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CHAPTER ONE




Dean Flynn steered the ambulance through the nighttime traffic of Elk City. The howl of the siren and the reflection of the flashing lights off the buildings cleared the traffic ahead of him as he drove to the burn unit of Elk City Medical Center. He had a female patient in the back with his partner Brynne who had been attacked, set on fire by an unknown adversary. His identification of her as Wiccan, a witch in common terms, made her his Unusual patient, and he was determined as ever to do whatever he could to save her life. In the recent months of his probationary period with the paramedics of Station U, Dean had learned that the creatures of myth and legend existed and lived alongside their human neighbors. The Station U paramedics were tasked with providing medical care to those Unusual patients.

The woman in the back was suffering from significant burns. He had worked with Brynne, his partner and mentor, to start IVs and get her some pain management. They had placed a tube in her throat to help her breath through her burned airways, and now he was driving the ambulance to the hospital, lights flashing and siren blaring, to get her to the burn center alive. He checked the rearview mirror and saw Brynne hunched over the patient in the back, working to cut away the remainder of her charred clothing. A firefighter from the engine that responded to the fire sat at the head of the stretcher, occasionally squeezing the bag that delivered life-saving oxygen to the patient’s lungs. 

Dean returned his attention to the road and checked his speed, knowing that even with lights and sirens, he had to obey traffic signs and signals, proceeding through intersections only after he had ascertained it was safe to do so. The instructors in emergency vehicle operations courses called it “Due Regard” for traffic laws. What it meant to him was that he had the responsibility to get his patient, and his crew, to the hospital in one piece. Getting in an accident along the way would not accomplish that goal.

He turned the final corner and saw ECMC, Elk City Medical Center, lit up bright against the dark nighttime sky down the street. He had never been in the Burn Center entrance. It was on the opposite side of the building from the emergency department, but he knew where it was. As he approached the dedicated ambulance parking at that entrance, Dean picked up the radio’s microphone, and keying the button to transmit, said, “Ambulance U-191 arrived at ECMC.” 

“Ambulance U-191 arrived, ECMC, Oh-Two-Thirty-Seven,” The dispatcher replied with the military time of arrival over the speaker. 

He backed into the parking spot, checking his mirrors often. He had only ever done this in practice at the academy. This was the first time Brynne had let him drive. She claimed this critical patient for herself because of the difficult airway management issues the burn patient presented. 

“We’re here,” He called over his shoulder into the back, as he put the vehicle gear lever in park and engaged the parking brake. He unbuckled his seat belt and climbed down from the cab, heading back to the rear and opening the doors. Brynne was detaching the IV bags from their ceiling hooks. The firefighter from the engine crew squeezed the airway bag, breathing for the patient every eight seconds. Dean could see him counting under his breath in between squeezes, the way he’d been taught.

“Ok,” Brynne said, grabbing the heart monitor from its rack and placing it carefully on the stretcher next to the patient’s legs. She had covered the woman with a clean sheet up to her chin. “We’re going to take our time and make sure we aren’t moving her unnecessarily. I don’t want to dislodge that tube in her airway.”

“Got it,” Dean said, nodding. He gripped the base of the stretcher and unlocked the mechanism that held it securely into the back of the ambulance. Brynne climbed down next to him and turned to assist. Dean looked at the firefighter in the back still focused on his job. “We’ll go slow, you just focus on the breathing. I’ll take over for you when we get this far so you can climb down, and then you can resume, Okay?” The guy nodded as he squeezed the bag one more time and then stood up, bent over the head of the stretcher to do his job.

Dean started to roll the stretcher out of the back of the ambulance, taking the weight of it as he did so. When the undercarriage cleared the back of the vehicle, he pressed the button that electrically lowered the wheels to the ground. He turned over control of the foot-end to his partner and he went to the head of the cot to take over squeezing the bag while the firefighter climbed down. Once that job was returned to the firefighter, Dean took over controlling the head of the stretcher, and they wheeled their patient through the automatic double doors and inside the ECMC burn center. 




———




Inside the burn center, a nurse came forward right away to take their report. Brynne filled her in on the details of the patient, what little they knew. She covered their assessments and interventions as they followed the nurse to a broad, open treatment room. There were several doctors, residents and nurses there waiting for the patient.

They carefully transferred the patient from the cot over to the hospital’s ER stretcher. A respiratory therapist took over squeezing the airway bag from the firefighter while the nurses hung the IV bags from poles at the corner of the hospital cot. Brynne answered a few more questions while Dean detached the heart monitor from the patient, and then they backed off to let the hospital’s burn team do their work. He wheeled their ambulance stretcher back into the hallway. 

“That was a tough call, I came over to see how you guys were doing,” a familiar voice said. Dean turned to see the nurse, Ashley Moore, from the emergency department standing there. He had run into her at a convenience store soon after he had started his job at Station U. He had caught her staring at the back of his hand during that encounter. The back of the right hand was where all the paramedics from Station U put an ultraviolet ink stamp that declared them as paramedics for the Unusual community. Since only Unusuals could see in that spectrum, he knew she was one of them but he had yet to figure out what kind. Dean had discovered she worked in the ER here at ECMC as a nurse, and he looked forward to seeing her there whenever she was working. 

“It was a bad one, Ashley,” Brynne confirmed. She looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear. The firefighter had headed back out to the ambulance deck, probably to wait for his crew to come by and pick him up. “Someone sprayed her with lighter fluid, or something like it, and then set her on fire. It might be a hate crime related to her being Wiccan. She’s got seventy percent second and third-degree burns, and we had to intubate her to protect her airway. I think it will be touch and go.”

“Has anyone tried to contact her coven?” Ashley asked.

“Chief Ari was going to do that,” Brynne said. “I hope he gets them. Maybe there’s something they can do to help her.”

“How’re you holding up on this one, Dean? This incident is a little more than the usual ambulance call for you guys,” the nurse asked him. Her green eyes sparkled in the fluorescent lighting of the hospital hallway, or was that just his imagination?

“I’m fine; I guess,” He said. “It was a rough call, sure, but it’s a lot rougher on her than us,” He said, referring to the patient inside the treatment room. “I’ll be ok, all things considered.”

“Well, I heard you guys on the radio coming in and thought I’d come over and say hi,” Ashley said. “Dean, if you ever need to talk, maybe over a cup of coffee or a glass of soda sometime, I’m available.” She turned and headed back down the hallway towards the emergency department. Dean watched her go until she turned the corner at the far end of the long hallway. 

“Earth to Dean, Earth to Dean,” Brynne said, adding some radio static sound effects. “Yo, probie!”

“Uh, sorry,” Dean stammered. “I got distracted, should we get the unit back in service?”

“Yeah you were distracted alright. That Eldara Sister has your number, I think.” 

Dean blinked in surprise. “She’s your big sister? I didn’t know. She looks younger than you.”

“Not elder sister, you goof,” Brynne laughed aloud. “She is an Eldara Sister, an actual angel on earth; and she is most definitely not younger than me. Come on, let’s get the stretcher made up and put the ambulance back in service. I’ll fill you in on the Eldara on the way back to the station.




———




Once they were loaded up and driving back to the station in the ambulance, Dean notified headquarters that they were back in service. Then he could wait no longer. His curiosity about Ashley and the knowledge that she was an Unusual as he had suspected was burning him up inside. He looked over at Brynne where she was driving. 

“Well?”

“Well, what?” She asked, glancing over at him, smiling.

“Well, what is an Eldara Sister?” Dean asked. 

Brynne laughed. “Wow, you must really like her.” He started to splutter a complaint, but she cut him off. “Okay, okay, enough torture. The Eldara are rumored to be the oldest of the Unusual races, older even than the oldest of the vampires. Some say they are the messengers of the gods or the God, depending on your perspective. It’s said they are the source for the mythical angels of biblical stories. Ashley, specifically, is an Eldara Sister. They are a group renowned for their healing powers. I’ve seen no evidence of anything strange with Ashley and her patients, but that is what they say about the Sisters. She just seems to be a really good nurse by all appearances.”

“I’ve never seen anything about the Eldara in any of the books,” Dean said referring to the extensive library of myths, legends and fairy tales back at Station U.

“I hadn’t heard anything about them either and wouldn’t have known about Ashley if James hadn’t mentioned her after an encounter he had with her at the hospital.” 

James was Brynne’s vampire boyfriend. As far as Dean was concerned, the jury was still out on him.

“James told you about her?” Dean said.

“Yep,” Brynne replied. “Apparently he was nearly blinded by her halo when he first ran into her.”

“Her halo? I didn’t see anything.” Dean said, his curiosity piqued further. 

“Yes, her halo. But I don’t think you or I can usually see it. It’s more of an aura thing that other Unusuals can see.”

“So she’s like, thousands of years old?” Dean said, trying to wrap his brain around the concept and whether he imagined things when he had thought that she might like him.

“Oh, at least,” Brynne chuckled when she looked over at him. “Kind of makes her the ultimate cougar, doesn’t it?”

“Really funny, Brynne. Really funny.” Dean retorted. “You should talk. James is at least a thousand years older than you.”

“About sixteen hundred, if you want to know the truth of it,” She said. “The real question is do you like her? I say that because I think she likes you. That’s not the first time she’s turned up when you and I came in with a call. I asked Tammy and Brook about it, and they said she never just drops in when they bring a patient to the hospital.”

“I suppose I do like her, as far as I know her,” Dean said. “So what do I do? Is there protocol for talking to her?”

“What are you talking about? You already talk to her” Brynne asked. 

“I mean, if she’s this ancient being, there must be a tradition or a culturally different way to approach her, right?”

“Dean,” Brynne said. “If I’ve learned anything from dating James, it’s that you have to live in the times you are in. Long-lived Unusuals have adapted to changing times and morals. At least, most of them do. It’s part of who they are. They aren’t stuck in the ways of the past. She already asked you out. Take her up on it. Go out for coffee or a soda and bite to eat after work. You can call when you get back to the station. I’ll bet she picks up the line at the nurse’s station herself.”

“Why would you bet that?”

“Because,” Brynne said. “Unless I miss my guess, she’s counting on you calling her because she likes you, too. I’ll bet you, say, washing the ambulance for a whole week, that she picks up.”

“You’re on,” Dean said. He thought about it, and he didn’t think Brynne was right, but he also wouldn’t mind losing this particular bet. He stared into the night thinking about what he would say on the phone as his partner drove back to the station. 


























CHAPTER TWO




Back at Station U, in the run-down industrial park on the edge of Elk City, the paramedics parked their ambulance and went about their duties after a call. Since Brynne had taken the lead on patient care, she went into the crew quarters to complete her patient report on the computer. Dean took care of the tasks needed to restock the ambulance and put the unit back in readiness for the next call, which could come at any time. He took his time and even scrubbed the bugs off the windshield before closing the outer garage doors on the ambulance bay and going into the crew’s squad room. 

Dean looked at the phone on the desk as he walked in, then thought maybe he should make up the beds with fresh linens in the bunk rooms while he was thinking about it. He was stalling. Deep down he knew it. He had lots on his mind following that call tonight with the burn victim. It had been an intentional attack, and he had seen Brynne’s former partner, Zach at the scene. The former Station U paramedic had arranged a meeting with Dean a few days before. He had tried to enlist him in an underground movement against Unusuals. Was the ex-paramedic involved in the attack in some way or was it coincidence? Brynne had noticed him, too, but she hadn’t talked about that on the way back. She had steered away from the horror of the previous call, choosing instead to rib him about Ashley. He looked back at the phone again.

“My bet still stands, Probie,” Brynne said without looking up from her workstation where she was still going through the documentation from the ambulance call. “She’ll pick up. You just need to call.”

What if Brynne was wrong, and Ashley was just being friendly? “I don’t know, Brynne.”

“What don’t know you know?” Brynne asked, spinning around in her desk chair to face him. “Do you not know if you want to wash the ambulance for me for a week or do you not know if you like Ashley?”

“Of course I like Ashley,” he blurted out without thinking. He paused, gathering his thoughts. “I mean, what’s not to like. She’s pretty, funny, knows what I do and still talks to me.”

“Fine, call her, and the bet is off whether she answers or not.” Brynne offered. “Either way, you need to make that call. I don’t want you pining around station for the next two days on shift about the one that got away.”

Dean looked at the phone, then at Brynne, and then back to the phone. He picked up the handset and his finger hovered over the speed-dial for ECMC emergency department’s number. He paused a few seconds, then pressed the button. 

Brynne got up and crossed the room to the ambulance bay door. “I’m going to do a quick inventory,” She said as she left the room. “I’ll be in here if you need any help.”

Dean was about to shout a snappy retort, but a woman’s voice picked up on the other end of the phone line.

“Elk City Medical Center Emergency Department, Nurse Moore speaking. Hi, Dean.” Ashley said from the other end of the line. “I’m glad you called me.”

“Uh, yeah, sure, no problem,” Dean said. How had she known it was him?

“You were calling for me, right?” She asked. He swore he could hear her smiling over the phone line.

“How did you know it was me?” He asked. Could she read his mind?

“Caller ID on this end,” She explained. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“Uh, yes, I was calling for you,” Dean answered. “I wanted to take you up on that offer for something to drink after work. I could swing by the hospital and we could, maybe, go somewhere downtown?”

“I actually get off at five AM,” Ashley said. “I think you’re on until six, right? It might make more sense for me to meet you over there.”

“Uh, it’s not in a great part of town. Do you know where it is? Maybe it would be better if I met you somewhere.” Dean countered.

“Aren’t you sweet,” Ashley chuckled from the other end of the line. “I know where you are, and I can take care of myself. I’ll see you at six when you get off work. You pick the place for a nice breakfast, okay?”

“Sounds like a plan,” He said. “See you later.” She said goodbye on her end, and he hung up the phone. That had worked out alright. He stood, looking at the phone where it rested on the desk.

“Dean,” Brynne called from the doorway to the ambulance bay. “We’re about to get a call; I got a heads up from headquarters on my cell.”

Even as she finished talking, the familiar tones sounded on the radio speakers overhead, set in the ceiling. The musical tones were followed by the female voice of the dispatcher. “Ambulance U-191, proceed to 1231 Main Street, Sabatani’s Restaurant for a trapped subject.”

Dean headed out to the ambulance bay where Brynne had already started up the rig and was sitting in the driver’s seat waiting for him. No time to think about the phone call with Ashley. Such was the life of the paramedic. Duty always interrupted life. He climbed inside and picked up the radio mic as they drove out into the night. “Ambulance U-191 en route.”


























CHAPTER THREE




They drove downtown in the ambulance, the lights and sirens announcing their passage through the nearly deserted streets of the early morning hours. The dispatchers didn’t give a whole lot of follow-up information en route. All they knew was that a male patient of unknown age was trapped somehow in an apartment upstairs from Sabatani’s restaurant. The restaurant was a prominent downtown eatery. The dispatcher said that fire department rescue would only be dispatched if requested. Dean liked Sabatani’s. They gave paramedics, firefighters and police officers a discount and the food was delicious.

Brynne pulled the Ambulance to the side of the street near the location and found a middle-aged woman standing on the sidewalk outside the restaurant, wringing her hands. She walked up to Dean as he climbed down from the ambulance cab. 

“I just didn’t know what to do,” She said, tears in her eyes. “I’ve never seen anything like it, and I didn’t know what to do. Mr. Algar, the owner, said to call 911 and ask for Station U.”

“That’s alright, Ma’am,” Dean said as he opened the side cargo doors on the ambulance, pulling a few bags from their compartments. “What happened?” Brynne came around from the driver’s side, listening to the woman as she attempted to describe what was going on. 

“I always knew there was something special about Mr. Algar,” She began. “He’s such a great landlord, and he always shares leftovers from the restaurant with the tenants in the building. But I always thought it was strange that he lived in the smallest unit in the building when he could have the largest. It was his building after all.”

“Where is Mr. Algar now?” Brynne asked, interrupting the woman.

“He’s upstairs, in his apartment,” She said. “His legs … well, I’ve never seen anything like it. He is just trapped. I heard him calling for help through the wall. He was banging on the floor with his fist, trying to get someone’s attention. It woke me up, and when I went over to his apartment, he had dragged himself over to the door and unlocked but had been unable to do anything else. I don’t know how to describe it. You just have to see it for yourself.”

“I think that would be best,” Brynne said. She looked at Dean. “Let’s leave the stretcher down here for now and see what we have first.” She took one of the bags from Dean as they followed the woman inside. They entered by way of a nondescript door next to the main entrance to the restaurant, climbed a set of stairs up to the second floor, walked down the hall and through an opened doorway down the narrow hallway on the right. As they entered the room, Dean saw right away what the woman had been saying. He had never seen anything like it either. On the other hand, that was pretty much part of a paramedic’s job description, especially at Station U. There, on the floor by the door, was the top half of a man. That was it. At his waist, his body suddenly narrowed down to about one inch in diameter and disappeared into an ornate glass, narrow-necked bottle located on the floor behind him. His face was red, his brows furrowed with pain, and he was gasping for breath.

“Kristof,” Brynne said to the patient as she entered, taking in the scene in front of her. “What happened?” Clearly she knew the half-man, half-bottle creature on the floor.

The woman stood in the hallway behind them. “Can you help him? What happened? It’s just weird.”

Dean turned to her. “Thank-you for calling us Ma’am. Why don’t you give us some privacy with Mr. Algar and we’ll see what we can do to help him. We can take care of things from here.” He walked with her as she moved down to her door, the next one down the hall.

“How can you help him?” She asked. “It’s like he lost his legs.”

“Let us take care of it and see what we can do,” Dean said. “I’ll let you know if we need any more help. Thank-you again for calling us.” He waited as she shut the door to her apartment before heading back to the patient and his partner. Kristof was explaining the situation to Brynne as she knelt down next to him, taking his vital signs. 

“… I must have hit my head on the table when the bottle tipped over and fell as I was heading into my room to get something,” The man was saying when Dean came back in the room. “Since I was in mid-shift in my form, I was half in and half out of the bottle. Now I can’t feel my legs at all, and I can’t shift in or out of gaseous form to get free.” Dean recognized him now. He was the manager or owner of the restaurant. He had seen him on the occasions when he had gotten dinner here.

“Dean,” Brynne said. “Meet Kristof Algar, owner of Sabatani’s. He’s a Djinn, a genie in common terms. He has gotten trapped half in and half out of his bottle.”

“Can’t you just wish yourself out of the bottle?” Dean asked.

“I grant wishes, I don’t get them myself,” the trapped Djinn said.

Dean thought for a moment, looked at Brynne, who shrugged back at him. She turned back to the patient.

“Kristof,” She asked. “What if I just offered a wish to get you out myself?”

“I wouldn’t trust it,” Kristof answered. “My magic is wild magic and unpredictable at the best of times. Even a simple wish like that could be taken in some weird literal way and only make things worse.”

Brynne scratched her head, thinking. “You said you can’t feel your legs.” Brynne said. “Do you think they returned to solid form when you were unconscious? Could we just pull the bottle off you?”

“I tried that, Brynne. The bottle, well, it’s a portal to another dimension. It's where I come from. It’s bigger on the inside. I think my legs are normal sized on the inside and then squeezed down to the opening. It’s plugging the gateway like a cork.” Kristof explained. “I think that’s why it feels like my legs are asleep, like when you sleep on your arm funny, and it gets all numb and limp?”

“We could break the glass?” Dean offered. “That would free up the opening and allow everything to expand back to normal.”

“That might work,” Brynne said. “I’m concerned with how long he’s been trapped this way. Kristof said he came upstairs do get something at about 6 PM?” She looked at her patient, who nodded in agreement. She glanced at her watch. “That means he’s been wedged in there for about nine hours.”

“You’re thinking compartment syndrome?” Dean asked. It made sense. When people became trapped by a heavy object, as in a building collapse, their limbs get squeezed, and blood flow stops. If you free them too quickly, the rush of blood frees up hours of cellular waste and toxins from the crushed area. It all rushes back into the body and can cause major organ damage, cardiac dysrhythmia or even death.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Brynne confirmed. “We can break the bottle, but we’ve got some things to do first to get ready to manage the return of circulation to his lower extremities.” She turned back to Kristof. 

“We’re going to work this out, Kristof,” She said to her patient. “We need to take care of a few things first so that suddenly freeing you doesn’t flood your system with toxins unprepared.”

“Whatever you say, Brynne,” the trapped Djinn said. “I trust you.”




———




It took the two paramedics about fifteen minutes to get everything in place for their trapped patient. Eventually everything was in place and they were ready to try their plan to free him. They had him hooked up to the heart monitor. The monitor showed a sinus tachycardia on the screen; a normal rapid heart beat that you’d expect to see in stressful or painful situations. They had two IVs set up, one flowing into each arm, with the two fluid bags suspended from a chair they had pulled over for the purpose. They had an array of medicines and syringes laid out next to the patient, in preparation for counteracting the expected toxic effects of the sudden return of blood flow to his legs. 

Dean knew the goal was to protect the heart from a flood of potassium released from crushed cells and to keep the kidneys working and unclogged by cellular toxins and low blood pH or high acid levels. They had sodium bicarb drawn up and ready to administer for that problem. He looked over at Brynne on the opposite side of the patient.

“Ready to go?” He asked. 

“I think so,” Brynne replied. She looked at Kristof. “Ok, we are going to do this, Kristof. Dean’s going to use that hammer and crowbar to attempt to break the neck of the bottle right at the top. If all goes as planned, you should be suddenly freed from the bottle’s portal and your legs will return to normal. We’ve got medicine to give you if we see a problem from your lower legs getting blood flow back.”

“Whatever you say, Brynne,” the patient said. “I trust you.”

“Okay, Dean. Let’s do this.”

Dean checked one more time to make sure that the area on the carpeted floor where the legs should reappear or expand, or whatever, was clear of any obstructions. He then picked up the curved crowbar and the ball peen hammer they had retrieved from the tool box on the ambulance. He set the teeth of the crowbar at the top of the narrow bottle’s neck, hefted the hammer once to adjust his grip and then rapidly struck the top of the curved portion of the crowbar above the bottle. There was a crash and tinkling of broken glass, along with a strange whooshing sound, like air rushing from a giant soda bottle. Then suddenly, the legs of the patient appeared stretched out below his waist, which had returned to normal size as well.

“Oh my God, that hurts!” Kristof said between gritted teeth. “I can’t move them either. They’re still numb.”

Brynne picked up a syringe and connected it to the IV line on her side. “Here’s something for your pain, Kristof. Dean, you go ahead and slowly push the bicarb we measured earlier.”

Dean started depressing the plunger on the syringe he had already attached to his IV line in anticipation of this. The two paramedics started running through their planned course of treatment and managing their patient as he slowly got the feeling back in his legs. 

It took about an hour. During that hour, they ran some labs with their iStat portable blood testing unit, checked in twice with the hospital for advice from the doctor there, and tried unsuccessfully to get their patient to agree to go to the hospital and get checked out. Most Unusuals avoided trips to the hospital, even though there were a core group of doctors and nurses there who kept their secret while treating them. Ultimately he refused transport, but did agree to drink plenty of fluids for the next few days and to check with them or go to the emergency room if he felt light-headed, had unusual back or abdominal pain, or chest pain. Kristof was up and walking again before they left, albeit gingerly, and he escorted them to the top of the stairs as he bid them goodbye and thank you. 

“How are you going to explain this to your neighbor?” Dean asked as he picked up their bags and slung the straps across his shoulders. 

“I’ll think of something,” Kristof said. “If worse comes to worse, I’ll have a Wiccan cast a memory spell on her. I don’t think it will come to that, though. Mrs. Jenkins is a sweet old widow, and I have my charms.” He smiled at them and winked.

Brynne laughed and shook her head. “Just be sure you call us back or go the emergency room if you start feeling bad, alright?”

“I will, Brynne, I promise,” Kristof said as the two paramedics started down the stairs and back out to the waiting ambulance on the street.


























CHAPTER FOUR




As they arrived back at the Station U parking lot, Dean was still thinking about the last call with Kristof. It was almost the end of their shift. As Brynne drove the ambulance into the lot at the back of the industrial park, Dean saw nurse Ashley Moore, in the early morning light, leaning against a small red, vintage sports car parked next to his pickup.

“Looks like your breakfast date’s here,” Brynne said. She pulled the ambulance up next to where she was standing and pushed the electric window switch to put the driver’s window down.

“Hi Ashley,” Brynne said. “Follow us over to the garage door to the ambulance bay and you can come in that way.”

“Okay,” Dean heard Ashely say as Brynne drove away over to the doors. Dean keyed the overhead doors and then hopped out to help back her into the garage bay.

He saw Ashley walking over as he crossed behind the ambulance to the driver’s side. He waved and then turned his attention to watching Brynne’s face in the side view mirror as the ambulance started beeping, signaling it was backing up. Ashely stood and watched him as he walked backward, guiding the ambulance into the bay to park. She then followed it into the open garage entrance.

“Hi Dean,” She said. “I heard you were out on a call when I left the ER, so I waited for you to get back. Are you still up for breakfast?”

“Uh, yeah, I mean, yes, absolutely.” Dean was mentally kicking himself for stammering. Get it together, dude, he told himself. He walked over to the door to the crew quarters and opened it. “If you want to wait in here, I need to help Brynne get the unit together and then I have a report to write. If that’s okay?”

“Sure,” She said, coming over, smiling. “I’ll be waiting.” Her hand touched his where he held the door knob, as she passed by.

“I won’t be long,” He said, letting the door close behind her.

Brynne was standing by the driver’s side of the ambulance cab, hands on her hips, shaking her head. “She must really like you, Probie. You’re a mess. I’ve got this out here. You go in and get your report finished. Bill and Lynne will be here soon to relieve us.” She plugged in the landline power cord to the side of the ambulance to keep everything inside charging and powered and then climbed inside to replace the supplies they used. Dean shrugged and went inside the crew quarters. 

Ashley was looking over the books in their small bookshelf of Unusual reference materials. It was a varied collection of fairy tales, ghost and horror stories, as well as a few books on mythology. There were even a few gaming tomes like an old Dungeons & Dragons Monster Manual. She picked up one of the books, he couldn’t see which, and sat down on the love seat.

“Don’t worry about me, Dean,” She said. “Get your work done. I can wait.”

“Okay,” Dean said as he sat at his computer workstation across the room. “I won’t be long. I just have to write a report on that last call.” He logged in to his account and started working on the report while Ashley waited, across the room, reading quietly.

Fifteen minutes passed, and Dean was doing a final check on his written narrative in the electronic patient care report when Brynne came in from the ambulance bay. She said a quick hello to Ashley, where the nurse sat on the love seat, and then sat down at her computer. Dean put the finishing touches on his narrative and electronically sent the report to Brynne for review. He got up and glanced at his watch. It was five-fifty-five AM. The next shift should be there any minute. Bill and Lynne were due in next. As if on cue, the door to the parking lot opened and the two paramedics walked in. Bill was older and balding, about five foot, ten inches tall. Lynne came right behind him, a few years younger and 5 inches shorter than Bill. 

“Hi guys,” Lynne called. Then she saw Ashley sitting on the love seat reading. “Oh, hello Ashley. What are you doing here?”

“Hi Lynne,” the nurse said, looking up from her book. “Dean’s taking me to breakfast this morning. I couldn’t refuse such a gracious offer.” 

Dean knew he was blushing again, confirmed by Bill’s laugh as he glanced in his direction. He came over and clapped him on the shoulder with one hand as he passed. His mock whisper of “Good job” was heard by everyone in the room. 

“Okay,” Brynne said, getting up from her spot by the desk. “Leave my Probie alone. Only I get to abuse him like that.” She looked at Dean. “Dean, I got the report. Everything looks good. You and Ashley can take off.”

Ashley got up and put the book she was reading back on the bookshelf. “Shall we go, Dean?”

“Uh, yeah,” Dean stammered, again. “Do you want to follow me? I thought we’d go to Hank’s Diner.”

“No,” Ashley said. “I’ll ride with you, and you can bring me back to my car later. It’s not far from here, right?”

“No,” Dean said, “I mean yes, I mean. Uh, yes, you can ride with me and no it’s not far.” He opened the door to the parking lot and held it open for her.

Ashley laughed, winked at Brynne and headed outside with Dean following close behind. He thought he caught a whiff of a floral perfume as she passed by. It made him smile as he followed her out.




———




The two of them drove to the diner from the paramedic station in his pickup truck. Dean had to do a quick clean up of the passenger side, throwing some empty cups and other trash behind the seat before Ashley could get in. He was a little horrified, but she seemed not to notice, or at least not to care. 

When they got to the diner, five minutes later, a waitress showed the couple to a booth at the back of the tiny dining room. Dean looked at the menu she gave him even though he knew what he wanted. He still looked over the menu since he didn’t want to stare at Ashley where she sat across from him. When he made eye contact with her, his stomach did flips, and he stopped thinking clearly. What did someone talk about with a being that was centuries older than you? 

He stole another glance, looking over the top of his menu at her as she perused her breakfast choices. Of course, she didn’t look centuries older. She looked his age, in her early twenties, with piercing green eyes and dark flowing hair. He’d thought that was her age when he first saw her all those weeks ago in the convenience store. He had caught her noticing the invisible UV ink stamp on the back of his right hand. Ever since that encounter, he had not been able to get her face out of his mind. When he had discovered she worked at the ER as a nurse, it had been great news. By then, he had given up trying to find her again, though he had tried simply by hanging out at the convenience store in hopes of running into her. Ashley had taken the initiative, as Brynne had pointed out. She seemed to make an effort to talk to him whenever their paths crossed at the hospital. He was never comfortable asking girls out. Even with Brynne’s urging, it had taken Ashley’s offer to meet up sometime that kicked him over the edge, so he had finally gotten up the nerve to ask her out. Now, though, he was at a loss for what to talk about. He wanted to know so much about her but didn’t know where to start.

“You can ask me anything you’d like, Dean,” Ashley said, not even looking up from her menu. “I’m sure you won’t say anything that will surprise me.”

“How did you…?” Dean started to say, looking up in surprise.

She laughed meeting his eyes with hers. They seemed to sparkle again in the fluorescent light of the diner booth. “It’s nothing supernatural, Dean. A girl just has her ways of knowing what a guy is thinking at times like this.”

“I don’t know where to begin, Ashley,” Dean said. “There’s so much I want to know about you. How long have you been a nurse? What brought you to Elk City? Do you like dating younger guys?” He paused and groaned, his face flushing a bright, cherry red color. He smiled at her in embarrassment. “Did I just say that?”

Ashley giggled, “Yes, yes you did. All I can say to that question is that youth is a state of mind, not necessarily a state of being. That’s how it is to me at least. Do I seem too old for you?”

“No, not at all,” Dean answered carefully.

“Then I’m not,” she said. “As for your other questions, I’ve been a nurse, of one sort or another, all my life. You might say it’s what I was destined to do. I came to Elk City about four years ago when your Doctor Spirelli first implemented this new health care program for Unusuals. I was curious about how it would work, so I came and got a job in the Emergency Department at ECMC to see what was going on.”

“What do you think of the program?” Dean asked. “I’m still new to the whole thing, but it seems to do a good job of helping people in need.”

She smiled. “I like that you call your patients ‘people.’ It shows that you are open-minded about things. It’s a very attractive trait.”

“What else would I call them, that’s what they are, just different.” Dean said. He thought about Brynne’s former partner Zach and his view of Unusuals as monsters who needed to be exposed, hunted and run out of town. He wondered what people like him would say overhearing this conversation? He pushed that thought out of his mind as the waitress arrived to take their order.

Dean ordered two eggs, over easy, with a biscuit and bacon on the side, and a diet soda to drink. He waited patiently while Ashley looked at the menu one more time. She ordered a waffle topped with fruit and whipped cream with orange juice and water to drink. After the waitress had left Ashley asked him a question.

“What about you, Dean?” She asked. “Why did you become a paramedic?” 

Dean told her about his experience in a motor vehicle accident in high school where paramedics saved his girlfriend’s life right in front of him. It had impressed him.

“I guess I just want to do that kind of work,” He said. “You know, the kind of work that matters in the world.”

“But the work at your station is more like primary care than paramedic care,” Ashley said. “It’s not exactly the kind of stuff that other paramedics see and bring into the ER.”

“You’re right about that. When I first got assigned to Station U, I thought I had done something wrong and was being punished,” Dean explained. “After a while, though, I found that I saw things that were much more exciting than knife and bullet wounds. I also think that the Station U paramedics have a lot more autonomy than other paramedics in the Elk City system. I don’t see it as a bad assignment anymore. I guess I see it as an accomplishment and a reward for hard work in school.”

“I think you’re right, Dean,” Ashley said. “You know, I hear good things about you on both sides of the doors to the ER. The other nurses and the doctors see you as a promising young professional, and the Unusual community is saying the new paramedic with Brynne is a good guy to have respond when you need help.”

Dean was a little embarrassed. “I’m just trying to do my best. I have a lot more to learn before I get as good as Brynne at knowing what’s going on with a patient at any given time. She seems to know almost intuitively what kind of Unusual we have as a patient, and how we should treat them.”

“Brynne has the advantage of having James Lee as a boyfriend,” Ashley said. “He has taken her inside our community and has showed her things that few humans have ever seen.” Dean snorted at that and shook his head. Ashley raised an eyebrow. “You don’t like James, I take it?”

“Let’s just say the jury’s out where he is concerned,” Dean said. “I’m not sure he’s all that much of a good-guy. I’m pretty sure he’s feeding on Brynne, and that’s just not right.”

Ashley shook her head. “You should not be so quick to judge James, Dean. What goes on between two consenting adults is their business, right? He has seen many horrible things in his long life. In some cases, I’m sure he’s done things that he’s not proud of, but he’s not an evil creature out of the stories on the bookshelf at the station. He’s a man who is trying to do the best he can in the times in which he lives. He’s adapted quite well to modern times and conventions. Much better than some do.”

“What about you,” Dean asked. “Have you adapted to modern times?”

She laughed again at that question. “I think I adapt very well. But you have to understand, there’s a difference between James and I. He’s a human who was changed into being an Unusual. His cultural background is still human. I am different. I have always been an Unusual. Since Creation, I have been part of a cultural background separate from humans. I don’t have the baggage that people like James have.”

Dean thought about that for a moment and then asked the question he had been holding back. “Can I ask you what it’s like being an Eldara? I’ve tried to look up information about you, but I can’t seem to get a handle on it.”

“Once upon a time, and even now, at times, we are the intermediaries between humans and their gods. We represented the supernatural world manifested in the human reality. Some of us, like me, were given a purpose and sent into the world to follow that purpose, wherever it would lead us. In that way, we spread the message and information we were created to deliver. I’m a healer. I always have been. I’ve lived among humans as a midwife, a nurse, a wise woman, a whatever was needed to teach the healing arts to someone. I’ve traveled far and wide, settling for a time wherever I felt there was a need for me. That’s what brought me here. I’m needed. I can detect it.”

“Needed for what?” Dean asked.

“I don’t know,” Ashley shrugged. “I’ll know it when I see it, just like I’ll know what to do when the time comes. That’s just the way it works.”

“And in the meantime, you’re a nurse in the ER,” Dean said.

“A darn good one, too, if I do say so myself,” Ashley said with a smile.

“So why me?” Dean asked, fearing the answer. “Am I part of your assignment?”

She laughed aloud. “No, Dean. You’re not part of any hidden assignment. At least, I don’t think so. But there’s nothing that says I can’t have a little fun along the way, and you’re the kind of guy I like to hang around.”

The food arrived then, and the conversation paused while they started to eat. The more he learned about her, the more he liked her, but he was bothered by the transient nature of her tasks. Would she get her assigned task here done and just leave? He didn’t want that. He wanted her to stay at least a little while, maybe even longer. He liked Ashley Moore, the ER nurse. He wasn’t sure he wanted her to turn back into Ashley, the Eldara Sister, and suddenly fly away to another assignment.

Their conversation turned to the mundane. Dean learned that Ashley lived in a downtown apartment above a storefront, not far from his ambulance call at Sabatani’s earlier that morning. He told her of his apartment above a garage, and the elderly couple who were his landlords, and how he helped with chores around their house. They continued to chat easily about everyday things all the way back to the Station U parking lot where Dean pulled up next to her red sports car. It was an old red MG convertible, but it looked in pristine condition. She said a quick goodbye and leaned over to deliver a brief kiss that left him breathless. She smiled at him, and giggled again, before she hopped out of his pickup. 

He waited until she had gotten in her car and started it up before he pulled away, heading home to get some sleep. As first dates went, he thought it was about perfect. He was already looking forward to the next time they could meet up. She had given him her cell number and told him to call her when he knew his schedule next week.  He continued thinking about her laugh and the way her green eyes sparkled as they looked into his. Even though the night had started out with that horrible burn victim, the day had brought him something to look forward to. Such was the lot of a paramedic, he thought as he drove home.


























CHAPTER FIVE




The next few days went by quickly with what passed for routine calls in Station U. There were some odd cuts and lacerations, a few chest pain and shortness of breath cases in the elderly residents of the Unusual community, and more of what passed for the usual Unusual ambulance call. Dean was distracted through it all by daily texts he had started getting from the ex-paramedic, Zach, who wanted to meet up with him again. Dean didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure what he could say or do that would get him untangled from being involved with the fanatic. Zach wanted to expose the Unusuals living among the human community and brand them as evil monsters. He knew that Brynne had seen Zach at the scene of the burned Wiccan victim, too, and she had reported it to the assistant chief on the scene who oversaw Station U. Would she think less of him if she knew he had been in contact with the guy?

On top of all that distraction, he found himself thinking about Ashley all the time. What would she think of him if she found out he had some ties to this underground human movement against Unusuals? They were a hate group. He didn’t hate anyone, but he might be found guilty by association. He liked the ER nurse. He liked her a lot. The challenge was that he didn’t know who to turn to for advice in this situation. He supposed he could go to Mike Farver, his academy instructor and former Station U paramedic, but would Mike be disappointed in him, too? He could not talk to his critical incident stress counselor Rebecca about this either. She was a Muse, an Unusual herself, and would probably kick him out of her office for not reporting his meeting with Zach immediately.

At the end of the second stint on day shift, he returned home, still not sure what to do. He parked his pickup on the curb in front of the two-story residence with the detached garage. The second-floor apartment over that garage was his home. He walked around to the stairs up to his apartment door and turned the key to let himself in, but the door popped open. He must not have shut it all the way when he left that morning. He tossed his keys on the counter in the kitchenette and was kicking off his shoes when a familiar voice spoke up from across the room.

“Hi, Dean. You’ve been avoiding me,” Zach said from his seat on the couch on the other side of the room.

Dean spun around, startled. He spotted the former paramedic lounging on the sofa as if it were his own apartment. “How did you get in here? I didn’t tell you to meet me here. What if someone saw you?”

“Relax, Dean,” Zach said rising. “No one saw me, and you didn’t tell me much of anything. You haven’t responded to any of my texts. I was going to wait outside, but you must have forgotten to lock your door. Since it was unlocked, I decided that you’d prefer me to wait inside, out of sight, rather than waiting around outside where people could see me.”

“That’s beside the point,” Dean said. “I don’t have anything to say to you. I don’t want anything to do with you, or the people you’re associated with. I have seen what you do.”

“How was I supposed to know that, Dean?” Zach asked. “You haven’t responded to my text messages. I told you the other night that I wanted to talk with you and explain why I was there. I know you saw me in the crowd when that witch was burned. You should at least give me that much respect.”

“That girl was an innocent person who didn’t deserve what happened to her, Zach,” Dean said. “I notice that you don’t deny being associated with those who attacked her. Did you dump the lighter fluid on her yourself? Did you flick the match?” Dean paced the floor in his small kitchenette. “I can’t believe you dragged me into this mess.”

“That witch-girl was no innocent, Dean,” Zach said coldly. “She was using her magic to manipulate people for her own gain. She was hurting humans and no one was doing anything.”

“So you admit to attacking her?” Dean stood there aghast. “How could you do that? You're a paramedic, a healer! At least, you used to be.”

“I heal HUMANS, Dean,” Zach said firmly. “I never signed up to take care of monsters living among us. Monsters like that witch who was charming people to drain their bank accounts and set herself up in luxury. I have proof of what she was doing, but no one in authority would have believed a word of it. What was I supposed to say?” Zach assumed a pose, raising his right hand and said, “Your honor, I know she cast a spell on people to get them to empty their bank accounts and give their money to her.”

“You know there are authorities who could deal with things like that, Zach,” Dean retorted. “You must have worked at Station U long enough to learn that much.”

“Sure,” He sneered. “And you should know by now that it’s all about sweeping the problems under the rug to keep people ignorant of the dangers walking the sidewalks downtown beside them.”

“Well, you weren’t as sneaky as you thought you were, Zach,” Dean said. “Brynne saw you there and reported it to Chief Ari.” He held up his hands in a pose of innocence. “I didn’t tell her, Zach, but you’d better be on your guard because they have to be looking for you in association with this case. I should turn you in myself. I don’t know why I don’t call the police right now?”

“You won’t call on me, Dean,” Zach said coldly. “I documented our little meeting in my journal. I am writing all about this crusade we are on. I wrote about how you were interested in helping me, helping the Cause. They’ll find it if I get arrested. At the very least, it will implicate you as an associate of mine. You’ll be lucky if you only lose your job and your paramedic license.” He pointed a finger at Dean as he continued. “You’ll keep my secret, just like you’ll keep this conversation to yourself, because deep down you know I’m right. We can’t keep living in secret alongside the monsters of our nightmares. People need to know, or, better yet, we need to get the monsters to leave and go somewhere else.”

Zach picked up his jacket from the couch and put it on. He crossed the small living room to the kitchen where Dean stood, rooted to the floor. Dean could smell his foul breath, he was so close. “You’ll stay quiet, and you’ll answer me the next time I text, or I’ll leak your involvement in the attack on the witch. You’ve chosen your side in this battle, Dean. I’m not letting you back out now.” 

Dean stood still, staring straight ahead as the other man left the apartment. He heard the door shut behind him and the footsteps heading down the stairs. He stood alone in his apartment for a long time in the gathering darkness as night fell. He didn’t know how he was going to unravel himself from this. He didn’t know who to turn to or where to seek help. Dean was lost in these thoughts when his phone buzzed on the counter next to the keys. He saw Ashley’s contact info pop up on the screen. He stood there watching the phone buzz until it went to voicemail, as tears welled up in his eyes. He was going to lose everything.




———




It was hours later, as Dean sat on the sofa staring into the darkness of his unlit apartment, that he was startled by a light tap on his apartment door. He looked over at the door but didn’t rise to answer it. The tapping came again, followed by a voice.

“Dean, in know you’re in there,” Ashley said. “I can sense you inside.”

Dean had let several calls from her go to voicemail over the last few hours. He guessed she had decided to come find him. Did Brynne give her his address? Hell, he didn’t care.

The doorknob turned, and Dean realized he hadn’t locked the door after Zach left. The door pushed inward, and a figure entered the darkened room, silhouetted against the doorway by the moonlight. Did he see the shadowy outline of wings around her? She shut the door behind her as she stepped into the apartment.

“There you are,” She said, crossing to where he sat, sitting next to him and resting a warm hand on his knee. 

Dean looked away, not wanting her to see he had been crying. Her Unusual eyesight in the darkness was likely as good as his in broad daylight. What was she doing here, anyway?

“I could tell you were in some kind of trouble. I sensed something was wrong. When you didn’t answer my calls, I decided to come find you,” Ashley said, as if in reply to his unasked question. “By the way, if you’re trying to hide, you’re doing a bad job of it. Your apartment was the first place I checked.”

“Ashley,” Dean said, “I don’t know if it’s a good idea that you’re here. I’m not necessarily the right guy for you, at least not right now.”

“I’m a big girl, Dean,” She replied. “I don’t enter relationships lightly, and I don’t pick the wrong people. What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure I can tell you,” Dean said. He turned to look at her sitting next to him. He could see the look of concern on her face. “I’m not sure you’ll want to be around me if I tell you.”

“Dean,” Ashley said, cupping his cheek with one hand, using her thumb to brush away a tear as she did. “You have to tell me what is bothering you. I know now why I came to Elk City, why I was sent here. It’s you. You’re central to what I’m to do here, and I have to make sure that you get the chance to do what it is that you’re supposed to do.”

She reached an arm around him and pulled him closer until he was resting his head on her shoulder. She held him there, speaking quietly. “Tell me what is going on, Dean. Start at the beginning and don’t leave anything out. I won’t leave you, no matter what you tell me. I’m here for you. I know that now.”

Almost before Dean knew it, he was talking in a stream of words that wouldn’t stop. He talked about how he had wanted to be a paramedic, about his dreams of being the best, about his disappointment with the assignment to Station U, and then his realization that he liked it there and had become attached to his patients. Then he opened up about his meeting with Zach after he voiced his concerns over Brynne’s relationship with James. He told her that he felt tied to the ex-paramedic in some way, and perhaps his lack of reporting that tie was responsible for the horrible attack on the Wiccan woman a few nights before. He told Ashley that he was afraid for her. If she became too close to him, would she become a target of Zach and his ilk?

All in all, he talked for over an hour about his fears and concerns. Ashley just listened, occasionally stroking his hair or squeezing his hand where she held it in her own. As he finished telling her everything, the two of them sat in the silent darkness of his apartment for a time. He looked up at her and searched her face for a hint of how she was feeling. She smiled and leaned forward, planting a gentle kiss on his lips. 

“See, Dean,” she said. “I’m still here. You didn’t scare me away. You have done nothing wrong. Having a meeting with Zach or being cornered in your apartment by him, threatening you, does not make you guilty of anything. It does tell us that he is scared of what you’ll do next, and he’s trying to influence that decision. What we have to do now is to figure out what Zach and the others with whom he is associated in this ‘Cause’ are up to. Then we can try to keep them from doing anything else to harm humans or Unusuals.”

“Shouldn’t we report this to someone?” He asked. “I’m not able to do anything to stop this on my own.”

“Of course you should report it,” Ashley said. “But you also need to keep doing what you’re doing to go out and treat your patients. I think that is what Zach is afraid of. You are tied to this somehow. I know that now, and what you do, day to day, in your job as a paramedic, taking care of all of us, is going to figure into how this all works out. I don’t know how or why, but you have a part to play.”

“So, what, I go back to work, and at some mysterious point in the future, I’ll know just what to do to fix all of this? That sounds ridiculous.” 

Ashley laughed out loud. Her merriment filled the air. “Oh, Dean, have you learned nothing in your reading of the tales of our kind? Most of those stories have humans in them who do just that. It’s why we’re tied together, to live alongside each other, human and Unusual. Our lives are inexplicably intertwined, and each of our existences relies on the actions of the other. Something bigger than you and Zach is at work here. I don’t know what it is, but this is why I came here. It is why I was drawn to you. Together we’ll find the source of the problem, and together we’ll find the solution.”

Dean was glad she was confident. He wasn’t so sure. It all seemed too much for him to deal with as a new probationary paramedic. He didn’t have her unwavering belief in destiny and divine missions. Still, he did have her, and that was strangely comforting even as he had his doubts. He knew he could keep doing his job. He could continue to take care of his patients. If that was all he had to do, he could keep doing it. He soon fell asleep on the couch, next to Ashley, comforted by her presence and thinking about what that mysterious task could possibly be.


























CHAPTER SIX




The next morning when Dean woke up, Ashley was gone. For a short time, he wondered if it had all been a dream, but a handwritten post-it note stuck to the middle of the kitchen counter announced that she had an early shift at the ER. She said she’d call him later. He smiled to himself as he read the note. The sunlight coming in the apartment through the windows seemed brighter somehow, and that seemed to lighten his spirits. He got some breakfast and went about his daily routine, including mowing the grass for his landlords, Mr. and Mrs. Baxter. They were a nice elderly couple who liked having a young man renting from them and helping out around the house in exchange for a break on the rent. 

He spent the next few days doing some chores including helping Mr. Baxter clean out the garage downstairs before he returned to work on night shift. Ashley’s schedule was busy, and they talked and texted often, but were unable to see each other again as soon as he would have liked. He hoped he got the chance to see her on a trip to the ER since she was working nights this week. She had promised to come by the next morning, and they could make breakfast together at his apartment after work. He was looking forward to seeing her.

Dean pulled into the Station U parking lot a little before six PM for work and looked around for any suspicious black SUVs that might indicate Zach or his friends were following him. That had been how Zach had tracked him down before. He didn’t see any other cars around. Nothing but a beat up white Chevy van parked on the street alongside the building. He grabbed his gear and went inside the station. Brook and Tammy, the day shift paramedics were there when he walked in. Brook, a tall, thin blonde woman in her mid-twenties was working on one of the computer workstations at the U-shaped desk to the left. Tammy, a brown-haired mother of four in her later forties, was seated in one of the recliners reading a book. 

“Hi, guys!” Dean called as he came in. Brook looked up briefly and waved from where she was working on the computer. Tammy looked up from her book, smiling. 

“You’re in a good mood, Dean,” She said. 

“Yeah, I guess I am,” Dean said, setting his duffle bag down on the coffee table in front of the love seat. 

“It wouldn’t have anything to do with your new girlfriend would it?” She jabbed smiling.

“It might,” Dean said, “But I don’t kiss and tell.”

“So there has been kissing?” Tammy asked. “Come on. Why do you and Brynne have to be so mysterious about your special friends? Some of us have rather mundane home lives. We need to live vicariously through you guys.”

“What’s that about living vicariously?” Brynne asked as she came in from the parking lot.

“Dean’s been kissing Ashley, but won’t tell us what it’s like to date a real angel,” Tammy said getting up from the recliner and stretching her arms out behind her. “I shouldn’t say it, but it’s been a quiet day, Brynne. In fact, we haven’t had much come in all week since that bad burn victim you had the other night. Bill and Lynne said the same thing about their night shift runs over the last few evenings.”

“Ugh, Tammy,” Brynne said in an exasperated tone. “You know better than to use the ‘Q’ word.”

“There’s no other word for it,” Tammy said, defending herself. “It’s like our patients are laying low and not calling us. Have you heard anything from James? I wondered if he knows if there’s anything going on.”

“No, not that he’s mentioned to me,” Brynne said. “He’s been preoccupied by something else going on, but I’ll ask him. Maybe it’s just a natural lull in the action. There is nothing wrong with that.”

“No, I guess not,” Tammy said. She grabbed her purse from the desk nearby and headed towards the door. “I need to get home. It’s parent-teacher conference night, and that always leads to some surprises. I’m meeting my husband at the school later, and I need to make sure the kids are settled and working on their homework before I head over there. See ya!”

Brook grabbed her stuff and followed her partner out the door with a wave. “Yep, I’m out of here, too. Have a good night, guys.”

Brynne walked over and put her purse in the top desk drawer, leaned over and logged-in to her workstation before she turned around with her hands on her hips, looking at Dean.

“Well?” 

“Well, what?” Dean asked.

“Well, tell me about Ashley,” She said. “You guys must’ve had a good breakfast date. She texted me for your address while you were off. I can only guess that meant she was planning on dropping by.”

Dean felt his face flush and Brynne laughed. 

“I knew it!” She said. “Good for you, Dean. You need a good woman in your life to keep you straight.”

“I’m not talking about this, Brynne,” Dean said. “I’m a gentleman. Ashely and I are getting along and are planning on seeing each other again. That’s all I’m going to say.”

“Ok, fair’s fair, Dean,” She said. “I don’t share my private life with James with anyone either. I know that dating an Unusual comes with some secrets. Still, if you need to talk about it, I’m all ears.”

“There is one thing I need to tell you, Brynne.” Dean started. He didn’t know how to broach the subject other than to jump right in. He crossed the room and sat in the desk chair opposite hers. “The other night, I know you saw your ex-partner Zach in the crowd. I overheard you talking to Chief Ari about it. I saw him, too.”

“How do you even know what he looks like?” She asked. “He was long gone before you got here. That was the first I’d seen of him since he left.”

“Zach contacted me and asked me to join him, to pass him information on our patients.” Brynne stiffened at this but didn’t say anything as he continued. “He’s mixed up in some group called “the Cause” that wants to expose the Unusuals in our community. He calls Unusuals monsters, and he wants them gone from Elk City.”

“Why didn’t your tell me, or the Chief, or Mike at the Academy?” Brynne asked. “Zach’s bad news, Dean. He got really jealous of James and I. He thought our dating was an abomination. His words, not mine.” 

“I didn’t know what to do at first, and I was shocked by some, uh, aspects of your relationship with James. I didn’t know how I felt about that.” Dean said. “I should have said something. I know that now. Maybe that burn attack would never have happened. He all but admitted to me that he had something to do with it. He said it was because she was a Wiccan. He claimed she was using her powers to take advantage of humans and steal money from them.”

Brynne waited when he paused, searching for the words to explain what he needed to get off his chest.

“Brynne,” Dean continued. “He came to my apartment a few nights back, after our last day shift, and threatened to expose me as part of their movement. He claimed that he had evidence that could tie me to him, and he wanted to me to keep working with him. I have tried to avoid him, but he was waiting, in my apartment, when I got home from work.”

“You should have called me, Dean, or called the police,” Brynne said.

“I know, but I was too upset by all of it,” Dean said. “That’s when Ashley came to find me. She said she could tell I was in trouble. She was the one who urged me to talk to you. So, here I am. What do I do?”

“I’ll report this to Chief Ari,” Brynne said. “Not to get you in trouble. He’s aware of The Cause. That’s the group that Zach is tied up with. They are determined to root out the Unusuals in our community and drive them from the area. I’ll tell him that Zach is trying to draw you in and that you reported it to me. That should clear your name. In the meantime, don’t have any contact with him and report to me if he tries to confront you again as he did at your apartment.”

“I will,” Dean assured her. “I just don’t think that he’s done with me. I get the feeling that he’s got some way to use me in this situation. That he wants me to do something, to take some direct action against you and James and our patients.”

“That may be true,” Brynne said. “You need to keep telling me what’s going on. Another thing, too. Don’t let him know about your relationship with Ashley. That could make her a target. I don’t know if he knows her identity as an Eldara, but he might. Tying her to you might give him leverage over you. We don’t want that.”

“She says that I have a part to play in the situation with Zach and The Cause,” Dean said. “Ashley was sent here for a purpose, and now she thinks that I am tied in to that, somehow.”

“Did she say what she knows?” Brynne asked. 

“No, she acted like she was discovering her role as things went along,” Dean said. “She just had a feeling.”

“That sounds typical for the Eldara,” Brynne said with a snort. “They’re the Gods’ messengers, but deciphering the divine meaning of a message is tough even for them. At least, that’s what James has told me. They’re less messenger and more like a change-agent than anything else.”

“That sounds right, based on what she was willing to share with me,” Dean confirmed. “Ok, so what next?”

“Next, I contact the chief,” Brynne said. “Then we just do our jobs. I’m going to ask James about what Tammy said, about things being slow lately. Maybe he knows if there’s something going on that’s keeping the Unusuals from calling us. If there is something, he’ll tell me and maybe there is something we can do about it. For you, Dean, reach out to Mike Farver. He might have some insights on this. He was doing this before I was, and he might know more about the Eldara than I do. I shouldn’t talk to him directly. We have some history that is uncomfortable. Shoot him an email and see if has time to meet up with you instead.”

“I’ll do that,” Dean said. He was glad to have something to do and know that there was a plan in place to back him up. He turned around in the desk chair and tapped in his login information to the workstation in front of him. He clicked on his secure company email account and opened up a new email to Mike, his old Academy instructor. Mike was not just a knowledgeable instructor; Mike was a former Station U paramedic. He knew a lot about Unusuals and could offer some insights into his situation. Dean was clicking the send button on that email to Mike when the first call of the evening came in.

The tones alerted on the speaker overhead in the squad room. “Rescue Box 734, pedestrian struck, in the vicinity of 1322 Hopewell Road.”

The two paramedics jumped up as one and headed out, Dean following Brynne through the door to the ambulance bay. She walked to the driver’s side as usual, and Dean crossed around and climbed into the passenger seat. He reached up and keyed the garage door opener while his partner fired up the rig’s diesel engine. As they pulled out into the parking lot, Dean picked up the mic and put them on the street responding.

“U-191 responding, Rescue Box 734.” He reached up to close the garage door and checked in the side view mirror to make sure it was coming back down as they drove away to the call. He then reached down and switched the radio over to the response channel and waited for the dispatcher to contact them with any additional information from the scene as they sped through the darkening streets and night fell on Elk City.


























CHAPTER SEVEN




The dispatchers didn’t have much additional information to offer on the patient as the two paramedics sped through the night in the ambulance. All the dispatcher had to say was that it was a female victim found on the side of the road after an apparent vehicular hit and run. The patient was alive but unresponsive. The dispatcher also reported that another, unidentified responder was already on the scene. That caused Dean to look over at Brynne with a confused look on his face. Who could that be? She just glanced his way with a raised eyebrow and kept driving. 

It took them seven minutes to get to the location, and as they pulled up on the scene, they saw other red flashing lights in the night. Dean was surprised to see they were coming from a beat-up, white Chevy van pulled off the side of the road. There was a little portable, suction-cup mounted, rotating flashing red light mounted out the driver’s side window to the roof. The curly cord stretched back inside, and Dean guessed it plugged into the old van’s 12-volt cigarette lighter plug. He’d seen such lights in catalogs used by local volunteers and security services.

Dean and Brynne had gotten to know each other well enough to have a routine for their calls at this point. Dean jumped out of the passenger side on their arrival and pulled out the trauma and oxygen bags from their side compartment. He knew Brynne would climb in the back and grab the heart monitor/defibrillator. Because they were on the side of the road, he took a moment to don a reflective, fluorescent yellow vest, too, before he proceeded to find their patient. He was not prepared for what he found as he rounded the parked white van.

There, in the tall grass on the roadside, was the twisted body of a young female. She looked young based on what he could see from the light of the van’s headlights. Bent over her, apparently treating her wounds was a heavyset person wearing a light blue uniform-style shirt with no collar insignia or shoulder patches he could see. The person was wearing navy blue cargo pants similar to his own, and the pockets appeared to be bulging with first aid supplies like bandages and trauma shears. He approached and asked what was going on. The other responder turned and looked his way. 

“Oh, Dean, it’s you. Thank God!” Gibbie, a middle-aged vampire said. Gibbie had been a frequent patient of theirs since Dean had started on the job at Station U. He was usually simultaneously frumpy and flamboyant. He was not, to Dean’s knowledge, an EMT, paramedic, or any other kind of first responder.

“Gibbie,” Dean said. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m trying to help this Fairy girl, what does it look like I’m doing?” Gibbie said frantically. “She’s all busted up with a broken leg, and it looks like one of her wings is messed up although it’s hard to tell because she’s got it folded under her shirt.”

“Okay, Gibbie,” Dean said, taking control of the scene, the way he’d been taught. “I’m here. Step back and let me have a look at her.”

The vampire stood and stepped back as Brynne approached with the heart monitor. “Gibbie, what the hell are you doing here?” She asked. “And what are you wearing?”

“I decided I could help you guys out, Brynne, honey,” the frumpy vampire said. “I got myself a scanner and some equipment. This way I can lend you all a hand on your calls with Unusuals.”

Brynne continued past the vampire wannabe to the patient. She was shaking her head. Dean started working on his patient assessing her injuries. 

“We’ll talk about this later, Gibbie,” Brynne said. 

A car sped by the scene, coming dangerously close to all of them on the side of the road. Dean looked at his partner. Even though they were wearing reflective vests, that car had come too close for comfort. 

“We need some traffic control, Brynne,” Dean said. 

She looked around and started to key the radio mic clipped to her uniform’s shoulder. Then she stopped and seemed to change her mind. She turned and looked at Gibbie where he stood next to his van.

“Gibbie,” She called. “Did you, by chance, get any road flares when you were getting your van equipped?”

“I sure did, Brynne,” He said, bouncing on the balls of his feet excitedly. “I have a whole case. I picked  them up from online.”

“Ok,” Brynne instructed. “Light some up and deploy three of them in intervals back to about 50 yards on either side of us in both directions. Then take a flashlight and flag down traffic coming this way to slow them up. Got it?”

“Got it, Brynne!” Gibbie said, his voice rising to a squeak in excitement. “Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy.” He sped off and disappeared around the back of his beat-up van.

Dean meanwhile finished his head to toe trauma assessment. He had a female in her late teens or early twenties. She was dressed in a summer dress and both her lower legs had open fractures, consistent with being struck by a car. Gibbie had apparently applied Quick-clot gauze to the open wounds to control the bleeding, and that had slowed the bleeding significantly from what had been happening before the dressings were applied, based on the amount of blood soaked into the ground around her. 

He rolled her gently towards him, supporting her head and neck with one hand, and checked her back. He found a crumpled pair of wings. She groaned in pain but didn’t wake up or speak. He contained his surprise when he saw the pair of wings. They emerged from between the girl’s shoulder blades above the sundress. They were multi-paneled like an insect’s folding wings. The left one was clearly broken based on the way it bent at the connection between the shoulder blades. There was no bleeding on the back, so that was a minor injury compared to the leg fractures and any internal injuries she had.

“What have we got, Dean?” Brynne asked. 

“Female, I’d say she’s about 19 apparent age,” Dean started. “She’s responsive only to painful stimuli and has visible bilateral open tib/fib fractures, bleeding currently under control. She has a …” He paused for a moment, searching for a description. “She has an apparent left wing fracture at the base but no other injuries or visible bleeding. Based on the mechanism of injury, I suspect internal bleeding and a possible head injury. We need to get her to the hospital.”

As Brynne looked over his shoulder, she said, “Good job on the Quick-Clot gauze on the open wounds, Dean. That was fast.”

“That wasn’t me, Brynne,” He said hooking a thumb over his shoulder to where the vampire was waving his flashlight frantically and nearly jumping in front of cars to wave them aside. “Gibbie had that done before we got here.”

Dean looked around and said, “I wonder who called us? I didn’t see any cars pulled over but Gibbie’s van. Maybe the people who hit her called and then left?”

“Maybe,” Brynne said. She stood up and flicked on her flashlight, shining it into the woods and brush on the side of the road. She called out, “If you’re still here watching us, it’s okay. We’re going to help your friend. You can come out.”

“Is it safe? I wasn’t sure when the vampire came,” said a tiny voice above them. 

Brynne took a step back and shined her light up in the tree branches overhanging the road. Dean looked up, too. Crouched on a branch about ten feet up was a small, shadowy form. Brynne’s light revealed a girl about the same age as the one he was treating. 

“It’s alright,” Brynne repeated. “You can come on down. It’s safe. The vampire’s with us. He’s helping.”

The girl stepped off the branch into mid-air. Dean shouted and lurched to his feet to catch her. He stopped when he saw her wings unfold behind her, and she fluttered gracefully to the ground. She walked closer and knelt down beside her friend’s head, the wings folding out of sight against her back. Dean noticed that their delicate laciness blended in with the dress and looked like part of the dress’s ruffles when folded. He wasn’t sure he’d have known they were there if he hadn’t just seen them.

“What’s your name, sweetie?” Brynne asked.

The girl brushed her curly, platinum blonde hair out of her face, tucking it behind a slightly pointed ear. “I’m Anuja, Anuja Drinkwater,” she said in an airy voice. “This is my sister Jamila. We were walking home to the Barrens when this car came around the curve very fast. I jumped out of the way, but they hit Jamila. They stopped a bit down the road for a moment, then sped off and just left us here.” She started crying. She touched her sister’s face, stroking her cheek with a fingertip. “Is she going to be alright?”

Dean crouched back down and gripped her free hand to comfort her. “We’re going to do our best. You did the right thing calling for help.” He turned to Brynne. “Do you want to get the collar bag and backboard?”

“Got it,” She said. She moved the monitor up next to the girl on the ground. “Get her hooked up to the monitor. We’ll get IVs in the ambulance on the way.” She left to get the stretcher and other gear.

Dean hooked her up the heart monitor and saw a sinus tachycardia of 142 on the screen. No surprises there, he thought. She’s in pain and lost some blood. The blood pressure was 136/82, again not surprising given her injuries. It was not bad, she must not have lost enough blood to crash her blood pressure. 

Brynne came back with the head and neck trauma gear and the stretcher. Dean didn’t think much of backboards for anything but lifting devices anymore. They were not terribly effective body splints, though they had been used that way for over fifty years. The fact was, the body was pretty good at splinting itself in most situations as far as back injuries went. Still, it was easier to lift the girl onto the stretcher after putting a cervical collar on her and carefully moving her onto the backboard. She groaned a little as they lifted her, but that was all. The two paramedics tried to be gentle. 

Dean climbed in the back of the ambulance after they loaded her inside and started two IVs in case her blood pressure dropped, and he needed to give Jamila fluids. He planned on splinting and finishing the dressings Gibbie started on her legs on the way to the hospital. Anuja climbed in the front with Brynne’s urging to come along with her sister. Brynne got in the ambulance and pulled into the road, pausing briefly to call out the window to Gibbie, who was still animatedly directing the traffic and stopping cars. 

“Don’t forget to put the road flares out before you leave, Gibbie,” She called and pulled away with the lights and sirens blaring. Dean looked out the rear windows as the vampire was illuminated in the night by their flashing lights. He was waving at them as they sped off into the darkness toward the trauma center at ECMC.




———




Brynne made sure the ride to the hospital was both smooth and fast. Dean was able to bandage and splint Jamila’s lower legs before they arrived. Her vital signs remained stable on the way. He called the hospital on the med radio to alert them of the trauma patient inbound, using the code that the patient was part of the Unusual population so that the appropriate ER staff could be arranged. 

As they pulled up on the ambulance ramp, a team of nurses and doctors waited for them to take the injured fairy girl right into the trauma assessment room and then probably surgery. Brynne opened the back doors, and Dean saw Ashley standing off to one side dressed in her scrubs with the other members of the trauma team. Dean unhooked his patient from the monitor and laid the IV bags on the stretcher mattress next to her after shutting the valves in the tubing. Doc Spirelli was on tonight and came right over to help Brynne pull out the stretcher and lower the wheeled undercarriage. 

“Any changes since you called in, Dean?” Doctor Spirelli asked looking in at the tiny patient on the stretcher. 

“No changes,” Dean said shaking his head. “The vitals are stable, and I was unable to find any other injuries other than the ones I listed on the radio. She did not regain consciousness and is still responsive only to painful stimuli.”

Dean and Brynne rolled the stretcher over to the hospital gurney there. With help from a few nurses, they lifted Jamila over to the gurney using the backboard that was still beneath her.

“Ok,” The doc said. He turned to the trauma team as they moved the patient. In towards the double automatic doors to the hospital’s emergency department and trauma rooms. “We’ll do a full trauma work up …” he continued talking as they went inside.

Ashley hung back, smiled at Dean and turned to look at Anuja, who was looking at the doors through which the trauma team rolled her sister. Dean introduced them to each other.

“Anuja, this is Ashley Moore,” the paramedic said. “She’s a nurse here at the hospital. She’ll take you inside and get some information from you about your sister.”

The Fairy girl turned to look at Ashley and her eyes widened. She bowed deeply, touching her hand to her forehead in what looked like a salute. “Eldara, I’m humbled that you would arrive to help my sister. It is such a pleasure to meet one such as you.”

Dean looked on in amusement. That was certainly interesting. He thought Ashley was pretty special, but that was obviously for just mundane reasons. There was something else going on here with his new girlfriend and the Fae child.

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Anuja,” Ashley said lifting the girl out of her bow with a hand to her shoulder. “Let us maintain human appearances here at the hospital. I assure you, I’ll take no offense. Come inside and tell me about your sister and what happened. Then I’ll find out how she’s doing for you.” Ashley turned and winked at him and led the girl inside.

Brynne came over and tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, help me get the stretcher made up so I can put us back in service.”

“What was all that about?” He asked as he helped with the sheets.

“I told you,” Brynne said. “She has a halo, an aura that is clearly evident to the other Unusuals. James told me that he recognized her for an Eldara Sister immediately after he first met her a few years ago.”

“Wait,” Dean said, stopping what he was doing. “You mean you weren’t kidding when you said she had a halo? Like a real angel-style halo?”

“Yes, Dean,” Brynne said rolling her eyes. “You are such a guy. You don’t listen very well. She’s an Eldara, a messenger of the Gods. They are the basis of the angel myth. For all we know, she could have been one of the heavenly hosts singing over the birth of Jesus Christ.”

“I heard you but I thought you were kidding,” Dean said. “I didn’t think you meant that she actually glowed with some sort of divine light.”

“You’ll have to ask if she can show it to you sometime,” Brynne said, climbing into the back of the ambulance rig cleaning up the bandage wrappers and putting things away. “She can probably turn it up so you can see it, too. I would suspect that she can do something like that. It would explain why we think of angels as having halos or auras today.”

“I would feel weird asking her to do that,” Dean said.

“Why?” Brynne asked. “One of the perks of dating an Unusual is watching them do weird stuff. It’s like a magic show, but better, because it’s real.” 

Dean thought about that as they finished picking up the trash from the call and wiping down the stretcher and surfaces in the back. The two paramedics climbed out after cleaning up and shut the rear doors of the unit. Brynne jumped in the driver’s side as Dean got in his familiar seat on the passenger side. Something else occurred to him. 

“What are we going to do about Gibbie?” Dean asked.

“I don’t know,” Brynne said as she pulled the ambulance out onto the street and started back towards their station across town. “It was a good thing he got there before us. He did stop the bleeding before we showed up. Without that she might have been a lot worse off. He also did a passable job at traffic control, but I hesitate to encourage him. He doesn’t have the training and could get himself or someone else hurt.”

“Could we get him the training?” Dean pondered, thinking out loud. “The Fire Department has an auxiliary, and the surrounding volunteer companies still have volunteer EMTs.”

“Hey, that’s a good idea,” Brynne said. “We could hook him up with the ECFD as an auxiliary member. Maybe he could even get EMT training. We’d just have to find him an evening class. I’ll call Chief Ari about the auxiliary thing and Mike Farver at the academy about EMT training.”

“There is always CERT training,” Dean suggested. He referred to the federal government’s Community Emergency Response Team training meant to serve a community in the event of a disaster. The training included disaster preparedness training and some basic first aid. They also learned some basics of light search and rescue activities. 

“That’s a good idea, too,” Brynne said. “One of those should work and will help make sure Gibbie learns the right way to do things instead of him running around freelancing like he did tonight.”

“Where did he get all that gear, and the quick clotting impregnated gauze?” Dean wondered. 

“Probably online,” Brynne answered. “You can get all that stuff on Amazon, the uniform shirt, pants, trauma shears, and even the quick clot gauze. I used it to put together an emergency kit for my apartment and car.”

“Really?” Dean said. “Can you get a good commercial tourniquet? I’ve always thought I should have one in my glove box just in case.” 

“Dean, you should know by now. There’s very little you can’t buy on the internet,” Brynne said chuckling. “Put us back in service in case they need us for another call.”

Dean picked up the mic and called dispatch to alert them that U-191 was back in action after the call and wondered what else he could get on the internet for his personal first aid kit. It probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to check out what was available to have on hand just in case. He continued to think about it as the ambulance sped off into the night of Elk City.


























CHAPTER EIGHT




One thing Dean found waiting for him when he returned to the station was an email from his former teacher, Mike Farver. Mike wanted to meet up for breakfast and check in on how he was doing after that night’s shift was over. Dean was glad to hear from his mentor. He was looking forward to the opportunity to check in with him about his run-in with Zach. Mike would be able to counsel him on how to proceed. He trusted him.

The rest of the shift went quickly. There were a few routine medical calls for some elderly patients in the Unusual community. The remainder of the night was spent doing paperwork and chores around the station. By the time morning arrived, Dean was ready to go to breakfast and see his former academy instructor.

The next shift paramedics showed up with Bill, and then his partner Lynne arriving. The two were an interesting pair. Bill was older and balding, in his late fifties. He had been a paramedic for a long time. Bill had been one of the original Station U paramedics with Mike Farver. Lynne was a little younger, in her early forties. She had been instrumental in early programs to set up community paramedic outreach in the Elk City region. That had been why she had been tapped to move to Station U, where another underserved community needed attention.

“Hey, Dean,” Bill said as he came in followed by Lynne. “How was your night?”

“It wasn’t too bad,” Dean said. “We had a pedestrian struck first thing last night, but the rest of the shift was pretty slow. Brynne’s in the ambulance bay doing a final check on the gear for you guys.”

“I heard the pedestrian struck call on the scanner at home,” Lynne said. “That was out by the Barrens. We need to get a program in place out there for some wellness visits. There are some kids there who could use some attention instead of always waiting until they get bad enough to call an ambulance.” She looked at her partner. “Bill, maybe we can make a run out that way and check in with August, the unofficial mayor of the Barrens, about doing that during day shifts a couple of times a week, when we can get away.”

“I’m up for that,” Bill said. “August always gives us some of his home-made beer to bring back with us. That stuff is good, like something from the Old Country or something.”

“Good to know you have your priorities straight, Bill,” Dean quipped.

“You have no idea, Probie,” Bill replied. “If you get out there and see him, don’t turn him down. It is some truly excellent brew. Better than the piss-water beers most mainstream American brewers make. I keep telling him that he should start up a micro-brewery. He just laughs and says he makes just enough for himself and his friends. He doesn’t want to make more.”

Brynne came in from the ambulance bay into the squad room. “Make more of what?”

“Bill was going on about August Beche’s strange brewing capabilities,” Lynne said. 

“It is good stuff,” Brynne said. “James gets a case or so every time he brews a batch. He keeps it around for special occasions.” She glanced at her watch as she heard a horn sound from the parking lot outside. “That must be him now. James said he was going to pick me up. Gotta go. Have a good shift, guys. See you tonight.” She grabbed her purse and jacket and headed out the door to the parking lot.

Dean watched her leave, wondering if James was planning on a snack from his partner before bed. He must have had a sour look on his face because Bill noticed it right away.

“Dean, dude, you have to let up on this whole ‘James the vampire dating your partner’ thing,” the older paramedic said as Dean continued to stare at the door to the parking lot. “Brynne can handle herself. She’s doing nothing she doesn’t want to do.”

“I know, Bill,” Dean said, turning and looking at the elder medic. “It just creeps me out.”

“Speaking of dating an Unusual, how are things with you and nurse Ashley, Dean?” Lynne asked, changing the subject. “I heard you two had a date. I’ve been waiting to ask you what it’s like dating an actual angel?”

Dean blushed and stared at the floor in embarrassment. Bill clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t you listen to her, Dean. She just wants to think about it as one of her soccer-mom novels where the guy falls for the angel and all sorts of steamy, girly romance ensues. She’s a hot nurse, and that’s all we care about, right?”

“Uh, well, I don’t know if I’d put it that way either, Bill,” Dean said, uncomfortable with that characterization of the relationship that was developing. “I think she’s great, and I hope we can see each other again. That’s all.”

“Don’t listen to him, Dean,” Lynne said. “Ashley’s a nice girl and a good match for you. Don’t you let lecherous old men like Bill ruin your love life.”

Dean laughed as Bill made a face of shock at that description of his temperament. “Moi? Lecherous? I don’t know what you mean?”

“Yeah, right, Bill,” Lynne replied. “Try that innocent act on someone who doesn’t know what a lech you are.”

Dean picked up his jacket and slipped it on over his uniform shirt. “I think that’s my cue to leave. I’ll see you two in twelve.” He headed out the door as the other two paramedics said bye and got to work on their shift. He was enjoying getting to know the crew better at Station U. They weren’t just good paramedics. They were good people, and becoming good friends. He liked the way they looked out for each other. Maybe that was as good a reason as any for him to stop being concerned about his partner’s relationship with a vampire. He’d have to think on that. Perhaps Mike would have some thoughts on it, too. He had been Brynne’s partner before moving to the Fire Academy to train new paramedics.

He hopped into his pickup and backed out of his space in the parking lot, leaving the run-down industrial park that was home to Station U and heading to Hank’s Diner, where Mike was meeting him for breakfast.




———




The diner was busy, but Mike was already there when Dean arrived and had grabbed a booth. Daisy, one of the waitresses, said hi as Dean entered. He saw his mentor sitting at the back and walked over while he waived back at the waitress. Mike was sitting in the booth looking over the menu. He glanced up as Dean approached.

“Hi, Dean,” Mike said warmly. “It’s good to see you.” 

Dean reached out to shake Mike’s hand as he slid into the booth opposite him. Daisy came over and got their drink orders. Mike must not have been waiting long, he hadn’t ordered his coffee yet. Dean didn’t want any caffeine since he was going to be headed home to bed soon. He ordered a Sprite and grabbed a menu from where is was stashed behind the condiments at the end of the table, while she went to get their beverages.

Mike waited while he looked at the menu and when he set it down, spoke up cheerfully. “So, how have you been? It’s been a few weeks since I’ve talked with you.”

“It’s been good, mostly,” Dean said, qualifying his response. 

Mike raised an eyebrow when Dean said “mostly” and probed right away. “What’s that mostly part. Is there something that isn’t as good as the rest?”

Dean thought for a moment about how to approach this. Daisy returned with their drinks, coffee for Mike and Sprite for him. He used the break while she took their orders to keep thinking. He watched her leave and looked back at Mike. 

“I don’t know where to start, Mike. There’s been so much going on,” Dean said.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning,” Mike said. “What started you down this path to worrying about your work.”

“I think it mostly has to do with a call we had the other night. There was a patient attacked with burning lighter fluid, or gasoline or something. It was a pretty rough call, and I saw someone there who I wondered might be involved with it,” Dean said.

“You saw Brynne’s old partner, Zach,” Mike said, watching Dean’s eyes.

“Yes. How did you know?” Dean asked.

“I still keep in touch, and I hear things while at the academy,” Mike responded. “Do you think Zach did it? Burned the witch girl?”

Dean looked up and paused at the term “witch girl.” That sounded a lot like the way Zach had talked about her. “She was a Wiccan, it’s true, but that’s no reason to do that to her.”

“So you’ve talked with Zach about this?” Mike probed.

Dean stared at the cup of soda in front of him for a while before answering. “Yeah, I have talked with Zach a few times, and he’s mixed up with some anti-Unusual group called The Cause. He seems to think I would side with him and help identify and target our patients for them. He’s threatened me with exposure to the Chief, tagging me as a member with him if I don’t help.”

“Don’t you sympathize with some of what Zach said?” Mike asked. “It’s not necessarily bad to have doubts about what you see going on at work, if you think something is wrong.”

“I’ve already told you in the past, I have problems with James and Brynne,” Dean said. “I don’t like what goes on between the two of them. I don’t think it’s healthy. But that doesn’t mean that I would use that to justify random attacks on our patients.”

“I’m not saying it does,” Mike said. “I’m just helping you talk through your feelings a bit. I knew Zach when he worked for the Fire Department. I helped train him in the academy, like you. I don’t think he would do something like that without good reason.”

“What do you mean, Mike? What could possibly be a ‘good reason’ for doing something like that?” 

“I’m just saying there are opposite sides to every issue out there,” Mike answered. “If you have no evidence that Zach did anything wrong, it’s probably not a good idea to implicate him. I know from the Chief that Brynne saw him there. Your additional information about some crackpot things he said, or ideas he’s told you about would only serve to make him look even more guilty.”

Dean leaned across the table and whispered urgently, “I don’t just think he’s guilty, Mike. I heard him all but admit he had something to do with that attack. He knew too much about the girl and made some accusations about her magic activities that were affecting humans.”

Mike leaned back in his seat and looked at Dean for a bit. The pause was further interrupted by Daisy’s return with their breakfast. She set their order down and, after checking it over, laid the bill down on the table, too. 

“I’ll get that when you’re ready,” She said. “Enjoy your food.” 

Dean watched her move on to another table and then looked back to Mike. His mentor was starting in on his food, and motioned with his fork at Dean’s plate to do the same. He picked up a piece of bacon and chewed while thinking about the conversation so far. It seemed as if Mike was defending Zach, but that couldn’t be right. He had a sudden thought and, as he swallowed his mouthful of bacon, it was as if a lead weight settled in the pit of his stomach. 

“Dean,” Mike said between bites. “You’re still pretty new to Station U. I know you’ve seen some interesting things. I also know you’ve been through some tough situations, like the time you were charmed by that Siren. Surely you can see some of why Zach feels the way he does. I’m not necessarily condoning anything he may or may not have done. I’m just saying that some of his feelings may be valid.”

The probationary paramedic took another bite while he pondered the shift in the situation. He kept eating, keeping his mouth full so he couldn’t politely answer while he thought of what to say. If Mike was on Zach’s side, then he might be part of The Cause, too. Was that possible? He had always thought of Mike as the perfect paramedic, the model to which he aspired when he was in the Academy. This revelation of another, less attractive side of his mentor was jarring. He finished his food while the awkward silence continued. Mike just sat there watching while he finished. It was just the way he used to wait quietly for an answer back in the Academy. Mike’s patience while waiting for the answer to a tough question was legendary with his students.

Dean looked up and decided just to ask him. “Mike, do you agree with Zach’s position about the Unusuals? Do you think they are a danger to our community?”

“What do you think, Dean?” Mike asked. “That’s the question at hand. I think you already know the answer to your own questions. I want to know if you are up to the challenge of being part of something bigger than you are alone. Something that has been going on for longer than you can know. This isn’t just a conflict in Elk City, Dean. It’s a battle for the good of humanity. You’ve got the chance to make a difference here and choose the right side. If you don’t, then it could be the end of everything you’ve ever wanted or dreamed of doing.”

Dean picked up his drink and took a sip. God, what did he do? He suddenly wished he hadn’t met Mike for breakfast. His whole world seemed to be crashing down again, and he felt like he did when Zach confronted him in his apartment. His mentor and the paramedic he aspired to emulate the most was just as twisted as Zach was. Did he have no one he could count on that could be trusted?

“Hi, Dean. Hey Mike,” a familiar voice said. “Mind if I join you guys? I’m famished.”

Dean looked up and saw Ashley standing there, in her navy blue scrubs and a light jacket. She motioned to Dean to slide over, and she sat down next to him. She was like an answer to his prayers. Again.

“Hello, Ashley,” Mike said, cooly. “What brings you here, all the way across town from the hospital?”

“Oh, I was heading by when I thought I saw Dean’s truck.” She slipped her hand into Dean’s, interlacing her fingers with his. He gripped her hand back, giving it a grateful squeeze.

Mike’s eyes narrowed at that exchange. “I see,” He said, staring at their clasped hands for a moment and then paused, glancing at his plate. “Well, I think that’s that. I’m done eating, and I don’t want to get between the two of you. Dean, you need to think hard about what I said. You don’t want to end up on the wrong side in this.” He stood up, glanced at the check and dropped a few bills on the table next to it. “That should cover my portion. I’ve got to go.”

Dean turned his head and watched the older paramedic leave. Ashley switched sides to sit across from him, taking Mike’s empty seat in the booth. She didn’t release her grip on his hand. A little squeeze of his fingers returned his attention to her. 

“How did you know?” Dean asked, shaking his head. “I just thought I needed someone, something to get me out of that conversation with Mike before it went too far, and then there you were.”

“I told you, Dean,” She said, her quiet, calming voice washing over him like a gentle wave. “I now know why I’m here, and who I’m supposed to help out. I’ll never be far away anymore when you need me.”

“Ashley,” Dean said, hardly daring to say it out loud. “I think Mike’s part of The Cause, too. He’s tied up with Zach somehow, and he wants me to take sides in some upcoming conflict.”

She squeezed his hand in support. “And have you chosen a side in this conflict?”

He looked at where her delicate hand held his tanned, weathered one in hers. His eyes tracked up and met hers. Those deep hazel green eyes seemed to go on forever. He knew the answer to that question. “Yes. Yes, I have.”


























CHAPTER NINE




The rest of the day went fast for Dean. Ashley stayed while he finished eating, but had to return to work for a few hours so they said their goodbye’s with a kiss in the parking lot and the promise they’d see each other again, soon. He was tired and wanted to get home. He needed to get some sleep before he had to return to night shift later that evening. He was just getting in the door at his apartment when his phone chirped with a text message from Bill at work. 

It read, “Freddy wants to make dinner for us tonight - Bring a date! Dinner at 5 PM.”

Freddy was a former chef, turned into a zombie by a jealous ex-girlfriend who happened to be a voodoo priestess. He couldn’t cook in a restaurant anymore since he lost random body parts without feeling it. He couldn’t even taste or eat food. But despite all that going against him, he was still one of the best chefs Dean had ever had the pleasure to meet. He regularly offered to cook a meal for the Station U paramedics, usually after they came by to help reattach some lost body part onto him. Dean had first met Freddy when he was choking, and Brynne’s Heimlich maneuver launched a blackened, rotting tongue across the zombie’s broken down trailer. The next night, Freddy made a five-star restaurant meal in their little kitchenette at the station. Dean was looking forward to having another excellent meal again tonight.

He glanced at the text message again. Bill had texted “… Bring a Date!” He wasn’t sure if she was available, but he shot a quick text off to Ashley, inviting her to meet him at the station tonight at five o’clock. She didn’t text right back. So he got ready for bed, looking forward to a decent meal that single guys, especially paramedics, rarely got. He fell asleep thinking about food.




———




Dean was excited and a little anxious as he drove into the Station U parking lot in the back of the industrial park in which it was located. Ashley had texted back an excited “Yessss!!!!” at his request to meet at the station for dinner. He was happy to see her but a little nervous at having her there as his guest in front of all of his co-workers. He decided it wouldn’t be that bad since all of them had known Ashley from the hospital emergency department for longer than they had known him. 

He saw Ashley’s car already there; her red MG convertible pulled in next to Bill’s Ford SUV. He pulled his pickup in next to her car and hopped out to head inside. That was when he saw the car parked next to Bill’s. The silver Lexus belonged to James, Brynne’s vampire boyfriend. 

Dean walked up to the door in the side of the metal building that housed Station U and glanced through the rectangular glass panel in it, seeing James and Ashley talking together just inside. He pulled the door open and went in. Ashley turned when he entered, crossed the room over to him and slipped an arm around his waist, giving him a quick kiss. She was dressed in light blue scrubs so she must have to work again that evening. 

“Heading to work after this?” Dean asked. 

“Yep,” She replied. “I’m on again tonight from seven to seven.”

James walked over. He was tall, dark haired, wearing black skinny jeans, a white t-shirt and a black sports coat, a typical hipster look. “Hello, Dean,” James said. “It’s been a while since we’ve had the chance to chat.”

Dean took the cool hand in his and shook it firmly. He didn’t bother to try the macho hand-squeeze. Only a fool played that game with a vampire. “Hi James,” Dean said. He looked around and didn’t see his partner. “Where’s Brynne? I would have thought she would have driven over with you.”

“She had a meeting with the Chief this afternoon,” James said, glancing at the Rolex on his wrist. “She should be here soon.”

The two were interrupted by the sound of a raspy voice behind them. “Hors d'oeuvre?” Freddy asked lifting up a plate. It held small scallops, wrapped in bacon, skewered by a toothpick. 

“Oooo, yum!” Ashley said, reaching across between James and Dean, grabbing a toothpick with one of the appetizers and popping it in her mouth, sliding it off the toothpick with her teeth. “Mmmmmm, that’s really good,” She said. “Dean, you have to try one.” She grabbed another from the proffered plate and held it up for him. 

“Yes, Dean,” James said, grinning. “Do try one.”

Dean leaned forward and took the bite that Ashely offered him, a little embarrassed. His embarrassment was forgotten as he chewed the bite-sized seafood and bacon appetizer. It was delicious. The sweet taste of fresh scallops was combined with the salty bacon, and a marinade that caused his mouth to water. He thought about having another.

“Oh, good Lord,” Brynne said from the doorway behind him. “She’s feeding you bites of food now? Ashley, we have to have a discussion about spoiling my probie like that.”

“He’s your probie, but he’s my boyfriend,” Ashely said, giving his waist a squeeze where she had her arm around him. “I’ll spoil him if I want.”

Brynne laughed as she finished coming into the squad room. She clapped a hand on Dean’s back and crossed to James, giving him a quick kiss. She reached over to Freddy and took one of the scallop bites off the plate. “Freddy, it smells awesome in here,” She said as she popped the scallop in her mouth. “And this is delicious. I can’t wait for the main course. What are we having?”

Bill spoke up from across the room. “Kristof at Sabatani’s heard Freddy was making us dinner and sent over a delivery with a whole boatload of fresh ingredients from his restaurant. Freddy’s whipping up a Frutti de Mar with linguine and a garlic butter sauce. Sorry, James.”

“No worries,” the vampire said. “I’ll just be having the wine anyway. You all enjoy the food. I’m here for the company.”

Freddy set the plate of scallops down and shambled back to the kitchenette area of the squad room. “Dinner is almost ready,” he croaked. “It’ll be ready as soon as the pasta is done.” 

Bill and Lynne were still technically on duty, and they were wrapping up their daily paperwork at the computers on the other side of the room. As Freddy shambled away, it left the two couples alone to talk together. There was an awkward silence. It was broken by James who looked at Dean and raised his glass of wine.

“I suppose, based on Ashley’s announcement of your relationship status, that I should welcome you to the club,” James said.

“The club?” Dean asked.

“There aren’t that many human-Unusual relationships out there,” James clarified. “We tend to keep to ourselves, or only have transient interactions with the humans around us. Ashley’s choice of you says something about you that I did not know before.”

“And what is that?” Dean asked, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“That there is more to you than meets the eye, is all,” James said. “The Eldara are very discerning in their interactions with humans. If she chooses to associate herself so closely with you after all these years of living here in Elk City, I’m inclined to offer you a level of trust that I wouldn’t ordinarily give.” He held up a hand, palm forward. “I know we have not gotten along well in the past, but I’d like to offer a chance to start over fresh for both of us, if you’ll take it.”

“Okay,” Dean said, not sure where this was headed. “I guess we can do that.” He looked around meeting Brynne’s eyes, then looking at Ashely, who nodded. Dean reached out and took the cool hand in his again, and shook it firmly.

“Good,” Ashley announced to the two of them. “This had to happen, but it had to come from the two of you, without interference. There is something coming, a significant event that will require you two to work together. It’s important that you develop an understanding with each other.”

Brynne looked at Ashley in alarm. “What do you mean ‘something is coming?’ That sounds ominous, Ashley.”

“I don’t know, yet,” Ashley said. “It’s only a feeling right now. Kind of like an itch between your shoulder blades, where you can’t reach it. All I know is that Dean’s involved, integral to it. Tonight’s interaction confirmed that somehow he and James need to get together at some point to solve a problem.”

“Ah, typical Eldara cryptic pronouncements,” James said. “Just once, could you Eldara give us the information up front so we know what we’re supposed to do?”

“That interferes with free will, James,” She said.

“What’s free will got to do with it?” Brynne said. “If something is coming, that sounds like a prophecy of some sort. Doesn’t that mean that it’s already spelled out?”

“Free will is everything, Brynne,” the Eldara Sister explained. “Without it, the earthly creatures would just be pawns of the Gods. Toys with no true direction of their own. It all comes down to choice. The Gods might direct an action be taken, even urge it, coerce it in some way but the choice to act or respond in a certain way always lies in the individual. That is the basis of free will.”

“I can offer direction based on what is revealed to me,” Ashley continued. “But, the decision to do something with that direction or inspiration is still up to you. You have to decide what is the right thing to do.” The last sentence she seemed to direct at both James and Dean. “That is why it was important that the two of you get past the animosity you bear towards each other, or at least start to do so. I don’t know why, yet. I only know that it was an important step in the right direction to solving a future challenge. Free will means that you had to arrive at that choice to overcome your differences on your own, which you did, so it’s all good for now.”

“Well a brief handshake doesn’t make James and me instant friends,” Dean said looking at the vampire, who nodded in agreement.

“You don’t have to be friends, gentlemen,” Brynne said. “Ashley means that you have to get along and respect each other when you’re together. Be polite, at least. Right?”

“Exactly,” Ashley said. “The friendship will come later, I think.”

Dean wasn’t sure about that last statement, but he was willing to rethink his notions about James if that was what Ashley wanted. There were things about him he didn’t like, and he still didn’t trust him much, but Ashely and Brynne seemed to trust him. That would have to be enough for now, he supposed.

Freddy broke the tension of the moment announcing that dinner was served. The zombie chef had laid out all the items for dinner on the counter next to the stove so they could dish up their food buffet style. He stepped back to make room for his hungry friends. Dean and Ashley headed over instantly, Dean letting Ashley go first while he looked over the spread. There were fresh bread sticks, and the pasta was tossed with what looked like more scallops, shrimp, and fresh lump crabmeat in a creamy white sauce. There were also salad greens and a homemade vinaigrette.

“Freddy,” Dean said, taking it all in. “You’ve outdone yourself again.”

“Thank you, Dean,” Freddy rasped in response. “It always feels good to cook again, and you guys are the only ones who will eat my food.”

Bill came over to get in line behind Dean. “I’ll keep eating it as long as we do a check to make sure you’re not missing any fingers or a random ear or something.”

They all laughed at that as Freddy bowed at the comment. “Everything is accounted for paramedic Bill. I checked.”

Things quieted down, and everyone made small talk while they ate, or in James’ case, drank. Dean focused on eating his fill since he and Brynne were on shift soon. The rest of them could take their time. It was as good as it looked and smelled. He listened to Ashley share some humorous nursing stories from the ER as everyone laughed along. He watched her closely, from where he sat next to her. He’d had girlfriends before. This felt different, though. It was closer somehow. It was intimate already, even though they hadn’t slept together yet, well at least not that way. She offered him support in a way that he couldn’t define. She had come to his rescue twice now when he had needed it. Oh yeah, and she was freaking hot. He smiled to himself, and she looked his way and winked as if she knew what he was thinking. Maybe she did. He decided he didn’t care all that much. Maybe he was joining a new sort of club after all, as James had said. 

The cleanup from these meals traditionally fell to the crew coming on shift, and that meant Dean and Brynne, so as everyone was finishing up, they started gathering up the leftovers and putting them in containers so that people could take some home. Freddy had made enough for an army, and there was plenty for all of them to take home a meal for the next day. It was getting close to six, and Bill and Lynne were packing up their gear. Bill offered to give Freddy a ride home, and they all headed out to the parking lot, James walking very quickly to his car and getting behind the tinted windows in the weak evening light of sunset. As old as he was, more than a millennium, James was able to stand short periods of sunlight, if only for a few minutes, though it was painful. Brynne followed him over to his Lexus and leaned in at the driver’s window to say goodbye. 

Dean walked Ashley out to her car as well. She threw her arms around him and planted a solid kiss on his lips. “I’m proud of you, Dean,” She said. “I know it was hard for you to make peace with James.” The softness of her lips on his lingered in his mind as she pulled away and climbed into her little classic sports car. “Can I see you after work? I’ll bring something for breakfast by your apartment.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” Dean said. He wanted to see her alone again. He longed for another opportunity to be close to her.

“Great, I’ll see you tomorrow and maybe tonight if you bring any patients in to see us in the ER.” She started her car and backed out of her spot, driving off with a wave of one hand above the convertible’s windshield. 

Freddy came out then with Bill. Dean thanked the chef again for his excellent meal. The older paramedic helped the fragile zombie open the door to his SUV and climb inside. Dean watched as they pulled away from the station, and then he went back inside. Brynne followed close behind him. Neither of them saw the black SUV pull out from the street and follow Bill’s Ford out of the industrial park.


























CHAPTER TEN




Dean and Brynne had a slow start to the shift. That was good since they had the clean up to do from Freddy’s dinner. Afterward, they spent an hour or so doing the regular start-of-shift chores before settling in for the night in the squad room. Brynne was scrolling through her email across the room at her desk, and Dean sat on the couch reading a book on mythological creatures when his phone chirped. He glanced at the screen and saw a number he didn’t recognize. Whoever it was had sent him a text.  He opened the phone screen with a swipe of his thumb and froze. 

“Your zombie friend pays the price for your failure to join us. The Cause.”

He was about to go over and show Brynne the message when the alert tones sounded on the overhead speaker. It was followed by the voice of the Dispatcher.

“U-One-Nine-One, respond with the fire department for working house trailer fire. Bystanders report residents trapped inside.”

“That’s not good,” Brynne said getting up and heading to the ambulance bay, she grabbed the printout as it came out of the printer on the way to the ambulance. “Hey, this looks like it’s near Freddy’s place in the Barrens.”

“I was afraid of that,” Dean said coming over to meet her at the door. He showed his phone screen.

She read the screen. “Shit,” She cursed. “Let’s get over there.” 

A minute later they were rolling out of the industrial park, headed toward the Barrens, the trailer park on the outskirts of town inhabited by many Unusuals, including their friend Freddy. The diesel engine whined as Brynne pushed it to it’s limits on the nighttime city streets. The lights were flashing, and the sirens were blaring from the roof of the ambulance cab to signal their passing. They listened to the radio as the first fire engine arrived on the scene to report the trailer was fully involved. In other words, it was engulfed in flames. The two paramedics looked at each other. If anyone were inside, there would be no rescue at that point. They knew the firefighters would just contain the blaze, keeping it from spreading to neighboring structures, fighting the fire from the outside.

Within ten minutes, they were approaching the area of the trailer park and could see the glow of the fire on the horizon in the darkness. The vents in the ambulance cab transmitted the smell of the smoke as they approached the scene. The flames leaped twenty to thirty feet in the air over the trailer. The fire had burned through the roof and could be seen in the broken windows and through the remains of the front doorway. Firefighters were surrounding the burning structure, using their firehoses and streams of water to control the blaze. Dean checked in with the fire officer in charge over the radio to alert them that the ambulance had arrived.

“Received, One-Nine-One,” The incident commander responded on the radio. “Stage away from fire ground. No survivors reported at this point.”

“Understood,” Dean said grimly. “U-One-Nine-One on location, staging.” He looked at Brynne as she put the gear lever in park leaving the ambulance about one hundred yards away from where the firefighting operations were taking place. “What do we do?”

“We get out and set up in case any firefighters need assistance, since we’re the only ambulance here,” She said. “We don’t know that Freddy was inside, and I’ll keep hoping until they find his body.”

Dean looked around and saw a familiar white van parked off to one side under some trees, also away from the action. “Hey, isn’t that Gibbie’s new van?”

“It might be,” Brynne said. “I wonder if he knows anything about what’s going on?” She looked at Dean. “Let’s check. Grab the portable radio. I’ll get the flashlights out of the utility compartment.”

The two paramedics got out of their ambulance and headed over to the white van. There was no one inside it, but it did look like it was Gibbie’s van. They walked around it and shined their flashlights in the windows. It was empty.

“You don’t think he went in and tried to save Freddy on his own, do you?” Dean asked.

“I sure hope not,” Brynne said looking at the fire engulfed trailer. A noise from the trees behind them caused them both to spin around and shine their lights into the darkness. A white-clad figure darted behind a tree there. 

Brynne stepped forward, shining her light at the ground near her feet instead of into the trees. “Hello? We’re here to help out,” She said. “Do you know what happened to the man who was driving this van?”

A small voice came from the tree as they approached. A face peeked around the trunk. “Paramedic Brynne Garvey, is that you?” Dean recognized her. It was Anuja, the Fairy girl they met when her sister was struck by a car a week ago.

“Brynne, it’s…” Dean whispered.

“I see her,” Brynne said to her partner as she turned to answer the girl in the woods. “It’s me, Anuja,” Brynne said in a calm voice. “Do you know where the man from this van is?”

The girl stepped from behind the tree and pointed to a spot in the woods. “He was injured trying to get into the zombie’s trailer. I remembered he helped my sister, and I got some friends and we carried him to the woods away from the fire.”

“Show us,” Brynne said. “Dean, get the basic bag, oxygen and burn kit. I’ll shine the flashlight back toward you so you can follow the beam to me.”

“Got it,” Dean said. “Be careful.” Brynne headed off as Dean turned to get the gear from the ambulance. He loaded up with the bags and came back to the edge of the woods. He saw the light of his partner’s flashlight about twenty yards into the trees. He hurried over to where she knelt on the grass next to a large tree. Leaning up against the trunk, moaning in pain was Gibbie. His hands were severely burned, and he held them out in front of him while Brynne assessed them. 

“I tried to get him, Brynne,” Gibbie cried. “I know he was your friend. I heard the call of a fire and when I got here, I tried to open the door but it wouldn’t budge. I could hear him yelling inside, but I couldn’t get him.”

“The men who set the fire nailed the door shut,” Anuja said. “We were playing nearby in the woods when we heard shouts and banging. Two men held the door to the trailer closed while another hammered nails into it. Then they lit a bottle of something on fire and tossed it through a window. I used my cell phone to call the fire department, but they took so long to get here. The vampire arrived first and tried to enter.”

Dean noticed other white-clad forms in the trees around them. They must be Anuja’s friends. “You and your friends did the right thing helping Gibbie out and finding us, Anuja.” 

“Gibbie, I’m going to pour some sterile water over your hands to cool them down. They are still warm from the burns,” Brynne said. Dean got out the liter bottle of sterile water from the burn kit, handed it to Brynne and then started opening some gauze and rolled bandages. He watched as Brynne poured the water over the vampire’s burned and tattered hands. They still had smoke rising from them in places until she poured the water over them. She used some of the gauze pads he handed to her to pat his hands dry and then some others to cover the burns, wrapping the gauze-covered wounds with the rolled bandages.

“Gibbie,” Dean said. “I’m going to give you something for your pain. It’s only a little morphine, but it should take the edge off of it.”

“Dean, it was awful,” Gibbie said, tears in his eyes, “I tried to help him. I could hear him yelling inside, and I tried as hard as I could.” 

“I know you did,” Dean said. “Sometimes in our line of work you do your best, but it’s just not enough. It is not your fault; it’s just the way it is.”

Dean opted to give the first injection in Gibbie’s shoulder. They could start an IV once they got him back to the ambulance and on the way to the Burn Center. While Dean did that, Brynne keyed the mic on her shoulder from the portable radio.

“Ambulance U-One-Nine-One to command, we have a patient with burns to his hands here. We are going to treat and transport.” 

“Received One-Nine-One,” The fire incident commander said. “Do you need any manpower assistance over there?”

“Negative on manpower,” Brynne replied. “We will be able to transport on our own.”

She released the mic where it was clipped on her lapel. “Gibbie, can you stand on your own? Do you have any injuries other than to your hands?”

“I can stand up,” Gibbie said with a groan. “It’s just my hands.” The vampire started to stand and swayed on his feet.

“Whoa,” Dean said. “Take it easy. Let us help you.” He gripped the portly vampire under the arms and lifted with Brynne on the other side, steadying him. Gibbie stood up straight and stayed still for a moment, swaying a little in the arms of the two paramedics, then he steadied himself. He was wearing his uniform outfit they had first seen the other night when they encountered him on the roadside with Anuja’s sister, Jamilla.

“Dean, can you handle getting Gibbie back to the ambulance?” Brynne asked. “I want to talk to Anuja and her friends, and I think they’ll react better to just me.”

“Sure, Brynne,” Dean said. “I’ve got this.” He pulled one of Gibbie’s arms gently across his shoulders, careful of the bandaged hands. The two of them started back towards the ambulance parked about 50 yards away.

Dean had Gibbie settled in the stretcher in the back of the ambulance and an IV started by the time Brynne came back to the unit. He was able to get some more morphine on board before Brynne opened the rear doors to check on them.

“I’m good here, Brynne,” Dean said. “You can start on the road to the ECMC Burn Center.” 

“Got it,” Brynne said closing the doors on the back of the unit. Dean heard her climb into the front seat and report them as en route to the hospital before she pulled away from the orange-lit fire scene. The flames were lower now that the firefighters had arrived and started to knock down the fire. Dean watched that glow recede into the distance as the ambulance sped off into the night. He turned his attention to his patient. Gibbie was just staring out the back of the ambulance. He was clearly upset, but Dean thought he was lucky to be alive. If the flames were that bad when he arrived at the trailer, he could have become trapped inside trying to rescue Freddy if the door had not been nailed shut. It was ironic that the efficiency of the members of the Cause, (that had to be who was responsible) kept them from catching and killing two Unusuals instead of just one. He still couldn’t believe that Freddy was dead.

“Gibbie,” Dean said softly. “There was nothing you could have done. The door was closed, nailed shut, if what the fairy girls told us is true. You did your best. If the door wasn’t closed, you might have been overcome going inside to rescue Freddy. You’re a vampire, and you have some strengths, but you’re not invincible.”

“I know, Dean, I guess,” Gibbie replied. “I just wanted to help out, to do something, you know? Do something heroic, like you and Brynne do.”

“I hear you Gibbie,” Dean said. “But you have to understand that Brynne and I have a lot of training to go along with our skills. You are trying to do something for which you have no training. That might change soon, though. Hopefully, if all goes as planned, Brynne and I are going to try and get you some EMS training.”

Gibbie looked over to him, meeting his eyes. “You mean that?”

Dean nodded. “I do. We do. If you want to continue to help out like you have been, there are rules you need to follow, and training you need to have. We’ll help you get that training if you want it. First, though, we need to get you back in one piece.”

“I would like that, Dean,” Gibbie said. “The training, I mean, I want the training. I like how you and Brynne are giving back to our community. There should be some of us giving back, too.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Gibbie,” Dean said. “There are some programs out there to offer civilians training in first response and disaster aid. Do you think you could round up two or three others who would like to train alongside you?”

“I think so,” Gibbie said. “I just need to get over this first.” He held up his bandaged hands. 

“It’s no hurry,” Dean said. “We’ll need some time to gather the resources to teach the class. I don’t think we can use the regular CERT instructors. They don’t know about Unusuals. You get well, and get your list of interested friends together. I’ll work with Brynne to figure out how we can get your training done.”

“That’s great news, Dean,” Gibbie said excitedly. “These burned hands won’t hold me back for long. I just need to feed and spend some time regenerating. Burns don’t heal completely in vampires but aside from some scars, I’ll be as good as new in a week or so. It’s going to be great! Me, responding right alongside you and Brynne!”

“Hold on there, dude,” Dean said holding up his hands. “Part of the training is going to be following a chain of command and knowing when to respond, and when not to respond. If you just show up at the wrong time and place, you can get in our way and cause more harm than good. Let’s just get the training squared away, first. Then we can look into how and where we can collaborate.”

The conversation continued all the way to the Burn Center. Gibbie was excitedly explaining how he was going to help, and Dean was carefully pointing out how the middle-aged vampire had a lot to learn about how emergency operations worked. The good thing was that the conversation distracted Gibbie from his painful injuries. Distraction was an effective pain management tool, too, Dean reminded himself as he realized they had talked all the way to the hospital. He prepped his patient to take inside as Brynne backed up to the ambulance entrance. Distraction also helped with grief, he thought as he remembered Freddy. Brynne popped open he doors to the rear of the ambulance, and the two paramedics rolled their patient into the emergency department and up to the burn center.




———




Soon they were rolling the newly cleaned and made up stretcher back into the ambulance bay to load it onto the ambulance. As he waited for Brynne to open the back doors, his phone chirped in his pocket. He absently glanced at it and froze. It was a text from Zach.

“I wonder if he knew it was his last meal? You’ve made your choice, The Cause has made theirs.”

Tears of rage and guilt welled up in his eyes. Was this all his fault? Did Freddy die tonight because of him? Brynne noticed his reaction and raised an eyebrow in question. He held out the phone and showed her the screen of Zach’s text.

“Damn,” She said. “We’ve got to report this. I’m sure they know that it was arson, but this is a different matter. This makes it some sort of a hate crime. Come on. Let’s get loaded up and get back to the station. I want to call headquarters on this and talk to the chief. This cannot go out over the radio.” 

Dean nodded. This was too volatile to be broadcast over the open airwaves. This was signaling the start of a war.


























CHAPTER ELEVEN




The next few days were a whirlwind of meetings, investigatory events, and ambulance calls. The Elk City police detective and the fire department arson investigator both wanted to see the text conversations with Zach on Dean’s phone. He was worried they might implicate him in some way, but Brynne had looked at them and said he had nothing to worry about. Brynne also told him that James had been in some high-level city meetings about the potential for more attacks and violence directed at the Unusual community. She said James’ biggest concern was to maintain secrecy about the community. The Mayor was worried that the Unusuals might take some action on their own part. Their carefully crafted joint society and community was unraveling.

All the Station U crews were pulled together on two different occasions for additional scene safety and situational awareness training. While there was no evidence that the Cause was going to target humans, there was a fear that one of their paramedics would get caught in the crossfire. Ashley told Dean that the hospital had done some drills and there was a constant security presence in the ER now that hadn’t been there before. Everyone was very much on edge. Dean had asked if there would be any funeral for Freddy but Brynne said that there was no body recovered. The zombie chef had burned to dust in his fragile, partially decomposed state. That made him sad. He felt like he needed to do something. He ate the leftovers from Freddy’s last meal almost reverently, savoring each bite. 

He was just finishing up the last bite when there was a tap at the door to the parking lot. Dean got up to answer it and was stunned to see Freddy standing there.

“Freddy,” Dean shouted. “We all thought you were dead.”

“Rumors of my demise were slightly exaggerated,” the zombie’s raspy voice sounded even worse since the fire. He shambled into the room. 

Brynne came running over at Dean’s shouted greeting and grabbed the undead chef in an earnest but gentle hug. “What happened? Where have you been?”

“I was able to open the back bedroom window after I realized that I couldn’t leave by the front door. I lost a few fingers forcing the old window jam to work but I made it out ahead of the fire. I took off for the woods and hid in an old-hollowed out tree trunk for the last few days. Whoever wanted me dead might still have it in for me.”

“What are you doing here?” Dean asked.

“I don’t have anywhere else to go. That trailer was so beat up and run-down that it was abandoned. That is the only way I could live there.” Freddy said. “I was kind of hoping you guys would have some ideas. I could stay here and cook and clean for you guys, kind of keep up the quarters while you all are out on calls.”

“Wow, Freddy, I don’t know,” Brynne said. “We might be able to work something out, but if headquarters ever found out you were living here they’d have a hissy fit over it.”

“I’m not really alive so I wouldn’t be living here anyway,” Freddy explained. “I don’t sleep so I could just hang out on a permanent basis, at least for a little while.”

Dean looked at Brynne and caught her eye. “A little home-cooked food every shift might be a welcome addition to our station, eh, boss?”

“I’ll have to run this by the other Station U medics before it becomes anything like a permanent set-up,” Brynne said. “Still, you can’t just be outside in the elements and scaring the residents. You can stay for now.”

Freddy gave one of his hideous, gap-toothed grins and moved over to the kitchen area. “I’ll whip something up for you both, you will see. You won’t be sorry I’m around.”

Dean just shrugged and went along, still grateful that the undead chef was still around after all. He could tell from the way Brynne stared after the zombie as he shuffled over to the kitchenette in the station, that she felt the same way.

There was some more good news later in that shift. Headquarters approved getting some training together for Gibbie and his newly assembled crew of Unusual first responders. The middle-aged vampire had gathered four other like-minded Unusuals for the class and Dean and Brynne were assigned to do the CERT training. The CERT program was laid out by FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and there were grant funds to pay the overtime needed for the instructors. Dean had to admit the extra money was good, and he was excited to share his knowledge with the students in the class. It also felt good to be on the other side of the student-teacher relationship for a change.




———




The first group of Unusual CERT students was an eclectic group, most strange in some way, just like Gibbie. There was a teenaged female werewolf named Marian Gregory. There were twin Dryads. Dean had learned they were some sort of tree fairies of Greek myth. Wim and Dora were both shy, but said they were determined to do something to help their community. Dean and Brynne were surprised to see a name they recognized on the class list. Kristof Algar, the Djinn, who owned Sabatani’s restaurant. He told both of them at the first class session that he wanted to be ready to help a patron or employee at his restaurant in case of an injury. Freddy joined in the classes, too, and made light snacks for the group while they learned.

They held the classes at Station U rather than the academy, as was usual, so they could talk freely about Unusual topics and work those special discussions into the class structure. The class was held on Tuesday evenings for 3 hours from seven to ten, and it lasted for seven weeks. During that time, Dean and Brynne continued their regularly assigned duty schedule except on those Tuesday evenings where they were covered by the day shift crew until ten, when they took over the ambulance again after class. The CERT class was as fun for Dean as he hoped it was for the students. They covered disaster preparedness, fire and disaster medical operations, some light search and rescue operations. They also covered CERT and disaster response structure and organization. 

When the seven weeks of CERT training were completed, the Chief came by the station to award the new Unusual CERT team their certificates and congratulate them on completion of the course. He also told Dean and Brynne that he was encouraged by their initiative in getting this program off the ground for the Unusual community. He hoped that this would go a long way to smooth things over after the attacks perpetrated by the Cause. 

There had been no other attacks or overt activity since the fire. The intense police and arson investigation seemed to have driven the Cause members underground. Zach had probably destroyed his phone and gotten a new number because they had been unable to trace the other one. The detective told Dean to be on the lookout for new texts and contacts from Zach, or others in the Cause. Dean and Brynne had told the Chief about their suspicions that Mike Farver was involved with the Cause somehow, but nothing had changed there. He was still teaching in the academy. Brynne told him that the Chief and investigators had looked at Mike for a link to the Cause, but there had been no apparent connection to Zach or the fire. If Mike was involved as more than a sympathizer, he had covered his tracks well. 

Once the CERT class was done, and the investigation had died down, things went back to normal. Dean was glad for the return to the regular routine. Teaching the class had been fun but it was a lot of work prepping for each class. He had been unable to see Ashley as much as he wanted either, primarily because of the increased workload for both of them. She was planning on meeting him after the day’s shift for dinner. It would be the first time they had to see each other in over a week. He couldn’t wait. Of course he had to wait. The date was after his day at work, and soon the tones sounded overhead on the speakers to alert them for the next call.

“Medical Box 634, Ambulance One-Nine-One respond for female overdose patient, 1237 Highpoint Road.” 




———




As they pulled out of the station, Dean put them on the road on the radio and switched to the med channel to get the additional information from dispatch. The only information the dispatcher had was they were responding for a female in her twenties, discovered unconscious by some bystanders on the side of the road. Dean operated the siren as Brynne wove the ambulance through the afternoon traffic to the scene of the call on a street that bordered a tree-lined park. There were several people around a girl laying on the grass near a tree next to the sidewalk. The two paramedics grabbed their gear and headed over to her. 

“We were doing our daily walking laps in the park,” Said an elderly man. “We found her laying there in the grass, unconscious. We thought maybe she was a kid who’d had too much to drink last night but we couldn’t wake her up at all, so we called 911.”

Dean knelt down next to her and smelled the acrid odor of urine and looked at the large wet patch extending from the crotch in her blue jeans. She was barely breathing so he put a mask with oxygen on her face while he continued his assessment. He checked her eyes and saw pinpoint pupils and excessive tears forming as he was watching. It was weird. It was like it was a poisoning not an overdose. He said as much to Brynne while he attached the heart monitor that showed a slow heart rate called bradycardia. He had to wipe her chest and arms down to get the sticky patches to attach because she was so sweaty. 

“Let’s call the poison center and medical control and get them to check this out. They might be able to help us identify the problem,” Brynne said. She pulled out the portable radio and keyed the mic. “Dispatch, patch the poison center and ECMC medical control into this channel for a consult.”

They continued to assess the patient while they waited for the radio patch to be completed. 

“Ambulance U-One-Nine-One,” The dispatcher said over the radio. “You have poison control and ECMC ER on the med channel.”

Brynne handed him the radio for the consult. “Poison Control and ECMC,” Dean began. “I have an apparent 22 year-old female found unconscious in a wooded park by bystanders. She has a pulse of 42, blood pressure of 90/40, respirations of 6, and pinpoint pupils. She is not alert and has voided urine. There are no overt signs of trauma or drug abuse on assessment. We currently have her on oxygen and an IV established and are preparing to assist with ventilations.”

“One-Nine-One, this is the poison center. Is she diaphoretic?” A voice said over the radio.

Dean remembered the sweaty state of his patient when attaching the heart monitor patches. “Affirmative, Poison Center, she is diaphoretic.”

“Is there any sign of pesticides nearby? Maybe a can of spray or something like that?” 

“No, nothing like that in the vicinity, Poison Control. We are in a park and not near any residences,” Dean replied.

“My recommendation would be to administer two milligrams IV Atropine to this patient every five to ten minutes and transport immediately to the hospital for further monitoring and treatment. All the signs point to an organophosphate poisoning,” The poison center voice responded. 

“This is ECMC medical control,” came another voice. “I concur with assessment and treatment. Recontact as necessary en route.”

“Received on two milligrams Atropine IV every five to ten minutes,” Dean repeated the orders. “Will transport to ECMC presently.”

He looked around and then at Brynne. Organophosphate poisoning usually meant pesticide exposure. “Where did she get into pesticides?” He asked. “I don’t see any thing around here in the park.” Brynne shrugged as she pulled two pre-loaded Atropine syringes from the med bag beside her on the ground.

The elderly man who was one of the couple who found the girl spoke up. “I think they sprayed the trees here last night. We complained about how bad the mosquitoes and other bugs were getting in the evenings,” He said. “I don’t know how she got in that spray unless she had rubbed the leaves all over her, or spent the night in the tree or something.”

Dean and Brynne’s eyes met as he said that last bit. Dean nodded. It might not make sense to the older gentleman but it sort of made sense to him and his partner, especially if this girl was a Dryad. The tree nymphs, or wood fairies, were bonded to specific trees in a wooded area and actually lived in them, although Dean wasn’t sure how that worked. If she had been inside when the trees were sprayed, it was possible she got gassed by the passing cloud of pesticides from the trucks doing the spraying. It didn’t change their treatment, but it confirmed the poison center’s initial diagnosis. 

Brynne started slowly administering the IV Atropine while Dean went back to the ambulance to get the stretcher. When he returned with it, Brynne was finishing up the first syringe of the drug. He started getting ready to lift her onto the stretcher as soon as Brynne was finished the second syringe, completing the two milligram dose. Together the two paramedics lifted the small girl onto the stretcher and gathered up all their gear, stacking it around the patient before taking her back to the ambulance for transport to the hospital. As they were loading her inside, Dean noticed her starting to stir, her hand coming up to her face to push at the oxygen mask there.

“You’re ok,” He said, reassuring her. “I’m Dean, a paramedic. We found you next to the trees and think you were injured by a pesticide spray last night.” Her eyes fluttered open. He leaned over so she could see him and smiled down at her. “It’s going to be alright.”

“I-I feel so tired,” She said in a weak voice. 

“That’s normal,” Dean reassured her. “What’s your name? Do you remember anything from last night or early this morning?”

“I’m Daphne,” She said. “I remember hearing the trucks, but I didn’t pay any attention to them. I hear traffic going by my tree all the time. You think it was spraying the trees with something and that’s what did this to me?”

“They sprayed for bugs overnight,” He said. “The effects of the spray they probably used matches your symptoms. That’s our best guess, and you seem to be responding to our treatments for that problem, too.”

She nodded and closed her eyes. Dean checked the monitor. Her heart rate was faster and her breathing was approaching normal. He checked his watch and got two more Atropine syringes ready to give her at the ten minute mark. That would be right before they arrived at the hospital. They could treat the symptoms for now, until her body processed the poison out of her system naturally.




———




They were moving the girl from the stretcher to a hospital gurney when Ashley came into the ER room. 

“Hi, Dean. Hi, Brynne,” She said cheerfully. “What do we have today?” She logged into the computer workstation on the wall while she talked.

“This is Daphne,” Dean said. “She’s a Dryad. She was in her tree when a municipal pesticide spraying program blasted her tree with a suspected organophosphate insecticide. She’s responded well to two doses of Atropine two milligrams IV. The last dose was just about five minutes ago.”

The ER nurse typed in the information into the workstation’s health record program. When she was done she looked up at Dean. “We still on for dinner tonight?” Ashley asked. 

“I’m looking forward to it,” Dean said. “I’ve got an invite to Sabatani’s from Kristof after he was in our CERT class so I think I’ll take him up on it.”

“Sounds good to me,” Ashley said. “Ok, let me get Daphne here squared away and I’ll see you tonight.” She winked at him, smiled and turned her attention to her patient while the paramedics rolled the stretcher from the room. 

Brynne muttered under her breath just loud enough for him to hear, “If you two get any sweeter when you’re together, you’re going to give everyone around you diabetes.”

Dean chuckled to himself. He didn’t care. He was happy when Ashley was around. She made him forget everything that was going wrong in his life. She made him forget the Cause, and Mike and Zach. He just hoped it stayed that way.


























CHAPTER TWELVE




Dean went right home after work, showered and changed. He looked in the mirror and thought he had done a pretty good job of cleaning up. He had shaved, put on his best jeans, and ironed a long-sleeved gray and white checked button-down shirt. He slipped on his white sneakers, grabbed his keys and headed out to pick up Ashely at her apartment downtown. This was their first real night out in a restaurant that wasn’t a diner or a hospital cafeteria. It was a real date, and he wanted everything to be perfect. All of their meetings up to this point had been grabbing a meal before or after work at Hank’s Diner or the coffee shop at the hospital. This date had to be memorable he decided. 

He also hoped their relationship moved forward in other ways. The question was, how did you approach an angel about something physical like sex. She was an excellent kisser but Dean was about kissed out. He respected her too much to push anything, so he had resolved to be patient. But it had been eight weeks since they started seeing each other officially. He just couldn’t figure out how to approach the subject with her. Ashley didn’t seem the one to be all proper, and she had a mischievous streak and a wicked funny sense of humor.

Mrs. Baxter, his landlady, was watering the garden in front of her house when he came down the stairs from his apartment above their garage. She looked over at him and smiled.

“Big date tonight, Dean?” She asked.

“I’m taking my girlfriend Ashley out to Sabatani’s downtown,” He replied.

“I’ve seen you two together the few times she’s come over,” Mrs. Baxter said. “You treat that girl nice, Dean. She’s a keeper.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Dean said with a laugh. The Baxters had taken him under their wing and often treated him the way he imagined his own parents might treat him, if had been around, and if they actually cared. He decided he liked the attention.

He got in his pickup truck in front of the house, returned Mrs. Baxter’s wave of encouragement, and headed downtown from his residential neighborhood on the outskirts of town. His landlady had nothing to worry about from him. He fully intended to treat Ashley nice. He thought she was a keeper, too.

The drive to Ashley’s apartment took only about 15 minutes, and he pulled up in front of the building where she lived. He was looking for a spot to park when she stepped out the front door, waved and walked over to his truck. He thought he cleaned up nice, but that was nothing compared to Ashley. She wore tight-fitting blue jeans that clung to the curve of her hips, accentuated by the way she walked in the tan heels she wore. Her burgundy top hung loosely down to just above her hips, and she wore a collection of necklaces made of different sized wooden beads that nestled down into the hint of cleavage he could see above her blouse. Damn, she looked nice. Yep, he thought with pride, looking around to see if anyone he knew was nearby to see his amazingly hot date. She was going out with him tonight, and everything felt nearly perfect.

He jumped out and ran around the pickup to open the passenger door for her. She quirked an eyebrow at the gesture, smiled and climbed into the truck. He crossed back around to the driver’s side and got in. He checked his mirror and pulled out into traffic.

“Thank you for getting my door, Dean,” Ashley said. “I like a man who hasn’t forgotten the little things of manners like that.”

“Well, it is our first real date night out on the town,” Dean said. He glanced over at her as he drove. “You look really nice tonight.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a demure smile. She rested her hand on his thigh, and he dropped his right hand down to hold it as he drove, steering with his left. It was nice riding with her; it felt right somehow. They continued crossing town to the restaurant district while chatting about their day. Ashley told him that Daphne, the Dryad they brought in to the ER, was going to be fine. The docs were keeping her overnight as a precaution to monitor her, but they expected a full recovery. He was glad to hear it. It had been a little touch and go until they had figured out what was going on. He remarked on it.

“It’s funny how much we end up being detectives on the job,” Dean said. “We don’t always know what’s going on, and then you throw in the Unusual side of things. It becomes a huge challenge. I like it, but it leaves me worried about what could happen if I make the wrong decision.”

“It’s like that for us in the hospital, too,” Ashley agreed. “The patients who can talk to us don’t always tell us the truth, only what they think we need to know. Sometimes they outright lie to us, even though we are just trying to help them. The unconscious patients are just as much a mystery to us in the beginning as they are for you.” She gave his hand a squeeze.

Dean glanced over at her as he was driving. She always offered him a perspective that sured up his concerns in a positive, non-confrontational way. He liked that about her. She genuinely liked helping people. It was one of the things he found so attractive about her. He checked his driving and realized they were getting close, so he started looking for a spot to park, eventually opting to use a parking lot across the street from the restaurant. He paid the attendant as they pulled in and then selected a parking space near the back of the lot. Dean jumped out to help Ashley down out of the passenger side, but she had already gotten herself out by the time he got there. He shut the door behind her as she walked towards the sidewalk.

They crossed over to Sabatani’s and entered the restaurant. It was bustling and busy, but he had made a reservation directly with Kristof, and he walked up to the hostess station to check in. She looked up and smiled as he approached. It was Anuja, the Fairy girl from the roadside accident and the fire scene. 

“Well, hello, Anuja,” Dean said. “I didn’t know you worked here?”

“I have only been here a short time,” She said. “Just a few months. It is good to see you under better circumstances, though.” She turned to Ashley as she followed him up and nodded her head and shoulders in a quick bow. “Eldara, it is good to see you as well. If you both will follow me, I will take you to your table.” Anuja picked up two menus and a wine list and headed into the restaurant, gesturing for them to follow her. She led them to corner booth near the back and pulled out the table a bit so the two of them could more easily slip into the booth. The fairy hostess slid the table back into place, and set the menus down in front of each of them in turn. 

“Your server will be with you shortly,” Anuja said. “Enjoy your meal.” She bowed slightly to Ashley again before she turned and walked back to her podium at the entrance. 

“It’s nice dining with royalty,” Dean said with a chuckle as he picked up his menu. “I wonder if I treat you in a manner that befits your exalted station.”

“Oh, stop it,” Ashley said chastising him. “You treat me just fine. The other Unusuals just treat the Eldara that way because there aren’t many of us roaming the earth at any given time. Plus, it’s rare to have us living among them. They treat us with respect because our arrival often signals some significant event is on the way.”

“But you’ve been living here for what, four or five years?” Dean asked. “That’s what Brynne told me anyway.” 

“I’ve been here just over five years,” She said. “I came at the beginning of the Station U program as soon as I heard about it. I’m a healer, Dean. That is my purpose in the world. I travel around and help human healers navigate through significant events they find themselves facing. Eventually, I will move on to another pending event, to lend help where it is needed.”

“Oh,” Dean said sadly. He had hoped she would be around for a while.

“Hey,” Ashley said. She leaned over and bumped him with her shoulder. “None of that. I’m here now and plan to be for some time to come.”

“But, eventually, you’ll leave,” Dean said.

“Yes, Dean, I’ll leave,” She said. “But ‘eventually’ to an Eldara can be a long time.”

Dean looked at her, trying to figure out how long she had been on the earth. She must be so old. “Do Eldara, uh, live forever?” He asked.

“Are you asking a lady how old she is, Dean?” Ashley asked with a chuckle. “You should know better than that. Time doesn’t hold the same meaning to us as it does to humans and most of the Unusuals. We appear, do our jobs and then transition back to a period of waiting. But the waiting does not pass for us as normal time does, so it as if an instant passes between our assignments.”

“Do you talk to God to get your assignments?” Dean asked, curious. He had never been a religious person, but he had been to church on occasion, and his interaction with the patients of Station U had created a curiosity about things bigger than he was.

“No, Dean,” She said. “Talking to God is a privilege reserved for humans and mortal Unusuals. It is something special you have. You can have a relationship with the divine that we cannot. We are their servants, their messengers. Instead of talking to God, we get a feeling, a direction to go somewhere or do something. You would call it a nudge. Once there, we must follow our instincts to solve the problems we face there, in support of the humans who asked for divine assistance.”

“So you’re the answer to a prayer?” Dean asked. “I certainly believe it. You’re an answer to mine.”

“It can be a single prayer, or it can be a collective request for assistance,” She said. “I think my presence here is more of the latter. The relationship with you is a nice perk of this particular assignment, though.” Ashley slid closer to him in the booth as she went back to perusing her menu. 

Dean went back to looking at his menu as well. He was distracted from reading it with her leaning against him. He thought about everything he had just learned about Ashley and the Eldara. He was still thinking about it when the server showed up to check on their readiness to order. Dean hated to make people wait, so he deferred to Ashley while he quickly made a choice of the chicken parmesan over spaghetti noodles with red sauce. He relayed his choice to the server after Ashley ordered the fresh fish of the day in a garlic butter sauce, with capers.

Kristof, the owner, came over as the server left. Dean had gotten to know him very well over the course of the last seven weeks in the CERT class. It was Kristof’s invitation to Dean and Brynne that made the paramedic bring Ashley to the restaurant tonight to take advantage of the Firefighter/Paramedic/Police discount he offered. 

“Dean,” Kristof said as he came over. “How are you? And you bring such exalted company with you? You are truly a lucky man.”

“I’m fine, Kristof,” Dean replied. “Have you met Ashley Moore, from the hospital?”

“I have not had the pleasure, although I had heard there was an Eldara Sister living in Elk City,” The restauranteur said. “My lady, it is a pleasure to serve you and have you grace my humble establishment.” 

“The pleasure is mine,” Ashley said. “It is a lovely place, and I can’t wait to taste the excellent food you must serve here.”

“I will check back with you later, Eldara, to make sure you were satisfied with your choice,” Kristof said with a bow. Some of the patrons, humans obviously, looked in their direction, wondering who Dean and Ashley were to get such treatment. 

“Thank you, Kristof,” Dean said. “I know the food here is excellent. I’m sure we’ll be pleased with our choices.”

The owner of the eatery left them to themselves as the waitress returned with their drinks. Dean had ordered a Sprite since he was driving that evening. Ashley had ordered a cosmopolitan. 

Ashley raised her glass to Dean as she picked it up. “To a wonderful evening and good company!” She said.

Dean raised his glass and touched it to hers with a clinking crystal. He approved of her words but wondered what the angel meant by ‘good company.’ What that all he was?” He took a sip of his soda while he pondered the question.

Their conversation turned to mundane dinner conversation about their days, and then to challenging Dean to see if he could pick out the Unusuals clustered among the restaurant’s staff and patrons. He was surprised how his skills were developing. He spotted the vampire and date because she wasn’t eating anything, just drinking what looked like a particularly dark red wine. The gentleman with her seemed a little nervous but ate a regular pasta meal. Others he couldn’t quite place. He didn’t know what variety of Unusual they were, but was pretty sure they were of a mythical nature. Ashley confirmed his suspicions, or told him when he was off track. Overall, he did quite well with that particular game. 

Their dinner came, and Ashley raved about her fresh fish, the Branzino, a Mediterranean variety Dean had never heard of. His chicken parmesan was excellent, as well, and the two of them fell silent as they devoured their dinners. He offered her a bite of his chicken, and she slid her plate over so he could try the fish. He wasn’t a fan of fish, but the Branzino in garlic butter sauce was pretty good. He might even be tempted to order that the next time he was here.

The two of them passed on dessert as their dinners had filled them nicely. When the waitress brought the check by, Dean reached for it out of reflex, but Ashley quickly leaned across the table and snatched the folder containing the check from in front of him. 

“Hey,” Dean protested. “I’ve got that. I planned for this.”

“I know what paramedics make,” Ashley countered. “Besides, I have resources I’ve set aside over the years. I’m not poor.”

“I thought you appreciated an old fashioned kind of guy?” Dean asked. “You complimented me on opening your door.”

“There’s a difference between good manners on a date and outmoded systems of patriarchal control that makes the man think he always needs to pay the check,” she responded. “I have little need for the money I make at the hospital. Let me spend a little on you.” She looked over the check, took a credit card out of her purse and placed it in the folder. The waitress came over and took it from her when she held it up. Dean caught a look at the color of the card as Ashley slipped it into the folder with the check.

“Was that an Amex Black Card?” Dean asked incredulously. He had heard of, but had never actually seen the mythical credit card issued by invitation only to the wealthiest of the American Express card-holders.

“I told you, Dean,” Ashley said. “I don’t have much need of money. I have lived a very long time and accumulated substantial assets. It enables me to do what I do without encumbrances, like needless worrying about finances.”

“I feel like I hardly know you, Ashley Moore,” Dean said. “Every time I think I have you figured out, you drop another curiosity bomb on me.”

“Women like to be mysterious, Dean,” She purred as she leaned in close to him. “It is what keeps the men coming back. If you’re interested in digging a little deeper, let’s head back to my apartment. I have a thing or two to teach you about me.”

Dean blushed, which made Ashley giggle and give him a hug. He found himself waiting impatiently for the waitress to return with the check. He wanted to find out what else his angel had in store for him that evening.


























CHAPTER THIRTEEN




The buzzing woke Dean from a sound, satisfying sleep. He was curled up around Ashley’s sleeping form in her apartment. She woke as he stirred next to her. 

“Sweetie,” She murmured. “Your phone is buzzing.”

Dean groaned and rolled over in Ashley’s bed to paw at the top of the night table on his side of the bed. He felt his phone and held it up to squint at the phone’s screen in the darkened bedroom. It was four o’clock in the morning. The caller ID said it was his partner, Brynne. He noticed earlier calls listed on the screen from headquarters. He must have missed them. Wiping the sleep from his eyes as he propped up on one arm, he swiped the screen to answer the call.

“Go for Dean,” He said as his voice broke a bit with the early morning lack of warm-up. 

“Dean,” He heard Brynne on the other end of the line. “Where are you? I went by your apartment to check on you after the all-call for Station U from headquarters. You weren’t there, and I started to fear the worst.”

“I’m fine. I, uh, stayed over at Ashley’s tonight,” he explained. “What’s up? Why the all-call?” He sat up in bed as he realized that something serious was going on.

“There was a fire at Sabatani’s tonight,” Brynne said. “It’s bad, and I knew you had gone there with Ashley.” She paused for a bit. “It was another attack, Dean. An anonymous email was sent to headquarters with a picture of you and Ashley at dinner talking to Kristof. We all thought you might have been there when it happened.” Ashely had rolled over in bed, and he felt her warm skin press up against his bare back as she leaned in to rest her chin on his shoulder. 

“We’re both fine, Brynne,” Ashley said. She had clearly overheard his partner’s frantic voice coming from the phone in the quiet room. “Do you need us to respond somewhere? Is there a call into the hospital? I don’t have anything on my phone.” Dean toggled the phone to speaker mode and set it down on the dresser as Brynne answered Ashley.

“Oh, hi Ashley,” Brynne responded. “I don’t know what the hospital is doing. There are some injuries. Mostly it’s smoke inhalation and minor burns. It was late, at the end of the evening, when two men threw Molotov cocktails into the entry foyer. The staff there saw them light the bottles from outside and cleared out of the area before they threw the firebombs into the restaurant. The staff were able to evacuate most of the patrons through the back, but Kristof and a few others tried to fight the fire with the restaurant’s fire extinguishers before the firefighters arrived. They all had some injuries.”

“Okay, well we’re fine,” Dean said. “Do you still need me to report in?”

“Call in to HQ,” Brynne said. “Based on the photo they received, they just wanted to make sure you were safe. The Chief is there, and he’ll tell you what they want you to do. I’m glad you’re both alright. Sorry I had to wake you.”

“No worries, Brynne,” Dean said still shaking out the cobwebs in his sleepy brain. “I’ll call in and talk to Chief Ari and see what he wants me to do. Thanks for calling. Bye.”

He touched the End button on the screen to stop the call and turned to Ashley, momentarily distracted by her naked form lit by the streams of moonlight coming in her apartment windows. Good Lord, she was beautiful. He reached out to stroke her shoulder absently as he thought about the information Brynne had shared with him. Someone had been stalking the two of them, and then firebombed the restaurant where they had been eating. Did that mean they were here, outside as well?

He left Ashley’s embrace and padded in bare feet across the hardwood floor of her bedroom to look out the window through sheer drapes to the street below. There was no traffic, and he didn’t see anything unusual, but then again, he wasn’t sure he knew what he was looking for. He turned to look at Ashley still sitting on the bed watching him.

“You heard everything Brynne said?” Dean asked. “You heard about the photograph of us at dinner sent in to Headquarters after the attack?

“Yes,” Ashley said. “You need to call in and tell them you’re okay.” She picked up his phone and held it out to him. “If you wait too much longer, they might have the police trace your GPS and come knocking here directly.”

Yeah, you’re probably right,” Dean admitted. He crossed back to the bed, took the phone from her and tapped the screen to call HQ back. He keyed the speaker phone function again so Ashley could listen in. The line was picked up immediately. They must have had caller ID on the line because the voice on the other end knew it was him.

“Dean,” The voice said. “Dean is that you? Are you alright?” It was the voice of Chief Ari, the director of EMS for the Elk City Fire Department.

“Yes, Chief. It’s me. I’m fine.” Dean answered. “I just got off the phone with Brynne. She filled me in on what happened. Do you need me to come in?”

“No, stay where you are.” The Chief said. “Just tell me where that is. We want to send a police unit over to check out your location and make sure it’s safe.”

“Uh, okay,” Dean said. He looked at Ashley. He didn’t want to involve her in this, but she nodded and mouthed the words “It’s okay.” 

“Okay, I’m at 581 Fremont Street, downtown,” Dean said. 

“Is nurse Moore with you as well?” The Chief asked.

“I’m here as well, Chief,” Ashley said before Dean could answer. “We’re both fine.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it,” The Chief responded. Dean could hear the relief in his voice. “You both just stay put until the police get there and check things out. We’re still conferring on what to do next. We’ll have a plan on how to handle this soon. We’re working with hospital administrators, too, since this might involve a member of their staff. Stay put for now. I’ll be back in touch when I have more information.”

“Okay, Chief,” Dean said. “We’ll hang tight and wait until you get back to us.” The Chief said goodbye and hung up. Dean looked at Ashley. “Well, that puts a damper on a rather nice evening.”

“Just ‘rather nice?’” Ashley asked with a sly smile. “I thought it was way better than that.” She swung her legs off the bed, placing her bare feet on the floor. “I suppose we should get dressed. The police are probably going to want to lay eyes on us to make sure we’re alright.” She started walking across the floor picking up the items of clothing she had discarded as Dean had removed them the night before. She slid on her panties and slipped on her bra. Dean started looking around for his clothes in the pile on the floor. Ashley hooked a toe in the waistband of his boxers and flipped them up to him with a flick of her knee. Soon they were both dressed again and sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark room. 

“I’m sorry to drag you into this, Ashley,” Dean said.

“You didn’t drag me into anything,” She replied. “I told you. This is why I’m here. This conflict is important. In some ways, it feels bigger now than just a problem in Elk City. There’s something else in play here. You’re part of it and I’m here for you, but there's more.”

“I’m glad you’re so confident,” Dean said. “I’m kind of freaking out inside.”

“I understand that,” Ashley said. “I just have faith in something higher. I know that I have a purpose because I’ve been an instrument of change many times before. I’m not saying it will be easy, or without sacrifice, but it’s always been worth it in the end.”

“Faith,” Dean repeated. “I always thought of that as something some minister on TV talked about. You talk about it as if it’s real.”

“Oh, it’s real, Dean,” She replied. Ashley slipped arm around him, gently rubbing his back with her hand. “Faith as tiny as a mustard seed can be used to move mountains. It’s true. I’ve seen it.”

“I don’t know, Ashley,” Dean said, looking into her eyes. “I’ve never had much faith in anything higher than me. Certainly not like you are talking about.”

“That’s why I’m here, too,” The angel replied. “I’m here to restore your faith. I’m here to restore faith for many people, and you’re going to help me.”

Dean got up from the bed and crossed to the window, looking outside up and down the street. He didn’t see anything this time either but he was worried for their safety. 

“Do you see anything?” Ashley asked. 

“No, but I’m not sure what I’m looking for,” Dean responded. “I’m concerned about our safety. Someone could have followed us here from the restaurant.”

“Nobody followed us,” Ashley said. She sounded very confident. 

“How can you be sure?” Dean asked. 

“It’s a perk of the job,” She said. “The Eldara are hidden unless we wish to reveal ourselves. I wanted privacy, and I have always masked myself when returning here. You were masked with me when we left the parking lot downtown. I’m sure no one followed us.”

“What, we turned invisible or something?” Dean asked. He had learned over the past few months at Station U that some things he previously thought were impossible were very possible. But invisibility?

“Not invisible, just, let’s just say that we were not worth noticing,” She answered. “If someone had looked our way, they would have been distracted by something else as we passed by. I have used that technique for a long time to secure my home. It’s habit by now. It’s important to have a sanctuary. I’ve learned that over the years.”

“So this is like the ‘Bat Cave’ or Superman’s Fortress of Solitude?”

Ashley giggled. “You’re too cute, Dean,” She said. “Sure, if you want to think of it that way then yes. Question, though? If I’m Batman, does that make you Robin?”

“Hey!” He said. The door buzzer below sounded and interrupted his comeback line.

Ashley crossed to the door of her apartment in the living room. Dean followed. She keyed the intercom. “Yes?”

“Elk City Police, Ma’am,” The voice downstairs replied. “I’m sorry to bother you. We’re looking for a city employee, paramedic Dean Flynn?”

“He’s here; we’re fine. Come on up.” She pressed the door release for a few seconds and then let go.

“If there’s some sort of distraction field, how did they find us?” Dean asked.

“They weren’t sure they were in there right place, even though you gave the Chief the exact address,” Ashley explained. “If I had said that you weren’t here and that I didn’t know you, they would have returned to their station and reported that they couldn’t locate us.”

There was a knock at the door. She looked through the peep-hole. “May I see your identification, please?” She asked through the door. She continued to look through the peep-hole and seemed satisfied with what she saw because she stood back and unlocked the door, opening it.

Two uniformed police officers and a detective with his badge showing clipped on his belt stood outside. The detective spoke first. “Detective Kineally,” he said showing his photo identification in a flip-open wallet. He slid the ID back in his pants pocket. “Ms. Moore, Mr. Flynn. I’m here to check on your well-being. You were told to expect us?”

“Yes,” Dean said. “I talked to my Chief. He told us you were coming. Is there anything we can do?” 

“No,” The detective said. “I just needed to lay eyes on you and verify you were alright. I’m going to leave Officers Burke and Platt here outside your apartment building for the rest of the night,” He glanced at his watch. “As much as is left, anyway. They’ll leave when they see you leave.”

“Is there any information on who is responsible for the fire?” Dean asked.

“Nothing concrete,” Detective Kineally said. “Although, there was a security camera recording across the street that may have seen the individuals involved before they put their masks on. We’ll catch them. These types always make mistakes.” He looked from Dean to Ashley. “Okay, I’ve seen you both. That’ll satisfy the higher-ups. If you need anything or have any trouble, Burke and Platt here will be just outside in their patrol car.”

“Thank you all very much for your concern,” Ashley said. “We’ll let you know if we need anything.” She closed the door and turned the lock as the police officers and detective started to head downstairs to the street.

Dean watched her turn to face him and lean back against the door, striking a dramatic pose. “Oh, I do declare. Here we are trapped in this apartment,” She said in a mock southern accent. “Whatever shall we do for the next two hours until we have to leave for work?”

Dean smiled. He was falling in love with this woman. There was no doubt about that. He could feel it more each time they were together. “I’m sure we can think of something Ma’am,” Dean said advancing towards her. “Don’t you worry. I’m a trained medical professional.” 

She laughed in delight and ducked under his reaching arms, racing past him back to the bedroom. He chased after her, shutting the bedroom door as he went through it. This was definitely not a Batman and Robin situation. 


























CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Dean’s return to work at Station U that morning was more eventful than he would have liked. The police officers outside of Ashley’s apartment followed him as he dropped her off at the hospital, and then continued tailing him until he arrived at the Station. He noticed another patrol car there in the parking lot, although this one was empty. He waved at the officers who had been outside of Ashley’s apartment as he climbed out of his pickup. He walked over to the station doors, used his key to unlock it and went inside to the squad room. 

There was another police officer seated in the station in one of the recliners. He looked up as Dean entered, noticed his uniform, nodded and went back to looking at the tablet computer he was holding. Brynne was already there, and Bill and Lynne were packing up their stuff to leave. Freddy was in the kitchenette whipping up breakfast. It filled the squad room with delicious smells of food that had his mouth watering.

“Hi guys,” He said. “Exciting night, I guess?”

“Dean, you have no idea,” Bill said. “We’ve had police following us everywhere since the fire. Luckily we didn’t have any calls. I’m afraid we’ll scare away some of our patients.”

Lynne came over and nodded to the police officer on the recliner. “Officer Waters is here watching the station. His replacement will come by around lunchtime.”

Dean went over and the officer set a plate of what looked like a western omelette down to reach up and shake his offered hand. “Dean,” He said, “Dean Flynn.”

“I recognized you from your photo,” Officer Waters said. “We’ve had people looking for you most of the night. I’m Rick.” He picked up his plate and took another bite. “I have to say, you paramedics have it nice here. You have your own live-in chef and everything.”

“Freddy is in between homes for a while, and we couldn’t just have him out scaring kids on the street.”

“That’s for sure,” the officer replied. “I’m just glad nothing happened to you. After that photo of you and your date came in to Headquarters following the fire, we weren’t sure what had happened.”

“We’re both fine,” Dean replied. “We didn’t even know anything was wrong until my partner finally got through to me on my phone. I’m a pretty sound sleeper, so I didn’t wake up for the other calls.”

Bill and Lynne were headed out to the parking lot to leave, and Rick got up to follow them and check on things out there. Dean looked at his partner across the room after the officer left the squad room. 

“What’s happening out there, Brynne?” Dean asked her. “This is crazy. Does James know anything?”

She looked up from where she was sitting in front of the computer. “He’s been talking to police and fire department leaders, as well as the Mayor. They’ve all assured him that they will protect the Unusual community,” Brynne said. “James isn’t taking any chances, though. He has beefed up security for his properties and Rudy has called in outlying members of the pack for additional support.” Rudolf, or just Rudy to his friends, was James’ second in command for the Elk City area. He was also a werewolf and the pack leader for the region.

“James is most worried that there’s going to be an open confrontation that will get caught on someone’s cell phone video and posted on the internet,” She continued. “Some of Rudy’s pack are making statements that they’ll do whatever they have to do to protect themselves. You can’t blame them.” Her phone chirped, and she glanced at it and froze.

“Damn.”

“What?” Dean asked. “Is that James?”

“Yeah. He just sent me some still frames of some surveillance or security video from last night before the fire.” Brynne said. “Here, take a look.” She turned her smartphone screen and showed him a photo there. Dean instantly recognized his paramedic predecessor in this job, Zach, and some other guy, dressed all in black on a stretch of sidewalk downtown.

“Well, that seals it,” Dean said. “If Zach’s involved, there’s now a tie-in to me.” He shook his head and looked away. Was all of this somehow his fault? If he had handled things differently when Zach first reached out to him, would events have turned out differently?

Brynne must’ve been channeling James’ mind reading capabilities. “Hey, probie!” She said sternly. “This is not your fault. That guy was messed up and he will answer for it. He should have never been put in this job.”

“Well, I was supposed to be his messed up replacement,” Dean said. “We know that Mike’s tied up with this somehow even if the Chief isn’t sure. He recommended me for the job. Clearly he thought I would follow in Zach’s footsteps.”

“And yet you didn’t,” Brynne consoled him. “You’re a good paramedic and a decent guy. Mike miscalculated his play on this one. My guess is that he thought you’d be bitter about being assigned here after graduating first in the class. He probably hoped that would turn you against the patients when you found out who they were. He was wrong, right?”

Dean nodded. Mike might have been right in his assessment about his student being bitter, except that Dean liked a challenge, and the patients here were even more challenging to treat than normal humans. He not only had medical problems to treat, but he also had to wrap his brain around their Unusual nature as part of formulating a plan of care. It also helped that Brynne was so dedicated to her work, and was a good preceptor for him as he continued in his probationary period. 

“What turned Mike against this job?” Dean asked. “Based on what everyone says he was the best Station U paramedic there was. I thought he just moved on to the academy as part of a promotion, but now I have to wonder.”

“Mike was my preceptor when I started, and later my partner,” Brynne said. “There was a point early on where we were getting resistance from the Unusual community about getting treatment from human paramedics and doctors. That changed when I showed up at an accident scene involving James and Rudy. There were injuries, and I handled not only the injuries, but protected their identities and Unusual nature.” 

“James decided that he needed to take the initiative to introduce the Unusual community to some of us,” she continued. “I started shadowing him on his rounds as their leader. I helped manage several tough medical issues that had been going untreated. The stories of what I and the other medics at Station U were doing started to spread through the community of Unusuals and we started getting more calls.” Brynne shook her head. “The problem was that James and I became close during that time frame. Mike didn’t like it, in much the same way you didn’t, but even more protective. He refused to let me live my life, and he eventually confronted James about it.”

“That couldn’t have gone well,” Dean speculated. “What happened?”

“It should tell you how far James has come in modern times,” Brynne said. “He listened to Mike’s concerns, and tried to explain to him that everything was fine. When the concerns turned to open threats, I turned to the Elk City leadership and filed a formal complaint of discrimination and bias. From what I’ve heard, Mike didn’t even deny it. But, he’d been on the job too long, and had too many friends in high places, so he didn’t get fired. He was sent to the academy under the pretense that he was burned out from the streets. Unless he does something overt, his job is protected by the union, so unless he screws up again, he’ll retire there. The good news is that he’s an excellent instructor. You certainly turned out okay.”

“Yeah,” Dean thought aloud. “He’s a great instructor. I thought the best of him and respected him.”

“It’s hard when you realize that your heroes are human, Dean,” Brynne said. “I used to respect him, too. I guess in some ways he still has a lot to offer to emergency medical services as an instructor. But he’s also a bigot, and he’s mixed up in this whole thing somehow. As long as he works at the academy and headquarters, he’s got a pipeline of information about what is going on, and he can funnel that info to Zach and others in the Cause. The Chief suspects it, but can’t convince Mike’s other friends at HQ, and City Hall, of that fact. So, he stays, and more importantly, he stays in the loop.”

They just stood in silence for a few moments until the quiet was broken by the police officer’s return from the parking lot. 

“All set out there,” Rick said as he came into the squad room. “You guys mind if I put something on the TV? We don’t usually get to watch the tube during the day shift.”

“As long as it’s not ‘The View,’ I don’t care,” Dean joked. He looked at Brynne. “I’ll get started on the shift checks on the gear and the ambulance.” She nodded and went back to her work on the computer. Dean went into the ambulance bay still thinking about how screwed up this whole situation was. All he could do, all he had the power to do, was to keep his head down and do his job. Ashley seemed to think that, at some point, him doing his job was going to be the thing that shifted the situation here in Elk City one way or the other. She had told him that he just needed to keep doing what he was doing, and that when the time came, he’d know the right thing to do. It was a good thing she had such faith in the higher order of things. He only had faith in her, but maybe that was how it was supposed to be. Still he wanted to be out of his probationary period and be a full paramedic.

He started in on the medication checks, looking at expiration dates and counting to make sure they had the right amount. He always thought such redundancy was pointless. He knew Bill and Lynne had done the same thing in the last hour of their shift to make sure everything was stocked up before they left for the day. But, he guessed that being careful and methodical was part of the job, so he kept on going. He was finishing up that job when the first call of the day came in over the ceiling speakers. 

“Medical Box 724, Ambulance One-Nine-One, respond for emergency maternity at 1267 Ridge Road,” the dispatcher’s dispassionate voice said over the radio.

Dean zipped up the last bag he was checking and stowed it back in its compartment. He was climbing down from the back of the ambulance and shutting the doors when Brynne came it from the squad room. As usual she headed to driver’s side, and he turned and went around to climb into the passenger side of the cab. He put the ambulance on the street with dispatch via the radio as she pulled out through the parking lot and then activated the lights and switched on the siren. Then they sped off to the call. 

Dean was excited. He’d seen a baby delivered during his hospital rotation, but this might be his first chance to deliver a baby himself. It was surprisingly rare for paramedics in most systems. Most mothers made it to the hospital before the baby was ready to come. Now and then, though, they got the opportunity assist in a birth. He shifted in his seat as Brynne drove, running through the important steps he remembered about the process of childbirth in his mind.




———




The location was in the Barrens trailer park, part of the large community on the outskirts of which Freddy had lived in his broken-down trailer. Brynne parked in the gravel lot near their location. The narrow dirt roads between the trailers didn’t allow enough room for the ambulance to navigate safely. They needed to bring everything they might need in one trip, since they didn’t want to walk back to get anything in the middle of an emergency.

Brynne pulled out the stretcher from the back of the ambulance while Dean started gathering bags and equipment and stacking it on top. The had the heart monitor, drug bag, pediatric bag, two maternity kits, and the oxygen and airway bag, plus Brynne grabbed an extra set of sheets and a few towels from the cabinet in the back. When they both had done a mental check of everything, they locked the ambulance doors and started around to the trailers down one row. Brynne knew her way around here pretty well, but they didn’t need to find their way alone. An older woman was waiting by the wooded lane between the mobile homes for them as they approached.

“Good day, Paramedic Brynne,” The woman said with a slight bow, saying the name almost as a title of nobility. “Our midwife is away tending to another birth, and we have need of your services once again.”

“Dean, this is Helena Beche,” Brynne said, introducing the woman. “She and her husband August are the leaders of the Barrens community. Helena, this is paramedic Dean Flynn.”

“Greetings Paramedic Dean,” The woman said, again with a slight bow. “Please come with me and I’ll show you to the girl. I fear her time is near.”

Dean grabbed the rear of the stretcher while Brynne took the head end. They guided it carefully over the uneven ground as they followed Helena down the narrow lane between the trailers. Dean could see occasional faces peering out from behind curtained windows, and sometimes a child peeking from behind a tree, but there was no one but the three of them out and about which was strange considering the midmorning hour.

“Where is everyone?” Dean asked aloud, wondering about the lack of activity.

“Yes, Helena,” Brynne said. “I can’t help but notice that your folk are not out and about their business on a beautiful day like today.”

“They are still very wary after the recent events, Paramedic Brynne,” Helena said. “They are afraid of doing anything to draw attention to themselves after the fire set here by the human attackers. It is bringing back stories the old ones tell of the days of fear and intolerance of many years ago in the Old Country.”

Dean pictured old black and white movies with angry mobs chasing monsters with torches and pitchforks. Clearly there was still a strong cultural memory of that persecution. These people had faced it all simply because they were different. The homes in the Barrens were largely inhabited by the Fae or Fairy Folk. They possessed none of the strong defensive survival traits that other Unusuals, like vampires, werewolves, and similar predatory types exhibited. The Fae’s existence relied on their ability to hide and blend into their surroundings.

The trio continued to walk down the gravel pathway between the rows of mobile homes in the trees until they came to one where a man with a worried look on his face stood on a small wooden porch outside the front door. Helena called to him as they approached.

“Erich, I have brought the paramedics including Paramedic Brynne Garvey,” She said gesturing to Brynne and Dean. “You know of her abilities as a healer. She will help your wife with her birth.”

The man bowed deeply, relief showing on his face as they approached and started up the three steps to the porch and the front door of the trailer home. The paint was faded and peeling on the door, and Dean noticed that several of the boards on the porch floor looked like they were rotted halfway through. He and Brynne grabbed a load of gear from the stretcher they left parked outside on the grass, and picked their way carefully up the steps and through the door inside.

There was a woman on a beat up, brown couch, groaning and breathing heavily. She was obviously pregnant, and her belly’s size suggested that she was near full term. A new contraction gripped her as they entered, and she grabbed at the arm of the couch tightly with one hand while the other clutched at her stomach. She let out a howl of pain. Dean checked his watch and noted the time the contraction started. He was supposed to take the lead and he stepped forward, setting his bags down next to the couch and kneeling next to the woman, taking her hand in his. Brynne started taking some of the gear out of the bags behind him.

“Ma’am, I’m Dean Flynn,” He said. “I’m a paramedic. This is my partner Brynne. Can you tell me your name.” 

“I’m Nura,” She said through gritted teeth. The contraction must have started to subside, and she relaxed a little.

“Okay, Nura,” Dean said in a soothing tone. “We’re going to help you out. How many weeks pregnant are you?”

“Forty-one,” She said. “I’m very ready to have this child, Paramedic Dean.” Nura managed a  weak smile. 

“How many times have you been pregnant before this and how many times have you carried the babies to full term?” Dean asked. Brynne was putting a blood pressure cuff on Nura’s free arm and starting to take vital signs.

“This is my fourth time with child,” Nura said. “I have been past forty weeks with each one. All three of my children were born strong and healthy, Paramedic Dean. I wish the same for this one.” She bit off the last word with a groan and released his hand as she clutched at her belly again. Dean checked his watch. It had been just over two minutes since the last contraction. Things were moving fast. Brynne was taking care of the gear and getting vital signs, so Dean continued to focus on the pregnancy and imminent delivery. 

“I need to check and see if the baby is coming yet, alright?” He asked. Nura just nodded. The woman was wearing a nightgown, and he lifted it up. She was not wearing any underwear, and as the contraction progressed he looked at her vaginal opening, watching as about a four-centimeter circle of the top of the baby’s head appeared, as the woman’s uterus pressed the baby down into the birth canal.

“She’s crowning,” Dean said to Brynne. “I can see the head. She’s not breached.”

“Good,” Brynne said. She was now attaching the sticky patches for the heart monitor to Nura’s chest and abdomen. “You’ve got this Dean. I’ll have your back. Remember she is Fae, so the biggest thing is to make sure the cord doesn’t get tangled on the baby’s wings.”

He shot her a glance and realized she wasn’t kidding. Dean looked back to his patient. “Nura?” He asked. “Do you feel like you have to push?”

Nura nodded as the contraction faded. Dean looked down and watched as the head disappeared back up into the birth canal a little bit when the contraction passed. 

“Okay Nura,” Dean said. “Before the next contraction, Brynne is going to start an IV to give you some fluids if you need it. I think this baby is going to come very quickly. You are almost there.”

Dean quickly put on his gloves and opened the maternity kit they had brought. Mom would be his patient, and when the baby was born, he would hand it off to Brynne while continuing to focus on the mother. He laid out the contents of the kit on the floor next to him using the big plastic wrapper as a drape to keep the contents off the floor. There was a soft, rubber bulb syringe for suctioning the baby’s airway, a pair of umbilical cord clamps, a pair of sterile scissors for cutting the cord, and a large absorbent pad with a plastic backing that he unfolded and slid the edge up under Nura’s buttocks. This would help catch some of the fluid and secretions during birth. There was also a paper gown for him which he slipped his arms through and pulled up to his shoulders. It closed in the back, but he didn’t bother to try and tie it behind him, just snugging it up over his shoulders. He also donned a paper face mask with a clear plastic eye shield jutting up from it. It would do the job of covering his face and eyes during the birth. 

“Nura, with the next contraction I want you to bear down and push with it, okay?” Dean said. His patient nodded. She immediately let out a groan, signaling the coming of the next contraction. Dean knelt between the woman’s outstretched legs and watched as the top of the baby’s head appeared again. “I see the head, Nura, keep pushing,” He encouraged.

The baby’s head suddenly popped through the expanding vaginal opening, and Dean grabbed the bulb syringe from the packaging on the floor next to him. As Nura relaxed when the contraction eased, Dean used the syringe to suction out the baby’s mouth several times, then doing the same with each nostril. The baby’s skin was still pale and bluish and showed areas covered with the white pasty vernix that coated and protected newborns’ skin in the womb. He looked at Nura.

“Nura,” He said. “The head is out so the next push should finish the birth.” She nodded and groaned as the next contraction came along quickly. She hunched forward around her abdomen and began to push again. Dean tilted the baby’s head downward gently, working with the mother to ease the top shoulder out for delivery. It popped free as did the lower shoulder when he eased the head upward. Then the baby stopped, amniotic fluid leaking out around the baby’s form. This was odd, he thought, quickly assessing the situation. His experience and education told him that once the shoulders were through the birth canal, the rest of the baby just sort of slid out. Something seemed to be holding things up. 

“Remember the wings,” Brynne said quietly, encouraging him to think it through.

Dean looked at the baby as it was wedged one shoulder up and one down in the vaginal opening. He gently manipulated the head and upper body forward to his right to look at the baby’s back. As he did so, the tops of a pair of wings appeared. They looked paneled like a butterfly’s wings might when folded and wet. There, pulsing across the top of the wings, where they attached between the shoulder blades, was the umbilical cord. He hooked a finger under the cord and eased it over the top of the wing tips and the baby slid free into his grasp followed by a gush of the remaining amniotic fluid. He used a towel that Brynne handed him to dry off the baby, wrap it and hand the newborn baby girl off to his partner now kneeling next to him. The baby started to cry almost instantly, which brought a smile to his face. The cord still extended up into the mother, remaining attached to the placenta. 

He looked up at Nura and said, “It’s a girl, Nura. Everything looks good.”

The mother sagged back into the couch cushions, exhausted from the effort of birth. Dean looked over at Brynne, who was wiping the complaining newborn and putting the tiny diaper that she fetched from the pediatric bag on the baby. Dean picked up the two plastic umbilical cord clamps and attached them about five centimeters from the baby with about two centimeters between them. He looked around for the father who was standing just behind him. He picked up the scissors.

“Dad?” He asked. “Would you like to cut the cord?”

He nodded and leaned forward over Dean’s shoulder, taking the scissors, and with a few sawing cuts, severed the tough cord connecting the mother to baby. He handed the scissors back to the paramedic as he stood up. He had a rather pleased grin on his face. Brynne had finished wiping and drying the baby and now that the cord was cut, handed her up to her mother who had pulled down her nightgown off her shoulders to nurse her newborn baby girl. Dean knew the skin to skin contact and early feeding solidified the bond between mother and baby, plus the early breast milk was rich with immune system boosting antibodies and nutrients from mom.

“Good job, Dean,” Brynne said, clapping him on the back. “You just delivered your first baby!” 

Nura looked at him, gratitude shining from her eyes. “Thank you, Paramedic Dean,” She said. “With your permission, I would like to name her after you.”

“You want to call her Dean?” He said in surprise.

Nura chuckled quietly. “No, Dean is a boy’s name. We shall call her Flynn. That is also your name, is it not?” She asked pointing to his nameplate pinned on his uniform shirt.

“I would be honored,” Dean said, taken aback by the gesture.

“Flynn it is,” The father announced. “Come, we must celebrate!” He crossed the small living room into the kitchen and opened a cabinet. He took out an earthenware jug followed by four pewter mugs. He poured some of the amber liquid from the jug into each of the mugs and brought them over, two in each hand. He offered one to Helena, one to Dean, and one to Brynne, keeping the last for himself.

“To baby Flynn,” The proud papa said. “May she grow up to be a paramedic and serve as well as her namesake.” He raised his glass in salute.

Dean looked at Brynne. She smiled. “Just a sip, Probie,” She said. “This stuff is overpoweringly strong. Trust me, I know.” She raised the mug and then took a sip before setting it down on a nearby coffee table. Dean copied her motion and took a sip, surprised at the sweet taste and pleasant burning flavor of the Fae beverage.  It didn’t taste that strong, but he knew better than to doubt Brynne’s instructions. He nodded to the father, and then set his mug down next to his partner’s on the table. 

He turned his attention back to his patients and marveled at the tiny, newly unfolded wings, drying in the air, extending from the baby’s back. Nura had pulled up a blanket to cover most of Flynn’s body, but left the upper back free to give the wings room to quiver and twitch as the baby nestled and nursed at her mother’s breast. He pushed a button on the heart monitor to take another blood pressure and briefly checked under her nightgown to see if the bleeding had stopped. It had. Her blood pressure was slightly elevated at 136/90, but that was likely due to the excitement of the recent childbirth.

Dean set to cleaning up some of the mess from their equipment and supplies. He heard the father talking to Helena saying how excited he was to see the birth of the baby. Apparently, the regular midwife pushed all the men from the room when their wives were giving birth. Dean got the impression that Erich was going to be the talk of the community’s other fathers, since he had been present at the birth of his daughter.

Brynne asked Nura if she thought she needed to go to the hospital to get checked out. 

“No, Paramedic Brynne,” She said. “There is no need. The baby is healthy, yes?” Brynne nodded, and Nura continued. “I am fine as well. We will be alright here at home.”

“Okay, Nura,” Brynne said. “You can always call us back if you or baby Flynn have any problems.” She looked at Helena to make sure she had also heard and understood.

“I will be staying with her until the midwife returns, Paramedic Brynne,” Helena said. “We will call you if we need further assistance before then.”

Brynne seemed satisfied because she started to disconnect the IV line from Nura’s arm and detached the sticky pads from the heart monitor. Dean continued his clean-up as well. The maternity kit came with a red biohazard bag for the purpose of gathering all the soiled trash and waste from the birth. He finished up as Brynne was done packing up the rest of the gear. He did one last check around him for anything he had missed and then stood. 

The two paramedics picked up their bags and equipment and headed out to their waiting stretcher outside. Saying a final goodbye to the home’s occupants, they started the trek back to their ambulance. 

“Congrats, Dean,” Brynne said. “That was your first birth, right?”

“Yep,” He said. “It was pretty amazing, I have to say. It’s much different than just watching from across the room like I did in clinicals at the hospital.”

“Yes, it is,” Brynne agreed. “You got to also witness the birth of the first Fairy paramedic.”

“What, you think the mother was serious?” He asked.

“The Fae take such pronouncements at significant events very seriously,” Brynne said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we see her application come through the academy in eighteen years or so.”

Dean thought about that as he and Brynne got back to the ambulance and put their gear away. He climbed into the passenger side and got on the radio to put them back in service. Then he looked at Brynne.

“Where will she put the wings?” He asked.

“What?” Brynne said.

“In her uniform, when she’s a paramedic,” Dean said, clarifying his thought. “Where will she put the wings?” 

“Ah,” Brynne said with a wink as she put the ambulance in gear and started to pull away from the trailer park. “Don’t you know by now, Dean? Girls never give out their secrets. We all have our ways to do what we want to do, even fairies.”


























CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Dean spent the rest of the day glowing with a sense of accomplishment and euphoria that he had never felt before. While he had seen childbirth, even witnessing it up close in his hospital rotations while in the academy, participating in it and physically holding that newborn in his hands left him feeling emotions for which he was unprepared. Brynne seemed to humor him, at least she didn’t chastise him when he kept bringing the whole scene up again and again. To top it all off, they had named the baby after him. It was like having a child of his own. Well, sort of.

He had never really thought about having a family before. His relationship with Ashley was great, but he got the sense that Eldara didn’t reproduce, or at least not like humans did. They had the equipment, of that he was certain, but he thought that was more likely so they could mingle with humans without attracting attention. Dean thought he should ask Ashley about her background and learn more about her, but whenever he did, she changed the subject back to him. She always said that she was fascinated with humans and that learning about them never got old for her.

Dean hopped out of the ambulance when it returned to the station and helped Brynne back the vehicle safely into the ambulance bay. She hopped out when she was done and plugged in the landline power cord to keep things changing inside while it was parked. Dean went to the storage closet to get a new maternity kit to replace the one they had used at the scene. When he came back out, Brynne was standing there holding something in her outstretched hand for him. It was tiny and flashed gold in the overhead fluorescent lights.

He reached out and took it from her to examine. It was a small gold stork pin. The stork was in flight, and had a wrapped baby suspended from its beak. He looked at Brynne, he had noticed a similar pin on the breast pocket of her uniform next to her name tag. 

“You earned it, Probie,” She said. “Good job back there. You did everything right, and we were rewarded with witnessing one of the miracles of life that we medical professionals have the rare privilege to see.” She took the pin back from him and stepped up to pin it on his pocket next to his name tag just like hers.

Dean looked down at his uniform shirt. The tiny pin made him feel proud. He took out his phone and snapped a selfie, pointing to the pin. Brynne laughed as he took the picture.

“What?” Dean said suddenly self-conscious.

“Oh nothing,” Brynne said. “You kids and your selfies.” She walked away shaking her head, chuckling to herself. 

“You’re just jealous,” Dean said to her as she walked away. “I already looked good in this uniform. Now I look even better!”

“Yeah, yeah,” She said without turning around. “Finish restocking and get your documentation done, Probie. We could get another call at any time.” Brynne pulled open the door to the squad room and left Dean standing in the ambulance bay with a silly grin on his face. 

Dean looked at his phone, examining the picture and then sent the photo and a text message to Ashley. “I delivered a baby! Woo Hoo!” He wrote. He knew she was working and wouldn’t be able to text back right away, so he climbed into the back of the ambulance and started putting the replacement supplies away. His phone buzzed after a bit, and when he looked at it, he saw a photo of Ashely giving a thumbs-up. He smiled and put the phone back in his pocket. He couldn’t wait to tell her about how he felt, but that would have to wait until they were both together and alone. It was good to have someone who worked in the medical field and with Unusuals to talk to after stressful days. He decided it was just as important to have someone with whom to share the victories.

He finished up the restocking and went back into the squad room seeing the police officer still parked on the recliner where they had left him. Dean had forgotten about the events of the previous night in the midst of the delivery of the baby. Now it was all front and center again. 

The cop looked up and gave him smile. “I understand congratulations are in order, Dean,” He said. “Kudos, and better you than me. I never want to do that. One of my fears is I’ll pull a speeding car over and find a pregnant mother inside ready to deliver. I’m glad it was you and not me.”

“It was awesome, Rick,” Dean said. “You should have been there. The mother was already starting to push when we showed up.”

“La, la, la, la,” Rick said, putting his fingers in his ears and talking to cover up the sound of Dean’s voice. Dean and Brynne started laughing. Even Freddie chuckled a little from over in the kitchen area. Cops were weird. They were simultaneously a lot like paramedics and yet completely different from them at the same time.

“How can you guys run around doing the things you do all day long and not be ready for this type of thing? You’re not the only police officer I know who’s squeamish and can’t stand the sight of blood,” Brynne said. “What’s up with that?”

“You guys are the ones who signed up for the blood and guts,” Rick said. “I wanted to protect people from bad guys. That’s all. Heck, that’s why I’m stationed here right now.”

“And you’re doing a fine job,” Dean said, laughing. 

“Yeah,” Brynne agreed, smiling. “Let us know if we can get you anything.” 

“Well, I am a little hurt you didn’t call me and ask if you could bring me a coffee from the donut shop.”

“What and no donuts to go with it?” Dean said.

“I hate donuts,” The police officer said. “They give me heartburn.”

“You must be the exception that proves the rule, then,” Dean observed. 

“Cops like donuts for the same reason you do,” Rick said. “They are portable and quick to order. You don’t get your hopes up for a sit-down meal and then get another call that makes you miss your dinner. Donuts are grab and go.”

Brynne walked over from the desk. “So, for future reference, what do you prefer instead of donuts?”

“I love a nice bagel with cream cheese,” the police officer said. “Simple, classic and easy to eat on the go.”

“I’ll file that away for the next time,” the female paramedic said. “We will be getting lunch in a little bit. I wonder what Freddy has in store for us?”

Rick looked over to where she was pointing and nodded. “Another gourmet meal for the hardworking paramedics at Station U, I’m sure.”

They all laughed as Dean sat down at the computer to start writing up the birth of the baby at the trailer park. He had to document it as two patients, but the system allowed for that in cases of pregnancy he found. When he selected the drop-down menu for emergency maternity, it asked him if there was a delivery and then later popped up a separate window to document the baby’s condition. He linked it to the call number from dispatch, and it asked him if he wanted to tie his report to the one Brynne had already started. She had done a report based on her patient care for the newborn. The system was well-designed, and he was able to finish both reports in a pretty short time frame. 

He pushed back from the desk and looked around. This was his station and his job. He knew he was lucky in many ways. First, he was lucky to be in a job he had always wanted to do. Second, he was lucky that job was rewarding in ways that he could never have believed before he started here as Station U. Finally, it had led him to good friends in his colleagues and especially in Ashley. He had had girlfriends before, but the link to Ashley was stronger than he had ever felt before. Was it something to do with her Eldara nature and powers? He didn’t know what it was that she could do. When he asked her, she just said she was there to support and help him. She seemed to be able to sense when he was in trouble, and find him when he needed her.

Dean pulled out his phone and looked at the photo she had sent him in response to his earlier text message. Her smile and the twinkle in her green eyes both filled him with warmth and more than a little desire. He wrote a hasty text message offering to make dinner that night for her at his place. She worked until seven, and he was off at six. He said they could eat at about eight. He slid the phone back in his pocket knowing she’d respond when she got a chance. He keyed open his email and worked on checking up on medical updates sent out by headquarters to all the paramedics to keep them up to date on their knowledge.

The phone buzzed in his pocket, and Dean stopped reading the article on closed head injuries. Pulling his phone from his pocket expecting a message from Ashely, he was surprised by a text message from Gibbie, their self-appointed vampire first responder.

“Dean, if you’re available, call me. I have a problem - Gibbie.” 

Dean paged through his contacts and tapped the number to call his former CERT student. The vampire picked up immediately on the other end.

“Dean, thank God you’re available,” Gibbie said in a frantic tone on the other end of the phone. “I’ve got a problem, and I think I’m going to need you and Brynne.”

“Okay, Gibbie,” Dean said. “Calm down. Shouldn’t you be calling 911 if you need us?”

Brynne turned around in her desk chair to look at him as she overheard the phone conversation. She quirked an eyebrow at him in question. Dean held up a hand as he listened to the voice on the other end of the line. He hung up the call as he stood and put the phone back in his pocket.

“I think we need to go,” Dean said. “Gibbie’s gotten himself into a situation and needs some assistance.”

“What does he need?” Brynne asked, getting up. “We can’t just go joyriding around in the ambulance every time a friend needs help carrying some groceries or moving some furniture.”

“I’ll fill you in on the way,” Dean said as Brynne followed him into the ambulance bay. “Suffice it to say if we don’t help him out, it could end up as a dispatched call. We’ll call it a prevention detail.”




———




The ambulance drove down the residential street, Dean watching the street numbers on the mailboxes tick by. They had gone out on the road, notifying dispatch that they were on a public service call, such as when they helped an elderly patient who had fallen out of a wheelchair, but had no injuries.  

“It’s that one,” Dean said, pointing at the ranch-style house set about fifty yards back from the road on the left. The mailbox read thirty-two, matching the address from Gibbie’s cell phone GPS map. 

“I think there’s an alley around to the back of that row of homes,” Brynne said as she drove past the house. “That will be our best bet. There’s his van parked across the street.” 

Dean saw Gibbie’s beat-up white van parked on the right as they drove by. It marked the location and also seemed a little out of place parked in front of homes with well-manicured lawns. Brynne continued past it and then turned down a side street that led to the rear of the homes on the left. That led to a narrow alley that Brynne expertly pulled the ambulance into, driving down the lane. Dean was glad they hadn’t seen anyone. This was the kind of neighborhood whose residents would come to see why an ambulance was at a neighbor’s home.

There were tall fences along the backyards here and detached garages. They drove until they were even with the back of the rancher they had noted from the front. Dean checked the map that Gibbie had sent him by text link. 

“This should be it,” Dean said. He keyed the phone function and dialed the vampire’s number. He put it on speaker phone so Brynne could listen in, too.

“Dean, I can hear your engine. I’m in the back yard in the princess house,” Gibbie said.

Brynne looked out her window. She could sort of see over the fence and saw the top of the plastic playhouse castle in the backyard nearby.

“I see it, Gibbie,” Brynne said. “The question is how we get you out of there. The sun’s pretty high. You’re going to get burned pretty badly if you just run for it.”

“I’ll get out and see if the gate’s locked,” Dean said. “If it isn’t, I can bring you a mylar rescue blanket to wrap up in. That should keep the sun off of you.”

“Oh, Dean, you’re a Godsend,” Gibbie said. “I’m afraid some kid’s going to come out and play back here and find me. Then what am I supposed to do?”

“Just hold on and let me see what I can do with the fence,” Dean said. “Be back in a sec.”

He left the phone with Brynne to soothe the frantic, trapped vampire while he checked on the gate. The fence was a six-foot tall wooden palisade style with a wooden gate in the middle of it.  Dean walked over to the gate and tried the outside latch. It opened, and the gate swung inward a little when he pushed. He pulled it closed and returned to the driver’s side of the nearby ambulance. He climbed on the step outside the driver’s door as Brynne put the window down. 

“Gibbie,” Dean said through the window. “The gate opens. I’m going to get the rescue blanket and bring it to you, but you be ready to high-tail it out of there. I don’t want to get caught having to explain why I’m trespassing in someone’s yard.”

“Okay, Dean,” Gibbie said over the speakerphone. “I’ll be ready.”

Dean stepped down from the driver’s step and went to one of the back cabinets that opened to one of the first aid bags. He dug around and pulled out a folded mylar emergency blanket in its plastic wrapper. He opened the plastic and took the shiny silver folded packet over to the gate, opening it again. He pushed it open enough to slide through, looking up the back yard to the house. He didn’t see anyone in the windows, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone watching. He scanned the large yard and saw a plastic playhouse castle for small children. He jogged over to it.

“Gibbie,” He said. “Are you in there?”

“Yes, Dean,” The voice from inside said.

“Here,” Dean said. “Here’s the mylar blanket.” He held his hand in the window closest to him and saw a pale, meaty hand snatch it from him. “I’ll be back in the ambulance. The back doors will be open for you. Hurry up.”

“I’m coming, just let me wrap up,” Gibbie said from inside.

Dean headed back to the ambulance, opened the back doors and barely had a chance to step aside when a silver reflective shape zoomed past him into the back of the ambulance. He laughed even though he was startled and shut the door. He walked back over and shut the gate before climbing back in the passenger side of the ambulance. The paramedic looked down the passage to the back of the unit to see the vampire sitting there, wearing his improvised first responder uniform shirt and pants.

“Thank you so much, Dean and Brynne,” the chastened vampire said.

Brynne spoke up first, glancing over her shoulder at the vampire in the back as she drove back around to the front of the homes. “Gibbie, we need to talk about this. What was the first thing we talked to you about in your CERT training?”

“Scene safety,” The vampire said quietly. 

“That includes situational awareness,” Brynne said. “Like knowing when the sun is starting to come up. How many hundreds of years have you been a vampire? Isn’t that Vampire 101?”

“I thought you older vampires were able to withstand some sunlight for a short period of time?” Dean asked.

“That might be true for those as old as James,” Gibbie said. “I’m only a few hundred years old, and I’d have been a flaming mess by the time I had gotten to the van.”

“Well that’s good information to know,” Dean said. He thought Gibbie was a flaming mess most of the time.

“Gibbie,” Brynne said. “What did we say to you about freelancing like this? You can’t just be out trolling for emergencies to take on.”

“I’m allowed to be out driving around if I want. I just got out to patrol on foot and enjoy the night air,” Gibbie said defensively. “I have some training, and I would not do anything that I didn’t know how to do. I know the most important thing to do is to call 911 and get you guys on the way. But I also know that in the mean time, I could be making a difference with a patient, if only keeping them calm and telling you what’s going on when you get there.”

“That might be true,” Dean said. “But if you’re going to do this, you need to make sure you are back in your van and safe before sunrise.” He looked outside as Brynne pulled the ambulance up next to the driver’s door of Gibbie’s van. “We’re here. Your van’s out the side door of the ambulance.”

“Thank you again for rescuing me,” Gibbie said. “I promise. I’ll be more careful next time.”

Dean heard the side door on the ambulance open and close and saw a flash of silver as Gibbie dashed into his van, closing the door, hiding behind the tinted windows. Dean waved as Brynne pulled away.

“Get on the radio and put us back in service, Dean,” Brynne said. “We’ve done our extra good deed for the day.”


























CHAPTER SIXTEEN




The next few days were routine. There were the normal sick calls and a few minor injuries, but no further attacks from the Cause. That was a relief to the paramedics of Station U. Dean and Brynne moved to night shift for the weekend and they prepared for the increased activity in the Unusual community that always brought. And then they sat and waited as all EMS crews did. The police detail at the station had been pulled after a few days, but everyone was still on edge. Brynne had said that James was spending most of his time, as leader of the Unusuals in the Elk City region, tending to the concerns from his community about the human attacks on them. Some wanted to move away. Others wanted to take some sort of action to protect themselves and their loved-ones. It was four hours into the shift on Friday night when the first call came over the speakers in the squad room. 

“Medical Box 843, Ambulance One-Nine-One respond for an animal bite, 1259 Hopewell Road,” said the voice over the radio.

Dean jumped up from the couch where he was sitting watching TV, and followed Brynne out the squad room doors into the ambulance bay. He climbed into the passenger seat and called into HQ over the radio to put them responding. As they sped off through the night, Dean looked over at Brynne.

“Animal Bite?” He asked. “What do you think? Maybe a Lycan attack?”

“Possibly,” She said, concentrating on the road ahead in the darkness. “Do me a favor. Text James and tell him that we have a possible Lycan bite. Give him the location. He’ll know what to do.” She gave him the number as he pulled out his phone.

Dean sent the text message and James responded almost immediately. “I’ve been monitoring the scanner. Rudy will meet you there,” the Vampire texted in reply. Rudy was James’ second in command and, as leader of the area werewolf pack, he would be able to handle any rogue Lycans in the area, if that was what this was.

They continued on the road to the call leading to a suburban residential district that was bounded by a large patch of woods on one side of the road and homes on the other. There was a crowd of ten to fifteen people on the lawn of the home at the specified address as the ambulance pulled up. Dean jumped down, looking around carefully. If there was a rogue Lycan around, he didn’t want to get surprised by anything. He grabbed the trauma bag from the compartment and started across the lawn to the group of people huddled around a teenaged boy of about sixteen or seventeen sitting on the grass. He was holding his arm left arm in his lap. It had a very savage bite that had torn skin and muscle open to the bone on that forearm. 

“Excuse me, folks,” Dean said. “Let me through.” He pushed his way through the group of mostly teenagers and knelt down next to his patient. The bleeding was bad, but the bite must’ve missed the arteries in the arm because there was no spurting blood. He quickly pulled out an absorbent gauze pad and handed it to the boy. “Here, press this on the wound. Tell me what happened.”

“I was just hanging out with my buds here on the lawn. Then this wild dog came out of the woods across the road and just attacked me. Then it took off and ran back into the woods. It was weird.”

“You weren’t just minding your business,” an angry voice came from across the yard. Dean looked up and saw a group of girls huddled around another figure on the grass there. Was there another patient? 

“Brynne,” he called to his partner walking over from the ambulance with some more gear. He pointed to the other group he hadn’t seen at first. “There’s another victim.”

“She’s not a victim,” The boy in front of him said with a laugh. “That’s just Leeann. She is just upset because we were talking to her. She doesn’t like it when we talk to her.”

Dean finished assessing the bite. It was serious but isolated to the forearm. The absorbent trauma pad he had applied was impregnated with a rapid clotting formula, and the bleeding stopped almost instantly. He wrapped the pad in place with a roll of gauze. 

“Stay here while I go check on the girl,” Dean said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t worry about her,” The boy who was bitten said.

“Yeah, she’s just strange. You know, weird, and begging for attention like she always does,” Said one of his friends standing around in the group.

“Well, I need to check on her. You’re fine for now. Sit still. I’ll be back in a minute.” Dean got up and started across the yard to where Brynne was kneeling next to a girl of thirteen or fourteen, seated on the ground sobbing with a few other girls sitting next to her. They had their arms around her. Brynne was talking to her, asking questions.

“What happened, sweetie? Are you hurt?” Brynne asked. She held the back of her hand out in front of the girl’s face, and Dean realized she was revealing the normally invisible tattoo that only creatures with exceptional vision in the ultraviolet spectrum could see. He had an ink stamp of the same emblem that he applied regularly to do the same thing. The girls all stopped their talking for a moment staring at the back of Brynne’s hand and then up at her face. They looked over to Dean as he approached, and he held his right hand up to his chest, exposing the back of his hand to them as well.

One of the older girls leaned in and whispered, “Bobby and his friends are always giving Leeann a hard time when she walks home from her babysitting job up the street. This time, they got in her way and wouldn’t let her walk by on the sidewalk. She was crying, and when one of the boys, Jeremy, grabbed for her arm, she screamed. That was when the …” She paused and looked around to make sure no one else was nearby but their group. “… That was when the wolf came out of the woods and bit Jeremy. He bit him until he let go of her,” She whispered. 

“And all of you are her …?” Brynne asked looking around at the group of girls. 

“We’re her half-sisters,” The oldest girl said. “We’re the Dryads of these woods. Her father and our mother live in a home back the lane across the street.”

“Do you know the Lycan who attacked the boy,” Dean asked quietly. 

“He lives in a shack back in the woods,” Another of the sisters said. “Mom and Dad say he’s just a hermit, and he has never bothered anyone before.”

“And I’ll make sure that he doesn’t do something like this again,” a voice suddenly said behind Dean. He spun around in alarm. The paramedic swore because he had just looked behind him, and no one had been there. Now he saw a tall man with broad shoulders, his scowling, bearded face lit by the porch lights of the house nearby. The girls saw him and all bowed briefly with a nod of their heads. 

“Rudy,” Brynne said. “Did you hear?”

“Yes, Brynne,”  The tall man said. Dean realized this must be Rudy, the werewolf and second in charge of the Elk City Unusuals. “I know the man they speak of. He is a gentle one, and I cannot believe he would have taken any action unless the girl was in some sort of danger. But he cannot go around biting anyone. Especially not right now. Have you administered wolfsbane to the boy?”

“Not yet,” Dean said. “I wanted to get the full story first.”

Rudy growled. “Please make sure you do so. I do not want such impulsive and rude scum like that boy in my pack.”

“I’ll get to it right away,” Dean said. “Brynne, can you give me an idea of the dose? It’s not exactly in the protocols.”

“I’ll come with you and help you out,” his partner said, rising from where she knelt among the group of girls. “Leeann, I will be right back. You stay here with your friends.”

The two paramedics went back to the ambulance and opened the contingency kit. It was a black Pelican case stored in its compartment with various antidotes and protections from Unusuals for the paramedics and their patients. Dean knew that he had received a series of vaccinations when he started the academy that covered the various blood borne pathogens he was likely to encounter on his job. That included protections against vampire and werewolf bites. Of course, they didn’t call the vaccine that. It had been hidden in the fine print of his vaccine series as “other vaccines as determined by the Elk City Fire Department.” Brynne pointed to a vial nestled in one of the foam cutouts in the container. Dean looked at it and saw it was Wolfsbane Extract for IV/IM use.

“Start an IV so it’ll get into his system faster,” Brynne instructed. “That will be quicker than a shot in the arm. The dose is five milligrams. That is just five milliliters since the concentration is fifty milligrams in fifty milliliters.”

“I don’t like that kid,” Dean said. “He doesn’t think he did anything wrong when he accosted that girl with his friends.”

“We don’t get paid to like them, Dean,” Brynne admonished him. “We just get paid to treat them.”

“Yeah, I know,” Dean replied. “I hope he’s afraid of needles, though.”

Dean took the vial from the case and closed the contingency kit. He walked back over to the where the boy, Bobby, and his friends sat or stood on the lawn. Brynne headed back over to the girls. Rudy was nowhere in sight. 

“Bobby,” Dean said as he walked up to the group of boys. “I’m going to have to give you some fluids and some medicine to help with your injury. Your friends can stay with you for now, but I need them to back up a bit.”

The teenagers stepped away from Dean’s path as he approached and knelt down in the grass next to his bags and his patient. He opened up a bag of IV fluid, inserted the IV tubing and primed the fluid down to the end of the tube. Then he got out his supplies and handed his small pocket flashlight to one of the boy’s friends. 

“Hold that and shine it on his arm while I do this,” Dean said. The other boy nodded as he took the light from the paramedic. He turned back to Bobby. “Don’t move.”

“Okay, Bobby,” Dean said. “You’re going to feel a pinch.” He picked up the IV needle and inserted it into a vein in his uninjured arm. He attached the tubing and made sure the fluid flowed freely before he drew up the Wolfsbane extract in a syringe and administered five milliliters of the preventative medicine into the IV tubing, flushing it through with the fluid from the bag above it.

“What’s that?” Bobby asked in a smart-assed tone. “You have to tell me what you’re doing. You can’t just give me medicine without telling me what it is!”

Dean was liking this kid less and less. “You got bit by a wild animal. You could get very sick from that bite, so I’m giving you something to combat the germs you might have gotten from the bite. They’ll probably give you more at the hospital when you get there.”

“So it’s some sort of antibiotic?” One of the boys asked.

“Yep,” Dean said. “Something like that.” It wasn’t technically a lie even though the preventative treatment was more like a vaccine from a plant extract than a traditional antibiotic. He cleaned up his mess, so he didn’t leave trash from his EMS kit on the lawn and repacked his bags. He looked over at his patient.

“Do you think you can walk to the ambulance?” Dean asked.

“The damned dog bit my arm, not my legs,” The boy snapped at him. 

“Okay, then,” Dean said evenly, not reacting to the kid’s temper. “Let’s walk over there and we’ll get you situated in the ambulance. We need to take you to the hospital and get that arm looked at. At the very least, you’re going to need some stitches.” He stood and waited for Bobby to stand, too. Then the two of them walked to the waiting ambulance. Dean watched the boy carefully, not wanting him to fall if he suddenly started to faint from loss of blood or the adrenaline draining from his system as the night’s events calmed down. Brynne came over and grabbed the gear bags from Dean as he climbed up behind his patient. She closed the door behind him. 

Once inside, Dean had Bobby sit on the stretcher, and he buckled him in place using the stretcher straps. He hung the IV back from one of the fold-down ceiling hooks. Then he sat down in the chair at the head of the stretcher and picked up the iPad mounted there to enter information into his patient report. It would automatically send the information to the computer system for the department, and he’d be able to finish it back at the station. 

He heard Brynne climb in up front and then felt the ambulance start to move on the way to the hospital. He hooked up the blood pressure cuff to his patient’s good arm and pressed the button on the monitor to automatically take the vital signs from that device. As it pumped up, he briefly counted the boy’s respirations and noted that value. Bobby was lucky that it was just his arm that was injured. The doctors would probably be able to stitch things together again and with some physical therapy, he’d be back to being his normal jerky self in no time. It was a shame there was no cure for that.

Dean thought about Rudy and his response to the situation. If the Unusuals were starting to be proactive with any perceived attacks on their kind, it could turn into a bloodbath, especially if the vampires and werewolves decided to start taking direct action. The werewolves were rumored to be more hot-headed, but the vampires were the true apex predators in the Unusual population. If they started trying to hunt down members of the Cause to take retribution, it could be bad. The police and City Hall would not be able to ignore such attacks on humans. 

Maybe that was what the Cause was trying to get to happen, he thought, some sort of race war. If the human government had to take some sort of action, it would drive the Unusuals underground or risk exposing them all to the human community. They’d be forced to move away or be discovered living among the general population. Dean pondered this all the way to the hospital, interspersed with answering the questions from his patient about where they were and how close they were to the hospital. Brynne would have some things to say when he told her about his thoughts on the escalating situation. She could warn James, if he hadn’t thought of it already. 

He felt the ambulance turn up and onto the ramp for the hospital. He disconnected Bobby from the equipment and patient monitor while Brynne backed them in and was ready to help the boy up and walk him into the hospital. Dean wondered if there would be more werewolf bites to be dealt with in the near future as they walked the boy inside to get his arm tended to.


























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




When Dean and Brynne returned to the station from dropping Bobby off at the hospital that night, they were greeted by James and Rudy in the parking lot. The two Unusual leaders were leaning against James’ silver Lexus parked between Brynne’s Nissan hatchback and Dean’s pickup. Brynne backed the ambulance into the ambulance bay with Dean’s assistance and then she went to let the two men into the squad room, leaving Dean to restock the gear. He didn’t have much to grab since the supplies he used were relatively easy to carry. He strolled into the squad room to hear James talking to Brynne and Rudy.

“… I know there needs to be some restraint, but we can’t go around completely defenseless either.” The vampire leader said. 

“James,” Brynne explained. “This incident tonight had nothing to do with the Cause and their vendetta against you all. This was just some teenage boys acting like jerks. It was wrong and definitely assault, mind you, but it wasn’t a terrorist incident.” They all nodded to Dean when he entered the room from the ambulance bay and kept talking.

Brynne looked at Rudy. “Did you find the Lycan responsible for the bite?”

“I did,” The werewolf leader said. “It was Old Ebner Cutress. He’s mostly harmless and keeps to himself. He doesn’t even come to pack meetings anymore. I or one of my other pack-mates check in on him once a week or so to see if he needs help or anything. I honestly didn’t think he could change anymore. It takes a lot of strength and older Lycans can die trying to change once they reach a certain age and frailty.” 

Dean was surprised to hear that particular piece of information. He guessed it made sense, given the few painful transformations he had witnessed.

Rudy continued. “I talked with Eb about what happened. He said he’s been out for several nights and witnessed the girl coming home past the boy’s house. The boy usually just talks trash to her about his manhood, but tonight he had some friends with him, and it apparently made him braver. When the boy grabbed the girl, and she screamed, Eb said he just got mad at them. He knows he shouldn’t have shifted like that. And he should not have attacked the kid, but he didn’t do any lasting harm and the boy let go, which is all he wanted him to do.”

“You told him that he can’t ever do that again, right?” James said to his lieutenant.

“I did, but not before he said the same thing to me,” Rudy said.

“Wait a minute,” Dean said. “This guy attacks a boy, nearly bites his arm off, potentially infecting him with Lycanthropism and all that’s going to happen is the werewolf gets a slap on the paw?”

“Dean,” Brynne said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “This is being dealt with through the proper channels.”

“The Pack will pay the boy’s medical expenses, anonymously of course,” Rudy said. “You were able to administer the wolf’s bane extract in time to keep the transformation virus in check, and continued infusions at the hospital will complete the cure. The old man was defending a girl being attacked and maybe eventually raped. He used an appropriate level of force, a single bite, that succeeded in freeing the girl, and then he left. It was he who called 911 and alerted authorities that it was a Station U call.”

“Based on all of that, Dean,” James said. “We, Rudy and I, believe that it was justified to defend the girl.”

Dean just looked at the two Unusuals standing there. He wasn’t sure what he expected to happen, and sure, the boy was a colossal dick, but that didn’t excuse what happened. Or did it? He wasn’t sure. He was again tied up by his intense dislike of James. Rudy, he hardly knew, and he seemed an alright sort of guy, aside from willingly taking orders from James. Was he taking his dislike of James out on this situation?

“Dean,” Brynne said. “What if the old guy had come out and told the boys to let go of the girl and hit Bobby on the arm with a baseball bat, breaking his arm in the process but getting him to let go?”

“I suppose that might be better,” Dean murmured.

Rudy spoke up. “Dean, I’ve known Old Ebner all my life. He’s never bitten any human, ever, to my knowledge. He was extremely upset that he had to do so this evening. He said the boys ridicule him and make fun of him all the time. He knew that if he came out in human form that they wouldn’t listen to him. This was the only way he could think of to protect the girl and get her to safety. I trust him. You and I don’t know each other very well, but I tell you and give you my word, it was a measured, calculated intervention to protect that girl, nothing more.”

“And he’s never bitten anyone before?” Dean asked. Rudy nodded. A thought occurred to him and he blurted it out before he could stop himself. “How do you all reproduce if you don’t keep biting new people every few years?” 

Rudy laughed out loud, his baritone voice filling the squad room. “How do you think? We have babies like everyone else.” 

“But …” Dean started, shocked by the werewolf’s response.

“The virus inhabits our cells and gives us the ability to change,” Rudy said. “It passes from mother to child but doesn’t manifest until near the end of adolescence. We usually homeschool our teenagers for that reason. If you think average teens are bad, Lycan teens are outright dangerous. Sometimes, a person is infected by a bite from one of us who is unable to control themselves, or has gone rogue for one reason or another. In those instances, if we can’t get to them with Wolfsbane extract in time, we shepherd them through the transformation and bring them into the pack.”

Dean thought for a moment, and another thought came to him. “So it can also be sexually transmitted? Like other blood borne pathogens? How do you protect humans from that?”

“We take giving someone our disease very seriously, Dean,” Rudy said. “We either date amongst our pack or nearby packs, or we take precautions. There are a few Lycan/Human marriages out there. Most are pretty successful, but the human spouse is vaccinated against Lycanthropy just like you and Brynne are.”

“Wow, I guess you do learn something new every day,” Dean said, taking in all he had learned. “Of course, on this job that is an understatement.”

“Dean,” Brynne said. “The bottom line is the boy’s going to be okay. The investigation is proceeding and the girl is going to be alright, too.”

“I talked with the police chief myself,” James interjected. “He agrees with the self-defense argument. He also has sent a police unit to interview the girl and the other boys who were there. I don’t think she or her parents want any trouble in the neighborhood, which is why they will not press charges. But the detective is also going to have a talk with the boy’s parents and impress upon them that his assault on the girl could be sent to the district attorney for review based on the initial statements from Bobby, his friends, and the girl. Hopefully, the harassment ended tonight.”

Dean thought about what James had said. Did he have to be so reasonable? Dean wanted to think of him as a monster and not some benevolent leader who took good care of his community.

“What about the next time?” Dean asked.

“What next time?” Brynne countered. 

“I heard you when I came in,” Dean said. “You were talking about this as a response to the Cause. So what will happen the next time someone steps out of line with an Unusual? That’s what you all are worried about, right?”

“It is,” James said. “There are some in our community who think we should be more actively defending ourselves against attacks from the Cause. The attempted execution of Freddy was what woke many of the community up. He is well-liked in the Barrens. There’s a fear that we will be exposed and openly hunted as we were during the middle-ages before we went completely underground and lived in hiding for the last several centuries.”

“That won’t happen,” Dean said. “This is America. You can’t just hunt people because they’re different.”

“Can’t you?” Rudy said, leveling his gaze at the paramedic. “It wasn’t all that long ago that, in parts of this country, the death of a person of a certain color was looked upon as no different than killing an animal. What will those same closed-minded humans do when they see there are monsters and nightmare creatures living among them now?”

Dean was uncomfortable because he knew they were right. Even now, more than fifty years after the civil-rights movement of the nineteen-sixties, there were strong racial tensions in the United States. That tension boiled just under the surface in some places and boiled over when racially charged situations occurred. What would happen when a whole new minority group was exposed living among them? He just shook his head.

“This program is proof that those racial and prejudicial undertones are changing,” Dean said. “We are giving Unusuals medical care right alongside humans. It’s working.”

“But we’re not doing it openly, Dean,” Brynne said. “It’s all hidden from their view because of what they might say or do if they knew the truth.”

“You know if can’t stay hidden forever,” Dean said. 

James nodded. “There have been times when the secret has been exposed in history. Some places and times were more enlightened than others in their response. Our fear is that in the current American xenophobic outlook towards foreigners, there will be a political backlash. Right now, only the President, House and Senate leaders, and national security and military leadership know about us. It is a closely guarded secret. I presume that the same or similar is true in other modern countries. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

“We can’t risk having something blow up here in Elk City exactly because of the successes of the Station U paramedic programs,” James continued looking from Dean to Brynne to Rudy. “Do you understand, Rudy?”

“I understand and I’ll do my best to control the pack,” The werewolf said. “You should know there are those who want us to patrol and search for Zach and all his accomplices.”

“I would like nothing more than to do that myself,” James said. “I’m afraid that we can’t afford the public outcry, and the back-channel outcry that would happen if we did that. I’ve assured the police chief, and the mayor, that we will abide by all laws and rely on their investigation to progress to a successful conclusion.”

“I certainly hope they do so soon,” Rudy said. “Eventually, the Cause is going to attack somebody who can defend themselves. And if they do defend themselves, it will likely be in a spectacular fashion. When that happens, all hell is going to break loose. Speaking of which, I need to check in on a few of my more hot-headed pack mates to make sure they know I’m watching them. Shall we go, Boss?”

James nodded in agreement. He leaned over and kissed Brynne goodbye, nodded to Dean and followed Rudy out the door to the parking lot. 

Dean waited for the door to close and said, “I still don’t know what you see in that guy.”

“He grows on you,” Brynne said. “I didn’t think much of him at first either, but I’ve seen him working with his people and he cares deeply for them. It was that interaction that showed me what he was like under all the brooding vampire exterior.”

“If you say so,” Dean said. He felt like he needed to change inside. He wanted to be more like the kind of guy that Ashley thought he could be. She thought it was important that he and James come to some understanding. Maybe tonight was a beginning of that. He was included in the plans and the back-channel discussions for a change. They had listened to him, and been patient with him when he didn’t understand something. 

He still didn’t like James much, but he was starting to feel something else. It took him a while before he recognized it as a sort of respect growing in him for the vampire’s leadership and restraint. It couldn’t be easy to stand by and let the humans take over the investigation and protection of his community. He and his other leaders were certainly powerful enough to deal with a problem like the Cause on their own. Of course, it would be a bloodbath, which would be a win for the Cause and a lose for the Unusuals. James understood that and was working hard to keep a reign on his followers, and let the regular human channels of justice work through the problem. 

Dean’s thoughts shifted back to Ashley, as they so often did since they’d started seeing each other. There was still the feeling she had expressed that he was somehow supposed to be the linchpin of this situation’s resolution, and that James would also be involved. It was annoying she wasn’t able to tell him more. But she didn’t communicate directly with her higher powers. At least not like Dean and Brynne did over the radio to dispatchers. All she could tell him was that he and James needed to get along, and that he would need her support through all that was coming. It was the fact that he hadn’t reached the conclusion of this quest yet that made him most nervous. He was starting to think that something awful had to happen first. Something even more awful than what had happened to Freddy or the restaurant. Something that was going to happen soon.


























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




The next several nights had a few chest pain calls, a couple of respiratory distress calls, and a mummy who needed rewrapping with fresh bandages. Dean chuckled to himself as he thought back about that last one. He had certainly come a long way to think that fixing the bandages on an ancient Egyptian mummy was a normal EMS call.

The work was followed by a few days off that coincided with a break for Ashley, so the two of them took advantage of the break to leave town for a few days. Ashley wanted to go off to a mountain lake a few hours away to the west. She had a nurse friend who had a cabin there that they could use for a few days. Dean was looking forward to a break from the tension in Elk City. Everyone, including all the paramedics waited for the next attack by the Cause. Local police were trying to track Zach and the other arsonist down, but they had no luck so far. It would be good to get away from Unusuals and work for a change.

On his first morning off Dean looked around his apartment and double checked his duffel bag. He had his razor and other essentials, a couple of changes of clothes and a pair of swim trunks. Ashley was picking him up in her MG as she insisted his pickup truck was not appropriate for a vacation road trip. His phone pinged, and he glanced at it. Ashley was downstairs in the driveway. He grabbed his wallet, duffle, and phone. He locked the apartment door behind him and headed out to meet his girlfriend for a much-needed trip away. 




———




He had to admit that traveling in the small vintage sports car was a joy. The top was down and the sunny day made it perfect travel weather. He looked over at Ashley. She insisted on driving, saying that no one but her had driven the car since she bought it new over forty years before. It reminded him that she was older than she looked. The funny thing was that she didn’t act that way. She had a joy for life and a vivaciousness that matched her apparent mid-twenties age, rather than her near immortal age. He supposed that her joyful response to everyday living was part of what drew him to her. She was the most down-to-earth person he had ever met, which was strange given her true nature was anything but down-to-earth. 

He watched her as she headed west on I-70. Her ponytail was pulled up through the back of the baseball cap she had put on. It served to keep her hair from blowing in the breeze as she drove. The nursing lamp logo on the front of the cap fit her as well as any sports team’s logo would. Her sunglasses covered her green eyes, but he could imagine them twinkling with delight at being out on the open road. It was difficult to talk with the top down, but he didn’t mind. It was nice just to enjoy the view as they drove, listening to Ashley’s choice of what she called “Classic Road Tunes” on her phone plugged into the modern car stereo system she had installed in the dash.

He had to admit the songs were awesome for their road trip. The current tune was Tom Cochrane’s “Life is a Highway.” That seemed particularly appropriate. He was on a highway in his life right now, and he was driving it, though sometimes it seemed to be driving him. He thought of what life had driven his way recently in the way of Ashley, Brynne, his new career, and the unique patients he had the privilege to care for. It wasn’t what he had expected, but it was certainly something he was glad to have in his life now.

Ashley flipped up the turn signal, and Dean looked over as they exited the highway. They were at the exit for the lake and should be at the lakeside cabin soon. He didn’t know what to expect, but Ashley had said they’d have all the comforts of home. It was rustic in its setting only. That was fine by him. He had never understood why people camped when there were perfectly good hotels nearby. He enjoyed the outdoors but didn’t look forward to sleeping there, at least not when there was a place with a solid roof and walls nearby. He watched as they drove down into a mountain valley, and he could see the lake, reflecting the sunlight in the distance. Their cabin was on the lake itself, and was supposed to have a boathouse with a couple of canoes and a small fishing boat with an outboard motor. They were going to have a great time here.

After about ten minutes, she turned the car down a tree-lined road that turned into a gravel lane at the end. A moment later they were pulling up to a quaint cabin set among the tall pines that bordered the lake. Dean looked around as he got out of the sports car. It was cooler in the shade of the tall trees. It was quiet, too. The soft pine needles that blanketed the ground meant their footsteps made virtually no sound as they walked from the car with their bags to the front porch of the cabin. There were a few wooden chairs on the porch facing the lake, and he saw that they were positioned to watch the sun setting over the lake in the evenings.

Ashley put the key in the lock and opened the cabin’s front door. She giggled a little with delight as she walked inside and spun around, her hair flying out behind her as she turned. “This is perfect,” She announced. “I so needed to get away for a few days.” She reached over and pulled Dean to her embrace. Dean dropped the bags he was carrying and wrapped his arms around her. 

“We needed to get away,” Dean agreed, planting a kiss on her lips. 

“Yes,” She agreed, “We did.” She broke the embrace and pulled him towards the stairs. “Let’s check out the upstairs. There’s supposed to be a skylight in the bedroom.” 

Dean was barely able to reach behind him and push the door closed as she tugged his arm to follow her up to the bedroom. “Shouldn’t we grab the bags and bring them with us?” He asked as he followed her.

“You can come down and get the bags later,” She laughed. “I have plans for you first.”

Dean shrugged and left the luggage behind. He wasn’t about to argue with her. He liked it when she had plans for him.




———




It was getting dark when Dean returned downstairs to get their bags. He padded across the darkened room grabbing their two bags, his gym duffel bag, and her small wheeled carry-on suitcase. He snagged her purse and his cell phone from the counter, too. He paused to lock the door and look outside. He stopped when he saw gathering of forms in the shadows of the trees. They looked human, but all were facing the house as if waiting for something.

“Uh, Ashley?” He called.

“What, Sweetie?” She answered from upstairs. “My purse is down there on the floor near my suitcase I think. Can’t you find it.”

“I found it,” Dean said. “I’m talking about the guests we have out front.” He heard her walk across the wooden floor above to the front windows. Dean watched as the gathering forms outside all looked up suddenly, and one smaller figure in the group, a child he thought, pointed up to where Ashley must be looking out the window. 

“Oh, I see,” He heard her say. “I’ll be right down.” He waited in his shorts, standing there watching the crowd of about fifteen outside. They weren’t doing anything, just standing there watching the house. It was kind of creepy. He turned as he heard Ashley come down the stairs. She was putting her hair up in a ponytail again, and she had pulled on her jeans and her t-shirt though she hadn’t put on her shoes. She tossed Dean his t-shirt and pants.

“Here,” She said. “Get dressed and we can go out. This must be a reception from the local Unusual community. I wasn’t sure who all lived up here, but they are likely traditionalists, so leave the talking to me.”

“Is everything ok?” Dean asked as he pulled on his jeans and slipped his t-shirt over his head.

“Oh, it’s fine,” She reassured him. “They’re most likely the Dryads and Naiads of this valley, the forest and water nymphs, and based on their simple clothes, have probably been living up here in these mountains for hundreds of years. They must’ve seen us arrive, and I didn’t mask my aura, so they probably recognized me right away. I just need to talk to them and introduce you. That’s all.” She opened the door as he finished zipping up his pants. “Shall we?”

Dean nodded and followed her out onto the porch of the small cabin. When they emerged, the group in front of them bowed. A young girl came forward with a bundle of fresh-picked wildflowers. She handed them to Ashley, her eyes wide and then scampered back to stand behind a woman who must be her mother. A man next to the woman stepped forward.

“Greetings, Eldara,” he said. “I am called Thomas. We are honored with your presence among us. Please tell us the reason for your visit and we will endeavor to assist you in your mission.”

Dean watched as Ashley smiled and raised the bundle of flowers to her face, inhaling the fragrance. “My mission here is to enjoy the peace of your forest, vale and lake,” She said, looking around at the trees surrounding the cabin. “It is truly a beautiful place. You are all to be commended for your excellent stewardship.”

The group bowed. Dean realized they must be in awe of having a being of their myths among them. He wished he could see the light, or the halo, or whatever it was that supposedly surrounded her. It must be beautiful. 

The little girl tugged on her mother’s dress, “Will she tend to Zora, Mama?” She looked from her mother to Ashley.

“Hush, child,” her mother said and then returned her attention to the Eldara standing in front of them. “I apologize for the child’s impertinence, Eldara. She does not yet know her place.”

“There is no need for an apology,” Ashley said kindly. “Who is Zora? If there is something I can do to help, I will try.”

The dryad woman bowed. “She is my eldest daughter, Eldara. She was caught as a tree was felled by humans. Her injuries are severe.”

“Wait here,” Ashley said to the group. “I will go with you to see her and do what I can to help her.” She turned to Dean and gestured for him to follow her back to the cabin as the group waited under the trees outside. Once inside she spoke.

“Dean look upstairs and see if you can find a first aid or emergency kit. This is the vacation home of an ER nurse, so I’m sure she has stocked up on some supplies somewhere. I’ll look down here.” She started towards the bathroom under the stairs while Dean headed up to the bedroom. He arrived at the top of the stairs to what was essentially a loft above the first floor of the small cabin. There was a small built-in closet against the far wall, and he checked there first. It was empty other than coat hanger hanging on the rod, and a few spare blankets on the shelf inside. He turned and checked under the queen sized bed in the center of the room, as well as in the chest at the foot of the bed. Other than a few more blankets, a pillow, and some DVDs, there was nothing. 

“I found the first-aid kit!” Ashley called upstairs. Dean came back down.

“There was nothing upstairs but a few blankets and a spare pillow,” Dean said as he returned to the first floor. 

“Erin is an old trauma nurse,” Ashley said holding up a zippered gym bag. “I knew she would have squirreled away a disaster kit, or medical supplies of some kind. Everything we will likely need is in here. Come on.”

Dean followed her out the door as she returned to the group of Unusuals clustered in front of the cabin. She walked up to the little girl still holding onto her mother’s skirts and knelt down to the girl’s level. 

“Will you and your mommy take me to see your sister?” Ashely asked. “My friend and I will do what we can for her, if it is within our power.”

The little girl curtsied, smiled and grabbed Ashley’s hand, starting to pull her off into the forest away from the lake. Dean followed as the group of Unusuals gathered around them as they walked through the woods down a small path Dean could hardly see as the sun started to set. He was a city boy and was sure he would get lost out here on his own, so he stayed close to Ashley and the little girl as they hurried off down the trail. He couldn’t help but think this was the way every horror movie started.

After about a twenty minute walk, they arrived at a shack set up against a hill. As they got closer, Dean realized it was built into the hill itself. The moss had grown over the wooden roof shingles, and vines hung down the sides of the small building’s facade. He would not even have noticed it if he were hiking nearby.

“Is your sister inside?” Ashley asked as they approached. 

“Yes, Eldara,” The little girl said. “Zora tried to stop the men from cutting the tree down. They pushed her away, and she fell as a limb dropped from above. It struck her on the legs. The men just left her there and ran away when she was hurt.”

“We tried to help her ourselves, Eldara, but our healers are not up to the task to save her I fear,” The mother said, tears in her eyes. “Will you try to do something?”

“Of course,” Ashely said. “My friend is a healer from Elk City to the East. He and I have worked together before. May I bring him with me inside to see your daughter?”

The mother looked at Dean skeptically, and the man who had first addressed them spoke up.

“It was a human who did this to her,” He said angrily. “They have never helped us before, why would one of their kind help us now?”

“Have you heard of the tattooed ones?” Ashley asked. “The new group of humans who heal rather than harm?”

The man nodded.

“Show them your hand, Dean,” Ashley said. “The stamp is still fresh enough.”

Dean held out his right hand showing the back of his hand to the gathered Unusuals. He turned and held his hand up with his palm toward his face the back of his hand outward so all could see the Station U stamp with the ultraviolet ink that marked him as a paramedic for the Unusual community. There was a gasp from the crowd.

“So it is true,” The man said. “I had not believed it, but had heard the rumors of the human healers who moved among our kind, helping the sick and injured.”

“It is true,” Ashely said. “He may be able to help me tend to Zora if you let him.”

The Unusual man nodded his assent and Dean took the bag from Ashley as she led him inside the shack’s rickety door. It was dark inside with only the light of a flickering oil lamp shining on a table in the center of the room. Zora’s mother picked up the lantern and led them back a hallway that Dean realized was cut back into the hill. It led to a series of rooms. At one doorway, the woman pushed open a door, and Ashely entered the dimly lit room, followed closely by Dean. 

There was another lantern on a small table and an old wooden bed with what looked like a straw mattress across the lattice of ropes criss-crossing the bed’s frame to hold the mattress up. There was a sickly sweet smell of rot in the room, and he saw the blackened crust of blood on the bandaged legs of the teen-aged girl huddled on the bed. She moaned quietly but didn’t look up as they entered. She seemed oblivious to their presence. He could tell by looking at her that she was in bad shape. Ashley knelt down beside her as she opened the bag Dean handed her. She pulled out a blood-pressure cuff and stethoscope. 

“Dean,” Ashley said. “Put on some gloves. There are some in the kit, in a zipper baggie. Peel back those bandages and see what the injuries to her legs look like. We need to clean her up at the very least.” The nurse wrapped the blood pressure cuff around the girl’s arm and laid the stethoscope’s bell against her arm below it as she pumped up the cuff.

Dean found the gloves in the bag and noticed the abundance of trauma supplies inside including IV bags and tubing and a suture kit. He pulled on the gloves and started to peel back the bandages from the leg closest to him. The injury was high on the legs at the mid-thigh, as if something had come down across both of them simultaneously. He felt the heat coming off the wound through his gloves. The girl’s skin was hot to the touch. She was septic, he guessed. A massive infection from the wounds was coursing through her system. 

The more he unwrapped, the worse the smell got in the room, as the putrid wound was exposed. He found a similar wound on the other leg. Whatever had struck the legs, whether a tree branch or the tree itself, it had packed significant force. Both femurs were broken and had cut through the skin from the inside. The thigh bones had been reset by someone, but the wounds had become infected and had putrified. Although he had never seen gangrene before, he had seen photos in school and on his Figure1 medical mobile app. The skin was blackened around the wounds. There was a flow of yellow puss from the openings in the skin and red streaks stretched up under the skin towards the girl’s groin. This was bad. He wasn’t sure if a full trauma team could save her legs at this point. They might not have been able to even save her life.

Ashley finished taking her vital signs and was grim-faced as she, too, assessed the wounds. Dean caught her eye and quirked an eyebrow upward. “What do you think?” He whispered.

“I think she needs a lot of help, and I’m not sure she would make it all the way back to Elk City if we moved her,” Ashley replied. “She’s septic. Her blood pressure is so low I can’t read it. Her respirations are rapid and shallow, the carotid pulse is rapid and thready, and her temp is over 105° Fahrenheit.”

“I can start an IV and try to get her pressure up with fluids, but she needs antibiotics, Ashley,” Dean said. 

“I know, but maybe,” She said, pausing as she dug in the bag, “Yes!” the nurse exclaimed. She pulled out a vial of powder and a small bag of fluid taped together. “Erin, you’re a paranoid genius!”

“What is it?” Dean asked.

“A broad spectrum antibiotic in powdered form,” She explained. “It would last virtually forever and just needs to be reconstituted with sterile water. Erin, my friend, packed this bag with things that would last. I’ll start working on this, you get the IV started and get her some fluids.”

Dean turned back to the bag of supplies and pulled out a one-liter bag of normal saline solution, tubing, and an IV catheter needle. He assembled the bag and tubing, handing it off to Zora’s mother telling her to hold it up so the fluid would drain through the tubing. He cleared all the air out of the tube and then turned to start the IV with the needle. The girl’s veins were flat because of her sepsis and dehydration, but he was able to find one and inserted the needle, getting a small flash of blood to show he had connected. He attached the tubing to the plastic catheter hub and started the fluids flowing. 

Ashely was still mixing the antibiotic, so he turned to see what he could do next. He decided to work at cleaning out the wounds. He got a small bottle of sterile saline and some four by four gauze pads out of the supply bag and started irrigating the wound and cleaning out the puss and infection as best he could. He had seen a wound care nurse at work in one of his hospital rotations and knew that packing the wound with damp sterile gauze would help the opening heal more cleanly. He opened another pack of sterile gauze pads and poured the remainder of the sterile saline in the plastic packaging wetting down the gauze. He put on a fresh pair of gloves from the bag and then carefully packed the wound from the bottom up. He covered the wound with some more sterile gauze dressings and wrapped a new fresh bandage around it to hold the packing and dressings in place over the wounds on both legs. 

His girlfriend had already piggy-backed the small IV antibiotic bag to the tubing of the other, larger saline bag, and the medication was flowing into the girl’s veins now. Ashley looked down at the job Dean had done bandaging the wounds on the legs and nodded in approval. 

“Is it going to be enough?” Dean asked her quietly. 

“I don’t know,” Ashley responded. She closed her eyes and laid her hands on the girl’s legs over the bandages. He watched her brow furrow in concentration and a light sweat broke out on her head. A gasp sounded from the doorway behind him and from the girl’s mother, still holding the IV bag for her daughter. Dean couldn’t see what they were seeing, but Ashley was doing - something. He watched as the red streaks on the girl’s legs retreated back towards the bandages and disappear underneath them. Zora’s breathing became less ragged and slowed some, too. Whatever his angelic girlfriend was doing, it appeared to be working. Suddenly, Ashley let out a long sigh and sagged to her knees in exhaustion. Dean caught her as she slumped over. 

“Hey, are you okay?” He asked in alarm, stroking her hair back from her face. She was flushed and sweaty, as if she had just returned from a workout.

“Wow! I haven’t done that in a while,” She said. “It takes a lot out of me. I think she’ll be alright now. I was able to draw some of the infection out of her wounds. The antibiotic will take care of the rest.” Ashley looked up at him and smiled. “I’m glad you were here. Take me back to the cabin. I need to rest.” She collapsed and fell asleep in his arms. 


























CHAPTER NINETEEN




Dean needed help to get Ashley back to the cabin. Zora’s father, Enric and another man helped him carry the exhausted Eldara Sister back to the cabin in the woods. Once they got her settled in the bed upstairs, Dean came down to find Anya, Zora’s mother, busy in the kitchen of the large open room that made up the downstairs of the cabin.

“Anya,” Dean said. “Thank you very much, but I can take care of getting dinner together. I think Ashley is going to sleep for a while.”

“It is nothing,” the Dryad woman said with a wave of her hand. “The Eldara Sister used her power to heal my daughter, and I will not have her or her companion left to fend for themselves. You sit and rest yourself, Paramedic Dean.”

He thought it was amusing that she used his job as a title. He looked around and decided to go back upstairs and sit with Ashely. She had looked quite pale when she collapsed in his arms after doing whatever it was she had done to halt the spread of the infection. He pulled a chair next to the bed where she slept, opened a book on his phone’s reader app and started it, occasionally glancing up to check on her. He didn’t know how long he had been sitting there when Anya came up the stairs with a plate of food and a glass of cold beer. 

“Paramedic Dean,” She said. “You must eat something to keep up your strength. I made some roast venison with gravy, roasted potatoes and some fresh biscuits.” 

Dean’s mouth watered as he smelled the plate of food. She came over and set it down on the bedside table. He thanked the woman, putting his phone away and picking up the plate and a fork.

“I have made a simple broth for the Eldara,” Anya said. “It is on the stove. If she awakens before I return in the morning, simply heat it up to a simmer and then give her some spoonfuls to sip until she has gathered her strength. Our legends say that such healing is taxing for the Eldara. We are very fortunate she chose to use her power to help our Zora.”

“I know Ashley would not have had it any other way,” Dean said. “She always tries to help people.”

“Of course she does,” Anya chuckled. “It is her nature. To do otherwise would be to deny who she is. But it could have drawn her to the other side, healing Zora when she was so close to death. I would have not wanted her to send herself away on our behalf when she may have other, more important tasks here to accomplish.”

Dean was confused. “I’m sorry,” He said, seeking clarification. “What do you mean send her away and the ‘other side?’ Was she in some sort of danger?”

Anya seemed confused. “Paramedic Dean, I do not understand,” She said. “You are the companion of an Eldara, a most honored position, and you do not understand such things?”

Dean shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I do not. Ashely and I are friends. Perhaps more than that now, but she has never told me of her powers, or of any danger in using them.”

Anya bit her lower lip in consternation. “I have overstepped myself, I fear. It is not my place to explain such things to you. Perhaps you are not her companion, but a protected one instead. You must ask her for the explanation.” She turned to go back downstairs. “Do not forget the broth I made. I will return in the morning. One of the men will remain outside during the night should you need anything. Goodbye, Paramedic Dean.”

Dean watched as the woman proceeded down the stairs then turned his gaze to Ashley. What had she done back there in the shack? Had it put her at risk for — something bad to happen to her? He settled in to watch over her tonight while she rested. He took her pulse and counted her respirations while he sat there. She seemed fine from the aspect of her vital signs, but she barely stirred when he lifted her wrist to check the heart rate. She was in a very deep sleep, at least he hoped it was just sleep. The night passed slowly around him as he watched her on the bed.




———




“Dean.”

Startled, Dean sat up suddenly in the chair where he had been sitting next to Ashley. He must have dozed off. He looked up and saw her staring at him from the bed. A wan smile on her face betrayed how weak she was. 

“Dean,” She said again. “Have you been here all night?”

He glanced at his watch. It was nearly dawn. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.” He remembered the broth on the stove downstairs. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” The paramedic rushed downstairs and turned the knob that fired up the gas burner under the pot on the stovetop. He lifted the lid and picked up a spoon from the ceramic spoon rest next to the stove, stirring the liquid as it warmed. When it started gently bubbling he turned the burner off and looked around the kitchen cupboards and drawers until he found a ladle and a mug. He filled the mug about halfway and then returned upstairs with the mug and soup spoon.

Ashley opened her eyes as he approached. He sat down again next to her. Dean stirred the broth in the mug to help cool it some more and leaned forward. “Here is some broth Anya, Zora’s mother, made for you. She said you would need it after what you did for Zora.” He lifted the spoon over to her lips and she took a tentative sip. Her eyes brightened as she tasted it. He smiled and got her another spoonful to sip. She finished about half the mug’s contents that way before she said she’d had enough. He set the mug down on the bedside table and used a napkin to dab a spilled drop from her chin. She smiled as he did it. 

“Thank you, Dean,” She said. “Though, I’m supposed to be the one taking care of you, not the other way around.”

“I like taking care of you, Ash,” Dean said. “It shouldn’t just be one way.”

“No,” She murmured. “I suppose not.”

“How do you feel?” Dean asked. “You still look pale and pretty weak. Are you all right?” He didn’t know how to approach talking with her about what the Dryad woman had let slip the night before. He was worried about her and mostly about losing her so soon after he had found her.

“I’m weak, but I will be alright,” She said. “I just need a day or so’s rest. I have not done that in some time, and I forgot how taxing it is.”

“What, exactly, did you do? Anya talked about you going away to the ‘other side’ or something? What did she mean by that?”

Ashley chuckled quietly. “So many questions, Dean. Do you never stop trying to learn?”

“It’s just something that Anya said last night about you using your powers to help Zora,” Dean said. He took Ashley’s hand in his and squeezed gently. “Did you do something that could have hurt you?”

He looked at Ashley, meeting her gaze and she held it for a time before she sighed and answered him. “Dean, it’s difficult to explain. I was never in any danger, but I have a finite amount of life force when on the earth in corporeal form. I have some limited ability to heal, but when I do so, it uses up some of that corporeal life force. If I use a lot at one time it makes me weak for a few days. If I use too much, I will lose my corporeal form and have to return to the higher planes to regenerate.”

“So you could have died?” Dean asked, concern and a little bit of anger shading his voice. 

“No, Dean,” She said wearily. “I cannot die here on earth in corporeal form. But, if I use up the life force that keeps me here on earth I would return to my spirit form for a time before I could come back.”

“How long would that be?” Dean asked, afraid to hear the answer.

“Dean,” She said, laying her other hand on top of his where their two hands clasped on the bed. “For you, it would be a long time, a hundred years or more. But to me it would be but an instant.”

“So I could have lost you back there,” Dean said defensively.

“No,” She replied firmly. “I knew what I was doing and I used my power judiciously.”

They were both silent for a while. Dean pondered what she had said. He didn’t want to stop her from being who she was, but he also didn’t want to lose her to some higher plane.

“Dean,” Ashley said softly. “I want you to understand. You shouldn’t be concerned for me. It’s supposed to be the other way around. I am supposed to watch over you.

“Sorry, Ash,” Dean said. “I’m a guy. I’m not built that way. I’m supposed to protect you.”

“You’ll get over it,” She said smiling up at him. “I’m human in this form, but the Eldara are not of this earth, we are visitors, messengers, healers and guardians. I’ll be fine. After all, I’ve been around for a very long time.”

“How long is a long time?” Dean asked. He wasn’t sure if this was crossing a line or not, like asking a woman her age, but he was curious.

“I first took a corporeal form to help a woman who was a healer in what you would have called Mesopotamia in present day Iraq,” Ashley said. “Let’s just say it was a very long time ago. Since that time I’ve returned to help other healers find a solution to a problem, or navigate a crisis in their communities many times.”

“Is that why you’ve come here as a nurse,” he asked. “Because you’re a healer?”

“I guess I’ve always been a nurse, as you call the job,” Ashley said. “It’s a name that has gone through many changes over the years. Now we call these caring healers nurses but in the past they’ve been midwives, wise ones, or elders. The name does not matter. It is the focus on communities of care, and healing of the whole person that defines the people I’m drawn to.”

“So that’s how you see me?” Dean asked.

“You and all your colleagues at Station U,” she replied. “You are all focused on helping a community that is not getting the services they need. You are healers.”

“So, why me?” Dean asked. “Why not Brynne, or Bill, or one of the others?”

“You’re important to what’s going on in Elk City, Dean,” Ashley said. “I am drawn to the person to whom I am called to help. It’s why I was in that convenience store when we first met. I got the urge to pull in there and get something, and while I was there, I saw your hand with it’s Station U stamp.”

“So you knew you were here to help me from that moment?” Dean asked.

“I had already been here for a few years but had not been able to figure out who I was here to help.” She said. “I was getting pretty frustrated. So when I saw you, I thought that you might be the right one, finally, but not one hundred percent sure. I knew I’d see you eventually at at the ER or elsewhere at the hospital so I didn’t approach you there. When you came to the ER the next time I was on shift, though, I knew it was you.”

“I think I knew I was supposed to meet you, too,” Dean said. “I couldn’t get your face out of my mind ever since I ran into you at the convenience store. Later, when I saw you at the hospital, I was so happy to learn you were a nurse at the ER. It meant that I would see you again.”

Dean thought for a moment then looked up at Ashley.

“So, do you end up dating all your charges?” He asked in response to an impulse.

“Why? Are you jealous of my past lovers?” She said with a little laugh.

“Well, I’m just asking how it all works.” He stammered. “Are you here to stay? When will you leave?”

“Sweetie,” She said giving his hand a squeeze. “I’m here now, and I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon. Let’s live in the moment and enjoy each other’s company while we’re together. I’ve met and spent time with many wonderful people over the years. Enjoying their company in the time I have with them is the lesson I’ve learned.”

Dean realized that was likely the only answer he was going to receive from her. He shouldn’t be worried, but seeing her this weak made him uncomfortable. She was his angel, his Eldara and he didn’t like knowing that she was at risk from using her healing powers. He didn’t want to contemplate that she could be sent away for a long time, never to be seen again, at least not by him. It was not something he wanted to think about anymore. Ashley must’ve sensed that as well, because she changed the subject.

“Dean, honey,” She said. “Can you get me some more of this yummy broth? I think it is helping me gather some strength. Then maybe we can cuddle up here in bed and watch a video? Erin said there were few romantic comedies in the chest at the foot of the bed.”

Dean nodded, took the mug from her and went to get some more. He resolved to enjoy the time he had with her and treat every day as if it might be the last he had with Ashley. Someday he might be right.


























CHAPTER TWENTY




Ashley recovered from her weakness following healing Zora over the next few days. She spent the first 24 hours in bed, sleeping most of the time. She and Dean passed some of the time watching a few classic romantic comedies on the TV using the DVDs stored in the loft bedroom at the cabin. Anya returned during the day and made a meal for them, and while she was there with Ashley, Dean returned to check on Zora’s wounds and infection. She was remarkably better. The red streaks no longer showed on her legs, and when he checked under the dressings on her wounds, wounds were pink and healthy looking. Clearly they were well on their way to healing. 

Dean spent some time the next day showing Anya and one of Zora’s older sisters how to dress the wounds with clean gauze and bandages, and he left some of the gauze and bandages from Erin’s cabin stash of hospital first aid supplies. When he returned from seeing their patient the last time, he was surprised to see Ashley up and walking carefully around the cabin’s first floor. She was still pale but seemed to be feeling a lot better. They only had the remainder of that day together at the cabin. The two of them had to return home to Elk City that evening. They both had to work the next morning. 

Ashley spent most of the day sitting on the porch in one of the Adirondack style chairs, watching the lake and the trees in the gentle breeze. Dean brought her a blanket from inside to cover up if she needed it, but the weather was pleasantly warm, not too hot, so she opted not to use it. The remainder of the day went quickly. While she watched from the porch, Dean packed up their bags and loaded up the little bit they had brought in Ashley’s MG. Eventually, it was time for them to leave, and Dean was thrilled when Ashley told him that he could drive the car back to Elk City. He was concerned that she still didn’t feel well enough to drive it herself, while simultaneously excited about driving the classic car. 

As the time came for them to leave at dusk, Dean helped Ashley to the car. The Dryads and a few others of the Unusual community of the lake valley came to see them off. Anya and Enric both came over and gave them a basket of gifts for their return home. Dean peeked under the cloth napkin covering the basket and saw some fresh blueberry muffins, and what looked like a few wood carvings. He and Ashley thanked Zora’s parents, and Dean set the basket carefully on their bags behind the front seats in the two-seater sports car. Dean checked on the cabin to make sure it was locked up one last time and then climbed into the driver’s seat. They waved to the onlookers as they drove back down the gravel road towards the highway. While the trip had not been what they’d expected, Dean was glad they had been able to help the girl, and he had learned a lot more about Ashley and the Eldara. He was still worried about her, but she said a good night’s sleep in her own bed would give her the additional rest she needed to be ready to go back to work.

They were on the interstate highway, driving back to Elk City about an hour later when he heard Ashley gasp in the seat next to him. She had been looking at her smartphone as soon as they got back on the highway. They had been in a pretty sketchy coverage area at the cabin and their phones didn’t work. 

“Dean, you’d better check in with Brynne tonight when you get back,” Ashley said. “There’s been another attack by the Cause.”

Dean nodded to his phone on the console between them. “I’m driving. Check my messages.”

Ashely picked up his phone and scrolled through the two days of text messages that had rolled in, then checked the voicemail. Dean glanced over at her as he drove, her look going from concerned to grave as she listened. He wanted to hear for himself, but he’d never be able to hear the speaker on the phone driving with the car’s convertible top down. He waited while she finished listening to the messages. She laid the phone down in her lap. 

“The Cause has been busy while we were gone. They attacked a counselor who works for the county. I think you know her. Her name is Rebecca.” Dean shot her a concerned glance. “I don’t know the details, but she was assaulted as she left work the night we left on our trip. She was alive when they took her to the hospital, but it must’ve been pretty bad. In reaction, some of Rudy’s pack must have decided to start patrolling on their own to protect the community and hunt for the attackers. One of them was seen changing, and part of it was caught on a kid’s cell phone video. He posted it to the web, and there’s all kinds of uproar going on about some sort of wild animal on the loose in the city attacking people.”

“Damn,” Dean said. He had thought that their two-days away would give him a break but with Zora’s injuries and tending to Ashley it had not been as relaxing as he had hoped. Now he was returning to a real mess back at the station, and to top it off, Rebecca, the counselor who had once helped him cope with the stress of his new job, had been attacked. She was a Muse, an Unusual who used her powers to inspire humans’ innate creativity. In her case, Rebecca was a professional social worker and counselor who worked with first responders who had trouble dealing with difficult work situations. She used her energies to inspire her clients to find solutions to dealing with their jobs and life situations. Now she had been attacked. 

Dean knew that Zach had known about Rebecca and her connection to him. Zach had mentioned her derisively when they had talked in the past. The former paramedic was stepping up his attacks on people Dean knew. That was starting to get worrisome especially with his newfound concerns over Ashley. He had thought of her as kind of an invincible guardian angel, but now he knew differently. She was as vulnerable as any human would be to attack. If she were to find herself in a situation where she was forced to defend or protect herself, she might expend so much energy that she would leave the corporeal world for what might as well be forever, at least from his perspective.

He glanced at his watch. They were still two hours from home, but he didn’t want to drive any faster than he was already. He banged his hand on the steering wheel in frustration. It was all getting worse, not better. What was he supposed to do to resolve all this? Ashley had assured him that he was integral to the solution to what was going on in Elk City and that James was also involved, too. Somehow the two of them had to do something that would bring the situation to a head and tip things one way or another. She had told him that he should just keep doing his job and be himself because that was what was important, but he wanted to take some kind of concrete action and stop what was happening in the city. 

These attacks couldn’t go on forever before the general public was drawn into them. Now with the video of the werewolf changing on camera, the public was starting to get involved. He needed to see that video for himself. It was probably a cell-phone video, and shot at night from a distance. The quality was likely not that good, but it still must be pretty spectacular. He had seen the transformation of a werewolf in person and knew what a shock it could be to the uninitiated. 

Ashley laid a hand on his shoulder, distracting him from his grim thoughts. “It’s going to be alright, sweetie,” She said. “Just get us home in one piece and we’ll get back to work on solving this together.”

“You’re right,” He replied. “But I can’t help but think that there is something I’m missing, and that somehow I’m the center of what’s happening now. First Freddie, then the restaurant, and now this attack on Rebecca. They are all connected to me.”

“Not just you, Dean, but to all the Station U paramedics,” Ashley reminded him. “You need to remember that this is focused on the whole program. Someone is trying to discredit it and to keep you all from doing your jobs serving the community. If the Unusual community sees calling the paramedics at Station U as putting a target on their backs, they are going to go back to trying to treat themselves and not get the medical attention they need. That is unacceptable.”

Dean thought about that and all the patients he had helped over the months since he had started at Station U. He also thought about how he had resisted the assignment and wanted to be elsewhere. The patients in need had attracted him, though. He wanted to be where patients needed his skills the most, and the Unusual community was a huge underserved population in the Elk City region. He thought about this and about what the general public might do if they knew of the people living among them who would be seen as monsters from their nightmares. He didn’t think they would be as accepting as he had been in the beginning.

The two of them in the car drove down the interstate back to the city with the sun setting behind them. They were heading back to the city, back to their jobs and responsibilities. In some ways, too, they were heading back into the unknown. Dean couldn’t get the sense of dread out of his mind that something bad was coming. The thought picked at the corners of his mind that before they could solve this situation in Elk City, he was going to be at the center of a storm. The thought scared him more than just a little, but he continued to drive back to the city, back to his duty, back to the job.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Dean’s first day back after the lake trip with Ashley started bright and early as always. He headed into the squad room at Station U and noticed a different vibe immediately. Bill and Lynne were packing up their things, but without the usual banter that accompanied the end of a typical shift. Dean said hi as he entered but got nothing more than a nod from Bill and a brief wave from Lynne in acknowledgment. Brynne didn’t even look up from her seat at the computer where she had settled to log in to the daily updates from headquarters. Even Freddie merely waved a half-hand at him in greeting and went back to work making the shift’s breakfast in the kitchenette.

Bill and Lynne left, and then the station was silent except for the tapping of the keys from Brynne as she worked on the computer. Dean shrugged and started on the beginning of shift checks of the gear in the ambulance bay. It felt good to be back doing something constructive. He had not slept well the night before. He had dropped Ashley and her car off when they returned from the trip the previous evening. She needed to sleep alone in her apartment and get some rest. He used an app to grab a ride-share car from there back to his apartment where he spent most of his evening staring at the ceiling, lost in his thoughts.

Now, back in the familiar confines of the station, he jumped into the work as a way to keep him occupied. Dean realized that the station had become a kind of home and if felt right to be here, doing this work. When he finished up the work in the ambulance bay, ensuring he and Brynne were ready to respond to any calls, he went back into the squad room to see what Brynne had planned for the day. He thought it might be a good idea to make a supply run to the hospital, and use that as an excuse to check on Rebecca’s progress while they were there picking up drugs and bandages.

Brynne looked up when he came in the room and turned the computer monitor his way so he could see it. “Have you seen this?” She asked.

“What?” Dean asked as he walked over looking at the screen. The screen showed a classic black and white movie photo of a vampire with his fangs sunk into the neck of a beautiful starlet. Words had been added to the image, though, and as he read them he knew why she was concerned.

“The Monsters Live Among Us,” the words in the photo read. When she saw that he had seen that she scrolled the image down to the bottom that was previously hidden on the screen. There, below the feeding vampire photo and caption, were a series of photos that included James, Rudy, Kristof and other prominent members of the community. Dean recognized some as Unusuals he knew. The others were well-known businessmen and women in the community. 

“That’s bad, Brynne. Where’d you get it?”

“It’s posted all over social media,” She answered. “People are sharing it and following it up with links to the werewolf video. You heard about that?”

Dean nodded. He had taken some time to look it up online when he got back to his apartment. It was grainy and dark due to the low light level at night, but he recognized the transformation of the werewolf in the distance, although it could be explained away as a hoax with special effects.

“I saw it last night when I got back to my apartment,” Dean said. “I didn’t recognize the individual, but it appeared real enough.”

“It was Desmond Levann,” Brynne said. “He’s a member of Rudy’s pack. James is furious, both that he was so careless in where he shifted, and that Rudy’s pack was out hunting at all.”

“Yeah, but it’s easy to call it a cheap knock-off horror video,” Dean said. “It’s terrible visual quality, and the whole thing could have been faked. That's what I would think if I didn't know better. I saw a local news item on the TV that made fun of it.”

“I saw that, too,” Brynne said. “But it’s a basic violation of the rules for members of the pack to change without first carefully checking to make sure no one is watching. He didn’t do that. Now with this photo making the social media rounds it’s only a matter of time before someone makes the wrong statement at he wrong time, and someone starts to connect the dots. James texted the link to me after a reporter called his office for a comment on his being called a monster online.”

“I’ll bet he loved that,” Dean quipped. 

“He didn’t respond,” Brynne said. “I’m sure he pawned if off on his assistant, Celeste. She gets paid a lot to handle such annoyances. The problem is that this photo, plus the werewolf video, equals trouble if anything else public happens. The chief just sent us an announcement that we are to do everything possible to ensure our patients’ privacy while in the public eye. It’s not like we weren’t doing that already. You’ll need to acknowledge receipt in your email inbox, by the way. It’s an official Station announcement in the system.”

Dean crossed over to the other computer workstation and sat down to log in. He saw the email from the Chief. He quickly scanned the email. It was just what Brynne said it was. He sent a receipt reply back and then looked through his other emails. He stopped when he saw one subject heading and who had sent it. Mike Farver sent him an email with the subject “We Need To Talk.” He opened the email. Mike simply asked to meet again at the diner one night after his shift this week. Mike called it his last chance to do the right thing before it was too late. Dean wondered what that meant. Mike was still working at the academy teaching, but the chief and other leaders were aware that he had possible ties to the Cause.

“Brynne,” he said. “Mike Farver emailed me.” He turned to look her way as she swiveled around in her chair behind him. “He wants to talk with me ‘before it’s too late.’ What should I do?”

“I don’t know, Dean,” She replied. She spun around to face him. “Part of me says you should go so you can learn what he’s up to. But another part worries that this could be a way to set you up for a fall in some way.” Brynne pursed her lips in thought for a few minutes before proceeding. “Let me talk to James and email the Chief. They may want to do something to watch you so nothing happens.”

“He wants an answer by one o’clock this afternoon,” Dean said. “Could they have a timetable?” He thought some more and said, “I’ll wait to see what the Chief says, but I’m inclined to say yes. This can’t go on the way it is. We need to stop the Cause from trying to get in the way of our programs helping the Unusual population. Ashley worries that some of our patients will stop calling for help if they see themselves as potential targets. Now, with this outing of their leadership on social media, it’s only going to get worse. Maybe we can get ahead of it if I meet with Mike. He might let something slip about their plans.”

“Ashley’s right,” Brynne said. “Our ambulance call volume is off by about twenty-five percent and headquarters thinks it’s due to the attacks on people associated with us at Station U.” She thought for a moment more and then nodded. “I’ll tell the Chief that I recommend you meet with Mike, but I’ll go with you. I haven’t talked with my old partner in a while. Maybe I can talk some reason into him. I should have suspected he would be part of this, but I honestly never thought he’d take his personal issues and go this far.”

“I thought he was sent to the academy because he was such a good paramedic and instructor,” Dean said. 

“He is a good paramedic, Dean,” Brynne said. “Or he was. Mike was chosen for the original Station U crews because he was so good at his job. The problem started when he became way too overprotective of me after I started dating a vampire. He couldn’t get past my choice to date James. I think he had always seen me as a daughter figure. He didn’t approve of my choice in boyfriends.”

“He’s not necessarily alone in that thought, Brynne,” Dean reminded her.

“That’s not the point,” She said. “You’ve gotten over it, mostly. Maybe he still has those parental feelings for me. It may make him more open to telling us something during the meeting at the diner. That’s why I’m coming along. Well that, and to keep you from doing or saying anything stupid.”

“Okay,” Dean said turning back to his screen. “I’m going to email him back and let him know that I’m coming to meet him today after our shift. I won’t tell him about you coming. Maybe the surprise will help.”

There wasn’t time for the conversation to continue because right after he sent the email reply to Mike, the first call of the day alerted on the overhead speakers starting with the musical tones that alerted their station’s radio system. The dispatcher’s voice followed the tones.

“Medical Box U-821, chest pain, 1235 Telegraph Road.” The male dispatcher’s voice said.

Dean and Brynne grabbed their jackets and headed out to the ambulance bay to respond for the chest pain patient. There’d be time to formulate a plan for the upcoming conversation with Mike later in the shift, Dean thought as they drove out of the station and onto the streets of Elk City.




———




Their chest pain call turned out to be an elderly Rakshasi, a Hindu spirit in human form who looked like she had a heart attack. Although known as man-eater demons in the lore, she seemed nice enough from what he could see. The heart monitor showed an abnormal waveform called ST-Elevation, and the woman’s symptoms of chest pain, shortness of breath, and profuse sweating all pointed to a heart attack even if the heart monitor hadn’t showed it. Dean knew that only about half of all heart attacks showed up right away on the heart monitor. 

He started the blood work in the portable iStat device in the back of the ambulance while Brynne started them on the way to the hospital. He suspected that her labs were going to show high enzyme levels that signified heart damage based on what he was seeing. He continued treating her with oxygen and additional nitroglycerin to ease the chest pain. He was watching her cardiac activity on the heart monitor and ran another diagnostic strip to see if the ST-elevation had progressed and gotten worse. He was looking at it when an alert sounded, and his eyes darted to the monitor. The uneven rhythm of ventricular fibrillation showed on the screen, and that meant she had slipped into cardiac arrest. He briefly checked her for responsiveness then immediately attached the defibrillator pads to his patient’s chest, then charged the heart monitor to deliver a shock.

“Brynne,” he called up to the front of the ambulance. “I’ve got a cardiac arrest. Initiating code procedures.”

The monitor finished charging up, and he made sure he wasn’t touching the patient then pressed the shock button to deliver the stored charge to the Rakshasi’s heart. Her chest heaved with the sudden contraction of the chest muscles fueled by the electric charge. Dean waited a few seconds for Brynne to finish pulling over the ambulance before he could safely stand up and start CPR. He began with compressions and opted to do a full two hundred compressions over two minutes since she had just been breathing, and her lungs were still full of oxygenated air. Brynne climbed in the back with him as he continued the compressions. 

“One shock delivered,” Dean said, already out of breath from the exertion. “I’m on the first set of compressions following the shock.” 

He watched as Brynne grabbed the drug bag from its shelf and started gathering the meds for a cardiac arrest. He was nearly finished his first two hundred compressions when the woman’s hand moved, and her eyes fluttered open. He stopped and looked to see that she was breathing. As he stopped compressions, the heart monitor showed that the heart rhythm had returned to sinus tachycardia, a rapid heart rate but not one that was lethal and needed a shock. The initial shock of her lethal heart rhythm had worked and reset her heart’s organized contractions.

“I thought I’d lost you there for a minute,” He said to the patient as he pressed the button to check her blood pressure and run another diagnostic strip. Brynne drew up some meds to be given and hopefully stop her from going into the fibrillation rhythm again. 

“Ow, my chest,” The woman said, putting her hand to her breast bone. “It hurts. What happened?”

“Your heart stopped, and I had to start CPR and shock you,” he watched as Brynne pushed the anti-arrhythmia drug into the IV tubing that lead to the patient’s arm. Then his partner clapped him on the back in support of his good work and left the back of the ambulance to head back up front and continue the drive to the hospital. 

“Did we stop?” The woman asked.

“Yes,” Dean said. “There’s no way for me to do effective CPR bouncing around in the back of a moving ambulance. It’s not all that safe either. Our protocol has the driver stop and come back to help with CPR. Now that you’re back awake and talking again, we can finish our drive.”

“Well, I guess I should thank you,” The Rakshasi said. “I wasn’t going to call you. I was afraid it would identify me to those awful humans who are hurting us. But the pain was so bad, I couldn’t wait any longer for it to get better.”

“You did the right thing,” Dean said. “Chest pain and trouble breathing are two things you don’t want to fool around with. They aren’t likely to get better on their own and often are signs of serious trouble. You rest right now. I’ve got you, and we’re almost to the hospital.” Dean continued monitoring her closely, but the lethal arrhythmia did not return. He was glad. It could just as easily gone the other way and she would have died. 

He was still thinking about how close a thing it was even after they had dropped her off with the critical cardiac care team in the emergency room. He and Brynne were wiping down the cot as they always did between patients when Brynne looked up at something behind him and said, “Jeeze, Ashley, you look like hell.”

Dean turned around and saw Ashley coming towards them. She still looked pale and her eyes had a sunken appearance. She had clearly not taken his advice to stay home and take another day off.

“Ash,” Dean said. “I thought you were going to stay home and take it easy.”

“You thought that, Dean. I never said it,” Ashley replied. “I always planned on coming in. The rest of the nurses are short-staffed most of the time as it is. They don’t need me calling out. It’s not like I’m infectious.”

Brynne snorted, “I’m not disagreeing with you, Ashley, but you look awful. You should have taken lover boy’s advice. What’s wrong with you if you’re not sick.” 

Ashley briefly explained what had happened on their trip to the lake two days ago. Brynne’s eyes grew wide at the description of the girl’s injuries and even wider when Dean chimed in and described what Ashley had done to halt the spreading infection. 

“Damn, Ashley,” Brynne said. “I knew you Eldara were powerful, but that must’ve been pretty impressive.”

“It’s not without a price, as you can see,” Ashley said with a wan smile.

“We had to carry her back to the cabin, and she stayed in bed for the whole first day afterward,” Dean told his partner. “I was really worried about her. She says she’ll eventually regain her strength, but I don’t want her to go around doing things like that regularly.”

“He doesn’t need to worry about me, Brynne,” Ashley said. “I can take care of myself. I just can’t draw on my power without paying a price, albeit a temporary one. All Unusual powers comes with a price. I’ll be fine.”

“If you say so, Ashley,” Brynne said. “Still, maybe you should take it easy a little longer.” 

“I’ve taken to doing routine tasks like drawing blood and doing triage for the day. That will keep me from the most strenuous work,” Ashley said. “Another two or three days and I’ll be as good as new.”

Dean pulled her to him in a brief hug and gave her a peck on the cheek. “We’ve got to get back in service, but I’m glad you came out to see us. I’ll come by later after work and check on you. We have a meeting after work, but I’ll only be an hour or so late.”

“A meeting?” Ashley asked.

Brynne spoke up. “Just a work thing. It’s going to be boring but hopefully not too long.”

Dean shot her a glance about the lie but said nothing. He gave Ashley another hug and then the two paramedics rolled their stretcher back out to the ambulance. When they got outside, Brynne spoke up.

“She didn’t need to be worrying about the meeting with Mike,” She said. “She wasn’t going to talk us out of it anyway. You can tell her about it later if we learn anything interesting. Otherwise, she never needs to know.”

“Look at you being all top secret and stuff,” Dean said as he loaded the cot into the back of the ambulance and slid it into place. 

“It’s all about the ‘need to know’ my friend,” Brynne said. “Come on, let’s grab a snack on the way back to the station, my treat.”


























CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The rest of the shift was uneventful with only a few other routine ambulance calls. The two paramedics were able to spend some time talking about their plan to confront the former Station U paramedic, Mike Farver. They knew, based on Dean’s earlier conversations with Mike, that he was somehow involved with the Cause and the attacks on Unusuals in the Elk City area. They didn’t have any proof other than their suspicions. But based on those suspicions. he might even know where Zach was, which would help the police put a stop to the attacks. 

When Bill and Lynne returned to take over that evening, Brynne followed Dean over to Hank’s Diner, near the station to confront Mike. Dean saw Mike’s marked fire department SUV parked in the parking lot when he pulled in, and he got a tight feeling in his gut at the upcoming conversation with his former mentor. Mike had embodied everything that a paramedic was supposed to be as Dean’s one-time instructor, and Dean had strived to meet his approval when in the academy and afterward at Station U. The discovery that he was somehow connected with the Cause had been a huge letdown to the new paramedic, and he was still struggling with that realization.

Dean parked in a slot that had an open parking space next to it, and Brynne pulled her Nissan sedan in next to his pickup. Dean got out and waited for her to emerge from her car and then walked up to the diner entrance next to her. As he did, he realized she was his new mentor. That sudden realization helped him reconcile some of his feelings about confronting Mike there.

The two of them entered the diner, and Dean saw Mike seated at a booth at the rear. He also saw the surprise register in Mike’s eyes when he saw Brynne was with Dean. The two paramedics walked back to the booth and sat down across from Mike, Dean sliding into the booth first.

“Hello, Brynne,” Mike said. “It’s been a while.” He glanced at Dean but didn’t say anything, turning his gaze back to his former protege and partner.

“Yes, it has,” Brynne responded. “You know, Mike, I thought that you were through all of this drama about our patients at Station U when you moved to the Academy.”

“You thought I’d forget they existed simply because the Chief moved me to the Academy?” Mike asked. “If anything it made me more aware of the danger we faced. The danger that you faced.”

“So you’re still mad about me choosing James against your wishes, is that it?” Brynne asked. “You have to let this father-figure, over-protective streak go, Mike. It’s time.”

“How could I, when you were in danger every time I let you go home to that blood-sucker,” Mike hissed. “Then, after I got moved to the Academy, I started getting pictures sent to me of the two of you together on dates. They came from an anonymous contact who also feared for your safety. I knew I had to act. Luckily my new friend had other contacts and plans to help me out. He just needed my help to get the ball rolling.”

“So you’re not involved with this alone?” Dean asked. “You have somebody you’re working with, doing these horrible things?”

Mike looked at Dean, and Dean felt very small, like a child who had spoken up during a grown-up conversation. The elder paramedic said nothing to him and turned his attention back to Brynne.

“I’m not alone in my concerns about these creatures living among us, Brynne. I was fine in the beginning when they were just seeking medical treatment, but when I realized the true dangers, the dangers they posed to you and impressionable people like you I could sit by no longer.”

“I’m not a child, Mike,” Brynne snapped. “I can make my own choices and decisions, and live my own life. I don’t need or want your help.” 

“Like I said,” Mike replied. “I’m passed that now. You’re beyond saving. You’re gonna end up one of them, and there’s nothing I can do about that. I have to worry about the safety of the rest of us.” He turned and looked at Dean. “This is your last chance, kid. You can get out of this and save yourself. I know you’ve gotten mixed up with one of them, too, but it’s not too late. Has that Eldara nurse got you so far under her spell that you can’t leave?”

“I’m not under a spell,” Dean responded defiantly. “I’m just not okay with hurting people to prove a point.”

“First, they’re not people, Dean. They are monsters and nightmares come to life.” Mike corrected him, his voice taking on an edge. “Second, sometimes you have to cause some temporary pain to treat a problem. You use a needle to give medicine. You have to cut to remove a tumor to treat the cancer. That’s what I’m trying to do.” Dean just stared at him in disbelief. The former mentor continued. “But, it’s clear from your defiance you’ve made up your mind, or it’s been made up for you.” He moved from the booth’s bench seat across from them and stood up. “Either way, I think it’s too late. I have tried to warn you both, and you both have decided not to take my advice. A change is coming. It’s coming one way or the other. You can get on board, get out of the way, or get run over by it. It’s your choice. I’ll no longer be held responsible for the consequences.”

Brynne and Dean watched in silence as Mike turned and strode away. Brynne shifted to the now unoccupied seat across from Dean and looked at him. 

“He’s even worse now than when he got transferred,” Brynne said. “He hates all of the Unusuals now, not just James, just because they’re different.”

“And because he doesn’t like your boyfriend,” Dean added.

“Yeah, but you didn’t particularly like James either,” Brynne said. “It doesn’t make you want to go out and kill people just because they are linked to him.”

They paused their conversation as the waitress, Daisy, came over to take their order. 

“I saw your friend leave, is he coming back, do you want me to wait to take your order?” Daisy asked. 

“No,” Brynne said. “He won’t be back. We’ll order now. I’ll have the chicken tender dinner and a diet soda.”

Daisy looked at Dean. He was not sure he felt like eating, but he ordered anyway. “A grilled chicken barbecue sandwich with fries and cole slaw. I’ll have a Sprite to drink.”

“Great I’ll get that started and be right back with your drinks,” Daisy said as she flipped her order book closed and walked away.

Dean watched her go and then looked at Brynne. “I can’t say I like James a lot. Maybe that has to do with his personality. Maybe it has to do with his - his feeding habits.” Brynne pulled at her characteristic turtleneck’s collar absently when he said it. Damn, that burned at him. Obviously James was biting her, but she seemed none the worse for the wear. Brynne started to say something, but Dean held up his hand to stop her.

“I’m not arguing the right or wrong of it, Brynne,” Dean continued. “It’s your life, and it’s none of my business. I don’t like it, but I’m not going to fight you about your personal choices.” He watched as her tension relaxed. “Ashley says he and I need to get along to stop all of this. Somehow, James and I are linked to this. She just has a feeling. I mean, jeez, what good is being a messenger of the Gods if you can’t be more specific with your messages?”

Brynne laughed aloud. “What does Ashely say when you ask her that question?”

“She says it’s part of human free will,” Dean replied. “She says that the higher planes all agree to keep hands off humans and let them make their own choices for major decisions. While they sometimes take sides, they have to act on the periphery. That way they offer humans the options to make decisions they hope their worshipers will make. In the end, though, she says it has to be up to us.”

“So what have you decided?” Brynne asked. “Are you going to put aside your feelings and work with James?”

“I have to, don’t I?” Dean said. “If I have a chance to stop these things from happening to innocent people, I have to do it. I just wish I knew what I was supposed to do. It would make life so much easier.”

“Me, too, Dean,” Brynne said.

Daisy returned with their drinks, and they sipped at them for a while in silence. Dean continued to think about how he could have idolized Mike so much and ended up being so wrong. It bothered him that he had made that mistake.

“What are you thinking about now?” Brynne asked.

“It bothers me that I looked up to Mike and tried to be the type of medic he would be proud of,” Dean said. “It turns out that I couldn’t have been more wrong about that. He is just awful. What does that say about me?”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Brynne consoled him. “Mike is still an excellent paramedic and a really good instructor. You learned your trade from one of the best. I would never have tagged him as being behind all of this and, up until this meeting tonight, I sort of denied it was true. He was a good guy, once. You have to look at it as two separate things. Kind of like one side is his professional side, which is excellent and appropriate, and one side is his politics, which are screwed up. You can learn a trade from him and gain the skills you need without getting mixed up with the other side.”

“But I am mixed up with it, aren’t I?” Dean asked.

“In a way, yes, you are,” Brynne said. “But you have chosen the correct side, while he has chosen the side that hurts innocent people. Like I said, I would never have pegged him as being part of this, even knowing how much he disliked my relationship with James.” The two of them were silent for a time after that, lost in their thoughts as they waited for their food. Brynne broke the silence after a bit.

“James had an idea that you may or may not like,” Brynne said. “He thinks you and Ashley should move into an apartment in his building downtown where you can be guarded under his security network. James owns an apartment and office building downtown. He has the whole building and keeps furnished apartments for Unusual VIPs who are in town for meetings and such. He and I live there, too. There wouldn’t be any danger to you while you were under his protection.”

“Brynne,” Dean said. “I don’t want to live downtown. I like the suburbs where I am now. Besides, I could never afford the rent on a place like that while paying a lease on my own place.”

“He’s offering it for free, Dean,” Brynne answered. “James knows what you and I make as city employees. He just wants to keep you safe so that you can be around to make that decision Ashley says you need to make.”

Brynne paused briefly before continuing. “There’s another side to this as well. There’s Ashley to consider. You don’t want her hurt in any of these attacks, do you?”

“Of course not,” Dean said his voice rising with anger. “What would make you say something like that?”

“Mike knows who she is, Dean. He’s made the connection to you, and that means that he could put a target on her to get to you. If you move in downtown, she’ll likely follow to be closer to you, to offer what support she needs to in order to help you.”

“I’ve expressed concern about this to Ashley after the arson at Sabatani’s,” Dean said. “She insists that she can take care of herself.”

“Do you believe her?” Brynne asked.

“I did until this past weekend,” Dean replied. “After seeing her become so weak following the trip to the lake and healing the Dryad girl, I’m not so sure. She could not even walk on her own right afterward, and if someone had attacked her then, I don’t know what she could have done to stop them.” Dean pondered a moment, thinking again how helpless Ashley had been. “I’ll talk with her about it. If she comes because of me, then I’ll think about moving.”

“I’ll let James know that you are thinking about it,” Brynne said. “He’ll hold two apartments open for you guys in case you decide to come in. He’ll even make sure they’re on the same floor.” Brynne finished the last with a wink and a grin.

“I don’t know if she’ll go for it or not, but I’ll ask,” Dean said. 

Their food arrived, and the two paramedics dug in immediately, as emergency medical providers usually did by habit since they were often called away suddenly during meals. There wasn’t much else to say between the two of them. They had become very close in the months since Dean left the academy and came to Station U. 

Brynne had demonstrated for him a level of professionalism and poise in difficult situations that he had not known existed, and he was glad that he had developed another mentor in the absence of Mike Farver. She was now the paramedic he most wanted to emulate. Her caring approach to patient care was evident in every call, and her knowledge and commitment to learning more every day set the bar very high for him to reach, which was just fine with him. He had always striven to be the best. They finished their dinner in relative quiet, with only some small talk about work and the community, then left to go their separate ways, each heading home for the night. Brynne made one more pitch about the apartment downtown before she got in her car and drove off. Dean thought about it as he drove home, wondering if he or Ashley were in danger or not.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Dean drove home from the diner and thought more about the confrontation with Mike. There was no doubt now that he was involved with the Cause. He had also alluded to the fact that he had someone else working with him in the organization. That meant that there was someone in charge above Mike, running the whole thing. That was new information, which was at least, a little bit of good news. He and Brynne had hoped to get some new information out of Mike during the meet up at the diner after work. Bringing Brynne along had been a good idea. 

He arrived home at his apartment above the garage and saw Ashley’s car parked out front. She had a spare key so she must have let herself in. Dean parked his pickup and grabbed his gear and stethoscope and headed up the exterior stairs to his door. It swung open as he approached, and he saw Ashley there inside. She was sitting on the couch smiling at him as he came in. She still had signs of the physical toll the use of her healing powers had on her. Her eyes still had circles underneath, and her color was still a bit pale. He wanted to chastise her for not going straight home after work, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He would have missed her if she hadn’t come over.

“Good, you’re finally home,” Ashley said as he came into the room and set his keys and work stuff down on the counter. “What happened? Did Mike show up?”

“Hello to you, too,” Dean quipped, surprised. “How did you know we met with Mike?” He wasn’t mad at her for finding out, but he did wonder how she knew. She smiled, walked over and threw her arms around him.

“I’m glad to see you, of course,” She purred in his ear as she squeezed him in a hug and then stepped back. “I’ve just been dying to hear what happened at the meeting. James texted to see if I had heard anything about it since he hadn’t heard from Brynne. I got the sense that somehow it was important, not just for you and Brynne, but for all of us, so I came over.”

“We found out that Mike is not in this alone,” Dean said. “Someone is helping him, and the Cause, in the attacks. Someone who brought him into the Cause in the beginning when he was moved to the Academy. That happened after an incident with James and Brynne a few years back.”

“That’s interesting. That would be just after I came here to Elk City,” Ashley said. “I wonder if this is something that is part of a larger movement instead of just something locally here in Elk City? Did he say anything about that?”

“He didn’t say anything like that,” Dean said. “He seemed to focus on the problem as he saw it here.” He crossed the apartment and sat down on the couch. Ashley came over and sat next to him, leaning against him as he lifted his arm and pulled her close to him. “I have to wonder, though, who this other mystery person is? Mike’s pretty highly placed in the Elk City Fire Department, and his history as a former Station U medic gives him access to information about the whole community that another person in his position wouldn’t ordinarily have.”

Ashley placed her hand on his chest as she leaned her head on his shoulder. “It has to be someone else highly placed, or somehow aware of the Unusual community in some other way,” She said.

“Well, who else knows about the Unusuals living among the human population?” Dean asked.

“There are those humans who have been invited in, either because of their affinity for us or because of their position in higher levels of government,” Ashley explained. “There are always those who just figure it out. You know, they have a quirky neighbor, so they start paying attention to their quirks and strange behaviors, and it suddenly dawns on them what is really going on next door. Usually, when that happens, if their reaction is negative, the Unusual neighbor just moves away. Everyone after that just assumes the person was crazy or was making up their stories about us.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t explain the animosity that this other mystery person has for Unusuals,” Dean said. “There has to be a reason for them to back and support the Cause, and people like Zach and Mike.” He thought for a moment about the patients he had encountered in his work as a paramedic at Station U. He thought back to one human patient they treated near the beginning of his tenure where a young woman was being turned to a vampire, and the process was botched, requiring him and Brynne to resuscitate her. He wondered what her family might think about it. 

“Maybe it’s a family member of a human tied up with Unusuals in some way,” Dean thought out loud. “That’s why Mike got tied up with this. He got involved because of Brynne’s involvement with James. He didn’t approve. So what if there’s a group of humans, family members and loved ones of those who are mixed up with the darker side of Unusual communities?” 

“That might make sense,” Ashley said. “There are those who cross the line in the way they deal with humans, abusing their powers. Some brag about taking advantage of humans for their own gain, or worse, for sport. Every group has their rotten apples.”

“I don’t know how we’re going to narrow this down,” Dean said shaking his head. “There are so many possibilities.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over this, Dean,” Ashley said as she soothed him. “You just found out about the presence of this other person above Mike, who’s orchestrating the Cause. We need to keep looking. Something will turn up about it. We need to be patient and keep doing what we are doing.”

“But that won’t stop the next attack on you, or me, or anyone else we care about,” Dean said. He remembered something else that he and Brynne had discussed at the diner. “Brynne and James had an idea that might help us stay safe while we figure all of this out.”

Ashley raised an eyebrow in question as she looked up at him. “What did they come up with?”

“Brynne suggested that in order to keep you and me safe while all of this plays out, we could move into some apartments that James has downtown,” Dean said. “Apparently he has a whole building downtown that has apartments and offices in it. He has a security team there and can keep us safe. I just worry that since the Cause is targeting Unusuals who are close to Brynne and me, that you might be a target, too.”

“Dean,” Ashley said. “I told you, I can take care of myself.” 

“I know you think you can,” he responded. “I also know that there are those who would like to hurt me and any person close to me. I couldn’t bear to have anything happen to you. You’re still weak following what you did for Zora at the lake. What is going to prevent someone from taking a stab at getting to you?”

“I don’t think it’s me we need to worry about, Dean,” Ashley said. “You are the one who is the most important player on the chess board right now. We need to protect you. I think you are too exposed here in this apartment, so maybe you should move in temporarily downtown and then we can see what happens.”

“I won’t move without you, too, Ash,” Dean said. “If I’m important to this situation, then you’re important to me. I’ll move if you’ll move with me.”

“Are you asking me to move in with you?” Ashley asked with a sly smile.

“Uh, no, uh,” Dean stammered. “I mean, I only meant … There are two apartments. You’ll have your own place.”

Ashley giggled and hugged Dean. “I’m just teasing you. I know what you meant.”

“Yeah, well, I’m serious,” Dean said smiling at her. “I’ll only move in at James’ apartment building if you come with me. I have to know you’re safe, too.”

Just then there was a thump from the porch outside the door to Dean’s apartment. It sounded like someone fell on the stairs up to the landing. Dean got up and went to the door to look out the window, He didn’t see anything, but he couldn’t see down the stairs, so he unlocked and opened the door to see if something had fallen from the roof. As he unlocked the door and went to step outside, the door pushed in against him, and a figure rushed inside, knocking Dean to the floor in the kitchen.

Dean rolled over and looked up to see a dark figure rushing at Ashley. Dean quickly climbed to his feet and rushed over to her, then stopped as a voice sounded and sent ice to his soul.

“Stop, Dean,” Zach’s voice said. “If you come any closer, I’ll kill her.”

Dean stopped, his fists clenched as he watched Ashley struggle briefly with Zach. He stood behind her. He had her arm wrenched behind her back and a large folding pocket knife opened and at her throat. It glinted in the dim lights of the apartment and looked razor-sharp.

“Zach,” Ashley said calmly as she stopped struggling. “You don’t have to do this. I know you. You’re a good paramedic, and this isn’t something you want to do. You’re being influenced by someone else in this.”

“Shut up, Bitch!” Zach snapped, pressing the point of the knife closer to her neck and drawing a pinprick of blood. “You are not going to use your spells to charm me like you have Dean. He’s beyond hope because of you. That’s what Mike said, and I believe him now that I’ve seen the two of you together.”

Dean stood there, his body rigid, feeling completely helpless. His mind spun through possible solutions as he watched Zach hold that knife at his Ashley’s throat. 

“Zach, what do you want?” Dean asked. He decided to try and talk through this since he wasn’t some kind of superhero, and didn’t have any military or defensive training to disarm a knife-wielding maniac.

“I want to tell you that you have chosen the wrong side in this fight and that you can still make the right decision,” Zach said. 

“And you think that this is going to change my mind?” Dean was incredulous that Zach thought this would work. He seemed desperate, out of control, which was different from the Zach he had met previously. “Zach, this doesn’t make any sense. We are just trying to keep people safe and help people. That’s why you became a paramedic, too, just like me.”

“I’m nothing like you, Dean,” Zach snapped. “I would never fall under a spell like you have from one of these creatures.” He twisted Ashley’s arm where he levered it up behind her back, making her wince in pain. She didn’t say a word, just meeting Dean’s eyes.

Dean didn’t know what to do. He stood rooted to the floor in the kitchenette area of his small apartment, just a few feet away from the former paramedic holding Ashley captive. He wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but he knew he couldn’t just stand by and do nothing. And yet there wasn’t anything he could do but talk. Could he convince Zach to back down? He had to try.

“Zach,” Dean started, trying to talk the other man down. “Something is wrong. This is not like how you were acting the last time you and I talked. What happened?”

“Everything happened,” Zach snapped. “I’m a hunted man. That video of me after the Sabatani’s fire is playing everywhere. My photo is in the newspapers and playing on twenty-four-hour news channels. To make matters worse, Joe, the guy who was with me, turned up dead in my apartment. Someone killed him, and I think they are going to kill me, too. The Cause doesn’t like failures and no one I know in the group will return my calls for help.”

“So why don’t you turn yourself in to the police? You could surrender to the authorities?” Dean asked. 

“That’ll just get me killed faster,” Zach said. “If I get locked up in a jail cell, I’ll end up dead within a day. The Cause is everywhere, and I can’t get safe.”

“Zachary,” Ashely said, her voice smooth and calm. “I can assure your safety. I have resources that will protect you from the Cause after you turn yourself in.”

Zach wrenched her arm again and Dean took a step towards the two of them before a hiss of warning from Zach stopped him. 

“Look, Zach,” Dean pleaded. “Don’t hurt her. She’s done nothing to you.”

“She can’t be killed, Dean,” Zach laughed. “I could shove this knife into the base of her brain and it would just send her away. I did some research into the Eldara trash living among us. All I can do is send her away for a hundred years or so. This body will die, but she’ll come back again.” He laughed wryly. “All I can do is hurt you for taking the wrong side in this fight. If I kill her now and send her away, you’ll lose your ally and her help. That’s what I’m here to do. I know I’m a dead man walking. I just want you to know some pain before the Cause catches up with me.”

Dean’s heart froze. He couldn’t risk losing Ashley, even if she didn’t really die, he couldn’t lose her from his life. He had just found her.

“Zach please don’t,” Dean pleaded. “I’ll help you. I can go to the Chief and get him to make sure the police keep you safe if you turn yourself in.”

“I can’t let you remove me from this location and time, Zach,” Ashley said. “You will let me go.

“You can’t tell me what to do, Bitch! I’m going to send you back to the hell you came from and there’s nothing you can do about it.” Zach hissed. His arm tensed and Dean watched helplessly as he knew that Zach was about to plunge the knife blade into Ashley’s exposed neck. Then something happened. 

Time seemed to slow, and light spread from around Ashley’s outline. There was no other way to describe it. If was like all the light in the room intensified and concentrated around her. There was a flash, and a cry of pain, and Dean had to shield his eyes. When his vision started to return to normal a few moments later, he saw Zach was groaning on the floor behind Ashley, and she was standing over him shaking her head.

“Zach,” Ashley said, standing over him. “The Eldara are not all beings of peace, though I am for the most part. But even the most peaceful of us are not without our defenses. I was never in any danger. You, however, are in a very dangerous place. It is clear you do not want our help, and I am not inclined to offer it to you anymore.”

Zach whimpered on the floor, still somewhat dazed by whatever Ashley did to him. He looked up at her, fear in his eyes. “Are you going to kill me now?”

“I don’t kill, Zach. I’m not like some of my more vengeful sisters,” Ashley said. “I’m a healer. I also know that you are already near the end of your time here in this existence. You have chosen your path, and that last decision you made to try and kill me was the one that sealed your fate. I can do nothing for you at this point. I don’t know how or where, but you will not live out the week.”

Dean walked over to stand next to Ashley. She was speaking with an authority he had never heard from her before. It was as if she were receiving words from somewhere else as she spoke them. Her certainty in the pronouncement of Zach’s fate was eerie.

Zach scooted backward on his butt, then climbed to his feet, swaying as he did so. He was not steady on his feet, and he stumbled some as he took another step back. He looked at Dean standing there next to Ashley, glanced at the knife on the floor in front of them. Dean took the hint and stooped down to pick up the blade from the floor. 

“I don’t believe in your words, your pronouncements,” Zach said. His voice quavered. He didn’t sound as if he believed what he was saying. “I’ll come back and next time, you won’t know what hit you.” The former paramedic edged around the side of the room and then ran for the open door. Dean ran after him, but Zach was faster and he ran down the stairs and disappeared around the corner of the garage.

Dean stood in the doorway at the top of the stairs and looked out into the darkness for a while to make sure he was gone. Then he turned and went back inside, closing and locking the door behind him.

“We should call the police,” Dean said walking over to the counter where his cell phone sat next to his wallet and keys. “They are looking for him and should know that he was here.”

“It won’t matter,” Ashley said. “They will not find him. Anyway, he will not live for long.”

“How can you say that?” Dean asked. “Did you do something to him?”

“No,” Ashley said. She took his hand in hers. “When he touched me, I was able to detect some of his life force. I could also sense his connection to fate and this earthly timeline. His time here on earth is almost done. I don’t know how it will happen, but he will be dead soon. I felt it as soon as he turned down our offer to help. Up until that moment, he had a chance to survive. That chance disappeared when he made his decision.”

Dean picked up the phone. “I think we need to alert them that he was here. Even another hour still gives him time to hurt us or someone else.” He dialed 911 and waited until the dispatcher’s voice sounded. He gave his name and official designation to the dispatcher. She recognized his voice and asked what the problem was. He gave his report of the attack by Zach and requested police. He told them that no one was injured and that no ambulance was necessary. The dispatcher advised him to call back if Zach returned, to lock the door, and that an officer was dispatched to take a report in person.

Dean hung up the phone and looked at Ashley. A thin line of dried blood traced a line down the side of her throat where Zach had pricked her skin with the knife when he grabbed her. The bleeding had stopped, but the sight of it gave Dean a shiver.

Ashley saw his reaction, her hand rising to her throat. “I’m fine, Dean. I was in no real danger. When I sensed his final intent to take action, I reacted to defend myself.”

“But he could have taken you away from me,” Dean said. “That is something that I was worried about. He was right in that respect. I would have been devastated if something had happened to you.”

“I’m alright, Dean,” Ashley said. “Look, if it makes you feel better, I’ll move into James’ apartment building with you. I’m in no danger, but you are far too exposed and at risk here in this place.”

Dean reached out and squeezed her hand. He had wanted her to say yes to his request to move, but he had not wanted the events of the evening to be the impetus for that move. He supposed he should be thankful that something had changed her mind, but the stress of seeing her in danger was almost too much to bear. 

The two of them returned to the couch as they planned how they would move their things to the offered lodgings while they waited for the police officer to arrive. In the back of his mind, he wondered how Zach was going to meet his end. It was a strange thing to consider as they talked through their plans.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




After the police took their report on Zach’s attack on Ashley and left, Dean texted Brynne letting her know that they were going to take James up on the offer to move into his building downtown. She responded back quickly and said that James would have his assistant Celeste contact them to arrange the details. It was already late in the evening, and Dean and Ashley were both exhausted. The events of the last few days, from their trip to the lake to the long work day and the meeting and attack by Zach, had all taken their toll. 

Dean checked the lock on the door again for the third time after the officer had departed. He told them they would leave a marked police unit parked out front for the night in case Zach returned, but Dean was still scared of what could have happened, and what could still happen. Ashley sat on the sofa and watched him as he paced the apartment’s perimeter. Dean checked all the windows each time he passed one to make sure they were locked and looked through the blinds into the darkness outside, but didn’t see anything. Finally after a half hour of this he gave up and turned to look at Ashley.

“I don’t know what to do,” Dean said. “I feel helpless. I should have done something to stop him from hurting you.” Ashley had gone to the bathroom and cleaned the dried trickle of blood from her neck. The small cut had stopped bleeding, but Dean could still see the mark on her neck and it seemed to taunt him that he was powerless to help his girlfriend when she had needed him the most.

“You need to calm down and sit still, Dean,” Ashley said. “I’m fine, and I told you that I was never in any danger. I can protect myself. I have been in worse situations than this one and walked away without a scratch.”

“Well, this time you did get a scratch,” Dean said, pointing to her neck. He walked over and sat down next to her on the couch. “What if he had decided to push that knife home? Could you have stopped him before he did that?”

“I did stop him,” She replied. “He was disarmed and left without anyone getting hurt. Zach was given a choice to determine his fate. He chose not to listen to my warnings. My conscience is clear, he was given a choice.”

“But I let him in,” Dean said. “I should be the one protecting you and not the other way around.”

“You have watched over me,” Ashley said. She laid a hand on his forearm as he sat next to her. “After I healed Zora, you took care of me while I regathered my strength. That was you taking care of me. This time was my turn. We are a team in this endeavor, Dean. We have to work together, but, more importantly, we need to trust each other to do what each of us can do.”

“But I don’t even know all that you can do,” Dean replied. “I didn’t know that you could zap him, or whatever it was that you did.”

“I exposed my true form for a moment,” Ashley said. “I am Eldara. In the old tongue, it means ‘light ones’ or ‘made of light.’ We assume corporeal form when here on earth and most of us chose never to reveal our true nature or form. However, were you to see me in my true form, it would overwhelm your senses. I simply used some of that power to overwhelm Zach’s senses before he could take further action. If you look at the references to the Eldara over the millennia, you will see us defined as creatures of brightness, white light. It is why we are so often depicted with halos. That is the best way for those who have seen us or witnessed our true power and selves, to depict us.”

Dean smiled. He liked finally learning something about Ashley’s past and her identity as an Eldara. He knew she referred to stories in places like the Bible. Based on what he knew, it was likely an Eldara who stood in the empty tomb of Christ and told the women who came to prepare his body for proper burial that he had risen. It caused him to wonder if Ashley had ever appeared in historical scenes that he would recognize.

“So Ashley,” he asked. “When are you going to tell me some of your past exploits in history? You must have some good stories to tell. I’m too wired to go to sleep just now.”

“Unlike my sister and some of the other Eldara, I prefer to work behind the scenes,” She responded. “I’m a healer, and that is the best way to enact healing. I helped others throughout history learn and become better healers. I try to avoid the spotlight. Some of my Eldara colleagues are not so humble. They like the spotlight, or rather to create a spotlight in which to shine. Gabriel is the worst of them, but he’s a warrior at heart, so he’s all about standing out in a crowd. It kills him that he can’t appear in gleaming armor anymore. He hates that every army and soldier wears earth tones and camouflage now.” She laughed quietly to herself. Her laughter calmed him.

“Come on, we need to go to bed and get some sleep. I know I am exhausted and you’re tired, too. Everything will be better in the morning and we can work on getting ready to move into James’ apartments tomorrow after work.”




———




Dean awoke a few hours later, near dawn, to a chime on his phone. It was a message from a number he didn’t recognize. He rolled over and looked at the screen and swiped to open the messaging app. It was from someone named Celeste who said she was James’ assistant and that she had all the details arranged for him and Ashley to move in after their work shifts that day. He read the message several times as he cleared his head and then texted a reply that he had received it. 

He rolled over to see Ashley lying next to him. She was still asleep. She slept so soundly most of the time that he was not sure how she heard her alarm to get up for work in the mornings. He looked at his watch and decided it was close enough to when he needed to get up anyway. He rolled out of bed and went out to the large living area off of the bedroom. He looked out the front window and saw the police cruiser still parked on the street outside his second-floor garage apartment. He shook his head and went to make coffee and some breakfast for him and Ashley. He also needed to pack up some clothes to take to the new apartment. The message from Celeste said that it was fully furnished and that James had the kitchens stocked with some basics so they’d have food.

He heard a small sound behind him and turned at the kitchen counter to see Ashley come out of the bedroom. She was wearing a pair of his boxer shorts and a gray tank top t-shirt. He marveled at her beauty, even first thing in the morning. Who woke up looking that good? His girlfriend that’s who.

“Stop ogling me and make me some coffee,” She said as she approached. “I have to wake up and get ready for work.” 

Dean turned and started the single cup brewer to make her a cup of coffee. He felt her step up behind him and slip her arms around him and hug him from the back. He felt the soft firmness of her breasts press into his back as she squeezed him gently while he worked standing there.

“Do you want me to work on some eggs or do you just want cereal?” Dean asked as he turned in her embrace to face her.

“Cereal is fine,” She said. “I just need that coffee to get started. Luckily I brought a spare set of scrubs to change into, so I don’t have to stop by my apartment on the way to the hospital.”

“I got a text from Celeste,” He said. “She is James’ assistant. She said that all was ready to go downtown. She said the apartments are fully furnished, and she will make sure there are some basics in the kitchen for us after work. I’ll forward the address to you. She said to park beneath the building in the underground garage. The attendant already has our names, car descriptions and license plate numbers.”

“Good,” Ashley said. “The sooner we get you squared away there, the sooner we can both get back to focusing on what we need to do to solve this mystery.”

Dean got out the box of cereal and filled two bowls while Ashley got her coffee squared away the way she liked it. She poured some milk from the carton into her coffee and then some more on the cereal in the bowls. She put the milk away in the fridge and then took her coffee and cereal over to the small round table nearby. She looked out the window.

“I see our police escort is still there,” Ashley said.

“Yeah, I saw that, too,” Dean said as he joined her at the table. “I will be glad when all this excitement is over with, and I can live my life without police calls, and attackers in the night. Life was so much easier when I was just a simple paramedic with regular patients, even if those patients were far from normal.”

Ashley chuckled. “Remember the ancient curse. ‘May you live in interesting times.’ That holds true now more than ever. And yet, if you hadn’t had that excitement, we never would have met. I’m thankful for that, at least.”

“Me too,” Dean said. He thought about that as the two of them finished their breakfast in silence. He cleaned up the dishes when they were finished while Ashley went back to the bedroom to get changed. She was slipping on her scrubs when he came in and started to change into his uniform shirt and navy cargo pants. He grabbed some clothes and additional uniforms and threw them in a large gym bag he had and carried it over by the door. He glanced at his watch. The last twenty-four hours had been hectic, and the next twenty-four held even more change as he moved to a new home, even it it was a temporary arrangement. 

Ashley came over to join him at the door. She had her bag and purse over one shoulder, and her car keys in her other hand. “Shall we?” She asked.

Dean opened the door and held it open for her while she proceeded him out and down the stairs to start the rest of their day. He locked up and followed her. He kissed her goodbye briefly at her car and then he went to his pickup and threw his bag into the front passenger seat before climbing in himself. He waived at the police officer who returned the gesture as he drove by. It was off to another day at Station U then on to the new apartment and the next step in their work to stop the Cause.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




After a day of routine calls at the station, Dean got the directions to James’ downtown building from Brynne and texted them to Ashley. He had thought he would be able to follow Brynne over to the apartment building after work since she lived with the vampire in his penthouse apartment in that same building, but she had some other errands to run and said she would catch up with him later, after he had settled in.

Ashley sent him a message that she was being held late in the ER due to an overflow of patients, so he was going to have to move in on his own. He said goodbye to Brook and Tammy, his relief crew at the Station, and headed out to his pickup. He dialed the directions into his phone’s GPS, started the directions and headed downtown to his new place. He hoped it was only a short term move, but he also knew that he had no control over that.

As he arrived in the downtown area of Elk City about ten minutes later, he saw the building he was looking for ahead and on the right. It was a rather nondescript concrete building of modern design with lots of windows. It appeared to be about 15 stories tall and dominated the block on which it was situated. Because of one-way streets, he had to circle the block until he came in from the correct direction to access the underground garage. There was an enclosed attendant station with a uniformed security guard on the ramp leading down into the garage. As Dean pulled up to the gate, the guard stepped out of the enclosure with a clipboard in hand.

“Can I help you, sir?” The guard asked. He seemed bored and given the small workstation he came from, Dean couldn’t blame him.

“I’m Dean Flynn,” the paramedic said. “I’m supposed to move into an apartment today?”

The guard looked at his clipboard, using his finger to trace down the list he had there. “Here it is, Mr. Flynn,” the guard said. “You will be parking in marked parking space number twenty-three. You’ll get a card from Ms. Teal you can swipe after hours to get in and out of the garage. Welcome to the Nightwing Building, Mr. Flynn.” The guard stepped back to his enclosure and pressed a button there. Dean waited for the gate arm to raise completely and then went on down to the parking area. There were two levels, but he saw the clearly marked numbers on the floor and his slot was on the first level, about one hundred fifty feet from the elevator. Dean pulled into slot twenty-three and slid the gear shift into park. He didn’t want to live here this close to James and Brynne. It only reminded him of what was going on there in that relationship. He had told Brynne that he was okay with James occasionally feeding on her, but that wasn’t true. It still bothered him. It bothered him a lot.

He got out of his pickup truck and grabbed the gym bag from the front passenger seat. He walked over to the elevator and once inside, Dean saw that he had been right. There were fifteen floors in the building. The elevator buttons read from P1 and P2 then one through fourteen with a level PH above that. Unless James had parking on the roof, that final PH stood for the penthouse. He punched the first-floor button marked L for lobby as Brynne had instructed, and the elevator door slid shut.

Once on the first floor, Dean walked to a security desk situated facing the street level front doors. The guard looked up and smiled as he approached. 

“You must be Mr. Flynn,” The guard said as Dean walked up to the counter. There was a bank of video surveillance monitors behind the large counter and desk as well as a computer screen. “Let me call up to Ms. Teal and let her know you have arrived.” The guard picked up the phone handset, dialed a number and murmured a few words Dean couldn’t make out before hanging up. “Ms. Teal, Mr. Lee’s assistant, will be right down. If you’d like to sit down and wait, she should be here shortly.” The guard gestured to a seating area nearby in the lobby with leather and chrome chairs, and a couch, all situated around a glass coffee table. 

“That’s alright,” Dean said. “I’ll stand.” He walked around the small lobby watching the darkening street outside as the sun set on Elk City. He was still looking at the traffic and pedestrians passing by outside when he heard a voice call behind him.

“You must be Dean,” A friendly woman’s voice with a deep southern drawl sounded from the direction of the elevators. Dean turned to see an attractive, pale woman with red hair in her late twenties and dressed in a conservative pants suit with a blazer. She extended her hand as she approached.

“Yes,” Dean said as he shook the woman’s hand. It was cool to the touch and confirmed Dean’s suspicions that she was a vampire like her boss. “You are Celeste?”

“I am,” She said. “I’m so glad you took James up on the offer to stay here for a while, at least until the current troubles blow over. It’s much safer for you that way.” She looked around. “Is Ashley with you?”

“Uh, no,” Dean explained. “She had to work late at the hospital. She’ll be over in a few hours. Will that be a problem?”

“Absolutely not,” Celeste said, smiling as she continued. “I’m sure you have already guessed, I am up all night anyway. We are on a nocturnal schedule here for the most part at Nightwing Industries. We tell our local suppliers and clients that it is due to our overseas investments and affiliates. I’ll make sure the guards keep an eye out for her, and I’ll have them call you, as well as myself, when she arrives. If you’re comfortable doing so, you can come down and bring her up after I get you situated. I’m quite excited, actually. I’ve never met an Eldara before.”

Celeste gestured to the hallway to the elevators. “Shall we go up and get you settled? I picked out two adjacent apartments for the two of you. You’re on the fourteenth floor, just below the Penthouse where James and Brynne reside. I have a place on the same level. The view is quite lovely.” She pushed the up button, and the doors slid open immediately. Once they were inside, she pressed the fourteen button which flashed on and off. Celeste took a small keycard from her hand and waved it over the button, and the light turned solid and the elevator started upwards. She handed him two of the key cards in her hand.

“These are the keys to your room,” She said. “As you can see, they also operate the elevators to the private floors. You can also use them to access the garage for entry and egress. I had two made in case you wished to share one with Ashley.”

“Thank you,” Dean said as he took the proffered cards. He didn’t see a magnetic stripe so they must have chips embedded in them.

The doors slid open on a small vestibule with a table that had a colorful flower arrangement centered on it. He stepped out of the elevator and followed Celeste down the hallway to a door numbered fourteen-twenty-three. She waited while he waved one of the cards over the door plate and the small LED light on the door handle turned green. He turned the handle and stepped inside as he opened the door. It led to a furnished suite of rooms. To the right was a small kitchen area with a tall table and two padded barstools set next to it. There was a living area next to that with a sofa and two matching chairs around a wooden coffee table. Across from the couch was a credenza with a large flatscreen TV on top. Next to the large, curtained window was a desk, swivel desk chair, and on the desk, a computer monitor. He saw the computer tower situated to the right of the desk on the floor, partially hidden by the long window drapes. He turned to the right again and saw a doorway that led to a bedroom with a king-sized bed, dresser, two end tables, and two lamps. Another door off of the bedroom led to a master bath and large walking shower area. There was also a large walk-in closet against one wall.

“I hope this is to your liking,” Celeste said. “James said to set you and Ashley up with the best we had to offer.”

“It will be fine,” Dean understated.

“The computer is hooked up to the internet if you need it, and I’ll email you the wi-fi password for your phone or your own laptop as well,” Celeste offered. “I took the liberty of having your kitchen stocked with a few things to get you started. Just the basics. If you need anything else, there is a small corner grocery two blocks away. The guard downstairs can give you directions if you need them.”

“This is good,” Dean said. “Thank you, Celeste. Please thank James for his generosity.”

“I will be sure to do so,” She responded. “He asked you and Ashley to come up later after you get settled. Your key card is set to access most of the building including the penthouse level. There is also a small fitness center on the second floor if you’d like to use it.”

“I will talk with Ashley when she arrives, but I’m sure that we will be able to come up later,” Dean said.

“Well, then,” Celeste said, clapping her hands together and giving a nod. “If you are all set, I’ll leave you to get settled. Here is my card. Call me if you need anything.” She handed him a business card then turned and left the apartment, pulling the door shut behind her with a click.

Dean looked around and then took his bag into the bedroom. He lifted it up on the king-sized bed and opened it, unpacking the contents into the dresser. He hung up his uniform shirts and noticed an iron and ironing board in the closet, as well as a small upright vacuum cleaner. He put the empty gym bag in the closet on the floor next to the vacuum. He turned and pulled his phone out of his pocket, snapping a quick pick of the bed and sending it to Ashely with a winking emoji. 

She texted back that she would be leaving soon. Things had calmed down at the hospital. Dean sent a message describing the garage entrance and telling her that he’d come down to bring her upstairs once she arrived. She said she’d let him know when she was on the way. He put his phone down on the dresser along with his wallet and keys and then changed out of his uniform into jeans and a T-shirt. He grabbed his phone then he went to check the kitchen. You never knew what you might get if someone else did the shopping for you, but Brynne must have briefed them. The pantry shelves had the cereal and toaster pastries he liked, and the refrigerator had his and Ashley’s soda, beer and wine favorites. There were also the staples like milk, cheese, and butter. There was a loaf of bread on the counter and coffee pods next to the one-cup coffee maker.

He made himself a peanut butter sandwich, grabbed a soda and sat down to watch the TV, selecting the local news station. He wondered what the local and national news would do if they learned about the Unusuals living among the humans. Perhaps they did know and were part of the conspiracy to cover it up. He watched the sports and then a syndicated sitcom came on that had him chuckling to himself when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He checked the screen and saw that Ashley was in the garage. He told her to come up to the lobby level and he’d meet her there. He slid on his sneakers and headed downstairs.

He showed up in the lobby and saw Ashley talking with the guard standing next to two large suitcases. Clearly he had under-packed, he thought. Ashley turned and looked over at him as he approached. She said goodbye to the guard and pulled her suitcases over to him. She leaned in and gave him a kiss as he approached. 

“Hi, Sweetie,” She cooed. “This is exciting. Kind of like a holiday away.”

“If you say so,” Dean said. “I am just glad for the increased level of security here.”

The elevator opened behind him and he turned his head to see Celeste emerge. She quickly crossed over to them and gave Ashley a slight bow. 

“Eldara, I’m glad to have you staying under our roof,” Celeste said in a formal tone. “I’m Celeste Teal and anything thing you need that is in my power to provide, I’ll bring you.”

Dean saw again that there was a hierarchy within the Unusual community. Ashley, and the Eldara in general, figured pretty high in that pecking order, based on the deference that Celeste showed her. The assistant held out two key cards to Ashley.

“Celeste, it is a pleasure to meet you. Please call me Ashley.” She said. “Some of my brethren like all the pomp and circumstance, but I’m of a simpler mindset.”

“I’m sure that Dean will want to show you around, Eldara, uh- Ashley. You’re in unit twenty-four on the fourteenth floor right next to his place.” Celeste said. “James and Brynne hoped the two of you would come up later after you are situated. They’ll contact you with the details when you’re ready. I have to attend to another matter, but here is my card. Don’t hesitate to call or text me if you need anything.” 

The vampire assistant nodded another small bow, then turned and headed over to the guard station while Dean took the two suitcases from Ashley and towed them back to the elevators. They were soon upstairs, and he was pulling the heavy bags into the apartment next to his, number twenty-four. 

“What did you pack in here?” He asked. “We aren’t going to be here that long.”

“Oh, just a little bit of this and that,” Ashley replied. “We might be here longer than you think, and I didn’t want to have to go back to the other place every other day just to pick up some clothes and other things I needed.” She walked around the apartment. “Ooo, this is nice. I could get used to living in a place like this for a while.” Dean watched as she checked the fridge and saw yogurt, fruit inside, as well as the milk, butter, and cheese he found in his earlier. Clearly, Celeste knew something of what Ashley liked as well.

He went back into the bedroom and hoisted the two suitcases up on the bed so she could unpack them. He turned to see her stripping out of her scrubs down to her bra and panties in the doorway. 

“Sorry, Sweetie,” she said as she passed him. “I have to get a shower after the day at work I had today. Let me get cleaned up and then we can check and see if Brynne and James are ready for us to come upstairs.”

“Can I watch?” He asked following her. “The shower door is made of glass.”

“Watch is all,” She said with a laugh. “I feel positively grimy. If you’re nice, I’ll let you scrub my back for me.” He gave a growl he hoped sounded seductive and she giggled and rolled her eyes. “Men!”


























CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




About an hour later, Brynne sent Dean a message to see if he and Ashley wanted to come up to the penthouse and meet with her and James. He returned a text saying yes, and he and Ashely headed up via the elevators. Using their key cards, the elevator took them up one floor to the penthouse level, and they exited to a hallway that led to a set of double doors with a doorbell button to the left. 

Ashley reached out to push the doorbell button, but stopped as the doors opened, and Brynne smiled at them from the other side. This was the first time Dean had seen her out of her uniform work clothes and characteristic turtleneck. She was wearing a vintage black Led Zeppelin T-shirt and blue jeans. He noticed the two pin prick bite marks on her neck right away, but averted his eyes immediately. He wasn’t really surprised by this, and drawing attention would only make things more tense and awkward.

“Come on in, guys,” Brynne said. “I’m happy you guys took us up on the offer to move in here for the time being.”

Dean let Ashley enter first, then followed her. The penthouse apartment was impressive. The entry way led into a large open room with windows all around. He saw a kitchen off to the left as he walked in, and another hallway to the right that led off to the rest of the apartment, but the bulk of the space was one large room. James was seated in a large entertainment area with an enormous flat screen television mounted on the wall. He rose as they walked in.

“Ashley, Dean, I’m so glad you both are here,” James said as he came forward. He shook Dean’s hand in a firm grip, and then Dean flushed a bit as the vampire raised Ashley’s hand to his lips to kiss as he bowed to her. He stood upright and gestured around. “Welcome to our humble abode.”

“I have to say, James, I’m surprised by all the windows,” Dean said. “It’s beautiful to see at night like this, but I would expect it to be somewhat painful for you during the daylight hours.”

“I have a special UV coating on the window glass. On particularly bright days, there are blackout shutters that I can close electronically,” James explained. “I’m glad to have them, though, and Brynne enjoys the sunlight. How can I keep her from it?”

“Thank you again for the offer of the apartments downstairs,” Ashley said. “They are very well furnished, and I appreciated the efforts to stock the pantry for us.”

“Celeste is most thorough, isn’t she,” James said. “She’s been my assistant for more years than I can count. We often have visiting business acquaintances and Unusual VIPs in town who have need of a residence while they are here. It’s part of what is expected of me as the head of our community in Elk City.”

“Almost like the lord of the manor,” Dean said. Brynne shot him a stern glance, but James chuckled.

“You are correct, Dean,” The ancient vampire said. “It’s exactly like the lord of the manor. Our traditions are very old, dating back to a time of feudal lords and fiefdoms. It is expected of me to provide some accommodations and a certain level of hospitality as the leader here. There are many things we hold over from the old times. We even have wars of succession in some areas still, although that hasn’t happened here in the States for over a hundred years. Not since the war between the north and south.”

“Are you still reminiscing about the good old days?” Celeste asked as she entered from the side hallway. “I thought I was the best thing to come out of the Civil War.” She fanned herself with a hand, then laughed out loud and came into the room with a stack of papers and folders.

“You are, my dear, you are,” James said. He took the papers she handed him, looked through them, then handed them back. “These will do fine, Celeste. Go ahead with the deal.”

Celeste took them and nodded at the two newcomers. “I trust the apartments meet with your approval?”

“Yes, Celeste,” Ashley said. “They are more than accommodating. They are already feeling like a bit of home. Thank you.”

“Excellent,” Celeste said with a smile. “I’m so glad you approve. Please let me know if you need anything. You have my card.” She took the papers James handed her and headed back to the hallway into the back of the apartment.

Dean watched her leave, realizing that things like conversations with vampires reminiscing about the good old days over one hundred fifty years before had become commonplace in his life. When had that happened? He also realized that he didn’t mind it. It was fun and exciting to learn more about the world. Imagine the things a history professor could learn from an ancient immortal being like Ashley or James.

“Dean,” Brynne said, breaking the silence following Celeste’s exit. “James is hoping that by having you here in the building, in close proximity to him, the two of you will be able to discover how you both figure into the current crisis. Perhaps it will give Ashley a hint on how to prepare for what is to come.”

“I suppose that would be helpful,” Dean said. “Did you tell James about Zach’s visit to my apartment and his attack on Ashley last night?”

James looked alarmed, and Brynne shook her head. “I hadn’t had the chance yet.”

“I hope you were not harmed, Eldara?” James asked. “I would not have one of you injured while under my protection.”

“I am not without my own protections, James,” Ashley said. “It is not so easy to harm me, unless I wish to be. Regardless, I am well following the events of last night.”

“I’m fine, too. Just in case you were wondering,” Dean said.

“I’m sorry that my concern for the Eldara Sister does not match my concern for you, Dean,” James chided. “She is a far more scarce resource in the world than a human paramedic. There are only so many Eldara in the world. To lose one, even for a short time would be unfortunate in the extreme.”

“I would not discount the importance of Dean’s place in the world so lightly, James,” Ashley said. “There is something central to this crisis that revolves around him as well as you. There is a decision or action he will make. I’m not sure why it is him, but you are familiar with the way the humans and their free will are used as tools for the Gods’ whims in their otherworldly struggles. Somehow this figures into their plans and Dean is central to that.”

Brynne added her thoughts to the discussion as she relayed to James the details of the attack on Ashley and Dean in his home the previous night. “Zach was never the brightest guy. When I was working with him, I often wondered why he was assigned to me and Station U. It was never a good fit. It was one of the reasons I wasn’t looking forward to training you, Dean. That opinion has changed; I’m pleased to say. Still, Zach’s assignment to Station U makes more sense when you consider that Mike had something to do with his recommendation for the job.”

“But Mike recommended me to the post as well, and that didn’t work out for him either,” Dean pointed out.

“I think that when the dim-witted Zach didn’t pan out, Mike decided to try using a smarter student in the posting, hoping he could still guide you to see things his way after your first few weeks on the job,” Brynne said. “I don’t think he counted on how quickly you became acclimated to the clientele we serve. You have shaped up into an excellent paramedic and I think your probationary status will soon be released.”

“Mike has never liked serving our community,” James said. “His distaste for the Unusuals around him, though, dates back to when Brynne and I first met. Up until that point, he was simply doing his job, and he provided good care to our Unusual community. I don’t think he allowed his distaste for the work to show until he realized that Brynne and I started dating. Then it became personal. He has carried this grudge for many years, but it is only lately that he has been emboldened enough to act upon it apparently.”

“It has to have something to do with his meeting with this stranger that he alluded to,” Dean said. “That seems to be what spurred the formation of the Cause and the initiation of the attacks on the Unusuals in Elk City.” He looked at James. “Are there reports of other, similar attacks in other cities?”

“No, nothing like this is happening anywhere else. I checked for that right away.” James said. “None of my counterparts elsewhere have had anything like this happen in their communities. They are most concerned about how we are handling things here, and there is a lot of scrutiny of what I am doing to protect my domain.”

“What would happen if they don’t like what you’re doing?” Dean asked.

Brynne spoke up. “He holds his post under the authority of another who oversees the whole North American continent. If it is perceived that he can no longer fulfill his duties here, he would be replaced.”

“So you all don’t have elections like the rest of us?” Dean asked.

“No, I can be removed by my overlord if they think I’m not doing my job well enough,” James said. “There are other ways to remove me from my position, including the challenge of ritual combat by one of my peers if they want my job, but that has not been done in a very long time.”

“I’m wondering if your holding of the power here in Elk City is part of what is causing this to happen,” Ashley interjected. “We know that Mike holds you responsible for what happens to Brynne. Perhaps his partner in this also holds some animosity toward you.”

“But what does that have to do with Dean?” Brynne asked. “He’s new to the city and new to the service of the Unusual community. It’s almost like he’s a wild card.”

“An astute observation. That is why he is so important, Brynne,” Ashley said. “Dean is the human part of the equation. His unpredictability and free will has been the center of this whole situation. He has been part of the attacks in some way each time. That makes him the crux, the pivot point for things. His decisions will impact all of this, somehow.”

Dean considered that thought and didn’t like what it said. If he had a decision to make, he wanted to know what he was supposed to do. A wrong choice could have a major impact on the whole situation, just like a bad diagnosis or treatment choice could impact a patient’s life. Somehow, the correlation did not make him feel better.

“Let’s ponder these things on another occasion,” James said. “I would like to invite the two of you to remain for a late dinner with Brynne and I. We can talk about other things for the rest of the evening. We are glad to know that you are safe here with us for now. I am letting Kristof from Sabatani’s operate a catering business out of my corporate kitchens downstairs while he rebuilds the restaurant. He offered to send up a dinner selection when he heard you two were going to be here to stay for a while. The food should be here soon. Until then, won’t you sit down and join us for some lighter conversation.” 

James led the four of them into the main seating area where Dean and Ashley opted to sit together on a white leather love seat while James and Brynne took the matching couch. Dean never understood the penchant for white furniture. He thought it would be way too hard to keep clean. He thought about this as the conversation turned to more pleasant topics with Ashley and James comparing historical references and trying to see if they had known the same historical figures over the years. What a strange situation in which to find himself, discussing the relative sanity of Napoleon Bonaparte while they waited for dinner to arrive. 

The important thing, as far as he was concerned, was that Ashley was here and safe from any attacks against him. The rest of this, he was sure he could handle on his own when it came, as long as she was protected. He relaxed and settled back against the sofa, placing his arm around Ashley as he did. She looked up at him and smiled. It was all perfect. Nothing could go wrong as long as she was here with him.






































Mike Farver swirled the bourbon in his cup as he stared into the smoky depths. He looked up from his booth at the back of the bar in downtown Elk City. He glanced around to check if anyone was watching as a man dressed in a long, dark coat approached him. Mike took a sip of the bourbon, feeling the familiar warmth as he swallowed. He gestured to the seat across from him as the dark figure sat down.

“Michael, my man, you seem upset,” the man said as he took his seat.

“You don’t have to kill him,” Mike whispered as he leaned across the table. “Zach is clumsy and foolish, but that is no reason to kill him.”

“He has become a liability. That happened when he allowed himself to be identified in the video surveillance after the fire,” the man said with a deep baritone rumble and just a hint of an accent. It might be Eastern European, Mike thought.

“Artur, we could just get him to leave town. That would get him out of the way just as easily,” Mike said. 

“He will be caught eventually, Michael,” Artur said. “I promise, I’ll make it quick. He’ll feel almost nothing. If he is caught by the authorities and talks, he will expose you. I can not have that.”

“So what do we do now?” Michael asked. “Zach was our contact with all the goons he had assembled.”

“You will need to get their names from Zach. You have one day. Then we will take care of the Zach problem and lay a little trap for the paramedic, Dean Flynn. Zach will be the perfect bait,” Artur said. “You get the contact information for the others so you can take over their operations. There is much we have to do while our meddling paramedic is out of the way.”

“He won’t stay that way long,” Mike said. “I’m sure that bastard James will work to help get him out of trouble if we are successful. No matter how guilty he looks, he won’t stay that way, not with James’ resources to back him.”

“That may be, but my plans will make sure he is no longer riding the ambulance at Station U.” Artur paused as a waiter passed close enough to overhear them and then continued then continued after the man had passed by. “You are sure he will be suspended if implicated in a crime, pending the outcome of the case?” 

Mike nodded. “It is department policy in cases where a responder is charged with a felony.”

“Good, then this plan will get him out of the way. As long as he is not responding to incidents and treating patients, my sources say he will not figure into our plans. Even the Eldara bitch can’t help that.” The bitterness showed in Artur’s tone when he mentioned the angel.

“Then we proceed with our plans?” Michael said. “I thought that with the loss of Zach, we’d back off for a time and let things cool down.”

“Oh, not at all, Michael,” Artur said. “No, we will strike while the iron is still hot, and get the most from the upheaval this will cause to our opponents. James will never expect what we have coming next, and with his focus on helping Dean, he will be unprepared for our little coup.” 

Mike looked up and shuddered as he saw the look on Artur’s face. He wondered again how he had gotten mixed up in this. It was Brynne’s fault. She had brought all of this on herself, when she chose that monster over him. And now she had dragged him into this unlikely partnership. Mike had to keep focusing on that betrayal. He must stay the course. He would do anything to bring James down. The old paramedic looked up at Artur and nodded, his lips pressed into a firm line on his face. The other man grinned. He saw that Mike had resigned himself to carrying their plans forward. Mike shivered a little as Artur let his fangs show in an evil smile.
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