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Paranormal Romance by Lea Schizas

 

Detective Brian Deeds’ animosity toward his deceased dad continues to eat him up. The only thing keeping him in check is the current case of missing twins. Plus the fact he needs to monitor his newest partner and gauge her initiation reaction to A.L.P. Something he’s not looking forward to.

Sophie Dracopoulos is a hopeless romantic… well, in dreamland, that is. In real life, she’s a nervous wreck. Her new partner is trying his best to make her feel welcomed, but she can’t help feeling that he’s also hiding something. Plus, her dead brother can’t keep out of her business.

As a Greek demigod, Alky Helios has seen enough tragedy, fought in many wars against demons, vampires, you name it. Stayed clear from relationships because his duties and commitment were to A.L.P. Until Sophie Dracopoulos unwillingly drew him into her dreams one night and never stopped.
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I dedicate this book to all my fans who love paranormal romance.

 

To my family, thank you for your patience when I appear to be somewhere out in space, deep in thought. My characters pop in every so often to dictate where the next story begins. And, naturally, I have to pen their adventures.

 

To everyone, thank you from the bottom of my heart for your support.


Chapter 1

 

A steady, hot stream of July’s weather poured down on Rockfield as Detective Brian Deeds parked the car outside Lucky Coins Diner. Getting out of the air-conditioned car, humidity—like the stench of manure oozing out from every sidewalk crevice—pummeled him, upping his pace to reach his destination. A refreshing blast of cool air and freshly brewed coffee welcomed him stepping inside.

The muscular, bald man behind the counter offered a slight smirk when Brian walked through the diner’s doors. “Morning, Detective. The usual?”

Brian wove through several empty tables, walking toward the counter. “Mike, stop calling me detective.” 

“Why? You changed your profession?”

“The usual.”

“Usual it is, Detective.” Mike smiled impishly.

“Prick.”

“Asshole.” Mike let loose a boisterous laugh, tossing today’s local newspaper at Brian. “Have a seat. I’ll join you in a minute. You need to get an award for being the first customer of the day for the past umpteen years.” 

“You need your eyes checked. You’ve got customers every day when I walk in. And it’s only been two years.”

“Yeah, but only one customer that busts my chops. And it’s only been two years? Feels like a lifetime.” 

“See you’re growing in the goatee again.”

“Yep, I heard it makes me look seeexxxxy.” Mike wiggled his brows.

Brian shook his head while walking toward his favorite seat.

Sitting at the booth by the window, Brian scanned the front page of the paper. Nothing out of the ordinary. News about big celebrity deaths, scandals, elections. Nothing more about the child’s killer getting away with an insanity plea; nothing about the prostitute found knifed to death in an alleyway, or the sadistic maniac who taped his dog’s mouth shut and tied him to a tree to die. He was sure if he searched he’d find a small info box, a line or two with an update, that’s it. Gutter news, that’s how he referred to this news reporting. Dish out sensationalism because that’s what folks read. They don’t want to read about real people and their fates. At least, thankfully, none of the weird shit he’d been investigating popped up anywhere. Mums the word was the top priority rule in his special unit, A.L.P., or Antar League of Protectors. A secret organization to help protect humans.

Glancing outside, he squinted against the day’s brilliance. “Mike, you need to get shades in here one day.”

“Yeah, yeah… whatever. Get a tan and shut up.”

There was a daycare right across the street, parents coming and going, dropping off their kids. A fenced-in play area was loaded with swings, slides, and whatnots kids love. His gaze was glued to that vicinity as the past surfaced.

“Daddy? Where’s mommy?”

His dad grabbed his hand, pulling him away from the daycare. “Shut up and get in the car.” His dad’s deep voice scared little Brian.

“Mommy picks me up.”

The slap always came unexpectedly, and never in public, not until the day his mother disappeared when he was almost five. 

Once in the car, he’d always look back at the daycare, hoping one day someone would notice his dad hit him. No one ever did, and once he hit sixteen, he ran away and never looked back. The emotional scars remained, however.

“Yio, earth to alien.” Mike had set two mugs down, sitting across from his best friend.

Looking away from the window, Brian glanced down at the table. “Where’s my second mug?”

“You’re a nervous asshole recently. More assholian than usual. Figured caffeine contributes to your anxiety.”

“Don’t have anxiety, Mike.” Maybe falling asleep on the couch for the past week, he surmised, may add up to anxiety. Or maybe knowing the recruit joining the unit today would be initiated later that night, as much as Brian opposed that. Initiation aside, what he opposed was the news the recruit would be told that scared him the most. These guys in charge of his unit didn’t fuck around… then again, he understood why.

“Then what’s up?” Mike’s voice broke into his thoughts. “We’ve known each other for the better part of our lives, but lately, you’re constantly on edge, more so than usual. More weird stuff…” Mike lowered his voice. “…you know, a la detective weirdness kind?”

So he had broken the rule where Mums the word was concerned and had confided in Mike when Brian was almost killed during a night-time stakeout. He trusted Mike with his life and secrets. They were soul brothers and Mike didn’t hesitate to move back to their childhood neighborhood, Rockfield, Montreal, from Chelsea, Vancouver when Brian accepted the new position here. 

“No, nothing like that. Susan moved out.”

“About fucking time. I told you she’d be a handful.”

Brian nodded. “The moment I told her I was a lifer in this job, she packed and left.”

“What she give you, the old ‘never pay any attention to me lately’ bullshit?”

Brian kept quiet, muscles contracted against his black T-shirt. Deep down he wanted to disengage from this conversation and forget about Susan altogether. She wasn’t a top priority. He needed to concentrate on the recruit… and the ruse to be played later. “See you redid your victory boxing photos.”

Mike snorted. “I would have cut her out completely if she wasn’t all arms around me. Hogged every picture.”

They both stared at the framed photos on the wall closest to them.

“Thought about cutting her face off—” Mike began.

“But decided to use white-out instead? Very mature, bro.”

“Hey, you’re a cop. Cutting her face would appear very serial killer-like, no?”

Brian grinned. “Got a point.”

“And I’d never raise a hand to a woman, but let me tell you…” He raised his left hand. “…I had to keep Defender at bay.”

“You know you’re strange, right?” Brian said. “Naming your body parts.”

Mike waved that statement off. “Anyway, back to lady bitch… I went through shit to earn money and open up this dream. When I finally hung the boxing gloves and decided to open up a diner,” Mike said, “Barbara gave me an ultimatum—her or the business. How I figured it was like this—If someone truly loves you, they’ll support you. She obviously didn’t think of me, what I wanted, so her gorgeous rump saw the back of the door as she slammed it.”

“I know, I know.” Brian leaned away from the table, his body rigid.

“No, ‘I know, I know.’ That woman only cared about herself, like Barbara. Didn’t honor the ‘for richer or poorer.”

“You weren’t married. I’m not married.”

Mike’s strong hand clamped down on his friend’s. “Only details, my idiotic bro. That’s why you got me. I love ya for poorer and damn poorer yet.”

Brian’s right hand topped his friend’s as he laughed, tension easing slightly.

“So, lifer, eh? You’re one of Rockfield’s finest detectives that ever lived, regardless if you only landed here two years ago. You’ve already made your mark.”

Brian mulled over the last two years. Starting over at a new place, getting to know new people… Mike was the only steady thing in his life that kept him grounded and sane. When Mike said he was moving also with him, giving up his boxing career to start fresh, a life he’d always dreamed about back in his hometown, Brian never believed a word… until he showed up, luggage in tow, at his apartment the night before he was to leave, to crash and bum a ride to the airport with him. 

“How’s your dad doing?” Brian veered the discussion away from sentiments choking him up. 

“He’s got it good. Remembers almost nothing. Still calls me dad, asking if he’s old enough to drive now.”

“He’s what, eighty?”

“Turning eighty-four next week.”

“Wow, think he’s old enough now to take your mint 1975 Camaro for a spin?”

“Actually, I’m taking him from the home facility for the day and thinking about going to an empty lot and letting him take the wheel.”

“Watch it, Prick, your soft side is showing.”

Mike got up and picked up the empty mugs. “You know, we need to get our nicknames tattooed so they don’t mix us up when we die.”

“Asshole and Prick. Now those are two impressive names gals go for.”

Mike walked away, saying, “Don’t you know girls love bad boys?” He placed the mugs on the counter.

At that moment, the door opened and in walked a redhead, waltzing like she owned the place, carrying a gym bag. “Hey, Brian. How ya doin’?”

“Hi, Candace. Looking good. See you’re still going to the gym.”

Candace flexed her right arm, the butterfly tattoo dancing on her pumped bicep. “Sure am. I’m aiming to win the boss in arm wrestling.” Her hips swayed as she walked around the counter, gave a sensuous smile toward Mike, and entered the back room.

Brian grinned and motioned for Mike to near. “Think she’s got the hots for you, boss.”

“Yep.” Mike gave a quick glance at the door Candace entered, his grin accentuating his dimples.

“Ohh, do I detect the Cupid bug has hit?”

Brian leaned his head back, closed his eyes for a split second, then stared again at the back room. “Let’s just say wet dreams aren’t my style. I prefer the real deal. By the way…” He turned to face Mike. “I assume you’re going to use black spray paint again?”

Brian nodded, not surprised his best friend knew what day it was.

And with that, Mike left and entered his office, which Brian was sure Miss Redhead waited eagerly for her boss.

* * * *

Winding several more paths, Brian finally came to a stop. The sun’s heat continued its menacing assault, but this time he ignored it as he got out of the car and made his way to the grave. 

June sixth…his liberation day. The day his insane father finally died. After all the punishments he endured as a youngster, running away at sixteen, managing to survive, find work, and slowly rebuilt normalcy to his life, he got the call.

“Mr. Brian Deeds? My name is Doctor Hernandez from Rockfield General Hospital. We have a patient here we believe is a relative of yours, according to what he’s told us.”

“Who?”

“A David Deeds.”

Time stopped. His head pounded.

“Mr. Deeds? Are you still there?”

“Yes… How can I help you?” A bottomless pit of rage welled within him for a split second. After all these years…

“Is Mr. David Deeds a relative?”

“My father.” His biceps flexed involuntarily. That movement flashed to an image of his father, his muscles flexing right before the hits began.

“Your father is in the latter stages of dementia and, well, being the only relative we tracked down we need to ask you a few questions. Are you able to come to the hospital?”

Torn, the first instinct was to slam the phone down, but time had healed some wounds.

“Yes, I’ll be there in about an hour.”

That was two years ago.

Kneeling, he brushed away windblown, freshly cut grass, and placed the single black rose on the grave. He always bought a white rose and spray painted it black: white to represent his love for his mom and black for the anger he still carried toward his father. As his thoughts wavered to his mom’s disappearance, it was his queue, like always, to leave.

“She left cos she couldn’t handle you. But I’ll teach you to behave.”

Brian’s eyes misted as he walked away from the grave.

This time, however, he glanced about having the strangest feeling he was being watched.


Chapter 2

 

A bead of sweat tickled as it traveled down Sophie Dracopoulos’ neck. A little dream foreplay was just what she needed…

Dream hunk ran a thumb across her lips, gaze never wavering from hers. She craved his mouth, and absentmindedly brushed her tongue along her bottom lip, lingering on his thumb like a sex-craved hooker.

His mouth curled up in a smile, a very sexy smile. That almost undid her.

Her thighs clenched as his fingers lifted to caress her taut nipples visible from the sexy negligee.

No! Nonononono!

The sensual hunk, Alky, and bedroom escapism she’s dreamt of for several weeks faded. Gone were muscled arms holding her in an embrace, heat coursing through her body. In its place, nightfall loomed. Looking down at her attire, Sophie grimaced. Seriously? Even in my dreams I can’t get rid of this butt ugly XXL bunny nightie?

The smell of freshly cut grass snagged her senses. Bouquets of various flowers adorned the surroundings. In the distance, a river came into view. At first disoriented, she quickly realized where she was. Walking over broken twigs, holding on to the XXL straps drooping over her shoulders, Sophie edged closer to two familiar gravestones: Pericles Dracopoulos, her dad, and Ioannis [Johnny] Dracopoulos, her twin brother.

“Why am I here?”

“Wake up, Sophie. Mom’s calling you.”

She turned to see Johnny by a tree.

“What are you doing in my dream?”

“Mom’s been calling you for breakfast. Need to wake up.”

“Johnny, why would I dream about the graves? I don’t get it?”

“Who knows, sis, but right now you need to go downstairs and be with mom.”

Sophie woke up to slobbery kisses.

“Daisy. Stop.” The pup relentlessly continued licking her mistress’ face.

Giggling, Sophie reached over and grabbed the pup’s right paw. “I got you now, Crazy Daisy.”

The Shih Tsu/Lhasa Apso mix jumped on her chest, wagging that bushy black and white tail.

“I know you’re here, mister, show yourself.”

Johnny’s ghostly apparition appeared by the far wall, leaning against it, a large grin on his face.

She blinked and ogled.

He stopped frowning.

“How many times have I told you to stay out of my dreams?”

“Plenty, but seriously, what was that position you were trying to conjure with Mr. Hunk?” A playful grin returned. The fact someone, and her brother from all people, would invade her all-hot-and-bothered space, irked her. Then again, he was dead so she couldn’t kill him.

“Really?! Stop jumping into my privacy time. I never did that when you were—”

“Alive? Yeah, I know. Sorry. I just didn’t know how to wake you so persuaded Daisy to do the honors. Lucky she can also see me. Mom’s been calling your name and, well, twice she started the coffee but forgot to add water. I’m worried about her.”

A long sigh sounded. “I’m taking her to the doc next week for a full exam.” She got up and shuddered to see she was actually wearing that horrid XXL bunny nightie one of her aunts gave her for Christmas. Aunt Georgia never really looked at the bunnies. Thought they were “sooo cute.” All bunnies were in various sexual positions… that wasn’t bothersome other than the bloody nightie was several sizes too large. 

Sophie glanced over to the nightstand at the neon digital clock.

“Holy shit. I’m late. I’m late on my first day.”

Pushing the furry baby off her, she scrambled out of bed and rushed to the bathroom. Teeth brushed, hair pulled back in a ponytail, she headed to the closet. Flipping through one hanger to the next, she finally decided on a pair of black pants and a yellow tank top with a white shirt over it. It took the deaths of her father and brother to help shed those extra sixty-five pounds with hard sweat…and tons of tears. But going from an XL—not an XXL as her aunt mistakenly always assumed—to large helped motivate and push her forward. 

She motioned for her brother to get lost before undressing. Walking over to her full-length mirror, she approved the chosen attire with a shrug of her shoulders.

“You look good,” Johnny said telepathically from the hallway. “Although your weight never bothered me. Pounds or no pounds, you’re my sis.”

Her heart burst. Thousand times over she wished she had the ability to not only see him, but to give him a hug. The only reason she figures she’s able to see him is because of their dream-jumping connection. Otherwise, it’s unexplainable. It’s not that she can see other dead people—thank the heavenly gods.

“By the way… remember Lisa Monsue from my second grade?”

“Yeah, the one you drooled over?”

“That’s the one… now remember one night—”

“Oh, shit, yeah, I did pop into your dream.”

“That was the first time, and you scared the crap out of me.”

“Um, more like you did crap your pants and then poof went Lisa.”

“And then there was the time when I was thirteen, dreaming about cruising in my own topless Corvette, two beautiful girls—”

“Oh please, those were hookers.”

“Whatever… you invaded that private moment as well.”

“Okay, I get your drift.” She stepped out of her room and stared at him. “Get lost.”

Johnny shrugged, pretended to stamp his foot on the wooden floor like a spoiled brat, and vanished. She headed downstairs.

“Mom?”

“In the kitchen, sweetie. Breakfast is ready.”

“Sorry, Mom, but I don’t have time. Overslept and late for my first day.” She rushed into the kitchen, kissed her mom, and sniffed the air. “Oh, you didn’t. Cinnamon pancakes?”

“With melted chocolate, strawberries, and whipped cream.”

“You’re killing me here, Mom.”

“Nope, she’s trying to fatten you up. I think she thought you looked healthier at two hundred forty pounds.” Johnny materialized, sitting on the counter.

She flipped him the bird behind her back so mom wouldn’t see.

“That’s what your father would say, too. Two peas in a pod.”

Feeling guilty seeing how everything was already prepared, she sat at the table. “Okay, I’ll eat only because breathing in the aroma is driving me crazy… and because I love you.” And out goes my diet and losing some more weight.

“So, Precinct Eight. Excited?”

“Hmm hm,” she mumbled between bites. “It’s still surreal that they requested me personally. I mean, I know dad’s reputation was godly there, but still… feel like a teen all tingly inside on her first date.” 

Stuffing her mouth with another bite, chocolate dripped down her cheek. Her mom leaned over and dabbed the drippings before they tarnished the clean work attire.

“Don’t want to look like a hobo on your first day.”

“Let’s hope it’s not the last. I’m really late now.” Sophie wiped with a napkin, got up, and grabbed the car keys off the counter.

“Don’t worry about getting fired. Just go see your dad. He’s got clout there, you know.”

Sophie’s body stiffened.

“Oh boy… told you there’s something wrong with her.”

“Dad’s dea…” She paused. “Sure, Mom. I’ll go speak to him.” She kissed her cheek. “See you tonight.”

“Love you, sweetie.”

“Love you more.”

Outside, Sophie detoured to her neighbor’s home, knocking hard on the door. Miss Bird was going deaf if the loud volume of her television was anything to go by. A gun could go off and no one would hear it. She was about to give it another go when the door creaked open. 

“Sophie, hello, darling.” 

Sophie’s hand flew to her nose, pretending to scratch an itch but really trying to plug her nostrils. Miss Bird had the worst breath she ever had the displeasure of inhaling. Toxic. Eyes watered up immediately.

“Morning, Miss Bird.”

“Are you all right, dear?”

“Yes, um, allergies.” Seriously, allergies? “I wonder if you can pop by to stay with mom for a bit, or just check in on her a few times. She mentioned dad again today as though he’ll be at the station waiting for me.”

“That’s right, your first day.” Her hand caressed a messy, loose curl that flopped on the side of one cheek. A mass of gray hair that looked more purple was pulled back in a tight bun. Why do old people bun themselves like that? Her mom was the total opposite. She exercised every day downstairs in their home gym… well, used to until lately. For a fifty-nine-year-old woman, wearing a cool short, spiky chestnut hairdo, the woman was sexy with a capital S. Although shorter by two inches compared to Sophie’s five foot seven inches height, she was a complete contrast to Mrs. Bird. Thank God.

“And I’m late and worried, not a good start.”

“Don’t you worry about Effy. I’ll pop in for a coffee with a freshly baked cherry pie.”

“Thank you.”

“My dear Henry had signs of Alzheimer’s age seventy-two, died a year later.”

Not what I wanted to hear.

“She sure knows how to zap someone’s spirit that one.” Johnny chuckled.

Back in her driveway and away from the neighbor’s house, she turned to him. “I want you to stay put with mom. Don’t come with me, please. It’s bloody frustrating having you talk to me while I’m in the middle of a case or with my superiors. And especially today when I’m meeting the captain for the first time. If anything’s up with mom, then come and spook me out, okay?”

“Aye, aye, me captain.” And he poofed out.

* * * *

Sophie booted the pedal, hoping to get to the station in record time. Nope. Greek gods decided to turn on every bloody red light in her direction.

“First day… yamoto!” Her not-so-skinny fingers—as she perceived them—drummed the steering wheel. They weren’t as pudgy as at two hundred and forty pounds. But it was hell trying to maintain a diet with her mom’s cooking, her dad’s death, followed by Johnny’s. She had lost sixty-fifty pounds, part diet and part heartache over the losses. If it wasn’t for her brother coming back from the other side, she’d have gone mad.

Finally, hitting a hard left turn, she pulled into the police parking lot. Several officers shooting the breeze looked in her direction as her yellow in-badly-need-of-a-new-muffler, ancient Toyota treasure backfired.

“Really?” She half-moaned, half-growled. “Backfire when you start at home, not at my workplace.”

The back left tire got a frustrated kick as she rounded the car, heading toward the steps. She smiled at the fellow officers. They turned their backs. 

Yep. They probably think Miss Frumpy is going in to file a complaint. Frumpy. She giggled. Nicknamed by an elementary school bully, stuck throughout her school years. 

Where the hell did that come from? 

Weight insecurity. 

Shut up, Conscience!

Now, as an adult, guts had grown. Immensely. And double that with no shame. She pushed aside the white shirt and revealed the yellow tank top underneath to the fullest. Adjusting the Double D gals, she smiled at the officers who now ogled her peek-a-boo boobs. Walking right past them, she shook her head and her ponytail whipped her in the face. Eyes cast down, her legs moved faster through the entrance.

At the front desk, she cleared her throat to grab the officer’s attention sooner than later. Time was of the essence right now. Any later and she knew they’d kick her sorry ass and rescind the invite to join their task force.

She flashed her badge. “Where can I find Captain Lorenzo Norse’s office?”

“Up the stairs, to your right.” 

A rushed momentum spurred her up the stairs two at a time. Once she hit that last step it took all her energy not to exhale loud from pure adrenaline. Not exhaustion. The home gym had helped build her new body and stamina, regardless if she felt as though weight never left…or wiggled.

Desks were deserted except for a cleaner emptying the trash. She glanced around and spotted the chief’s office. Blinds were closed. Gently tapping once, she opened the door, walked in, and was immediately bombarded by several men staring at her. Well, empty eye sockets at her and full eye sockets on her tank top. She partly closed the shirt with the middle button.

“Um…” Her heart hammered. Glancing at everyone, she figured the man sitting on the desk glowering, was the head honcho. The rest? Most looked like piranhas waiting to gobble her up.

“Can I help you?”

She couldn’t surmise if that was a snarl or just his grin. With a hand extended in greeting, praying sweat didn’t cover it, she walked up to him. “Sophie Dracopoulos, your new detective.”

Someone at the back giggled, but she allowed it to fly by. Years of intimidation because of her frumpy looks and size as a teen and young adult helped to build a humongous ignorance shield around her.

“You’re late.” He bypassed the extended hand.

“Traffic.” One apologetic lie was the first thing that came to her.

She noticed the shark-like brown eyes twinkle for a split second. Safe…for now.

Backing up against the wall since no seats were available, a wet tongue lapped her exposed ankle.

She looked down expecting to see a pup but instead there stood this humongous beast of a dog, wolf, whatever. “Hey you.”

“Drac, do you mind if I continue with today’s assignments, or would you prefer I waited while you familiarized yourself with Hercules?”

“Um…Dracopoulos, and I’m sorry. I’ll keep quiet.”

The chief’s twinkle went bye-bye, replaced by an irritable frown.

Her heart wanted her to kneel and play with the beast, but common sense dictated to stay still and listen.

What a freaking yamoto way to begin.

 

After the detectives left, she approached the desk. “I’m really sorry, Cap. I’m always punctual, actually pride my—”

“Can it, Drac… yes, I know your full name before you feel the need to correct me again.”

Heat flamed her cheeks watching the stony stare from Captain Lorenzo. If only there was a reverse button to start the day over again, she thought.

He opened the office door. “Deeds, come in here.”

With the door clearly open, voices not even trying to hide their remarks, she overheard, “Sucker.” “You always wanted to ride a blimp.”

Blimp my ass, asshole!

“Guess no good deed today for Deeds,” came another comment by one with a distinctive ‘cowboy’ accent.

The detective slammed the door behind him, along with the leftover rhetorical snide remarks.

“Cap.” He avoided eye contact with her.

“Brian, I’m assigning Drac here as your new partner.”

“Um,” she began.

Captain’s left eyebrow lifted, dimples disappeared, and his icy stare shut her up again.

Sophie observed her partner from her peripheral vision. Calm. No what-the-shit-captain outburst. Carried an unlit cigarette behind his right ear. 

Okay. Odd.

He then turned to her and smiled. “Hi, I’m Brian Deeds. I recognized your name. I had the pleasure of knowing and working with your dad for a short while before he died.”

“Hi, nice to meet you.”

“He spoke constantly about you.”

There was a genuine truly-glad-to-meet-you smile plastered on his face, not one of those Halloween or painted on fakes. Yet she got the impression he was also nervous. Meeting me gets you nervous? Or having a partner?

“Thank you. I’m super thrilled to be—”

“This isn’t a dating service.” Cap shoved a photo to them. “We have a missing girl report. That’s her photo. The address is at the back. Want you two to go over and see what you come up with.”

“Cap, we’re homicide division.” It sounded more like a line from a play the way Brian said this, according to her. Stilted. If that was his true talking voice she’d need to buy pep pills to keep awake.

“As of this morning, we’re missing persons and homicide division.”

“Come again?”

“Long story short… budget cuts, assholes merging departments… cutbacks.” Ditto for the captain’s dialogue, too. Were all men so freaking robotic here? Why did they both sound like they’re rehearsing for a play?

“Better pay?” she ventured to ask.

“In your dreams. Now get lost.” He shooed them off.

Brian strutted out of the office, and she followed.

Eyes were on them as they made their way downstairs. Well, eyes and snickers of ha ha ha’s. Being new, she had to wait to properly introduce her mannerisms to them. Then again… she stopped about four steps down, cursing for having worn her XL white shirt as a jacket because it did no justice to her slimmed-down figure. It was just a means to hide her holster and gun. Grabbing a hold of Brian’s T-shirt to stop him, he turned and stared at her.

“Do I look like a blimp?” She said it nice and loud, making sure her voice (and their term for her) carried all the way to the boys in summer semi-T-shirt-suits above. Brushing her ‘ugh’ XL shirt to reveal her bosom and tight tank top once again, heart pumped fast hoping for the right response.

He looked at her, to the hold on his shirt, then back at her.

“You heard?” Surprise and a tinge of regret were in his tone.

“I heard.”

Releasing him, she walked back up, smiled at those who noticed her return, then flipped the bird. “Blimp this. My middle name is Voluptuous, not Blimp, got it? Sophie Voluptuous Dracopoulos, but you can call me V for short.” Up yours, assholes.

Several faces turned red, some looked away, and others were left with their mouths agape. From behind, she heard Brian snort-laugh, followed by, “That’s one way to make new friends.”

“It was either that or go bust up pretty cowboy with the spiked hair and visible tattoo on his left bicep who made the blimp remark.”

“How did you know?”

She grinned. “I wasn’t recruited for my voluptuousness only.” She paused for a brief second. “By the way, you’ve got a cigarette caressing your ear.”


Chapter 3

 

They stopped short of their destination. Brian parked in front of a local park. The cloudless sky bathed them in warmth as they got out of the car.

“House is two blocks down. Um, partner, you hinting I need exercise?” She chuckled but gnawed her lower lip. Losing sixty-fifty pounds was all sweaty exercise and trying to maintain a diet. She wasn’t model perfect but sheesh, she could walk and run two blocks, for sure. Plus, the blimp remark still irked her nerves. Possessing an unnatural sense of another person’s emotions, she truly believed Brian paid no attention or thought of her in that way. Then again, maybe it was just her hope and nothing more.

“Parents are waiting for us inside the park chalet.”

He totally ignored the female’s question baiting for a compliment. Her Double-D gals deflated.

“Why?”

“This was the last place their daughter was seen.”

“Okay, but we need to check her room for possible clues, computer, laptop, tablet, phone, diary—”

His hawk-like stare interrupted her list.

“These are grieving parents. We try to accommodate. Besides, it was in the cap’s note, you didn’t check?”

Late…interrupted meeting…played with Hercules…didn’t read notes…yamoto my luck today.

“By the way, what’s up with the cigarette stroking your ear?”

“My way of quitting. Whenever I get in the mood, I buy a pack, give away all the smokes other than one. Old one gets trashed and new one hugs my ear.”

“Geez. Never heard of the patch?”

“No need. This one has been around for close to a year now.”

“Please tell me you don’t shower with it?” She smirked. “Good for you. But a piece of advice…if you smoke that after so long, your head’s gonna buzz for a week.”

“You a smoker?”

“Rarely…only to calm my nerves at times. I don’t buy smokes often and I’ll make sure not to exhale in front of you.”

They continued walking. A couple she assumed were the parents were talking with the park manager from his obvious uniform. 

“Detective Deeds?” Mr. Jansen approached, his wife mirroring his steps right behind.

“Mr., Mrs. Jansen. This is Detective Dracopoulos.”

They barely gave her a glimpse, ignoring her extended hand. Sophie took out her pad and pen, waiting to jot down notes while Brian interviewed them.

Brian motioned toward the wooden bench a few feet away. The manager had disappeared.

After the Jansens sat, Brian began. “When was the last time you saw your daughter?”

“She came home after work, around seven, ate supper, then went to her bedroom right after.”

“How old is she?” Sophie asked.

Brian gave a quiet groan, signaling another missed note from the captain. She ignored and cringed inwardly. 

“Twenty-one, almost twenty-two. Her birthday is on Saturday.” Mrs. Jansen’s voice cracked just before tears fell. 

Crocodile tears? Looks like my cousin Toula’s baby’s tears when the kid’s trying to force them out. Weird, to say the least.

“And that’s the last time you saw her?”

They both nodded. Robotic. Rehearsed. Something’s off. She continued to study their body language. One thing she was good at was to summarize and get a good vibe about people, and these two just seemed completely off. Faces looked like torn, upset parents, but Mrs. Jansen wasn’t clutching her hands, no fists, no tremors to come deep within a soul instead of just flowing tears. There weren’t even any dark, baggy, red swollen eyes. Maybe the heat has my senses totally whacked. 

“Then why are we meeting here?” Sophie asked, not so delicately which got a stern look from her possibly-end-of-the-day-ex-partner. 

“The park manager whose known her since a toddler saw her with someone in the park around eleven. We thought you might like to ask him questions.”

Again she wondered why meet here? That niggled her. And as detectives, it’s a given that they would interrogate anyone and everyone who may have seen the girl before she disappeared. No need for parents to dictate the where’s. 

“I’d like to check her room for possible clues. Did she own a computer?”

Brian didn’t object to her question. Safe. 

“We don’t have a computer.”

“Laptop?”

“We don’t believe in modern conveniences.”

Sophie side-glanced Brian who happened to be looking away until he said, “Well, we need to check the house for any possible clues in order to help find your daughter.”

Irritation sketched his tone, making sure it sounded more like a command, completely out of character from what she analyzed of him so far. 

“I’ll go question the park manager while Detective Dracopoulos accompanies you to the house.”

Nodding like robots, they motioned for Sophie to follow them. Once again that intuition of hers screamed Something’s not right with this picture.

Her first visual assessment of the house as they approached—normal. White picket fence, flowerbeds, no blaring footprints marring them. Large bay window, plenty of sunshine to enter since there were no curtains.

Walking up the stone pathway, she glanced up at the first-floor windows.

“Which one is your daughter’s room?”

“At the back,” answered Mr. Jansen. “Our window is to the left, smaller one is the hallway, and the one to the right is our family library room. We went through this with the police officers. Everything should be in their report.”

The one I didn’t read…right. She chastised herself for not being more prepared but Brian rushed them out as though the world was coming to an end. “My apologies, sir, but there may be something overlooked. I know it must be painful to go through this right now, but it’s important.”

He gravely offered a slight nod, placing an arm around his wife’s hunched shoulders. Sophie’s gut instinct fired through her again. Where the heck are the torrential tears? Then again, every parent has their own way of coping with trauma, I guess.

About thirty-five minutes later, Brian showed up. “Anything?”

She motioned him closer. Keeping her voice low, she said, “They weren’t kidding when they said they had no modern conveniences. I mean, apart from the necessary phone, stove, and fridge, there’s no TV, radio, computer, nadda. Oh, and no washer or dryer. Mrs. Jansen says hand washing maintains purity to the material and body.”

Brian just stood there, so she ignored the lack of ‘Really? That’s not normal’ look she hoped for.

“Now, first day jitters dictates me to keep my mouth shut, but—”

“Spill it.”

“Either their daughter ran away to escape and join present society, or she didn’t cooperate and they offed her. But I’m not sensing that from them.” She cast a gaze across the room toward the kitchen at the parents. “Actually, it feels as though we’re in a play and they’re the actors. This entire case makes little sense so far.”

“You a psychic?” He said it with no sarcasm, which made her wonder if her dad’s own gut intuitions, ESP, whatever he preferred to call it, was known and Brian’s fishing to see if she’s got the gift. But let hell freeze over, no one will ever know. And that’s not the only gift she was hellishly blessed with.

Here, nothing came to her; no color aura of life, no image whatsoever to flash in her mind. Like the missing girl didn’t exist.

“Oh, and they don’t own a camera as you may have noticed by the lack of photos… anywhere. The one the captain gave us is from her job, employee of the month.” Muscles tensed and her gut twisted the more she thought about this case. Unnerving. Nothing added up the way it should, and that bugged the beegeebees out of her. If the girl was dead, she’d know, or at least have the normal ghostly apparition of her spirit moving on.

Brian scratched his head, then rubbed his forehead. 

“What about the park manager?”

He shook his head. “I’ll tell you in the car. Let’s go.”

They thanked the Jansens for their cooperation and would notify them of any updates.

In the car, Brian backed up slowly, taking in the house surroundings. 

“I know we just met, but you’ve got one of those Fuck-My-Life-What-Shit-Is-This look,” Sophie said. “Or, maybe that’s just what I’m thinking.”

“You, Mz Drac—”

“Oh, Mz Drac now for speaking my mind.”

“Are odd, the way your dad was. We’ll get along.” He opened his mouth to say something, then looked away.”

“What?”

“Did he confide in you about cases?”

“No, why?” And that was the truth. He would let slip things here and there, but over the last year, things changed. He never mentioned any case, which she had found odd, but then again, never questioned it… until now. He had also lost that jolliness in him, making him appear sad most of the time.

Brian shook his head. “Your dad was one of the best, but then he showed up one day with Hercules.”

“The beast dog?”

He nodded. “After that, he got the nickname Drac, the Nightly Bite Avenger because he changed his shifts to work at night.”

She felt his aura deviate for a split second, tension filling the air. Nervous? Why? The morning heat wasn’t the cause for shifting in his seat, that she was sure of. The car air-conditioning was on full blast. What, though? 

“I never understood that. He was always a morning person.”

“Hercules always accompanied him. Now, we hadn’t seen hair or tail of the monstrous dog until today. He appeared out of nowhere, and well…”

“Well?” 

They stopped at a red light, and he looked at her. “I felt he showed up knowing you were gonna be there.” 

She laughed but stopped immediately. Knowing what she’s encountered in life, everything was possible, but no way in hell was she going to let on. No, let him jump to whatever conclusions he wanted.

“I know, sounds strange, but get this… the park manager said he saw the Jansen girl talking to a tall, muscular man with a ponytail late that night, figured close to ten as he was closing the lights. By the time he looked back, she was walking away with a wolf-like dog beside her.”

“I don’t get it.” She had an inkling where he was heading but wanted to hear it from him.

“Said the wolf-dog looked back at him, and this calming effect came over him as soon as the dog’s silvery-green eyes illuminated in the night. Hercules has silvery-green eyes.”

“So a dog is our perp, is that what you’re saying?” And her inkling was spot-on. She noticed his right eye twitch, neck muscle worked up a storm, and hands tightened around the steering wheel. Feeling embarrassed or pissed? One of the two, for sure. Not an impressive start to a working relationship.

His palm slammed the steering wheel as he drove off. “Forget it.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll confess I have a psyche side to me, but no impression came to me at the house.” She figured give him a doggy bone of info to calm him down.

Without warning, he slammed the brakes, narrowly missing a parked car as he U-turned.

“Where’re we going?” Maniac driver.

“To the park. Call it a hunch, but I’m hoping you’ve got your dad’s mojo cos this case needs it.”

In record time, they were back at the park, walking where the manager had seen the girl.

“Anything?” Brian surveyed the land, body tense, as though something was going to jump at them any moment.

“Anything? You’re expecting me to pick up an energy field? It doesn’t work like that. I have
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Things must be desperate
if you need your dead brother
to help you out.
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