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Dedication
There are many people to whom I owe thanks; people who have given their love support and advice during this journey. A few I must name are Cherry & Ron Ebeling, Brian & Dia Leavenworth, and of course Ralf.
Some writers claim that writing a book is like having a baby, well if that’s the case this is no immaculate conception. To my Abram, the father of this book, whose love, support, creativity and occasional nagging made it all possible.
Thank you, I think she turned out pretty good.
Chapter 1
A smile fell onto my face as soon as I hit the door of Flannery’s Pub. It was my first smile in a couple of days. God knows I hadn’t any reason to last night. A long assed night spent trapped in my ‘99 red Ford Explorer doing surveillance.
Surveillance not my choice job - hell I would rather have a root canal, but root canals don’t pay the bills and doing surveillance did. My current client was a tight assed paranoid middle aged CPA who hired me to follow his 23 year old trophy wife. He was desperately afraid she was doing her tennis instructor. Well I had news for him; she wasn’t doing her tennis instructor… She was doing her yoga teacher, Tiffany. I had gotten a few chuckles out of that one.
And my oh my the bright colorful digital pictures I had taken of them doing some interesting moves at the Sea Side Motel just outside of Jacksonville. The pictures that I had taken were already downloaded to my laptop and would print out once I got home. Screw Wal-Mart and one hour waiting for development. For one Wal-Mart might not give them back to me and two it’s a high tech world and I am a high tech girl all the way.
Driving home this morning, as I sang along with Tom Petty, watching the sunrise over the Florida coastline almost anything seemed possible. I had playfully toyed with the idea of keeping a few of the prints for myself. I burst out laughing and dismissed the idea. Hell, I had thought to myself, I’m flexible I could do that… A few yoga lessons and…never mind, maybe I’ll just do a yoga instructor. That caused another burst of laughter to escape from my lips. Sighing to myself, I wondered how much longer I would have to depend on my old standby, a florescent purple vibrator with a smiley face on the tip. It had been a prank birthday gift from my girlfriend Sylvie. I would die if Sylvie or anyone else on the planet knew I actually used it. But desperate times call for desperate measures. Four weeks without either of my regular bedmates was taking its toll, either I was working or they were.
I felt the night’s tension finish slipping away as I slid towards my usual booth. The bar’s smells permeating my senses, the scent of Pop’s pipe smoke drifting in the air, the underlying odor of the oil that made the hard wood bar and booths glow, mixing with the mouth-watering aromas coming out of the kitchen. I waved to Pop as I decided to high tail it to the ladies' room and put my messenger bag and laptop on the bench seat. My bladder killing me after all the Mt. Dew I had sipped all night.
When I got back to my booth Sylvie’s mom, Siobhan, had just finished putting breakfast down for me. She gave me a quick hug as she eased back to the kitchen. I never had to order - scrambled eggs, ham, potatoes, toast and a Bloody Mary, was my favorite morning after surveillance breakfast and Siobhan god bless her knew it. Flannery’s was like a second home to me. The pub is owned by Sylvie’s parents: Pops (Liam) and Siobhan. They are good people and treat me like a part of the family. It means a lot to me since the only family I had left in this world are my kooky great aunt and as for my mother, well… She just hadn’t been herself in quite a while. They have helped to fill a void for me, and I am grateful for that.
I started eating and once I had taken the edge off of my blinding hunger, I pulled out my laptop and started composing my report for Mr. Tight Ass aka Mr. Samuel Braide. All I wanted to do was get the report, the pictures and the bill out by courier today. Then I would be done with this case and could start my weekend. It was just what the doctor ordered, a long weekend just hanging out by my pool with the puppies and working on my all over tan. One long horribly lazy weekend throwing toys in the pool for the puppies to swim out and grab; lots of suntan lotion and reading. It sounded like my own piece of north Florida Heaven.
After I put my laptop back in its case and was sipping the last half of my Bloody Mary; my gaze started drifting around the pub. Occasionally nodding to one of the regulars and daydreaming about my much-deserved weekend. As I looked over to the bar I noticed Pops looking at me, I returned the look and he walked over to the booth and sat down.
“What’s up Pop?” I asked as he settled in the booth opposite of me.
“It’s Kevin,” he said in his soft Brogue accent. “He’s at the bar and he’s hitting the Jameson awfully hard. He isn’t saying anything but to hit him another round. It isn’t like him, not at all. And I’m a bit worried.” Then he sat back and puffed on his pipe.
I looked in the mirror behind bar and there Kevin was, still in uniform, slumped on the bar drinking as if he was dying of thirst and it was spring water. Something was definitely up. This man rarely finished one beer. This was my best friend and sometimes lover. This was my Kevin and damn it, this wasn’t him. I squeezed Pop’s hand in thanks and nodded that I would take care of Kevin. Pop got up and went back to his post behind the bar, taking care of Ralph’s refill as he did. So much for my long lazy weekend, I had the feeling it just went out the window.
*********
Chapter 2
I sat there feeling slightly defeated and bewildered knowing that something must be drastically wrong for Kevin to be sitting there slamming back the Jameson. A slightly queasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach; it told me this wasn’t going to be good. I had learned to trust that feeling through the years, it always signaled something bad. I shuddered remembering the nights the calls had come, the first one twelve years ago about my father and then just a few years later, my brother. That feeling was there then too. And what bad nights those turned out to be I thought to myself a small lump forming in my throat at the memories of those men I had loved so dearly. Steeling myself, I finished the last of my Bloody Mary and made myself get up and walk over to Kevin.
“Hey Babe,” I said softly as I slipped onto the bar stool next to his. I slid my arm around his back and put my chin on his shoulder. “What’s going on Kevin?” I whispered to him, my free hand gently caressing his fingers.
I felt some of the tightness in his body ease for a moment. He slowly turned his head towards me. I felt Kevin’s clear blue gaze caress my face as he looked at me. Then he leaned over and kissed me softly, it had been too long since he had done that. Something I hadn’t realized until that moment.
“Nothing’s going on babe,” he whispered back to me. Kevin pulled me closer to him and kissed me again, then pulled away and looked over his hands. “Just a long night, too long a night… Is it morning yet? Has the light come back yet? I need it to be light now… I really do…”
“Kevin, it is morning. Babe what happened?” I was growing more alarmed by the moment. This was not Kevin at all. Something bad had happened on his shift the night before something must have.
“Kevin, talk to me, what happened last night?” I gently urged him to tell me. All the man could do was shudder and started sobbing quietly, then out of the sobs, he started talking but nothing made sense to me.
“It was like a slaughterhouse in there, the blood, I don’t know how there could be so much blood. The smell oh my god, I keep smelling it so rancid, like rotten hamburger, you know, but worse? Their faces and hands all, all melted… Oh god, Jimmie what have you done? What were you doing there Jimmie? Why? Why?” He bemoaned before breaking into a swelter of sobbing again his hard body shuddering as the horror of the night before played again through his mind.
I was even more confused now. The only Jimmie I could think of was one of our best buds from childhood, Jimmie Pasternak. Jimmie had always been different, another kid of the local Police Department, just like Kevin and me. But unlike us, Jimmie never wanted anything to do with the life. He marched to his own drummer literally, he loved music, well he loved rock ‘n roll. The whole rock ‘n roll way of life, and after finally admitting that he couldn’t sing or play an instrument, Jimmie found his calling behind a sound board. He could mix and run sound like nobody’s business and after wandering around south Florida for a couple of years after high school he hooked up with an up and coming band called SunVolt Riot. He left after Christmas the year we turned nineteen and hadn’t been seen since. Sun Volt Riot went platinum with their first release the year after he left Florida. Jimmie had found his calling.
Every now and then we would get a postcard from him, and the occasional phone call telling how great it was in southern California – no hurricanes there he would tell us. Though he got better about keeping in touch once email hit, but still if you wanted to see Jimmie you went to Jimmie. He even talked me into spending a week with him in Las Vegas two years ago. We spent the week hanging out; one thing Jimmie knew how to do was have a good time. It was the last time I had seen him.
Now Kevin’s sitting here crying about Jimmie? What the hell was going on?
Sitting up on my stool, trying to get my head together, confused at the situation I looked out the window and saw his patrol car in the parking lot. “Shit” I muttered to myself knowing that Kevin just bought himself a world of trouble, drunk and possibly on duty with a patrol car. What to do, what to do, I thought trying to figure out how to bail him out this. Then a smile hit my face as the solution finally kicked in.
I got up and went behind the bar, stopping to tell Pops what I was going to do and slipped in the back to the office. I grabbed the phone, started calling the police department, and asked for Sgt. Danhill.
“Uncle Charlie? Hi it’s Echo.”
“Well now, do I know an Echo, hmmm…? Seems to me I might have a goddaughter by that name, but I haven’t seen her since… hmmm… Christmas and now it’s hmm… three weeks after Easter…” Charlie Danhill replied into the phone, his rich baritone chuckling at the ribbing he was giving me. My godfather and father’s ex partner, Charlie had been “Uncle” my whole life. He and his wife Evangeline had never been able to have children and had doted on my brother and me as if we were their own. They were another one of my anchors in this life.
“I know, I know I promise I’ll get over to see you and Aunt Evangeline soon… Uncle Charlie I’ve got a problem here. I’m at Flannery’s and Kevin’s here…he’s drunk Uncle Charlie he’s been slamming down the Jameson and… He’s saying some crazy stuff about last night, he’s babbling about blood and hands and Jimmie and…” I broke off not sure how to finish or if I could.
Silence greeted me on the other end of the phone. After what seemed like an eternity but was maybe twenty seconds, I heard the voice that could usually put me at ease and once again, my Uncle Charlie didn’t fail me.
”Uncle Charlie will take care of everything here Echo. I want you to get Kevin home. On second thought take him back to your house; he doesn’t need to be alone right now. I need you and that crazy red head to take care of him. Tell Liam one of the boys will be by to pickup Kevin’s car, and if anyone asks, tell ‘em to talk to me. Got it sweetpea? You take care of Kevin and I’ll take care of the rest. He’s going to need you right now babe… probably more than he ever has… Anyways I’ve got to get back to work, this station don’t run itself you know. And I’m holding you to that dinner girl don’t think I forgot.” He replied.
“Thank you, Uncle Charlie,” I half whispered into the phone, my gratitude and love of the great hulking man on the other end of the line was overwhelming.
“That’s what I’m here for sweet pea; now get yourself and that boy home.” Then he hung up.
Ok Echo, you’ve got to get yourself together girl, I firmly told myself. Kevin needs you right now so no freaking out. There will be plenty of time for that later, along with about a gallon of margaritas and with that thought, I pushed myself off of Pops desk and headed back out to the bar.
“Hey Pops,” I said coming back out to the bar. I sidled myself up next to the Irishman and slipped my arms around his slight Guinness belly. “I talked to Uncle Charlie and he’ll be sending someone ‘round to get Kevin’s car. He said if anyone hassles you about the car have them call him. I’m gonna take Kevin home with me. Let him sleep it off at our house. But right now I’m going to pull up my truck to the front here if you’ll help me get him into it?” I told him, resting my head on his chest.
“Of course I will. Now you get that young man home and tell Sílbhe, that delinquent daughter of mine to call us. Her mother’s driving me crazy.” He replied to me. I had to chuckle to myself hearing Pops call Sylvie by her given name. Her parents, my great aunt and occasionally I, were the only ones who did so. It only made sense; we’re also the only ones that can pronounce it without her wincing.
“Yes, Pops. One of us will give you a report tonight and I’ll kick her butt about not coming down or calling in what has it been oh… three days now? ” I laughed as I pushed off to head towards the front door. He snapped me with his bar towel and let go of one of his great belly laughs as I moved away.
I grabbed my laptop and the rest of my stuff out my booth. Keys in hand I strode out the door and headed to my Explorer out in the parking lot. After putting my stuff in the back, I put the truck into drive and pulled in front of pub. Unlocking the passenger side backseat door, I got out and opened it up before I went back into the pub to retrieve Kevin from his barstool.
Pops and Rafael one of the busboys were waiting for me just inside the door. I nodded to them and walked back over to Kevin who had gone back to his Jameson in my absence.
“Hey Kevin boy,” I whispered into his ear.
“Hey there Echo girl,” he replied with a drunken grin on his face.
“How about we take this little party of yours on the road and you let me take you back to my house? Why don’t you spend the weekend hanging with Sylvie and me? Hmm… how about it guy? Just you, Sylvie, the puppies and me. C’mon on I've got the Exploder waiting outside the door…” I told him.
“I don’t know babe, I got a lot to do… Got to get back to the station and… I got stuff to do, Echo. I just can’t leave it… I …” Kevin said.
“Yes you can babe… I talked to Uncle Charlie… It’s ok. Now let’s get off the stool and head over to the door…” I replied half pulling him along with me. He resisted at first and then slid off his seat and almost falling in the floor as he attempted to stand up. But Pops and Rafael were there ready and each one grabbed a side and between the three of us, we got him out the door and into my waiting SUV.
After making sure his seatbelt was on securely, I shut the Explorer door and turned back giving the two men quick hugs. Pops held up his hand for me to wait a second and went back inside, he came right back out with a bag of take out and shoved it into my hands saying it was breakfast for his delinquent child and things for us to munch on later. I took the bag; and laughing hugged and kissed him once more and promised once again that Sylvie or I would call tonight to let them know what was going on.
I got back into the truck and placed the bag on the passenger seat. Once I got myself belted in, I pulled out my cell to call home. Driving out of the parking lot, I dialed and waited for Sylvie to get to the phone.
“Hello, what’s up? You bringing me back breakfast from the pub? And of course the “tell my daughter to call, her mother’s driving me crazy” speech from Da,” came the voice on the other end. My irrepressible red headed girlfriend could irritate the hell out of me sometimes.
“Yes I’m on my way home. But I’m bringing home more than breakfast and Pops speech for you to call. Listen up Sylvie – Kevin was there and he’s in pretty bad shape. I’m bringing him back with me, do me a favor and make sure the back bedroom is made up. We’ll be home in about fifteen minutes. I’m gonna need you to help me get him out the truck.” I told her.
“Will do – your lucky I was just doing the laundry, so I’ll have everything ready when you get here.” Sylvie assured me.
“Thanks babe.” I said closing off my phone. I glanced in the rear view at the man in the backseat, shaking my head wondering just what the hell he had gotten himself into last night. And then I shivered as I wondered if whatever it was, was going to show up at my door.
The ride went quickly as the traffic was pretty light for a Thursday morning. I pulled into my driveway and honked. I jumped out of the truck grabbing my gear as I worked my way around to the other side. Just as I was approaching Kevin’ door Sylvie popped out the front door with the puppies, two fourteen month old Corgis, Dutchess a Pembroke and Tasha a Cardigan following behind her.
As usual, Sylvie was wearing next to freaking nothing. Sometimes that girl’s sense of the appropriate just was greatly skewed, but considered myself lucky that she was wearing anything at all. There she was wearing the smallest pair of shorts on the face of the planet with her g-string peeking out and her bikini top that more resembled two band-aids on a string rather than a bikini top; if I didn’t know better I would swear that girl didn’t own any real clothes. I had to wonder just for whose benefit that outfit was for Kevin or for me… Oh well it didn’t really matter Kevin was too shit faced and I was too tired. I was just grateful that Sylvie was there and willing to help me out.
“Hey there GI Joe,” Sylvie said as she leaned over to undo his seat belt.
“Hey there Sylvie girl,” Kevin replied grinning as he opened his eyes to see her leaning over him. Opening his eyes just enough to see what she was wearing or not in this case.
“C’mon big boy, let’s get you in the house,” Sylvie said. Smiling and laughing she half pulled him out of truck.
I had to smile to myself at Sylvie’s tactics; I had seen Sylvie do it dozens of times helping out with those who had had too much to drink at her parents’ pub. Shaking my head, I followed them into the house ushering the puppies back in with me.
Sylvie was doing pretty well getting him in on her own, but Kevin’s brief burst of coordination was over a few feet inside the foyer. She rushed him over to the couch, managing not to hurt either of them, the animals or any of the furniture in the process.
As Kevin passed back out on the couch, we each grabbed one of his shoes and pulled them off. We loosened his shirt and tie, took off his duty belt by both of us lifting him up enough to slip it off his waist, and then I reached down and took his backup gun off his ankle and put them up. Sylvie covered him with a light blanket, and then she stood there looking at him for a long moment and then me, and with a shake of her head she headed back off to the laundry room, her waist length curly red hair dancing on the top of her well rounded bottom as she walked away.
I just stood there for a while looking at Kevin wondering where this was going next. I just had a bad feeling it wasn’t Margaritaville…
*********
Chapter 3
Dutchess and I wandered into the kitchen. Tasha had abandoned us for a nap on the floor next to Kevin. So the puppy and I went in to see what trouble we could brew up in there. In this case, the trouble was a pot of coffee. I knew Kevin would be dying for some when he woke up so I figured I might as well put a pot on now. Besides, it was a nice mindless task and that was about all I could handle at the moment.
I got the coffee going and was grabbing a soda out the refrigerator when I thought I heard Kevin. So Dutchess and I meandered back out to the living room. When I walked over to check on Kevin, I noticed he was turning and twisting, and he was speaking but I couldn’t make it out.
“No, parada de Manuel… John stop him! It’s a setup. Tenemos que conseguir de nuevo a base. No, Manuel…” Kevin half screamed in his sleep. Then its grip slipped on him, whether it was a dream, memory, or vision; I don’t know. But whatever had held him in its frightening grip lost out to the Jameson and he passed back out.
Sylvie had semi run back to the living room, his half screams having pulled her to her feet. I put my hand out to stop her before she said anything. We both watched him till he settled down and then with a look to me she went back to her room with the puppies following her.
I wandered over to the front door and went out to the truck to finish bringing in the rest of my equipment from last night. I secured it before going back inside and locking the front door. Setting the equipment down on the small table by the door I stripped out of the double .40 holsters, hung them on the hook beside the door where they always hang and then took my laptop, camera and guns themselves into my home office just off the living room. I slipped the guns into their regular desk drawer as I started printing out the reports and pictures for Mr. Braide. I called the local courier company I use and made arrangements to have Mr. Braide’s packet picked up as early as possible today.
I started putting together receipts and was going through my computer to see if there were any other reports I needed to get done when I heard Kevin start to come to again. I got up and went back in the living room. I sat down next to him, brushed his short-cropped sandy blond hair with my left hand and smiled at him. Kevin smiled back. He licked his lips and coughed when he tried to talk at first. I told him to be still. Then I went and got him a glass of water from the kitchen. I sat back down next to him and he took a couple of sips. “Better?” I asked him. He shook his head yes. “Okay, so you want to tell me want to tell me why you tried to drown yourself in Irish whiskey this morning?” I asked him, trying to make my voice light. “What happened out there babe?” I gently asked him. He closed his eyes. I knew he didn’t want to answer. But I kept pressing him, I hated doing it but I had to. I had to know what had spooked him so bad and what had happened to Jimmie. Sylvie heard me talking and came into the living room with a cold damp cloth in her hand. She stood behind his head at the foot of the couch and gingerly lifted up his head and put it at the back of his neck. Sylvie lowered his head and came around to sit on the floor next to us. She also started asking him what was wrong.
He closed his eyes again and his lips tightened. I could see the internal struggle of whether or not to tell play across his handsome face. It was a face I knew better than my own and I knew then whatever was going on had to be pretty damned serious. One thing about us, Kevin and I had never had secrets between us. Not until a year and a half ago. Not until he came back home from his stint in the Military. When Kevin came back a wall was there that had never been there before. The open faced and hearted boy I had loved all my life had changed to a silent closed off man. I mean Kevin tried to act like nothing had changed; we still played softball on Wednesday nights in the fall, went to Bike Week in the spring and Biketoberfest in the fall held in Daytona, played poker at least once a month, occasionally stealing an afternoon to make love, and all the other things we had always done together or said we would when we were old enough. But something had changed him, more than just the military, something had happened during his last tour, that had killed off the last vestiges of the boy I always loved.
Finally, he started speaking, slowly at first and then rambling really, talking out of his head at the last. A macabre tale unfolded before Sylvie and me. I would say that he had been up reading too many Stephen King novels but I knew better. I, neither of us could really comprehend what he was saying. Kevin went on and on about houses of blood and multiple dead bodies that were mutilated. Then his rambling went to his men killed and running in the dark. Events that obviously didn’t happen last night, he mentioned Manuel and John again… Then the last thing I ever expected to come out of his mouth, it was of all things vampires…. He kept trying to warn us about the vampires, that the vampires were here and that they had promised him it was over and that they lied, they lied, they lied… Then he started sobbing again and we held him close until once again he fell to sleep.
Slowly we got up off the couch and floor. Quietly we walked back to the kitchen and, Sylvie pulled out a couple of beers from the refrigerator as we slipped out the back to the patio by the pool. We laid down on the chaise lounges out there and each of us took a few quiet drinks. We looked at each other both knowing that vampires were a popular myth. They supposedly existed. There were even a few crackpots that publicly claimed to be vamps, but nobody really took them seriously except for the Goth children, conspiracy theorists, and really desperate British tabloid journalists. We just couldn’t believe what we had heard; I mean c’mon mutilated bodies, his men killed, running in the dark and of all things vampires.
“He must have been at it for at least a good half an hour before I got there.” I said “What?” Sylvie asked me, looking at me like she wondered if I had gone off the deep end too.
“When I got to your parents pub this morning, Kevin had to have beaten me there by a half an hour… And then I was there for about forty five minutes before Pops told me what was going on and…” I was starting babble there myself when Sylvie cut me off.
“What the hell are you talking about Echo?” She exclaimed obviously exasperated at my monologue.
“According to Pops, Kevin had knocked back half a bottle of Jameson in twenty minutes and the bottle was nearly empty by the time I stopped him and…”
“Kevin? Kevin did what?” Sylvie almost screamed at me.
“You heard me; he tried to drown in a bottle of Jameson before seven am which is probably why he is not making any sense. Yeah, that’s it. That’s what this is all about it’s the whiskey right? Right, it has to be… It just has to be…” I trailed off.
We both contemplated our beer bottles for a while. Neither of us willing to accept the story we just heard. The problem was if we had heard it from anyone else, that’s exactly what we would have done. Wrote it off to a really bad call last night and too much whiskey this morning… And chalk his little speech up to seeing one too many vampire movies late at night. But Kevin didn’t watch vampire movies or read Stephen King. He hated that sort of thing, any kind of horror book or movie. Kevin had made fun of Sylvie and me for our weakness of watching vampire flicks. Just a couple of weeks ago we had spent one Friday night in watching both of John Carpenter’s Vampire movies (we both secretly love the second one the best Vampires: Los Muertos…c’mon Jon Bon Jovi vampire hunter how much more yummy can you get) and boy did he give us hell for it. It just wasn’t in his makeup to be going on about vampires of all things.
Finally – I don’t know if it was the silence or what was not being said in it, but Sylvie put down her beer and started stripping down to her birthday suit. I took a good long look at her familiar but always delectable bare backside as she quickly braided and tied off her thick auburn hair before diving into the pool to start doing laps. I lay there on the chaise, hypnotized by the red headed mermaid and her dolphin-like arcs slicing away in my pool. Eventually not even Sylvie’s charms could keep me there any longer and I got up, gathering both the bottles and headed back into the house. I dropped them in the recycle bin and wandered towards my office to finish up the reports and expenses I had started on for my accountant Robert whose office is over in Altamonte Springs, just east of Orlando.
Engrossed (oh yippee) in my accounting chores I jumped when the house phone rang. I answered it thinking it was either Pops making sure I got us home okay or Uncle Charlie saying he had taken care of everything. Imagine my surprise when I heard the booming voice of my great Aunt Jacquelyn on the other end. Aunt Jacquie won the family kook contest a long time ago, but I’ve always respected her as a woman doing what she damn well wanted, when she wanted, and how she wanted…. In some ways, she’s my role model; in others she’s my worst nightmare. I wake up sometimes at night in a cold sweat dreading that I was just three dogs away from becoming her.
“Hello.” I answered, not getting any farther before the growl at the other end cut me off.
“Don’t ask Kevin any more questions Echo.” Those were the first words out of her mouth.
“But how did you….” Once again, my aunt cut me off.
“Don’t you worry missy about how I know, just listen…. let Kevin sleep it off and when he wakes up this afternoon bring him out to see me. Oh and bring that heathen girlfriend of yours as well.” Aunt Jacquie commanded from the other end of my phone.
“Do you mean Sylvie?” I innocently asked, almost stunned by the veracity of her demands.
“Of course I mean Sílbhe you silly ninny. You darn well know I mean Sílbhe… Or do you have so many girlfriends living in your house now that you have to ask?” She evilly replied.
“Of course not!” I indignantly retorted.
“Then you’ll do as I say?” She demanded of me again.
“Yes, Aunt Jacquie we will be there.” I meekly answered her hoping that her inquisition would soon be over.
“Good, now go answer the door, the courier is there to pick up those dirty pictures to take to that CPA that hired you” and with that she hung up on me.
Stunned like a deer blindsided by a pickup truck I hung the phone up and of course, the doorbell rang and the barking of the puppies ensued as they took up their stations in front of the front door so no one could get us. I made my way out of my office to the front door, hissing at them to stop it, afraid that they would wake Kevin. They didn’t thankfully; of course at that point I doubt much more than the starting of the engines at Daytona or the sonic boom of the shuttle coming home could have woken him. After I had finally convinced the little princesses that it was safe for me to open the door and got it unlocked, I was afraid that whoever was there would be gone. But no – there was Larry my courier, right there waiting, just like Aunt Jacquie said he would be.
After sending Larry on his way with Mr. Braide’s packet, I went back to the kitchen and went out sliding door to the pool area. I whistled sharply for the puppies as they had made their way out the doggie door. They were sitting at the edge of the pool engrossed watching Sylvie do her laps. I suspect they were secretly hoping she would stop and throw toys for them to fetch. When Sylvie got to my end, I tossed a rubber dog toy at her to get her attention, after she finished spitting out water and greeting me with a response I don’t care to repeat, I informed her that I was going to grab a couple hours sleep. Oh, and that my Aunt Jacquie had called and demanded for all three of us to come out this afternoon. That got me another response I don’t care to repeat, for some reason Sylvie is a bit, how shall I put it…. scared shitless of my aunt. Yep that sums it up nicely, she’s scared shitless of my dear auntie for some strange reason. Then again, half of North Central Florida is scared shitless of my dear auntie.
With that bit of light and goodness, I went back into the office and took one of my pistols with me as I trudged upstairs to my bedroom. I lay the gun on the nightstand before I started stripping down to just my satin panties. I grabbed a long t-shirt I got at bike week a couple years ago to put on, as I went to my adjoining bathroom, putting on my shirt as I went and then brushed my teeth and hair and took care of some other toiletries. I went back in and laid down on my California king size bed with a dog on either side of me. My two kitties Smoke and Ash curled up in their boxes mounted under the window. Putting aside the frantic thoughts that were slam dancing through my brain, I quietly prayed for us all and went to sleep.
*********
Chapter 4
About one thirty in the afternoon I woke up from my nap feeling almost human again. After lounging in the bed for a while paying attention to Smoke and Ash who were demanding to have their heads scratched and their tummies stroked I pulled myself up and took a shower. I started getting dressed (remembering to put on a bra since I was going to see Aunt Jacquie). I finally decided I looked fairly presentable, my thick waist long caramel colored hair braided and properly restrained, my clothes conservative enough that I shouldn’t get too long a lecture, and my bed was made so I grabbed my sidearm off the nightstand and turned off my lights as I decided to head on downstairs.
As I was walking past Sylvie’s room, I stopped and tapped on the door to make sure she was awake and getting ready, reminding her to put a bra on as well. I smiled to myself as I heard Sylvie start mumbling and cussing about crazy old women, but I could hear her opening and closing her dresser drawer in search of a real bra. Proceeding down the hall to the living room, I slipped my shoulder holster back on and put the gun I was carrying back in its holster before going into the office, and retrieving its mate, holstering it as well before tossing a light short sleeve shirt on to cover the guns. Turning I glanced at Kevin, who was still sleeping, so I went pattering on, off to the kitchen getting him a steaming cup of coffee. I grabbed another soda for myself out of the refrigerator, grabbed his cup of coffee and went back to the living room. I set the drinks down on the coffee table and then gently shook Kevin awake. “Hey there sleeping beauty,” I said as his cool blue eyes opened. Once I had determined he was capable of holding the cup and drinking, I handed him the hot coffee.
“Hi” Kevin finally said after drinking about half the cup.
“Hi, there yourself, big boy...” I replied, grateful that he seemed to be his normal self again.
“You want the good news or the ummm…wouldn’t call it bad, but ummm…” I said to him. Hedging around not sure how he was going to take the news that he was in Sylvie and my custody until tomorrow night. And that part of that time was going to be spent at my crazy aunt’s house… He might just scuttle back to what ever had sent him running last night.
“Echo, darling, buddy, pal, friend of mine, just say it.” He said with the light slipping slowly back into those beautiful baby blues of his.
“Well, you’re ours for the rest of the day and tonight, courtesy of Uncle Charlie.” I told him.
“What? Oh shit Echo what the hell happened? Did you call Charlie? Why the hell did you do that? You shouldn’t have done that, crap…” He started yelling and almost spilt his coffee trying to get off the couch to find his cell phone. I quickly grabbed the cup and set it down. Then I pushed him back before he could go any further.
“First of all Kevin – you’re the one who got shit faced this morning, not me. Second of all, you got drunk while still in uniform with your firearms on you and your patrol car on Flannery’s lot. So if I hadn’t called Uncle Charlie your ass would have been toast so many ways by now…” I growled back at him.
“Okay, I get it. I get it.” He said. Sadness came over him and I could see him starting to shut down again.
“Babe, don’t go away again. Please Kevin. Don’t leave me again.” I pleaded with him. Trying to get him back from behind that wall, he had erected between us.
“I’m right here Echo.” He said.
“I’m not so sure about that.” I whispered as I curled up in his lap. My head on his strong chest, I just wanted to hold on to him. To keep him safe from whatever demons were haunting him inside.
“All right kiddies are we ready to set off on the yellow brick road?” Sylvie sang out as she came out of her room with the puppies trailing behind her.
I felt Kevin’s chest tense at her words and didn’t have to see his face to see the scowl on it. He pushed me up out of his warm arms and asked, “Where might we be going?”
I glared at Sylvie as she stood grinning evilly at me from the living room threshold. Thanks a lot I mouthed at her. Your welcome she mouthed backed. I didn’t need telepathy to hear the paybacks are a bitch mantra going through her red head.
“Well, what’s going on?” Kevin demanded again.
“We’ve been summoned to the house of the wicked witch of east Florida’s swamp.” Sylvie gleefully informed him.
“What?” Kevin sputtered.
“She is not a witch, she’s not evil and Cassadaga is not in a swamp.” I vehemently retorted.
“No, huh uh, no way, I’m not going out to your Aunt Jacquie’s.” Kevin protested as he tried to push me off the couch.
“Yes you are we all are.” I stated to both of them firmly.
“But I have to get back to work, I need to go home, I don’t have clean clothes, I need a shower…” Kevin started to list off a myriad of reasons he couldn’t go.
I knew I had to take the situation in quickly or mutiny would run amok. And while I might secretly want to join in I couldn’t. When Aunt Jacquie called, one answered and that was all there was to it.
“You have clean clothes in the guest room. You are in our custody for the night courtesy of Uncle Charlie, and if we have to go you do to. Besides she specifically requested all of us by name to come down, so all of us will go down. Now I suggest you finish your coffee and take a shower. We’re barely going to have time to pickup something to eat on the way out as is.” I informed him firmly.
I just stared him down as his face turned four different shades from deathly white, to pink, into fire engine red and finally a mottled purple. Sylvie almost hurt herself trying not to laugh and finally busted out. He turned his glare onto her and she stopped pretty quickly. Her face softened and she did that walk of hers that walk that no one with a pulse could resist. There were strippers in Daytona that would kill for her walk and she did it like breathing. “C’mon GI Joe, let me show you to the guest loofah.” She half whispered to him accenting the faded brogue accent sounding as sultry as Marilyn Monroe any day of the week. She winked at me around him as she grabbed his tie and led him away. Another conquest by the formidable Sylvie Flannery and not a shot fired. He never had a chance, but then again neither did I when she did things like that. I stood there watching them work their way down the hall way soft murmurs floating from them. I was almost jealous of what was going to happen in that bathroom, but let it go, knowing they needed to gang up on me for the moment, but that I wasn’t being deliberately excluded. There would enough time for us all later.
I marched into the kitchen putting the kitties’ food bowls out and filling them up for the night. At the sound of their crunchies tinkling in their ceramic bowls Smoke and Ash appeared suddenly in the kitchen and started singing happy kitty songs and quickly hopped up on the counter to attack at their evening repast. The dogs of course followed barking at the preening cats atop the counter. I got out their food too and decided better to feed them now than on the road. I was filling up travel mugs with the appropriate beverages for the human contingent when Sylvie and Kevin appeared in the kitchen, both looking a lot happier and cleaner than when they had left. I ignored them and worked at my task of filling each person’s mug, coffee for Kevin, iced tea for Sylvie and my Mountain Dew. They however were having none of that and with one on each side encircled me in a group hug. We stood there quietly basking in the joy of our own company I loved them both. Fortunately they knew that and so far it was working. I was just going to be grateful for that and not tempt worse.
“Ok – I hate to break the love fest but we need to get going.” I finally said. The intimacy of the situation growing and so was my suspicion that they were trying to distract me from our mission south.
From the looks on their guilty little faces I was right. I laughed and told them nice try and handed them each their mugs. After some debate it was decided to take the puppies with us. Aunt Jacquie hadn’t included them in her demand appearance but I knew I would catch hell if I didn’t bring them, as she had not yet had a chance to meet them. We gathered up our things and headed out to begin the next debate as to which vehicle to take and who was driving. Sylvie won out and we trooped into her 2000 Chevy Tahoe, with Kevin and me in the backseat and the puppies behind us in the crate she had built in for them. The downside to Sylvie’s driving was Sylvie’s choice of music and route to get us there.
Sylvie by day is a web designer and does network security. It allows her to keep her own hours and do a lot of work from home. But by night…my girlfriend is the DJ Skylark, queen of Florida’s east coast nightlife. She’s one the most popular spinners on the southeastern coast and has been known to show up as far south as Miami and as far north as Atlanta to spin. This being said you never knew what was going to be blaring out of her stereos. Barbra Streisand mixed with the Wu Tang Clan. Patsy Cline and Eminem twisted in ways I still shudder about. But the clubbers and the ravers ate it up with a spoon and asked for more. It made her happy and that was the important part. I could live with it most of the time; this unfortunately wasn’t one of those times. Kevin made the mistake of complaining about her musical choices which resulted in us having to listen to a disco retrospective the rest of the way and since she had decided to drive the scenic route down A-1A instead of I-95 adding another half an hour to our trip, it was a long retrospective.
*********
Chapter 5
We finally made it to Aunt Jacquie’s place in Cassadaga without any harm coming to Sylvie’s car stereo. Though it was touch and go there for a while… On a potty break for the dogs I convinced her that turning the music down and not so much disco would probably be the best thing for her health considering the night Kevin had had and the fact that there were loaded firearms in the backseat and people who knew how to use them. She finally toned the tunes down and he settled to a nap and I well, I contemplated the events of the day.
My aunt doesn’t really live in Cassadaga, but about a half a mile away in Lake Helen. She used to have a trailer in Cassadaga but decided to move “uptown” as she put it a few years ago. Cassadaga is the oldest spiritualist camp in the southeastern United States; if you want your aura read, or want to consult a medium it’s the place to go. There are hundreds of rumors and urban legends that have grown up around the little camp. I don’t know one that’s true, my favorite is the Cassadaga cemetery and the teenagers that make an almost ritualistic trip to find it… only problem is there isn’t a cemetery in Cassadaga. Their disappointment in the sleeping little hamlet usually results in mild vandalism for the residents. It’s no wonder most of them aren’t real open to strangers. Truth of the matter is – no matter what you’ve heard, it’s probably not true, and the place is just a little sleepy village in the woods.
We pulled into Aunt Jacquie’s driveway to be welcomed by her small pack of dogs greeting us with yips and barks of happiness that company and playmates had arrived. It’s widely known that my aunt’s dogs are far more cordial than she is. We slowly got out of the Tahoe letting her canine sentinels smell us and the puppies, getting reacquainted with our smells and introducing the puppies to the small thundering pack, the joys of canine social proprieties engulfing us.
“Well what are you waiting for?” boomed out of her small framed on back porch.
We all jumped as the pronouncement was heralded with the banging of the porch door. My aunt sauntered out and down the steps. The fact that my aunt could still saunter and did quite frequently was a testimony to her personal fortitude and hopefully good genes. My aunt of the booming whiskey voice is 85 years old and proud of every day, though she’s just vain enough that she’s just as proud of the fact that most people upon meeting her would place her decades younger. Still fit and always groomed to a tee; Jacquelyn Bastian, no make that Dr. Jacquelyn Bastian is a force to be reckoned with. She sought out and got an education at a time when women weren’t supposed to want more than a family. Aunt Jacquie has degrees in archaeology, sociology and a PHD in comparative religions. My aunt for all her quirks is a highly educated lady. She has traveled the world studying various cultures and taught in prestigious universities as well as tiny villages. She has done whatever she wanted when she wanted, but shortly before my birth had inexplicably decided to come home to Florida. She could have lived anywhere but for reasons known only to her had taken up a modest residence in Cassadaga, blending in as best she could with the gentle spiritualists of the Camp. She has even led services there from time to time over the years. You just never knew what to expect from her.
As if on cue or some divine command Dutchess and Tasha disengaged themselves from the four legged welcoming committee and ambled over to Aunt Jacquie for inspection. They stood pretty wagging their little bodies in delight and then sat looking up at her with liquid brown eyes, little doggie smiles and pink tongues wagging. She gazed down at them with her usual seriousness then squatted down on their level. She lovingly stroked their little heads and gazed into their eyes as if communing with them on some level. Then as suddenly as she had knelt down she was up again and smiling and exclaiming what good girls they were and how pretty and how much better behaved they were than their human mommies, giving Sylvie and I a pointed look with that remark.
“Well… are you coming in or not? I’m going back in it’s too damn hot to be just lolly gagging about out here.” Aunt Jacquie exclaimed as she regally turned and went back into the house.
Kevin and Sylvie both gave me a do we have to mom look? And I gave them the yes we do look back. I internally girded my loins for battle so to speak, threw my shoulders back, chest out and marched on into the house. I held the porch door open when I reached it so they couldn’t weasel out and try to do a mad dash escape when my back was turned. So with heads down they shuffled on in and into the spider’s lair.
As the lady she was raised to be, my Aunt had laid out all of our favorite beverages and even had bowls of snacks and finger foods waiting for us in the living room. She was by now ensconced in her favorite high backed chair with her feet on her little footstool. She gestured for us to sit, Sylvie and Kevin plopped themselves on her small settee leaving me to take the mate to her chair.
After about fifteen minutes of catching up small talk, Aunt Jacquie finally got down to business and about startling Kevin half to death in the process…
“I called you children down here for a reason. This isn’t easy for me and I suspect this isn’t going to be any easier for you. I’ve never been one to pussyfoot around an issue, so I’ll just get to it. Kevin, darling boy, I know about the murders you got called on last night.” She stopped there to put her hand up to Kevin who had jumped out of his seat. Sylvie pulled him back down and held his hand as Aunt Jacquie continued.
“No, Echo didn’t tell me anything. I knew what happened before I called this morning it’s why I called in fact. So that you know I am not just some nosey old lady or trying to get you in trouble or trying to yank your chain…I can tell you upfront that the all the jewelry left behind, piled neatly beside the bodies. I know Jimmie had a distinctive tattoo, I believe only members of that band he works for has them and a select few that work with them. It was on his forearm, yet it was not cut off or disfigured in any way to disguise his identity.” She sat back then and closed her eyes as if contemplating her next speech. Aunt Jacquie began to speak again in an uncharacteristically quiet, almost soothing voice.
“As you can guess Kevin, I have seen this type of thing before. Inside and out, forwards and backwards I could probably tell you ninety percent of the details, but from the look on your face that I just named at least two of the hold backs that had been reserved for authentication on telephone tips.” She stopped then and took a breath. A sympathetic look came across her face as she continued on. “Trust me Kevin I want to help more than you could ever realize.”
Looking a bit confused Kevin asked, “How on earth could you help with something like this Aunt Jacquie?”
“Just explain things to me Kevin,” she gently cajoled, “and then I will explain how I can help you.”
Kevin nodded. I could see him slowly starting to reach back to the horrors of the night before.
“How did it start?” She asked him.
“I was on regular patrol keeping an eye out for lost or tipsy tourists, when the call came in last night about 2300 hours. The dispatcher said that a pizza delivery guy called 911 saying that he could see blood on the floor through the open door of the house he was delivering to. I was dispatched and basically thought it was a kid with an overactive imagination or maybe trying to get even at someone who had stiffed him.”
“When I arrived I found the delivery kid sitting outside his car in the drive way his pizza warmer bag next to him. I was happy to see that he had stayed outside like the dispatcher had requested, and then I entered the house thinking I would find, at worst somebody passed out drunk in the bathroom with a cut on their forehead. What I found was much, much worse.”
“There were five bodies laying in the front room with what looked like their faces literally melted off, the flesh dissolved away, as well as their hands reduced to meaty globs. A couple of them had their chests ripped open and … oh my God there was blood everywhere, so much blood and that smell…. like bad meat, and hot copper.”
I watched Kevin as he recounted the tale and, watched the pain and horror pass across those beautiful blue eyes that I had let myself drown in so many times, and wished that I could somehow make the memories go away. As I reached out and took his hand he took a deep shuddering breath and continued on.
He looked directly at Aunt Jacquie and asked, “How could somebody do that to another person? What would make somebody do that?”
She just shook her head as Kevin continued telling his story.
“I have seen murders before as well as my fair share of domestic abuse, but nothing like that comes close to the level of violence that happened in that house.” He said.
Aunt Jacquelyn just shook her head again and whispered for him to continue.
“I called in on my cell phone to the desk sergeant because I didn’t want something like this going over the radio, and told them I needed backup, a crime scene unit, medics, and coroner. I did a quick search of the downstairs area to make sure that there were no survivors needing help or suspects laying in wait and then waited for my backup to arrive before searching the upstairs.”
“And yes you are correct Aunt Jacquie, in saying that all the jewelry was left behind. It was all piled neatly next to the corpses.” He said to her.
“After the backup arrived we finished searching the house, and found no real evidence that stood out …no murder weapon, no sign of forced entry, nothing at all out of place aside from there being five mutilated bodies in the front room of the house.”
“While waiting for the coroner to arrive, the watch officer, Lt. Carey arrived on scene to find out what was going on, and after walking into the house, he promptly turned around and walked right back out to heave his guts into the bushes next to the front door.”
“After more officers had arrived on scene we started a search of the outside and, back yard when the lieutenant came up to me and said that another call had come in from Officer Jackson who was several blocks away and, was nearly hysterical. He sent me and Officer Denison over there to find out what was wrong.”
“When we arrived Officer Jackson was on her knees in the front yard throwing up her lunch. I left Denison with her and went into the house to find out what was going on, and was immediately hit by the same bad meat and copper smell that was at the first house.”
“I quickly left the house and went to get Officer Denison, and we went back into the house almost afraid of what we would find, but also thinking that there could be people hurt in there. After a quick search of the residence we were faced with the knowledge that not only were there no survivors but we were looking at almost a carbon copy of the last crime scene. Four bodies mutilated the exact same way and left in the front room.”
“I went outside… I had to stop, to think to… I don’t know; breathe for a minute or two, finally I when could think again I called Lieutenant Carey and told him that we had a real major problem here; as in more bodies just like the first scene and the fact that it was almost an exact duplicate of the first scene.”
“After convincing him that no, I was not full of shit or stoned off my ass he cussed long and loud, and said he was going to call Chief Higgens to let him know before the word got out to the press. He ordered us to try and maintain as low a profile as possible so as to arouse as little suspicion as possible, but he and I both knew that it was pretty much a lost cause in such a tightly knit community as ours.”
“Then he said he would call the standby teams for crime scene unit and the coroner’s office, but it probably would be a while since it was coming up on their weekend cycle, and for the three of us to secure the scene and start the preliminaries.”
“I guess as the shock finally started to wear off as I fell into a familiar routine of methodically going through the house tagging anything that might have been pertinent to the crime, because I was finally able to concentrate on the tasks at hand without the revulsion that had gripped me when we had started.”
“Finally a little before five this morning… Was it just this morning?” He stopped for a moment and shook his head. Kevin took a drink of his coffee set it down and then started recounting the events again.
“Denison, Jackson, and I were able to leave the crime scene and contemplate our respective paperwork when the third call came in about 5:30. A jogger had passed by a house, the front door was wide open and she could see blood on the floor. Again Officer Denison and I responded, only able to think the worst after the past two calls.”
“When we arrived we found the jogger, a young lady, poor girl... She was sitting on the front lawn in deep shock just sitting there with her dog. She had been running with her lab and the dog was the one who got her to stop. The dog, his name was uh, Buster. Buster stopped short as they neared the house and started barking and wouldn’t stop, he pulled her up to the doorway, and just started going crazy she said. He had calmed down by the time we got there, he was just laying there by her feet, he started to growl when we first walked up to them; he was protecting her I think. Couldn’t blame the dog really, actually it was good to see someone escape the horror of last night, today… Anyway he calmed down and it was weird he almost was kind of crying at her feet, these sad little moans kept coming out of him. I didn’t take it as a good sign. After we spoke with her Denison and I went on up the driveway to the house. I could see the blood through the open door and didn’t have to imagine the horror she must have felt as she looked in and found what I already feared was in there. I called for medics for the woman and then went into the house to investigate. I only had to take a few steps inside the door to see what I could already smell. This time there was only one corpse laid out in the front room. I went back outside and waved Officer Denison to come and help search the house thinking that it was already a lost cause after the last two houses.”
“I only glanced across the corpse and made sure that there was not another door to the room before quickly searching the rest of the house to confirm what I had already suspected, that there were no injured people or any survivors.”
“Lieutenant Carey, arrived shortly after we had come out of the house and right after the paramedics had shown up to take care of our potential good Samaritan and his disposition which had been in a steady decline all night was only going lower as we once again went through the motions of setting up a perimeter and securing the scene while waiting for the coroner to arrive and collect the latest victims of our now assumed mass murderer. I couldn’t really blame him for his mood, considering the accumulated corpses of the night surpassed the total of all the murders recorded in the city last three years.”
Kevin stopped to take another shuddering breath as Sylvie, who had been holding his other hand put her free arm around his shoulders and placed her head on his arm lending as much of her silent support as she could.
He smiled down at her and then over to me. He slowly lifted the hand she had been holding and moved his arm so she was snuggled in the crook of his arm. Like a life sized red headed teddy bear, comfort as he buried his nose into her hair inhaling her lavender, cinnamon, and vanilla entwined scent. Finally he lifted his head looked out for a minute to collect his thoughts and then continued on.
“While I was questioning the now identified and coherent jogger that turned out to be a nurse’s aide, Lieutenant Carey called me into the house. I knew he would not have called me in there unless it was absolutely necessary, since he was not one of those sadistic bastards that would make a person go through as much hell in one night as possible, no matter what kind of night they was having. When I got to the threshold he stopped me, he was holding a wallet in his hand. Normally we let crime scene units handle the personal effects of the victims, but the look on his face and in his eyes stopped me dead in my tracks.”
“I should have known right then that something had changed, that something desperately wrong had happened. Lt. Carey was never at a loss for words. I’ve known him my whole life, growing up around the force, my dad worked with him, and nothing ever stunned him completely, not even the loss of your dad Echo, the way he was killed on the job; had given him a look such as this.”
I could feel the tremor start to build in Kevin’s hand as he started to tighten his grip on mine.
“All he could do was just hand the wallet to me. I opened it and the photo of Jimmie, Echo and me at their high school graduation fell out into my hand. I knew that picture; I carried the same one in my own wallet. I was stunned beyond belief. Finally the realization hit me, that there was only one place that it could have come from. I barreled past the Lieutenant and back into the house and fell to my knees when I saw what had not registered when Denison and I swept the house before, the tattoo on Jimmie’s forearm. Like you said Jacquie it was a custom one that was done by the best artist in South Beach.”
“I really don’t remember much after that. I must have gone into shock because the next thing I remember I was pulling into Flannery’s Pub. After that I basically remember waking up on Echo and Sylvie’s couch with a screaming headache.”
Aunt Jacquie sat back with a thoughtful look on her face and we all watched as concern started to settle in across her deceptively young face, almost as if she was aging before our eyes.
“Was the young lady injured physically in any way?” she asked with some concern.
“No she wasn’t hurt at all.” Kevin explained, “What had happened was she started to go in the house to see if she could help thinking somebody had cut themselves. She had gone into shock from seeing the crime scene.”
“What about at the other crime scenes? Were there any witnesses or anything to that effect?” She asked.
“Nobody recalled seeing anything out of the ordinary, but a couple people at the second scene reported hearing loud voices, but more like just people having a good time more than arguing. They just chalked it up to a party getting a little rowdy. It didn’t last long so they didn’t call in to complain.”
“Was there any evidence recovered?” She asked.
Kevin shook his head “I really don’t know Aunt Jacquie, I was sent from the first scene to the second call before the crime unit really got started, and as for the second scene, I just started tagging things for the crime lab to look at, I have no clue if any of it was of any import.”
“Did your lieutenant have any theories as to what was going on?” she asked quietly.
“The only explanation that we could come up with was that this was a mass murderer. How or if the scenes or victims are tied together in a pattern is still being looked at. On the surface it just looks like three disconnected crimes.” Then an almost startled look came across Kevin’s face.
“Aunt Jacquie, you almost sound like you know what happened and maybe even why it happened.” A look of desperation came across Kevin’s face. “Please Aunt Jacquie if you know who did this to Jimmie and the others tell me so, they can be caught. Jimmie didn’t deserve to die like that, nobody does. Please help us, I can tell you know something that could help.”
Aunt Jacquie sat up straighter in her chair and reached out both her hands. “Kevin, take my hands in yours please.”
Kevin reluctantly let go of Sylvie’s and hand and mine, and then leaned forward to grasp Jacquie’s hand in his own and his eyes immediately closed and a look of calm came across his face.
After a few moments a look of deep concern crossed her face. “Kevin there is more that you know…not about last night, but from before. I see jungles, men dying, weapons, and uniforms. Something happened to you in South America, Kevin. You need to remember what it was.”
Kevin slowly shook his head in denial, either not knowing or not wanting to know what she was saying. She gently let go of his hands and took his head in her hands and looked deeply into his eyes. Her gentle aged hands slowly stroked his hair and face. Aunt Jacquie started speaking very softly to herself, then louder. “Hear me Kevin, the walls in your mind are crumbling away, these memories can’t hurt you anymore, they are there to help now. Remember and tell me what you see Kevin.”
His face went slack and his eyes took a distant look as if he were reviewing an old movie rerunning itself in his mind. Then he began to speak and the story he told, I’m still reeling from hearing.
“I was part of a small team sent down to Colombia to help train legitimate military officers in an effort to help that government root out the corruption that had torn the cities and provinces apart. It took months for the arrangement to be hammered out through the State Department, but finally approval was given for a small cadre of experienced enlisted personnel to come down and train people that would train others in hunting down and destroying the cocaine processing areas.” Kevin started to explain slowly.
“We started with a large group of men and sectioned them off into groups of 50 or so. After a few weeks some of the less desirable and less motivated men were eliminated, and we were left with a group of men that had decided that they wanted to take their country back from the cocaine drug lords that had all but destroyed their way of life. They wanted to see their families and their children grow and prosper in a country that was safe to move around in and that had a stable and fair government, one that could produce real products and do actual good in the world for a change.”
“One evening several weeks into the training, we had just returned from some twilight training maneuvers, word came that there had been an assassination attempt on the local provincial governor and that it was suspected rebels were behind the attempt. An official request was made that we go out and track down and if possible, apprehend the rebels that made the attempt. The men were anxious to go out and capture these criminals, to make an example of how things should be done and to show that these actions would no longer be tolerated.” Kevin continued on with what sounded almost like pride in his voice.
“We headed out to the outskirts of the city to the last known location of the suspected rebels, and found evidence that they took off into the jungle to attempt an escape. We gathered up all our equipment and headed out in a loose squad formation following the trail of the ones fleeing ahead of us. We found evidence here and there that lead us deeper into the jungle, but nothing to indicate that it was more than just a handful of men at most that we were following.”
“After going several miles deeper into the dense jungle, we came across a cocaine processing camp that had been trashed by men and gunfire. I had my men fan out to investigate what had happened. We could still smell the strong odor of cordite and gunpowder so we knew that this had happened very recently. Upon further inspection we found the bodies of the processors, they were mutilated with acid dumped on their hands as well as their faces.”
“I remember it looking like somebody took a five gallon bucket of red paint and tossing in a half stick of dynamite, the blood was everywhere… on the trees, the ground, equipment, and all of it still fresh.” Kevin said quietly. “I never knew so much blood could come from just a handful of men.”
“I got the men as settled down as best I could, they were not unaccustomed to violence, but this level of it seemed to have shaken them. We could see where the trail continued deeper into the jungle, and I gave the men the option of going back or trying to follow the rebels to capture them. They all agreed that they wanted these men to stand trial and be held accountable for the attempt on the governor, and that we should continue on.” Kevin said quietly.
“We marked the location of the processing camp on the map for the Intel division to log, and then continued following the trail of the men that came through here deeper into the jungle until suddenly we heard screams ahead of us. I lined up the squad in a defensive formation and slowly moved us forward. That’s when all hell broke loose. Men started running towards us screaming things that make no sense…. I am fluent in Spanish, and mainly what I could make out were cries to the Virgin Mary and Jesus to save them, but they were running directly at us with guns blazing.” Kevin said with confusion in his voice.
“I ordered the squad to open fire on them thinking we were being ambushed. Then both my men and the one’s attacking us started dying all around, blood gushing from impossible wounds, men were decapitated before our eyes by unseen weapons. Shadows in impossible shapes came and went, leaving a trail of death and destruction behind them.
I screamed for the squad to disengage, and head back to the last rally point, and when we got there I realized that of the forty men that started the mission, and entrusted their lives to my experience, only ten had barely escaped with their lives.”
I could hear the pain and anguish in Kevin’s voice as he relived what he thought was probably one of the worst failures in his life. I would have given anything at that point if I could make that pain go away and never have to hear it again.
“After we returned to the base and filed an after action report to my commander, I and the remainder of the squad were secluded in air conditioned barracks given hot showers, a hot meal and a heavy sedative. After we woke up, we had another hot meal, and then went into another room for debriefing by the intelligence officer and a man that none of us had seen before.”
“After the formal debriefing we were introduced to the man who was referred to only as Doc, and supposedly an expert on what happened in the jungle. Doc explained to us that he had been out to both the processing camp and site of the confrontation to investigate what happened. He then introduced himself as a preternatural expert and explained that what they stumbled into last night was a cocaine processing camp owned by vampires, and that the rebels were mistaken by vampires as soldiers for a rival vampire faction… a vampire turf war for processing areas of cocaine and other illegal drugs and that both the rebels and our squad had gotten caught up in the slaughter.”
“After several colorful expressions of disbelief and anger at what was thought to be a bad joke at our expense, in a couple of different languages, Doc said he had something to show us.”
“What did he show you Kevin?” Aunt Jacquie coaxed him gently.
“He started pulling out skulls of vampires, and turned on an overhead projector loaded with pictures and examples of what he was talking about. Dear God I still can’t believe what he showed us….” Kevin trailed off. “I and the other men that survived the battle were given a whole new perspective and terrifying outlook on life… We suddenly had the knowledge that these kinds of creatures and many other kinds as well, actually do exist. That they aren’t just the imagination of writers and movie producers.” Kevin fell silent for a moment.
“Doc continued on with his presentation and he not only gave us proof of vampires but several types of Wereanimals as well such as wolves, leopards, panthers, lions, bears, and several different kinds of birds and snakes, all of it live in color and on film. Talk about a shock to one’s reality.” He said quietly.
“After much debate, it was decided by the officers that for our mental health and security of the information, we were hypnotized to forget what had happened. I guess that is why I was given a promotion and then full retirement at the end of my second tour; I guess it wasn’t a mistake in the paperwork after all.” He said realizing the truth for the first time.
Aunt Jacquie slowly let go of Kevin’s face as he finished his story, his eyes getting heavy and closing. “Kevin, my darling boy, you will remember the events you just recalled when you awake. You will be filled with a feeling of closure and calmness; the guilt you have buried is released. There was nothing you could do to save or protect those men. It’s ok to let it go now. Kevin you may awake.”
Kevin’s eyes fluttered opened and stared at her. Comprehension filling his baby blues and unshed tears for thirty men lost in his care, finally were released. Aunt Jacquie wiped them away and gently kissed his forehead. She gestured to Sylvie to gently pull Kevin back towards her to the couch. Sylvie gently guided our boy back. I took his hand again and covered it with kisses as I processed the story that just unfolded from his lips.
Aunt Jacquie shifted a bit in her chair then looked over to Sylvie. “Sílbhe if you would go into the kitchen there are fresh drinks for all of us in the icebox and fresh coffee and tea as well, please be a dear and fetch them for us.”
For one of the very few times I could remember, Sylvie didn’t argue or come back with a smart remark, she just said of course she would and, got up and did Aunt Jacquie’s bidding. She gathered up the old cups taking them with her as she left. I think she needed a moment to compose her own thoughts as well…. I know I sure as hell did.
*********
Chapter 6
Sylvie came back in carrying a tray with two large cups of coffee, a large glass of iced tea, and a large glass of iced Mt. Dew, and set the tray down on the coffee table after offering Aunt Jacquie one of the cups of coffee.
Aunt Jacquie took a drink of the coffee then set it to the side before turning to me and speaking.
“Children I want you to let me finish talking before you start asking the questions that I know you will have.” She then sat back in her chair and closed her eyes for a moment before she spoke again.
“I have an idea of what did this, but I don’t know why.” Jacquie started to explain.
Kevin bolted upright on the settee and opened his mouth to most likely ask what Aunt Jacquie knew, but before he could ask the question she said, “Kevin please just wait, it will be easier to answer your questions after I explain myself.”
He then sat back with Sylvie and nodded for her to continue, though I could see it was an effort for him to hold his questions.
“Its no coincidence that the attacks in St. Augustine are so similar to the one you experienced before Kevin.” She quietly but firmly told him.
“Kevin it seems as if the vampire whose troops you encountered in Columbia has been a very busy boy.” Aunt Jacquie stated as if were the most natural thing in the world to be discussing.
“What?” Kevin in a strangled voice got out.
“It’s not the attacks themselves that have me at a loss, but why? Why are the attacks centered in St. Augustine? There’s nothing there…” She mused, as if this was a small piece of a grander puzzle she could envision that we didn’t see.
“Kevin when you get home I want you to put out inquiries with the police departments from Atlanta down to Key West. I wouldn’t bother with the small towns but get the cities especially the ones with open ports and lots of shipping and receiving going on. Yes, yes I think that would be the best way to begin…” Aunt Jacquie told Kevin with as much aplomb as she would have given him a grocery list.
“Aunt Jacquie I don’t mean to sound rude but… What the hell are you talking about? What kind of inquiries am I supposed to make? Hi, this is Officer Kevin Wills of the St. Augustine PD. I was wondering if you have had a rash of mass mutilation murders lately?” You could feel the sarcasm dripping off of Kevin’s words.
“Yes, dear that’s exactly what I want you to do; though you might try using another tone with the other officers. It may get your farther along with them.” She replied as unflappable as always.
I had sat there this whole time not saying a word. I had tried to absorb Kevin’s horrifying tale of what happened in Central America. Now here was my aunt issuing commands and almost it seemed planning for war. Aunt Jacquie had suddenly transformed herself from retired college professor to Patton in drag. She spoke with an air of authority on a subject a retired professor of comparative religions should know nothing about. She was speaking calmly of decapitations and vampires like she would the latest spring fashions at a Junior League meeting. However, there was a strange rightness to it all. It felt as if there were pieces fitting together of my own internal puzzle, but I couldn’t comprehend the grand design.
Aunt Jacquie then turned her steely gaze upon me. I truly mean steely; her dark gray eyes were riveted upon me. It felt like she was accessing my soul, like she knew what I was thinking and feeling without uttering a word. There was an overwhelming silence suddenly in the room, but that wouldn’t last long.
Suddenly she ripped her gaze from me back to Kevin. Aunt Jacquie’s laser stare refocused onto Kevin accessing how he was digesting her revelations. Then mercurially she began again where she left off.
“Unfortunately it appears his rampage is expanding and he must be stopped. There are arrangements to be made.” Aunt Jacquie proclaimed before being cut off by Kevin.
“Excuse me but it sounds like you’re taking over the investigation.” Kevin interjected.
“Of course I am dear, this is my territory after all, and this type of behavior is not going to be tolerated.” She neatly informed him.
“Your territory? You don’t suppose my commanding officers might not have something to say on the matter?” Kevin asked her with humor in his voice. I got the impression he thought the old girl had finally fallen off her rocker.
“Don’t be silly young man, if all goes well your superiors will never know of my involvement. But yes this is my territory young man and I will defend it. There is so much more to this than you children understand.” Tones of almost despair colored her grave response.
A sudden chill ran down my spine as my aunt watched me with sadness touching her eyes. I got the feeling she was going to reveal more and that she didn’t really want to.
“You’re right Echo, there is more to be told and no I do not want to. I’ve tried to protect you… You have to know I’ve done everything in my power to insure you as normal a life as possible.” Aunt Jacquie said answering the thoughts that had never left my lips.
“What are you talking about Aunt Jacquie? I know you care. You helped when daddy died and then again when Peter was killed. If it weren’t for you I don’t think mama would have survived at all. I know you footed my college tuition, covering everything for college and I appreciate that.”
And I realized that I truly meant that. I had never realized until just now, how much I depended on my eccentric aunt’s strength. I thought back to those dark days, to my father and brother, both cops, both dead far too young, both killed on the job. I rifled through my memories of how mother’s grief swallowed her. How Aunt Jacquie was there to lead her back when it was too much for me to bear.
“Aunt Jacquie?” Sylvie tentatively asked. She had been quietly listening and taking it all in. But now as I looked over to her beautiful face, I could see the questions in her eyes. I forget sometimes just how intelligent Sylvie really is, I shouldn’t do that but it’s as if she doesn’t want the world to see it. All the flirting and playing are really just a cover for her, I suddenly realized. Though I think I always knew I just hadn’t thought about it before.
“Yes, Sílbhe. What’s your question dear?” Aunt Jacquie replied.
“I hate to ask such an obvious question, but how do you know about the vampires? You speak with an intimate knowledge of all… this.” Sylvie paused. She then gave my aunt one of her megawatt I’m-just-a-cute-harmless-girl smile and dropped the one question I certainly hadn’t had.
“I mean you’re not a vampire are you?” She breathlessly uttered, still flashing that innocent Bambi look, like that would save her if my aunt were a vampire.
I stopped breathing somewhere in there and I think Kevin did too. I didn’t realize that until we both let out our breaths when my aunt reared back her head and started laughing heartily. When she was finally able to stop laughing my aunt answered her question. I however didn’t find the answer that much more comforting.
“No, Sylvie I’m not a vampire. I just play one on TV.” She said as we all looked at her aghast at her reply. Then she broke out into another peal of laughter. I think this was the most jovial I had ever seen my aunt in a sort of macabre way.
“It was a joke, children. I am capable of doing that now and then.”
“Really I always thought it was against your religion.” Sylvie piped up.
“Sylvie you have no idea of what my religion is.” And with that statement my aunt stopped us all cold.
“All right. I suppose I should get down to business. Sylvie while I’m not a vampire, how do I put this…? I do work for one. That’s how I know so much about this situation you’re in. I am the Emissary for the vampire Ambrosine and have been since I turned eighteen in 1938. She is the reason I have had such a remarkable life even if I do say so myself. Ambrosine paid for my education, she has enabled me to lead a great and adventurous life. She “rules” for lack of a better term the vampire community here. So when I say this is my territory I’m quite serious, I have served as her agent for most of my life and taking care of her domain has been my true life’s work. She is the Supreme Sovereign Ruler of North America and Sovereign Ruler of Lower Eastern North America. Ambrosine began her reign of North America in 1800; she was the first Sovereign to come to North America and as such is Supreme Sovereign. She originally arrived in New York City and after a decade began traveling the continent. Ambrosine spent the next forty years on her travels and surveyed the continent during that time. As the Supreme Sovereign the continent was divided upon her wishes. She could have ruled the whole thing you know… But she chose not to. Instead she took the lands south of what is now Canada and east of the Mississippi River. She then appointed the two more Sovereigns. There is the Sovereign Ruler of Upper North America; his name is Renee Charles and the Sovereign Ruler of Lower Western North America, his name is Dom Gustavo.” She stopped then to take a sip of coffee.
“I think I’ve heard enough. Vampire drug lords? Sovereign Vampires ruling America? And you work for the head honcho? I knew you were eccentric, even a little strange, but I never thought you were…” Kevin thundered as he rose off the settee almost throwing his coffee cup. But Aunt Jacquie once again was one step ahead of him.
“Crazy? That’s what you were going to say isn’t it Kevin? Yes of course it is. But my darling boy you know, in your heart, you know this is true… I’m sorry you have not been spared the ugliness of our other reality. But I cannot change that. What you can do is sit down and finish hearing me out.” Aunt Jacquie calmly told him. She never flinched as his rage burned in the words he had thrown at her and I think in the end it was her serenity that got him to sit and listen once more.
“But Aunt Jacquie, you say it was vampires, monsters that are responsible for all this carnage and they need to be stopped, but on the other hand you sit there and proudly announce you work for the how did you put it? Supreme Sovereign?” He implored her.
“And as I stated before this type of behavior will not be tolerated. Ambrosine has ruled for almost over two centuries with a minimum of bloodshed and violence. She will not tolerate this in her lands. Ambrosine very carefully picked the vampires that were chosen to reside here. She handpicked them all. Those that would honor cherish and protect the peace she sought to create here. There are very few Vampire Cartels here that have anyone younger than two hundred years. Rogue vampires are not tolerated. They are sought out and destroyed. This is the most…civilized vampire Sovereignty in the world. And that someone would dare to encroach upon it is abominable. My Sovereign will not abide such behavior by Izabel’s Regent, if of course it is Mauricio and not some rogue. Either way these murders will be avenged Kevin you have my word on that. But not necessarily by the human police.” She finished her emphatic speech to reach once again for her coffee.
We all sat digesting this information. I was drowning in the implications of what she had told us. It was triggering some kind of déjà vu in me. I felt like I should know this Ambrosine, but I couldn’t could I? Then I remembered. It was vague but it was a real memory. The summer I was four my parents let Aunt Jacquie have me for like six weeks. We traveled quite a bit the first three weeks. She took me to New York, Chicago, and Atlanta… We did the tourist things of course, but also there were also “visits”, lots of “visits” to old friends of hers she would say. They were always very refined elegant people; I remember their graciousness to a little four year old. There was a tea party that was thrown just for me in New York, the carriage ride through Central Park and the rides on the carousel there. The private tour through the Lincoln Zoo in Chicago and the lovely picnic there and then there was Atlanta and the grown up ball I was allowed to attend. I got to dress like a fairy princess that night and was so delighted. Somewhere in the background of those memories was Miss Ambrosine, Miss Amber she told me to call her. She was so impossibly beautiful, so soft her skin, her hair shown like spun gold and hypnotically blue eyes that seemed to caress my four year self. Yes, Aunt Jacquie took me to her, to be, to be…appraised somehow? I looked at my aunt and everything I thought I knew crashed down around my feet.
“Miss Amber?” I whispered.
“Do you remember that visit Echo?” Aunt Jacquie asked me.
“Now I do, I didn’t until just now…” I barely got out.
“Yes she was quite taken with you. So pleased with you and so disappointed in me…” She replied sadly.
“She couldn’t be disappointed in you. She loves you too much.” I blurted out to her. The memory of the warmth of Ambrosine’s love for my Aunt washed over me in that moment.
“Oh Echo, it’s sweet of you to say, but I know my Sovereign. How do I put this…? I failed her.” She quietly said.
“But how?” I asked her gently.
“Because you sat there in her arms a bright star, a promise of a future, and I took that future from her. Our history dies with me, five hundred years of service dies with me.” Aunt Jacquie said with a note of sadness in her voice that I had never heard before.
“Five hundred years of service?” I asked bewilderedly.
“Our family has served Ambrosine for the past five hundred years, and I am the last in her Emissary line.” Aunt Jacquie informed me.
“What you guys are her servants or something? Like vampire squires?” Sylvie asked incredulously.
“That’s a very close analogy.” She told Sylvie. “However, Emissaries are a bit more than just squires.”
“Some Sovereigns and Cartel Grand Dukes have an Emissary line which serves them. An Emissary is their Sovereign or Grand Duke’s right hand. We are their human representatives in all matters. We act as ambassadors to other Sovereigns; we are their personal messengers to their liege Cartels, personal councilors, sometimes friends, sometimes even lovers. There is no one closer to a Sovereign than their Emissary.” Aunt Jacquie explained as if she was teaching a class at the university.
“In my case, in our case, in our family’s case the Bastian line has served Ambrosine for almost 500 years. We are; I mean we were, uniquely qualified for the job.”
“Uniquely qualified?” I said parroting her words again.
Aunt Jacquie looked at me silently and sadly, I could see her deciding something, something that she never wished to contemplate before. I could see the internal struggle in her eyes, and it unsettled me, as I had never seen such weakness in her before.
“All I ever wanted to do was protect you Echo, and now even that has been taken away from me.” She said quietly.
“It’s alright Aunt Jacquie, I promise whatever it is… It will be alright.” I reassured her. Once again I felt another piece of the internal puzzle click into place. Somehow I knew… whatever was about to be revealed was meant to be.
*********
Chapter 7
“When you say Emissary line, what exactly do you mean?” Sylvie asked. Her voice cut through the strained silence.
“An Emissary line is a family line. Our family in particular served Ambrosine in Europe, and when she came to this country she brought our family with her. The Bastian’s have been singularly devoted to her, our family’s purpose is to protect and guard Ambrosine’s interests. That’s the way that it has been up until now.” Aunt Jacquie explained.
“What’s changed?” I asked her frightened though to hear her response.
“Traditionally, an Emissary has only served her for twenty or thirty years at a time. Our family has always had inter-generational training with each new Emissary, with the retiring Emissary (so to speak) taking on the education and training of her successor’s heir. So we never truly leave Ambrosine’s service. Up until now she has always benefited from having several generations in her service. We are the strongest Emissary line ever produced. Other Sovereign’s have come to Ambrosine begging that she allow them to marry their Emissary lines with ours to strengthen theirs and improve their line. Which she has consented to for certain lines; she has allowed our young men to marry into them.” Aunt Jacquie continued on in the voice of a professor lecturing.
“What happened to our family? How did it just dwindle to the three of us?” I asked.
“Sadly enough it was something very mundane, to put it simply, it was disease. First we were hit with the influenza epidemic of 1910, which wiped out many members of our clan. Then in 1925 a malaria outbreak destroyed almost all that was left of our family. In the end all that was left were my immediate family; my grandmother, mother, and your grandmother, my younger sister Eloise. And myself of course.” She said.
“After my great grandmother succumbed to the malaria, Ambrosine had the remaining family members moved into her private compound. She still blames herself for not recognizing what was happening and protecting the ones that had served her so faithfully for so many generations.” Aunt Jacquie explained.
“I never knew.” I said. “How come I never knew?”
I was stunned at this rich family legacy that I never knew existed. I felt cheated somehow.
“You were never to know any of this dear, as I said the Bastian Emissary line ends with me, and as difficult as it is for me to accept that, I made my peace with it.” She replied quietly.
“Why does it have to end Aunt Jacquie? Wasn’t I good enough? Wasn’t mom good enough? Why does it have to end?” I demanded of her.
I felt as if a hole had been ripped through me, and it needed to be filled, filled with answers to these questions. With a few paragraphs my Aunt had changed my life, as another piece of the puzzle clicked into place.
“Helen was never meant to be the next Emissary my dear, your aunt Hanna was my heir. I tried raising Hanna in the family tradition, and for a brief while I thought it might work. You must hear a little more of the history to understand. After gathering what few of us that were left to her Ambrosine thought our family was finally safe. The winter I was eighteen she had sent my mother to her Cartel in New York. She was to finish making arrangements for Eloise’s marriage contract. Eloise was to marry the eldest son of their Emissary line upon her twentieth birthday. They would live here in Florida until they produced an heir to the line, any sons would be free to be returned to New York for their family to rear. My mother had finished the final arrangements, the young man in question passing her inspections, and had boarded the train for the return home.” Aunt Jacquie faltered then her pain of the memories overtaking her cool professionalism that she had been employing to relate the story.
I sat riveted in my seat listening to the unbelievable tale that was unfolding. I stole a glance over to Kevin and Sylvie and they too were entranced by Aunt Jacquie’s story, both their drinks nearly untouched.
“My mother, her name was Celina, her train… There was a snowstorm in the mountains and the train wrecked. She didn’t make it. I had to take over her Emissary duties at eighteen years old. My grandmother finished raising Eloise, who went off to a Swiss finishing school when she was sixteen. She returned at twenty and married Harold Freemont as had been arranged by mother and Ambrosine.” Aunt Jacquie told me.
“Grandpa Harold?” I said. I remembered my gentle white haired grandfather who had…who had lived in New York until his death when I was fourteen. My grandmother had passed away when I was ten and then I remembered that they had been there on that trip to New York with Aunt Jacquie. I remembered spending one rainy afternoon in their apartment having a tea party with them.
“Yes dear your grandpa Harold. He was a delightful man and I could not have wished for a better husband for Eloise. I wish you could have been around your grandparents more, dear. I think it would have been good for you, but you cannot change what happened. They had your Aunt Hanna, your mother and your Uncle Hebert. When the girls were thirteen and twelve, your Uncle Hebert was I believe nine, your grandparents moved back to New York with Hebert.
“Uncle Hebert? I have an Uncle?” I exclaimed. How could I have missed having an Uncle?
“Yes dear. Do you remember the gentleman that rode with you in the carriage ride in New York and took you to the carousel?” She gently asked me.
I thought about it and remembered the elegant gentleman who had so patiently squired a four year old around Central Park and… and he had been there at my grandparents’ apartment also… I looked at her and nodded an affirmative.
“If when all this is over you would like to meet him again I would be happy to arrange it. He has always kept up with your activities, you and Peter both….” She told me.
“Yes I think that would be nice.” I told her. I missed the men in my family and it would be nice to have part of that piece of me filled again.
“I continued to care for your mother and Hanna. My grandmother assisted me until her death; unfortunately she died shortly after Hanna turned fourteen. Those are such tumultuous years for any teenager and it might have gone differently if I had had the support of my family, but we’ll never know will we? Your mother was such a gentle sensitive girl, Helen was easy to handle compared to Hanna. In fact Hanna began to take up so much of my time that I sent your mother to finish her high school education in New York with your grandparents. I felt that she would be adequately protected there. Knowing that the Cartel there would protect her almost as well as Ambrosine could. We knew that the next Emissary would descend from Helen, so her safety was as paramount as Hanna’s. Hanna was so full of life, so impetuous at times, but she was so talented she radiated with energy. I had such hopes for her. She understood the role of an Emissary, and her talents developed exquisitely. Hanna started traveling with me to meet the Cartels under Ambrosine’s jurisdiction. She spent hours in Ambrosine’s company learning her mind and how to anticipate Ambrosine’s needs. Then finally she worked with me to learn how to use and control her Emissary powers.” Exhausted Aunt Jacquie stopped and took a glass of water and sipped it. She had told us so much and there was something in the story that she told me that set off a new set of warning bells. What was it she had said? It was something about my mother…? Yes, that the next Emissary would descend from my mother…but that didn’t make since…
“Was Peter to be Hanna’s heir?” I asked her before I could stop myself.
“No darling, Echo there has never in five hundred years been a male heir.” She told me point blank.
I felt Sylvie’s eyes burning a hole through me. Then Kevin stared at me and as I was wondering why they were staring at me…it hit.
“Me? But you said the line ended with you? If it’s me… then why? Aunt Jacquie…” She cut me off before I could finish my incoherent babbling.
“Let me finish Echo. The answers will come with it. There is more to being an Emissary than just an agent’s duties. To be an Emissary, one must have special talents. Some would call us witches; these days one might be called a psychic. Our entire family has these gifts to some degree. But in each Emissary the talents are heightened and an Emissary has more than one talent. I for instance am a medium I can channel spirits, which is one reason I have such a fondness and respect for the spiritualists of Cassadaga. I am mildly empathetic; all of the Bastian line has a degree of empathy talents. I also have precognition, that’s how I knew of the recent murders Kevin. I can read auras to a degree, which is a talent I have had to work to develop. Your Aunt Hanna was a powerful empath and had telepathic perception; she could also read auras, but much more accurately than I am able to. Your mother Echo also is a mild empath and has some natural healing abilities, which is what made her a wonderful nurse. Your brother Peter, he had his hunches as he called them as you might recall.” She told me.
I thought about it and it actually made since. Peter always knew if a perp was carrying and what they were carrying. In a fight he could anticipate his opponent’s next move before they made it and compensate. It was kind of scary whenever I got to watch him spar. But those talents are what had made him such a great cop; they were why he made vice in Miami at such a young age. Unfortunately, they hadn’t been enough to keep him alive.
“But I forget myself, Hanna… Her Emissary powers had finally come into full fruition. She had graduated from high school and had been admitted to Florida State University, she had spent the summer training with Ambrosine and me. Hanna seemed happy to me; she gave the impression she was looking forward to her future. We were approaching the first ritual to bind her Emissary powers to Ambrosine. We would have completed the ritual and then she would have started school a few weeks later.” Her face closed down then.
“What happened to her Aunt Jacquie?” I asked her pushing her to go forward to relive what was an apparently heartbreaking memory for her. I hated it myself just then but there was this screaming need to know.
“You know what happened Echo. She wrapped her brand new Mustang around an oak tree one rainy August afternoon.” She told me quietly.
“But there’s more to it, isn’t there? It wasn’t just a simple car accident, was it?” I grilled her.
“No, at first that’s what we thought. But I found her journal later. It shocked me. The entries from the beginning of the year were so joyful; they reflected the girl I thought I knew. But as the year progressed her entries became darker, and confused. There was a newfound voice of insecurity running through it. Dark thoughts she wrote down, like she was haunted by something. It was almost as if someone else had made those entries. I had no idea she was in such psychic pain. I would have helped her had I known I would have done anything for her, if I had just known… I failed her. I failed Ambrosine… I failed us all…” Then my aunt’s famous iron reserve broke and tears for a young girl that died over forty years ago came out.
I moved from my chair and knelt in front of my aunt and put my head in her lap and held her. I tried to give comfort to her; I realized that for so many decades she had provided comfort for everyone else. But whom I wondered had given her comfort? Maybe it was time someone did.
“You didn’t fail her Aunt Jacquie. You couldn’t have known what was going on inside her.” I soothingly told her.
She lifted my head up and looked me in the face. “But I should have known Echo. What is the point of having precognition if I didn’t see it coming…? I should have seen it coming. I should have felt the darkness that was churning in her and I completely missed it. I should not have missed it. There is no excuse for it.” She told me.
“Oh Aunt Jacquie…” I started.
“No Echo, it was my job to know. To finish the education and installation of my heir and I failed. I could not fail again. So I made the decision after much soul searching and with Ambrosine’s permission to end the Bastion Emissary Line.” She told me, gradually regaining her composure. She smiled at me and then after a gentle kiss to my forehead indicated for me to take my chair again.
“There’s something else you need to know. When Hanna died, your mother had her first breakdown. You saw how she was when your father and brother died. What you don’t realize is that when Hanna, then your father and brother all died she experienced their deaths with them her bond to them was so great. She felt those last moments with each of them and it has scarred her soul.”
“When I called your grandparents in New York to tell them about Hanna; Eloise told me that Helen had fallen that afternoon screaming holding her head. She was screaming for Hanna and she collapsed. She was comatose for almost two days afterward. The healers in your grandfather’s family were finally able to bring her around. But it was months before your mother was anything like her old self again. I immediately went to New York and brought Helen back to live at Ambrosine’s compound until she was well enough to finish school. I had her tutored for her last two years of high school. By then she could function again and decided to enter nursing school. I encouraged her in that. Ambrosine and I had been in negotiations to arrange her marriage into the Chicago Cartel, but she was so fragile we decided against it. That and as we had agreed to end the Emissary Line it no longer mattered. Your mother had just started working as a nurse when she met your father; he was just out of the police academy and was young rookie officer. I swear it was love at first sight for them. He loved her so greatly and treated her with such gentle care, that I could not bring myself to end their relationship. I arranged for your parents to dine with Ambrosine and myself one night in Orlando. I wanted Ambrosine to see them together and after meeting with them she agreed that your father was the best medicine so to speak for your mother. We didn’t think with your mother marrying outside an Emissary Line that she would produce another heir. When Peter was born he displayed a small amount of talent but just enough to enhance his life but not enough for us to be concerned. Besides he was a male and there are no male heirs and as long as your mother had sons we weren’t concerned. Then for the next six years your mother didn’t have any more children, so we started making plans for a new Emissary Line to take over for me. Then I got the call from Helen that she was pregnant again, and you my sneaky little girl made your way into the world. All my plans to ensure that there would be no more Bastian Emissaries and here you came all squalling and radiating with power from the moment of your birth. Both Ambrosine and I were awed by the radiance of your aura. The depth of your power made my bones ache. I had to fight the urge to rip you from your mother’s arms and take you back to Ambrosine’s compound. My heart and soul told me you were my true heir and though it broke my heart we made the decision to bind your power. Ambrosine and I knew that your parents would never consent to giving you up to us. Your father’s face glowed when he looked at you and I had never seen your mother so content. As you grew older even with the bindings I could see your power bursting to get out. I had been contemplating unbinding you when you reached eighteen, bringing you slowly into my world to see how you would handle it. But then your father was killed and your mother had her second breakdown. I knew then my plan wouldn’t work, but held out a small sliver of hope. Then when Peter was killed that ended any thoughts I had on unbinding you. I felt it was too late to train you in my world and that releasing your power would make you too much of a target for those who would gladly take advantage of an untrained Emissary. Besides your mother needed you then, as you know even with the help I’ve given her Helen has never completely recovered. I am so sorry for that. Your mother didn’t deserve such sorrow. I thought for a while of sending her back to New York to the Freemont’s that maybe a change of scenery where there would be qualified people to care for her, but decided it would be too much of a strain for her to be separated from you. But now with these murders happening so close to you. I wonder if I shouldn’t unbind you. If it’s not too late...?” She concluded.
My head was spinning and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Somewhere along the way I had started hyperventilating. I didn’t blame me, but if I didn’t get my self together here soon I was going to black out. Then again that didn’t seem like such a bad option. But then I felt strong hands on my body; gently guiding my head between my legs and his rich baritone voice saying, “Just breath Echo…” I could vaguely hear Sylvie making a joke about what a lousy superhero I was turning out to be, I think I might have made a certain hand gesture in what I hoped was her direction. Then I heard the cackling laughter of one young voice and one old and thought gee, I’m sure glad someone’s having a good time here. When I thought I could finally sit up and hold a coherent conversation and not as terrified any more I sat up. I calmly took a drink of soda; almost wishing that I had something harder to drink at that point, gathered my thoughts and plowed right into it.
“So if I am to understand this correctly I am the last in a line of a supernatural dynasty? That I should have been some supernatural dynamo but because of some mumbo jumbo you did when I was a baby I’m not. That these supernatural powers that I don’t have anymore are genetic and basically been the cause of death of several generations of our family and is what helped drive my mother insane. They made my brother the super cop he was but weren’t enough to keep him from getting killed either were they? And now you’re saying you want to give me back these super powers for my own safety? My safety? And here I thought you really liked me.” I stopped ranting at that point, as I was back to no longer being able to think coherently again.
“Well yes. I don’t know that I would have put it that way. Actually I didn’t put it that way and you didn’t lose your powers dear.” Aunt Jacquie informed me.
“But you said…” I started whining before she cut me off.
“I said I bound your powers. I didn’t say I took them away. I just made so you couldn’t use them. I didn’t take them away even I can’t do that. Those are talents you are born with, probably a part of your DNA make up. No one can completely take away your powers Echo. What I did, how do I put this so you can understand? I put a shield around them. It’s as if I locked them in a room in your “subconscious” for lack of a better term and I hold the key to the room. Now I suppose you could take a battering ram to the door and break it down, but I wouldn’t suggest going that route. In the few cases I have seen it done, very rarely has anyone survived the process with their sanity intact.” She primly told me as if she were advising me not to take pure bleach to my hair to turn it blonde.
“That’s why I knew when the phone rang, both times, when daddy and then Peter…” I said.
“Yes dear, despite my bindings you still have some residual Talent. You seem to have some mild precognitive ability; it’s why you knew something bad had happened the nights you were informed of their deaths. It’s why you’re good at tracking. Think about it Echo you have never been unable to find someone a client has asked you to find or watch. You always seem to just “know.” You have gut instincts and hunches and you are almost always right. Aren’t you?”
I started to deny it and couldn’t. She was right. I felt a bigger piece of that puzzle snap into the larger picture. Things were already starting to make sense. Everything she said was true. I had shrugged it off until now; I knew it was odd but I hadn’t wanted to think about it. I didn’t analyze I just turned a blind eye to it. Then I had another thought. “Aunt Jacquie is this why I have trouble in St. Augustine proper? I always get this creepy feeling of being watched during the day, but at night it’s ten times worse. It feels not only like I’m being watched, but there have been times when I could have sworn that someone had tapped me on the shoulder, but no one is ever there.” I concluded.
“Yes, even with your powers being bound there is a residual effect. Combine that with your aura… You are irresistible to sprits, ghosts, call them what you like. When you were a baby you could see them and tried to communicate with them. You were like a light to a moth for them. It was another reason for your binding, since you weren’t going to be raised in my household there was no way for me to teach you how to deal with them. You had to be bound for your own safety. As it stands they can still recognize you but they have no way to get through to you. ”
It all made sense in a very bizarre way. It felt true; it didn’t feel like the ravings of a mad old woman. It was as if I discovered a missing part of me. A part I had not even known was gone. But now that I knew I wanted it. I wanted to be filled up to claim what should be mine.
*********
Chapter 8
“It’s not that simple Echo. Oh don’t look at me that way. Yes I can hear what you’re thinking. I can hear you a hundred miles away. You’ve always had me with you Echo and as long as I’m breathing you will. So get over it. You have to understand you aren’t some garden-variety psychic. You are an Emissary or would have been and as such your talents are not just yours to use however you might wish. An Emissary has a compulsion to serve. We must be bound to a Sovereign or Cartel. We aren’t complete until we do, if I were to unbind you… You would have to go into Ambrosine’s service, for your own protection if nothing else. Like I said earlier there are those that would have no problems with trying to exploit you, most likely kidnap you. Yes I said kidnap. You are descended of the most powerful Emissary line there has ever been. We are the best and there are those that have envied Ambrosine for our line for centuries. I’m afraid the temptation of your presence would be too much for some of them to resist and the last thing Ambrosine needs is a war. It would be a war Echo. A very violent and bloody one for Ambrosine would take the world apart to get you back. If I had at least been able to raise you it might have been different but you haven’t had Ambrosine impressed upon you enough. Normally Emissaries are raised around the Sovereign they will serve. Their scent or aura I don’t know how to explain this… Emissaries absorb their Sovereign’s very essence, so we know to whom we belong and so does anyone else. Our loyalty cannot be divided; it is to our Sovereign and only them. To unbind you now… Echo it is a lifetime process becoming an Emissary. It would be like trying to go from kindergarten to getting your PHD in physics in three months. It’s just not done. I don’t know if it has ever been done successfully.”
I thought about what she said. It made sense to let it lie, not to change my situation. But I felt like Pandora’s Box had been opened. I felt this great need to know.
“But shouldn’t it be my choice? Shouldn’t it be my choice if I want to be unbound? Shouldn’t I get the chance to make up my own mind? I want to meet Ambrosine.” A part of me couldn’t believe I just said all that and apparently neither could Sylvie and Kevin. They both shouted my name in shock.
“This isn’t a game Echo. You must understand if I unbind you… Your whole life will be changed. You will belong to Ambrosine. I belong to Ambrosine. There’s no quitting, no sorry I made a mistake, don’t want to do this anymore. It’s for the rest of your life. You have a good life Echo. You have two people you love. Please don’t look so shocked children. I know about your arrangement. I also know both of you love Echo; it’s a very delicate balance the three of you have achieved. It’s something to be proud of. I don’t think most people of are capable of attaining the level of trust and love that you three share, hell there aren’t a lot of traditional couples that can maintain that. But you’ve found one that works for you. If you are unbound Echo it will affect them too. This isn’t just your life you’re talking about changing; it’s theirs too. You need to think about this Echo, talk to Sylvie and Kevin. Are you willing to give up what you have Echo? Are you willing to chance leaving them behind?”
“I hadn’t thought about that.” I grudgingly admitted.
“No I didn’t think you had. You know every action has an equal and opposite reaction. I will however arrange for you to meet with Ambrosine. I think it is inevitable. There’s something about these murders in St. Augustine that disturbs me especially with your friend Jimmie being one of the victims. I’m too old to start believing in coincidence now. If it is Mauricio behind these attacks… Then we may not have any choice in the question of unbinding you. I’m sorry about that…”
“Why are you so sorry Aunt Jacquie?” I asked her.
“I told you at the beginning. I tried to give you a normal life. I wanted…”
This time it was my turn to cut her off. “You did Aunt Jacquie. I have had a normal life. If you hadn’t given me this life I would not have had the love of these two. And for that gift, I can’t thank you enough.”
“And now I may have to take it away…” She sadly stated.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” I told her firmly.
“I hate to interrupt… But who is this Mauricio you mentioned?” Kevin asked. I looked at him. I had been so absorbed in my own concerns, I had forgotten momentarily how this all affected him. But he hadn’t. The cop, the soldier in him was working. I could see it in his eyes.
“As I told you earlier Ambrosine is Supreme Sovereign of North America. Each continent has a Supreme Sovereign with the exception of Antarctica for obvious reasons. The Supreme Sovereign Ruler of South America is name Izabel. She did not divide up her continent like Ambrosine did. No, she did not care to share her power, except for with one. His name is Mauricio and he is her regent and her biological son. Don’t ask I don’t care to go into it right now about vampire biology and history. Izabel is civilized enough; however she has a blind spot and it is in the form of Mauricio. He’s a megalomaniac, sociopathic sadist and he hates Ambrosine. He has pursued her for centuries and she has always spurned his advances. When the Council of Supreme Sovereigns were deciding upon who would inherit North America; Mauricio in his extreme arrogance naturally assumed he would be chosen since his mother was Supreme Sovereign of South America. There is no way for you to imagine the rage he went into when it went to Ambrosine. The one woman who dared reject him now held his continent. What he saw as his Supreme Sovereignty was given over to how did he put it…? Oh yes, “that slave bitch whore of Georgia.” Ever since then he has sworn a vendetta against Ambrosine. He’s made it no secret that he’s out to ruin her anyway he can. He’s also out to create as strong a power base as he can accumulate. Not just in the Vampire community, he’s possibly the largest cocaine manufacturer in South America. He’s also the largest drug exporter in South America. He’s become very powerful in the past century. He’s been working to solidify his control of Central America; he’s been very active there for the past ten or so years. It sounds like one of his operations you stumbled upon that night Kevin. We’ve also in the past three months gotten communications from Dom Gustavo that he suspects Mauricio has started covert ops in Mexico and possibly Texas. Ambrosine has been working on setting up a meeting with Gustavo and Renee’ to discuss the situation. But if Mauricio has his butchers here… He calls them soldiers and many of them were at one point but he has created a small personal army to do his dirty work. They are a legion made up of vampires, those with no great power, except for brute strength and fighting ability and Werecats, mainly jaguars and pumas, and then some wolves thrown in for use as cannon fodder. I am afraid of the ramifications of what the presence of his soldiers here in Florida means. Regrettably there is not much more I can do than speculate until I can confer with Ambrosine. In the mean time I will be sending help to you Kevin.”
“You’re sending me help? No offense Aunt Jacquie, but I don’t think I’m up to getting buddy, buddy with a bunch of vampires right now. Much less let them in on my crimes scenes… I have to draw the line somewhere and I think I just found it.” Kevin declared; politely of course. However I could see that he meant to stick to his guns on this one.
“No Kevin I am not sending vampires to help you. Do I look like I would throw gasoline on a car fire? Please son; give me some credit here. No I spoke with someone you know before you got here and he’s agreed that we are definitely in need of aid. He’s sending two of his associates that are based here in Florida up to help. They should be arriving at Echo’s house by the end of the week. So if you stay over while they are here you’ll have to bunk up with either Sylvie or Echo because they will be taking up both of the spare bedrooms.” She informed us.
“And may I ask just who is coming to dinner Aunt Jacquie?” I asked thought it might be nice to know who was going to be staying at my house.
“Yes, who do you know that I know that’s qualified to deal with a psychotic vampire’s army?” Kevin so angelically asked.
“Doc.” She said. One freaking word and we were all stunned again.
“You know Doc?” Kevin asked starting to hyperventilate again.
.”Yes I do know Doc…. very, very well I might add.” She told us with this look in her eye.
“Aunt Jacquie!” I exclaimed.
“What I’m old not dead Echo and he’s quite the gentleman. We’ve known each other for about thirty years and… Well we’ve settled into a lovely friendship not that it’s any of your business. As I said he will be sending his associates that are based here in Florida out as soon as possible. They will either be at your house Saturday night or Sunday morning Echo. So I suggest that one of you might want to do some house cleaning before then.” She said with a stern look to Sylvie and me.
“Oh you do?” I asked her slightly stunned.
“Yes, and I think on that note it is time for you children and the puppies to get on the road. You’re losing daylight and have a long drive ahead of you. Take 95 home this time Sílbhe I don’t think they’re up to a long trip this time and don’t torture them with your cockamamie music young lady or else.”
“Or Else?” Sylvie asked her.
“Yep the wicked witch of east Florida’s swamp will get you.” Aunt Jacquie told Sylvie in her most terrifying voice.
Sylvie actually paled. Aunt Jacquie still had it. And as I thought about it apparently so did I.
“Yes Echo, you do my little one, you do. Please, please be careful on the way home and until all this is resolved. I know you’re always careful, but for now I need your promise you will be as they say on red alert. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you too.” My aunt told me. She stood then and so did I. She gave me a great lingering hug and I could feel the love she was trying to infuse into it. I drew away and looked into those steely eyes and for a moment saw those many decades she wore like a second skin. We smiled at each other and she drew back and looked at Kevin and Sylvie.
“That goes for you children also. I’ve gotten quite fond of you over the years and I will be quite unhappy if anything happens to you. And as you and half of North Central Florida know you never want to see me unhappy.” She sternly told them.
We made it out of the house and after much cajoling finally got the puppies back into the Tahoe. We settled into our seats and Aunt Jacque walked over and leaned towards my rolled down window to impart some last words.
“If anything else happens, anything unusual I don’t care how insignificant it seems I want you to call me immediately. There is too much unknown going on here to take any chances. I will be in touch with you Echo as soon as I have briefed Ambrosine and have an idea of what she wants to do. Kevin please let me know how your enquiries go. And Echo just remember… I’m only a thought away. Blessed be my children.” And with those parting words she started gather her small pack of dogs into the house for the night.
We pulled out of her drive way and started the trip back. It was a quiet ride to say the least, each of contemplating the strange conversation that had taken up most of the late afternoon. We did make a quick pit stop when we got to back to St. Auggie at the pub. We had dinner there so Sylvie’s parents could see that we were all alive and well. We left two hours later stuffed and almost relaxed again.
We finally arrived back home and Sylvie hopped out of the truck and immediately started getting more comfortable. I knew after having to wear “real clothes” for several hours that she wouldn’t be wearing them much longer. I opened the back hatch to let the girls out and they quickly hopped down and started sniffing around the front yard to make sure that nobody had trespassed on their territory and to mark anyplace that they might have missed earlier.
Sylvie had already gotten her shirt off and was headed through the gate to the back yard by the time I had looked up and I saw her bra straps slip off her shoulders as the puppies chased behind her before the gate shut.
I locked her truck and started towards the front door, hearing the pump to the hot tub kick on as I stopped and checked to see if there was anything in the lock box from the courier.
Not finding anything, Kevin followed me in as I unlocked the door and went into the house and I heard him locking the door behind himself as I was taking off the shirt that hid my guns to hang on their hook.
I handed Kevin one of my guns as he went past me into the office to call the station to have some checking done around the areas that Aunt Jacquie had suggested and I smiled as I heard the familiar deep voice floating through the house.
I checked the answering machine on the house line and found the light blinking and hit the play button as I started to get more comfortable myself, anticipating relaxing in the hot tub with Kevin and Sylvie before heading up to bed.
The message was for Sylvie, something about working a couple different parties in Daytona this Saturday night and next, so I saved the message and then picked up the phone to call Uncle Charlie to let him know that we were all ok.
I started to dial the number to the station, the realized that he was probably home by now so I dialed his house instead and waited for somebody to answer.
“Good evening Danhill residence.” I heard from a pleasant feminine voice.
“Hello Aunt Evangeline,” I said cheerfully “is Uncle Charlie home yet?”
“Well of course he is hon, you know he always comes straight home from work. Is anything wrong Echo?” She asked with some concern.
“No, no nothing is wrong Aunt Evangeline; Uncle Charlie had just asked me to call him this evening is all.”
“Okay sweetie, Charlie said you and Sylvie were coming for dinner next weekend?” She asked happily.
“Well we were talking about coming soon since we haven’t been over since Christmas, but I will have to let you know for sure closer to next weekend.”
“I will start planning a menu for the dinner, here is Charlie.” She said
“Evening sweetpea,” I hear over the line that baritone voice putting me at ease as it always did.
“Hi Uncle Charlie, I just wanted you to know that Kevin is just fine. We had dinner and are just relaxing this evening.”
“Excellent, you can’t believe how relieved I am, that you’re the one that found Kevin this morning Echo. I took care of the car and paperwork, and I can let you have him until tomorrow afternoon, but I need him back by six tomorrow night for his shift.”
“Have Jimmie’s parents been contacted yet?”
“Yes they were hon; as soon as Kevin made the positive identification Chief Higgins went to his parents’ house and told them personally.”
“How did they take it?”
“About as well as expected sweetpea.”
“Do you know if they are at home?”
“As far as I know they are, and yes there is an officer watching the house, in case this was not random.”
I smiled hearing Uncle Charlie read my mind. “I think Kevin, Sylvie and I, are going to go out there in the morning, and see them.”
“Was there any information that was held back from them to upset them as little as possible?”
“Chief Higgens tried, but they both demanded the full details.”
“Okay, I just wanted to make sure that we don’t say something that they didn’t know and shock them even worse.”
I heard a small smile creep into his voice.
“That’s my good girl, you and that red headed hellion of yours take good care of Kevin, and keep a close eye on him.”
I almost laughed out loud at the memory of Sylvie’s version of “keeping and eye on him” earlier this afternoon.
“Don’t worry Uncle Charlie we will, he is in the best of hands.” I said
“I know that he will have told you by now at least part of what going on because of Jimmie. If something goes wrong and Kevin doesn’t snap out of this or he needs more time, call me as early as you can and I will see what can be worked out”
“Kevin seems to be doing a lot better, we will have him bright eyed and bushy tailed ready for his shift.”
“I have no doubts that you will girlie. On more serious note, make sure your doors are locked and alarm is set tonight…. just in case.”
“Yes Sir, Uncle Charlie I promise they will be.”
“That’s my girl. Now get back to Kevin and Sylvie, and have a good evening and I will see you for dinner next week.”
“I will be sure to let you know, Sylvie got a call this afternoon about working down in Daytona, but I don’t know any specifics yet.” I said.
“Okay, but if I don’t hear from you by next Wednesday, then I’ll tell Evangeline to go ahead and start cooking.”
I laughed a bit knowing that he would do exactly that, and if we missed showing up, that we would never live it down.
“I promise Uncle Charlie. Sylvie or I will be in touch.”
“Good enough honey, have a good evening and I will see you soon.”
“Night.” I replied to him as I heard the receiver on the other end click off.
I went upstairs to get undressed and put my other pistol on the nightstand, before grabbing some towels and wandering back downstairs nude since I knew Kevin and Sylvie already were, and grabbed three beers out of the fridge before stepping out on the back porch and laying the towels beside the tub before handing them each a beer and settling into the hot tub with them.
After about an hour of just relaxing and catching up with each other and discussing what had been revealed to us by Aunt Jacquie, I proposed that we all head to bed as it had been a long and stressful day.
I got up out of the hot tub and started toweling off and reached down to collect the empty beer bottles and went into the house to drop them in the recycle bin.
I heard Sylvie and Kevin heading upstairs with Tasha and Dutchess following them, as I went to the front of the house and set the alarm bypassing the motion detectors, (I certainly didn’t need the animals setting it off if they started playing) and activated it before getting a large glass of ice water and heading upstairs to get comfortable with the two people I loved the most for a good nights rest.
*********
Chapter 9
Sylvie and I awoke to the smell of frying bacon wafting up from the kitchen and not finding Kevin lying between us. I rolled over and kissed Sylvie’s offered lips before disentangling myself from the sheets. I grabbed my short satin robe and slipped it on before padding downstairs following the smells of a fresh cooked breakfast.
As I walked in I first saw Dutchess and Tasha sitting in perfect form watching Kevin intently, probably hoping for him to toss them some of the bacon that smelled so good. I walked up behind him and wrapped my arms around that well defined body, hugging him to me and pressing my mostly nude body up against him, relishing the feel of his body next to mine.
I heard Sylvie come padding in and smiled as she walked up beside him wearing as much as she did the day she was born and watched as she pulled his head down for a good morning kiss that more resembled somebody checking his tonsils.
Kevin leaned back up and said, “Good morning to you both. Bacon is almost done the kitties already had some, now I just need to know how you both want you eggs.”
“Scrambled for me.” Sylvie said
I elected for over easy and some toast.
After we all finished eating and the puppies had licked our plates clean, the dishes were put in the dishwasher and we all went to put some type of clothing on, which for me consisted of a light pair of jogging shorts and a thin t-shirt.
Sylvie came out of her room wearing a silk robe tied loosely at the waist and found me sitting at the computer doing internet research on the preternatural and psychic abilities with a confused look on my face.
“What you got there hon?” She asked.
“Well it seems I have more questions than answers.” I replied a bit disgusted.
“What do you mean?” She asked me.
“Well near as I can tell there are not any decent reference books on psychic abilities short of doctorate level text books, and I haven’t been able to find out anything on Wereanimals, or vampires except for what is written in fiction. The books that are out there on psychic ability give multiple theories on why people seem to think they have such abilities, but all of them seem to say much the same thing. That no real magic or ability has actually been witnessed or recorded, aside from somebody being able to move a paperclip or some such thing.”
“Near as I can tell, anybody that might have been able to point me in a direction, or answer more than cursory questions has a PhD, a couple dozen other degrees and eight secretaries to get through to be able to speak to them.” I said with some frustration.
I heard the phone ringing in my office and grumbled as I got up from the computer and hurried into the office to catch it before the fourth ring when the machine picks up.
“Echo investigations, we leave no stone unturned, may I help you?”
“This is Mr. Braide calling for Ms. Stone”
“This is she.” I replied a bit warily, wondering why he was calling me.
“Ms Stone, you did not do the job that I hired you to do.”
“Excuse me?” I replied quite surprised.
“I said that you did not do the job I hired you for Ms. Stone” he replied quite irritated.
“Mr. Braide I did expressly what you had asked me to do. I had your wife under surveillance and followed her after her yoga class to a motel where she and her yoga instructor Tiffany, engaged in the sexual acts that I photographed and sent to you. You have unequivocal proof of her having an affair, what more did you expect?”
“Well Ms. Stone, I was aware of the affair that she is having with Tiffany, and that is not the evidence I was looking for.” He said calming down a bit.
“Then why did you hire me and, what were you expecting?”
“As I said I wanted evidence of her having and affair with the tennis coach.”
“Mr. Braide I think I need for you to explain things a bit more since you are completely confusing me here. I did the job you asked, sent you the evidence and you are trying to tell me it’s the wrong evidence?”
“That is pretty much right Ms. Stone.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Well Ms. Stone, my wife and I have a prenuptial agreement. It says that if I get evidence of her having an affair with another man, then she gets nothing in a divorce. Unfortunately she is smarter than I gave her credit for.”
“I confronted her a while back about her affair with Tiffany, and she freely admitted that she was sleeping with Tiffany, but there was nothing I could do to stop her because of the wording of the prenuptial agreement.”
I stood there with my mouth hanging open.
“Oh shit.” I finally replied.
“Oh shit indeed Ms. Stone, look at it from my point of view…this is one of the few times in my life of having made the same mistake twice.”
“You did complete your contract as it was written; I was not completely candid with you. I apologize for that. To make up for this I am willing to hire you again to complete the job, and willing to pay full your standard fee plus I will add in your initial consultation fee as well for the difficulty I caused by leaving out this vital information”
I whistle softly. “That is a steep fee Mr. Braide.”
“I understand that Ms. Stone, but it was my oversight that caused this problem. Besides paying you twice, is still going to be cheaper than a divorce settlement and alimony paid to her.” He said.
I have to laugh to myself a bit knowing the truth of his words and mentally counting the extra fee he is offering.
“I will send you another standard contract by courier this morning and after I receive the signed copies back from you, with all the proper notations and notes I will restart the investigation of your wife.”
“I understand Ms. Stone, I will be in my office until late this evening, and will be expecting the courier. Good bye Ms. Stone”
“Good bye Mr. Braide.” I said to an empty receiver.
Guess he wasn’t one for formalities. Of course considering the circumstances I could hardly blame him. He had just cost himself a good chunk of change by omitting the information he just gave me.
I hit the flash button and then pressed the speed dial for my courier service to have Larry come by later this morning to pick up a packet that would be in the lock box on the front porch. Since Larry was my regular courier it was easier to give him a key to the box I had installed on the porch for times when I wasn’t here to give him a package or for him to drop one off.
I printed off one of my standard contracts and filled in the information by hand and left little sticky tabs indicating where Mr. Braide was supposed to initial and sign, then on sticky note that I attached to the top page I reminded him to recheck her schedule to make sure the information that I had was current.
I put the paperwork in an envelope and stood up from my desk, stretched and smiled ruefully, happy for the work but not with the particular task. I had to grin though knowing that I would at least be entertained keeping track of Mrs. Braide.
I went out into the main house and unlocked the front door, went outside and put the envelope in the box for Larry, making sure that the lid was secured. Dutchess had wandered out behind me and was meandering around the front yard, so I sat down on the stoop to wait for her to finish inspecting, looking up seeing the clear blue sky that you only see this close to the coast.
I sat thinking on all the revelations of the past twenty-four hours, wondering idly how many times I had actually met Wereanimals and maybe even vampires, and had not even realized it. I had so many questions and so few answers and no real place to look for those answers.
How would I explain to one of my friend’s parents, one of them a cop no less, that a vampire had possibly killed their son? They deserved the truth, but I knew in reality that there was no way they could be told the truth. For one thing they probably wouldn’t believe me, and for another, how on earth would you have a trial without the whole world having hysterics?
Dutchess came wandering back and licked at my hand to let me know that she thought everything was as it was supposed to be, and I rubbed her tawny head letting her know that she had done a good job. I finally got up looking around thinking I was going in the house with more questions than I left it with.
Dutchess followed me in, and promptly spotted Ash, and decided that it was time to play and took off after him barking. I had to laugh at them because they often slept curled up together at the foot of the bed.
I followed the sounds of splashing to the pool where I found Kevin tossing a rubber ball out to the shallow end for Tasha to jump in after. She would fetch the ball for hours if somebody would throw it.
I sat down beside Kevin hugging him to me for a moment. Sylvie came out and sat down on the other side of him and curled herself against his side. We sat quietly like that for several minutes, each with our own silent thoughts before I spoke up.
“We should all get ready and head over to Jimmie’s parents house to find out when the funeral is, and find out if there is anything we can do to help.”
“What are we going to tell them?” Sylvie asked.
“Well we obviously can’t tell them what we know. They wouldn’t believe us for starters.” I answered.
“We tell them nothing except that it’s being investigated.” Kevin answered. “I’m starting to remember some of the things that Doc had told us in the debriefing. We have to be very careful in dealing with these types of creatures. They have no qualms of using violence or coercion to get their ways and keep their secrets. I won’t endanger more innocent people.”
“So what do we do then?” Sylvie asked. “Just sit and wait for the vampires to come to us?”
“At this point yes, Aunt Jacquie said she would be in touch with them, so for now we wait.” He said.
Sylvie and I nodded in agreement, both of us knowing it would be difficult, but as long as Kevin took the lead in answering the questions that Jimmie’s parents were both sure to have, I thought we would be fine.
“C’mon,” I said “we need to get cleaned up and head over there so we can get Kevin to work on time tonight.”
After a communal shower where we assured that none of us missed any spots (I thanked myself for getting the huge hot water heater since we all took our time in that particularly delightful activity) and just relaxing in the warmth and closeness of all three of us being together again, we got dressed.
Sylvie had went down to her room and had come out wearing what most would consider a mini-skirt, but for her was regular length, a dark maroon silk blouse and modest two inch heels with her hair brushed out falling down her back in a red cascade.
I had chosen a longer skirt that came about two inches above the knee and a dark blue button down blouse and two inch heels as well, with my hair in a tight French twist. I had added a lightweight jacket that matched the blouse that was custom tailored to conceal the bulk of my guns.
Kevin had always kept an extra suit in the guest bedroom for times such as this, and I knew that he has a spare uniform in there as well, but since this was not a formal gathering he had elected to go with a white shirt and charcoal gray jacket with a dark blue pinstripes and pants that Sylvie and I had gotten him for Christmas this past year.
We headed out through the back to the garage where my car was. A heavily customized 1994 Chevy Impala that I kept in pristine condition. I turned the key and smiled as the big block engine purred to life through headers and straight pipes as I eased the clutch out and backed down the drive.
The car was my first big splurge after I started doing private work. I had taken a simple case for an elderly gentleman, Ira, and he was so pleased with the outcome that he insisted on buying the car for me, and having all the modifications done that I had wanted. I didn’t want to accept the car at first (well I wanted it but), having visions of Anna Nicole Smith and irate relatives hounding me and calling me all kinds of nasty names. It turned out all right in the end; he wasn’t looking to be my sugar granddaddy. It happened that Ira was just a sweet southern gentleman in every way and had about as much money as Oprah, and nobody to share it with. I still get cards on every holiday and the occasional phone call from him too.
We pulled up to the Pasternak home and parked across the street, and the first person I recognized when I got out of the car was Tony. Tony had started on the job the same time as my, Kevin and Jimmie’s dads did. He and Mr. Pasternak had been partners for several years before Jimmie’s dad got promoted and started behind a desk. Tony was another unofficial member of my family, not quite as close as Uncle Charlie, but I knew he always kept a loose watch over my mom and me. I walked over to Tony and hugged him lightly. “Hey there Tony, I didn’t know that they had you standing by out here.”
“I just got here a few hours ago. Last night I was helping out the forensics unit out. Jacksonville is supposed to be sending a couple people down to help out but they won’t be here until later today. So I decided to come do baby-sitting duty here this morning. Unfortunately, there’s not much else I can do for James and Sonya right now.”
I smiled a bit. “I’m glad to see you anyway. Nice to know Mr. Pasternak has someone he knows watching Sonya right now.”
Sylvie and Kevin came walking up behind me, and we visited for a moment before moving off towards the house with Sylvie tossing a wink and a smile over her shoulder to Tony that would melt a heart of ice.
I rang the bell and listened to the deep resonance that I was so familiar with, and waited for somebody to answer the door. I heard footsteps and took a slight step back from the door. As it opened I could see the grief drawn across Jimmie’s mothers face as she smiled weakly and invited us into the house.
Even in mourning she was still dressed neatly. Dove gray slacks perfectly creased down the leg and a matching silk blouse without a wrinkle and her hair neatly done up in a bun.
The three of us sat down on the couch and waited as Mrs. Pasternak took a chair opposite us.
“I am so surprised to see you kids so quickly.” Sonya said. “I knew that as soon as you guys knew what happened that you would all be here. I appreciate your coming too Sylvie.”
“Where is Mr. Pasternak?” I asked gently.
“Oh, James went down to the funeral home to see to the arrangements for the service and funeral, I just couldn’t bring myself to go there. I am so afraid of having to do this I don’t even know what I am doing.”
I watch Sonya fight back tears and partially win as a tear slipped down her face.
“When did Jimmie get back into town, none of us has heard from him in months, he didn’t even tell us he was coming close to home.”
She actually smiled a little. “Jimmie was making it a surprise. The band had just come off of their European tour and they all were taking at least six months off before starting to record again.”
“Jimmie decided that he wanted to buy a home here, so with our help we arranged a meeting with an agent and he picked out the house he wanted. They closed the deal three days ago, and he made arrangements to have furniture and the whole deal shipped to the house.”
“He had just gotten into town that morning, and was setting things up in the house to surprise everybody this weekend.”
“Yes that sounds like something he would do.” I said as my eyes started to burn with tears.
“I am so sorry kids I don’t know where my manners are today, would any of you like something to drink or a bite to eat?” Sonya asked.
We were saved from having to answer by Kevin’s pager going off right then. He hit the button to stop its incessant beeping and looked to see what the message was.
“Oh, boy,” Kevin said. “Chief Higgens is paging me personally. I had better call and see what he wants.”
Kevin stood up and went into the hallway and dialed the station and we heard a very brief one-sided conversation of “yes sir” and “no sir” several times before he clicked off his cell and came back in the main room.
“Chief Higgens wants me to come in early this afternoon to go over a few things before I get out on the street tonight.” Kevin started explaining.
“I understand Kevin” Sonya said. “I’ll call Echo when James get home and let her know when the funeral is.”
We all got up and each hugged Sonya as we went out the door back out to my car. I got back behind the wheel and started it up with a wave to Tony and started heading back to the house, as I looked over at Kevin.
“So what did Chief Higgens really want hon?” I asked him.
“Well, he actually does want me to come in early today, seems the phone calls that I had made last night generated some odd answers and he wants to ask me about that but I will almost lay money that Dr. Kindra will be there waiting to talk to me as well.”
I knew Dr. Kindra; she was the psychologist that the department kept on retainer for departmental emergencies, and officer involved shootings.
“I guess I can’t bet against you on that one dear, Chief Higgens takes the psychology angle very seriously, after what happened in New York a few years ago.”
“Well it may be departmental procedure, but it doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.” He said ruefully.
“She just wants to help babe, you know as well as I do that all the officers are watched closely when something like this happens.” I reminded him.
As we headed back to the house, we stopped and got some sandwiches to eat when we got home. We got home and Sylvie unlocked the door as I unlocked the box to see if Larry had been by and sure enough there was a package from Mr. Braide.
“Damn, he is in a hurry.” I mumbled to myself. I made a note to have the courier company to make sure they billed him for the time Larry had to sit and wait for Mr. Braide to fill out all the paperwork. I sure as hell wasn’t paying that time.
I went into the office and laid the packet on my desk and jotted the note about Larry down on a sticky note and put it on the package then went back into the main house to see Kevin coming out of the spare room with his uniform partially on.
“Kevin your duty belt is over on the china cabinet, ummm…” I kinda trailed off.
“What babe?” He asked with some concern.
“Would you consider a lil bit better backup out there? I mean something with more punch to it that just your thirty-eight.”
“Well it’s not a bad idea, but I don’t think I have time to head back to the house.” He said.
“Well you could carry my Smith & Wesson .40 tonight.” I suggested.
He smiled at the suggestion and came over and gave me a hug.
“Thank you sweetie, I am not sure how I would have gotten through yesterday if it wasn’t for you and Sylvie taking care of me.”
“Thank me by taking extra care out there babe. I don’t want to lose you too.” I said softly as I hugged him back.
“I promise double body armor and heavier back-up until whatever is doing this is stopped. The Smith is in the safe?” He asked.
“Yeah, second shelf on the right.” I said as I felt his warmth seep into me.
He let me go and went into the office and came back with my back-up pistol and a spare clip, heading over to the couch I watched as he put his foot on the edge of the coffee table and fastened the sub-compact to his ankle and settle the pants leg back over it.
“I see why you like this gun Echo it’s nice and light but has a good grip. How is it loaded?”
“It’s a staggered magazine, Mag-Safe safety rounds then Federal hollow points.” I answered.
Kevin looked at me and blinked a few times.
“I forgot that dad taught you to always play for keeps. I’ll be careful with it.” He said quietly.
Kevin finished buttoning his shirt as he went into the dining area and sat down at the table with Sylvie to eat his lunch before we dropped him at work.
*********
Chapter 10
We dropped Kevin off at the station so he could go and talk to Chief Higgins, and Sylvie and I headed up to Jacksonville to do a drive-by of the Braide house to see if Mrs. Braid was home or out at yoga or tennis lessons. As we drove by I could see her Mercedes in the driveway, and no other cars parked behind her, so I circled the block and stopped a couple houses short to where I had a clear view of her car. This was the tedious part of surveillance, just sitting and watching, but it gave Sylvie and me a chance to talk a bit about what we had been told yesterday by Aunt Jacquie and Kevin.
“Well I guess you were right about one thing hon,” I told Sylvie with a wry grin “Aunt Jacquie is a witch.”
“I am really confused Echo,” She said quietly “I mean what am I supposed to think of all this? It’s like a John Carpenter movie gone bad. I mean c’mon, Vampire drug lords, packs of Wereanimals, Supreme Sovereigns, Emissaries, secret wars, and not to mention that you have all these powers that have been inside you for all these years.”
I took her hand in both of mine, and looked into her beautiful green eyes.
“I am scared too sweetie, but we can get through this. Aunt Jacquie wouldn’t do anything that would put us in danger, in fact if I understand everything she said, this is something that is normal for my family.” I said to her softly.
“Yeah, that’s the way I understood things as well, it’s just a lot to have dropped on a person at one time.” She said.
“Well look at it this way babe,” I said half jokingly “living with me is never dull.”
Sylvie looked back to me and gave me that smile that I fell in love with so long ago, that smile that was her real one, and just for me.
I looked up catching movement out of the corner of my eye and point towards the woman checking the mailbox.
“There she is, Mrs. Braide, she’s the one I have been chasing all over half this silly county trying to catch her in bed with somebody.” I said.
“She is kinda cute,” Sylvie observed. “But she isn’t my type.”
“Mine either,” I replied. “But her yoga teacher likes her just fine.” I half laughed relating to Sylvie the story of her and Tiffany’s late night tryst at the Sea Side Motel.
“Well it sounds like you already caught her then.” Sylvie said.
I then proceeded to explain the phone call from Mr. Braide yesterday, which by the time I was done she was laughing so hard tears were coming out of her eyes.
After she calmed down I pulled out my dossier on Mrs. Braide and started reviewing it for new information. Sylvie pulled out her PDA, her date book and cell phone trying to decide if she was going to take the Daytona gigs. She decided to definitely do the gig tomorrow night and we were debating her taking the one next weekend when the late afternoon rain hit. Wind and rain pounded the car while thunder muttered loudly and lightning gave its own display of light as we chatted and worked in the car with me keeping a loose eye on the Braide residence. After about a half an hour I guess it was about 5:30 or so the rain had let up to a light drizzle when a car pulled into the driveway. I perked up and started taking pictures until I realized the driver was it appeared to by some kind of Asian food delivery guy. From what I could tell he was a good-looking Japanese guy in his late teens. I looked closer through the lens and spied a small sign in the back window for Tanaka Sushi. She answered the door about a minute after he rang the bell and he went in. I put the camera away feeling slightly disappointed. I had hoped that it would be her mystery lover appearing in the drive and I could go home and not worry about this case anymore. But noooo…it was just a delivery guy. Sylvie commented that sushi actually sounded pretty good to her so I pulled out and we drove over to Tanaka to have dinner before driving back to home for the night.
It had just gotten dark when I pulled back out onto the highway to head home. It was a typical humid and sultry Florida night; we had the windows cracked with the air conditioning blasting. I had popped the moon roof and we sang along to the Goo Goo Dolls as we drove down. We were about half way home when I decided to keep an eye on the dark gray Lexus that had gotten on the highway with us. It was about 8:00 and not a lot of traffic on the highway. It was too early for the partiers headed out for Friday night fun. They had kept up with us when we first got on the highway but had dropped back and had stayed around 300 feet behind since then. I just had an uneasy feeling about that car. I didn’t have any reason to; it was a route that was taken by just about everybody. They could be tourists heading back to their hotel for all I knew and yet that little voice in the back of my head and the tugging in my gut said other wise. After my afternoon with Aunt Jacquie yesterday… I decided that listening to that voice wasn’t such a bad idea.
Sylvie noticed I had stopped singing and was paying closer attention to the mirrors and she got a quizzical look on her face as she watched me for a moment.
“What’s wrong Echo?” she asked me.
“Nothing’s wrong hon.” I told her.
“Yes there is, you’ve been watching the rearview mirror for the past couple of minutes, now what’s up?” she asked again.
I sighed to myself knowing I could never lie to her, either I was that bad at it or she knew me that well.
“There’s a Lexus back there that has been following us since we left the sushi bar. They got on the highway with us, and have been trying real hard to stay back far enough that I wouldn’t notice them.” I told her.
“Well what are we going to do about it?” she asked quite calmly.
“Basically what I’ve decided so far is that we’ll take the next exit and stop at the Circle K. You go inside and grab us some drinks and see if they follow us.” I explained as I suddenly downshifted and dove onto the exit ramp at the last second.
I saw the light at the intersection change to yellow and dropped into second with a roar of power and squeal of tires as I barreled through the light, as it turned red.
We pulled into the parking lot right in front of the doors, and Sylvie hopped out and went inside. I kept one eye on her and the other on the entrance to the parking lot in the rearview and swore softly to myself as I saw the Lexus go past slowly and turn into the 7-11 across the street and just sit there ready to pull out when I did. I grabbed my camera from the backseat where I had put it before leaving the Braide’s house. I took some quick photos of the Lexus, trying to get quick close ups of the license plate. When I went in for the closer shot it looked like there were two guys in the car, so I tried to snap photos of them too. I wasn’t sure if the photos would turn out or not. It was a toss; being almost 9:00 at night and with only parking lot light, not to mention the moisture on my windows from the earlier rain. I put the camera back into place satisfying myself that I had done as much as I could.
I then reached under my suit jacket, reassuring myself that my side arms were easily accessible as Sylvie came out carrying Mt. Dew for me, and an iced tea for her. She slid back into the car with the grace of a cat and handed me my soda before putting her seatbelt back on.
“Okay now what?” She asked light-heartedly.
“Now,” I said bracing myself for the forthcoming outburst, “we go by your parents’ pub and I drop you off while I figure out what these idiots want.”
“Like hell I am being dropped off.” Came her expected, outraged shout.
I dropped the car into gear and pulled back out onto the road catching all the lights back to the highway and resumed our trip back.
“Sylvie baby,” I said quietly “I don’t know if these people have anything to do with what happened the other night, and I couldn’t live with myself if I let something like that happen to you.”
She sat there quietly for several moments, glancing in the side mirror occasionally.
“But what about you Echo? I don’t want you by yourself trying to take somebody on.”
“I wont be alone babe, I am headed straight to Marshall’s bar after I drop you off.” I told her.
Marshall had been Peter’s best friend all through high school, and was another son of a police officer that never went to the academy. Instead Marshall earned a scholarship to Florida State University to play football, and then made it to the NFL for a few years playing second and third string tackle before blowing both his knees out ending his career.
It was always funny seeing those two together, a skinny white kid and a huge black guy just hanging out, shooting pool or going to school games. They had been nearly inseparable all through school.
Instead of blowing his money on women or gambling or snorting it all up his nose, Marshall came home and opened up his own bar whose clientele was made up of probably three quarters cops, deputies, and highway patrol, and the rest generally women who went there because it was safe… and not just because it was a cop bar.
Marshall was big and black, 6’6 and 300 lbs of pure muscle, resembling a young Michael Clarke Duncan, and he didn’t tolerate any abuse of women in his bar. His mother and grandmother had taught him a great respect for women. I knew I could go there, and would have more help than I knew what to do with.
Sylvie nodded in agreement knowing that I was doing the best possible thing for both of us. She undid her seatbelt as we pulled into Flannery’s parking lot and gave me a quick kiss and admonished me to go straight to Marshall’s and call as soon as everything was under control, as she slid out of the car and slammed the door shut and darted into the pub.
I held the clutch waiting for her to get all the way inside before I dumped it spinning tires out of the lot and back onto the street. I looked again in the rearview and saw the Lexus hesitate before going past Flannery’s and continuing to follow me.
With a wicked grin I slammed the car down into second and let it do what it was built for… Run. Keeping one eye on the road and the other on my mirrors I saw the Lexus struggle to keep up. As I put some distance between us I reached back under my jacket and took one of my .40 calibers in my left hand and put it in my lap as I took a hard turn onto the street where Marshall’s was.
I squealed into the parking lot and slid into a space right in front of the door as I cut the engine and hopped out locking the doors. Gun in hand I eased around the front of the car as I saw the Lexus coming around the corner headed toward the pub. I opened the door and stepped in discreetly holstering my H&K back under my jacket as I went to the bar.
Marshall smiled as he saw me coming in and came from behind the bar to pick me up in a bear hug. I hugged him back genuinely glad to see him again. He sat me back down on the floor and escorted me to the bar as he started firing questions at me.
“Echo babe, where in the hell have you been? Where is that lil redheaded you always have with you? What in the world is going on? I heard something about Jimmie getting killed? Nobody is telling me anything.” He stopped suddenly looking at me.
“This isn’t a social call is it lil sis?” He asked.
“I am afraid not Marshall, I have company about thirty seconds behind me and I don’t know who they are or what they want.” I told him.
I watched Marshall go from friendly teddy bear to big brother protective mode as he stood straighter and squared his shoulders.
“Get behind the bar Echo. Stay there until I say it’s safe to come out.” He commanded.
I had absolutely no intention of disobeying his orders, since if I did he would just pick me up and put me behind the bar himself if I ignored him.
“They’re in a dark gray late model Lexus. At least two of them in the car from what I could see.” I said as I moved behind the bar to where I could reach the panic button if something went wrong.
I watched him pick up a pool cue that I had seen him use to “negotiate” with people more than once, and move over closer by the door waiting. I smiled a bit watching him as I reached into the cooler for a cold soda that he kept for designated drivers.
After about two minutes of nothing happening and nobody pulling into the lot, Marshall opened the door and looked outside. After about a minute he let the door shut and put the pool cue back where it was within easy reach and came over to me.
“There is a Lexus out there like you said Echo, but its parked about a half block down and nobody’s in it. The only things I saw moving out there were a couple of very large stray dogs nosing around, looking for something to chase.” He said
I looked more than a little sheepish as I went down the bar to catch a couple of refills before coming back and apologizing to Marshall.
“I’m sorry I got you all excited over nothing Marshall, I guess what with all that has happened the past few days… It has got me on edge.” I said.
We sat and talked for about twenty minutes as I answered the questions that he had asked me when I had first come in, and promised to let him know as soon as I found out when Jimmie’s funeral was.
I stopped at the end of the bar and called Flannery’s to let Sylvie know that it was a false alarm and that I would be there in a few minutes to pick her up. I tossed my soda can in the trashcan marked for cans on my way out from behind the bar and got another hug from Marshall as I went out to the car. He stood in the doorway watching me until I was in the car safe behind locked doors and pulling out.
I kept a close eye on the mirror as I drove back to Flannery’s, and went over what had just happened in my mind when a new realization hit me… Those were not dogs that Marshall said he saw… they were wolves.
I swallowed past my heart hammering in my throat, and tried to think clearly as I pulled into the pub’s parking lot. I honked twice and unlocked the door as Sylvie came bouncing out full of energy as always, and got into the car with a large bag in hand that smelled really good.
“Da insisted on cooking dinner for us to take home. Fresh hamburgers and spiced onion rings like you like and French fries for me.” She reported as she looked over at me seeing the confusion and fear there she stopped cold.
“What’s wrong Echo, you said everything was okay.”
“It was, until I just realized something.” I told her. “We were being followed like I thought. They had changed into a disguise by the time Marshall looked out the door. That’s why Marshall didn’t see them.”
“What do you mean a disguise?” She asked. “Marshall would have stopped anybody you told him to.”
“There was nobody to stop.” I told her quietly. “He said the only thing he saw were two very large dogs wandering around.”
Sylvie thought about that as I pulled out of the lot, and when I glanced over to her she looked quite pale, having reached a conclusion similar to mine. She spoke again with her voice shaky.
“Oh God Echo, it’s all real isn’t it… everything Aunt Jacquie said is real. What are we going to do? How do we protect ourselves from something like this?” she asked.
“Well the first thing we do is get home and in the house and lock it down tight and set the alarm. Then I guess we call Aunt Jacquie and let her know that it has started like she was afraid it would.” I told her.
We pulled into the garage, and I handed the keys to Sylvie as I drew both my guns and got out of the car, bumping the door closed with my hip. Glad for the motion light I scanned around as far as I could see then quickly went to the side door as Sylvie followed me and unlocked the door. I followed her inside and breathed a sigh of relief as I heard her shut and lock the heavy door.
We went into the house and I went over to the security alarm panel setting the little used motion detector lights for the outside of the house before going into my office and opening the long gun safe.
Sylvie, reading my mind as usual followed me into the office and waited as I got some other weapons and ammunition out of the safe and laid them on the desk. I debated deciding to take the 12-guage shotgun with the pistol grip that had been Peter’s rather than the one with the short tactical stock that had been my dad’s. I also took out a full box of .00 shotgun shells and put it on the desk.
As I was closing up the safe I could already hear Sylvie checking and loading the shotgun, leaving the chamber empty.
Sylvie took the shotgun into her room and came out after changing into one of her robes for relaxing carrying the gun still with her. She went up the stairs ahead of me and into my room, proving that she intended not to let me too far out of her sight.
I followed her into my bedroom, and laid my guns down on the bed before I started getting undressed. I hung up my suit before sighing in relief as I took off the cursed bra that I had been forced to wear two days in a row now. I too put on robe, and then laid the shotgun beside the bed before sitting down and putting my pistols on the nightstand.
I lay back, relaxing, and catching my breath, while trying to organize my thoughts before calling Aunt Jacquie when the phone rang. I didn’t even have to look at the caller ID… I just knew.
“Hello Aunt Jacquie.” I said as I picked up the extension by the bed.
“How many were there?” she asked directly.
“I saw at least two, and my guess is that they are werewolves.” I told her.
“Wolves? That’s a new twist…” She trailed off. “Why do you say they were wolves?”
“Because when Marshall looked out the door the car that was following me was there, but it was empty, he said all he saw was two large dogs scavenging. I figure they shifted so as not to get caught.” I explained.
“You are most likely right on that point Echo.” She said with some discomfort. “The problem is if he is sending werewolves after you, then he is expecting to lose people in this process…. He uses Weres other than his cats as expendables instead of endangering his cats. Mauricio has been a very busy boy.” She added quietly.
“What are we supposed to do tonight? Stay up in shifts watching?” I asked.
“No there’s no need for that, you have your motion lights set, just bring the animals upstairs tonight and put the gate up so they don’t go downstairs and set the motion sensors downstairs and you will be fine.” She said with confidence.
“Okay, I’ll set it.” I said. “Oh and by the way, you said the Hunters would be here tomorrow afternoon right?” I asked.
“At the latest yes, I will call them after I hang up with you and let them know that there are Weres in the area already hunting you.” She said.
“I’ll be expecting them after sometime in the morning then?”
“Well no earlier than 10 am, but anytime after that they will be there.” She warned.
“’Okay, just thought I would make sure.” I said
“Rest well sweetie, you and Sylvie should be safe tonight.”
“Good night Aunt Jacquie.” I said as I hung up the phone.
I grabbed one of my guns off the nightstand and ushered the girls down the steps letting them outside, and stood keeping an eye on them as they wandered around the back yard sniffing and doing their business before coming back inside. I locked the door and set both locks before going to the front of the house and double checking those locks then set the motion detectors before heading back upstairs. I called the girls back up with me and the bounded up the steps and past me to lay down on the floor at the foot of the bed as I set the baby gate in place before setting my gun back on the nightstand and slipping between the covers with Sylvie.
*********
Chapter 11
I woke up around 7am curled up next to Sylvie and just lay there content to be held in her arms for a few minutes before I twisted around and kissed her awake. She opened her eyes and smiled kissing me back before we got up and went downstairs. I grabbed my pistols off the nightstand and took them down to the kitchen with me, not wanting them far out of reach after last night.
I made a quick batch of oatmeal and got some cold fruit out of the fridge while Sylvie let the girls out to go to inspect the backyard and go to the bathroom. She had brought the shotgun down with her setting near the screen door for quick access.
“So what’s the plan for today Echo?” Sylvie asked lightly between bites of her hot cereal.
“Well I was thinking about doing some Tai Chi katas while you were swimming this morning, then maybe thought we could take the girls for a walk before these so called “hunters” arrive.” I suggested as I peeled an orange.
“Sounds like a good idea to me.” She replied. “It’s hard telling what we will have to deal with after they get here.”
I picked up my guns and grabbed the portable house phone, before going out on the back deck with Sylvie. I watched her almost mesmerized as she stripped down and quickly braided her hair before diving into the pool to do her laps. I shook myself out of my daze and start doing my stretching and breathing exercises. I breathed deeply through my nose, the smell of the pool’s chlorine mixing with the slight but yet ever-present scent of the salt air while listening to the rhythmic splashes of Sylvie swimming. I used the sound to focus my mind and slowly turn my thoughts inward to calm my nerves.
After about an hour of breathing and moving through the kata’s I use for focusing, I noticed that the splashing had stopped and looked over to see Sylvie stretched out on one of the lounge chairs by the pool relaxing and watching me, waiting patiently for me to finish. I grinned sheepishly to her.
“Sorry hon, I just got lost in the meditation.” I told her.
“That’s ok babe, I love watching you do those… it looks like poetry in motion.” She replied.
I gathered up my guns as we went into the house and I went upstairs to change into something that didn’t look like an invite to a lingerie party, while Sylvie found some clothes to put on as well. I slipped my fanny pack on as I came back down, and found her in shorts, a mid-riff t-shirt and jogging shoes, holding the girls leashes in her hand while they sat at the door wiggling with excitement.
I went into the closet and grabbed a lightweight sports vest. I wouldn’t sweat to death in it and it has a special pocket inside for my .38. I slipped it on and double checked my fanny pack which held my stun gun and pepper spray; before taking the second leash from Sylvie and clipping it to Tasha’s harness and stepping outside.
We started walking at a steady pace that the girls set, occasionally stopping for them to sniff and do their business before moving on just enjoying the day. It didn’t take long to start feeling the humidity beginning to creep in along with the heat of the day. Sylvie and I chatted about her upcoming spin party tonight, and I listened and gave comment here and there to suggestions on what mixes would play well and when. I had seen her work a crowd into a wild frenzy with just music and then take them back down to a lull before building them right back up again. It had to be some kind of a rush I would think… to be able to have so much control over such a crowd of people; I could see why she loved doing it, and why she was one of the most popular spinners around. She was good enough that anybody that booked her agreed to her rather unique stipulations. She supplied the music, they supplied the equipment, and if anything went wrong with the crowd she was outta there. She had a reputation as the best and they treated her accordingly. Consequently she put everything into how she set up her music, the mixing and the order the songs were played in to get maximum crowd participation. She had yet to have any complaints, and rarely had she ever had to bail out of a show because something went wrong.
We were coming around the bend to the house when I saw a new Mercedes in the driveway and two men I hadn’t seen before standing on the stoop. I stopped short and put my free arm out to stop Sylvie from going any farther. I made a quiet motion and handed her Tasha’s leash. I motioned for her to go back and go in the back way. I was hoping she had her cell because I realized it was the one thing I hadn’t put in my fanny pack. She pulled out her cell and showed it to me and I nodded affirmative to her hoping she would be smart enough to call Kevin and not 911. I waited for her and the puppies to get out of the way and then I slowly started moving towards the house. I stopped on the closest side of the garage. I pulled my .38 out and slipped the pepper spray in my left shorts pocket and the stun gun in my right shorts pocket. I stayed close to the garage wall peeking out to check on them. When the taller one turned to peer inside the front door window and the shorter one had his back turned to me looking down the road I took my opportunity and with my .38 out I yelled for them to stand down as I ran from the garage to the front of the house. I told them to put their hands in the air and turn around slowly to face me. The taller one turned around and I got my first good look at him. He had long hair on most it would have been called salt and pepper but on him that description didn’t fit. His hair and short beard were that true steel gray and the hair that was still black gleamed like onyx. He had on a safari hunter hat, khaki cargo pants, and hunter’s vest. He looked like he ought to be giving alligator hunting tours in the Keys. He had dark blue eyes that looked almost amused. Amusement was not a look one normally saw on the face of someone who has a .38 pointed at it. The shorter one though not by much turned around and his face was definitely not amused. However he was one of the most beautiful Hispanic men I had ever seen, like a young Antonio Banderas. His clothes were definitely from not from some American Sportsmen outlet. If he wasn’t wearing Armani then it was something really damned close. His dark chocolate eyes were smoldering and it wasn’t from thoughts of making sweet amour.
“Okay, now for the introductions. I’ll assume your not here to sell me Avon or are with the Jehovah’s Witnesses. I want you to slowly throw your ids out towards me one at a time.” I told them. They looked at each other for just a micro second and I cocked my gun at them. The safari man did an imperceptible shrug and he slowly threw his wallet on the ground at my feet. The younger one pulled his out too; though it seemed to pain him to throw such an expensive wallet in the dirt. I was picking safari guy’s wallet up when suddenly Sylvie appeared out of nowhere holding the portable phone out.
I could have killed her. What the hell was she thinking bringing me the phone out here when I told her to get back? I could have just pulled out all her pretty red hair. However she was smart enough to stay back from the men at least. She took the .38 out of my hand and put the portable in it. I was about to scream in frustration when I heard Aunt Jacquie’s voice on the other end.
“Echo put your gun away and give them back their wallets.” She commanded me over the phone.
“What? How do you know?” I did scream that time.
“You know how I know. I told you I was only a thought away. Now stop making an ass out of yourself. Hopefully they’ll still help you. I told you they would be here this morning. I can’t believe you weren’t expecting them.” She chided me.
“I was but…” I stammered realizing a bit belatedly that the two men were the “hunters” that Aunt Jacquie had told me about.
“I know with what happened yesterday you went automatically into hyper drive. I guess part of that is my fault. I’ll explain what happened. Now give the phone to St. James and all of you get in the house.” She once again intoned.
I sighed and took my gun back from Sylvie and handed the older man his wallet back. I saw his Florida Drivers License as I did and noted that he was St. James. I handed him the phone and told him he had a call. I dropped the hammer back on the .38 and slipped it back inside my vest pocket. I bent down and picked up the other man’s wallet and tried graciously to give it back to him. He took it but still didn’t look very happy. Though he did no longer look like he wanted to drop kick me; maybe slap me around a little but I didn’t think homicide was any longer a motive.
I fumbled with my keys and opened the front door. I gestured everybody to go in and then I closed and locked the front door. The one named St. James still on the phone with Aunt Jacquie appeared to be in his early 50s and seemed to still be in great shape. The other one I placed in his mid 30s. As we were all getting settled Sylvie whispered in my ear that he looks like he could be a Hispanic GQ cover boy. I jabbed her lightly in the ribs and I heard my office phone ring. I dashed into my office to grab it, leaving Aunt Jacquie and Sylvie to undo my rather impolite mess.
I grabbed the phone on the third ring. I answered the phone with my usual Echo investigations ditty and found myself talking with Mrs. Pasternak. I asked how she and Mr. Pasternak were doing and told me as well as could be expected. They had some kind of company with them almost the whole time. Between the police department, their church family and even some of Jimmie’s friends; that Frank had been over trying to take care of her when James had to go out. Mrs. Pasternak told me that Jimmie’s funeral was set for Wednesday morning. I thanked her and we chit chatted a little bit. She let me know that SunVolt Riot had offered to play at Jimmie’s funeral, and while she appreciated the offer she told them that it wasn’t necessary. That she knew they would be grieving too. That they were also Jimmie’s family, that’s how he thought of them as his extended family. I got off the phone with her then, as she had started quietly weeping at the end. I could hear someone take the phone from her as I disconnected the line.
When I finally got out of my office I was slightly surprised to see Kevin. He had obviously come in while I was on the phone and the four of them were sitting comfortably in my living room. They were talking away like long lost buddies. For some strange reason they all got quiet when I came in. I smiled my most charming smile and properly introduced myself this time and apologized for treating them like burglars. St. James’ eyes twinkled and he introduced me to his partner whose name was Ruiz. He seemed to come down about three notches on the hostility chart.
“Well hell darlin’. I admit I was a little off put a first wondering why Miss Jacqueline had sent us to the home of a swat member. I was kind of wondering where your riot gear was the way you were acting. But then I looked at them pretty gray eyes of yours and just went well hell, what else would I expect from Miss Jacqueline’s girl.” St. James rather cheerfully told me.
“You are as succinct as always St. James. Personally I found the experience more like being greeted by a rabid rottweiler.” Ruiz threw in for good measure. I looked over at him from my seat I had taken.
“Did you just call me a bitch Mr. Ruiz?” I very politely asked him. However, I could feel the anger and frustration from the previous days building in me. The gorgeous stranger on my living room sofa was starting to look like a good target to take it out on.
“No he’s not. You did not just call our lovely hostess a female dog did you Matteo?” St. James forcefully but congenially said to Ruiz.
I could see a struggle between them but it was so subtle, that if you weren’t paying attention to their eyes you would have never noticed it. The male dance for dominance is always an interesting one to see but these two took it to an art form. It made me look over at Kevin. He just sat there; watching the two of them like a kid with a brand new Christmas present. It was odd. He didn’t even seem concerned about defending my honor, which was unlike him. Then I looked over to Sylvie who by her body language was very uncomfortable about the whole situation. That was odd too, not much ever bothered Sylvie. Hell she was one of the best diffusers of tense situations that I had ever seen. There was something odd going on here and I wasn’t sure I liked it one bit.
“No I did not mean to imply that Senorita Stone here might be a female dog.” Ruiz said looking not at me but at St. James. There was some invisible tipping of the hat going on that I sure as heck didn’t understand.
“Okay. So if you don’t want to be here why are you gentlemen here?” I asked. Screw proprieties, if you’re going to call me Aunt Jacquie’s girl then by goodness I was going to act like it.
“We are here at your Aunt’s request as you know…” St. James began.
“Yes I get that part. But it doesn’t take a scientist to see that your partner has some grave reservations about your being here. While I admit that we do need some help I sure as hell don’t need someone who doesn’t want to be here. Someone who might end up making one of us cannon fodder, because of his lack of professionalism…” I shot right back before Ruiz stood up and cut me off.
“Lack of professionalism? You, you, “bruja rencoroso…” You have no idea of what and who we are. We are Kni…” Ruiz almost shouted at me before St. James cut him off this time.
“Enough Matteo! Enough. If you cannot control yourself then I will have to send you home. I will contact the Brothers and have them send someone else. “¿Es este qué usted desea a pequeño hermano?” Is this what you want little brother? Is it?” St. James asked him soothingly.
I looked at Ruiz closer this time. I looked to see if I could glimpse Matteo in that mixture of urban sophistry and Latino passion. Underneath his bravado was a scared man and a tired one. He held that same look I had seen in Kevin. A soldier who had seen and done too much and suddenly I had some compassion for this strange man. I wondered just what had caused it.
“No mi hermano. No… You need me here and I will try to put away my prejudices for now. She’s right if I cannot control my emotions and prejudices I will end up getting one of us killed. And that’s not acceptable is it? No… My apologies senorita; all you really need to know is that we are part of an organization called the Order of Zorya and we specialize in preternatural situations. I assure you we will do our best to help you in this unfortunate situation. Once again I apologize for my behavior.” He concluded and before sitting came and gently kissed my hand.
I almost forgot I really didn’t like this man. I looked into his eyes and for a moment saw Matteo. I think he realized this and it startled him. He quickly sat back down. There was something about the name of his organization that rang a bell in the back of my head. There was something familiar about it that I could not quite put my finger on and then it hit me like a ton of bricks and it was my turn to jump out of my seat.
“She sent me fez heads? You’re, you’re fez heads and that’s supposed to fix the problem of psychotic vampires and deranged werewolves stalking me and killing my friends? Freaking fez heads?” I shrieked as I started to stomp towards my office to call my deranged aunt.
“Whoa there little girl you just calm down. We are not fez heads. Those are the Shriners.” St. James told me as he intercepted me before I could get past the couch. He gently pushed me back down it. While there was an evident humor to his words there was also an authoritative tone. I recognized it right off the bat, my aunt had it, my dad had had it, and Uncle Charlie did when he wanted to and as much as I hated to admit it so did Kevin. I worked on it but somehow it wasn’t as back of the neck hair-raising coming out of me.
Sylvie broke her long silence then and asked. “Fez heads? What in the world are you talking about Echo?”
“The Ancient and Protective Mystical Order of Zorya, that’s what I’m talking about. Sweet Jesus, I’m a cop’s kid and a cop’s sister and so on and so on… It’s a fraternal society for cops, ex military, firemen, and I don’t know what else. They’re like the Shriners and the Freemasons for guys with guns. I grew up in the Daughters of Dennitsa; it’s the female branch like the Eastern Star is for the Masons. Peter was a Son of Dazhbog and hell Kevin you were too.” I went on loudly
“That is absolutely correct Echo.” St. James stated rather calmly. “That is the public face of the organization. Don’t you remember your indoctrination ceremony? Don’t you remember swearing to protect humanity against the Wild Wolf and the end of days? To keep him bound forever on his chain to keep …”
“…humanity safe from the end of days.” I finished for him. “But that’s all taken from mythology. It’s ritualistic mumbo jumbo, part of the process to make you feel special. I mean making us memorize the organization’s history. You know Kevin. How the Zorya’s started out as an offshoot of the Roman Legions. Their original Legion was under the command of Julius Cesar when he sacked the Gaul in fifty something BC. They were originally formed to put down the first vampire rising. I mean who in the world would believe anything like that?” Suddenly I was stunned by my own question. It tumbled down on me suddenly that maybe all that I thought was complete made up bullshit was real. I started hyperventilating again St. James pulled me down by him on the couch.
“It’s okay little darlin. It’s okay. I know you’ve had to tackle a lot in the last couple days. But I swear that we’re going to help you now.” St. James told me soothingly.
“The Knights of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel?” I asked half to myself.
“What honey?” Sylvie asked me gently.
“Part of the indoctrination into the Daughters was a vow by the men; our fathers, uncles, older brothers etc… that were members of the Order that we would always be protected and in our hour of direst need, when the darkness was at our door with no help in sight; the Knights of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel would be there to guide and protect us. You two aren’t Hunters. You’re Knights with a capital K. Did you know Kevin? Did you know it was all true?” I demanded of him suddenly.
“I found out last night when Chief Higgins told me.” Kevin said.
“How does the Chief know about any of this?” I asked warily.
“He’s the Grand Master for the Zorya’s in our area, northern and central Florida.” He stopped there and looked as if to ask permission from St. James to go on. St. James nodded an affirmative to him.
“All Grand Masters of the organization know about its true purpose. They act as recruiters and provide information to the motherhouses on activity in their areas.” Kevin told me.
I tried to absorb it I really did. Though while the rational part of me that was just a happy little private investigator just a scant week ago was screaming that this was all craziness. There was another part of me the one that felt and knew all that Aunt Jacquie had told me was true, told me this was also. Somewhere deep inside I felt that invisible puzzle click another piece into place. I looked at them all helplessly and silently gave it all up to the universe. I sent out a quiet plea for understanding and help and then just let it all go. When I could finally speak again I asked St. James.
“Okay so you’re Knights. Just what is it that Knights do then?”
“Are you sure you’re ready for the answer?” This time is was Ruiz that asked me.
I looked him dead in his eyes and said. “Yes. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”
“It is our responsibility and our profession to keep track of the whereabouts of known rogue lycanthropes and vampires, their physical weaknesses, their businesses, lists and pictures of rogues, their last known locations, lists of the crimes that they committed, their victims, and whether their victims survived or not, as well as weapons training.”
“Not to mention updated lists of support houses, lists of members in each area that could be called on for assistance and locations of weapons suppliers that we use so that they are untraceable.” Ruiz said pointedly.
That stopped me cold in my tracks.
“How could you have that kind of information?” I asked a little bewilderedly. “Well now that you have sat and calmed down I’ll explain it. But it is a bit difficult to do so if you choose to start ranting and raving around like a pissed off elephant on PCP again.” St. James said with a straight face.
I leaned back on the couch and looking over to Ruiz and St. James, wondered just exactly what kind of people my aunt had sent.
*********
Chapter 12
“As you guessed before the designation we carry is that of Knight. The Knights of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel are the paramilitary arm of the Order of Zorya or the Little Brothers of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel as we are still known in Europe. Our true mission is known to very few outside the Brothers or the Knights. As Kevin told you the Grand Masters of the Order of Zorya also know and our existence is known in the lycanthropic communities. Quite a few of our fellow brothers are lycanthropes. We have been policing the preternatural world for over two thousand years now. It’s not just a duty or a job it is a calling. Some of our members are basically born into it; we have generations of knights’ families whose sons have served well. We also recruit those who are uniquely suited to our organization. Not all are soldiers or knights, not everyone has that calling we also have mages that work with us and have our lycanthropic brothers. We have also started bringing in computer or electronics wizards to pardon the phrase. We have kept up with technological advances of our age.” St. James told me, well told us. He had stood up during this little lecture and had started pacing the room. He reminded me of Aunt Jacquie in her professorial mode.
“So if I understand you correctly your enemies are the vampires. So why are you helping us? I mean it was Aunt Jacquie that called you and she works for the head vampire around here if I understood her correctly.” I asked him.
“Our relationship with your Aunt and in turn Ambrosine is an unusual one. Normally no the vampires are not our friends. Actually they aren’t really our enemies either, it’s just that … how do I explain this? You all have heard of the Knights Templar I assume?” He stopped briefly to ask us and upon seeing our heads bob up and down he continued on his speech.
“As you are aware but for Sylvie’s sake I’ll explain. Our organization did begin with a Roman legion. We began as an offshoot of the Legio VII Claudia Pia Fidelis, known as the Seventh Legion. We were formed as the Legio I Caesar Pia Fidelis and were the best the Seventh had to offer. These soldiers were superior to all of Caesar’s men. They were formed to put down the first recorded vampire uprising around 62 BC. The vampires were warring amongst themselves had started taking royal human families hostage, so the First was commissioned to put down the kiss that had been the most visible. The fighting ensued in the streets of Paris and the First finally emerged victorious. If you can count losing three quarters of their men and bringing back only one of the hostages alive. They destroyed only one quarter of the kiss involved, but they learned from their losses and began amassing the largest cache of vampire knowledge known to humanity. They took their new role seriously and broke off from the Legions and began their own community of almost monastic quality as they trained and studied. That is how we began our long history of policing the preternatural world. However, in time with the advent of Christianity’s rise in popularity the legionnaires adapted to the changing atmosphere and in an attempt to be left to our studies and private war upon the supernatural world we became known over time as the Little Brothers of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel. Our warriors were known as the Knights of Saints George, Demetrius and Michael the Archangel.” He stopped for a moment to take a drink. We all sat there mesmerized by his words.
“This next part I’m pretty sure none of you know. Our organization kept a pretty low profile until the 1300’s. The Brothers were shocked by the utter devastation of the Knights Templar at the hands of King Phillip IV of France. The Brothers were moved to action. After interviewing some fortunate Knights Templar that had managed to escape his torture and inquisition and with further investigation our order discovered that King Phillip IV was under the thrall of a vampiress by the name of Anastasia.” He looked at us to make sure we were still with him and continued on.
“This was during the time that the Vampires were establishing the Hierarchy, which governs them today. Anastasia was trying to amass a strong enough base to declare her the Sovereign of Western Europe. She was ruthless in her pursuit of power and it looked as if she would not be content to ruling just the Vampire society. With the manipulation of King Phillip IV she appeared to be preparing to juggernaut herself into position to take over human government as well. Deciding she must be stopped the order launched a campaign to stop her. It was a thirty-year campaign but in the end the Brothers persevered and she was finally killed.” He stopped to take another drink but Ruiz stood up and took over. St. James sat back in his seat.
“However the successful campaign came at a cost and for the next three and half centuries we warred with the burgeoning Vampire community. We also discovered the existence of the lycanthrope community in during those years. A great number of lycanthropes actually joined the Brothers. They worked an agreement that the Brothers would leave the lycanthrope community alone as long as they were not preying on humans however if they went rogue then the Brothers would hunt them down. Usually it was a lycanthropic member of the order that would hunt the rogue down. With the additional strength that their Were-brothers brought them the tide turned in favor of our elite army.” Ruiz told us. He stopped in front of me to see if I was getting this and I nodded yes. He smiled then for the first time and I thought I was seeing part of the real him finally.
“An accord was settled in 1670 in which it was agreed that the Brothers would not declare all out war on the Vampire State. However the Brothers did establish that we would hunt down any rogue vampires and would not allow any Vampire Sovereign to over take any human government and with it the Brothers officially became the protectors of humanity. The hunters of the preternatural community, we keep the Vampires in check. As the century came to a close so the Vampire Hierarchy became solidified. The violence of the Vampire world calmed down as the Sovereigns and Supreme Sovereigns gained control of their territories. During the 18th century the Brothers began to actively recruit and form motherhouses on the various continents. We gathered the most intelligent, the strongest and most versatile soldiers and warriors we could recruit. We also brought into our midst the finest scholars and priests of varying religions. We studied with mystics and brought those with psychic powers into the fold. We worked to create the finest fighting force in the world.” Ruiz concluded.
“This is all fascinating but how does it relate to Aunt Jacquie and Ambrosine?” I interjected.
“We’re getting there Echo. Just listen further okay?” St. James said to me.
“Okay.” I replied. Then he stood up gesturing for Ruiz to sit back down and took over again.
“You see in 1800 the Knights ventured across the sea to North America establishing ourselves here when the Vampire Ambrosine received her Supreme Sovereignty of the continent. She was different from the other Supreme Sovereigns from the beginning. Since she had an entirely new continent to herself she handpicked the Cartels that would establish themselves under her rule. No one was there that did not hold complete loyalty to her. They all established businesses within the human community and in some cases eventually became philanthropists in the areas they settled in. The violence and fights for dominance that’s so common among the vampires around the world are not tolerated under Ambrosine’s rule. In fact in 1860, ten years after she had finished settling her territory she requested a meeting with the Grand Marshall of North America for the Knights. At the meeting she established that she respected what the Knights did and that she would be happy to have a working relationship with them. Ambrosine let it be known that she would not tolerate any rogue vampires within her territory; that if she discovered any that she would send her Emissary to let the Brothers know with as much information as she had available. Our Commander was naturally suspicious however over time Ambrosine proved true to her word. Over time we developed a working relationship with her Emissary. We have always worked with her Emissaries, but since Jacqueline has been her representative for so long we have a special relationship with her.” He finished and sat back down.
“You have to understand though Echo that in other parts of the world we do not have such an amiable relationship with the Sovereigns or their Emissaries.” Ruiz told me in a flat voice.
“Yes, in other parts of the world we fight for our lives in the preternatural community. In places like South America there is still a lot of bloody fighting going on.” St. James sadly told me.
“All right. So how can you help us? Or are we helping you somehow too?” I asked of him.
“I think it’s a little of both. The murders that Jacqueline described to me that happened here sound a whole lot like the vampire Mauricio’s handiwork. Now these two tell me that Werewolves have been following you. That also sounds like Mauricio’s handiwork. You see the Were community here in Florida is mainly Panther. There aren’t that many wolves and most of them are old. They retired down here from the north. They also had to be approved by the elders of whatever were community rules where they settled. The Weres down here are pretty peace loving folk and they don’t want outsiders making trouble for them. In the past few years we’ve been getting reports of out of town wolves hanging in the Miami area. We’ve also gotten reports of some strange drugs coming out there too. Supposedly there is a new player in town but we haven’t been able to confirm who it is but my money is on it being Mauricio. The question is what’s on his agenda? Are we dealing with him trying to further his drug trade? Or is this a part of his personal vendetta against Ambrosine or is it a little both?” St. James concluded.
Ruiz nodded in agreement to St. James statement and then he added, “If it had just been the murders, I would have said it was just business for Mauricio but with the wolves actively hunting you. I would say this is more personal. I think it’s possible the murders up here have to do with his drug trade and somehow he’s found out about you Echo.”
“Me? What have I got to do with it?” I asked.
“Well darlin I don’t know how to tell you this but as far as the preternatural community is concerned you don’t exist. Now to find out that you do…” St. James said to me breaking off the last part with a long whistle.
“What does Echo have to do with any this?” Sylvie asked him.
“I know you just came from a visit with Jacqueline. I know most of what she told you also. You see when Echo was born they, she and Ambrosine, put it out that psychically, magically if you will that you were a null. No powers whatsoever. That’s why they have been searching for a replacement for Jacqueline. I can see for myself that that’s not true and I’m not that strong psychically. But darlin, Echo, you have power bursting at the seams coming out of you. The binding they put on you as a child seems to be coming apart darlin and that’s not good for your health. You’re an unbound Emissary Echo, and that’s like leaving a nuclear bomb lying around unguarded. From what I understand about Emissaries you all are compelled to be in service to a vampire and quite frankly from what I know of the vampire world if your going to be bound to one Ambrosine would be it. The others are... The others are freaking scary, not to mention that Mauricio is not the only psychopath in the bunch. Those are the ones you need to worry about; Mauricio is not her only enemy and you running around unbound…” He trailed off there just shaking his head.
“If you are just trying to scare me St. James it’s too late I’m already there and have been for a little while. But that doesn’t mean I’m just going to roll over and play dead. I have a life and I’m not going to be run out of it.” I boldly told him.
“Okay have it your way I’m just trying to give you the reality of the situation and the reality is until all this is resolved you are giving up your privacy. You don’t go anywhere except maybe the bathroom here alone. You will have a bodyguard at all times and quite frankly I’m not sure if Miss Sylvie shouldn’t have one too. This is a dangerous situation we have here and what I don’t understand is why on earth Ambrosine hasn’t brought you two down her place yet. At least you would be safe there.” He exclaimed in an exasperated voice.
“Aunt Jacquie’s tried all right? I’ve told her no so far. I mean I will go down eventually but I have cases that I’m working on and my family is here and my life is here. Jimmie was one of my best friends since just about the cradle. Matter of fact from the cradle we were only four months apart in age and we’ve been together since we were in diapers. I want whatever did this to him damn it and I’m not going anywhere until I do. Maybe I’m being foolish, but until I don’t have any other choice. I choose to stay and fight.” I told him.
“If your staying fine, but I agree with St. James the two of you should have bodyguards at all times.” Kevin put in.
“That might be fine for Echo but I don’t see any reason why I should have a bodyguard.” Sylvie stated through clinched teeth.
“If they have finally tracked down Echo then it’s only a matter of time before they figure out your relationship with her. At that point Sylvie you become collateral damage. Or worse you become leverage.” Ruiz gently told her. His eyes were sad as if he felt sorry she had been drug into this.
“Well that’s just too bad. For one thing it’s getting late and I have a gig tonight in Daytona and it’s too late for me to cancel and too late for me to hang around while you find me a babysitter. As a matter of fact I need to start getting ready. I think you can finish this little war session without me.” She declared. She stood up and flounced off to her room.
I watched her go off and then excused myself and followed down the hall to her room. She had just started the shower running in her bathroom when I knocked and came in. I sat down on the bed next to her and just held her for a few minutes.
“Baby I’m sorry about all this. I had no idea of any of this. The last thing I would ever want to do is put you in danger. Maybe the guys are right. Maybe till this all blows over we should have bodyguards. If you want I could call…” She stopped me there with a kiss. It was long and sweet and tasted of raspberries.
“Echo they may be right. But it’s too late for tonight and I’m going and nothing is going to stop me. Do you understand my love? I’ve been taking care of myself since I was eleven years old and living on the wrong side of Belfast. I will keep taking care of myself. Now no more distractions please I need to get ready for tonight.” She firmly told me.
I grabbed her hand as she started to go past me and I placed my cheek in her soft supple hand. I looked up into her beautiful eyes and knew I could not live with myself if I were in anyway responsible for something happening to her.
“I know you’re going. I’m not going to try and stop you, but will you please take at least my .38 with you and my pepper spray and make sure you have your cell phone charged in case something does happen?” I implored her.
“I guess I could do that.” She said softly. Sylvie then gently slid her hand away from my face and stroked my hair for a moment before she turned and disappeared into the bathroom.
I went back out to the living room and sat where Sylvie had been sitting just minutes ago. I grabbed the pillow her hair had been resting against and pulled it tight to me trying to inhale her scent, her essence, her. I closed my eyes for a little while trying to concentrate on what the men were talking about. I finally was able to home in on Kevin’s voice and listened to him.
“Well what I have learned so far on the case is not a whole lot unfortunately.” Kevin said with a sigh.
“As near as we’ve been able to tell there are no connections so far to drugs in any of the murders from the other night. How Jimmie fits into this I’m not sure. We traced him from Miami to home, no odd stops or anything as far as we have been able to tell, still waiting on a couple call backs from Miami-Dade Police department though.” Kevin added.
“Also I got information back from a couple departments, and it is more than a bit disconcerting.” Kevin said. “I called Atlanta, Jacksonville, Tallahassee, Orlando, Tampa, and Miami. All have had some pretty bad murders, and all of them seem to have one common link…. They were all deep into the local drug trade, and every murder was extremely violent.”
St. James and Ruiz nodded listening to what Kevin had to say.
“We’ll put calls out to some of our informants in those places too and see if we get any additional feedback. We’ll also put some feelers out to the Caribbean. We have some contacts down in Jamaica and the Virgin Islands and few of the other islands and see if we get anything back on that end.” Ruiz told us. Then he got up from his seat and went into the dining room with his laptop and cell phone.
“We’ll be going out for a while tonight also to talk to some of our local contacts. See if anyone has had any contact with the wolves you mentioned Echo. Do you have any other information on them that might be helpful?” St. James asked me.
“Well I managed to get some photos of them and their car last night when I noticed them following me. I don’t know what quality they are as it was dark and raining out and I only had parking lot light to work with. But I’ll print them out for you if you think it will help.” I told St. James.
“That’s a hell of a lot more than I hoped to have. If the pictures are good enough I might be able to positively identify them tonight. I’ve come up against the two I think it is before and I should be able to id them. But I’m not guaranteeing anything yet.” St. James told me.
I nodded to him and then wandered back to my office. I pulled out my laptop and downloaded the pictures so I could go ahead and print them out on my Photo Jet printer. When the pictures were done printing I took out a blank cd and burned the pictures to it. I put the cd in a paper holder and labeled it. I then gathered the pictures and the cd and took them back into the living room and handed the pack to St. James. He held up the cd questioningly and I told him it was the pictures I had printed out burned onto the cd for Ruiz’s computer. He nodded and then went into the dining room to go over the pictures with Ruiz and to give him the cd. I sat down on the couch and Kevin came over and sat next to me. We snuggled there until Sylvie came out of her room with her bags that she used to carry her music and other paraphernalia in. I got up to give her a quick hug and kiss before she left. Then Kevin did too. He walked her out to her Tahoe and helped her pack up. She came back in with him one last time before she left.
“That’s all my stuff, so I’m getting out of here now.” She told me with that I dare you to try and stop me look in her eye.
“Do you have my gun, the pepper spray, your cell phone and charger?” Was all I that asked her.
She laughed deep and loud and said “Yes dear I do. Now don’t worry and don’t stay up. I’ll be home somewhere around 5:00am. I’ll be okay I promise.” She told me one last time before she grabbed another smooch and danced out the door before anyone could stop her.
I held onto Kevin as I watched her waltz out the door. I wished there was something I could do, but I knew there wasn’t. I just had to trust that she would be all right. Until this week I hadn’t thought anything about Sylvie sashaying out the door at 9:00 o’clock on a Saturday night and not getting home till the wee hours of the morning. But my world had changed in a week and I would have to learn to live in this new one; no matter how hard it might be.
About five minutes later St. James and Ruiz came out of the dining room with Ruiz’s laptop and the pictures in hand.
“Yep it’s them the pictures are a little grainy but surprisingly pretty good. But yeah there’s no doubt now those are Cordova and Serrano. They are two badass Werewolves out of Mexico. They’ve been working for Mauricio full time for about eight years now. It’s not a good sign that they’re here. We’re going to head into town now and talk to some of our contacts in the were community and see what if anyone knows anything. They probably don’t but we might catch a lucky break you never know. Oh by the way where do we stow our stuff? We never quite got around to that.” St. James said.
“There are two guest bedrooms down the hall and on the left. You two can choose which one you each want. There’s a guest bathroom across the hall on the right.” I told them.
They nodded to me and Kevin helped Ruiz out to their car to pick up their gear. St. James met them at the front door and took his stuff. Kevin showed them down the hall. I went into the kitchen to grab a fresh Mountain Dew and to feed the animals for the night. I had just walked back into the living room after letting the puppies out one more time and could hear muffled male voices down the hall. I laughed to myself as I listened to them bicker. The bedroom that Kevin used was fairly modern and neutral, but the other bedroom was one I had decorated for my mother. She occasionally spends the night with us and I had it decked out to suit her. It’s painted a dusty rose color and has lots of frills and shams and Priscilla curtains. I was wondering which one ended up in there, when the men came back down to the living room. I guessed from Ruiz’s face that St. James had pulled rank and taken the “boys” room. I gave St. James a spare key and showed them both how to use the alarm system and gave them the pass word in case the alarm company called if it went off and they didn’t catch it in time. They headed out and Kevin and I locked up the house and let the puppies back in. We sat snuggled on the couch for a while and around midnight we went up to my bedroom.
*********
Chapter 13
I took my clothes off while Kevin was in the bathroom and slipped into bed. He came out the bathroom and I watched his silhouette by the window. He stood in the streaming moonlight as he finished undressing. I reveled in watching his perfectly toned torso that was sun kissed with just a hint of a tan. I thought back on the boy he had been, the boy I who had been my best friend through grade school and whom I had fallen in love with when I was fifteen. At one time I had no other thought in the world than to marry the man in front of me and have lots of babies. No other thought in the world. Then suddenly the summer before his senior year of high school he signed up for the Army and worked with our principal so he could graduate early; leaving me behind. He left me behind without a word of explanation. I still had Jimmie but Jimmie was like my brother. No the love of my life had walked out without a word. In a way it was possibly the best thing that could have happened to me at the time. I was too young and too in love. Kevin’s leaving forced me to look into myself and decide what it was that I wanted besides being Kevin’s wife and his children’s mother. I decided that I wanted to be a cop like my dad and brother. So I got my act together and got my grades up. I wanted to enroll in the academy straight out of high school but both my dad and brother insisted I go to college first. I enrolled in FSU and decided to major in criminal justice with minors in history and Spanish.
My dad got killed during my sophomore year of college and Kevin was there briefly when I needed him. He was my rock so I could be my mom’s. She was so fragile at first. I transferred from FSU to Flagler College for the rest of the year to be by her side. Then eight years ago; two weeks after I graduated from the Police Academy my brother Peter died and mama needed me again. My mother was careening in her grief and forced me to promise her that I wouldn’t join the force. She pleaded with me to promise that I wouldn’t become a cop. She swore she wouldn’t lose the last member of her family to the police force. So I went to Chief Higgins and explained the situation to him and with his consent resigned my newly earned commission to the police department.
Kevin came home again for me and this time I begged him to stay. I had nothing left of the life I was going to build. It had been ripped away from me with the sadness in my mother’s eyes. I didn’t know what to do, so I clung to Kevin like a life raft. Finally three days before his leave was over he took me out and gently told me that he couldn’t stay and he couldn’t commit to marrying me. He told me he loved me but he couldn’t give me what I needed; at least not yet, not now.
I just drifted that first year. I had no motivation. I stayed home and took care of mom and watched soap operas. Then one day Aunt Jacquie appeared at our door and stayed for a month. Aunt Jacquie got mom to where she could function on her own and basically kicked my butt. She told me I was too young to just give up. When I tried to fight her she ran over me like a steamroller. She told me whatever I wanted to do she would make happen. She offered me a trip to Europe or anywhere I wanted to go. I told her I didn’t want to go anywhere. So she offered to send me to Flagler to get my master’s degree and told her I didn’t want to do that either. Finally she told me to go get a damn job so that I would do something besides sit in my mother’s house and get moldy.
So I got a job. I started tending bar at a little pub that had just opened up; Flannery’s. The owners were delightful people and slowly their joy and belief in life began to soak into me. Gradually over time the bleakness that had enveloped me began to dissipate and somewhere along the way I began to live again. Then six months, two weeks, and four days after I started there my heart exploded. The most beautiful girl in the world walked into the pub one sultry June night when I was working.
A Celtic goddess for the twentieth century had just come day tripping through my door and my knees went weak. There was all this hair caressing her back. It was a sexy curling auburn mane that cascaded down to her waist. She swayed in her four-inch heels with the motion of an experienced stripper, but this was no stripper, this was a princess in tight blue jeans and a cotton tank top. On her right bicep was a small Celtic cross tattoo and a long strand of real black pearls around her neck. She walked up to the bar stood in front of me and took her Ray-Bans off and revealed the most startling pair of jade green eyes. She asked me how the hell are yah and where’s my no good fader? I stood there with my mouth open not knowing what to say when Liam and Siobhan walked out from the kitchen and she ran into their arms. Liam went on to introduce me to his no account daughter, Sílbhe who had just returned from school in Berkley.
All I could was stare at her. I finally came to my senses. I still to this day don’t know how to describe what happened in the pub that day. Quite frankly I had never entertained the kinds of thoughts about women before that I found myself thinking about her in the next few months that I spent getting to know Sylvie. Truthfully I haven’t ever found another woman that I think can compare to her that way.
What I feel for Sylvie did not erase or even diminish what I feel for Kevin. It’s more like she is the other piece of my soul. When I’m with Kevin I know I’m protected, he’s my fortress, but when I’m with Sylvie I’m home. He is my heart but Sylvie is my soul and it’s with both of them that I feel complete.
It was Sylvie though that got me to live again. She got me motivated and helped me get my private investigator’s license. I’ve spent the past four and a half years building my life with her. I was afraid of the backlash that I was sure to come from our relationship, but there has been surprisingly little. Maybe it’s one of the advantages of being born and raised in a small town, if those around you really love you, then they want you to be happy. That’s how it’s been for us so far and I give thanks each day. Has it been easy? No but not as difficult as it is for a lot of people in our situation. Our biggest supporter has been surprisingly Aunt Jacquie. She cut off any objections that my mother had and actually my mother has grown quite fond of Sylvie. Though I know deep in her crazed little heart she keeps hoping I will settle down with Kevin.
Then almost two years ago Kevin finally retired from the service. I think he expected me to just be waiting at my mother’s house for him. What a surprise he had when he came home to find out that Echo had a girlfriend. I’m afraid his ego spent a few months moping over that one. Finally I hunted the man down and we had a very long talk.
Slowly the relationship we have now was formed. He started coming out on “dates” with us. Just because I wanted him back in my life, heart, and bed didn’t mean that Sylvie did. I had to make a decision then as to which of them was the one I would pick if I were forced to. It was never a competition. I would never tell Kevin but Sylvie won hands down. She is the one that held me up when I couldn’t go any further down. She didn’t run away when it was difficult. She is the one for me. She helped me get the life that I have.
As it turned out she and Kevin had a great rapport from the beginning. Somewhere along the line they worked out their “ownership” of me. Somewhere along the line they came to truly like and love one another also. So now my heart is in two pieces but I know theirs is too.
Now tonight I lie in my big bed and soon the man I have always loved will be joining me in the cool sheets. I will be loved and protected. I will feel the passion and joy I always do when I’m in his strong arms and I will love every moment of it. Then sometime in the gentle darkness before the dawn a third body will join us and I will feel my Celtic goddess in all her splendor spooned in front of me and I will be complete.
*********
Chapter 14
My cell phone was ringing. It was Sylvie’s ring tone. I rolled over in the bed till I could reach the nightstand and picked up my cell.
“Baby what’s going on?” I said not waiting for her to speak.
“I’m on my way home Echo. I’ll be on 95 in just couple of minutes. I’m on my way home.” Sylvie nearly panted at me.
“Babe are you all right? Did someone try to hurt you? Cause I swear I will kick the ever living shit out of anyone who messed with you.” I swore to her.
“No, no I’m okay. I’m fine. It’s just some really weird shit went down here Echo and I got out as quick as I could. There must have been some bad drugs passed out here and you know I don’t play with that. Then this guy…” She broke off with a sob.
“What happened with the guy Sylvie?” I asked in her soothing tones. She was scared and Sylvie was never scared.
“He was flying I swear to god Echo he was flying…” She almost screeched out into the phone.
“Okay I believe you Sylvie I believe you. Was this inside or outside or…”I started to ask her.
“Outside in the parking lot damn it. I had to get out of there I just did. When I got to my car I heard this freaky wild ass laugh and I looked up and there was this kid flying. Well he was flying when I looked up. By the time I was pulling out of my parking space he suddenly landed on the roof of the Honda parked three spots over from me. I couldn’t bloody believe the little wanker just splattered on the roof of that car and I just pulled the hell out there and called and…” Sylvie broke off with a sob.
I sat up in bed. This was serious. Sylvie was almost in tears and her rich Irish accent had returned that just didn’t happen often. Sylvie and tears only happened on rainy Sunday afternoons when we watched Terms of Endearment or Beaches or Steel Magnolias. Even then she would pretend she wasn’t crying and would go refresh our drinks just at the high cry moments of those movies. The accent returned only in moments of passion, anger and fear.
“Honey your closer to Aunt Jacquie right now than home. Do you want to go there and I’ll come down and get you?” I asked her carefully. I wasn’t sure that she was in any condition to be driving.
“No I don’t want to go to your damned Aunt’s house. I want to be home. I want to be in bed with you and Kevin and the puppies and I want to be home.” She wailed.
“Okay baby you just be careful driving and I’ll be waiting for you when you get here. Okay? I love you Sylvie. Just be careful please babe.” I implored her.
“I’ll be fine. I promise. I don’t know what got into me. I’ll be fine Echo. I promise. I love you too babe. I just needed to hear your voice I guess.” She told me before she hung up.
I sat there after closing my cell phone too stunned to do anything. I felt Kevin’s body shift in the bed. I felt his strong arms around my waist and his head on my stomach as his lips lightly kissed my belly button. I set my hand down that was holding the phone and ran my hand roughly through his short shorn hair.
He finally asked me “Do we need to go get her?”
I told him no. That she would probably be home faster than we could catch up with her. He grunted in agreement. I decided that I would go downstairs and wait for her to get home. When I got out of bed he asked me what I was doing and I explained it to him. He asked if I wanted him to keep me company and I said no, but that I appreciated the gesture. He grunted again and I could vaguely make out his outline shifting back to his previous position in bed. I just smiled in the darkness at him. I turned and went to my dresser trying to feel for my favorite satin pajamas. Sylvie called them my Tomb Raider pajamas because they so closely resembled the ones that Angelina Jolie wore in the first movie. I gathered them and found my robe in the closet and retired to the bathroom where I could flip a light on and dress.
I very quietly made my way down the steps trying not to wake the puppies as I went. I found my way to the kitchen and flipped the light over the stove on. I could see that it was about quarter after two in the morning. I decided I just wasn’t up to my usual Mountain Dew consumption and filled the electric teakettle before plugging it in. I wandered out to the living room and sat huddled on the couch.
I don’t know how long I sat there in the dark. But suddenly St. James was standing at the foot of the living room looking at me.
“Is anything wrong Echo?” He politely asked me.
“I don’t know yet.” I replied simply.
”What’s happened?” He simply asked me.
“Sylvie called about ten minutes ago and she was upset. She left her gig early and is on her way home. She said some bad shit went down and was rambling on about seeing someone flying and landing on top of a Honda parked near her. I’ve never heard Sylvie this freaked out. Sylvie grew up in Belfast during the worst of the troubles over there. Her parents moved here when she was fourteen but she has an older brother that’s still in jail over there. She doesn’t freak out ever.” I told him, though it was more like I was mulling out loud.
“If you don’t mind Echo I’ll stay here with you until she gets home. I’m interested in hearing this flying guy story myself. If might turn out to be tied in with rest of this.” He half asked half told me.
“Sure suit yourself. I’ve got some water brewing for tea in the kitchen if you would like some. I thought Sylvie would like some tea when she gets in.” I replied.
“That would be great. Would you like a cup too?” St. James said.
“Yes, please. I like a little milk and sugar in it if you don’t mind. She’s gotten me to drink it that way.” I wryly told him.
He nodded and smiled to me as he left for the kitchen. Ash wandered into the living room about then and climbed into my lap. He was purring his little head off. It was soothing to sit there and listen to the tinkling sounds from the kitchen and to stroke the cat’s long fur. It kept me from the dark thoughts that were brewing in my head and from checking the clock every five minutes. St. James came out of the kitchen carrying our cups of tea. He handed me mine before he took a seat at the other end of the couch. Ash decided to sniff my tea. Apparently he decided it wasn’t anything he wanted so he ambled over to the other end of the couch to check out St. James. Disappointed at St. James cup of tea he jumped off the couch and jumped in one of the chairs and curled up to sleep. We sat there for a while in silence, sipping our tea, each deep in our own thoughts. I didn’t know what St. James was mulling over but my own thoughts were with a red head driving like a bat out of hell up I-95.
“You know stewing about it won’t help. Do you want to talk about it?” He said startling me out of my reverie in the process.
I stared at the stranger at the end of the couch. There was something about him that made me want to confess all my fears and trepidations that the past few days had brought on.
“You know you look like I should call you Bawana? But you feel like a priest how is that St. James?” I asked him.
“Great white hunter, heh? Your daddy must have made you watch John Wayne movies.” He said softly.
“Yes he did on Saturday afternoons we would watch them together. I’m still fond of Hatari, but that doesn’t answer my question.” I said staring out into the darkness towards the front door.
“I was raised by the Order. I was orphaned as a child; my parents had been killed in a rogue werewolf attack in New Mexico. The Knight who went after the rogue; when he found out I had no other family; he took me in and raised me for a while. When I got a little older he sent me to the motherhouse in Europe. They took me in. Over in Europe we are still the Little Brothers and it was the Brothers that finished rearing and educating me. So I guess no how far away I get from those old mystics they rubbed off on me anyway.” He told me and then sighed.
“If I live through this I think I will retire to the motherhouse in London. Hang up my hat and slip on one of the robes and devote myself to raising some poor unfortunate that’s been taken in.” He said with a mixture of fondness and sadness in his voice.
“Why don’t you think you’ll make it through this?” I asked him.
“Oh Echo, honey I don’t want to alarm you but… This feels wrong. For the past decade we’ve been fighting rear guard action in Mexico thinking Mauricio was trying to take over through there. Now I’m not so sure. I’m starting to think that the past ten years of my life have been for nothing. I’m starting to think it was a ruse. Now I’m thinking that we’ve been used in his private little war with Ambrosine and that really pisses me off. That’s not what the Order is for. We have a very liberal agreement with Ambrosine but we are not her private army.” He told me.
“I can understand how you feel. You have a job to do and while that often intersects with her interests it doesn’t make you her lackeys. Is that it?” I asked him.
“Exactly. I’m probably going to over step my bounds here Echo, but what the hell discretion has never been my strong suit. I don’t want you to worry about us abandoning you right now. I want you to get that out of your head before it gets in there at all, all right lil girl? Now Matteo and I will see this through for you if not for Ambrosine. Since now I know that you’re a member of the Daughters of Dennitsa that puts you directly under our protection. That vow that your dad and the other members of his Zorya Order made to you was a very real one. I don’t want you to doubt that. Because of that I feel a need to interfere in Ambrosine’s business.” St. James concluded.
“Butt into her business? I take it you mean me in some way?” I lightly asked him. However, inside my heart was racing at what he might say.
Just as he was starting to talk I heard Sylvie’s Tahoe pull into the driveway and my heart started beating faster. I jumped off the couch undid the security alarm, unlocked the front door and ran out to her. I caught her roughly in my arms to relieve my worried heart and head that she was in one piece. We stood there for a moment and then finished grabbing her gear and got into the house.
I locked the door again as soon as we crossed into the house. She automatically made her way down to her room to drop off her stuff and get out of her heels. St. James got off the couch and went back into the kitchen to make her a cup of tea, at least that’s what I assumed he was doing. I went back to my spot on the couch and resumed sipping my tea. It had gotten cold during my conversation with St. James, funny how I hadn’t noticed that before. Sylvie came out with her clothes changed into a pair of soft cotton shorts and matching cami with a short cotton robe over it that she hadn’t bothered to tie shut. I put my cup down on the table and held out my arms so she could come snuggle on the couch with me.
I was surprised when she went directly to the chair Ash had been laying on and curled up on it. St. James came out before I could say anything bringing a tray with fresh cups of tea on it. For such a manly man he surprisingly was incredibly domestic. He offered Sylvie the first cup, which she took with a murmured thank you and a shy smile. He gave me the next one and set the tray down putting my old cup on it. St. James took his seat on the couch back. He was directly across from Sylvie and waited patiently for her to speak.
I wasn’t nearly as patient as I had spent the past forty-five minutes on pins and needles waiting for her to get home no matter how adept St. James thought he was in distracting me. I started to ask her what happened when the look in her eyes stopped me cold. So okay I could wait until she was ready.
I watched her face as she worked up the nerve to tell her story. I didn’t know what had happened tonight, but it had hit her hard. Something scared Sylvie tonight and we needed to know what it was. Finally she began to tell us what happened.
“The night started out as usual, the equipment was all set up when I got there. I’ve worked with Rory and Dave before so they know how I like my set up. I laid out the order of the tunes for the night. I started my test session and was pleased to see most of the settings were already in place, within ten minutes I had everything set to where I wanted it to be. Everything sounded and looked great; I was pumped for an awesome night. Once I was done I signaled for the house lights to go down and told them to go ahead and open the doors. I put my earplugs in, and started everything off as usual with my welcome speech and my rules…no hassling me, messing with the sound equipment, or requests. The first half of the spin went great, I built it up slow and as more people were let in it started to build. The crowd was the usual mix, mainly college kids, with some older high schoolers who had managed to sneak in and a few of the working crowd just wanting to let loose. It was a pretty even split between the guys and girls.” She paused there and took a sip of her tea. Taking a moment to reflect on what happened next.
“About halfway through the first set I started to smell the familiar fragrance of pot, which is nothing unusual, and not my concern. Drugs are security’s problem not mine. Occasionally I would get a strong whiff of it but nothing that bothered me. Right before the end of the first half of the spin I got a strong odor from the floor of pot mixed with something else, but I was busy setting up for the break so I didn’t pay much attention to the smell. The break was about twenty minutes. So I went outside got some air, then went to the bar to get some fresh soda and water and went back to the booth. There was a small package sitting outside the booth door and I opened it to find a couple joints. That was nothing unusual either; just and offering to the DJ. I just handed them off to security and started the second set. About twenty-five minutes through the second set that strong odor mixed with pot was heavy in the air, and I finally recognized it for what it was…cocaine was mixed in the joints. I set three songs to play to maintain the tempo and left the booth. I went outside and found a security guard. I had him call Rory and Dave. He called them and I explained what I smelled. Then the guard went inside to investigate. I went back in and got into the booth. I started to gather up the music that had been played so far when I saw a fight break out in the middle of the floor. I watched to see if it was just going to be something small and blow over. But before long I saw a man thrown several feet. A security guard went after the guy who had thrown him. The security guard hit him hard, but the guy never flinched. That was my cue to get outta there…. I knew he was high on something and I didn’t want to wait to find out what it was. I grabbed my gear hit the skip button and turned the backup music on while I ran for the back door.” She stopped again. Sylvie started to take a sip of her tea, but put it down as she realized it was cold.
“After catching my breath for a moment outside I started walking to the truck when I heard a maniacal laugh. This really freaky wild ass laughter just like I told you on the phone babe. I looked around but couldn’t see anybody, so I walked a little faster. The truck was in sight so I knew I was pretty safe. Then from the corner of my eye I saw him. He was flying…honest to god flying, like fucking superman. He flew around and around the parking lot laughing his head off. He hit the ground once and cussed for a second before reaching down and flipping a car on its side…I never saw anything like it. I hurried up and hit my key fob and threw everything in the Tahoe. He took back off cussing and laughing as he flew. I was pulling the Tahoe out of the parking spot and was getting back into drive when all of a sudden he just dropped like a rock from about forty feet up. He landed flat on a Honda parked three cars over from my truck. Right in front of me – squish. The bugger didn’t move and the car was a mess. His impact on the roof made the windows blow out, the windshield was shattered and the alarm was going off. I just sat there stunned for what seemed like eternity but was maybe a minute and then threw the car into drive and got the hell out of there. I called you just before I hit the highway. I didn’t know what to do.” Sylvie finished telling us.
She sat there staring out into space and I wanted to hold her. But I knew she wouldn’t let me. The distance between us was starting and I didn’t know how to stop it. About then I realized that Kevin was sitting on the steps listening. At some point he had come down but I never heard him. He got up from the staircase and led our girl upstairs to my room.
We watched them go trail up the stairs. Our eyes were glued to the staircase even after they had disappeared. The puppies suddenly rushing down the stairs broke the spell we were under. Their energy dissipated the stillness that had overtaken us by Sylvie’s story. I got up and gave them quick pats and followed them out to the kitchen where I let them out to do their business. I decided it was time to switch over to the hard stuff and grabbed myself a fresh soda out of the refrigerator. I went back into the living room and sat on the other end of the couch from St. James. I looked up at the clock and noticed it was only three thirty, it sure felt later than that.
“Now that was a new one for me.” St. James said.
“New for me too… I know whatever she saw must have been pretty disturbing for her think she saw someone flying. I mean maybe he jumped out of a tree or…” I started rationalizing what Sylvie had told us. My mind not wanting to believe what it just heard.
The puppies started scratching and whining at the back door then so I started to get back up to let them in. St. James got up instead. He waved for me to sit back down. He grabbed up the teacups and put them back on the tray he had brought them in on and moseyed on back into the kitchen. I could hear him talking to the puppies as he let them in. Telling them he was sorry but he believed it was just a tad too early for their breakfast. I smiled to myself hearing his cheerful banter with them. I wondered what kind of life this gentle soul under the rough and ready exterior might have had, had he been given a chance. I smiled at him when he returned to the living room with a fresh cup of tea. He sat back down on the other end of the couch from me. St. James took a few sips of his tea appearing to be in deep contemplation. Finally he looked at me and started speaking again.
“I don’t doubt that Sylvie saw what she said she saw. Unfortunately her description of what happened is similar to other rumors we have been getting out of Miami for the past few years. I don’t want to elaborate until I’ve had Matteo check further into this, but if what I suspect is correct… We’ve got the beginnings of a vampire war here. It’s highly unsettling to say the least. I’m going to have to speak with my Order on what’s going on the Brothers will have to know.” He stopped suddenly. Then he looked at me so intensely it sent shivers down my spine.
“What did Miss Jacqueline tell you exactly about your status of being bound? Did she say if she was going to undo it?” He asked me so intensely it took me aback for a moment.
“She said she wondered if she should unbind me. But then proceeded to give all the reasons why it wasn’t a good idea. She said that she didn’t know if it had ever been done successfully – well the unbinding and becoming the Emissary at such a late age. Then she said she wasn’t sure in the end if there would be a choice that she may have to unbind me for my own protection, but…” I couldn’t finish it.
“But what Echo?” St. James asked me.
“But that if she did I would belong to Ambrosine like she does. Aunt Jacquie said that I would have to go live with Ambrosine. I would have to be under her protection, that it would probably be too late for me to become her Emissary but that I would always have to be under her protection; at least that’s what I understood her to say. She also indicated that I risked losing what I have now by being unbound; that I could lose…that I could lose Kevin and Sylvie in the process.” I stopped and sobbed suddenly at the thoughts of losing my two loves.
“She’s right. If you choose to take that route she’s right.” He told me.
“What do you mean choose to take that route? If I understood her correctly the only ways for me to become unbound were either for her to do it or for it to be done forcefully. What analogy did she use? Oh, that she had locked my power in a “room” in my subconscious and that she held the key. That one could take a battering ram to it but that she didn’t suggest doing it that way as the results were almost guaranteed to be insanity.” I told him.
“It’s a very good analogy. But what if there was a third way, not Jacqueline’s way, not the brutish ram the door down way, but a third alternative? What if I could offer you an alternative?” St. James asked me.
“What kind of alternative?”
“What if I told you that within the Order are people who…how shall I put this? There are people within our Order that could pick the lock she put on. They could help release your powers and help you through the process of assimilating them. They would help you learn how to use your talents and not be used by them. We would keep you safe. You wouldn’t have to necessarily give up your happy little home either and I don’t mean this house. But I think you know that.”
I was stunned needless to say. I let the silence build up as he gave me time to mull over this little tidbit of information.
“So what’s the catch? There’s a catch right. If I go Aunt Jacquie’s way I’m a vampire thrall for the rest of my life. If I go the second way chances are I’m a lunatic vegetable for the rest of my life if I don’t end up dead. So what’s your catch? Do I end up belonging to the Order for the rest of my life? Sequestered in one of your safe houses to keep the big bad vamps away? Once I’m unbound I will always feel a compulsion for the vamps if I understand this Emissary thing correctly.” I threw at him.
“You certainly do have a way of putting things. Yes you will probably become bound to the Order is some way, but look at it this way you already are though Zorya. I don’t doubt the Order might have some suggestions as to your housing situation, but I do doubt that they would try and sequester you as you put it. Echo I’m going to tell you something now and the only reason I feel comfortable in this is because I am fairly certain that Jacqueline is asleep right now. Over the millennium the Order has helped Emissaries in similar positions as yours and a few who… Well those aren’t my stories to tell. We can help you through and in time you will become immune to the vampires call, but it’s not easy. It’s possible though. This is not information we share however with the vampires. There is only one Emissary that we have publicly acknowledged that we have taken in and helped. That Emissary’s Sovereign was killed in battle with another Vampire. We were in a position to help that Emissary. It is very rare for a Sovereign to precede an Emissary in death. As a matter of fact it has only happened six times that our Order is aware of and four of those times the Emissary committed suicide shortly thereafter. One of the other two was the Emissary I mentioned; the other Emissary was able to bond with another Sovereign. While we were out last night I contacted my Grand Marshall and advised him of your situation. I was granted permission to give you this offer if I was able to, but I must ask you not to relay this information to Jacqueline. While I respect her greatly she is still Ambrosine’s servant and though we respect Ambrosine she is still a vampire. We do not want this knowledge to enter the vampire community. She might keep it to herself then again she may feel compelled to share it with her fellow Supreme Sovereigns. Needless to say we do not have quite the same cozy relationship with them.” He stopped there.
I was mulling over his offer when Ruiz came down the hall and joined us in the living room. I was pulled out of my reverie by Ruiz’s choice of sleepwear. His robe and pajamas were a darker almost charcoal gray and the cut was more masculine but other than that we looked like we were wearing his and hers pajamas and robes. It was interesting and slightly creepy at the same time. It made me notice what St. James was wearing for the first time. It turned out he was wearing a pair of light knit pajama bottoms and a fun in wabo cabo tee shirt. I shook my head and looked at the clock. It was almost four thirty and the night was weighing heavy on my shoulders.
“I appreciate the offer St. James really I do, but I don’t think I’m ready to take it. Not without thinking about it. This has all happened so fast. Sometimes it doesn’t feel real yet. But I appreciate the fact that you offered it to me and I’m honored. When the time comes if I decide to do it I will let you know. I’ll let you know what I decide to do either way. I promise you that.” I told him simply. I had no other words left in me.
Ruiz looked at the two of us questioningly. I was too tired to verbally fence with him at this point. St. James just looked at him and once again they had one of those silent conversations that I was not privy to. Ruiz just nodded to him and looked at me with I could have sworn pity in his eyes. But I was too tired to take offense or I was aware that maybe the situation did warrant a small amount of pity. Lord knows I was having a difficult enough time not wallowing in self-pity.
I decided to give them some space and told St. James if he wanted to fill Ruiz in with the evening’s activities; that was fine with me. However I still had to let Aunt Jacquie in on what had happened with Sylvie. I tried to make it abundantly clear to St. James that I was not going to report in on our part of the conversation to her, and he just nodded and drug Ruiz into the kitchen and filled him in as he ran my dishwasher and made more tea.
I wandered into the office leaving the two men to discuss business, and looked at the clock, remembering that my aunt was an early riser. I took the seat at my desk and called, reasonably sure that she would be up by now.
“Good morning Echo,” I heard my aunt’s voice say through the receiver after just the first ring. “What happened last night?”
Unfazed by her direct question I started to explain.
“Well Aunt Jacquie, Sylvie left her spin early last night, because a fight had started, and when she left she uh, she saw somebody um…flying in the parking lot.”
I stammered.
“She saw what?” My Aunt asked a little surprised.
“Sylvie said there was a guy flying around the parking lot like superman; at least he was until he fell out of the sky and went splat onto a Honda.” I told her.
“This is defiantly not good,” I heard her say “not good at all.”
“What do you mean “not good” Aunt Jacquie, Sylvie was so terrified she was in tears!” I exclaimed “There is no “not good” about it!”
“Calm down Echo,” she said soothingly “Sylvie is safe at home now right?”
“Yes she is upstairs with Kevin right now, hopefully asleep.” I told her.
“Okay, I want you to just relax and go lay back down with them, I will call Ambrosine and let her know what has happened and I will call you later today and tell you what she says. She told Ruiz and St. James what happened I will assume?” She asked.
“Yes, she told Kevin, St. James and I what happened in detail. St. James is filling in Ruiz. St. James said that they were going to be doing some investigating because they had some similar reports come out of Miami recently.” I explained to her.
“Good, just so that they are up to speed is what matters. Now please try and get some rest and don’t be going anywhere alone from now on.” She ordered.
“Yes Aunt Jacquie” I answered quietly.
“Rest well sweetie.” I heard before she hung up.
I hung up the phone and sat in my office for a while just pondering the night’s or morning’s as it was events. I was going to have to make some decisions about my life soon. The events of the past few days had happened so quickly that I hadn’t had time to really think on the consequences of what I had been told and had seen.
I got up from my desk and walked over to the big lazy boy recliner I kept in the corner. It faced the backyard and it was a good spot to watch the sun rise. I curled up in the recliner and pulled the soft afghan that Siobhan had made around me.
The recliner had been my dad’s. We had gotten it for him for Father’s Day the year before he was killed. I could still smell a whiff of his cologne in the fabric. I smiled as I knew this was Sylvie’s doing. Every so often she would sneak in here and spray the chair with it. She started to do it after catching me in here one night crying because I couldn’t smell him. Somehow she had found out his cologne and since then it has always smelled lightly of my daddy. I was never without that comfort again and being in his chair was almost like being snuggled by him and right now I missed that very much.
I thought about my life really thought about it. I didn’t know what it would have been like had I been raised as Aunt Jacquie’s heir. But I did know what it was like being raised by my parents and what it was like to be loved and cherished by them and Peter. I also knew what it was like to be loved and cherished by Sylvie and Kevin. Maybe I had received more love than I deserved, but no I didn’t believe that. I think the problem is most people haven’t been loved as much as I was and they needed to be. The truth is I wouldn’t trade the childhood I had or the love I had now for any amount of “powers.”
I reached for those gauzy memories of Miss Amber or Ambrosine, as I know knew was her name. I vaguely recalled this beautiful golden woman and how good it felt to be in her arms. It felt right to be there like I had always belonged there. The clarity of that sudden memory sent chills down my spine. If the draw to her had been that strong as a small child what would it be like now? Would I be able to resist her now if I wanted to? Would I be smarter to take St. James up on his offer? I knew I couldn’t keep pretending like this was something that was going to go away because it wasn’t. One way or another my powers were going to be loosed and I would prefer it to be in a way that didn’t involve my going insane.
Ever since I had emerged from that debilitating depression I had fallen into after Peter’s death, I had taken control of the reigns of my life confidently. I had built a life that satisfied me on every level. Now I wasn’t completely in control and it had shaken me. I knew somewhere deep inside me that whatever decision I made I was going to loose something precious to me as a result. I just couldn’t face that yet.
However, the one thing I was sure of was the safety of my family was paramount. If going to Ambrosine’s would keep us all safe then maybe that’s what we should do. I had been resisting going. I wanted to find who had killed Jimmie and had been afraid if I went to Ambrosine’s that I wouldn’t be allowed to do that. I might be right in that assumption but finding Jimmie’s killer wasn’t worth putting Sylvie’s life at risk.
My mind kept running dizzily in the same circles. I kept debating staying or going or leaving for a long vacation. Finally too tired to think anymore I drifted off to sleep cradled in my father’s chair.
*********
Chapter 15
I was just outside Old Town. I was between the Huguenot Cemetery and the City Gates of St. Augustine and the fog was so thick I couldn’t see my own hands. But I knew I was in Old Town after dark, which is so strange because I never go into Old Town after dark.
I was looking for someone but for the life of me I couldn’t remember who it was, but I needed whoever it was. I needed to find them desperately because they could help me. I was looking around when an older gentleman dressed in dark clothes just inside the cemetery caught my eye. He waved to me and just as I was waving back and was about to call out to him he disappeared in the fog. I tried to call out to him but my voice wouldn’t work. I couldn’t call out.
Finally I went forward making my way towards the City Gates. I had just stepped into between the City Gates when a little girl stepped out of the fog and waved to me. I turned to her and waved back. Since I couldn’t speak I stepped forward to go to her and as I was within a few steps and realized there was something not quite right about her dress she too disappeared within the thick fog.
As I traveled forth onto St. George Street I could barely make out a figure standing from what I could tell was the intersection of St. George and Cuna Streets. I looked again and realized it was Peter. That’s who I was looking for my brother Peter. I started to make my way down the fog-drenched street. I was trying to be careful because I couldn’t really see but I was trying to hurry. I needed to get to Peter. I could hear him now barely but I could hear him calling my name, calling me, calling Echo…
I was startled as I suddenly felt a cat swishing about my ankles. I looked down and there was this lovely calico, purring and dancing about my ankles, but when I went to pick her up; she too was swallowed by the ominous fog. But I hurried on, as Peter’s urgent whispers of my name grew more intense I knew I had to reach him soon or it would be too late. I forged ahead making my way down the short spans between us, but it felt like I was trying to trek across the Rocky Mountains. I was getting closer when suddenly a young Spanish soldier stepped out of the fog in front of me. He held his musket tight to his chest and shook his head as I tried to get around. He kept blocking my way as I heard Peter’s shouts of my name getting louder and louder. Echo, Echo, Echo he yelled…Echo…
Suddenly I was awake. There were strong hands on my arms shaking me awake and I opened my eyes to see Ruiz standing over me. A strong Spanish soldier keeping me from my brother… I wanted to strangle him for stopping me from getting to Peter. Peter could have helped me and Ruiz stopped me. He stopped me.
Ruiz stood back; the startled look on his face was quite stark. It took me a moment to realize he had not been the soldier in my dream. He had just shaken me awake. He couldn’t keep me from Peter. Peter being dead kept me from Peter. Sadness washed over me as I realized I wouldn’t ever be able to reach my brother again, no matter how badly my subconscious thought otherwise.
I looked forward into the room and realized that Ruiz and I weren’t alone. It seemed the rest of house had also wandered into my office. St. James, Kevin and Sylvie were all standing in the doorway watching me with tight faces.
“What?” I asked.
“You were crying out for Peter. You kept shouting his name. We, we were worried for you.” Kevin quietly said.
“I was dreaming about him.” I tersely told them.
“I’m sorry if I scared you.”
“No need to apologize honey. As long as your okay that’s the important part and…” Sylvie broke off.
“And what?” I asked her.
St. James held out the phone from the kitchen. “Your aunt is on the line.” He quietly told me.
“Oh…well I better talk to her before she sends out the marines.” I said trying to do so lightly. I don’t know if I succeeded or not but I took the phone from him and shooed them out of my office. Suddenly I stood up and gave Ruiz a quick apologetic hug. It wasn’t much of a hug as they go but it got the point across to him. He gave me a quick squeeze of the hand and a shy smile as he left the room.
I looked at the phone and sighed. I took it off mute and gathered myself to hear what my aunt had to say.
“Hello.” I tried to brightly say into the phone.
“Hello dear. Are you all right?” I sighed again. It was another adjustment I had to make knowing now that my aunt had a psychic line into my head and emotions.
“I’m okay. I… I just woke up is all.” I told her.
“All right dear. I was a little concerned there for a moment. No one would tell what was going on and I couldn’t get anything from you.” Aunt Jacquie said.
“I was dreaming is all; apparently I was calling out in my sleep. I’m afraid I might have startled the rest of the house is all. So what did Ambrosine have to say?” I asked her. I was trying to get off the subject of my dream and on to other territory. She would probably see through my ploy but at this point I really didn’t care.
“She has been in contact with Renee Charles and Dom Gustavo. They have concluded with the information you have passed on to me and with their own contacts that this is definitely Mauricio’s work. Quite frankly she is extremely worried about your safety and that of Sílbhe and Kevin. She is basically planning for a war at this point with him. He has gone too far this time.” She told me.
“I have been thinking on it and yes I probably should go to her compound. But I honestly don’t know if Kevin and Sylvie will join me. I am going to talk seriously with them about us going to Ambrosine, but I’m can’t guarantee their agreeing to it. I also have to finish up this job for Mr. Braide. Once I have gotten that taken care of and can talk them into going I will be there.” That had been a hard thing to agree to but I had done it.
“Echo what will you do if they don’t want to come?” Aunt Jacquie asked.
“I don’t know Aunt Jacquie. I honestly don’t know. Right now their safety is more important to me than my own, but I also realize that me running around as target puts them at greater risk. I feel like I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.” I confessed to her.
“I understand Echo. You want to hold up to your obligations, but if it’s putting your life at risk…Is it really worth it?”
“It shouldn’t take too much longer Aunt Jacquie. I suspect I’ll be done with his case by the end of the week.”
“You could be dead by the end of the week Echo.” She told me sternly.
“Well isn’t that a rosy picture?” I shot back at her.
“I’m not trying to be overly dramatic dear, but the situation warrants that I put this to you in the bluntest of terms. These people are playing for keeps Echo. This not a joke or a game to them and in the end all that matters is getting their way. All that matters to the people we are dealing with is blood and gold.”
“My blood and Ambrosine’s gold?” I half cockily asked her.
“Precisely” she very flatly told me.
“I will talk with them as soon as I get off the phone with you I promise. But I can’t guarantee when I will leave or if they will agree to come with me. I can try and force them but I’m afraid that won’t end well at all. That’s all I can do Aunt Jacquie. I’m sorry if I’m disappointing you but I can only live my life the way I know how. I wasn’t raised to run away from a fight not by my parents or by you.”
“I know dear. But there is a difference between running away and self-preservation. This situation definitely falls into the self preservation category.” She tried to tell me.
“My head understands that Aunt Jacquie but my heart doesn’t.” I told her.
“Sometimes I think you were raised a little too well Echo. Oh well see what you can do with Sílbhe and Kevin and I will let Ambrosine know what you said.” She told me as she hung up on her end.
I sat there in my chair really not wanting to get up now. I sat there for a while just looking out into the backyard. The puppies were out playing and I just enjoyed the sight of them. Finally I looked up at the door as I heard a cough coming from there. Sylvie and Kevin were there again. I motioned for them to join me. I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation as I had a pretty good idea of the outcome.
“Did you hear any of that?” I asked them plainly.
They looked at each other. I took it that they had heard enough.
“So will you come with me to Ambrosine’s compound?”
“We can’t go Echo. We’ve talked about it, but it doesn’t feel right to us. You need to go. You need to find out for yourself if this legacy is what you want. And if these people are out to get you and Ambrosine is the best way to protect you… then we want you safe.” Kevin told me.
“You mean you won’t go… not that you can’t.” I said very hurt.
“No that’s not what we mean. We think that if you’re at Ambrosine’s then whoever’s after you will leave us alone. We won’t be at risk then and you won’t have to worry about us.” Sylvie said.
“Sílbhe that reasoning makes no sense what so ever. Once they have you two tagged; which is just a matter of time neither of you will be safe. You have to realize that. You’ll be safer with me than without me.”
“I can’t just leave my job on the force Echo. Be reasonable we both have commitments and …” Kevin said before I cut him off.
“…And a life here… Like I don’t have a life here Kevin? You two are my life without you…” I trailed off. Hurt that they could just cut me out so easily.
“We didn’t mean it that way Echo and you know that. We don’t want you to go but we realize that you have to. We don’t have to. We, we just aren’t comfortable with going to stay with a …” Sylvie said.
“…Vampire. There I said it for you a vampire. And I’m supposed to be just fine with it? Is that what you’re saying? Well I have news for the two of you I’m not comfortable with any of this. But hell if you’re in such a hurry why don’t you go ahead and leave tonight? You want to distance yourself from me because that would take care of your end of the problem; then go. Run. Get the hell out of here!” I found myself screaming at them.
“Echo don’t do this…” Sylvie was saying as I saw tears start to run down her face.
“Don’t cry for me Sylvie. Don’t… you’re the ones that want it this way. Then fine go. Go!” I turned my back on them and crumpled back up in my dad’s chair. I had just thrown out the two people I loved most. I had just trashed my beautiful life and it was no one’s fault but my own and I didn’t want to look at it. I didn’t want to see them walk out the door.
I lay in the recliner for a good half an hour. I was half sobbing half listening to the hushed whispers in the house and then the sounds of Sylvie gathering the puppies up and leaving. They had done it. Done what I had told them to do and I was dying inside because of it.
After a little while St. James came and gently shook my shoulder.
“Echo I’m sorry about what has happened with your family. If you don’t mind a suggestion but maybe the best way deal with what’s happening to you is to help us find out what’s going on. And just maybe prevent this little war from happening.” He said quietly.
“How can we stop something like this?” I asked him a little puzzled.
“Well the first step I think would be to check with the head of the local Were community and see if they have any information on the two wolves that have been following you.”
“Do you know who that would be?” I asked, momentarily forgetting everything that we had discussed last night.
“Yes I do happen to know who the head of the Weres is here in St. Augustine.” He said patiently. “I have met him in the past and it will be good to see him again.”
“What is he?” I asked curiously, my mind starting to clear a bit.
“Dr. Johnathan Hapshaw, is a Were-panther, and the head of the local Were Community here, as well as…”
“As well as the curator of the Lightner Museum” I interrupted. “He is a visiting lecturer at Flagler College in the Art History Department. I attended two of his lectures the year I attended Flagler.”
“Well I called him this morning, and got an appointment for the three of us to meet with him in about two hours to discuss what’s been going on.” He explained.
“Just like that?” I asked surprised.
“Well not quite just like that, I had to explain who I was and give an indication as to what the meeting was about, plus I kinda pulled rank.” He said with a wry grin.
“I see, so he is part of the Brotherhood as well.” I concluded.
“Yes he is, most head of communities are, it just makes it easier that way when we have to go from place to place.” He said.
I nodded as I reluctantly crawled out of my dad’s chair.
“I guess I had better go and make myself presentable then. Is there anything special that I should wear to meet somebody of this position?” I asked.
“No nothing out of the ordinary, what you would normally wear to a business meeting should suffice.” St. James said.
I left my office and St. James followed me out. He gave me a supportive smile just before I hit the staircase. I smiled back. It wasn’t a full smile but it was the best I could do under the circumstances.
I decided that a long soak in my bathtub was called for and slipped in to the warm jettisoning water. I tried not to think back on my explosion too much and tried to prepare myself for meeting my first Werepanther. Dr. Hapshaw, I couldn’t believe that not only he was a Werepanther but also the head of the local Were community. It shouldn’t have shocked me nothing should have shocked me at that point. But here I was shocked that the foremost authority on nineteenth century America was a Werepanther. The museum itself has two full floors dedicated to the nineteenth century; clothing, furniture and artwork overflow it.
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