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PROLOGUE

    Dean couldn’t believe what was happening. He was in a darkened bedroom lit only by a single overhead light and the flashlights of he and his partner. A struggle was taking place on the bed in the corner accompanied by grunting, growls and shouts of the two paramedics and their patient. A diminutive dark-haired female was wrestling with a large, snarling, furry creature on the bed.

    "Get me the glucagon,"  Brynne Garvey said. “Right now!” Brynne is a lot stronger than she looks, Dean thought as he struggled to figure out how to reconstitute the powdered drug in the preloaded syringe. She was only about five foot two inches tall and her long, straight brown hair pulled back in a ponytail made her look younger than her 34 years. 

    “Probie. I. Need. That. Syringe.” She said through gritted teeth.

    "I'm coming, I'm coming. I've never used one of these prefab syringes before." Dean finally got the syringe assembled and handed it to his preceptor. "Here."

    "I can't do the injection. I'm a little busy here," she said as she grabbed one of the creature’s flailing arms and pinned it to its body with one leg. She avoided the claws that had spontaneously grown out of the creature's fingertips. "You do it, Probie! It's time you stepped up your game and showed me why you got this gig to begin with." The struggle on the bed intensified as the snarling creature seemed to sprout more body hair and grew even stronger. “Do it! Glucagon! Now!” The last was almost a whisper.

    Hesitantly, Dean stepped forward and injected the syringe into the hairy thigh of the creature struggling with his partner. 

    As the beast continued to struggle, Brynne muttered under her breath. “Humans are much easier to deal with.”    




——




    A normal looking man wearing the same shorts and t-shirt as the creature Brynne had been wrestling with was sitting on the edge of the bed eating a peanut butter sandwich. 

"I'm sorry, Brynne. I must've dozed off after my insulin shot tonight.”

    "You've got be more careful, Bob,” Brynne said as she zipped up the medication bag. "That's the third time this month. You're going to hurt someone one of these days. Here, sign this transport refusal so we can go." She handed the patient a tablet computer that Bob signed with a finger.

    The paramedics picked up their gear and headed out to the ambulance. Dean climbed into the passenger seat staring straight ahead as his new partner and preceptor started the engine. The diesel motor growled to life. “So werewolves are …” Dean started.

    “… real”, she finished. “And whenever anything causes a Lycan - and they prefer being called Lycan – to have altered mental status, they lose control and shape shift. That is the cause of most attacks, by the way. They aren't that bloodthirsty. Bob’s a CPA and a member of the Chamber of Commerce.”

    “And our job is to …” Dean started.

    “… treat known or suspected Unusuals who need emergency medical attention.” Brynne glanced over at him. “It's not all that tough. They’re mostly human, but not. You apply human anatomy and physiology then diagnose the problem based on what you know about the type of Unusual you're dealing with.”

    Dean shook his head. “So I worked my butt off to graduate at the head of my class, aced my NREMT exam on the first try and I get rewarded by getting assigned to be a paramedic for monsters?”

    “Unusuals!” Brynne said as she gunned the engine and pulled away from the nondescript suburban home. “Look, Dean, I know this is a bit of a shock to you. Believe me, I didn’t ask to break in a new partner. The job is hard enough without dealing with a brand new paramedic unfamiliar with this type of specialized work. I was hoping to get paired with somebody who had some real street experience. Someone who knows what kind of things we’re likely to run into, but, it looks like we’re stuck with each other.”  

    Unusuals … werewolf CPA, Lycan … Dean's mind was trying to put it all in perspective.

    She glanced over at him as she drove. She must have seen the shocked look on his face and shook her head.

    “Say something. I need to know you're tracking what I’m telling you.” After a pause, she raised her voice. “Dean, answer me.”

    “What do you want me to say?” Dean snapped back. “I finish school and start on what I think is my dream job - saving lives, making a difference - and now I’m - I’m … hell, I’m not sure what I’m doing!”

    “You are saving lives and making a difference to people who don’t need to be ostracized. You can apply for a transfer from the chief after this shift is done. For now you need to listen carefully to what I have to say or you’re going to end up getting hurt. Worse, you could get me hurt,” Brynne glared at him. “I need you to listen to me like you would any of your academy preceptors. On a call, do what I say, when I say it, without question. A lot of the folks we serve are a bit prickly about how the rest of society views them. We need to tread carefully. For you, that means stay right next to me and keep your mouth shut. When I ask for something from our kit or the back of the unit, you hop to it and get what I need. Got it?”

    “Uh, yeah, I guess so,” Dean replied. He looked out the window as the Elk City streetlights went by in the night, the overhead lights forming little pools of light surrounded by what he realized were too many shadows. Shadows that apparently really do have monsters hiding in them.  He looked over at Brynne, “Tell me again just what happened back there. Clearly you’ve been to that house before and knew that guy.”

    “Bob is an okay guy,” she began. “We didn’t start to get calls to his house until recently. He and his wife are separated, and I think she used to help him treat his diabetes and keep his blood sugar levels even. Since she left we’ve been there a bunch of times to handle what dispatch alerts as an ‘agitated subject.’”  

    Brynne pulled the ambulance in to a strip mall parking lot and pulled up in front of the Dollar Store. Putting the vehicle in park, she turned in her seat and looked at Dean. The overhead lights in the parking lot lit up the left side of her face. “Look, Dean, you must have some mad skills or you wouldn’t have been assigned to this unit. You just need to take the stuff you know and apply it to a new situation. Unusuals are people just like us for the most part. Think of them as having a comorbid medical condition that affects the current problem they’re having. 

    Dean felt a throb between his temples. He knew his first shift might be tough, but this was off the charts.

    She continued, “In Bob’s case, he’s a Lycan. He has a disorder that causes him to change form when he gets upset or loses control somehow. Most of the time Lycans manage their whole lives without anyone knowing they’re any different. The full moon thing is just a myth. It takes some medical condition or trauma to cause them to lose control and change. In Bob’s case, we never went to see him before his marital situation changed. Now that his diabetes is out of control, he starts shifting the minute his sugar levels get low enough to affect his mental status. Normal people become anxious, agitated, sweaty, diaphoretic, and thirsty. Bob becomes a hungry wolf-man.” 

    She stopped, the pause getting Dean’s attention. He looked up from staring at his lap and peered at her, “But how am I supposed to know what to do for him?”

    “What do you do for any diabetic with low blood sugar?” she asked.

    “What if you can’t start an IV and give D-50? Then what do you do?” She asked.

    “I give them glucagon intramuscularly, IM. The hormone makes the liver release sugar stores into the blood and …” 

    “… and get him the higher blood sugar level needed to reverse the shift to wolf-man,” Brynne said, finishing his thought. “You do know this stuff.”

    She turned back to the front and shifted the ambulance back into gear, then pulled out of the parking lot and back onto Route 40. “Nobody gets sent to this station if they’re an idiot. We don’t need ‘cookie-cutter’ medics here who can only follow protocols. There are no specific protocols for Unusuals. What we need are true medical professionals who can apply what they know critically to a given situation and improvise when needed. Someone must’ve seen that in you or you wouldn’t have been sent to Station U.”

    Dean fell into his own thoughts and looked ahead as they crossed through the green light at an intersection. “That seemed awfully dangerous back there. What about the old EMS mantra of ‘scene safety’ first and foremost?”

    Brynne chuckled, “Well there are two answers to that. First, no scene is ever really safe. What that mantra means is to be aware of potential dangers and proceed as safely as you are able …” She held up her right hand to forestall his objection. “… within reason. I know there are situations that require us to call for special assistance before proceeding to the scene. For Unusuals, well, let’s just say that the police have their own version of ‘Station U.’ Actually we don’t call them that often, which brings us to the second answer.” She turned into an industrial park and headed back toward the last building. “Remember that extra set of vaccinations you got after you completed your class?”

    “The Hepatitis B and tetanus boosters?”

    “Those weren’t Hep B or tetanus shots. At least that’s not all they were. You got zapped with an experimental batch of the latest in Unusual Prevention vaccines. Didn’t you read the fine print in the release they had you sign?”

    “Uh, no? Why?” He replied. “You mean they snuck them in without making me aware of what they were giving me? That’s malpractice!”

    “Possibly. No, probably.” Brynne corrected herself. “I’ve been told it’s covered under some Homeland Security thing. Anyway, if you’d read the whole release before you got your shot you would have realized you were opting in to ‘additional vaccinations as required to perform your duties.’”

    She shrugged. “I’ve never known anyone to have a negative reaction and I have seen what can happen to someone who gets exposed without them. All in all, you are better off with them.” She turned the wheel as she pulled up in front of the bay doors at their station. “Hop out and back me in.”

    Dean popped his seatbelt off and jumped out, walking around to stand in the ambulance bay doorway as the garage door started to go up. She pulled the ambulance up, lining up the back end so she had a straight shot to back in. Dean saw her looking for him in her driver’s side mirror. He checked behind himself and then slowly walked backward, directing her into the bay.

    Brynne shut the unit down, jumped out and plugged the ambulance in to the shore line power plug hanging from the ceiling. Dean waited, then asked. “What next, boss?”

    “We need to replace the glucagon we used, then write up our run report,” she answered. “Let me show you how we get our drugs out of the provisioning machine in the back. It’s kind of like a giant snack machine but instead of food, it dispenses medications.” 

    She led him up to a big metal box with windows and doors in it. “Any medication we use is kept stocked in here. If it needs refrigeration or climate control, it’s on this side.” She gestured to the left side of the box with small, separate, windowed doors. “If it’s stable at room temperature, it’s on this side.” She pointed to the right side of the machine. Dean saw familiar meds: epinephrine, atropine, bicarb.

    Brynne pulled her photo ID badge off her uniform and swiped it in the machine, then entered a four digit code. “When we get you in the system, and you have your ID badge, you’ll be able to do this, too. It automatically keys the med dispensed to your ID in the computer. When you start a patient care report you can pull up meds used and replenished.” 

    She selected a letter-number combination and after a few seconds, a thump was heard at the bottom of the box. She reached down into an open bin in the bottom of the dispenser and pulled out a new dose of pre-constituted glucagon. “Go put this back in the med bag where you got the original dose then meet me back in the squad room. I’ll get started on the report.”

    Dean climbed into the back of the parked ambulance and looked around. It sure looked like a regular ambulance, he thought. He pulled the med bag out of its cabinet and replaced the boxed dose of glucagon. Turning off the interior light, he climbed out of the back of the rig and shut the doors.

    “What have I gotten myself into,” he muttered to himself.


























CHAPTER 1

    Dean thought back to the ceremonies for his paramedic class just a few days before. The Elk City EMS Academy class of new paramedics stood at the front of the room. They all looked out at their families and friends who watched as each of them was recognized for their achievements over the last two years. The program was an Associates Degree program that culminated in the students testing for the National Registry Paramedic (NRP) certification. That certification, coupled with the passing of the Maryland State EMS protocols test, made them a licensed paramedic.

    The group of forty-five had once been a group of seventy-eight. The rigorous testing and course load winnowed that down pretty quickly. They had completed hundreds of hours of clinical time including airway management and intubation practice on both cadavers at the state university medical school and time in the operating room assisting anesthesiologists with their patients. 

    They’d ridden on the road alongside experienced paramedics, learning the art and craft of caring for injured and ill people in unusual situations. It was often said that anyone could manage a difficult airway in a well-lit operating room or start an IV line in a vein with a patient stationary on a cot in the ER. It took a true artist to do that kind of work upside down in a ditch on the side of the highway at night. That was the life of the paramedic.

    Dean Flynn had worked hard alongside his classmates with that one goal in mind. He stood a little apart from the others in the group. He had always wanted to be the best, not just good, but the best paramedic in the academy. That drive had put some distance between himself and his classmates as he expected the same drive to be the best from them, too. Most of them considered him aloof at best.

    Dean had always wanted to be a paramedic. Ever since his own tumultuous ride in the back of an ambulance following a car accident at sixteen, he’d known this was what he wanted to do. He’d watched from the ambulance’s front passenger seat as his girlfriend’s life was saved. That quick thinking, fast acting paramedic, working his magic in the back of an ambulance speeding to the trauma center. Now all the hard work, the long hours studying, the working alongside real paramedics with street smarts was about to pay off. 

    Dean had heard that the top of each class got to pick their first assignment in the city. He’d thought long and hard about where he wanted to be. There was Station 1, located in the center of downtown. He’d get his share of high energy calls, with shootings, stabbings and other exciting trauma calls to keep him busy between the boring medical runs for the diabetics and asthma patients. He’d given some thought some about picking one of the two stations near I-95 where it went through town. They got some pretty terrific car accidents there which would test his skills and problem-solving abilities as he tried to extricate the victims from the twisted wreckage.

    He was sure of one thing. He didn’t want one of the outlying stations in suburban areas, where they were working on implementing some community paramedic and integrated health programs. These paramedics made house calls and didn’t even get to transport most of their patients to the hospital. He’d done his rotations there and learned the importance of helping patients with chronic disease and minor problems stay out of the hospital. He knew that these stations were part of the new health care reform that was shifting high health care costs to the savings of prevention, but where was the fun in that? There was no glory in helping a diabetic patient keep his blood sugar even from day to day, was there?

    Dean looked out at the crowd from the stage in the auditorium where he and all his classmates were lined up. They wore their light blue uniform shirts and navy cargo pants with the pockets for all the gear they would carry. He was average height at 5’ 11” with short cut brown hair. He was thin and thought he looked good in his new uniform. He prided himself on being pretty fit, though not as muscle-bound as his classmate Jeff Jones. He looked as if he could lift a car off a trapped patient all by himself. Dean had achieved his goal of being first in his class, getting top marks not only in his National Registry test but also on his grade point average and his clinical rotation scores. Even in the boring parts, like the community paramedic stations, he’d paid attention and tried to learn something from the medics he figured had washed up there at the end of their careers.

    The Elk City deputy fire chief who was chief of EMS was now standing up addressing the group of paramedics. He was talking about their call to serve the community, congratulating the family members and guests of the class for their support during their studies. Dean didn’t have anyone out there in the crowd, so he didn’t care about what the chief had to say about support. He’d done this on his own, and he was proud of it. His mother had wished him luck but was disappointed in him not going to regular college to find what she thought of as a real job. His father, well he was never around enough to say anything worthwhile or supportive anyway. So Dean was standing there waiting for the chief to finish so the reception could begin, and they could all find out where their assignments would be. He’d ended up requesting Station 1 downtown because that was where he’d get the best calls and all the good trauma patients.

     Deputy Chief Decker wound down the speech. He turned to look at the row of newly minted paramedics standing behind him and asked the crowd to give them a round of applause for their choice to be servants to their community. The applause was enthusiastic since this was the end of the ceremony. A few of the folks out in the audience even whistled and cheered. Then Dean was walking off the stage in a line with his classmates and into the reception outside in the cafeteria and student lounge. He chatted with a few of his classmates. Jill Manning told him she was hoping to get assigned to one of the community paramedic shifts and he wasn’t surprised. Everyone knew that she eventually wanted to continue her education in healthcare and become a nurse practitioner some day. It suited her. She’d never really bought into the adrenaline rush that most of them wanted in this business of emergency medical services (EMS).

    Dean wandered around, making small talk with the few people who would talk with him. He filled up his cup with some more punch from the refreshment table. His primary instructor, Mike Farver moved around the room with a collection of big manilla envelopes, talking to each of the students in turn and handing them one. Dean knew that in each envelope was their final scores and the badge they had earned to pin to their uniforms. That was the badge that said paramedic on it. The envelope also contained their new uniform patches and, most importantly, their new assignments and the name of their preceptor at the new stations. It was a formality in his case since everyone knew he’d picked Station 1 by now, and the top of the class always got their pick of assignment.

    Mike was taking his time getting to Dean, though. He’d passed by and said hi when he first started handing out the envelopes but since then, the older paramedic instructor had not come over in Dean’s direction. People and their families were starting to leave as the assignments were handed out, shaking hands or hugging each other before they left, wishing each other luck on their first days on the job next week. 

    At this point, Dean had pretty much figured he was going to the be the last one who found out where he got assigned, and he was ok with that. Everyone else had people here to congratulate them and most were going out with family to congratulatory dinners and such. While he considered himself friendly with his classmates, he’d never gotten close with any of them and he didn’t have anyone here to celebrate with anyway. The reception had pretty much wound down by the time Mike came over to Dean with the final manilla envelope. The deputy chief had left long ago, along with all of the other invited dignitaries. The catering crew was starting to clean up the tables and mess.

    “Took you long enough.” Dean said with a smile as Mike made his way over to him with his assignment. “I would have thought that I would get to go first.”

    Mike stepped over and shook his hand. “‘The last shall be first, and the first shall be last,’ my friend,” he said smiling. “I wanted to have a few words with you in relative privacy before you got your assignment. You’ve been the brightest of my students in a long time, Dean. You’ve studied the hardest. You have a good handle on skills, and you're one of the best intuitive problem solvers I’ve ever seen. I want you to know that it’s been a pleasure teaching and watching you grow into a fine paramedic these past few years.”

    He handed Dean the envelope. Dean could feel the extra bulk as he took it. The badge and patch were pushing the envelope out in places. Mike continued, “I just wanted you to know as you head off to this first assignment, you got picked for it because you're one of the best to come through the academy in a while.” Mike put his hand on Dean’s shoulder. “This is not what you expected, Dean, but it suits your unique skills and talents. Remember to keep an open mind and stay safe out there. You’ve got the skills to do this job the way it needs to be done.” And then he shook Dean’s hand again and walked away, grabbing his uniform coat and heading out the door to the parking lot.

    Well, that was weird, Dean thought as he flipped the metal tabs on the manilla envelope and lifted up the flap to look inside. He reached in and slid out a stack of papers along with his patch and badge balanced on top. He sat down at one of the tables as the caterers continued to clean up around him, looking briefly at the silver badge that said paramedic on it. The patch looked a little different than expected which was weird. He thought all the Elk City paramedic patches were the same. It said EMS-U at the top, had a star of life in the middle and Paramedic at the bottom. There was a certificate of completion. His diploma for an associates degree in applied science as a paramedic was in there along with another white sealed envelope with the Elk City letterhead on it. He quickly opened this one, tearing open the sealed flap with his finger, careful to avoid a paper cut, and pulled out the paper inside. He unfolded it and read the letter. 

    “Dean Flynn, congratulations on your achievement and graduation from the city college paramedic program. This is your letter of acceptance to employment as a paramedic for Elk City and pending the receipt of your state paramedic license, will act as your proof of licensure. Please report on Monday morning June 2 to Station U …”

    “Station U?” Dean muttered under his breath, his shoulders sagging a bit with disappointment. “Where the hell is station U?”




----




    Two days later, Dean had been driving around the outskirts of town as his phone’s GPS took him to his new work assignment. He looked a little startled when the sedate woman’s voice on his phone told him to turn left off of Route 40 into a rundown industrial park. “What kind of EMS station was in a dump like this?” He wondered aloud to himself. The directions took him to the very back of the industrial park past buildings and warehouses to the last parking lot on the right. He turned in as he saw the small sign on the metal siding that read “Paramedic Station U.”

    Dean drove his beat-up white Ford Ranger pickup into the lot and parked. There was only one other car in the lot, a small silver Nissan sedan. He glanced at his watch. Damn, he was late. He jumped out of the truck, quickly checking his reflection in the driver’s side window as he shut the door. Dean wanted to make a good impression on his preceptor, whoever they were. Maybe he could work his way out of this backwater station and into something more exciting. He still didn’t know what he had done that netted him this assignment.

    He turned and walked up to the steel entry door. It had a vertical rectangular slotted window in it, and he tried to peek inside as he turned the knob. He walked tentatively into the squad room for the first time at Station U.  Dean looked at the small woman behind the desk at the computer and said, “Hi, I'm Dean Flynn. I'm reporting for my first shift here.”

    Brynne looked up from the computer where she was working on a report and shook her head. "No freaking way."

    Dean pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and looked at it for second. "This is 'Station U' isn't it? It was a bit hard to find tucked away back here."

    Brynne held up a finger and picked up her desk phone. She pushed a button on speed dial and waited while it rang. "Chief …” She waited while she listened to a response and got an angry look on her face. "Stop laughing, and what do you mean 'You knew it was me?'"

    "I think I'm your new partner." Dean began, stopping at her upheld palm.

    "So it's final?" she paused. "And I assume he doesn't know what we do?" There was another pause. "Chief, you owe me … again." Brynne hung up the phone. She sighed as she looked at Dean standing in the doorway. “Yes, you're my new partner,” she said to him. “Sit down we've got a few things to talk about."


























CHAPTER 2

    He was still thinking about the events from earlier that night of his first call with their unique patients and meeting his new partner as Dean walked back into the crew quarters. 

    Brynne glanced up from the computer screen and laughed out loud at the expression on Dean’s face. 

    “How did you react when you saw your first real werewolf?” He retorted. “I didn’t even know they existed for until now!”

    “Oh, pretty much the same.” She said with a chuckle. “You have to start thinking about them as any other patient. Most of these people just want to blend in with the rest of us and live out their lives despite their unusual situations and living conditions.”

    “If you say so,” Dean responded.

    “I do say so, and for the time being, that’s going to be what you have to go on,” Brynne said. “Look, despite what I said earlier, I don’t intend for you to be a robot who follows me around and blindly does whatever I say. Sure, there will be some of that at first as you get used to what it is we’re doing. You have to listen to me when it comes to patient care because there’s much you don’t know, and it’s to assure our safety. But we’re going to be a team. So, if an idea, no matter how hair-brained, comes up during a call, let me know. Just be ready to do a little thinking outside of the box.” She turned back to the computer screen. “Let me finish up this report, and then I’ll give you a chance to read it before I send it off to headquarters. Okay?” 

    “Okay,” Dean said. He turned and headed over to the couch in the corner by the flat screen TV mounted on the wall. A bookshelf below it held the usual textbooks he might have seen in any EMS station around the country. There was an older edition of the same anatomy and physiology text he had used in paramedic school on the shelf, along with a series of paramedic care textbooks. He also saw a lot of paperback novels and two different hardcover versions of what appeared to be Grimm’s Fairy Tales.

    “What’s with the children’s books?” He asked.

    “Huh?” Brynne muttered, looking up from the screen. “Oh, those. Consider them patient research tools. Not everything in them is accurate, but a lot of the quirkier stuff is. It seems people have known about the Unusuals living among us for years, and that knowledge has made it into popular culture. The same goes for all the fantasy and sci-fi novels on the shelf. If you aren't already a fan, you might want to start reading some of them to get a handle on the type of things we might deal with on this job.”

    “Uh, okay?” Dean said. “What about movies? Are they any good for research? I’m not much of a reader.”

    “Some are, some not so much,” she replied as she spun around in her office chair and got up. “It seems that, lately, Hollywood has been playing fast and loose with the standard legends and are coming up with their own variations. The Twilight movies are a good example of that. Some would say that Bella has ruined vampires for the rest of us.”

    Dean just stared at her. “Wait. There are vampires?”

    “Yep and some of them would like to have a word or two with Stephenie Meyer, believe me,” Brynne chuckled. “Look, Dean, calm down. Nothing’s going to happen to you. They’re just people. A little different, sure, but people none the less.”

    “If you say so,” Dean said, picking up one of the hardcover Grimm’s Fairy Tale books and starting to leaf through it. He shook his head. This was going to take some getting used to. “Do we ever go on calls with normal people?”

    “Only if there’s a mass casualty situation somewhere in the district. Then we’re on call for anything until the MCI is dealt with. Most of the time we are only on call for Unusuals. We’re the only EMS-U team in the city. We only get three or four calls in the course of a normal shift. That ebbs and flows of course. Some days there’s nothing, and others we’re running our butts off.” 

    Brynne pointed to a doorway off the main squad room. “Back down that hallway are the bathroom and bunkroom. If you’re on duty, you’re allowed to grab some sleep. Believe me, the overhead alarm will wake you up with no problem if there’s a call. We work twelve-hour shifts on the sixes for which I’m glad. Working twenty-four-hour shifts like they do in some EMS systems is just asking for trouble with medication errors and fatigue based mistakes.” She pointed over to the first computer of the two at the desk. “Take a look at the report and let me know what you think.”

    Dean rose and went over to sit in the black swivel chair. After a few minutes reading, he turned to Brynne. “There’s no mention of his being a werewolf at all.”

    “Of course not,” Brynne said. “If we started putting all that stuff in our reports, they’d lock us up! These reports are part of the medical record and can be queried by the courts. Official knowledge of the presence of Unusuals in society is highly compartmentalized. There are government sub-committees and certain judges who are in on it in case there is a need for a legal remedy. There are also docs at the hospital who know about it in case we need to take someone in, but for our so-called public reports, we write it up in strictly medical terms.”  

    She pointed to the screen. “Click the EMS-U tab at the top of the report window.” Dean did so and looked at the series of check boxes and drop-down menus as well as a short narrative section. Brynne continued. “That’s where we put the Unusual information from our call. In this case, I selected ‘Lycan-Wolf’ from the drop-down menu. That’s it. Everything else can be written or marked in the regular electronic report. We responded to a call for a diabetic patient with altered mental status. The patient was agitated, and while physically restraining him, we administered glucagon IM to treat the problem. The patient signed a transport refusal, and we returned to the station. It’s simple as that. We usually don’t even stray from protocol very far, if at all.”

    Dean turned and looked up at Brynne as she stood behind him. “About that, I thought we were under the same protocols as the rest of the district units.”

    “We are,” she said. “It’s just that the medical director, who is, by the way, in on the secret, has given us permission to step outside of protocol for normal humans when necessary. We can call for a medical consult if we need it. If we do venture outside of protocol, we’d better have a good reason, and we have to document it in the EMS-U tab.” Brynne smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t happen that often.”

    “Should I assume the ‘U’ in ‘EMS-U stands Unusual?’” Dean asked.

    “Yes,” Brynne replied. “We’re officially in the Emergency Medical Services - Unusual Division.” 

    She walked over to the other side of the long desk, slid open a drawer and pulled out what looked like a squirt bottle of blue or black ink, a stencil and small paint roller. “I didn’t get a chance to do this when you first got here since that call came in so quickly. Most Unusuals can see into the infrared and UV spectrums. Because of that, we mark ourselves so they can see that we are one of the good guys and they can let their guard down with us. This is a special UV/IR dye that is like permanent marker. It will be invisible to us unless we look under a backlight or with night vision goggles. It wears off after four days or so, so you’ll have to do this again when you start each new shift rotation.”

    She squirted some of the dark ink on the small paint roller. “Hold out your hands, palm down.” Dean hesitated. “Don’t worry, this stuff is harmless. It’s just like the stamps they use at nightclubs and amusement parks to mark you so you can come back in after you leave.” He held out his hands as she had asked and she placed the stencil with the same shape as his shoulder patch on the back of his right hand. She rolled the ink over the stencil. It felt cold to the touch. The ink was dark blue at first but faded as it dried. Brynne repeated the process with the back of his left hand.

    “So you do this every four days?” He asked.

    “Most of us opt for the permanent option,” she said as she returned the ink, stencil and roller to the desk drawer and returned with what looked like a standard flashlight. She clicked it on and shined the purplish glow of a black light on his hands. He could see the stencil outlined on the backs of his hands in a faint blue color. It disappeared when she took the light away. She shined the black light on the back of her left hand. Dean saw the same outline as his but the lines looked thicker and more substantial. “This is a tattoo you can get if you want. It’s done at a special place where Unusuals get their ink. I’d wait until you think you’ll last here, though. This job’s not for everyone.”

    She put the light back in the drawer with the rest of the stencil supplies and closed it. “Let me finish up my run report and send it off to HQ. You can go out and start washing the bugs off the ambulance. There’s soap, sponges and a bucket in the metal cabinet between the med dispenser and the sink.” Dean got up and Brynne sat down at the computer again. 

“And make sure you do a good job. The chief likes us to keep the units clean, inside and out!” 




———




    When Dean returned to the squad room from washing the ambulance, there was someone else in the squad room. He was about six feet tall, dark-haired and dressed all in black with black jeans, shirt and a black blazer.

    “Dean this is my friend James,” she said. “He dropped by to say ‘hi.’”

    James extended his hand and Dean took it in a firm grip. The hipster’s hand was cold despite the warm temperature outside and in the office. He was struck by the intensity of the man’s gaze. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dean,” James intoned with a slight southern drawl. “I hope Brynne has been nice to you on your first day. I know she has a habit of snapping at people, especially in tense situations.”

    “Uh, she’s been great.” Dean said. “First days on the job are always a bit tense, right? She’s showing me the ropes.”

    “Oh, she likes ropes.” James said with a laugh, dodging as Brynne launched a semi playful punch at his midsection.

    “Hey,” she said. “I have to work with this guy.”

    “Sorry my darling,” James said. “I was just making a joke. Maybe all that experience with knots is because you dated a boy scout when you were younger.”

    Brynne laughed. “Like I would ever be caught dead dating a boy scout.” 

    “True,” James responded. “They’re not your type, are they?”

    Brynne dropped a few ice cubes in the cup and poured in a diet soda. She looked up at Dean, “Did you finish cleaning the unit?”

    “Yes, I also put the stuff away in the cabinet and shut the bay door.” Dean said. “Is there anything else that needs doing right now?”

    “Not really,” she said. “We’ve got the rest of the shift to pick up the squad room, vacuum and make sure the bunks are made up with fresh sheets. Why don’t you take some time and do some research. Watch one of the DVDs on the TV or do some reading? I’m going to walk James out. I’ll be back in a minute.”

    “Ok,” Dean said. “It was a pleasure meeting you, James.” 

    “Oh, the pleasure was all mine.” James said with what might be called a grin. “Brynne so loves breaking in new guys. I’m sure I’ll hear all about it when I see her next. We’ll no doubt meet again. Until then…”

    “Sure,” Dean said, “I guess I’ll see you sometime soon.” He watched the strange guy turn and gracefully leave the room. He’d always thought hipsters were a bit strange, but this guy had weird written all over him.

    Dean heard the door close as the two of them went outside. He picked up one of the Grimm’s Fairy Tale books and sat in the recliner. It looked 50 years old - maybe older - but was well taken care of. 

    He started to leaf through the pages and noticed there were handwritten notes in the margins. They were in different colored blue and black inks and the difference in the handwriting suggested they had been written by different people. There were comments like. ‘Clearly Mister Grimm never dated a witch,’ or ‘Don’t turn your back on a vampire, ever!’ He put the book down and looked at others on the bookshelf. There was Greek and Roman mythology, stories from India and the Far East, and several copies of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. There was even a book on Native American folk tales. “What have I gotten myself into,” he said quietly to himself. That was becoming his mantra.

    He looked up as the outside door opened and Brynne came back in. She nodded. “You’re doing some research, I see.” 

    “It’s easy with all this material,” Dean answered. “But I don’t know the best place to begin. I never realized how many different stories and cultural tales there are out there.”

    “Just start with one and work your way to the next,” she said. “You just pick a starting point. Some books you will like more than others. Don’t forget to devote time reviewing your medical stuff, too. It’s also important. With you just out of school most of that stuff is still pretty fresh, but you’re a professional now, and staying current is your responsibility.”

    “That’s what my instructor used to say.” Dean said.

    “Who’d you have,” Brynne asked. 

    “Mike Farver,” Dean answered. “Do you know him?”

    “You might say that.” Brynne chuckled. “He was my first preceptor here at Station-U before he moved on to the Academy. I should have figured he would have had something to do with sending me a rookie to break in.”

    “He told me to keep an open mind and listen to you.”

    “Well, I guess you’d better then.” Brynne said. “I’m going into the bunkroom to catch a little sleep. The doors are locked. Make sure you leave the lights on if you decide to bunk out for a while, too. They’re on motion sensors so they’ll shut off on their own.”

    Dean watched her as she headed down the hallway to the bunkroom, then turned back to the bookshelf. Peering at one of the copies of Dracula, a dark-haired, pale-faced man with fangs looked back at him from the cover. It reminded him of the guy who was, apparently, his partner’s boyfriend. He leaned back in the recliner and began to read the story he’d always thought of as fiction. Perhaps not.


























CHAPTER 3

    The remainder of that first night was uneventful and Dean eventually fell asleep reading the Bram Stoker novel. He was awakened by the sound of Brynne’s voice from across the squad room. He jerked his head up, quickly wiping some drool from the corner of his mouth. 

    “Wake up probie," she said. “Man, I’m glad you didn’t come back to the bunkrooms. I would have heard you through the walls. You snore like a freight train.” She was seated at the computer in one of the swivel chairs. “The guys from the next shift will be here soon. Run out to the ambulance bay and make sure everything is straightened up in the back of the unit. I know we didn’t have any calls after that first one, but it’s always a good idea to leave the station in the condition you’d want it left for you.”

    “Got it,” Dean said, jumping up. He stretched briefly then headed out to the bay after a quick bathroom break to throw some water on his face. Everything looked just as he’d left it, but he found a soda can in the cup holder of the cab. He dumped the contents out in the sink and put the can in the recycling bin. In the back of the ambulance he emptied the trash and put a fresh red hazmat bag in the can and replaced it.

    He closed the doors to the ambulance, washed his hands, and walked back to the squad room door. He heard voices as he opened it. Walking in, he saw two paramedics named Bill and Lynne. They were chatting with Brynne. Bill was about five foot ten, balding and a little thick around the middle. He also looked to be around fifty years old – older than most people in this profession.

    “I see you didn’t break the new guy, Brynne,” Bill said as Dean walked in.

    “He’s not a complete incompetent,” Brynne said with a grin. “Mike sent him to us, so he’s got some promise.”

    Lynne, seated in one of the two desk chairs, pulled off her glasses, and pushed a lock of curly blonde hair out of her face. It was clear to Dean she was at least fifteen years younger than her partner. She folded the newspaper she had been reading. “How is old Mike these days? He was one of the first EMS-U medics in Elk City you know.”

    “He’s fine, I guess,” Dean said with a shrug. “He was our primary instructor in the paramedic program. I always enjoyed his lectures. Listening to him was easy because he made the information seem real. He always had a story to go with the material and that helped us make sense of what we were supposed to be learning.”

    “It’s too bad there were so many stories he couldn’t tell,” Brynne said with a conspiratorial grin.

    “So true,” Lynne agreed.

    “Well, if he sent you to us, we should at least give you the benefit of the doubt,” Bill said. “He pioneered this program with Doc Spirelli years ago. Until then, the Unusuals had to take care of themselves and make do with back alley medicine. The powers-that-be have always known about them but didn’t care to provide any kind of special services for them. Doc Spirelli over at Elk City Medical Center changed that when he started up this unit with Mike.”

    “Did Mike run the calls all by himself at first?” Dean asked.

    “In the beginning, yes,” Bill replied. “He had a chase car. Word got out quickly with the Unusuals that there were people in the medical community who felt they had a right to equal care and wouldn’t out them. After about a year, Doc got funding from somewhere to put a full time “special needs” ambulance on the street. Now, there are six of us in the full-time rotation and about four more who pull some shifts part-time to fill in as needed.”

    Lynne jumped in. “When are you going to retire from this, Bill? You’ve been doing this almost as long as Mike has.”

    “I don’t know,” Bill said. “I guess I’ll stop doing it when I feel like I can’t make a difference anymore. I like the work, I like the patients, and I like helping people. Hell, there are worse ways you can spend your time.”

    “Anything interesting last night?” Lynne asked. “Anything we need to be aware of?”

    “Bob Jackson had another diabetic lycan episode last night,” Brynne said shaking her head.

    “What’s that, the third or fourth time this month?” Lynne asked. 

    “Fourth, I think,” Bill said. He looked at Dean. “Well, that’s a good way to see what we deal with, eh?”

    “It was certainly eye opening,” Dean said. “I wasn’t sure who – or what – Brynne was struggling with at first. As if the first shift isn’t disconcerting enough ….”

    “You should’ve seen him fumbling with the glucagon,” Brynne said, laughing. “I’m wrestling this slobbering, drooling Lycan in mid-change and he’s shaking like a leaf in a January wind trying to get the needle on the syringe. It was priceless.”

    Bill clapped the newbie on the shoulder. “You’ll figure it out, kid. You should’ve seen Brynne on her first call. She couldn’t talk for a half hour afterward. She just kept saying ‘They’re real! All of them, they’re real’.” Bill laughed. “She’d just found out that not only were her childhood nightmares real. but now those creatures of the night were her patients.” He nodded toward Brynne. “Look at her now. This is all second nature to her. Dean, you would be wise to follow her lead. Brynne has the intuition it takes to do this job, and I would guess you do too.”

    “I’ll do the best I can,” Dean said. “At least I know it won’t be routine.”

    “All right,” Brynne said. “That’s enough. I don’t need you guys telling my probie any more stories about me or artificially inflating his opinion of me. I can do that by myself. Come on Dean, I’ll walk you out so these two won’t keep you here all day. We have to be back in twelve.”

    Dean waved goodbye and followed Brynne out to the parking lot. The morning sun was just coming up over the warehouses and buildings of the parking lot. She headed to her car, pulling her keys out of her purse as she went. “See you tonight, Dean,” she said over her shoulder as she pressed the remote to unlock the doors. “You got lucky last night. It’s not usually that quiet. I expect we’ll be busier tonight. Make sure you are here a few minutes early so we can make sure Bill and Lynne can leave on time.” He heard the engine of the little silver Nissan sedan fire up. 

    Dean got in his pickup and caught the reflection of his eyes in the rearview mirror. He stared back at his reflection and just shook his head. What had he gotten himself into – or more appropriately, what had Mike gotten him into? As odd as this all seemed, part of him realized it was a compliment being chosen for this unique position. What had Bill said about intuition? He sighed. It was his growly stomach rather than his intuition that told him he hadn’t eaten in over twelve hours. 

    He stopped to pick up a box of donuts at the mini-mart around the corner from his apartment. It was a routine morning as people got their morning coffee and paid for gas at the counter. That’s when he realized that last night changed how he saw the world. Were any of the people Unusuals? How would he even know? He looked up at a pretty young woman in her twenties staring at him. Actually, she was staring at the hand clutching the box of donuts. She smiled, brushed her long brunette hair away from her eyes, nodded, then turned and left. He watched her get into her red sports car by the gas pumps and pull away. 

    The clerk called him with a level of impatience in her voice that suggested he didn’t hear her call him the first time. He snapped his head around and muttered an apology as he put the box of donuts on the counter to be scanned. As he did, he looked at his hand. Of course. The young woman could see the stenciled stamp that Brynne had put there last night. He had just met an Unusual. He quickly paid the clerk for the donuts and headed out to his pickup, suddenly self-conscious of the invisible marks on his hand. He looked around as he walked to his truck. Who else was around him that could see the mark? What kind of creatures were they? The world was suddenly a very different place.

    Dean climbed back into his truck and drove around the block to his apartment. Parking on the street, he headed up the outside stairs of a detached garage next to a single-family home on a side street. His place was above the garage owned by Mr. and Mrs. Baxter. They were a nice retired couple. They liked having a paramedic living on the premises. He also got a break on rent for doing odd jobs around the place for them. That reminded him he needed to mow the lawn in the next day or so. 

    He unlocked the door at the top of the stairs and went inside. At least home was the same, he thought to himself. Unless there was a ghost lurking around somewhere, he was alone with his thoughts. He put the TV on the morning news to catch up on what was happening around Elk City. He sat on the sofa, kicked off his shoes and put his feet up on the battered coffee table. Grabbing a glazed donut out of the box, he zoned out to the familiar voice of the female news anchor droning on about something or other.   

    He’d become a paramedic to get into the action. Based on the single call of the first night with Brynne, he knew he was in for some unique action. Maybe this patients wouldn’t be the typical gunshot victims seen by crews in other central city stations, but he couldn’t help but be intrigued by the population of patients he would be seeing. He had always liked a challenge and there was certainly a challenge in dealing with patients out of myth and legend. He rubbed absently at the back of his hand where his invisible stamp was located. His grandmother had always said to be careful what you wish for. You might just get it. He dozed off thinking about her prophetic words.


























CHAPTER 4

    The next two nights were busy for Dean and Brynne, but, if he didn’t know his patients were Unusuals it wouldn’t have been obvious. They had chest pains, stomach upsets, and minor bumps and bruises from motor vehicle accidents. One call stood out as two vampires fought over a girl, but the end result of bruises and cuts that needed bandaging was very routine. 

    Brynne had him doing the reports by the end of the second night, and he liked writing the narratives. It gave him a chance to get some perspective on what he was doing. One thing he noticed though was that none of the patients wanted to go to the hospital. Even the chest pain patient, who Brynne said was a Rakshasi, a sort of magical creature from India, didn’t want to be transported. They ran her through the heart monitor routine, checked her twelve-lead ECG for ST elevation and used the i-Stat portable labs to run the blood work.  When it came back negative for troponin levels, Brynne told her to call her doctor in the morning and call them back that night if it happened again. 

    The question was on Dean’s mind when they got back to the station. “Brynne, what’s up with us not taking any of these patients to the hospital? I mean I get that they’re different but why? Are they so supernatural they can heal themselves?”

    “Most of the people who call 911, even the Unusuals, don’t need to go to the ER. They just need someone to tell them whether their emergency is really an emergency or if it can wait until they can see their doctor the next day.” Brynne pointed to the screen where he was working on the Rakshasi’s report. “In this case, I would have liked to have taken her in but most Unusuals distrust the hospital. They have a real fear of what might happen to them if they get in there and their “Unusual” talents are discovered. It’s not too much of a stretch to think about how they might end up becoming some doctoral student’s science project. They all have stories about the secret government labs that are used to cut up Unusuals and see what makes them what they are. It may not be happening anymore, but I’d bet it has happened in the past, somewhere.”

    “We have to balance that fear with whether they need to go in or not. There is also the need to notify the hospital ahead of time so that the nurse and doctor assigned to them would keep their status in confidence.” 

	“I guess that makes sense”, Dean said.

	Brynne continued. “There are always at least one doctor and one nurse on duty at ECMC who are part of our team. There is a list of other trusted people from medical specialists to imaging and lab techs that are called in to treat an Unusual. The patients get a private room that’s fairly isolated in case something weird happens like one of Bill’s diabetic episodes.” Dean nodded as he envisioned Bill running down the hallway half-man and half-wolf. Not pretty. “They go to great pains to cover for an Unusual so they are kept safe and the rest of the hospital population doesn’t feel threatened.”

    Dean swiveled around in his chair. “So what do we do when we know they need to go?” he asked.

    “Doc Spirelli’s cell phone is programmed into the dispatch system and I have it in my cell phone, too. The Unusuals respect and trust him. Generally, if he tells them they have to go in, they listen, but not always. Ultimately, it’s their decision just like anyone else.”

    Dean nodded. It was the same answer his preceptors gave him when he asked about how to convince a reluctant patient to go to the hospital. Any patient ultimately had the right to make their own health decisions – Unusual or not. It was up to the paramedic to make sure they were fully informed about the possible consequences to their decision. 

    Dean went back to the chart he was working on, pulled up the i-Stat blood work that was automatically uploaded to the unit in the ambulance and added it to the patient’s chart. He had to admit that the technology was pretty cool here. The tech was even better here than the standard units in the city. Brynne said it was because of the grant funding for the “Unusual unit”. Everything was automated to make patient charting easier. There was an iPad tablet in the back of the ambulance to keep the patient chart on when on the scene. The heart monitor and other electronic gear all reported and connected to the system as well. Ironic that a station on the fringes stuck in the back of an industrial park was the best funded in the city. He put the finishing touches on the narrative, “painting a picture of the call” as Mike had told him in the academy.  

    He was just getting ready to turn it over to Brynne to read over when the tones dropped. He listened as radio’s speaker alerted automatically and the dispatcher’s voice was clearly heard. “Medical box U-843. Allergic Reaction. 634 Bridge Road.” Simultaneously, the printer next to the desk printed out a sheet of paper with the call information, address and box number. 

    The box number related to the old system when they had fire department call boxes around the city that would call into the local fire station when pulled. The fire department would respond to that particular box and then would follow the person there to the emergency or, in some cases, follow the smoke to the fire. Now the boxes were a reference to the specific geographic area of the city. Once you got to know the numbers, you could get a general idea of where you were headed while your partner programmed the GPS to get a more specific location. 

    Dean closed the screen and hopped up, heading to the door to the ambulance bay, which Brynne was holding open for him. She jumped in the driver’s seat as he walked around to the passenger side. The garage door of the bay was already on its way up as he climbed in. He glanced at his watch - 5:30 AM. Damn, they were almost done with the shift and he was tired, but duty called. As Brynne pulled the ambulance out into the parking lot, he picked up the radio’s microphone and keyed the mic saying, “U-191 responding.” 

    “U-191 responding” the dispatcher parroted. “Switch to med channel 1 for additional.”

    Dean switched the radio frequency to the correct channel. While the initial dispatch was on an open channel, all calls were then routed to a secure, trunked radio channel for the rest of the call. He keyed the mic after double-checking the correct frequency. “U-191 on med channel 1.”

    The dispatcher came up immediately. “U-191, respond for a male subject in the parking lot of the Jiffy Mart complaining of a severe allergic reaction, unknown cause. The patient will be seated in a gold minivan.”

    “U-191 copies,” Dean responded and hung up the mic on the dash. “Any idea on what this one is, Boss?”

    “Nope.” she said. “I guess we’ll see when we get there.” 

    For 8 minutes, Dean watched the lights reflect off the windows of businesses and noticed the wailing sound of the siren at night had a mournful quality. He also noticed Brynne was a good driver, stopping at each red light or stop sign and acknowledging “due regard” for the safety of others before driving on through.

    As they pulled in to the Jiffy Mart parking lot on Bridge Street, Dean scanned the area. Scene safety was the first responsibility, and while it was moderately busy with people coming in to get their morning coffee on the way to work, there was nothing out of the ordinary. He pointed to a gold minivan parked along the side of the building. The windows were tinted dark and in the early dawn light there was no way he could see if anyone was inside.

    Brynne pulled the ambulance up beside the minivan as Dean keyed the mic and said, “U-191 on location.”

    Brynne put the unit in park and climbed out. Dean did the same. As his feet hit the ground, a short, plump, middle-aged and shirtless white guy jumped out of the driver’s door of the minivan and shrieked “Thank God you’re here.” He dashed to the side of the ambulance, opened the side door of the ambulance box and jumped in, shutting it behind him. Dean was too stunned to move. Brynne went to the back of the unit. 

    “Well, get the gear out probie!” she said. “Don’t just stand there with your mouth open.”

    He gestured at the ambulance door. “No need to move the gear, the patient just loaded himself.”

    “What?” She crossed over to the ambulance’s side door. Peering in the window on tip toe, she let out an exasperated sigh. “I didn’t recognize the car, but I should’ve guessed.” She peered at Dean. “Well climb on in. Let me introduce you to Gibbie. His name is Gibson Proctor. He may look middle aged, but he’s a vampire who’s been around more than six centuries.” Dean grasped the door handle, quirked an eyebrow at Brynne, opened it and climbed in with his preceptor close behind. As Dean sat down in the captain’s chair at the head of the cot, Brynne climbed in and sat in the bench facing the patient. 

    The patient had stripped off most of his clothes and appeared to be covered in some kind of glitter which was flying everywhere. The glitter decorated noticeable hives popping up all over his torso. Gibbie, as Brynne had called him, ripped open a ten pack of four by four gauze and began to wipe frantically at his skin. He looked up at Brynne and Dean. “Thank, God! Thank, God! Thank, God! Brynne, you’ve got to get this stuff off me. It’s itching like crazy. It’s killing me.”

    “I don’t know about that,” said Brynne looking him over. “Gibbie, calm down. Getting yourself all worked up is only going to make the reaction worse.” She looked at Dean. “Get a bottle of sterile water out of the cabinet behind you. I’ll get some more gauze. There should also be a few folded white towels in with the sheets and pillowcases for the cot. Get them, too.” She turned back to their frantic patient. “Good Lord, Gibbie what is this stuff?” Brynne said as she, too began to wipe the glittery cream off him as best she could.

    “It’s sunscreen, okay. I was trying to impress my new girlfriend. She’s all into those old Twilight books, and I thought I could impress her by showing that I can sparkle in the sunshine, too.” He started blubbering as he looked around. “Oh my God! We have to get out of here. She works night shift here at the Jiffy Mart and gets off at 6. I was going to surprise her by standing by her car as the sun came up. Sparkling the way she wants me to. Now it’s all ruined!” He started sobbing and whimpering as he continued to swab at the glitter cream on his chest. 

    “Gibbie we can’t do anything or go anywhere until we get this stuff off of you,” Brynne said. She took the bottle of sterile water from Dean after he wet a white hand towel with it. She poured some into the plastic gauze packaging, grabbed a few with her gloved hand and began wiping Gibbie’s chest off. The hives were getting worse which was making Gibbie start to scratch at his chest and arms.

    “Okay, Probie, what’s next?” She asked Dean as she continued to wipe down the patient. There was glitter everywhere. The ambulance was going to be a righteous bitch to clean later.

    “Right,” Dean said aloud. “Allergic reaction. Moderate to severe. 0.01 milligrams per kilogram of epinephrine, up to 0.5 milligrams max single dose. He’s over 50 kilos so he gets the max single dose. Give 0.5 mg Epinephrine 1:1,000, intramuscularly?” His voice going up at the end of the statement as he looked at his preceptor quizzically. 

    “Yep,” she responded. “Do it. And make sure you double check the dose.” She continued to wipe at the frantically scratching vampire, trying to get as much of the allergen off his skin as possible.

    Dean got the med bag out and unzipped the top. He swabbed the top of the medication vial with an alcohol prep, inserted the needle, and pulled the medication out of the vial. He then turned to the shirtless patient and swabbed his shoulder with another alcohol prep, glanced at the syringe barrel one more time then slowly injected the medication. Gibbie yelped a little. Dean drew out the syringe, snapped the safety cover across the needle and dropped the syringe in the sharps box next to him. Gibbie was already rubbing the injection spot so Dean didn’t need to do that to help hasten absorption into the muscle. 

    Brynne’s voice broke in to his concentration. “What’s next?” she asked him. “Epi’s on board but what else can you do or should you look for.”

    “Okay, right. Uh, sir,” Dean turned to his patient. “Are you having trouble breathing? I mean, do you breath? I’m not familiar with your background.”

    “Do I breath?” the vampire said, astounded, his voice getting higher and more frantic with each word. “Do I breath? Brynne, honey, what have you gotten me into here? You let this know-nothing cretin treat me?”

    Dean flinched at the man’s reaction but in his mind it was a valid question. Vampires actually are dead, aren’t they?

    “Calm down, Gibbie,” she soothed. “It’s only his second shift. He’s on the right track and we got the important medicine in you. You should be feeling better soon.” Brynne turned back to her partner. “Dean, to deal with the histamine release, causing the hives, what should you do now?”

    “Oh, right,” he said. “I need to get an IV started then administer 25 mg IV diphenhydramine.” He glanced at the patient. “I should also consider albuterol/ipratropium inhaler via nebulizer for breathing difficulty, uh if there is any breathing difficulty.” 

    He turned again and began to get out an IV solution bag and tubing. Pulling the tab on the bottom of the 1,000-milliliter bag of saline, he then pushed the hollow plastic spike on the end of the tubing into the exposed tube in the bottom of the bag. He pinched the drip chamber to fill it from the bag as he held it up. Brynne took the bag from him and slipped the hole in the top of the bag’s flap over the metal hook in the ceiling. She stood up and offered him the other seat so he could get better access to start the IV line. Dean shifted to the offered seat, reached over and tied an elastic tourniquet just above Gibbie’s elbow. 

    Brynne spoke up, “His veins are flatter than you’re probably used to. Think ‘dehydrated 80-year-old woman’ and you’ll get the right idea. You’ve got this Dean.”

    Dean started looking for a vein on the back of Gibbie’s hand then worked his way up to the forearm using his eyes and gloved fingertips to palpate for a vessel. He thought he found one he could both see and feel as he lightly pressed down, sensing the spongy feeling of the vein. Wiping the area off with another alcohol prep, he reached over and, looking at the IV box, thought to himself, ‘dehydrated 80-year-old woman,’ huh? 

    Selecting the thinner 22 gauge IV needle he slid the cover off, hovering the tip briefly over the forearm then, at a slight angle, slid the needle with the IV catheter into the arm. He watched the chamber at the base of the needle watching for the flash of blood that signified success and was surprised to see dark red blood fill the small chamber. He hadn’t been sure if vampires had blood in their veins or not. Now he knew. He pressed down on the arm just above the insertion point to stop blood from flowing out of the tubing as he withdrew the needle leaving the hollow plastic catheter in place inside the vein.  

    Brynne handed him the end of the IV tubing she had primed and he attached it to the end of the plastic catheter. He got the clear IV dressing that Brynne handed him and laid it down over the site where the IV catheter entered Gibbie’s arm. Lastly, he assured the IV was running properly into the vein and not into surrounding tissue. 

    Satisfied, he looked up at Brynne. “Twenty-five milligrams IV diphenhydramine next, right?”

    “Right, but what else do we need to do?” She asked. “I’ll get the med drawn up for you. What else haven’t we done yet? Think basics.”

    Dean thought for a moment before he came up with the answer, “Consider oxygen, IV’s done, now monitor.” Brynne nodded and he began to gather the electrode leads and sticky patch electrodes, attaching four of them to Gibbie’s upper arms and ankles. Turning on the heart monitor, his own heart rate spiked when he saw the rhythm. Ventricular fibrillation, a lethal heart arrhythmia. Damn, he needed to shock this guy, except he was awake and talking to them. One of his instructor’s famous phrases rolled through his mind. ‘Treat the patient, not the monitor.’ He looked over to see Brynne smiling at him.

    “Vampires don’t have pulses,” she said. “That’s why you see V-fib. Sure, in a normal human, it’s a sign of cardiac arrest and one of two shockable rhythms. In a vampire, it’s completely normal. I’m still not sure how their circulatory system works or how the blood moves around, but you should be able to run the diphenhydramine in and it will get where it needs to go.”

    Brynne finished drawing up twenty-five milligrams of diphenhydramine and handed the syringe to Dean. “That’s twenty-five milligrams of diphenhydramine from a concentration of fifty milligrams per milliliter so you should have …” she paused for him to finish.

    He looked up from the monitor and the alarming heart rhythm. “Uh, right, so twenty-five milligrams of the drug is half an mL, right?” 

    “That’s right,” she nodded in agreement. “Remember, this is a slow IV push so take it easy.”

    Dean checked that there was half a milliliter in the syringe then screwed the syringe hub on to the port on the IV tubing and began to slowly depress the plunger. It seemed to take forever.

    Brynne finished up wiping what glitter sunscreen she could from Gibbie’s arms and torso. “I have to say, Gibbie, you have outdone yourself this time. This is a first even for you,” she said with a smile. “Where’d you pick up this stuff?”

    Dean perceived that vampires didn’t blush, but Gibbie still looked embarrassed. “I found it in the back of a magazine for Cosplay folks. You know the folks who dress up like cartoon and manga characters?” He shifted as he tried to scratch an area on his shoulder he couldn’t quite reach. “Brenda’s such a fan of Twilight and was so excited that she found a real Vamp to date. I thought I’d treat her to her own sparkly hero boyfriend. I figured I’d be able to take the early sunshine and not get burned with the sunscreen on. Then I could sparkle for her just like Edward.” He shook his head. “This is embarrassing, Brynne. I can’t wait for the Twilight thing to blow over. Every century it’s something new. This Twilight phase is almost as bad as the 40’s and 50's were when everyone was expecting us to have Bela Lugosi’s Romanian accent. I got so tired of the whole ‘I vant to suck your blood’ thing, I thought I was going to scream.”

    “Well you should feel better soon but you're probably going to want to go into the hospital and get some steroids on board just in case that reaction is worse than it looks,” Brynne said.

    “No, I’ll be alright,” Gibbie said. “The itching’s starting to feel better already. You know vampire constitution. I just need to get home and get some rest. I spent all night coming up with the perfect romantic touch and now it’s all ruined. I just want to forget the whole thing.”

    There was a tap on the doors to the back of the ambulance. Dean looked at Brynne and his patient. The younger paramedic got up and opened one of the doors partway. A woman’s voice from outside was heard.

    “Is everything okay?” A woman’s voice asked.  “I just got off work and saw you here with your lights on next to my boyfriend’s van.”

    “Brenda,” Gibbie cried. “Don’t come in, I don’t want you to see me like this.” 

    “Gibson, is that you?” Brenda stuck her head into the doorway, looking past Dean. “My dearest, what happened?” She pushed the door open and climbed in, rushing over to sit on the cot next to Gibbie. She looked from Dean to Brynne with raised eyebrows. “Is he alright?”

    “It’s nothing my love, just an allergic reaction to something,” the vampire told her as he reached out to hold her hand. “I was being foolish.”

    She looked around at the glitter, coating everything in the back of the ambulance, and what little remained on her boyfriend. “Did you do this for me?”

    Gibbie nodded sheepishly.

    “How romantic,” she said throwing her arms around him and showering him with kisses, oblivious to the awkwardness of the situation and the two onlookers. “You don’t have to dress up to be my man, Gibson Proctor. I love you just the way you are.” She looked at Brynne. “Is he okay now, can I take him home?”

    “I think he’ll survive,” Brynne said. “There’s some paperwork to fill out, but I think he’s on the mend.” She winked at Dean as the two lovebirds embraced.




———




    Dean and Brynne watched the minivan drive away followed by Brenda, in her little hatchback. Brynne playfully punched Dean in the arm. “Well, that’s part of your initiation done with at least,” she said with a grin. “You’ve now met Gibbie.”

    “I take it we see him a lot?” Dean asked.

    “Often enough,” she answered turning to climb back in the unit and put things away. “Put us back in service and then come back here and help me get the rig back in order. We’ve got to get this glitter cleaned up.”


























CHAPTER 5

    They returned to the station and signed off the shift. Dean headed home to his apartment, musing about his first week on the new job. He was surprised as he thought back about the week, that he was smiling with a sense of accomplishment. The new paramedic was sure he wasn’t going to like the new assignment out of school. 

    Dean spent his three days off refreshing his knowledge base. Mike had always impressed on their paramedic class the need to continue learning after they graduated. He sure hadn’t thought he’d need the refresher so quickly, though.    

    This wasn’t actually a refresher since learning about the quirks and lore surrounding the populations of Unusuals was kind of new to him. Sure, he knew the big stuff that everyone knew like how vampires can’t be out in the daytime and werewolves shift on the full moon, which wasn’t true. Brynne, though, had told him to focus on the little details in the books that weren’t such common knowledge. It was that little-known information that might be the clue to figuring out a medical issue or how to treat a specific kind of Unusual in the field.

    Dean sat with his laptop and began to search the net to see what classic horror films there were. Brynne had told him to concentrate on them since the newer versions of monsters, vampires and werewolves took too many liberties with tradition. The new producers and scriptwriters tried to make up new legends for the stories. The older ones seemed to stick to the most common, and therefore probably truer legends of monster stories.  Dean stopped and thought about it for a moment and made a mental note. They weren’t monsters, they were Unusuals and, based on his limited experience so far, people just like him.

    He typed classic horror into the search box and started adding some movies to his list. He found the Mummy with Boris Karloff, Bram Stoker’s Dracula by director Francis Ford Coppola and the 1929 silent vampire classic, Nosferatu. He also listed the ones he could check the local library for if he couldn’t find them on Netflix or Amazon. There was An American Werewolf in London, the zombie classic Dawn of the Dead, Bride of Frankenstein and the Spielberg classic, Poltergeist. He checked the list and seemed satisfied. That should get him started.

    He changed into some shorts and his Streetlight Manifesto t-shirt and headed back to his bedroom to get some sleep. He would start digging into his movie research list after he took a nap. Working midnights seemed to sap him more than working days did. Maybe there was something to that medical research he had seen on the effects of shift work on the physiology of humans. As he lay down in bed, he found himself wondering if it affected Unusuals the same way? He fell asleep pondering that question.

    Dean spent the next three days in the routine of sleep, gym, library, and research. It had been fun watching some of the old black and white classic monster movies. The library had quite a collection for loan and he’d taken as many as they’d allow. He also got himself back on a day schedule - sort of - in time to return to day shift.

    He showed up at work about five minutes early, ready to start his day and watched a fancy, silver sports car with dark tinted windows pull up. After a moment or two, Brynne hopped out of the passenger side. She was wearing a turtleneck under her uniform shirt and looked a little flushed. She looked at him and said, “What are you staring at Newbie?” 

    “Aren’t you going to be hot in that?” he asked. “It’s supposed to be in the 80’s today.”

    “I’m always cold and we usually have the AC blasting,” she answered. “Don’t worry about me, worry about the job.”

    “Yes, ma’am!” Dean said holding the door and trying to peer into the darkened windshield of the sports car. “Bye, James,” he waved and then went inside. The sports car revved the engine once and then pulled away. 

    “I’d advise you to leave James alone,” she said as they went inside. “He’s a nice enough guy most of the time, but he can be the jealous type.”

    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Dean responded. 

    Bill and Lynne were grabbing their stuff as the two entered the squad room. “Did I hear ‘lover boy’ speeding off in his fancy car?” Bill asked. “Brynne, I don’t know what you see in that guy.”

    “Leave her alone, Bill. She’s a big girl.” Lynne countered.

    “I know, I’m just saying the whole thing puzzles me,” Bill said. “I just don’t see it. But, to each their own, as they say. Adios, muchachos. I’ve got a bed at home calling my name.”

	“Yeah, me, too,” Lynne said. “See you guys!” She left as Bill held the door for her. Dean and Brynne were alone in the squad room.

    “Look, Brynne, I didn’t mean anything by it saying goodbye to James like that,” Dean said.

    “Forget about it,” Brynne said with a wave of her hand. “I’m grumpy this morning. I didn’t get much sleep the last three days and I’m tired. I don’t want to say the ‘Q’ word and jinx us but I sure hope it’s a below average day shift.”

    “Do you want me to do the vehicle and bag check while you rest up?” Dean asked.

    “No, I’ll help out,” she said. “I’m supposed to make sure you know what you’re doing and you might miss something we need, though usually Bill and Lynne leave things in good order.” The two of them went into the bay and began going over the ambulance, double checking the supplies in the med bag and all the cabinets. As Brynne had said, all was in good shape.

    Dean was considering a cup of coffee but the first tones of the day dropped as they were coming back into the squad room. “Medical Box U-301, sick person, 1273 River Road at the community pond picnic area.” 

Brynne took the driver’s seat and Dean jumped in the passenger side. He was looking forward to when she would let him drive. It was always a thrill to operate an emergency vehicle with lights and sirens. He picked up the microphone as she pulled out. “U-191 responding.”

    “U-191 Responding, switch to med channel 2,” returned the dispatcher’s voice.

    Dean switched the radio over to the med channel and keyed the mic. “U-191 on med channel 2.”

    “U-191,” the dispatcher said, “Respond for an unresponsive adult female found by work crews at community pond. A crewmember will meet you at the parking lot entrance. No additional information at this time.”

    “U-191 copies,” Dean said. “This is on the other side of town. It almost makes sense to send another unit until we can get there.”

    Brynne accelerated up the onramp for I-95 northbound. It was the fastest way to the other side of the city. “We can’t be sure what kind of Unusual we’re dealing with. A regular crew would be in over their heads. I hate that we’re the only unit for these calls when we have to drive fifteen minutes to get to the patient. I’ve asked for them to place another Unusuals unit on the other side of town to get better coverage, but they say that there just isn’t the call volume to justify it. Let’s hope we don’t have a cardiac arrest by the time we get there.”

    They pulled into the parking lot in the park next to the community pond about thirteen minutes after they left the station. True to the dispatch instructions there was a guy in jeans and a t-shirt with muddy work boots and one of those hi-visibility neon orange and yellow vests on. His hard hat was in his hands as he ran his fingers through his hair.

    He started talking as soon as they got out of the vehicle. “We found her down by the edge of the pond. We’re pretty sure we didn’t hit her with any of the equipment. Eddy was backing up in the Gradall excavator when he saw her in the grass.”

    “Where is she now?” Brynne asked as she walked around the vehicle.

    “We didn’t move her,” the guy said. “She’s all the way on the far side of the pond.”

    “What pond?” Dean asked, looking at the broad, muddy basin in front of them with a small pool of water in the middle. “Where’s the water?”

    “We’re draining the pond to fix the outlet system,” the worker said. “It’s gotten clogged with debris and we needed to drain most of the water out of it to get to it.”

    Brynne went to the rear of the ambulance. “Let’s pile the gear on the stretcher and roll it over there. I don’t want to drive the ambulance around there and risk getting stuck.” She opened the two rear doors, released the stretcher from its locking mechanism and pulled it from the back of the unit.

    Dean came over and started placing the bags on the stretcher. “I’ve got the med bag, BLS bag, oxygen and airway supplies.”

    Brynne climbed in the back, grabbing the heart monitor off the shelf and the portable suction machine from its charger. She placed them on the top of the stretcher, taking a moment to secure the monitor in place with one of the straps. “Let’s go.”

    With Brynne at the head of the stretcher and Dean at the foot, the two began rolling the stretcher across the uneven ground around the pond’s banks. They found a group of construction workers clustered around one of the pieces of equipment. Two of them were kneeling next to a woman who looked to be in her early 20’s. She was dressed in what looked like a short pale blue nightgown, thin and slightly see-through.

    Brynne spoke up, “Who’s in charge here?”

    “I am, ma’am.” A tall man in his 40’s stepped forward. “I’m Jim, the foreman. Eddy said he didn’t hit her and it doesn’t look like she’s hurt, but we can’t wake her up.”

    “Okay, Jim,” Brynne said. “I need you to clear most of the guys out of here but you.” She gestured to the big Gradall machine. “The guy who can run this vehicle should stay in case we need to move it.” 

She and Dean moved over to the woman on the grass. She didn’t look injured from what they could see. Brynne reached into her pocket, pulled out a pair of exam gloves and put them on. “Dean, you get a set of vitals and put the heart monitor on her while I do a head to toe exam.”

    Brynne knelt down next to the girl, touching her on the shoulder and giving a gentle shake. “Miss, hello, are you alright?” There was no response. She used the knuckles of her hand to rub the woman’s sternum and got a groan in response. The woman’s hand came up and brushed feebly at hers to push it away. “Alert to painful stimuli only,” Brynne reported to Dean. She carefully ran her hands through the woman’s dark hair, gently lifting the head up as she did so. She checked her gloves for blood as she pulled them away. Lifting each eyelid in turn, she shined her penlight in them then moved it away. “Both pupils equal and reactive to light,” she said.

    Dean hooked up the automated blood pressure cuff and hit the button on the heart monitor to start it inflating. While that ran, he started connecting the leads from the heart monitor to the woman’s arms and legs. Once all four were connected, he looked at the heart monitor’s screen and the lines started bouncing across it. “Sinus tachycardia at 156,” he said aloud. “Blood pressure is,” he paused briefly to look at the monitor as the numbers stopped changing. “Blood pressure is 92 over 48.” 

    He picked up her wrist and palpated a pulse with two fingers, watching the monitor screen to match the beats on the screen to what he was feeling under his fingers. Her pulse was difficult to detect, no matter how he moved his fingertips around. “Pulse is weak and thready.” He checked his wristwatch and watched her chest rise and fall. “Respirations, 26 and pulse ox 96.”

    Brynne continued her head-to-toe check for signs of injury. She checked the back of the neck, the rib cage, sternum, abdomen, and hips in turn. The whole time, she watched both the patient’s face for signs of grimacing in pain and frequently checking her gloves for signs of blood. She moved down to the legs and bare feet, before moving back up to the arms. 

    “No sign of injury,” Brynne said. “Let’s roll her. I want to get a look at her back.” Together, they carefully rolled the woman up on her side and scanned her back. There was no sign of bleeding or other injury. The laid her back down in the supine position. “Okay Probie,” she said. “Thoughts?”

    Dean thought for a moment then picked up her hand and gently pinched the end of her finger at the fingernail, watched the color change and counted in his head. He looked in her mouth at her tongue and pulled her lip out gently, looking at the skin inside. Finally, he pulled up at some skin on her forearm closest to him. It stayed pulled up briefly like a peaked tent.

    “Severe dehydration is my best guess, boss,” he said. “She’s got signs of shock with altered mental status. Capillary refill time is four seconds. Mucous membranes are dry and skin turgor non-existent with tenting.” He looked around. “My only question is how did she get here? The guys on site swear they never saw her when they first got here. They said she just appeared. Since we’re here, I guess there’s an Unusual connection somehow. You didn’t find any sign of injury or bleeding so we’re not looking at a vamp attack, right?”

    “You’re right,” Brynne said. “If I were to guess, I think she’s the Naiad tied to this pond.”

    “The what?” Dean asked.

    “Naiad, a water fairy,” she answered. “Look at the pond. My guess is when they showed up this morning and started pumping out the pond to clear the drain field, she got caught unawares. Usually she could have, well, detached herself from the pond and not been affected so much.” She looked up at her partner. “So what do we do?”

    “Okay,” he began. “Her oxygen sats are ok, no O2 needed right now. I’ve got the monitor hooked up. IV access next with a bolus of fluids to get her hydrated. We should also get her back to the unit since it’s hot out here. That might contribute to dehydrating her, plus how she’s dressed, or should I say, undressed is getting too much attention from these guys.”

    “I agree,” Brynne said, nodding. “But we can’t move her farther from the remaining water in the pond until we get fluids in her. You start the IV. Remember to go large, we need to get fluids in her quickly. I’ll get the IV bag spiked and ready.”

    Dean got the IV pack out of the side of the med bag that had all the supplies to get a line started. He tied the elastic tourniquet off a few inches above her elbow and then got out a few two by two gauze pads, two alcohol prep swabs and selected an 16 gauge needle to establish the IV access. Turning back to the patient, he gently palpated the antecubital space on the inside of the elbow, feeling for the big veins there. 

    “Brynne,” Dean said. “I’m having trouble finding the vein. Maybe she’s too dehydrated?”

    Brynne came around to his side of the patient and handed him the IV bag. “Finish getting this set up while I take a look.” She knelt down next to the woman’s side and checked her arm, looking and feeling with her fingertips. “There,” she said holding her finger on the spot she found while she picked up one of the alcohol preps, Dean had already ripped open. Lifting her finger up, she swabbed it in a circular motion. 

    Dean handed her the 16-gauge needle catheter he’d selected. Keeping one hand holding the arm, she pulled the needle cover off with her teeth, spitting it onto the ground while she pulled the skin tight with her thumb just below the spot she’d found. Advancing the needle in at nearly a forty-five-degree angle at first, she then leveled it out, watching closely for the flash of blood in the chamber. There it was. She advanced a few millimeters more then slid the plastic catheter forward off the needle as it slid back with a click, safely stowing it in the housing. Dean attached the IV tubing from the bag, rolling the valve all the way open to allow full flow of fluid into the vein. Brynne taped off the IV on the patient’s arm to hold it in place then stood up.  

    Brynne looked at him. “How much fluid do we give her?” 

    “Twenty milliliters per kilo,” he answered. “She’s small so I’d guess forty-five or fifty kilos so nine hundred or a thousand Mls. Pretty much the whole bag.” He nodded toward the bag of normal saline he was holding. 

    “Okay, we’ll run about five hundred milliliters in and then check her vitals again,” Brynne said. “Mr. Foreman,” she called to the leader of the construction team. 

    He came trotting over. “Yes, ma’am?”

    “I know this is going to seem strange,” Brynne began, “but can you hold off pumping out the rest of the pond for about fifteen minutes? It’s our protocol when on a construction site that all work stop until we clear the scene.” 

    “Uh, I guess so,” he said, taking his hard hat off and scratching his head. “Only 15 minutes? I’ve got a lot to try and get done today and the boss wants us to finish up and get the pond filling again before the end of the day.”

    “15 minutes,” Brynne said. “A half hour, tops. Just until we get her loaded into the back of the ambulance. We need to get her stabilized first.”

    “What’s wrong with her?” He asked.

    “Not sure,” she said. “She’s not awake yet so we’re just treating symptoms. We’ll know more when we get her back in the ambulance.”

    “Okay,” He said. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll go shut the pumps down for a bit and give the guys a break.” He laughed. “It’s not like they’re getting anything done right now anyway with all the excitement.” He walked over to his crew, giving some order and gesturing to the pumps still chugging away on the far side of the pond basin.

    Given the size of the IV line Brynne had started, it didn’t take long to get half of the liter bag of fluid into the patient. Dean, holding the bag up over his head, knelt down and pressed the button the heart monitor to start another blood pressure reading. The pulse rate had come down to 126 and her respiratory rate was down to 20 possibly showing that her body wasn’t working as hard to get blood around to the various organs and tissues. The blood pressure came back as 104 over 54. All signs were good. 

    Dean heard a sound and looked over as the patient’s eyes fluttered open. “Wha- what happened? Who are you?” she asked looking up at him.

    Her eyes were a deeper shade of blue than Dean had ever seen before. “You’re doing alright,” Dean said, reassuring her. “We got called here when the construction crew found you here next to the community pond in the city park. I think you’re dehydrated so we’ve started an IV and are giving you some fluids. Can you tell me your name?”

    “Jaina,” she said, then looked around with fear in her eyes. “The pond. I can’t feel it anymore.”

    Brynne knelt down on the other side of her. “I’m Brynne and this is Dean. We’re paramedics. The construction crew is here doing some cleanup and are temporarily draining the pond.” She laid a hand on Jaina’s chest when she suddenly tried to sit up. “Easy does it! You don’t need to be alarmed. They’re planning on refilling it after they get the overflow drain cleaned out.”

    “Oh,” the diminutive Naiad said. “That’s why I got so confused so quickly. I didn’t know they were starting the work this morning or I could have prepared myself.”

    “Okay,” Brynne said. “We’re going to give you a little more fluid and then we’ll get you up and move you to the ambulance.”

    Jaina turned her head and looked at the bag of fluid Dean was holding, now only half full. A look of concentration crossed her face, and Dean was astounded as the saline fluid in the clear plastic bag began to disappear quickly. “Ahhhh,” the Naiad gasped as she closed her eyes, a smile on her face. “That feels good.” She said, smacking her lips. “Though it’s a bit salty for my taste.”

    The bag hung empty in Dean’s hand, completely dry. He looked at Jaina and Brynne. “Would you like some more?” he asked as he smiled at her.

    “I’ve got a few bottles of water in the ambulance,” Brynne said. “Why don’t you let us take you back there and we’ll try and get you back to normal, or at least as close as we can until your pond is filled up again.”

    “That sounds good,” the Naiad said trying to sit up. “Whoa, I’m still a bit dizzy.” She laid back down again. 

    “You need to take it easy and let us do the work,” Brynne said. Dean turned and put the empty IV bag on top of the med bag then got up to help Brynne unload the rest of the gear from the stretcher. They put it down to its lowest position and rolled it up next to the patient on the ground. 

    “Dean and I are going to help you sit up and then move to the stretcher, Jaina,” Brynne said. “Do you think you can help us out with that?”

    “I think so,” Jaina responded.

    “Okay,” Brynne said nodding to Dean as she put her hand under Jaina’s shoulder and helped prop her up to a seated position. Then the two paramedics each took a side and, lifting under the patient’s arms, lifted her up to sit on the side of the stretcher. Dean put the head of the stretcher up to a semi-reclining position and helped her lay back as Brynne lifted her feet up. They put the seat belts on her to secure Jaina on the stretcher. Dean carefully put the heart monitor on the stretcher and secured it next to her legs. He then asked the foreman Jim and the Gradall operator, who were still hanging around, to help carry the bags for them while they wheeled the stretcher back towards the ambulance.

    When they got to the ambulance and loaded Jaina into the back, Brynne took the remaining bags from the workers and thanked them for their help. She packed them away and then climbed in the back with Dean and the patient.

    Dean was handing Jaina a water bottle as Brynne stepped up into the back of the unit via the side door. 

    “How do you feel?” Brynne asked, sitting down in the chair by the head of the stretcher. 

    “Better, thanks,” Jaina replied. She held her hand up to her forehead. “I think they caught me by surprise. By the time I realized what they were doing, they had drained too much water from the pond for me to make up the difference. I had no time to tear myself away from the connection to the water.” She opened up the plastic water bottle and downed the contents in one go. She put the bottle down next to her and held her hand out for more. Brynne handed her another bottle that quickly went the way of the first one.

    Brynne glanced at the screen of the heart monitor. Jaina’s vitals were looking better now that she’d gotten some fluid on board. “I’m glad we were able to help,” she said. “Can we take you to the hospital to get checked out and make sure your labs are good?”

    “No,” Jaina replied. “I’m good now that I’m awake and able to take care of myself. I’ll be fine.” She handed the empty bottle back to Dean. Her touch lingered on his arm while he took it from her. “I would like a few more bottles for the road, though.”

    “No problem,” Dean said, reaching into the cabinet at the foot of the stretcher for two more water bottles. “Is two enough?”

    “Yes, thank you,” Jaina replied taking the bottles.

    “I just need you to sign this transport refusal and you’re all set to go,” Brynne said, holding up the iPad for Jaina to sign. The woman scrawled a signature on the line with her finger. Brynne handed her a paper with some printed and handwritten information on it. “This is a sheet with some basic instructions for you and advising you that you have the right to call us back if you need us, even if it’s just after we’ve left.” She caught the woman’s eye. “I’m serious, Jaina. If you feel worse, call 911, and we’ll come back and check you out. We can give you more water or even take you to the hospital if needed.”

    “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” Jaina said. “But I am feeling better now. I’ll be okay.”

    Dean helped her unbuckle the stretcher’s seat belts and then opened the back doors, climbing out and turning to offer a hand to the Naiad. Jaina jumped down nimbly from the back step. She didn’t look shaky at all anymore. She thanked the paramedics and walked around the back of the ambulance towards the pond. Dean turned to say something about being careful but the woman was nowhere to be seen. He spun around and then looked up at Brynne, who gave a little chuckle.

    “Fairies who don’t want to be seen, can’t be seen, Dean,” she said. “It goes with the whole supernatural thing. It’s one reason I suspected who she must be when the construction foreman said that it was like she just appeared. When she suddenly went unconscious from the severe dehydration she lost control of her magic or mojo or whatever you want to call it, and ‘Poof’ there she was.”

    “I think I’m gonna take a little while before I get used to all this Unusuals have magic and stuff thing,” Dean said shaking his head. “She was cute though.”

    “I figured you’d noticed,” Brynne said. “Just don’t get in the habit of dating former patients or Unusuals in general. It leads to complications most of the time.”

    “Really, Brynne?” Dean asked. “You’re telling me not to date Unusuals?” He stopped himself even as he thought that he was not the one wearing a turtleneck on a warm day. She was clearly covering up the hickey or whatever else she didn't want people to see on her neck. He didn’t dare say that out loud, though. It was none of his business.

    “I’m not having this conversation with you, Dean,” she snapped. “Just take my word for it. It’s not for the faint of heart. Leave it at that.” She turned and left him standing there as she stepped down from the back of the unit and headed back toward the driver’s seat. “Put fresh sheets on the stretcher while I get on the radio and put us back in service. You never know when we’ll get another call.”

    Dean stood there for a moment, watching her walk away, kicking himself for stepping over a line. Her private life was just that, private. It was hard, though, for EMS partners to avoid learning a little too much about each other. Dean had seen his share of rocky relationships without one of the significant others being a probable vampire. Still, she was the boss and certainly knew a lot more about this than he did. Maybe she knew something he didn’t. He climbed into the back of the unit and remade the stretcher for the next call. He heard her on the radio in the front seat, calling dispatch. Hopefully, she’d forget he ever said anything about it. He didn’t want to get on her bad side.


























CHAPTER 6

    They headed back to the station on the other side of town in silence. When they arrived, they cleaned out the mud and dirt that had been tracked into the back of the ambulance, all without saying a word. Dean went in and started on the report while Brynne sat down in one of the recliners and looked at something on her phone.

    By lunchtime the tense silence was driving Dean nuts. He finally spoke from where he was sitting by the computer checking his email. “Brynne,” he said, turning to look at her where she sat in the recliner. “I apologize. If I stepped over a line, I didn’t mean to. I had no intention of hurting your feelings or making things awkward between us.”

    She put her phone down in her lap and looked up at him. “I shouldn’t have delved into the subject of dating Unusuals myself if I didn’t want to have that conversation with you, Dean,” Brynne said. “Just trust me. It can get pretty complicated. Just be careful.”

    “You, too, Boss,” Dean responded. “I’m sure you know what you're doing and all but I remember some things from a class I had once on relationship violence and  …”

    “It’s not like that at all,” she interrupted. “Look, I don’t want to talk about this with you or anyone else. Everything is fine, okay?”

    She got up and plugged her phone into the USB charger on the wall by the desk. “Look, apology accepted,” she said, “and thank you for your concern, but there’s nothing to be concerned about. Deal?”

    “Deal,” Dean said.

    “It’s time for lunch. Any thoughts?” Brynne asked.

    “I don’t know,” Dean said. “What are you up for?”

    “Lets hit that salad place out on Rt. 40. You can get a sandwich there if you don’t want a salad.” 

    “Sounds like a plan,” Dean said, wondering if this was the end of the discussion. 




———




    As was usually the case in the EMS world, you order lunch and the next call comes in. The two paid for their meals, grabbed the bag of food from the counter, and headed out to their ambulance. Dean put the bags behind the seat as he climbed into the passenger side. The call was for a choking subject and it wasn’t far away. Brynne hit the lights and Dean turned on the siren as his partner drove the unit out of the strip mall and back out onto Route 40. Turning right, they headed down two lights and turned left onto a winding road on the outskirts of the city. It lead to a lane with a group of ramshackle mobile homes in various states of disrepair. 

    “I’ll take the lead on this one, Dean,” Brynne said. “Just watch and keep your eyes open.” She pulled up next to a trailer. “Bring in the portable suction and the oxygen/airway bag. Watch your step coming into the trailer. Most of them are falling apart and there are probably holes in the floors.”

    She jumped out and started up the steps toward the rusted screen door. Dean got out and retrieved the suction and oxygen bags. Brynne had already gone inside. As he stepped up on the makeshift cinder block steps, he slipped the straps of the oxygen bag over his right shoulder. He cradled the portable suction in the crook of his right arm as he reached for the screen door. 

    He entered a dark room with a musty, moldy odor just in time to see his partner standing behind what looked like a dead guy, administering the Heimlich maneuver. The guy’s eyes were sunken in, and his skin was mottled and blue in tone. She pulled back sharply once, then a second, third and then a fourth time.With a gasp, something flew out of the guy’s mouth and struck him in the chest followed by something else. Dean stepped back with a disgusted groan as he brushed at his chest with his free hand. He reached into his pocket, fumbling to put on some gloves as Brynne released the man’s midsection from her embrace and stepped from behind him.

    “Is that better?” she asked. The man groaned at her but nodded. Then he looked confused, stuck two fingers in his mouth fishing around as if looking for something then started scanning the floor at Dean’s feet. Dean looked down and there, on the floor next to his left foot was what looked like a tongue and a lump of chewed food.

    “It that his tongue?” Dean asked. “What the …?”

    “Oh, good,” Brynne said as she walked over. “Freddy’s always losing that.” She bent over and picked up the detached muscle with her gloved hand. “Do you want me to wash it off first?” 

    Freddy held out his hand with a shake of his head. Dean noticed that there were two fingers missing from his right hand. He took the proffered tongue, blew it off and then unceremoniously shoved the whole thing back into his mouth. He poked around with the forefingers of both hands for a bit, obviously trying to position it. When he pulled them away, he offered a gap-toothed grin to Dean and croaked, “That is better. Thank you, Brynne.”

    “What happened Freddy?” Brynne asked. “I thought you said you weren't going to let that happen again?”

    “I tried to be careful but I just wanted to have a brownie.” It was hard for Dean to make out the words that came out of the guy’s mouth. It was a wonder that he could talk at all considering he had a loose tongue, oh, and was clearly dead. 

    “You know you shouldn’t eat anything.” Brynne admonished. “You’re dead so you can’t digest it anyway.”

    “But,” the dead man’s voice groaned. “I can still sort of taste things. I used to be so good at cooking and tasting things. I miss that, Brynne. I really do.” She nodded in sympathy as he continued. “I decided that I could make a small batch of brownies and try just one.” He turned and ambled into the kitchen at one end of the trailer home, stepping around a foot-wide hole in the floor. Dean and Brynne followed. Once there they looked around at what had to be the filthiest kitchen Dean had ever seen. There were pans and pots everywhere with rotted bits of food in them. The sink was piled high with dirty plates and more pots and pans. Flies buzzed around the rotten food and the trailer’s occupant.

    Freddy picked up one square baking pan with what looked like fresh brownies in it. One corner piece had been removed. “See,” he said. “I just had one.”

    “Freddy,” Brynne said putting her hand gently on the guy’s shoulder. “I know you used to be a pretty good chef, but you’re dead now. You can’t do all the things you used to do no matter how much you want to. I’m not always going to be this close to come bail you out.”

    “I know. I’ll try,” Freddie said with a sigh. “I just wish I had more opportunities to cook again.”

    “We’ve all told you that you’re welcome to come by the station any time and cook a meal for us,” Brynne offered. 

    Dean turned to look at her and stared at his partner, dumbstruck.

    “What?” she asked, looking back at him. “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it, Dean. Freddy here was once one of the best chefs in the country. Why, if he were still alive and cooking today, he’d have a cooking show on the Food Channel for sure.”

    “Really?” Freddy asked. “You think so?

    “Absolutely!” Brynne answered. “Why don’t you plan to come over tomorrow evening in time for shift change. We are still on days and I know that Brook and Tammy, who are both coming on tomorrow night, would love a home cooked meal after they missed the last feast you cooked for us.”

    “I would love to.” Freddy choked out. “Thank you. I’ll stop by tonight after dark and leave a shopping list for you. Just a list of some of the things to pick up. I’m going to make something special for you, Brynne. It’s going to knock your socks off!”

    “I can’t wait,” Brynne said. “In the meantime, no more brownies! Okay?”

    “Okay,” he answered, walking them to the door. “Thank you again. Both of you.”

    The paramedics stepped carefully down the rickety, cinderblock steps and headed back to the ambulance. Brynne walked around to the driver’s side while Dean went over to the side compartments to replace the oxygen bag and portable suction. He turned and climbed into the passenger seat. They were just about to pull away when the screen door slammed open and Freddy shuffled out holding up a zipper baggie of brownies as he came up to the passenger side of the ambulance. Dean put down the window.

    “I thought you’d appreciate these since I can’t.” Freddie croaked, handing the baggie through the window to Dean. “Thank you for coming and helping me out again. I’ll see you both tomorrow night.” He stepped back and let the ambulance pull away, waving goodbye.

    Dean leaned out the window. “Thank you,” he called, then sat back, closing the window again. He was just about to shove one of the brownies into his mouth when Brynne reached over and batted it out of his hand. 

    “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked. “Are you crazy? Don’t eat that!”

    “But the way you were talking back there ….” he said, suddenly confused. “All that ‘you are a great chef, Freddy’ and ‘can not wait to have you cook us dinner, Freddy.’ I assumed they must be pretty good.”

    “Did you see that kitchen?” She asked. “He always offers us snacks when we come help him out. That doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to eat them.” She shook her head. “You’re a pretty good medic for the most part, Dean, but I keep forgetting that you’re still a newbie at this. It is one thing to have Freddy come over and cook for us in our kitchen with some supervision to make sure he doesn’t lose something into the sauce. It is quite something else to have something a zombie made in that disgusting excuse for a kitchen.” She glanced over at him. “I thought you would have had more sense than that.”

    Dean grinned. “I guess it was pretty stupid. But in my defense, you had me completely flipped out and turned around when you offered to have him come cook for us.”

    “Oh, you just wait and see, newbie,” Brynne said. “You just wait and see. He’s going to come and cook the kind of meal that a guy on a paramedic’s salary can rarely afford. The last time he came over and cooked he made us fresh tortellini with a homemade marinara sauce that I still have dreams about.”

    “What happened to him anyway?” Dean asked. “I assume he’s a zombie or undead.”

    “Zombie’s right,” Brynne answered. “It’s a sad story. He was dating a girl who was dabbling in some dark magic when he decided to cheat on her. She created a zombie potion of some sort and then tricked him into drinking it. Then she shot him five times in the chest after informing him that he would come back as a member of the undead. She ended up going to prison for the rest of her life and he ended up in that trailer for the rest of his unlife.”

    “But it looks like he’s slowly disintegrating,” Dean said.

    “Yes, that’s true, unfortunately,” Brynne said. “He’ll slowly rot away and eventually die, or whatever it is that zombies do since he’s already dead. Our job is to help occasionally reattach things to him that fall off and keep him from ending his existence early by choking on the food he can no longer eat.” She pulled up next to a dumpster in the industrial park next to their building. “Toss that baggie in there and then we’ll park and go inside to finish our lunch.”

    Dean tossed the baggie of brownies into the open dumpster. He again got the impression he was never going to figure out all the nuances of this job or get used to the surprises it held in store. Maybe he hoped it never did.




———




    On the way back to the station, Brynne drove by the hospital to pick up some supplies for the station. They went into the supply closet where Brynne loaded Dean up with an armload of gauze and other assorted first aid items. As he was standing there, he heard a melodious voice behind him.

    “Brynne, are you going to introduce me to your new partner? I heard you had a new probie to break in.”

    Dean turned around and saw the girl from the convenience store, the one who had seen the stamp on his hand the week before. She was dressed in light blue scrubs, and her badge read Ashley Moore, RN, BSN.

    Brynne laughed aloud. “Ashley, you have no idea! Dean, this is Ashely Moore, one of the charge nurses here in the ER. Ashley, meet Dean Flynn, our newest initiate into our little world.”

    “Welcome to the club, Dean,” The nurse said with a smile. “I think we’ve run into each other before. You were getting donuts, I think.”

    “Uh, right. Um, yeah, they were donuts.” Dean stammered as he tried to free one hand to hold out and shake her hand. 

    “Hey, probie,” Brynne said with a chuckle. “Don’t drop anything. Just say hello.”

    Ashley laughed along with Brynne. “Don’t mind me. I was just checking to make sure you guys found everything you needed. Was there anything that you couldn’t find, Brynne?”

    “Nope, I got everything on my list.”

    “Alright. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Dean. Tell Brynne to bring a patient by once in a while and not to be such strangers.” The young ER nurse turned and walked back around to the nurses station.

    Brynne snapped her fingers.

    “Dean. Yo, Dean. Wake up and pay attention to what you’re doing.”

    “Oh, sorry Brynne. I had just run into her before, off duty, and hadn’t expected to see her again here of all places.”

    “Well, you’ll see her again. She’s here all the time.” Brynne said. “Come on, let’s get this stuff out to the ambulance and get back to the station.”

    As they walked out through the automatic sliding doors to the ambulance bay outside, Dean stole a look over his shoulder and caught Ashley glancing in his direction. She smiled and turned back to her work.


























CHAPTER 7

    The meal that Freddy made for the four paramedics the next night in their station’s tiny kitchen was truly amazing considering what the dead chef had to work with. Station U’s third shift team of Brook Barnes and Tammy Haines entered to the smells of fresh pork chops with cornbread and herb stuffing. There also real potatoes au gratin, not the boxed crap, and green beans topped with a honey glaze and toasted, slivered almonds.

    The paramedics sat down to eat while the chef watched. A crooked smile was the best he could do to express his pleasure. It was easily one of the best meals Dean had ever eaten. It was almost sacrilege that they ate such a fantastic meal on styrofoam plates with plastic forks and knives. The pork was so tender that it hardly took any effort to cut and the sauce, with a slight hint of apricot, literally topped it all off perfectly. Satiated, Dean slid back in his seat at the small table and shook his head in disbelief. After seeing the kitchen disaster in Freddy’s home yesterday, he found it hard to believe that the same cook could turn out something so refined. 

    He raised his can of soda to Freddy. “My compliments to the chef.”

    “Here, here!” his co-workers replied in unison. A gap-toothed smile grew on Freddy’s mottled face. 

    “I appreciate the opportunity to cook for you guys once in a while,” Freddy said in a raspy voice. “You make me feel almost alive again.”

    “The pleasure is all ours,” Brook said. “I can barely boil water safely so having an occasional restaurant quality meal here at work is a big bonus.”

    There was a sound of a car horn from outside and Brynne checked her watch. “That must be James,” she said, standing and grabbing her purse. “Time to go.” She looked over at Brook and Tammy. “We bought the ingredients, you clean up and give Freddy a ride back to his trailer?”

    “Sure, although we might just have to make a run to the store and see what he can come up with for dessert,” Tammy laughed.

    “Just make sure it’s not leftover brownies,” Brynne said. 

    Brook smiled. “Oh, we heard. We’ll all avoid the brownies. Although, we heard that the newbie here almost ate one.”

    “Hey,” Dean said with mock indignation. “It was an honest mistake.”

    The horn sounded from outside, longer this time. “Uh, I really gotta go,” Brynne said rushing for the door. Brook and Tammy exchanged a glance. 

    “Bye, Brynne,” Tammy said. “Say hello to James for us. Tell him we’ll come looking for you if you’re late tomorrow morning.”

    Brynne waved them off, then left. Dean turned and looked around. “I can give Freddy a lift home,” he offered. “It’s sort of on my way.”

    “That would be great, Dean,” Brook said. “We’ve got quite a bit of clean up to do and we should do it now in case we get busy with calls tonight. Thanks.”

    “Ok then, Freddy,” Dean said. “You’re coming with me.”

    The deceased chef shuffled toward the door. “Thank you for the opportunity to get into a real kitchen again,” he said. “It was a pleasure.”

    Dean strode across the parking lot outside their nondescript station and clicked the unlock switch on his remote key. The pickup truck’s lights blinked once. He walked to the driver’s side and waited as Freddy slowly walked over.

    “Uh, Dean?” Freddy asked. “You’re going to have to open this door for me. My fingers are too brittle to operate the handle without snapping off.”

    “Oh, right!” Dean said, jogging around the front of the truck. “Here you go, sir!” He opened the door with a grand gesture.

    “Thank you,” the zombie murmured as he slid into the passenger seat.

    Dean returned to the driver’s side, started the pickup and pulled out onto the road through the industrial park. It was already getting dark as they pulled onto Route 40. It was silent for the first five minutes or so as they drove.

    “You know,” Freddy started. “You’re not the only one worried about Brynne and James. A lot of us are more than a little worried about them.”

    Dean glanced over at his passenger. “That came out of the blue. What do you mean?”

    “I mean that James is really old school. He considers himself better than the rest of us. And I don’t think he thinks of most humans as anything more than a snack. He says he’s turned over a new leaf in the last hundred years, but most of us don’t think he’s caught up with current reality. He’s still stuck in the time of feudal overlords and serfs.”

    “What does that mean?” Dean said. “Do you think he’s hurting her?”

    “I’m not sure,” Freddy said with a creaky shrug. “I used to think she could handle herself, but sometimes I wonder. I said the same thing to her old partner Zach. He said he was going to look into it but then he left town suddenly. I was surprised because he seemed pretty sure that something strange was going on with the two of them. I got the impression he was going try to do something about it.”

    “I’ve never heard about her old partner at all,” Dean said. “I just assumed he’d been reassigned.”

    “Not that I know of,” Freddy said. “From what I heard he just didn’t show up for work one day and then they got an email from him that he had to leave and take care of family out of town. When they went to check on him, his apartment was cleaned out. His super said that a moving truck had come and cleaned the apartment out at night. There was an envelope with enough cash inside so that the rent was paid through the end of the lease and the keys were left on the counter inside.” 

    He shrugged again. “We all thought it was kind of weird. Zach was a city employee and he didn’t seem like he would have had the money to pay a couple of months rent in advance like that. It was just strange, that’s all.” They rode in silence for a bit longer then they were in front of Freddy’s trailer.

    “Thanks, I guess, Freddie. The problem is, what do I do with what you just said?” Dean asked as he slid the gearshift into park. “I’m so new at this job, I positively squeak. I’m not sure from one day to the next what I’m doing. I wouldn’t begin to know what to do about something like this.”

    “Well you don’t want to confront James head on or antagonize him in any way,” Freddy advised. “I’m sure he doesn’t deal well with things that don’t go his way. Everyone in the Unusual community knows that. You should be careful. It’s just that we’re worried about her. Brynne’s changed a lot in the last few years since she started hanging out with James. She’s told me it’s nothing to do with him, but I don’t know.”

    “Thanks for the heads up, Freddy,” Dean said as he jumped out and went around to let Freddy out of the passenger side. “I appreciate it, and you can let your friends know that I’ll try and keep an eye on her as best I can.”

    “Just be careful,” Freddy warned. “Like I said. James is an old school vampire, you know, feudal lordship and respect and all that. He thinks he’s at the top of the food chain socially and in reality. To him, she’s not just his girlfriend, she’s his property. I don’t think he would just let her go with a ‘fare thee well.’” He took a few steps to the house trailer then turned. “You’re a good kid and everyone already says you seem like a good guy to have around when there is trouble. Do not go out there and get yourself injured, or worse, missing like Zach. That’s all I am saying.” Freddy turned and shuffled up to his door and inside. Dean stood in the pool of the pickup's headlights in the growing darkness.

    Dean stared at the closed door of the trailer for a bit before turning and getting back into his pickup truck. He backed onto the road and drove back towards the highway. Freddy had given him a lot to think about. He had a feeling that something was not right with James and Brynne. Now he had some confirmation. Still, he couldn’t act on a suspicion. Brynne was able to do her job and take care of herself and if she didn’t want help, he couldn’t force it on her. That would be just as bad as whatever James was supposedly doing to her.

He was just going to have to watch and see if there were overt signs not just his hunch and the word of a zombie chef. He couldn’t go tell the shift commander his immediate supervisor was in danger because she was dating a vampire. Heck, he couldn’t even be sure that the lieutenant knew about the Unusuals anyway. He’d gotten the impression that beyond a very tight circle of people, the real purpose of Station U was where you put the rejects and weirdos. 

    Dean just couldn’t figure out who he could turn to. Then a thought occurred to him. Maybe Mike Farver was the answer. Mike, his old paramedic school instructor, could be the right person to talk to.  Mike was a founding paramedic member of Station U. He might know what to do with a troublesome vampire or how to handle it with Brynne. 

    Dean started putting together a carefully worded email message in his head as he drove back to his apartment. He had to be careful. He would have to make sure the message got the idea across without alerting any others who might see it to what was really going on at Station U. That might just end up with him locked up in a psych ward for a few nights. That was not a desirable outcome for this situation and it would leave Brynne unguarded. Dean was so engrossed in his thoughts that he didn’t see the headlights of the darkened SUV behind him or realize that they might be following him home.


























CHAPTER 8

        After he got home that night, Dean tried to compose the email he intended to send off to Mike Farver. He couldn’t figure out how to state the problem as he didn’t have any proof. He hadn’t seen any physical signs of injury. He deleted the e-mail – for now. He decided to keep his eyes open and see if he could come up with proof of danger to his partner. He would watch Brynne and learn what he could about both her relationship with James as well as the best ways to treat their patients. 

    The only thing that stood out over the next few days was that Brynne continued to wear the turtleneck despite the warm temperatures. The calls were routine. They dealt with chest pain, respiratory distress, and the occasional assault. In cases where police were involved, Dean noted the same two or three police officers were dispatched with them. They seemed to be the equivalent to the Station U ambulance crews. Brynne knew them all by name and introduced Dean to them so they would get to know him.

    It wasn’t until they moved back to night shift that he saw James again. He was working on a patient care report from a call earlier that evening when the door to the parking lot opened and James swaggered in. Dean was surprised because that door was supposed to be locked. James either had his own key, or there was some vampire talent he didn’t know about. The station wasn’t a home or other residence so they couldn’t deny him access. He’d learned about vampire lore from Brynne and found vamps couldn’t enter a home unless invited in by the homeowner or other permanent resident. That was good news. He felt safer in his own apartment now.

    James met Dean’s stare as he crossed to the recliner where Brynne was sitting. “Hello my dear,” he said to his girlfriend. He bent down to give her a kiss. It lingered a little longer than was proper in a public situation, Dean thought to himself.

    “What are you doing here, James?” Brynne asked. “I didn’t expect to see you tonight. You said you were traveling for a few days.”

    “I am getting ready to leave,” James responded. “I wanted to see you again before I left. I also wanted to let you know that I have left Rudolf in charge here while I’m gone. If you need anything, you let him know and he’ll take care of it.”

    “I’ll be here, too,” Dean interjected. “I’m sure we can cover anything that might come up.”

    “I’m sure you are up to the mundane challenges you might expect, Dean,” James retorted. “I’m talking about the non-mundane things that crop up from time to time. When the cat’s away, the Unusuals will play, as the saying goes. When those problems crop up it is best to let us deal with it, in-house if you will.”

    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dean said. “Where are you off to anyway?”

    “Personal business,” James responded. “I need to return to Europe and deal with some things that have cropped up.” He turned to Brynne. “It is entirely possible that this is a distraction to get me away from my home base. If so, Rudolf will be ready to deal with things until I can return.”

    “I’ll let folks know to contact him if trouble crops up,” Brynne said. “I suppose you need to go. I’ll walk you out to your car.” She got up and crossed to the door arm in arm with James.

    Before they walked out, James turned to Dean. “I do appreciate your willingness to help out and watch over my dear Brynne, Dean. I’m sure you will do anything in your power to protect her, too. I thank you for that.” It sounded almost sincere.

    Dean nodded in reply.

    The couple was in the parking lot for about ten minutes before Brynne came back into the squad room. Dean was just finishing up his report and hit the send button on the screen to shoot it off to the hospital and headquarters with his electronic signature. 

    “What am I going to do with you, Probie?” Brynne asked as she entered the squad room. “You don’t want to get in a pissing match with James, believe me. Just let him play his games his way. I can handle myself without your help.”

    Dean turned in the desk chair to look her way. “What was up with all that ‘Rudolf will watch over things’ stuff? It’s like he’s the king of Elk City or something.”

    “He is,” Brynne said.

    Dean started to laugh but stopped. “Wait, you’re serious.”

    “Dean, the Unusual population is a very old and established group of world citizens. They’ve coexisted with humans for thousands of years without being known as anything more than legend and myth by the bulk of the population. They’ve done this by governing themselves. Because their government is so old, it is kind of like a feudal system. They have leaders, sub-leaders, and vassal subjects.”

    “So, James is the king?” Dean asked.

    “He’s more of a Baron actually,” Brynne said. “His area covers a fifty-mile radius around Elk City. Most of the areas are led by a vampire or other higher order Unusual that craves order. A Minotaur rules Washington, DC and its surroundings.”

    “So what is it that James does as the leader of the Elk City Unusual population?” Dean asked.

    “He makes sure that no one draws undue attention to themselves for starters,” Brynne said. “Anonymity is key to their being able to coexist peacefully with humans. Anything that threatens that anonymity is cause for action by the Unusual leadership. He also acts as Judge for high and low justice when there is a dispute between Unusuals in the region.”

    “Why don’t they just take their arguments to court like the rest of us?” Dean asked.

    “That’s a remedy they might use for a dispute with a normal human.” Brynne replied. “But when they have a dispute with each other, they turn to the local leadership for a judgment. It’s much faster than human courts, and the decisions are final. There are rarely appeals to the decisions of the local Barons. You have the right to appeal but if you choose to bother the higher authorities at the national level and you lose your appeal, the consequences can be severe. It deters all but the most desperate cases from going higher.”

    “So they’re a sub-government hidden within our own democratic government?” Dean asked.

    “Yes, although they’re also active in human politics as well.” Brynne said. “There are enough people in the human leadership that know about Unusuals that it behooves them to vote and pay attention to what we’re doing politically as well.”

    Dean thought about that. It made sense to pay attention to what the leaders in your area were up to if you were a human and he guessed it was a good idea to pay attention to that for Unusuals, too. “Who’s Rudolf, then?” Dean asked. “Is he another vampire?”

    “Rudolf is a Lycan, a werewolf, who is James’ second in command. He’ll be our contact should we need to deal with an Unusual problem beyond our limited abilities.”

    The alert tones dropped, startling them out of their conversation. “Medical Box U-265, Respiratory Distress, 57 Quartet Drive,” intoned the dispatcher as the printer began whirring and spit out the sheet with the address and additional information. Brynne grabbed the paper as the paramedics jumped up and headed out to through the doors to the ambulance bay. Brynne handed the sheet to Dean as she headed to the driver’s side.

    “You’re going to have to let me drive at some point, Brynne,” Dean laughed.

    “Maybe tomorrow,” Brynne said. 

    “Maybe never,” Dean muttered under his breath. 

    Dean climbed in as Brynne started the engine. He picked up the mic and put them on the street. “U-191 responding.”

    “U-191 responding,” repeated the dispatcher. “Switch to med channel 1 for additional.” 

    Dean switched the radio over to the secure, trunked med channel. “U-191 on med channel 1.”

    The dispatcher’s voice came back immediately. “Respond for a 22-year-old woman complaining of respiratory distress.”

    “Copy dispatch, U-191 out.” Dean said, replacing the mic on the dash. He made a mental note to continue the conversation they had started earlier. He wanted to delve into this topic more. Just when he thought he had the Unusuals figured out, something else cropped up.


























CHAPTER 9

        It took them 8 minutes to get to the quiet suburban neighborhood of small, single-family homes. As Brynne turned the ambulance left on to Quartet Drive, Dean started reading numbers on the mailboxes and the house numbers when he could see them. “It’s going to be on the right side of the street,” Dean said noticing that the odd numbered houses were on his side of the road.

    “There it is,” Brynne said. They saw a person frantically waving on the front lawn of the ranch style house. She pulled the ambulance up to the front of the house. When she came to a stop, Dean jumped out and began pulling bags out of the side compartments on the unit. He shouldered the oxygen and airway bag then grabbed the med bag and started walking across the broad yard to the front door. Brynne caught up to him with the heart monitor clutched in one hand and the portable suction bag in the other.

    As the paramedics approached the front door, a man in his twenties met them on the front porch. “She’s in here, she can’t breathe!” He told them as they approached. He pulled the screen door open and held it for them as they walked through into the house. On entering the living room at the front of the home, they saw an attractive red-haired young woman in her twenties. She sat on the edge of the sofa, her hands on her knees, slightly leaning forward as she struggled to lift her torso up to allow complete filling of her lower airways. Dean recognized this was called the tripod position, and it was not a good sign. She was struggling to breathe and was pale with a slightly blue tinge to her lips. They could hear wheezing of her labored respirations from across the room. On the coffee table in front of her were several medication inhalers and a portable home nebulizer with tubing that led to a mask. 

    Dean put the bags down on the floor next to her and started to pull out a non-rebreather mask and tubing from the oxygen bag. “Hi, my name’s Dean,” he said as he worked. “We’re going to do what we can to help out, okay?”

    “She’s Lydia,” the man said. “Her asthma is acting up. This is the worst I’ve ever seen it.”

    Lydia gasped out one word at a time. “I. Tried. My. Nebu. Lyzer. Treatment. But. It. Did. Not. Work.” 

    “Here,” Dean said, holding the non-rebreather mask up to her face with oxygen set to fifteen liters per minute. He stretched the elastic band around her head to hold it in place. “That should help a little bit while we get some other things set up.”

    Brynne set the heart monitor down on the coffee table in front of Lydia and turned it on. She connected the blood pressure cuff to the machine, wrapped it around Lydia’s arm, pressing the button to start inflating the cuff for a reading. She also slid the pulse oximeter probe sensor over her index finger and plugged that into the monitor. Dean could see the 88 percent value. Not good. Brynne placed the earpieces of her stethoscope in her ears and held up the bell in one hand. “I’m going to listen to your lungs, okay?”

    Lydia nodded and Brynne reached around the woman’s back, lifting her shirt up and sliding her hand under. “Wheezes at the top, diminished breath sounds in the middle and nothing at the bottom.” Brynne looked up at Dean. “So, Dean, what’s next?”

    “Nebulized combination meds,” Dean said confidently. “Albuterol and Ipratropium, two point five milligrams of Albuterol and five hundred micrograms of Ipratropium via nebulizer mask.” He turned to the oxygen bag pulling out the neb mask and tubing. Then he unzipped the medication bag, reached in and pulled out two plastic ampules, which he put in the nebulizer mask. Taking the non-rebreather mask off Lydia, he replaced it with the nebulizer mask and attached that tubing to the oxygen cylinder, setting the flow to ten liters per minute. The chamber began bubbling, sending a cool mist of medication up into the mask for the woman to breathe in.

    “I need you to try to calm your breathing down,” Brynne said. “I know it’s hard but try. We need to get that medication in as deep into your lungs as we can. Listen to my voice and try to breathe in as I count to five, hold it for a second, and then breathe out.” Her calm voice started counting slowly holding Lydia’s eyes as she worked with the struggling woman. The technique started to work. The combination of Brynne’s tone and the medicine seemed to have the desired effect.

    “Dean,” Brynne said. “Start a line but just attach a saline lock at this point.”

    “Right,” Dean said. He unzipped the front pouch of the med bag and pulled out the IV pouch. He tied an elastic tourniquet off just below the elbow of Lydia’s left arm and selected a vein in the middle of her hand that looked good. He wiped the skin, then picked up a 20 gauge IV needle.  

    “Just a small pinch,” he said as he took her hand, pulled the skin tight with the thumb of his right hand and advanced the needle with his left. “There. Got it!” he said to himself. He picked up the saline lock and carefully screwed the hub nut on securing the end in place. 

    After applying the dressing on top of the insertion site and taping the rest of the tubing down securely to her wrist, Dean looked up at Lydia. Her color was already much better, and her breathing was less labored. Brynne was still helping her concentrate on her breathing, and Dean looked around, thinking about what to do next. His mind went through the mantra. O2, IV, monitor … He looked at the heart monitor and realized it wasn’t hooked up yet. He reached into the back pocket of the heart monitor case and counted out four sticky electrode leads then unzipped the side pocket containing the wire harness for the four primary heart leads then attached them.  He then looked at the monitor where the heart rhythm was starting to manifest on the screen.

    “Sinus Tachycardia,” Dean said aloud. “At 134. Pulse ox reading is now 92.” He looked at Lydia and saw that she seemed a little more relaxed. The nebulizer mask was starting to sputter intermittently, a sign that the medication supply was running out. He thought she still needed to go the hospital and get checked out. Dean was also curious about what kind of Unusual the patient was. Dispatchers never said, probably because they didn’t know, and Brynne had given no clues. Lydia looked completely normal, at least normal with a chronic respiratory illness like asthma. 

    “Lydia,” Brynne said, anticipating Dean’s thoughts about treatment. “You’re looking better, but I think you still need to go to the hospital.” She gazed at Dean, “Let’s switch her to a nasal cannula for now and discontinue the neb treatments.”

    Dean nodded and took the spent nebulizer mask off Lydia, and reached in to pull out a nasal cannula. He was in the process of removing the cannula from the plastic wrapper when Lydia spoke. Her tone was captivating … literally … and he sat staring at his hands as she spoke.

    “You all are so helpful,” Lydia said. “I want to thank you, but I’m not sure I need to go to the hospital. You could just stay here and help me out. Right, Dean?”

    Dean looked up from his hands to Lydia. Jeeze! She was beautiful. Why hadn’t he noticed that before? Her voice was so entrancing and melodious, how could he consider telling her no. “I would be happy to stay here and attend to you, Lydia,” Dean said. “You only have to say the word.”

    Lydia’s husband was staring at her, aghast, “Lydia, I can’t believe you’re doing this again.” He held up a hand. “I want nothing to do with it.” He turned and stormed out.  

	Brynne looked up at her partner in alarm. “Aw, hell no!” She shouted and started digging around in the med bag on the floor, “Crap, crap, crap!” She stood up and bolted out the front door. Dean couldn’t understand why she was so rude to their hostess. After all, Lydia was generously offering them an opportunity to stay here with her, which was obviously a better idea than taking her to the hospital. And anyway, if he stayed here he could keep listening to her lovely voice. She was humming a tune now, nothing he recognized but a lovely melody with a steady up and down cadence that —.

    Suddenly a loud clanging broke through the melodious humming and Lydia shrieked, covering her ears. Dean looked up at Brynne, standing in the center of the room. How had she gotten there? She was just sitting on the couch a second ago. And what was that she was banging on with a drumstick? She stopped for a second and then held out her hand. 

    “Dean, twist these up and put them in your ears,” Brynne ordered. He reached out for what she was handing him, confused but obeying. He stopped though as soon as Lydia started talking again. 

    “You come to my home and make that infernal noise when I’m talking?” Lydia said. She covered her ears again when Brynne started beating on the metal box again. Dean shook his head to clear his thoughts. It wasn’t a metal box. It was a cowbell, like from a drum kit. Where had she gotten that?

    “Dean,” Brynne shouted over the din of her banging. “Come over here. Pick up the two pieces of beeswax you dropped, twist them up and stick them in your ears.” Dean stood up, took a few steps and picked up the two orange lumps off the floor. They were sticky and soft and he rolled them, one in each hand between his thumb and forefinger and then inserted the column of wax in his ear canals. The din of the cowbell taps was not as sharp as soon as the two earplugs were in place. As soon as Brynne saw that he had done as she asked she stopped the banging. 

    She looked at Lydia, “Lady, you’ve got a lot of nerve trying to charm my partner. We came here to help you.”

    “I just don’t want to go to that nasty hospital,” Lydia pouted. She looked at Dean and sighed as she saw that she was no longer having the desired effect. “I thought you two could just stay here and take care of me until I felt better.”

    “You need to get to the hospital and get a steroid follow-up shot. We don’t have those, and that’s what you need,” Brynne said. “And just for the record, we’re happy to help you out in any way you need. You don’t have to turn on your charms and try to coerce our male paramedics that way. You’re new in town, right? I don’t think we’ve been here before or there would have been a note to take precautions. We didn’t know you were a siren. Did you check in with our headquarters or your own leadership when you got here?”

    “I don’t like all those formalities,” Lydia said. “I’m always afraid the information will get into the wrong hands. I didn’t want to call 911 anyway. It was my husband’s idea. I think he was feeling bad because we had a fight, and whenever we have a really bad argument, the stress always triggers my asthma.”

    “Well I’m glad we came,” Brynne said. “Even though you tried to hijack my partner. You were in bad shape.” She reached into her pocket. “Look, here’s the number of our ER medical director, Doc Spirelli. He can help you out, and he’ll keep your secret. If you promise to get your husband to drive you to the ER, you don’t have to go with us, but you do have to go. You need a course of steroids. That asthma attack has secondary effects that are going to catch up with you in an hour or so.”

    Dean stood there, still slightly confused as to what just happened. One minute he was trying to get the patient ready for transport and then Brynne teleported to the center of the room and was banging a cowbell. 

    Lydia’s husband walked back in. “I can take her,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. As sick as she was, I really didn’t think she’d turn on the charm while you were here helping her.”

    “Well we’ll know from now on so we’ll come prepared,” Brynne said. “Remember that the next time you need help from us and decide to try anything funny. Still, no lasting harm was done, right Dean?” She looked at him and chuckled. “He’ll be alright, he’s pretty good at following instructions, as you have seen. I’ll talk him through what happened. No harm, no foul.” Brynne set the cowbell and drumstick down and pulled the iPad tablet out of the side pocket of the med bag. “Here, let me get you to sign our transport refusal and we will get out of your hair. If you need us, you can always call us back. But, you are not going to be here because you are going to the emergency room, right?” She looked at Lydia’s husband as she offered the screen to Lydia to sign with a scribbling sweep of her finger tip. The man nodded. Satisfied, Brynne then put the iPad back in its pocket and started to clean up their gear. Dean was still standing in the middle of the room, just watching the events going on around him, a bit dazed. She finished packing up the gear then started hanging the bags by their shoulder straps on Dean until everything was accounted for. She kept the cowbell and drumstick for herself. 

    “Dean, you head out to the ambulance,” Brynne said. She was still watching the siren closely. She clearly did not trust her. Lydia had proven how quickly she would resort to using her powers when it suited her. “Lydia, I just want you to know that we always have a woman along on this particular ambulance team. We are happy to serve you when you need help, but you should know that we won’t let ourselves be taken advantage of.” She held eye contact with the siren for a few moments. “Do we have an understanding?”

    “Yes,” Lydia said, waving her hand in the air as if she were shooing an annoying bug. “I was not going to hurt him, and I would have let him go once I was feeling better.”

    “He’s not your medic, he’s mine, my responsibility!” Brynne said with a feral grin. “I’m responsible for him, and he’s still too new to know how to watch his own back. That’s why I’ve got his back for him. Just remember that.”

    “Whatever,” Lydia said. “I’m done with you now.” She used a shooing gesture of her hand to punctuate the remark.

    Brynne watched her walk back down the hallway to the bedrooms then turned and left with a shake of her head. She grabbed Dean by the shoulder where he still stood with all the gear draped on him, confused. She led him out to the ambulance and started to help him stow the bags in their compartments. 

    “You okay?” She asked him, putting her hand on his shoulder.

    “What happened back there?” He said, trying to make sense of it. “One minute I was checking a heart rhythm on the monitor, and then I was standing there and you were banging on that stupid cowbell. I vaguely remember you telling me to stick something in my ears, then you loaded me up and sent me out here.”

    “Lydia, our patient,” she began, “is a siren. You know, the mythical creatures that lured men to their deaths on the rocks from ships at sea. Her voice is like a super hypnotic aphrodisiac to men. As soon as she was able to speak normally, she started to turn on the charm and get you to comply as her own personal paramedic. I should have been paying more attention. With certain types of calls, the dispatchers get a cue from the higher ups via the computer to send us responding on ‘Omega’ status that alerts us to take special care. We have a bag with a few special tools in it for just such occasions. I would have brought it in if I realized we needed it. My mistake.”

    She walked over and pulled open the passenger door for Dean. “Climb in. My guess is that you are going to be a bit fuzzy for a half hour or so.” Dean watched her glance back at the house behind her before walking around to the driver’s side of the ambulance with a shake of her head. 

    As she climbed in behind the wheel, he asked her, “What was that you had me put in my ears?”

    “Beeswax,” she answered as she started the unit and pulled back into the street. “For some reason, it’s the only thing that works on sirens. I think it has something to do with some kind of residual resonant ‘buzzing’ trapped in the wax from the hive that stops the siren’s voice from getting through. Regular earplugs, headphones and other similar things just do not work.”

    “It’s obvious I needed hearing protection because you were making all that racket on the stupid cowbell,” Dean asked. “Where did that come from, anyway?”

    “All part of the emergency kit,” Brynne said. “Something about the tones of a standard cowbell breaks through the spell, reversing some of the effects. It drives the siren nuts, too. They hate it. Based on that fact alone, I have a theory that the Rolling Stones’ ‘Honky Tonk Woman’ is really about a siren in a southern bar. No proof, of course, but that cowbell opening and then the continuous beat of it throughout the rest of the song would drive a siren nuts, and that makes me think it’s true.” 

    “So, I was under a spell, and you used a cowbell to break it,” Dean said, a sudden thought occurring to him. “Oh, no!”

    “That’s right!” She said, grinning ear to ear. “You had a fever and the only cure was …” Dean groaned and then joined her. “… More cowbell.”


























CHAPTER 10

    The incident with the siren really shook Dean up. He’d learned in school about being situationally aware and keeping scene safety in mind, but they never discussed a sneak attack by a siren. As Brynne drove them back to the station he kept mulling over the question of how he was supposed to protect himself, or his partner, when he couldn’t recognize some dangers when they were staring him in the face? 

When they got back to the station, he got out and helped Brynne back the ambulance in. Then started methodically repacking the bags and restocking the used medications from the dispenser. When he was done, he sat on the rear bumper. He enjoyed the peace and quiet of the ambulance bay. After a bit, he walked over to the squad room door and went in. Brynne was at the desk on the phone. He heard her talking to someone.

    “I didn’t think I would need to call you either, Rudy. The issue needs to be dealt with, though. There’s an unregistered siren living over off of Quartet Drive. She said she doesn’t like to deal with all the red tape, which I could care less about one way or the other. The problem is that she can’t seem to stop trying to charm guys. She got my partner before I could stop her, and I would still be there trying to snap the spell if I hadn’t found the cowbell so quickly.”

    She paused for a moment, listening. “It’s not funny Rudolf. I’m responsible for him, and he’s still too new to know what is going on most of the time. I just need you to talk to her and make sure she knows how things play out around here. James said to call you if there was any trouble. Well, this is trouble, and I need you to take care of it.”

    She listened some more then said, “Thank you, Rudy. I appreciate it. All right. See ya.”

    She looked up at Dean as he approached the desk. “What’s up? Are you okay?” She asked.

    “I’m still pondering what happened earlier,” Dean said. “How am I supposed to prepare for things like that when they are completely out of my realm of knowledge? I don’t like being blind-sided like that.”

    “Sit down,” Brynne said, gesturing to the chair next to the recliner she was in. “As far as scene safety goes, that’s mostly my job right now, especially when it comes to Unusuals. A couple of things in our system broke on this particular call. You should be thinking about it so you can learn from it. We both should. We need to make sure we don’t make the same mistake again, right?”

    Dean nodded and she continued. “But there is no reason to blame yourself. Like I said earlier. I should have picked up on the fact that something was out of whack. We knew it was an Unusual response, but I wasn’t familiar with the home or neighborhood so that meant they were new in town or had a new problem they couldn’t deal with on their own. Apart from whatever algorithm that the computer and the higher-ups use to pick our calls for us, she wasn’t someone I was familiar with. Based on all of that, I should have brought the emergency kit in with me.”

    “What’s in the emergency kit?” Dean asked. “Besides beeswax and cowbells?”

    Brynne stood up. “I should have showed this to you sooner. Let’s go and see.” She led the way to the ambulance bay, then took him to the ambulance cabinet just behind the driver’s door. The cabinet held road flares, a tool box, wheel chocks and other odds and ends. Dean had never paid a lot of attention to it because the items in it were rarely used. She popped open the door and pulled out a black hard plastic Pelican case. She put the case on the ground, undid the four flip-up latches and opened it up. The inside of the case looked like something out of a spy movie. It was lined with foam, including the lid. Slots had been expertly cut in the foam in various shapes and sizes, and in the slots rested assorted bottles and vials. He saw what looked like a dog whistle, a cross and a Star of David. Set into a recessed area in the lid, with a velcro strap holding it in place was the cowbell and the drumstick Brynne had used to break Lydia’s spell.

    “So,” Brynne began, crouching down next to the container. She pointed to the cowbell and drumstick in the lid, then to a paper-wrapped block the size of a jumbo pack of gum. “There’s the block of beeswax I used.” She started pointing out other things, occasionally lifting a glass vial or metal tin to show him. “We have Holy water, of course. There’s a priest or minister who comes by and re-blesses it for us periodically to maintain its potency. This tin contains dried African termites which I’ve been told are the only cure for the bite of an Impundulu or African vampire spirit. Never had to use them, and I never want to,” she continued with a shudder. “There are various holy symbols to make sure we cover all the bases. The important thing with those is that you select the one that matches your beliefs or heritage or it won’t work on those Unusuals who have an evil side.”

    “Like Vampires?” Dean asked. “Gibbie doesn’t seem evil, but I guess they aren’t all like that.”

    “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “Like vampires. They can all be warded off by a boldly presented holy symbol that’s been blessed by a priest of the religion in question. It has to do with the fact that they feed on the life energy of living beings. Nowadays most get their blood from legitimate sources or survive on animal blood. But occasionally, we get a case where one is feeding on humans, and we need to be prepared for that.” This time Dean shuddered.

    She pulled out what looked like a small med kit from one recess. “This is the medication kit of particular Unusual remedies.” She unzipped the pouch and Dean saw medication vials inside with the familiar caps that had the rubber membranes so you could draw off the med with a syringe and needle. “There’s liquified wolfsbane in here for the odd Lycan bite. We’re vaccinated, but the public isn’t so if we get a patient who’s been bitten, we can usually ward off the infection with this if we get there in time.”

    “Does it work just on wolf forms or does it work on all animal Lycans?” Dean asked. “You said there were others.”

    “I think the name wolfsbane comes from the fact that the plant was known to work on wolf Lycans, but it works on them all.” She pointed to a small vial. “There’s liquified garlic extract.” We use that on cardiac arrest patients who have a suspected vampire bite. It doesn’t revive them, but it will stop them from changing after they die if we fail to resuscitate them successfully.”

    “I don’t see any stakes or crossbows,” Dean observed.

    “We aren’t the police, and it is not our place to carry weapons,” she said. “When the situation is dangerous, we stage somewhere away from the scene or remove ourselves as best we can and get to safety. There is a team of cops who deal with Unusuals who don’t like to play nice. There’s also James and his leadership group. They do a good job of policing Unusuals, too. We get the necessary tools to protect ourselves and our patients, but no weapons. It gives the wrong impression, and I think makes us think in the wrong direction.”

    “So you don’t think medics have the right to carry weapons?” Dean asked. He knew this was a hot topic among some EMS circles. 

    “My opinion is if you want to carry a gun on the job, be a cop or a soldier,” Brynne said. “We’re healers and healthcare professionals. It is not our place to be fighting battles or dealing death.” She looked at Dean. “Are you one of those EMS providers who thinks we should all have concealed carry permits in case a patient becomes combative?”

    “No, not me,” Dean said raising his hands. “I was just asking that’s all. With all the weird things we’ve encountered I just wondered what we would do if attacked by something we couldn’t handle.”

    “Look,” Brynne said. “I know that you’re a little shaken up by what happened tonight. I understand, I really do. But the system worked. We had the tools we needed to protect ourselves, and we did our jobs to help the patient. The fact that the patient was a manipulative, psycho bitch with delusions of grandeur is beside the point. We don’t have to like our patients. We do have to treat them and do it safely for both ourselves and them. Understand?”

    “Yeah,” Dean replied. “I guess you’re right. Tonight did kind of freak me out, though. I’ve never been in a situation where I had no control over what happened.” He met Brynne’s eyes. “I guess I owe you a thank-you, Boss.”

    “You owe me a lot,” she said, “But not for this. We both have a lesson to learn from tonight’s events. I need to think and remember that you’re still new. You can’t protect yourself because you haven’t learned how to be aware of Unusuals’ powers in play. There’s a possibility - even a probability - that you could have gotten yourself out of that situation back there if you’d realized what was happening early enough. No spell or power works instantly, so, in the future, if you notice something out of place or weird happening or you don’t feel right, tell me. If I’m not around, just get up and leave the situation until you figure it out.”

    Dean quirked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that patient abandonment?”

    “Safety first,” Brynne said. “You cannot help the patient if you’re incapacitated, right? So protect yourself and your partner first, and then the patients, and then bystanders, in that order. Got it?”

    “Got it,” Dean said. “I guess I just need some time to process everything that happened tonight.”

    “You also might need to talk to a professional,” Brynne said. “I’ll call headquarters and get the number of a service we use. You can even do it over the phone if meeting in person isn’t convenient.” Dean started to object, but Brynne held up a hand. “Look, we can’t do this alone, and there’s a support structure that is specifically put into place to help us manage the bad stuff we see on this job. You learned about this in school, Dean. You just have to apply what you learned to yourself. There is no shame in asking for help or in getting that help. It doesn’t mean you’re weak or can’t cope; it’s about learning to cope. That takes some help sometimes.”

    “I just never thought I would have to deal with anything like this,” Dean said. “I always thought that critical incident stress would be something that happened to someone else.”

    “Now is not the time to be all macho, Dean,” Brynne said. “You might need some help dealing with tonight’s situation. No big deal. Look, if you cut your finger on the job and needed stitches to make it better, you would go do that right?” She looked at him and he nodded. “Think of this the same way. It is like stitches for your brain. You had something happen tonight, and you need to work through it in order to be at your top form the next time something happens.”

    She shut the emergency case and snapped the latches down. “Here,” she said. “You put this back and I’ll go in and call HQ and get that number for you. It is part of your benefits package and it doesn’t cost you anything.” She got up and left him alone in the ambulance bay as she headed to the squad room.

    Dean stared at the black case on the concrete floor next to the ambulance for a long time. He wasn’t used to feeling this way. He’d been completely helpless back there at Lydia’s house. He didn’t understand why someone whom he was helping would turn around and try to control or hurt him like that. It was not something he’d been prepared for. He particularly didn’t like how it had him second-guessing everything now. He wasn’t sure how it was going to affect him on the next call, or the one after that. Would he freeze up or not be able to think clearly because he was afraid of what might happen to him? How would that affect his ability to care for his patients or protect his partner? He had a lot of questions that needed answers, and he wasn't sure if there were any way he, or anyone else could answer them. 

    Dean finally stooped down and picked up the case on the floor, placing it back in the compartment in the side of the ambulance. Shutting the door, he wondered, not for the first time why he had been selected for this particular position. It would have been much easier treating regular people. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for being a paramedic at all. The door opening to the squad room behind him interrupted his thoughts.

    “Dean,” Brynne said. “I found that number for you. Come on in. It’s open around the clock, twenty-four hours a day so you can call and chat with them now.”

    “I think that might be a good idea, Brynne,” Dean said turning her way. “I’m questioning that I’m the right person for this job right now. Maybe you should call someone in to relieve me until I get this figured out.”

    “Let’s not worry about that right now,” Brynne said. “You come in and call. I’ll make sure that HQ knows we’re out of service for a little bit. They generally have backup in place for us if we need it and right now we need it.”

    Dean followed her into the squad room. She handed him a sticky note with a phone number on it. 

    “See,” she said. “It is even toll-free. I also think you might want to talk to your instructor, Mike. I dropped him a quick email letting him know you might be calling. He helped me out a lot with something similar to this when I was still pretty new. It’s something we all run into from time to time on this job, and not just here on the Unusual side of things. Regular medics get stressed out by things they see, too.”

    Dean took the number from Brynne and looked at it. He couldn’t figure out why he was feeling reluctant to call. He knew he needed help but taking that step felt like an admission of weakness. 

    “Dean,” Brynne said breaking through his thoughts. “Call the number. Talk to them and tell them what you’re feeling right now. It is all perfectly normal. We’re not getting any more calls tonight until you do it. Sit down, pick up the phone and dial the number. After that, do what you want, but tonight your job is to talk to the person on the other end of that line. I’m going back into the bunk room if you need me. Come get me when you’re done talking to them if you want.” She left the room, picking up her book from the recliner on the way by.

    Dean walked over to the desk chair, pulled it out and sat down. He picked up the phone, glanced at the sticky note in his other hand and dialed the number. He sighed as it started ringing. After the second ring, it picked up. 

    “Hi, this is Rebecca, is this Dean?” the voice on the other end asked. She sounded very pleasant. 

    “Uh, yes. Yes, this Dean,” he said.

    “I was told to expect your call,” Rebecca said. He swore he could hear her smiling. “I understand you had a rough situation tonight. Why don’t you tell me what happened.” 

    As he discussed the incident, it seemed like a weight was lifting off of him. Could it be some other kind of magic? Well, magic or not, he felt better. He may survive this after all.


























CHAPTER 11

    The conversation with Rebecca was just what Dean needed. They talked for about an hour and he felt noticeably better after he got off the call. She warned him that this type of counseling for first responders was just the first part of treatment. He was going to need to follow up with her later that week. They set up an hour-long appointment in her offices across town for that Wednesday, his next day off. He was surprised to discover that he was actually looking forward to it. 

	He checked his email while he was in front of the computer and found a message from Mike Farver. Mike wanted to catch up with him for a cup of coffee at the end of his shift on his way into the academy. He said he’d come by at six and pick him up. Dean replied back that he’d be looking forward to it.

    Dean decided not to bother Brynne in the bunkroom since she was probably asleep. There were still a few hours left until the end of the shift. He decided to catch up on some more reading and see if he could be better prepared the next time he encountered patient like Lydia. Rebecca told him it was not his fault. She’d also said it might help him to be more confident if he learned more about the community and culture of the unique patient population he dealt with. He went over and picked up a book “The Heroes, Gods and Monsters of Greek Myth.” Lying back across the length of the sofa, he started flipping through the stories until he found one about Sirens. He’d be prepared for Lydia or others like her next time.

    He woke up with a jolt as the door to the parking lot slammed shut. “Hey newbie,” Bill said as he walked in. “Slow night?”

    “Uh, we had one call,” Dean said. “It was … interesting.”

    “Those are the best kind, my friend,” he said, laughing. “Hi, Brynne!” Dean turned to see Brynne walking out from the bunkrooms. 

	“Did Dean tell you about our night?” she asked.

    “No,” Bill said, setting down his coffee on the desk. “I just got here. He said you had one call.”

    “We ran into a new Siren in town,” Brynne said. “Lydia was her name. She had a pretty bad asthma attack, but be careful if you go there. She wanted to keep Dean as her own paramedic for a while. I had to convince her otherwise.”

    “Oooo,” Bill said. He looked at Dean. “It’s great to have women fighting over you, isn’t it, kid? Did she get to break out the cowbell and beeswax?”

    “Uh, yeah,” Dean said, “it was a little too weird for my taste though. I prefer normal dating. You know, dinner and movie before I get a spell cast on me.

    “I got zapped by a Siren once a few years back,” Bill said. “I even dated her off and on for a while. Nice girl, but a bit too high on the crazy-hot scale.” 

    “The world is littered with women who could say the same thing about you, Bill,” Lynne announced from the door. “What brought that up anyway? You guys have a run in with a Siren last night?”

    “Yeah,” Brynne said. “Dean got his first taste of the darker side of Unusuals.”

    “Patients, no matter whether they’re human or not,” Lynne said, “can catch you by surprise anytime, anywhere. Keeping up your guard all the time is impossible. That’s why we have partners to watch our backs. Hey, by the way, I think I saw Mike pulling up as I came in.”

    “Oh, yeah,” Dean said. “He’s here to take me out for coffee and, I guess I get a pep talk after last night’s events.”

    “Mike’s the guy to do it,” Bill said. “Hell, he invented this job. He knows more about dealing with Unusuals than anyone else out there, except maybe for Doc Spirelli of course.”

    Dean put the book he’d fallen asleep with back on the shelf. “I guess I’ll go meet Mike and see what he has to say. You guys have a good day. I’ll see you tonight.” He left the squad room and went outside to the parking lot. The sun was shining and it looked like it was shaping up to be a great day. Mike sat in a marked Ford Explorer with the Elk City EMS shield on the doors and emergency lights on the roof. He walked to the passenger side, opened the door and climbed in.

    “Dean,” Mike said, holding out his hand. “How the heck are you? I’ve been checking in with Brynne and she says you’re doing a great job. She says you’ve got some good skills and instincts for this unique type of patient care.”

    Dean took the offered hand and shook it. “I’ve had better nights, but I guess that’s why you’re here.” 

    Mike smiled. “I would have been checking in on you soon anyway. I make a point to do that with all of my students a month or so after school is over. I want to make sure that their preceptors are treating them right.” He started the SUV and pulled out of the parking lot. “I did throw you to the dogs out here at Station U. I never had any doubts you were the right person for the job, but I probably should have prepared you better for the specifics of what you were going to run into here. You remind me of me when I was starting out.” He turned onto the main drag of Route 40. “You okay with diner food? I know a really good place called ‘Hanks’ near here if that’s okay with you?”

    “Diner food sounds good,” Dean said. “I’m hungry after that night shift.”

    “You’ll find that when something supernatural happens to you, it takes a lot of energy to recover from it,” Mike said as he drove. “You’ll likely be hungrier than normal for the next few days.”

    They talked about some of the other students in the class but stayed away from anything about the previous night’s activities. After about 10 minutes on the road, they pulled into the parking lot of a beat up old diner modeled after the old train diner cars. 

    “Don’t let the outside fool you,” Mike said. “Trust me, the food is excellent. Everything you order here is good.”

    “I’ll take your word for it,” Dean said. “I don’t think you’d try to poison me.”

    Mike laughed as the two of them walked up to the diner’s door. Mike held the door for his former student as they both walked in. Mike nodded to the hostess and headed back to an empty booth in the back corner. That was interesting as the rest of the place was packed and there were others waiting for a seat.

    “I come here a lot and I called ahead and had them save this spot for us. It’ll give us more privacy,” Mike gestured for Dean to sit down. Dean slid into the seat and picked up the plastic laminated menu as Mike sat down across from him. It was typical diner breakfast fare, and he thought maybe the creamed chipped beef on toast looked good with two eggs over easy on the side.

    “Like I said,” Mike reminded him. “Everything here is good.” He didn’t look at the menu. “I usually get a short stack of buttermilk pancakes and a side of sausage links. Do you see anything that looks good to you?”

    “I think I’m going to get the chipped beef with gravy and a couple of eggs,” Dean said.

    Mike raised his hand and a waitress came over. She looked a little tired but greeted them with a smile. Her name tag read Daisy. “Hi Mike! Who’s your friend?” She asked.

    “This is one of my former students, Dean,” Mike said. “Dean, this is Daisy.”

    “Hi,” Dean said.

    “So,” Daisy said. “What’ll you have?”

    “The usual for me,” Mike said and looked at Dean, quirking an eyebrow. “And the creamed chipped beef for Dean, with two eggs on the side.” Dean nodded in affirmation.

    After she left Mike looked at Dean. “So, how are you really? Last night must have been quite a shock.”

    Dean met his mentor’s eyes. “I’m a little overwhelmed, honestly, and freaked out. I won’t lie; last night shook me up.” He looked down at his hands. “Mike, I’ve never felt so helpless. And the worst part was that I didn’t even know I was in danger or would have cared about it if I did know. Lydia was in control and I thought that was fine. It wasn’t until Brynne came in beating that cowbell that I knew something odd was happening. I really don’t remember much of it. I remember starting an assessment, then Brynne was leading me out to the ambulance.”    

    Mike nodded as he listened, a slight smile on his face. “I understand,” he said. “I really do. I got jumped by a vamp my first week on the job and that was back when we were first getting a handle on the type of things we needed to do. Doc Spirelli was riding along with us at that point and had to threaten the guy with the crucifix that hung on a chain around his neck. When we got back to the station, I was ready to quit on the spot and go work for my brother-in-law in his construction business. The doc talked me off that ledge. I’m still here.”

    “I guess I kind of feel the same way,” Dean said. “I’m not sure this is right for me. Don’t get me wrong. I really do enjoy the challenge of getting the medicine right and the puzzle of assessing these patients is intriguing. But I’m still not sure it’s worth it.”

    They paused the conversation for a minute as Daisy came back with their drinks. She set a steaming mug of coffee down in front of Mike then put Dean’s water and diet coke down. “Your food should be out soon, she said.

    Mike waited until she had stepped away and then asked, “I heard you set up an appointment to talk with Rebecca?” Dean nodded. “She’s awesome, I think you’ll like her.”

    “I talked with her on the phone last night,” Dean said. “She helped, some.”

    “That’s good, Dean,” Mike said. “You have to understand it’s a process. You’re not going to forget this all in a night or even a single counseling session. The trick now is to decide whether or not you’re up to continuing on the job right now.”

    “I guess if I was a cop,” Dean said. “I would get desk duty for a few days.”

    “And that is an option,” Mike offered. “I’m here to talk to you so that together we can come up with an option that works for you. You should know that Lydia, the Siren you ran into, will not be bothering folks that way anymore.”

    Dean looked up. “You didn’t …?”

    “No,” Mike laughed. “We didn’t bump her off or anything. We don’t work that way. She’s new in town so we had some folks stop by and have a chat with her and her husband. Did Brynne tell you about the special Unusuals police unit?” Dean nodded and Mike continued. “We work with a few select police officers. There’s at least one on every shift. They stopped by and explained to Lydia the way things work here. Not every place has the services we provide. Most Unusuals have to protect themselves from the humans they live among as best they can. Think of their powers and abilities as a sort of defense mechanism that helps them survive alongside us.”

    “Brynne also contacted Rudolf,” Dean said. “She had his number from James to help deal with problems if they came up. The way she talked, they handle these things internally.”

    “They do,” Mike agreed. “Still, Brynne needs to take things through official channels. Her relationship with James doesn’t give her the right to go around her supervisors when something like this comes up. I guess I need to have a chat with her about that. We contacted Rudolf, too, since we knew James was out of town.”

    “I just don’t know what led Lydia to do what she did to me,” Dean said. “We were there to help her. Why did she turn on us?”

    “It’s like I told you back in school when we were talking about drunks and drug abusers,” Mike said. “You can’t know what drives them to be the way they are and because of that you have to be careful to treat them with the same compassion as you’d give any other patient. You can’t get mad at them or try to take revenge on them on behalf of society.”

    “I remember that lecture,” Dean said. “You used that old Native American proverb about not criticizing people until you had walked a mile in their moccasins.”

    “Good,” Mike said, smiling. “I’m glad you remember. That’s part of the lesson here. I don’t pretend that what this Lydia did wasn’t bad. She was wrong and we have dealt with her both officially and unofficially through Rudolf. The part of the job you have is to try and understand is why she might be driven to manipulate you that way. What happened to her in the past that made her not trust the medical system or people associated with the government? Does that make sense? It doesn’t forgive what she did. It does try and explain the why, understand?” Dean nodded. “Good, because the food’s here.”

    Dean turned and looked over his shoulder to see Daisy approaching with a large round tray balanced on one hand and steadied with the other. She lowered the tray and let one edge rest on the table. She set the plates in front of them. The food smelled delicious and Dean’s stomach growled.

    “Wow,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “Was that you?” 

    He laughed, too. “I guess I’m hungry!”

    “Well, you came to the right place,” She said. “I’ll check back on you in a few minutes.” 

    Mike and Dean ate in silence for the next few minutes. Mike was right, the food was excellent and there was something about breaking bread with his old instructor that helped settle his fears a bit. It was a reminder that life was still going on around him. Before he knew it, he was finished with the meal, literally cleaning off his plate of the last remnants of the delicious gravy with a piece of toast. 

    “I told you it was good,” Mike said. “Do you feel better?”

    “I do,” Dean said. “Thanks, Mike.”

    “No problem,” Mike said. “We can do this again. Anytime you need to, just call me. Okay?”

    “Deal,” Dean said. “Though I hope this kind of thing doesn’t happen too often.”

    “Look, Dean,” Mike said. “This is a critical incident. It could happen to anyone whether you’re a regular medic or work in EMS-U. The unusual circumstances surrounding your situation don’t matter as much as the fact that you had a traumatic event. It could have been the death of a sick kid, or a bad motor vehicle accident. We all have triggers that can affect us out of the blue. When that happens our job is to seek out the help we need. We can’t stop these things from affecting us in the moment or immediately afterwards, but we can control how we respond to those effects. You’ve got my support, Brynne’s and your other co-workers as well as a whole support network of people like your new counselor, Rebecca. Use that support to get your feet back under you.”

    Mike dropped a few bills on the table. “Come on, I’ll drive you back to your car so you can get some sleep.”

    As Dean drove home later, he thought about the conversation and realized he was no longer pondering what he did or didn’t do to cause the situation the previous night. He wasn’t blaming himself as much. He figured that was part of what Mike was trying to achieve with their breakfast conversation. He would have to bring that up with Rebecca when he saw her in two days. 


























CHAPTER 12

    Two days after the incident with Lydia, the Siren, he met Rebecca in person. Her offices were downtown in a high-rise suite. He parked in the underground garage and opted to walk up the stairs to the lobby rather than to use the elevator, as was his habit. He was a little anxious about the meeting. He wondered again if his reaction was a sign of weakness. He knew intellectually that it was not, but there was still a part of him that wondered about his own inner strength. 

    Once in the lobby, he found the building directory on the wall next to a bank of elevators. He saw the name he was looking for, CISM Solutions, located on the 7th floor. When the elevator arrived he waved to let the others enter first and then stepped on, asking the man nearest to the panel of buttons push the seventh floor for him.

    He was thinking about what he would talk about with Rebecca as the elevator car stopped at the third, fourth and fifth floors before arriving at seven. He stepped off the elevator into the hallway. The sign for CISM Solutions was next to the second door on the right. He walked over to it and walked inside. 

The waiting room was empty, and there was no one at the reception window when he entered. He wrote his name and time of arrival on the clipboard; then he sat down in one of the four chairs lining one wall next to a coffee table with a few scattered magazines on it. He saw two recent EMS magazines. He opted to browse his phone social media feed while he waited to be called. He could hear the murmur of voices behind the wooden door across the room from where he sat. The soft music from the speakers in the overhead ceiling kept him from understanding anything that was said, which was the point, he supposed.

    After about ten minutes of waiting the door opened, and a man and a woman came out. “I’ll email you a reminder about your next appointment, Ian,” a woman said. 

    “Thanks, Rebecca,” the man said. “I’ll be there.” He walked to the exit and left.

    “You must be Dean,” the woman said extending her hand. “I’m Rebecca.” She was a lot younger than he expected. Maybe in her mid to late twenties. She had shoulder length red hair, wore a navy blue woman’s business suit and slacks with a white blouse. She had some jewelry on but not much. Dean stood up and shook her hand.

    “Uh, yes, I am,” he said. “I guess I’m in the right place.”

    “Come on back, Dean,” she said, smiling. “Let’s go into my office and get to know one another for a bit.” Rebecca led the way to the door and gestured for him to enter first. There was a desk and desk chair in one corner next to a window as well as a small love seat and chair combination with an end table in the corner between them. There was a box of tissues on the table. He paused for a moment when he saw that. God he hoped he didn’t end up needing that. 

    “Go ahead and have a seat anywhere, Dean,” she said as she sat down in the chair at the desk.

    He sat in the cushioned chair rather than the love seat. He looked around the room at diplomas and credentials on the wall. The proof, he supposed, that she was qualified to do this job. She turned and picked up a file from the desk and laid it on her lap as she opened it. “I think I have all your information here, and I have my notes from our call the other night. I want to remind you that this is confidential. You also don’t have to worry about them finding out about anything we talk about here. The only thing I’m obligated to report is whether you might need reassignment or a change of pace for some reason. Also, you should know that the visit is covered by your employer so you don’t have to worry about paying.” 

    “Okay,” Dean said. “I guess that’s a good thing.”

    “It is,” Rebecca said with a smile. “I notice that you were assigned to Station U right out of school. That’s quite an honor. It usually means your chief and instructors thought highly of you.”

    “I wasn’t sure what to think when I first got there,” Dean said. “I didn’t know what to expect, but it’s been okay.”

    “I know quite a bit about the subject of Unusuals, as you call us Dean, so you can speak freely here,” Rebecca said. She laughed as he looked up with surprise at her admission. “I’m a Muse, Dean. Traditionally we inspire artists and musicians to create, but I found that I could use my talents a bit differently. Because of my connection I can help people use their creative minds to see many different potentials. In an artist, that potential is what could be wrought from a block of marble or put on a blank canvas. I like to inspire people to be better people, to see what they could potentially become and then help them live up to that potential.”

    “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you using some kind of mojo on me,” Dean said, holding his hands up in front of him. “That’s what has me coming here in the first place.”

    “Oh my goodness, no,” she said with a little giggle. “Muses don’t work that way. I can’t do anything to you at all. Let’s just say that as we talk, I will see answers and options that may not occur to you, and I’ll bring them up to see if they resonate with you. Eventually, we’ll find a way to resolve what is bothering you. But, in the end, it all comes from you. Muses help people become the better person that is hidden inside them. It all comes from within. Does that make sense?”

    “Uh, I guess so.” Dean still wasn’t sure he was comfortable having his counselor be an Unusual.

    “Look, let’s make a deal,” Rebecca proposed. “We’ll talk for an hour or so. Afterward, if you think it will work out between us, great. We can keep working together. If you’re still uncomfortable, no worries there, either. I can easily transfer your file to another counselor. The advantage of having me as your counselor is that we can talk freely about some of the things you encounter. You won’t have to beat around the bush about your patients’ strange abilities or habits. How does that sound?”

    “I guess that’s fair,” Dean said.

    “Excellent.” She smiled. “So, let’s talk a bit about what happened with the Siren the other night. You’ve had a few days to get some perspective and think about it. Tell me how you feel about it now.”

    Dean did most of the talking and Rebecca asked occasional questions. The hour was up before he knew it. He wasn’t sorry he came, and he wished he could stay and talk with her longer. 

    “So, Dean,” Rebecca said as she put his folder down on the desk behind her. “I think this was productive but more importantly, what do you think? Shall we continue or would you like me to help you find someone else to talk with?”

    “I guess we can keep working together, Rebecca,” Dean said. “This wasn’t that bad.”

    She laughed. “I’m glad it wasn’t horrible.”

    He smiled back at her. “Yeah, it wasn’t horrible.”

    “Let’s meet up again in a week,” she offered, pulling out a tablet computer and tapping on it. “What is your schedule like next week on Tuesday evening?”

    Dean pulled out his smartphone and checked his schedule. “I’m back on days starting on Monday so I’m off at six.”

    “Excellent,” she said. “I’ll put you down for seven that night. And remember that if you need to talk sooner you can call and we can find a time to squeeze you in before then. Do you need me to write that time on appointment card or do you have it on your phone?”

    “I’ve got it,” Dean said as he finished tapping in the information on his calendar app. He stood up. He really did feel better. “I guess this wasn’t as bad as I’d feared.”

    “Well that’s good, Dean,” Rebecca said. “It may not always be completely painless, but together we can sort this out for you. I’ll help you get you back into a place where you won’t question or second guess yourself.” She stood and opened the door for him. As Dean walked out, he saw that the next person was in the office already, waiting to go in. 

    “Thanks, Rebecca,” he said as he walked into the waiting area. “I’ll see you next week.”

    She nodded at him and walked over to the woman waiting in the chairs. Dean let himself out and waited at the elevator to go back down to his truck. Mike had told him to keep an open mind and that he wouldn’t mind the counseling, and his old mentor was right. Rebecca had lightened the load on his mind. He still had questions, but he no longer feared that he wouldn’t find the answers. Rebecca the Muse had inspired him to start believing in himself and trust in his own abilities again. He could do this.


























CHAPTER 13

    He had a few more days off then he was back at work covering nights. The calls were pretty routine for the most part, and Brynne trusted him more and more with handling patient care on his own. The two of them sat in the station house checking on updates from the online management and scheduling system. Elk City EMS headquarters used the system to keep in touch with each station, and every member of the system was expected to check in regularly and sign off electronically after reading the notes and updates posted there. 

Dean was reading a research paper on recent opioid overdoses where the heroin was laced with fentanyl, causing an extremely difficult respiratory depression situation to overcome when treating those patients. He wasn’t sure if he’d encounter it, but he guessed there were Unusuals who were drug abusers just like everyone else. 

    “Brynne,” he said. “I’m reading about this new fentanyl-laced heroin. It’s certainly kicking the butts of our colleagues running calls for the regular population. I haven’t seen much drug abuse in our calls so far though. Do Unusuals use drugs like other people do?”

    “Sure,” she said. “We just haven’t run it to any yet. Mostly they’re into the club drugs like ecstasy and the synthetics like bath salts. I guess you’ve just been lucky so far. When dealing with Unusuals, the treatment parameters are similar to humans. I’ll look up and email you a link to an EMS podcast I listen to that covered club drugs recently.”

    Brynne turned in her chair and looked over at him. “How are you doing, anyway?” 

    “I’m fine,” Dean said. “Really, I’m fine. I am working through it. I just need to go through the process. The counselor you and Mike hooked me up with seems great and I think she has me on the right track.”

    “Good,” Brynne said. “I’m glad to hear that. I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry. I didn’t pay close enough attention to what was going on. I’m supposed to be the one that keeps you from getting into that kind of trouble and I didn’t.”

    “Boss,” Dean said. “If I’ve picked up anything from this experience, and from Rebecca and Mike for that matter, it’s that you can’t second guess yourself after the fact. It doesn’t do any good. It happened and what you did was recognize the problem and fix it. If you hadn’t done that I don’t know what would have happened. I could still be there as Lydia’s personal paramedic. If it makes you feel better I could say ‘apology accepted’ but I don’t think that’s the right answer either. All we can do is the do the best we can with what we know. You didn’t know she was a Siren. When you found out, you took action. The way I look at it, you didn’t make a mistake.”

    “Well,” she said. “I’m sorry that it happened the way it did.”

    “Hey,” Dean said, laughing, “me too. I don’t want anything like that to happen to us again, but I guess that would be wishful thinking.”

    “Yeah, that’s true,” Brynne said. 

    The tones sounded and interrupted their discussion. The voice of the dispatcher came over the radio. “Medical Box 421, injured subject. 699 Breton Way.”

    “Time to go to work,” Dean said, hopping up and heading to the ambulance bay door. “Gonna let me drive, Boss?”

    “Not on your life, Probie.” Brynne laughed. “Let’s do this.”

    The call took them up to a residential neighborhood and a large Victorian home that had been converted into apartments. The additional information from dispatch had come back that there was a male subject with an arm injury located on the south side of the building outside. It was already late and dark out, and their scene safety radar was up as they pulled into the parking lot next to the building. 

    “I’ll grab two flashlights, Dean,” Brynne said putting the gearshift in park. “You grab the oxygen and splint bag.”

    Dean keyed the radio, “U-191 on location at Medical Box 421.” Then he jumped out of the passenger side of the ambulance and opened the doors to pull out the bags. A voice spoke right behind him and caused him to jump. 

    “Dean,” the voice said. “You have to help me. I think she’s trying to kill me.”

    Dean spun around with a yelp to see Gibbie standing behind him. He was cradling his right arm in the other, and the right forearm was clearly misshapen. “Jeeze, Gibbie, don’t sneak up on a guy that way.”

    Brynne came trotting around the back of the ambulance, shining a flashlight on the two of them. She relaxed when she saw who it was. “Oh, it’s you Gibbie.” She said. “What happened?”

    “Brynne, honey,” The excited vampire said. “I think that Brenda is mad at me. She tried to kill me.”

    “Oh, you think that I’m mad at you do you?” Another voice came from the direction of the front porch. A woman approached them. “Did you think you could just come flapping into my bedroom window after you’d been with that tramp, you … you two-timing vamp man-whore!”

    Brynne diverted the flashlight to shine on the woman, Gibbie’s girlfriend Brenda. “Dean, get him in the back of the unit and see what you can do for him,” Brynne said. “I’ll deal with her.”

    Dean popped open the side door of the ambulance and helped Gibbie climb inside, then he jumped up behind his patient and shut the door. He directed Gibbie to sit on the cot while he sat down on the side chair next to him. “Gibbie, tell me what happened.”

    “I really have no idea, Dean,” the vampire began. “I don’t know what’s got her so upset. I was flying over in my bat form to visit like I usually do. Brenda had her window open like usual until I got there. Then she slammed the window down on me. She caught my wing between the window and the frame. She opened it again to yell at me and I fell down outside in the bushes like some kind of rubbish. I shifted back to human form right away. I think she broke my arm. That’s why I called you.”

    Dean looked at Gibbie’s right arm. The lower portion of the arm just above the wrist had a lump that just didn’t belong there. “I think you might be right, Gibbie,” Dean said. “Let’s see what we can do. Can you tell me how much pain you’re having, on a scale of one to ten with one being very little pain and ten being a lot of pain?”

    “Ten, Dean! Definitely a ten.” Gibbie said. “I mean look what she did. She tried to kill me.” 

    “Okay,” Dean grabbed a chemical cold pack out of the cabinet, broke the pellet inside and shook it to mix the chemicals so that they started to chill. “Here, put this on that bump. That’ll start helping with the swelling and will also help with the pain.”

    He got out the IV kit and got the supplies together to start an IV line in the uninjured hand. He got the line in place and attached the IV tubing to the catheter in the vampire’s arm.

    “Gibbie, I’m going to give you something for the pain. Do you have any allergies to morphine?”

    “No,” Gibbie replied. “Do you think she’ll let me explain myself? I can’t lose Brenda, she’s the love of my life.”

    “I don’t know, Gibbie,” Dean answered. “But Brynne’s out there with her, and she’ll find out what’s going on with Brenda. Let me try and help you. We’ll find out what is going on with her when we’re done with taking care of you, okay?”

    “Alright,” Gibbie conceded.

    Dean pulled out the pre-filled syringe of morphine and, pinching the tubing above the port, attached the syringe and carefully and slowly administered two milligrams of the drug into the IV line. He detached the morphine syringe and then rolled back the valve on the tubing to allow the fluid to flush the drug into his patient’s system. He watched Gibbie’s face as he administered the drug.

    “We’ll let that start to work, and if that dose doesn’t take the edge off the pain, I can give you some more,” Dean said. “Now let’s look at what I can do to stabilize that arm so it won’t move around and hurt you even more.” Dean took the chemical ice pack off gently and checked the area of deformity and swelling on the vampire’s arm. It was definitely broken. He went over to a cabinet at the back of the ambulance and selected a short padded board splint and carefully placed Gibbie’s injured forearm on top of it. He got a roll of cling gauze and began to wrap the arm carefully to the splint. Dean knew he was supposed to check pulses in the affected limb after applying the splint but since the vampire had no pulse he didn’t bother with that part of the process. 

    “How does that feel, Gibbie?” Dean asked. He was admiring his handiwork, but ultimately it was the patient’s comfort level that was paramount.

    “Better,” Gibbie answered. “It doesn’t hurt as much.”

    “Okay, let me make a sling for you so can keep the arm still,” the paramedic said. “I also think you’re going to have to go into the hospital. I don’t know how your super healing thing works, but I don’t think you want the arm to heal crooked. Doc Spirelli is going to have to set that bone so it’s straight. Okay?” 

    Gibbie nodded, and Dean got out a triangular bandage to fashion a sling to support the arm on the way to the hospital. When he was finished tying the sling in place, he checked that the arm was supported properly. Everything looked good.

    “How is the pain level now on a scale of one to ten?” Dean asked.

    “It’s about a six,” Gibbie said.

    “Okay, I can give you some more morphine.” He picked up the narcotic syringe and attached it to the port in the IV tubing again, then he slowly began pushing another two milligrams. 

    As Dean was administering the drug, the back door of the ambulance opened, and Brynne climbed in, closing it behind her. “Boy, Gibbie, she sure is pissed at you,” Brynne said. “I got her to go back inside but what did you do to her? She’s convinced you’re cheating on her.”

    “I don’t know, Brynne,” Gibbie said. “I couldn’t come over the other night because I was a little hung over after a bit of a feeding frenzy. A friend of mine got some fresh blood from the blood bank, and we stayed up all night drinking.”

    “Is that friend of yours a woman?” Brynne asked.

    “Well, yes, but nothing happened,” Gibbie replied. “Josie is like a sister to me. We’ve been pals for over two hundred years. She’s got this cushy job working for the Red Cross and gets access to the blood bank from time to time, but it was nothing for Brenda to be jealous of.”

    “Well,” Brynne said. “I don’t think she sees it that way.”

    She looked over at Dean. “What’s the deal with the arm?”

    “I’m pretty sure it’s fractured,” Dean replied. “It has swelling with deformity. I’ve given him four milligrams of morphine, and that’s taken the edge off the pain. I think he needs to get into the hospital to get it set properly before his vamp healing starts forming it in a crooked position.”

    “You’re probably right, Dean,” Brynne said, nodding. “Okay, I’ll drive. You stay back here with Gibbie and call it into the hospital, so they’re expecting us. Remember to use his apparent age. No need to freak them out with a patient who is older than the country we live in.” Brynne opened the back door and hopped out. As the door closed behind her, Dean helped his patient turn and lay down on the stretcher so he could buckle him in. He lifted the head of the stretcher up to a reclining position and then moved to the captain’s chair at the head of the stretcher to access the med radio there. He attached his own seat belt as he felt the ambulance start to move forward.

    Picking up the microphone from its cradle, he dialed into the direct channel to Elk City Medical Center and keyed the microphone. “ECMC this is ambulance U one-nine-one. How do you receive?”

    After a pause, a voice came back over the radio. “We receive you loud and clear, U one-nine-one. Go ahead.”

    “City, we’re en route to your facility with a 50-year-old male with a suspected fracture of the right forearm. I have the arm stabilized and have administered four milligrams of morphine for pain. The patient is conscious and alert.”

    “Received U one-nine-one. Do you have a set of vital signs for us?” the voice asked. 

    Dean winced. How did he relay that his patient didn’t have vital signs as a member of the undead community? “Uh, I’ll have that for you on arrival. Unable to obtain vitals at this time.” 

    “Roger, U one-nine-one. Vitals on arrival. What’s your ETA?”

    “We should be arriving in about ten minutes,” Dean said. “I will contact you again if there is any change in status. U one-nine-one clear.”

    “Received, U one-nine-one. We’ll see you when you get here. City clear.” 

    Dean put the mic back on the cradle and reached around the head of the stretcher to put his hand on Gibbie’s uninjured left shoulder. “How are you doing, Gibbie?” he asked.

    “I’m fine, Dean.” The vampire replied. “I’m just worried about what to do about Brenda. I don’t know how to impress upon her that she’s my number one girl. I would never cheat on her.”

    “I don’t think that’s the problem,” Dean said. “She seems to be worried about who’s number two, three and four. You are probably going to have to come up with something pretty big to make it up to her.” 

    “I think you’re right, kid,” Gibbie said. “Do you have any ideas? What do these modern gals like?”

    “You should have this locked down, dude,” Dean said. “Believe me, you don’t want to take advice from me. I’m a complete idiot around women I like.”

    “Well I have to think of something,” Gibbie said and then he started blubbering. “I cannot lose her. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I’ll just die if she breaks up with me.”

    Dean continued to listen as they made their way to the hospital, occasionally making reassuring sounds and gestures while Gibbie ranted about his relationship failures. Dean checked on his patient’s pain level one more time, but he reported that it was nearly gone and was more like a dull ache. 

     Dean smiled as they made their way across town. The aged vampire was beginning to grow on him. In fact, this job was beginning to grow on him. He’d been disappointed when first assigned to Station U as he was sure it was a punishment. But the jobs were interesting and challenging, and even the patients offered something of a thrill ride with their Unusual quirks and traits. The crew he worked with were all top notch paramedics. They were true health care professionals. Brynne was a great preceptor and despite the challenges of the job and the incident with Lydia, he thought that this was a good fit for him. 

    “We’re here,” Brynne called from the front of the ambulance as Dean felt them pull up onto the ambulance ramp outside of Elk City Medical Center. He stopped his daydreaming and unhooked the IV bag from the ceiling hook. He then dialed back the rolling valve to close off the tubing so no more fluid would flow and laid the bag across the top of the pillow behind Gibbie’s head. Then Dean moved to the back of the ambulance as Brynne opened the back doors. He hopped down, and she reached over and unlocked the stretcher’s undercarriage from its position. With Dean at the foot of the stretcher, they wheeled it up and into the emergency room entrance.

    They pulled the stretcher up to the nurses’ station and waited for the middle-aged nurse there to look up from her work on the computer.

    “Is this the broken arm?” She asked looking up. “Oh, hello Gibbie. I didn’t know it was you.” She shifted her gaze to Dean. “Take him over to exam three. I’ll be right there to take your report.”

    Dean and Brynne wheeled Gibbie over to the room the nurse indicated then helped him move over to the hospital bed. Dean hung the IV bag on a stand next to the bed and readjusted the rolling valve to the point there was just a drop in the drip chamber every few seconds. 

    The nurse who checked them in came bustling in the room. “So, what do we have today with Mister Proctor,” she asked.

    Dean looked up, “Suspected fractured arm due to a fall or getting it caught in a window, take your pick. We gave 4 milligrams of morphine and splinted the arm at the point of deformity.”

    “Carol, it was awful,” Gibbie said to the nurse. “Brenda, my one true love, slammed the window down on me, and I was just hanging there. Even if the arm heals perfectly, I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again.”

    “I’m sure you’ll be fine, Gibbie,” Carol said. “I’ll have Doc Spirelli come in and take a look. He should be able to set it for you and you’ll be as good as new.” She turned to Brynne and Dean. “We’ve got it from here, guys. Thanks.”

    The paramedics backed their stretcher out of the exam room and wheeled it over to where the linens were kept. They stripped the sheets off the cot, sprayed it down with disinfectant, made it up with fresh sheets and pushed it out to the ambulance. Another job well done, Dean thought. 


























CHAPTER 14

    Brynne and Dean were on the way back to the station when the next call came in over the radio. “U-191 respond to assist ambulance 792 with a cardiac arrest. 26 year-old female. CPR in progress. 462 West Front Street.”

    Dean picked up the mic. “U-191 responding, 462 West Front Street.” He reached over and switched on the lights and keyed the siren as Brynne pulled into the left lane and prepared to make a U-turn back towards downtown. “I guess we’re just the next closest unit?” he said to Brynne. “Is that why they called us to assist?”

    “Could be that, but it might be something else,” she said. “That location is near a bar that a lot of Unusuals hang out in so keep your eyes open. They might need our Unusual talents.”

    The location was only a couple of blocks away and they saw the lights of the other ambulance as they approached the scene. They pulled up behind the other unit, parked, got out and started to push their way through the crowd to an alley between two buildings. On the right was a bar with a sign that read Wicked Moon. On the left was a 24-hour drug store. As Dean was moving to the edge of the crowd he glanced to the side and saw James Lee, Brynne’s boyfriend. The vampire met Dean’s eyes and smirked, mouthing the words, “too late.”

    “Hey, Brynne, did you see …” Dean started to say to his partner.

    “Yeah, I saw him,” Brynne said. “Keep your eyes open. Something is going on here that might require us to do something strange. Be ready to distract the other crew if I tell you to.”

    “Right.” Dean said.

    They approached the edge of the alley where two paramedics were in the process of performing CPR on the young woman. She had that pale look that a patient gets when their heart stops beating and pushing blood around the body, or when you’re a vampire, Dean thought. Brynne came up and addressed the senior medic on the code who was managing respirations with a bag valve mask while his partner pumped away on the chest compressions, counting out loud. “What do you have, Ray?”

    “Hi Brynne,” the other paramedic said as they approached. “She was found collapsed here in the alley. Bystander CPR was started when they realized she was in cardiac arrest. She’s in PEA on the monitor with a sinus bradycardia showing but we haven’t had a chance to do anything else but continue CPR and get her hooked up to the monitor.”

    “Okay,” Brynne said. “Dean, take over compressions and give him a break. I’ll take over respirations while you guys get IV access and get some epinephrine on board.” Dean waited until the paramedic doing compressions finished a round of thirty compressions and then jumped down and started pumping on the chest. He focused on his technique as he’d been taught.

    Brynne knelt down at the girl’s head and began using the bag valve mask to breathe for her, sealing the mask to the girl’s mouth and nose with one hand, maintaining an open airway and squeezing the bag with the other while watching for chest rise. “Dean, let’s go to continuous compressions and asynchronous respirations.” Dean stopped counting and switched to doing continuous compressions at a rate of one hundred per minute. Brynne started her smartphone CPR metronome app to help Dean with the pacing and delivered a breath every thirteen compressions with the bag valve mask. While she was doing that she examined the young woman carefully from her perspective at the head and Dean saw a change in her expression. 

    “Dean.” She said quietly and turned the girl’s head to reveal her neck to her partner. He glanced down and saw two neat puncture marks on the side of her neck near the junction with the shoulder. Alarmed, he looked up and met her eyes. He realized he was slowing down his compressions so he refocused his attention to listening to the smartphone metronome beeps while his mind raced. The girl was in a pulseless electrical activity rhythm which indicated that there was something that was inhibiting the effective pumping of blood outside of the heart muscle itself. 

    Brynne had just narrowed the cause down to two choices, trauma or hypovolemia, a loss of blood. Both could be related to a suspected vampire attack. They couldn’t do anything until the other medics got an IV line in place. This girl needed a fluid bolus to raise her blood pressure, assuming she had any blood left. They didn’t carry blood products on their units, which is what she really needed, but a bolus of IV saline might help give her enough volume to revive her long enough to get her to the hospital. Dean was finishing up his first hundred compressions, already feeling the fatiguing effects.

    The other paramedic team was working quickly. Ray, the team leader, had the intraosseous gun out which would drill a needle directly into the fibrous center of the bone in the patient’s ankle allowing them to quickly get fluids and medications into her. She was wearing a short skirt so getting access was easy. Ray’s partner was preparing the IV fluid bag and tubing to attach to the IO needle catheter when it was ready. Ray took the end of the IV tubing from his partner and attached that to the intraosseous access point. His partner had wrapped a manual blood pressure cuff around the fluid bag and pumped it up until he saw the drops start to fall in the drip chamber on the tubing. The paramedic holding the bag of fluid handed it to a police officer standing nearby while he got out the med bag.

    Now that they had IO access, they could start administering drugs for the cardiac arrest. Brynne and Dean switched positions as they pushed the Epinephrine in. He checked for a carotid pulse while looking at the monitor. No pulse detected. Dean thought of a way to get them to infuse fluids without revealing what he and Brynne had discovered. Usually hypovolemia was due to massive trauma but since there was no sign of bleeding, they had to come up with another reason to explain it.

    He continued compressing the bag of the bag valve mask, focusing on breathing regularly as the other paramedic did her turn of continuous compressions. Brynne said. “She must have been in that night club and may be overdosing on ecstasy. She might be severely dehydrated or hyperthermic. Try a volume infusion.”

    Ray looked up from where he knelt at the foot of the patient. “That’s a good thought, Brynne.” He looked at the patient again. “She’s probably about one hundred twenty pounds so we’ll say fifty kilograms. Do it Brynne,” he said to Dean’s partner. Brynne pumped up the pressure on the cuff around the bag of fluid the officer was holding until the saline in the drip chamber started flowing continuously. 

    The team kept going on compressions for another minute then the other paramedic, Dave, asked Dean to swap out again. Still no pulse and no sign of a change in rhythm. She asked Ray to bag the patient while she got the airway kit out of the other medics’ bags and got set up to intubate.  She got out the video laryngoscope, then got set up to drop a tube into the girl’s airway. After passing the tube, she used a small syringe to inflate the balloon securing the end of the airway in place. Ray attached the end tidal capnography sensor to the end of the tube. He bagged the patient a couple of times watching the ET CO2 numbers on the heart monitor. Using one hand, Brynne placed her stethoscope in her ears and listened bilaterally in the lung fields. “I hear lung sounds and nothing over the epigastrium. Tube placement is confirmed by capnography and auscultation,” she said then took over bagging for Ray. 

    Dean swapped out compressions with Dave, the second paramedic from 792. Man CPR was hard work, he thought. He looked up at Brynne. “What’s next boss?” he asked. “Are we due for another round of Epi?” She nodded and a glance at Ray confirmed it so he pulled out another pre-filled syringe of epinephrine and assembled it. Brynne gave the BP cuff another couple of pumps to increase the pressure on the bag as it emptied its contents into the girl. Dean attached the syringe to the port in the IV tubing and pushed the drug into the patient. 

    A minute or so later, as they continued to work, Ray spoke up. “Hey, I’ve got a spike in the capnography reading. Check a pulse.” 

    Dave stopped compressions and checked a carotid pulse. “I think I’ve got one,” he said. His brow furrowed as he concentrated on feeling the girl’s neck. “Yep, I’m sure. It’s faint and thready but it’s definitely there.”

    “Okay,” Ray said. “Let’s get the stretcher and move her to the ambulance.” 

    “Dean and I will go get your stretcher. Come on Dean,” Brynne said taking her partner by the arm. The two of them started towards the other unit to get the stretcher. “Okay, we’ll let them take her into the ER. We need to get a dose of garlic extract on board when they’re not looking, though, to counteract the vampire bite. We’ll write up our version of the report when we get back to our station. The hospital needs to know she has a suspected vampire bite in case she doesn’t survive. They’ll have to take further steps to keep her from turning.”

    Another voice sounded from behind them as they approached the back of the other crew’s ambulance. “You should have let her be. She wanted this.” Dean and Brynne spun around and saw James standing behind them. 

    “Did you have something to do with this, James?” Brynne asked quietly as she turned and kept walking. The crowd was watching them so she didn’t dare say anything too loud. “You told me you were finished feeding on people.” Brynne said in a low voice.

    “It has nothing to do with you, little one,” he said in a condescending tone. “This was an arrangement with a friend to whom I owed a favor.”

    “What friend? Her?” Brynne said referring to the patient.

    “No one, and I said it is not your concern. I will not have you cross me on this, Brynne. It’s an obligation I had from many years ago.” James said.

    “You can’t just go around biting women and killing them. We’ll have to report this to our superiors,” Dean said, defiantly. He wasn’t sure what they could do about it but he was sure this was not the first time it had happened.

    “Ah, the baby bear has some fangs after all,” James sneered. “Do not dabble in things you do not understand, Dean, my boy. This is not merely some Siren you’re tangling with.”

    Dean stopped in the street next to the other ambulance and looked at Brynne. “You told HIM about it?”    

    “No, I didn’t, but he asked because word gets around in the Unusual community,” Brynne said. “Rudolf probably told him when he got back from his trip. Look, we’ve got to get the stretcher and get her to the hospital.” She turned to James. “This discussion is not over, James. This is not fifteenth century France. You cannot go around biting anyone you feel like, whether there was some arrangement or not.”

    “We’ll see, little one,” James said. “We’ll see.” He turned and walked into the crowd, disappearing from view.

    Dean opened the doors to the rear of the ambulance and reached in to unlock the stretcher undercarriage from its position in the back of the unit. Brynne watched the crowd where James had disappeared a moment more then turned and helped Dean lower the wheels to the ground. Dean looked at her across the stretcher. “He’s dangerous, Brynne,” Dean said. “I don’t know what you see in him. Does he have some sort of control over you?” 

    “Drop it Dean,” she snapped. “Focus on the job at hand. I’m a big girl and I can handle James. You get the stretcher out. I’m going over to draw up some garlic extract from our emergency kit. We’re going to have to find a time to get that dose into her without Ray and Dave suspecting anything or seeing what we’re doing.”

    Dean closed his mouth but knew he wasn’t going to drop the topic. There was something going on here he didn’t understand and his partner was deep in the middle of it. He unloaded the stretcher and was turning it around as Brynne returned. She was holding a capped syringe, which she carefully put in the cargo pocket of her duty pants. Dean pondered what he could do about James as the two of them rolled the stretcher back to the girl and the other two paramedics. The girl still had a pulse when they returned but Ray was still bagging her so she still needed assistance breathing. Dave was attaching another bag of saline to the IV tubing. The first bag was empty. He pumped the blood pressure cuff up again to continue infusing more fluid. Dean and Brynne lowered the stretcher and moved it up to the girl’s side.

    “Here, Dave,” Brynne said. “Let me get that. You help Ray and Dean get her ready to be moved to the stretcher.” The other medic handed her the IV bag and turned to start prepping the patient. Dean stepped between he and Brynne to block the view as she pulled the loaded syringe from her cargo pocket. She uncapped it, screwed the syringe hub onto a port in the IV tubing and quickly pushed the dose of garlic extract into the patient. The crowd wouldn’t think anything unusual was going on. They would just see a paramedic giving a drug to a patient.

    Once that was done, they carefully lifted the girl onto the stretcher along with the heart monitor, oxygen tank and IV bag. They then cleared the way through the crowd as Dave and Ray rolled her back to their ambulance. Dean opened the rear doors of ambulance 792 and then helped Dave load the stretcher after Ray climbed inside ahead of it, still operating the bag valve mask.

    “Do you want one of us to ride along in case she goes into arrest again?” Brynne offered.

    Dave shook his head. “We’re only two blocks from ECMC here. Why don’t you just follow us there.” He shut the rear doors as Ray was getting himself situated in the back of the unit. “I’ll signal you to pull over and help if we need you to.” He turned and climbed into the cab’s driver’s seat.

    Dean and Brynne watched them leave the scene. The crowd dispersed now that there was nothing else to see. Dean climbed into the passenger side of their unit, stripping off his gloves while Brynne climbed up behind the wheel. She pulled out and started to follow the other unit to the hospital. They rode in silence. Dean started to speak but she stopped him with a held up hand. 

    “Put us back in service,” she said curtly. “We’ll talk about this back at the station. Let’s help them get into the hospital and situated first.”

    Dean contacted dispatch and notified them that they were clearing the scene and heading back to Elk City Medical Center.


























CHAPTER 15

    The drive back to the station was quiet. Brynne looked like she was ready to kill someone and Dean wanted to make sure that he didn’t get in the way when she blew up. James had all but admitted to biting and nearly killing that woman and then he acted like it was no big deal. He was taken back to his conversation with Freddy, the zombie chef, about James and wondered if he needed to follow-up on his instincts and contact Mike about this. He thought that Brynne was in over her head and that James was bad news. The events that occurred tonight just backed up that assumption.

    He was still thinking about it when they arrived back at their station. As they got out and restocked the ambulance, he noticed again that Brynne wore a turtleneck despite the weather. Was she just cold-blooded or was she letting James drink from her? Was that what was making her so angry, or maybe afraid? She didn’t seem the type to scare easily, but after seeing that girl close up maybe she saw herself. Maybe she could see the danger she was in by dating someone like James.

    They went back into the squad room to do their patient reports from the two calls. They sat down at their computer workstations and started to work. Finally, Dean couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Brynne,” he said as he leaned back in the desk chair. “We have to talk about what happened back there with that girl and James. Shouldn’t we call the police or headquarters or something? That girl was almost murdered. She still might die.”

    “We don’t have any evidence of wrongdoing on anyone’s part.” She said after a bit. “James’ statements to us were casual enough to be considered harmless by a court of law. It would be our word against his. He’s been doing this for too long to get caught that way.”

    “But you think he did it?” Dean confirmed. “He bit that girl.”

    “Yes,” she said, gritting her teeth. “I think he did it. He knows how I feel about it and he did it anyway.”

    “Oh, thank God,” Dean said. “I was sure you were letting him bite you, too.” Then he saw her self-consciously put her hand to her collar. “Wait a minute, you are, aren’t you? You’re letting him feed off you?”

    “That’s none of your business, Dean,” Brynne snapped. “What I do in my free time with other people is not a workplace concern. Period.”

    “Don’t give me that,” Dean said, raising his voice. “I saw that girl. She almost died … hell, she could be dead now. That could have been you. You can’t let James put you in that kind of danger. You have to stop and break this off with him. You don’t want to end up that way, do you?”

    Brynne paused and took a breath. Then she turned to look directly at him. “Dean,” she said quietly. “There is more here going on than you know. That girl wanted to be bitten. She wanted to be bitten and then die so that she could have a chance to come back as a vamp. That’s what James was talking about. The arrangement he alluded to had to do with her paying some sort of tribute to be turned. The fact that he did it is something he told me he wouldn’t do anymore. He told me he wasn’t that kind of vampire anymore.”

    “Clearly he was lying,” Dean said. “He seemed almost proud of it. In any case, something happened with the plan. She ended up in the alley.”

    “Something must have gone wrong,” Brynne said. “Maybe she changed her mind and tried to get away. I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

    “Brynne,” Dean said softly. “We have to tell someone. Something has to be done.” 

    “James knows they screwed up,” Brynne said. “There must be an explanation. Why else would he have stuck around, right? I have to talk to him about it and get his side of the story. Maybe he was forced into it and didn’t want to admit it in front of you. Let me have a couple of days to sort this out and find out what happened. Then, if there is not a better answer, I’ll make the call myself. Okay?”

    “I don’t know, Brynne,” Dean said. “There has to be some sort of report made tonight. We have our charts to turn in. Headquarters dispatched us to that call for a reason. They have to know that there is some connection to our work here at Station U. If we don’t turn in a report, we’ll have some explaining to do. I just got this job. I don’t want to lose it over a missing report or falsified records.”

    “You will not lose your job,” Brynne said. “I’m your preceptor, so it is on me to make sure that the proper paperwork gets filed. Let me deal with this. There has to be some explanation. I’ll get it and report it to headquarters. Okay?”

    “If you say so, Boss,” Dean said. “If you say so.” He really didn’t know what else to say to her. She was in charge, and that was that. She could make the call. The problem was, he wasn’t sure she was making the right call. When he was in school, he was told that there would be occasions that he would not agree with other providers’ calls in the field, but he had always assumed that would be a medical issue. This was something else altogether. This was attempted murder, or maybe an assisted suicide. He was not sure. Either way, he couldn’t be a party to a cover up of something like that. Still, he guessed he owed her something in the way of thanks. She’d bailed him out of that Lydia situation, and she was his supervisor. He decided he would write up his own version of the night’s events and keep it on hand in case he needed to turn something in later on.

    “Will she live?” Dean asked. He knew they had gotten a return of spontaneous circulation, but that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t die in a day or so from organ failure. 

    “I don’t know, Dean,” Brynne replied. “Maybe. She’s young, so she has that going for her. The intensive care unit at City is excellent for post-cardiac arrest care. They will have implemented therapeutic hypothermia as soon as she arrived. That gives her the best chance of getting out neurologically intact. I texted the nurse at the ER, Carol, of the dose of garlic extract we gave in the field and our suspicions. She’ll make sure that girl gets the care she needs.”

    “If she doesn’t live, will she - change?” Dean asked. “I mean, she was bitten, we know that. Does the garlic extract work every time?”

    “That may be something of a gray area,” she said. “Technically we brought her back, so she didn’t die from the bite itself. I’m sure they’ll give her whole blood at the hospital. That might hold off the change when coupled with the garlic dose. I’m just not sure. I’ll know more when I talk with James. He has a lot of questions to answer, and I’ll get a firm answer on that one, too.”

    “I guess he has the tall, brooding type going for him?” Dean asked.

    “Are you asking what I see in him?” Brynne challenged. “Why would I, dedicated to saving lives, see someone who is so opposite to that goal?”

    “Look, Brynne …” 

    “He’s not a monster, Dean.” She said firmly. “He’s just a man. He’s older than usual, sure, but when you get to know him, he’s just like any other guy.”

    “Except he’s a vampire,” Dean said. “And he might have almost killed that girl.”

    “I’m not sure he sees it that way. If she had successfully changed, would she have been dead? To him, he was doing her a favor.”

    “I’m sure drug dealers look at it the same way,” Dean said.

    Brynne sighed. “I don’t think that’s fair. He was making her stronger, forever young. She’d never get sick or die in a normal way.”

    “She’ll also never get to see the sun again,” Dean said. “She would be a predator, who could end up believing she could feed unchecked on humans without regard to their lives. You already said that James is, how did you put it, ‘old-fashioned?’ Maybe she was going to be an old-fashioned vampire, too.”

    They were silent for a few minutes. Then Dean spoke very quietly. “You don’t want that type of life, too, do you?”

    “I think that’s none of your business, Probie.” She replied. “I think we’ve talked enough about this subject. Why don’t you go out and check the inventory in the drug dispenser and make a list of what we’re likely to need soon? You can forward that list to the lieutenant since you feel like you have a need to talk to headquarters.”

    Dean’s shoulders slumped. He felt like his partner was in trouble here, but he was at a loss to figure out a way around it. He’d agreed to give her some time to investigate the situation with the girl this evening. In the meantime, he was sure that he should have sent that email off to Mike a few weeks ago after Freddy warned him about James. 

	He got up and walked out towards the ambulance bay, grabbing the inventory clipboard off the hook by the door on his way. He decided to spend the rest of the shift doing some busy work so he didn’t have to be around Brynne. There was nothing else to say that hadn’t already been said. Anything else would just lead to an argument. One thing he didn’t want to do was shut down their avenue of communication over this. He still had a lot to learn from her and he hoped she would still feel comfortable talking to him about this situation in the future. In the meantime, he pulled out his smartphone and shot an email off to Mike asking to meet for breakfast after work that morning. Maybe he would have some insights.

    Dean worked through the rest of the night doing odd chores around the station and avoiding talking with Brynne. There were no more ambulance calls. At 6 AM, James pulled up out front to pick up Brynne in his fancy car. He sat outside and beeped his horn. He could imagine the smirk of victory on James’ face. The idiot raced his engine as Brynne got in the car then peeled out. Dean stood and watched them drive away, then he went back into the station talk to Lynne and Bill. Maybe they would have some insights. He was just about to enter when he heard the sound of the alert tones. Damn, they had a call. Well, maybe he could catch them later that evening by showing up a little early for the next shift.

    He headed over to his truck. It was then he noticed the black SUV idling on the street at the end of the building. The windows were tinted dark so he couldn’t see inside. It seemed as if he had seen one like it some other times, both here and in his own neighborhood. Was it the same one? This whole thing from last night had him creeped out, and now he was getting paranoid. They could just be there for another of the businesses in the industrial park. Dean stood and stared at the vehicle for a while, and it pulled away from the curb and drove off. He hoped he was getting himself worked up for nothing.

    Dean hadn’t heard from Mike about meeting for breakfast but he was hungry so he decided to stop at Hank’s Place for a nice breakfast meal on the way home. He watched the sun starting to rise as he drove off from the station. Maybe a new day would bring answers to his questions about the situation with Brynne and James. Daisy was working and showed him to a booth. He was in the same back corner booth that he and Mike had met in. He was perusing the menu, trying to decide on how hungry he was when someone sat down across from him. He looked up and his blood froze in his veins. 

    “Hello, Dean,” James said in his southern drawl. “I think it’s time we had a little chat, don’t you?”


























CHAPTER 16

    Dean was startled when he looked up at James sitting in the booth across from him. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people that way,” Dean said with false bravado. He was freaking out on the inside and glanced around to see if anyone else had noticed the vampire suddenly appear. And how was he able to go out during the daytime? 

    “My apologies,” James said. “Call it a bad habit. I find that people who might avoid talking with me are less likely to be successful if I just show up.” He grinned without showing any teeth.

    Daisy, the waitress walked up then. “What can I get you two?” She asked, holding up her pen and order pad.  

    “I’ll have a black coffee, and my friend here will have a …” James paused looking at Dean intently. “He’ll have a grilled cheese sandwich and a diet soda.”

    Dean just stared at him, a little bit of terror creeping into his mind as he realized how apparently vulnerable he was right now. James had submitted his order for him like he’d read his mind.

    “Okay,” Daisy said. “I’ll be right back with your drinks, guys.” 

    James held his gaze as the waitress left them alone again. “A little parlor trick, nothing more,” James said with a chuckle. “I can sometimes see the things on the top of someone’s mind, and you were just reading the menu. It’s nothing more than that I assure you. I can’t see deeper thoughts, which is why we have to have a chat.”

    “I’m sure you know that it makes people uncomfortable when you do it, though,” Dean said defiantly. “I would think that etiquette would dictate you avoid reading someone’s mind without their permission.”

    “It’s not really mind reading,” James said. “I just saw a few images is all. It comes with living so long among humans in this form.” He gestured to himself. He was dressed in black jeans, a black button-down shirt and a black sports coat. James was definitely playing up the look.

    “Brynne told me you had some specific concerns about the little incident you witnessed tonight. I decided to seek you out myself and have a little talk. I want to answer your questions if you have any.”

    “I have a lot of questions, James,” Dean said. “But how do I know you won’t put some vampire mojo on me to make me forget. We saved that girl’s life, although I get the idea that you didn’t want us to.”

    “I will not lay a charm on you, Dean,” James said. “In fact, I cannot. Not unless you let me feed on you. It is the blood, you see, that builds that particular connection.”

    “So what’s to stop you from feeding on me to gain that ability?” Dean asked. “I can’t possibly stay here all day. Eventually, I’ll have to leave, go home or somewhere else where I’m vulnerable. You’ve already proven that you can do pretty much anything you’d like.”

    James sighed. “Dean, I really am trying to fit into this new, civilized world of yours. Sometimes I am more successful than others, but in this case I assure you that you are completely safe. I am here to talk with you, answer your questions and ask a few of you. Fair enough?”

    Dean stared at him. The tension was broken by Daisy’s arrival with James’ coffee and Dean’s soda. He waited until she left again then looked at James and nodded. “Okay, fair enough.”

    James took a sip of coffee and set the cup down, leaning back in the booth and putting one arm up on the back. “You first, Dean. I feel like you are fairly bursting at the seams with questions for me.”

    “Well,” Dean didn’t know where to begin then decided to jump right in starting with the details of the cardiac arrest call. “What was up with that girl last night? Did you bite her, drain her?”

    “Yes,” James said matter-of-factly. “She asked for the favor, had paid the proper tribute, and the community had agreed that she was an appropriate member to join our number. Unfortunately, when we thought she was incapacitated and on her way to death, she became disoriented and wandered away from where we were keeping her, awaiting her transformation. By the time we realized our mistake, she had already gotten outside and collapsed there. Bystanders called 911 and started CPR on her before we could get to her and carry her back upstairs.” He chuckled. “Kudos to you and Brynne by the way. I truly thought you were too late to revive her. Your quick thinking and the bystanders doing CPR saved her life, though that is not what she wanted.”

    “If she lives to get out of the hospital and seeks you out,” Dean asked. “Will you go and do it again?”

    “Eventually, yes,” James said. “It is what she wants. We will ask her again to be certain that her wishes have not changed. These things, however, are usually final decisions. I do not think she will change her mind.” He paused to sip at his coffee. “I will not be the one to do it this time. I’ve delegated that responsibility to another of our number following my discussion with Brynne. I was unaware of how strongly she felt about my involvement with these types of things.”

    “Are you sure it wasn’t just because you got caught?” Dean asked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t see you being all that conscientious about it, especially since you made a prior arrangement with Brynne not to do something like this.”

    “Let us just say that it was an unfortunate decision that I regret,” the vampire said. “It was necessary at the time due to some favors I owed another of my kind. I have advised that individual of the change in plans and they have accepted my explanation.”

    James took another sip from his coffee and continued. “Dean, we Unusuals like to police ourselves without undue involvement from the humans around us. This particular situation got out of hand and risked exposing something about us that we would prefer be kept under wraps for the time being. We have reported it to the proper authorities along with providing all the documentation and affidavits concerning the woman. They verify that she was being turned of her own free will. They’ve accepted it. Unfortunately, you and Brynne are upset about my involvement with it and will probably not let it go. I am here to set the record straight with you. I’ll do the same with Brynne later.”

    “Are you going to work some mojo on her memory?” Dean asked. “I know you’ve fed on her blood, so the connection you mentioned exists there.” 

    “I would regret having to do that, Dean,” the vampire said.

    “I notice you didn’t say you wouldn’t do it,” Dean snapped. “Do you think that’s okay? Are you afraid she’ll break up with you or something?” Dean felt bolder. “You know James, you sit here and talk to me like you’re all civilized. You say that our superiors know about what happened, and everyone is okay with what was going on, but you still feel it might be necessary to charm your girlfriend over it. Pardon me, but that doesn’t make any sense at all.”

    “What goes on between Brynne and I is our business, Dean,” James said curtly. “I will not change her memory unless I think it would be for her own good. I will not apologize to you for what I might do. It is between her and me.”

    “That’s convenient,” Dean said. “You will answer my questions, but not about what concerns me the most, your potential control over my partner.”

    “She is an adult, Dean. Let us just say that she entered the relationship with her eyes wide open. She knows of my powers and abilities. She has allowed our relationship to progress in certain directions. Sometimes we need to keep secrets from those we love because we don’t want to hurt them. Certainly you have kept things from those with whom you’ve been in a relationship?”

    “But I didn’t charm them or mislead them after they had discovered the truth of something I’d done,” Dean said. “That’s just wrong, James. It’s wrong!”

    “Well, you are a better man than I am, Dean,” James said with a wave of his hand. “I’ve lived a long life, hundreds of years in fact. I think that when you get some perspective you will discover that it is not all so black and white. There is, in fact, quite a bit of gray area in there.”

    Daisy arrived with the food just then, and the tension broke a little again as she set down Dean’s grilled cheese sandwich with chips and a pickle wedge on the side. Dean thought for a bit while he took a bite and chewed. James just sipped his coffee and waited patiently. After a few bites of his sandwich and a sip from his soda, Dean looked up and met James’ eyes. The vampire stared back at him impassively.

    “So you admit to nearly killing the girl in a botched vampire turning, or whatever you call it,” Dean began. “And you admit to the possibility of charming my partner to make her forget about it because she doesn’t like you biting other girls. Am I right so far?” James nodded. “What do you expect me to say to you or do after that kind of realization? I can’t let you hurt my partner, and I can’t let you go around assisting in the suicide of people who think they will have a better life as a member of the undead.”

    “Let me address the second point first if you don’t mind,” James said. “The woman would not have died. She would have changed to be one of us. That is not assisted suicide. Call it … call it an alternative lifestyle choice.” Dean started to interject, but James forestalled him with a raised hand. “You are new to our culture, and the life that you never knew existed right alongside your happy little human existence. What happened there is legal and, as I have already said, has been reported to your superiors. Contact your chief directly if you don’t believe me.”

    “And my first point?” Dean asked. “Do you think that Brynne deserves to be treated this way?”

    “As I’ve said,” James said. “That matter is between Brynne and I. I have admitted that I may have overstepped my bounds there. If I charm her, it will not be permanent, and she will eventually remember that I clouded her memory. When that happens, if it happens, I will have to deal with the repercussions. What I don’t want is for you to cause more trouble before then. Let us deal with it. As long as you and I come to that understanding, I think we will get along fine. If not, well …”

    Dean just looked at him for a while meeting his gaze. His insides were roiling. He was at the same time terrified, angry and disgusted. It was strange, scary and a little exhilarating. Another thought occurred to him, and he decided to jump in since he was already in hot water.

    “While we’re being honest with each other, James, can I ask you another question?”

    James nodded.

    “What happened to my predecessor, Zach? I’ve heard rumors that he crossed paths with you and that his departure was sudden and suspicious.”

    James laughed aloud, throwing his head back. “Well, you are fearless, aren't you?” 

    “Answer the question,” Dean said.

    “Okay,” James responded. “Zach and I had a similar discussion once upon a time. He also didn’t like the way I was treating his partner. After the discussion, he decided that this work was not for him, and he moved on to another more normal position in another town.”

    “So you didn’t have him killed?” Dean asked. He figured he was in for a penny, in for a pound.

    “No,” James said, suddenly dead serious. “I don’t operate that way, at least not anymore. There was a time I would have been more direct, but I really am trying to be civilized here, Dean. I’ll admit that I did encourage him to leave, but nothing more. As far as I know he is living happily ever after in a town on the other side of the state.”

    “But no one has seen or heard from him since,” Dean said. “Do you expect me to believe he just moved away without a trace?”

    “Mike Farver and your chief know where he is,” James said. “Ask them if you don’t believe me. I assure you that no harm came to him at my hand or from those I know.” The conversation paused again as Daisy returned to ask if they needed anything else and to leave the check on the table. 

    “I think this conversation is over, Dean. I’ve had my say, and you have had yours. I think we will just have to agree to disagree for now. I will say this. I have been honest and straightforward with you here this morning. It is not in my nature to bare myself this way, but Brynne thinks very highly of you. In fact, I think very highly of you. We need open minded and intelligent partners among the normal humans to watch out for us when we need assistance. It’s a better world for all that way.” James paused to pick up the check and stood up next to the booth. “I’ll pay for your meal. I ask that you think on what we talked about and understand that while I am trying to live in this new world, I am still a very old world man. I do not like people meddling in my personal affairs. I will not take lightly to such intrusions in the future. This chat is my way of setting the bar, as they say, to where we stand.”

    “And where do we stand, James?” Dean asked, standing as well. 

    “I’d like to think we stand for the best interest of Brynne Garvey and for the community around us, Unusuals and Normals combined, Dean.” James said. “And I know what is best for my Brynne. You are her coworker, and I appreciate your concerns. However, I am hers, and she is mine in a way that you couldn’t understand. I know what she needs and doesn’t need, and I’m sure she has the same feelings for me. As I said, I’ll deal with the repercussions of my own actions with her. All I ask is for you to stay out of it in the meantime.” James glanced at the check in his hand, pulled out his wallet and dropped the check and a few bills on the table.

    “Aren’t you going to burn up or something going out in the sunlight?” Dean asked, looking out diner windows at the brightening morning sky.

    “I’m old enough that it would take several minutes of direct noontime sunlight to adversely affect me.” James said. “I assure you, I’ll be fine.” He glanced out the window, chuckled and walked away. Dean watched him go, his appetite was suddenly gone. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

    He left the diner more than a little shaken by his encounter with James. Somehow the vampire had come across as almost civilized … almost. There had been an undertone to the conversation that had been, well, creepy and frightening. James had not openly threatened him. He’d made the request to leave the Brynne situation alone seem reasonable, at least a little bit.

	Dean checked his email to see if Mike had responded back to his request to meet up, but he still hadn’t responded. He did have a request from a Nigerian prince to transfer some money to a U.S. bank account. Based on how he felt after the conversation with the vampire, that scam email might have a better chance of being true than believing anything James had to say.

    He sat in his pickup truck for a long time in the parking lot at Hank’s Diner just thinking about the situation. He was sure that Brynne needed some kind of help, but James had assured him she was in no danger. But what was to stop James from charming her, again and again as long as it suited him. What Dean couldn’t get out of his head was that James had all but said aloud that he had drunk from Brynne. She’d acted as if it was no big deal but if it gave her vampire boyfriend some sort of control over her, it was a bad idea.

    Dean finally came to the conclusion that there was nothing he could do until he got a chance to talk to Mike and verify some of the things that James had said. He started the truck and headed home to his apartment. There was nothing else to do until he could talk to Mike. Lost in his thoughts, Dean again missed seeing the black SUV that pulled out behind him and followed him home.


























CHAPTER 17

    The next day Dean could not sleep, so he had all day to think about the previous night’s encounter. His restless thoughts during the day kept him distracted from getting anything done. He tried doing some laundry and picking up around his apartment, but he always ended up sitting down and staring at the wall of his kitchenette. He mulled over what he was going to do about James and Brynne. 

	He finally got an email back from Mike. He was away at a conference and wouldn’t be back for a week. If there was a problem that he couldn’t talk to Brynne about, he suggested going to Bill or Lynne about it. That was really no help since Bill and Lynne were off for the next two days, and he didn’t know how to contact them aside from their work email addresses. Did he reach out to one of them or did he wait and see what Brynne was like over the next few days?

    Eventually, the clock made the decision for him. It was time to go back to work. He changed into his uniform and headed out to his pickup. This time he noticed the black SUV with the dark tinted windows parked along his street and watched in his rear-view mirror as it pulled out behind him. Great, James was having him followed by his henchmen. Apparently the vampire’s promise to leave him alone if he left this situation with Brynne alone was all a bunch of crap. He watched them follow him and was going to confront them directly when he got to the station parking lot, but they drove past the entrance to the industrial park where the station was.

    Dean was fuming when he pulled into the lot at the station. He saw James’ sports car pulled up in front of the building and watched Brynne get out, say something from outside the passenger door, laugh and go inside. Dean jumped out of his truck and strode across the parking lot to confront James before he drove off. In the twilight of dusk, Dean saw the driver’s window roll down as he approached revealing James’ pale face behind the steering wheel.

    “James,” Dean said angrily as he approached. “You said you’d leave me alone and yet you have your goons follow me around from my house to here in that black SUV.”

    “Dean,” James said calmly. “I have no idea what you are talking about. I assure you that I don’t need to use anything as mundane as a black SUV to have you followed. I have access to the whole pantheon of Unusuals at my command.”

    “What?” Dean said, confused. “Well, who is following me then?”

    “I don’t know,” James said with a smile. “But it’s not me. Perhaps you owe someone money? If you need a loan or something, I’m sure I can arrange favorable terms for you. I am a man of some means after all.”

    “I don’t think I want to get into your debt, James,” Dean said. “We both know that would be a bad idea.”

    “Dean,” James said smoothly. “You act like I’m some sort of mobster goon. I’m a businessman who is not above helping out a friend of a friend who is in need. Also, I just thought you’d want to know I told Brynne the truth after our chat. I realized that you were right. I shouldn’t have considered charming her about the girl. She’s ready to talk with you when you get inside. She can smooth everything over for you.” He glanced at his watch and looked at Dean. “You had better get inside. You are going to be late for work. I’ll be around if you need to chat again. Just let Brynne know and she will get in touch with me.”

    Dean stood there as James put the window back up and pulled away out of the parking lot. He watched the vampire drive away, revving his engine again as he left. He was more confused now than he had been when he left the diner that morning. It was like James had listened to reason and suddenly done the right thing. Could a leopard change its spots? Dean didn’t think so. He crossed the rest of the way to the entrance to the station and went inside. Maybe Brynne could shed some light on the situation.

    Brook and Tammy were packing up to leave when Dean got inside. They were animatedly chatting about their night with Brynne as Dean set his stuff down. Apparently, they had gone back to Lydia’s house to manage another asthma attack, and she had asked about Dean. She wanted to personally apologize to him. They giggled at this. He was not amused. 

    “Lighten up, Dean,” Brook said. “She seems really sorry for unleashing her vocal charms on you. And, you have to admit she’s pretty hot. You could do a lot worse.”

    “I don’t think dating a former patient is such a good idea,” Dean said. “Anyway, isn’t she married? That guy with her was her husband, right?”

    “Who said anything about dating her?” Tammy said, which brought howls of laughter from the other two. 

    “Very funny,” Dean said. “Brynne, I think I’ll go out and check the gear and do the shift med check.” He nodded to Brook and Tammy. “Ladies, I’ll leave you to your gossiping.” They burst into laughter as he walked through the room shaking his head. He headed out to the ambulance bay and started going through the gear for the night. A few minutes later he heard the door to the squad room open, and Brynne was standing by the open back doors of the ambulance. She looked up at him where he was bent over the med bag with his checklist open on the iPad. 

    “They didn’t mean any harm, Dean,” Brynne said. “I don’t think they realize the effect that situation had on you.”

    “It’s fine,” Dean said. “There’s just been a lot going on over the last few weeks. First that thing with Lydia and then this situation with the cardiac arrest the other night.” He looked over at her. “You know that James came and had a chat with me over my meal at the diner this morning, right?”

    “He told me,” she said. “I’m not sure what you have against him, Dean, but you have to get over it. He’s my boyfriend and what I do on my private time is my own business.”

    “This has nothing to do with you and him together,” Dean said. “It has everything to do with his involvement in the cardiac arrest with that girl. He said just now that he worked the whole thing out with you. Is that true?”

    “He and I have dealt with the situation,” she said.

    “Did you know that he all but told me he was going to change your memories about this call and have you adjust our reports on it based on that influence?” Dean countered.

    “Let me deal with this, Dean,” she said firmly. “I know there are some strange things going on from your point of view, but you’re too new to this job to understand. Just let me handle it. James and I have been together for over four years. I know how to deal with him.”

    “I’ll let you handle it as far as it goes, but I’m going to write a version of my impressions of the call and submit it as an addendum to the patient care report.” He defiantly met her eyes.

    “That’s your right," she said, “but it’s not necessary. Headquarters is completely aware of the situation so you would just be wasting your time.” She turned and walked back into the station’s squad room. He watched her go and heard the door to the ambulance bay shut behind her.

    The rest of the shift passed again in relative silence. Dean sat at the computer and drafted his version of the cardiac arrest call but didn’t attach the document to the official record yet. He was still not sure of the right course of action to take. He needed to talk to Mike, and he was out of town for the rest of the week. He considered emailing it directly to him, but then changed his mind after a quick review of the service’s HIPAA electronic security policy. The email was not secure, and he would expose himself to disciplinary action or worse if he sent out patient information over that route of communication. Instead, he saved the document locally on his account and plugged in his thumb drive to keep a copy for himself.

    Later, as they were riding back from their first call of the night, a Wiccan with food poisoning from spoiled eye of newt, he brought it up again. “Brynne, I’m not trying to make trouble. I just really don’t understand,” he said. “Just tell me how you’re alright with how James planned to manipulate you.”

    “I am not alright with it at all, Dean,” she said, “but, I’m not talking about that with you. I said I’ll deal with it and I will, but it is a personal matter between James and I. As far as the official report goes, everything is on the up and up. The patient did give her consent to be in that, uh, situation, and while you might not choose that option, she did make that decision and we have to respect it.”

    “Well if everything is alright, then why did James feel like he had to do what he did?” Dean asked.

    “He panicked,” she said. “He comes from a different time. Back in his early days such things would have wound up with him being chased by villagers with torches, pitchforks, and sharpened stakes.” Brynne held his gaze for a moment then looked away. “I won’t lie to you. I’m pissed at him for doing what he did, but I also understand why he did it.”

    “Aren’t you afraid that what he was planning to do with you was, well, abusive in some way?” Dean asked. “I’m just worried that he’s exerting control over you somehow. You may not be reacting normally, and how would I know if you weren't?”

    Brynne glanced over at him. “Believe me, I’m acting normally, Dean. Let’s just say that I’ve taken precautions to make sure that he doesn’t do anything like that to me. I will not be a position to be influenced like that again. I made that clear to him and I think he won’t try it, but I’m also not leaving myself open. I’ve sought what you might call professional help, and no vamp can threaten to charm me like that.”

    “Is it something I can get, too?” Dean asked. “I’d like all the protection I can get after recent events. I don’t even know what is dangerous to me anymore. I feel like my sense of scene safety is kind of a joke right now.”

    “Don’t stop trusting your instincts,” she said. “They’re good. They alerted you that something was up with that cardiac arrest call and they alerted you that James was up to something. All were true. Your instincts were dead on.” She stopped as they arrived back at the station. “Hop out and back me in. We’ll finish talking about this when we get back inside.”


























CHAPTER 18

    Dean jumped out as she pressed the button to raise the garage doors. He helped her back the ambulance into the bay safely. Then he hooked up the electric line to the side of the ambulance box and headed into the squad room just in time to see a figure in dark clothes run out the other door to the parking lot. A quick glance showed the desks in disarray, papers all over the floor and the room a complete mess. He shouted at the person as he ran across the room, pushing the door to the parking lot open and watching as that same black SUV sped away from the station parking lot. He tried to get a look at the license plate, but they were gone, disappearing into the night too fast for him to make out the letters and numbers. 

    Brynne came into the squad room just as he returned. “What the …?” 

    “I just chased some guy out of here. He was dressed all in black like some sort of ninja,” he said. “He sped off in a black SUV. I’d swear that’s the same black SUV I’ve seen around for the last few weeks off and on. I thought at first they were with James, but when I asked him about it, he denied having anything to do with them.”

    “James wouldn’t do something like this,” Brynne said. “He could just ask me if he wanted information.” She walked over to the pair of desks and the computer workstations. “It looks like they were trying to pull the hard drives out of these but couldn’t get the cases open. The filing cabinets are still locked.”

    Dean walked over to the break area. “They tore apart the bookshelf and dumped all our small collection of tomes and legends on the floor. It’s like they were looking for something in particular.”

    “I’ll call this in. We should probably get the police involved,” Brynne said. “You check through the rest of the building and see if you can find anything else that’s missing.”

    “Maybe they were looking for drugs or something,” Dean proposed.

    “Why look in here, then?” she asked. “They would have been trying to break into the med dispenser out in the bay if that were the case. It’s like they were after patient information or something. There are some hate groups out there that target the Unusual population.”

    Dean looked at his desk and quickly checked his pockets. “Oh no,” he said rushing over the messed up desk and moving papers and books around.

    “What is it?” Brynne asked.

    “My thumb drive,” he said. “I think I left it plugged into the computer. I was keeping a record of my call reports on there and had a copy of my version of the cardiac arrest call complete with my suspicions about James’ involvement.”

    “That’s not good, Dean,” Brynne said. “Why would you keep an unencrypted copy like that in your personal collection? That’s protected patient information, Unusual or not.”

    “I just wanted to keep track of what I was doing. I only had the last few days of calls on it.” He looked up at his partner. “I upload it to a secure cloud-based server when I’m home, but I hadn’t updated it for the last several days. There were three or four run reports on there as well as the cardiac arrest report.”

    “Okay, we’ll deal with that later,” she said. “I’ll call dispatch and report the break in. You keep looking around and see if there is anything else missing.”

    It didn’t look like the intruder had made it back into the bunkrooms or bathroom of the station. He, or she, had just focused on the office and squad rest areas. He wasn’t sure what to do next. He remembered his class on dealing with medical crime scenes and decided not to clean anything up until the police had come and gone. He walked back into the main squad room area and saw Brynne talking on the phone. 

    “They’re sending a police unit over - one that specializes in Unusuals so we can talk to them freely,” Brynne said as she hung up the phone. “They’ve put us out of service for now. We’re to continue to inventory anything that’s missing but try not to muck up the crime scene any more than necessary.”

    The two cops arrived in about five minutes. They said the door looked like it had been forced open and that they would probably have to get it repaired before it would lock correctly again. A crime scene unit showed up, and a tech came in and looked around. He dusted the computer and desk for fingerprints, as well as the inside and outside of the door. He said it all looked smudged like the intruder was wearing gloves. Dean couldn’t remember if he saw the intruder wearing gloves or not. He closed his eyes, trying to picture what the person looked like as they ran out the door. He couldn’t get a clear picture in his mind. 

    The police stayed for about two hours interviewing he and Brynne separately. They also got fingerprinted by the crime scene tech to rule out their prints from any others that were found. The tech said they’d have to get the other regular Station U paramedics printed as well to rule them out. Dean pointed out that they were all fingerprinted for their background check when they entered the academy. The tech said that it would save time to get them locally and not have to go to the state and FBI databases to request them.

    It took about two hours for each of them to give their report both to the police and then writing it all up for headquarters to review. It was well after midnight and Dean was suddenly very tired. He’d gotten into this job for the excitement of it, but lately that excitement had gotten pretty stale. A sleepy maintenance guy was the last person to show up. He attached a new deadbolt lock to the door and screwed in a receiver for the bolt on the metal door jam. He handed Brynne two sets of keys for them and the next shift and said he’d get more made the next day when he came in for his regular shift. 

    Now that the door was repaired and the squad room was straightened up, Brynne called headquarters on the phone and put them back in service. Dean just sat down and looked around. That SUV he’d seen earlier obviously was following him. It bothered him. James and Brynne had both skewered the likelihood that James had anything to do with it.  James could arrange to have him followed in much more covert ways. So who were they and what did they want from him and from the station?

    “Penny for your thoughts?” Brynne asked as she came over to the recliners and sat on the edge of the couch across from Dean.

    “Wow,” Dean said, “The last time I heard that it from my grandmother.” 

    “Are you saying I’m old?” Brynne asked, dangerously.

    “No, I’m just saying that the 1970’s called and they want their catch phrase back,” Dean said with a chuckle.

    “It seems like you’re back to your old self,” Brynne laughed. “Are you feeling better?”

    “I guess so,” Dean said. “I’m just tired of all the excitement. This has been more than I bargained for when I took this job.”

    “C’mon, Dean,” Brynne said. “Excitement and adrenaline are what this job is all about. They don’t call us adrenaline junkies for nothing.”

    “That’s a different kind of excitement,” Dean pointed out. “We come in and deal with someone else’s excitement. We bring order to the excitement. It’s not supposed to happen to us.”

    “True,” Brynne agreed. “Still it gives us a sense of how our patients feel about things. Maybe it’s a good thing for us to have our own emergencies from time to time to give us some perspective.”

    “Maybe, Brynne. but I’ve had enough excitement focused on me.” Dean said. A pensive silence was followed by the jarring sound of the tones on the radio.


























CHAPTER 19

    “Ambulance U-191, respond for an injured subject at 49th and Main Street,” came the voice over the radio. The printer chattered to life as it began to spit out a page with the response location.

    Dean grabbed the page off the printer and headed for the unit in the ambulance bay. Brynne checked the new lock on the parking lot door and then followed him out to the ambulance. She started up the unit as Dean climbed in on his side. He keyed the mic and put them responding, turned on the lights and activated the siren. He switched to the med radio channel.

    “Ambulance U-191, you are responding for a 52-year-old male involved in an assault. The subject will be located in the office of the Rusty Cue Pool Hall at that location. Police are on the scene, and report assailant has fled the premises. You are safe to proceed in. No additional information at this time.” the dispatcher said.

    “Ambulance U-191 received. Proceed in. The scene is safe per police on location,” Dean repeated back. He looked at Brynne. “Well, that’s pretty cryptic. It could be almost anything.”

    “Yeah,” she said. “The police don’t like to put out too much information over the radio - even over secure channels. When we get there, you grab the trauma bag and oxygen bag. I’ll jump in the back and get the heart monitor and med bag.” She steered the ambulance up the ramp onto I-95 to head downtown and hit the gas.

    The trip downtown took about eight minutes. It was after two o’clock in the morning and traffic was light. It was just after closing time for the bars and most of the people had cleared out of the downtown bar district by the time they arrived. There were two police cars out front. One young officer was just coming out the front door of the pool hall, and he looked a little green around the gills. 

    “I’m glad you guys are here,” the younger cop said as they passed him on the way to the door. “That’s more than my limited first aid training can handle.” 

    Dean gave Brynne a look and reached out to hold the door for her. As the two paramedics entered the large central room, they heard a familiar voice coming from way in the back. “If you would just hold this end, officer, I can help myself and pull it out,” they heard Gibbie say. They quickly crossed the room. As they turned the corner into the office, they both stopped and stared. Gibbie sat there on the corner of the manager’s desk facing two police officers who both looked completely out of their element. The patient had the broken half of a wooden pool cue sticking out of his chest. 

    Gibbie looked over and saw them standing there with their jaws hanging open. “Well don’t just stand there, doooo something,” he shrieked, his voice climbing an octave as he said it. “I can’t sit here all night. I have to go and see what got Brenda so upset this time.”

    The older of the two police officers looked at him. “This Brenda, she’s the one who did this to you? Do you have an address for her?”

    Gibbie responded to the officer with pursed lips then turned back with a pleading look at the paramedics.

    Brynne set the monitor down on the floor, followed by the med bag and walked over to the middle-aged vampire with her gloved hands held out in front of her. “Gibbie, I want you to calm down and sit very still,” she said quietly. “That pool cue has got to be sitting right next to your heart, and you know as well as I do what will happen if so much as a splinter gets in there.”

    She carefully reached out and held the end of the cue still and stable at the point it entered Gibbie’s chest right through an old “Frankie Says Relax” t-shirt. She looked over her shoulder at Dean. “Get that shirt cut away, and then get the monitor on him. I want to see what’s going on with his heart.”

    “Don’t you dare cut this shirt off young man,” Gibbie shouted. “I got this at their U.S. concert tour back in 1984. I got to go backstage and meet the band. It was fabulous.”

    “Gibbie,” Brynne said, sternly. “You need to sit still and calm down right now. Dean is going to do what I told him to do, and you are going to let him. Do you understand?”

    “But Brynne, honey…” he began.

    “Don’t ‘Brynne, honey’ me,” she said. “Dean, do it and try not to move him while you do.”

    Dean got out his trauma shears from his pants pocket and started to carefully cut up from the bottom to the point where the pole jutted out of the T-shirt. Then he cut carefully around the obstruction and up to the collar. Gibbie groaned and whimpered. When Dean was done, he slid the shirt off like a jacket. Now that the chest was exposed, and Brynne stabilized the impaled pool cue, Dean connected electrode stickies to the wire harness of his heart monitor and attached them to Gibbie at the upper arms and ankles. He turned the monitor on and took a look at the screen. He saw a run of ventricular fibrillation as he’d expected in a vampire but then he saw what looked like two or three organized sinus rhythm beats before it turned back to V-fib. 

    “Brynne did you see that?” he asked. 

    “Yeah, I saw it,” she said. “Normal sinus rhythms are not good in someone like our friend Gibbie.” She looked at the vampire and got his attention. “Gibbie, this thing must be resting right up against your heart. The monitor is showing your heart with a bad rhythm every few beats. If that rhythm takes over, there will be nothing we can do for you, so you have to stay really still, do you understand?”

    Gibbie nodded, biting his quivering lower lip. Then he quietly asked, “Can’t you just pull it out, Brynne?”

    “There’s no way of knowing what additional damage that would do, Gibbie,” she replied. “So here’s what we’re gonna do. I’m going to sit here with you and hold this very still while Dean goes out to the truck and gets the tool box from the driver’s side bin on the ambulance.” She looked at Dean. “Got it, partner?”

    “Got it,” Dean said. He went back out to through the pool room to the rig. The young cop he and Brynne had passed on the way in was standing outside waiting when he came out.

    “That’s super weird, ain’t it?” The cop said. “He’s sitting up and talking and all with that pool cue sticking right through him. All he would tell us over and over again was that we had to find his girlfriend and that it was all a misunderstanding. We’re looking for her, but I don’t think he should be the one to talk to her when we find her. She must’ve been really pissed to do that to him.”

    “I think he has that effect on people,” Dean said. He went around to the driver’s side of the ambulance, opened the compartment door behind the driver’s seat and pulled out the toolbox. It was kind of heavy, and he wished Brynne had told him what specific tool she needed. He came back around the back of the ambulance, and the cop was waiting.

    “Is he gonna live?” he asked. “I can’t believe he’s just sitting there talking like that.” 

    “We’re going to do what we can for him,” Dean said. “If we can help it, we’re not going to let him die,” or whatever you called it when a vampire left this life.

    Dean went back through the pool hall and into the cramped office where the two police officers stood there and watched dumbfounded as Brynne stabilized the impaled pool cue in Gibbie’s chest. Dean set the toolbox down next to the heart monitor and popped the lid open. 

    “What next, Boss?” Dean asked.

    “Under the top tray is a small folding hacksaw,” Brynne said. “While I hold this pool cue really still, you’re going to cut the end off just past my hands so we can maneuver him more easily in this room. You get that ready to go. Before you start cutting, I want to alert ECMC about what we have so Doc Spirelli can get the trauma team squared away. He’s got to pull in a few favors to get the right people in the hospital this late without anyone freaking out about what they’ll see. Dial the portable radio to patch us through to the Elk City Medical Center ED and hold it up where I can talk.”

    Dean had already gotten the folding hacksaw out and assembled it to its open position. He put the tool down and pulled out the portable radio from its clip on his belt. He keyed the mic button and held it up to Brynne’s face. “This is Ambulance U-191 calling ECMC with a trauma alert. Can I please speak to the Station U doc on call?”

    “Received One-Nine-One. We’re getting the doctor now,” The nurse on the hospital radio said. “Stand by.”

    “Standing by,” Brynne replied.

    She looked at the cops. “We’ve got this if you want to go out and do some crowd control. When we bring him out, we’re going to be in a hurry. The two officers looked relieved and hurried from the room.

    “U-One-Nine-One go ahead,” the radio squawked. “This is Doc Andrews.”

    Dean keyed the mic for Brynne again. “Doc, this is paramedic Garvey. Pick up the handset and go to private mode, please.” She waited a moment, heard a click, and then continued. “We have an apparent 52-year-old male vampire with a wooden pool cue impaled in his chest just medial to the mid-clavicular line. He is conscious, alert and oriented. I have the object stabilized by hand at this time. We have him on the monitor, and it shows V-fib with occasional runs of normal sinus rhythm. The pool cue is too long to move safely, so we’re going to cut off some of the length before we transport. We’ll call in before we leave the scene to alert you that we’re en route. Do you request any additional information?”

    “No additional information needed at this time. Use extreme caution when cutting the object, Brynne. The runs of normal sinus mean it is already in contact with the heart. Consider IV fluid bolus for blood loss.”

    “Understood, Doc,” she said. “We’ll be careful and will have fluids ready to flow. We’ll call when we’re on the way. U-191 clear.” Dean lowered the radio and reattached it to his belt.

    “Okay, Brynne,” Dean said, picking up the saw. “Are you ready for this?”

    “Yep,” she said. She looked at her patient. “Gibbie, this is going to be uncomfortable. I need you to sit really still, okay?” The vampire nodded.

    Dean set the saw blade on the pool cue about two inches beyond where Brynne’s hands gripped it, holding it steady. Using slow, smooth strokes, he began to draw the fine toothed blade back and forth, letting the tool do the work and trying not to put downward pressure on it. It took what seemed like for forever, but he made steady progress and eventually broke through the other side leaving him holding the thick end of the pool cue. Brynne gripped the remaining six-inch stump left protruding from Gibbie’s chest.

    “Okay, now we can get ready to move you to the ambulance,” Brynne said. “Dean, you get some cling rolls and gauze pads out. There’s surprisingly little blood, but I think the cue’s smooth round side is sealing against the skin. Let’s pack some gauze around the wound then use the whole cling rolls to stabilize the object in place, wrapping around his torso to secure them. How’s that sound to you?”

    “I think that will work,” Dean said. He unzipped the trauma bag and retrieved a ten pack of four by four gauze pads along with six four-inch wide cling gauze rolls. He opened the pack of gauze squares and handed them to Brynne, who folded them in half and began to layer them in a criss-cross pattern around the wound. She created a layered round gauze wall around the pool cue pressing them firmly up against the wood. Dean opened two more gauze cling rolls and began wrapping the strips of long gauze around and over the stabilizing packing and then around Gibby's back and torso until he was satisfied that the packing was secured.

    “What do you think Brynne?” he asked, perusing his handiwork.

    “I think that will do, Dean,” she responded. “Any other ideas before we move him?”

    “I think we need to immobilize his whole torso,” Dean suggested. “I think the KED is probably the best option. Then we can move him and lay him down on the stretcher without bending or twisting his torso.”

    “Good idea. Run and get it and the stretcher,” she said. “I’ll sit here with Gibbie.”

    Dean ran out to the unit and opened the back to retrieve the stretcher. He rolled it around to the side and opened the long tall doors that held the backboards and KED, the Kendrick Extrication Device. He placed the green bag with the KED in it on the stretcher along with a long backboard and the bag of straps and clips used to secure a patient to the backboard. He rolled the stretcher back into the pool hall, parking it by the entrance to the office.

    He picked up the bag with the KED and went inside. He noticed she’d taken the time to start an IV on him and was attaching the bag’s tubing to the catheter secured to the patient’s arm. 

    “Okay,” he said taking the device out of the container and unfolding it. It looked like an inverted capital T. It had wide wings at the base to wrap around the torso then an extension that went up behind the neck with two smaller wings that were intended to wrap and secure the head in place. The device was stiffened by metal rods. When properly secured, Gibbie should be able to be moved without twisting or bending his upper body at all, minimizing the risk of shifting the pool cue’s splintered end still inside him.

    Dean had always liked the KED and thought it was a better option to move an injured patient than just using a long backboard. He placed the opened KED against Gibbie’s back and carefully lifted his arms while wrapping the wings around each side in turn. The wings didn’t fully wrap around him, just coming partially around to the front, which was good, since it would have pushed against the wooden stake if it had reached all the way around. He undid the three colored straps and applied them to immobilize the torso.

    “That was good thinking, Dean,” Brynne said. “I’m not sure I would have thought of the KED for this application, but it works. Okay, Gibbie,” she said to their patient. “We’re going to help you stand up and move over to the stretcher. We’re going to do all of this slowly, without twisting you or moving you unnecessarily. You’re going to stay calm and help us, right?”

    “Okay, Brynne, honey,” he said quietly. Dean thought he sounded frightened. “Whatever you say.”

    “I brought a backboard but I think this will do by itself,” Dean said. “What do you think?”

    “I agree,” she said, nodding. “Okay, Gibbie, we’re going to work together and move as a unit over to the stretcher. I’ll count to three, and I want you to slide slowly forward on the desk until your feet touch the floor. Dean and I will be on each side of you, holding your body still.” Dean stood on one side and grabbed the carrying straps on the KED on his side. Brynne did the same on hers. She glanced at the heart monitor, the wires still attached to Gibbie as she counted down. “Three, two, one, nice and easy,” she said helping him to slide to his feet and stand up. “Okay, hold it there for a sec.” She had seen a couple more runs of normal sinus rhythm on the monitor as they moved him, but the rhythm settled back into his “normal” of ventricular fibrillation once they stopped. The change made her nervous, but they had to get him to the trauma center. He needed surgery.

    “Now for the next step,” she said standing next to Gibbie. “One step at a time. Make sure you stand up straight and move your legs only. The KED should help you keep your upper body still. We’ll be right here with you.” The paramedics began walking with their patient across the room and to the door where the stretcher waited for them. They turned him around, so his back was to the stretcher at the midway point, the mattress lowered to knee level and helped him sit straight down. Working together, they helped Gibbie swing his legs up onto the stretcher while they used the KED’s handles to turn him so he was sitting up on the stretcher with the back brought up to support him. Dean attached the straps securing Gibbie to the stretcher and put the side rails up. Then with him at the base and Brynne at the head, Dean pressed the button for the motor to raise the stretcher up to his waist height so they could comfortably roll him out to the ambulance.


























CHAPTER 20

    They loaded Gibbie into the ambulance after rolling him outside without a problem. Dean climbed in back with his patient, while Brynne went back inside with a few of the cops to get the rest of their gear. Dean hooked the IV bag on a ceiling hook and put the heart monitor back in its locking cradle.

    He picked up the mic from its hook on the wall next to the med radio and keyed the button. “U-191 to Elk City Medical Center Trauma, how do you read?” He waited for a moment for someone to pick up on the other end.

    “We read you loud and clear,” came the nurse’s voice.

    “Patient is extricated to the ambulance, and we will be en route momentarily,” Dean said. “Impaled object is secured in place and patient’s torso is immobilized to minimize internal movement. Our ETA to your facility is approximately 5 minutes.”

    “Received, One-Nine-One. The trauma team is ready for you when you arrive. ECMC Trauma clear.”

    “U-191 clear,” Dean said. “Alright Gibbie, I think the hardest part is over, now we just need to get you to the trauma surgeons to get that thing removed.”

    “I hope so,” Gibbie said. “It’s weird, it doesn’t hurt all that much. I’m just worried about Brenda. She was so upset, and it is not like her to be so jealous.”

    “Do you have any idea what caused her to freak out and ram a pool cue into you?” Dean felt the ambulance begin to move.

    “I don’t know,” Gibbie said. He tried to shrug but winced, realizing he couldn't do it all trussed up the way he was. “She’s been so strange lately and doesn’t want me talking to other women. All I did tonight was laugh at the waitress’s joke when she brought our drinks to the table where we were playing pool. Brenda started shouting that she was tired of all my flirting and the next thing I knew I had this pool cue in my chest, and she was flailing at me with her fists. It took three people to haul her off me.”

    “I won’t say I’m any kind of relationship expert,” Dean said, “but you need to find yourself a new girl, Gibbie. She’s doing nothing but getting you hurt, in more ways than one.”

    “I know,” the vampire said, sighing. “But do you know how hard it is for a guy stuck in middle age to find a girl these days? It used to be that if you had some means, even if you looked like me, they’d be lining up. Now, heck, they want you to be rich and look good. It’s just not fair.”

    “How old are you?” Dean asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

    “I was originally born in Germany in a town called Lauenburg on the river Elbe in 1619. It’s near Hamburg. I was the son of a cobbler and entered the trade myself, taking over the business when my father died. I had a wife and son who died of a fever that struck the area in 1658. I started hanging out in beer halls to try and forget what I had lost and then I met a woman who seemed more alive than all the others I had known. For several weeks, she met me each night in the beer hall.”

    “One night she agreed to come back to see my meager shop. She wasn’t what she seemed, though. Once she had me alone, she revealed her true self and attacked me. I didn’t even resist. I wanted to die and being attacked by some sort of monster seemed an appropriate way for me to go and join my family. But she had other plans for me. She needed a place to stay in Lauenburg, and my shop fit the bill. She kept me alive, feeding off of me from time to time while I kept up appearances and ran the cobbler’s shop. She tired of me after a few years, though and decided to move on. She offered me an option. I could turn and be like her or she’d just leave, and I could live out my miserable life as I had before.”

    Dean saw Gibbie’s eyes glance his way. “You can see what my choice was.” He smiled. “It hasn’t been a bad existence. I had to move of course. People notice when you don’t age like everyone else, but overall I’ve had a good time. I came to the Americas almost a hundred years later in the 1760’s. It was getting too crowded in Europe, and I was running out of places to go and blend in around Germany and Prussia. I paid a shipping company to send a crate of shoes to the new world, and I packed myself inside for the voyage. I could subsist on rats and occasional snacks on the below-decks crew for the months it took to make the Atlantic crossing. It was all quite exciting.” He chuckled. “Now I’m as American as you or Brynne.” 

    “That’s quite a tale, Gibbie,” Dean said. “I bet you’ve seen a lot over the years. The Revolution, the Civil War and slavery ending - the whole history of this country. It must have been fascinating.”

    “Oh, it had its exciting moments, I guess,” Gibbie said. “But I’m a homebody at heart, and I can’t say I like excitement all that much anymore.”

    Dean laughed out loud but stifled it when he saw the frown on his patient’s face. “I’m sorry, Gibbie. I’m not laughing at you, but your life lately has certainly been exciting for someone who describes themselves as a ‘homebody,’ don’t you think?”

    “Well,” the vampire said sheepishly. “I guess everyone needs a little excitement once in a while.”

    Dean heard Brynne talking on the radio up front and he looked up through the front windshield to see them pulling up to the ambulance doors at the hospital. “We’re here,” he said. “See, we got you to the trauma center in one piece. They’ll have that stake out of you soon enough.” He unhooked the IV bag from the ceiling and laid it across the top of the pillow behind Gibbie’s head. He made sure the tubing was out of the way of the wheels and unsnapped the heart monitor leads from Gibbie. He left the stickies in place so the hospital could hook back up to them when they got inside.

    Brynne opened the doors, and Dean did one last safety check of all the tubing and wires, then said, “Alright, we’re good to go.” He jumped down and helped get the stretcher out of the ambulance. They rolled Gibbie feet first up the ramp and into the hospital ER. The trauma team, headed by Doctor Andrews was waiting for them inside with a stretcher. After a brief update from Dean and Brynne, they carefully transferred the patient over using a slide board, then the team took Gibbie off to surgery. The two paramedics made up their stretcher with fresh sheets and a pillow from the cart by the ambulance bay doors.

    “I got quite an earful from Gibbie about his past on the way here,” Dean said as he tucked in the sheet under the stretcher’s mattress. “He told me all about how he was turned and how old he is. I guess I didn’t appreciate how the way he was acting might be a reflection of his past.”

    “They’re just the same as us, Dean,” Brynne said. “They aren’t monsters, just different. And they have some great stories to tell. Sometimes I learn about things that never made it into history books or movies. I always try to learn something from our patients. It not only makes me a better paramedic, I think it makes me a better person.”

    They loaded the stretcher and headed back to the station. Dean thought about the event-filled few weeks that had passed by so quickly. He’d started fresh out of school thinking he knew everything there was to know about emergency medical care. He’d been told that he still had a lot to learn from his instructors and preceptors, but he was so confident, so over-confident really, that he didn’t realize what they meant.

    The theory of caring for sick people and the actual implementation of what he’d learned in school were two very different things. This was especially true with the challenging patients he found himself caring for as part of Station U’s team of paramedics. He knew now how little he really knew and realized how far he still had to go to be the type of paramedic and health care professional he wanted to be.  He’d also come to another conclusion - he definitely wanted to stay part of Extreme Medical Services, EMS-U.

    Dean turned to Brynne. “I want to thank you for being patient with me as I learn the ropes in this job, Brynne. I know a few weeks ago when I started out you weren’t exactly excited to have me assigned with you.”

    “It’s no problem, really, Dean,” Brynne said. “You’ve done everything I asked you to do, mostly without question. Mike did the right thing recommending you to come and join our crew right out of school. I questioned the wisdom of that in the beginning, but you’ve proven yourself. You’re naturally a critical thinker, and you take what you know and apply it to new situations as well. The trick now is to keep an open mind and keep learning. I’ve found that every time I think that I’m getting a handle on learning this job, something new comes along and pulls the rug out from under me.” 

    “Understood, boss,” Dean replied. “I don’t have any delusions that I’m in any way ready to do this job on my own, believe me.”

    “Good,” Brynne said. “Let’s keep it that way for a while.” 

    They returned to the station and restocked the unit then worked on the report for Gibbie’s injury. The shift was almost over and they still had some of the night shift chores to do so they got to work. Brook and Tammy showed up on time just as Brynne and Dean were finishing their chores. Dean was tired, so he checked with Brynne to make sure they were done and then signed out and headed to the parking lot. There was a folded piece of paper on his truck under the driver’s side windshield wiper. Dean looked around as he approached the pickup truck, but there was no one in sight. He reached over and picked up the paper, unfolding it.

    “Dean, we need to talk. You are in the middle of something very dangerous. Call me.” The note was signed with the name Zach and had a phone number scrawled below the name. He slipped the note in his pocket, climbed in the driver’s seat and headed home. Great, just when he thought he had a handle on things, he gets a cryptic note from some guy he didn’t know. He was tired and needed to sleep. Maybe he’d call the number when he woke up in the afternoon.

    Dean got home to his apartment and went right to bed. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t get to sleep. His mind kept going back to the note from the mysterious Zach. He kept going over and over in his mind trying to figure out who it was. Then it hit him. He sat upright in his bed. Zach was the name of Brynne’s previous partner, wasn’t it? That had to be who it was. It made sense that he would know where the Station was and know the cars in the lot well enough to know which one probably belonged to the new guy.

    He reached over to his phone and picked the slip of paper up from the nightstand. It was still early. Should he call now or wait until later in the day? He decided he was never going to get to sleep if he didn’t resolve this, so he unfolded the paper and keyed in the number on his phone. The phone rang a few times until a man’s voice answered.

    “Hello, Dean. I’m glad you called,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.

    “You must be Zach, Brynne’s former partner, I guess?” Dean asked.

    “Very good. You got it on the first try,” Zach said. “Someone picked the right guy for the job when they assigned you to Station U.”

    “Well, Zach,” Dean said. “I’m really tired. You know how it is getting off a busy night shift. I couldn’t sleep, though, with the cryptic note you left hanging over my head. Why don’t we get to the reason you left the note and what you need to talk with me about.”

    “I’d rather not say what I have to say over the phone,” Zach said. “I thought we could catch up for a cup of coffee and a bite to eat. I have some information that you might need in your current assignment treating the special patients you have.”

    “Well, I’m beat right now,” Dean said, “So how about catching up later this afternoon?”

    “Perfect,” Zach responded. “Do you know the Pizza Guy sub shop over on Grand Avenue?”

    “Yes,” Dean said.

    “I’ll meet you there this afternoon around 4:30. Does that work for you?” 

    “Ok, 4:30 it is,” Dean replied. “How will I recognize you?”

    “I know what you look like Dean,” Zach said. “I’ll introduce myself when you come in. See you then.” He hung up the phone.

    Dean put his phone down on the nightstand and lay back in bed staring at the ceiling. How did Zach know who he was if they’d never met? He was never going to sleep with all of this mystery rattling around in his head. He picked up his phone again and scrolled through the screens. He opened Pzizz, set the sleep-inducing app to run and to wake him up at three PM. Soft music began, and a soothing voice started coaching his mind to fall asleep. He focused on the voice, trying to take his mind off of the thoughts racing through it. Fatigue finally won the battle and, after about ten minutes. He drifted off to sleep.


























CHAPTER 21

Dean woke to the Pzizz app alarm at three PM feeling refreshed and ready to face the challenges ahead of him. The app’s gentle self-hypnosis coaching seemed to do that for him every time. His concern about the upcoming meeting with Zach seemed exaggerated. What did he have to fear from a previous member of his station’s crew?

He had an hour to get a shower and do some blogging before he had to leave. He liked to share his thoughts in his online diary. He didn’t relate any sensitive information, but shared his impressions of his progress in school and later on the job at Station U. It was a way for him to break down his experiences and make sense of them, and he truly thought it helped him through his paramedic school program. It wasn’t much more than personal ramblings, but he hoped to change that as he became more experienced. 

He showered and dressed in his uniform since he probably wouldn’t have time to come back before work at six. With a half hour left, he sat down at the dinette table, opened his laptop and logged in to his blog at WannabeMedic.com. He never knew exactly what he would write, but something always came to him. He started talking about how he was finally fitting in at Station U. The call last night with the special trauma situation contributed to a sense he was starting to work within a comfort zone with his special patients. Brynne’s appraisal that he had come up with a good idea using the KED to transfer the patient to the stretcher felt good, too. He concluded the blog post with a final thought: he wondered what new challenges awaited him at the station and how he would be called upon to improvise treatments based on his knowledge, skills and intuition. He didn’t post anything about the special nature of his patients. He just posted about things he learned about himself and patient care in general.

He glanced at his watch and realized that he needed to get going. He closed up his laptop, grabbed his wallet and keys and headed out to the appointment with Zach. This day was going to be interesting, that was for sure. His curiosity had his mind racing as he backed out of his driveway and headed down the road to the highway. 

Dean pulled into the parking lot in the strip mall where the Pizza Guy restaurant was located on Grand Avenue. He was about ten minutes early and he looked around to see if anything or anyone looked familiar. He checked his email and social media accounts on his smartphone then decided to go in on time rather than sit in the parking lot not knowing who he was looking for. A tap on his truck window startled him, and he jumped a little as he turned to see who it was. He didn’t know the guy who stood there but had a good assumption. He was older than Dean, maybe in his late twenties. Zach was also taller at six foot two and had sandy blonde hair. He was wearing jeans and a green collared golf shirt. Dean pushed the button to put down the window.

“Hi Dean, I’m Zach. I saw you sitting here on my way inside and thought I’d come over and introduce myself.”

“Um, hello, Zach,” Dean stammered. “I’m sorry, you startled me.”

“I apologize,” Zach said. “Let’s go inside.”

“Sure,” Dean answered, “Give me a second, I’ll be right there.”

“Okay, see you there.” Zach crossed the parking toward the building entrance.

Dean finished the email he was writing and closed up his truck. Once inside, he took a minute to orient himself to the unfamiliar surroundings then saw Zach seated in a booth at the back. 

“I’m so glad you could join me, Dean,” Zach said. “I wanted to meet you the guy who replaced me at Station U. By the way, how do you like it there?”

“It’s challenging, that’s for sure,” Dean said. “I have to say it certainly took some getting used to.” Dean looked at the other paramedic and asked, “I have to know. How did you know who I was?”

“I still have contacts at Elk City Fire Department EMS. I knew they’d have to replace me with someone, but I didn’t think they’d throw a brand new medic fresh out of school into the lion’s den,” Zach said. “I’m sure it was quite a shock to find out you were going to treat the worst of society’s monsters for a living.”

“I don’t know about that,” Dean said, cautiously. He didn’t like the cynicism he was sensing from the other man. “I think they’re just people in need just like us. They’re different, but that doesn’t make them monsters. Most of the ones I’ve met are pretty much unassuming.”

“You don’t see how they’re subverting our culture from within?” Zach asked. “They’ve been living alongside humans for thousands of years, taking advantage of us, living off of us like parasites.”

“That’s a bit strong, Zach,” Dean said. “That hasn’t been my experience at all.”

“Not even with the siren and her attempt to control you?” Dean knew Zach had to have seen his startled expression. “I know about that situation and how you ended up having to get some counseling for it. Are you sure now they’re all so innocent? If they have nothing to hide, then why don’t they become open members of society?” He stopped as the waitress came over to take their order and waited until the waitress walked away. “Don’t you wonder what kind of control they must have over our leaders if they’ve been able to hide successfully for all these years.”

“Maybe they’re just scared of people misunderstanding them,” Dean offered. “And who told you I’d been to counseling? That’s supposed to be private.”

“I told you, I have my connections,” Zach countered. “Look, my goal isn’t to alienate you. It’s to make you understand the danger you’re in - that we all are in with these creatures living among us.” Dean started to protest, but Zach raised his hand to stop him. “You’re not the only person who had a bad run-in with one your Unusual patients. I had one, too, and I was lucky to survive. Your run in with the siren was relatively mild by comparison. Let me ask you, did they send you to that mind reading Muse, Rebecca?” Dean nodded. “I thought so. They do that so that you won’t spread the word out about the Unusuals living among us.”

“Zach,” Dean said carefully. “I don’t know what your run in was or how it changed your outlook on the job. Frankly, I don’t want to know. What did you call me here for? It wasn’t to reveal that you know all about me because that’s just creepy, and doesn’t really make me want to stay and talk with you, let alone share a meal with you.”

“I called you here, Dean, to try and save you.” Zach said. “You can’t know the danger you’re in. Brynne is completely blind to it because James has her wrapped around his vampiric little finger. She can’t see the risks when they’re right in bed next to her. But you, Dean, are in a position to do some good and maybe save Brynne in the process. I tried, and she completely rejected what I was trying to do. I knew I had to get out when James threatened me if I kept trying to get between him and Brynne. So I resigned and left Elk City EMS to work alongside some people who are trying to do some good and not covering up the mess these monsters are making in our society. Something has to be done. In order to do what we need to do, we need someone on the inside who can help us expose the creatures among us. People have a right to know who their neighbors and co-workers really are, don’t you think?”

Dean was dumbfounded. When he thought about meeting his predecessor at Station U, this was not what he had expected to hear. This was the most paranoid rant he’d ever heard. His own interactions with his patients didn’t leave him feeling this negative. For the most part, they seemed to be normal people with some unusual abilities. They were the creatures made out to be monsters in legends and horror movies, but aside from a single run in with one misguided individual, they had treated him with respect. Clearly, Zach didn’t see it that way, and he suspected that it was knowledge of his interaction with Lydia the siren that made this guy think he would be of like mind. What was he supposed to do about it?

Zach answered his question without hearing. “Dean, I know this is a lot to take in. I was overwhelmed when I was first contacted and asked to help build a safer society. It didn’t make sense to me in the beginning either, but over time I began to see things their way. I think you might, too.”

“I don’t know, Zach,” Dean started. “I don’t think I’m the right person to have this conversation with. Perhaps you should contact someone with a little more authority than I have about this.”

“I don’t expect you to make up your mind right now,” Zach said. “I just want you to keep your eyes open and see what’s really going on in this community. Later, you might feel different. Will you do that?”

“Uh, I guess so,” Dean said. He was uncomfortable and wanted to get out of this awkward conversation.

“I have one more favor to ask,” Zach said. “I’d like to ask that you don’t tell Brynne, or anyone else, that you talked with me, at least for a little while. She and I didn’t part on good terms, and she might think less of you if she knew you and I met.”

Dean thought for a moment. It wouldn’t hurt to keep this meeting to himself for a little bit. At least he could wait until he found out what the end game was. “I guess I can agree to that, at least for a short time,” Dean said. “I don’t think about Unusuals the same way you do, but I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” Zach said with a grin, leaning back in the seat. He looked up, and Dean saw the waitress arriving with their food. She set the plate with two slices of pizza down in front of Dean along with a soda in a hard plastic cup. She slid the plate with Zach’s cheeseburger and fries in front of him and set his coke down on the table. 

“Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

“I think we’re good,” Zach said. “We’ll call you if we need anything.”

The two paramedics watched her walk away and began to eat. Dean thought as he chewed. This was all very strange and smacked of something more sinister, but Zach had made it seem almost reasonable. All they wanted him to do was to keep his eyes open to abuses of the system by his patients. He had seen one such situation with the girl in cardiac arrest after a botched attempt to turn her into a vampire. He had also been directly affected by Lydia the siren when she tried to charm him. 

Zach didn’t bring anything else up about Unusuals, steering the conversation around to Dean’s time in the academy paramedic program. He asked about instructors who were still there teaching and what Dean thought of them. Dean answered but was focused on Zach’s earlier statements. He wasn’t comfortable with the extreme position Zach seemed to have. If he hadn’t had the experiences he had over the past few weeks, it was likely he would have disregarded him completely. Dean would keep quiet about it, at least for a little while. He needed time to make more sense of it. Was he being recruited for some “anti-Unusual” movement?

They finished their meals quickly. Paramedics rarely ate slowly, a side effect of always being called away to respond during meals. In this case Dean just wanted to leave. Dean put a ten-dollar bill down on the table to cover his part of the meal. Zach put two fives down and they headed toward the door. 

“Dean,” Zach began as they stood on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. “Thank you for keeping my confidence on this. Think about what you’re doing and when you’re ready, give me a call. You have my phone number. You can call me if you want and we can meet again. Otherwise, just keep your eyes open. I think in time you’ll see what is going on under the surface. I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay, Zach,” Dean said. “I don’t think like you do on this subject, but I’ll keep our little meeting to myself for a little while. Fair enough?”

“Fair enough,” Zach said.

They shook hands and headed off to their vehicles. Dean sat down in his pickup truck and couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d done something wrong. He probably should tell Brynne about this meeting but he’d promised to be silent for a short while, and he didn’t see any harm in that. What could possibly happen in the next few days?


























CHAPTER 22

When Dean entered the squad room for his next shift twenty minutes early, he saw Brook and Tammy, who looked up from the chairs where they sat in front of the TV.

“Hey, Probie,” Tammy said.

“What brings you into work early?” Brook asked.

“I was out and about and decided that it didn’t make sense to go all the way home first,” Dean answered. “Anyway, I wanted to talk with you two about something. If that’s okay?”

“Sure, Dean,” Tammy said. “What’s on your mind?”

“I had a run in with James. I wanted to see if you two had any insights about how to best deal with him. Can I take him at his word?”

Brook shared a conspiratorial glance with Tammy, then Tammy nodded. Brook turned back to look at Dean. “Don’t you think you should check in with Brynne about this? She’s your field training officer after all.”

“I can’t talk to her about this,” Dean said. “She may be my FTO, but she’s also his girlfriend. That may cloud her judgment about him. The fact is, James talked to me one-on-one after a call that raised some questions, and I began to have my own questions about the work we’re doing. Frankly, he scared the crap out of me.”

Tammy chuckled, “He has that effect on people, that’s for sure. What did he say to you?”

“He didn’t threaten me or anything if that’s what you mean,” Dean said. “He basically told me that I should wait until I understood the Unusuals’ culture and way of handling things before I took any action regarding what I saw on that call. He also told me to deal directly with him if I had a problem and he would explain things to me.” Dean glanced up from looking at the floor. “He also said he meant me no harm.”

Dean looked at them, but they just stared back at him, allowing him to continue. “The thing is, I get the sense that he’s pretty old fashioned about how he deals with things. He’s like the Baron of Elk City or something, which means that he’s still living in the type of feudal culture that he used to live in hundreds of years ago. Is he a nice guy who deals with things in a reasonable fashion, or is he some feudal overlord who does whatever he wants because no one can stop him?”

The women shared a glance as if to decide who should answer. “That’s a loaded question,” Brook said. “It has two parts. I’ll address the last question first. James is in charge of the Unusual population in and around Elk City. He’s the final answer for anything that needs to get done, and they will listen if he gives an order, so, in that sense, he’s a feudal overlord. But, he is ultimately a man of his word. If he says he means you no harm, he means it. If he says you can come to him if you have any problems with any of your patients, believe him. He’ll deal with it. That might be because you’re Brynne’s partner, or it might be because you represent an important resource for his subjects. Does that make sense?”

“I guess so,” Dean said. “So he can do anything he wants, but he’s an honorable man, er, vampire.”

“Exactly,” Tammy said. “The other thing to remember is that while the Unusual population has to listen to him, we have our own hierarchy and leadership. We don’t have to listen to him at all, and he and his kind depend on our leaders to take care of them and keep their secret so they can go on living among us. It’s a two-way street.”

“So you don’t think that it’s weird that the bogeymen of our childhoods live side by side among us?” Dean asked.

“No,” Tammy chuckled. “Not anymore. I sure thought it was weird in the beginning, though. When I first got this assignment, I was completely weirded out by some of the things I saw - things I just take in stride now.”

“Me, too,” Brook said. “I used to get nightmares from some of the patients we ran into. Not because of anything they did to me or anyone else, but just because of who they were. I ended up getting some counseling about it and realized that they were just people. They have families and businesses and jobs, and just want to go about their lives without anyone messing with them. They pay taxes, too, which is why Doc Spirelli organized the first Station U unit here. They had the right to have access to emergency care like anyone else, and so the EMS-U system came into being here in Elk City.”

“So you haven’t seen any of them abuse their powers or take advantage of normal humans?” Dean asked.

“Nothing more serious than what happened with you and the siren, Lydia,” Brook said. “She is really sorry, by the way. She did what she did out of fear and misunderstanding rather than any sort of malice. She moved here from down south where the population is not as progressive as we are here in the more urban areas of the country.”

Dean thought on that in light of what Zach had talked with him about earlier. It didn’t really match up with what the ex-paramedic said. It did, however, match up with what he had seen with his own two eyes. The patients were all genuinely thankful for the care they rendered. So what was it that Zach had against Unusuals? Were his concerns of imminent danger really valid? His attention was pulled to the door when Brynne entered.

“Hey Dean, hi ladies!” Brynne said in a cheerful voice.

“Hi Brynne,” Tammy said. “Why so chipper? Did you get a good day’s sleep or something? 

“I’ll bet it was more like ‘or something,’” Brook interjected. “Just look at the grin on her face.” The day shift paramedics burst into laughter at the blush that crept up Brynne’s face. They laughed even harder when they saw Dean’s look of discomfort.

“Sorry, Dean,” Tammy said. “Girl talk should be meant for girls’ ears only.”

“Yeah,” Brook said. “Don’t write us up for hostile work environment.”

“I think I’ll go and get an early start on the bag checks in the ambulance,” Dean said. “I’ll leave you ladies to your private talk.” 

He crossed the room to the ambulance bay door and left them to their conversation. The diversion was actually good. He didn’t want to talk with Brynne right now because he still needed to wrap his head around everything he had learned today. He climbed into the ambulance and began to go through the bags with the iPad checklist. 

Dean was almost done with his checklists when he heard the door to the squad room open. A few moments later, Brynne showed up outside the open rear doors of the ambulance. “Sorry about the direction the conversation took back there, Dean. Sometimes girls will be girls.”

“I’m a big boy, Brynne. I can handle it.” Dean said with a smile. “I really did want to get a head start on the inventory.”

“Are you almost done?” Brynne asked. “What can I help with?”

“I’ve only got the trauma bag to go through and I’m finished. Maybe you could check out the Med Dispenser and see if we need to order anything from the hospital.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Brynne said. “I’ll get right on it. Then we can make a pick up later when we’re out of the station.”

The beginning of shift chores went quickly, and they were soon back in the squad room. Brynne was checking through the shift email that went out to each crew alerting them of news, training opportunities and medication changes, and Dean was reading a book on Egyptian mythology. He heard her sigh as she stared at the screen. 

“What’s up?” Dean asked, looking up from his book.

“Have you checked your email from headquarters?” Brynne asked.

“No,” Dean said, “Is there something important?”

“There’s a warning from headquarters to us from the police investigation division that there have been unprovoked attacks on members of the Unusual population. They’re urging us to be very careful approaching scenes where an assault might have occurred because of reprisals against us for rendering aid.”

“Why would someone do something like that?” Dean asked.

“There are groups out there who are afraid of the unknown, Dean,” Brynne said. “While most normal people live blissfully unaware that the Unusuals live among us, there are a few who know the truth. Among them are some who think that we’re letting monsters live among us who will eventually do us harm.”

“Have you ever met someone like that?” Dean asked. “Are we in danger just because we provide emergency aid to them?” How we are to protect ourselves?”

“Your predecessor, Zach, had doubts about what we do, Dean,” Brynne said. “He was never comfortable caring for our group of patients. Eventually he decided he wouldn’t do it anymore. One day he refused to care for a vampire patient who had a drug problem. He would feed on junkies until he overdosed. Zach said that we should let him die because he was a danger to the human addicts he fed on. It didn’t matter if the relationship was consensual, Zach thought it was unnatural. Let’s face it, Unusuals behaviors are unnatural by human standards. That was the final straw from headquarters’ standpoint. You can’t just refuse to treat a patient you don’t like whether they’re a different breed, race, or because they smell bad. That’s abandonment, and it violated his license.”

Dean was suddenly uncomfortable. His earlier conversation with Zach sent a chill down his spine. He agreed with some of the points that Zach had made. Did that put him at risk for losing his job? He liked the work, but he had some reservations about the way the Unusuals lived and the powers they wielded. Was having that conversation with Zach justification for firing him?

“You alright, Dean?” Brynne asked. “You zoned out.”

“It’s just that I’d never thought about it that way.” Dean responded. “It seems a stupid reason to lose your job.” He paused as a thought occurred to him. “Um, do you think Zach’s mixed up in these attacks on the Unusuals?”

“No,” Brynne said. “I just don’t think he was up for this kind of work. Some people aren’t. I don’t think he’d actually hurt anyone. But, there are people out there who do horrible things based on misguided beliefs. We should make sure we’re prepared for something unusual on our calls.”

“Isn’t that the very nature of what we do here at Station U?” Dean said with a smile.

Brynne laughed. “Yeah, I guess it is. Still it doesn’t hurt to be cautious. Remember to keep your eyes open.”

They both jumped up as the tones sounded over the squad room speakers. “Medical Box 231, burn victim, 3521 Martin Highway.” Dean grabbed the dispatch paper as it came off the printer and headed out to the ambulance bay. Brynne jumped up into the driver’s seat and started up the diesel engine as Dean headed around to the passenger side. 

He climbed in and put them responding, and then switched the radio channel over to the appropriate med channel to get the additional information. The dispatcher came on almost instantly. “U-191, respond for a thirty-four-year-old female victim of an assault. Severe burns reported by bystanders. Fire and police also en route. Use caution as you approach.”

“Received, respond with caution.” Dean hung up the mic on the dash. “What do you think we’re getting into here?”

“I don’t know,” Brynne said. “You know where the fire extinguisher is in case the assailant is still around and decides to set fire to anything else, right?” Dean nodded. “Hopefully the police get there before we do and can lock down the scene.”


























CHAPTER 23

It took them 10 minutes to get to the location of the call. The fire engine and police cars lit up the scene with their lights. Brynne pulled up near the fire engine but parked in such a way that she could still pull out without backing up when they had to leave. There were two firefighter EMTs next to the engine’s cab and one of them stood up as they arrived to wave them over. Dean grabbed the med bag and oxygen airway bag from the compartment on his side while Brynne walked around and climbed in the back to get the heart monitor and the trauma bag.

Dean headed over to where the two firefighters were and saw a what he thought was a pile of black rags on the ground. Then it moved, and he saw cracked red and raw skin underneath the charred clothing. Damn, this was bad. He caught a whiff of the sickly sweet smell of burned flesh, and his stomach churned. They already had a non-rebreather mask on her hooked up to their portable oxygen tank from the fire engine’s first responder kit.

“What happened?” Dean asked as he swallowed hard and knelt down next to the moaning patient.

“Bystanders said that someone just walked up to this woman and doused her with some kind of fluid from a can then flicked a match at her.” The first firefighter said. “Could have been lighter fluid or gasoline. An arson investigator will be able to tell us when he’s done with his investigation. Her clothes caught fire quickly, and she started screaming and trying to pat out the flames. Another bystander knocked her to the ground and had her roll around to smother the flames and someone else grabbed a fire extinguisher from that coffee shop and used it on her. The fire was out when we arrived. We were just starting patient care when you guys got here.”

Dean was staring at the patient, unsure where to start first when Brynne came up to stand next to him. Her gasp told Dean that she had just seen the extent of the patient’s burns. He looked up at her. He was out of his element here. He shouldn’t have been but this was more than he could handle on his own. 

Brynne looked down at him and must have seen the look in his eyes. “One step at a time, Dean. Just take it one step at a time.” She knelt down on the other side of the patient and started talking to her. “Hello, my name is Brynne, I’m here to help you. Can you tell me your name?”

The woman turned her charred face toward the soothing voice next to her. Her mouth opened and she croaked out “Vanessa.”

“Okay, Vanessa,” Brynne said, “my partner, Dean and I are going to do some things to make you feel a little better. Then we’re going to take you to the hospital, all right?”

“All right,” Vanessa rasped. “It hurts so bad.”

Dean looked at her right arm and saw that the burns were less severe there. “Brynne, I think I can get IV access on this side.”

“Okay go for it, but if you can’t get it, we’re better off going straight to an intraosseous infusion route,” Brynne said.

“Understood.” Dean began gathering his supplies to start an IV. The firefighters were well trained. As soon as they heard what the paramedics intended to do, one of them came over and started prepping a bag of normal saline for the infusion, attaching the IV tubing and flushing out the air. Dean looked at the arm and knew he wasn’t going to be able to clean the skin very well around the IV site but he made a few passes with the alcohol preps he had pulled out. He selected an 18 gauge needle which was the largest he thought he could get in the vein he’d identified. He removed the safety cover and started to insert it gently into the area. He was rewarded almost instantly with a flash of blood in the chamber at the top of the IV catheter assembly. 

Dean looked up at the firefighter standing next to him holding the IV fluid bag and took the end of the IV tubing. He carefully attached the IV tubing in its place. He opened the rolling valve wide open and saw the fluid flowing through the drip chamber, then taped down the tubing and catheter so it wouldn’t dislodge. 

He left the fluid flowing wide. Extensive burns caused a fluid shift within the body and Vanessa was going to need a lot of fluids over the next twenty-four hours. He judged that she had second and third degree burns over sixty to seventy percent of her body. 

Brynne had hooked up the blood pressure cuff and had gotten a set of vitals. She was in the process of hooking up the heart monitor leads so Dean thought about what he could do next. Vanessa’s groans reminded him that pain management was next on the list. He got out the morphine. He wasn’t going to have enough morphine on hand to deal with this patient’s pain adequately, but he could at least get started. “Brynne, I’ve got IV access and I’m going to start pushing some morphine, okay?”

“You do that,” Brynne confirmed. “I need to get ready to secure her airway. She sounds like she has some airway burns.” She looked up at the firefighters and said, “Could one of you call dispatch and tell them that we’ll need a paramedic supervisor with supplemental pain meds to this location. Also, have them notify ECMC burn unit that we have a patient with approximate 70 percent burn surface area coming in.”

The engine’s lieutenant nodded and turned away, speaking into the microphone attached to his shoulder. Dean double-checked the dose of morphine in the syringe. He attached the syringe hub to the IV tubing and slowly started pushing the drug into the patient. “Vanessa, this is Dean, Brynne’s partner. I’m giving you some pain medication now. Hopefully it will take the edge off the pain you’re feeling.” 

As he slowly depressed the plunger, he looked down at the patient’s charred face, watching for a reaction. He saw a flash of silver around her neck and a pendant of a pentagram on a chain. It looked like it was partially seared into her neck. He got Brynne’s attention and she looked down to where he was gesturing. He thought it was a holy symbol for a Wiccan. He mouthed the word “Wicca” to Brynne. She nodded in agreement. It didn’t change anything from a treatment perspective, but it would be pertinent information based on the warning email they had received from headquarters earlier. He glanced around to see if he could spot the police he knew were nearby. Maybe they should know. Then he froze as he saw Zach standing there. He made eye contact with Dean, shook his head no and then backed away into the crowd. Brynne’s voice shook him back.

“Dean, what are you doing? We’ve got work to do, stay with me.” She said. “We need to get ready to RSI her. I’m afraid that airway is going to close up.” Brynne referred to the practice of rapid sequence intubation where a series of drugs were administered to a patient, sedating them so they could have a breathing tube inserted even though they were conscious. Dean helped Brynne draw up the meds and got the bag valve mask ready to breathe for Vanessa when the paralytics started working. 

They had the tube successfully in place when the shift supervisor pulled up in his chase car. Brynne motioned for one of the firefighters to take over compressing the breathing bag every eight seconds and stood up to talk to the assistant chief walking towards them. 

“Hi, Ari,” Brynne said. “I just RSI’d her. She’s burned pretty severely. I’d estimate the burn area to be around seventy percent. Dean got the IV and has already pushed ten milligrams of morphine. We’ll probably need more at some point.”

“That’s all right Brynne,” Ari said. “I heard the call and was heading over anyway. What happened?”

“Someone apparently doused her in lighter fluid or gasoline or something like that and set her on fire while she was walking down the street,” Brynne said. “Police and fire were on scene when we arrived. Do you think that it has something to do with the alert we got this evening about attacks on Unusuals? She’s wearing a Wiccan holy symbol. It could be nothing, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

“I’ll tell the police watch commander about your suspicions,” Ari said. “If this is the beginning of some sort of trend, we need to have a coordinated response between the agencies, especially since it might be Unusual related.” 

Dean called out to Brynne, “I think we’re ready to get her packaged and loaded into the ambulance.”

“Be right there,” Brynne said. “One last thing, Chief. I think I saw my ex-partner Zach in the crowd but when I looked up again, he was gone. I don’t think he noticed that I saw him, but I thought you should know that he was here.”

“Let’s hope that was just a coincidence or that you were mistaken,” Ari said. “The last thing we need is to have one of our own doing this sort of thing. We’ve worked too hard to gain their trust to have it all blown by a whack job who should never have been assigned to Station U to begin with.” 

“Let’s get the patient squared away at the hospital and I’ll take care of coordinating the investigation with the police. I’ll also call the local coven and tell them that one of their own may have been injured. They might be able to supplement the medical care in some way.”

Brynne nodded, and the two of them separated as the chief headed over to the police sergeant on the scene and she turned back to help Dean get Vanessa ready to transport. He and the firefighters had the situation pretty well in hand. She checked the vitals on the monitor and re-evaluated how Vanessa was doing with the intubation and meds. 

“Dean,” Brynne said. “Since I had to RSI her, you’re going to have to drive the rig. Are you up for it?” 

“I can do it,” he said trying not to grin. “We’re going right to the ECMC Burn Unit?”

“Yes, you’ll have to call ahead and tell them we’re on the way,” Brynne said. “I’ll bring one of the firefighters along to assist with ventilating the patient. Just take your time and get us there in one piece. Safety before speed, right?”

“Right.” Dean responded. He could barely contain his excitement. Brynne was right, though. When driving, he had the ultimate responsibility to get the patient and his crew to the hospital in one piece. 

The two firefighters had brought the stretcher from the ambulance and positioned it by Vanessa. With Brynne and Dean’s help, they carefully lifted her up and onto it. Brynne took a moment to check and make sure the breathing tube was in place after moving the patient. She checked the in-line capnography reading and listened to the patient’s lungs before nodding to them to keep moving. 

The team slowly rolled the burned patient over to the back of the ambulance and loaded her inside. Dean held the door open while Brynne climbed inside. She turned and looked at him. “Remember, Dean, slow and steady wins the race.”

“I got it, boss,” Dean said. He slapped the closed back doors of the ambulance and walked around to the driver’s side. His phone buzzed in his shirt pocket, and he absent-mindedly checked the text message as he climbed up and sat down behind the wheel. And then he froze. 

The text message read: Dean, I know you saw me. Don’t tell Brynne I was there. I’ll explain later. You need to know the whole story before you make up your mind. There’s a reason this all happened. Remember you are a part of this now. - Z

Dean felt stunned. Somehow he’d gotten mixed up in something that was rapidly turning into a disaster that he didn’t know how to extricate himself from. He knew one thing for sure. He couldn’t go to Brynne with his suspicions because Zach might implicate him in some way and then he’d lose the job of a lifetime. He couldn’t risk that. He put the phone back in his pocket after deleting the message with a swipe of his thumb and shifted the ambulance into gear as he carefully pulled out onto the street and headed off to the hospital. He hoped he would figure a way out of this mess before anyone else found out about it. He decided as he neared the hospital that he needed to talk to Mike Farver about it. He’d know what to do.


























POSTLOGUE

Zach watched the ambulance drive away with the witch in the back. He was pretty sure they had gotten the job done on her. Not even that bitch, Brynne Garvey, would be able to bring her back from the brink of death. The thing that worried him the most was whether Dean would keep his mouth shut about seeing him at the scene. It could bring up some inconvenient attention at a time when the Cause didn’t need it. He was willing to sacrifice himself if that was what it took, but he didn’t want to do so without a good reason. He thought there was still time to get to Dean, and to get him to keep quiet, one way or another.

He turned and walked around the corner and down the block, away from the crime scene and pulled out his phone, selecting another number to text. He tapped as he walked, choosing his words carefully. Even though it was a burner phone, he didn’t want a search warrant of the account to turn up anything incriminating. The leadership in Elk City had a lot of resources in their bag of tricks, and that didn’t even take into account the things those freaks in the monster community could do. He sent that message off and kept walking for a few more minutes until a large black SUV pulled up next to him. He looked around and then climbed up into the passenger seat. Mike Farver looked at him from behind the wheel. 

“Well?” Mike said.

“I don’t think she’ll live, but we might have to take some steps to follow-up at the hospital,” Zach said as they drove off. “There’s another problem, though. The new guy saw me in the crowd. I sent him a text to keep it a secret until I could explain myself, but I’m not sure if it worked or not.”

“I hoped that he would have been on our side by now with everything he’s seen,” Mike said. “I picked him for this job specifically because I thought he could be our man inside after you botched the job. Now you tell me you got noticed and that the witch isn’t dead?”

“There’s still time to fix it, Mike,” Zach said. “I’ll make it right, I swear.”

“I know you will because you know the consequences of failure,” Mike said with a deadly tone. “I don’t have to tell you what the others would think if you can’t hold up your end of the bargain?” Zach didn’t answer, just stared straight ahead as the older paramedic drove off into the darkness. “No worries, Zach. Perhaps I need to have another impromptu meal with Dean and see if I can find out what he knows. Then we can decide how to handle him.”






































Want to know what happens next?




Book 2 is coming soon!




Sign up to get notified when Book 2 in the Extreme Medical Services series is published.
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