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walked into work ready for another night

on the ambulance at Station U, the team of paramedics that served the creatures of myth and legend making up the Unusual community in  Elk  City.  No  sooner  had  he  dropped  his  backpack  on  the  break room table when the tones sounded from the overhead speakers for the  first  ambulance  call  of  the  night.  He  sighed.  Dean  had  been  a little  late  getting  in  today,  so  there’d  be  no  time  for  dinner  tonight before the shift. It was a shame, but that was the life of the working paramedic.  Their  live-in  zombie  chef,  Freddy,  would  keep  dinner warm for him until he returned in a few hours. His partner, Barry, had arrived  early  enough  to  wolf  down  what  looked  like  an  amazing Pasta  Bolognese  before  their  shift  started.  Dean  waved  at  the departing day shift and headed to the ambulance bay with Barry. 

“Do you want me to drive?” Barry asked. 

“No, I’ll drive. You can have the first run tonight.” As full partners now, Dean and Barry divided the workload for their ambulance calls. 

They’d  alternate  who  took  the  lead  all  night  so  they’d  each  get  an equal chance to manage individual patients. Even with their unique and Unusual patients at Station U, most 911 calls were routine. Even the  creatures  of  myth  and  legend  got  regular  chest  pain  and  had trouble breathing after an asthma attack. 

The  dispatcher’s  voice  sounded  from  the  speakers  as  the  two paramedics  climbed  inside  the  ambulance.  “Paramedic  U-191, 

respond  to  1327  Central  Avenue  for  multiple  victims  of  an  assault. 

Unknown at this time if the assailant is still on scene or not.” 

Barry picked up the mic from the center console and keyed it to answer. “U-191 responding. Confirm if the police are responding as well?” 

“Police  units  are  responding  but  may  be  delayed  due  to  an additional  incident  across  town,”  the  female  dispatcher’s  voice replied. 

There were special police units assigned to respond to Unusuals who needed law enforcement assistance as well. If there were some mythical  creature  rampaging  and  attacking  people,  it'd  be  good  to have knowledgeable police officers there to back them up while they took  care  of  any  victims.  Most  of  the  human  residents  of  Elk  City were  unaware  of  the  true  nature  of  their  Unusual  neighbors.  Most Unusuals  kept  a  low  profile  preferring  to  live  quietly  among  the humans of the city. 

Dean pulled the ambulance out of the bay, checking to make sure the garage doors were closing behind him before he pulled out onto the street and headed off to the scene of the incident. 

“We need to stay on our toes, Barry. It could be anything.” 

“Agreed.” 

Dean  had  been  Barry’s  training  officer  until  a  few  months  ago, and  he  still  slipped  into  instructor  mode.  The  new  Station  U

paramedic  had  lots  of  experience  with  human  patients,  even  more time on the street in total than Dean did. But Dean had gained a lot of knowledge about their special class of patients in his short time on the  Station  U  ambulance,  and  he  had  worked  to  bring  the  more experienced  medic  up  to  speed.  Barry  was  a  quick  study,  and  he quickly passed his Station U probationary period, graduating to equal status with Dean. 

It took them seven minutes to get to the address the dispatcher gave  them.  Dean  pulled  the  ambulance  into  the  parking  lot  of  a funeral home. People were streaming out through the doors into the lot.  Some  of  them  were  clutching  bleeding  wounds.  Dean  looked around for signs that police had arrived but saw no flashing blue and red lights that signaled law enforcement units were on the scene. He

should  have  checked  before  they  got  to  the  location  so  they  could stage  at  a  safe  distance.  It  was  too  late  now,  though.  The  injured funeral  home  visitors  saw  the  flashing  red  and  white  lights  of  the ambulance as Dean pulled into the parking lot and started moving in their direction. 

“It looks like the assailant is still inside from the way they are all running  out  of  there.  Let’s  set  up  here,  and  we’ll  start  treating  the ones in the parking lot until police arrive,” Dean suggested. 

“Sound’s  like  a  plan,”  Barry  agreed.  He  unlatched  his  seatbelt and  popped  open  his  door  to  jump  down  and  start  pulling  out supplies to treat whatever traumatic wounds the victims had. 

Dean knew that often, in the case of an Unusual attack, it would be bite or claw wounds. Usually, they were not too serious as far as wounds  went.  The  problems  came  from  the  magical  side  effects such  bites  tended  to  have.  Every  creature  that  bit  humans  could cause different problems. That made it necessary to identify the type of  attacker  as  soon  as  possible  so  they  could  initiate  counter-measures. There were herbal extracts and simple vaccinations that could treat most Unusual bites if they caught the victims in time. 

Hopping out of the driver’s side, Dean turned and reached back inside  the  cab  and  switched  on  the  perimeter  floodlights  that  lit  the area all around the ambulance. It was just getting dark outside, and they were going to need the light to assess any significant number of patients tonight. It would also help them spot any potential attacker mixed in with the retreating human victims. On the way to the rear of the  ambulance,  Dean  got  out  their  emergency  bites  kit  from  a compartment on his side of the unit which had all the vaccines and herbal extracts he might need for whatever was attacking people. He jogged  around  to  the  back  of  the  unit  to  open  the  back  doors  and prep  for  receiving  their  first  patients.  Judging  from  the  people streaming across the parking lot, it wouldn’t take long. 

A  woman  walked  up  assisting  a  middle-aged  man  in  his  early fifties.  They  were  the  first  to  arrive.  Dean  smiled  at  her,  all  while watching  around  and  behind  her  for  signs  of  any  disturbance  that could  signal  the  arrival  of  the  assailant.  He  wanted  to  be  ready  to defend  himself  if  needed.  He  and  Barry  had  both  been  inoculated

against  most  of  the  infectious  magics  that  Unusuals  carried.  That didn’t matter much if you didn’t survive the initial attack. The woman started talking as soon as she entered the pool of light thrown by the floods on the ambulance. 

“Thank  God  you’re  here,”  she  said  in  a  rush.  “I’ve  never  seen anything like it.” 

Dean raised his hands, palms outward, to calm her down. 

“What happened, ma’am. Just go slow and try and tell me what we’re dealing with here,” Dean said in an even voice. He needed to set  a  tone  of  calm  from  the  get-go.  It  might  help  to  manage  the crowd  that  was  coming  towards  the  ambulance’s  lights.  Setting  the tone of the response early was important. 

“It’s Grandma,” the woman exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “She sat up in the casket and made this horrible groaning noise. Someone screamed,  and  she  turned  her  head,  saw  all  of  us  attending  her funeral and said ‘fresh brains.’ Then all hell broke loose. It was like something out of a horror movie.” 

Dean  nodded  as  he  started  examining  the  bite  marks  on  the man’s  arm.  Grandma  had  torn  all  the  way  through  his  coat  and broken the skin underneath. He was bleeding a bit and would need a stitch or two to close the wound. Dean slapped a four by four gauze pad  over  it  and  had  the  gentleman  hold  it  in  place  applying  some pressure while he thought about what the woman said. Zombies, in his experience, were just normal people except for the fact they were dead and slowly decaying. This case, though, seemed to match up with  the  more  classical  Romero  “Night  of  the  Living  Dead”  style zombie.  He  scratched  his  head  in  thought.  Maybe  there  were different varieties. He’d have to ask his Zombie expert, Freddy, when he got back to the station. 

One  thing  he  was  sure  of,  all  these  zombie  bite  victims  would need to get a shot from his emergency bite kit. He called out to Barry as he opened up the black pelican case he’d grabbed from the side compartment behind the driver’s door. 

“Barry,  I’m  not  sure  what  this  is,  but  everyone  here  with  even  a nick  of  a  bite  gets  a  shot  of  Sodium  Benzoate  dilution.”  It  was  a common preservative used in milk and other dairy products that also

sometimes interfered with digestive enzymes. The docs that backed up Station U had also discovered it was pretty good at counteracting zombie bites or other undead exposures, even as rare as they were. 

Barry  looked  at  the  people  crowding  in  around  them  seeking medical  attention.  Grandma  sure  did  get  around  the  crowd  at  her funeral. “So you’re thinking Z-bite?” 

Dean nodded, appreciating the abbreviation of zombie. No need to alarm all these folks that their family’s matriarch had been turned into  some  sort  of  raving  undead  creature.  He  was  still  trying  to understand  her  strange  behavior.  He  wished  he  could  contact Freddy  back  at  the  station  for  some  zombie  lore,  but  he’d  have  to wait. Freddy never answered the phones since he wasn’t technically supposed to be staying there. That station U had a professional chef in residence was the best-kept secret in the department. 

“Are  you  going  to  try  and  help  our  grandma,  too?”  Another woman asked. “She’s still in there. I think she stopped biting people when her dentures fell out.” 

“I  can’t  believe  we  all  thought  she  was  dead,”  said  a  teenaged boy of about seventeen. 

“She can put the dentures back in,” a girl of twelve or so beside the boy mentioned. “I saw them fall out more than once. She would just scoop them off the floor and then pop them back in before she kept chomping. It was totally bizarre.” 

Dean  tried  to  reassure  the  people.  “We’ll  go  and  check  on  her once the police get here to give us a hand. In the meantime, I want everyone  to  line  up  behind  the  ambulance  if  you’ve  been  bitten. 

Even  a  small  bite  or  nick  should  be  tended  to  so  it  doesn’t  get infected. We’ll check you all out and give you a shot for the infection, and you’ll be good to go.” 

He watched as the folks started to sort themselves out while he and Barry herded them into a manageable group. Dean kept looking back  up  at  the  doors  to  the  funeral  home  for  signs  of  Granny,  but apparently, she was either still occupied inside or couldn’t open the heavy  glass  doors.  She  could  have  some  more  victims  trapped inside with her, though. Turning away from the group of patients and onlookers, he keyed his lapel mic and called headquarters. 

“U-191  to  dispatch.  Expedite  PD  en  route  and  notify  the  health department of a possible Z-bite incident.” 

“Received, U-191. Can you repeat and confirm Z-bite scenario?” 

“I  have  not  laid  eyes  on  the  assailant  yet,  but  based  on  crowd accounts,  I  think  it’s  accurate.  The  health  department  should  send follow-up units to track all attendees for possible infection.” 

“Received.  We  will  advise.”  There  was  a  pause  then  the dispatcher came on again. “We have PD about two minutes out.” 

Dean  acknowledged  the  dispatcher’s  update  and  went  back  to helping Barry treat the patients. “The police will be here soon, folks. 

We’ll get to the bottom of this.” 
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a  while  for  the  police  to  gather  enough  force  to  go  inside and  check  on  grandma’s  whereabouts.  In  the  intervening  half-hour, Dean and Barry were able to give diluted Sodium Benzoate shots to all the folks who’d been scratched or bitten by the rampaging corpse. 

They were able to deflect questions about the shots by telling them it was  a  broad-spectrum  antibiotic  for  those  nasty  human  bites.  Both paramedics avoided answering questions about how a corpse could get up in the first place. They said things about how the docs might have pronounced her dead too soon. It seemed to keep them from asking too much more. 

By  the  time  they  were  finished  giving  all  the  shots,  the  health department  team  had  shown  up  and  taken  over  getting  information from all the folks who’d been involved. With that taken care of, Dean walked over to the police officer in charge. It was one of the police’s Station U type officers. 

“Hey, O’Malley. What’s up inside? I assume you guys managed to subdue the old lady responsible for all of this.” 

“We got her cornered in a utility closet. It took three of us with riot shields to keep her off us. We pushed her back until she was in the room and then we shut the door. I was kind of hoping you and Barry would know what to do with her.” 

Barry laughed and then stopped. “Wait. You’re serious.” 

“Sure I’m serious. We can’t take her to jail. She’ll just turn all the jailbirds to zombies,” O’Malley said. 

Dean considered the situation for a moment. “I don’t understand why  she’s  so  different  from  other  zombies  we’ve  encountered. 

Usually,  a  zombie  bite  is  an  accidental  thing  or  a  self-defense reaction.  Plus,  how  did  she  turn  anyway?  You’d  need  a  voodoo priestess or some other magical source if there’s not a bite involved to begin with.” 

“That’s  above  my  pay  grade,”  O’Malley  said.  “You  paramedic types  are  the  ones  who  know  how  all  the  biology  stuff  works,  not me.” 

“I  don’t  care  if  it’s  above  your  grade  or  not,”  Barry  said.  “You’re not using that as an excuse to make us go in there and deal with her alone. You’ve had the same inoculations we’ve had. At the least, you can help us secure the woman so we can escort her to the hospital.” 

“I guess I can come in with you and help with that. You’re dealing with all the nasty stuff, though. I don’t do blood.” 

Dean shook his head as the three of them started walking up to the  funeral  home  doors.  Dean  pulled  on  some  purple  exam  gloves then  he  reached  out  and  opened  the  door,  holding  it  for  the  others and following Barry and officer O’Malley inside. 

They could hear the woman snarling and scratching at the inside of  the  closet  door  as  soon  as  they  got  inside.  Dean  was  able  to figure  out  which  door  it  was  right  away.  He  walked  up  and  tried talking to the woman through the door. He saw a sign at the entrance to the larger funeral parlor room with an announcement printed on it. 

It had her name and dates of birth and death. He tried to call out her name to get past her current bloodlust. 

“Gladys, I’m Dean Flynn. I’m a paramedic, and I’m here to help you if you let me.” He waited. The scratching and snarling stopped. 

He  put  his  ear  up  to  the  door  to  listen  and  jumped  back  as  the woman  on  the  other  side  slammed  into  the  opposite  side  hard enough  to  pop  the  door  open  and  knock  Dean  over  backward. 

Before  he  knew  what  happened,  he  had  a  bundle  of  snarling grandmother on his chest, snapping at his face with her mouth. 

He was screaming in alarm and trying to fend her off. He couldn’t understand why Barry and O’Malley weren’t coming to his aid. Then he realized the sounds coming from the opening and closing mouth above  his  face  weren’t  quite  right.  He  looked  up  at  the  face  inches above  his  and  realized  that  she  didn’t  have  any  teeth.  The  sounds weren’t  teeth  snapping  together  but  rather  a  dull  squishy  sound  of drooling  gums  rubbing  together.  That  was  when  he  heard  the laughing coming from his partner and the police officer. 

“Will you guys get control of yourselves and come over here and get this woman off of me?” 

“I’m  sorry,  Dean,”  Barry  said,  wiping  tears  from  his  eyes.  “You look ridiculous there screaming for help with that ninety-pound dead woman on top of you. You’re able to hold her off you with one hand, but you’re screaming and yelling like it’s a tiger or something.” 

O’Malley stopped his belly laughing long enough to chime in, too. 

“Didn’t you tell me not to worry because we all had our shots?” 

“That  doesn’t  mean  she  can’t  hurt  me,”  Dean  shouted  over  the snarls. The drool was starting to spray all over his face. “Come on, guys. Help me out here.” 

The two of them came over and hooked the weight of the woman off  of  him  by  grabbing  her  under  the  arms  and  lifting  straight  up. 

They  were  easily  able  to  manage  her  struggling  by  themselves. 

Dean  got  up  and  wiped  his  face  with  a  gauze  pad  he  had  in  his pocket. 

“I  can’t  believe  it  took  three  officers  with  riot  shields  to  manage this woman. I was expecting much worse.” Dean shook his head and continued,  switching  to  treatment  mode.  “You  two  hold  her  here,” 

Dean  announced.  “I’ll  go  and  back  the  ambulance  up  to  the  doors, so  the  family  doesn’t  see  her  like  this.  Hopefully,  we  can  figure  out what’s  animated  her  corpse  and  maybe  get  her  back  to  some semblance of herself before we tell the family what happened. I’ll talk with the health department lead and see where they want us to take her.” 

He  headed  outside  and  looked  around  the  parking  lot  at  the surrounding bystanders and remaining funeral visitors who were still lined up and had to talk to the health department teams. He thought

about  the  woman  being  restrained  inside.  Something  about  this didn’t  make  sense.  He  had  the  nagging  feeling  that  grandma’s turning  wasn’t  a  spontaneous  accident.  Shaking  his  head  while  he tried to work it out, Dean walked over to bring the ambulance up so they  could  transport  their  patient  to  Elk  City  Medical  Center  or wherever else the docs wanted him to take her. 
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Dean  Flynn  climb  into  the  ambulance  from  his vantage point across the parking lot. The vampire lord had been able to conceal himself amidst the initial rush of people out the doors of the funeral home once the ambulance arrived. He had not counted on such a rapid response to the attacks. It had been his plan that the woman would attack all the people and they would disperse so that the  local  authorities  would  be  unable  to  locate  all  of  them.  That would give them all time to start the turning of a larger zombie horde in  the  city  and  surroundings,  creating  a  final  confrontation  between the humans and Unusuals here in Elk City. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen tonight. 

He reached into his overcoat’s pocket and felt the withered finger he  held  there.  The  artifact  had  been  hard  to  locate  and  even  more difficult to obtain once he’d discovered its location. The relic was the detached  finger  of  the  great  Occulus,  the  Eldara  warrior  from  the earliest days of the conflict between good and evil on earth. He had lost  his  right  hand  during  a  battle  with  the  demon  lord  Asmodeus somewhere  on  the  Assyrian  Plains  around  four  hundred  B.C.  The people  of  the  time  had  divided  the  appendage  up  into  individual relics that were used to do everything from heal mortal wounds and fatal  diseases,  to  endow  warriors  with  nearly  endless  endurance. 

This particular appendage, the ring finger, imparted on the user the ability  to  control  the  dead,  either  turning  away  and  controlling

Unusuals  of  undead  types  or  creating  new  ones  from  the  freshly dead. 

Artur  had  used  a  substantial  amount  of  the  power  stored  in  the relic  that  day  to  animate  Gladys  tonight.  It  had  nearly  worked  out. 

Now he had to let the finger recharge for a day before he could use it again. He’d have to plan more carefully in the future if his plans were to work. There was also the challenge of avoiding the young human paramedic  who  seemed  always  to  be  there  to  counter  him  at  the worst possible time. Mr. Flynn needed to be dealt with at some point, too. 

The  plan  had  been  simple.  Artur  had  shown  up  at  the  viewing and  funeral  with  the  intention  of  setting  the  woman  loose  on  the visitors. He pretended to be a family member and mingled with the crowd. He blended in, playing the part as a distant cousin of Gladys McKellin. Even the closest family had not seen through his ploy, so there  was  not  even  need  to  use  his  vampire  powers  to  charm anyone.  They  had  invited  him  to  visit  the  deceased  in  the  casket, and he had accepted, waiting until he was alone to pull out the relic and  touch  the  fingertip  to  the  woman’s  forehead  and  heart  three times as the ritual demanded. 

Then it was merely a game of waiting for the ceremony to begin. 

He  was  offered  a  seat  in  the  front  row  with  the  surviving  family members. He graciously accepted. It would be enjoyable to have a front-row seat for the coming festivities. He was not disappointed. He muttered  one  word  under  his  breath  while  gripping  the  relic  in  his pocket. 

“Rise.” 

The  gasps  of  alarm  from  those  seated  around  him  when  she suddenly sat upright in the casket had been delightful to him. When she vaulted from the raised platform to attack the minister, who was delivering  a  tiresome  sermon  on  living  a  virtuous  life,  the  alarmed gasps turned to shrieks and screams of fear. He particularly enjoyed the memory of one little girl who sat crying through the whole attack, asking the same thing over and over again. 

“Grandma, why?” 

He  had  to  admit  it  started  out  as  one  of  the  better  schemes  he had ever implemented in his long un-life, but that all changed when he  ran  outside  with  the  others  in  the  crowd  to  find  the  ambulance pulling  into  the  parking  lot.  Once  again,  the  cursed  Station  U

paramedics showed up, plied their trade, and saved his victims from their  fate.  Artur  contemplated  more  than  once  racing  over  to  snap the necks of the paramedics, ridding the world of at least two of them once and for all. He thought better of it, though. He remembered the shocking touch he’d received before when contacting the Flynn boy. 

The last time he’d tried to lay hands on that one, the contact had nearly undone him, though he covered it well. He wasn’t sure if Dean was under that protection anymore. He had managed to dispose of the  Eldara  bitch,  even  if  only  temporarily.  There  was  no  telling, though, if she had bestowed some lasting benefit from her presence on  him.  Over  the  past  few  centuries,  she  and  her  infernal  Valkyrie sister,  Ingrid,  had  done  many  things  that  had  surprised  him  and foiled his plans. Artur would be more careful and bide his time on this go around. He had plans for paramedic Dean Flynn. 

He was distracted a moment later from his contemplation of what he would do to Dean Flynn some day. An attractive brunette woman in a reflective orange and yellow vest that read “Health Department” 

walked up to him in the parking lot. He had been careless standing in the shadows so close by. She had noticed him standing on his own and came over to ask him to join the others. 

“Sir,  excuse  me,  but  have  you  been  inoculated  against  the infection from the outbreak?” 

She laid a hand on his arm, and he spun on her in anger, gazing into  her  eyes.  He  was  frustrated  by  his  failed  plan  this  evening. 

Perhaps this young cutie would offer him some entertainment for the night, as well as a meal later on. He bared his fangs at her in a broad grin  as  he  poured  the  power  of  his  charm  ability  over  her  like  a deluge of water. She had a moment’s fear in her eyes, and then her face went blank. 

“What is your name?” The ancient vampire asked. 

“Felicity. Felicity Richards.” 

“Well, Felicity, do you live alone?” 

“I do, sire.” 

“Did you drive here on your own or did you ride with a group?” 

“I came in my car, sire,” she answered in a monotone. 

“Excellent.  I  would  like  to  leave  here  now  without  anyone noticing.  Bring  your  vehicle  over  here  so  I  may  enter  from  the shadows. Then you may drive me to your abode.” 

“Yes, sire. It will be as you ask.” 

He  watched  as  the  young  woman  walked  back  through  the parking lot to where a small sedan was parked. She had a wooden, awkward gait. The charm worked on the surface mind, commanding the  body  and  muscles.  Inside  she  was  trying  to  fight.  She  wouldn’t win that fight, but it pleased him to see her fighting so. Perhaps she had  promise  as  a  disciple  with  a  fire  inside  like  that.  Felicity  soon returned, driving the car around the outskirts of the lot until she had pulled up next to the shadowed area in which he hid. 

Stepping  from  the  shadows,  Artur  pulled  the  passenger  door open and slid into the seat in a single fluid motion. Once inside, he gave  her  instructions  to  drive  back  the  way  she  had  come,  around the  perimeter  of  the  lot  to  avoid  as  many  people  as  possible.  Most would not notice him leaving or remember the old cousin from all that happened the midst of the chaos that evening. He would remain in the shadows exactly as he wished so that all his plans could be put into motion. This was only a minor setback, nothing more. There was still plenty of time to succeed in this town and take control from the existing vampire lord of Elk City, James Lee. 

Artur’s  hand  strayed  to  the  relic  in  his  pocket  as  Felicity  drove them  away  from  the  scene  of  his  crime.  He  knew  the  sphere  of control over Gladys would fade as he drove off. She would remain a zombie,  a  true  undead  one,  but  by  morning  she  would  regain  her human  memories  and  no  longer  be  the  mindless  creature  that attacked the family at her funeral that night. That was all right. These fragile  humans  died  all  the  time,  so  there  was  no  lack  of  bodies  to animate.  He’d  find  another  to  animate  or  perhaps  use  the  powerful relic to control a higher form of undead. It would be fun to exert even limited  control  over  a  fellow  vampire  with  the  mummified  Eldara finger. 

Felicity drove from the parking lot and turned right onto the main avenue  in  front  of  the  funeral  home  just  as  the  struggling  figure  of Gladys was carried from the building and into the back of the waiting ambulance. Artur smiled at the way the paramedics and policeman fought  to  retain  a  hold  on  her  as  he  drove  away.  Maybe  she’d manage to bite one of them before she was done being his unwilling tool for evil that evening. One could hope. 
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.  Brynne  stared  at  the  ceiling  in  the

darkened room and thought of all the glamorous stories that made it into powerful immortality or something out of a gothic romance. 

Bullshit. 

You lost everything when you changed. You missed half of every day. You lost your friends and family. You even lost control over your own  body.  You  can’t  turn  off  the  massive  sensory  input  you  get  all the  time.  As  a  vampire,  she  was  bombarded  by  all  the  information from  her  enhanced  senses  needed  to  make  her  the  apex  predator she was. She could hear human heartbeats through walls now. That wasn’t  a  good  thing  when  you  couldn’t  look  at  a  normal  human without  wondering  how  they’d  taste.  She  was  thirsty  all  the  time, thirsty for warm blood. 

Brynne thought she knew a lot about. She had studied them for her work as a paramedic at Station U. Hell; she had dated a vampire in  an  exclusive  relationship  for  over  five  years.  Then,  when everything was finally working out for her, she was almost killed in a nightclub shooting by a crazy ex-mentor who secretly coveted her for himself. To save her life, her boyfriend, James Lee, had changed her into  a  vampire  moments  before  her  heart  beat  out  its  last  pulse  of life.  It  wasn’t  like  she  wasn’t  thankful  for  what  he  did.  She  was grateful. She appreciated what had gone into that choice. It had not

been an easy decision for James or her human paramedic partner, Dean. 

Still, here she was. She was spending another sunny day in this sunless un-life, resting as she stared at the ceiling in the room she shared  with  James.  It  was  like  she  had  nothing  to  look  forward  to anymore.  She  was  a  virtual  prisoner  in  their  apartment.  She  knew she  shouldn’t  complain.  It  was  a  beautiful  apartment,  sitting  on  the penthouse  level  atop  the  high  rise  Nightwing  building  in  downtown Elk City, Maryland. The place had every amenity she could hope for, and she knew James would install anything she wanted if she asked. 

The fully stocked kitchen gave her access to blood of every type and almost  every  nationality.  There  were  some  who  would  say  she  had everything  she  could  need  in  life,  except  it  wasn’t  a  life  at  all,  not anymore. 

She forced a breath into her lungs and let out a long sigh. It was for  effect  only.  She  didn’t  need  to  breathe  except  to  talk  and  for dramatic emphasis, like now. 

“Brynne,  dear,  is  something  bothering  you?”  James  asked  from where he lay next to her on the bed. 

“I’m bored, James. I need something to do. I need a real life and job to give me purpose. I’m just a caged tiger here in this apartment, pacing the enclosure, longing to run in the forest and have a real life again.” 

“It’s  almost  time,”  James  said,  rolling  over  onto  his  side  so  he could  look  at  her.  “You’ve  gained  a  lot  of  control  in  these  last  few months, Brynne. It won’t be long now. Soon you’ll be able to go out and  mix  with  people  again,  I  promise.  Think  about  how  it  would devastate you if you lost control and injured someone because you couldn’t  control  your  bloodlust.  Imagine  what  you  would  feel  like  if you killed some poor innocent just because they cut their finger on a thorn when you walked by.” He shook his head. “You have to give it time.” 

“You’ve had centuries to adjust to this type of life, James. I’ve had just a few months. I’m not suited to being cooped up, kept from doing anything useful. I need to be working, helping people. It’s who I am. I don’t stop being the person that became a paramedic just because

I’m  a  vampire  now.  I  have  to  have  something  to  give  my  new  life purpose.” 

“I  understand,  my  dear.  I  really  do.  Consider  this  merely  a convalescence  after  an  illness.  You’re  almost  well,  and  we  will  find something constructive for you to do. You can have any job or role you want here in my business ventures; in our business ventures. I noticed how frustrated you are. I’ve had Celeste pick out a few likely opportunities  for  you.  Would  you  like  to  begin  trading  in  securities based  on  your  medical  and  health  care  knowledge?  That  can  be very exciting if you give it time.” 

Brynne snorted a laugh at his last statement. “I don’t want to be a stock  trader,  James.  There  is  nothing  exciting  about  that  life.  I’ve been on the streets. I’ve seen excitement firsthand and know what it feels  like.  I  know  that  stock  trading  is  how  you  make  most  of  your money  these  days,  but  that  is  not  what  I’m  supposed  to  be.  I’m  a person of action. I need to do something constructive and active with my time. I want to go back to being a paramedic.” 

“That is impossible, Brynne. You’d cross over and give in to the bloodlust the first time you ran a call for a person with a simple cut.” 

James reached over and turned her head towards him so she could see his eyes. 

She  looked  at  him  and  realized  he  wasn’t  kidding.  He  really thought it would be impossible for her to return to her former job as a paramedic. 

“You  have  no  faith  in  me,  then.”  Brynne  knew  she  was  pouting and she hated it. She also hated how set in his ways James could sometimes  be.  He  assumed  things  couldn’t  be  done  if  he’d  never seen it done before. 

“Brynne, it’s not that. It takes years to master yourself to the point that  you  could  even  consider  returning  to  a  career  in  the  medical field,  let  alone  the  unpredictable  chaos  of  emergency  medical services.” 

Brynne sat up and turned away from him. He kept telling her the same  thing.  He  said  it  would  take  years  until  she  was  ready.  She was determined to prove him wrong. 

“Let  me  take  the  test,  James.  I’m  ready  now.”  Brynne  turned  to look down at him laying next to her. She couldn’t believe she’d said it. Was she really ready for the test? It was a series of challenges for a new vampire to determine if they had gained enough control over their  predatory  nature  to  avoid  killing  humans  when  they encountered them. The test was a relatively new process for a race of  Unusuals  who  had,  only  a  few  centuries  before,  routinely  fed  on humans without regret, killing without remorse the people who lived in this world alongside them. It had bred an adversarial relationship between  humans  and  their  Unusual  counterparts  in  the  world,  the vampires,  werewolves,  shifters,  fairies  and  other  creatures  of  myth and legend. 

That was different now in the modern world. The Unusuals lived in  secret  alongside  their  human  neighbors,  known  only  to  a  few humans in the government and some local businesses. They lived in peace  because  the  Unusuals  policed  themselves  and  made  sure humans weren’t harmed by anyone whose powers could be used to overwhelm or take advantage of them in some way. 

That was the world Brynne had been changed into when James turned her. She couldn’t just go out and hunt as she might have five hundred years before. In another time, James would have taken her hunting with him from the very beginning. Now, in the modern world, she had other sources of fresh blood and even willing live donors if she  wanted  them.  She  shuddered  out  of  both  disgust  and  longing. 

The  thought  of  feeding  on  a  live  human  caused  her  to  stomach  to growl and her canines to elongate into fangs in her mouth. Could she control herself around normal humans if the mere thought of feeding did this to her? That was what the test would determine. 

She  had  been  able  to  meet  with  some  of  her  old  friends  and paramedic  colleagues  after  her  change.  They  were  the  paramedics who  went  on  the  nine-one-one  calls  that  served  the  Unusual community. It was an outstanding service making sure the Unusuals had  access  to  modern  health  care,  too.  That  had  made  it  easier  to tell  them  about  the  transition  she  had  undergone  to  become  a vampire. They also accepted the need for her being chaperoned by another adult vampire when they came to visit. 

Her  old  partner,  Dean,  had  been  by  most  often.  She  knew  the decision  to  let  James  turn  her  haunted  him.  He  couldn’t  save  her himself,  no  matter  how  hard  he  tried.  Brynne  was  dying  after  she was shot in the chest that night in the club. He, even with all his life-saving  skills  learned  through  many  long  hours  of  training  and experience,  could  not  keep  her  from  bleeding  out.  She  was  a paramedic, too. Brynne had been unconscious at the time, but she learned from him later what he had seen and tried to do. She knew how bad her injuries were and knew that no one could have saved her life. She would have died even if he could have teleported her to a  trauma  center’s  operating  room.  Brynne  had  tried  to  assuage  his guilt.  It  had  not  been  his  fault.  Changing  her,  making  her  this creature of the night, was the only way to save her. She told him as much every time she saw him. She would never tell him how much she regretted it now. 

Brynne remembered the first time he came by the apartment. He was  seeking  advice  regarding  a  situation  he  was  involved  with having  to  do  with  his  girlfriend  at  the  time,  an  Angel,  one  of  the Eldara.  She  barely  remembered  the  conversation  at  all.  She  could only  remember  hearing  his  pounding  heart,  seeing  the  pulsing arteries lying just under the surface of his skin. She didn’t want him to keep talking; she wanted to leap off her spot on the sofa next to James and bury her fangs in his neck. He wasn’t a dear friend. He was food. James’ vice-like grip on her forearm and his orders to her as her vampire sire were the only things that kept her from feeding on Dean that day. 

With  time,  though,  it  had  gotten  better.  James  was  patient  with her.  He  let  her  have  all  the  bagged  blood  she  wanted.  She  tried every  variety  he  could  get.  It  was  strange  how  nuanced  individual blood  could  be  between  donors.  She  found  she  had  a  taste  for  A-positive  blood,  didn’t  care  for  humans  who  ate  a  lot  of  garlic,  and liked  female  blood  more  than  males.  That  last  part  was  strange because she preferred men otherwise. 

Along  the  way,  the  bloodlust  lessened.  In  the  beginning,  she grabbed  the  cup  of  warm  blood  James  brought  her  and  gulped  it down, spilling blood around the corners of her mouth in her haste to

ingest it. Now she could sip politely and savor the blood’s flavor as well  as  the  life-giving  nature  that  was  essential  to  her  existence.  It was  still  hard  to  fight  down  the  predator  instinct  when  in  the presence  of  humans,  but  she  found  she  could  control  herself  and overcome  the  distraction  of  their  heartbeats,  their  pulses,  and  their blood, most of the time. 

The last time Dean had visited, she didn’t need James to sit right next to her. He was in the room with them, but she had resisted the urge  to  rip  open  Dean’s  neck  and  feed  on  him.  She  even remembered  their  conversation  this  time.  He  talked  about  his  new probationary  paramedic  in  the  Station  U  program,  Barry.  He  had graduated to full status paramedic and was working out very well in the program. Dean told her it was due to everything he had learned from her and the patience she had with him during his probationary period. She said she was proud of her protégé and it was true. He had come far. 

Thinking  of  Dean  made  her  want  to  get  back  out  in  the community even more. She wanted to make a difference again. The first  responders  of  the  world  considered  themselves  a  fraternity,  a group of brothers and sisters with a common bond and goal to save lives. That commitment didn’t go away with her change. Even as a vampire, she wanted to give back and help save others. She had to find a way to do something like she had done before. 

“I  want  to  go  back  to  work,  James,”  Brynne  said.  She  met  his eyes  and  saw  him  looking  back  at  her.  She  guessed  he  was searching  her  face  for  some  sign  of  intent.  “I’m  not  asking  for permission, James. I’m telling you that I’m going to be a paramedic again. I can do things now no other paramedic can do. I can see and hear things that I could never even fathom doing in my time before as a human paramedic. That gives me an advantage and the ability to save even more lives out there.” 

“That’s  a  tall  order,  Brynne,”  James  said.  He  sat  up  in  bed  and turned to sit facing her, legs crossed. He leaned forward and laid a hand on her arm. “It’s one thing to say you’re ready to pass the test. 

It  is  something  else  entirely  to  say  you’re  ready  to  deal  with situations  where  there  is  blood  all  around  you  and  a  patient  in

distress. As a predator, you will find it hard not to take advantage of a  weakened  human,  especially  if  they  are  injured  and  bleeding already. I’ll say it again. I think it might be an impossible goal to set for yourself, my dear.” 

“I’m a paramedic, James. I didn’t stop being that in my soul, in my core,  just  because  I  became  a  vampire.  I  still  want  to  help  people, and that desire is stronger than my desire to feed on my patients. I’m sure of it.” 

It  was  James’  turn  to  take  in  a  breath  and  let  out  a  sigh.  She knew  he  was  conflicted.  He  would  do  anything  for  her;  she  was confident  of  that  much.  The  challenge  he  was  facing  now  was  that he didn’t believe it was possible for her to do this. He couldn’t read her  determination  or  her  desire  to  reclaim  some  part  of  who  and what  she  was  before  the  change.  She  was  used  to  this.  She  had been in a position to prove her commitment to doing the job before. 

Many  instructors  in  the  fire  academy  doubted  her  ability  to  do  the job, to live up to the physical and psychological demands of the job because she was a woman. She had proved them all wrong. It was time to prove James’ fears wrong, too. 

“Prepare me and give me the test. You’ll see.” 
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the sweat beading on her forehead as Celeste came into  the  building’s  clean  room.  She  discovered  that  every  modern vampire coven had at least one of these set up in their stronghold. It was  the  place  they  tested  the  newly  turned  to  see  if  they  could  be trusted  out  among  the  human  community  unchaperoned.  Brynne looked  around  the  tiled  room  taking  it  in  again  as  she  had  the  first time she was here a week before. It was about ten feet square and tiled like a bathroom would be. There was a drain in the center of the floor, and the tile on the walls extended up to cover the ceiling. She wondered  what  the  human  contractors  must  have  thought  such  a room was for when they were building the place. 

“Ready  to  try  again?”  Celeste  asked  in  her  smooth  southern drawl.  Brynne  thought  the  redhead  laid  the  southern  belle  act  on  a little thick since it had been over a hundred fifty years since James turned  the  young  southern  girl  in  the  midst  of  the  Civil  War.  She became  James’  assistant  since  soon  after  that,  and  she  now managed most of his substantial assets around the world. 

Brynne nodded. “I guess so.” 

“There’s no guessing about this, honey. If you don’t think you’re ready  to  try  again,  don’t  force  it.  Every  time  you  backslide,  it becomes harder to come back in here and go through the process of acclimation to blood again. Some vampires never quite get the hang

of it and have to be watched whenever they are around humans and other sources of fresh blood.” 

Brynne shook her head. “I’m ready to try again,” she affirmed. “I just don’t understand why it’s so hard for me to move past this.” 

“There’s no shame in it. It takes time to gain control over all the changes  your  body  has  gone  through.  You’re  stronger  and  faster than you’ve ever been before, certainly stronger than any human out there. Your new vampire self knows you’re the predator in the room and wants to assert that position.” 

“But I’m not like that. I’m a healer, not a killer.” Brynne said it even though her recent string of failures in this room every day for a week proved otherwise. Lord, she could still feel the rush of pure joy she felt when she pounced on that poor lamb when Celeste had opened a vein in its neck. Brynne couldn’t help herself. She had to have the blood,  even  though  it  wasn’t  human.  The  fresh  coppery  smell  and taste  in  the  air  overwhelmed  her  control.  When  she  leaped  on  the poor animal, she threw the metal chair in which she was sitting back against the wall behind her so hard it chipped the tiles. 

“Brynne,  honey,  this  is  a  process,  a  journey  to  reach  a  point  of control over your inner nature. You can't rush it. Every one of us had to overcome it in our early days after our transformation.” 

“I know that I can master this, Celeste. I just need to force myself to remember who I am.” 

Celeste’s voice turned uncharacteristically stern. “What you are is a  vampire,  Brynne.  You’re  not  the  same  Brynne  Garvey  you  were before the incident at Sensations. That version of you died the night Mike Farver shot you. You have to look at it like the former you died there. It is best to put all of it behind you and move forward in your new life.” Celeste’s voice softened again. “I understand how you feel, I really do. You just have to remember that you can’t go back to your past.” 

“I’ve never failed at anything I’ve ever tried to do before. I won’t accept failure here.” 

“Don’t think of it as a failure. It might just be too soon to try this. 

You  wouldn’t  try  to  run  a  marathon  back  when  you  were  a  human without the proper training and preparation, would you?” 

Brynne  shook  her  head.  She  knew  where  Celeste  was  headed with this. 

“Look, Celeste, I see what you’re saying. The problem is I think I’m  ready  to  push  through  this.  I  can’t  keep  spending  every  day locked  up  in  the  penthouse  here  without  going  out  and  doing something constructive with my life. I have to live my life, even this life.” 

“You  don’t  want  to  rush  this.  That’s  all  I’m  saying.  I  don’t  think you’d do well if you had a relapse and killed someone.” 

“But I won’t, I can’t kill someone. It’s not in my nature.” 

Celeste’s  voice  became  stern  and  hard  as  ice.  “That’s  a  lie.  It’s not  only  in  your  nature;  it’s  your  only  nature  now.  I  know.  I’ve  had more than one relapse since I was turned. What would you do if you killed Dean or one of the other paramedics? What if you managed to turn them into a vampire like yourself by accident?” 

“That won’t happen. I …” 

Celeste  interrupted  her.  “You  don’t  know  that.  I  didn’t  think  I’d attack the people I loved either. In the end, I not only killed my older brother,  I  also  turned  him,  and  he  didn’t  take  well  to  the transformation.  He  never  got  over  his  bloodlust.  Eventually,  James had  to  put  him  down.”  Celeste  held  her  gaze  for  a  moment  before continuing. Brynne could see tears welling up in her eyes. “They had to  put  him  down  like  a  rabid  dog  because  he  couldn’t  stop  killing people and it risked exposing all of us.” 

Brynne  had  never  heard  that  story  before.  She  thought  about what would happen if that happened to Dean, or Brook, or Tammy, or any of the paramedics at the ambulance station she had called her family  for  so  long.  It  would  devastate  her.  She  thought  back  to  the last  failure  here  in  the  testing  chamber.  She  thought  she  had mastered  the  feelings  that  overcame  her  the  last  time  a  few  days before. Brynne stared at the redheaded vampire. 

“I’m ready to go again. I have figured out what went wrong.” 

“Alright,  honey.  We’ll  start  just  as  we  did  each  time  before. 

Building  slowly  on  small  successes  until  we  get  to  the  point  where you can’t go any further by your admission, or you fail in your control over your predator urges.” 

Brynne nodded, and Celeste went to a metal table in the corner. 

Lifting  a  white  towel  covering  the  table,  she  saw  the  other  vampire pick up a white ceramic mug and a bag of warm blood. The bag was still  sealed,  and  Brynne  could  smell  nothing  from  it  but  disinfectant and the ever-present perfume that was Celeste’s favorite fragrance. 

Celeste came over and handed Brynne the mug. She took it and held it while Celeste pierced the bag’s port with a large sixty-milliliter syringe  drawing  a  substantial  amount  of  blood  into  the  chamber. 

Withdrawing  the  syringe’s  needle  from  the  rubber  port,  Celeste  set the bag down and then removed the needle from the syringe with a twist,  dropping  the  needle  in  a  sharps  container  there  for  that purpose.  As  soon  as  Celeste  removed  the  needle  from  the  end  of the  syringe,  Brynne  caught  a  faint  scent  of  blood  just  from  the  tiny amount exposed to the air at the opening of the syringe. She felt the familiar  urge  to  feed  but  fought  it  down.  Brynne  was  determined  to do this. 

Celeste  returned  to  where  she  still  held  the  white  mug  and, depressing the syringe, she deposited about half of the contents into the mug. The warm blood splashed in the mug and the detection of the stronger scent cause Brynne to feel the hair on her neck rise. 

The redhead stood for a moment watching Brynne struggle not to drink the blood in the mug. She had not fed since the night before. 

The test was more robust and reliable when the subject was hungry, Brynne  knew.  She  wanted  to  drink,  just  a  sip,  but  she  fought  back the urges again. She looked at Celeste and managed a smile. This was working. 

Celeste smiled back and brought the end of the syringe up to her mouth, her tongue flicking out and taking a drop of fresh blood from where it perched on the end of the syringe. Brynne felt every muscle in her body tense. 

“Mmmmm,  A  positive  and  a  woman,  too.  Your  favorite,  right?” 

Celeste said holding the end of the syringe out to Brynne, only a few inches from her mouth. “Want a taste? It’s delicious.” 

Brynne  suppressed  a  growl  starting  deep  in  her  throat.  She cursed  silently.  There  was  no  doubt  that  Celeste  heard  it.  She  saw the  smile  spread  across  the  other  woman’s  face.  Did  she  have  to

enjoy  this  so  much?  Brynne  cursed  again  and  then  met  her examiner’s eyes. 

“No,  thank  you.  I’ll  wait,”  Brynne  managed  to  say  with  only  a slight quaver in her voice. 

Celeste  shrugged.  “Suit  yourself.  But  you  really  should experience how good it smells.” 

Taking  the  syringe,  she  squeezed  a  drop  of  blood  on  her  finger and  reached  out  to  dab  it  on  Brynne’s  cheeks.  Some  of  it  dripped down  past  the  corner  of  her  mouth.  God,  she  wanted  more  than anything to flick her tongue out and catch the drip as it went past the corner of her lips. Somehow, with a supreme effort, Brynne resisted. 

To do so would be to fail the test. She would not fail this time. She knew it with every fiber of her being. 

“Excellent,  Brynne.  I  thought  that  would  get  you.  Someone  did that to me during my testing, and I failed several times to avoid the dripping  deliciousness  passing  my  lips.  Maybe  if  I  turn  around  so  I can’t see, you’ll cheat a little.” Celeste turned her back but then spun back  to  watch  her.  Brynne  smiled  an  actual  smile  this  time.  She hadn’t fallen for that little trick, either. 

“Alright, honey, let's try out the big guns, shall we?” 

Brynne nodded. She watched as Celeste took her phone out and tapped  a  message  into  it.  The  redheaded  vampire  turned  and watched Brynne while she idly sipped on the blood from the syringe, pressing  the  plunger  a  little  each  time  to  squirt  a  bit  onto  her extended  tongue  the  way  a  child  might  catch  icing  from  a  cake decorating  tube.  She  smiled  as  she  swallowed  the  blood.  Brynne was starting to hate that smile. It meant she had more ideas to tempt Brynne in that devious mind. 

The door opened, and a woman led a small goat on a rope into the  room.  The  woman  was  a  vampire,  too.  Her  chosen  name  was Coda; at least that was what everyone called her. 

“Here’s  the  next  stage.  How’s  she  doing?”  Coda  asked  Celeste as if Brynne wasn’t even there. 

“Surprisingly well, considering yesterday’s failure. We’ll see how our dear Brynne does next. Are you still alive in the office pool?” 

“Yep. I have nine days before she gives up. Don’t let up on her, okay?” Coda said. 

Had they created an office pool on her success or failure? That wasn’t  fair.  The  thought  of  people  betting  against  her  angered Brynne. She felt the beginnings of the loss of control and fought to get  ahead  of  her  feelings  again.  Any  strong  emotion  could undermine her determination to get through this, causing an opening for her inner nature to escape. She’d have to take the matter of the betting pool up with them later. 

Celeste took the goat’s lead rope from Coda and smiled. “I never let up. You know that. No one gets a pass from me, especially this one.” 

Coda  shot  Brynne  a  wicked  grin  and  left  them,  pulling  the  door shut  behind  her.  Brynne  steeled  herself  for  what  came  next.  She didn’t  want  to  hurt  anyone  or  anything  with  her  newfound  hunger. 

The  presence  of  the  goat  told  her  what  was  to  come  next  and  she thought she was ready for it. 

Celeste picked up a small surgical steel blade from the table and held it up to the goat’s neck. Brynne watched as she held the knife next to the creature’s external jugular vein. With a small flick and a bleating  yelp  from  the  goat,  Celeste  cut  a  quarter-inch  gash  in  the animal’s neck. 

Blood flowed freely in the room from a living, beating heart for the first  time  today.  Brynne  felt  the  powerful  urge  to  charge  across  the room  and  drink  the  blood,  to  savor  the  coppery  smell  and  taste  as she  sank  her  fangs  in  and  opened  more  vessels  deeper  in  the creature’s  neck.  Her  fists  clenched  and  she  held  her  back  rigid  as she forced herself to remain in the chair this time. After a moment, Brynne  regained  enough  control  to  allow  herself  a  tiny  smile.  She had done it. She had resisted. 

“Very well done, Brynne. You did it,” Celeste congratulated her. 

“I did, didn’t I?” Brynne was filled with pride as she contemplated the hard work and control it took to resist the bloodlust that filled her, even  now.  The  blood  was  still  flowing  in  a  trickle  down  the  goat’s neck  and  splashing  on  the  floor.  Brynne  felt  the  pull  to  drink  but

resisted  and  pushed  it  down  even  deeper.  She  could  do  this.  She looked up at Celeste. 

“Thank  you,  Celeste.  I  couldn’t  have  made  it  without  your  help and advice.” Brynne got up and crossed to her examiner. She’d done it. 

“Oh, think nothing of it, honey. It was the least I could do.” 

The  older  vampire  never  broke  eye  contact  as  she  spoke.  Her hand  swung  down  and  slashed  open  the  goat’s  entire  throat.  A splash of fresh arterial blood from the animal’s deep carotid arteries sprayed across Brynne’s chest and face. Before she was fully aware of  what  happened,  the  new  vampire  was  on  her  knees  with  her mouth  latched  onto  the  broad  gash  in  the  struggling  goat’s  neck. 

Brynne buried her fangs in the hairy flesh, and her tongue worked to suck  the  life-giving  fluid  pumping  out  of  the  creature’s  failing  heart. 

She couldn’t stop herself no matter how she tried to regain control. 

Brynne felt Celeste looking down at her pupil, the pupil who knelt at her feet in a pool of goat’s blood. The red locks of hair swayed as she shook her head. 

“So close, honey. So close.” 
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his watch at the end of his shift as he restocked the ambulance’s drug bag with fresh medications to replace those he’d used on the runs that day. Barry was emptying the trash and wiping down the interior before Brook and Tammy’s arrival to take over for the night shift. It had been a long week since the first zombie attack. 

There  had  been  one  or  two  new  zombie  attack  calls  each  night requiring  their  rapid  response  and  a  health  department  quarantine until all those affected could be inoculated with the Sodium Benzoate solution. 

The  police  were  still  no  closer  to  discovering  who  was  creating the new zombies or how it was being done. O’Malley had been at the scene today for their call. This one was different in that it took place in the daytime; though it was likely the zombie was turned sometime the night before. Someone had killed and then transformed the night watchman  at  the  local  library  branch  overnight.  No  one  found  him until  they  opened  up  the  branch  for  the  toddler  story  hour  the  next morning. That had been chaos. The security guard-turned-zombie bit many mothers and young children. 

Officer O’Malley had it right when he asked, “What kind of creep targets little kids and their moms?” 

Dean agreed with the portly officer. This one was pretty scary. He never wanted to treat a child zombie, but they had come too close to that today. The whole Unusual community was upset about it. If the

zombie  threat  became  widespread  and  word  about  the  rest  of  the Unusuals living among them got out to the general public, it would be pandemonium  and  possibly  the  start  of  a  new  race  war  between humans and their Unusual neighbors. That couldn’t happen. 

Their  shift  was  almost  finished,  and  then  he  was  supposed  to pick up Jaz at her new offices downtown at police headquarters. She was his almost girlfriend though they still hadn’t gone on a real date. 

They’d  been  forced  together  when  their  future  teenaged  daughter returned to the past to help them on a quest. Now the daughter was back where she belonged, and the two of them were trying to see if their destined romance was going to happen. 

Jaz  was  at  the  police  headquarters  because  she’d  been  doing consulting  work  for  the  Elk  City  Police  Department  on  the  attacks. 

Her family had a specialty in tracking this sort of thing down, Dean admitted.  She  was  the  last  in  a  long  line  of  Hunters,  and  the Errington  clan  was  very  well  known  in  the  Unusual  community.  He hoped she didn’t have to go on some hunter rampage when all was said  and  done.  His  few  Unusual  friends  had  almost  gotten  used  to having  her  around  with  him  on  a  regular  basis.  Maybe  they’d forgotten she was the leader of a Hunter Clan. That would all change if an open war between humans and Unusuals started. 

If  nothing  else,  that  was  reason  enough  to  work  hard  to  find  a way to stop it from happening. Things were progressing on that front. 

James  had  called  a  briefing  for  all  his  various  resources  in  the Unusual community for later that evening, and he had invited Dean. 

He had been surprised when the Elk City vampire lord extended his invitation to Jaz. 

“Bring  the  Errington  woman  if  she’ll  come  along.  I’d  appreciate her input on this, as well,” James had said. 

Just  as  surprising  to  Dean  was  Jaz’s  answer  when  he  told  her about it over the phone. 

“Of  course  I’ll  come  along.  This  is  serious  business,  and  we  all have to work together to figure out the source of the problem before it’s too late for all of us.” 

This was kind of like dogs and cats living and playing together in his eyes, but he was glad to see his two groups of friends willing to

get along for the greater good. Still, it wasn’t likely to go too far. He pictured  James  and  Jaz  playing  a  round  of  poker  together  and laughed  aloud.  Barry  poked  his  head  from  the  back  of  the ambulance. 

“What’s so funny, Dean?” 

“Oh,  nothing.  I  was  just  thinking  about  how  weird  the  proposed partnership between Jaz and my friends at the Nightwing building is going to be. They are starting off surprisingly well.” 

“That’s a good thing, right?” 

“I guess so,” Dean concluded. “We’ll see what happens if things escalate  with  the  zombie  attacks.  How’s  the  restocking  coming  in there?” 

“Almost finished,” Barry answered. 

“Good.” Dean checked his watch. “I’m going into the break room. 

Put  this  bag  away  for  me.”  He  handed  up  the  drug  bag,  now  fully stocked with another shift’s worth of supplies. 

Dean got into the break room just in time to see Tammy walk in. 

Brook had already arrived and was logging into the computer system to check her inbox for the beginning of their shift. 

“We had another attack today. This one was at the public library branch  on  Elm  downtown,”  Dean  told  the  two  of  them.  He  relayed the story of what happened while he gathered up his belongings. 

“Wow, that must have been a mess. I hate having to treat kids,” 

Tammy said. “It reminds me of my own kids too much.” 

“I don’t have children yet, and I don’t like it either,” Dean replied. 

“What  about  that  teenage  daughter  of  yours?  Doesn’t  she count?” Brook asked. 

“She doesn’t count because she is from the future so technically she hasn’t been born yet. I think I’ll feel a lot differently about it when I have little ones like Tammy does.” 

Dean slid on his coat and shouldered his backpack. “I’m going to scoot. Barry is finishing up things in the ambulance.” 

“Ooo, gotta hot date tonight?” Brook jeered. 

“More  work  is  more  like  it,  Brook.  James  wants  a  full  report  on everything we all know. He even invited Jaz to come by and lend her advice.” 

“Wow,”  Tammy  said.  “He  must  be  worried  about  the  current situation  to  invite  the  Errington  heir  in  for  this  planning  session.  I know he’s more comfortable with her since the two of you connected but the rest of his management team must be pretty wary of her.” 

Dean nodded. “They are. I don’t think they’d come into the same room with her at all if James didn’t order them to do it. I keep hoping they’ll  get  over  it.  Jaz  has  promised  not  to  go  after  anyone  without James’ say so while the zombie thing is happening. That should be good enough.” 

“Do you believe her?” 

“I do, though I get your meaning. I guess there’s a lot of cultural bias and history to overcome before everyone plays nice together,” 

Dean said. 

“Well  go  and  pick  up  your  date  for  the  big  summit  tonight,” 

Tammy  ordered.  “Make  sure  you  fill  us  in  on  what  you  learn  in  the morning when you come back for work tomorrow.” 

“Will do,” Dean replied. He headed out into the parking lot to get his truck and go pick up Jaz. 

H  

up in front of the police headquarters building downtown about an hour later. He had gone home and showered and changed before  going  to  get  Jaz.  He  saw  her  standing  on  the  steps  of  the station talking to a few officers. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail and threaded through the back of her black Errington baseball cap. She was wearing a pair of black jeans and a white t-shirt  with  the  Errington  Security  logo  on  the  chest.  Over  that,  she wore  a  black  leather  jacket  that  surely  hid  her  Glock  and  extra magazines she always carried with her in a shoulder holster. Given the  nature  of  the  current  attacks,  he  was  surprised  she  didn’t  have her  Katana  with  her.  She  must  have  guessed  a  sword  across  her back would draw too much attention when she walked in and out of the police building and past the reporters gathered for the daily press briefings. 

She  looked  over  as  he  pulled  up  and  smiled  at  him  across  the plaza before she waved goodbye to the group of officers. Jaz jogged down the steps and across the broad pavement to where Dean was pulled  up.  He  watched  her  every  move,  appreciating  how  beautiful she was in a girl-next-door kind of way. They had agreed to go slow with  their  budding  relationship  despite  the  fact  that  they  found  out they were destined to be together. Having contact with an unknown daughter from the future did that to a couple. He shook his head and gave  a  wry  chuckle.  Nothing  like  a  little  pressure  about  having children early in a couple’s courtship to make things awkward. 

Jaz  jumped  in  the  passenger  side  of  Dean’s  pickup  truck  and gave a sigh of relief. 

“I’m glad to be out of there.” 

“Rough day at the office, Jaz?” Dean asked shooting her a smile as he drove across town towards the Nightwing building. 

“The police chief and all his senior commanders kept looking at me as if I had some sort of magic bullet to fix everything. I have tried to tell them from the beginning that actual police investigative work was  going  to  be  essential  to  getting  to  the  bottom  of  this  zombie crisis. They all think it’s just a matter of me giving them the mythical answer to their problems.” 

“You do remember we are heading over to James’ penthouse to have a dinner meeting about all those same questions, right?” 

Jaz  waved  a  hand,  dismissing  his  question.  “That’s  different. 

James and Rudy know my capabilities and don’t expect me to solve this  thing  overnight.  Heck,  they  don’t  necessarily  want  me  in  the middle of this at all.” 

“That’s  not  true.  James  extended  a  personal  invite  for  you  to attend,” Dean explained. “I didn’t ask for you to come along.” 

“You’re  right.  I  should  relax,”  Jaz  said.  She  blew  out  a  long breath. “James has been surprisingly understanding. He has invited me, a Hunter Clan leader, into his home. That’s a level of trust that means something, I guess.” 

“I think so, too, for what it’s worth. Besides, you’re not the same hunter who showed up here six months ago. I like that.” 

Dean reached over and gave her hand a squeeze where it rested on  the  seat  next  to  him.  She  returned  the  squeeze,  and  he  got  a sudden warm feeling inside. He liked Jaz a lot, and he was hoping to start going on some regular dates for a change rather than attending war-room sessions and demon-hunting raids with her. 

“There’s good news. I’m done with physical therapy. I might have a  slight  hitch  in  my  step  for  a  while  longer,  but  if  I  keep  doing  my exercises, the therapist said I should be back to normal.” 

“That’s excellent news,” Dean agreed. 

Jaz  had  been  recovering  from  a  long  convalescence  after  she was  nearly  killed  by  a  demon  lord  in  human  form.  The  demon-possessed  man  broke  her  leg  in  several  places  in  the  process  of incapacitating  her  while  they  were  trying  to  rescue  their  kidnapped daughter.  Only  Dean’s  surprise  discovery  that  he  had  the  power  to command  demons  had  ended  up  saving  them  at  all.  He  still  didn’t know why he had those powers or from where they came. 

“Yeah, I’m glad to be rid of the wheelchair, the walker, the cane, and  all  the  doctor’s  visits,”  Jaz  said  with  relief.  “I’m  not  used  to having to stay on the sidelines like that.” 

“The  good  news  is,  you  used  the  extra  time  on  your  hands  to restart  your  family’s  security  business  and  start  rebuilding  your headquarters.  I  know  you  were  thinking  of  hiring  some  new operatives. How’s that going?” 

“Better.  The  family  has  always  had  good  connections  with  the Feds and the Marshal’s Service in particular. We always have a few from  their  Unusual  investigations  and  apprehension  division  that want  to  come  work  for  us  after  their  twenty  years  of  government service.  In  fact,  I  just  hired  the  soon-to-be  former  assistant  director from that division to be the Errington chief operating officer. He starts in a few weeks when his retirement is official.” 

“That’s  excellent  news.  Is  he  being  brought  in  on  this  case?” 

Dean asked. Having that level of former deputy marshal working on the  situation  would  bring  some  big  time  national  attention  to  the problem  here  in  Elk  City.  He  wasn’t  sure  James  would  like  that, though. 

“No, I’ve already got him focused on building up our international operations  to  the  level  they  were  when  my  dad  and  mom  were running things. Our contracts fell through soon after they died. I just couldn’t manage things as well as they did after it all fell apart. I’ve always been a field operative, so it’s better to have him run the day-to-day operations and let me focus on CEO stuff.” 

“Oh, like our little problem here in Elk City?” 

“Hey, it’s my home now, too. Call it my civic duty.” 

They both laughed at the irony of that as he drove up to the gate to the underground garage beneath the Nightwing building. A quick swipe of his keycard on the panel and they drove beneath the raised gate and headed inside to park. The rest of the gang was waiting for them upstairs. 
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stepped off the elevator on the penthouse level and almost  bumped  into  Celeste  as  she  was  stepping  on.  She  seemed preoccupied with something on her phone. 

“Oh, sorry, guys,” she said, stepping back to let them exit first. 

“No  worries,  Celeste,”  Dean  answered.  “Hey,  is  everything alright? You look concerned about something.” 

“I’m good,” the redheaded vampire replied. “Just something came up  that  I  need  to  take  care  of.  I’m  sorry  I’m  going  to  miss  the meeting. James will fill me in when I get back.” 

Dean and Jaz stepped aside as she jumped on the elevator just as the doors were closing. He had never seen her distracted like that before.  Celeste  always  seemed  so  composed  and  on  top  of  things here  at  Nightwing  Enterprises.  He  shrugged  and  went  over  to  ring the bell at the double doors to the penthouse apartment. They swung open to reveal Rudy, James’ head of security and the werewolf pack leader in the Elk City region. 

“Hey, Dean. Hello, Ms. Errington. Please come in.” 

“Please,  Rudy.  Call  me  Jaz.  We  have  to  have  a  good  working relationship.  We’re  on  the  same  side  here,”  Jaz  said  as  she  and Dean walked into the apartment’s foyer. 

“Uh, yes,” Rudy stammered. “I guess that’s true, Ms - uh - Jaz.” 

Rudy gave half a smile. “I guess I need to work on that.” 

Dean  shrugged  and  looked  at  Jaz.  He  supposed  that  was  the best it was going to get for now. 

“Where’s dinner. I’m famished,” Dean stepped in to relieve some tension as he walked into the large open floor plan that was James and Brynne’s apartment. It sat high atop the Elk City skyline, looking out  over  the  city  below  when  the  sun  went  down.  The  sun  had already  started  setting  so  soon  the  blackout  shutters  would  be opened, and they would have a spectacular view of the city’s lights around  them.  He  saw  the  dining  area  table  set  up  for  six,  but  only James was in sight. 

“It’s  on  its  way  up  from  the  restaurant  kitchens  downstairs,” 

James  said  as  he  came  over  to  shake  Dean’s  hand.  “I’m  afraid  it’s just  the  four  of  us  for  dinner.  Brynne  had  a  setback  today  in  her training  and  won’t  be  joining  us.  She  is  downstairs  working  on something else according to Celeste.” 

Dean  wondered  what  that  was  all  about.  He  knew  something about  Brynne’s  training  to  overcome  her  bloodlust,  but  he  thought she  was  past  the  point  where  she  couldn’t  be  around  humans unrestrained.  He  pondered  it  a  bit  while  James  took  Jaz’  extended hand and bowed low over it, brushing the back of her hand with his lips. Dean quirked an eyebrow at that greeting. 

“Ms.  Errington.  I’m  very  glad  you  were  able  to  join  us  tonight,” 

James said in a formal greeting. “I am very interested in seeing what you have to say about the matters we are currently dealing with here in Elk City.” 

“She  prefers  to  be  called  ‘Jaz,’  boss,”  Rudy  corrected.  “I  mean, it’s not like she’s the head of an entire clan trying to kill us all.” 

James  shot  Rudy  a  stern  glance.  “That  will  be  enough  of  that, Rudy.  She  is  a  guest  in  my  home,  and  I’ll  not  have  any  insult perpetrated  against  her.”  He  returned  his  attention  to  his  special guest.  “I  apologize  for  the  conduct  of  my  friend.  If  you  prefer  to  be called Jaz, then Jaz it is, as long as you call me James in return.” 

“Agreed,  James,”  Jaz  said  as  she  looked  around.  “You  have  a lovely  home  here.  It’s  surprisingly  modern.  I  would  have  expected

…” 

“What? You thought I’d have old-world style antiques and creepy relics and weapons everywhere?” the vampire lord replied. 

“Well, yes. That has been my experience with, the other ancients I have, uh, encountered,” Jaz responded. 

“I  came  to  the  new  world  a  long  time  ago  to  get  away  from  all that. I pride myself on staying up with the times, as well as current fashions and trends.” 

“It  shows.  I  like  it,”  Jaz  complimented,  nodding  as  she  looked around the professionally decorated home. 

Dean was curious about what everyone had discovered about the problem  they  faced  with  the  zombies.  He  wanted  to  get  down  to business,  but  he  understood  the  need  to  observe  the  pleasantries, as  superficial  as  they  were.  This  session  was  to  share  that information so everyone could be on the same page about how they responded to the threat. 

The  doors  behind  him  opened  and  a  team  of  waiters  and waitresses came in rolling carts with covered serving dishes. James pointed to the table. 

“I’m hungry, how about we sit down and start our meeting while the food is brought up,” he suggested. 

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Dean said. The others laughed and joined him as he sat down at the table. It was set for six, which reminded him of Brynne’s absence and Celeste’s departure on their arrival. 

“I  hope  Brynne  is  alright,  James.”  Dean  gestured  to  the  empty place settings. “Will we see her at all?” 

“I don’t think so. To be honest, we are all a little frustrated with the things  going  on  right  now,  Brynne  included.  She  wants  to  get  back on  the  street  as  a  paramedic  and  has  been  pushing  her  training beyond  normal  limits  in  an  effort  to  do  that.  That  causes  some tension when she fails one of the tests Celeste planned for her.” 

“You have Celeste doing the training?” Dean asked. 

“Yes.  It  makes  more  sense  to  have  her  do  it.  Then  it  doesn’t seem so personal,” James explained. “Brynne had another setback today. Celeste went to see what she could do to manage it with her. I

know she’s sorry she can’t be here to see you, but I’ll convey your thoughts on her behalf to her.” 

There  was  an  awkward  pause  following  James’  explanation  of Brynne  and  Celeste’s  whereabouts.  Rudy  cleared  his  throat  and changed the subject. 

“I’m  interested  in  what  you  might  have  discovered  through  your interactions  with  the  police  investigation  into  the  zombie  situation, Jaz.” 

She  gave  him  a  startled  look  as  she  was  dishing  up  a  plate  of food from the buffet line staffed by the waiters. “I would have thought you had your own resources inside the police station, Rudy. You are James’ head of security after all.” 

“I do, but I want to compare notes with what I’m seeing and I’m also interested in seeing what your take on the whole situation is.” 

Jaz settled herself in a chair with a plateful of food. “To be honest, I’m  not  that  impressed  with  the  local  authorities’  response  to  the current  threat.  They  are  in  reaction  mode  only  and  haven’t implemented more than the most basic investigation so far.” 

Rudy nodded. “That’s been my impression. It’s like they want us to come up with a solution solely on our own and not in concert with them. I keep telling them this is a joint problem but they do not see it that  way.  My  sources  say  that  internally  they’re  calling  this  an

‘Unusual problem’ which bothers me on several levels.” 

“I’ve  heard  that  response  from  several  top  officials  in  the department,”  Jaz  said.  “I’ve  also  tried  to  point  out  to  them  how  this could  spell  out  a  bigger  issue  than  just  a  few  zombie  bites.  I  don’t think they realize the threat to public safety and health if just one of these attacks breaks containment.” 

Dean  was  intrigued.  Containment  was  something  with  which  he and  his  paramedic  colleagues  at  Station  U  were  involved.  He  saw the danger there, too. It brought up a question of his own. 

“Have they gotten any closer to finding a source for the zombies? 

From  everything  I’ve  been  able  to  piece  together  from  the  patient care reports, none of them are related in any way so it’s not like this is some infectious disease outbreak or something.” 

Jaz shook her head. “That is where they are dropping the ball in my estimation. Some things need doing, and it looks like I’m the only one doing them.” 

“Like what?” James asked. 

“Like  taking  video  surveillance  footage  from  around  the  scenes where  all  the  incidents  occurred  and  running  some  basic  facial recognition software on them. It would help to identify any potential known threats or individuals associated with the outbreaks. A person is doing this somehow, maybe a patient zero, and we need to identify them.  We  can  also  cross-reference  the  faces  after  the  software completes its cycle. That way we can see if the same face shows up multiple times, which would also be a key indicator if there was such a person involved.” 

Rudy put his fork down and looked at Jaz. “That all sounds like pretty sophisticated stuff. Maybe the local police department doesn’t have the resources to do it.” 

“They  haven’t  even  tried,”  she  replied.  “I  finally  got  fed  up  and located  all  the  videos  myself.  I  downloaded  all  the  videos  to  my laptop. I’m hoping to get a match from the databases our company has put together. That said, it's not as complete or sophisticated as the software the FBI uses. That requires the local law enforcement team’s  involvement.  They  must  send  in  a  formal  request  for  a resource  allocation.  Given  the  challenges  associated  with  an outbreak  like  this,  I  think  it  would  be  approved  immediately  by  the FBI.” 

“I agree,” Rudy said. “I can’t see the feds wanting this to spread beyond Elk City if it can be helped.” 

“I’m  not  sure  they  know  about  it,”  Jaz  said.  All  three  of  them looked  at  her  in  shock.  They  knew  that  local  news  wasn’t  covering anything,  but  that  was  normal  when  it  came  to  incidents  involving Unusuals.  “I  get  the  feeling  that  the  mayor  and  the  chief  are  both trying to keep a lid on this getting out beyond the city’s resources for some reason.” 

“So  we  are  literally  on  our  own  here,”  James  said.  “The  police won’t  do  a  real  investigation,  and  the  leaders  won’t  call  for  help. 

That’s just peachy.” 

Rudy asked Jaz a question. 

“Where did all the video you’re testing come from?” 

“It all came from the locations associated with the outbreaks. The first  is  from  the  funeral  home’s  internal  security  cameras.  I  have other footage from the city’s traffic cams, too. It’s all in there.” 

“How  long  do  you  think  it’ll  take  to  run  through  the  whole process?”  Rudy  asked.  “Celeste  might  be  able  to  help.  I  think  she could speed it up with the resources here at Nightwing if you wanted to share the data.” 

“I have my laptop running initial facial comparison first from all the videos. That’s to see if the same person pops up at more than one of the  locations.  It’s  in  my  bag  over  there.  I  never  leave  it  alone.  It’s running  even  when  closed  up  and  will  ping  my  phone  when completed.  Which  reminds  me,  James,  may  I  plug  in  and  keep  the battery charged up while we eat?” 

“Certainly,”  their  host  said.  “Just  use  the  power  strip  under  my desk over there.” He pointed to a work area setup on the other side of the room. 

Jaz took another bite the pasta dish she was eating and got up to plug in her laptop. 

Dean looked at Rudy. 

“What about you guys?” Dean asked. “Have you any ideas about what  could  be  causing  the  outbreaks?  We’ve  been  reading  all  the lore  in  our  library  at  the  station  but  can’t  seem  to  come  up  with anything.  They  all  start  the  same.  A  recently  deceased  corpse animates and goes all ‘Night of the Living Dead’ on people nearby, usually  at  a  funeral  or  medical  facility  like  a  nursing  home.  Then once we contain things, they seem to come around and act like the sentient  zombies  we’re  used  to.  They’re  a  little  surprised  at  their change in circumstances but otherwise acting normal.” 

Both James and Rudy shook their heads. James lifted his cup of fresh blood and sipped before he answered. “We’re as stumped as you  are.  For  a  zombie  to  act  the  way  we’ve  seen,  there  usually needs  to  be  a  sorcerous  individual  around  controlling  them  to override  their  normal  human  natures.  From  everything  we’ve  been

able to determine, there’s nothing connecting the various victims to any common source. They’re all different.” 

A chime sounded from across the room where Jaz was looking at her laptop screen. Dean looked over in her direction. 

“What was that, Jaz?” 

“The program stopped running because it found a match. There’s a video match between the same guy at both the first funeral home video  recording  and  on  the  library’s  internal  cameras  from  earlier today.” 

“Really?”  Dean  and  James  said  as  one.  They  got  up  and  went over to the desk. Rudy beat them there. He saw the face on the two images first, captured side by side. 

“Well, shit.” 

James  walked  around  and  looked  over  his  second’s  shoulder. 

“An apt exclamation, my friend,” the vampire lord said as he saw the images.  “This  explains  a  lot.  It  opens  up  a  lot  more  questions  as well.” 

Dean  saw  the  screen  last  of  all  and  gave  a  curse  under  his breath, too. Jaz looked at all three of their faces and then back at the screen. She looked puzzled. 

“Obviously you all recognize the guy,” she said. “Care to fill a gal in?” 

James gave her a surprised look. 

“I’m  surprised  you  don’t  recognize  him.  Don’t  you  all  have  your own database of most-wanted or something like that?” 

“I  haven’t  run  the  second  recognition  software  algorithm  on  the database; just the video comparison program has run so far.” 

“There’s  no  need  to  run  the  other  software,”  Dean  said.  “That, Jaz, is Errington public enemy number one. That’s Artur Torrence.” 
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at  the  laptop  screen  for  what  seemed  like  an  eternity. 

She  was  oblivious  to  the  others  in  the  room,  focusing  her  entire attention  on  the  screen.  She  wanted  to  take  as  much  time  as  she needed to memorize every feature and nuance of that face so she’d recognize it again. This wasn’t just the creature who had destroyed so many Errington clan lives over a thousand years before; he was the  one  who  had  ordered  her  entire  family  killed  in  the  bombing  of their headquarters less than a year before. He’d succeeded in killing everyone but herself. The Errington database probably had a picture or some sort of representation of him in the files somewhere. She’d never paid much attention to that aspect of her investigation, instead of trying to track him down in her free time via a paper trail of some sort.  Now  he  had  come  back  to  Elk  City  to  operate  his  schemes again, right under her very nose. 

She  let  loose  a  feral  growl  low  in  her  throat  that  got  a  reaction from both of the Unusuals in the penthouse, though it was too quiet for  Dean’s  human  ears  to  pick  up.  She  knew  that  both  Rudy  and James heard it because they both shot looks in her direction when she did it. This was the man responsible for so much hurt, not just in her  life,  but  in  countless  other  lives  over  the  years.  Erringtons  had been tracking and hunting this individual for centuries, ever since the newly  turned  vampire  had  rampaged  through  their  village,  killing people  for  sport  and  not  just  to  feed.  It  was  then  that  their  earliest

hunters were commissioned and given their task of tracking the one true enemy of their clan. 

She  knew  that  Artur  had  been  involved  in  so  much  here  in  Elk City  over  the  years,  especially  in  the  last  few.  He  had  tried  to overthrow  James  as  the  overlord  of  the  Elk  City  region  time  and again.  Most  recently,  he’d  opened  a  portal  to  hell  itself  to  take  and destroy  the  Eldara  angel  Ashley  Moore  who  had  also  long  been  a thorn in his side if Jaz’ ancestors’ journals were correct. Now he was back to do what? 

“What the hell’s he doing back here?” She had said it before she realized she’d spoken aloud. 

“He’s  one  who  doesn’t  take  well  to  those  he  considers  lesser beings defying him,” James suggested. “I suspect he’s back to take revenge against you and Dean for your efforts to oppose his plans.” 

Jaz  turned  and  looked  at  the  vampire  lord.  “Dean  says  you  let him  stay  here  the  last  time  he  was  in  town  even  though  he  had actively worked to overthrow you in the past?” 

James nodded. “You must understand. There are protocols to be followed in our world.” 

Rudy jumped in to deflect Jaz from his boss. “Better to keep him close  where  he  can’t  do  any  overt  harm,  right?  Keep  your  friends close and your enemies closer.” 

“If  I  had  him  that  close,  I’d  stake  him,”  Jaz  said.  Dean  saw  her hand absently pat the pocket of her leather jacket. He had assumed she  was  carrying  her  usual  firearm  load.  Did  she  also  have  a sharpened  stake  in  that  shoulder  holster  rig  somewhere?  He  was sure Rudy and James noticed the unconscious gesture as well. 

“Look,  this  isn’t  all  bad  news,”  Dean  said  trying  to  defuse  the situation. 

They all turned to look at him as if he were crazy. 

“Bear  with  me  here,”  he  said.  “Think  about  it.  If  we  know  he’s behind  all  of  this  then  we  can  start  looking  for  him.  We  can  also make  some  assumptions  about  his  motives  and  methods.  Let’s  try and  make  this  an  advantage  and  not  a  negative.  Knowledge  is power, right?” 

James smiled at him and nodded. “Dean’s right. Let us go back and  sit  and  enjoy  the  rest  of  our  meal  while  we  ponder  this development.  The  presence  of  Artur  back  in  our  city  is  concerning but, as Dean pointed out, now we know. Come sit.” 

The four of them returned to the table and sat down. No one did much eating, though. James did finish his mug of blood, but he didn’t get up to fetch more. Dean figured he didn’t want what he had to get cold. After a few minutes of silence, Jaz pushed back from the table and rose. 

“James, I thank you for your hospitality. I hope this continues to be a fruitful collaboration for us all. I need to go and work on some things. This news about Artur has implications I didn’t expect.” 

Dean got up when Jaz did. He was her ride after all. He shrugged at the other two as James and Rudy rose as well. 

“You’re  welcome  here  anytime,  Jaz.  I  have  enjoyed  your company and your input into our current problem. Let’s work to make sure this collaboration is not just a one-time thing.” 

Jaz shook hands with James and then Rudy, as well, and started toward  the  door.  Dean  shrugged  again  and  waved  at  the  two Unusuals as he followed her out. 
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back to Jaz’s apartment was quiet. Dean put the radio on to fill the void as he drove. Jaz stared out the side window and didn’t say anything for the entire ride. 

Dean pulled up in front of her building and found a parking spot on the street. He knew what this new revelation must mean to her. 

Artur  was  responsible  for  the  deaths  of  her  parents  and  brothers. 

The return of the vampire lord opened up wounds for him, too. Artur had been responsible for turning his mentor against him, the deaths of countless people in the Barrens fire, and eventually even took his Ashley away from him. He had moved on from the latter, sort of, but the hurt was still there. This monster had a lot to answer for. 

“Jaz, we’ll get him. He’s made a mistake, and he’ll make more. I know  it’s  possible  to  stop  him.  We’ll  use  his  own  overblown  self-confidence to catch him, just as we’ve done in the past.” 

“You don’t understand, Dean. He always gets away. We’ve been tracking  him  for  centuries  through  countless  encounters  where  we thought we were close and he’s always slipped through our fingers. 

We’ve stopped his infernal plans, but in the end, he always manages to get away. What’s going to make this time different?” 

“Because he’s lined up too many enemies in one place this time. 

He’s a fool to come back here and confront us all like this.” 

She  turned  to  look  at  him,  and  he  saw  the  tears  welling  in  her eyes.  He  reached  out  for  her  and  pulled  her  close.  She  buried  her face  in  his  shoulder  and  returned  his  embrace.  The  two  of  them stayed  like  that  for  a  while,  and  Dean  savored  the  closeness, noticing things like the floral scent of her hair and the soft sound of her breathing. 

Jaz released the embrace, and Dean let go, too. She wiped her eyes  with  the  back  of  her  hand  and  twisted  the  rear-view  mirror  to look at her reflection in the glow of the streetlights. 

“Damn,  I  don’t  need  to  go  in  there  with  puffy,  red  eyes.  The doorman  will  be  all  curious  about  my  wellbeing,  and  that’s  so awkward.” 

“We can sit out here as long as you like. I’ve got nowhere else to be right now,” Dean offered. 

She fished around in her purse and pulled out a pair of aviator’s mirrored sunglasses. Dean laughed, and she looked at him. 

“What?” 

“You’re  not  going  to  wear  them,  are  you?  It’s  nine  o’clock  at night.” 

“If I wear these when I go in, no one will notice I’ve been crying.” 

Dean  chuckled  again.  “You’re  worried  about  what  they’ll  think about  you  if  you  look  like  you’ve  been  crying  but  you’ll  go  in  there looking like some movie star diva, and that’s okay. You slay me, Miss Errington.” 

“You don’t think I’ll do it?” 

“No, I don’t,” Dean answered. 

“Fine. Put this thing in park, and you can come up with me. You’ll see. No one will say a word to me as I walk by if I wear these.” 

Dean turned off the truck and unlocked his door. He climbed out and  walked  around  to  her  side.  She  climbed  out  as  he  arrived  and slid  the  sunglasses  on.  Dean  could  see  the  reflection  of  the overhead  streetlights  in  them  as  she  walked  past  him  towards  her apartment building’s entrance. He fell in behind her and tried hard to look  like  her  security  escort.  Might  as  well  play  it  up  for  their audience, he thought. 

The doorman pulled the door open for her as she walked up and nodded without a word as she passed him to enter the lobby. Dean followed  with  a  nod  of  his  own  to  the  man  holding  the  door  for  the two  of  them.  Jaz  had  already  pushed  the  elevator  button,  so  there was only a few seconds’ wait before the doors opened. 

Once they arrived upstairs, Jaz unlocked her apartment door and stepped inside before she flung off the sunglasses and laughed. He liked the way she could be so mercurial. One minute she was a ball of  negative  emotion  about  finding  the  man  who’d  killed  her  family, and  the  next,  she  was  strutting  past  her  doorman  like  some Hollywood starlet, loving every minute of it. Dean walked the rest of the way into her apartment and shut the door, smiling at her. 

“That was fun,” Dean admitted. 

“I needed that,” Jaz replied. She pulled off the baseball cap she wore and let down her ponytail, sliding the elastic hair band over one wrist. Her blonde locks fell past her shoulders. 

Dean  watched  her  take  off  her  jacket  and  hang  both  it  and  her ever-present shoulder holster weapons rig up on a coat rack by the door.  Dean  was  struck  again  by  his  attraction  to  her.  They  were opposites in so many ways, yet that opposition seemed to be part of the appeal. He felt like she filled the gaps in his strengths when they were together. He wondered if she felt the same way. 

She started towards the kitchen and looked over her shoulder. 

“Do you want something to drink or eat? I thought we could hang out and go over the rest of the video footage tonight and see if Artur pops up in any of the other scenes.” 

Dean smiled. “That would be great. How about a beer?” 

“I’ve got an excellent local microbrew pale ale, will that do?” 

“Perfect.” 

He  followed  her  into  the  kitchen  and  helped  her  pull  together  a quick cheese and cracker plate with some grapes to sweeten things up.  Jaz  handed  him  a  bottle  of  beer  and  poured  herself  a  glass  of wine. Soon the two of them were seated on the couch with the video surveillance footage air-streaming to the big flatscreen TV via an app on her laptop. 

Dean watched as she sipped her wine and scrolled through her footage  based  on  the  timestamps  from  the  facial  recognition software. At one point a camera showed a woman approach a man they  thought  was  Artur  in  the  parking  lot  of  the  first  funeral  home. 

She  was  wearing  an  orange  reflective  vest.  Dean  remembered  the health  department  nurses  wearing  those  same  vests  as  they screened  the  people  at  the  scene.  They  watched  as  she  went  to  a vehicle and drove around to pick Artur up. Then they drove away. 

“I wonder who she is?” Dean asked. 

“I  think  I  remember  a  report  that  one  of  the  health  department workers was reported missing a few days after the first event,” Jaz said.  “There  were  some  who  thought  she  might  have  become infected.” 

She started tapping on her computer, searching through her files there. She snapped her fingers as she found what she was looking for. 

“Felicity Richards,” Jaz said. She tapped a key on her keyboard, and a woman’s face, framed by long brunette hair popped up on the flatscreen. 

The photo widened out as Jaz manipulated the image and Dean realized  it  was  a  picture  of  her  work  ID  badge.  Dean  read  the accompanying  report,  now  on  the  screen  next  to  her  picture.  She was a health department RN who had responded to the first scene that  night  at  the  funeral  home.  Two  days  later,  her  co-workers reported her missing after she didn’t come to work. A search of her home  provided  no  useful  information  to  the  investigating  detective. 

The report said there was no sign of foul play. 

He snorted as he read that. Jaz looked his way with an eyebrow quirked up in question. 

“I  think  we  found  evidence  of  foul  play,”  Dean  replied  to  the unvoiced question. He pointed at the TV screen. “I’ve seen the way Artur uses his powers to charm and control his victims. My guess is, she’s either dead or undead at this point. The bastard probably got hungry and took a snack home with him.” 

Jaz  went  back  to  tapping  on  her  keyboard.  “That’s  a  good thought, Dean. If there’s a fresh vampire out there, he’d have to feed her,  and  he’s  not  shy  about  leaving  bodies  behind.  If  we  can  find evidence  of  recent  vampire  kills,  it  might  help  us  find  a  location where he’s hiding out.” 

Dean  pulled  out  his  phone.  “I  can  help  with  that.  I’ll  have  Brook run a query on our 911 calls on the Station U ambulance to see if the crews saw any signs of recent victims. She’s pretty good at querying the  system.  I  haven’t  seen  anything  on  my  shifts,  but  I’ve  been  on dayshift since the funeral home call. The others might have run into something pertinent without knowing it.” 

“Excellent  idea.  You  check  that  while  I  log  into  the  police database and see if they have seen anything like that.” 

Dean  settled  in  and  sent  a  few  text  messages  to  his  work colleagues while Jaz tapped away on the laptop next to him. While it wasn’t  much  of  a  date,  he  was  enjoying  her  company,  and  the feeling seemed to be mutual. Things were progressing in their own strange way, but that appeared to be normal for the two of them, and he  didn’t  want  to  upset  the  delicate  balance  between  work  and personal attraction that seemed to be happening between them. He was happy at this point to take things slow. 
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a  last  delicious  mouthful  of  fresh  blood  as  he rolled  off  the  naked  woman  beneath  him.  Her  sightless,  dead  eyes still had the startled look in them from when he first started feeding. 

Across the room, he heard a satisfied sigh as Felicity finished off this victim’s  boyfriend.  The  ill-fated  college  couple  had  blundered  into their little trap when he and Felicity ran into them in a local tavern. 

The two vampires had struck up a conversation with the couple and  after  a  few  drinks,  offered  to  take  them  to  find  some  “truly awesome  weed,”  as  Felicity  put  it.  She  was  turning  out  to  be  a valuable asset as she was so much better at negotiating this modern world  than  he  was.  Where  he  took  things  by  brute  force,  she  had shown him how a more circumspect approach made more sense. 

Felicity  also  showed  remarkable  control  over  her  urges  for  a young vampire, as long as she had fed recently. He liked that sign of strength. He had been tempted just to kill her outright after he fed off her  but  decided  to  turn  her  instead.  It  had  been  a  while  since  he’d had a new protégé. So far, it had proven to be the right decision. She had  taken  to  being  undead  very  well  and  was  reacting  correctly under his thrall. 

Artur  looked  over  at  her  as  she  stood  up  and  wiped  the  blood from around her mouth with the back of her hand. She was a messy eater,  but  then  most  youngsters  were.  It  took  a  certain  sense  of control  and  finesse  not  to  rip  into  a  throat  but  rather  to  gently

puncture the vessels beneath the skin and open them just enough to ensure a constant flow. That would come in time. Artur shrugged. In the meantime, let her have her fun. 

Felicity  giggled,  standing  there  naked  as  she  looked  at  the  torn mess in both of the boy’s thighs where she had fed. 

“I never thought of taking blood from there,” she giggled. “It feels so much more naughty that way.” 

“Yes, my dear. But then, that’s what makes what we do so much fun, right?” Artur asked. 

Felicity nodded and padded across the room to pull on her robe. 

“Are we going to dispose of these two the same way we did the last one?” 

“I think that’s best. Eventually, the authorities will start finding the bodies  and  search  for  the  source  of  the  attacks.  Once  the  dolts realize what it is they’re seeing and realize it’s a collection of freshly killed bodies that keep showing up, that is.” 

“Tell me again why we’re leaving them in a dumpster close to that big building downtown?” 

“Because, my dear, if fresh bodies start showing up just outside of  our  esteemed  local  leader’s  humble  abode  in  the  Nightwing building,  the  humans  will  have  to  start  asking  if  he’s  harboring  a killer,”  Artur  said.  He  paused  a  moment  and  savored  the deliciousness  of  his  plan  to  destroy  James  Lee  once  and  for  all. 

“Couple  that  with  the  rest  of  my  plans  and  you  end  up  with  the perfect crime. We’ll hurt both James Lee and Dean Flynn at once by implicating someone they both care about.” 

Artur started towards the bathroom. He needed a shower. 

“Come, join me and if you’re lucky, I’ll tell you more secrets about what I have planned for the humans of Elk City.” 

Felicity cooed and shook off her robe as she followed her master into the bathroom. She pulled the door closed behind her leaving the two corpses alone in the darkened bedroom with a catatonic Brynne Garvey seated in the corner. 

———
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and  didn’t  immediately  know  where  she  was. 

She looked around at the concrete walls and exposed pipes running along  the  ceiling  overhead  and  assumed  it  was  some  sort  of basement  or  underground  room.  There  was  an  open  door  leading out, and Brynne stood up, pausing a moment because she felt a little unsteady on her feet. Brynne leaned against the wall for a moment until she regained her balance. 

Taking  a  few  steps,  she  walked  through  the  door  and  into  an underground  garage.  As  soon  as  she  turned  the  corner,  she recognized  which  garage  it  was.  She  was  in  the  basement  of  the Nightwing  building,  though  she  couldn’t  remember  coming  down here.  In  fact,  the  last  thing  she  remembered  was  failing  her  latest test  with  Celeste  and  going  back  to  her  rooms  in  the  penthouse. 

While  she  spent  most  of  her  time  with  James,  he  had  set  up  a personal space for her within the apartment so she could have some time to herself. Somehow, she must have blacked out and ended up down  here.  She  had  a  massive  headache,  too.  Maybe  it  was  an allergy to goat’s blood. That stuff wasn’t the best-tasting blood she’d ever  had.  It  was  gamey  and,  coupled  with  the  animal’s  smell  she wondered why she’d drunk it all. 

As  she  approached  the  elevator  to  return  upstairs,  she  noticed her  blood-covered  T-shirt  for  the  first  time  in  her  reflection  in  the polished  steel  elevator  doors.  That  thing  about  vampires  and  not having  reflections  was  a  myth,  though  Brynne  now  wished  it  were true.  She  looked  down  in  horror  and  scrubbed  a  hand  across  her shirt. It had dried which meant she’d fed somewhere and ended up back  here  before  falling  asleep.  But  what  had  she  fed  on?  Brynne pulled  out  her  phone  and  looked  at  it.  It  was  almost  morning.  She shook her head again at the lost time and tapped in a number. The person on the other end picked up right away. 

“Celeste, I think I’m in trouble.” 

“Where  are  you?”  The  other  vampire  asked  her.  “I’ve  been looking  for  you  all  night,  ever  since  the  nighttime  guard  called upstairs  to  say  you’d  told  him  you  were  going  out.  He  tried  to  stop you, but you pushed him down and left the building.” 

“I  left  the  building?”  Brynne  thought  of  the  implications  of  that considering  the  blood  all  over  her  and  being  unable  to  remember anything  of  the  night  before.  “OhmyGod,  OhmyGod,  OhmyGod, Celeste. I think I’ve killed someone.” 

“Where are you, Brynne? I’ll come get you. Don’t move.” 

“I’m downstairs. I’m here in the building, in the garage.” 

“Alright  honey,  don’t  move,”  Celeste  said.  “I’m  coming  right down.” 

The phone disconnected before Brynne could finish saying, “I’m not going anywhere.” 

A few minutes later, the always well-dressed Celeste stepped off the  elevator  and  stopped  in  shock  as  she  took  in  Brynne’s appearance. 

“Great,”  Brynne  said.  “I  was  hoping  I  didn’t  look  as  bad  as  my reflection said I did.” 

“Brynne, honey, where have you been? You look like you’ve been in a slaughter house.” 

“That’s  the  problem,  Celeste.  I  don’t  know.”  She  pointed  to  the storeroom in the corner. “I woke up in the room over there dressed like this and with literally no memory of the last twelve hours.” 

“What’s the last thing your remember?” Celeste asked. 

“I  remember  being  in  my  room  upstairs.  I  was  pissed  off  about failing  the  test  earlier.  I  changed  my  clothes  and  lay  down  on  my bed. I remember staring at the ceiling and feeling out of sorts that I couldn’t  do  better.”  She  looked  down  at  her  bloody  shirt  and shrugged.  “The  next  thing  I  remember,  I  woke  up  looking  like  this. 

Just tell me I killed another goat and not something worse.” 

Celeste shook her head with a grim smile. “That’s human blood, honey. I can smell it from here.” 

Brynne  started  shaking  with  tremors  as  she  realized  what  she must have done during her blackout. Tears welled in her eyes. She felt like a monster. 

“We  have  to  find  out  who  it  was,”  Brynne  said,  casting  frantic glances  around  the  underground  garage,  searching  for  signs  of  a body or a bloody trail - anything. “Maybe they’re nearby. They might not be dead. We could save them.” 

“Nope,  you’re  not  going  anywhere  but  straight  upstairs  to  clean up,” Celeste said. 

“I  can’t  go  up  to  the  apartment  like  this.  James  will  know something is wrong.” 

“Exactly  why  you’re  coming  up  to  my  apartment  first.  We’ll  get you cleaned up and try and clear your head. Maybe you’ll remember something about what happened.” 

The older vampire led Brynne to the elevator with a helpful arm around her shoulders. Brynne tilted her head to one side and laid it on  Celeste’s  shoulder.  She  was  devastated  by  what  she  had  done and  followed  along  with  the  other  woman’s  instructions  without thinking. 

Soon  she  found  herself  in  Celeste’s  shower,  scrubbing  the crusted  and  caked-on  blood  from  her  face,  neck,  chest,  and  arms. 

Celeste  had  come  in  to  take  her  bloody  clothes  from  the  bathroom floor. Brynne assumed she’d dispose of them somewhere. It wouldn’t surprise her if James had a medical grade incinerator in the building somewhere. 

When she finished in the shower, Brynne got out to find a pair of jeans  and  a  clean  black  T-shirt.  She  toweled  off  and  got  dressed. 

While  dressing,  Brynne  heard  Celeste  talking  on  the  phone  in  the other room, but she couldn’t make out the conversation. She walked out  of  the  bathroom  and  saw  the  other  woman  talking  on  her  cell phone. Celeste held up a hand forestalling Brynne’s question while she answered whoever was on the other end of the line. 

“Tell  the  officer  I’ll  be  right  down  to  assist  him.  Thank  you  for alerting me.” She tapped the phone to hang up the call and looked at Brynne. 

“You look much better. Do you feel better?” 

Brynne nodded. “Who was on the phone?” 

“Oh, just a routine investigative request from the police. I have to head  downstairs  and  meet  with  the  officer  about  it  after  I  take  you

upstairs.” 

“What will I tell James?” 

“Tell him you and I were out last night together for a girl’s night. 

He won’t pry beyond that. James is uncomfortable around feminine topics so leave it at that.” 

“I don’t want to lie to him, Celeste. I have to tell him the truth.” 

“We don’t know the truth. We don’t know anything other than you drank  blood  last  night  and  made  a  bit  of  a  mess.  Let’s  not  borrow trouble. Just do as I say while I do some searching around.” 

Brynne nodded, but she didn’t feel right about the decision. She knew  something  more  had  happened  than  just  a  messy  feeding. 

Unless  someone  upended  a  bottle  of  fresh  blood  over  her,  she’d attacked  someone.  It  was  the  only  explanation  for  the  way  she looked when she woke up in the basement. 

The  two  of  them  left  Celeste’s  apartment  and  rode  up  to  the penthouse  level.  When  they  entered  the  apartment,  James  was watching  the  TV  and  had  on  the  morning  news.  He  looked  up  as they entered. 

“Nice  of  you  both  to  make  your  way  home.  I  hope  the  evening was fun.” 

“Um, yeah, it was,” Brynne stammered. 

James  pointed  to  the  TV.  “I’m  glad  you  two  were  together  last night.  We’ve  got  to  do  some  investigating  and  see  if  any  of  our current residents were out alone last night.” 

“Why?”  Celeste  asked  as  she  directed  Brynne  to  head  back  to her rooms. 

“Because,”  James  said.  “Apparently,  someone  dumped  two bodies in the dumpster in the alley behind our building. It looks like they were attacked by a vamp or maybe a shifter of some sort. We’ll know more when our investigators get a look at the bodies. Look into this Celeste. With everything else going on, we need to nip this sort of  thing  in  the  bud.  If  there’s  a  vampire  rampaging  out  there  killing people,  we  need  to  find  them  and  put  them  down  now.  This  is  our problem to solve.” 

Brynne froze for a moment as James was talking when she heard about  the  bodies.  Celeste  gave  her  a  gentle  push  between  her

shoulder blades, and she started moving again. 

“I’m  already  on  it,”  Celeste  answered.  “There’s  an  investigator from  the  police  downstairs  now.  I  was  just  coming  up  with  Brynne, and then I was going to head down and follow up on it.” 

Brynne kept walking as she listened to the conversation receding behind her. She knew what was happening now. They didn’t need to look  or  investigate  anything.  She  was  the  rampaging  vampire  that James  was  talking  about.  Stepping  through  her  door,  she  shut  the room, blocking off the sounds from the rest of the apartment. Tears started rolling down her cheeks as Brynne contemplated what she’d done.  She  didn’t  want  to  believe  it,  to  believe  that  she  was  even capable of such a thing. Brynne thought of herself as a healer, not a killer.  She  kept  telling  herself  that  over  and  over  again.  Except  it wasn’t true. 

She  sat  down  in  a  chair  and  stared  at  the  blank,  white  wall, pondering for a long time how she could tell James what she’d done and whether he’d take the actions he said he’d take back in the main room.  Would  he  put  her  down  like  a  rabid  dog?  Her  sobs  overtook her as she drew up her knees to her chest and rocked in the chair while the tears flowed. 
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came  early  for  Dean.  He  stayed  up  late  the night before at Jaz’s looking through video feeds and trying to track down  any  sign  of  the  missing  Felicity  Richards.  Both  he  and  Jaz spent the night side-by-side working on solving yet another Unusual mystery.  It  was  nice  being  close  to  her,  but  it  wasn’t  leading  them any closer to any romantic encounter in Dean’s eyes. He needed to remedy that. He knew they had to work on solving the problems of the  zombie  attacks,  but  he  also  had  to  work  on  getting  Jaz  to  see him  as  more  than  a  partner  in  her  investigations.  He  knew  how  he felt about her. He wondered if she felt the same way. 

All of this rolled through his mind as he drove through the dark, early-morning  streets  towards  the  station.  The  shift  started  at  six, and  he  always  thought  it  was  a  good  idea  to  be  early,  especially since Freddy prepared a fantastic breakfast every day for the crews, both  coming  and  going.  He’d  never  been  a  fan  of  breakfast  before this job, but that was before he had a four-star chef cooking a fresh meal for him whenever he came into work early. 

Dean  wasn’t  disappointed.  The  smells  of  Freddy’s  gourmet breakfast  wafted  out  the  squad  room  door  as  soon  as  he  pulled  it open.  Barry  was  already  there.  He  was  seated  and  looked  like  he was digging into a freshly made omelet with a side of home fries and a cinnamon roll. 

“Freddy, you made cinnamon rolls again?” 

“I  thought  you  all  deserved  it  since  you’ve  been  pulling  extra shifts to handle the overload,” the shambling zombie chef said in his usual gravelly voice. He gave Dean a big, toothless grin when he sat down at the squad room table. “What’ll it be, Dean?” 

“I’ll have a big ham and cheese omelet, please.” 

“Coming right up.” Freddy headed back to the kitchen to whip up his culinary magic. 

“Barry, where are Brook and Tammy?” Dean asked. 

“Freddy  said  they'd  been  out  on  calls  almost  the  entire  shift,” 

Barry answered. “They must be beat.” 

“I  hope  that  doesn’t  translate  to  a  similar  shift  for  us,”  Dean suggested. 

“Don’t jinx us.” 

Dean  heard  the  ambulance  bay  doors  begin  to  open  next  door and  he  got  up  to  check  through  the  windows  that  overlooked  the garage.  Sure  enough,  the  ambulance  was  backing  in,  with  Tammy stepping out and helping guide it in while Brook drove. Dean pushed open the door just as the ambulance came to a stop. Tammy walked over  to  plug  in  the  overhead  extension  cord  that  powered  and charged all the equipment on board while the ambulance was parked in the station. 

Brook climbed out of the driver’s side and reached back inside for her jacket. She looked tired. So did Tammy. 

“Hey,  ladies.  Go  on  in  and  get  your  paperwork  finished,  I’ll  go over the bags and restock for you.” 

Tammy  waved  him  off.  “Let  us  do  it,  Dean.  If  last  night  and  the early morning was any indication, you and Barry are going to have a hell  of  a  day  ahead  of  you.  Eat  your  breakfast.  We’ll  be  in  soon enough.” 

Dean  shrugged  and  went  back  into  the  squad  room  just  as Freddy was setting his plated omelet down at his seat. He went over and added a cinnamon roll from the platter at the center of the table to his plate. Sitting down, he dug into the food in front of him the way he always did. It was a necessary skill to learn to eat fast whenever the opportunity presented itself since you never knew when the next dispatch alert could come in. 

Brook  and  Tammy  came  in  after  restocking  the  ambulance. 

Tammy sat down at the computer and started working on her report on  the  most  recent  patient.  While  she  did  that,  Brook  went  over  to Dean. 

“You  guys  should  have  Freddy  pack  a  bagged  lunch  to  take  on the  unit  with  you.  If  you  end  up  running  as  much  as  we  did,  you might not make it back to the station to eat.” 

“What kind of things did you run into last night?” 

“There was another zombie attack, this time at a bar downtown. 

A  recently  buried  guy  showed  up  and  started  biting  and  clawing  at folks.  We  had  the  usual  bites,  along  with  more  than  a  few  twisted ankles and bumps and bruises from people trying to get away while drunk.” She gave a chuckle. “It probably would have been funny if it weren’t so deadly serious.” 

Dean fished his phone out of his pocket and pulled up a photo of Felicity and Artur to show Brook. 

“Did you see these guys on the scene by any chance. They might have been lurking on the periphery.” 

Brook  looked  the  pictures  of  the  missing  woman  and  Artur Torrence  over  and  shook  her  head.  “I  didn’t  see  them  if  they  were there. Who are they?” 

“We  had  a  breakthrough  last  night  while  we  had  a  meet  up  at James’ apartment. Jaz had some software running and discovered a link  between  them  and  the  attacks.  The  guy  in  the  photo  is  Artur Torrence.” 

Brook shot him a look of alarm. “The vampire who caused all our problems from before?” 

Dean nodded. “If you see him, be very careful. He’s ancient and quite  powerful.  Call  the  police  and  maybe  drop  me  and  Jaz  a  line, too.  Artur  needs  special  handling,  and  there  are  a  few  of  us  who have some personal scores to settle with him.” 

Dean filled Brook and Tammy in on Jaz’s family history with the vampire  lord  as  well  as  his  own  issues  with  the  guy  from  Ashley’s kidnapping.  He  wanted  this  guy  almost  as  badly  as  Jaz  did. 

Whatever they did, though, it had to be done carefully since he had eluded their efforts to capture him before. 

The  conversation  turned  to  more  mundane  topics,  and  Dean listened  while  he  pondered  the  circumstances  that  brought  Artur back  into  his  life  again  and  again.  He  wanted  to  end  this  cycle  of madness and seek some sort of normal life where he could have a chance  at  getting  Jaz  to  pay  attention  to  him  as  more  than  just another  partner  in  her  efforts  to  hunt  down  Unusuals  who  attacked humans. 

Brook  and  Tammy  ate  breakfast  and  soon  left  while  Dean  and Barry started the routine beginning-of-shift chores around the station. 

In  the  meantime,  Freddy  cleaned  up  from  breakfast.  Despite  the flurry of calls for the shift before theirs, the early hours of their shift went by without incident, and they were able to get all their regular chores finished as well as a few other things that just needed doing around the station. 

Their  first  ambulance  call  didn’t  come  until  almost  noon,  which was  unusual,  but  Dean  wasn’t  complaining.  Having  the  downtime was good. He even had time to grab a catnap. He was dozing in one of the recliners when the tones sounded on the overhead speakers. 

It startled him, but he shot up, ready to go as soon as he heard the radio. 

“Ambulance  U-191,  respond  for  a  subject  with  a  headache.  61

Trenton Drive.” 

The dispatchers always sounded so calm, cool, and collected on the radio. He knew that was the point. They had to be the voice of calm  in  the  chaos  of  an  emergency  for  everyone  involved.  He  also knew they were often just as stressed out as he was because they were stuck in a call center trying to help someone, with nothing but a phone line between them to lend a hand. 

Barry’s voice cut through his thoughts. 

“You coming, partner? The patient’s waiting.” 

“Yeah, I’m coming.” 

Barry drove since it was Dean’s turn to take the lead on patient care.  They  usually  swapped  days  so  that  every  other  day  was  his turn. He didn’t mind taking his turn. It was why he did this in the first place. 

As  they  pulled  out  of  the  garage  and  headed  onto  the  street, Barry asked. 

“Headache, huh? I wonder what that could be?” 

“You know the drill. Could be a stroke. Could be a fall with a head injury. Could just be a headache. We’ll see when we get there.” 

Dean  operated  the  siren  while  his  partner  drove.  It  didn’t  take long until they were on the scene in a residential neighborhood with small, attached townhouses arranged in neat rows. They figured out which  unit  it  was  after  driving  around  the  parking  lot  for  a  few minutes.  Dean  spotted  the  correct  house  number  and  notified dispatch they were on scene. 

Dean  hopped  out  and  grabbed  the  trauma  and  med  bag.  He knew Barry would get the heart monitor and oxygen bag and follow him  inside.  Jogging  up  the  concrete  steps,  he  started  picking  up  a buzzing sound from ahead of him. As he got closer, the sound had turned  into  a  head-jarring  vibration.  It  gave  him  a  headache,  and he’d only been there a minute. 

He  reached  up  and  knocked  on  the  door.  A  few  minutes  later  a tall, thin man of about thirty came to the door. As soon as he opened it, Dean was hit with a wave of sound. It was a sad, keening cry that nearly knocked him off his feet. He looked at the man who answered the  door.  He  was  wearing  headphones,  with  a  strip  of  cloth  tied around the ear cups so as to press them more firmly onto his ears. 

Focusing  his  mind  over  the  din  of  the  crying,  he  could  begin  to understand why. 

Dean was starting to get tunnel vision from the intense waves of sound  overwhelming  his  hearing  and  pressing  in  on  his  mind. 

Waving the man to come outside, Dean reached up and pulled the door closed. The keening could still be heard in the background, but it was better now that the door was closed. 

“Come with me, sir. I need to back away from the house for a bit,” 

Dean said. 

“I’m  sorry,  I  couldn’t  think  straight  when  I  called  nine-one-one,” 

the man said. “I couldn’t get her to stop, and I didn’t know what else to do.” 

The man followed Dean back to the ambulance where Barry was just getting ready to come up the sidewalk. 

“What’s up, Dean? Is this our patient?” Barry glanced at the man with a quizzical look, taking in the strange headgear. 

“I think so, but there’s also something else going on here.” Dean turned  to  his  patient,  able  to  focus  now  that  he  was  farther  away from the sound of the crying. 

“Sir,  I’m  Dean  Flynn.  I’m  a  paramedic.  Can  you  tell  me  your name?” 

The  man  removed  his  headphones,  settling  them  down  around his neck. 

“I’m Wilson, Will is fine, though. I’m sorry to call you for this. I just didn’t  know  what  else  I  could  do.  She  won’t  stop  crying,  no  matter what I do. At first, I thought it was something I did, but now I’m not so sure. It’s been going on for hours.” 

“She’s been crying, like that for hours?” Dean asked. 

The man nodded. 

Barry, who hadn’t really heard the full brunt of the sound, seemed puzzled about what all the fuss was about. 

“So this is your, uh, wife, girlfriend, what?” Barry asked. 

“It’s  my  girlfriend.  But  we’ve  been  together  for  six  years,  so  I know what she’s like when the crying starts. It’s never been this bad before or lasted this long, though.” 

Dean was still trying to figure out what they were dealing with. 

“Will, who or what is your girlfriend? I know she’s not technically human, not with a cry like that.” 

“Oh, Wendy, she’s a ban síde, a Banshee in common terms, but she’s not evil or anything.” He held up his hands, palms outward in her  defense.  “She  can  sense  impending  or  recent  death.  Usually, she  starts  crying  when  a  neighbor  or  relative  is  about  to  die.  That usually  only  lasts  a  few  minutes  to  an  hour,  depending  on  how nearby they are to us. This is something entirely different, though. It’s like she’s predicting the whole neighborhood is dying or something.” 

Dean scratched his head. They had to do something to get her to stop. He could feel the effects of her cry even out here. It was putting him  on  edge  and  making  him  want  to  lash  out.  He  could  imagine

what  prolonged  contact  with  the  sound  would  produce  in  an unprepared,  normal  human  over  time.  He  had  read  where  a banshee’s  cry  could  make  a  whole  village  kill  each  other  off  over time. They didn’t want that here. He had to get her to stop. 

To do that, though, he and Barry had to get inside and deal with her. He thought about what he had on the unit and decided to look in the emergency kit in the compartment behind the driver’s door for a solution.  That  was  where  they  kept  the  magical  and  non-magical workarounds for dealing with this sort of thing. 

“Wait here. I’ll be right back,” Dean told his partner and Will. 

Soon  he  was  back  with  the  large  black  Pelican  case  and  had flipped it open. Inside, nestled in little foam cutouts were a number of vials  and  containers.  There  was  also  a  collection  of  various  holy symbols and a large flask of holy water that was re-blessed by their resident  chaplain  on  a  regular  basis.  Looking  through  the  supplies, Dean finally found what he was looking for. Picking up a small plastic case, he opened it and pulled out a small pale, yellow-brown brick. 

“What’s that?” Barry asked. 

“Beeswax,” Dean replied. “It’s got a mild enchantment on it, either because  it  came  from  magic  bees  or  because  it’s  got  a  spell  on  it. 

I’m not sure which it is. It doesn’t matter to us. What does matter is this will allow us to get closer to Wendy in there. The wax holds the residual  buzzing  of  the  entire  hive.  Supposedly,  it  drowns  out magical sounds so we can talk normally inside without going insane from  the  crying.  I  know  from  personal  experience  it  works  against sirens. I don’t know why it wouldn’t work here, too.” 

“Wow,” Will said. “I need to find me some of that.” 

“I’ll  hook  you  up  with  some  after  we  get  this  resolved.  It’s available from the local witch coven, I think.” 

Dean  pinched  off  two  pieces  of  the  soft  wax  and  handed  the block to Barry. 

“Twist the wax into a small cone and push the cone into your ear canal.” 

Barry did as he was told and extended the wax block to Will who did  the  same  before  handing  it  back  to  Dean.  Dean  replaced  the remaining  wax  in  its  container  and  closed  the  emergency  kit.  He

hoped  this  worked.  He  knew  it  should  work  in  theory,  but  that  was different  than  testing  something  you  had  never  done  before  in  real life. 

Dean  picked  up  his  two  bags  again  and  started  up  the  steps  to the townhouse’s front door. He noticed as soon as he put the wax in his  ears  that  the  annoying  sound  disappeared.  Time  would  tell  if  it would work close up, though. This time he didn’t hear anything at all until  he  opened  the  door.  Then  the  crying  came  through.  It  was different  this  time,  though.  It  was  muted,  and  he  could  think  and coordinate  his  thoughts.  He  didn’t  feel  like  he  was  shutting  down. 

Taking that as a good sign, Dean stepped inside and tried to locate the source of the crying. 

In  the  living  room  on  the  first  floor,  he  found  a  woman  of  about thirty  years  of  age  with  long  red  hair.  She  was  dressed  in  a  white cotton  nightgown,  and  she  was  sitting  on  the  sofa  with  her  knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around her legs. The woman was rocking  back  and  forth  while  she  cried  out  as  if  in  agony  or  severe grief. Dean approached her carefully, trying to remember his lore on Banshees. He didn’t think they had any other magic that might make them dangerous, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. 

“Wendy,”  Dean  said,  trying  to  use  a  soothing,  even  tone.  “I’m Dean Flynn, a paramedic with the Elk City Fire Department. I’d like to see if I can help you, okay?” 

He was startled and almost fell over backward when she looked up  at  him  with  red,  glowing  irises  in  the  center  of  her  eyes.  She opened her mouth and let out a cry even louder than the rest. This one  began  to  penetrate  his  beeswax  earplugs.  He  had  to  do something to calm her down so he could try and get to the root of her problem. He could sense Barry behind him, struggling to reach him in the midst of the renewed assault of sound. 

Dean unzipped the med bag and started digging around, trying to find the drug he was looking for in the midst of his shrinking tunnel vision. He found it, the Haldol, which should help her calm down if he could  manage  to  inject  her  with  it.  He  fumbled  with  assembling  a syringe and needle, something he’d done hundreds of times before. 

This  was  not  good.  He  needed  to  hurry.  Drawing  up  a  dose  of  the

drug,  he  lurched  forward  and  quickly  swabbed  and  then  injected Wendy  in  the  thigh.  She  looked  at  him  in  shock  and  this  time screamed at him. 

The  last  thing  Dean  remembered  before  he  blacked  out  was staring  at  the  syringe  in  his  hand  and  feeling  like  he  should  be putting it somewhere. Then there was nothing. 
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to someone putting a cold compress on his forehead. 

He had a massive headache, and the cooling cloth helped soothe it, for  which  he  was  glad.  He  opened  his  eyes  and  saw  a  familiar redheaded woman, now with green eyes, looking down at him with a smile.  Turning  his  head,  Dean  saw  he  was  lying  on  the  sofa  in  the townhouse owned by Will and Wendy. Barry sat slumped on a chair nearby,  holding  a  bag  of  what  looked  like  frozen  peas  to  his forehead. He saw Dean watching him and gave his partner a half a smile. 

“It’s good to see you awake at last, Dean. I was about to call for another ambulance, but Wendy and Will said you’d wake up soon.” 

Wendy put a gentle hand on his chest. 

“I’m sorely grateful for your help, Mr. Flynn.” Dean heard a hint of an Irish accent in her voice. 

He levered himself up on one elbow and looked around. Will sat on  a  chair  across  from  Barry.  He  looked  as  pale  as  a  ghost.  Dean suspected they all did. 

“How long was I out?” He asked Wendy. 

“I think only about ten minutes. Whatever it was you injected me with  took  the  edge  off  my  banshee  state,  and  I  was  able  to  switch back and regain control.” 

“It  was  Haldol,  an  antipsychotic  drug  that  we  use  to  sedate people,” Dean replied. “I’m surprised you’re up and walking around.” 

Wendy smiled, “I’ll admit, I feel a little woozy, but I was the only one  who  was  awake  when  I  shifted  back.  Someone  had  to  tend  to you three.” 

Dean sat up. He was feeling better, and he wanted to get Wendy to  sit  down.  That  was  a  powerful  drug,  and  she  could  stumble  and fall  if  the  full  effect  of  the  Haldol  hadn’t  hit  her  yet.  He  told  her  as much. 

“I’ll sit once you three are all on your feet. I’m so sorry for what happened.  It’s  been  years  since  I  was  overcome  by  my  banshee side like that.” 

“You  sense  death  and  impending  doom,  right?”  Dean  asked trying to understand what had set her off to begin with. 

Wendy  nodded.  “I  do,  but  this  time  was  different.  I  could  sense something  else.  I  saw  in  my  mind  an  artifact  controlling  the  dead nearby  and  being  used  to  do  great  evil.  It  has  the  potential  to  be devastating to the community here in Elk City. I know it.” 

Dean could hear how she said the last sentence. She believed it as  a  statement  of  fact.  He  had  learned  to  trust  the  instincts  of Unusuals  with  predictive  powers  like  this.  If  Wendy  thought  there was  some  sort  of  artifact  affecting  the  dead  in  Elk  City,  Dean  was inclined  to  believe  her.  He  knew  that  Artur  was  doing  something  to control  the  recently  dead.  It  made  sense  that  he  had  some  sort  of magical artifact to help him do it. He couldn’t wait to make a few calls and spread the word to Jaz and James about it. They might be able to come up with some more information now that they had this new clue to go on. 

Rising to his feet, Dean paused for a moment to get his bearings. 

He pointed to the sofa where he’d been lying. 

“Wendy,  why  don’t  you  have  a  seat.  You  shouldn’t  be  up  and walking  around  without  help  until  that  drug  wears  off  in  an  hour  or so.” 

She  sat  down,  and  Dean  got  out  his  blood  pressure  cuff  and stethoscope. She was his patient, and he needed to do his job. He looked at Barry. 

“Barry, call in to headquarters and notify them we are going to be on  scene  for  an  extended  time  but  that  everything  is  otherwise

alright.”  He  turned  his  attention  back  to  Wendy  and  started  to  take her vital signs. While he did this, Dean decided to try and get more information  from  her  about  what  she  had  seen  in  her  vision  or whatever  it  was.  If  he  could  get  her  to  localize  the  artifact  she  had sensed they might be able to locate Artur. 

“Wendy,  can  you  determine  where  the  thing  you  detected  is located?” 

The  woman  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  think  it  works  that  way.  I usually only sense death’s presence in those close to me. This was something  completely  different.  I’ve  never  sensed  anything  like  it before, and when I reach out now, I can’t sense it anymore. Maybe it’s the drug, but I don’t think I can help you find it if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

“It was, but that’s okay. I was only asking so we could keep this from happening to you again.” He unwrapped the cuff from her arm and put it back in his bag. Her vitals were normal all the way around. 

He could leave as long as Will was able to keep an eye on her until the drug wore off. 

“Will,  if  you’re  feeling  well  enough  again  to  take  care  of  Wendy and make sure she doesn’t fall for the next hour or so, Barry and I can get out of your hair. I think the episode has passed.” He looked at Wendy. “If it feels like it’s coming back, please don’t hesitate to call us back and we’ll see if we can’t do something to stop it again. I’ll let the other paramedics in our station know about what we did so they can be ready to help. You might also want to see your own doctor. 

They can get you a prescription for Haldol in pill form or something like it to take if this happens again.” 

“I  don’t  think  it  will.  I  usually  only  get  one  premonition  for  each death,” Wendy said. “I don’t think I’ll react to the artifact or whatever it is again. I’ll call if I feel it coming back, though, you can be sure of that. I never want to be like that again, believe me.” 

Dean  nodded,  and  he  and  Barry  packed  up  their  gear,  heading out to their ambulance to reload the bags in the unit. Once they were finished,  Dean  climbed  back  in  the  passenger  seat  and  paused  a moment, looking around at the townhouse neighborhood. He felt like he  was  missing  something,  something  important.  He  shrugged  and

shook  his  head  when  he  couldn’t  figure  it  out.  Pulling  the  door closed, he got on the radio and put the ambulance back in service as Barry  drove  away  from  the  small  residential  community  on  the outskirts of town. 

———

A



the ambulance drive away, seeing Dean as he got back  inside  before  it  left.  He  wondered  what  the  paramedic  was doing  here,  so  close  to  his  hideaway  in  the  home  of  one  of  his victims.  He  and  Felicity  were  leaving,  though  so  maybe  it  was nothing,  just  a  coincidence.  The  ancient  vampire  shrugged  and  let the  curtain  fall  back  into  place,  blocking  the  painful  sunlight  from coming in, even on this shady side of the street. He went back to the woman  restrained  and  gagged  on  the  bed  behind  him  to  continue feeding. 
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'   shift  ended  much  busier  than  it  started.  They ran the ambulance in one continuous loop it seemed, going from the hospital to the next call and back to Elk City Medical Center again. 

Dean  supposed  he  shouldn’t  complain.  He  remembered  a  time  not too long before when their patients were afraid to call for help, and he had to go out and find them to get work to do on his shifts. 

When  they  finally  made  it  back  to  the  station,  they  found  only Brook  waiting  for  them.  Tammy’s  12-year-old  daughter  had  collided with  another  player  in  an  afternoon  soccer  game  and  broken  her wrist. Tammy was going to be late coming in to work. Dean offered to stay  late  so  Barry  could  head  home.  He  was  taking  his  wife  on  a date  night,  and  Dean  didn’t  want  his  partner  to  miss  that  important evening out. Even though he was tired, it would be fun to run some calls with Brook for a change of pace while they waited for Tammy to come in. She was planning on coming after she and her husband got back with their daughter from the visit to the urgent care center. 

The call volume let up a little and allowed him to catch his breath, at least. For that, Dean was thankful. He and Barry hadn’t even had a  chance  to  stop  for  lunch  while  on  their  runs  that  afternoon  and evening,  so  he  was  glad  he  was  able  to  take  time  and  enjoy  the excellent  meal  Freddy  had  prepared  for  them:  sirloin  steaks  with  a demi-glace  sauce  and  a  side  of  a  roasted  veggie  and  orzo  salad. 

Dean dug in, letting his hunger take over for the first few bites as he

wolfed down the food without really tasting it. After the initial two or three  bites,  he  slowed  down,  noticing  Freddy’s  disapproving  stare. 

He  took  the  time  to  savor  the  next  bites  and  was  glad  he  did.  The zombie-chef was a true genius with food. 

“My  compliments  to  the  chef,”  Dean  called  out  between  bites. 

“This is truly awesome, Freddy.” 

“Agreed,” Brook said through a mouthful of steak. 

Freddy  smiled  and  nodded  his  thanks  before  returning  to  the kitchenette  area  to  clean  up  and  put  the  leftovers  in  containers  for them to take home after work. Dean watched the shambling shadow of  a  man  and  thought  about  the  other  recently  dead  people  who’d been added to the local zombie community after they’d been raised from their rest by whatever unknown force or artifact Artur was using to create his zombie hordes. He knew they’d been lucky so far. The health department had been able to isolate the outbreaks and then transition the recently dead to what would pass as a normal life after their turning. 

He  was  thinking  about  this  when  his  phone  chirped  and  he checked  to  see  a  message  from  Jaz.  Tapping  the  screen,  Dean opened the text message. 

 I 

  a lead on what might be causing the outbreaks. It’s happened before,  in  the  past.  It’s  in  our  family  archives.  Can  you  come  over after work? 

D



a  quick  reply  telling  her  he  was  working  late.  She replied immediately. 

 I’  

  

  

 . I think this is big. Come by when you’re done. 

D



her  he’d  let  her  know  when  he  was  on  his  way.  Dean ran  out  to  his  truck  and  brought  in  a  change  of  clothes  before returning to his meal. Once Tammy got there, he’d take a shower at the  station.  He  hated  showing  up  in  his  uniform  after  a  hard  day’s work. It would be better to look like a normal guy for a change. 

He tapped out a quick response to Jaz and was returning to his excellent  dinner  when  the  radio  tones  sounded  overhead announcing  the  next  ambulance  call.  Such  was  the  life  of  the paramedic.  He  left  the  half-eaten  plate  of  food  sitting  on  the  table and jumped up to grab his coat before heading into the ambulance bay, following after Brook. 

F





,  well  after  ten  o’clock  at  night,  Dean  backed the  unit  into  the  station’s  ambulance  bay  and  shut  the  overhead garage doors with the remote on the visor. The initial call had turned into three back to back patient transports and, even though Tammy had shown up at nine o’clock, it had taken an extra hour to finish up and get a break in the action long enough to swing back to Station U

to drop him off. 

He was exhausted. Climbing down from the ambulance’s driver’s side,  he  plugged  in  the  shoreline  power  cord  and  shuffled  into  the squad room. Brook was already at the computer completing her last report. Tammy came over as he walked into the station’s living area. 

“Thanks for covering for me, Dean.” 

“No worries,” he replied. “How’s your daughter?” 

“In a little pain. It’s a clean fracture and not near the growth plate so  it  should  heal  in  four  to  six  weeks.  We’ve  got  to  meet  with  an orthopedic surgeon just to be sure, but the ER doc said it should be fine.” 

“I’m glad she’s going to be okay.” Dean hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the ambulance bay. “I need to hit the shower, but when I’m done, I’ll go and restock for you. We didn’t use much in the way of supplies, but I’ll make sure the unit is ready to go for the next call.” 

Tammy waved her hand in the air. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it. 

You go home. You look beat.” 

Dean nodded. “Thanks. I’ll do that. I have to try and catch up with Jaz if it’s not too late.” 

“Ooh, a late night date? How’s that going?” 

Dean scowled at the reference to a date. 

“Pretty well. We’re taking things slow, but I like her a lot. I think the feeling is mutual. I mean, she keeps inviting me back, right?” 

“It  sounds  promising,”  Tammy  said,  shooting  him  a  big  grin.  “Of course, I’m not one to give away a girl’s master plan. Where would be the fun in that?” 

Dean  laughed  and  went  to  get  his  clothes  and  grab  a  quick shower. While in the bunkroom getting dressed, he heard the tones drop  over  the  speakers  and  knew  Tammy  and  Brook  were  headed out  again.  When  he  came  out  wearing  blue  jeans  and  a  T-shirt, Freddy was waiting for him with two plastic food containers. 

“What’s this?” Dean asked. 

“It’s  not  nice  to  show  up  at  a  lady’s  home  at  this  hour  without something to show for it. Take a nice dinner. This will all heat up well in  her  microwave.  I  jotted  down  instructions  on  the  sticky  notes  on the lids.” 

Dean  looked  down  as  he  took  the  containers  from  Freddy  and noticed the scrawled instructions. He gave the chef a broad grin. 

“This will hit the spot, Freddy. Thanks.” 

Freddy shrugged and returned the grin with a toothless smile of his own before going back to work puttering around the kitchen and dining  area.  Dean  grabbed  his  coat  and  went  out  to  head  over  to Jaz’s place. 

Twenty minutes later he was in her apartment zapping the meal in the microwave while Jaz gathered the plates and poured both of them a both a glass of wine. 

“I  can’t  tell  you  how  excited  I  was  when  you  texted  that  Freddy had  sent  dinner  with  you.  I  was  so  wrapped  up  in  my  research;  I forgot to get anything to eat tonight.” 

“Sometimes,  I  think  Freddy  has  a  sixth  sense  when  it  comes  to knowing when folks are hungry,” Dean said with a chuckle. “It’s like

it’s his super-power.” 

“It’s a good one to have,” Jaz laughed. She handed him his wine and held out hers in a toast. “To friends with superpowers.” 

“Agreed.” Dean tapped the lip of his glass to hers and then took a sip. “How’s the work coming along? Find anything new?” 

“I think I’ve found a new track to run down regarding a few similar outbreaks in the past. I need a break, though. I’ve been at this since this morning.” 

The microwave beeped, and Dean took the container of food out and  set  it  on  the  counter,  taking  the  lid  off  as  steam  rose  from  the contents. 

“What did he send us?” Jaz asked. 

“Pasta Carbonara.” 

“Oooh, my mouth is watering already. Let’s go sit and eat.” 

The  two  of  them  dished  up  bowls  of  the  pasta  dish  containing fettuccini, egg, bacon, cheese, and fresh cracked black peppercorns. 

They sat in silence for the first few bites, savoring the gourmet meal Freddy had sent for them. Jaz spoke up first. 

“My compliments to the chef,” she said as she took a sip of her wine. “When do you work next? You have to tell him how much we enjoyed it.” 

“Thankfully, I’m off for a few days. That’s something for which I’m very glad, believe me. It’s been a long week of shifts. I’ll make sure to say something when I go back, though. He’s outdone himself yet again.” 

Jaz  smiled  and  started  to  say  something  but  stopped  and  took another  bite  of  food  instead.  Dean  cocked  his  head  to  one  side waiting  for  her  to  say  what  was  on  her  mind  and  finally  asked  her when he could wait no longer. 

“You  looked  like  you  were  about  to  say  something  that  amused you. What was it?” 

“It’s silly,” Jaz said. Her face colored a little as she smiled. 

“You’re blushing,” Dean laughed. “Now you have to tell me.” 

She paused and smiled some more before she spoke. 

“I was just thinking about how Freddy always seems to pull out all the stops when he makes food for you and me. It’s almost as if he’s

taken it upon himself to make us nice romantic dinners every chance he gets. Do you think he’s trying to set us up?” 

“Of course he is,” Dean blurted out with a laugh. “Honestly, Jaz, I think  everyone  wants  us  to  get  over  ourselves  and  get  together. 

Brook and Tammy are practically dying waiting for news that we are finally and officially a couple.” 

“It’s good you have friends pulling for you like that, Dean. It must be nice.” 

“They’re your friends, too, now. Look at it from their perspective. 

They’ve  met  Joanna.  They  know  we’ll  end  up  together  eventually. 

They  just  want  us  to  get  past  the  awkward  phase  and  get  on  with things.” 

Jaz leaned back in her chair and looked him. 

“What do you want?” 

Dean  was  taken  aback  by  her  directness  although  he  shouldn’t have been. Jaswinder Errington was a very direct sort of person. He thought for a moment before answering. 

“I want us to take the time we need to do this right, Jaz. I don’t want to make any mistakes and take the risk of losing you and what we  could  have  together  someday  down  the  road.  If  that  means  we need to go slow and take it one step at a time, I’m okay with that.” 

“Me, too,” she replied. 

“‘Me, too,’ what?” Dean asked, hoping she’d clarify some more. 

“Me,  too,  as  in  I  don’t  want  to  risk  losing  you  and  our  future together either. I think I see us together for a long time, Dean Flynn.” 

Dean felt warm all over again, and now he feared he was the one blushing.  Their  eyes  met,  and  then  both  of  them  were  laughing together and the tension broke. It was good for them to get this out in the  open.  He  felt  like  they’d  been  tiptoeing  around  the  subject practically ever since Jo blurted out she was their daughter. 

Jaz,  still  chuckling  a  little,  stood  up  and  reached  out  to  take Dean’s bowl along with her own. 

“Let’s  clean  up  these  dishes  and  then  I’ll  show  you  what  I’ve found.” 

Dean  stood  and  grabbed  the  wine  glasses  and  followed  her  to the kitchen. She rinsed out the bowls and set them in the sink while

he  poured  them  more  wine.  He  handed  hers  to  her  as  she  passed by, heading for the couch where her laptop sat open, surrounded by stacks of papers and files. 

“You have been busy,” Dean noticed. “I’ve never seen you with so much clutter around before. You’re always so neat and organized.” 

Jaz moved a stack of files so that there was room for Dean next to her on the sofa. 

“I’ve  been  digging  into  the  remaining  archive  files  that  survived the  fire.  Luckily  most  of  the  oldest  hunter  journals  from  my  family were already scanned into a database in the cloud. That’s what I’ve been  referencing  for  the  most  part.  These  other  files  are  from  the police  station  and  pertain  to  their  previous  investigations  when  we thought Artur was involved.” 

“So, where did you dig up the new information?” 

“It’s  not  new.  It’s  very  old.”  She  opened  her  laptop  and  typed  a query  into  a  search  bar  and  opened  a  file  from  the  selection  that popped up. 

“This is a reference from one of my ancestors about an outbreak of the recently dead in a village in what is now Ukraine. It’s from the eleventh century, but it describes what we see here almost perfectly.” 

Dean  leaned  in  to  look  at  the  scanned  image  of  a  hand-written page.  He  couldn’t  make  out  any  of  it.  Part  of  it  was  his  difficulty reading  the  old  world  calligraphy  of  the  person  writing  the  journal. 

The  other  part  was  it  was  in  a  language  he  didn’t  recognize.  Jaz laughed when she saw his expression. 

“Don’t let your brain explode trying to read it,” she told him. “It’s a form  of  Old  High  German.  We  Erringtons  all  learned  to  read  and speak  it  from  the  earliest  age.  It’s  one  way  we  keep  our  secrets  to ourselves  in  this  modern  age.  The  language  is  a  sort  of  pigeon version of the language spoken only in a small region near the Black Forest a long time ago. I don’t think there are more than a handful of scholars  in  the  world  today  who’d  even  recognize  it,  let  alone  are able to decipher it.” 

“Will you teach it to Jo someday?” Dean wondered aloud. 

“Of  course,”  Jaz  replied.  “She  has  to  be  able  to  carry  on  the legacy of the clan.” 

“So  what  does  this  ancestor  of  yours  have  to  say  that  relates back to what’s going on in Elk City now?” 

Jaz  turned  back  to  the  document  on  the  screen  and  scrolled down  a  few  pages.  “This  section  here  describes  some  sort  of  relic used  by  a  local  witch  to  get  revenge  on  the  villagers  who  cast  her out.  She  caused  those  who  were  recently  dead  to  rise  from  their graves  and  attack  their  former  neighbors.  The  mayor  of  the  village called for a hunter clan and my ancestor responded to their call for assistance. Here’s the part I think is pertinent. I translated it for you.” 

She handed him a sheet of paper from a pile on the coffee table. 

He looked at the paragraph written on it. 

“I tracked the witch to a cottage in the woods where I observed her from a distance. She pulled a small object from her pocket and began  to  mutter  incantations  over  it.  Using  my  amulet,  I  could  see the  glow  of  magic  emanating  from  what  she  held.  It  was  small  and withered  but  obviously  a  finger.  Who  it  belonged  to  and  how  it became  ensorcelled  to  control  the  undead  before  this  woman obtained it, I do not know. I knew only that she must be stopped. I leveled my crossbow and shot the crone as she cast her spell. There was a flash of light that overcame me for a time. When I could see again, the witch was dead on the ground with my shaft in her breast. 

I  could  find  no  trace  of  the  relic  she  used  in  her  spells  against  the village…” 

Dean looked up at Jaz after reading the passage twice. 

“A finger?” 

“That’s  what  it  said.  I  read  on  in  his  journals,  but  there  is  no account of him finding it or destroying it, which he surely would have done.” 

“He mentioned it was a relic. Could it be some sort of holy relic from the church? I know some old churches and cathedrals in the old world purport to have the bones of saints which contain miraculous powers.” 

“That’s what I as thinking,” Jaz responded. She sounded excited. 

“I  believe  this  is  just  that  sort  of  relic.  Which  led  me  to  another archival source.” 

She went back to her computer and pulled up another series of files. 

“This  is  a  database  of  known  magical  relics  and  their  powers either verified or suspected. I did a search for fingers and hands to see what popped up. That’s when I found this.” 

She pointed to the screen, and a scanned parchment drawing of what  was  unmistakably  a  finger  removed  just  below  the  second knuckle. 

“This is the finger of Saint Azriel,” Jaz announced. 

“I’ve never heard of him.” 

“Well,  he’s  not  a  human  saint.  He’s  almost  certainly  one  of  the Eldara.  Legend  has  it  he  was  slain  by  a  horde  of  demons  while  in command of a quest of holy knights in the tenth century. His last act before  he  died  was  to  animate  the  fallen  corpses  of  his  knights  to help  him  hold  back  the  onslaught.  During  the  fight,  his  finger  was bitten off by a demon and fell to the ground where it was recovered by his surviving followers. We know Eldara bodies return to the ether or  heaven  or  whatever  when  their  mortal  bodies  are  killed  here  on earth. For whatever reason, this part of him didn’t go with the rest of the body.” 

Dean  looked  at  the  story  on  the  screen  that  accompanied  the parchment  drawing.  He  was  still  unsure  where  she  was  going  with this. How was a finger responsible for what was happening here and now? He asked as much. 

“After this account of Azriel’s fall, there are numerous accounts of others using the finger for the next hundred years or so to control all sorts  of  undead  creatures.  Apparently,  the  finger  still  contained  the trapped  Eldara  magic  Azriel  used  to  raise  and  command  his  dead companions.  It  can  be  used  to  not  only  raise  the  dead  but  also  to control any undead Unusual.” 

“And you think this is what Artur is using to raise and control the dead  here  in  Elk  City?  How  can  you  be  sure  and  how  did  he  get ahold of it?” 

Jaz  went  back  to  her  computer  and  scrolled  down.  “The  final account of the finger being used is sometime in the eighteen fifties around  Constantinople  to  control  local  attacks  by  newly  turned

vampires plaguing the area. Then it disappears from the record. Only one  passage  remains.  That  account  says  it  was  stolen  from  an ancient Christian church outside the city. No one’s heard of it since, until  now.  I  double-checked  with  my  family  journals.  That  was  just before we came to the Americas. Our family was called to the region to  help  with  the  rise  of  the  new  vampires  there.  We  confirmed  that Artur  was  behind  those  attacks,  too.  He  was  there,  in  the  region, when the finger went missing from the church. This has to be what’s causing the trouble here. It has to be.” 

Dean  looked  at  the  screen  and  again  at  the  translated  journal passage in his hand. A thought occurred to him. 

“Jaz,  your  ancestor  said  it  could  raise  and  control  the  recent dead. But earlier accounts you just read also claimed it could control all undead. Does that mean vampires and others like them?” 

Jaz  nodded.  “But,  I  think  it  would  have  to  be  a  relatively  young vampire. Older vampires are extremely powerful and can resist most mind control after a few centuries as undead. I would think James is in little danger directly from this relic’s powers.” 

“What about Brynne or another young vampire?” Dean asked. 

“Oh,” Jaz replied. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

“We have to get over there right away.” 
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.  She  was  overcome  with

grief over the possibility that she’d killed the humans found outside the building. But she was never the type to give up on something she wanted. She’d been like that when she was a human and she wasn’t going to let that change as a vampire. Despite the setbacks and the period when she blacked out the week before, she was determined to get back on track with her work on overcoming her bloodlust. She had to find a way around this. She wasn’t going to be a monster for the rest of her long undead life. 

So,  after  she  recovered  from  the  blackout,  Brynne  resolved  to make up for her lapse and the people she had killed. She contacted Celeste  and  soon  found  herself  back  in  the  clean  room  with  the redhead. They started from scratch. Celeste had insisted they return to the very beginning of the process to see if any ground had been lost  in  their  limited  progress  when  Brynne  had  blacked  out, recovering in the basement of the building. Brynne started by taking a  sip  of  warm  blood  but  not  swallowing  it.  She  held  the  warm  and delicious fluid in her mouth for a count of ten then turned and spat it out into the bucket next to her chair. It was a disgusting exercise, not only because of the cleanup but also because it was a waste of good blood. She didn’t know who had to clean up the mess. Brynne hoped James was paying them enough. 

She  could  resist  drinking  in  this  situation,  though  Brynne understood  the  need  for  the  process.  She  could  remember  a  time when she would have gulped the entire mug of life-giving fluid down without hesitation and begged Celeste for more. 

“Good, Brynne, honey,” the Celeste said. She used an insulated coffee carafe and added more blood to her mug. “Now, I want you to drink some of the blood, but stop before you finish all of the blood in the mug, understood?” 

Brynne  nodded  and  picked  up  the  mug  staring  into  the  dark crimson  depths  of  the  blood  before  she  brought  it  to  her  lips.  Then she felt every muscle in her body freeze. She stopped there, without taking  a  drink.  Brynne  sat  frozen  in  that  position.  She  didn’t understand what was happening, but she couldn’t move. It was as if she  was  paralyzed  in  that  position.  She  couldn’t  drink  the  blood  or put the cup down. 

“Go  ahead,  Brynne,”  Celeste  said.  “You  may  drink.  Just  don’t finish all the blood. Let’s see if you can stop yourself.” 

Brynne  tried  to  move  her  hand,  to  blink,  to  do  something  but she’d lost all control over her body. 

Celeste’s expression changed to one of concern. “Brynne, what’s wrong? Put the cup down and talk to me. What’s happening?” 

Celeste came around the table to stand next to Brynne and laid a hand on her shoulder, leaning over her. To Brynne’s horror, her arm moved raising the white ceramic mug high and smashing it against Celeste’s temple. The other vampire’s eyes rolled up in her head and she  collapsed  to  the  floor  next  to  the  chair.  Brynne,  an  unwilling passenger within her own body, watched as she stood up and looked down  at  her  unconscious  friend.  Then  she  felt  a  tugging  on  her whole  being  and  even  control  over  her  thoughts  was  taken  away from her. The last thing she remembered before it all went black was watching her hand reach for the doorknob that would lead her out of the room. 
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had  taken  one  of  the  Errington  black  SUVs  and raced  over  to  the  Nightwing  Building.  Dean  had  called  James.  He was  out  of  town  on  a  business  trip  and  said  that  Celeste  was watching  Brynne.  The  vampire  lord  told  Dean  he  and  Rudy  were hurrying  back  but  wouldn’t  be  able  to  get  back  until  close  to  dawn. 

Dean’s  next  call  was  to  Celeste,  but  there  was  no  answer  on  her phone at all. Brynne didn’t answer his calls either. 

Jaz  had  a  police  light  bar  mounted  on  her  dash,  and  she switched  it  on.  She  used  the  lights  to  blow  through  traffic  as  she wound her way through the few cars on the road this late downtown. 

It wasn’t long before she was pulling down the ramp of the Nightwing Building’s  underground  garage.  Dean  jumped  out  before  Jaz  had even  come  to  a  complete  stop.  She  yelled  at  him  to  slow  down  as she raced after him. The elevator doors opened just as she caught up to him. He noticed she had grabbed her katana from the car. She settled  the  scabbard  across  her  back  as  she  stepped  into  the elevator and stood next to him. 

“You’re not using that to hurt Brynne, Jaz,” Dean warned. 

“Only a fool goes into a building unarmed with potentially out of control  vampires  on  the  loose,”  Jaz  replied.  “Besides,  it’s  a precaution  only.  I’m  sure  there’s  nothing  wrong.  It’s  probably  just  a cell tower problem.” 

Dean  wished  it  were  that  simple  a  solution.  He  looked  at  the phone in his hand. The bars were full on his screen: not a cell phone problem. 

The  elevator  stopped  on  the  first  floor  even  though  Dean  had pushed  the  button  and  used  his  keycard  to  access  the  Penthouse level. When he tried the button again, nothing happened. He decided they’d have to take the stairs. He stepped off the elevator and was met by one of James’ security guards. He was a human but one who knew his boss’ true nature. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Flynn but there’s a problem on the sixth floor, and I’ve been instructed to lock down access to the upper floors for the time being.” 

“The sixth floor?” Dean asked. 

The guard nodded. 

“What’s on the sixth floor?” Jaz asked them both. 

“It’s  the  private  apartments  for  the  human  employees  who  work for  James,”  Dean  replied.  “I  used  to  have  a  place  up  there  for  a while.” He turned to the guard. “You know who I am, right?” 

“Yes, sir. But I have my orders,” the guard responded. “If anyone gets hurt because I disobeyed them, I’ll lose my job.” 

“Unless  I’m  wrong,  and  I  hope  I’m  not,”  Dean  said.  “People  are already getting hurt. You have to let us up there. Losing a job will be the  least  of  our  worries.  Unlock  the  elevators  for  us  to  go  up  and then  call  911  and  request  an  ambulance  from  Station  U. 

Understand?” 

The  guard  pondered  the  request  for  a  moment  and  then  turned and  went  over  to  his  console  behind  the  counter.  He  tapped  a  few buttons there and looked back to where Dean and Jaz stood. 

“You’re cleared in elevator two up to six. I’ll call the ambulance, but you better tell Mr. Lee you made me do this.” 

“Don’t  worry;  I’ll  back  you  up.”  Dean  didn’t  finish  the  statement with the thought, ‘if I survive’. 

As they went back over to the bank of elevators, Jaz led the way. 

She poked the up button and stepped on the elevator that opened. 

Dean followed her on, staring at the hilt of her sword jutting up over her shoulder. 

“You’re not going to kill her. I can talk her back from this, Jaz. I know I can,” he said as the doors slid shut. 

“It’s not my first choice of action, Dean, but I’m not letting her kill you either. If it comes down to it, I’ll defend us.” 

Dean opened his mouth to say something then closed it. Nothing he said was going to change anything at this point. Jaz was a hunter. 

This  was  more  in  her  wheelhouse  than  his.  He  just  hoped  they weren’t right about Brynne. He watched the lighted numbers over the door  tick  up  to  six  and  the  elevator  car  lurched  to  a  stop.  Jaz extended  an  arm  to  push  him  back  from  the  door  so  an  attack wouldn’t catch him unawares as it opened. 

The  first  body  lay  outside  the  door  to  the  elevator,  the  woman’s hand  extended  as  if  she  were  trying  to  reach  for  the  button  on  the panel by the elevator doors. Dean didn’t think there was any hope, 

but  he  checked  her  for  pulses  anyway.  Her  throat  had  been  ripped open. The poor girl must have bled out pretty quickly. She didn’t look familiar, but he didn’t know all of James’ employees even though he had lived here for a few months before. 

The scream from down the hall and around the corner jerked him back  to  awareness  at  the  moment.  Jaz  had  taken  up  a  position between him and the other end of the hallway. The scream cut off as quickly  as  it  began,  ending  in  a  sad,  gurgling  cry.  Dean  stood  and started rushing down the hall. Jaz stopped him with an arm extended outward, barring his path. He pushed against it and was surprised by her strength. 

Jaz looked his way with a brief, steely-eyed glance. 

“I’ll take the lead. You stay behind me.” 

He started to protest but quickly gave in. With a nod, he stepped back. Jaz gave him a grim smile and started forward. She had one hand  inside  her  jacket,  probably  on  the  grip  of  her  pistol  in  its shoulder  holster  rig.  The  other  hand  was  cocked  back  over  her shoulder, fingers just brushing the hilt of her katana. She advanced in  a  crouch  to  the  corner  and  peeked  around  the  corner  before pulling back. 

“It’s Brynne,” she said in a bare whisper. “She’s feeding. Let me take the lead, okay?” 

Dean  wanted  to  leap  around  the  corner  but  stopped  himself.  It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done, to stop himself from running forward. He knew a rash action here could spell catastrophe, though.  His  first  responder  training  served  him  well.  Never  rush  in without  the  proper  training.  Wait  for  back  up  and  the  proper resources. Jaz was the one with the experience here. He had to trust her. He nodded. 

“Stop her, Jaz. But please, do not kill her.” 

The hunter didn’t answer she reached out and laid a reassuring hand on his forearm before turning back to the corner. She stood up straight  and  stepped  around  the  corner  while  she  reached  back inside  her  leather  jacket  for  whatever  she’d  had  ahold  of  before. 

Dean couldn’t see what she pulled out because she walked forward and he lost sight of her for a moment before he followed. 

Dean stood from his crouch and bolted around the corner behind Jaz.  There  were  two  more  bodies  here.  One  was  crumpled  on  the carpet  just  around  the  corner.  The  other  was  two  doors  down. 

Brynne  crouched  over  the  second  body,  a  blond-haired  woman  in yoga pants and a tank top. 

His former paramedic partner, now in full vampire mode, looked up at their approach and bared her fangs at them, the fresh blood of her  latest  victim  dripping  from  them  to  run  down  her  chin  and  onto her chest. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and it almost seemed the irises  of  her  eyes  glowed  even  in  the  bright  light  of  the  fluorescent lighting above them. 

Their  first  warning  of  the  attack  was  a  low  guttural  growl  from deep  in  Brynne’s  throat.  She  launched  herself  at  Jaz  from  twenty feet away, and Dean was taken aback by her ferocity and speed. He saw death moving in the form of a true apex predator. He was sure he and Jaz were both doomed. 

His surprise at the outcome was reflected in the look on Brynne’s face  when  she  jerked  to  a  stop  in  mid-air  about  five  feet  from  him and  Jaz  as  if  she  ran  into  a  wall.  She  dropped  to  the  floor  and crouched  there  snarling  at  them  while  she  turned  as  if  to  shield herself from something. Dean took a step to the side and saw what it was. 

Jaz  stood  in  the  center  of  the  hall  in  front  of  him,  her  arm extended  in  front  of  her  holding  a  large  silver  cross.  The  boldly presented  holy  symbol  was  holding  the  rampaging  vampire  at  bay, though she seemed to struggle against an invisible barrier, still trying to reach them. 

Dean  called  to  Brynne  past  Jaz,  stepping  forward  a  bit  so  she could see him. 

“Brynne,  you  have  to  stop  this.  You  aren’t  in  control  of  yourself. 

It’s Artur. He’s controlling you through some sort of magic relic.” 

She hissed at him and Jaz and renewed her efforts to push past the barrier to get to them. 

“I  have  to  feed.  I’ve  been  holding  back  for  too  long.  I  need  to exert my true power and take what I want.” Brynne’s expression was horrifying to Dean. He knew her to be a compassionate and caring

healer.  This  monster  standing  in  front  of  him  was  not  that  woman. 

This was something else entirely. 

“You know you can feed without killing, Brynne. Stop this and let me  pass  so  I  can  help  those  people  you’ve  injured.”  He  could  see the  feebly  struggling  blonde  behind  Brynne  trying  to  crawl  away down the hallway. 

The motion was not lost on Brynne’s enhanced senses. As if she could  sense  her  food  source  moving  away,  Dean  watched  her  turn away  from  the  barrier  she  couldn’t  pass  through  to  reach  the  meal she  could  have.  He  lurched  forward  to  stop  her  and  in  that  instant realized his mistake. As he stepped in front of the holy symbol held by Jaz, the only thing keeping Brynne at bay, the barrier holding her back came down. 

With  a  howl  of  feral  joy,  Brynne  hurtled  past  him,  her  arm throwing him into the wall with enough force to knock the wind out of him. He saw her bowl over Jaz, sending the silver cross flying to the floor. The two women rolled over and over as he fought to regain his breath and stand. 

Dean  watched  as  Brynne  rolled  on  top  of  Jaz  and  bared  her fangs to sink them into Jaz’s exposed neck and shoulder. He thought Jaz  was  done  for,  but  he  should  have  known  better  than  that.  She drove  her  head  up  and  forward,  delivering  a  brutal  head  butt  to Brynne’s  face  that  appeared  to  stun  both  of  them  for  a  moment. 

Dean pushed himself to his feet, still having to steady himself against the wall with one arm. This was his only chance to get the stronger vampire off of the hunter before she was killed. He didn’t know what he  could  do,  but  he  had  to  try.  He  reached  out  with  one  unsteady hand and tried to grab at the back of Brynne’s shirt at the neckline. 

Something deep inside whispered for him to utter a prayer as he reached  for  her.  His  fingers  brushed  against  Brynne’s  skin  as  he tried to grab her shirt to pull her backward. In that instant, he felt a surge  of  strength  and  his  vision  gained  a  strange  clarity  as  if  he could see colors he’d never been able to discern before. Instead of grabbing the shirt, his fingers clamped on the back of Brynne’s neck, and he pulled upward. 

The  raging  vampire  stopped  struggling  and  sat  upright  staring straight ahead with vacant eyes for a moment. In that instant, Dean could see through her, through the control link to Artur on the other side.  He  pushed  hard  against  the  other’s  mind  he  found  there  and discovered to his surprise a sense of fear resonating back down the link between Brynne and the ancient vampire. Whatever Dean was doing, it scared Artur. The ancient vampire lord shouted something in anger  Dean  couldn’t  understand  and  released  his  mental  hold  on Brynne, leaving Dean in his place. 

Dean  felt  his  control  over  Brynne  superseding  the  other vampire’s.  He  sent  a  command  to  stand,  and  Brynne  got  up  off  of Jaz,  standing  and  staring  off  with  the  vacant  stare  she’d  had  since he touched her. He didn’t know what to do next. He was afraid to let go of her for fear she’d fall back under Artur’s control. 

Jaz rolled to her feet. She was bleeding from a deep cut on her forehead where she’d split the thin skin in her attack against Brynne. 

Wiping  the  blood  from  where  it  trickled  down  into  her  eyes,  Jaz retrieved  the  silver  cross  from  the  floor  and  held  it  ready.  Another voice sounded down the hallway. 

“Dean, what are you doing?” 

The  voice  was  Celeste’s.  She  had  stepped  unseen  from  the stairwell  door  behind  him.  She  startled  him,  but  he  didn’t  let  go  of Brynne. He was afraid to stop. 

“I  can’t  let  go.  Somehow,  don’t  ask  me  how,  I’m  controlling Brynne  after  Artur  let  go.  I’m  afraid  to  release  her.  What  if  she doesn’t revert to her normal self?” 

“Artur was controlling her?” Celeste asked. She shook her head. 

“Well, that explains some of what happened tonight.” The redheaded vampire stepped around Dean to stand in front of Brynne, examining her face. 

“I think she’s past the rampage. She might have a problem with all the blood in this hallway when you let go, but I think she’ll return to  her  normal  self.  I  can  control  her  if  she  doesn’t.  I’m  older  and stronger  than  she  is  as  long  as  she  doesn’t  sucker  punch  me  first and I’m ready this time.” 

Dean wasn’t sure if he should let go or not, but he knew he had to take the chance. He relaxed his grip on the back of Brynne’s neck, pulling  his  hand  away.  As  soon  as  his  fingers  lost  contact  with Brynne’s skin, his vision and mind returned to normal. In addition to that, his weariness from the brief confrontation returned. 

Brynne blinked and shook her head as if to clear her mind. She looked  around  and  took  in  the  carnage,  the  blood  soaking  her clothes and her friends standing around her. With a guttural cry that wrenched at Dean’s heart, he watched his friend and former partner collapse to the floor in a heap as heart-wracking sobs overtook her. 
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sat in the Penthouse atop the Nightwing Building. It was  the  early  morning  hours  of  the  next  day  after  Brynne’s  attack, and James had just arrived back from his trip. He was in with Brynne in their room, probably trying to comfort her. Dean hoped James was more successful than he had been. She was overcome with grief at the discovery she had killed people and that it was likely not the first time based on what Dean and Jaz learned about the earlier incident with  the  bodies  found  in  the  alley  outside  the  building.  Dean discovered that piece of information from Celeste as she was putting together  what  happened  to  Brynne  with  what  Dean  and  Jaz  knew from their research. 

He  had  been  able  to  save  Brynne’s  last  two  victims,  though they’d both need extensive surgery and recovery time from the loss of blood alone if not the traumatic injuries they’d received. Jaz had jumped in to help him as he worked alone to stem the flow of blood from  both  living  victims  in  the  hallway  at  the  same  time.  Celeste called  down  to  the  security  guard  and  had  him  let  the  police  and paramedics  from  Station  U  up.  Brook  and  Tammy  showed  up  and brought  the  supplies  with  them  he  needed  to  help  them  dress  the wounds  and  prep  the  two  patients  for  transport.  Tammy  called  for another transport unit. It would be a regular ambulance team, not a station U team but they’d tell the other crew of paramedics it was an assault victim without the specific details of what they were dealing

with.  Brook  and  Dean  administered  the  needed  garlic  extract  to stave off a vampire change just in case one of them died and Brynne had  initiated  the  change.  Dean  knew  James  would  have  to  get someone  to  watch  the  dead  woman  he  and  Jaz  had  first  found  by the elevator to make sure she didn’t change as well. 

The police had extensive questions for all of them. They were a little skeptical about the whole mind-control thing, but they were from the  police  version  of  station  U  and  knew  Dean  and  Celeste  well enough. They decided only to take a report on the assault and let the higher-ups  in  the  DA’s  office  handle  the  need  for  any  arrest  and charges to be filed later. Dean was surprised they did this given the body  they  must  have  passed  on  the  floor  by  the  elevator.  He  was about to say something, but Celeste changed the subject. 

When  the  officers  finally  finished  with  their  questions,  the  small group, including Brynne, headed back around the corner to the bank of  elevators.  Dean  saw  the  large  blood  stain  on  the  carpet  outside the  doors  to  the  elevators,  but  there  was  no  sign  of  the  body.  He looked  around  and  then  back  at  Celeste  and  Jaz,  his  eyes  full  of questions.  Jaz  laid  her  hand  on  his  arm  and  gave  her  head  a  little shake. Whatever his questions were, this wasn’t the place to answer them. 

Now he was seated in the penthouse, still trying to sort it all out. 

“So  you  hid  the  body  by  the  elevators  in  the  janitor’s  closet?” 

Dean asked Jaz. 

“I  would  have  hidden  the  other  victims  if  I’d  had  the  time,”  Jaz replied. “As it was, I barely had the first body stowed away before the first police officer arrived with Brook and Tammy.” 

“But, why? Isn’t that tampering with evidence?” 

Jaz gave a shrug as if it was no big thing to worry about. Celeste jumped in to forestall his asking further questions of her. 

“Jaz  did  the  right  thing,  Dean.  I’m  glad  she  had  thought  of  it before I did. We know it wasn’t Brynne’s fault that the woman died, not  any  more  than  she  was  responsible  for  the  deaths  in  the  alley outside the building. That blame rests squarely on Artur.” 

“I know that, but we can’t go around lying to the police…” Dean started. 

“Look,” Jaz said. “Do you want Brynne to go through the process of  a  trial  and  exposure  of  who  and  what  she  is?  She’ll  never  get anything approaching a fair trial. This is how things are done when something  like  this  happens.  It’s  collateral  damage  in  the  fight  we have against the evil that is Artur.” 

“But,  don’t  those  people  have  families  and  loved  ones  who deserve  to  know  what  happened  or  at  least  that  they  died?”  Dean asked. “You can’t just disappear people, you know.” He looked from Jaz to Celeste and back again. 

“You’d be surprised,” Jaz said with a snorted laugh. 

James came into the room at that moment and must have picked up on the gist of the conversation. 

“Dean, I assure you, my employees are adequately compensated for  their  risks  living  in  this  building.  I  offer  them  full  life  insurance packages  to  help  support  their  families  in  the  event  of  an  untimely death.” James explained. “They understand this when they come to work here.” 

“So  you  just  pay  them  off,”  Dean  said,  his  anger  and  frustration bubbling  to  the  surface  as  his  old  antagonism  with  James  came forward.  “They’re  only  a  balance  sheet  item  to  be  written  off  as  an expense of doing business with a vampire lord.” 

James  stopped  where  he  stood  and  held  Dean’s  gaze  until  he looked away. 

“You  know  me  better  than  that  now,  Dean.  If  you  think  I’m  not deeply  hurt  by  the  way  this  attack  unfolded,  you  forgot  all  we’ve learned about each other over the last year. I’m bothered by this on many levels, I assure you.” 

Celeste stepped forward to intervene and change things up. 

“The question is more a matter of how Artur is controlling Brynne from afar like that. Dean and Jaz have a theory.” 

James looked at him and Jaz. “What is it? If we must combat this, we need to know what it is and how he’s doing it.” 

Dean and Jaz gave a brief explanation of what they’d discovered in their research earlier the night before. 

“The Finger of Azriel?” James asked. “I’d thought that thing was lost to the ages long, long ago. How can you be sure that’s what he’s

using?” 

“The  way  the  incidents  unfolded  match  earlier  accounts  almost word  for  word,”  Jaz  explained.  “Then  there  are  the  attacks  on Brynne. They all point to this relic.” 

“That is not good, then,” James said. “He could use it to control almost any of us, as long as we’re younger and less powerful than he is. Why attack Brynne and not me?” 

No one answered at first, then Jaz spoke up. 

“Based  on  your  previous  encounters  with  Artur,  he  has  focused on ruining you and discrediting you, so you lose control of Elk City. 

He  wants  to  destroy  you,  James,  not  control  you.  He  wants  you  to get distracted and not pay attention to what he’s doing on the side. 

From his standpoint, that strategy starts with hurting Brynne.” 

“She’s right, James,” Celeste agreed. “These attacks on Brynne have distracted us from other things we should have been doing to track  him  down  and  assist  the  local  authorities  with  the  zombie outbreaks.  We  never  connected  them  together  or  thought  that  he could be behind it all.” 

“I  have  a  question  we  haven’t  covered  yet.”  Dean  said.  “How  is he getting to Brynne?” 

James gave Dean a puzzled look. “We’ve covered that. It’s got to be the relic.” 

“No, I know it’s the relic that’s given him the ability to control her but how did he get to Brynne here?” Dean asked. “Every other time he’s  used  it,  he’s  had  to  get  close.  We  have  the  video  surveillance footage to prove it. Artur has to be able to see his intended victim to control them. He wasn’t in the building when we got here. We would have seen him.” He gestured to both he and Jaz. 

Jaz thought for a moment and snapped her fingers. “You said the magic  words,  Dean.  It’s  surveillance  cameras.  That  has  to  be  the way  he’s  doing  it.”  The  hunter  clan  leader  looked  to  Celeste  and James. “I assume you have surveillance cameras in the building.” 

Both James and Celeste nodded. 

“Did you have surveillance cameras in the room you were using to test Brynne?” 

“Yes,  we  always  video  those  sessions  with  new  vampires,” 

Celeste  answered.  “It  helps  us  figure  out  if  we’re  doing  anything wrong for each one when reviewed by the person leading the testing. 

You think Artur hacked our system somehow?” 

Jaz shrugged. “It seems like the most logical conclusion to come to.  It  would  explain  how  he  was  able  to  direct  her  so  easily  from outside the building. You’re pretty sure he couldn’t get inside, right?” 

“Every  entrance  is  watched,”  James  said.  “And  we’ve  started running facial recognition looking for certain individuals, Artur among them, ever since you showed us how easy it was to implement. We’d know if he’d been in the building, even if we didn’t catch him in the act of entering.” 

“That  means  he  was  nearby  and  using  some  sort  of  hack  to watch  our  video  surveillance  systems  to  control  Brynne,”  Celeste said.  “I’ll  have  Rudy  run  a  check  on  neighboring  buildings  with  his team. Dean, you said you could see him in a room of some sort, not a car?” 

Dean  nodded,  not  quite  comfortable  with  the  direction  the conversation was headed. 

James  was  the  one  who  asked  the  question  he  was  dreading. 

“Dean, what exactly did you do? I’ve never heard of a human doing what you said you did, even one who had powerful magical abilities.” 

“I don’t know how I did what I did, James,” Dean said. He looked at Jaz for some support, and she smiled and nodded. “I had to think fast,  and  the  idea  sort  of  popped  into  my  head  that  if  I  touched Brynne,  I  might  be  able  to  disrupt  the  connection.  In  my  previous encounter with Artur, I think I had some sort of protective aura from Ashley.” He shrugged. “Maybe it had a residual effect. All I knew was I had to stop her, so I just did it. The next thing I knew, I was looking back through the link Artur was using on her, staring him in the face. 

He was in an office or apartment of some sort, and he was afraid of me.” 

James nodded. “I can understand the fear part of it. You shouldn’t be able to do what you did, Dean.” 

“He’s full of surprises, James,” Jaz said with a snort of laughter. 

“He  has  a  way  of  catching  you  unawares  with  some  new  ability  of

one sort or another.” 

She pointed to Dean. 

“Someday I’m going to figure out what’s going on with you, Dean Flynn.  You  have  the  ability  to  command  demons,  you  can  touch  a heavenly blade with your bare hands with no side effects, and now this. If we didn’t know better, I’d think you were an Eldara yourself.” 

Dean  was  uncomfortable  with  the  whole  line  of  questioning.  He was a completely normal human as far as he knew. He’d been raised by his mom and dad until his dad left them. He had normal memories of  childhood  like  anyone  else.  Jaz  often  found  a  way  to  work  a question  about  his  past  into  her  conversations  with  him.  He  knew she was prying for information, trying to get past his descriptions of a normal childhood to something she thought was hidden underneath, but there was nothing there to find. He was sure of it. 

“Leave  Dean  alone,  guys,”  Brynne  said  from  the  hallway.  Dean wasn’t  sure  how  much  of  the  discussion  she’d  heard  since  coming out of her room. “He’s been through a lot for all of us at one time or another. If he says he doesn’t know, he doesn’t know.” 

Everyone looked up as she entered the room. She’d cleaned up and looked a little better, though her eyes were rimmed with red from crying. Dean wanted to tell her to stop trying to protect him, but he knew  she  would  always  see  him  as  her  probie  medic.  That  sort  of mentoring  relationship  didn’t  fade  even  with  being  turned  into  a vampire, apparently. 

“Thanks, Brynne.” 

“Thank  you,  Dean.  If  it  hadn’t  been  for  you,  I  could  have  done even more harm.” 

“I’m  sorry  I  couldn’t  stop  it  sooner,”  Dean  said  thinking  of  the woman Brynne had killed. He stopped there, not wanting to bring it up again. Brynne knew what she’d done under Artur’s control. 

“The  only  person  at  fault  here  is  Artur,”  Brynne  said,  steel determination showing in her tone. “I got set up to think I’d done it. 


I’ve been blaming myself, and for that, he’s going to pay.” 

“Careful setting off on that sort of vendetta, Brynne,” Jaz said. “It can  consume  you.  My  whole  clan  started  because  of  that  sort  of thing directed at Artur.” 

“I’m a patient woman, Jaz. I’ll bide my time. I’ve got centuries to live, right? Might as well have a goal in life. Maybe we can team up and take him down together.” 

Dean laughed and when they all looked his way he shrugged. “I was  just  thinking  of  Artur  being  chased  by  you  two  and  the  other woman he’s eternally pissed off.” 

“Who’s that?” 

“Ashley’s  sister,  Ingrid,”  Dean  said.  “If  he  keeps  adding  female enemies like you all to the list like this, he’s definitely in more trouble than he knows.” While Ashley was an Eldara Sister, a healing angel, her  twin  sister  Ingrid  was  a  different  kind  of  angel  altogether.  As  a battle angel or Valkyrie, she was a formidable foe to have. 

James  snorted  a  laugh.  “Careful  how  you  say  her  name,  Dean. 

She’s attuned to you just like her sister was. The last thing we need here right now is the chaos of a Valkyrie in town.” 
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a week since the incident with Brynne at the Nightwing building.  That  week  had  turned  into  another  week  of  constant ambulance calls at Station U followed by research with Jaz in the off hours.  Artur  had  stepped  up  his  attacks,  with  new  incidents happening  every  night.  The  Elk  City  officials  who  dealt  with  the Unusual  citizens  had  tried  to  distract  the  human  population  with stories of gang activity and college pranks gone wrong. Those efforts were  starting  to  unravel  as  people  started  asking  questions  that weren’t so easily answered. 

This  prompted  the  formation  of  a  new  quick  response  team operating  within  the  police  version  of  Station  U.  They  were  staged around  the  city  with  Errington  hunter  teams  Jaz  had  assembled,  to respond  and  take  a  more  aggressive  stance  against  the  undead incursions. When Jaz had told Dean of the new strategy, he became livid.  They  couldn’t  just  kill  these  people.  They  were  sick,  under another’s control, and not responsible for their actions. She tried to get  him  to  see  it  her  way  more  than  once,  citing  the  need  to  be proactive to ensure public safety. 

He  didn’t  see  her  point  at  all.  It  seemed  to  be  reactive  and  not proactive to shoot first and ask questions later. The police should be focusing  on  tracking  Artur  down.  He  was  the  true  enemy.  Jaz understood his frustration but for the time being she had advised the city to take this course of action and James was going along with it. 

Dean  thought  it  was  wrong  and  decided  to  take  action  on  his  end with  the  other  Station  U  paramedics  to  try  and  stop  the  violence before it started by getting to the scenes ahead of the QRT squads. 

It had meant that Dean was taking as much overtime as he could, working nearly every night shift because, if he could get there first, he could sever the connection between Artur and his victims. Dean didn’t  know  where  he  came  by  this  new  power  or  even  how  it worked,  but  he  was  determined  to  use  it  to  save  as  many  lives  as possible. 

The  current  call  had  come  in  reporting  a  behavioral  emergency with  the  agitated  individual  attacking  bystanders  at  a  convenience store.  He  was  riding  with  Bill  tonight  since  Lynn  had  the  night  off. 

They were racing to the scene, hoping it was not another attack but worried that it was. The QRT had been dispatched, too, so they had little time to spare. Guns and a police sniper bullet to the head were not the solution to a person with mental illness or suffering from mind control. 

The ambulance arrived on the scene, pulling into the parking lot of  the  Quik-Mart.  Dean  was  pleased  to  see  no  other  flashing  lights evident on the scene, which meant they were the first ones there. He could see people running out of the front doors of the convenience store and knew the problem was still located inside and contained for the time being. The police and the QRT hunter squad couldn’t be too far  away,  so  he  and  Bill  needed  to  act  fast.  Bill  was  driving,  and Dean  jumped  out  of  the  ambulance  before  it  had  even  come  to  a complete stop. A definite no-no, but he didn’t care. A life was at risk here. 

Grabbing his trauma and med bags from their compartments on his  side  of  the  ambulance,  Dean  jogged  to  the  front  doors  of  the store and looked through the glass. He was not prepared for what he saw. 

Inside the store was a partially decayed human form, wearing a black  overcoat  and  shuffling  back  and  forth  in  front  of  the  counter. 

The creature couldn’t move very far because of the cloth wrappings that had unraveled and tangled around its feet and legs. Dean didn’t know what to make of it at first. 

Bill  came  jogging  over  with  the  cot  and  the  rest  of  the  gear.  He stopped next to Dean, looking inside. 

“Bill,  you’ve  been  doing  this  longer  than  I  have,”  Dean  said. 

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” 

“This  is  a  new  one  to  me.”  The  older  paramedic  looked  around and then pointed across the street. “But if it walks like a mummy and looks like a mummy, maybe it’s a — well…” 

Dean  followed  his  partner’s  gaze  and  pointing  finger  to  see  the Elk  City  Municipal  Museum.  There  was  a  banner  hanging  over  the front  entrance,  lit  by  the  building’s  floodlights.  It  read  “Wonders  of Egypt”  across  the  vinyl  sign.  Dean  turned  and  looked  back  at  the creature  in  the  convenience  store.  It  had  fallen  over  and  was struggling to rise to its feet amidst the tangling strips of cloth. 

“Come  on,”  Dean  said.  “The  QRT  will  be  here  any  minute.  We need to get our mummy into the back of the ambulance before they arrive and start shooting up the place.” 

Entering the convenience store, Dean approached the struggling mummy and talked to it in a soothing voice. 

“I’m Dean Flynn. I’m a paramedic from the local station. I’m here to help you.” 

The mummy stopped struggling and stared up at him with open black eye sockets. Dean cleared his throat and tried something else. 

“Uh, I don’t know if you understand me or speak English.” 

“Of  course  I  speak  English.  What  else  would  I  speak?”  The rasping voice asked. There was a slight British accent and a hint of something else there, but the English was excellent otherwise. 

“Oh, good. Well, how about we help you get yourself wrapped up again?”  Dean  and  Bill  came  forward  and  lifted  the  mummy  to  his feet. Bill rolled the cot over, and they helped the ancient corpse sit on the edge and then lay back in a semi-seated position. Dean scooped the loose wrappings off the floor and laid them on the mummy’s lap. 

“Is there a reason you can’t re-wrap me here. I really need to get back to the exhibit before the guard notices I’m missing.” 

Dean started pulling the stretcher outside and to the ambulance while he answered. “There’ve been some issues lately with undead

Unusuals  attacking  humans.  We  thought  that  was  what  you  were before we got here.” 

“I wouldn’t attack people. I love getting to see new people in my travels.” 

“Well,  the  local  human  authorities  are  a  bit  strained  because  of the  attacks.  There’s  an  armed  police  team  set  up  to  neutralize  any threats. That includes you.” 

“Whoa,  neutralize?  I  know  what  that  means.  Why  would  they shoot me? All I wanted to do was to try the cherry slushy. I could see the  sign  advertising  it  from  the  window  at  the  museum,  and  it intrigued me. I thought I could come over and get a taste and still get back before anyone would notice me missing. I put on a coat I found outside the security guard’s break room so I’d be mostly dressed.” 

Dean shook his head. This wasn’t an attack at all, just a case of mistaken identity from the dispatchers. “Let us get you hidden in the back  of  the  ambulance  and  then  we  can  help  you  get  yourself situated and back over to the museum.” 

They had just closed the doors on the ambulance when the first police van pulled up, and armed SWAT team members unloaded and swarmed  into  the  convenience  store.  Dean  turned  and  looked through  the  back  windows  of  the  ambulance  to  see  Bill  starting  to replace the cloth wrappings around the mummy’s legs and torso. His attention was drawn back to the front of the convenience store by a shout  from  one  of  the  officers  there.  He  saw  a  person  who  must have  been  the  store  clerk  standing  next  to  one  of  the  black-clad officers. The clerk pointed to Dean, gesturing wildly while he talked. 

The  officers  all  turned  and  looked  his  way.  He  couldn’t  think  of anything else to do, so he waved and shot them a big, toothy grin. 

One of the officers waved back until another QRT member smacked him  across  the  back  of  his  head.  The  leader  of  the  team  said something  to  the  clerk,  and  then  the  group  of  heavily  armed policemen crossed the parking lot to where Dean was standing. 

“Flynn, do you have our suspect in the back of that ambulance?” 

Dean  recognized  the  voice  as  that  of  Officer  Craig  Hamm  from the  police  department’s  own  Station  U  unit.  He  waited  until  the officers came closer to answer. 

“Hey,  Craig.  I  think  we’ve  got  a  case  of  mistaken  identity  here. 

This wasn’t one of our attacks at all, just a hungry mummy with the munchies. He’s in the back getting wrapped up again.” 

Craig  came  over  and  looked  past  Dean  into  the  back  of  the ambulance.  The  officer  shook  his  head  and  glanced  back  at  Dean then turned to his SWAT team. 

“Stand down.” 

The weapons were lowered, and the police officers turned to go back to their van. 

Craig Hamm turned back to Dean. 

“You guys have to be more careful. You’re supposed to stage and wait for us.” 

“I had a hunch.” 

“A hunch?” Craig said, his voice rising in volume and pitch. “You can’t go rushing into a situation like this because of a hunch.” 

Dean hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the ambulance. “This guy  had  nothing  to  do  with  any  attacks  and  didn’t  deserve  to  be potentially  shot  by  you  guys  before  he  had  a  chance  to  explain himself. I would have thought you all would be thankful not to have to shoot anyone.” 

“It  doesn’t  matter  what  happened  here  or  didn’t  happen  here. 

This isn’t how the response is supposed to go, and I’m going to have to file a report about this. You all are supposed to stage first and let us come in ahead of you. That’s protocol.” 

“I’ve been in trouble before,” Dean replied with a shrug. “I’ll be in trouble again. In the end, I can live with myself when I’m doing what is right and saving people’s lives.” 

“We’ll  see  about  that.”  Craig  turned  back  to  the  few  of  his  team members  who  were  still  standing  around.  They  were  starting  to grumble  among  themselves.  “Come  on  guys,  let’s  get  back  to  the station. This was a false alarm.” 

Dean  waited  until  the  officers  loaded  back  into  their  police  van and left the convenience store parking lot before he opened the back of  the  ambulance  and  checked  on  Bill’s  progress  with  their  patient. 

The other paramedic was just finishing up securing the final strip of cloth. Bill looked at Dean with a big grin. 

“Perfect timing, Dean. As you can see, I’m just wrapping up.” 

Both Dean and their mummified patient groaned at the pun. 

Bill laughed and introduced Dean to the patient. 

“Dean, meet his royal highness Prince Ahmat of the royal house of Egypt.” 

“Ahmat  is  just  fine,  Paramedic  Bill.  I  thank  you,  both  for  your understanding and assistance. Perhaps I can offer some assistance to you at some time in the future.” 

“All in a day’s work, Ahmat,” Dean said. “No need to do anything special.” 

“What  was  all  that  commotion  with  the  officers  about?”  Ahmat asked. 

Dean explained about the recent attacks around the city. “When the description came in about you in the store, I think the dispatchers assumed it was another zombie attack.” 

“I’m no zombie,” Ahmat said. He sounded indignant. “I’m a proud example of my nation’s heritage. I travel around to talk with museum curators  and  historians,  demonstrating  how  mummies  were  made back in the day and how to spot fakes.” 

“Like I told them out there. I had a hunch you weren’t one of the attackers when we got here. I’m glad I was right. Now, if we can just find the location of the person orchestrating all the attacks.” 

“How are they controlling the zombies?” Ahmet asked. “That kind of thing takes a great deal of power.” 

“We think it’s through the use of a relic called the Finger of Azrial. 

It belonged to an Eldara once upon a time. Now an ancient vampire with  a  grudge  is  using  it  to  try  and  raise  an  army  of  undead  in  the city, and we can’t find him to stop it.” 

“Hmmm,  I  used  to  know  a  high  priest  who  used  a  locator incantation  based  on  a  pyramid’s  natural  focusing  ability,  locating powerful magic used in the city of Alexandria.” 

“Wow,  that  would  be  something  we  could  use  in  a  situation  like this. Too bad he isn’t a mummy, too.” Dean responded. 

“Oh, he is,” Ahmet said. “I’ll have to see if I can track him down. 

He  might  be  able  to  tell  me  how  to  cast  the  spell  in  the  simulated

pyramid  they  have  me  living  in  while  at  the  museum.  How  can  I reach you if I figure this out for you?” 

Dean  fished  a  piece  of  paper  out  of  his  pocket  and  wrote  his name and number down on it. He handed it to the mummy. “If you manage to get that spell, we could stop this whole thing and find the vampire behind it all.” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Ahmet said taking the paper and tucking it into  a  fold  in  his  wrappings.  “Well,  I  think  I’ve  caused  enough excitement  for  the  night.  Can  you  drive  me  over  to  the  museum’s back lot? I can get back inside that way past the guard station.” 

“Sure,”  Dean  said.  He  climbed  out  while  Bill  buckled  their passenger  into  the  back  seat  for  safety.  A  few  minutes  later  they were  backing  up  to  the  museum  loading  dock  and  unloading  their royal passenger. Dean leaned out his window and waived goodbye as their patient shambled back into the museum. He waited until Bill climbed  back  into  the  front  seat  and  then  pulled  away.  They  both could check off a Station U bucket list item tonight. Neither of them had ever met a real-life mummy before. They both laughed as they drove back to the station. The other paramedics were going to be so jealous. 

15

B  



of his shift, Dean was exhausted. He could barely keep his eyes open on the way home from work and was looking forward to doing nothing but grabbing a quick bite to eat and going straight to bed.  He  was  in  the  process  of  making  a  peanut  butter  sandwich when  Jaz  called.  Dean  picked  up  the  phone  and  opened  it  in speaker mode so he could keep working on his dinner. 

“Hey, Jaz. What’s up?” 

“Dean, you’re off work, right?” 

“Uh, yeah,” Dean replied. “I’m home and making a snack before bed. I’m totally exhausted.” 

“Great,  but  no  time  for  sleep.  I  need  your  help.  I’m  on  my  way over there now. I’ll explain after I pick you up.” 

Dean started to complain and ask for more information, but she’d already cut the connection. It took him a moment to process what to do next. He was standing there in shorts and a T-shirt, ready for bed. 

His  sandwich  was  half-made,  and  he  was  apparently  supposed  to head off on some secret mission in a few minutes. Dean shook his head and went into his bedroom to shower and change his clothes into something more appropriate for going out again. He hoped the shower woke him up a little bit. 

He  was  out  of  the  shower  and  finished  making  his  sandwich fifteen minutes later. Dean was taking his first bite of the snack when he heard a car’s horn honking outside, and a text message lit up his

phone. Jaz was here. Well, that was fast, he thought. Even though he was tired, he was looking forward to seeing Jaz again and was a little  intrigued  about  what  she  had  going  on  that  needed  his immediate attention. Grabbing the rest of his sandwich and his keys, Dean  headed  out  of  his  apartment  over  his  landlord’s  garage  and headed down to the street. 

Jaz was pulled up in front of the driveway in one of the Errington Security unmarked black SUVs. He heard the door locks disengage as  he  approached  and  he  pulled  open  the  passenger  door  and climbed into the front seat. Jaz was in her black tactical outfit with a web harness over a black T-shirt. She had a black Errington logo ball cap on with her blonde ponytail pulled through the back. She was in assault mode. Dean felt overdressed in his khakis and a navy blue polo shirt. 

“Geeze, Jaz, you look like you’re going to war.” 

“Not sure what we’re running into on this one, Dean. Better to be prepared than caught flat-footed.” 

She  gunned  the  engine  and  pulled  out  into  the  street,  heading west into the city. Dean hurried to put on his seat belt while she sped down the street and headed for the highway. 

“What’s  the  hurry?  Do  we  need  to  call  in  to  dispatch  for  some help?” 

Jaz  shook  her  head.  “No,  this  is  a  private  job.  I  thought  I  might need your input, though. Besides, you’re always saying we need to hang out more together.” She shot him a glance and a broad smile. 

Dean had to admit she looked good, even in her work clothes. He had said they should spend more time around each other. While he hadn’t necessarily meant more time doing work-related things, Dean guessed this was as good as it was going to get for a while given the crisis nature of things right now. He pushed his tiredness down and sat up in the seat and paid attention to where they were going. 

Jaz  was  heading  out  towards  the  coastal  region  on  Elk  City’s outskirts. That could mean the marinas and harbor area, or it could mean some of the more expensive waterfront properties kept by the area’s  wealthiest  citizens.  It  turned  out  to  be  the  latter  as  they

passed  the  exit  for  the  harbor  and  turned  off  the  expressway  and headed out onto Elk Point where all the rich folks lived. 

“You  said  this  is  a  private  job.  Are  we  headed  to  one  of  your client’s homes?” 

“One  of  my  former  clients,  actually,”  Jaz  replied.  “Max  Herron used to be one of our best local clients. He has business interests all over  the  country,  and  we  used  to  provide  all  of  his  security.  That changed with the current situation. Between the death of my father and the onset of what looks like a zombie apocalypse, Max decided to look elsewhere for his personal security needs.” 

“So we’re headed out to try and win him back?” 

“Not exactly,” Jaz explained. “He’s having some sort of issue with his new security boss and called me to come and fix it. I’m not sure what the issue is exactly. He wouldn’t tell me over the phone. I didn’t have any of my regular security backup available to come along, so I called you.” 

“Why me?” Dean asked. “I’m not even armed, and I don’t want to be.” 

“You’re better at this than you realize. You think quickly on the fly, and something tells me that there’s an Unusual side to this problem. 

Something  in  the  way  Max  skirted  my  questions  about  who  he’d hired.” 

Jaz pulled the SUV up to the gate blocking access to a long, tree-lined drive. Dean could see a huge mansion in the distance, set right on  the  water.  Jaz  pulled  up  to  a  speaker  box  next  to  the  entrance and pressed a button. They waited for a few minutes, and then she pressed it again. Still no answer. 

Taking her phone out, Jaz was tapping a message into her phone when  the  unmistakable  sound  of  two  gunshots  sounded  from  the direction  of  the  house.  Jaz  shoved  the  phone  back  into  a  cradle mounted on her harness and dug in her pocket until she produced a keycard.  She  reached  out  and  swiped  it  through  the  reader  in  the speaker box and looked to the gate. She sighed in relief as the gate swung inward. 

“We  installed  this  system,  and  we  had  a  backdoor  master  key installed  so  we  can  always  gain  access,”  Jaz  said,  putting  the

magnetic card back in her pocket. “I guess Max never had his new security head change the locks. Good for us, though. Hang on.” 

Dean was pressed backward into his seat as she gunned the big eight-cylinder engine in the SUV to full speed and raced up the long, winding  driveway  towards  the  mansion.  They  pulled  around  to  the side of the large home next to a detached garage big enough for six or more cars. More gunshots sounded from the rear of the home on the waterfront side. 

“Dean, grab the emergency first aid bag from the back. It has all the  normal  supplies  you  might  need  plus  a  few  extras  I  threw  in when I figured you were coming along.” 

Jaz jumped out of the car, pausing only long enough to grab her katana  and  slide  the  sword  scabbard  over  one  shoulder  into  the loops  set  in  the  back  of  her  harness  to  hold  it.  Then  she  drew  her pistol and ran for the corner of the house. Dean opened the rear lift gate and found the first aid trauma bag in the back amidst the other assorted cases and supplies she usually kept back there. He jogged over to join Jaz at the side of the house. 

She was peeking around the corner to see where the shots had come  from.  He  leaned  out  to  look  as  well.  When  he  did,  he  saw  a man and woman running across the lawn, pursued by a group of five or  six  zombies.  The  man  was  holding  a  revolver  and  was  trying  to reload on the run, something Dean thought was probably impossible since the man was dropping the bullets as fast as he could pull them from his pocket. 

Jaz cursed aloud and started running after the man and woman. 

Dean  followed,  figuring  it  was  better  to  stay  close  to  his  armed companion  in  case  there  were  more  rampaging  zombies  around. 

The  man  and  woman  ran  down  to  the  water  and  into  some  sort  of boathouse there. They slammed the door shut behind them just as the first of the zombies reached the building. The creature bashed at the  glass  window  set  in  the  top  half  of  the  door,  breaking  it  inward and  started  climbing  inside.  Dean  could  hear  shouts  and  screams coming from the boathouse’s interior. 

His  partner  assumed  a  shooting  position  and  with  a  quick succession  of  double-tap  shots,  dropped  each  of  the  zombies

clustered  around  the  entrance  to  the  boathouse.  Dean  was  taken aback  by  her  ferocity.  These  zombies  were  likely  under  Artur’s control and not responsible for their actions. They didn’t deserve to die  like  this.  Still,  as  he  considered  the  current  situation,  it  might have  been  the  only  option.  There  was  still  screaming  coming  from inside, and Dean knew at least one of the zombies had made it into the building. 

He  and  Jaz  ran  up  to  the  door  and  looked  inside  through  the broken window. The man and woman were backed into a corner, and he  was  fending  off  the  zombie  with  an  oar,  pressing  the  blade  end against  the  creature’s  chest,  holding  it  at  bay.  Jaz  stopped  to  take another shot, but Dean placed a hand on her arm. 

“There’s only one. Let me try something first. Cover me, though, in case it doesn’t work.” 

Jaz started to protest but stopped and stepped back so he could open the door and enter. Dean reached around through the broken window and unlocked the door, swinging it open and walking inside. 

The  man  and  woman  looked  his  way  and  shouted  for  help.  Dean cringed  as  the  zombie  noticed  their  shift  in  attention  and  turned  to see him sneaking up behind it. The zombie was a woman, dressed in a maid’s uniform of some sort. Dean held out a hand and tried to talk to her. 

“Ma’am, I’m Dean Flynn. I’m a paramedic, and I just want to help stop whatever is controlling you. I’m going to come closer and try to help you, alright?” 

The zombie woman seemed confused by something. She snarled at him, not saying anything intelligible he could understand, but she didn’t advance on him either. Dean took a step forward extending his hand  forward,  palm  out.  He  was  trying  to  do  something  he’d  never consciously tried before. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but he didn’t want  this  woman  to  go  the  way  of  the  other  zombies  outside  if  he could help it. 

He  took  a  step  and  then  another  until  he  was  at  arms’  length away  from  the  woman.  She  had  still  not  attacked  him,  though  she seemed  to  be  struggling  against  some  internal  control.  He  reached

out  and  placed  his  hand  on  her  forehead  while  he  said  a  quick prayer for help. 

The instantaneous effect was evident as she stopped her guttural snarling and stood up a bit straighter. From Dean’s side of things, he got  the  same  glimpse  into  the  mind  of  the  person  controlling  the zombie woman as he did when he touched Brynne in the same way. 

This  time,  he  didn’t  see  Artur,  though.  This  time  he  was  looking  at another  woman.  He  looked  up  in  alarm  and  pointed  at  the  woman standing next to the man in the corner. 

“You. You’re the one who turned this poor woman into this form.” 

Dean shouted to Jaz. “She’s the one behind all these zombies. She turned them but lost control, and they started attacking her.” 

Dean  wasn’t  sure  how  he  knew  all  this  exactly,  but  it  was  as evident as it could be to him through the connection he had through the  zombie  maid.  He  didn’t  want  to  let  go  right  away  for  fear  she’d revert to her previous feral state. Looking to Jaz, now walking up to stand next to him, he asked for her advice. 

“Jaz, I’ve got control of this woman, but I’m not sure what to do next. That one might still have a way of controlling her.” He pointed to  the  woman  in  the  corner.  She  wore  a  Caribbean  print  dress  and head wrap. She had a necklace of large crystals and had somehow managed to keep her heels on her feet despite the rapid flight down from the main house to the boathouse. 

The woman gave Dean a defiant look while the man next to her looked at her in horror. Jaz pointed her semi-automatic pistol at the woman while she talked to the gentleman standing next to her. 

“Max, be a dear and take two steps to the right,” Jaz said. “I want to make sure I have a clear shot in case your friend tries anything.” 

Max  did  as  he  was  told.  He  still  stared  at  the  woman  standing next to him with a shocked expression plastered on his face. 

“I  assume  you’re  the  new  security  consultant  he  hired  when  he fired us?” Jaz asked. 

The defiant woman lifted her chin in defiance as she answered. “I am Sephrina, and I’m a high priestess of the islands. I’m not afraid of you.” 

Jaz laughed. “You should be. I don’t take kindly to those who try to cheat old family friends, even ones who try and dump us when we need them the most.” 

Dean  saw  Max  wince  at  that  last  remark  directed  at  him.  Jaz could lay it on thick when she wanted to. 

“Jaz,”  Max  spluttered.  “I’m  sorry.  I  didn’t  think  you  would  get Errington  back  up  and  running  so  quickly  and  then  all  this  zombie nonsense started. Sephrina approached me and told me she could control zombies if any attacked. Then I started noticing things were going  missing  from  my  home.  That’s  why  I  called  you.  When  I confronted her with my suspicions, we were attacked by my staff; all turned into zombies.” 

“It  was  all  part  of  her  plan  from  the  start,  right  Sephrina?”  Jaz asked. The voodoo priestess didn’t answer. Jaz continued. “She was going to exert her control over the ‘attacking’ zombies just in time to ensure  you’d  stay  on  her  side  and  keep  on  paying  her  for  services she created the need for.” 

“Something  went  wrong,  though,  and  Sephrina  couldn’t  control them on her own. There’s something else controlling zombies in Elk City that’s more powerful than she is and it took over. That’s why you both had to run.” 

“I would have wrested back control in time,” Sephrina challenged. 

“I just needed to adjust my spell some.” 

“There’ll  be  no  more  spells  today,”  Jaz  said.  “You’re  going  to answer  for  your  crimes  here.  Then,  if  and  when  you  resolve  your legal  troubles  in  Elk  City,  you’re  going  to  leave  this  town  and  stay away  from  it  and  my  friends.”  Jaz  took  out  her  cell  phone  and snapped a photo of the woman. “I have your picture on file now, and I’ll  be  forwarding  it  to  all  my  satellite  offices  as  well  as  to  the  local and  federal  authorities.  If  you  try  something  like  this  again,  we’ll know about it, and the next time, I can’t say I’ll be as forgiving.” 

Sephrina started to say something but at the last minute clapped her mouth shut and nodded. Jaz seemed satisfied. She looked back at Dean. 

“You  can  let  go  of  her  now.  She’s  out  from  under  anyone’s control, for the time being, I think.” 

Dean looked at the maid and took his hand away, ready to jump back if she lunged at him. The zombie woman blinked once or twice and then looked around in surprise. 

“How  did  I  get  out  here?”  She  spotted  Max  in  the  corner.  “Mr. 

Herron, sir, what happened to me?” 

“Maria, you’re going to be alright,” Max assured the woman. “I’m going to make sure to take good care of you. I promise.” 

T



with  Max  Herron  resolved  as  they  wandered  back up to the house. There was the problem of the bodies involved. The rest of the household staff was dead. Jaz made a few calls and said her  security  clean  up  team  would  come  in  and  take  care  of  the bodies. It was a service they provided for their wealthiest clients, and Max was definitely an Errington client again. He’d written Jaz a huge retainer check as soon as he got back to the main house. 

Jaz had handcuffed Sephrina and put her in the SUV. She would answer  for  the  deaths  here  at  the  estate.  The  Errington  teams  on loan  to  Elk  City  were  acting  as  deputies  of  local  law  enforcement during  the  current  emergency  situation.  They  could  take  the  report and turn it in following their arrest of the voodoo priestess. 

As  they  went  out  and  got  ready  to  turn  Sephrina  over  to  the security  team  that  had  just  shown  up,  she  stopped  and  looked  at Dean. 

“You  are  special,  Dean  Flynn.  May  I  do  a  reading  of  you?” 

Sephrina asked. 

Dean looked at Jaz who shrugged. It was up to him. 

“Sure, I guess so.” 

“Please remove the handcuffs.” 

Jazz  stepped  up  and  took  off  the  cuffs.  Sephrina  rubbed  her wrists  for  a  moment  and  then  reached  into  a  fold  in  her  dress  and took out a small deck of tarot cards. She shuffled the deck and then held the cards out in a fan shape to him. 

“Take a card.” 

Dean paused and then reached out, pulling a card from the deck fanned  in  front  of  him.  Turning  it  over,  Dean  saw  a  round  shape. 

There  were  symbols  written  at  different  positions  spaced  along  the outside edge of the wheel. 

“Show me the card.” 

Dean turned the card and showed it to her. Sephrina sucked in a sharp breath muttering a single word in a quiet voice. 

“Nephilim.” 

“What?”  He  turned  the  card  over  in  his  hand  and  looked  at  the face of it again. He didn’t see anything that made any sense to him. 

“What did you see?” 

“Nothing,  I’m  sorry,”  Sephrina  said,  though  something  clearly shook her. “Sometimes the cards have nothing to say.” She held out the deck to him, and he replaced the card in it. 

Sephrina  hastily  shuffled  the  deck  again  before  putting  it  back where she’d gotten it. Placing her hands behind her back, she waited for Jaz to put the cuffs on her again. She didn’t look at Dean again or say anything else no matter how many times he asked her to explain herself. 

Jaz stepped forward and re-cuffed the woman, but her eyes were on Dean. There was a puzzled expression on her face as she led the woman away to turn her over to the security team. 

Dean  pulled  out  his  phone  and  tried  to  look  up  Tarot  card descriptions on his phone. He tried to remember the word Sephrina had  said  but  she  had  been  so  quiet  he  couldn’t  quite  remember  it clearly.  He  did  find  the  card  he’d  pulled  from  the  deck.  It  was  one known  as  the  wheel  of  fortune  card.  It  was  supposed  to  signify change, destiny, life cycles or a turning point in life. 

Well,  given  how  fast  his  life  shifted  of  late,  he  wasn’t  surprised, though he didn’t put much stock in things like fortune tellers and tarot cards. He was a scientist at heart, after all. Dean shrugged and put his phone away while he followed Jaz back to the SUV. 
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late by the time Jaz dropped him back off at his apartment. 

Dean was exhausted by the long day at work, followed by the side job with Jaz, and he looked forward to getting in bed and grabbing some much-needed sack time. Dean got in bed and closed his eyes, expecting a long, uneventful night ahead of him. It was not meant to be, though. Just as he was drifting off, the phone on the nightstand rang, startling him out of the early stages of sleep. 

Dean  reached  for  the  phone  and  considered  shutting  it  off  and ignoring  the  call.  He  looked  at  the  screen.  The  caller’s  name  read

“Gibbie.” Dean sighed and tapped on the call to answer. 

“Dean,  thank  God  you  picked  up.  You’ve  got  to  help  me.  She’s gone berserk, and I don’t know what to do to stop her.” 

Dean  sat  up  and  tried  to  clear  his  head  as  he  processed  the words from the frantic voice on the other end of the phone. Gibson Proctor, or Gibbie, was a local character in the Unusual community. 

He  was  a  slightly  overweight,  middle-aged  vampire  who  always seemed to find his way into trouble of one sort or another. 

“Gibbie,  you  know  better  than  to  call  me  at  home  when something like this happens. Call nine-one-one. Barry and Lynn are on tonight. They’ll be able to help you.” 

“I did call them. She’s got them cornered in a utility closet, and I think she bit Barry.” 

That woke Dean up right away. 

“Wait, tell me what happened. She bit Barry, you said?” 

“Just get over to the Metroplex on Route 40. I’ll explain when you get here.” 

Dean  looked  at  his  watch.  It  was  close  to  midnight.  The  movie theater complex was known for their late-night screenings of current movies popular with the humans of Elk City. Members of the Unusual nocturnal community had taken to attending them as well, adopting the theater as a place to let their hair down and be themselves. 

Pulling  on  his  clothes  but  taking  the  time  to  grab  his  fire department  ID  badge  in  case  he  needed  to  get  past  anyone  to  get inside,  Dean  rushed  out  and  jumped  in  his  pickup  truck.  Racing through  the  late-night  deserted  streets,  he  made  good  time  and pulled  into  the  Metroplex  parking  lot  seven  minutes  later.  The presence of numerous police lights amidst other emergency vehicles told Dean that the quick response team had shown up. That wasn’t good if Gibbie’s girlfriend was still out of control. 

He parked at the edge of the cordoned-off area and walked up to a police officer standing near the entrance to the theater’s lobby. The officer held up a hand to stop him from entering. Dean decided to try and bluff his way past since he didn’t recognize the policeman. 

“I’m with Station U and we have two paramedics in there,” Dean said showing his photo ID badge with the fire department logo on it. 

“What’s the situation?” 

The  officer  shrugged  as  he  looked  scanned  the  badge  with  his eyes. “I’m not sure what’s going on exactly, I got here and was told to keep people outside. Some sort of disturbance with a violent patron from what I’ve heard.” 

Dean  nodded  and  started  to  walk  past,  reaching  for  one  of  the doors. 

“Hey, why aren’t you in uniform?” 

Dean gave the honest answer to the question. “I was called out of bed, and this was all I had that was clean. I was supposed to be off-duty and asleep until this came up.” 

The  officer  snorted.  “Yeah,  sometimes  you  can’t  catch  a  break. 

Go on inside.” 

Dean  smiled  and  pulled  open  the  door,  walking  inside.  He  was going to have to think fast. He wouldn’t be able to fast-talk someone from  the  QRT.  They  would  know  he  wasn’t  there  in  any  official capacity. 

Once inside the lobby, Dean looked around, searching for options on where to go next. There was a crowd of police and what looked like  theater  managers  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  lobby.  He’d  stay away from them. He just needed to find Gibbie. 

A sound drew his attention away from the crowd near the snack bar. 

“Psssst. Dean. Over here.” 

Dean  searched  for  the  source  of  the  voice  and  found  Gibbie peering  around  a  door  marked  “Staff  Only.”  He  glanced  around  to make  sure  no  one  was  paying  attention  to  him  and  moved  over  to the door. Gibbie held it open long enough Dean to enter and pulled it shut behind them. 

“Come  on.”  Gibbie  led  him  up  a  set  of  stairs  to  a  long  hallway. 

There  were  metal  utility  shelves  along  one  side  of  the  hallway holding cardboard boxes of cups and lids and other supplies for the snack  bar  downstairs.  The  other  side  was  lined  with  a  series  of numbered doors. 

“Where are we?” Dean asked. 

“This  is  the  projectionist’s  access  hallway.  Each  of  these  rooms corresponds  to  the  individual  theaters  below.  The  police  haven’t looked up here yet.” 

“That just means the police will be up here soon, Gibbie. They’re going to lock this place down.” 

“I know. That’s why we have to hurry. Come on.” 

The  portly  vampire  gestured  to  Dean  to  follow  as  he  took  off down the long hallway at a jog. Dean had no choice but to follow him if he wanted to avoid getting kicked out of the building by the police before he had a chance to help out. 

They  came  to  a  stop  at  the  end  of  the  hallway  and  entered  the door marked with the number twelve. Inside Dean saw a projector. It was smaller than he expected but then he realized it was digital and didn’t need to be big enough to house a giant film reel like they used

to  use.  Gibbie  had  opened  a  small  metal  door  in  the  wall.  The opening was tiny, barely two feet across. 

“What’s that for?” 

“It’s a utility access point,” Gibbie said. “I used to date the former projectionist. She was big time Emo and loved to bring me up here to fool around during the horror films showing at the time. She told me that  through  this  access  door,  you  could  get  anywhere  in  the building. There’s a similar opening in the utility room Evie is holed up in with Barry and Lynn. It’s the only other way in there besides the door.” 

“Wait,”  Dean  stopped  the  vampire  by  holding  up  his  hands  in protest.  “You  want  me  to  climb  in  there  and  find  my  way  to  where your girlfriend is holding my friends hostage?” 

“Well, I can’t fit through that hole. That’s for sure.” Gibbie grabbed a double handful of his gut for emphasis. 

“What am I supposed to do when I get there?” 

“I don’t know. You’ll think of something. She’s not a bad person. 

For  some  reason,  she  just  started  freaking  out  in  the  theater  and tried to bite a bunch of people. I don’t know why. It was like she was under  another  person’s  control  or  something.  I  called  nine-one-one and Barry and Lynn showed up. She grabbed them and pulled them into the closet. That’s the last time I’ve seen them.” 

Dean’s radar was tweaked by something he heard Gibbie say. He said, “she was under another person’s control.” Dean looked around and realized that a crowded, dark theater would be a perfect place for an attack from Artur’s standpoint. It might be he could break the connection  to  the  vampire  lord  like  he  did  with  Brynne  if  that  was what  was  going  on  here.  It  could  be  something  else  entirely.  Dean shook his head. 

“I  don’t  know  Gibbie.  I  might  be  able  to  help,  but  she  could  be having  a  normal  medical  or  psychological  emergency.  There  might be nothing I can do.” 

“Dean, you have to try.” 

Gibbie’s last words sounded desperate. Dean knew this was the only  option  for  a  quick  fix  without  waiting  for  the  police  to  try  to negotiate  their  way  inside.  They’d  run  out  of  patience,  though,  and

eventually, they’d just break in. Who knew who would get hurt in the process of neutralizing the threat in the utility room? 

“Alright, I’ll do it,” Dean said. 

Gibbie clapped with delight. 

“You said her name is Evie?” Dean asked as he shrugged off his jacket. “What else can you tell me about her?” 

“She  is  a  relatively  new  vampire.  She’s  only  been  turned  about twenty  years  or  so.  She  is  super  gentle.  She  works  at  an  all-night emergency  veterinary  hospital  taking  care  of  sick  pets.  I  know  she didn’t mean to hurt anyone, Dean. You have to help her.” 

“I have to help my friends first. I’ll try and help Evie along the way if I can.” 

Dean  leaned  down  and  looked  through  the  narrow  opening behind  the  access  door.  There  was  not  a  lot  of  room  in  there.  He could see pipes and a narrow access ladder that would allow him to descend  inside  the  wall  to  the  ground  floor  where  the  utility  room was located, he presumed. 

“You’re sure this leads to the utility room?” Dean asked. 

“Yeah. My old girlfriend told me these were the only two places to get into the crawl space.” 

Dean took the pocket flashlight he always carried on him. Its LED

lamp was surprisingly bright for the size. It would provide him plenty of light along the way. Getting down on his hands and knees, Dean placed  the  penlight  in  his  mouth  to  hold  it  until  he  climbed  through the opening. As he was climbing inside, he heard loud voices from the  hallway  outside  the  projection  room.  He  hurried  to  get  through the opening and barely pulled his feet through before Gibbie pushed the  access  door  closed.  Suddenly,  there  was  no  light  but  what shined from the penlight in his mouth. 

Perched  on  the  narrow  ladder,  Dean  looked  around  to  get  his bearings  before  he  started  down.  He  could  hear  a  police  officer begin to question Gibbie from the opposite side of the utility access door.  The  voices  soon  faded,  though,  as  he  climbed  down  to  the ground floor level. He stepped off the ladder and looked around. He could see the passage leading off in both directions and he tried to

get his bearings. The utility room should be to the left, he decided, so he headed in that direction. 

The utility access space was narrow and he had to turn sideways to go past the pipes and conduits running from the floor to the ceiling high  above.  Soon  he  reached  a  section  where  there  was  another small panel in the wall near his knees. Dean crouched so he could examine the access door from this side. There was a handle that he presumed  would  unlatch  it.  It  looked  like  the  door  opened  into  the room on the other side so he’d be hard pressed to sneak through or even open it much to try and look around without being noticed. 

Dean leaned forward and pressed an ear to the cool metal of the door panel. He could hear voices on the other side. One was Lynn’s. 

“You  need  to  let  me  check  my  friend  out,  Evie.  You  have  to  let him go so I can make sure you didn’t kill him. It’s not too late to do that.” 

“I have to kill, to drink. It’s what the voice in my head is telling me to do,” said another woman’s voice. 

“No, you don’t. Listen to me,” Lynn said. “The voice in your head isn’t real. It’s someone else trying to control you and get you to do things you don’t want to do.” 

Dean was worried about Barry. He had obviously been injured by Evie, maybe seriously, judging by Lynn’s words. It was also apparent that Evie had exerted some sort of control over the voice she heard, unlike  Brynne.  It  might  have  to  do  with  being  a  vampire  longer. 

Brynne might not have had the sort of self-control yet to manage it. 

That was good news for this situation. 

Dean  took  his  phone  out  of  his  pocket  and  sent  a  brief  text message to Lynn. 

 I’   close  by  and  want  to  come  in.  Make  a  distraction.  Say  “yes”  if you understand. 

I  

a long shot but he had to try something. He just had to get close  enough  to  touch  Evie  and  break  the  hold  Artur  had  on  her. 

Dean still didn’t know how he could do what he did but it worked and that was all that mattered right now. He had to try and save Barry. 

His ear was still pressed against the metal and he heard Lynn’s voice loud and clear. 

“Yes.” 

“Yes, what?” Evie asked. 

“Yes, I want to help you. That’s all.” 

“You got some sort of message on your phone. What did it say? 

Show it to me.” 

“Sure, here you go.” 

Dean then heard some sort of scuffle begin on the other side. He decided to take advantage of the noise and pushed the access door open.  He  pushed  his  head  through  and  saw  Lynn  and  another woman  struggling  on  the  floor  over  control  of  the  cell  phone.  Barry was slumped to the floor. His head was tilted to one side and Dean could see the bloody wound on the side of his neck. He seemed to be breathing but was unconscious. 

Pulling  himself  the  rest  of  the  way  through  the  opening,  Dean scrambled  across  the  floor  as  fast  as  he  could  and  reached  out  to grab Evie’s arm. She had raised it to strike at Lynn. With her superior strength,  it  could  have  been  a  deathblow.  However,  as  soon  as  he touched her, she stopped struggling and looked around in confusion. 

Dean stood up and pulled the vampire off of Lynn. The paramedic rolled to her feet and raced across the room to tend to Barry. Dean wanted to help her but he needed to attend to Evie and make sure she  was  back  in  control  of  herself.  The  woman  was  tall  and  was what  he  would  term  big-boned  if  he  were  told  to  describe  her.  She had brown hair and striking hazel eyes. They were currently gazing at him in wonder. 

“How  did  you  do  that?”  Evie  asked  him.  “One  minute  I  had another voice in my head trying to get me to do horrible things and then next, it’s gone.” 

“It’s just a little trick I learned,” Dean said, avoiding the question. 

“How do you feel? Are you back in control of yourself?” 

“I think so.” She turned to look at where Lynn was crouched over Barry. “Oh my God. Did I do that?” Her hand flew to her mouth and Dean saw tears in her eyes. 

“You did, but it wasn’t your fault. There’s a person running around with  a  powerful  artifact  which  is  taking  control  of  people  like  you  to try and hurt humans.” 

“Did I hurt anyone else? The last thing I remember was sitting at the movie with my boyfriend. The movie was just about to start.” 

“I don’t think you hurt anyone other than Barry here. Gibbie said he held you back while the people ran out of the theater.” 

“Gibbie?” Evie looked around. “Where is he?” 

“He  couldn’t  fit  through  the  access  panel,”  Dean  pointed  to  his entry  point.  “He’s  somewhere  close  by,  though.  First,  we  need  to work on our friend. You stand here and wait while I help Lynn out.” 

“Alright.” 

Dean  crossed  over  to  where  Lynn  was  working  on  the unconscious paramedic. 

“How is he?” 

“He’s lost a lot of blood. I’ve got an IV started and fluids running but he’s going to need a transfusion and a dose of garlic extract to remove the vampire virus from his system. We need to get him to the hospital.” 

“Agreed,” Dean said. “I need to get Evie out of here and around the police cordon. If we can get her out of this room, then I can go back up the way I came and meet you from the other side.” 

“Sounds like a plan,” Lynn said nodding. “Don’t take too long.” 

“I won’t.” 

Dean turned his attention back to Evie. She was pacing back and forth in the small space scrubbing her hands together. 

“Evie,  if  I  can  get  you  out  of  here,  can  you  change  form  into something  smaller  and  get  away?  I  know  you  have  to  be  a  certain age as a vampire to do that.” 

“I can change into a bat if that’s what you mean. I hate it, though. 

I’m afraid of flying.” 

Dean  sighed.  Of  course,  she  was  afraid  of  flying.  Why  would Gibbie have a girlfriend who was a normal vampire? 

“Look, you don’t have to fly far, just far enough to hide up in the rafters of the building. If you can stay put for a while, the police will leave and then you can just walk out.” 

“I guess I can do that,” Evie agreed. 

“Good.  You  go  through  here.”  He  pointed  to  the  access  hole. 

“Hide up high and in the shadows in case the police search in there.” 

She  nodded  and  started  to  climb  through.  Dean  turned  back  to Lynn. 

“The police are going to come soon. Tell them you and Barry hid in here after the attack and you didn’t see the attacker. I’ll help Evie get away. This wasn’t her fault and I know Artur was behind it. Are you alright with that?” 

“Yeah, just hurry up with getting the police here. I’ll cover for you.” 

“Alright, I’ll be outside and can drive the ambulance once we get Barry loaded up.” 

He turned to crawl back through the opening and pulled the door shut while Lynn continued to tend to her partner. There was no sign of Evie on the other side, so he returned to the ladder and climbed back to the projection room upstairs. Gibbie was gone and there was no sign of the police either. It was time to get back downstairs and help Lynn out once the police found them. 

No  one  saw  him  as  he  returned  to  the  lobby.  The  police  had obviously cleared the upstairs access hall and didn’t expect anyone to  come  from  there.  This  time  he  clipped  his  paramedic  ID  on  his shirt and crossed to the command group. 

“I’m Dean Flynn. I came to help the paramedics on scene,” Dean announced himself. 

One  of  the  police  officers  turned  and  looked  at  him,  glancing  at his ID. 

“Good,”  the  officer  said.  “Your  team  was  holed  up  in  a  utility closet. One of them is injured. We just found them. You can go help. 

They’re going to need a stretcher.” 

“Got it,” Dean said. 

He  left  to  get  the  stretcher  from  the  ambulance;  happy  his  plan had come together. All that was left was to get Barry to the hospital and tell Gibbie where Evie was hiding. Dean let himself show a brief

smile. All things considered, this had worked out about as well as he could have hoped. 

A







, inside a car with tinted windows, Artur

watched  Dean  exit  the  building  and  walk  to  the  ambulance.  The vampire  lord  growled  a  curse  under  his  breath  then  started  the  car and pulled from the parking lot, driving off into the night. 
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on  the  woman  in  his  arms

and  stepped  away,  letting  her  near-lifeless  body  slump  to  the bedroom  floor.  He  muttered  a  curse  as  his  mind  turned  to  thinking about the meddling of the paramedic, Dean Flynn. 

“God dammit, that bastard has crossed me one too many times.” 

“I  don’t  know  why  you  let  him  get  to  you,”  Felicity  said  as  she walked away from the man’s body in the corner. She stopped next to the groaning woman on the floor. “Are you gonna finish this?” 

Artur  waved  his  hand  in  dismissal  and  Felicity  pounced  down, sinking her fangs into the woman’s shoulder with a giggle of delight. 

Artur  looked  down  at  his  protégé’s  feeding  and  marveled  again  at how easy it was to change a human from their civilized ways back to their  base  nature  as  animals  and  predators.  Felicity  had  been  a nurse and healer before she was turned into the creature wantonly feeding on his leftovers. Look at her now. He snorted a short laugh and then looked away as an idea inserted itself into his mind. 

He  needed  to  rid  himself  of  this  Flynn  character.  Somehow  the man was breaking into the connection between he and the undead he was controlling. It must be some artifact that was doing it. There was  no  way  he  had  some  innate  power  to  interfere  in  this  way.  If Artur could get his hands on that artifact and separate Flynn from the tool he was using to defeat him, then the paramedic would not be a problem for him anymore. All he needed was some leverage against

him, some way to convince Dean Flynn to give up the method of his interference. 

Artur  walked  over  to  the  bedroom  window  and  looked  out  over the small townhouse community he had taken as the location of his lair. He was careful to keep from feeding too close to home, in case there was some way for the local authorities or James Lee’s security goons to track him down. As far as the neighbors were concerned, he and Felicity were a couple who both worked night shifts. 

He  was  watching  a  young  couple  who  lived  a  few  doors  down return from a late outing. The man doted on her and opened the door for her as they walked into their home. Watching the two of them, an idea began to form in his mind. 

“Felicity,  dear,  when  you’re  done  with  that  one,  dispose  of  the bodies  in  the  usual  way  and  then  come  straight  back  here.  I  might want to have some fun when you return.” 

The female vampire looked up from her meal with a bloody smile on her face. “You’re in a good mood all of a sudden. What changed in the last two minutes?” 

“I  think  I  finally  have  a  way  to  convince  our  meddlesome paramedic to turn over his methods for breaking my controls over the undead. If it works, he’ll have to tell me how he’s doing it.” 

“Are  you  going  to  tell  me  or  keep  me  in  suspense?”  Felicity asked. 

“The  best  way  to  get  to  a  man  like  Dean  Flynn  is  to  threaten someone  he  holds  close.  For  me,  it’s  a  doubly  attractive  option because it also offers the opportunity to rid myself of the Erringtons once and for all.” 

“Oh, good. I want a chance to try my new strength on that hunter bitch. She can’t be as good as she thinks she is.” 

“You’d never last more than a few minutes against her, my dear. 

You’ve  never  faced  a  trained  hunter  before,  and  this  one  is  among the  best,”  Artur  warned  Felicity.  “No,  we’ll  have  to  be  careful  and come up with a way to trap her and keep her alive but contained long enough to convince Mr. Flynn to come to her rescue and exchange whatever magical tool he’s using to win her back.” 

“You mean you’re going to let her go once you capture her? That doesn’t make any sense, Artur.” 

“No,  of  course  not.  I  will  not  let  the  Errington  woman  go,  no matter what Mr. Flynn does. We’ll only keep her alive long enough to force him to do what we want. Then we’ll finish off them both.” 
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in on the morning of his first real day off in two weeks. 

He  rolled  over  in  bed  and  looked  at  the  clock.  It  read  eleven  AM. 

Dean  sighed.  He  was  exhausted  from  the  continual  running  and overtime from the department plus the additional time spent running down leads with James, Jaz and the rest of them. They were still no closer to narrowing their search for Artur and catching him with the relic. James said if they could prove Artur was using the relic actively against James, it would be enough to convince the Unusual powers at the federal level to take action against the rogue vampire lord. 

That was a great idea in the abstract, but it had proven difficult to do  in  reality.  Artur  was  hiding  well  in  plain  sight,  despite  several sightings on surveillance cameras after the fact, they still had no clue where he was hiding out. James had Rudy and his pack out nightly searching  the  industrial  parks  and  abandoned  warehouses  in  and around the city as they were likely hiding places. They had turned up nothing. 

Because  Dean  was  their  only  sure-fire  way  of  combatting  the undead  onslaught,  he  had  been  called  time  and  again  to  scenes where an Unusual wasn’t acting normal. Most of the time, it wasn’t Artur at all and Dean could do nothing to help. Then he’d return to the station, or home if he was off duty, and try and go back to some sort of normal routine. Jaz had noticed how stressed he had become and  made  the  executive  decision  that  he  needed  some  rest.  She

was taking him out to dinner that evening and had given both James and the local authorities strict instructions to leave him alone and let him  rest  for  a  few  days.  He  was  annoyed  at  having  to  be  rescued from  the  workload  but  also  glad  to  have  the  opportunity  to  stand down. 

Jaz called it an operational decision. She said no one could stay on the front lines with no break for weeks on end without losing their edge. It was important for him to have a real break from the action in a way that kept him from focusing on work. Her idea was for the two of  them  to  have  a  night  out  without  any  work-related  discussion. 

They’d have to talk about other things. She said it would be good for them both to talk about things that didn’t involve hunters and undead running amok. 

He had to admit; it would be nice to go out with Jaz and not worry about  such  things.  The  two  of  them  needed  to  get  to  know  each other outside of their work. It seemed like every time they would get close to a personal breakthrough, something would come up and pull them apart or force them to work together in their official capacities. 

He wanted to get to know the woman with whom he was destined to have a child and start a family. Up until now, Dean felt like they were taking  one  step  forward  in  that  direction  then  taking  two  steps backward. It was time to push things in the right direction despite the events that surrounded them. 

Dean got up and went out to the kitchen in his apartment over the landlord’s garage. He poured himself a bowl of cereal and milk then sat down on one of the barstools at the counter to eat. He had some chores to do around the house today since he had fallen behind in helping  the  elderly  couple  from  whom  he’d  rented  the  apartment. 

The  Baxter’s  were  very  nice  and  gave  him  a  break  on  his  rent  in exchange for him helping them out around the property. He had a list of things he needed to attend to before he could go out with Jaz that night. 

It was a good thing, he figured. The physical workout around the yard  would  keep  his  mind  off  of  work  problems  and  be  a  positive break for him. He finished his late breakfast, got dressed in a pair of old jeans and a T-shirt and headed downstairs to grab the tools he

needed  from  the  detached  garage’s  tool  shed.  He  had  a  hedge  to start pruning. 
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about the therapeutic nature of some work

outdoors. He felt better as soon as he started and the mood altering work  carried  him  through  the  rest  of  the  afternoon.  He  finished  up and went back to his apartment after putting his tools away to clean up.  When  he  re-emerged,  Dean  felt  refreshed  and  better  than  he’d felt in weeks. 

Mrs. Baxter was out front, working in her flower garden when he walked to his pickup. He was wearing a pair of freshly pressed khaki pants and a blue button-down shirt under his jacket. She noticed his outfit right away and commented on it. 

“You look nice, Dean. Off to a date with that pretty blonde girl I’ve seen you with lately?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Baxter. Her name is Jaz.” 

“That’s pretty. Is it short for Jasmine?” 

“No, Jaswinder. I think it’s a family name of some sort.” 

“Well,  that’s  a  lovely  name,  too.  I  hope  you  both  have  a  good time. You’ve been working so hard lately. I was telling my husband just the other day that we’ve hardly seen you at all.” 

“I know, and I also know I’ve been slacking off on the chores. I’ll finish the rest of them soon, I promise.” 

Mrs. Baxter waved him off. “Don’t you worry about all that. You’ll get to it in time. I know there’s a lot going on in the city lately that has you and your paramedic friends really busy. We’ll hold down the fort here.” 

She pointed to his truck. “You should get going. You don’t want to explain that another pretty woman made you late for your date.” 

Dean  laughed  at  her  joke  and  waved  goodbye  as  he  got  in  his truck and headed across town to pick up Jaz at her apartment. They planned  on  having  dinner  at  the  new  Sabatani’s  and  then  maybe catching a late movie. It would be fun to get away and, who knows, 

he  thought,  the  two  of  them  might  be  able  to  take  their  budding relationship  further  than  just  a  friendship  tonight.  As  far  as  he  was concerned, it might be time for that next step. 

He  parked  his  truck  out  in  front  of  Jaz’s  apartment  building  and went upstairs to pick her up. She came to the door wearing a dress, which surprised Dean. His first thought was she looked fabulous. His second  had  him  wondering  where  she  was  keeping  her  customary sidearm.  He’d  expected  her  to  wear  something  a  little  more utilitarian. He was sure she was armed in some way. 

Jaz  noticed  him  looking  her  over  and  guessed  at  what  he  was thinking. 

“Yes, I’m armed. You don’t have to search me, though. Maybe, if you’re lucky, I’ll show you where I keep my pistol.” She gave him a wink and walked past him to the elevator. 

Dean  followed  her,  his  imagination  racing  even  faster  as  he wondered both where her pistol was and, moreover, what she meant by her comment as she passed. He caught up with Jaz just as the door opened. He waited for her to enter and followed her on board. 

“You look nice,” he said in an attempt at small talk. 

“So do you,” she replied. “I figured we both needed something of a  normal  night  out  together.  We’ve  got  to  make  up  for  lost  ground, Dean. I feel like we don’t have a lot of time left to get together as a couple, so I went out today and bought this little black dress for our date tonight.” 

“So, this is a date?” 

“What would you call it?” She replied in kind. 

“Oh, it’s a date,” Dean chuckled. “I mean, we both got dressed up and all. We’re catching dinner and a movie. It has all the hallmarks of a date.” 

“Agreed.  So,  where  are  you  taking  me  for  dinner?  I  hope  it’s somewhere where this outfit won’t be out of place.” 

“I  thought  we’d  hit  Sabatani’s.  Kristof  has  rebuilt  the  restaurant, and I hear it’s fabulous.” 

“Perfect. I hope you’ll not stand on chauvinistic conventions and let me pick up the check. I know I make like four or five times what you pull in as a city employee.” 

Dean smiled at her as they walked outside to his waiting pickup truck. 

“I’m a fully liberated man of the new millennium. I’d be happy to let you spend your riches on me.” 

Dean watched as she was about to give what he was sure was a snappy reply when a white panel van pulled up and parked behind his  truck.  The  side  door  slid  open,  and  a  group  of  six  men  jumped out,  rushing  the  two  of  them.  Jaz  gave  a  yell  of  surprise  as  two  of them reached for her arms and started pulling her towards the van. 

She punched one of them in the throat and then reached under the hem of her skirt, pulling out a small semi-automatic pistol. She was about to bring it to bear on one of her attackers when another of the men jumped at her and opened his mouth to sink his fangs into her forearm. Great, Dean thought. They’re vampires. 

Jaz yelped in pain and dropped the gun, yanking her bloody arm from the vampire’s mouth. She tried to swing a punch at his face, but two  more  attackers  piled  on  grabbing  at  her  arms.  Dean  tried  to come to her rescue, but one of the first attackers turned and plowed into him, knocking him to the pavement hard. It was all happening so fast.  He  gave  an  awkward  roundhouse  punch  to  the  side  of  his attacker’s  head,  and  there  was  a  flash  of  light  that  momentarily blinded him. The vampire’s dead weight fell on top of him, and for a moment he was unable to free himself. He twisted his head to look back  and  watched  as  the  other  five  attackers  pulled  the  struggling Jaz  into  the  van.  The  door  slid  shut  and  they  pulled  away,  driving away into the night. 

Dean  finally  managed  to  free  himself  from  beneath  the  dead weight of the vampire collapsed on top of him. He wasn’t sure if the guy was dead or alive, unsure what exactly had happened when he hit the vampire’s temple with his fist. It didn’t matter in the end. What mattered was they had Jaz. He didn’t wonder who “they” were. Dean had little doubt they’d been sent by Artur. He was sure Jaz had been on the vampire lord’s hit list ever since he failed to kill her along with the rest of her family. 

Pulling  out  his  phone,  Dean  dialed  James  first.  He  could  have called the police as well, but he knew they’d be of little help with this

particular situation. The line picked up after only a few rings. 

“Dean,  what  are  you  doing  calling  me,”  James  said.  “You’re supposed  to  be  taking  a  night  off.  Jaz  was  very  specific  with  me about that.” 

“They took her. Right off the street. We were supposed to go out, and then they swooped in and took her away from me. I couldn’t do anything.” 

“Wait.  Slow  down,  Dean.  Tell  me  where  you  are.  Rudy’s  here, and I’m sending him to you right away.” 

“I’m  outside  of  Jaz’s  apartment  building,”  Dean  exclaimed,  his voice rising in pitch. He knew he was beginning to panic a little but he couldn’t stop. “They took her right here in front of her building. I got one of them, but the rest took her and got away.” 

“Alright,  try  and  calm  down,”  James  said,  his  voice  even  and steady over the phone. “Rudy just left, and he’ll be there soon. You said you got one of them? Are they dead or what?” 

“They were vamps, James. You and I both know who sent them. 

It has to be Artur. The guy they left is here, but I can’t tell if he’s alive or  dead.  It’s  not  like  I  can  check  for  a  pulse  or  breathing.  I  hit  him pretty hard, though, and then something weird happened. Something flashed bright white, and he collapsed on top of me.” 

“Vampires,” James answered. “He can’t have too many of those he’d  trust  out  from  under  his  direct  control.  Rudy  and  a  few  of  his pack mates are on their way there. He’ll be able to help you with the one you have. If he’s not dead, we’ll get him back here and try and get some answers out of him.” 

“What do I do if this one wakes up before Rudy gets here?” 

“I don’t know, Dean. Hit him again until he stays down. He’s our only connection to Jaz right now.” 

Dean  disconnected  the  call  and  stood  looking  down  at  the vampire lying on the ground in front of him. If this was the only way he was going to find and rescue Jaz, it didn’t seem like much. It was all he had, though. He had to hold on to that. With nothing better to do  but  wait,  Dean  stood  over  the  body  on  the  sidewalk,  waiting  for Rudy to arrive. 
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,  tiled  floor  and  looked  at

Brynne. “When are we going to go in there and start questioning this guy?”  Dean  asked.  He  was  feeling  more  frantic  by  the  minute because every minute was another chance for something to happen to  Jaz.  He  paced  across  the  room  to  look  out  over  the  night-time cityscape  of  Elk  City  below.  He  didn’t  know  why.  It  wasn’t  like  he could make out anything meaningful on the streets far below them. 

“Dean,”  Brynne  soothed.  “James  and  Rudy  know  what  they’re doing here. You need to trust them.” 

“But  what’s  taking  them  so  long  to  come  back  from  City  Hall?” 

Dean asked. 

He  was  alone  in  the  apartment  with  Brynne  and  Celeste  while they awaited the return of the Elk City vampire lord and his head of security.  They  had  left  soon  after  Dean  was  picked  up  with  his hostage, saying only that there was an urgent matter to attend to at City Hall. Dean saw two of Rudy’s werewolf pack mates haul off the captured vampire. He was just starting to regain consciousness. 

“There  is  a  great  deal  of  wheeling  and  dealing  going  on  behind the scenes right now, Dean,” Celeste replied. “The mayor has never been comfortable with the Unusual population living in Elk City being so prominent. With the current state of affairs, he wants assurances from  James  that  the  human  populace  is  receiving  the  proper protection from their Unusual neighbors.” 

“But this guy could lead us to Artur,” Dean explained pleading his case. “We could wrap up the whole problem if we can find Artur and deal with him once and for all. I, for one, am interested in that. Why isn’t anyone else?” 

“Dean,”  Brynne  said  trying  to  reassure  him.  “James  and  Rudy know that. They’ve got a lot on their plate right now but believe me when I tell you, Artur is priority one. We’ll get him. We’ll get Jaz back, too.” 

The  conversation  stopped  when  they  heard  the  elevator  chime from  the  entry  foyer,  and  Dean  heard  James  and  Rudy  talking  as they came into the penthouse. The two of them were in the midst of an animated discussion as they walked into the room. 

“James, this is serious. The mayor can make things very difficult for you if he stops working with you to keep the peace. You have to be careful how you approach him over this current problem.” 

“I  don’t  care,  Rudy,”  James  replied.  “That  man  is  in  office  partly because of the support of my community. If he wants to stay in office after  the  next  election,  he’d  better  remember  who  helped  put  him there.” 

James  noticed  Dean  and  the  two  women  and  stopped  the conversation. Brynne asked him about the meeting with the mayor. 

“That man said he expects me to pay for the overtime needed to manage the attacks in the city since they were perpetrated by what he  called  ‘one  of  my  kind,’  as  if  I  had  some  control  over  what  was happening.” 

Dean  had  never  seen  James  angry  before.  He  was  always  the pinnacle of self-control. The mayor of Elk City must have been pretty disrespectful for him to react this way. 

“We need to find Artur, and we need to do it now,” James said. 

“That’s  just  what  I  was  saying  to  these  two.”  Dean  pointed  to Brynne  and  Celeste.  “Let’s  get  started  questioning  the  guy  we captured, James. He’s got to know something about where they took Jaz.” 

“We’ve got to have a plan, Dean,” Rudy said. “We can’t just walk in  there  and  start  slinging  questions  at  him.  He’s  got  to  have  a

reason  to  cooperate  or  fear  something  we  can  do  to  him.  If  he doesn’t, we won’t get anywhere.” 

The  werewolf  pack  leader  and  head  of  security  could  be imposing. Dean didn’t understand why he couldn’t just go in and get the answers they needed, one way or another. 

“Vampires can be intransigent, Dean,” James added. “There isn’t much  we  fear,  especially  when  we’re  young  in  our  transformation. 

My  guess  is  that  Artur  has  turned  this  individual  recently.  That  way he’d still be under control of the master who turned him. That control fades with time and would be of little use after five or ten years have passed.” 

“So what do we do?” Dean asked. He was tired of waiting. “Jaz is in the hands of an insane vampire lord who has no problem inflicting pain and death on anyone who gets in his way. We have to find her, and soon.” 

“No one’s disagreeing with you, Dean,” Brynne said coming over and laying a supportive hand on his shoulder. 

Dean  looked  at  his  former  partner.  He  wondered  if  she understood  how  he  felt.  Every  time  he  started  to  get  close  to  Jaz, something  got  in  the  way.  He  felt  a  close  bond  to  the  hunter  now, and  he  now  knew  she  felt  the  same  way.  It  wasn’t  fair  that  people like Artur kept getting in between them. 

“Come on, Dean. Let’s you, me, and Rudy head down and take a look at our captive,” James offered. “We’ll see if we can’t find a way to convince him to see things our way.” 

Dean nodded and followed James and Rudy from the penthouse and back to the elevators. Taking the elevator down to the fifth floor, they got off, and Dean realized he’d never been on this level before. 

The panel on the wall opposite the bank of elevators read “Nightwing Security.”  This  must  be  where  Rudy  ran  operations  for  James’

personal and business security. 

They walked down the hallway, past a guard station with a man in a navy blue sports coat watching a series of monitors. He nodded at them as they passed. Turning a corner, they reached a pair of doors with  two  men  standing  outside.  They  were  huge,  bursting  at  the seams  of  their  khaki  pants  and  navy  blazers.  Dean  assumed  they

were pack members, but they could have been bulky vampires, too, he supposed. 

Rudy  led  them  to  the  left-hand  door,  and  they  went  inside  a darkened  room.  One  wall  had  a  large  window  set  in  it,  and  Dean soon  realized  this  was  an  observation  room  for  the  interrogation room  next  door.  He  looked  through  the  window  that,  he  realized, must  be  a  two-way  mirror.  On  the  other  side  was  the  man  he’d captured.  He  was  pacing  the  room  like  a  caged  animal,  trying  the doorknob  from  time  to  time  to  check  if  it  was  locked  and  looking around for some means of escape. 

A  blonde  woman  in  a  navy  blue  pants  suit  entered  the  room  as Dean  scrutinized  the  captured  vampire  in  the  adjacent  room.  She handed a file folder to Rudy and nodded to James. 

“We  don’t  know  much  about  our  visitor  here,”  the  woman  said. 

“He says his name is Grant. I have no way of verifying that. He had no identification on him when he was picked up. Other than his name and his repeated threats that we’d better let him go or his master will come and kill us all; I don’t have a lot to tell you.” 

James gestured to the woman. “This is Victoria. She works with Rudy and usually handles things when our, uh, guest is a vampire. 

She’s  been  with  me  almost  as  long  as  Celeste  has.”  He  pointed  to Dean.  “Victoria,  this  is  Dean  Flynn,  Brynne’s  former  paramedic partner.” 

The woman extended her hand and shook Dean’s hand in a firm handshake. The cool skin confirmed for him that she was a vampire. 

“It’s  a  pleasure  to  meet  you,  Dean.  I’ve  been  following  your exploits for some time now.” 

“Really? I guess I’m flattered,” Dean said. He felt a little awkward. 

“No big deal, really,” she replied. “We look into the backgrounds of all the Station U paramedics. It helps us identify when one might become a problem down the road like your predecessor Zachary.” 

Dean  remembered  how  the  paramedic  who’d  been  Brynne’s partner before him had ultimately turned on his Unusual patients and started carrying out hate crimes against them. 

“I’m glad I passed the test, then.” Dean pointed through the glass. 

“Is there any way we can get him to tell us where Artur is or where

they took Jaz?” 

“We haven’t figured out the trigger to make him talk yet. It’s hard when a vampire is so new. They feel invincible. They know that we only have the option to either kill them or let them live. Anything else we do will regenerate with no lasting effects. It makes interrogation

— challenging, shall we say.” 

Dean  looked  through  the  glass  at  the  vampire.  He  felt  anger rising inside. Anger at this vampire, anger at Artur, and anger at how helpless he felt. 

“I want to talk to him.” 

“Dean,” Rudy said. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” 

“Come with me if you want,” Dean offered. “You can keep him for hurting me or the other way around.” 

Rudy looked at James. After a moment, the vampire lord nodded. 

“All right, Dean,” Rudy relented. “But follow my lead. Let me start the  conversation.  This  can  be  delicate,  and  we  have  to  proceed carefully.” 

“I’ll be careful.” Dean hoped they didn’t notice he didn't agree with Rudy in that statement. He didn’t want to lie to his friends. He had an idea  of  how  to  get  the  vampire  to  talk,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  how  the others would react. 

James and Victoria settled in front of the two-way mirror to watch as Dean and Rudy left the room to go next door. Dean knew he was going  to  only  get  one  chance  to  try  his  idea  out  on  the  prisoner.  It was  either  going  to  work,  or  he  was  going  to  get  hurt,  or  worse,  in the  process  of  trying.  It  didn’t  matter,  though.  He  had  to  try something. Rudy and Victoria had gotten nowhere so far. 

Rudy opened the door and led the way into the room, flanked by the  two  enormous  guards  from  outside.  Dean  followed,  his  hand reaching into his pocket. He pulled out his pocket knife and opened the small blade, making sure no one could see what he was doing, using the burly guards and Rudy to block the view from the mirror in the left wall. Grant backed against the far wall, holding himself in a defensive crouch ready to fight. 

“I  won’t  tell  you  anything,  but  if  you  want  to  fight,  I’m  willing. 

Maybe I’ll find out what werewolf tastes like before the night is over.” 

The vampire said. 

“Grant,”  Rudy  said.  “I’m  Rudolf  Finney.  I’m  in  charge  of  security here. We have a few questions for you.” 

Grant  started  to  answer  but  stopped  suddenly  as  he  sniffed  the air. Dean had slid the blade of the knife through his palm, gritting his teeth  at  the  sudden  stinging  pain.  Just  as  Dean  expected,  the  new vampire  smelled  the  fresh  blood  instantly.  Grant  growled  and launched  himself  across  the  room,  catching  Rudy  and  the  two security team members completely off guard. 

Dean  held  his  bloody  palm  up  in  front  of  the  charging  vampire, luring  him  in.  He  knew  he  had  to  time  this  perfectly,  or  the  more powerful Unusual was going to have more than enough time to injure or kill him before Rudy and the others could separate them. Just as the  vampire  closed  on  him,  Dean  brought  the  flat  of  his  uninjured hand  around  and  struck  the  side  of  vampire’s  face.  There  was  the familiar flash of light Dean was hoping for, but this time, he tried to hold onto the light. It was something he’d never done before: try to use his hidden powers consciously. He was hoping to use his ability, wherever  it  came  from,  to  exert  some  control  over  the  vampire  in front of him. 

Grant  stopped  as  if  he  hit  a  wall  as  soon  as  Dean’s  palm impacted  his  face.  Dean  brought  his  other,  bloody  hand  up  and grabbed  the  vampire’s  head  between  both  his  hands  before  he  fell and  broke  the  connection.  He  concentrated  on  holding  onto  the flash, or whatever it was he was doing. It seemed to be working. The vampire stood still, staring at him wide-eyed, his lips quivering as if he was trying to talk. 

Rudy was advancing on Dean to pull the vampire away but Dean shot him a steely-eyed glance and shook his head. Something in his eyes  must  have  convinced  the  werewolf  because  Rudy  held  up  a hand and held his guards back. 

Dean decided to try and command the vampire to say something. 

“Grant, do you know who I am?” 

“Y-y-you’re the paramedic, the one who knocked me out.” 

“Yes, that’s right,” Dean said. He was making this up as he went along. He decided to try something else. 

“Did you know I could knock you out like that before you and your friends attacked us on the street?” 

“N-n-no.  Master  just  told  us  to  grab  the  woman  and  bring  her back  to  him.  If  we  could  grab  you,  too,  we  were  to  do  so,  but  she was the primary target.” 

“And  so  your  friends  left  you,  left  you  with  me  after  taking  my friend. You know that makes me angry, right?” 

Grant nodded his head a little between Dean’s hands gripping the sides of his face. 

“I’ve been told that vampires don’t fear much. You know that you might die but there isn’t much else out there that can truly harm you in the long-term. The problem with that assumption is that it doesn’t take me into account.” 

“W-w-what do you mean?” 

Dean  could  sense  the  fear  in  the  vampire.  Good.  That  was exactly what he wanted. 

“I  can  command  you,  Grant.  I  can  tell  you  to  do  something  and you will have to obey as long as you live. No matter how painful it will be, you will follow that command to the last letter.” 

“W-w-what do you want from me?” 

“It’s simple, Grant. I want my friend back. If you help us find her, and she’s alive, I’ll take back my command, and you can go back to normal.” 

“I-I don’t have to tell you anything. Master said the other vampire lord would not kill me.” 

“I’m not going to kill you, Grant. I’m going to do much worse than kill you.” Dean paused. This next part was coming from pure instinct. 

He didn’t know if it would work or not but this latent power of his was working so far. 

“Are you hungry, Grant? Can you smell my blood?” 

The vampire gave another small nod. 

“Grant,  I  command  you.  You  are  now  to  feel  the  depths  of  your greatest  hunger  at  all  times,  but  you  are  never  allowed  to  drink another drop of blood, not ever.” 

Dean  watched  the  change  come  over  the  vampire  in  his  grasp. 

He could see the horror of what he’d done dawn on the man. He was

a vampire, he would never truly die, but he would also never be able to  truly  live  since  he’d  never  be  able  to  feed  again.  It  was  cruel.  It was  a  punishment  worse  than  death.  Dean  didn’t  care.  He  only wanted one thing and this vampire was the one who could help him get it. 

He let go of Grant’s head. There was no danger here anymore, not  from  this  vampire.  Grant  collapsed  into  a  heap  on  the  floor, sobbing. Dean nudged him with a toe and the whimpering increased. 

“Grant, you don’t have to feel this way forever. Tell us where your master is hiding.” 

“I-I don’t know the address, b-b-but I can take you there.” 

Dean looked up and saw Rudy staring at him, a grim expression on his face. Dean knew he’d crossed a line here. He was a healer and  he  also  knew  there  were  rules  to  what  Rudy  would  allow  to happen to a prisoner in his custody. Dean had violated both his own standards  and  those  of  his  friend.  He  didn’t  care.  He  wanted  Jaz back  safe  and  sound.  Without  saying  a  word,  Dean  turned  around and left the room. 
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out  of  the  car  and  walked  to  the  front  door  of  the abandoned mansion on the outskirts of town. Felicity drove the car around  back  to  hide  it  from  sight  behind  the  home.  He’d  known  it was  time  to  move  from  the  townhouse  they’d  been  using  as  their base  of  operations  when  one  of  his  followers  failed  to  return  from their  errand  to  pick  up  the  hunter.  Felicity  had  told  him  of  an  old mansion on the outskirts of town a few days before. She thought it would  be  perfect  for  them  to  use  once  the  townhouse  became  too small to hide their growing numbers. 

Looking around the grounds as he walked to the front door, Artur was  happy  with  the  decision  to  relocate.  The  house  was  set  well back from the road so any noise from the home’s Unusual residents and their victims would be masked. There were numerous rooms in the  house  to  provide  a  place  for  the  growing  army  of  followers  to stay. He would have to reward Felicity for her initiative. Perhaps he would  let  her  turn  a  vampire  on  her  own  the  next  time  they  went hunting.  The  former  public  health  nurse  was  surprisingly  vicious  in the  way  she  preyed  upon  human  victims.  She  showed  promise  of being  one  of  his  best  children  in  a  long  time.  That  type  of  promise must be rewarded. 

Artur stepped inside the entry hall and looked around. A vampire in a business suit came around the corner at the far end of the hall and noticed him standing there. 

“My lord, we didn’t know you were arriving quite so soon.” 

“Never mind that, where is she?” Artur asked looking around the grand  entry  hallway  with  a  large  chandelier  overhead  and  a  broad staircase leading up to the second floor. 

“I’m sorry, sir. Who did you mean?” 

“The hunter girl. I got word she was captured and brought here.” 

“Ah, the captive is being held in the basement, your lordship,” the man said with a bow. “May I show you the way?” 

“Just point me to the stairs and then go out back and help Felicity bring in my belongings,” Artur ordered. 

“Yes, sir. As you wish, sir.” 

Artur  followed  the  servant.  The  man  led  him  to  a  door  that opened  to  reveal  stairs  down  into  the  basement.  Artur  started downstairs  while  the  other  vampire  left  to  bring  in  his  belongings from  the  car.  Felicity  would  ensure  the  bedroom  was  arranged  the way he liked it and that his clothes were unpacked and put away. 

The basement of the home was finished into a recreational area with one large room and several smaller rooms off of it. In the main room, there was a wet bar made of wood off to one side. Someone, probably one of his followers, had screwed eye bolts into the front of the wooden counter top. They were currently being used as positions to secure the bindings of one Jaswinder Errington, her arms tied, so they  were  spread  wide  across  the  front  of  the  bar  while  she  was seated  on  the  floor,  still  wearing  the  tight  little  black  dress  in  which she’d  been  captured.  She  looked  up  at  him  as  he  came  down  the stairs. 

He expected her to be somewhat cowed by her captivity, but she was  not.  On  the  contrary,  she  stared  him  down  as  he  approached, raw defiance lending a fiery glint to her eyes. 

“Ms.  Errington,”  Artur  said.  “This  moment  has  been  a  long  time coming.  I  will  finally  realize  my  aim  to  rid  the  world  of  your meddlesome family once and for all.” 

“I don’t think you realize what kind of trouble you’re bringing down on yourself, Artur,” Jaz replied. “You’ve bitten off more than you can chew this time.” 

“Ah,  my  dear,  that  is  delightful.  Such  defiance  in  the  face  of impossible odds. There is nothing you can do, no one you can count on for help, no possible escape. I hold all the cards here.” 

“So,  what?  You  toy  with  me  until  you  tire  of  the  sport,  and  then you kill me? I promise you; I won’t give in that easily.” 

“You  prefer  ‘Jaz’  don’t  you?”  Artur  asked.  “Well,  Jaz,  I  would certainly not want to miss out on the chance to torture you endlessly in  the  interest  of  getting  back  at  your  family  for  hounding  me  all  of these long centuries. I’m not going to do that, though. I think I’m just going to rip your throat out and have a long drink as the last of the Errington clan leaves this earth.” 

“That  would  be  a  mistake,  Artur,  one  that  you’ll  live  to  regret,  if only for a short time,” Jaz replied. 

“Oh, how do you mean?” 

“I mean that you should be aware of things I’ve discovered about Dean Flynn’s true nature that you might want to know. He’s the real opposition to your attempt to take over Elk City from James Lee.” 

“That  human  paramedic  is  no  threat  to  me,”  Artur  lied.  He wondered  what  this  hunter  girl  knew  about  the  paramedic  that  he didn’t.  It  was  true  they  were  companions,  that  much  he  knew,  but what else was there? 

“Tell me what you know, and perhaps I’ll make your death a little less painful.” 

“I think not,” Jaz said. “I just know I don’t want you using me to lure him here. I don’t want any part of the carnage that would follow such  a  vain  attempt  at  killing  him.  He  probably  won’t  come  unless there’s proof I’m alive anyway.” 

“Tell  me  what  you  know,  girl.  I  know  he  has  fallen  under  the protection  of  the  Eldara  in  the  past,  but  I  rid  the  world  of  that particular  bitch  for  a  while.  What  else  has  he  managed  to  find  to protect himself?” 

“His power is getting stronger all the time, Artur. That’s all I know. 

Every time he’s stepped in to counter you, you’ve failed to stop him. 

Isn’t that evidence enough of his capabilities?” 

“Whatever method or tool he’s discovered to protect himself if he comes here, he’ll never walk out alive. Still, you will be useful as bait

to lure him into the little trap I have planned.” Artur liked the idea of killing  them  both  together.  The  girl  was  right.  The  paramedic  had been a thorn in his side since he started working at that station. 

“I’ll leave you alive for a short time longer. Perhaps you and the paramedic can die together down in this basement.” Artur laughed. 

All  this  gloating  had  made  him  hungry,  but  he  resisted  the  urge  to have a sip from the prisoner. That was a meal he wished to savor in its entirety. He smiled down at the girl one more time and turned to go back upstairs. He wanted to see who his followers had procured as feeders for himself and Felicity. He was suddenly famished. 
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him  go  and  counted  her  blessings  again.  Her  hasty plan  had  worked  for  now.  She  was  sure  for  a  moment  the  vampire lord was going to go ahead and kill her no matter what it meant to his other plans. It was only her quick thinking about how Dean and the others might impact his ultimate goals that saved her. 

Once Artur reached the top of the stairs and closed the door, the lights  shut  off  again  and  she  was  plunged  into  near  total  darkness. 

Luckily,  the  vampires  who  kidnapped  her  didn’t  take  her  hunter charm  from  her.  It  still  dangled  on  the  gold  chain  at  her  throat. 

Closing  her  eyes,  she  said  “Lumos,”  and  when  she  opened  them again, she could see much better in the darkened room. Not as well as  with  the  lights  on  but  sort  of  a  muted  green  haze  over  the contents of the room. 

Looking around, she tried again to find a possible way to escape from  the  ropes  that  bound  her  arms.  Her  shoulders  were  already cramped from being extended in this position for so long. She tried to tense and relax the muscles in alternate cycles in order help alleviate her  cramping  pain.  There  was  nothing  else  she  could  do  until  she managed to find a way out of her bonds. 

She  had  one  trick  she  could  try,  but  it  would  take  a  long  time, time she might not have. These ropes were thick. Jaz was glad she had taken to wearing finger blades in the past year. They were small, 

narrow razor-edged blades glued under the fingernails of her index fingers. They were invisible unless you looked closely at her hands. 

The  blades  weren’t  much,  and  it  would  take  a  long  time  to  saw through the stout ropes they’d used to bind her, but it was all she had right now. 

Twisting her hands to a painful angle, she was able to press her finger against the edge of the rope knots binding her wrists. She had to make sure she attacked the underside of the knot so it wouldn’t be visible  to  any  casual  inspection.  It  was  awkward  to  do,  but  she managed  to  slowly  move  her  fingertip  back  and  forth  and  start fraying rope in one part of the knots on either side. It was hard work, but it wasn’t like she had anything else to do. 

While she worked at her bonds, Jaz let her mind drift to thinking about Dean again. The two of them were getting along well, and she had planned to invite him back up to her apartment after dinner that night.  She  figured  it  was  time  for  them  to  move  forward  in  their relationship. Now it was all falling apart, and that pissed her off. She hoped  Dean  was  smart  enough  to  enlist  some  help  at  least  when Artur tried to trap him into coming to rescue her. He wouldn’t be that pig-headed, would he? 
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to work the next morning feeling like the walking dead himself. He’d been up all night after going on the raid Rudy and James assembled on a townhouse in the suburbs. The vampire they had captured assured them it was the hideout for Artur and his crew. 

Dean doubted it. He couldn’t see the haughty vampire lord living in a small home like that. 

It turned out Dean was both right and wrong. There was definite evidence of Artur’s presence, but the vampire lord had clearly moved on.  There  were  at  least  twenty  bodies  stacked  in  the  basement  in various  stages  of  decomposition.  Rudy  said  he  detected  the  smell from outside the home, though Dean couldn’t smell anything. Once they made entry to the home, the smell was obvious. It was probably the reason they moved on to another location. The neighbors were so close in these townhouse communities that it was only a matter of time before someone passing by detected the odors. 

They checked on all the neighbors to make sure everyone was all right. The houses on either side of the target home were both empty. 

Someone  lived  there  but  no  one  was  home.  Dean  suspected  they would  find  that  some  of  the  bodies  in  the  basement  belonged  to them.  After  they  checked  in  with  the  police  and  turned  the  crime scene over to the ECPD and the coroner’s office, Dean and the rest of the small group loaded back into their black SUVs and rode back downtown to the Nightwing Building. Dean returned home with only

enough time to check his mail and get a quick shower before going to work. 

He didn’t want to be at work. He wanted to be out searching the city for Jaz. She was still out there, and he knew, somehow, she was still  alive.  He  couldn’t  say  how,  but  he  knew  deep  inside  that  there was still time to get to her. Instead of looking for her, he was stuck here at the Station because the crews were stretched so thin. 

As soon as he walked in the door at Station U, Dean could tell his co-workers  detected  his  fatigue  and  distraction.  He  was  usually talkative  and  upbeat.  Today,  he  was  sullen  and  withdrawn.  He  saw Brook and Tammy make eye contact and shrug at each other while they packed up to leave work. Barry must have detected his desire to be alone because he went into the ambulance bay and started the beginning shift checks on their gear and meds, leaving Dean alone in the squad room. 

Dean  stared  at  the  computer  screen  in  front  of  him,  trying  to make  sense  of  what  had  happened  overnight.  His  emotions  had been riding a roller coaster for the last twelve hours, and he wasn’t sure he could take much more of this. The kidnapping knocked him to  his  knees  emotionally,  and  then  the  capture  of  the  vampire  and the  hope  they  could  question  him  for  information  brought  him  back up. He was excited when they finally got an address only to have his hopes  dashed  again  when  they  found  nothing  to  lead  them  to  Jaz. 

He was emotionally spent. 

He needed rest and sleep to right the ship, but that wasn’t going to  happen  anytime  soon.  He  had  to  work  the  rest  of  the  day,  and while he might get lucky and catch a short catnap here and there, it wasn’t the same as a real night’s sleep. Dean knew he was running at  less  than  peak  effectiveness.  His  training  told  him  to  be  very careful  at  times  like  this  and  make  sure  to  avoid  making  errors  in judgment and patient care. He couldn’t think about anything but Jaz, though. His thoughts centered on her. 

Looking at the computer screen in front of him, Dean decided to get  to  work,  to  go  through  the  motions  until  he  found  a  way  to  get himself  back  on  track.  He  logged  in  and  started  going  through  the morning email from headquarters. There were the usual medication

shortage  updates  and  notifications  of  upcoming  training  sessions available  for  the  crews.  He  sorted  through  them,  tagging  some  to forward to Barry’s account until he came to one that caught his eye. 

There  was  a  report  of  several  individuals  going  missing  on  the outskirts of town with descriptions of the missing people. All stations were  to  keep  their  eyes  open  and  report  if  anyone  matching  the descriptions and photographs in the email was spotted. 

It struck Dean as strange that all of the reported missing people were  males  in  their  mid  to  late  twenties.  It  didn’t  strike  him  as  the normal  type  of  missing  person.  Usually,  such  missing  people  were teen  girls  or  women  from  at-risk  situations.  To  have  all  four  of  the missing people listed be men in their prime was strange. He read the whole  email  twice  thinking  it  must  be  important  to  have  caught  his eye like that but no other information leaped out at him. He shrugged and went back to sorting emails and filing the morning reports until the first ambulance call came in. 

As Dean and Barry rode to the address provided, Dean listened to the dispatcher’s description of the patient. They were responding to  a  female  with  a  severe  laceration  with  uncontrolled  bleeding. 

Trauma  calls  were  always  interesting,  and  Dean  perked  up  a  bit  to get back into a routine in which he had some control. 

They  pulled  up  in  front  of  a  small  single-family  rancher  on  the western edge of town, and Dean got out to help Barry back into the driveway.  He  didn’t  see  any  sign  of  a  patient.  They  must  be  inside the house. He and Barry unloaded their gear and walked to the front door.  Dean  was  just  about  to  knock  when  the  door  creaked  open, revealing an empty hallway into the home. 

Dean looked at Barry who shrugged his shoulders. 

“After  you,  Dean.  You’re  the  lead  medic  today,  and  this  is  why you get the big bucks.” 

Dean  snorted  at  the  comment.  No  one  in  EMS  made  anything resembling  big  bucks.  He  looked  into  the  darkened  interior  of  the home from the front stoop and called out. 

“Hello. City paramedics. Did anyone call for help?” 

A woman’s voice called from inside the home. “I’m in here. In the back bedroom.” 

Dean  took  a  step  inside  and  tried  a  light  switch  inside  the doorway,  but  nothing  happened.  There  was  enough  sunlight streaming in to reveal a short hallway that opened on the left into a living room and continued to the rear of the home, turning to the right at  the  end.  The  daylight  didn’t  penetrate  beyond  the  first  ten  feet, though. It was dark at the back of the house. Dean pulled the mini-Maglite from his belt and shined the bright LED beam into the rear of the hallway as he advanced in that direction. 

Turning  the  corner,  he  saw  another  light  switch  and  tried  it. 

Nothing  happened.  The  electricity  must  be  out  for  some  reason. 

Dean  looked  behind  him  to  reassure  himself  that  Barry  was  right there  then  continued  towards  an  open  door  at  the  end  of  the  short rear hallway. 

“I’m in here,” the woman’s voice called. “I can see your lights.” 

“Why aren’t the lights working?” Dean asked. 

“I  think  the  electricity  is  shut  off.  The  owner  must  not  have  paid his electric bills for a while,” the woman answered. 

Dean walked forward up to the doorway and looked inside. To the right was a pile of dark clothes on the floor and to the left, there was a bed with someone in it, but their back was to him. He relaxed a bit and  took  a  step  inside  towards  the  bed.  That  was  when  the  pile  of clothes  shifted,  and  a  pasty  white  hand  reached  out  to  grab  his ankle. With a shout and a jump backward, Dean shifted his light to shine  on  what  he  thought  was  a  pile  of  clothing.  His  heart  was racing, and he had very nearly pissed himself. 

“I’m  sorry,”  the  voice  from  the  pile  of  clothes  on  the  floor  said. 

Dean realized as the pile moved that it wasn’t a pile of clothes after all. It was a woman collapsed in a heap on the floor wearing black robes. She had flipped the robes back to reveal herself. The woman had one hand gripping her thigh where he could see the wet fabric that  was  probably  blood  from  a  deep  gash.  The  other  hand  had reached out to him. 

“You startled me,” Dean said. He looked at the figure on the bed and then back at the woman. The person on the bed hadn’t moved despite his shout. “Barry, check the person in bed while I look over our patient here.” 

Dean  wasn’t  sure  if  they’d  stumbled  on  a  burglar  who’d  injured themselves or what, but he needed to be careful. 

“Don’t  worry  about  him,”  the  woman  said  pointing  to  the  bed. 

“He’s dead. That’s why I’m here.” 

“You  killed  him?”  Dean  blurted  out  the  question  before  he realized he’d said it. 

“No,  silly,”  the  woman  laughed.  “I’m  here  to  collect  him.  I’m  a reaper.” 

Dean looked at the woman, took in her black robes and the pale complexion. Barry said it before Dean could gather his thoughts. 

“You mean like the Grim Reaper? You’re kidding me, right?” 

“Do  I  look  like  I’m  kidding,  dude?”  She  paused  only  a  moment before continuing. “I was here collecting this guy’s soul. None of the lights  worked,  so  I  was  using  my  night  vision  to  see,  which  isn’t perfect  in  zero  light  conditions  like  this.  The  next  thing  I  know,  I tripped and was on the floor with my scythe blade sticking out of my leg. I pulled it out and tried to stop the bleeding but I can’t, and now I feel weak and too dizzy to stand.” 

That  last  statement  hit  Dean,  and  his  training  moved  him  to action.  He  unzipped  the  trauma  bag  and  grabbed  an  absorbent trauma pad impregnated with a quick-clotting product and slapped it over the wound in the woman’s leg. Barry was checking on the man in  the  bed.  Dean  saw  him  shake  his  head  and  move  back  towards Dean and the woman. 

“Hold this in place and press down hard while I get some things together,” he told the woman. While he gathered the IV supplies and handed them to Barry, he introduced himself, trying to get back into control over the situation. 

“I’m Dean, and this is my partner Barry. What’s your name?” 

“I’m Katya.” She hissed in pain when he pressed harder over her hand  on  top  of  the  dressing  on  her  leg.  “Man,  I’m  gonna  get  in trouble over this.” 

“Why’s  that?”  Dean  asked.  “It’s  an  accident  and  accidents happen all the time. I would suspect as a reaper you’d know that.” 

“It’s my first job,” Katya said. “It was supposed to be a cake walk. 

My superiors don’t like to throw us to the wolves right away, and so I

came here to collect Mr. Anderson’s soul. He had died in his sleep after  a  long  battle  with  cancer.  It  was  his  time,  and  I  was  to  escort him along his journey to the afterlife.” 

“So there’s an afterlife,” Barry said as he tied a rubber tourniquet around her arm to get the IV started. She needed fluids. “I guess that makes you a sort of angel of death.” 

“I’m not the angel of death; I just work for her,” Katya said. 

Dean was cutting away the denim of her black jeans from around the wound so he could see what he was doing. 

“So you’re a sort of Eldara like the Valkyries are?” Dean asked. 

“We’re  not  Eldara;  like  I  said,  we  just  work  for  them.  We  can sense  the  lingering  souls  of  the  dead  who  don’t  want  to  leave  this world.  We  use  our  scythes  to  cut  the  ties  that  bind  them  to  their mortal bodies and help them on their way.” 

Dean looked around for a long pole with a curved blade like in the pictures  he’d  seen  of  grim  reapers.  “Where’s  your  blade?  I  don’t want to trip over it and lose a toe.” 

Katya  shifted  her  robes  to  show  a  small  hand-tool-sized  scythe that could be held in one hand. It lay on the floor next to her leg. 

“I  was  all  excited  and  anxious  about  my  first  reaping.  The  rules say you don’t deploy your blade until you need it, but I couldn’t wait, and I was a little freaked out by the darkened house. Man, I’m in so much trouble,” she said again shaking her head. 

She  shifted  her  position,  and  the  dressing  moved  a  little  where she  held  it  in  place,  renewing  the  flow  of  blood  from  her  leg.  Dean reassured her while he slapped another pile of gauze on top of the first  and  renewed  pressure  on  it,  holding  it  himself  this  time  and pressing down hard. 

“Don’t worry about that. We’ll help you explain to your bosses if you want. Right now, though, we need to make sure you don’t lose any more blood so hold still, alright?” 

Barry had the IV flowing and was getting a set of vital signs while Dean  continued  to  try  and  stem  the  flow  of  blood.  He  decided  he needed to stop fooling around and pulled his tactical tourniquet from his  pocket  and  started  wrapping  it  around  Katya’s  leg  above  the

wound.  He  cinched  the  strap  tight  before  securing  the  end  and looked at his patient. 

“Katya, I’m going to twist this windlass and tighten this tourniquet. 

That’s going to hurt. A lot. I need you to try and hold still so I can get the bleeding stopped, though.” 

She  nodded  and  gritted  her  teeth  as  he  started  winding  the windlass, tightening the tourniquet down until the blood flowing from the wound stopped. Katya was gasping in pain by the time he was finished  securing  and  labeling  the  tourniquet  with  the  time  of application  using  a  permanent  marker.  That  would  be  important when they got her to the ER, and the doc’s started working on her leg. 

“I know it hurts. You’re doing great, and I’ve been able to stop the bleeding. We’ll get you to the ambulance and keep giving you fluids. 

I  can  also  give  you  something  for  the  pain  when  you’re  all  loaded up.” 

Katya nodded and pointed to the bed. 

“You have to help me collect Mr. Anderson’s soul. He has to be freed from this world.” 

“What do you need us to do?” Dean asked. “If you tell me, maybe I can sever the connection.” 

“I have to do it. It’s my job, and I can’t leave until it’s done,” Katya insisted. 

Dean  looked  at  Barry,  and  his  partner  shrugged.  They  lifted  the woman up with ease. She had grabbed her scythe, and she reached out  over  the  body  with  it  and  grabbed  at  something  with  her  free hand,  swiping  her  blade  in  the  air  just  below  her  closed  fist.  Dean thought he could see a wisp of smoke or something extending from her fist upward for an instant then it was gone. 

“It is done,” Katya said, relaxing in their arms. “I can go with you now.” 

Dean and Barry set her down on the edge of the bed and Barry left  to  bring  in  the  stair  chair  to  wheel  her  out  to  the  ambulance. 

There was no way they’d get the stretcher in these narrow hallways. 

While they waited for Barry to return with the wheeled stair chair, Dean and Katya talked about her work as a reaper. They continued

chatting  in  the  back  of  the  ambulance  while  Barry  pulled  out  of  the driveway and headed to the hospital. 

“You know, it’s been strange lately around Elk City. I’ve heard my superiors talking about it. So many dead we’ve been called to serve here, only to arrive and find no body and no lost soul.” 

“There’s been a problem with a power struggle in Elk City of late. 

Someone is raising the dead and creating new undead to serve his own purposes,” Dean explained. 

“Well,  I  hope  they  find  the  person  who’s  doing  it  soon,”  Katya said.  “There’s  an  imbalance  happening,  and  it’s  strongest  on  this side of town right now. I can feel it.” 

“I hope we find them, too,” Dean said. Somewhere out there that person  held  the  woman  he  had  grown  to  care  very  much  for.  He thought  about  Jaz  and  watched  out  the  back  windows  of  the ambulance  as  Barry  drove  them  down  the  street  past  a  large,  run-down mansion with an overgrown yard. 
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Katya  off  at  the  hospital  to  get  her  leg  attended to,  Dean  and  Barry  ran  a  series  of  non-stop  calls  taking  them  from one  end  of  the  city  to  the  other.  As  a  result,  Dean  never  got  the catnaps he had hoped to take during the day, and he was even more exhausted at the end of the shift. They finally returned to the station, but  then  he  was  tied  up  for  another  hour  wrapping  up  his  patient reports  and  making  sure  they  were  filed  before  he  was  finished  for the day. 

By  the  time  Bill  and  Lynn  arrived  to  take  over,  Dean  was  done. 

He  wasn’t  just  finished  with  his  work;  he  was  finished  with everything.  He  was  closer  to  total  exhaustion  than  he’d  ever  been before and it showed in his every movement. Lynn commented on it when she walked into the squad room and saw him for the first time. 

“Damn, Dean, you look like crap.” 

“Gee, thanks,” Dean replied managing a half-smile. 

“Don’t  worry  about  him,  Lynn,”  Barry  said.  “He’s  running  on  a solid thirty-six hours with no sleep right now. He just needs a good night’s sleep.” 

“Well then, get the hell out of here, Dean. We’ve got this,” Lynn offered. 

“I still have to go and run the final shift checks on the gear I used today,” Dean said. “We’ve run a lot of calls since this morning.” 

“Nonsense,”  Lynn  said.  “Barry  and  I  will  finish  up.  Bill’s  running late,  so  one  of  you  has  to  stay  late  anyway.  Barry  will  do  it,  won’t you?” 

“Sure thing, partner. Go home, Dean. Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Dean  sat  for  a  moment  longer,  his  exhaustion-slowed  brain processing what his friends and coworkers told him. Then he nodded and stood up. 

“Thanks, guys. I owe you one.” 

“Nonsense,” Lynn said. “You’d do the same for us. Get some rest. 

We’ll see you in twelve hours.” 

Dean picked up his coat and phone and walked from the squad room to the parking lot. The sun was setting over the buildings to his right as he walked to his truck. His phone buzzed in his pocket with a text  message.  After  he  climbed  into  his  pickup  and  started  the engine, Dean checked the message on his phone. His heart skipped a  beat  when  he  saw  it  was  from  Jaz;  then  he  read  the  message itself. 

 “I 

  

  

  

 . If you want to see her again alive, 

 come to 1367 Mockingbird Lane. Come alone, or she dies.” 
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the  address  and  entered  it  into  his  GPS. 

He thought only once about calling James and Rudy and asking for help. The message had been clear. “Come alone, or she dies” was the  kind  of  thing  you  expected  from  a  kidnapper  but  in  this  case, Dean  knew  it  was  meant  in  all  seriousness.  Dean  pulled  out  of  the parking  lot  and  gunned  the  engine,  heading  out  into  the  darkening city streets. 

As Dean pulled away, a dark SUV pulled from the lot across the street and followed him down the road. 

“H ’  





,” Rudy said, hanging up his phone. 

Brynne looked up from the magazine she was reading. “Where’s he headed? Is he going home?” 

Rudy  shook  his  head.  “He’s  headed  across  town.  My  guy watching  him  said  he  got  a  message  on  his  phone  and  then  drove away in a hurry. He’s following Dean now.” 

“That  has  to  be  a  message  from  Artur  to  lure  Dean  in,”  Brynne said.  “Let  me  get  James  and  Celeste  from  the  other  room.  They’re on  a  conference  call  with  one  of  the  Nightwing  Corporate  factors overseas.” 

Brynne walked back to the large office Celeste used to help run James’  international  business  empire.  She  was  helping  James  on the call, handing him documents while the caller on the other end of the  video  conference  talked  about  numbers  and  figures  that  meant nothing to Brynne. 

She  wrote  a  hasty  message  on  a  piece  of  scrap  paper  and handed it to Celeste. The redheaded assistant glanced at the paper and passed it along to James. 

“I just got an urgent message, Bernard,” James said after reading the scrap of paper. “I have to attend to something. Do you have all you need to move forward right now?” 

“I do,” the man on the other end of the connection said. 

“Very well, then,” James reached out and disconnected the call. 

He looked at Brynne. “Dean’s not going home or coming here?” 

She  shook  her  head.  “He’s  not  going  home,  and  if  he’s  coming here, he’s not taking the most direct route. He got that message and took off at a high rate of speed. It has to be a message from Artur.” 

“Alright,” James said. “Rudy and I will head out and catch up with the  vehicle  tailing  Dean.  We’ll  get  back  in  touch  with  you  when  we know where he’s headed.” 

Brynne shook her head. “No way. I’m going with you.” 

“Are  you  crazy,  Brynne,”  James  protested.  “You  can’t  do  that. 

You’re  not  able  to  control  yourself  well  enough  to  go  on  a  mission like this.” 

“Artur  has  a  lot  to  answer  for,  not  the  least  of  which  is  how  he made  me  kill  people.  I’m  a  healer,  James.  I  won’t  be  compromised

that  way,  ever  again.  I  was  working  towards  getting  back  on  the street, doing the things I cared the most about. I was doing fine until Artur  started  messing  with  my  mind.  Ask  Celeste.  She  said  I  was progressing in my tests. On top of that, I owe Dean too much not to be there when he needs me. If you leave me behind, I’ll just come on my own and follow you.” 

James started to protest again, but Celeste raised a hand to stop him. 

“I’ll come along and be responsible for her, James. She’s right on both counts. I think she’s ready to go out on her own and she needs to be there for herself and Dean.” 

James  opened  his  mouth  to  say  something  but  stopped  and nodded. “Come on then. We’ve got to catch up with him before it’s too  late.  I  can’t  believe  that  Artur  is  going  to  let  Dean  live  for  long, especially  once  he  finds  out  about  Dean’s  newfound  power  over vampires who seek to harm him.” 

“Do  you  think  Jaz  is  still  alive?”  Brynne  asked  as  they  walked back  into  the  main  apartment.  “I  don’t  know  what  Dean  will  do  if she’s harmed in any way.” 

“I  don’t  know,  Brynne.  Maybe.  Artur  would  surely  like  to  cause them  both  a  great  deal  of  pain  before  he  kills  them.  I  can  imagine inflicting that pain on one of them while the other watches would be something he would seek to do.” 

Rudy  looked  up  as  the  three  of  them  entered  the  main  room  of the  penthouse.  “I  just  got  off  the  phone  with  my  security  teams. 

They’re all spread out around the city. Aside from the one guy tailing Dean, it’s going to take me a while to pull a tactical team together for a raid.” 

“I  don’t  think  we  have  time  for  that,  Rudy,”  James  said.  “Dean’s on  the  move,  and  I’ve  got  a  feeling  he’s  not  going  to  wait  for  us  to catch up if he calls us at all. I’m sure Artur told him to come alone in that message.” 

“And Dean’s just pig-headed enough to do it,” Brynne added. 

Rudy nodded. “He is if history is any judge. So it’s just you, me, and Celeste?” 

“And  Brynne,”  James  added.  “She’s  convinced  me  she  should join us.” He shot her a glance. “But, she’s assured me she’s going to stay back and let us handle things, right?” 

“I’ll  let  you  take  the  lead,”  Brynne  said.  She  hoped  he  didn’t notice  that  she  didn’t  promise  to  stay  out  of  the  action.  She  was gratified to see James turn back to Rudy as the two of them started talking about plans and how soon they could expect any backup. 

“Should we notify the human authorities?” Rudy asked. 

James  shook  his  head.  “We  may  be  going  on  a  wild  goose chase.  We  need  to  know  more  about  where  we’re  going  and  what we’re facing first. I suspect, though, that this is going to be a problem we’re better off solving for ourselves. The human police authorities, even those from their Station U will only get in our way.” 

“Agreed,”  Rudy  said.  “I  just  wanted  to  hear  it  from  you.  I’ll  start my teams moving west after they gather and arm up. Hopefully, we have time to wait for them.” 

“I hope so, too,” James agreed. “Let’s get to it.” 

Brynne  smiled,  and  she  had  a  spring  in  her  step  she  hadn’t  felt for some time. She was going to get out of this penthouse apartment and do it under her own power and control. Dean needed her help, and  she  wasn’t  going  to  sit  on  the  sidelines  and  watch  while everyone else went to his rescue without her. This was her fight, too. 
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on  the  street  outside  the  address  the  text  message had given him. He recognized it as the dilapidated mansion he had seen from the back of the ambulance earlier in the day. He couldn’t believe  he’d  been  so  close  and  hadn’t  realized  it.  What  if  Jaz  was already dead but had been alive when he went by on an ambulance call earlier in the day? He couldn’t bring himself to think about it. She had to be alive; she had to be. 

He had parked by the gate, but it was shut, and there was no call box or anyone in attendance to let him inside. Getting out, he walked along the street, looking for a way in past the tall, wrought-iron fence. 

There were pillars along the fence built with cut stone blocks. They were  spaced  periodically  securing  the  fencing  and  acting  as  posts. 

Examining one of the pillars, he saw some gaps in the masonry he thought  he  could  use  to  climb  over  but  he’d  rather  not  if  there  was another,  easier  way  inside.  He  needed  a  quick  way  out  if  he managed to rescue Jaz and they had to get out on the run. 

He checked a section of fence overgrown with bushes and found what  he  was  looking  for.  There  was  a  gap  in  the  fence  where  the bushes  had  pushed  through  the  fence  and  caused  it  to  rust  away over the years. He was able to detach and move a couple of the bars aside, creating an opening large enough to climb through. 

Satisfied  with  his  work,  he  returned  to  his  truck  and  retrieved Jaz’s  Katana  from  behind  the  seat.  He’d  been  carrying  it  with  him

since she’d been taken, knowing if he found her, she’d want it back to  take  her  revenge  on  Artur.  He  looped  the  sword’s  belt  over  his head and settled it across his back the way he’d seen Jaz carry it so many times. 

He returned to the open section of fence and squeezed through, crouching  in  the  bushes  on  the  other  side  as  he  scanned  the grounds  in  the  moonlight  for  any  signs  of  movement.  He  was thankful for the full moon tonight. It would provide him some light to see. He’d never be able to see as well as an Unusual could at night, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He watched in silence for a solid ten  minutes  before  he  left  his  position  of  cover  and  started  across the  overgrown  lawn  towards  the  main  house.  He  decided  against going  to  the  front  door.  They’d  expect  him  to  do  that  and  might  be watching it. Instead, he moved to the side of the house and worked his  way  around  to  the  back.  He  was  about  to  turn  the  corner  and walk into the backyard when he saw a figure walk out from the door closest  to  him  and  onto  the  patio.  He  thought  it  might  be  Artur himself, but when the person stepped from the shadows and into a pool of moonlight, he saw it was a man or probably a vampire in a three-piece suit. He soon saw it was a vampire. Dean could see the elongated canines when the man yawned as he looked around the yard. He could also see the white earbuds in the vampire’s ears and, judging the nodding of his head, he was listening to music. 

Dean  reached  up  and  grabbed  the  hilt  of  the  katana  for  a moment, thinking about using it to kill the vampire. He wanted to kill one  of  the  bastards  but  decided  against  it  at  the  last  minute.  He wasn’t a killer, and he wouldn’t start now. He would try and use his other  ability,  new  as  it  was,  to  try  and  control  or  overcome  the vampire in front of him. He waited until the man turned around to go back inside to make his move. 

He rushed from his hiding place, vaulting over the low patio wall and opened his left hand to strike at the side of the vampire’s head with the flat of his palm. He felt rather than saw a flash of whiteness coming  from  the  point  of  contact  and  the  vampire  crumpled  to  the ground at his feet. Looking around to see if anyone had spotted him, Dean reached under the unconscious man’s arms and dragged him

back to the low patio wall. With a grunt of effort, he dumped the limp form over the edge and jumped down after it. He pulled the body into the bushes at the side of the house and crouched down there to plan what he was going to do next. 

He still didn’t know if Jaz was even here. It could all be a trap to capture  him.  Dean  snorted  a  chuckle  at  that  thought.  Of  course,  it was  a  trap.  He  decided  he  needed  information  most  of  all.  He crouched  next  to  the  vampire  lying  on  the  ground  at  his  feet.  He unwrapped  the  bandage  covering  the  cut  on  his  hand  so  he  could grip  the  vampire’s  head  with  skin-to-skin  contact.  Just  like  with  the vampire  they’d  interrogated  back  at  the  Nightwing  building,  he  was doing this by instinct alone since he had no idea what or how much he  could  do.  Grabbing  the  vampire’s  head  in  his  hands,  he whispered a single word. 

“Wake.” 

The  vampire’s  eyes  sprang  open,  and  though  his  body  was immobile, his eyes darted around as if trying to get his bearings. 

“Look at me,” Dean ordered. 

The eyes moved to lock on his own. Dean could feel some more of the power behind what he was doing this time as if with each use, he became more attuned to the ability. He could also sense for the first time that the power was finite. If he weren't careful, his source of this  strange  energy  would  run  out.  He  might  only  have  one  shot  at this, so he needed to work quickly. 

“Whisper when you answer me. Where is the hunter woman?” 

The  vampire  tried  to  twist  his  head  in  Dean’s  grasp  but  his struggles  were  weak,  and  Dean  maintained  his  grip.  Despite  the resistance, an answer was forced from the vampire’s lips. 

“Sh-she’s in the basement.” 

“Is anyone down there with her right now?” 

Again, Dean could sense resistance. This vampire was older than the other vampire was, more established in his control. He realized this  would  never  work  against  James  or  Artur.  They  were  far  to powerful for him to use this power against. 

“Th-the master was down there, but he retired an hour ago to his chambers to share a meal with Mistress Felicity.” 

Dean  wondered  if  that  was  the  same  Felicity  as  the  health department nurse who had gone missing weeks before. He thought for a moment before continuing. He needed an easy way in and out of the house that avoided any other vampires or servants inside. 

“Is there an outside entrance to the basement?” 

“Y-y-yes.” 

Dean  was  taking  a  chance  that  his  commands  would  hold  long enough for him to get to Jaz and bring her back out the way he came in.  He  could  already  feel  his  resources  weakening,  his  control  over the  vampire  slipping.  He  drew  up  all  his  will  and  directed  it  at  the vampire for one last push. 

“Good, you’re going to lead me there. If anyone approaches us, you’ll  tell  them  you’re  on  an  errand  for  the  Master.  Once  we  are  at that  entrance,  you  will  stop  anyone  from  following  me.  Do  you understand.” 

The  vampire  resisted  longer  this  time,  but  after  a  moment  of struggling, Dean heard a murmured “Yes.” 

This was the moment of truth. Once he let go, the direct control would be gone. Dean let go and stood up in one motion, reaching up for  the  katana’s  hilt,  ready  to  defend  himself  if  he  needed  to.  The vampire stood up and, without hesitation, began walking towards the back of the house. 

Dean had to jog a little to catch up to the vampire who had taken off  at  a  purposeful  marching  step.  Dean  could  see  a  shadowed alcove  in  the  wall  at  the  back  of  the  home.  That  must  be  the basement entrance. The vampire was making a beeline for it. 

He was only twenty yards away from the entrance when the two figures across the back yard called a greeting to his guide. 

“Gary, where are you going and who is that guy behind you?” 

Gary  didn’t  answer  or  even  turn  to  acknowledge  their  query. 

Damn,  Dean  thought,  the  vampire  was  following  his  commands  to the  letter,  but  the  problem  was  he  couldn’t  deviate  from  them,  and Dean  couldn’t  tell  him  to  answer  them  either  without  reconnecting with  him.  He  doubted  he  had  the  power  reserves  left  to  make  that work anyway. 

“Gary,  you  alright?  You’re  acting  strange,”  the  second  voice called out. 

Dean  tried  to  use  his  will  remotely  to  get  the  vampire  to  move faster. It didn’t work. He maintained his purposeful stride towards the alcove. Ten yards now and Dean could make out the door set in the masonry  of  the  foundation.  He  decided  it  was  now  or  never.  He hoped that door was unlocked. 

As the pair of voices shouted for Dean and his guide to stop, he darted past the vampire ahead of him and ran for the basement door. 

He reached it as he saw the pair at the back of the yard start running in his direction. Grabbing the doorknob, Dean felt the latch open as he  turned  it  and  he  pushed  the  door  open,  rushing  inside.  He slammed the door shut behind him and searched for a way to secure if  from  the  inside.  He  was  rewarded  when  he  saw  the  outline  of  a sliding  deadbolt  lock  set  into  the  door.  He  reached  up  and  slid  the bolt home into a slot cut in the foundation from the inside. The door was a steel exterior door. It should hold them for a short time if his guide failed to stop them from following him as ordered. Dean turned and pulled out his flashlight in the darkened basement. It was time to look for Jaz. 
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Rudy  to  drive  the  SUV  faster  as  they

sped through the night. She knew Dean well enough to know he’d try and bull his way into rescue Jaz without a real plan. He was running on little sleep and wasn’t making good decisions. It was a recipe for disaster. 

Rudy was in contact with the pack member following Dean via a radio  and  wireless  earpiece  in  his  ear.  With  her  enhanced  senses, she  could  sense  the  buzz  of  occasional  updates  coming  into  the pack  leader  while  he  drove.  She  couldn’t  make  out  what  was  said, but  that  didn’t  matter.  Rudy  was  passing  the  updates  along  to  the rest of the passengers in the SUV as he got them. 

“He’s stopped at the Old Heritage mansion on the edge of town, and  he’s  poking  around  to  try  and  find  a  way  inside.  My  guy  is watching him from a distance and says he’s pacing along the front of the main fence.” 

“How  far  out  are  we?”  Brynne  asked.  She  looked  around  to  get her bearings but had trouble figuring how long it would take them to get there. 

Rudy turned off the next exit from the interstate as he answered her. 

“I’d say ten minutes, maybe a little less.” 

“Brynne,  don’t  worry,”  James  consoled  her.  “He’ll  realize  he needs help and call us or call the authorities.” 

“No,  James,  he  won’t.  I  know  him.  He’s  going  to  try  and  be  the hero and go in to rescue her on his own because, like you said, Artur probably told him to come alone.” She thought for a moment before continuing. 

“What  about  that  trick  he  tried  on  the  prisoner?  Could  that  be used again against Artur or his minions?” Brynne hoped the answer was  yes.  She  had  not  realized  her  former  probie  had  any  special powers at all. They were going to have a long discussion when all of this was done. 

James shook his head in answer to her questions. “I don’t know, Brynne. It’s not something I’ve ever seen a human, even a witch or other magic user use before. I don’t know where he discovered how to do that.” 

“Most powers like that are finite. He’s used it once already in the last  twenty-four  hours,”  Celeste  chimed  in.  “He  needs  to  rest.  He can’t  be  at  full  strength  after  being  up  all  night  and  working  all  day today.” 

“My thoughts exactly, Celeste,” Brynne agreed. “He needs us to get there before he brings things to a head with Artur.” 

Rudy  held  up  a  hand  and  pressed  his  hand  to  his  ear  for  a moment. 

“Damn, he’s found a way inside, and he’s approaching the main house,”  the  werewolf  reported.  “He  has  no  idea  who  or  what  is waiting inside. What is he thinking?” 

“He’s  not  thinking.  As  Celeste  said,  he’s  tired  and  running  on instinct alone,” Brynne replied. 

Rudy relayed another message to them. 

“My guy has lost sight of Dean. He’s gone around the back of the house. I told him to wait until we got there. It’s not too much further.” 

Brynne looked ahead as Rudy sped through the dark, residential streets. She hoped they were in time. 
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a commotion start up behind him outside the entrance as  he  started  searching  his  way  through  the  basement’s  many rooms.  He  was  in  some  sort  of  storage  area  filled  with  broken furniture  and  various  tools  for  use  around  the  grounds.  Using  his flashlight,  he  found  the  door  out  and  entered  a  long,  carpeted hallway with many doors branching off of it. The far end of the hall opened up into a larger area, but he couldn’t see too far there using just  the  beam  of  his  flashlight.  He  started  trying  the  doors  to  either side  as  he  worked  his  way  down  the  hall.  The  rooms  were  small bedrooms  or  offices,  and  most  were  filled  with  assorted  junk discarded and stored down here from the rest of the house. 

He  was  halfway  down  the  hall  when  he  heard  banging  on  the door  to  the  main  storeroom  behind  him  from  the  outside.  Attackers must have overcome his vampire guarding the door, or the effects of Dean’s  control  had  worn  off.  Either  way,  he  wasn’t  going  back  out that way. He needed to pick up the pace of his search, or he’d never make it out of this basement alive. 

He  decided  to  take  a  chance  and  called  out  once  to  see  if  Jaz answered him. 

“Jaz, where are you?” 

Dean heard her voice faintly from the open area at the far end of the  hall.  He  rushed  down  the  hallway  into  a  large  open  room.  He shined  his  light  around  the  room  looking  for  Jaz.  He  found  her; hands  tied  wide  to  the  front  of  a  built-in  wet  bar  in  the  corner.  She shied  away  from  the  blinding  light  of  his  flashlight.  He  shifted  the beam to one side as he ran over to her. 

“Dean,  you  are  a  sight  for  sore  eyes.  I  thought  I  was  going  to have to rescue myself.” 

“Not hardly,” Dean said. “I came for you as soon as I found out you were here.” 

Jaz  looked  past  him,  searching  the  hallway  behind  him  for  a moment. 

“Where’s the rest of the team?” 

“Uh, well…” 

“Oh, my God. You idiot. Dean, you didn’t come here by yourself did  you?”  Jaz  asked  in  shock  while  Dean  struggled  to  loosen  the

knots. 

“I  couldn’t  wait  for  help.  Artur  contacted  me  and  warned  me  to come alone without any police or other assistance. He threatened to kill you otherwise.” 

“Of course he told you to come alone. Now he’s going to try and kill both of us.” Jaz tried to pull at her bonds, hoping the cuts she’d been  able  to  make  in  the  ropes  had  weakened  them  enough  to break. 

“Stop struggling. You’re making the knots tighter, Jaz.” 

“Dean, you’ve got my sword. Use the blade to cut the knots. We have  to  get  out  of  here.  Artur  has  to  know  you’re  coming.  He’ll  be down here to check on me soon.” 

“Oh, yeah,” Dean said. He couldn’t believe he didn’t think of that, but he’d forgotten about the blade across his back. He was so tired he wasn’t thinking clearly. He reached up to draw the blade just as the lights in the basement room switched on. Dean spun around and saw Artur standing on the stairs. 

“Well, well, well,” the vampire lord said as he lifted a scabbarded sword  he  carried  as  if  to  invite  Dean  to  keep  drawing  the  katana blade. “I see you got my invitation to come and pay me a visit. How very rude of you to sneak in the back way, though.” 
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out  of  the  back  of  the  SUV  as  soon  as  Rudy screeched to a stop outside the main gate. A dark-haired man stood by another black SUV nearby. He must be Rudy’s pack mate who’d been following Dean. She joined James, Celeste, and Rudy in front of the SUV to get the latest report. The security agent pointed to the big house on the other side of the fence. 

“I heard shouting coming from the back of the house but that has stopped now, and it’s been pretty silent for the last few minutes.” 

“Good work, Ricky,” Rudy said. “Stay here and direct the teams that are coming soon to surround the house and be ready to come in if we call them. Stop anyone trying to leave and detain them.” 

“Got it, boss.” 

Rudy  turned  to  James.  “I  think  we  should  head  inside.  We  can leave Brynne and Celeste here with Ricky.” 

“No  way,”  Brynne  answered.  “You  need  our  help,  too.  You  can’t go in there alone, just the two of you. Celeste and I are coming with you.” 

James started to protest, but he must have seen the dangerous glint in Brynne’s eyes. He sighed and nodded. 

“You can come with us, but you’re going to stay close to Celeste and listen to what she says, alright?” 

“Agreed,”  Brynne  said.  She  understood  the  need  for  a  chain  of command  here.  She  also  knew  they  had  to  hurry  and  get  inside. 

Arguing  out  here  wasn’t  going  to  solve  anything  and  would  only delay the help that Dean was going to need. She hoped they weren’t already too late. 

James  and  Rudy  led  the  way,  easily  leaping  over  the  fence. 

Brynne  followed  Celeste,  marveling  at  the  powerful  strength  in  her vampire muscles propelling her up and over the fence with a single bound. She landed on the balls of her feet and took off at a jog after the  other  three  Unusuals.  They  covered  the  ground  between  the street  and  the  main  house  in  a  few  seconds  and  stood  outside  the front  door.  James  looked  to  Rudy.  Brynne  was  shocked  to  see  a partially  shifted  wolf  form  standing  where  Rudy  had  been  standing. 

His fingers had sprouted talons, and his face was slightly elongated as his upper and lower jaws now featured long sharp canines. 

Rudy gave a grunting growl and hurled his shoulder against the double  doors  in  the  front  of  the  mansion.  The  wooden  doors  burst inward  in  a  shower  of  splinters.  She  heard  a  howl  of  rage  and sounds  of  fighting  on  the  other  side.  Brynne  followed  James  and Celeste  inside  after  the  werewolf  to  find  a  semi-circular  array  of people squared off facing them. Two were already pinned to the floor beneath  Rudy’s  massive  taloned  hands.  There  were  about  ten others scattered about the entry hallway and on the broad staircase leading upward. James stepped forward. 

“I’m James Lee. I’m the Lord of this region. I promise each of you fair treatment and safe passage if you let us pass now.” 

Brynne  could  feel  the  power  of  James’  ancient  vampire  power washing over all the other vamps in the room. The offer hung in the air between the two groups for a few tense moments frozen in time. 

Then  a  brunette  woman  standing  on  the  stairs  behind  the  others spoke.  Brynne  recognized  her  as  Felicity  Richards,  the  missing public  health  nurse.  It  was  obvious  she  had  been  turned  into  a vampire. 

“The  master  said  he  was  not  to  be  disturbed.  We  outnumber them, you fools. Kill them. Now.” 

Rudy  growled  once  and  slashed  at  the  two  vampires  he  had pinned to the floor as Artur’s other minions rushed the small group of rescuers. Then all sense of time disappeared for Brynne as the entry hall devolved into a massive melee for life or death. She stepped up next to Celeste and began fighting for her life as the other vampires closed on her. She wondered where Dean and Jaz were and if they were too late to save them as she dodged the first of her attackers and  kicked  out  at  another  with  a  wicked  roundhouse  that  knocked the vampire back into a wall with backbreaking force. Then she had no time to think as the rest of their attackers closed in. 
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away  from  Jaz  and  extended  the  blade  of  her Japanese  style  sword  out,  pointing  it  at  Artur.  The  vampire  lord stepped down the last step into the room and slid his own blade from the scabbard. The sword was different, looking more like a sword he might  see  in  a  movie  about  the  Three  Musketeers  than  Jaz’s Japanese  katana.  He  had  no  doubts  about  Artur’s  ability  to  use  it compared to his non-existent skill, though. 

“I  won’t  let  you  kill  her,  Artur.  Not  now,  not  ever,”  Dean  said through gritted teeth. He knew it was mostly bluster, but he felt like he had to say something. 

“Dean,  don’t,”  Jaz  warned.  “He’s  a  master  swordsman.  Finish cutting me free before it’s too late.” 

“Oh, it’s already too late Miss Errington. I don’t think your friend here  can  finish  cutting  your  bonds  before  I  run  him  through.  He’s been a thorn in my side for too long as it is and I want him stopped as much as I want you dead. It’s time I put you both in your place.” 

Dean knew Jaz was right. He didn’t stand a chance against this guy. He wasn’t sure he had an alternative, though. He’d managed to free one of her hands and was working on the other one when Artur arrived. She was tugging at the knots with her free hand but wouldn’t get free anytime soon. Dean knew his only chance was to slow the vampire  down  enough  that  she  could  free  herself.  Then  she  might have a half a chance. 

A wolf’s howl from somewhere in the house above them stopped all  for  a  moment.  There  were  sounds  of  a  struggle  coming  from upstairs. Dean knew what he had to do. 

“You may be a master swordsman, Artur, but I’m going to do my best to stand in your way. That howl means my friends are here. It’s only  a  matter  of  time  before  James  comes  down  here  and  finishes you off himself. I only have to slow you down.” 

“Boy, you are less than a flea to me. An inconsequential fool who won’t  slow  me  for  even  an  instant.  Now,  out  of  my  way.”  Artur advanced on him with a flurry of sword jabs and slashes. 

Somehow  Dean  knocked  them  away  from  him  as  he backpedaled  across  the  room  to  get  some  space  between  himself and the deadly blade. He stopped backing up at one point and slid to the side. He had to keep himself between the vampire lord and Jaz. 

That  limited  how  far  he  could  back  up.  As  soon  as  Dean  stopped backing  up,  Artur  had  him  where  he  wanted.  With  two  well-placed thrusts,  the  vampire  slashed  open  deep  wounds  in  both  Dean’s thighs causing him to fall to his knees. 

Dean almost dropped the katana because of the pain. He could see the blood pumping from one of the wounds. Artur’s blade had at least nicked the femoral artery there. If he didn’t do something in the next few minutes, he was going to bleed out. He knew he only had a moment before he’d start to lose consciousness. In a last, desperate action,  Dean  leaned  backward  and  pushed  himself  off  with  his injured legs to try and reach Jaz. He smiled as she reached out and grabbed  the  katana  from  his  outstretched  hand.  Dean’s  last conscious thought was how glad he was to have given her a fighting chance. 
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a  glance  at  her  companions  as  she  threw  the woman  she  was  fighting  over  her  shoulder  and  into  the  stairs.  She heard  a  satisfying  snap  as  her  opponent  landed.  James  and  Rudy were  a  whirlwind  of  teeth  and  talons  as  they  waded  through  the

opponents who faced them on the main floor below. She and Celeste had taken on the group coming down the stairs. Celeste led the way. 

She had produced two wicked-looking knives from somewhere, and she  had  been  putting  them  to  good  use  as  the  two  of  them  fought their  way  upward.  Brynne  followed  and  tried  to  watch  her  friend’s back with her more limited skills. She’d been practicing kickboxing in the  gym  for  a  long  time,  but  it  was  entirely  different  in  a  practical application. 

It  helped  that  their  opponents  weren’t  very  competent  fighters either. Most were just launching themselves in a sort of whole-body assault on the intruders. If they had charged en-masse, it might have worked,  but  they  came  in  piecemeal  in  groups  of  two  or  three  at  a time.  Soon  she  and  Celeste  had  reached  the  top  of  the  stairs  and were fighting their way towards a rapidly retreating Felicity. She was backing  away  now,  looking  from  side-to-side  for  some  avenue  of escape. 

Celeste  finished  off  the  final  vampire  between  her  and  Felicity and pointed a bloody knife blade in her direction. 

“I’ll let you live if you tell us where Dean and Jaz are right now.” 

“I don’t know where the paramedic is. He was supposed to show up tonight. Artur had sent him the address and told him to come.” 

“Fine,”  Celeste  replied.  “Tell  us  where  you’re  holding  Jaz Errington.” 

Felicity  paused  for  a  moment  then  shrugged.  “She’s  being  held downstairs  in  the  basement.  I  don’t  think  she’s  still  alive,  though. 

Artur  took  his  blade  down  to  finish  her  off  himself  before  the paramedic arrived.” 

Celeste  turned  and  looked  at  Brynne.  “Go,  find  her  and  you’ll probably find Dean, too.” 

Brynne started to leave but stopped when Felicity took advantage of Celeste’s turning to talk to Brynne and ran down the hallway. She disappeared into a room at the end of the passage. 

“Don’t  mind  her,  Brynne.  I’ll  track  her  down.  You  go  and  find Dean. He’s going to need you to stop him before he does something heroic and stupid.” 

Brynne nodded and turned, racing down the stairs. She reached the bottom and stopped, trying to get her bearings and to figure out where the basement door might be located. She decided to find the kitchen.  There  was  probably  a  basement  door  somewhere  near there.  She  skirted  the  melee  where  Rudy  and  James  were  battling the  bulk  of  Artur’s  remaining  minions  and  went  in  search  of  the kitchen. 

She found the kitchen without any further encounters. The sound of the brawl in the main entry hall had drawn all potential attackers there. She tried all the doors off the kitchen and found the pantry and a door to the back yard but no stairs down to the basement. Moving down  a  side  hallway,  Brynne  let  her  enhanced  senses  expand outward to try and hear or smell something that might indicate which way to go. That was when she caught the first whiff of human blood. 

It was fresh. She could tell. She sniffed the air again. It was coming from - that way. 

Brynne moved down another hallway until she found a half-open door.  She  heard  the  sounds  of  clashing  steel  below  her  and  again detected  the  unmistakable  odor  of  fresh  human  blood.  She  fought down the predatory urge to charge down and drink from its source. 

Instead, she took the stairs down in slow, measured steps. This was all about self-control. If she tried to hurry, she’d be unable to control herself. 

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Brynne saw a furious battle of steel  on  steel  as  Jaz  fended  off  a  flurry  of  attacks  from  Artur.  Jaz must have seen Brynne enter because she called out to her. 

“Brynne, you have to help him. Dean. He’s over at the bar. He’s dying.” 

That  set  Brynne’s  mind  into  motion,  and  she  scanned  the  room for a moment before she saw Dean’s crumpled form on the floor next to the built-in bar. That was where the blood smell was coming from, and she had to clamp down on her urges again to keep from rushing over  and  feeding.  Forcing  herself  to  walk,  she  crossed  to  where Dean  lay  on  the  floor.  He  was  unconscious  and  had  lost  a  lot  of blood due to two vicious sword wounds in his legs. She battled again with her inner vampire nature for a moment before she was able to

kneel  down  and  set  to  examining  his  wounds  in  detail.  One  was worse than the other, but both were serious. 

Thinking  quickly,  Brynne  spotted  the  thick  hemp  ropes  that  had been  used  to  secure  someone,  probably  Jaz,  to  the  bar.  She grabbed  a  length  of  the  rope  and  wrapped  it  around  Dean’s  upper thigh, fighting against the urge to drink from the fountain of blood that surged  from  his  wound  when  she  moved  his  leg.  She  tied  a  single loop in the rope and used her increased vampire strength to pull the ends  of  the  rope  tighter  and  tighter  until  the  blood  slowed  to  an oozing flow and then stopped entirely. She tied off the rope ends and repeated the same action with the other, less seriously wounded leg. 

She  checked  to  make  sure  the  bleeding  was  indeed  stopped before  she  continued  checking  Dean  for  other  wounds.  Not  finding anything,  she  grabbed  his  wrist  and  checked  for  a  pulse.  She realized  after  she  started  feeling  his  thready,  weak  pulse  that  she could hear his heart beating, too. It was starting to slow down, a sign that the shock was taking over. He needed fluids, preferably blood, and  a  trauma  center’s  operating  suite  as  soon  as  possible.  Brynne took out her phone and started to dial nine-one-one to get help when she stopped and felt a tugging at her mind. 

Before she could stop herself, Brynne put her phone on the floor next to Dean and stood up. She was looking at the ferocious display of  sword  fighting  happening  mere  feet  away  from  her.  Something was tugging at her mind, compelling her to stop Jaz, to leap at her and take her sword away. Brynne shook her head and tried to clear her  mind.  She  knew  she  should  not  interfere.  She  knew  that attacking Jaz would almost ensure her death at the hands of Artur, but she couldn’t stop herself. Taking a few hesitant steps forward as she tried to resist, Brynne reached out for Jaz from behind. 

Jaz must have noticed what she was doing and shouted at her, out of breath from the battle. 

“Brynne, what are you doing?” 

“I—can’t—stop—myself,” Brynne forced herself to speak. “He’s—

in—control.” 

Brynne felt another sudden urge, and she took a swing at Jaz’s head. The hunter ducked under the blow which allowed Artur to get

past her guard and score a deep slash across her shoulder. Jaz let out  a  gasp  at  the  pain.  It  didn’t  slow  her,  though.  The  hunter appeared  to  redouble  her  attacks  to  push  Artur  away,  so  she  was farther  from  Brynne’s  advance.  It  didn’t  matter.  Brynne  felt  the command tugging at her mind, and she continued to move forward. 

She  saw  something  in  the  way  Artur  was  holding  himself  as  he fought.  There  was  something  in  his  off  hand.  She  realized  what  it was. He was holding the relic, the Eldara finger there. As long as he did, he’d be able to command her to do his bidding. She was able to resist,  sort  of,  probably  because  his  attention  was  divided  between her and the formidable sword skills of the hunter he was fighting. 

“He’s—got—the—relic—in—his—hand,”  Brynne  managed  to stammer  as  she  continued  to  close  in  on  Jaz.  She  knew  once  she was  close  enough,  there’s  be  nothing  Jaz  could  do,  and  then  the hunter would die, either at her hands or Artur’s. 

Jaz  must  have  seen  what  she  was  talking  about.  In  a  move Brynne was surprised by as much as Artur, Jaz tucked and rolled in toward  the  vampire  lord’s  feet,  springing  upward  and  delivering  a slashing blow to his free hand with her katana blade. With a spray of dark,  almost  black  blood,  Artur’s  hand  was  cut  free  and  spiraled across the room, the fingers releasing a long cylindrical object to fall free. 

As  soon  as  Jaz’s  blade  detached  Artur’s  hand,  Brynne  felt  the compulsion  leave  her,  and  she  fell  to  the  floor  as  if  puppet  strings holding her aloft had been cut. Artur howled in pain and rage as he used  the  pommel  of  his  sword  to  bring  a  crashing  blow  down  on Jaz’s  exposed  head.  The  hunter  crumpled  to  the  floor  at  his  feet. 

Artur  was  about  to  deliver  a  killing  blow  when  James  and  Rudy leaped down the stairs. The rebel vampire lord snarled with rage and threw  his  sword  at  the  two  interlopers  before  he  turned  and  raced down the hallway into the depths of the basement. 

Rudy dodged the flying blade and then took off after Artur. James came over to check on Brynne and then Jaz. Brynne was getting her strength  back,  and  she  moved  over  to  attend  to  Jaz  as  well.  The hunter  was  bleeding  from  the  blow  to  her  head.  James  raised  his arm to bar Brynne’s approach, but she pushed him aside. 

“I’m  fine.  I  can  control  myself,”  Brynne  assured  James.  “Let  me look  at  her  wounds.”  She  knelt  down  and  started  assessing  the bleeding. It looked worse than it was. Heads always bled a lot. She was  more  concerned  about  an  internal,  closed  head  injury.  Jaz needed a trauma center as much as Dean did. 

“James, are things cleared out upstairs? We need to call them an ambulance right now.” 

James  nodded.  “Rudy’s  backup  arrived,  and  we  captured  the remainder  of  Artur’s  followers.  Celeste  is  trying  to  track  down  the woman  you  two  were  following.  She’s  afraid  she  got  away  out  a window.” 

Brynne  turned  and  went  to  grab  her  phone  off  the  floor  from where  she  dropped  it  next  to  Dean.  Placing  the  nine-one-one  call and waiting for the dispatcher to pick up, Brynne looked around. She felt a grim smile come across her face. For the first time in months, she felt like a paramedic again. 

H







, Ingrid watched the scene below as her

wings beat silently behind her, hovering in place. She tensed when she saw two figures leave the building within moments of each other. 

The  first  was  a  female  vampire.  She  leaped  from  a  second-story window  to  the  ground  below,  crouched  for  a  moment  among  the bushes and then started for the edge of the fenced-in grounds. A few seconds later, a male vampire left from the basement entrance and sprinted after the female. 

Ingrid didn’t know who the female was, but the male was one she recognized the instant she saw him. She tensed and started to draw her sword. Her companion laid a hand on her wrist, stopping Ingrid with her sword half drawn. 

“Why  did  you  stop  me,  Gabriel?  That’s  Artur  Torrence  down there.”  Ingrid  pointed  at  the  figure  sprinting  across  the  grounds towards  freedom.  “I’ve  been  hunting  him  for  centuries.  He’s

responsible for banishing Ashley and the loss of countless lives. He might have even killed your son down there, for all you know.” 

“My son is injured but will survive. I can sense his life-force, and it is  strong.  Besides,  look,  Artur  is  being  pursued  already.”  The  other Eldara pointed to a wolf-like figure bounding from the basement exit. 

The creature sniffed at the air for a moment then howled and took off after the fleeing vampire. 

“Artur will elude the werewolf if given enough time. You must let me intervene.” 

“No,”  Gabriel  ordered.  “You  must  go  and  prepare  the  hall  of heroes.  This  is  the  moment  we’ve  anticipated.  The  final  battle  is coming  soon  unless  we  can  do  something  to  stop  it.  I  think  I  now know  why  I  was  sent  here  all  those  years  ago  to  father  a  human child. He may be the key to preventing the impending Armageddon.” 

“You think it is that close, just because of an isolated attack by a deranged  vampire  lord?”  Ingrid  asked.  She  was  concerned. 

Ragnarok,  or  Armageddon,  or  whatever  you  called  the  end  of  the world,  had  always  seemed  so  far  away.  To  be  told  it  was  close  by Gabriel, the trumpet bearer himself, was frightening. 

“I think it is time for me to return to Dean Flynn’s life and tell him more about his father. There are things he needs to know, important things, that may help him stop Armageddon from coming.” 

Ingrid  watched  as  Gabriel  flew  off,  gliding  on  his  mighty  wings. 

She  spared  one  last  glance  in  the  direction  in  which  Artur  fled  and turned in the air to follow. Soon the darkness swallowed both Eldara as they returned to their ethereal plane. 
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and winced as he went to stand up. His legs

were sore from all the physical therapy he’d been receiving since the surgery the previous month. He was pushing himself faster than the PT guys wanted him to but he wanted to get back to work and back on the ambulance. Despite the objections of his caregivers, the hard work had paid off. He was due to start back to work in two days. He was happy, as were all his friends. There was a celebration planned for  tonight  at  the  Nightwing  Building  penthouse  to  congratulate  him on his recovery and also to welcome the new permanent night shift supervisor for Station U, Brynne Garvey. 

“Jaz, honey, are you almost ready to head out?” Dean asked Jaz  came  out  of  the  bathroom,  her  head  turned  to  one  side, putting  in  a  pair  of  diamond  stud  earrings.  Dean  watched,  enjoying seeing  her  back  on  her  feet,  too.  She’d  been  laid  up  with  a concussion for two weeks until the after-effects started to fade. In the time  of  their  combined  convalescence,  the  two  of  them  had  gotten the downtime they needed to see each other on a more social basis, and it had paid off. 

“Here, Dean, help me zip up.” She turned so he could pull up the zipper for her dress, a little black and red number that showed off her curves  and  athletic  build.  He  pulled  the  zipper  to  the  top,  and  she turned and delivered a quick kiss in thanks before going off to put on her  shoes.  Dean  watched  her  as  he  grabbed  his  truck  keys  and wallet. 

Dean  checked  his  watch.  “I  know  you  don’t  like  to  be  late.  We should be going.” 

“I’m coming,” Jaz said as she grabbed her purse and her familiar leather  jacket.  Dean  knew  it  contained  numerous  weapons.  She never  left  the  house  unarmed,  especially  since  Artur  had  evaded Rudy’s pursuit that night last month. He was out there, somewhere, planning some other way to bring them all down, Dean was sure. 

As  the  two  of  them  left  Dean’s  apartment  over  the  Baxter’s garage, Jaz pointed to his white pickup truck. 

“I know you want to keep your independence but there’s really no reason you need to drive that thing. I have a fleet of SUVs for use by the Errington security teams.” 

“I don’t need a new truck,” Dean protested. He secretly wanted to drive  one  of  the  Errington  SUVs,  but  his  pride  prevented  him  from taking her up on the offer. 

“I’m  going  to  keep  offering,”  Jaz  said.  “Eventually  I’ll  wear  you down.” 

“Maybe I just keep saying no so you’ll keep coming back to ask me,” Dean said with a broad grin as he held the truck’s door open for her. 

“Careful  what  you  wish  for,”  she  smiled  as  she  chided  him  and climbed into the passenger side of the truck. 

Dean  walked  around  to  the  driver’s  side  and  thought  about  his life as it stood right now. Things were going pretty well, and he was excited about the direction things were headed in the future, too. He and Jaz were together, Brynne was coming back to work. Everything felt right again. It wasn’t the same, that was for sure, but it was back to  normal  and  had  even  gotten  better  in  many  ways.  He  smiled  at Jaz as he started the truck and drove off into the night to celebrate with the friends who’d become his family. 
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and swooped lower over the field of battle, the wind sweeping  past  her  wings  lifting  her  up  as  she  soared.  The  Valkyrie sought  a  particular  individual  on  the  British  side  at  the  Battle  of Inkerman, a man who had served with honor and bravery. He made the ultimate sacrifice by leaping into a desperate struggle between a comrade  and  a  pair  of  advancing  Russian  soldiers.  His  action  had saved  his  friend’s  life  but  had  exposed  him  to  the  advancing bayonets of the enemy. He had perished but had also accomplished his goal: to save his friend’s life. The Valkyrie’s wings flared as she alighted on the ground next to a shimmering figure standing next to a fallen  soldier.  He  looked  to  his  left  as  she  approached,  but  his expression of sorrow did not change as he looked back down at the body at his feet. 

It  was  late  evening  over  the  battlefield  at  Inkerman.  The  field between Shell Hill on the Russian side of the lines and Home Ridge, where the British 2nd Division held their lines, was littered with dead and wounded as the evening fog began to settle after a day of hard fighting. Ingrid thought the view spectacular as she soared over the carnage. Many men had distinguished themselves that day, earning themselves  a  place  of  honor  in  the  afterlife.  Some  called  their  next life Valhalla, others Heaven, still others final enlightenment. It was a place  where  those  who  distinguished  themselves  during  life  found themselves escorted to at the end of their days. 

“Corporal  Calvin  Smith,”  Ingrid  began,  her  voice  low  but  heard over  the  raucous  calls  of  the  carrion  birds.  Your  service  today  was noticed.” 

The  young  British  corporal  looked  over  at  her.  “I  don’t  see Cawley’s  body  here.  The  last  I  remember  I  saw  him  driven  to  his knees before two Russian soldiers. I tried to stop them from slaying him. Did I succeed?” 

“You did, Calvin,” Ingrid replied. “David Cawley will grow old and die  surrounded  by  a  wife,  children,  and  grandchildren  after  a  long and  fruitful  life.  He  will  name  his  eldest  child  after  you.  He  will  tell

everyone who will listen about you, the man who saved his life here at Inkerman Field.” 

“And I?” The soldier’s shade asked looking her way again. 

“You will sit at a table of honor in my Father’s house reserved for all those who served their armies honorably in battle. There you will await  the  day  of  final  battle  when  you  will  be  called  upon  to  serve with your new comrades to defend the light against the darkness.” 

Ingrid watched as he thought on that for a moment and then gave a  nod  of  affirmation.  She  invoked  her  one  of  her  runic  tattoos  and opened  a  portal  there  before  the  shade.  The  doorway  to  Valhalla began as a pinpoint of light that expanded outward to form a perfect circle nearly seven feet across. Ingrid felt the light and warmth from the other side, and she knew that even the incorporeal shade could sense it too. 

“You only have to walk through to take your place with the heroes of all time - past, present, and future,” Ingrid said. Her wings flared wide and she gestured towards the portal. “It will only open this once for you. You must decide, Calvin.” 

Calvin  looked  at  her  and  smiled.  The  light  from  the  other  side shined  on  his  face.  He  turned  and  took  a  step  through  the  circular opening  into  the  next  world.  The  moment  he  stepped  through  the portal, it winked shut, leaving the Valkyrie alone again in the valley. 

She  cast  her  senses  around  and  then  with  a  mighty  flap  of  her wings, launched herself aloft to return to her search of the lost on the battlefield below. 

Ingrid spent most of the night searching among the souls below for the warriors to whom she was drawn. She found many early on, both  British  and  Russian.  She  was  one  of  the  Eldara,  the messengers  of  the  Gods  of  man.  They  served  many  purposes, always in specialized roles. Hers was to help the most valiant of the warrior  class  transition  after  death  to  their  place  of  honor  in  the afterworld.  One  culture  called  her  and  her  kind  Valkyries,  others angels, still others devas. All the Eldara, which was what they called themselves, acted as guides or messengers among the humans who served their Gods above. Often the Eldara worked in secret, without the  knowledge  of  man,  as  Ingrid  did.  There  were  many  humans

moving about the battlefield tending to those who were still alive, or in  some  cases  robbing  the  dead  and  dying.  They  did  not  see  her interactions  with  the  dead  souls  any  more  than  they  saw  the  souls themselves. She could only be seen if she chose to be, at least, by human kind. 

The search for the battle’s heroes continued, but as night fell and it  moved  on  toward  midnight,  she  noticed  the  numbers  thinning. 

There should have been more to whom she was drawn but it was as if  the  number  was  dwindling  through  another  means  as  if  another was  collecting  those  at  or  near  death  before  her.  Ingrid  started moving  faster  and  paying  more  attention  to  the  movements  of  the humans or others on the grassy slopes of the valley floor. She had been ignoring them until now. The living were not her concern. 

It  took  her  nearly  an  hour,  but  then  she  saw  what  she  was searching for. It was as she had feared and she felt the wrath of the Gods  themselves  build  within  her.  She  wheeled  around  in  the  sky above  a  figure  crouched  in  the  darkness  over  the  dying  body  of  a Russian  soldier  below.  She  also  saw  the  soul  of  the  dying  soldier standing  nearby  watching.  Then  there  was  a  flash  and  she  saw  it darken  losing  the  light  that  signified  its  humanity.  Though  it  fought against  the  pull,  the  darkened  soul  was  dragged  back  within  the body by an invisible force. 

Ingrid knew what was happening as soon as she saw it. With a scream of outrage, she swooped down, drawing the blade she kept sheathed  across  her  back  between  her  wings.  The  vampire crouched  below  looked  up  at  the  sound  of  her  battle  call,  leaping backward  as  the  silver  shimmering  blade  sliced  through  the  air where he had been standing. The Valkyrie landed on the ground in a crouch,  spinning  to  snap  a  rapid  kick  out  to  her  opponent  that launched  him  several  feet  backward  to  sprawl  on  the  ground.  The vampire  leaped  back  to  his  feet  in  a  fighting  crouch.  He  wore  the uniform of a British cavalryman and pulled a saber from the sheath at his waist, brandishing it towards her. 

“You’ll regret that you harlot,” the vampire said. “I don’t know what or who you are, but this is our battlefield. It is ours alone to harvest.” 

Ingrid laughed which seemed to unsettle the creature of darkness opposite  her.  “I  and  my  Eldara  comrades  have  been  tasked  by  the Gods themselves to harvest from battlefields. You must be very new to  your  unlife  not  to  know  this.  We  alone  claim  the  aftermath  of battlefields  for  ourselves.”  She  pointed  at  the  vampire’s  chest  with her  heavenly  blade.  “Who  turned  you?”  Ingrid  demanded.  “Tell  me who  your  master  or  mistress  is  and  I’ll  spare  you.  That  one  should have done a better job of educating you and your brethren.” 

The  snarl  betrayed  his  attack.  She  was  ready  as  the  vampire soldier  charged  towards  her.  She  defended  herself  with  a  flurry  of parrying  strokes  with  her  heavenly  blade.  He  was  a  talented swordsman and his enhanced strength from his undead form made the contest almost challenging. Almost. She hadn’t had a good fight in ages and this one was turning out to be fun. She kept her wings furled  so  as  not  to  take  unfair  advantage  of  her  opponent.  She turned the contest around and beat him backward again with several stomping slash and thrust attacks that drove the vampire back on his heels. 

Ingrid  was  about  to  send  his  head  bouncing  from  his  shoulders with  a  broad  sweeping  cut  when  she  was  bowled  over  by  another attacker  from  her  right.  She  landed  with  enough  force  to  knock  the wind from her lungs, but she had enough presence of mind to force herself  to  roll  to  one  side  and  avoid  the  attack  that  must  follow  the initial  assault  from  the  new  assailant.  It  was  well  that  she  did,  the descending bayonet blade would have pinned her to the ground. She was not afraid of dying in this corporeal form. While it would perish, her true being would return to the afterworld while her corporeal form regenerated. It was the waiting in the afterlife she didn’t like. It would take nearly one hundred years to recover and regenerate. She had been a fool to think this vampire acted alone. It had nearly cost her this  current  existence.  It  was  time  to  finish  this  before  any  more  of the creatures showed themselves. 

The  Valkyrie  rolled  to  the  side  several  more  times  before springing back to her feet. There was another vampire, as she had expected,  coming  to  the  aid  of  the  first.  This  one  was  a  former Russian  private  who  wielded  a  smoothbore  musket  with  a  bayonet

attached.  He  must  have  retrieved  it  from  one  of  the  dead  on  the ground. The two vampires now moved forward, spreading out to try and take her from either side, trying to force her to turn her back on one or the other. It was a good tactic, for a fight on the ground. She saw one nod to the other and then the two of them rushed forward to pin her between them. 

With a single beat of her suddenly unfurled wings, Ingrid whirled aloft,  spinning  in  the  air  until  she  was  inverted,  feet  up  and  head down,  as  she  passed  over  the  former  Russian  private.  He  looked upward  in  amazement  and  tried  to  bring  up  his  gun  barrel  and bayonet to block her. It was too late and she felt the bite of her blade as it passed through the vampire’s neck, parting flesh, muscle, and bone, sending the head bouncing away from the still erect body. 

The second attacker didn’t even slow, to his credit. He continued his charge swinging his blade high while leaping upward to try and catch  her  while  she  was  still  low  enough  to  reach.  She  caught  his blade  on  hers  with  a  parry,  knocking  it  aside  and  plunging  the heavenly  silver  blade  forward  until  it  struck  home,  piercing  the vampire’s heart. It was not as instant a kill as beheading. He would not  die  until  she  removed  her  blade,  a  useful  bit  of  knowledge because she had some questions for this one. 

Her  opponent  dropped  to  his  knees,  his  blade  falling  from  his hand  to  clatter  among  some  rocks  on  the  ground.  He  looked  up  at her in amazement as she settled to the ground in front of him. She was  careful  to  keep  the  blade  in  place.  She  needed  to  learn  what was going on here. 

“He  told  us  we  were  gods,”  The  vampire  gasped  through  the pain. “He said none could defeat us and that we would have an army of our own to rule over the lowly men we used to be.” 

“Who  said  this?”  Ingrid  asked.  “Who  sent  you  to  make  more  of your kind from the dying on this battlefield?” 

“Lord Artur,” the former cavalryman said. “I don’t understand. He told  us  it  would  be  easy  to  feed  and  turn  others,  that  none  would stand against us.” 

“Where can I find this ‘Lord Artur?’ Perhaps I can straighten out his misconceptions.” 

The vampire snarled at this question. She was impressed with his resilience.  It  was  a  shame  he  must  die.  If  she  had  come  upon  him before  he  was  turned,  he  might  have  been  a  candidate  for  her collection of souls. “I’ll not betray my Lord to you witch, or damned angel, or whatever you are. You may have bested me, but there are dozens  of  us  now  and  we  will  soon  number  in  the  hundreds.”  He reached  up  and  gripped  her  hand  where  she  held  the  hilt  of  her blade and pushed until he slid backward off the blade. There was a smoking  flash  from  the  wound  as  the  blade  left  his  heart  and  the vampire died, leaving her alone standing there on the field of battle again in the darkness of midnight. 

She  wiped  her  blade  with  a  scrap  of  cloth  sliced  from  her opponent’s  coat,  inspecting  it  for  the  proper  mirror  finish,  then returned  it  to  the  sheath  across  her  back.  The  Valkyrie  looked around for the original object of her search, the soldier on whom the vampire had been feeding. She found him staring wide-eyed at her as she approached. She searched his mind to find his name as she walked up to him. He was near to death, but he could still talk. 

“I have seen an angel, I must be dying,” he murmured looking up at her in wonder. 

“You will likely die soon, Lloyd Williams, after a manner,” She told him,  soothing  him  with  her  soft-spoken  words.  “You  have  fought valiantly  today.  I  was  to  come  and  collect  you,  but  those  monsters have corrupted your soul. I have avenged you, however. I was not in time  to  save  you  from  becoming  like  them.  Would  you  like  me  to assure you do not shift into one of them?” 

“Must I become a monster like them?” Lloyd asked her. “I am not an evil man.” 

“It  is  not  impossible  to  resist  the  urges  to  kill,  but  it  is  difficult,” 

Ingrid said, looking him over, examining his wounds. “If you were to get to a hospital, it would slow the change, but change you will. You will eventually feel the urge to feed on blood. Indeed you will have to feed to survive. If you want to live on and are committed to not doing evil acts, you must resist taking more than you need. This will ensure you will not kill your victims. It is not easy for your very nature now is to become a predator.” 

“I will survive,” the young soldier said, “and I will not kill my fellow soldiers. My father is a pastor and I will not dishonor him so.” 

Ingrid considered the young man before her for a moment. She knew  other  vampires  who  lived  responsibly  among  the  humans  in their  communities,  albeit  without  their  knowledge.  It  could  be  done. 

This young man would need time to acclimate to his new condition as a member of the undead, an Unusual one living in human society. 

Could  he  resist  the  urge  to  kill  and  integrate  among  the  humans? 

She was still trying to come to a decision on whether to let him live, after  a  manner,  or  to  end  his  life  with  her  blade  when  she  was interrupted by voices from nearby. 

“I  heard  something  over  here.  There  may  be  more  survivors,”  a voice called from the darkness. 

Ingrid  could  see  at  night  nearly  as  well  as  in  daylight  and  she looked over to see the cart being pushed across the uneven ground towards her location. There was a woman and two soldiers pushing the  cart,  and  she  saw  it  was  a  makeshift  ambulance.  The  Eldara Valkyrie  shifted  her  form  back  to  invisibility  and  watched  as  they approached. 

Young Lloyd heard their approach and raised his arm, calling out to them, “Here. Over here. I’m alive.” 

The  nurse  and  two  attendants  approached  carefully  and  arrived at his side. Ingrid watched as they loaded him onto the cart, listening as  he  told  them  he  had  seen  an  angel.  The  woman  shushed  him, telling him that they would help him now. No angel would claim him. 

They  carted  him  off  down  the  slope  towards  the  camp.  There  he would  be  loaded  on  the  transport  ships  where  the  wounded  were taken  across  the  Black  Sea  to  Constantinople  and  the  hospital  at Scutari.  She  hoped  he  would  be  able  to  control  himself  when  the change came on him. If not, there were others who would hunt him down.  The  humans  had  their  own  protectors.  If  he  became  a problem, they would end him there. 

She  returned  her  attention  to  the  battlefield.  The  vampires  had said there were dozens more of them here under the leadership of another  named  Artur.  That  was  her  primary  concern  because  the heroes of this bloody war were her primary concern. She must stop

[image: Image 4]

this coven of vampires from feeding on her charges: that she would stop.  With  a  single  downward  beat  of  her  wings,  Ingrid  launched herself back into the sky, assuming watch over the battlefield below. 

R

 the rest of  Nightingale’s Angel now! 
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