood and  their  helplessness,  you  would  find  it  difficult  to  resist  feeding

upon them. I’m sorry. It will be a few years before I would trust you to go back to that work.” 

Dean  looked  back  and  forth  between  James  and  Brynne, realizing what the older vampire was saying. Brynne could no longer be his partner at Station U. Her transformation would prevent it for a long time, perhaps forever. 

“It’s  okay,  Brynne,”  Dean  said.  “I’ll  still  come  up  and  visit  from time  to  time.  I  promise.”  He  knew  that  it  was  a  small  consolation. 

Brynne  loved  being  a  paramedic.  He  had  not  thought  about  that when  he  had  made  the  decision  to  change  her.  Of  course,  the alternative was death. Ashley had once said that everything magical in life came with a price. This was part of the price that must be paid for saving Brynne. He would lose her as his partner, and she would cease to be a paramedic. 

Voices  at  the  doorway  interrupted  them  as  the  Station  U

paramedics  and  police  arrived  at  the  club.  There  would  be  a  lot  of explanations and statements to be made. Dean hoped that when all of that was done, they would finally be able to lay this whole episode to rest. The trauma of the evening washed over him, and he started shaking as the adrenaline drained from his system. He wanted to go back to making normal life-and-death choices, the kind a paramedic made every day. It certainly didn’t involve watching friends die then turn  into  vampires.  Paramedicine  was  what  he  had  trained  for,  and that  was  what  he  longed  to  be  again.  He  stood  up  to  tell  Bill  and Lynne what was happening as they rushed across the floor to where Mike  lay.  There  was  a  lot  he  needed  to  tell  them  about  the  new normal,  because  this  was  as  normal  as  it  was  going  to  be  ever again. 


EPILOGUE

‘N

’ is a lie. It is a word that Dean decided was used way too much.  He  had  been  hoping  for  the  past  weeks  and  months  for everything  to  get  back  to  normal,  even  a  new  normal.  He  thought that  if  he  solved  the  problems  facing  him  and  his  patients  in  the Unusual community, everything would go back to being the way they were.  Nothing,  however,  was  the  same.  Nor  would  it  ever  be.  He pondered  this  as  he  drove  to  work  through  Elk  City  in  the  early morning hours of what should have been a ‘normal’ Monday. 

It  had  been  four  weeks  since  the  incident  with  Mike  in  the nightclub. That night would be forever burned into his memory. Dean knew he would always wonder if there was something he could have done  differently  to  save  Brynne.  He  had  visited  her  several  times, always chaperoned by James or Celeste for his own safety. Brynne said  she  was  doing  well,  acclimating  to  her  new  reality.  She  told Dean that she was glad he had made the choice on her behalf, the choice  that  she  be  transformed  into  a  member  of  the  undead.  He knew  her  too  well  though,  and  saw  that  the  change  brought  with  it regrets  and  things  she  missed  as  a  human.  James  told  him  that  it was  a  common  reaction  to  the  change  in  lifestyle  required  for  new vampires. She was just adjusting to her new normal. 

Dean snorted under his breath as he drove. There was that word

‘normal’  again.  He  thought  about  it  more  as  he  pulled  into  the parking lot at Station U. There was no normal. It was fiction devised by people living in the past and not looking towards the future. Dean had  learned  the  hard  way  that  change  was  constant,  and  that  you could accept the changes thrust upon you, or work to enact changes of your own that were more agreeable. He had been a literal agent of change  and  was  determined  to  be  more  proactive  in  shaping  the changes around him in the future. 

The  past  few  weeks  had  brought  more  change  for  him  than  he could  ever  have  expected.  Chief  Ari  had  praised  him  for  his perseverance  to  serve  his  patients  and  recommended  him  to  take the  two-week  paramedic  preceptor  course.  It  was  unusual  for

someone as new as he was to take that class, but the Chief had said it was well-deserved. Then, while he was out of town attending the preceptor  course,  he  had  received  a  cryptic  text  message  from Ashley. She said she had something urgent to attend to, and had to leave town. He had not even had a chance to say goodbye or learn when she would return. Her phone was turned off and untraceable. 

Now he was driving to the station to start his first shift as a preceptor, and was getting a probie of his own to break in. Another new guy to show the ropes in the world of the Unusual community and extreme medical services. It was not a return to normal at all. 

Dean  strode  into  the  station  break  room  to  a  flurry  of  greetings from paramedics staffing the previous shift, Brook and Tammy. The two women were packing up their things after their twelve-hour shift and he knew they looked forward to getting home. Tammy had her kids  and  husband  to  see  off  to  school  and  work  respectively,  and Brook probably looked forward to having the bed to herself after her husband left for work. There was something to be said for the value of  a  good  day’s  sleep  after  working  all  night.  He  returned  their greetings and thought of his own empty bed. He missed Ashley and wondered when she would return. 

“Hey, Dean, you ready for the new probie inbound this morning?” 

Brook asked. “At least you’ll be able to sympathize with them since you can easily remember what it was like to be one yourself.” 

“Yeah, Brook,” Dean replied with a chuckle. “I have that going for me.  I  think  my  best  bet  is  to  work  under  the  mantra  ‘what  would Brynne do?’” 

“How is Brynne anyway?” Tammy asked. “We were going to call and schedule a time to stop downtown and visit her since she’s can’t go out in public yet.” 

“She’s well. I saw her yesterday,” Dean replied. “I think she would like seeing you guys. She misses her old friends and colleagues. It has been a difficult transition for her, though James said that it is all going the way it is supposed to go.” 

“Well, he’s the expert,” Brook said. “We’ve got to follow his lead, Dean.  I’ll  call  on  my  way  home  and  set  it  up  for  us  to  drop  by  this

afternoon  before  we  come  back  to  work.  Does  that  work  for  you, Tammy?” 

Tammy  nodded  and  picked  up  her  purse.  “We’ll  cheer  her  up.  I want to hear what the sex is like now that she and James don’t have to hold back with each other.” 

Dean  and  Brook  both  laughed.  Tammy  always  fantasized  about what it would be like to date an Unusual, even though she and her perfectly human husband were infatuated with each other. She loved to hear tales of her colleagues’ escapades. 

A tap at the parking lot door interrupted them, and Brook opened the door and then stood back to let the new arrival in. It was Dean’s new probationary paramedic, Barry. He had a few years’ experience under  his  belt  in  a  nearby  system  as  a  regular  paramedic  for humans. He had applied to Elk City’s community paramedic program and had impressed the leadership with his drive and ingenuity. That was  what  they  had  told  Dean  when  they  described  him.  He  was about  the  same  age  as  Dean,  stood  about  five  foot,  ten  inches  tall and  had  blonde  hair.  He  smiled  as  he  entered  and  walked  over  to Dean extending his hand. 

“Hi,  you  must  be  Dean,”  the  new  guy  said.  “I’m  Barry,  and  I’m excited to be invited to join you guys in this community paramedicine program.  I  didn’t  know  there  was  another  program  aside  from  the standard  community  program.  No  one  seemed  to  have  heard  of Station U, no matter who I asked.” 

Dean  saw  Brook  and  Tammy  share  a  look,  and  then  they  both burst out laughing, waving their goodbyes and leaving him alone with the new guy. Barry watched them leave and turned back to Dean. 

“What was that all about?” he asked. 

“They’re  women,  so  who  knows,”  Dean  said.  He  knew  the  new guy  would  figure  it  out  soon  enough.  Best  to  get  him  acclimated  to the station and go over the ambulance in case they got a call. There would be one on the radio system sooner or later, so it was best to be prepared. Since the roundup and arrest of all of the members of The Cause, Station U’s ambulance calls had returned to normal. 

“So,  Barry,  what’s  your  favorite  fantasy  novel?”  Dean  began  as he led the new guy out to the ambulance bay to get oriented on the

ambulance. Barry had so much to learn. 
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in  the  office  workstation  getting  some  much-needed paperwork  done  and  reviewing  email  updates  from  headquarters. 

Barry  was  out  washing  the  ambulance,  a  daily  chore  that  was especially needed in these spring months, as every bug in the world came out from its winter hiding place to splatter on their windshield. 

The new guy’s first day was a slow one, and there had been no calls on  which  to  get  him  squared  away  with  the  type  of  patients  they served. Dean was pondering a way to break the ice with him about their patient population’s unique natures if they didn’t get a call soon. 

Barry came into the squad room and looked at Dean. “Hey, you should  come  check  this  out.  A  totally  hot  brunette  in  a  vintage  red sports car just pulled into the parking lot. I don’t know why she is way back  here  in  the  industrial  park.  She  must  be  lost  and  looking  for directions or something. 

Dean  jumped  up  and  ran  to  the  parking  lot  window.  His  heart leaped  in  his  chest  as  he  saw  Ashley’s  MG  convertible  parked outside  next  to  his  white  Ford  pickup  truck.  She  was  getting  out  of the car. He raced out the door and ran up to her, spinning her around and planting a kiss on her. He felt her pause for a moment then pull him closer, her mouth opening and the kiss deepening. This was hot, though  Ashley  wasn’t  usually  this  into  public  displays  of  affection. 

And  when  did  she  get  that  tongue-stud?  He  thought  they  were  hot and all, but it was not something that he expected Ashley to do. 

Dean’s  eyes  sprang  open  in  surprise  when  he  felt  her  hands groping  for  his  belt.  What  the  …?  He  forced  himself  to  push  back from  the  kiss  and  stare  at  his  girlfriend  in  consternation.  He  got  a further  surprise  as  he  took  in  her  new  look.  Ashley  was  clad  from head to toe in black leather, from the high-heeled boots to the tight-fitting  jacket  zipped  up  just  far  enough  to  expose  her  ample cleavage.  She  had  new  silver  earrings  piercing  her  left  ear  all  the way from the lower lobe to the top of the cartilage. There was a nose

piercing, too, with a small ruby stud showing on the right side. She was wearing a lot more makeup than she usually did, too. Then it hit him. 

This wasn’t Ashley. Ha! 

“Hello,  lover,”  said  the  voice  with  a  definite  British  accent.  “You have to be Dean. My sister has always preferred a certain type when it comes to men.” 

“Ingrid?”  Dean  asked,  using  Ashley’s  twin  sister’s  name  for  the first time. “What are you doing driving Ashley’s car. 

“Surprised?” she said with a laugh. “Not as surprised as I was. I was in the middle of something important, but family is family. Am I right?” 

Dean  just  stood  there  and  looked  at  her.  What  was  she  doing here? Where was Ashley? 

“Look, Dean, much as I would love to take you inside and finish what we started out here in the parking lot, we’ve got a lot of talking to do. Ashley’s in trouble, and it’s going to take both of us to get her out of it.” She hooked a finger for him to follow her as she strutted past him, across the parking lot, and right by the dumbfounded Barry holding the door open for her as she entered the station. 

Dean stood there, watching her go inside, wondering again what happened to his normal life. 
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,  at  least  that  was  the  information

coming  in  from  the  dispatchers  over  the  ambulance’s  radio.  Dean drove  quickly  through  the  nighttime  streets  of  Elk  City.  He  made good time but drove with due regard to safety and all traffic laws. It didn’t do the patient any good if the ambulance wrecked on the way to the scene. 

The  call  was  for  an  animal  bite.  The  dispatcher  said  that  the caller  was  having  difficulty  stopping  the  bleeding.  There  were numerous bites to the patient. Dean worked hard to stay focused. He was distracted lately, ever since he found out his girlfriend, Ashley -

an actual angel or, as she preferred, Eldara, had been abducted and was  still  missing.  It  was  important  for  him  to  find  her.  It  was  also important  for  him  to  make  sure  he  cared  for  his  patients.  He redoubled his focus on the on the dark nighttime residential streets in front of him. 

Dean  glanced  over  at  his  new  partner.  Barry  Winston  had  been an experienced paramedic before he applied for the special Station U community paramedic program in Elk City. He had been unaware, just as Dean had been in the beginning, that their patients were not normal  people.  In  fact,  their  patients  were  not  human  at  all.  The Station U paramedics responded to calls for emergency medical aid from  what  other  people  would  call  the  creatures  of  myths  and legends.  Some  might  even  say  they  were  the  monsters  of nightmares. 

Dean  had  come  to  know  different.  They  were  just  people  who were  trying  to  live  their  lives  alongside  their  human  neighbors, without  anyone  knowing  how  different  they  were.  Barry  had  been shocked  at  first,  but  was  coming  around.  He  was  adjusting  better than  Dean  had  in  the  beginning.  Barry  was  already  a  pretty  good paramedic  and  that,  plus  a  predisposition  for  reading  fantasy  and science-fiction books, had helped him overcome his cultural biases. 

Barry operated the siren while Dean drove, changing the tone of it when they entered an intersection. Once they were through it and

speeding down the road on the other side, he looked over at Dean. 

“What do you think caused the bite? It sounds serious. Could it be a shapeshifter like a werewolf or werebear?” 

“Not sure, yet, Barry,” Dean replied as he drove. “Whatever it is, it does not sound like a casual bite. Also, most shapeshifters are very careful about who they bite and infect with Lycanthropy. The disease is a blood borne illness and they take it seriously when someone is brought  into  their  pack.  It  doesn’t  sound  like  that  kind  of  bite. 

Whatever it is, we will see soon enough.” 

Dean  turned  the  ambulance  onto  another  residential  street  and started  looking  at  the  house  numbers  as  the  headlights  illuminated the  mailboxes  lining  the  street.  He  was  looking  for  number  eleven-ninety-four. He knew he was getting close, and started looking on the right  for  the  even-numbered  houses.  Most  of  the  houses  were modest  ranch  style  single-family  homes  with  large  front  yards.  The street was lined with trees and didn’t have any streetlights. Both of these things contributed to deep shadows and only a little moonlight filtering down to the ground. 

He saw a flicker of movement ahead and turned the ambulance toward the shoulder of the road to shine the headlights onto one of the lawns in front of them. He saw a person crouched over a figure sprawled  on  the  ground.  The  crouching  individual,  a  middle-aged man,  shielded  his  eyes  from  the  glare  of  the  headlights  and  then gave them a frantic wave. This had to be their patient, and the nine-one-one  caller.  Barry  put  them  on  location  over  the  radio  and  was acknowledged by the dispatcher’s voice in return. 

“Careful  on  this  one,  Barry,”  Dean  cautioned.  “Whoever  or whatever bit this person might still be in the neighborhood.” 

“Got  it,  Dean,”  his  partner  responded  as  he  climbed  down  from the passenger side of the ambulance. 

Dean grabbed the large flashlights from the compartment behind the driver’s door on the ambulance, then he went around to the rear, climbed inside and got the heart monitor and oxygen bags out of the back. Walking around to the passenger side, he handed one of the lights to Barry. His partner had grabbed the trauma and medication bags from the compartment on his side of the ambulance. They hung

off  his  shoulders  by  their  straps.  Switching  on  their  lights,  together the two paramedics walked across the lawn to the patient and caller. 

Dean shined his light around the yard to check for the creature that caused  the  bite.  He  had  an  itch  between  his  shoulder  blades  and wished he could see better in the dark. 

When they got to the side of the patient, the two paramedics saw she was an Asian woman in her fifties. Her entire shoulder on her left side  was  laid  open  so  that  Dean  could  see  bone  and  tendon underneath. There were also deep slashing wounds to her abdomen. 

No wonder the caller couldn’t stop the bleeding. It was a wonder she had lived long enough for the ambulance to arrive. 

Because he was still on probationary status, Barry took the lead, with Dean observing and in support. The newer Station U paramedic held  out  the  back  of  his  right  hand  so  the  male  caller  could  see  it, and shined his light on it. That would reveal the hidden, ultra-violet ink stamp placed there. It showed the Station U paramedic emblem. 

It was invisible to humans, but it could be seen by their patients and other Unusual community members. The man nodded as he saw the fresh  ink  stamped  there  and  he  visibly  relaxed.  Dean  showed  his right hand as well. His mark was a more permanent UV tattoo of the Star of Life emblem. If Barry worked out in the long term, he would probably get one, too. All the Station U paramedics did eventually. 

“Thank the Gods you are here,” the man said. “My wife, she was attacked by some sort of demon-made-flesh.” 

“I’m Barry, and this is my partner Dean,” Barry said as he set to work. “We are going to help your wife the best we can, okay?” 

“Thank you,” the slight Asian man said. “I’m called Yamo, and my wife  is  Akiko.  Please  help  her.  I  did  what  I  could  but  I’m  not  as powerful as she is.” 

Barry  nodded  as  he  started  controlling  the  bleeding,  slapping large,  absorbent  trauma  pads  over  the  wounds.  Dean  started collecting  and  assembling  the  IV  supplies  so  they  could  get  her some fluids. She had to have lost a great deal of blood. 

“What  sort  of  Unusual  are  you?”  Dean  asked.  He  had  been unable to figure it out just from looking at them, or from anything that was said so far. That was normal. Sometimes you just had to ask. 

“We are Hakutaku,” the Asian man said. The woman groaned as Barry continued to work on her, packing her significant wounds with gauze and trauma pads. The groan distracted the man from Dean’s inquiry. He knew a little of the Japanese and other Asian myths. The Hakutaku were healing spirits, and generally considered helpful and non-threatening.  They  were  rumored  to  be  related  to  the  Chinese Bai-Ze  spirits.  It  was  times  like  this  that  his  study  of  the  extensive library of myths and legends back at Station U came in handy. It also explained  why  she  was  still  alive.  Her  husband  must  have  used some healing magic to sustain her. 

Dean shined the light around in the darkness to check the area around them again. “Sir, did the attacker run off, or is it still out there nearby? Do you know what it was? Tell me what happened.” 

“I don’t know,” the man said. “We go for a walk every night. We love  this  neighborhood  and  enjoy  the  quiet  after  dark.  It  is  a  good time for contemplation and rejuvenation. Tonight, though, the natural world  around  us,  was  upset  for  some  reason.  We  sought  to understand why as we walked, but could come to no conclusion. We strive to bring healing and balance to both individuals and the world around  us.  This  time  we  couldn’t  figure  what  was  wrong.  That  was when  the  demon  jumped  out  and  slashed  at  Akiko.  I  was  able  to conjure a burst of light energy that drove it back. It screamed and ran off into the darkness. I turned my attention to my wife. I haven’t seen it or heard it since. That was about fifteen minutes ago.” 

“You  keep  saying  ‘demon,’”  Dean  said.  “What  kind  of  Unusual being was it? A lycan? Another variety of animal shapeshifter?” 

“No,  no.  You  do  not  understand,”  Yamo  said.  “I  think  it  was  an Oni, a type of Japanese demon. I am sure of that much. I don’t know how  it  got  past  the  wards  and  entered  this  world.  It  must  have sensed our true nature and set upon my wife right away. She’s the stronger of the two of us.” 

The hairs on Dean’s neck stood up. He had never encountered a demon before. He knew they were the evil opposites of the heavenly Unusuals  like  the  Eldara.  Those  angels  fulfilled  the  roles  of messengers  and  agents  of  the  gods  of  good  and  nature.  The demons  served  another  group,  who  sought  to  tear  the  world

asunder,  or  so  legend  said.  They  were  confined  to  the  netherworld and  kept  there  by  a  series  of  wards  set  in  place  millennia  ago.  An Oni was an Asian form of demon, though there were many varieties. 

Some  were  intelligent,  but  others  were  much  more  dangerous because of their unpredictable animal natures. 

Shining the light around the yard, the paramedic saw nothing but the house and the trees and grass. He turned his attention back to the patient and her husband. If there was an Oni on the loose and attacking  people,  it  would  need  to  be  dealt  with,  but  that  was  a matter  for  someone  else.  He  and  Barry  were  here  to  care  for  this patient.  They  had  to  get  her  to  the  Elk  City  Medical  Center  trauma team. 

T

O  

, called Tegu by its lord and master, watched from the roof of the house nearby. It had been easy to climb up there and watch  for  the  arrival  of  its  true  target.  Tegu  had  been  told  that  it would  know  the  one  it  was  to  kill  by  his  aura,  and  the  stink  of  an Eldara  on  him.  The  Eldara,  the  messengers  of  the  gods,  were  the most hated of the adversaries faced by demon-kind. The master was right. As soon as the strange, loud vehicle arrived and the occupants climbed  out,  the  Oni  noticed  saw  the  white  glow  surrounding  the driver. He was one of those touched by one of the hated Eldara. That was the demon’s target. The man would not be without some sort of magical protections, so the demon watched and waited for the right opportunity to strike. He must kill this man. The master had ordered it. 

D



the stretcher from the ambulance and took it over to where  Barry  was  finishing  up  his  treatments  to  Akiko.  She  was semiconscious,  only  occasionally  groaning  in  pain  when  Barry  was forced to move her while binding her wounds. He had stretched out

the clear plastic from a roll of plastic food wrap and had wrapped her chest  to  seal  the  wounds  and  help  prevent  what  was  commonly called a sucking chest wound. The lungs required a closed system to work  effectively.  When  air  was  able  to  rush  into  the  chest  cavity without  having  to  go  through  the  mouth  and  nose,  the  lungs  could not inflate properly. This was one of the causes of a collapsed lung. 

By  wrapping  her  wounds  in  airtight  plastic,  Barry  helped  seal  the wounds  and  prevent  air  from  entering  the  chest  cavity  by  another route. 

Once the stretcher was rolled up next to her, the two paramedics carefully lifted her up onto it and then began loading their other gear up  and  around  her  so  they  could  roll  the  whole  package  of  patient and  gear  back  to  the  ambulance  in  one  run.  Dean  pointed  to  the ambulance  and  told  Yamo  to  go  get  in  the  passenger  seat  of  the ambulance’s  cab  while  they  loaded  his  wife  into  the  back.  The  two paramedics then rolled her over to the back of the vehicle. They took care on the uneven ground to avoid tipping the top-heavy load. 

When they arrived at the back of the ambulance, Barry lifted the head end of the stretcher up and Dean helped him retract the wheels and  roll  it  into  the  back  of  the  ambulance.  Considering  his  route  to the hospital, he closed the doors and started to walk around to the driver’s side of the ambulance. 

T



its  opportunity  as  the  two  paramedics  separated.  Its target  was  alone  at  the  rear  and  turning  to  walk  to  the  front  of  the vehicle.  The  demon  leapt  down  from  its  perch  on  the  roof  of  the Hakutakus’  home.  This  would  be  the  chance  to  finish  off  the  target for its master. It would be satisfying to kill one of the agents of good. 

Even if this human was just another minion, it would be satisfying to serve  its  master  this  way.  As  Tegu  scrambled  from  the  roof  to  the ground, the demon failed to notice another dark form detach from the other  shadows  at  the  corner  of  the  house,  following  after  it.  The hunter was also the hunted. 


CHAPTER 2
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this  particular  demon  since  her  clan’s

oracle  had  detected  its  manifestation  two  days  before.  The  small blonde hunter clanswoman shifted in her hiding place as she took in the  scene  in  front  of  her.  She  was  careful  to  make  no  sound.  She crouched next to the bushes at the house’s corner. Jaz had been too late  to  stop  the  attack  on  the  Hakutaku  woman  and  she  didn’t understand  why  the  Oni  had  stopped  short  of  killing  the  Japanese healing  spirit,  or  her  husband.  Instead,  the  creature  had  moved  to watch from a distance as the man wailed and cried over his injured wife. 

This was very strange behavior for such a demon, and something that should be observed. She was close enough to see it on the roof above  her.  Maybe  she  could  teach  the  other  hunters  in  her  clan something  new  about  the  Oni.  Usually  this  type  of  demon  was  a blood-thirsty  ravening  animal  and  never  stopped  short  of  killing  its target. They didn’t stop unless they were killed first. That meant one of  two  things  to  Jaz  -  this  demon  had  been  driven  back  by  some charm on the couple in the yard. The old man had manifested some sort of light magic in defense. She had seen that. The second option was that these two were not the creature’s target. 

The hunter thought back to her instructions, given to her by her father  when  he  sent  her  out,  alone.  “Track  this  creature  and  when you have the opportunity, make the kill, fast and from hiding. The Oni are  treacherous  and  not  to  be  trifled  with.”  She  had  already  known that. Jaz had seen a lot in her twenty-two years. 

She had asked why she was being sent out alone. She wondered if the creature was so dangerous, shouldn’t a full strike team be used to kill it? All he would say was that the oracle had said it must be her, alone, to undertake this hunt. The whole situation was very strange. 

The strangeness continued as she started tracking it around Elk City two  nights  ago.  The  creature  had  made  no  kills  on  the  previous nights’  prowling.  It  was  like  it  was  searching  for  something  or someone  and  hadn’t  found  what  it  was  looking  for.  The  Oni,  like

many  demons,  was  weakened  by  the  daylight  so  it  holed  up somewhere in the city during the day. When it went to ground in the daytime, she lost the trail and had to wait until it surfaced again the next  night.  After  it  left  its  lair  tonight,  she  had  tracked  it  here  and thought there was finally an opportunity to strike it down. They were away  from  the  crowds  of  people  that  were  always  nearby  in  a congested  city.  Hunters  must  always  try  to  hide  their  kills  from  the public they protected. The ignorant humans could not become aware of how close to death and damnation they were, each and every day, with monsters and demons all around them. 

Jaz  had  tracked  the  creature  here,  and  the  strange  behavior continued with the non-killing of the Hakutaku couple. What was this Oni  demon  up  to?  She  double-checked  her  triple  amulet,  a  three-sided pendant hanging on a chain around her neck to make sure it contacted  skin.  The  amulet  performed  three  simple  magics  to  help her on her hunt. It masked her heat signature, since most of her prey could see into the infrared spectrum. It reduced her scent from those who might be able to sense her presence by smell. The amulet also allowed her to see nearly as well as any Unusual creature or demon in the night’s near-total darkness. It was not perfect night vision, but it  was  better  than  any  other  human  would  be  able  to  see  on  a moonless night like this. 

Jaz  checked  her  weapons  to  make  sure  all  were  at  hand.  The Glock semi-automatic pistol holstered on her left hip was of little use with this particular demon. The bullets loaded in the magazine were infused with silver and arsenic. Those projectiles would slow it down a little bit, until it regenerated. They were more suited to taking down various  shape-shifters  and  vampires.  The  small  Bowie  knife sheathed  on  her  right  hip  was  blessed  by  a  priest,  and  had  been tempered in both holy oil and holy water. That would do the job, but she was loath to get in that close. Those talons looked wicked sharp. 

She  had  seen  the  wounds  caused  by  them  on  the  woman  on  the lawn. That would leave the katana across her back. She preferred it anyway, truth to be told. It gave her a bit of reach beyond the arm’s length  of  the  demon’s  claws.  It  was  also  a  holy  blade,  blessed  like the  Bowie,  but  more  significant  because  of  the  additional  power  it

held.  It  linked  to  her  very  soul  and  drew  power  from  her  life  force. 

Every  hunter  in  the  Errington  clan  was  gifted  with  one  such  blade upon their coming of age at thirteen years old. It gave the Errington hunters  stamina  and  power  few  other  humans  could  match.  Her blade had been with her ever since and she would have felt naked without it. 

The peal of an ambulance siren tore her from her consideration of  her  weapons  and  Jaz  checked  her  quarry.  The  ambulance  was likely one of those from Elk City’s vaunted Station U. Those Unusual-loving paramedics were always out and about in the city, caring for anyone of the underworld’s denizens who called for help. Jaz knew that not all Unusuals were evil. Most weren’t, if she allowed herself the  truth  of  it.  What  she  hated  was  that  so  many  of  them  tolerated those of their number who were evil, those who had done wrongs to humans. She snorted quietly. Those paramedics from Station U were relegated to a group that included the tree-huggers and rabid animal-rights types in her mind. 

Jaz  watched  the  demon  vigilantly.  She  expected  it  to  leave  the area  with  all  the  attention  and  noise  coming  to  the  home  with  the ambulance.  It  didn’t  move  back  from  the  roof’s  peak  but  leaned forward,  as  if  with  anticipation.  That  was  strange.  Observing  the Oni’s  behavior  as  it  watched  the  ambulance  arrive,  she  noticed  it tense and heard a small snarl coming from its position on the roof. 

Looking back at the ambulance, she saw that one of the paramedics, the driver, had come around the back of the vehicle just then. Could he  be  the  real  target  of  this  creature?  She  settled  back  into  her hiding spot and watched the scene as the paramedics set to work on trying to save the injured Hakutaku woman on the lawn. The demon watched as well. 

The  huntress  was  impressed  with  the  efficiency  and professionalism  of  the  two  paramedics.  Even  though  they  were caring for unusual creatures, they treated their patient no differently than  she  would  have  seen  if  the  patient  were  human.  Strange  that they took so easily to helping the creatures living unseen beside their human neighbors. Jaz had been taught all her life that, while some Unusuals  could  be  tolerated  and  even  worked  with,  none  of  them

were  to  be  trusted.  She  watched  while  they  stopped  the  woman’s profuse  bleeding  and  bandaged  her  wounds.  Then  the  driver  went back  to  the  ambulance  on  the  street  and  retrieved  the  wheeled stretcher, taking it back to the patient. 

Jaz  shifted  her  gaze  to  check  on  the  Oni  on  the  rooftop.  It  was definitely  tracking  the  movements  of  the  driver,  ignoring  the  other three  potential  targets.  She  had  never  heard  of  an  Oni  demon leaving a kill unfinished, let alone using one attack to lure its actual target into range of a later attack. Whoever had conjured the demon and  controlled  it  must  be  very  strong.  Controlling  such  a  demon reliably from any distance was close to impossible by everything Jaz understood  about  the  process.  She  didn’t  know  of  any  human conjurer  who  would  possess  such  power.  The  demon  was  clearly waiting for something. Jaz wanted to know what it was waiting for. 

The team of paramedics packed up their patient and rolled her to the ambulance. Jaz watched as one of the paramedics directed the woman’s husband to climb into the passenger seat while they loaded his  wife  into  the  back  of  the  ambulance.  When  the  paramedics loaded up the woman and the one paramedic climbed into the back with her, the driver shut the door. That was when the Oni moved. 

Jaz  heard  the  sound  of  the  rushing  attack  before  she  saw anything.  The  sound  of  the  creature’s  claws,  scrabbling  down  the roof’s shingles, was her first warning. Damn, that thing was fast. Jaz reached  over  her  shoulder,  drawing  her  katana.  She  sprinted  from cover  to  try  to  catch  the  demon  as  it  bounded  on  all  fours  towards the back of the ambulance. The huntress caught up to the creature in the street, just as the paramedic driver turned the corner towards the front of the ambulance. It was springing forward to sweep at the paramedic’s back with its extended claws. Jaz leapt forward in one last,  desperate  bound,  her  blade  coming  down  and  across beheading  the  demon  in  a  single  silent,  slicing  blow.  The  magical blade,  which  never  needed  sharpening,  blessed  by  God,  banished this demon back to hell with a single stroke. 

The  demon’s  head  bounced  once  on  the  pavement  before  the head and body turned to a red mist, glowing in the brake lights of the ambulance,  leaving  Jaz  standing  in  the  street  watching  the

emergency  vehicle  pull  away.  She  wondered  who  that  paramedic was that made him the target of such an attack. She would have to report  back  to  her  father  on  this  development.  He  would  want  to investigate further. She stood in the street a bit longer as the lights of the  ambulance  faded,  then  she  moved  back  into  the  shadows  and headed home. 

D



the  ambulance  into  gear,  checked  to  make  sure  his patient’s  husband  was  belted  in,  then  pulled  away  from  the  scene. 

He picked up the radio mic and notified headquarters they were on the way to the hospital. He was a little worried that the creature that had  caused  such  a  vicious  attack  was  still  out  there.  He  made  a mental note to notify James Lee, the vampire lord of Elk City about it, as  well  as  the  rest  of  the  Station  U  paramedics.  If  one  such  attack happened, it was likely that more would happen soon. 

As  he  drove  away  with  his  lights  flashing,  reflecting  off  the surrounding  trees  on  this  residential  street,  he  shot  a  glance  in  the side  view  mirror.  A  small  blonde  woman  with  a  sword  stood  there looking back at him. She wore all black, sported a pistol on her hip, and  held  her  sword  in  a  two-handed,  Asian-style  grip.  She  was illuminated  only  briefly  by  the  ambulance’s  taillights  and  rear emergency  strobes  while  he  pulled  away  from  her,  then  she  was hidden in shadow and gone from view. 

Dean blinked to clear his vision. Had he seen what he thought he had  seen?  He  had  learned  in  the  recent  months  with  Station  U  to trust his own eyes and instincts. There were many strange things in the world out there. Lord knows, he had seen enough of them. From diabetic  werewolves,  to  watching  his  former  partner  turned  into  a vampire  in  front  of  him,  Dean  Flynn  had  seen  a  lot  of  things  never experienced  by  other  humans.  This  woman  with  a  sword  should have  been  just  another  one  of  them,  but  something  inside  him  told him that she was important. Somehow, someday, he knew he would

see that woman again and he tried to remember her face, framed in blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. 

All the way to the hospital, especially every time he stopped the ambulance to check that an intersection was clear before proceeding through, Dean found himself checking his mirrors. By the time he got to  the  hospital  trauma  center,  he  wondered  if  he  had  imagined  the whole  thing.  Then  he  was  distracted  by  the  work  at  hand  as  they unloaded  their  seriously  injured  patient  and  turned  her  over  to  the ECMC  trauma  team.  Dean  told  Barry  to  start  on  the  paperwork  on the  ambulance’s  tablet  computer,  while  he  took  the  old  man  inside and showed him to the waiting area. 

Yamo, the old Hakutaku man, took Dean’s hand as he turned to leave the waiting room after dropping the gentleman off there. Dean stopped  and  turned.  The  paramedic  was  sure  the  man  was distraught about his wife’s condition. 

“She was real,” Yamo said. 

“What?” Dean asked. “Who was real?” 

“The hunter girl,” Yamo said. “I saw her, too - in the mirror as we left.  I  think  you  two  are  tied  together  in  some  way.  Beware, paramedic  Dean  Flynn.  Hunters  live  by  their  own  code,  and  they don’t  easily  associate  with  those  who  befriend  Unusuals.  You  are tied, but for good or ill, I do not know.” 

The  Hakutaku  man  let  go  of  his  hand  and  returned  his  gaze  to the  door  to  the  trauma  rooms,  waiting  for  word  of  his  wife.  Dean walked  away,  heading  back  to  the  ambulance  bay  at  the  hospital, thinking about what the man had said. If she was real, then what was she  doing  here  in  Elk  City  -  and  what  was  a  hunter?  Too  many questions on top of his other worries. Dean sighed and walked back to  meet  up  with  his  partner  and  put  the  ambulance  back  in  service for the next call. 

Read on! Get Book 4 -  The Paramedic’s Hunter
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