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   For Amanda, my sis and best friend.
 
   Thank you for being there.
 
    
 
   For my soul sisters Ada, Cat, Faith, Joanie, Linna, Pyxi, Rue and many more.
 
   Thank you for always being awesome.
 
    
 
   And for my fans.
 
   Thank you for believing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forget what you think you know about the world. There is another world, a darker world where true evil exists; vampires, lycans, demons, the bogeyman, all the things that go bump in the night walk among you, rub shoulders with you… and feed on you.
 
   I'm something different. I was born to a pureblood vampire and a human man. I have a bloodsucker's strength and almost none of their weaknesses. They call me dhampyr, or day walker. And that's when they're being nice. I'm a police detective for the Chicago Police, Homicide division.
 
   When things go bump in the night, I'm the one who bumps back.
 
   I am the Night.
 
   I am Raven Storm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Rain and sleet streamed in rivulets down the leaded glass window of Tempeste Manor.  Lightning flashed and thunder rolled. The light briefly illuminated the lawn below where the winter storm was rapidly washing away the slurry of ash and blood that had once been a large group of vampires bent on destroying the estate. The renegades had made it as far as the garage before being wiped out by the new security force.
 
   Raven watched the rain fall with a mixture of anger and frustration. Yes, it was helpful in washing away all the remains, but it also made finding any evidence as to who the leader of the coven had been almost impossible to find. By morning, any trace evidence would be gone or useless.
 
   On the other hand, it didn't take a genius to know a Master had to be behind the attack on the Mistress' estate. No one else in their right mind would attack the residence of the Mistress of the City now that Strohm was dead. There had been six attacks in the last month, each one growing more violent. Francois Du Guerre knew the layout of the house, the defenses, and just how many defenders Valentina had; on the other hand he knew he couldn't hold the city as long as Valentina had so many loyal houses following her lead. No, Du Guerre was too smart for this. This was someone crazy.
 
   Raven sighed and her eyes shifted to her own reflection in the glass. Red hair, so bright it seemed to glow, spilled down her back and framed a face that looked like it belonged on a very angry, but delicate china doll. The silvered combs that had held it away from her face had been used as werewolf deterrents during the night's battle and her hair now spilled in a fiery waterfall of anger and regret. The low cut black dress, another of her mother Valentina's purchases, was barely hanging from one delicate strap and showed she wasn't wearing a lot underneath. The six inch stiletto heels her mother had chosen to finish the outfit were somewhere in the yard. Raven took some pleasure in the loss of the ridiculous footwear. Valentina still thought that stiletto heeled, Opera pumps were the height of vampire fashion and she bought them for Raven whenever she could - in spite of or maybe because of how much Raven hated them.
 
   Raven smeared a red-nailed hand across her reflection and leaned her forehead against the cool glass. Francois' last words to her, “I am so very sorry, my love. Forgive me," echoing in her head.
 
   "You gave me to Strohm on a platter. I will never forgive you," she whispered, slamming a fist against the glass. "Never, you son of a bitch! I will see you burn and hold your ashes in my hands!"
 
   Regaining her composure, Raven turned and looked into the ballroom. Her mother's defenders were scattered about the chamber, tending wounds and mourning those who had been turned to ash by Strohm's soldiers. 
 
   The tall redhead stepped down and passed through the guards, hugging some, offering her condolences to others and thanking them all. Though she hated it, it was her duty as Fürstin and her mother's right hand to keep up morale and ensure her mother's guards were ready for the next fight. From the looks of things they would need to find volunteers to turn, an idea she loathed, but knew her sister Pandora would enjoy more than she should. By the end of the week their security forces would be back to full strength.
 
   Raven sighed again and continued across the room. All she wanted was a hot bath and some cocoa. She was almost to the stairs when Dominique, her mother's familiar and consort, appeared and lightly touched her elbow. Raven looked down at the beautiful, barefoot blonde and offered a small smile. "Yes, Dominique?"
 
   The girl bowed her head and then looked Raven in the eyes. "Fürstin Ravenel, Detective Levac is at the door. He says you aren't answering your phone and Lieutenant Frost has a new case for you. I have drawn you a bath and prepared your work attire for you. Detective Levac will be waiting in the side drawing room."
 
   "Thank you, honey. Please get him some coffee and a cheeseburger while he waits," Raven said, heading up the stairs. "The man is always hungry."
 
   On the way up the stairs, Raven stopped to place a loving hand on the door to her mother's room. Valentina had adjourned shortly after the battle had ended. The war was taking a toll on her and her health, though she would never show it to the rest of the Court. She had become Mistress to bring peace to the city and to the demesne beyond. Now, that peace had been shattered by a group of renegades bent on taking the throne and bringing back the dark times.
 
   Raven kissed the door and continued up the stairs to her own chamber. The room hadn't changed much over the last few months. The antique bed, side table, and vanity her grandmother had left her had been moved to a different position, the curtains had been replaced with even darker ones and between her posters of Casablanca, The Maltese Falcon, Each Dawn I Die and Star Wars, hung framed newspaper clippings such as "Storm and Levac Catch Strangler!", "Storm and Levac Put Mad Dog Crowe Behind Bars!", and "Le Storm Strikes Again, Night Caller Killed in Bloody Gun Duel!". Raven was proud of the work she and Levac had done and she had arranged her room to show off their successes…not that anyone ever saw them. But it was the thought that counted.
 
   In the private bath she found that Dominique had been true to her word. A steaming bath had been drawn in the antique tub. On the clothes rack hung a pair of black leather leggings, a bright blue tunic sweater, a black belt and a pair of knee high boots, stylish yet comfortable. Fresh magazines for her Automag also lay nearby, along with her badge and purse.
 
   That woman is a miracle, Raven thought. No wonder mother loves her so much.
 
   She quickly disrobed and slipped into the bath, letting the warm water wash away the blood and sweat. She finished scrubbing and sat back, trying to ignore the grief at the loss of yet another sister to the crazy war she'd accidentally started with Strohm's death.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later Raven breezed into the drawing room, her wet hair pulled into a loose ponytail. As usual, Levac was dressed in his battered, beige trench coat over a grey suit that had been slept in for at least three days. His dark hair was matted to his head and mustard mixed with the five o'clock shadow that covered his chin. He was lounging on a pink settee that was as uncomfortable as it looked and playing some game on his phone. He looked up when Raven entered and smiled. Even through the rain and the mustard, it was a smile that made Raven feel warm inside.
 
   "Hey partner," he said, standing and offering Raven a lopsided grin. "Took you long enough. I was almost ready for another burger. While you were getting forty winks, Frost assigned us a new case."
 
   "Hey Rupe," Raven replied. "I'm sorry it took so long. I had to get freshened up. As you can see things have been a little complicated around here. What kind of case do we have?"
 
   Levac took a deep breath and Raven knew she wasn't going to like what he was going to say. "It's a weird one. A body was found behind the Oriental Theater about two hours ago."
 
   Raven frowned. "What's so weird about that? It's called Death Alley for a reason. Tourists are found dead out there at least once a month."
 
   Levac stuffed his hands in his coat pockets. "I don't know. Frost just said you were to 'haul your ass there pronto'. The new lab tech, Aspen Kincaid, is going to meet us at the scene."
 
   Raven glanced at her watch. "The kid is probably already there. We'd better get going before she does something weird again."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   For once Raven declined to drive and let Levac guide his battered, old 1961 Nash Metropolitan through the icy, slushy streets of the city. Levac insisted that the car was a classic. Raven thought it was a rusted piece of junk, one small step from the scrap heap. She'd begged her partner to put the old car out of its misery, but he loved it far too much to surrender it to a junkyard.
 
   Levac parked just beyond the line of police cruisers and the two detectives climbed out. Levac gathered his evidence kit from the trunk while Raven passed through the crime scene tape, barely acknowledging the uniformed officer who held it up for her. She could smell blood. A lot of blood.
 
   Beyond the tape was the dark, narrow walkway behind the Oriental Theater known as Death Alley. The street lights had been changed countless times, but they always burned out in a shower of sparks within a few days. The city had given up and now simply left the alley dark, replacing the lights with a warning not to enter the area. Few chose to wander behind the Oriental Theater after dark anyway. Only foolhardy ghost hunters, tourists and the truly desperate walked the 100 meter length of crumbling pavement after sundown.
 
   Now, however, the alley was as bright as day. Four generators and a dozen work lights had been set up around a crumpled, bloodstained sheet about a third of the way down the walk. A young woman dressed in a lab coat over a purple tartan skirt, a skull tee and fishnets was working around the form, her purple hair trailing down her back in two long plaits. Raven stopped near the young woman and looked down at the sheet-covered blob on the pavement. It didn't look right. For one thing there appeared to be a lot of blood and no head under the sheet.
 
   "Hi, Aspen, what's the scoop?" she asked.
 
   Aspen looked up and smiled, looking a lot like a Gothic pixie. "Hi, Detective Storm. We have a dead guy. A really dead guy."
 
   Aspen pulled the sheet away with a sound like tearing silk. Beneath was the headless body of a man, naked as the day he'd been born. Wounds sewn shut with black thread crisscrossed his body from head to toe. Thick leather cord had been stitched across a seeping wound in his chest, the black line carving out the name Raven Storm.
 
   Raven squatted next to the body and pulled on a pair of blue gloves.
 
   "Nice," she said, running her index finger over the wound. "I've never gotten a victim as a love-letter before. Any idea who this guy was?"
 
   Aspen shook her head and showed Raven the man's fingers; the tip of each had been clipped off with some kind of sheers. Judging by the amount of blood in the torn tissues, he had been alive when it happened.
 
   "I can't do a quick lift and check the computer. Unless we can find his head or he happens to have a footprint on file, for now he is just a Bob Doe.
 
   Raven frowned at Aspen. "Bob Doe? Really?"
 
   Aspen grinned, a gesture that made her look about twelve years old. "I got sick of calling them John all the time. This one is Bob."
 
   "Okay," Raven said, trying not to laugh. "Any idea where his head might be?"
 
   "It wasn't with the body," Aspen replied. "He was hanging from a couple of meat hooks driven through his back. My guess is he was pierced while still alive and hung in the suicide position for us to find. Someone wanted to get your attention in a big way."
 
   "They have my attention all right," Raven muttered. "I swear, just once, just once I want a damn normal case."
 
   Levac stepped up behind her and patted her shoulder. "You wouldn't know what to do with a regular case. You'd solve it in a day and be all bored."
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. "Whatever, Rupe. You help Aspen process the body, I'm going to check the alley for anything that will help us identify Bob here and find out what he was doing in Death Alley."
 
   Levac nodded and squatted next to Aspen, pulling a pair of blue gloves from one of his pockets and littering the pavement with candy wrappers.
 
   Raven called, "Don't forget to pick those up!" as she continued down the alley, following the sweet, coppery scent of blood.
 
   She could see where the victim had been hanging. Bob's weight swinging on the ropes had left an indent in the light fixture and there was high-velocity blood spatter on the building opposite. The man's head had probably been taken as he dangled there, in the darkness with his killer, only a few yards from salvation. 
 
   Raven continued deeper into the alley, toward the dark recesses where most people wouldn't dare look for fear of what may be lurking in the darkness. Her sensitive nose first detected the masculine scent of Old Spice, followed by the tangy scents of sweat and fear.  
 
   The dhampyr squatted near the wall of the theater and picked at a plastic bag. The top came open at her prodding and the smell of terror became almost overpowering.
 
   "Aspen! Get me a light!" she called. 
 
   She could hear the sound of Aspen's boots on the pavement behind her; a moment later a spotlight splashed against the wall and illuminated the bag.
 
   "Thanks," Raven said, pulling the bag closer.
 
   She dumped the bag open revealing a pair of men's pants, a silk shirt and a pair of shoes Raven identified as Italian simply by the sole and the curve of the toe.
 
   "I think we found Bob's clothes," she said, laying them aside.
 
   Aspen frowned and looked at the pile and the other items drooling out of the bag. "How did you find that? We already combed the alley."
 
   Raven smiled humorlessly. "This is why I get all the weird ones, kid. I find the clues everyone misses."
 
   She pulled the clothes closer and let her senses do their work; the man had been terrified, but there was more than that. Cigarette smoke, sweet pine mixed with juniper berries and ginger. There was also the very strong scent of urine and blood, type A positive.
 
   "Why would this guy smell of pine and juniper berries?" Raven asked the world in general.
 
   "Dry martini with an olive," Aspen replied without hesitation.
 
   Raven looked over her shoulder at Aspen, her eyes glowing in the darkness.
 
   "What?" she asked, trying to keep the surprise out of her voice.
 
   Aspen looked uncomfortable under Raven's gaze.
 
   "That's how a good martini smells," she replied. "I'm legal, you know. The girls and I hang down at the Isle of Night every Thursday."
 
   Raven blinked and looked at Aspen again. She'd always assumed the young intern was somewhere around seventeen. Under the pale makeup, the girl possessed an elven quality that made her seem very young.
 
   She added a couple years to the kid's age and turned her attention back to the evidence. "Right…so we have a guy hung in Death Alley who wears designer clothes. He had been drinking fine martinis and was frightened enough that he peed himself."
 
   "Well, he could have done that last when he was hung," Aspen said. "The force of the hanging and the decapitation could cause him to void himself."
 
   "Yeah, but then we would be dealing with dirty diapers," Raven replied. "He would void everything, not just urine."
 
   Aspen nodded, "yeah, good point, Ray. So what does all this tell you?"
 
   "Not much," Raven replied in annoyance. "Someone hung a guy on meat hooks and then cut his head off after stitching my name in his chest. The perp is a psycho, but I get that all the time."
 
   She began going through the man's pockets; she pulled out a wallet, keys, Swiss Army knife and an oddly-shaped ink-pen and laid them on a cloth that Aspen hurriedly placed on the ground next to her. She examined each item, sniffing them gently. The keys smelled of iron and on closer inspection she found that one of the keys was very old, probably dating back to old Chicago, and she could make out a fingerprint on the knife.
 
   "Aspen, I need everything, especially this key and the knife, dusted for prints," Raven said. "I also need to know if this key matches anything we've come across before or what lock it might go to."
 
   "Got it, Detective," Aspen replied, gathering the items and bagging each one for processing.
 
   Raven stood and pulled off her gloves, which she dropped into a spare evidence bag.
 
   "These have some of his blood and urine on them," she said, laying the bag with the others. "Process his clothes and the gloves and see if there is anything interesting in his fluids. I doubt he was poisoned, considering the high-velocity spatter on the wall, but you never know. You can start by typing his blood as A positive."
 
   Raven then turned and walked back toward Levac, who had finished tape-lifting the vic.
 
   "What did you find, partner?" she asked.
 
   Levac shook his head unhappily. "Not much, and what I found was weirder than our usual level of weird," he said. "Fibers that are probably from his clothing, some odd powder in the hair and leather on his chest…and signs of extreme sexual torture."
 
   Levac lifted Bob Doe's genitals and showed Raven the bruising and the series of nails put through the man's scrotum.
 
   "Oh my Lord!" Raven said in surprise.
 
   "Yeah. Somebody didn't like our friend very much," Levac said.
 
   Raven switched to a fresh pair of gloves from Levac's pocket and then reached down to tug one of the nails free. Levac winced at the sucking noise the nail made as it came free and looked away. Raven ignored him and raised the bloody nail so she could see it more clearly. The nail was made of brass and was just over three inches long. The tip was cut with spiral grooves, somewhat like a screw, but not as deep, and the point was razor sharp. The length was covered in sticky, coagulated blood. Raven raised the nail to her nose and sniffed gently. She detected the coppery sent of blood, the smell of brass, obviously from the nail, and a hint of iron and semen.
 
   "Anything?" Levac asked, knowing his partner's sense of smell was legendary.
 
   Raven dropped the nail in an evidence bag and placed it on top of the pile. "Nothing helpful, yet. But this poor bastard was alive when they did this to him. Someone really didn't like him much.
 
   "Which leaves us with…?" Levac trailed off, leaving the question hanging in the air.
 
   Raven shrugged and pulled off her gloves with a loud snap. "An unexplained headless guy with lots of clues that lead nowhere."
 
   She straightened and walked over to where Aspen was running the print she'd found through the Automated Fingerprint Identification System or AFIS for short. She bent down to peer over the young woman's shoulder and asked, "Get any hits?"
 
   Aspen shook her head. "Not yet. It was just a partial so I am having a hard time getting enough points to match. But don't you worry, if this guy is in the system I'll find him. The boys and I will finish up the scene. We've got this, you and Ripper go and do whatever it is you do, you know, to bring the weird ones to justice."
 
   Raven blinked at the purple haired woman. "Ripper?"
 
   Aspen rolled her eyes and frowned up at Raven. "Buffy? You know, the slayer? Giles' nickname was Ripper because his name was Rupert. Rupert is totally uncool."
 
   Raven looked over her shoulder at Levac, who was picking up the candy and food wrappers he had dropped while processing the corpse. She loved him dearly, but a Ripper he was not. She turned back and shook her head at Aspen.
 
   "Don't call him that," she said. "So far he's stayed alive with me because he listens and keeps his head down when the shit hits the fan. Start calling him Ripper and I just know he will get himself hurt. Okay?"
 
   "Okey dokey, Ray," Aspen replied with a mock salute.
 
   Raven made a face at the kid that said, 'I mean it!' and she watched Aspen's face pale. When she was sure Aspen had gotten the message and Levac had finished cleaning up his litter, Raven turned away and walked back toward him.
 
   "Come on, partner," she said. "There isn't much more we can do here. Take me home, it's been a long day."  
 
   Levac nodded and led the way back to his tiny car. A few moments later they were cruising through the deserted streets of Chicago. Raven had leaned the old seat as far back as it would go, which wasn't much, and was slouching, lost in thought as the city's ever-glowing lights flickered past and reflected off the window. She barely noticed when the car came to a halt, part of her assuming they'd reached a stop light.
 
   "Um…Ray?" Levac said, his voice dead calm.
 
   "Yeah, Rupe?" Raven asked, part of her mind on the new case, the rest on a certain blond vampire who'd given her to an evil so dark it still gave her nightmares.
 
   "We've got company," Levac replied, pulling the new Beretta 93R he'd been issued for working with Raven from his shoulder holster.
 
   That got the tall redhead's attention and she turned to look forward. Standing in the street were a dozen men dressed in black body armor and what looked like armored trench coats. They stood in formation behind a tall, slender man dressed in a similar uniform. He stood with his arms at his side, gold-plated Desert Eagles clutched in his gloved hands. No…not man. No man had that shock of white hair. Vampire.
 
   "Shit," Raven muttered. "Rupert, stay in the car."
 
   Levac looked at his partner in surprise. "Stay in the car? Have you seen the kind of heat they're carrying?"
 
   Raven nodded and opened the door. "Yeah. So stay in the car and if this goes bad get the hell out of here. This isn't a police matter."
 
   Levac continued to stare at his partner in a mixture of anger and confusion. "Ray…you know I always have your back," he said, opening the driver's door. "Whatever this is, it is a police matter, most of that hardware is illegal, even in Chicago."
 
   Raven knew she didn't have time to argue. The vampire's men were about ready to open fire on the Met, she could feel it.  "All right, fine! Stay behind the door and cover me. This antique steel should protect you. I don't see anything with more power than the Desert Eagles he is holding and I just know those will be aimed at me."
 
   Levac nodded and knelt on the pavement behind the driver's door, his new pistol aimed at the vampires blocking the road. Raven walked out in front of the Nash so the lights were to her back, silhouetting her and drawing attention from Levac.
 
   "Hello, Xavier," she said in a quiet voice. "Long time no see. I'd say mom sends her love, but she pretty much hates your guts and wants to put your traitorous head on a spike outside the house. Nice group of renegade assholes you've found."
 
   Xavier laughed, a musical sound that humans and even some vampires found hypnotic. It was one of his powers and he loved to use it. The noise just annoyed Raven, like a small dog yapping in the distance.
 
   "How is dear old mother?" Xavier asked, walking forward, his guns held at the ready.
 
   Raven stood her ground and watched Xavier approach. He always had been a cocky bastard, but he was swaggering even more than usual.
 
   "Better than your father, Whitey," Raven replied. "Did you ever find a dustpan big enough to hold all of him? He left quite a mess downtown."
 
   Xavier's face darkened and Raven saw his fingers twitch on the triggers of his Desert Eagles. "Killing Father violated the Totentanz, little sister," Xavier hissed. "You will be punished for what you did to Lord Strohm."
 
   "What Strohm did violated plain old-fashioned morality, not to mention about eighteen Federal laws," Raven replied. "And if you want to talk vamps, he threatened the Mistress of the City, which carries a death sentence under the Totentanz. As Fürstin it was my duty to put him down. As your sister, it was my sheer pleasure. Your father was a psycho just like you."
 
   Xavier ignored the verbal attack on Strohm and stepped forward. "You cannot always protect mother, dear sister."
 
   Raven could see in his glowing blue eyes the vampire was only a few heartbeats away from trying something stupid; something that might get Levac killed. Her next decision was simple. With the speed of a Master vampire she drew her Automag, stepped inside Xavier's guard and pressed the barrel against his chin.
 
   "You've never been fast enough to take me, Whitey," she said, her voice laced with menace. "No one would be stupid enough to send you to kill me, everyone knows I'll send you home in a plastic baggie. So stop posing and tell me what you want or mom will be sending one less lump of coal this Christmas."
 
   Xavier smiled, showing fang. "Do you really think you can take me and all of my friends, dear little Ravenel?"
 
   Raven smirked and thumbed back the Automag's hammer. "I'm always willing to try. I think the real question is, do you want them to be scraping you off the pavement with a toothbrush? Tell me what you want and I why shouldn't send one of Thad's special hollow points out the back of your skull."
 
   Xavier paled then, a neat trick for an albino walking corpse. "My master ordered me and my men to deliver a message. Lady Valentina has one week to vacate the palace or the master is coming for her. Starting tomorrow he will begin killing one member of the Blood every other day until she surrenders you and herself for punishment before the new Court."
 
   "Master? What Master?" Raven asked. "I left Strohm in a pile of ash and if you are talking about Du Guerre, he hasn't got a snowball's chance in hell of taking mother in a war and he knows it. What Master wannabe is pulling your puppet strings, Whitey?"
 
   Xavier only smiled, showing fang. "I have delivered my message. Do what you will. I will answer no further questions."
 
   Raven looked into her brother's eyes and choked back the bitter anger growing in her belly. There was no point in threatening or killing Xavier. The look in his soulless eyes made it clear he was ready to die for whoever was giving the orders. She pushed him away and took a step back, the Automag still leveled at his head. "Tell your master this, dear brother. If he touches any of the royal family, especially mother, I will find him. And when I am through, there won't be enough of him to fill a matchbox." 
 
   Xavier shook his head in mock sadness and backed away. When he was ten paces away, he turned and motioned for is men to stand down. They vanished as silently as they had come and soon the street was deserted once again.
 
   Levac joined Raven in the glow of the Nash's headlights, the Beretta held in his hand. "What the heck was that all about?" he asked.
 
   Raven sighed and turned to face him. "Would you believe that albino son of a bitch was my half-brother? He always was a shithead, but this is a new low even for him."
 
   "We're not going to arrest him and his goons?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven snorted and turned back toward the car. "We may as well try arresting the wind. They would all be out in twelve hours or less. He has more connections than Al Capone. Come on, I need a drink and some rest."
 
   Raven slid into the car, only holstering her weapon once Levac was back behind the wheel and she was sure the vampires were all gone. Gripping the wheel, Levac looked angry.
 
   "What's wrong, Rupe?" Raven asked as he started the Met and continued onward into the darkness.
 
   Levac was quiet for several moments and Raven could hear his teeth grinding. "You always keep me in the dark," he said after a while. "We've fought people that exploded into fire and ash, failed to arrest your family members and friends when we obviously should have, like that Xavier clown…am I your partner or not?"
 
   Raven turned away from the furious anger in Levac's eyes. "You're my partner, Rupert," she said. "The best one I've ever had. You know that."
 
   Raven heard his hands squeaking on the car's steering wheel. "Then treat me like one and stop treating me like a mushroom."
 
   "A mushroom?" Raven asked, turning back toward the lanky man.
 
   Levac gave her a lopsided grin. "Keeping me in the dark and feeding me a pile of crap."
 
   Raven laughed and reached out to squeeze Levac's hand. "Just stick with me. Trust in me."
 
   Levac smiled back, "I'm not going anywhere, partner. Just remember you can trust me, too."
 
   "I know, Rupert," Raven said. "And I do. You know I do, more than anyone else on the force. And someday I will explain all of the weirdness, I promise."
 
   "But not today," Levac sighed.
 
   "Not today," Raven confirmed.
 
   The Metropolitan continued into the early-morning gloom, neither occupant speaking.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Raven was awakened by the sound of Paramore's song 'That's what you get', blaring from her cell phone. She groaned mentally at letting Aspen program her own ringtone and slapped at the phone until it stopped.
 
   "Aspen? It isn't even dawn, this better be really important," she growled at the speakerphone.
 
   "Sorry, Raven," Aspen's cheerful voice chirped. "I thought you would want to know that print you found paid off. I got a hit in AFIS on Bob Doe. His name is Zack Shevlin. He has a record for car theft and he did a nickel at the MCC. He was paroled in '04 and seems to be behaving himself, even has a job crewing Witchcraft during the summer and tending bar at night. He's bringing home…well more than most cops if you include tips."
 
   Raven straightened and pulled her Hello Kitty nightgown closed against the morning chill. "People keeping clean don't end up headless with nails in their gentleman vegetables. Did you find anything else?"
 
   "I found an address over in South Halstead. I am texting it over now. It looks like he lives alone, but you never know in that neighborhood," Aspen said.
 
   "Awesome work, kid," Raven said, stifling a yawn. "Text Levac and have him meet me at the Donut Vault at six and we will head on over."
 
   "Already did," Aspen replied, and Raven could hear her grin. "But that isn't all. Doctor Zhu already finished his prelim autopsy. A lot of Shevlin's defense wounds weren't from knives or blades like we thought."
 
   Raven froze halfway to her antique bath. "What was used then?"
 
   "Get this, he thinks they were some kind of claws, you know like those fake vampire things S&M chicks like to wear? The wounds are deep and asymmetrical, which he says is similar to that of a bear or wild animal, but far too smooth for an animal attack, hence the claws. He also pulled pieces of metal from Shevlin's spine. He is trying to match them up right now and identify what was used as the murder weapon."
 
   "Swell," Raven muttered. "Okay. Levac and I are on it. Let me know if you get anything from his urine sample or that key."
 
   She hung up before Aspen could cheer her to death and she turned on the water in her tub. She added a cap-full of vanilla bubble bath, ignoring the fact it had come from Francois Du Guerre. It may have come from a bastard. That didn't mean it wasn't delicious.
 
   While the bath filled, she extended one of her own claws and sliced her arm. The wound welled blood, but Raven was able to see the cut wasn't smooth like a blade, but rather jagged and torn.
 
   Not a vampire then, she thought. Please just let it be another one of my weird ones.
 
   She watched the wound close and then slipped into the warm tub, soaking away the night's activities in a pool of sweet vanilla.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Raven skipped down the stairs dressed in a beige sweater belted at the waist over a matching pair of dark brown pants made of the softest leather and a pair of matching suede booties that completed her outfit. The sweater was bulky enough it hid the Automag holstered high on her hip as well as the silvered throwing spikes she had taken to carrying since…since Francois had drugged her and left her for dead.
 
   A moment later she was behind the wheel of her beloved Shelby. She brought the engine to life and savored the low rumble for but a moment before pulling out of the underground garage and onto the driveway. The sun was just peeking out over Chicago as she left the family compound behind and headed downtown.
 
   The Donut Vault had been Raven and Levac's meeting spot since the week they'd become partners. The ownership was so familiar with them they now called them "Le Storm", something the precinct found hysterical. Raven didn't see the humor in it, but tolerated their good-natured teasing. After all, Levac was the first partner she'd ever had for more than a single case and one of only three still drawing breath.
 
   Raven stepped through the door and was greeted by Megan, the morning waitress. She was holding a cup of black coffee and a plain donut. Raven thanked her and scanned the orange booths for an empty one. She took a seat by the window so she could watch her city wake up and wait for Levac. He arrived twenty minutes later, his suit rumpled, his tie stained and his five o'clock shadow already in place. He parked his Nash behind Raven's Shelby and hurried in, snagging his large coffee and two jelly donuts on his way to Raven's table. He was biting into one of the donuts before his butt hit chair.
 
   "Good morning to you too, Rupe," Raven said with a smile. "Sleep in your suit again?"
 
   "I was too tired to change when I got home," he replied around his mouthful of deliciousness. "And Aspen texted me too early to do anything, but empty my pockets and head out."
 
   The redhead laughed. "Two hours and all you can do is empty ketchup packets from that ancient coat?"
 
   Levac swallowed and grinned, showing his perfect white smile. "There was mustard and mayonnaise in there too."
 
   "Oh that makes all the difference in the world," Raven said, still giggling. "Hurry up with those donuts, you're not eating those in the Shelby."
 
   Levac smiled and continued eating. "So what's the plan?"
 
   "Go down to South Halsted and take a look around," Raven said. "Maybe Zack left some clues around his place."
 
   Levac nodded. He busied himself finishing the last of his donut and washing it down with coffee. Raven handed him a handy-wipe from her purse to clean the sugar from his hands. That wasn't allowed in the Shelby either.
 
   She watched Levac clean the sugar and spilled coffee from his fingers and toss the wipe away. He stood to leave and she arched an eyebrow at him.
 
   "Raven?" he asked, "We can go, I promise I'm clean and won't get anything on the car."
 
   "It isn't that. It's your turn to pay," Raven said with a grin.
 
   Levac grimaced, but fished a wadded twenty from his pocket and tossed it on the table. Raven smoothed it, put it under her coffee cup and then led the way out into the street. A bitter wind was blowing down the street, carrying sand and debris with it. Levac turned his collar up against the chill and reached for the Shelby's door handle, but Raven's attention was elsewhere. She was looking at a shadow atop the building opposite. She could have sworn it had moved when they came out.
 
   "What now?" Levac asked, glancing first at his partner and then at the bank and businesses around them. "More of your weird instincts?"
 
   Raven shook her head and walked around to the driver's side of the car.
 
   "No, just a feeling. I'm sure it was nothing," she said.
 
   She started the car and accelerated into traffic. Beside her, Levac winced and gripped the armrest like it was the gutter in Vertigo. She knew he trusted her drivingm but it still scared him that she could maneuver her Shelby through rush-hour traffic at sixty miles an hour when everyone else was standing still. His fear just made her drive even faster.
 
   The drive to South Halsted was uneventful and Raven parked in front of a small white house nestled between a children's center and a church. Kids were playing in the snow in front of the children's center and they stopped and stared when Raven parked the Shelby and the two officers stepped out onto the street. 
 
   "Police! Police! It's the police!" a small dark haired boy yelled, pointing one little finger at the pair.  The rest of the small group squealed and ran inside the center like zombies were attacking.
 
   Levac looked at Raven and shrugged. "Guess cops are none too popular in these parts."
 
   "At least they didn't call us 'pigs'," Raven replied. "That always annoys me."
 
   She led the way down the sidewalk and up to the door of the two story house. The white paint was cracked with age and the wood siding beneath was weathered and rotten, some so badly Raven was certain she could poke a finger through. She opened the storm door and knocked on the whitewashed door beyond. The wood rattled at her touch and flakes of paint scattered to the ground like snow. Raven closed the storm door and waited politely, but there was no answer. She knocked again with the same result. Casting a quick glance to make sure she and Levac were unobserved, she grabbed the door's antique knob and twisted. To her surprise the door was unlocked and opened easily, screeching on hinges that probably hadn't seen oil since the turn of the century. She pushed it fully open and slipped through. Like most houses this old, she found herself standing in a narrow hallway. An arch led to her right into a small living room stuffed with mismatched furniture and a television bigger than some apartments. To her left was an equally small dining room that contained a table and four chairs. White candles had been placed in the middle along with a small arrangement of what Raven's nose told her were fresh flowers. Two cartons of Chinese takeout sat at either end of the table on top of matching place-settings.
 
   Levac picked up one of the cartons and popped the top. 
 
   "Moo Shoo Chicken?" Raven asked.
 
   "Pork, I think. Colder than Shevlin's corpse," Levac replied.
 
   Raven watched Levac make a note of the restaurant's name and then led the way deeper into the house, one hand trailing down the wall.
 
   An archway at the end of the corridor led into a large kitchen. Though old, the kitchen was well kept. The counters and sink were spotless, the 50s era appliances were in good order and looked to have been carefully painted within the last year or so; even the counter-top dishwasher had been painted to look like the Love Bug. A vase of white roses sat on a small table next to a doorway that led out to the back porch. Raven walked across the black and white tile and picked up the card: To Christina from Zack, Happy Birthday! was engraved in silver ink.
 
   "Looks like Zack had a girlfriend," she said, putting the card back and turning around. "Someone named Christina."
 
   Behind her, Levac had opened the refrigerator and was poking around with gloved hands. 
 
   "What are you doing?" Raven asked.
 
   "Remember the last really weird one? We found bricks of cash in the freezer," Levac replied.
 
   "Yeah, but your hand is on a chocolate bar," Raven said with a smile. "Come on partner, let's check the other rooms."
 
   From the kitchen, a stairway led upwards into gloomy morning sunlight that filtered through barely visible windows like something out of the Amityville Horror; another archway opened into a sizable pantry stuffed with canned goods, instant soup and MRE's. Raven and Levac poked around among the packages and cans, but found nothing of interest, though Levac spent far too much time lingering over an unopened package of cookies.
 
   Upstairs they found themselves in a foyer lit by the Amity windows. Doorways led into two bedrooms and a spacious bathroom. Raven and Levac split up to check the bedrooms with Raven choosing the master bedroom. 
 
   The bedroom, like the kitchen, was freshly painted in pastel blue. A king-sized bed took up most of the small room, flanked by white wicker bed stands, two matching lamps and an armoire. A single door led into a walk-in closet.
 
   Raven pulled on a set of fresh gloves and began a careful search of the room. The chamber was filled with the scents of a woman; perfume, hair products, lipstick and moisturizer permeated the air, undetectable to anyone who didn't have preternatural senses. Oddly, there was no indication that a man had shared the room.
 
   Storm moved through the bed chamber, letting her senses guide her. There was a tang in the air she couldn't quite place, but that was horribly familiar. After a moment she pulled open the draw to the bed stand. Inside was a collection of small glass vials, each filled with a fine red powder. She collected them as evidence and turned to the closet.
 
   It was nothing she hadn't seen before. Ladies clothes in a size six filled the closet, all organized neatly; jeans, tees, blouses, sweaters, dresses, skirts…and at the back of the closet what could only be described as dancewear, the kind of garments that could only be called clothes because you couldn't call them lingerie. Raven picked through the outfits, looking for one that had been worn, but not yet laundered. Her sensitive nose picked up the sour scent of sweat, cigarette smoke and booze coming from a leather number that consisted of a belt that was probably supposed to be a skirt, a shelf bra and a choker with a D ring at the front. She picked it up and sniffed gently, but detected nothing new beyond the subtle scent of a woman; she had a hunch the girl had danced at one of the clubs in Chicago. A girl had to make ends meet and sometimes that was all you could do.
 
   Raven put the outfit back on the shelf and left the master bedroom to find Levac leaning into the bathroom.
 
   "Find anything in the other bedroom?" Raven asked, walking toward him.
 
   Levac shook his head. "Not really. Looks like it was being used by a guy, my guess would be Shevlin, but there was nothing in there to prove it," he said in a dead voice. 
 
   Raven looked at her partner and then turned to follow his gaze. The bathroom was pristine with a new white vanity, black and white tile and a new-looking claw foot tub. A young blonde woman lay in the tub, her hair plastered to her skull, one hand trailing in a pool of red on the tile floor. She stared accusingly at the two detectives with blank, white eyes.
 
   "Shit," Raven said softly.
 
   Levac nodded.
 
   "I think we found Christina," he said. "Looks like a suicide to me."
 
   "I don't think so," Raven said, pushing past Levac. "I don't smell any blood, do you?" 
 
   She stooped and ran a finger through the red pool. It was thin and grainy, full of red particles like the ones in her evidence bag.
 
   "Thirst," Raven said, holding up one red-coated finger.
 
   Thirst? What's that?"
 
   "A drug," Raven said. "An expensive designer drug I came across when I worked in Narc. I thought we'd gotten it off the streets, but I guess not. Think of it a sort of predecessor to Bath Salts."
 
   Levac frowned at his partner. "You mean that stuff that made that guy eat someone's face off down in Miami?"
 
   "The very same," Raven said. "Only this shit is one thousand times worse."
 
   "Why are her eyes all white like that?" Levac asked, leaning over Christina.
 
   "It is the last stage of Thirst addiction," Raven said, her voice tight. "In most people it causes a type of madness and thirst for blood, hence the name. In others, complete blindness. You end up in your own private little hell. And if there is no one to feed your addiction, you die as your organs shut down one at a time. It’s a horrible way to croak."
 
   "Did you see a lot of this in Narc?" Levac asked, putting away his pistol and laying a hand on his partner's shoulder.
 
   Raven flinched, but didn't move away. "Yes. It's why I got suspended and why I transferred to homicide. I beat a Thirst dealer to death with my bare hands. When I realized what was happening, there was nothing left of his face, but meat and bone. I was acquitted for 'extenuating circumstances' but something like that sticks with you for the rest of your life."
 
   She shook her head and turned away. As she entered the hallway she called to Levac, "Rupe, can you call Aspen and have her get her team down here? Maybe we can get a firm ID on the girl and some clues as to what Thirst has to do with Shevlin. I need some air."
 
   "You got it, partner," Levac replied. Raven felt his eyes on her as she walked down the stairs, the railing creaking in her grip.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The noonday sun was high overhead, burning the morning chill away into a bright afternoon. Raven leaned on the hood of her Shelby sipping black coffee and watching the crime scene technicians come and go from the house through her aviator sunglasses. Aspen came out at the end of the parade with her kit and a disgusted-looking Levac. The young woman stopped next to Raven and started to set her kit on the hood of the Shelby. Raven lowered her sunglasses and glared at the younger woman. Aspen pulled her kit away as if the car was on fire and held the case to her like it was her favorite stuffed toy.
 
   "So what did you find that connects all of this to Shevlin?" Raven asked.
 
   Levac opened his notepad and began flipping through the crinkled pages.
 
   "The woman's name was Christina Shevlin," he said. "She was Zack's little sister. Her birthday was last night. Shevlin ordered the flowers and had them delivered before noon yesterday, Christina ordered the Chinese at 7:00pm last night.
 
   "So we can place her death after that," Aspen interjected. "It's hard to get an accurate time of death though. The water was still warm so her liver temp is going to be off."
 
   "After seven is at least something to go on. Run a calculation on how fast the water should have lost heat, that should give us a better T.O.D.," Raven said. "Anything else?"
 
   Aspen nodded and opened her own notebook, which had a pentacle on the front.
 
   "I found hair that matched Shevlin's perfectly. The doc will want me to run it through the stereo microscope, but I am certain it was him sleeping in the guest room. And I found something else."
 
   "What?' Raven asked, looking down at the diminutive technician.
 
   "You're not going to like it, Ray," she said.
 
   Raven lowered her sunglasses again and glared at the smaller woman, her eyes flaring green. "Spit it out, kid!"
 
   "I didn't find any Thirst in Christina's body," Aspen said without taking a breath.
 
   Raven blinked in surprise and raised her sunglasses. "None? None at all? But she shows all the signs of an overdose!"
 
   "I know!" Aspen said, backing away slightly from the angry detective. "But she tested clean. Whatever killed her, it wasn't Thirst addiction. I will run another test when I get back to the lab, but I would bet anything she was clean as a whistle. Not even caffeine in her system."
 
   Raven shook her head and glared at the house from behind her sunglasses. It was supposed to provide answers, not more puzzles.
 
   "Aspen, rerun the tests and have Shevlin double checked as well," she said. "I want to be absolutely certain there is no Thirst in his system before I go opening old wounds."
 
   "You got it boss," Aspen replied.
 
   "What's our move, Ray?" Levac asked, stuffing his notebook back into his pocket.
 
   "I need a hotdog," Raven replied, walking toward the driver's door. "You coming?"
 
   Levac laughed and climbed into the Shelby. Raven started the engine and pulled away from the curb. As they drove, Levac leaned closer to his partner.
 
   "You going to tell me what is eating at you?" he asked.
 
   "Part of me really wants this to be Thirst related. Those dealers and I have unfinished business," Raven replied. "That shit put a thirteen year old girl in the psych ward, stuck in a nightmare with no way out. There is nothing I or anyone can do for her, but put a bullet in her brainpan."
 
   "You knew the girl, didn't you?" Levac asked in gentle tones.
 
   Raven nodded and accelerated around a slow-moving delivery truck, narrowly missing an oncoming taxi.
 
   "She was my adopted little sister from the Big Sisters program," she said. "Her name was…is…Nicole. She's the reason I beat a dealer to death."
 
   "I'm sorry, Raven," Levac said. "I didn't know."
 
   "You couldn't have. Hold tight, lunch is on me," Raven said with a soft smile.
 
   The afternoon was turning dark and Raven had turned the Shelby's lights on against the growing afternoon gloom as she guided the car through the growing traffic. Though it was still early, it was almost full dark when Raven pulled the muscle-car into the parking lot of Wonderdawgs. She backed the car into her usual spot facing the main street and climbed out, shrugging into a leather long-coat against the increasing chill. 
 
   "You want the usual?" she asked Levac before she closed the door.
 
   "Yep. I'm going to check in with Frost and let him know what we've got."
 
   "See if Zhu has anything for us, too," Raven said. "I will be right back."
 
   Raven closed the door and crossed the lot, shivering in her coat. She barely noticed the white minivan parked to the side of the restaurant or the muscle bound man leaning against the side. She simply nodded at him and continued into the restaurant.
 
   Inside, the restaurant was brightly lit and smelled of grilled onions, fresh hotdogs and the sweet tang of relish. Raven smiled and stepped up to the counter where a familiar face grinned at her from behind a massive cash register that was new around 1955.
 
   "Good afternoon, Ms. Storm," the freckle-faced teen said with a dimpled smile.
 
   "Hi, Nadia," Raven said, somewhat surprised the girl hadn't called her detective. "Can I get the usual with one sweet tea and one black coffee?"
 
   Nadia punched in the order and Raven handed over the cash.
 
   "Keep the change, I heard about your college fund," Raven said.
 
   Nadia grinned wider and said, "Thank you, Ms. Storm, every little bit helps."
 
   Again with the Ms. Storm, Raven thought. 
 
   She dismissed any questions as her to-go tray was delivered. The smell of hotdog relish and ketchup was too good to resist. She picked up the tray, smiled at Nadia again and exited into the cold afternoon, balancing the tray in one hand and her coffee in the other.
 
   Once outside she took a sip of her coffee and instantly spit the oversweet concoction out, spilling the food tray as she did.
 
   "What the hell?" she snarled. "Nadia knows I hate sugar in my coffee!"
 
   She turned and looked back at the restaurant. This time she took in the man by the van, which was blocking the back door, and Nadia's strange behavior. On a hunch she turned her coffee cup over. On the bottom was written '211 Robbery in Progress'.
 
   "Ray? You okay?" Levac asked, joining her in the middle of the lot. "You dropped all the food."
 
   "Yeah. Call dispatch and tell them we have a 211 in progress, at least three armed suspects, maybe four," Raven replied, pulling her Automag.
 
   "We do?" Levac asked, looking at the restaurant.
 
   "Either that or it is going to be a 187 for putting cream and sugar in my coffee," Raven said. "Check the bruiser by the back door."
 
   Levac nodded and started to pull his own piece. Raven stopped him with a look.
 
   "Call it in then cover me through the back door," she said.
 
   "Be careful, Raven," Levac said.
 
   Raven smiled and continued toward the restaurant. She needed this more than she needed a hotdog. She was almost to the bruiser at the van when he turned toward her.
 
   "Can I help you?" he asked in a southern twang.
 
   "Yeah, you can lay down on the ground while I arrest your buddies inside," Raven replied. "Payroll day, is it?"
 
   The man laughed and pulled a snub-nosed .38 from his pocket. It looked ridiculous in his ham-sized hand.
 
   He got as far as "I don't think…" before Raven shot him through the forehead, spraying his tiny brain all over the side of the van.
 
   She didn't wait for the body to fall. She was through the back door and moving, a predator in search of prey. 
 
   Ahead she could see two men standing outside the restaurant's tiny office while the owner worked at unlocking the safe. A third man was pushing hotdogs around the grill while a fourth was watching Levac through the windows. All were armed with pistols save for the one on the grill, who had concealed a shotgun next to his legs. None of the men appeared to have heard the shot over the sizzle of the grill and the roar exhaust fans.
 
   "You know, every week my friend Nadia there has been making lunch for me and my partner," Raven said in a conversational tone. "I always order the same thing with a black coffee. She's a great kid, going to be a doctor someday and she never makes a mistake. But today my coffee had cream and sugar. A lot of sugar. I came back to complain and what do I find? You clowns trying to rob a Chicago landmark. Why don't you put those weapons down, lay down on the floor with your hands behind your back and say 'I'm sorry' one thousand times while we wait for someone to take you away." 
 
   Instantly the men responded by drawing their weapons. Raven shot the man looking out the window, blowing him through the glass to land face-first on the sidewalk. As he crashed to the ground she ducked behind a metal countertop and waited as a hail of bullets rang out on the steel, destroying chopped onion, relish jars and the restaurant's famous pickles. She felt chunks of pickle and onion landing in her hair and felt her blood rise in fury. She snarled and called on her vampiric heritage. The world went blue and time seemed to slow as she sped up; she slid out from behind the countertop and shot both of the men by the office door, the thirty caliber slugs punching neat holes in their chests and dropping them like sandbags to the tile floor. She then turned and sidestepped a blast from the shotgun wielding cook. She watched as he jacked another round into the chamber in slow motion. By the time he was ready to fire again she was in his face. With her left hand she raised the shotgun, slamming the hot barrel into his face once, twice, three times in quick succession, pulping his nose and forcing him to let go of the weapon, which she let clatter to the floor. He sagged down beside it, one hand cradling his destroyed nose.
 
   He wiped the blood from his face and looked up at the towering redhead with the smoking Automag. His right hand was twitching toward his shotgun.
 
   Raven forced her vampire side back into the dark corners of her mind and offered the gunman a lopsided grin. "To quote the famous Inspector Harry Callahan, 'Go ahead, make my day!'" Raven watched the would-be crook's eyes widen and she couldn't help but grin wider. "Are you going to make a move or are you going to sit there and bleed?" she asked.
 
   The gunman stopped reaching for the shotgun and raised his hands, ignoring the blood dripping from his nose. 
 
   "It isn't brave, but it's probably the smartest thing you've ever done," Raven said. "You're under arrest for attempted robbery, attempted murder, messing up my hair and for screwing up my perfectly good lunch."
 
   "Back up is on the way, as well as a meat wagon and paramedics," Levac said, entering through the back door. He hadn't even pulled his weapon. 
 
   "Thanks, Rupe," Raven said, pulling out her cuffs. She looked down at the thug by her feet and dropped the handcuffs on his chest. "You know what to do, bub."
 
   Grudgingly the crook put the cuffs around his wrists and Raven holstered her pistol.
 
   Nadia appeared at her elbow and offered her a cup of steaming black coffee.
 
   "Thanks, Detective Storm," the girl said. "I was hoping you got the message, I didn't know what else to do."
 
   "You did great, kid," Raven said, ruffling the girl's hair and taking the coffee. "You go check on your dad while we wait for backup. This guy isn't bleeding all over the Shelby."
 
   Nadia smiled and walked into the office where her father was sitting at his desk, his head in his hands.
 
   "These scumbags are getting bolder all the time," Raven said quietly.
 
   Levac looked at his partner, his eyes meeting hers. "So are you. That was the third 211 you've handled alone in two weeks. You're taking a lot of chances, Ray."
 
   Raven opened her mouth to say something sarcastic, but seeing the look in her partner's eyes, choked it back. "You're right," she said. "I'm just trying to keep you safe. I've lost too many good friends to bad luck."
 
   Levac nodded, but didn't look any happier. "I know, Raven. But you're not the only one who cares about their partner."
 
   Raven looked away and sipped at her coffee as the sound of sirens got closer. She didn't really know what else to say.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was three hours later; the suspects had been processed and taken away, reports had been filed and Raven now sat in Lieutenant Frost's office, her legs stretched out in front of her. His office looked like a movie set, like he'd watched The Last Action Hero one too many times. Glass windows covered by blinds looked out into the squad room, a desk you could land a helicopter on dominated the room and the rest of the walls displayed Frost's and the unit's many commendations. Rumor was he dusted them personally before he went home each night.
 
   The Lieutenant entered a few moments later, his grey suit looking impeccable over his lanky frame. He sat across from Raven and ran a hand through his silver hair. Raven smiled at the gesture; Frost always reminded her of Dick Van Dyke and his mannerisms were getting closer every day. It was almost uncanny.
 
   Frost flipped open a folder and pulled out the first sheet of paper.
 
   "Your report indicates you and Levac encountered a 211 in progress while stopping for lunch, is that correct?" he asked.
 
   Raven straightened in her chair. "Yes, sir. We stopped at Wonderdawgs for the usual cop lunch and Nadia, the clerk, managed to alert us to the crime in progress."
 
   Frost consulted his notes and glared at Raven. "By putting sugar in your coffee?"               
 
   "Well, she wrote a message on the cup as well," Raven said. "It was collected as evidence."
 
   The lieutenant frowned. "You then proceeded into the restaurant without backup, killing four suspects in the process and doing two thousand dollars in damage?"
 
   "No sir. The only damage I did was to the suspects," Raven replied, matching Frost's glare.  "Those idiots shot up the restaurant. You know I hit what I aim at, Chris, what's with all this hassle?"
 
   Frost glared at Raven a moment longer and then nodded. "The Chief will make us pay for the damage, regardless, you know that. I'm also going to put a reprimand in your file for going in without backup. I've told you about that shit before. You have a partner for a reason."
 
   Raven's eyes glowed and she almost snarled at Frost. "You know that cops who back me up end up dead or in the hospital! I am not letting Rupert get blown away due to some dumbass regulation!"
 
   "I know," Frost said with a sigh. "So maybe you could try working within regulations instead of being so trigger happy. You could try actually arresting someone for a change."
 
   Raven did snarl this time, her vampire side struggling to come free. "Maybe you can tell that to my dead partners! If I'd been a little faster, maybe Cruze and Davis would be alive, Wilson wouldn't be a damn junkie and Owen wouldn't be in a wheelchair!"
 
   "Suspects have rights, Storm," Frost said, leaning away from Raven's angry glare.
 
   "So do victims and I didn't hear any complaints from them!" Raven replied. "Are we through, Lieutenant or do you want to fire my ass?"
 
   Frost looked up at her. "There's one more thing, Storm, and you're on the edge of another reprimand. The Shevlin case. Those Thirst vials had to come from somewhere and they look a lot like the ones we have in evidence. I want you to check with Wilson and see what you can come up with."
 
   "Whatever," Raven replied.
 
   She exited Frost's office, letting the door slam behind her, drawing the attention of every detective in the squad room. She ignored their surprised looks and walked toward the exit. She knocked on Levac's desk on her way out and said, "we're up, partner," before grabbing her purse and walking down the back stairs.
 
   She was opening the door to the Shelby when Levac joined her.
 
   "What happened back there?" he asked, opening the passenger door.
 
   "I got dressed down by Frost, a new reprimand in my file and a possible lead," Raven replied, bringing the Shelby to life.
 
   "A reprimand? What for?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven shook her head and drove out into traffic. "Putting victim's rights ahead of those of the scumbags that call this city home. Don't worry about it. We're heading out to see Wilson."
 
   Levac gave a half frown and looked over at Raven.
 
   "Wilson? Out in The Dark?"  he asked.
 
   "Yep. Frost thinks he might have a lead and we haven't much else to go on."
 
   Raven guided the Shelby through afternoon traffic, eventually leaving the other vehicles behind as they got closer to the noisome area of the city known appropriately as The Dark. Years ago a large section of the city had been rendered almost lifeless in an accident, the cause of which remained unknown. Wilson lived in a battered trailer near the very edge of The Dark, a place where almost no one would bother him.
 
   Deciding to risk it, Raven drove down the lane toward Wilson's trailer. Steam billowed from old gutters and rattled manhole covers that had been locked down by the city's engineers. When the event first happened, teams were sent into both The Dark and the tunnels to try and figure out what happened. None were ever found and now only preternaturals ventured into the area. No one wanted to know what was down in the tunnels.
 
   She guided the car around the manhole covers and got as close as she dared to The Dark before parking along the side of the street. From the car she could see that the trailer hadn't changed much in the last few months. The generator that ran Wilson's electricity had been replaced with a newer model, but otherwise things were the same. The white doublewide sagged on old leveling jacks that hadn't been touched in years, Wilson's bicycle was still lashed in place by chains usually used in restraining angry bears and all the windows were still blocked from the inside by sheets of newspaper.
 
   "Wilson can be real nervous around new people," Raven said as she and Levac walked toward the trailer. "Try not to make any sudden moves and keep your hands away from your pockets."
 
   "Is he violent?" Levac asked, looking at the abandoned buildings that surrounded Wilson's trailer. The crumbling brickwork and shattered windows were enough to give anyone the shakes.
 
   "No, not usually. But he could clam up on us and if he knows where those Thirst vials came from, then we need him to talk."
 
   "I'll follow your lead, Ray."
 
   They reached the trailer and squeezed past the smoke-billowing generator and up the steps that led to the door. The steps creaked and groaned under their feet and Levac grabbed the handrail as if it was a life-preserver.
 
   "What's the matter Rupe?" Raven asked with a grin. "Afraid of some creaks and groans? Trust me, the steps are designed to make noise. Wilson knows we're here."
 
   "He tunes the steps?" Levac asked in surprise.
 
   "He's got nothing better to do in the dead of night," Raven replied.
 
   They reached the door and Raven knocked politely, ignoring the gaunt face peering at her from a gap in one of the windows.
 
   "Wilson? It's Raven. I have my partner Detective Levac with me."
 
   "Go…go away," Wilson stammered. "I got nothing t…t…t…to tell you."
 
   "Oh don't make me go through this, Wilson," Raven said. "I've got fifty bucks that says you can help me with a case."
 
   The door opened a crack and she could see the gaunt blue-eyed stare in the gloom.
 
   "Show me the c…cash!" he said.
 
   Raven fished in her purse and pulled out a crisp fifty-dollar bill which she held up between two fingers.
 
   "Fifty bucks, Wilson, I just need a name," Raven said.
 
   "What kind of name?" Wilson asked.
 
   Raven could hear him picking at the scabs that covered his arms and tried not to let it get to her. He'd been her friend. And a good cop, once.
 
   "We need to know who is dealing Thirst in plain glass vials, no street name," Raven said.
 
   "I d…don't do Thirst no more," Wilson said, his gaunt face becoming a mask of horror.
 
   Levac stepped forward and smiled.
 
   "Mr. Wilson, I'd sure appreciate it if you could help us out," he said in his best Columbo voice. "We've got a murder on our hands and well, sir, you're our only real lead."
 
   "You must be Levac," Wilson said, looking the trench-coated man up and down. "I h…h…heard about you. First partner besides me to stick with Storm for more'n a week."
 
   "That's me," Levac said, still smiling. "Can you help us out, sir?"
 
   "Storm cleaned out most of the Thirst dealers around here," Wilson stuttered. 
 
   "There has to be one left, Wilson," Raven interjected. "I found unmarked Thirst at a crime scene. Two people are dead and the Thirst was somehow involved."
 
   Wilson looked at Raven and Levac and Raven saw in him the good cop he had once been. "Try the warehouse district, six blocks toward the river from Club Purgatory," he said in a clear, strong voice. "You might find what you are looking for there."
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Wilson," Levac said. "Thank you very much."
 
   Raven smiled and pulled another fifty from her purse. She slipped both through the gap in the door. "Get something to eat, Wilson. I'll see you later," she said.
 
   Wilson nodded once and closed the door, shooting the bolts as Raven and Levac trotted down the stairs and headed back toward the Shelby.
 
   "Thanks, Rupe," Raven said.
 
   "For what?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven smiled and said, "For being a damn good detective. For being you."
 
   Levac smiled back, "you're welcome, Ray. That's what partners are for."
 
   The pair continued down the lane to where the Shelby waited. They slipped inside and, as Raven brought the engine to life, Levac asked, "So, we going to go shake some trees near Club Purgatory? It should be full dark by then."
 
   “That's the plan," Raven replied. "Just hope some fruit falls out, so far we got nothing, not even a head."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
                 
 
   A deep, cloudless night had fallen and the hovering, overcast clouds had sunk until the city's tallest buildings vanished into them. The gas lamps that ringed Old Town and the warehouses beyond were being lit by young men carrying torches on narrow poles and even in the chilly weather, party-going young people were entering Old Town for a night of excitement, many dressed in either Victorian style or, as was far too often the case with younger women wearing just enough to skirt the city's decency laws.
 
   Several new businesses had opened in Old Town over the last few weeks. Club Purgatory, the Old Curiosity Shoppe and Marie's Curiosities were still there, as they'd always been, but they had been joined by a new magic shop called The Chamber of Secrets, a Victorian style tavern strangely named The Lost Room and a Scottish restaurant called Isle of Night. The Chamber of Secrets sold those things that tourists loved so much; fake wands, love potions that were mainly sports drink mixed with soda water and other such nonsense. The Lost Room, a well decorated and expensive eatery and bar, was a vampire-run business for those who had no interest in or more taste than the blood fest that was Club Purgatory. Last, but not least, the freshly opened Isle of Night was a reasonably priced restaurant that served everything Scottish, including Cullen Skink, a thick fish soup, clootie dumplings and of course haggis, which they insisted was a beautiful dish.
 
   Raven left the Shelby outside Isle of Night and handed the valet a folded bill.
 
   "Just leave it there," she said. "It's fine with MacLeod."
 
   She and Levac walked down the cobbled sidewalk, both huddling in their coats as they made their way down the lane toward Club Purgatory. Raven stared angrily at the converted warehouse. Vampires and lycans both used it as a hangout and a way to, against Valentina's laws, turn innocents. It had also been one of the main sources of Thirst back when she'd been in narc and she had beaten the door down on more than one occasion. The large neon sign sparked and crackled in the night, an effect that never failed to shock and amuse tourists. Raven just thought it was stupid, but had to admit the blood-red sign against the black background made the place noticeable. It was still early, but a line was already forming outside, waiting until the doors opened at 9:00p.m. Club Purgatory, no matter how much Raven hated it, was still the place to be for a supernatural thrill.
 
   The two detectives continued past the old warehouse and deeper into the back-alleys of Old Town, pushing through iron gates that creaked like something out of a Vincent Price movie and skirting the steam-belching drains that dotted the lane. Here, the buildings were even older and less restored than the businesses that framed the courtyard. Many of the Victorian houses still served as residences for those who owned residences or worked in the area. Gas lights flickered in windows, casting a warm yellow glow out into the street that seemed to push back not only the darkness, but also the evening's bone-numbing chill. The flame made Raven smile and she instinctively reached for Levac's hand. He didn't resist, but held it gently, not saying anything as they continued deeper into the maze of ancient sidewalks.
 
   "Yo mama, you don't want to be going no further!" 
 
   The voice so surprised Raven she had drawn her Automag and spun before she even realized she'd done it. In the shadows of one of the alleyways stood a short, thin man wearing a yellow hoodie, black jeans, hiking boots and a do' rag that held his black hair back from his face. The hoodie read "Love Machine" in big pink letters and Raven smiled in spite of herself.
 
   "What did you say, sir?" Levac asked, gently pushing Raven's pistol down.
 
   The short man inhaled on the blunt he'd been clutching and stepped into the light, flicking the ember into a nearby drain with practiced ease.
 
   "I said, you don't want to go no further," he repeated. "You're heading into Black Widow territory and them cats ain't right; they're peddling nothing, but that red death shit."
 
   "You mean Thirst?" Raven asked.
 
   "I ain't talking about pixie dust, lady," the man replied.
 
   "How do you know that?" Levac asked.
 
   The kid frowned and folded his arms over his chest, "Why you asking, Codumbo?"
 
   Raven flipped out her badge and fought back a smile. The kid had gotten Levac's precinct nickname in one go.
 
   "Detectives Storm and Levac, Chicago police. That's why we're asking," she said. "Now tell us about Thirst."
 
   "Shit! Yo, I always help out our boys and girls in blue," he said, grinning at Raven. "Especially the girls. I'm Paco, by the way, but you can call me Love Machine."
 
   "We'll stick with Paco, thanks," Levac said. 
 
   “Whatevs, man." Paco said with another leer at Raven. "Look, these Black Widow chicks came in about five weeks ago. Knives, guns, probably even grenades, who the heck knows? They took over this whole section of Old Town and run the show from the old meat packing plant."
 
   "Black Widows? That's a weird name. What are they, a clique or something?" Raven asked. 
 
   "Yeah, that’s what they call themselves, like some crazy all-girl biker gang or some shit. Bad-ass women if you ask me."
 
   "How do you know they are pushing Thirst?" Levac asked, writing in his notepad.
 
   Paco bristled and stepped forward. "Cause I seen it, Holmes! Two of my crew tried that red shit. One ended up dumb and blind down at the Sisters of Mercy by St. Jude's, the other got shot down by cops when he tried to bite his girl. I ain't sitting out here warning folks out of the goodness of my heart!"
 
   "Are they selling Thirst out of the plant too?"  Raven interjected, one hand on Levac's elbow.
 
   "Yeah, mama. They make it and sell it out of the plant," Paco replied. "Far as me and the boys can tell, all the other buildings are empty, for now."
 
   "Look, Paco," Raven said. "Don't call me mama, mamacita, or anything other than Detective Storm, are we clear?"
 
   Paco smiled again. "Whatever you say, Detective."
 
   "Is there anything else you can tell us?" Levac asked.
 
   "Yeah, you two are going to need more firepower if you plan to take them down. Like maybe another dozen people armed with rocket launchers or some Halo shit," Paco said.
 
   "I think we've got things under control, Paco," Raven said. "Thank you for the tip."
 
   "You got it ma…Detective Storm."
 
   Raven shook her head and led the way toward the old meat-packing plant. Back in the early days of Chicago, the city was known for its slaughterhouses and meats. The packing plant was a throwback to those days, left undamaged by the fire and largely unaffected by age. Until recently it had been a home for runaways; confused pureblood lycans and vampires found the smell of old blood and meat comforting. It would have taken some doing to get them to move. Even young preternaturals were more than a match for most humans. That meant these Black Widows were probably something more.
 
   With that thought in mind, Raven reached into the purse slung over her shoulder and withdrew another Automag three. This one, unlike her father's that she carried, was new, having only been fired enough times to break in the magazines and adjust the sights. She slammed a fresh magazine into the grip and held the weapon out to Levac.
 
   "What's this?" he asked in surprise.
 
   "A real gun," Raven replied. "You may need the firepower tonight."
 
   "But I've got the…" he started.
 
   Raven shook her head. "That's still a nine mil popgun, Rupert. Trust me on this. I have a bad feeling about what is about to go down. If things go south, aim for the head or heart. Anything else will just slow them down and piss them off."
 
   Levac took the Automag and weighed it in his hand before sliding it into the pocket of his trench coat.
 
   "You're the boss," he said. "But I wasn't planning on shooting anyone tonight."
 
   "Yeah, and things always go the way we plan."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The old meat packing plant was set on the far side of a courtyard. Even at this time of year old bushes, weeds and timber poked through the crust of snow that covered the yard. An old fountain that had once burbled water from six spitting cherubs now sat covered in graffiti and choked with weeds and ice.
 
   The buildings around the courtyard did indeed appear to be abandoned, just as Paco had said. Most were peak-roofed old storefronts, the front windows smashed on both the first and second floors, making them look like jagged mouths full of sharp black teeth. By contrast, the plant had recently been painted white with a red stripe a meter from the ground. Gang signs Raven didn't recognize decorated the building, but only below the red line. Gas lights illuminated the small lot in front of the building as well as the sloping walkway that led to the main double doors. A dozen people leaned against the wall in various states of Thirst withdrawal while a man in a thick black jacket stood by the door letting them in only after the Thirsty had handed over what looked like enough cash to buy a small country.
 
   All this Raven acknowledged with her first glance, but it was the figure huddled in the pool of light beneath one of the gas lamps that had her attention. She walked straight across the courtyard and knelt next to the teenage girl who was shivering and whimpering in the throes of deep withdrawal. Raven thumbed the girl's eyelids back and was relieved they were bloodshot blue rather than the milky white of hopeless addiction.
 
   Raven pulled off her jacket and put it around the girl's shoulders. "Honey? Can you hear me?" she asked in a gentle voice.
 
   The girl tried to nod, but only managed to wag her head uncontrollably.
 
   "My name is Raven, sweetie. This is my friend Rupert. Everything is going to be okay," Raven said, stroking the girl's hair.
 
   She looked up at Levac, who was standing next to her looking angry.
 
   "Rupe? Go get that Paco kid. I'm sure he has a car of some kind, get him to take this girl to the Sisters of Mercy. Tell him if he doesn't, I will blow a hole in him you can drive a truck through."
 
   Levac nodded and trotted off the way they'd come. Raven watched him leave and then turned back to the girl. She felt for a pulse in the girl's neck and was frightened by how weak it was becoming.
 
   "Shit," Raven muttered. "She's going to die or the Thirst will take her."
 
   With little hesitation Raven leaned forward, extending her fangs as she neared the girl's slender neck. Steeling herself she bit through delicate flesh and artery, filling her mouth with the sweet taste of blood and the sickly flavor of Thirst. She let go and spat the mouthful of blood into the snow, only to repeat the process twice more. When she was finished she licked the wound in the girl's neck, healing it as if it had never been. She then bit her own wrist and held it to the girl's lips. The girl drank instinctively, savoring Raven's claret. When the color returned to the girl's cheeks, Raven pulled away and covered her wrist with her sweater sleeve. It would heal on its own in just a few seconds.
 
   "Honey? You're my familiar now," Raven whispered. "I promise I will not call on you, ever. Just get better."
 
   She held the girl in her lap, trying to keep her warm. A moment later Levac returned with Paco in tow. 
 
   "Your partner delivered your message, mamacita," Paco said. "How far gone is she?"
 
   "She's going to make it," Raven replied, looking Paco straight in the eye. "Get her to safety and don't screw around. She's under my protection now and I will know if she isn't cared for."
 
   "You got it, Detective," Paco replied, his accent and tough guy demeanor gone. "I know the Deacon at St. Jude's. I'll make sure she gets the care she needs."
 
   Paco knelt and picked the girl up in his arms as if she were weightless. He then nodded at Levac and headed into the darkness.
 
   "Will she really make it?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven nodded, ignoring that her partner had seen and stepped on the bloody snow. She turned and looked toward the lit building. "Now let's see if anyone over there wants to help us with our inquiries."
 
   She walked across the lot past all the junkies waiting for their next fix and straight to the bouncer at the door. He was a pale man with brown hair cut in a Duck's Ass, dark eyes and a smartass look on his face. 
 
   "Oi, wait your turn, lady!" he said in a voice he probably thought made him sound tough.
 
   "Did you know there was a teenage girl dying out there in the cold because of this shit you're peddling?" Raven's voice was as cold as the grave.
 
   The bouncer shrugged and folded his arms across his chest. "No one made her take a hit. She wasn't my problem. She's just another junkie, like all of these miserable little shits."
 
   Raven nodded and looked away for a moment. When she looked back her eyes were the angry feral slits of a Master vampire.
 
   "That girl just became your problem!" she growled.
 
   She kicked the man in the knee, shattering the joint, slammed him hard enough into the wall for his face to leave a dent in the ancient oak and then pinned him in place with one arm twisted painfully behind his back.
 
   "How many of your bosses are inside?" she asked, her voice still cold and emotionless.
 
   The man struggled against Raven's grip and groaned, "I'm the boss!"
 
   "I doubt that, sir," Levac said, leaning against the railing. "The boss doesn't usually stand outside in the cold with a police detective trying to push his head through the wall of a building. I suggest you answer my partner's question while you still have a face. Do you think you could help us out, sir?"
 
   The man struggled a bit more in Raven's grip and she pulled harder on his arm, not stopping until a sickening wet pop was heard. The bouncer whimpered softly and nodded. "Okay, okay, just let me down!"
 
   Raven let go and watched him fall, her eyes still glowing with fury.
 
   "She's inside," he moaned. "The boss is inside with her guards."
 
   "Those Black Widows we've heard of?" Levac asked.
 
   The bouncer nodded and cradled his ruined arm. "They're all inside."
 
   "Who makes the stuff? Your boss and her crew or do you have people inside?" Raven inquired.
 
   "Staff… staff of six homeless people they took from the streets," the bouncer replied, his eyes sagging.
 
   Raven grabbed him by the throat and lifted him to eye level. "Don't you even think about passing out yet, scumbag! You're using homeless people to make Thirst? Tell me why I don't tear your throat out and watch you bleed to death at my feet!"
 
   "Because you're a good cop, Ray," Levac said in a gentle voice.
 
   Raven blinked and looked over her shoulder at Levac. He smiled and held out his cuffs with one finger. "Cuff this bastard and let’s go get some answers."
 
   Raven took a breath and slowly let the bouncer down. She cuffed his unbroken arm to the railing and then opened the door to the plant.
 
   Inside was quiet. The making of Thirst didn't require much in the way of machinery, just people to mix, package and distribute. Electric safety lights glowed in bright rows along the ceiling, stainless steel counters covered in various equipment stretched into the distance beneath them and a handful of scruffy, unhappy-looking people moved back and forth mixing powders and carrying the result to the glass furnace where portions were sealed in glass tubes. 
 
   None of the workers looked up as Raven and Levac entered, one just pointed toward a door at the far end of the room.
 
   "We're not here for Thirst," Raven said. "I'm Detective Storm and this is Detective Levac of the Chicago police.  We're shutting this place down and you're free to go."
 
   The small group of workers looked up at that, their faces dejected and frightened. One of them, the apparent leader, gestured toward a surveillance camera high in the far wall.
 
   "They'll see and kill us if we try to escape," he said. 
 
   "Not if they are behind bars," Levac said. "Come on, you people get out of here or I will have to arrest you for the manufacturing of narcotics. Either way, you're leaving. I suggest you make your way to the Sisters of Mercy outside Old Town."
 
   Seeing that Levac wasn't kidding, the small group of workers hurriedly left. Within seconds there was only the hush of the small torch they used to seal the Thirst vials and the tink-tink of cooling metal. 
 
   Once the room was clear, Raven closed the door and locked it behind her. She picked up a vial of Thirst and turned it in her fingers; as far as she could tell it was identical to the ones they'd collected at Shevlin's home. She pocketed one of the vials and then turned to the camera and blew a kiss toward the lens, hoping it annoyed whoever was watching.
 
   Levac moved ahead and checked the door into the next room. He nodded at Raven and drew the Automag she'd given him while she covered the door. When they were both ready, Levac opened the door and Raven stepped through, automatically checking corners and behind the door for any hint of hidden danger.
 
   The detectives found themselves in a well-appointed office area two stories high. Black leather sofas surrounded a white steel fireplace, the glass side-tables covered in issues of Vogue, Cosmopolitan and Handgun magazine. Beyond the sitting area was a caged in security office, the door hanging ajar as if someone had just left. Next to this was a metal staircase leading up to the second floor. There was no sign of anyone.
 
   Raven nodded toward the stairs and Levac nodded back. The tall redhead went first, scanning the corners of the room. She reached the bottom of the stairs and checked the top. She could still see no one, though a catwalk led deeper into the plant and branched off into a room with tinted windows. Raven was about to head up the stairs when a leather-clad woman dropped from the rafters and landed on Levac, dragging him to the floor in a heap of leather and tan trench coat.
 
   "Chicago police!" Raven yelled. "Let him go or I will use deadly force!"
 
   The woman looked up at Raven and snarled, showing white fangs. Raven didn't hesitate; Her Automag barked twice, both rounds punching through the vampire's face in quick succession. The vampire exploded in a cloud of flame that left Levac covered in fine grey ash and scraps of charred leather. He coughed from within the cloud and Raven helped him to his feet.
 
   "What was that?"  he asked, gasping for breath.
 
   "I promise I will tell you later," Raven replied. "Just remember, use the Automag and aim for the heart or head."
 
   Levac nodded and followed Raven up the stairs. They were halfway to the catwalk when another vampire appeared from the scaffolding above.
 
   "Freeze!" Levac ordered. "Chicago Police!"
 
   "She knows that, Rupert," Raven said, watching the vampire scamper from beam to beam. The vampire was dressed in a leather catsuit tight enough to show a pimple, a leather collar with a ring on the front and boots so high they made Raven's feet ache in sympathy yet still she moved with catlike grace, a panther about to pounce. 
 
   Raven waited for Levac to pull the trigger, hoping he wouldn't make her do it for him. Her hesitation was a mistake. Another vampire grabbed her from behind and threw her over the railing. She caught the rail with one hand and dangled thirty feet in the air. Above her the vampire had grabbed Levac and was rearing back to tear into his throat with fangs that glistened like fine china. 
 
   Levac hesitated no longer. The plant was filled with a deafening boom as he fired the Automag, dusting the vampire in the rafters. He then drove the back of his head in the face of the vampire behind him, cracking the woman's nose and forcing her to let go.
 
   Inwardly proud of her partner, Raven raised her own pistol and fired, watching with satisfaction as the third vampire disintegrated into ash.
 
   "You okay?" Levac asked, helping her back over the railing.
 
   "I'm fine, thanks," Raven replied. "That was a good shot, Rupert."
 
   "But what did I shoot, Raven?" he asked. "What the hell are these things?"
 
   Raven started past him, deeper into the warehouse, but Levac caught her arm. "They're vampires, aren’t they, Raven? Honest to God vampires!"
 
   Raven looked at the ash and charred clothing on the floor and nodded. "Yeah.  Yeah, they're vampires, Rupert. Full on, blood-sucking monsters," she said. "The sort of crap I've been dealing with since my first day on the force."
 
   "Who else knows about this? Frost? Zhu? Gibbs? Anyone?" Levac asked.
 
   "If Frost doesn't suspect, he is a lot dumber than I think he is, but otherwise just me and Zhu.  And now you," Raven said, still staring at the floor.
 
   "Why? For God's sake this should be on the news!" Levac exclaimed.
 
   Raven shook her head and raised her eyes to meet Levac's. "No! Come on, Rupert! You know people are panicky and stupid. If they knew Old Town was full of vampires, lycans and all manner of other monsters there would be widespread panic, the world would be in even more shit than usual. The Army would be mobilized, force would be used and trust me, the monsters would win."
 
   "You don't know that, Ray," Levac said. 
 
   "Yeah… I do," Raven said. "And I need your promise, Rupert. Not a word about this. To anyone. Lives depend on the public not knowing about any of this."
 
   "Ray…" Levac started.
 
   "Rupert, trust me, please," Raven interrupted. 
 
   "All right, Raven," Levac said. "For now."
 
   "I'll take it," she replied. "Come on, we still have nine suckheads and whoever holds their leash in here somewhere."
 
   Levac made an 'after you' gesture and Raven stepped past, leading the way into the back of the plant. Both detectives continually checked overhead for vamps lurking in the rafters while Levac occasionally glanced behind. When they reached the intersection Levac indicated he would continue into the back while Raven checked out the tinted room. She nodded in response and watched her partner move into the gloom before turning and making her way toward the glass room that overlooked the office below. The door opened at her push to reveal a chamber carpeted floor, ceiling and three walls in plush black. Twelve coffins were placed neatly around the room and a desk sat in front of the observation windows. A coffee pot half-full of warm claret sat on the desk next to an assortment of magazines, a laptop dock and a notebook.
 
   Raven ignored the desk and moved toward the coffins. A quick check confirmed that all were empty, but Raven sprinkled a mixture of garlic powder and silver nitrate from her purse into each just in case. Any vamp closing herself in one of the coffins would quickly find themselves spontaneously combusting. 
 
   Satisfied the coffins were safe, Raven donned a pair of gloves and flipped through the notebook. Each page was dated starting about three weeks before and was full of names and numbers. Some names were listed every few days and the numbers got larger. Raven guessed this was a ledger of people purchasing Thirst and how many vials they purchased each time. By the looks of things, a lot of people were about to start suffering withdrawal, but that was better than a lot of people about to suffer death or a permanent stay alone in a nightmare.
 
   Raven flipped to a few days before, but found no entry for Shevlin or his sister. She couldn't say she was surprised, the preliminary tests indicated that there was no Thirst in their systems. But still, someone had left the Thirst at the scene.
 
   She put the notebook in an evidence bag and slipped it into her purse. When she left the room she could hear the sounds of Levac and the repeated boom his new Automag and she ran in that direction. She passed several piles of clothing and ash before she reached the end of the catwalk. A staircase led down to another office area and a back door that stood open to the cold night air. Levac was backing toward the door with a redheaded woman handcuffed to his left wrist and two vampires moving toward him. He was holding them at bay with the barrel of his Automag, and even at this distance Raven could tell the slide was locked back. The only thing keeping him from being a midnight snack was that the vampires didn't realize the pistol was empty.
 
   He's brave…, Raven thought. Braver than anyone ever gives him credit for.
 
   She drew her own pistol and ejected the magazine. She replaced it with a fresh one and whistled as loudly as she could. The two vampires spun and looked up at her. Behind them, Levac almost sagged with relief.
 
   "Hi there!" Raven said in a cheerful voice. "I don't suppose telling you to surrender, you're under arrest for selling drugs, murder, attempted murder and atrocious fashion-sense would do any good?"
 
   The vampires hissed and sprang into the air, going directly for Raven's throat. 
 
   "Yeah, I thought not." Her pistol flamed four times and she covered her head for protection from the flying ash and burning leather. When the cloud cleared she trotted down the stairs and over to Levac who had holstered his Automag and replaced it with his police-issued Beretta.
 
   "Who's your friend, partner?" Raven asked.
 
   "This is Ms. Rayne DeGrey," Levac said dryly. "I believe she is the ringleader of this little party we crashed."
 
   "You invaded my business without a warrant and killed my staff," Rayne said in a faint French accent. "I want my rights and my attorney."
 
   Raven stepped forward and looked Rayne in the eyes. To her surprise the woman was human; not lycan, not vampire, but human.
 
   "Ms. DeGrey, what is a nice French woman like you doing with vampires like these?" she asked.
 
   "There is no such thing as a vampire," Rayne replied with as much dignity as she could muster.
 
   "I'm glad we've got that sorted out," Raven replied. "Let me be clear, we didn't need a warrant. There was more than enough evidence of a crime in progress outside to call in SWAT, you're lucky it was just us. Ms. DeGrey, you are under arrest for the manufacture, storage and sale of the narcotic known as Thirst, the attempted murder of a young girl who was dying on your doorstep and for messing up my hair. You have the right to remain silent. I suggest you exercise that right when it comes to any questions about blood-suckers. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law. If you say anything about your missing staff I will make sure you rot in a prison for the criminally insane instead of cushy Club Fed…"
 
   Raven continued reading Rayne her rights as she and Levac escorted the woman back to the waiting Shelby…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Two hours later Raven and Levac sat on Raven's desk sipping coffee and flipping through Zhu's reports. DeGrey had been taken to processing and Aspen's team was collecting evidence from the meat-packing plant. She had already confirmed that the vials were identical in size and shape to the ones found at the Shevlin residence. More tests would be needed for an exact match, but it was close enough for Raven to use against DeGrey in interrogation. 
 
   The autopsies confirmed what they already knew. Shevlin was tortured and killed by decapitation, Christina died of heart failure due to unknown causes. The report on Christina also indicated she'd been pregnant when she'd died.
 
   Raven was just finishing her coffee when Frost came out of his office. She tossed her coffee cup into the nearby can and elbowed Levac who looked up from the file folder to see Frost approaching.
 
   "He looks unhappy," Levac said.
 
   "Yeah… it's the way his eyes crinkle at the edges and his face turns red," Raven replied calmly. "It’s a dead giveaway."
 
   Frost ignored Levac and looked straight down at Raven.
 
   "One arrest? One arrest?  Are you saying that one woman was running a six thousand square foot Thirst operation?" he asked.
 
   "Hi, Chris," Raven said. "Yeah, we were just going through the reports. There isn't any obvious connection between the two deaths at the Shevlin place, but I've a hunch they are related. We will keep digging until we find the link. We're going to interrogate Rayne DeGrey in about ten minutes and see if she can shed any light on the subject, if you want to observe."
 
   "I asked you a question, Detective," Frost said, ignoring Raven's words. "Where are all the other workers? Why aren't my holding cells full of Thirst peddlers?"
 
   Raven raised her head and looked at Frost, her eyes darkening. "We found a half dozen or so homeless people the bitch had kidnapped and was making work for her. We let them go. It wasn't their fault they were working there, they had no choice. If you want to arrest them they are at Sisters of Mercy next to St. Jude's. Good luck with the Deacon there. I hear Patrick Moore doesn't care much for people messing with his flock."
 
   "No one else?" Frost asked. "No one at all?"
 
   "No, no one," Levac replied. "Is there something else, sir? We have an interview to do."
 
   Frost looked at Levac and opened his mouth to reply, but was interrupted by the telephone. Raven lifted the receiver and held it to her ear. She hung up a second later.
 
   "We’re up, partner," she said. "That is unless the Lieutenant wants to keep asking questions about my report."
 
   Frost stood aside and Raven slid off the desk, followed by Levac, who dropped his coffee in the wastebasket.  
 
   In the elevator he turned to Raven.
 
   "I don't like lying to Chris," he said. "The lieutenant is a good man, he was your dad's partner for years."
 
   "It isn't high on my list either, Rupe," Raven replied, staring straight ahead. "If you want to tell him we dusted twelve vampires, go right ahead. You want to ask for reassignment I…won't stop you. These are the cases I get, Rupert. This is the shit I deal with day in, day out. I already told you."
 
   Levac looked hurt and turned away.
 
   "That wasn't what I meant, Ray," he said. "You said you thought he knew."
 
   Raven nodded. "I do. That doesn't mean it can go in the official report, Rupert, and that is what will happen if you confirm what Chris thinks," she said. "Those reports get seen by the records clerk, the chief and God knows how many other people. Adding that we killed twelve vampires suspected of peddling Thirst to the official record would get us thrown off the force and possibly locked in the funny farm. I don't think you want that and I sure don't. So yeah, I do the dirty work, clean up the weird-ass cases and lie on my reports to keep the general populace from having any clue about what is right in front of their noses."
 
   "I'm sorry," Levac said after a moment. "I know you. That must be hard on you."
 
   "It's my job," Raven replied with a forced smile.
 
   The elevator stopped and Raven walked down the hall to the interrogation room, trailed by Levac who seemed lost in thought. Raven handed her Automag to the patrolman on duty and turned to her partner.
 
   "Are you in or out?" she asked.
 
   Levac looked back at Raven. "In. You're my partner."
 
   Raven smiled as Levac handed both of his weapons to the officer. The two detectives then entered the room, which was painted white, and had a green tile floor. It contained nothing, but a table and a few chairs. Rayne DeGrey was sitting at the table with her hands cuffed in front of her. She had doffed the grey suit coat she was wearing, revealing the sleeveless crimson blouse beneath. In spite of appearing in her fifties, the woman's arms were quite muscular. Golden circlets wrapped her arms just below the bicep and were welded in place; the only reason she hadn't been relieved of them. She otherwise still wore the rest of her suit and smart heels. Prison blues wouldn't be handed out until she had been arraigned in the morning.
 
   Levac pulled a chair out and sat down across from DeGrey while Raven leaned up against the observation glass.
 
   "Ms. DeGrey, it's good to see you again," Levac said.  "I'm sorry this has to be under such unpleasant circumstances. I understand your attorney will be here shortly?"
 
   The woman nodded once, curtly, and kept her eyes straight ahead.
 
   "Is there anything you would like to tell us in the absence of counsel?" Levac asked.
 
   DeGrey's face darkened and she frowned. "Do I look stupid, Detective?"
 
   Levac shook his head and pulled his notepad out. He smoothed a clean page and said, "Not at all, Ms. DeGrey, not at all. I was just hoping you could help us out. We're investigating a murder. Thirst was found at the scene and it seems to have come from your business. Could you help explain that for us?"
 
   DeGrey's handcuffs rattled and she laughed. "Your dumb detective act is very good Mr. Levac. You are a true student of the late Peter Falk. But I still have nothing to say to you."
 
   There was a knock at the door before Levac could say anything else. The door opened a beat later and a tall brunette woman dressed in a black pantsuit, cream blouse and the kind of heels that made Raven want to punch her in the face. They were six inches if they were anything.
 
   "Attorney Riscassi?" Raven asked.
 
   "Yes. You're Detective Storm," the woman said, not offering her hand. "I have heard of you. That scruffy looking little man must be your partner, Detective Levac. Charming. Why are you holding Ms. DeGrey?"
 
   "We…" Levac began but Raven cut him off.
 
   "You know perfectly well why we are holding your client or you wouldn't be here yourself. You would have sent a lackey. Ms. DeGrey is under arrest for the manufacture, distribution and sale of narcotics, specifically the one known as Thirst," she said.
 
   Riscassi moved behind her client and squeezed the seated woman's shoulder. "I wasn't aware you were still in narcotics, Detective Storm. I was under the impression you were disciplined and moved to homicide after beating a suspect to death."
 
   Raven stiffened, but did not rise to the bait. "I'm glad you are so familiar with my illustrious career. You are Ms. Maria Riscassi, of Riscassi and Levine, daughter of Rocco "Rocky" Riscassi. I don't have to tell you what he was known for, do I?"
 
   Riscassi smiled, but it never reached her cold brown eyes. "It's nice we are all so well acquainted. So tell me, Detective, what do you have on my client?"
 
   Levac cleared his throat and flipped backwards through his notepad. "Well, Ms. Riscassi, it would appear we have enough to put your client away oh… for quite some time. I'd say fifteen to twenty for all this, if the judge goes easy on her."
 
   "We have this, Riscassi," Raven said, slamming a vial of Thirst on the table. "Thirst. Highly addictive, deadly, and since you know me so well, the reason I beat a drug dealer to death with my bare hands. Vials just like this are connected to the deaths of two people, found at the scene, but not used. I want to know how your junk got in my crime scene!"
 
   Riscassi glanced at the vial and back to Raven. "I assume you are prepared to offer some deal in exchange for this information?"
 
   "Well, Ms. Riscassi, the DA is prepared to guarantee Ms. DeGrey gets the lightest possible sentence in a minimum security facility if Ms. DeGrey enters a plea and provides the information we've requested," Levac said. "I can have the paperwork brought in if you would like."
 
   "No thank you," DeGrey said without looking up.
 
   This took even Riscassi by surprise. She sat next to her client. "Rayne, if even half of what they have sticks, you could go to prison for a very long time. If we play our cards right I can bargain it down to five years in minimum security, parole in three."
 
   Fat chance, Raven thought.
 
   "I understand, Ms. Riscassi," DeGrey said. "The answer is still no. I can't help these officers."
 
   "Are you certain?" Riscassi asked.
 
   DeGrey nodded, her face blank. "I am."
 
   Riscassi stood and spread her arms. "I'm sorry, Detectives, my client and I must decline your offer. I suggest you provide copies of your reports and evidence findings to my office. I will be in touch with the district attorney."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Damnit," Raven growled as she and Levac walked back to the elevator. "That was a sweet deal you laid on her and she shoots it down? That's crazy."
 
   "I agree," Levac said. "And without her we're at a stand-still. Again. What did your famous instincts tell you?"
 
   "We're not at a stand-still," Raven said. "Aspen identified the fluids on his pants to indeed be the makings of a martini. And that kid is good. The martinis were made with vodka infused with snake blood, served locally at our not-so-favorite nightclub. As far as my instincts…that was at least partially an act. Riscassi was lying and her surprise at DeGrey's declination of the deal was feigned, even if it was insane. She knew DeGrey wasn't going to take the deal. DeGrey on the other hand was as cold as a cucumber and just as unfeeling. It makes no sense at all."
 
   Levac frowned and rang for the lift. "So what was the deal with you and Riscassi?"
 
   Raven shrugged. "She's a mob daughter. Her father was a high-up enforcer my dad took down. Rocco's men were considered suspects in dad's murder, but no one could ever prove the case, though Gibbs and Frost tried. I even tried when I got the chance, but there simply wasn't enough evidence to put any of them at the scene."
 
   "That explains why you wanted to pull her head off."
 
   Raven smiled at Levac, but there was little humor in it. "And go bowling."
 
   The two stepped into the elevator and began the slow ride up from interrogation.
 
   Levac flicked out his pocket watch and frowned at the time. "It's three fourteen in the morning, Ray. I think we should head home and pick this back up at around the crack of noon."
 
   Raven hadn't realized it was so late, but then she was half vampire… and she was starting to really need a drink after all the blood and energy she'd spent during the day.
 
   "You get some rest, Rupe," she said. "When you get in, see what you can dig up on DeGrey and Riscassi. Associates they have in common outside our normal mob scumbags, anything."
 
   "A hunch?" Levac asked.
 
   "One of those feelings," Raven said somewhat distantly.
 
   Levac rolled his eyes and stepped out of the elevator. Raven followed and the two walked toward their respective vehicles.
 
   "And I suppose you're going to Club Purgatory without me…again," Levac said.
 
   "Rupe, don't start," Raven replied. "You know about the suckheads now. That place is crawling with them. Let me handle the preternatural stuff while you be a real detective and do what you do best."
 
   And not get your head pulled off for asking 'Just one more thing', she added mentally.
 
   Raven could see in his face he didn't like it, but Levac nodded his assent and headed toward his battered Met. She waited till he had driven away before getting into her own car and heading back to Old Town.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Not much had changed since they'd left a few hours previously, though police lights still sparkled in the distance where Aspen and her team were busily gathering enough evidence to bury DeGrey in the MCC for a long, long time.
 
   Raven found a safe place to park near Ye Olde Curiosity Shoppe and headed across the central courtyard toward Club Purgatory. Though the sun would rise in just three hours' time, there was a line of Goth and Emo kids outside longer than a bunch of groupies at a movie premier. The bouncer had changed since Raven and Levac had walked by previously and Raven didn’t recognize the large African-American vampire leaning against the railing. He had a black bandana holding waist-length dreads in place and was clad head to toe in leather from the finest Fetish catalog.
 
   As usual Raven walked past the line of hopeful vamp wannabes, hopped the velvet rope and stopped next to the bouncer, whose bulk was blocking the door.
 
   "Fürstin Ravenel," he said with a bow of his head.
 
   "I don't know you, what's your name and what house do you represent?" Raven asked.
 
   "I am Malik Zoba of the House of Xion."
 
   Raven nodded, recognizing the name. They were usually quiet at court, if they even bothered to show up.
 
   "It is a pleasure to meet one of the blood pact," she replied, returning the head bow. "I would like access to the club, please."
 
   "I apologize, Ravenel," he said. "But rules say you wait your turn. Especially you."
 
   "Especially me?" Raven asked. "Cornelius really made that a rule?"
 
   "Yes, Ravenel," Malik replied, again omitting Raven's title. "I must ask you to go the end of the line and wait."
 
   Raven sighed and brought the fire to her eyes, knowing this time is was really going to drain her.
 
   "Malik, I mean no disrespect to you or your house, though the continual omission of my title indicates you mean insult to me and the Mistress of the City. I will give you a chance. We can do this the easy way or we can do this the hard way. The easy way is you step aside and let me pass in the name of Fürstin and as a Chicago officer on police business."
 
   "And the hard way?" Malik asked, cracking his knuckles and straightening to his impressive seven foot five inch height.
 
   Raven rubbed her eyes tiredly. "Seriously? The hard way? Can't any of you mouth-breathers ever take the easy way and just let me in the fucking door?"
 
   There was a crowded thirty seconds where Raven exchanged blows with the larger man…who eventually threw her over the railing. She landed gracefully on her feet and snarled up at the older vampire, letting her fangs show, to the amusement of the crowd who thought it was all some kind of act for their benefit.
 
   "Not bad, Dreads," she said, somewhat surprised.
 
   Malik was breathing hard from the exchange, but he nodded. "Likewise, half-breed."
 
   Raven smiled and leapt back over the railing, one high-heeled boot catching the vampire in the face and ripping open his jaw. As he howled in pain she back-fisted him across the other side of his jaw and followed up with a reverse spin-kick that ripped his throat out and dropped him gurgling to the walkway. Raven knelt on one knee beside him and pulled him half way off the cement.
 
   "There is a reason I am Fürstin, Malik," she said in a quiet voice. "And you're not. The blood of a Sanguinarch flows in my veins."
 
   Malik tried to reply, but his ruined face was having trouble putting itself back together.
 
   "It was a pleasure meeting someone from House Xion," Raven said. "Next time, just open the damn door. And it's Fürstin Ravenel to you, Embraced. If I have to remind you again, they will be sweeping your ashes into the bushes. Have I made myself clear?"
 
   The vampire nodded once and Raven dropped him to the ground. She then smiled at the crowd and passed through the door, leaving it open behind her. Beyond the front door were the restrooms and a coat closet that led to a foyer that had recently been decorated with a variety of paintings depicting the denizens of purgatory all in overly sexual positions. Beyond them was a curtain that led through to the weapons check and massive dance floor. Raven ignored the new check-in girl who offered to take her weapons and passed through the plastic curtain and into the club proper. What passed for 'dance music' assaulted her ears and she winced at the heavy bass beat that threatened to shake her fangs out of her head. She pushed through the crowd to the bar where a friendly face was already pouring her a cranberry club soda. Raven smiled at the Nubian princess behind the bar and sipped the soda gratefully.
 
   "Hello, Pashta," she said, licking her lips. "It's good to see you, love. Thank you for the soda, but I'm going to need something a little stronger this time."
 
   Pashta reached for the Jack Daniels bottle, but Raven stopped her.
 
   "Not booze, Pash" she said, barely above the din of the club. "Claret in a wine glass if you don't mind?"
 
   Pashta raised her eyebrows in surprise, but reached beneath the counter to the bottle warmer. She pulled out an unmarked wine bottle and poured Raven a full glass of deep red blood. Raven choked back her distaste and swallowed the whole glass as quickly as she could. 
 
   "God I hate having to do that," she said, feeling her energy return.
 
   Pashta placed a shot of Jack in front of her friend and smiled. "You looked like you needed it. And the whiskey. What have you been doing this night, Ravenel?"
 
   "More than I should have," Raven replied. "Thank you."
 
   She downed the shot of whiskey, using it to wash the taste of blood from her mouth. 
 
   "You fought Malik, didn't you?" Pashta asked with a smile.
 
   "He wouldn't let me in," Raven replied, half turning to watch the crowd.
 
   "I would have loved to see that. He is a Master of House Xion," Pashta said.
 
   Raven swiveled back in surprise. "Is he? 'Lius put a Master on the door? Why on Earth would he do that?"
 
   "Because of you, dear Ravenel," Pashta replied with a grin. "If you recall, the last time you were here you broke into his sanctum and threatened to kill him and tear this place down. He is somewhat afraid of you."
 
   "He'd also kidnapped my sister's familiar," Raven said. "He's lucky I didn't dust him. I let him live and I hold no ill will. 'Lius is a puppet and a coward."
 
   Pashta nodded and cleared the glasses from in front of Raven before providing another glass of claret and a shot. "Is there something else I can do for you?"
 
   Raven frowned at the blood, but drank it down, chasing it immediately with the fiery whiskey. When her throat had stopped burning she said, "Actually, yes. Levac and I are working on a new case. I think one of the victims was here at least once. Do you think you can look at a couple pictures for me?"
 
   Pashta glanced over her shoulder at the other bartender, who was busy flirting with two cute human men, then nodded and made a motion with her fingers like she was rubbing money together.
 
   Raven laughed and slid two fifty-dollar bills under her wine glass. She then showed Pashta the file photos of Zack and Christina. Pashta tapped the DMV photo of Zack.
 
   "I have seen this man several times," she said. "He was a regular on nights after he'd worked on the yacht Witchcraft."
 
   "Did he speak with or dance with anyone in particular?" Raven asked.
 
   Pashta looked uncomfortable and slid the bills into the pocket of her white leather pants. "You won't like it, Fürstin."
 
   Raven frowned. She knew and was friends with Pashta. Though they had met under the usual circumstances they'd become friends over the last few months. It wasn't like her to be shy with information. "Come on, Pash! How bad can it be?"
 
   "Bad. Xavier Tempeste and Lord Du Guerre. They sat in the far corner."
 
   Raven blinked in surprise. "My brother and Du Guerre were meeting with my murder victim? When was the last time you saw them?"
 
   "Your brother was here earlier this evening, he left with a dark-haired woman wearing a domino mask. Lord Du Guerre has not been here in maybe two days," Pashta replied.
 
   "Two days…the night Shevlin was killed," Raven muttered.
 
   "Do you know who served them?"
 
   "Sienna," Pashta said, pointing at a blonde waitress who was weaving her way through the crowd with the skill of a formula one driver.
 
   "Thank you, hon," Raven said. "Talk to you later."
 
   "Later, Ravenel," Pashta answered with a nod.
 
   Raven pushed her way through the crowd until she reached the blonde, who was serving a group of very familiar-looking bikers; Lycans Raven had dealt with before. Two rose to stop her as she got closer, but their alpha motioned for them to sit.
 
   "Hello again, boys," Raven said with smile. "Just passing through. Sienna?"
 
   The blonde waitress nodded and finished placing mugs of mead on the table. "Yes? Can I get you something?"
 
   Raven took the girl by the elbow and guided her away from the werewolf pack.
 
   "I'm Detective Raven Storm of the Chicago Police Department," she said. "I would like to ask you a few questions."
 
   Unphased, the girl led Raven to an empty table and sat across from her. Raven pulled out the photos of Zack and Christina Shevlin and passed them to the girl.
 
   "Do you know either of these people?"
 
   Sienna tapped Zack's photo without hesitation.
 
   "This is Zackie," she said. "A really sweet guy and a great tipper. He always came in after he'd been working the yachts, said he liked the spooky atmosphere here."
 
   Raven took the photos back. "Did you ever see him with anyone?"
 
   Sienna laughed. "Oh yeah, he met a couple of real good looking guys on a couple of occasions, I think something to do with one of the boats he worked on. One was tall, an albino guy with a bad attitude. The other dude was a Frenchman, a beautiful man with blonde hair and a beard shadow that begged to be stroked. You know the kind I mean?"
 
   "Did you ever hear them talking?" Raven asked, ignoring the description of Francois.
 
   Sienna shook her head. "No, not really. They only spoke to me when I brought or they ordered fresh drinks. The rest of the time they were quiet when I was around, like they didn't want me to hear what they were talking about."
 
   "Shit!  Okay…thanks Sienna. That is at least more than I had."
 
   "You're welcome," Sienna replied.
 
   Sienna turned to go, but Raven stopped her with Levac's trademark line. "Just one more thing, Sienna."
 
   Sienna turned and looked at Raven. "Yes, ma'am?"
 
   "Those guys you were hanging with? Don't go home with any of them. And I mean that. They can be real animals when they aren't here," Raven said.
 
   "As you say," Sienna said with a nod.
 
   Raven watched her go and drummed her fingers on the table in annoyance. So Francois and Xavier were working together and had likely been with Shevlin on the night he was killed. What the hell would they want with an ex-con working Witchcraft and how did his sister fit into things?
 
   Why are the cases with preternaturals always so bloody complicated? Raven wondered.
 
   She stood and walked back to the bar, pausing to slip Pashta another fifty. She then headed home. It had been a long day.
 
   * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
                 
 
   The crack of noon came with the rumble of thunder and waves of snow that covered the Windy City in a blanket of white so pristine it looked like a Holiday card. Raven was dressed in black leather pants, a black and white poet blouse and knee length riding boots; she'd opted for a low-slung tactical holster for her Automag and the outfit sort of made her feel like a character out of a movie.
 
   She was posing in front of her mirror when there was a hesitant knock at the door. She holstered her Automag and pulled the door open. Dominque was standing on the other side looking at the floor. As always the pretty blonde was dressed in a thin gown and stood in bare feet. Raven could tell by the way she was standing that something was very wrong.
 
   "What's happened?" Raven asked.
 
   Dominique wrung her hands and when she looked up her eyes were moist with tears. "Your sister Rowan didn't come home last night. I did a bed check like I do every morning, a task your mother has given me and her bed was empty this morning. It was still made from yesterday."
 
   Raven shrugged. "Maybe she found a new familiar, you know how she likes to collect them, kind of like Ken dolls. She could be spending the day with one of them."
 
   Dominique shook her head. "I fear something dreadful has happened. I did her Tarot and her cards keep coming up Death."
 
   Dominique's cards were never wrong. Never.
 
   "All right, honey," Raven said. "Do you know where she was going last night?"
 
   "No. But she took the new Aston Martin DB-9 Mistress got in last week," Dominique replied.
 
   "Have Aston Martin activate the GPS, I will have traffic run an APB on the car," Raven said. "Wherever she is, we'll find her."
 
   Dominique left to do as she had been told. Raven followed her down the stairs and, after a pause to hug the petite blonde goodbye, headed out into the snow, already dialing a friend in traffic.
 
   The Shelby wasn't the smartest car in the snow, but in Raven's hands it was good enough to get her to the precinct. She breezed into her office at half past noon and dropped a paper-wrapped sandwich next to Levac, who was poring over a file like it was a really good novel.
 
   "What's cooking'?" she asked.
 
   Levac didn't look up, but he did reach for the sandwich. "Did you know your dad tracked this Riscassi guy for three years before he finally nailed him on a murder charge?" 
 
   Raven nodded and unwrapped her own sandwich. "I've read the files, I know all about dad and Riscassi. Did you find any useful connections between Riscassi and DeGrey?"
 
   Levac took a big bite of the bacon sandwich Raven had brought. Around a mouthful of cheese and bacon he said, "It looks like they go back a ways. DeGrey's father was one of Rocco Riscassi's lackeys, your dad did him a few days before he nabbed Rocco. It looks like the girls hung out together. Their juvie records are sealed, but I have a hunch they were trouble when they were kids."
 
   Raven nibbled on her own sandwich and watched Levac eat and read. The way he attacked the sandwich with such gusto for some reason made her wonder what he would do with a woman. Levac caught her watching and blinked. "What? Do I have mustard on my tie again or something?" 
 
   Raven blushed and shook her head. "No. It's nothing. Tell me about these connections, is there anyone we can question that might help us connect some of these dots?"
 
   Levac wiped his mouth on a napkin.
 
   "It looks like DeGrey has several arrests, but no convictions for prostitution. Her last one was just six months ago. The report says she was a making contacts from an agency called Chicago VIP. Two guesses who they use as their attorney."
 
   "Riscassi and Levine," Raven said.
 
   Levac nodded. "Got it in one. Water cooler gossip is they're a front for the Italian mob's prostitution rings."
 
   Raven pursed her lips. "That's thin, Rupert. But what the hell, we've gotten more with less. Do you feel like running down there and rubbing elbows with the girls at Chicago VIP? I picked up another lead last night, maybe we can kill two birds at once."
 
   "Yeah, I can get a black and white to take me over. Where will you be going?" Levac asked, finishing his sandwich in a huge bite.
 
   "The residence of Francois Du Guerre," Raven said. "I have two witnesses who put him and my brother Xavier with Zackary Shevlin either on the night he died or the night before."
 
   Levac looked away and made a show if putting away his sandwich wrap and closing the files piled on his desk. "Are you good with that?"
 
   There was something in Levac's voice that made Raven pause. "I'm okay with it…are you okay? You don't sound right."
 
   "I'm fine, Ray," Levac said. "Just try not to shoot him in the face."
 
   Raven crossed her chest with one finger. "Cross my heart and hope to die." 
 
   Levac smiled and stood, grabbing his coat off the rack. "Then I will catch up with you later."
 
   "Be careful, Rupe," Raven said. "You never know what you might run into."
 
   Levac mimed tipping a hat. "You too, Ray."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The snowstorm was in full swing when Raven arrived at the high-rise building that housed the residence of Francois Du Guerre, Master Vampire and someone Raven had once trusted with her life. She pulled the Shelby into the building's garage, grateful to be out of the driving snow if only for a little while. She parked and had just shut the engine off when her cell began to ring, playing 'Bad Boys'. She opened it and answered the call from traffic. The conversation was quick and to the point. They'd found the Aston Martin under a pile of snow on the edge of The Dark.
 
   I guess that's my next stop, Raven thought, climbing out of the Shelby. I wonder what Rowan was doing out near The Dark?
 
   She made her way across the garage and took the elevator to the lobby. The concierge opened the door for her and she smiled, offering him a dollar coin for his trouble before walking across the Art Deco lobby to the main elevators. She rocked one ankle back and forth while she waited, and felt eyes on the back of her head. With nonchalant grace she turned and leaned against the wall. Two men dressed in black suits were seated in high-backed wing chairs, their faces concealed by newspapers.
 
   Uh-huh…and that doesn't say mob all over it, she thought. Cliché anyone?
 
   The elevator car arrived and she stepped inside, ignoring the two mob guys. She would worry about them later. 
 
   The doors opened into the foyer outside the penthouse and she stepped out onto the plush red carpet. It looked like the lobby had been redecorated, some things had changed, including the addition of a four foot tall painting of the Sanguinarch vampire Strohm.
 
   Raven shook her head in disgust and turned toward the penthouse doors. She rang twice and waited for someone to answer. After a few minutes she rang again and pressed one sensitive ear to the wood. There was no sound of anyone moving on the other side, it was as quiet as a tomb inside.
 
   Feeling that two eyewitnesses and a slightly crushed heart gave her probable cause, Raven plucked the lock-pick earrings from her ears and set to work on the door. The lock popped open under her talented fingers a few minutes later. She put her earrings back in place and pushed the doors open, letting them bump gently against the walls. She was surprised the main hallway she knew so well was devoid of the side table and paintings that had been there on her last visit.
 
   She moved down the hallway, passing the empty bedrooms, bathroom and office before stepping down into the living room. Here too, someone had removed most of the furniture, leaving only a weapon stand with a katana resting on it and a note addressed to her. Raven plucked the note from the stand and tore through the seal.
 
   Dearest Ravenel,
 
                 Keep this near. I have a feeling you may need it sometime soon. 
 
    Perhaps one day you will forgive me.
 
                                             Francois, Lord Du Guerre.
 
   Raven read the note twice and then crumpled it up and tossed it into the cold fireplace. She then picked up the katana. The pommel was made of ivory inlayed with silver wire and wrapped in purple and black silk designed to wick away sweat. The cross-guard appeared to be made of black tungsten steel and the hard sheath made from a single piece of polished black walnut carved with the Valentina-Tempeste family crest.
 
   Raven drew the sword from the sheath in a whisper of steel and examined the blade. The katana was engraved with a variety of occult symbols as well as her name; the letters were all filled with black metal of some kind and then polished, leaving no texture behind. Raven had no doubt the blade would cut through nearly anything.
 
   Why the hell would I need this? Raven wondered. What am I, the Highlander? If someone ever comes at me with a sword and says "there can be only one!" I'm going to shoot him in the face.
 
   She started to toss the sword away, but something made her think better of it. Instead she slung it over her shoulder and continued her search of the house by walking through the empty dining room and into the kitchen. She idly checked the stove and microwave before opening the refrigerator, expecting to find it empty. It wasn't. The open-mouthed head of Zack Shevlin stared at her with milky white eyes.
 
   "Swell," Raven muttered. "At least it can be an open casket now, if the family doesn't mind the Frankenstein look."
 
   She dialed Aspen and requested she bring a team and then walked back into the empty living room to play with the katana. She'd learned how to use one while growing up, just one of the many skills she'd picked up out of boredom from a master named Bowen. 
 
   She took a few different guard stances and went through a full series of exercises, confirming what she'd thought; the sword was an excellent weapon made by a skilled craftsman, probably an elder vampire who'd been making them for a thousand years. The question remained, however: Why had Du Guerre left it for her?
 
   Raven sighed and sheathed the sword, walking back toward the elevator. She took the car back to the lobby, humming along with the Muzak. When the elevator stopped and she stepped out she wasn't surprised the mob thugs were gone. They'd probably been in place to confirm she went up and found the head.              
 
   She took a few minutes to inform the management that a crime scene unit would be arriving to search Du Guerre's apartment and find out that he'd left over a month previously, but had paid rent up through the end of the year, a fact she found interesting.
 
   She was just leaving the distraught manager alone in his office when Aspen's van arrived, lights and sirens blaring like the Ghostbusters arriving on scene. Aspen and her crew filed through the door and Raven could tell the kid was enjoying tracking snow all over the million dollar carpet.
 
   "I heard you were enjoying a little head," Aspen said, walking up to Raven.
 
   Raven smirked and almost ruffled Aspen's hair, the kid was just so cute. "You were waiting to say that all the way here weren't you?" 
 
   Aspen grinned. "Pretty much, Ray. It isn't every day one of my friends finds someone's head in an icebox."
 
   "It happens to me more than you would think," Raven said. "It's in the fridge in the penthouse. The gore factor is right up your alley."
 
   Aspen grinned wider and gave a small laugh. "I love working with you, Ray. You get the weirdest cases."
 
   "I'm glad you're enjoying yourself," Raven said, handing the Katana to the smaller woman. "Give me a call when you're done and, out of curiosity see if this matches the weapon that decapitated Shevlin. I will see you at the lab later, I have to run across town. My sister's car was found all by itself near The Dark. Rowan's been missing since last night."
 
   "Will do, Ray," Aspen said. "Good luck with your sister, I hope she is okay." 
 
   Raven smiled and left the lobby. She arrived at her Shelby a few moments later and headed out into the snow, trying hard not to think about stupid things like love at first bite and betrayed hearts.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The snowstorm was letting up as afternoon waned into evening and orange snowplows were out clearing the city's streets. Raven took the opportunity to follow one most of the way across the city. It wasn't difficult to find Rowan's Aston, it was parked on the street in front of an abandoned apartment building with a black and white parked behind it. Raven parked in a clear spot in front of the Aston and slipped out of her car. The patrolman had seen her and was approaching with flashlight in hand.
 
   "Good to see you, Detective Storm," the officer said.
 
   Raven smiled and glanced at the officer's name tag. "And you, officer Murray. Thank you for finding my sister's car. Have you seen anything?"
 
   The officer shook his head. "Nothing, but a butt-load of snow. I cleaned the car off when I heard you were coming, but there is no sign of Rowan Tempeste."
 
   Raven nodded and walked toward the car. She didn't worry about prints, the snow would have ruined any on the outside of the vehicle. She pulled the door open and leaned inside. A zip top bag filled with grey powder and a signet ring sat on the driver's seat. With her heart pounding she opened the bag and reached inside. She knew from experience the powder was the ash left after a vampire had been killed and she winced at the feel of the powder as she pulled out the ring. It was a silver and black signet ring marked with a T that stood for the House of Tempeste. Her hands shaking she turned the ring over and looked at the inscription which read Rowan Tempeste.
 
   "Shit!" Raven growled. "Those Goddamned renegade fucktards and their stupid war!"
 
   She slipped the ring on her finger and pulled the bag out of the car. Her mother would arrange a proper burial in the family crypt.
 
   She kicked the door closed and looked around, searching for any sign of someone watching her. Her vampire instincts told her they were there, somewhere. Someone knew she'd found what was left of her sister. It was how these bastards operated; they liked to see the carnage they wrought.
 
   Seeing no one she asked officer Murray to have the Aston Martin towed home. He agreed he'd call whoever was on tow duty and Raven turned back to the Shelby. She was only a few steps away when she heard an odd, but uncomfortably familiar click from the back of her car. Her eyes widened and she turned to yell "run!" when the Shelby exploded into a pillar of flame and a shower of shrapnel. Raven felt the heat burn through her coat and the clothes on her back before pieces of her beloved car tore through her body. The last thing she saw before passing out was her license plate sticking out of officer Murray's forehead.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Consciousness approached Raven cautiously and from a distance. She first heard the voice of her mother calling her name; that faded away to blackness to be replaced some time later with Levac's voice telling her everything was going to be okay and he missed her. Everything again faded to an inky blackness where Raven floated for countless hours, lulled by a distant beep and the smell of disinfectant. 
 
   When the blackness started to fade for the third time she heard Levac say, "Lieutenant, sir that's ridiculous, she wasn't anywhere near lockup. She was with Officer Murray."
 
   "He's not exactly around to confirm that, is he? No, he's in the morgue with Storm's license plate sticking out of his head!" Frost yelled. 
 
   "She barely survived that blast, sir. We found her in the snow near the blast site and Aspen has already confirmed Murray's time of death. That's not Raven in the tape, Lieutenant, and you know it."
 
   Raven opened her eyes. The light overhead slowly evolved from a blur into a soft fluorescent and the beep that had been at the edge of her consciousness became the sound of an EKG machine beeping.
 
   "What happened? Where the hell am I?" she croaked.
 
   Levac's face swam into view. He smiled gently and ran a hand over Raven's matted hair.
 
   "It's okay, Raven. You're in the hospital," he said. He then raised his voice and called "Doctor! Detective Storm is awake!"
 
   A busy few minutes followed where two nurses busied themselves taking Raven's pulse blood pressure and pupil response before a short doctor of Indian descent pushed past. He, too, smiled at Raven, a grin like she was his star pupil.
 
   "It is good to see you awake, Ms. Storm," he said, his accent thick. "You gave us all quite a scare. You had a lot of shrapnel in your body, it took nine pints of blood to stabilize you and remove all the pieces. You were lucky, we got all of them and you are making an amazing recovery. How do you feel?"
 
   "Like my dad's Shelby exploded in my face and I lost one of my best friends," Raven replied, her voice a little stronger. "Rupe, where are you?"
 
   Levac pushed past everyone on the opposite side of the bed. He looked even more haggard than usual. There was mustard on his shirt and tie, his hair was unkempt and he looked like he hadn't slept in days.
 
   "I'm here, partner," he said.
 
   Raven reached for his hand and found she was handcuffed to the bed rail. She tugged a couple times and then looked back up at her partner. "This had better be a weird joke, Rupert."
 
   "It's no joke, Ms. Storm," Frost said, appearing next to Levac. "You are under arrest for the murder of Rayne DeGrey. When you are able to move you will be taken to holding."
 
   Raven glanced at Frost and then back to her partner. "What in the blue hell is he talking about?"
 
   Levac sighed and took Raven's hand. "Rayne DeGrey is dead. She was found in her cell, murdered the same way as Christina Shevlin. Heart attack and milky white eyes."
 
   "What does that have to do with me?" Raven asked.
 
   Frost looked at the doctor who nodded and backed away, taking the nurses with him.
 
   "We have the video her holding area cellblock showing you entering and then leaving a few minutes later," Frost said. "Dr. Zhu confirmed the time of death by liver temperature as being within that timeframe, and the log shows no one else entered or left during that window."
 
   Raven gaped at Frost. "You know I don't visit holding, Chris, it stinks down there. I bring the perps to me. When did this happen?"
 
   "While you were supposedly checking out your sister's missing Aston Martin," Frost replied.
 
   "Supposedly? Chris, come back to earth with the rest of us. The patrol car video will show I was there and I sort of had to be there, my Shelby blew up in my face right next to my sister's Aston Martin! If I hadn't been there I wouldn't be in this bed. Did your IQ drop suddenly while I was out?"
 
   "And yet we have video of you entering and leaving the holding area," Frost replied calmly. "Until this is cleared up, you aren't going anywhere. I'm sorry, Raven, you're suspended without pay and in police custody."
 
   Raven stared at the Lieutenant. He stared back for a moment then turned on his heel and left.
 
   "This is complete bullshit, Rupe!" Raven said, pulling on her cuffs.
 
   Levac nodded and made an attempt to cover Raven back up with the blankets.
 
   "I know it is," he said. "Aspen has pretty much confirmed it's a pretty narrow window for you to kill DeGrey and still get to The Dark in time to be almost killed. Even you don't drive that fast. Frost is playing this very strangely. Your father's last partner, Gibbs, is working on getting you cleared."
 
   Raven leaned back into the pillows and stared at the ceiling. "How could they have a video of me at holding? I was nowhere near there and I sure as hell wouldn't blow up my Shelby to cover up a murder. Everyone on the force knows what that car means, well meant, to me. That was my baby. I learned to drive in that car!"
 
   "I know, Ray," Levac said, taking Raven's hand. "But…I've seen the video. I know it isn't you, if you were going to kill DeGrey you would have just blown holes in her with that cannon of yours and had done with it. But the woman on the video sure as shooting' looks like you. She even paused to wave at the camera so we could see her face."
 
   Raven looked back at her partner. "And that right there doesn't strike you as bloody stupid? Why would I intentionally taunt the police?  Why give you a clean shot of my face if I was going to do something so idiotic as to kill my prime suspect?"
 
   "Calm down, Raven! I'm on your side," Levac said. "But you've got a lot of enemies in the department. Not everyone likes your 'shoot now, shoot some more and ask questions of anything still moving' method of policing and Frost is getting heat to use this to toss you off the force."
 
   "Marvelous," Raven muttered. "Meanwhile whoever killed the Shevlins and possibly my sister is still out there."
 
   She closed her eyes; she could feel her body healing and had a feeling her mother had given her blood to help her regeneration along. She'd probably be fine by morning.
 
   "How long have I been here?" she asked.
 
   "Just a couple days. The doctors say it is a remarkable and speedy recovery," Levac replied.
 
   "You've been here the whole time, haven't you?" 
 
   Raven could hear Levac's nod. "Yeah….Your mom was here too though she doesn't look near old enough to be your mother, more like an older sister with a penchant for leather."
 
   "My family ages well," Raven said.
 
   "It heals well, too. I'm sorry to hear about your sister. Your mother said her name was Rowan?"
 
   "Yes, my older sister," Raven said, her hand tightening on Levac's.
 
   "Do you think it is related to the Shevlin case?"
 
   Raven shrugged. "I'm not sure. But I would be willing to bet the two mob guys I saw in the lobby of Francois' condo were the ones who put the bomb in Eleanor. Rowan could have been into something else, but I think my car, the mafia and the Shevlin case are all related."
 
   "What would your sister be into?" Levac asked. "Why was she there?"
 
   "Rupe? If you say 'just one more thing' to me I am going to break your arm," Raven said. "I don't care what Frost says, I am not a damn suspect and I won't be treated like one, not by him and not by my partner!"
 
   Levac looked sheepish. "I'm sorry, Ray, it's a bad habit. I know you're not a suspect."
 
   Raven nodded, her eyes still closed. "You should go home and get some rest. Aside from being angry enough to spit nails I am going to be fine."
 
   "Are you sure?" Levac asked, his voice laced with concern.
 
   "Yeah. Get out of here, Codumbo. Go get some sleep."
 
   "All right, partner, if you say so. Frost took your phone away, but your mother left you a new one and some clothes last night. If you need me, call," Levac said.
 
   "You know I will, Rupe."
 
   Raven listened to Levac walk toward the exit. He was just opening the door when she called, "Rupe?"
 
   "Yeah, Ray?" Levac asked.
 
   "Thanks for staying, for being by my side. That means a lot to me."
 
   "You're welcome, partner. You would do it for me," Levac replied. "See you later."
 
   Raven heard Levac pass through the door and she listened to it close with a sort of finality.
 
   Someone had framed her for the murder of her biggest potential source of information and blown up her Shelby. Either someone else or the same person had killed Rowan and left her for Raven to find.
 
   Raven didn't believe in coincidences any more than she believed in the tooth fairy.
 
   She sighed again and tested the handcuff around her wrist. It was tight enough her hand wouldn't slip out. Raven had a feeling Levac hadn't put it on her. Frost had. 
 
   What would Harry Callahan do? Raven wondered. He sure as hell wouldn't just lay here.
 
   She flexed her arm and felt the chain pop, one link snapping off and falling to the floor with a faint tinkle of steel. She put two fingers under the bracelet and snapped the metal like a twig, letting the pieces join the link on the floor.
 
   She found the clothes Levac had mentioned in the room's small closet. They contained a heavy amount of leather, lace and would show more skin than most of her bathing suits. A pair of her mom's favorite stilettos and a new phone was with the pile. 
 
   Raven frowned at the clothes with distaste. They were really not her style, but they were better than trying to leave the hospital with her butt hanging out of a hospital gown, though not by much.
 
   She had just finished dressing in the leather skirt, lace blouse and black heels when her mother, Valentina entered with the doctor in tow.
 
   "What are you doing out of bed, Ravenel?" Valentina asked, her voice more amused than stern.
 
   Raven smiled in spite of herself. Though she was alone and visiting the hospital, Valentina was still dressed in a lace and leather gown that covered her from neck to floor. A tight lace choker encircled her neck and matching bracelets wrapped her wrists and Raven could hear the tell-tale click of six-inch stilettos on tile as Valentina walked across the room like a beautiful Zeppelin coming in to dock.
 
   Before Raven could answer, the doctor asked "Not why, how are you out of bed? Your wounds…and the handcuffs…"
 
   "Hello, Mother, hi doctor," Raven said. "You do great work, doc, I feel fine, totally all better. Since the cuffs weren't that tight I let myself out, I have work to do."
 
   "Ravenel, you should not be up, your wounds were most severe," Valentina said, reaching out to hug her youngest child.
 
   Raven hugged her mother back. "I'm fine, Mother. I can't stay here. Frost wants to nail me for a prime suspect's murder."
 
   "Ms. Storm, I must insist you get back in that bed!" the doctor interjected.
 
   Valentina turned and simply said "Silence!" The doctor's mouth slammed shut and he stood quietly, hypnotized by that one command.
 
   "What do you mean, Ravenel?" Valentina asked.
 
   Raven tossed her purse over her shoulder, feeling weird without her badge. "While someone was blowing dad's Shelby into tiny pieces, I was being framed for killing Rayne DeGrey."
 
   "I'm sorry my daughter, both for what has happened and for the car. I know what your father's Shelby meant to you."
 
   "I will find who did it and they will pay, Mother," Raven said. "For now I have to go. Somewhere out there someone is getting away with murder."
 
   "Are you certain you are well enough?" Valentina asked.
 
   Raven laughed and flexed her back. "Mother, you've had the doctor feeding me blood for the last two days. I'm fine. I am at least well enough to get the hell out of here. You know how I hate hospitals."
 
   Valentina nodded and squeezed her daughter again. "I know, Raven. Please be careful. Rowan is gone, Ethan is gone. I can't bear losing you. You will find a car waiting for you on the third level of the hospital's garage."
 
   "Thanks, Mom. I promise I will be safe. Put the estate guards on full alert and have them keep any cops, but Rupert off the property. I will be home as soon as I can."
 
   "Yes, love," Valentina said. 
 
   Raven kissed her mother's cheek and left the room, the short skirt and platform heels making her feel like a hooker in a B-grade movie. She was, however, her mother's daughter. She walked nonchalantly down the corridor, smiling at the orderlies she passed and took the elevator to the garage. She stepped out on the third floor and looked around, wondering what car had been left for her. She was expecting maybe her father's 55 Chevy or one of the Aston Martins. What she found was a complete surprise. The black car sat beneath one of the garage lights, the paint glistening like satin in the glow. It had the silhouette of a classic Mustang, the grille of a Hemi 'Cuda and the tail-lights of a '69 Dodge Charger, but the rest was all modern. The nameplate on the back read 'BASS' above a rearing pony and the side said '770'. The crown jewel was the Illinois license plate that read 'RAVEN'.
 
   Raven walked around the car, gently trailing her fingers over the car's skin like a model in a car commercial. Something told her the Bass had been built just for her.
 
   She opened the door and slid into the red and black bucket seat. A key ring dangled from the ignition and Raven twisted it, bringing the car's massive 380 engine to life. A few seconds later she was roaring out into the night, the Bass leaving a strip down the street.
 
   She stopped at a red light and drummed her fingers in the steering wheel. Going to the precinct was out of the question. It had only been her mother's influence and dumb luck that had let her escape custody. Going to the station or the morgue would be pushing her luck just a little too far.
 
   She growled under her breath and stomped on the gas, pressing the pedal to the floor. What she needed was answers and she needed them now. With that in mind she headed north back toward Old Town in a cloud of smoke and the echo of screeching tires.
 
   It was late enough that Old Town was at its busiest time of night. Young couples moved from restaurant to club to restaurant, enjoying the light fog that clung to their legs and the mournful sound of bagpipes coming from Isle of Night. It was always like this on nights of the full moon, no matter how cold or snowy.
 
   The Bass rumbled to a stop around the corner from Marie's, a place Raven knew she would be welcome no matter what. When she'd fractured a law or three as a child, Marie had always hidden her until her dad could come get her and she knew the last thing Marie would do was turn her in to anyone, but Valentina. 
 
   Raven entered to the chime of three bells, new ones Marie had recently installed. Simba, the magpie, woke on his perch and cawed angrily at Raven. She didn't even notice the sadistic bird, but the noise made Marie look up from the gris gris she was sewing from old muslin. The heavy set black woman smiled widely and set her work aside. She moved around the counter and hugged Raven tightly.
 
   "Ravenel, dear I'd heard you were dead!" the woman said in a thick creole accent.
 
   Raven smiled at her old friend. "The rumors weren't quite true. I refuse to stop moving."
 
   Marie nodded and pinched Raven's cheek as if she were still twelve. "And Rowan, is she still with us as well, then?"
 
   Raven shook her head. "No, Mambo. Rowan was killed, I found her ash shortly before someone tried to kill me. I am still looking for her killer. When I find him, he will pay in blood, this I promise under the Totentanz."
 
   "I am sorry to hear that, my Ravenel," Marie said, hugging Raven again. "I know you were not close, two hundred years can separate sisters, but it never stops love and she was a good woman with a kind soul."
 
   Raven smiled and escorted the heavy woman back to her stool. "Mambo, I come to you for help and guidance."
 
   "Of course, child, what can this old woman do for you?"
 
   "What can kill like the drug Thirst, but leave no trace of the drug in the body?" Raven asked.
 
   Marie thought, one gnarled finger playing with the contents of the gris gris she'd been making.
 
   "Thirst is nasty mojo, girl," she said after a time. "But you say it only looked like Thirst? The person had not partaken of the devil's plaything?"
 
   Raven nodded. "That's right. Milky white eyes, pale skin, coagulated blood, all the symptoms, but none of the fun."
 
   "Only magik can do this, my girl," Marie said. "It is the dark magik in the drug that brings about death in this manner. If you find the witch you will find the source and possibly your killer."
 
   "Shit," Raven muttered.
 
   "Ravenel?"
 
   "I killed all the vampires in the lab and someone else set me up for killing their boss. I might have already killed the mage I'm looking for."
 
   The Mambo straightened and pulled two jars of beans, one black and one white, from the shelf behind her.
 
   "Hold out your hands, girl!" she instructed.
 
   Raven complied and watched as the Mambo poured a quantity of beans from each jar into Raven's hands, white in her left and black in her right.
 
   "Now cup your hands and mix the beans and pour them on the counter," Marie said, pulling a pencil from her hair.
 
   Raven rolled the beans between her hands and then poured them into a neat pile on the counter. Using her pencil the Mambo removed beans three at a time until only one bean was left, a white one.
 
   "Baron Samedi says the witch and the one who holds her leash are both still out there," Marie said, putting the beans in the trash. "I am sure you will find them, in time."
 
   "Time isn't something I have a whole lot of," Raven replied. "What kind of spell is causing this? Does it require any special trappings or somewhere to cast it from?"
 
   "You know as well as I that trafficking with the dark side of magik is a dangerous game," Marie said. "You would need willingly donated vampire blood, pieces of the victim's hair or fingernails and a dark altar upon which to cast the spell."
 
   "Vampire blood seems to be given freely all over this damn city," Raven groused. "They can pick up a pint at Club Purgatory if they want. The altar could be a little trickier. Would it be small, something portable or would it have to be something solid and permanent?"
 
   "The magik that turns vampire blood into Forsaken blood is the darkest of magik, Ravenel my child. It can only be created on a permanent dark altar in a place of great evil."
 
   "I figured. I don't suppose you know of such a place?" Raven asked hopefully.
 
   Marie shook her head and there was hurt in her eyes. "Child, you have known me since you were, but a girl," Marie said. "You know I do not traffic in such things and haven't since before you were born."
 
   "I'm sorry, Marie," Raven said, squeezing the Mambo's hand. "It's the cop in me. Forgive me?"
 
   "Always, my girl," Marie said with a smile.
 
   Raven smiled back and leaned across the counter to kiss Marie's cheek. "I'd better go before someone starts looking for me. Thank you for your help."
 
   "You're welcome, love."
 
   Raven exited the store and hurried back to the Bass, which was sitting right where she'd left it. She was reaching to open the door when she spotted a wooden box sitting on the roof. The box was wrapped with a purple bow and a note flapped in the wind. Raven picked up the box and sat in the car, out of the cold wind. 
 
   Ray (the card read)
 
                 I know you didn't nail DeGrey. I've got all the evidence, but Frost
 
                 acts like he is completely blind to what is about to bite his nose.
 
                 Thought you might need this. And if you're looking for that
 
                 Dark Altar, try the ruins beneath the abandoned church at Sag Bridge. 
 
   I wasn't always your favorite technician.
 
                                             ~ hugs
 
                                                           Aspen
 
                 
 
   Raven opened the box and almost screamed with joy. Inside was her Automag, a new Uncle Mike's shoulder holster and two fully-loaded magazines with a third in the gun.
 
   "Aspen, I am going to kiss you when I see you!" she exclaimed.
 
   She slipped out of her jacket; moments later she was slipping it back on to conceal the Automag that now hung comfortably under her left armpit. She hadn't realized how naked she felt without the pistol with her. Now she felt complete, and somehow safe. It was a comforting sensation, but also a little disturbing that she was more concerned about her gun than her badge.
 
   She shook off the sensation and started the Bass' 6.2 liter engine. The steady thrum of the engine was like a mechanical heartbeat. It would never replace Eleanor's angry roar, but it wasn't bad, and she had to admit the interior was far more comfortable than the Shelby had been. The car had in-dash GPS for starters. She punched up the location of Sag Bridge on the car's sat-nav and frowned. Sunrise was only a few hours away, it would be up and people would be about long before she could finish searching the ruins. Besides, a mini skirt, heels and a blouse you could almost see through was hardly the right outfit for the occasion. Her best bet was to head home and get a good day's sleep and start over in the morning.
 
   She sighed and put the car in reverse. When she looked over her shoulder she saw her sister Pandora running up behind her. Raven put her foot on the brake and reached over to open the door for her sister who fell into the seat gratefully. As usual the platinum blonde was dressed in head to toe leather; leather catsuit, under a leather corset, knee high boots with platform heels, wrist length gloves and a collar. She looked like an S&M enthusiast's wet dream.
 
   Pandora slammed the door behind her and pressed the lock button. "I thought I recognized the new toy mother bought for you. We have to get out of here!" 
 
   Raven rolled her eyes in annoyance. Pandora had probably seen a mosquito. "Dora, what are you talking about?" 
 
   "Renegade soldiers," she replied. "Club Purgatory is crawling with them. They're lining up anyone who is part of our family or has had dealings with us and shooting them! We're next if we don't get out of here! Do that crazy driving you do!"
 
   Raven stared at her older sister as of she'd grown an extra head. "Are you serious?"
 
   "Of course I'm serious!" Dora yelled. "They're everywhere, armed to the teeth and looking for me!"
 
   Raven shook her head. "Not serious about that. Serious we bail on our family and friends. Are you nuts?"
 
   "No, Ray! I'm a fucking coward! Now please, take me home!" Pandora screamed, on the edge of panic.
 
   Raven put the car into neutral. "Give me your wrist!"
 
   "What?" Dora asked in confusion.
 
   "I'm not fully healed from the explosion. Give me your damn wrist!" Raven ordered.
 
   Without further question Dora pulled off her glove and offered Raven one thin wrist. The dhampyr lowered her mouth and bit, drinking deep of her sister's claret. When she opened her eyes they'd become angry, feral slits. She pulled free and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.
 
   "You take the car back to the house," she said. "You get one scratch on it and you're buying me a new one."
 
   "Ravenel…what are you going to do?" Dora asked, pulling her glove back on.
 
   "Take some of these renegade scumbags to school. I'm sick of this crap," she replied.
 
   Raven climbed from the car and began walking determinedly toward Club Purgatory, her heels making an angry clack on the pavement with every step. She held her breath, hoping Pandora would catch up. Instead she heard the Bass' engine roar and the car accelerate away.
 
   Raven shook her head but kept walking. She was Fürstin, after all. The Chosen of the Mistress of the City. Yeah…right. One injured half-vampire against who knew how many vampires, probably armed to the teeth.
 
   For once there was no line outside Club Purgatory and Raven walked straight inside. There was no weapon check-girl either. Raven figured she was inside with everyone else, or worse. It was a bad sign that Pandora was the only one who had escaped.
 
   Raven paused at the plastic curtain and peeked through. Just as Pandora had said, a bunch of black-uniformed vampires were separating the crowd. She recognized her brother Thad, beaten, bloodied and zip-tied to one of the club's dance poles and her sister Gemma tied to another. Friends like Pashta and Bruno and a dozen others huddled against the wall, covered by the armed vampires.
 
   "Damnit, Dora you wuss!" Raven murmured.
 
   Seeing only one choice, Raven kicked off her heels and stepped through the curtain, letting it flap shut behind her. Immediately one of the Renegade guards covered her with his weapon.
 
   "Ah, Ravenel," a voice said. "I was wondering when you'd come to try and rescue these pathetic sheep.
 
   "Pathetic only to you, Xavier," Raven replied to her unseen brother. "How's my favorite renegade lap-dog?"
 
   "I'd rather be a lap-dog than a blind sheep, sister. Unholster that cannon of yours and drop it behind you if you please."
 
   "Whitey, I know you aren't the smartest man on the short bus, but have you seen the outfit mom has me wearing? Where do you suppose I would hide a weapon?" Raven asked, so cool she could shame an ice-cube.
 
   Xavier appeared in her view, his cocky smile in place beneath his shocking pink eyes and wild white hair. He was dressed in leather pants, combat boots and armor that covered his arms and hands but left his chest bare.
 
   "Good point, Ravenel," he said. "The slut look suits you. Maybe I will make you my pet. Once you are properly broken in, of course."
 
   Raven ignored the barb and replied, "You look good too, bro. What do you call it? 'Stake me please'?" 
 
   Xavier sneered and backhanded Raven across the face. She felt blood trickle from the corner of her mouth, but she ignored the tiny rivulet of crimson.
 
   "Is that the best you've got, Whitey? Your boys are watching, you know. They're snickering that big bad Xavier can't take down a dhampyr," she taunted.
 
   Xavier growled and balled up his fist for a roundhouse punch. Raven caught it a few inches from her face. She smiled grimly and twisted. A moment later Xavier was on his back, his arm broken in three places, the bone sticking out from his forearm. Raven kicked his bare ribs hard enough to shatter a few and then stomped on his shoulder-joint, popping it like an overripe fruit leaving his right arm useless, at least for a while.
 
   "So, does anyone else want to play?" she asked, turning away from the whimpering bloodsucker at her feet. "Or are you going to piss off and let my friends and family go?"
 
   Twenty vampires armed with Heckler & Koch submachine guns turned toward her, the rifles ready to fire.
 
   Raven sighed and shook her head in mock sadness. "Yeah. I saw that one coming. Where does he get you guys? Idiots R Us?"
 
   Their first shots rang out where she had been standing a heartbeat later, clipping Xavier as he was regaining his feet. He spun from the impact and dropped back to the floor in a bloody heap like so much raw hamburger. Raven slid behind the bar on her back and drew her Automag. She turned to look back the way she'd come, but the gunfire from the renegade vampires had pushed Xavier out of her line of fire. He'd been lucky they hadn't hit his head or his heart or he'd already be dust and bad taste.
 
   Bullets bounced off the bar and Raven could hear 'Lius screaming for the men to stop shooting up his club. When the shooting finally stopped Raven popped up from behind the bar. The black-garbed vampires were re-loading instead of paying attention, a mistake that cost them dearly. Raven vaulted the bar and fired a single shot while still in the air. Cornelius, standing with Strohm's men, gagged on the 30 caliber bullet and then exploded in a shower of sparks and dust.
 
   Raven just kept moving, the Automag spitting flame until it clicked empty, leaving only fifteen of Strohm's army still standing. The red-haired blur cartwheeled and picked up a fallen Heckler and Koch, firing it with one hand, killing two more vamps and scattering the rest as she leapt up behind Thad. She pulled a knife from his belt and cut the ties from his wrists, letting him collapse to the ground. He nodded his thanks, but clearly was in no shape to fight; blood oozed from his shattered face and dozens of cuts on his torso and arms. Raven handed him the H&K and pushed him off the stage and under cover.
 
   "Thirteen is my lucky number, boys," she called out, replacing the Automag's clip and standing. "Are you still in the game or are you going home to lick your wounds and hope your master doesn't put a stake in you for shear incompetence?"
 
   The vampire soldiers she had scattered gathered themselves into a pyramid-shaped formation and began advancing, their H&K's spitting vampire-slaying rounds. Raven leapt and dodged on the small stage, using the pole to spin like an exotic dancer. Somehow it worked and she somehow always managed to be where the bullets weren't. By the time the army needed to reload again, eight more of them were ash. 
 
   Sweat glistened on Raven's exposed skin and blood oozed from a dozen grazes on her arms and legs, wounds that were already healing as she slammed the third magazine into the grip of her Automag.
 
   "And then there were five," she said. "Look, I'm in no mood for this. Has no one explained who I am to you? Okay. I'm Ravenel Estrith Valentina Tempeste, Mistress Valentina's chosen one and Fürstin to the Mistress of the City. You know what that means? It means I can kill you with a napkin if I really have to. Why don't you idiots grab Xavier and haul ass so I can let all these nice people go?" 
 
   She glanced at the glowing pile of ash in front of her. "Unless you'd rather join the dust pile? I do have some questions for my idiot brother."
 
   The vampires looked at one another and then, to a man, dropped their rifles and backed away. They paused and lifted the groaning figure of Xavier and dragged him out, never looking back.
 
   Raven holstered her Automag and leapt across to Gemma, who seemed unharmed.
 
   Once she was free, the young-looking ginger-haired girl hugged Raven tight.
 
   "It's okay, sis," Raven said. After the hug continued longer than was comfortable she said "Okay, this is silly, you're a hundred years older than me and I haven't seen you since I was a kid. Let go!"
 
   "Aye, but I'm not a pureblood or a Mistress. Ye saved my life!" Gemma replied in a Scottish accent.
 
   Raven snorted and extricated herself from her sister so she could release everyone else. When she got to Pashta she kissed the woman's cheek before cutting her free. "How do you feel about being the new owner of this place? I believe the current manager has been relieved of his position."
 
   Pashta grinned. "The deed and everything is in the safe. Do you really mean it?"
 
   "Of course. You will have some work to do, but I'm sick of having to kill the bouncer every time I want a club soda," Raven replied, helping the other woman stand.
 
   Pashta laughed. "You've got a deal, Ravenel. Maybe I can really make something of this place now that grease spot Cornelius isn't in the way."
 
   "I'm sure you can and I am sure my mother will approve of you being in charge. Would you get a bottle of claret? I think my brother could use a drink," Raven said.
 
   Pashta nodded and hurried off, rubbing life back into her wrists.
 
   Raven walked back to the stage and knelt next to Thad. He'd been well dressed in a grey suit and burgundy shirt before Xavier and his clowns had gotten a hold of him.
 
   "Hey, T," she said. "How are you feeling?"
 
   Thad sat up against the stage and smirked. "Like my little brother just kicked my ass."
 
   "Pashta is bringing you some claret, you'll be right as rain in a few minutes. Tell me what happened?" Raven asked.
 
   Thad shook his head. "I have no clue, Ray. Gemma had just gotten back to town so we decided to take a night out and we ended up here. A few minutes later Xavier and his goons stormed the place. I didn't even know they were here until they kicked the lycans out and started sorting the crowd into us and what he kept calling sheep. Ray, they fed on anyone that wasn't mom's friends or family. They tossed the bodies out back. They killed twenty or thirty people just to get to us!"
 
   Raven nodded, watching Pashta hurrying toward them with a warm bottle in her hand.
 
   "Yeah, I sort of figured that out when I didn't see people running out of here screaming."
 
   Pashta knelt next to Raven and offered the bottle to Thad who drank from it gratefully.
 
   "T, how come they kicked the crap out of you, but never laid a hand on Gemma?"
 
   Thad wiped his mouth and groaned as his wounds began to heal.
 
   "I think Xavier was working off all those wrestling matches he lost when we were kids," he said. "He never mentioned Gemma other than to say she would burn with the rest of us."
 
   "Did she say why she came home from Canada?" Raven asked, looking to where Gemma was standing with the other survivors.
 
   "I didn't ask, I was just happy to see her. Ray, why are you playing cop?" Thad asked.
 
   Raven looked back at Thad, who was almost entirely healed from his beating. "Because it's my job. I have someone killing off our family one by one, I have two unsolved murders that may involve magik of some kind and now Gemma is home after, what, fifteen years?"
 
   "That isn't long in vampire years, Ravenel," Thad said in a serious voice.
 
   Raven straightened and used a stage towel to wipe the blood from her legs. "Ugh, don't use your big brother voice on me. If I hadn't come for you, you would both be piles of ash by now. In my years fifteen is a long fricking time and it seems weird she comes home just in time to get you in trouble and be useless."
 
   "She's not pureblood…" Thad started. Raven grabbed him by what was left of his shirt and raised him to eye level.
 
   "Neither am I," she growled. "I am so sick of hearing that shit. You idiots cut yourselves with scalpels so you can see how your arm works, you get your eyeballs tattooed, Pandora has piercings where I didn't even know you could get piercings and you always fall back on who is pureblood and who isn't when the shit hits the fan. You all have mom's blood flowing through your veins. Why don't you fucking act like it and stop rolling over every time some idiot with silver or wood points a gun at you?"
 
   She dropped Thad without waiting for an answer.
 
   "Pash, you have a mess out back, I'm sorry to say. I know Cornelius kept kerosene and flares for just such an emergency and there are old drains to sweep the ash into. If you're very lucky my useless-ass brother may help."
 
   With that she turned on her heel and walked out of the club, muttering, "they aren't half-blooded, they're half-witted."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun was shining through the room darkening drapes in Raven's bed chamber like the beam from God's very own flashlight. Raven groaned and pulled a pillow over her head, guessing she'd been asleep less than two hours.
 
   When the sun refused to go away she got up and pulled the curtains tightly closed and flopped back on the bed, wrapping the blankets around her like a cocoon. She was in that blissful state of being almost asleep, almost awake when someone knocked on the door.
 
   "Unless you have coffee and an éclair or a search warrant, fuck off," she growled, grabbing her Automag off the nightstand.
 
   The door opened slowly and a hand bearing a greasy paper bag came through the gap. "I've got a large black coffee too!"
 
   "Rupert?" Raven asked. "What are you doing here?"
 
   "I brought you donuts and coffee," Levac replied. "Can I come in?"
 
   Raven looked at her bare legs, dirty feet, torn skirt and almost non-existent blouse and decided she was too tired to care. "Yeah, come on in, Rupe, I need that coffee in the worst way."
 
   Levac entered and opened his mouth to say something, but stopped when he saw Raven on the bed. His mouth opened and closed a few times before he finally said, "Ray…partner you look like hell."
 
   Raven slid off the bed, dropped her Automag on her pillow and padded toward her bathroom. "Thanks Rupe, no wonder you don't date much."              
 
   She looked in the mirror and did have to admit that the blood-flecks on her face, ash in her hair and her tired, gaunt look didn't exactly make her look like a new VS model. She splashed water on her face and wiped her feet on a towel before going back into her room. Levac was sitting on the edge of the bed, almost falling off like he was afraid it was going to bite him. He was still holding the coffee and donuts like they were prizes to be offered to his fair maiden. Raven picked up the coffee and took a long draught of the hot, black Columbian brew.
 
   "Thank you, Rupert," she said when she came up for air. "Sincerely. I hate to ask, but you're not here to arrest me, are you?"
 
   Levac shook his head and looked a little hurt. "Of course not. I don't know what's with Chris. I thought Aspen was going to hit him with a shovel. She has a whole timeline of evidence showing it was impossible for you to kill DeGrey and get blown up. He just keeps ignoring her. I'm getting frustrated just watching her stand up for you."
 
   Raven fished an éclair out of the bag. "I appreciate you both being there for me. Without you two and Mom I think I would be in Mexico by now."
 
   Levac smiled and pulled out his own éclair. Raven knew he was eating rather than saying anything, but she could see in his eyes the words he wanted to say. She sat next to him and rested her head on his shoulder before biting into her own pastry. 
 
   "How many officers does Frost have looking for me?" she asked around a mouthful of chocolaty goodness.
 
   "About half of traffic and every detective in homicide except me and Gibbs," Levac replied. "But they're looking for Eleanor not that Equus your mom bought you. Stay out of their way and you will be fine till this blows over."
 
   Raven was licking her fingers clean but stopped to stare at her partner. "How did you know about the 770?"
 
   "I helped your mom pick it out. It was supposed to be a birthday present," he said. "I guess it is just a little early. Mrs. Tempeste thought it was time you started driving a newer car."
 
   "I doubt she would have blown up the Shelby just to get me to upgrade," Raven said. "Whoever did is going to get hurt. Bad. That car belonged to my father."
 
   Levac put his arm around Raven. "I know, partner. I kind of loved that old jalopy too. I was sorry to see them tow the pieces away. I was even sorrier to see you lying in the street covered in metal and blood. I thought you were dead."
 
   Raven sat up and looked at Levac. "You were first on scene, weren't you?"
 
   Levac nodded, but kept his eyes on the far wall. "I was outside dispatch when the 911 call came in. When they said a Shelby had exploded near The Dark I couldn't believe it, I knew it was you. I dropped everything and practically beat a patrolman to death for his cruiser to get to you. By the time EMS arrived I'd been giving you CPR for ten minutes. No one thought you were going to make it."
 
   Raven squeezed Levac's hand. "But here I am, thanks to you. Thank you, Rupert," she said.
 
   Levac looked at Raven, his eyes meeting hers. "I'm not sure what I would've done if you hadn't pulled through."
 
   Raven leaned forward and kissed Levac's forehead before resting hers against his. "You won't have to find out, partner. You're stuck with me. Now get out of here so I can get dressed, we have work to do."
 
   "But… Ray, you're wanted for murder and escaping police custody, I just told you half the force is looking for you," Levac said.
 
   Raven grinned and pulled her top over her head. "So what? They have to find me. Besides, you still have a badge and all your credentials. You can ask 'just one more thing' all you want. We've got bad guys to catch and it's a brand new day. Now get the hell out of here!"
 
   Raven turned and headed back to her bathroom, dropping her bra as she walked. Behind her she heard Levac gasp and bolt for the door. She stifled her giggle until he'd left the room.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The day was bright and clear with the sun shining warmly and no hint of the blizzard that had nearly buried the city. Raven was behind the wheel of the Bass dressed in comfortable leggings, a warm blue sweater and knee boots under a black leather long-coat; she and Levac were cruising sedately toward the morgue where Raven hoped to get a good look at Rayne DeGrey's body. As Raven drove, Levac played with the car's many buttons and dials and filled Raven in on his visit to Chicago VIP's.
 
   "So, anyway, after they finally accepted I wasn't there to hire an escort or get something called a 'happy ending massage,' I got to talk to the owner or Madame or whatever she's called. She confirmed DeGrey did indeed take outcalls from them, but assured me there was no sex or prostitution involved and that her women were contracted for single dates. Anything after that was off the clock."
 
   "Yeah, and I'm Wile E. Coyote," Raven said. "Did you find out about any recent dates?"
 
   Levac flipped through his notes. "I was just getting to that. According to their records she had three dates recently, including one with Mr. Zackary Shevlin."
 
   "Mm, which gives her opportunity, but we have no motive," Raven said.
 
   Levac nodded. "And I have nothing to connect them outside of a single date and I doubt she was strong enough to decapitate a full-grown man."
 
   "She could have an accomplice. Remember, some of his wounds could have been inflicted during S&M games. I'm willing to bet the date was to set up the murder," Raven said. "When did they meet?"
 
   Levac consulted his notes. "The night before we found him in Death Alley."
 
   "Which makes sense, now we just have to figure out why, and who her accomplice was," Raven said. "We need to track Riscassi's movements the night of the murder."
 
   "Already done," Levac replied. "She was home that night by 6:30 p.m. for a dinner party with clients. No one saw her leave and in fact there are both photos and video providing her with a nice little alibi."
 
   Raven slammed her palm into the steering wheel, "Damn!"
 
   "Relax, partner, we will figure this out. You think Riscassi is the accomplice?" Levac asked.
 
   "I'm not sure, but it would sew things up nicely if she were," Raven replied.  "We could take two scumbags off the street with one arrest."
 
   They pulled into the lot behind the morgue and Raven backed into a space away from the street. The Bass was a little conspicuous.
 
   The morgue was housed in a building that had once been one of the city's slaughterhouses. Though it was somehow beautiful in its stark white paint and Amityville windows, it always smelled of death and blood to Raven and she gagged the minute she got out of the car.
 
   "You okay, partner?" Levac asked out of habit.
 
   Raven nodded and swallowed hard. "I've got this."
 
   The pair entered the building through the back door, using Levac's police keycard. Raven shook off the ancient, coppery smell of blood and followed Levac down the stairs, trying to concentrate on the fact that her partner had obviously been working out. His butt looked much sexier than it had before.
 
   They reached the basement, which had been painted in bright pastel hues to keep the "dungeon" feel to a minimum for the employees that had to work on the lower levels, and walked toward the light at the end of the hall. No matter how many times it had been repaired the old light buzzed, flashed and sparked like it belonged in an old Frankenstein movie right before the doctor raised his monster from the beyond.
 
   "Zhu is in his office," Levac observed. "I'll keep him busy. DeGrey is in drawer 24C."
 
   Raven nodded and slowed her pace, letting Levac enter Zhu's office ahead of her. A moment later she heard them discussing the case and Raven sped up, slipping into what she called the 'freezer' without being seen. 
 
   She hated this room almost as much as she hated the main autopsy lab. Every corpse in the three dozen drawers had once been human and had now been reduced to a shell with, if they were lucky, their organs haphazardly put back. In some cases, organs were so badly damaged in the autopsy, they were destroyed and the shells in the freezers were empty.
 
   What made it worse was this room had also once been one of the rooms where cattle were hung to drain. The ancient copper blood channels were still placed around the room and the smell emanating from the copper drains was almost too much for Raven to stand.
 
   She willed her sensitive nose to close itself against the hundred-year old stench and pulled open the drawer containing Rayne DeGrey.
 
   The corpse was under a sheet and Raven neatly rolled it back until she could see everything including DeGrey's toes. Zhu's stitch-work was masterful, even on a corpse. The incisions were perfectly straight and the stitches such that, had DeGrey been a living patient she would have almost no scarring.
 
   Like Christina, Rayne DeGrey's eyes were milky white and they stared at Raven accusingly. The detective ignored the corpse's glare and continued her inspection of the corpse, taking a copy of the autopsy report from where it was laying on the woman's chest. Aside from the autopsy stitches the woman didn't have a mark on her except under her breasts where old scars indicated she'd had implants inserted. No tattoos, no scars no nothing. 
 
   How did someone get to her age without ever getting a cut or some kind of minor surgery? Raven wondered.
 
   She covered the body back up and pushed the drawer in as quietly as she could, taking the autopsy transcription with her. She crept back to the door and checked to make sure Levac and Zhu were still making small talk before scurrying down the hall and up the stairs. She made it all the way to the Bass without being sick and she leaned against the side of the car, breathing fresh air and flipping through the chart.
 
   She was on her third read-through when Levac appeared at her elbow.
 
   "Ming says hello and he hopes you find the report he left helpful," Levac said.
 
   Raven opened her mouth to say something entirely different when Levac's words kicked her hindbrain.
 
   "He knew I was there the whole time?" she asked.
 
   Levac shrugged. "I tried to keep him busy, but you know Ming and he knows us. Like he said when I left 'where there is one, there is the other'. He was a little disappointed we didn't just come to him. He thinks Frost's witch hunt is insane."
 
   "I should have guessed he wouldn't believe I'd kill DeGrey," Raven said.
 
   Levac grinned. "Oh no, he thought you could have killed her if you thought it was the right thing to do. But he said, ‘I'd have been pulling thirty caliber bullets out of that corpse until doomsday'."
 
   Raven laughed and turned back to the report she'd been reading. "Did you see any of this?" 
 
   "Nope, I was in the hospital with you, what did you find?" Levac replied.
 
   "It is just so weird. Everything about her was perfect: Brain healthy and perfect, lungs perfect, liver perfect…the only thing not perfect about her were her heart and eyes. The eyes had corneal decompensation which is exactly what happens in Thirst addicts and her heart stopped due to the presence of a massive blood clot," Raven said.
 
   "And that is weird why?" Levac asked.
 
   "How many scars do you have?" 
 
   Levac frowned in thought. "I don't know, probably a couple dozen."
 
   Raven nodded. "And you had a few broken bones as a child?"
 
   "Sure," Levac replied. "I broke my arm and my nose."
 
   "And you drink Jim Beam," Raven said, "which means your liver will have a few spots. Add in those damn cheeseburgers you suck down like air and you probably have a fatty liver in spite of your good physical condition. So how does a mid-thirties call-girl get through life with nothing, but implant surgery?"
 
   "What, you mean she has nothing?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven shook her head. "Not a damn thing. Did her file have her medical history?"
 
   Levac nodded. "I have it back at the office."
 
   Raven opened the car door and slipped behind the wheel. Levac joined her inside and Raven started the car. "I don't suppose you remember much of it?"
 
   "Not much," he replied. "It wasn't pertinent to the case at the time. I know she had nice boobs."
 
   Raven pulled the Bass into traffic and headed toward downtown. "Not exactly helpful unless you can remember the doctor's name."
 
   Levac blushed and looked out the side window. "Actually I do, it was written on the photos. I'm pretty sure it was a Doctor Sullivan. I'm also fairly certain we've grown a tail. There is an unmarked cruiser three cars back and one lane over."
 
   Raven checked her mirrors and located the cruiser. She recognized Detective Murtaugh behind the wheel.
 
   "Good catch… I wonder how they found us," she said.
 
   Levac glanced back at Raven. "No clue, my guess would be blind luck or they would have tried to take you in at the morgue."
 
   "Either way, I hate tails," Raven said. "Let's see what Mom's three hundred grand bought."
 
   Raven downshifted and pressed on the gas. The Bass 770 surged forward and squeezed between two trucks. She shifted up again making the engine howl and turned left across six lanes of traffic. The black car went into a perfect drift across five lanes before Raven righted it and accelerated. Behind her, Murtaugh and the Ford Police Special were struggling to match her maneuvers, but they still had her in sight.
 
   "He's being persistent," Levac observed, trying to sound calm.
 
   "It isn't often anyone gets to chase us and you know they've been dying to," Raven replied. "If you want, turn on the police radio and see what the odds are."
 
   Levac shook his head. "No way, I don't want to know!"
 
   Grinning, Raven accelerated through a red light and across a wide intersection, years of practice keeping her from hitting anyone. The Bass roared down North Orleans Street and then skidded into West Hubbard, almost skidding into a fire truck tending to an accident. Raven stomped on the brakes and shifted into reverse, backing away from the fire truck at break-neck speed and narrowly missing the cruiser that had just rounded the corner. She turned the wheel with one hand and worked the brakes, spinning the Bass in a perfect J turn and heading the opposite direction on West Hubbard.
 
   "You know, usually we're the ones doing the chasing and it always seemed easier than this," Levac said, twisting to look out the back window.
 
   "Come on Rupe, this is fun," Raven replied.
 
   Levac looked at his partner. "You really have a strange idea of fun, Ray."
 
   Raven grinned wider and turned hard right, sliding into an alleyway barely wide enough to fit through. A second later the Bass blew through a four lane street and into another alley, narrowly missing a Prius. 
 
   When they came out the other side, Raven turned again, this time heading toward East Ontario Street, where she was pretty sure Doctor Sullivan's office was. He had enough billboards around the city that almost everyone knew where to get ‘The Breasts You've Always Dreamed Of’.
 
   "I think you can slow down, it looks like we lost them," Levac said, looking behind them again.
 
   "I don't think they made the turn into Sever Alley," Raven replied. "I will buy them a case of beer when this is all over."
 
   Levac settled into his seat and wiped sweat from his brow. "You're crazy, Ray. I love you, but you’re crazy."
 
   Raven just winked at him and kept driving.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Doctor Patrick Sullivan's office was indeed on East Ontario Street, housed in a mirrored high-rise that you couldn't have missed if you wanted to. Not wanting to risk being spotted, Raven took a ticket and pulled into the garage that serviced the high-rise and several similar buildings nearby.
 
   The lobby to the high-rise was done in what someone obviously thought of as 'modern chic' and Raven just thought of as 'butt ugly'. Sofas that looked as if they'd been made from the remains of castaway rafts sat in front of a free-standing gas fireplace made of mirrors. The sofas were flanked by brown wicker tables that would barely hold a full-sized magazine and the lights hanging from the ceiling looked like they'd been created by a glass-blower with hiccups.
 
   "This might be the ugliest room I have ever seen," Levac said, staring at the décor.
 
   "You haven't seen my mom's bedroom. Come on, let's find this doctor of yours," Raven replied, crossing the lobby to a discreet signboard.
 
   "2187… penthouse," she said. "That's a heart-stopping surprise."
 
   Levac pressed the up button and the two stood waiting. The building was eerily silent for a workday morning and it gave Raven the creeps. She stretched her senses, but couldn't feel or hear anything other than Levac's heart and the traffic outside.
 
   The car arrived and the pair stepped inside. The décor from the lobby followed them. The elevator walls were made from different colored metal panels and the ceiling fixture was made from the kind of lights usually found outside city offices at Christmas. Raven felt like she was inside a giant checkerboard.
 
   They found Doctor Sullivan's practice easily; it took up the entire penthouse. Raven was grateful the lobby's awful décor hadn't followed them to the office. Here there were comfortable white and black chairs, a plush black and white carpet and glass tables covered in a mixture of magazines and informational pamphlets. A blonde pinup was sitting behind the reception desk. She smiled as the two detectives entered.
 
   "Welcome to Doctor Sullivan's office," the woman said with a slight southern twang. "How can I help you?"
 
   Levac pulled out his badge. "Detectives Levac and Storm. We're looking for a little help with some medical records. Is there someone here who could answer a few questions?"
 
   "Of course, do come into the office proper," the receptionist said.
 
   She buzzed them through into the records office where an Asian woman greeted them.
 
   "Good morning officers," she said. "I am Wei Lin and I would be happy to help you with whatever you need…do you have a warrant?"
 
   "No, but we can get one," Raven said, staring into the woman's eyes. "Show us Rayne DeGrey's medical records from her breast augmentation surgery."
 
   The woman stared back for a moment and then blinked. "Of course, detectives, I would be happy to help you."
 
   The Asian receptionist walked into the back room and began searching through the older records. Levac watched her for a moment and then turned to Raven. "How did you do that?"
 
   "Do what?" Raven asked.
 
   "You know what, get her to go look up the file, you know we don't have a warrant and you can't get one, you're suspended!" Levac replied, his voice rising.
 
   "Shh! Keep your voice down!" Raven replied. "Maybe it was my intimidating manner."
 
   Levac folded his arms and turned so he could see both receptionists. "Yes, I'm sure that was it."
 
   Raven nodded, sat in a chair and crossed her legs, one foot wagging impatiently. As she sat she thought she heard Levac mutter "mushroom", but she chose to ignore him.
 
   Long minutes passed before the receptionist returned, a thick file in hand.
 
   "Here you are, officers," she said. "You can review this in the back conference room, if you will follow me?"
 
   Raven and Levac followed her to a small room at the back of the office. The teal and cream colored room contained a small table, four chairs and a coffee machine.
 
   "Please take your time," Wei Lin said. "If you need anything, just call, I won't be far.              
 
   Raven watched the woman leave then helped herself to a cup of fresh black coffee while Levac began thumping through the file.
 
   "This can't be right," he said after a few minutes.
 
   "What do you mean?" Raven asked, looking over his shoulder.
 
   Levac was looking at the form DeGrey had filled out to have her surgery. The page included prior surgeries and DeGrey had written a list of four, including the removal of her gall bladder when she was fourteen.
 
   "These should have left scars," Levac said, tapping the page. "Are you sure you looked at the right body?"
 
   Raven gave him a look and picked up the before and after photos of DeGrey's surgery.
 
   "The woman at the morgue isn't DeGrey," she said.
 
   "I was starting to sense that, but why do her breasts make you positive?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven turned the photo so Levac could see. "Because DeGrey's implants were inserted through her armpits. The woman at the morgue had hers implanted beneath the breasts, I saw the scars myself."
 
   "Then who the hell is in the morgue and where is the real Rayne DeGrey?" Levac asked.
 
   "That may be the ten thousand dollar question," Raven replied. "Come on, this should all be in the file down at the office, let's get out of here before someone finds the Bass."
 
   They left the file on the table and made for the exit, pausing only to thank the two receptionists. They arrived back at the car a few minutes later.
 
   "I don't get it," Levac said, leaning against the back of the car.
 
   Raven leaned beside him. "Get what?"
 
   "We had Rayne DeGrey in custody," he said. "Her prints were a clean match. Now we have someone who looks like her in the morgue. How the hell did that happen?"
 
   "I haven't a clue, Rupe," Raven replied. "It’s a weird one for sure. We need to get someone to fingerprint her and find out who she really was."
 
   Levac nodded and pulled out his cell phone. Raven listened as he argued with Zhu, finally getting the scientist to agree to go print the woman. 
 
   "It's going to take a while to get the results," Levac said, closing his phone. 
 
   Raven unlocked the car. "That should give us time to go check out DeGrey's residence."
 
   Levac look puzzled as he slid into the car. "Um…why?"
 
   "We have a woman who looks like her in the morgue, which means the real DeGrey is either missing or dead." 
 
   Raven started the car and backed out of the spot. "Maybe there are some clues at her house. Besides, we can't go to the office, it's too early for lunch, what else are we going to do?"
 
   "I can always eat lunch…"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Rayne DeGrey had lived in a forty story apartment building in the heart of Chicago, within walking distance of both Grand Station and the offices of Riscassi and Levine. Raven again made use of the underground car park to hide the Bass and the pair took the back stairs into the apartment building. They walked past a gym and an indoor pool before reaching private elevators for use by residents who didn't want to parade around the lobby in their bathing suits or workout wear. A few moments later they were outside the door to DeGrey's apartment. A piece of crime-scene tape crossed the door from one corner to the opposite corner near the floor. Raven pulled the tape off and tossed it aside. She was about to use her lock picks when she noticed that someone had put an additional lockbox over the regular lock.
 
   "Oh for shit's sake," she muttered. 
 
   Levac turned from nervously watching the corridor. "What?"
 
   "Nothing," Raven replied. 
 
   She glanced down the corridor and then kicked the door just above the lock. Wood splintered and the door slammed open, denting the wall with the doorknob.
 
   "Christ, Ray!" Levac exclaimed.
 
   Raven shrugged. "Sorry, I ate my Wheaties this morning."
 
   The two of them entered and Raven pushed the door closed, or as closed as it would go. She and Levac were standing in a foyer. The walls were painted a light cream color that matched the carpet. Black candles sat in sconces on either side of them and the hallway ahead led into the apartment proper.
 
   Raven led the way, following a faint scent she couldn't quite identify. She checked a closet they passed only to find it contained linens and more candles before stepping down into the sunken living room. Here the cream motif had continued in the walls and carpet, with a black leather sectional and glass tables to break up the monotony. There were also a few paintings on the wall of Chicago landmarks. On closer inspection Raven realized the images were from the 1920s and 30s and most contained scenes of the Mafia in its heyday.
 
   "Looks like our girl had a real thing for the mafia," Levac said, looking at a painting that depicted the St. Valentine's Day massacre.
 
   "From what I remember she can trace her family history to Antonio Lombardo," Raven replied. "He was a pretty powerful enforcer in Capone's day."
 
   "I knew there had to be something," Levac said.
 
   The master bedroom was only slightly more interesting than the living room had been, but what Raven found most odd was that, though there was crime scene tape and a lock box on the door, the apartment showed no signs of being searched. Most cops she knew weren't all that neat in a turn and burn search. This place looked as if the maid had just left. It didn't make any sense.
 
   Levac rifled through the nightstands turning up a few odds and ends like condoms, lubricants and other tools of the call-girl trade, but there were very few truly personal items.
 
   He slammed the last drawer with a look of disgust on his face. "This woman is a ghost, Ray. She's left enough behind to do her job and that’s about all there is in this place."
 
   Raven had walked over to the guest bedroom and was leaning against the door frame, peering inside. "Maybe not, Rupe. Come check this out."
 
   Levac joined Raven by the door and his voice caught in his throat.
 
   The room had been turned into an effigy of evil. The carpet had been removed and the floor was painted red with a black circle in the middle. The walls were black and dotted with sparkles that seemed to twinkle like the night sky, below which murals of human torture and sacrifice had been painted. The remains of human bones, thousands of candles and countless occult symbols lay scattered on the floor and the whole room reeked of sulfur.
 
   Raven entered, her vampire senses stretched to their limit. She could feel the evil in the room like sparks dancing on her skin. 
 
   "Ray, I don't think you should be in there," Levac said from the door.
 
   Raven ignored him and continued to inspect the runes, wishing she'd paid more attention when Marie was trying to teach her about magik. She took out her phone and began photographing the walls and floor, kicking gnawed bones and chalk out of the way when necessary.
 
   She was so caught up in her work she was almost oblivious to the increase in the sulfur smell until Levac called, "Raven, you need to get out of there!"
 
   Raven lowered the camera and turned. A blood-soaked bald figure was rising from the black circle in the floor, which had opened like some kind of well. It oozed an inky black substance that smelled of sulfur and death.
 
   "Okay… that's different," Raven said, drawing her Automag. She edged toward the door where Levac had drawn his own Automag and was aiming at the half-formed creature.
 
   The creature opened eyes like black pits and looked at the floor. It then grinned, showing a mouth full of sharp black teeth and stepped forward out of the well. The back of its hand sent Raven flying through the wall and into the living room where she collapsed, stunned from the impact. With ears dulled by shock she could hear the report of Levac's Automag and all she could think was he was using normal rounds.  With great effort she stood, gasping at the pain in her ribs and neck. She felt her side and confirmed her fear. Blood dripped freely from cuts where the creature's claws had sliced neatly through her skin.
 
   "Swell…Mom's going to lecture me about not carrying claret with me," she muttered. She held one hand to her neck and continued down the hall. Levac had retreated toward the master bedroom and was now firing bursts from his 93R. The soft copper slugs seemed to annoy the…whatever it was, but weren't slowing it down much.
 
   "Yo, big red!" Raven called, her Automag aimed at the creature's head. "I want a rematch!"
 
   The creature turned, laughed and opened its black-toothed maw. "Dhampyr! Your flesh is not as sweet as a human's. I hunger, I must feed! Leave me and I will not suck the morrow from your bones for dessert!"
 
   "Fat chance, gruesome. That's my partner you're trying to eat, not meals on wheels. You want a snack? Grab a fucking Snickers," Raven replied. She squeezed the Automag's trigger three times and watched Thad's "the works" rounds punch through the creature's face like a pencil through paper. The demon howled in pain and shook its head, causing the slugs to drop to the floor like three discarded pennies.
 
   "Okay…also new," Raven said in surprise.
 
   The creature moved quickly, its next swing hitting Raven in the stomach and sending her flying over the bar and into the kitchen where she landed on the cold tile with a painful thud.
 
   "You cannot harm me, Dhampyr," the creature said, moving toward her. "I am not of this plane."
 
   "You need a better travel agent then," Raven said, stifling a groan. "But I bet you're really racking up those frequent flier miles."
 
   She rolled to the side as the demon's claws slashed through the bar mere inches from where she had been lying. As she squirmed away, her eyes focused on a cast iron frying pan hanging among other cooking implements beneath the shattered bar and she heard Marie's voice from the past saying, "cold iron, child. Anything called from the pit can be returned with cold iron."
 
   "Oh you've to be kidding me!" she said. "A frying pan? Someone up there has a weird sense of humor!"
 
   She picked up the skillet and again rolled to the side, scarcely avoiding being sliced to pieces by the demon's claws. As it pulled back to swing again, Raven leapt to her feet and swung the pan like a major-league batter going for the bleachers. The cast iron slammed into the creature's head and the monster howled in pain, smoke emanating from a wound on its face.
 
   As it staggered away, Levac reappeared from the hallway and unleashed with his 93R. Again the bullets did little damage, but it distracted the demon enough to give Raven another chance. Holding the pan over her head like an axe she brought it around toward the demon's neck. The frying pan whistled through the air and cut through the demon's throat like the proverbial hot knife through butter. The creature dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, slowly dissolving into a sulfurous yellow goo on the tile. Raven sank down beside it, blood pouring from the cuts in her side and throat.
 
   "Ray? Raven? Where are you?" Levac called, still covering the spot where the creature had been.
 
   "I'm here, Rupe. Lodge Logic to the rescue," Raven said, dropping the pan.
 
   Levac spotted Raven on the floor and ran to her side, his hand immediately going to the gushing wound in her neck. "Holy shit, Ray!"
 
   "I'm fine," Raven replied, "just need a hotdog. With ketchup."
 
   "You need a hospital!" Levac said.  He pulled off his coat and shirt and wrapped his shirt around Raven's torso, trying to stem the flood.
 
   "Don't you die on me!" he said.
 
   Raven smiled and raised a hand to Levac's face. He really was handsome under that beard, in a goofy, dorky sort of way.
 
   He kissed her wrist and again said, "Don't die, Raven."
 
   She thought she heard him say, "I love you," but the world was going black. He could have said anything.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Raven woke with a start, her hand immediately going to her neck. A bandage covered the wound and she could tell by feel it was nearly healed, as were the cuts across her ribs. She sighed with relief and looked around. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom; when they did she realized she was at home, in her room. 
 
   "Hey you," Levac said from the chair beside her bed.  He had on a clean shirt and his coat looked like it had been cleaned as well. For once he wasn't so rumpled.
 
   Raven smiled. "Hey…how'd we get here?"
 
   "My men brought you," another voice intoned from the darkness.
 
   Raven turned her head and instinctively reached for her pistol, which wasn't there. Smiling, Francois Du Guerre stepped into the dim light. "Hello, Ravenel."
 
   "What the hell are you doing here?" Raven asked with more strength than she felt.
 
   "My men brought you here, as I said. I saved your life," Du Guerre replied. "Again."
 
   Levac cleared his throat and took Raven's hand. "I called him, Ray. You were dying in my arms and I didn't know what else to do. His number was in your phone and I knew he'd helped you before."
 
   "You also knew he served me up on a platter!"  Raven said. "What the hell was wrong with 911?"
 
   "If your partner had called the police you would now be back in their custody," Du Guerre replied. "And I did what I had to do. I didn't want to give you to Strohm, he gave me no choice. I made sure you had both the means to escape and a way to put us both out of our misery."
 
   Raven blinked and turned to face Levac. "Rupert…Francois was your tip off?"
 
   Levac couldn't meet Raven's gaze. "Yes. One of his men dropped off your pistol and a note saying where you were. All I had to do was sneak in. You know the rest."
 
   Raven gaped at him. "All this time and you never told me?"
 
   "Ray…I couldn't.  I just…couldn't."
 
   "Your partner did what he thought was best, Ravenel," Francois said. "His actions saved your life, then and now."
 
   "You broke my heart, Francois." Raven said. "And he helped."
 
   Francois shook his head and leaned down to look Raven in the eyes. "I never meant to break your heart, Ravenel, or hurt you in any way. Don't think what happened between us, what was happening, was one-sided. I betrayed you and gave you to the man you hated most, that is true. But it wasn't only your heart that was damaged that day, and your partner had nothing to do with it. It was I and I alone."
 
   Raven felt her strength return in a frenzy of hurt and anger. She grabbed Du Guerre by the throat and lifted him off her like he was a rag doll. "Do not come near me ever again, Francois. You used me. You don't think I remember how you referred to humans as sheep? I've heard Strohm and my brother Xavier refer to them the same way. Those damn renegades too. You're all cut from the same cloth. If I ever see you again, I will rip your throat out."
 
   She tossed him aside and sat up, her hand going to her ribs. Levac stood next to her, his eyes wide with shock.
 
   "Believe what you wish, Ravenel," Francois said, his hand on his bruised throat. "But I mean neither you nor your family any ill will and I am not a part of this war."
 
   "Oh? Then why did a witness see you and my psychotic brother talking to the victim in my latest case the day before he died?" Raven asked. "Why did I find his head in your refrigerator."
 
   "My relationship with your brother is a purely financial one of the 'he owes me money' variety," Francois replied. "If we met it was for that reason and that reason alone. I find him as distasteful as you do. As for your victim, I have no idea who they may be or why their head was in my old apartment. I moved out shortly after you killed Strohm. I left only the katana. Again, Ravenel, I am not involved in anything other than trying to save your life. Trust me or not." 
 
   With that, Francois stood, bowed to Levac and took his leave. Raven could hear Thad escorting him to the door. When she was sure he was gone, she lay back in the bed and stared at the ceiling.
 
   "What just happened, Raven?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven continued to stare at the ceiling. "Aside from Du Guerre lying through his teeth, you mean?"
 
   Levac leaned on the bed and Raven met his eyes. "I mean what I just saw. You just lifted a two hundred pound man with one hand and threw him across the room. Earlier you cut some kind of monster's head off with a frying pan. You should be dead from those wounds, but you're healing in just hours. How is that possible?"
 
   Raven didn't answer, she just stared at Levac, a man she trusted with her life, trusted with almost everything and wondered if she could forgive him this one trespass and really let him into her life.
 
   "Ray…are you a vampire too?" Levac asked in a quiet voice.
 
   Raven closed her eyes and shook her head. "No. I'm something different. My father was Detective Wulf Crane, as you know. My mother is Valentina. She's a pureblood vampire, which makes me half-vampire, a dhampyr. To make it simple, I am a human, I can eat food, walk in the sun, do everything you can do. But when I need to…when I need to, I can call on my mother's strength and be more than human. And less. Is that what you wanted to hear? Or were you happier being a mushroom?"
 
   Raven could feel Levac's eyes on her, then she felt his lips on hers, gentle and tasting slightly of mustard.
 
   "I hate mushrooms," he said, parting the kiss. "Get some rest, partner. I'll see you in the morning."
 
   Raven opened her eyes and watched Levac leave, wishing he would stay.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was late the following evening when Raven woke the second time, part of her hoping it had all been a bad dream. The single rose on her nightstand with a card that read:
 
    
 
   I'll forgive you if you forgive me,
 
   Rupert
 
    
 
   Made it clear it had all been real.
 
   She slid out of bed and peeled the bandages off her ribs. The deep slashes were now nothing more than minor bruises. She probed them with her fingers and confirmed that while they were tender, they wouldn't hinder her movements.
 
   In her private bath she stared at her reflection. She was pale and gaunt, but that was to be expected. Whether she wanted to or not she would have to sup on claret to bring herself back to full strength. Right now her body was busy feeding on itself to keep her breathing. It was sort of ironic that her body killed itself to keep her alive.
 
   She smiled slightly and set about removing the bandage from her throat. The surgical tape hurt worse than the cuts had, but eventually the bandage was off. The wound beneath had healed completely.
 
   "Score one for Mom's blood," she said to her reflection.
 
   She stretched with catlike grace, wincing as her freshly healed ribs popped back into place, and then set about getting human. She still had work to do.
 
   Feeling almost human, Raven left her room an hour later dressed in black leather pants, a green sweater and her favorite over knee boots. Her Automag was concealed in a holster at the small of her back and she had spare magazines, including one loaded with cold iron, in the tops of her boots.
 
   She strode into the dining room in search of claret to help her finish healing. Like most of the house, the family dining room was decorated in Victorian style, with a twelve place table made of oak, hand-carved chairs that looked heavy, but weren't and paintings of family members in antique frames.
 
   Valentina looked up when Raven entered. "Hello, my love."
 
   "Hi, Mom," Raven said, pouring a glass of claret and sitting at the table next to her mother, who unusually was wearing a white nightgown and slippers. She looked as if she'd been crying and her hand was shaking when she reached for her own goblet.
 
   "Mother? What's wrong?" Raven asked.
 
   "You always could tell my mood, couldn't you, my sweet one?" Valentina asked. "While you were healing there was another attack on the grounds."
 
   "Why didn't someone wake me?" Raven asked, her hand tightening on her glass.
 
   Valentina shook her head. "There was little you could have done, child. You were almost gone yourself. Detective Levac and Lord Du Guerre's men helped to defend the house and all of the renegades were defeated."
 
   Raven shook her head. "I'm not even going to ask what Du Guerre was still doing here. But I know we lost someone. Who was it?"
 
   Valentina wiped tears from her eyes and sipped from her goblet. "We didn't lose anyone in the fight. It was before. Your sister Gemma is gone. Her ashes were delivered minutes before the battle."
 
   "Gemma?" Raven asked in surprise. "Why her? She's harmless! She just came home, for God's sake!"
 
   Valentina shook her head. "Maybe because she was harmless and I was stupid enough to let her go out alone!"
 
   Raven leaned forward and knelt next to her mother. "You are not stupid, Mother. Gemma going out by herself was stupid, but you didn't make her go. We have guards, Thad, Pandora, Rieken, Selene, any number of family could have gone with her. She made the mistake, Mother, not you."
 
   "Thank you, Ravenel, but it is my responsibility as Mistress," Valentina said.
 
   Raven snorted and stood, draining her goblet. When she was finished she wiped her mouth on a napkin, leaving a smear of lipstick and blood. "Then maybe some of the others need to start taking some responsibility, Mom. They are all of your blood, either pureblood or Embraced. Your blood flows through their veins just like it does through mine, yet they sit back, hide behind you, hide behind me and the guards and wait to see what is going to happen next. It makes me sick."
 
   Valentina smiled at her youngest daughter and Raven saw the light come back into her eyes. "You are so much like him," Valentina said.
 
   Raven frowned. "Like who, Mother?"
 
   "Your father. He hated their cowardice as much as you do. But understand, child, they are your elders, but they are not Mistresses or Masters. They are not as powerful as you or I."
 
   "Ugh! Mother, you know that is sheer bullshit," Raven said. "It is an excuse they hide behind. Maybe if they were watching each other's backs instead of whining about how strong they were, Gemma would still be with us."
 
   Valentina smiled. "What if the mistake Gemma made was believing she was stronger than she really was?"
 
   Raven gave up. "Fine, Mother. Let them hide behind levels and protocol. Let them hide behind your youngest child. I've got work to do before I have no one left to protect."
 
   Raven turned and left the room. She heard her mother say, "I'm sorry, Raven.", but she didn't turn back. It was an argument she would never win.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   The Bass 770 sat quietly in the family garage beneath one of the yellow sodium-vapor lights. Whoever had parked it had been very careful and the parking job was perfect. Next to the black muscle car was Levac's Nash. He was leaning up against the side enjoying one of his rare cigars. When he saw Raven coming he tossed the butt aside and gave her a charming smile.
 
   "I heard you were up and around," he said. "I've been waiting for you."
 
   Raven smiled in spite of herself and shook her head. "In the cold? The house has heat, you know."
 
   "I know, just wasn't so sure you'd let me in," Levac replied. "And I wanted a stogie." 
 
   Raven stopped near him and folded her arms. "Rupe... I was pissed about what happened, but more at Du Guerre than you. Knowing he still cared and had helped you rescue me didn't change the way I felt about what he did. In some ways, maybe it made it worse."
 
   "What do you mean?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. "Now I know for sure he threw me to the wolves on purpose basically to save his own neck and that caring for me didn't change anything."
 
   "And me?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven smiled and stepped closer. "You saved my life, Rupe. I've saved yours. It's what partners do."
 
   Levac shoved his hands in his pockets. "Is that all we are? Partners?"
 
   Raven walked around Levac and toward the Bass, which unlocked as she got close with the key in her purse. "That depends."
 
   Levac followed her, walking toward the 770's passenger side. "On what?"
 
   "On what you said when you thought I was dying."
 
   Levac looked uncomfortable. "Come on, Raven, that's not fair!"
 
   Raven shrugged and started the car. "You don't answer my question, I don't answer yours."
 
   Before Levac could answer, Raven put the car in gear and roared out of the garage, enjoying the engine's throaty growl.
 
   Levac buckled his seatbelt and leaned back. "I see being unconscious for two days hasn't changed your driving style.  Where are we going?"
 
   Raven shifted and began moving through traffic like the other cars were standing still. "A couple days ago Aspen tipped me off to the possible location of a dark altar out by Sag Bridge. We're going to go check it out before I take everything to Marie for her best guess as to what is going on and what that thing in DeGrey's apartment was."
 
   Levac gripped the armrest again, not caring if he left fingerprints behind. "I was wondering about that. It said it was hungry, do you think it ate DeGrey?"
 
   Raven shook her head and drifted the Bass through the next intersection, the muscle car's tires leaving a wide trail on the pavement. "I doubt it. It was more than likely something she conjured. But it had definitely eaten someone, there were bones all over the place."              
 
   "I had Aspen's team gather what she could, they are putting a composite of those remains together as we speak," Levac said. "We should know who the victim was by morning."
 
   With the car's engine roaring, Raven climbed the onramp to the outer Chicago Loop and headed toward Sag Bridge. "Hopefully the dead guy will provide another lead. If that doesn't work, all I have is to find Riscassi and hang her out a window by her ankles until she squeals."
 
   "I'm not sure how much that would help and I would kind of like to hang on to my badge," Levac said.
 
   "It might not help," Raven said. "But I'm sure she has it coming."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The ancient St. James church had once been a peaked-roof building made largely of stone cut and carried in by masons in the mid 1800s. Raven had seen pictures and knew the building had once been beautiful, placed in the middle of the cemetery rather than beside it because the river flowed only about fifty yards from the church's western side. Now, it was a crumbling wreck. The fire that had destroyed a large section of the city had burned everything, but the graves and the stone shell. To this day everything was covered with a fine layer of soot that, when the sun set behind the church, made the building look like it was still burning. Forty-five parishioners had been trapped inside and burned to death in the fire; ghost hunters from all over the country had investigated the site and insisted the spirits were still there, burning.
 
   Raven thought it was a load of marsh gas.
 
   She parked the 770 behind the purple van that was parked in front of the old church and the two detectives climbed out. Aspen Kincaid exited her van and skipped over to hug Raven.
 
   "Hey, Ray!" she said excitedly. "I knew you were coming here tonight!"
 
   "Hi, Aspen," Raven said with a smile. "What are you doing here?"
 
   Aspen raised her crime scene kit. "I have news. That sword you found was definitely not the weapon used to kill Shevlin. The blade is the wrong shape. I'll give it back to you when we're done here."
 
   "That's good to hear, but you didn't have to come all this way for that," Raven said.  "You could have called me."
 
   Aspen looked sheepish. "I also kind of figured you could use a hand if you found anything down there."
 
   Raven frowned, but Aspen was right, next to Ming the kid was the best forensic technician on the force.  "Alright, you can come," she said. "But if any shooting starts you stay behind me."
 
   "Pfft, I will be gone, Ray. I'm a lover not a fighter," Aspen replied with a grin.
 
   Raven shook her head and led the way through the snow-covered churchyard to the catacomb entrance.
 
   The square building looked very much like any other tomb save it was sloped at the back, indicating stairs within. The entrance was barred by a large iron gate padlocked shut with what appeared to be the original lock. Raven inspected the gate and lock for a moment, holding the lock in her hand like she'd seen it before.
 
   "Aspen?" she asked. "Do you have that key we collected from Shevlin's belongings?"
 
   Aspen rummaged in her kit and pulled out the bagged key. "Right here."
 
   Raven retrieved the key and tried it in the old lock. While its iron matched the lock, the key wouldn't turn.
 
   "Is this weirding out anyone besides me?" Levac asked.
 
   "Just you," Aspen and Raven said in unison.
 
   Raven handed the key back to Aspen and gripped the lock, pulling it free with little effort. She then opened the gate, which squealed like a witch's nails on a chalkboard and the small group entered. Aspen clicked on her Maglite as they proceeded down the crumbling steps, shining it alternately on the black lichen growing on the walls and on the ice-slick steps.
 
   The stairs emptied into a foyer with several corridors branching off in different directions. Raven started in one direction, but was stopped by Aspen's light touch on her elbow.
 
   "Let's try this way, Ray," the girl said.
 
   Raven looked at her, her detective instincts clicking on, but she sensed nothing, but the helpful kid of whom she'd grown so fond.
 
   "Lead the way, Aspen," she said after a moment.
 
   Aspen nodded and turned right, heading down a sloping corridor that went toward the old church. After about thirty yards Raven stopped and reached up, touching the foundation stones of the old building. They felt strangely warm.
 
   "Aspen, are you sure you know where you're going?" she asked.
 
   "Yes," the girl replied. "We're under the church. The stones always feel warm, I don't know why."
 
   "Wait, you've been here before?" Levac asked.
 
   Aspen nodded. "I told you, I wasn't always a crime scene technician. I used to play down here with some of the other kids from the orphanage."
 
   "Nice playhouse," Raven said. "At least it would have been warm."
 
   They continued to follow Aspen deeper through the catacombs. The young woman stopped periodically to get her bearings and then continued, eventually reaching a door made of ancient English oak. It had been bound with black chains sealed with another black padlock.
 
   Raven grabbed the chains and pulled, tearing them free of the door.
 
   "Eat your Wheaties again, partner? Levac asked, nodding toward Aspen.
 
   "I always eat my Wheaties," Raven replied. "Besides, I don't think much will surprise our Aspen, now will it?"
 
   Aspen smiled faintly but didn't say anything.
 
   The door opened on recently oiled hinges to reveal a large chamber that overlooked the river through a wall of smoked quartz. A black stone carved with occult symbols and covered in melted candles and jars of herbs, spices and crystals was placed before the quartz. A single black candle flickered in the breeze coming through the door.
 
   "I guess we found our Dark Altar," Raven said, feeling black magik tingle on her skin and make her hair stand on end.
 
   "One of the darkest," Aspen said. "This is an altar Angul and it rests on leylines, dark power if I ever saw any."
 
   "What's an Angul?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven frowned and began poking around the altar, looking for anything that might be a clue. "He's a demon who kills people for fun, if you believe in such nonsense."
 
   Levac pushed between Aspen and Raven. "Ray…a couple days ago you fought a thing that just rose up out of the floor. I think I am starting to take a few things on faith, here."
 
   "You should," Aspen said. "A spell was cast here, you can feel it in the air. These candles and herbs, they are all the things needed to request a boon from Angul and from the look of the altar it has been cast several times."
 
   "So what…someone was asking several favors from a demon?" Raven asked.
 
   "That's what it looks like," Aspen confirmed.
 
   Levac looked at all of the items scattered across the altar. "Favors from a demon…you know, working with you two isn't exactly normal police work."
 
   Raven shrugged. "No matter how weird they seem, in the end all crimes are human ones. No matter what the means used, every homicide has a human motive like love, hate or plain old revenge."
 
   "Raven? Come take a look at this," Aspen called.
 
   She was standing next to another, smaller altar upon which burned two candles. A poppet wearing a blindfold sat in the middle of the altar, next to a photograph of Lieutenant Frost.
 
   "What the hell is this thing?" Raven asked.
 
   Aspen pointed at the poppet, "I think that is what is keeping Frost from seeing you didn't kill Rayne DeGrey. I think it is a very powerful blinding spell."
 
   Levac joined them next to the flat rock. "Seriously? This little doll is why Frost is being an idiot?"
 
   "To hell with that," Raven said. She blew out both candles and pulled the blindfold from the poppet.
 
   "Not exactly how I would have ended the spell, but effective," Aspen said.
 
   "So Frost should be coming out if it and letting Raven off the hook?" Levac asked.
 
   Aspen nodded. "Any time now, if I'm right about the spell."
 
   Raven nodded and looked back at the other altar. "What about all this other crap?"
 
   "The demon has already been summoned," Aspen replied. "The candle indicates it is under someone's control and will remain so until the candle burns down."
 
   Levac reached toward the candle, " so what happens if we snuff the candle?"
 
   "Don't touch it!" Aspen yelled.
 
   Raven reached out and grabbed Levac's arm, pulling him away before the candle went out. "Why not?" she asked. "How bad could it be?"
 
   Aspen pointed to several sigils that meant nothing to Raven. "The demon is out and doing the witch's bidding. The candle and these markings are what keep it under her control. If you put out the candle there will be an uncontrolled demon running loose in the city until its magik runs out."
 
   Levac frowned, his eyes searching the altar. "I'm way out of my depth here. If we can't just put it out what do we do?"
 
   "Kill the witch that summoned it," Raven replied.
 
   Aspen nodded. "Kill the witch that summoned it. That will end the magik and send the demon back to wherever it came from."
 
   "Great, now if we only knew who that was," Levac said wryly.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Aspen's attempt to gather trace evidence from the jars and candles turned up only a partial print which she collected and tagged; she would run it through AFIS in the morning. She had also bagged and tagged the poppet and the group had chained and locked the door with a fresh chain from Aspen's van to keep any snoops or the witches out and Levac had called in a patrolman to guard the catacombs in general.
 
   The sun was coming up by the time Raven and Levac returned to the car and by then Raven had a message from Frost to report to the precinct. They arrived shortly before 7:00 a.m. and the homicide office was quiet and almost empty. Frost leaned out of his office as they approached.
 
   "Storm, Levac, my office!" he ordered.
 
   Raven looked at Levac and the two of them entered the office with Raven kicking the door shut behind her.
 
   "Raven, I owe you an apology," Frost said as the two detectives sat down. "I've been going over the evidence that kid Aspen collected and I agree, there is no way you could have been in two places at once. Your injuries make it obvious where you were at the time DeGrey was killed."
 
   He pulled open his desk drawer, removed Raven's badge and tossed it to her. "I don't know why I am putting Chaos back on the streets, but you're unsuspended as of now. There's new info in the case as well. Zhu confirmed that the stiff in the morgue isn't DeGrey. Her name is Cassidy Stryker, a girl who went missing from Canada last month. A little hair dye and a boob job and she is the spitting image of Rayne DeGrey."
 
   "I bet if we check passports we'll find a familiar name," Levac said.
 
   Raven shook her head and smiled at her partner. "No bet here, Rupe, cause I'm pretty sure you're right."
 
   "You two are back on the case, I am pulling Gibbs and Murtaugh off as of now," Frost said.
 
   "Thank you, sir," Levac said.
 
   Raven nodded and the pair rose to leave.
 
   "One more thing," Frost said. "Ray…I'm sorry about the Shelby. I know it was your father's. He was a good man and it meant a lot to see the old girl outside every day."
 
   "Thanks, Chris," Raven replied. "I will find whoever blew her up before dad starts rolling over in his grave."
 
   Raven and Levac had just sat down at their desks when Frost leaned out of his office again. "A black and white just found another stiff. It is hanging from a light pole just outside Chi Che Wang Park. Get that kid Kincaid and go check it out!"
 
   "Swell," Raven said. "Demons, headless bodies and we still don't even have a living suspect. Can I be suspended again?"
 
   Levac stood and shrugged back into his coat. "What would be the point? You were working the case even while you were suspended. Come on, partner, let's roll!"
 
   Raven slipped into her own jacket hung her badge around her neck, happy to have the familiar weight hanging between her breasts. She polished it with her sleeve and then followed Levac out the door.
 
   En route to the new crime scene, Levac called both Aspen to meet them at the scene and the border patrol to see if either DeGrey's or Riscassi's names came up around the time Cassidy Stryker went missing. By the time he'd finished arguing with the stubborn border agent, Raven was parking the 770 behind a black and white at the crime scene. Though the patrolmen were making an effort to keep the scene from prying eyes, the body dangling on two meat hooks from the street light was somewhat hard to ignore. Like Shevlin the body was headless and covered in cuts. On the man's back someone had carved and sewn 'Die Raven Storm'.
 
   "This is getting more and more personal," Raven said.
 
   Levac nodded, his face somewhat green. "Then someone doesn't like you very much."
 
   Raven climbed out of the 770 and started toward the scene. "The feeling is mutual."
 
   Chi Che Wang Park sat in the middle of a large condominium development, essentially surrounded on all sides by three and four story buildings. During the summer the park was alive with children running and playing and even on some winter days you would find kids playing after school. Today, it was thankfully empty except for a handful of crows hoping for a murder victim snack.
 
   Raven ducked under the crime scene tape and, ignoring the body, began to search the area around him, her gaze occasionally drawn to the big red slide in the middle of the playground. As before there was high-speed blood spatter from whatever removed the victim's head, this time on the fence that surrounded the park. The pattern indicated the victim had been sitting or kneeling when he was beheaded.
 
   "Do all your cases come with multiple victims?" Aspen asked, squatting and opening her crime scene kit.
 
   "Most do," Levac said. "We always get the most interesting and gruesome cases. Raven thinks I look like this cause I'm a slob. It's really cause her cases give me nightmares."
 
   Raven half turned her head to focus on something stuffed in a nearby storm drain. "No…you're a slob and you sleep like a rock, Rupert."
 
   She dusted off her hands and reached inside the rusty old drain where she found a wad of clothing. She pulled out a pair of mechanic's coveralls, a pair of boxers and a pair of work boots that had an inch of blood in them. She turned the coverall until she could read the name: Kenny.
 
   "Our vic's first name is Kenny and he worked as some kind of mechanic," she said. "Diesel, by the smell of it."
 
   "I've got a head over here," Levac called from where he was looking under an older pick-up truck. "Looks like it rolled this way after the um…impact."
 
   Raven let Aspen bag and tag the clothing and joined Levac by the truck. The head was stuck just behind the driver's side tire, the pale white eyes staring blankly outward. 
 
   "It looks like a clean cut," she said.
 
   "Just like the first one," Levac agreed. 
 
   Together they managed to retrieve the head and get it into an evidence bag to go to the lab. Raven couldn't shake the feeling that she'd seen the man somewhere before, she just couldn't place him. His face was lurking in her memory, it just wouldn't rise to the surface.
 
   When she and Levac rejoined Aspen, she was supervising Kenny's body being pulled from the hooks it had been impaled on and lowered to a waiting gurney. He had obviously been tortured, including nails put through his genitalia and upper thighs and deep cuts across his chest, just like Shevlin. Blood was congealed around the wounds indicating he too had been alive when the torture had started. A lack of any blood save from the blow that killed him indicated he'd been tortured elsewhere and then brought to this location where he was sure to be found.
 
   "Whoever our suspect is, it's someone who knows me very well," Raven said, just loud enough for Levac to hear.
 
   Levac pulled his eyes away from the butchered victim to look at her. "What makes you say that?"
 
   "This park, and the theater," Raven replied. "My dad used to bring me here to play when I was little, and we used to go to Sunday movies at the Oriental. The perp isn't just taunting me. They know me, or at least knew my father and his habits."
 
   "Do you still think Riscassi and DeGrey have something to do with the murders?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven nodded. "Yeah. But I have a feeling something else is going on. Someone else is pulling the strings. If I didn't know better I would say that these were revenge killings of some kind. They're sending me a message in the most gruesome way possible. Someone who likes drama, like that bastard Strohm. It's his kind of theater."
 
   "You emptied a magazine into his face, Raven, I don't think he's coming back from that," Levac said.
 
   Raven turned and walked away from the corpse. "We've both seen weirder things."
 
   Leaving the crime scene technicians to do their job, Raven climbed into her car and leaned back in her seat, watching them work while Levac took a phone call. She ran through the evidence they had so far and didn't like the way any of it fit. There were too many missing pieces to get a clear picture, and it gave her a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach.
 
   Levac opened the door a second later and slipped into the car, grateful to be out of the winter chill. He rubbed his hands together for a moment, getting the circulation back before turning sideways to face his partner.
 
   "So do you want the good news?" he asked.
 
   "The border patrol got a hit on Rayne DeGrey," Raven replied.
 
   "No, they got a hit on De… hey how did you know?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven laughed. "I can read lips, Rupert. You were broadcasting like an old telegraph. That doesn't really help us much considering we don't know where she is hiding."
 
   Levac frowned and put his foot on the dashboard as he thought. Raven lowered her sunglasses and stared at the offending foot until Levac removed it again. 
 
   She raised her sunglasses and started the car, letting the low rumble echo through her. Somehow the sound made it easier to think. After a moment she turned and looked at Levac. "Feel like shaking a few trees and seeing if anything falls out?"
 
   Levac put his own sunglasses on and grinned. "What the hell? We've already killed vampires and demons, whatever else is out there can't possibly be worse, can it?"
 
   Raven stared at her partner for just a shade too long, making sure her face was completely blank.
 
   "Oh come on!" Levac said.
 
   "I didn't say it could be worse," Raven said, putting the car in reverse and spinning it through a J-turn.
 
   "No. You gave me the blank 'what are you, stupid?' stare. I hate that stare," Levac said.
 
   "At least I didn't say it could get worse."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Riscassi and Levine. Their names were synonymous with organized crime. They'd worked every case from Gianni Gioto to Morgan the Shiv, it didn't matter how big or small the case, if you were a Mafioso you were defended by Riscassi and Levine. They handled Italian mafia cases almost exclusively.
 
   The building stood on the corner, a gleaming edifice of chrome and glass standing forty stories tall and housing all manner of scum and villainy clad in the guise of attorneys and assistants. Raven and Levac strode through the doors as if they owned the place. Just beyond the doors were a pair of metal detectors and a pair of rent-a-cops in blue and black uniforms who looked more like they'd been hired for their bicep size than their brains. Otherwise the lobby was very plain, with only a handful of leather chairs, brass side-tables and potted plants dotted around the cavernous room.
 
   One of the guards stepped forward with a plastic tray.
 
   "Please empty your pockets and hand me your purse please, Miss," he asked, his voice sounding as if it was having trouble somewhere near his bowels.
 
   Raven raised her badge up in front of the guard's face. "Detective Raven Storm, Chicago police. This is my partner Detective Levac. We're here to ask attorney Maria Riscassi a few questions."
 
   The guard blinked at the badge and Raven imagined she could hear the man's brain engaging.
 
   "Is she expecting you?" he asked.
 
   "Not exactly," Levac said. "But there are a couple of loose ends we'd like to tie up. Nothing important, you understand. I'm sure she will see us. What floor is she on?"
 
   "Twenty three," the bemused guard replied.              
 
   "Thank you, sir, you've been very helpful," Levac said.
 
   The two detectives proceeded forward, walking around the metal detectors and toward the elevators.
 
   "I'll have to clear it with her," the other guard called.
 
   "You do that," Raven said, pressing the button for level 23. The doors closed before either guard could say anything else.
 
   They stepped out on the 23rd floor a few minutes later. Here there was a foyer carpeted in blue and red. Matching sofas marked out a waiting area near a plasma TV that was currently displaying the local weather. Across from the elevator was a semi-circular desk set between two doors, one marked Attorney Maria Riscassi the other Attorney Michael Levine. A severe-looking woman with black hair, an olive complexion and dark eyes sat behind the desk, her cream skirt-suit immaculate.
 
   "Hello officers," she said. "The lobby guard said you were on your way up. I'm sorry, Attorney Riscassi isn't here right now.
 
   Raven sniffed the air; Riscassi's perfume had been very distinctive. Ah…there she was.
 
   "Of course she is," Raven said. "She's in her office."
 
   The receptionist was taken aback by Raven's response and stammered, "No, she's off today…"
 
   "Actually, she's in her office, alone, eating a poppy seed bagel if I'm any judge," Raven said.
 
   "It's fine, Ma'am," Levac said. "We just have a few questions, won't take a minute."
 
   "But…" The receptionist started. 
 
   Raven ignored her and pushed through the door into Riscassi's office. The blue and red motif had followed from reception into the office, save here the chairs were made of red leather. The walls were covered in a mixture of barrister bookcases heavy with law books, knickknacks from around the city and paintings of various people including Rocco Riscassi, Charles Lucciano and Al Capone.
 
   Maria Riscassi sat behind a wide antique desk, half of a poppy seed bagel in her hand.
 
   "I tried to stop them, Ms. Riscassi, they were most persistent!" the receptionist said from behind them.
 
   Riscassi put her bagel down and stared at the two detectives. "Its fine, Byanca. I will take care of their questions."
 
   Byanca nodded and pulled the door shut behind them. Raven twisted the lock before turning back to Riscassi.
 
   "Thank you, Detective," Riscassi said. "I should have done that before having my snack. Do you have a warrant to come barging in here?"
 
   Raven laughed and dropped into one of the chairs while Levac poked around the office.
 
   "A warrant? To come in here?" she asked. "That's like buying a ticket for a hell bound train. Besides, we don't need one."              
 
   "Really? How did you reach that conclusion?" Riscassi asked.
 
   Levac didn't look up from his perusal of the various knickknacks he was poking at. "For starters we know you and your friend DeGrey went to Canada a few weeks ago and found a dead ringer for Rayne. You brought the kid back, bought her new breasts, dyed her hair, did a little mojo and somehow switched her with DeGrey, probably when they moved her to holding. And we know Rayne DeGrey is alive and well, probably not too far away."
 
   "Maybe you could help us out with that?" Raven asked. "I've got a few questions to ask her."
 
   "I'm sorry? I've never been to Canada in my life and I was under the impression you killed my friend Rayne, Ms. Storm," Riscassi replied.
 
   "That's Detective, Ms. Riscassi," Raven said. "I've been cleared of that supposed murder. Whoever did your dirty work was off on their timing. My car was being blown up at about the time your fake DeGrey was being murdered. In a way, you helped create my alibi. I'm sure you're very proud of Guido and Nunzio."
 
   Riscassi frowned and Raven could smell her annoyance and…confusion?
 
   Levac put down the desk toy he'd been fiddling with and walked back to where Raven was sitting.
 
   "Ms. Riscassi, this will go easier if you just cooperate," he said. "Where is your friend DeGrey?"
 
   "I have no idea what you two are talking about," Riscassi replied. "Like I said, I've never been to Canada and as far as I know my friend Rayne died in a holding cell a few days ago. I haven't seen her since your interrogation session. Now please get out of my office before I call security!"
 
   "You're lying," Raven said. "I know it, my partner knows it and you know it. One more time from the top. Where is Rayne DeGrey?"
 
   Riscassi didn't answer. She instead picked up her phone and pressed a button. A moment later she said, "This is Attorney Riscassi. Please send security to my office."
 
   "All right," Raven said, standing up. "Have it your way. I don't want to embarrass your security force, I know they take pride in their biceps and chest sizes. Just remember that this was the easy way."
 
   "Are you threatening me, Detective Storm?" Riscassi asked.
 
   Raven smiled and leaned halfway across the desk. "Your lackeys blew up my Shelby in an attempt to kill me. Now you're mixed up in peddling Thirst and at least three murders. Yeah, it’s a threat. I'm going to nail your skinny ass to the wall no matter what it takes."
 
   With that Raven turned and left the office.
 
   "Thank you for your time, Ma'am," Levac said, stepping through the door and closing it behind him.
 
   Raven could feel Byanca staring daggers at them as they waited for the elevator. She looked over her shoulder and smiled at the steaming receptionist then turned back to the elevators. The doors opened a heartbeat later and four security guards filed out.
 
   "Attorney Riscassi is right through those doors," Raven said, pointing. "I think she has a poppy seed stuck in her teeth."
 
   The two detectives stepped into the elevator and Raven gave the receptionist a jaunty wave as the doors closed.
 
   "What did you get?" they asked each other in unison. 
 
   Raven laughed and said, "Okay, you first."
 
   "She has a lot of old Mafia memorabilia in her office, especially books and newspaper clippings relating to the nineties and naughties," he said. "There is a framed clipping of her father being arrested by your father in the same frame as a clipping of your father being killed in the street by unknown assailants. I also spotted an article about you being promoted to detective. Your eyes were scratched out in the photo."
 
   Raven watched the numbers go by as they descended. "It's nice to have adoring fans. She's a sore loser, when I was in Narc I put a lot of Mafia drug dealers and enforcers in the ground or behind bars."
 
   The elevator doors opened and there was a guard standing just beyond. He only got as far as "Ms. Riscassi said you were to be…" before Raven punched him in the face, knocking him flat on his back. She squatted beside him while Levac drew his pistol and covered the other guards. 
 
   "Look, bub," she said. "You're a security guard. That means you secure the building against intruders. I'm a Chicago police officer. That means I protect the city against, well, the scumbags you're being paid to secure. You can't detain me. I'm here on lawful business and even if I wasn't, a two bit moron like you isn't going to detain me."
 
   She patted him on the cheek and straightened, her gaze falling on the other five guards between her and the doors. She arched an eyebrow at them and they spread out, allowing Raven and Levac to pass through and out the doors.
 
   Out on the street, Levac holstered his pistol. "You're going to give me a heart attack, Ray! How did you know?"
 
   "Know what?" Raven asked.
 
   "How there were guards outside the elevator," Levac said.
 
   "Oh. Would you believe woman's intuition?" she asked.
 
   Levac gave her a look. "Hell no!"
 
   Raven sighed and crossed the street to where the 770 was parked. Levac hurried to catch up, narrowly missing a speeding yellow cab. Inside the car he said, "You didn't answer my question."
 
   "I could smell sweat and Italian sausage," Raven replied. "It got stronger as we got closer to the lobby."
 
   "You can smell what someone has been eating?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven nodded and started the car. "You wouldn't believe what I can smell, Rupe. Why do you think I hate the morgue?"
 
   She pulled into traffic and turned away from Riscassi and Levine, intending to drive around the block and pull into the garage that looked out onto the street in front of the office.
 
   Levac was still stuck on Raven's sense of smell. "So what if the guy in front of the elevators had just been some fat man with a sandwich?"
 
   Raven shrugged and pulled the car into a spot where they could see the street, but be hidden in the shadows of the garage. "He wouldn't have gotten punched."
 
   "Can you smell what I've been eating?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven turned to her partner. "Drop it Rupert, you're making me hungry."
 
   Levac paled slightly. "You can!"
 
   "Oh shut up and go get us some hotdogs. There's a vendor on the other side of the garage."
 
   "Yeah…yeah I think I need a walk," Levac replied. He climbed out of the car and headed across the garage toward the stairs. Raven watched him for a moment then turned her attention back to the street. She knew it was only a matter of time before DeGrey made an appearance or Riscassi made a move and she was prepared to wait as long as it took.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The afternoon waned and darkness began to fall bringing with it a cold, howling wind edged with flecks of crystalline snow. Raven and Levac watched the first flakes begin to fall and sipped coffee from a shop Levac had found a few blocks away. Streetlights began to flicker awake, bathing the falling snow in a dull yellow radiance and buildings began to come alive with logos, beacons and garish neon, the hallmarks of Chicago at night.
 
   "Maybe we missed her," Levac said, finishing his coffee and stuffing the cup in the plastic bag by his feet.
 
   Raven shook her head. "I don't think so. A bunch of guards just appeared in the lobby."
 
   She started the car and drove toward the nearest exit, keeping the Bass in the shadows. A few minutes later a limousine pulled up to the curb across the street and Riscassi exited the office with a squad of four armed men. They all boarded the limousine and headed north. Raven followed suit, keeping far enough back not to be spotted by Riscassi's guards. 
 
   They cruised north for several blocks and then east, heading out of the city toward Lake Bluff. It was when they began the climb the on ramp to I-94 that Levac noticed the four motorcycles moving up behind them.
 
   "Raven, I think we have company," he said, watching them via the side mirror.
 
   Raven glanced at both side mirrors and pursed her lips in annoyance. Before she did anything rash she made a sedate lane change to see what the bikers would do. It was possible, however unlikely, that the bikers were simply out for a ride. In matching outfits. At night. When it was starting to snow.
 
   She watched them in the mirrors and was completely unsurprised when they changed lanes behind her and began to accelerate. "If they scratch the paint I am really going to hurt someone."
 
   "They're getting closer," Levac said, moving his mirror to keep them in view.
 
   Raven flicked on the police lights hoping it would drive the bikers off. Reds and blues began to flicker in the back window, but they seemed to make no difference to the oncoming bikers, who were pulling alongside the Bass. Raven spotted the H&K MP7's they were holding at the last second and yelled, "Down!"
 
   She and Levac scrunched as low as they could as five millimeter rounds smashed through the windows and punched holes in the leather seats. When the gunfire stopped, Raven sat up, her eyes glowing heated blue.
 
   "Rupert, take the wheel!" she yelled, already halfway out the shattered window.
 
   Levac yelled in surprise and grabbed the wheel, straightening the car. "Are you out of your mind?" he yelled. "Get back in the car!"
 
   But Raven was already gone. She braced herself on the window ledge and jumped, landing squarely on the motorcycle to the front and left of the Bass. She twisted the rider's neck until it cracked with a sound like a shattering walnut and pushed his lifeless body off the bike, letting it smash into the barrier at seventy miles per hour. She then leaned forward and jammed on the brakes. The Bass and the other two bikes roared past while the third skidded, nearly hitting her. Before it could get past she leapt from her current motorcycle, flipped backwards and landed behind the rider. Furious at the interference and the damage to her new car, Raven grabbed the rider by the throat and threw him bodily into the trailer of an eighteen wheel truck they were passing. The rider crashed into the back of the truck like a bug hitting a windshield and slowly collapsed to the ground, where he was run over by at least two more trucks driving in the convoy.
 
   Raven twisted the throttle and leaned low over the handlebars, rushing to catch up with the speeding Bass. She could see that Levac was trying to shake off the other two bikes, but they were being persistent, like two hungry flies buzzing around a picnic. Tears streamed from her eyes as wind and snow stung her face, but she kept going, getting closer and closer to the runaway vehicles. Suddenly, one of the bikers spotted her and started firing his weapon. Raven swerved the Kawasaki Ninja to the side, narrowly avoiding the bullets that chewed up pavement and kicked up sparks next to her. She veered behind the Bass and after the other bike, which also turned and fired. Again she swerved, weaving back and forth behind her car as she got closer and closer. When she was close enough she stood on the seat and jumped, flying through the air to land on the roof of her car, startling Levac who slammed on the brakes, causing her to slide forward onto the hood. She felt the impact of her stolen bike sliding into the back of the Bass and she tried not to get any angrier.
 
   "Don't stop!" she yelled, pointing at the fleeing bikes.
 
   Levac nodded, muttering, "She really is insane!"
 
   The Bass surged forward with Raven crouched on the hood, one hand gripping the trailing edge of the carbon fiber. The engine roared and the car neared one of the motorcycles that was stuck between blocking the Bass from following the limo and passing the limo in its effort to escape the raging police officer. As soon as he was within reach Raven grabbed the rider off his bike and slammed him bodily onto the hood of the car. She punched through the visor of his helmet and glared into his eyes.
 
   "You're under arrest for assaulting an officer, reckless endangerment and shooting the shit out of my car," she said, barely containing her rage. "You have the right to resist arrest. If you choose that right I will throw your ass off the next overpass!"
 
   "I surrender!" the man said in a thick Italian accent. "Please don't kill me!"
 
   "Rupert! Stop, slowly!" Raven yelled over the rumble of the engine and the roar of ninety mile an hour wind.
 
   The Bass slowly came to a stop, the red and blue lights guiding traffic around the bullet riddled car. Raven lifted the biker off the hood and dragged him to the back. On her way past the driver's door she said, "Pop the trunk, Rupe."
 
   Seeing the look on his partner's face, Levac complied without a word. The trunk opened and Raven lifted the biker and slammed him inside.
 
   "Where is Riscassi going?" she asked.
 
   The biker shook his head. "I don't know!"
 
   Raven shook the man again, and leaned closer. "Where!"              
 
   "I really don't know," he said. "We were to escort them to Gill Park, that's all I know!"
 
   "Thank you," Raven said. "You'll get the rest of your rights later."
 
   She pulled out three sets of zip-cuffs and hogtied the man, then slammed the trunk lid. A second later she opened the passenger's door and flopped into the seat.
 
   "Gill Park, quick as you can," she said, her voice sounding weak.
 
   "Don't you want to drive?" Levac asked.
 
   "Can't, just go!" Raven replied.
 
   The car surged forward again and Raven leaned back, resting. She could hear her heartbeat slowing and knew she needed claret. She put it off as long as she could before opening the center console and, pulling out one of the bags of blood her mother, or more likely Dominique, had placed there. She bit into it and drained the contents, trying not to gag on the cloying, coppery taste. She dropped the empty bag back into the console a moment later and sat back, wiping her mouth on a corner of torn leather.
 
   "Was that what I think it was?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven nodded, not looking at him. "Blood from a blood bank. My mother owns several throughout the city. We're the city's largest source of clean blood and blood plasma."
 
   She could hear the disgust in Levac's voice when he said, "I didn't know you needed to feed on people."
 
   She turned back and glared at him. "I don't feed on people, Rupert! Was that a person? No. It was a plastic bag from a hospital. And in case you hadn't noticed my abilities just saved both our lives so instead of being grossed out that I drank a little blood you could try being grateful those gunmen didn't turn your ass into a coffee strainer!"
 
   Levac was silent for a moment, guiding the Bass through traffic with a careful hand.
 
   "I'm sorry, you're right. I'm grateful we're alive," he said after a while. "I just…didn't know you did that. Drank blood, I mean."
 
   "Yeah well, now you do. You can turn in your request for a new partner when we take the piece of garbage in the trunk to lockup. In the meantime, let's do our job, okay?"
 
   "Raven, I…" Levac started.
 
   "Shut up, Levac," Raven replied. "Just get us to the park."
 
   She turned and leaned her head against the torn seat, pretending it was the wind making her cry.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Levac approached Gill Park slowly, turning the lights off as they rounded the corner into the parking lot. The park itself was huge with a pool, gym and sauna all located inside a nearby building that looked like a sort of human aquarium. All of that was currently closed due to new construction, but the park itself and its many hiking trails were open to the public. In the middle of the large parking lot the last motorcycle rider was standing at the driver's window of the limo and Raven saw an envelope pass from the driver to the cyclist.  
 
   Unsure what to do with Levac, Raven exited the car and pulled her Automag from its holster. She drew a bead on the cyclist and yelled, "Chicago Police, drop your weapon and put your hands up!"
 
   The cyclist immediately turned and raised the MP7 that was still hanging at his waist. Raven fired two shots through his helmet, dropping the biker like a brick. At the sound of gunfire the limo surged forward. Raven held her ground and watched, knowing the lumbering vehicle would have to turn around and come back toward her to get to the exit. While she watched the limo execute an elaborate K-turn, Levac appeared at her elbow, his 93R in his hands.
 
   "I thought we always went on three," he said.
 
   Raven frowned. "I wasn't sure you were coming at all."
 
   "Ray…that's not fair," Levac replied.
 
   Raven ignored him and kept her eyes on the limo. When it turned and accelerated toward them, she lowered her aim slightly and started firing, the thirty caliber bullets punching holes in the radiator, engine block and right front tire. The large Cadillac chugged to a smoking halt a few feet away and Raven could see the driver through the windshield.
 
   "Raise your hands where I can see them!" she ordered.
 
   The driver complied, raising his gloved hands from the wheel.
 
   "Cover him!" Raven said to Levac, who nodded and trained his weapon on the driver.
 
   Raven sidestepped around the vehicle, her weapon now aimed at the passenger door. When she was close enough she used her free hand to yank the door open. She was inside a heartbeat later, alone. Riscassi was gone.
 
   Ten minutes later Raven sat on the hood of the Bass. Levac had Mirandized the limo driver who had turned out to be from a service. He knew nothing more than that Riscassi had left in a Mercedes SLK with a woman fitting Rayne DeGrey's description. They put out an all points bulletin, but knew it would do little good. She had no SLK registered in her name or any family members that owned one. The odds of finding her in a city with so many SLK's were one in a million. 
 
   A black and white had taken both the cyclist and the limo driver away though the limo driver would likely be released. They had nothing to hold him on. He hadn't actually tried to run the officers over and paying off a guy on a motorcycle wasn't a crime, even in Chicago. All of which left Raven and Levac alone in a parking lot with a bullet-riddled Bass 770 and a shortage of leads.
 
   "What now?" Levac asked.
 
   "We go home," Raven replied. "Our suspect got away and we have no clue where she is, there has been no real sign of DeGrey and I am in no mood to read an autopsy report."
 
   "That isn't exactly what I meant," Levac replied.
 
   Raven slid off the hood. "I don't know what else to say."
 
   She tossed him the keys to the Equus and walked toward the parked Ninja.
 
   "What's this for?" Levac asked.
 
   "Happy fucking birthday," Raven replied. "I'll get someone to fix it up for you."
 
   "But Ray…" Levac started. The rest of what he said was drowned out by the scream of the Ninja as Raven tore off through the park.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The night went from light snow to clear black sky as Raven guided the Ninja through the old alleys and dark streets she had frequented as a child. The darkness had never held any fear for her and she somehow found her old haunts comforting. Levac's response to her feeding had upset her more than she had expected it to. While she hated drinking blood and always would, she was learning that in the world she lived in and with the cases she seemed to attract, it was a necessary evil. A normal human had little chance against the things that went bump in the night. She did, if she used her vampiric side. Somehow she'd thought Rupert would understand that. Her half vampire side had saved his life more times than she could count. Surely he knew that?
 
   She brushed tears away at the next red traffic light and checked her phone. There were six texts from Levac that she deleted without even looking at them, one from her mother chiding her for the damage to the Bass 770 and a another from Aspen saying they'd completed the autopsy and had new information about the stiff they'd found that morning. 
 
   The light changed. She slipped her phone back into her pocket and raced away, riding from the darkness part of her was yearning for and back toward the distant lights of home.
 
   She pulled into the morgue lot at just after ten p.m. She knew no one would be there except the night technician everyone called Sphinx even though he bore about as much resemblance to Vinnie Jones as she did to Angelina Jolie. She let herself in with her shiny new keycard and trotted down the stairs to the morgue. Sphinx was in his office playing some video game or other and he came out when he heard Raven on the stairs.
 
   Sphinx was a short, freckle-faced man with blond hair and blue eyes. His lab coat always seemed three sizes too big for him and he huddled in it like Mr. Rogers in a cardigan.
 
   "Hi, Detective Storm," he said, offering her a shy smile. "I wasn't expecting you. Technician Kincaid left a report for you with Mr. Innokentiy's remains.
 
   Raven frowned. "Innokentiy? I know that name. He's called Kenny because his name is too hard for the idiots he worked for to pronounce. His first name is Ivane."
 
   Sphinx looked surprised. "You know the vic?"
 
   "Yeah, I arrested him four years ago for drug running," Raven replied. "What drawer is he in?"
 
   Sphinx pulled a clipboard off the wall in his office and consulted the chart. "Uh…7B. Doctor Zhu sewed his head back on so he sort of looks like Frankenstein's monster."
 
   "I doubt that," Raven said darkly. "Thanks, Sphinx. You can go back to your game."
 
   Sphinx smiled and went back in his office. Raven watched him resume his game and then proceeded down the hall into the freezer. Her upset and anger was enough to block out all the scents and for the first time ever she pulled open a drawer like a normal police officer.
 
   Kenny lay on the tray, his milky eyes staring at the ceiling. The report Sphinx had mentioned was on his chest in a plastic sleeve. Raven picked it up and thumbed through it. Unlike Christina Shevlin and Cassidy Stryker, his cause of death had been a single blow with an extremely heavy and sharp implement. His other wounds, though probably extremely painful were not immediately fatal. His liver temp indicated he had been dead approximately three hours before being found.
 
   "Three hours?" Raven asked the room. "And nobody noticed this guy hanging on meat hooks in plain view? Dawn was at least an hour before he was found."
 
   She finished the report, which didn't help much. There was still no explanation for the corneal decompensation and no trace of Thirst in the man's system.
 
   Her mind racing, Raven opened all the drawers and compared the four known victims side by side. They all had milky white eyes, traces of an unidentified red powder on their skin and cuts from some kind of metallic claws; they were clearly all connected, but what was the actual connection?
 
   She began tapping her fingers on Shevlin's chest and then realized what she was doing and pulled her hand away. But something didn't feel right. She touched the body again. It felt colder than it should. Way colder. So did Kenny and Christina.  Cassidy, however, was slightly warmer. Still cold, but warmer than the other three.
 
   That's really weird, she thought.
 
   Out of curiosity she opened other drawers in the same banks as the victims. Their temperature was the same as Cassidy's. Warmer than the Shevlin's or Kenny.
 
   Raven closed her eyes tight. When she opened them again her thermographic vision lit the room up in shades of yellow, red and blue. As she suspected, the ones that felt colder really were, by as much as ten degrees.
 
   What would make some bodies colder than others? The freezers are all at the same temperature, she thought.
 
   She closed the drawers and blinked her thermographic vision away before heading back down the hallway to Sphinx's office. He was still playing his game. Raven knocked, startling him so bad he flipped his chair over with a crash. When he stood up he had a sheepish grin on his face. "Sorry, Detective Storm. What can I do for you?"
 
   "I need you to run another exam," Raven replied. "Pull Cassidy Stryker and run a microscopic search of the area over her carotid artery. You're looking for a puncture wound, probably about the size of an insulin needle."
 
   "What for?" Sphinx asked.
 
   Raven arched an eyebrow. "Because I'm the detective and I'm asking you to."
 
   "Fair enough," Sphinx replied. "I will get right on it and have the results before my shift ends."
 
   "Thanks. And ask Doctor Zhu if there was any blood left in the artery or cranial cavity," Raven continued. "If he has a sample, have him test it for Thirst, specifically looking for the catalyst enzyme that turns it from a mixture of powders into a single compound."
 
   "I think all the victims tested negat…" Sphinx began to say.
 
   Raven put a hand over his mouth. "I'm aware of that. Run the test."
 
   Sphinx's voice was muffled when he replied, "Yes, Ma'am."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   Raven turned and jogged back up the stairs and out into the night. The Ninja whined to life and Raven headed south toward the records division where the tape of her supposedly killing Cassidy was being held. Traffic was heavy, but she weaved between the cars like she'd been doing it all her life. It wasn't even an hour before she was parking the borrowed motorcycle in front of the records office. 
 
   The inside hadn't changed much; beige walls, off-white tile, a dying Ficus Benjamina and a customer service window. She rang the bell next to the window and held the button down till the night clerk turned from his television. His eyes widened when he recognized her at the window and Raven smiled sweetly.
 
   "Find me the evidence box for the Cassidy Stryker case and buzz me through so I can review it in the back room," she said.
 
   The kid buzzed Raven through and guided her through the office and into the warehouse-sized records room on the other side without saying a word. He used an iPad-like device to look up the file and led Raven straight to the box. He pulled it down and handed it to her.
 
   "Please just sign and date the box label," he said. "You can use any of the rooms three rows over."
 
   Raven smiled, surprised at the change in the kid. "Thank you. Enjoy your show."
 
   The kid smiled back and ambled off toward the front desk.
 
   Raven watched him for a moment wondering what he'd heard about her and then walked around the corner toward the small conference rooms. She found one with a DVD player in it and plopped the box on the table. A few minutes later she was skimming through the video watching officers come and go with suspects. It took about thirty minutes for her to find the spot where she supposedly entered. She stopped the video at that point and moved as close as she could to the screen. The woman did indeed look like her, but there were differences that only someone who saw her own face in the morning would notice. The hair wasn't exactly the same and though the video was black and white, she could tell the woman had black hair, not red hair. The woman also had long, pointed nails, the kind Raven could never wear as a police detective, but the final nail was the shoes. The woman was wearing the kind of shoes Valentina was always trying to get Raven to wear and she wore them like she was born in them, something few women of her height and musculature could pull off.
 
   "Vampire," Raven muttered. "But who are you, you bitch, and why do you have my face?"
 
   She put the video back in the box and pulled out Cassidy's prison jumpsuit. She sniffed it, detecting the scents of a female mixed with perfume, cigarette smoke, the odd soap they allowed in cells…and blood. On the right side of the collar were three small drops of crimson that had gone unnoticed in the confusion of a cop killing a suspect.
 
   Raven smiled to herself, put everything back in the box, signed the label and sent a message to Doctor Zhu that she had found blood on Stryker's jumpsuit and she'd like it pulled and tested for Thirst.
 
   That task completed, she left records and headed back toward Old Town and the Mambo who had overseen her birth. She had a few questions to ask.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   One a.m. struck Old Town, the sounds of the nearby church bell muffled by the thick fog that was rising all over the city. The gas lamps were barely keeping the fog at bay, and for once the fenced-in section of the city was quiet and almost devoid of foot traffic. Raven parked the Ninja just outside Marie's and entered. The shop smelled of raw chicken and a variety of herbs, a scent that the Mambo was in the middle of either casting a spell or making a midnight snack. Raven glared at the squawking crow, which slammed its beak shut immediately and huddled against its perch. She then continued through the store toward the back, one hand idly tracing over the cases of skulls, beads, chicken feet and other trappings of voodoo.  She passed through the beaded curtain at the back and found Marie finishing a ceremony. Raven stopped and folded her arms, watching the Mambo finish draining the chicken's blood into a pan that contained a variety of bones and herbs. Marie tossed the chicken carcass into a trash bin and stirred the contents of the pan with the end of a palm leaf. She chanted over the mixture and then carried it to a large wood-fired oven. She slid the pan into the oven and closed the door and then turned to face Raven. 
 
   She smiled and wiped her hands on her apron.  "Ravenel my child, what a pleasure! What brings you to me tonight?"
 
   "Hello, Marie," Raven said, reaching out to hug the older woman. "I need more of your help if you have time."
 
   "Of course, child. I have little to do until the chicken blood is dry. Please, sit and tell me," Marie said.
 
   Raven hopped onto Marie's workbench like she had when she was a child while Marie sat in her overstuffed velour recliner.
 
   "You look tired, child," Marie said. "Have you fed?"
 
   Raven made a face but nodded. "I'm not happy about it but yeah. I had to trust my vampire side."
 
   "It is part of who you are, my sweet. You must learn to trust in your abilities."
 
   Raven shook her head. "I don't think I will ever trust them. But that isn't why I am here. Mambo…you attended my birth, right?"
 
   Marie smiled proudly. "Your mother and father chose me as their midwife, yes. You were not an easy babe to deliver, were you not so stubborn you would have died in your father's arms."
 
   Raven nodded and looked away. The next question was difficult. "Mambo…did I have a twin?"
 
   "A twin?" Marie asked. "Of course not child, your mother's pregnancy was difficult enough. You were a single birth. Why do you ask?"
 
   "Because there is someone out there who looks just like me," Raven replied.
 
   Marie reached for her battered corncob pipe and tapped it on the side of her chair. She then opened a jar of pungent tobacco, rolled a nut between her hands and tamped it into the pipe. She brought fire between her fingers and lit the pipe, inhaling deeply as she thought.
 
   "And this woman is of the blood?" she asked.
 
   "I believe so," Raven replied. "The way she acts, the way she moves, I am almost positive she is a vampire and aside from having black hair she looks just like me."
 
   Marie nodded and blew a square of smoke. "Ravenel, I know for a fact you are the only child produced by the union of your mother and father. After you, your mother could carry no other children. You have no sister that looks like you."
 
   Raven breathed a sigh of relief and sagged a little, only now realizing how tired she was. "Thank you, Marie," she said. "I was having nightmares thinking there was another me out there."
 
   Marie laughed and patted Raven's leg. "No matter what this vampire looks like, you are unique, child. The universe broke the mold when you were born."
 
   Raven smiled. "Do you have time to assist me with my case?"
 
   "Of course, Ravenel," Marie replied.
 
   Raven pulled out her phone and showed Marie the photographs of the room in DeGrey's apartment, as well as the blurry shape of the creature that rose from the pit.
 
   "I found this in a suspect's home," she said. "While I was there I think I messed up something because a blood-covered thing came up out of the circle in the floor."
 
   Marie nodded. "The sigils you scuffed were part of a protection circle. You disturbed them, freeing the creature from the pit."
 
   "Any idea what it was doing there?" Raven asked.
 
   "The only reasons to summon a minor demon and keep it imprisoned are information, power or both," Marie replied.
 
   "It said it was hungry," Raven said. 
 
   "Power, then," Marie replied. "It was hungry because someone was using it to draw magikal energy. You were quite lucky. Do you have cold iron with you now?"
 
   "Yes, I have some of Thad's specials in my boot," Raven said.
 
   "Good girl," Marie replied. "As I told you as a child, any creature from the pit may be returned to hell with cold iron."
 
   "That is what saved me," Raven said with a laugh. "I remembered you telling me about cold iron and I happened to have an old frying pan close to hand."
 
   Marie snorted. "I'm glad you remembered something of my teachings. Your mind was always elsewhere."
 
   Raven looked down at the floor as another question rose unbidden to her lips. "Marie, why were you always trying to teach me so much about our world?"
 
   Now it was Marie's turn to consider her words. She sucked on her pipe until lights danced before her eyes and then exhaled a heart.
 
   "Child…your father knew," she said at last.
 
   Raven looked confused. "Knew? Knew what?"
 
   Marie looked away. "I have said too much, child. It isn't my place."
 
   Raven wanted to press the issue, but knew the mambo would answer no further questions relating to her childhood. When Marie's mind was set her mind was set. She may as well try asking the sky why it was blue.
 
   She slid off the worktop. "Thank you, Marie. I appreciate your help. I'd better get home, I've got bad guys to catch tomorrow."
 
   "Goodnight, Ravenel my child," Marie replied. 
 
   Raven kissed Marie's forehead and left the back room, pausing only to leave two hundred dollars in the cash-register. She knew Marie would never ask for or expect payment for her assistance, but she also knew times were hard.
 
   Outside, the fog had thickened and all the sounds of the city were muffled. Still, she thought she heard an odd scraping noise somewhere on the wrought iron fence that surrounded Old Town. It was a noise that made her blood run cold and sent chills down her spine. Visions of Freddie Krueger danced through her head and she turned to try and locate the sound, using her ears like radar. She thought she had the noise pinpointed, but the sound stopped as suddenly as it had started. She waited in the fog, holding her breath and listening, but the strange noise was not repeated.
 
   With a shrug she started the bike and drove back to the estate, popping wheelies and thoroughly enjoying the borrowed Ninja on the city's now deserted streets. 
 
   When she reached the estate she tried to pull into her regular parking space, but a vehicle sat there, covered with a black car cover. With no other choice she parked nearby and went to stare at the new arrival, wondering who had bought yet another car. After a few seconds she pulled the cover off and what was underneath made her laugh. Another Equus, nearly identical to the bullet-riddled one she had sent home with Levac, sat in her space. The license plate read 'STORM'.
 
   Raven giggled about it all the way back to the house.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
                 
 
   The following morning found Raven standing in the garage dressed in a pair of leather leggings, a red sweater that matched her hair and hugged her curves, a black motorcycle jacket she'd found in her closet, but didn't remember buying and a pair of over knee boots with heels that would have made her mother proud. She was trying to decide between the borrowed Ninja and the new Equus and having a difficult time choosing between them. She loved the bike. It was the first time she'd ridden one any distance and there was a feeling to the bike she couldn't really describe. On the other hand it was about as practical for Chicago in winter as a bikini. Though the fog had lifted, the wind was still cold with a hint of snow blowing in from the lake. If the snow fell, the bike was going to be useless.
 
   With a small amount of reluctance she slid behind the wheel of the 770.  A note was stuck to the steering wheel:
 
   Ray,
 
   Try to take better care of this one. The other is going back to the shop.
 
   T
 
   Raven tossed the note out the window, fired up the 380 engine and drifted the Equus out of the garage and down the driveway, just because she could. She then cruised sedately toward the precinct, butterflies dancing in her stomach about seeing Levac. She was nearly to her office when the phone rang playing Doctor Zhu's ringtone. She answered on the third ring.
 
   "Hey Ming, what's up?"
 
   "Raven? I got your messages about the Stryker case," Doctor Zhu said. "You were indeed correct, Sphinx found a tiny puncture wound just below her right ear along with a massive dose of Thirst in her carotid artery. That was likely the cause of her death. How did you know?"
 
   Raven smiled and accelerated around a slow-moving truck. "Check their temperatures. The other three have a body temperature about ten degrees colder than Cassidy. That made me start looking for a different cause of death." 
 
   "Very well done," Zhu said. 
 
   "Thank you," Raven said. "And thank you for running all those tests."
 
   "You're quite welcome," Zhu replied before ending the call.
 
   Raven was sitting at a traffic light pondering the new information when the phone rang again. She knew it was Levac. The butterflies went berserk in her stomach, but she answered anyway. "Good morning, Rupert."
 
   "Hi Ray," Levac replied. "We've got another body."
 
   "We?" Raven asked in surprise.
 
   "Of course we," Levac replied. "Where are you?"
 
   "Sitting behind a delivery van about twenty blocks from the precinct," Raven replied. "Where's the victim?"
 
   "Old Town. Aspen is getting a team together. I will meet you there."
 
   Raven nodded to herself and flicked on her police lights. "Gotcha, see you there."
 
   She ended the call and activated the siren to go with her police lights. The delivery van lurched out of the way and Raven squeezed the Bass between the van and a yellow cab. She skidded around the corner and accelerated, heading north and west.
 
   Old Town always looked sad and freakishly abandoned by the light of day. None of the businesses opened until late afternoon unless it was a holiday and without the shadows cast by the gas lamps the area simply looked like a lot of old buildings in the middle of the city. 
 
   Raven was the first detective to arrive and her car was allowed through the crime scene barricade by a thin patrolman who nodded at her like he recognized her. Raven had no idea who he was, but she returned the nod like they were old acquaintances.
 
   The victim was impaled on the wrought iron fence less than thirty yards from Marie's, his nude body nearly shredded by sharp blades. Like the others, a message had been left for Raven. It simply said, 'You're next, Storm'.
 
   Raven pulled on a pair of gloves from her purse and began examining the body. The wounds and mutilation were similar to those of the first two beheaded men, though she got the impression that the work was done with greater force and anger. For one the wounds looked deeper, for another there were many more of them, crisscrossing themselves across his chest and thighs, many with little or no blood trails meaning they were inflicted after the victim had been killed. From the amount of blood on and around the victim it was clear his wounds had been inflicted at the scene and not at some other location as they had been with the first two.
 
   Standing on her toes Raven confirmed that the blow that removed the victim's head was a single powerful chop from right to left. The white bone of the man's spine shown in the morning light, the cut was so smooth.
 
   Raven followed the direction of the impact and spotted the head lying face down in the gutter nearby. She fished it out of the ice and snow and turned it so she could see the face. Milky white eyes stared at her out of a heavily scarred face.
 
   She put the head in an evidence bag and carried it back to the rest of the body. She placed it on the ground and turned to the patrolman. "Were you the first officer on scene?"
 
   The officer nodded. "Yes, Ma'am, though Angus MacLeod, proprietor of Isle of Night actually found the body and called 911."
 
   "I'm guessing you took a statement, did he see anything?" Raven continued.
 
   "No, Ma'am," the officer replied. "He was heading home and just happened across our friend here."
 
   Raven looked away as Aspen's crime scene van pulled to a stop nearby. She and Levac approached with their crime scene kits in hand. Aspen went straight to the body and began processing it for evidence. Levac was walking toward Raven, but he stopped to look at something he'd spotted on the fence. Raven thanked the patrolman and joined Levac.
 
   "What did you find?" she asked.
 
   "Scrapes on the fence leading toward our victim," he said, rubbing at a gray gouge on the iron, a place where the paint and rust had been cut through. 
 
   Raven leaned against the railing and picked at something with her fingers. After a few seconds she was rewarded with a sliver of sharp metal about half an inch long. She held the metal up to the light; it was dull grey on one side with a sharp, silver edge like that of an old steel sword or hatchet. She dropped it into an evidence bag and looked at Levac. She could tell from his beard and baggy eyes that he hadn't slept. She wanted to reach out and comfort him, but she didn't know what to say. Lost, she looked away again.
 
   "What did you find?" Levac asked.
 
   "I think it might be a part of the murder weapon," Raven said. "And I think I almost saw this happen last night."
 
   "What do you mean?" Levac asked, the pitch of his voice change from smoke-tinged curiosity to concern.
 
   "I had been showing those photos I took at DeGrey's to Marie," she said. "I was on my way out when I heard a scraping noise somewhere nearby. I couldn't locate the noise and it stopped so I headed home. If I had looked more carefully maybe this man would still be alive."
 
   "Or you could have been the victim," Levac said. "The messages are getting more personal, Ray."
 
   Raven didn't answer. Instead she returned to where Aspen was processing the victim for any trace evidence. "Anything?" she asked the purple-haired woman.
 
   "Depends," she replied. "There are definitely more wounds, some even inflicted after he was dead. The powder we found on the others is present on his chest and in his hair and his head was removed with a single blow from a large weapon. Other than that, he's another Bob Doe."
 
   "His clothes have to be around here," Raven said. "That's part of this nutjob's MO."
 
   "No one has seen them," Aspen replied. "I have my guys searching the area."
 
   Raven looked around herself and saw the other techs doing a grid search of the area. She also spotted a snow-covered Honda sitting at the curb not thirty feet away. She handed the piece of metal she'd found to Aspen and continued over to the car. She wiped some snow from the windshield and gasped when she saw a woman slumped in the driver's seat, her eyes milky and white. The man's clothes, a suit and silk shirt, were balled up and stuffed in her lap.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   An hour later they had the woman out of the car and placed on a gurney. The woman, dressed for a night out in black leather pants, heels and a gold sweater, was tall and slender with waist-length black hair. She would have been pretty of it weren't for the white-eyed blank stare. Her body was ice cold, understandable after a night spent in a car during Chicago winter, but to Raven it felt different, like the three victims already in the morgue.
 
   Her identification said her name had been Isabelle Giotti and it only took Raven a few minutes to release who the headless man was.
 
   "Armino Giotti," she said to Aspen.
 
   The forensic specialist gave her a blank look. "Who?"
 
   "The other victim. His name is Armino Giotti," Raven said. "I guarantee you he did three years for Thirst possession and was recently paroled. This is his wife. They were married just before he got sent away."
 
   "How do you know that?" Levac asked, watching the team go through the car for any clues.
 
   Raven looked at the corpse now lying on a gurney and being prepared for transport. "Because I was the detective that put him there. All of the male victims were people I made deals with to get at bigger fish in the DiFronzo outfit. I wanted the ones behind the operation, not these guys."
 
   "That explains the connection to Riscassi and DeGrey," Levac said. "Maybe the outfit is after you and going about it in a particularly gruesome way."
 
   Raven shook her head. "No. If he wanted to take me out he wouldn't do all this. He'd send someone after me to put a bullet in my brainpan. Besides, it doesn't explain why we have their relatives in the freezer along with the victims. That's a strict no-no unless the Outfit wants to send you a message. This message is meant for me…so killing the relatives of these guys makes no sense."
 
   "The Outfit wouldn't use two different methods, either," Aspen chimed in. "I've worked a few suspected hits. All the victims were killed the same way, usually a subsonic 22 behind the left ear."
 
   "Aspen, let me know if you find anything else," Raven said. "Check Isabelle for any injury or blood under her right ear. I don't think you'll find any, but run the test anyway."
 
   "You got it, Ray," Aspen replied.
 
   She and her team took what evidence and potential evidence they'd found and began to leave the scene. Raven watched them go and felt the subtle change once again as Old Town went from busy to deathly quiet. She didn't think she would ever get used to that. The supernatural creatures that lived and worked in the area just seemed to suck the life out of everything; the district only came back to life when it was crowded with people.
 
   "Raven?" Levac asked, leaning against the fence.
 
   "Yeah?" Raven answered, not turning her head.
 
   "Ray, look at me."
 
   Raven turned, her eyes finding Levac's. "What, Levac?"
 
   Levac looked hurt. He stepped forward and hesitantly put his hands on Raven's shoulders. "I'm sorry about yesterday. I didn't mean to upset or insult you. It took me by surprise. You said you weren't a vampire. I thought that meant…no blood."
 
   Raven shook her head and looked down, but didn't pull away. "No, Rupe. It means most of the time I can survive without feeding on fresh blood. Vampires must feed the same way humans need to eat. If they don't, they wither and go into something they call torpor, or the dead sleep. I can live day to day on normal food, but when I use my abilities my body starts to feed on itself. To keep from dying I need to drink claret…blood. It isn't something I enjoy or want to do, but it's better than dying."
 
   Levac raised her chin and Raven looked into his eyes. "I'm sorry, Raven. I didn't understand and I'm sorry about the way I reacted."
 
   Raven swallowed and said words she rarely let past her lips. "I'm sorry too, Rupe. I shouldn't have taken off like that. I should have talked to you, explained…"
 
   She was cut off as Levac lowered his mouth to hers in the most loving, tender kiss she'd ever experienced. She returned the kiss, gently at first and then with more eagerness, her lips and tongue devouring his, her body pressed close. When she came up for air, she gasped, "You're forgiven," in perfect unison with Levac. They both burst out laughing and sagged against the fence in a tight hug.
 
   "So now what?" Levac asked when they'd caught their breath.
 
   Raven let go of Levac and put her sunglasses on against the rising glare. "We find out who started a grudge match against me and make them tap out."
 
   Levac put his own shades on and looked into the distance like he hoped the wind would ruffle his coat. Raven knew he was trying to be cool and she thought it was adorable.
 
   "That sounds like a plan. Where do we start?" he asked.
 
   "At the beginning," Raven replied. "Witchcraft."
 
   "Witchcraft?"
 
   "Witchcraft."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The wind had risen enough that the lake was driving surfable waves into the shore by the time Raven and Levac arrived at Belmont Harbor. They made their way past dozens of yachts wrapped in plastic for the winter before reaching Witchcraft Charters. The sloop Witchcraft floated at anchor about fifty yards into the lake, bobbing like an angry mermaid in the heavy wind and waves. Her sales were furled and Raven could see two sailors battening hatches and covering them with tarps as protection against the oncoming storm. Raven and Levac watched them for a few minutes before entering the office. Captain Kyle, owner and captain of Witchcraft sat behind a desk that hid most of his bulk, leaving only his cherub-like face and captain's hat visible. 
 
   "No charters today," he said. "The wind's too high and we have a storm coming in."
 
   "You have no idea," Raven said. "It's good to see you, Captain. Can we have a few minutes of your time?"
 
   Kyle looked up with a smile that faded like the setting sun. "Good morning, detectives. What can I do for you?"
 
   "Just a few questions, sir," Levac said, searching his pockets for his notepad. When he found it he continued. "Ah, where was I? Oh, yes! A few questions about Witchcraft. I understand you had a crewman named Shevlin working for you?"
 
   Kyle shook his head. "Not crewman. Bartender. He was a terrible sailor, but one of the best swill slingers I've ever seen. I heard he'd passed away, a damn shame. He was really bringing in the dollars."
 
   "I see sir," Levac said, making notes.
 
   "Did you make port in Canada in the last few weeks?" Raven asked.
 
   Kyle nodded and pulled out Witchcraft's log. "Yes, three weeks ago Friday. Maria Riscassi chartered her and we made berth up north for a few days. She paid the whole trip in cash."
 
   "There's a surprise. Was Shevlin onboard?" Raven asked.
 
   "Yes, any time I had a charter I tried to get Zackie onboard," Kyle replied. "Like I said, he brought in the dollars."
 
   Raven nodded, raised her glasses and leaned against the desk. "Did she ask to go to Canada before she booked the charter or after she'd been onboard a while?"
 
   Kyle rubbed his chin in thought for a moment then said, "It was after they had been on a while. The other one, um…Ms. DeGrey asked if we could head to Canada for a couple days. We had no other charters and they dropped twenty grand on me so we headed north. Didn't make any difference to me or any of the crew."
 
   "Did they come back from Canada with anyone?" Levac asked, still scribbling in his grubby notepad.
 
   Kyle nodded. "Yeah, they came back with Ms. DeGrey's niece. Their family resemblance was uncanny. Some dye and she could have been DeGrey's twin."
 
   "Niece my ass," Raven muttered.
 
   Levac smiled his Columbo smile and said, "Thank you, sir, just one more thing if you don't mind, did you happen to overhear any conversations while they were onboard? Anything that might help us out?"
 
   "Not that I remember," Kyle said.
 
   His response was too quick for Raven who asked, "Are you sure? I know how big that sloop is. Or rather how big it isn't."
 
   Kyle gave in and help up a hand in surrender. "Isn't there some kind of Captain-Passenger privilege? Yeah, I heard them talking, they mentioned some plan they had and that 'someone was finally going to get theirs.'"
 
   "I think that's all we needed, Captain, thank you for your time," Levac said.
 
   The two detectives stepped back out into the wind. Raven took a few pictures of Witchcraft for potential use and the pair returned to the Bass to get out of the wind.
 
   "So they hatched their plan onboard the sloop?" Levac asked.
 
   "I don't think so," Raven replied, starting the engine and cranking the heat. "I think they had the plan and knew where the girl was. Shevlin was an accidental catalyst."
 
   "I'm not sure what you mean," Levac said.
 
   "They must have recognized him from my arrest records," she said. "A lot of my cases show up in the police blotter. When they saw him free and clear, it set their plan in motion."
 
   Raven backed the Bass out of the lot and they were soon heading back toward the city.
 
   Levac leaned back in his seat and flipped through his notepad. "So…they're using people who squealed on the Outfit to send you a message?"
 
   "I think so," she said. "It's a good plan, get rid of some traitors and me at the same time. They could kill two birds with one stone."
 
   "Okay, that actually makes sense, but what was the point to the DeGrey clone?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven shook her head. "I'm not sure. My first guess is she was an insurance policy. They had to know I would come looking once I knew Thirst was involved. If DeGrey was running their Thirst operation then having the dupe in place would keep DeGrey out of prison. Kyle would probably take her to Canada no questions asked."
 
   Levac looked at Raven. "But that isn't what your instincts tell you, is it?"
 
   Raven turned her head and smiled. "No, it isn't. She had some other purpose."
 
   "Like what?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. "I'm not sure yet."
 
   Levac opened his mouth to say something when the radio suddenly squawked.
 
   "211 in progress, LaSalle and West Adams street. Officers in the vicinity respond."
 
   "That's four blocks from here," Raven said, flicking on the lights and siren.
 
   Levac picked up the microphone. "Seven Baker Eleven responding."
 
   There was a pause as Raven drifted the Bass through an intersection and then the dispatcher came back on. "Levac? You and Storm are responding?"
 
   "Affirmative," Levac responded. "I've got twenty that says none of them get away."
 
   Raven grinned at her partner and barely paid attention as she turned the next corner and brought the 770 to a stop behind the patrol cars that had set up a perimeter around the wireless store. 
 
   "What's the story?" Levac asked, buckling on body armor as they joined the patrolmen taking cover behind their vehicles.
 
   "Six men with eight hostages," one of the officers replied. "AR's and a couple shotguns."
 
   "Have the shitheads made any demands yet?" Raven asked.
 
   "They want us to clear the area for ten blocks and let them go," the officer replied.
 
   Raven lowered her glasses. "Seriously? Are they new to this city?"
 
   The officer chuckled, "They must not read the news or they'd know about 'Le Storm'."
 
   Raven put her glasses back in place and picked up the bullhorn the officer had been using.
 
   "Attention inside the wireless store, can you hear me now?" Raven asked, unable to resist the jibe.
 
   A hooded man leaned out the door with a woman in one arm and a Remington shotgun in the other. "I can hear you, Bacon, why aren't you backing off? You and the rest of your sandwich get the hell out of here before I splatter this woman's head all over the wall, you get me?"
 
   "Yeah, I get you," Raven replied. "My partner and I need to come in and make sure all the hostages are okay before we agree to your terms. We've already heard gunfire."              
 
   "All right, Puta. You and your partner put your pieces on that car and then walk this way real slow."
 
   Raven put down the bullhorn and drew her back-up piece from her purse, a 45 caliber AMT Hardballer. She placed both her purse and the gun on the car. Levac followed suit, laying his 93R on the hood. The two then put their hands up and began walking toward the store. From where they were they could see it was a typical cell phone store, with several rows of cellular phones and other wireless devices all wrapped up in pink and black. The colors reminded Raven of a cartoon she'd watched as a child and she smiled slightly.
 
   When they were a few yards from the door the perp said, "Turn around walk backwards to me!"
 
   Raven shrugged and they both turned around, walking backwards until they reached the door.  The man pushed the woman inside so he could grab Raven and that is when she made her move. Her elbow shot back like a piston, catching the thief in the ribs. She felt them crack and the man groaned in surprise and pain, giving her precious more time. She yanked the shotgun from his hand and hit him in the face with the butt, dropping him like a ton of bricks.
 
   Beside her, Levac had drawn his Automag. He jumped over the first perp's body and grabbed his hostage, pulling her to the floor as shots rang out, turning cell-phones into so much plastic junk.
 
   Raven followed him, her own Automag seeking out targets. She spotted the first perp one row over from where Levac was crouching. He was holding a terrified young man in one arm, using him as a shield. Raven narrowed her gaze and squeezed the trigger. The Automag boomed and the bullet flew straight and true, grazing the young man's hair before punching through the perp's left eye. He dropped and the young man screamed, dropping to the ground next to the corpse.
 
   Another of the perps panicked and pushed his hostage, a smartly dressed young woman, away so he could use both hands to open up on Raven. Automatic fire destroyed phones where she'd been standing and brass from the rifle tinkled on the ground like metallic rain.
 
   "Die, pigs!" the man screamed, his weapon chewing up the row of electronics like they were so much paper.
 
   "Surrender, you are under arrest," Levac yelled back. Raven looked at him like he'd lost his mind and he gave a shrug that said ‘it's in the manual’.
 
   "I'll distract him," Raven said "You just fucking shoot him!"
 
   She stood and vaulted the display they'd been hiding behind, firing two shots from her pistol, one at another perp who was trying to sneak up on them and the other at the clown with the fully automatic AR-15. The one with the shotgun screamed and grabbed his hand that now had a quarter-sized hole through it and Raven landed and crouched behind the next display. She smiled comfortingly at the cowering young woman kneeling there and waited. As she expected, the perp with the AR opened up on her position. A split second later she heard the thunder of Levac's Automag and the AR chatter stopped.
 
   "I swear if you don't throw down your weapons and come out I'm going to kill these two bitches!" a new voice called. Raven blinked and pinpointed him with her vampiric sight; there were three heartbeats at the back of the store, which left one more scumbag lurking with an AR-15. She rolled backwards and located the one with two hostages. He was standing behind them, but he'd made the classic mistake of standing between the two hostages rather than using one to cover his whole body.  Raven fired, the bullet passing between the two women and catching the perp in the elbow where he held the AR. The joint shattered and the gun dropped, firing into the floor. The two women scattered like frightened sheep and Raven's second shot punched through the perp's forehead, scrambling his brains and putting him out of service for good.
 
   She was turning to locate the last gunman when she heard Levac's weapon bark three times followed by a man's scream and an AR-15 blowing holes in the store's ceiling before the man dropped. Levac straightened from where he'd been crouching and smiled at Raven.
 
   "See? A 211 and I'm still here," he said.
 
   Raven nodded and then pointed at the black mark in Levac's bullet-proof vest. "If that had been an AR instead of a shotgun, you wouldn't be.
 
   Levac looked down at the shotgun damage in surprise then winced as the adrenaline faded and the pain kicked in. He pulled the trauma plate out of his vest and confirmed there were no holes, just a dozen or so tiny dents.
 
   "Still here," he said, his voice weaker.
 
   Raven smiled and walked out the door to sound the all clear. The patrolmen rushed in to arrest the live ones while a meat wagon stood by to take away the deceased.
 
   "Frost should be happy," she said when Levac joined her outside.
 
   Levac was rubbing under his vest and wincing. "How's that?"
 
   "I took back-up on a 211 and we didn't kill all of them," she replied. "Sounds like a win-win to me."
 
   Levac laughed and then winced at the pain in his chest.
 
   "Come on, big guy," Raven said. "I've got some wild yam at the house that will make that all better."
 
   "Oh it’s fine," Levac replied. "I don't like wild yam."
 
   "Would you rather a special ointment made from a monk's urine?" Raven asked.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Forget it. Don't worry about the wild yam. You don't eat it," Raven said.
 
   Levac opened the passenger side door of the Bass. "What do you do with it?"
 
   Raven grinned. "I rub it on you."
 
   Levac blushed, but did not object as Raven put the car in gear and headed out of the city.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was an hour later. Raven had lit candles around her room and convinced Levac to remove his shirt. The bruise from the shotgun blast was deep, but it would heal and she knew she could help it along. 
 
   Levac lay on her bed, his arms behind his head and an uncomfortable look on his face. Raven smiled gently and straddled him, a jar of wild yam cream in her hand. She scooped out a generous amount and began massaging it into the bruise on his chest, giggling when he shied away from the cold of the ointment. With gentle hands she rubbed the healing potion into Levac's skin, trying hard not to tease the hair on his chest or comment about what she could feel under her bottom.
 
   She rubbed the last of the cream into her hands when she was done and smiled down at her partner. "How do you feel?"
 
   Levac blinked in surprise and moved his arms. "Actually it feels a lot better, what is that stuff?"
 
   "A little something Marie whipped up for me," Raven said, sliding off of Levac and onto the bed beside him. "It's mostly wild yam with a few magikal enhancements. That bruise will be gone by morning."
 
   "Thank you," Levac said, staring at the ceiling.
 
   "You're welcome, Rupe," Raven replied.
 
   She looked at the set of his jaw and how he was trying not to touch her and frowned. "What's wrong?"
 
   Levac turned onto his side and looked at Raven. "For the first time in my life I am exactly where I want to be, and somehow it feels wrong."
 
   Raven smiled and took Levac's hand in hers. She kissed each finger and then held it tight. "That's the cop in you. You're a damn fine detective, as good as my father. And that means you don't fall in love or sleep with your partner."
 
   Levac lowered his eyes, but then looked back up again, his face flushed. "What do we do?"
 
   "We've been partners a long time," Raven replied. "In a car day in, day out chasing down the bad guys. We've grown close and have feelings for each other. There is nothing that says we have to jump into bed with each other."
 
   "Besides which, the last time you jumped into bed with someone, it didn't go so well," Levac said with a grin.
 
   Raven hit him with a pillow. "That's beside the point! All I am saying is we aren't going anywhere. Let's just take it slow and see what happens, okay?"
 
   "Okay," Levac replied. He then rolled over on top of Raven and kissed her passionately. When he broke the kiss he said, "I know where I want it to go. I've been in love with you since I first laid eyes on you."
 
   "I know," Raven replied, tickling Levac's five o'clock shadow. "Just give us time, okay?"
 
   Levac smiled and rolled back off of Raven. "What's our next move?"
 
   Raven tapped her teeth with one nail as she thought. "Well, we know who our suspects are and we have a probable motive, but we don't know where they are or if their next victim will really be me or not. We're kind of in the dark. Any ideas?"
 
   Levac pulled his shirt over his head and buttoned it. As he did so Raven noticed the bruise was noticeably smaller. "What about Aspen? You found a piece of the weapon and she seems to be some sort of witch or Wicca or whatever you call it. Maybe she can identify it and give us some clue as to what the weapon is? Maybe that will lead us to the weapon or at least whoever made it."
 
   "It's worth a shot."
 
   While Levac finished getting dressed Raven put in a call to Aspen. She got the voicemail on the third ring and left a message to see if she or Doctor Zhu had identified the weapon from the piece she'd found.
 
   With nothing else to go on, the two detectives decided to grab an early dinner while they waited for any news from Aspen. Night had already fallen when they reached Tarsi's. Raven handed the keys to the valet along with ten bucks and followed Levac inside.
 
   Though she and Francois had enjoyed a few meals there, the restaurant held nothing, but happy memories for her with its rustic Italian décor, fantastic smell, amazing staff and wine selection to die for. She'd been known to come just for bread sticks and a glass of wine.
 
   Luigi Tarsi himself seated the couple. He kissed Raven on the cheek and whispered, "I like this one better than the last one. Not so much a pretty boy, eh?" He laughed and patted Levac on the shoulder before moving back into his kitchen.
 
   "What was that all about?" Levac asked.
 
   Raven smiled and tore a bread stick in half. "Luigi is an old friend. He was just saying that he liked you better than my last date, you're not such a pretty boy. From Luigi that's a huge complement."
 
   Levac smiled and dipped his own bread stick in the waiting oil rather than saying anything.
 
   The pair enjoyed the quiet dinner, making small talk and occasionally touching fingers like teens on a first date. Raven learned that Levac was originally from Los Angeles, having moved to Chicago as a child. His favorite TV show had been Columbo and he'd always wanted to be a police detective. He'd joined the force after getting a degree in theater arts, something his mother had always wanted him to do. She'd wanted him to follow in Peter Falk's shoes and be a detective on television or movies rather than on the streets of Chicago.
 
   Raven laughed when Levac did his Columbo impression on the waiter while ordering his meal and couldn't help, but squeeze his hand in delight; Levac didn't seem to mind.
 
   The pair enjoyed several courses of delightful Italian food along with a carafe of wine, then lingered over coffee, still chatting and becoming more acquainted with the sides of each other they'd never felt comfortable asking about as partners.
 
   The evening waned and, against Levac's objections, Raven paid the bill and the pair left the restaurant. While they waited for the Bass to be brought around, they both checked their messages. Levac had nothing of particular interest, but Raven had a text image from Aspen. She'd drawn a picture of what she thought the murder weapon was and hypothesized that it was made from a high-carbon steel. Very sharp, but also very brittle. Raven couldn't help, but stare at the drawing of the massive double-headed axe. Based on her measurements the axe was well over nine feet long with a four-foot wide blade.
 
   "Jesus!" Levac said, looking over Raven's shoulder. "Who in the hell could carry that?"
 
   "Our killer," Raven replied. "And perhaps a demon named Angul."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Raven dropped Levac back off at his Nash, and after she made sure his old car would start, headed home herself. She drove sedately, for her, enjoying the night air and some heavy metal on the Bass' amazing stereo. Suddenly there was a call on the radio so loud it made her jump and jerk the steering wheel, almost spinning out. 
 
   "261 in progress, Acacia Park Cemetery, nearby units respond," a dispatcher she didn't recognize said.
 
   Raven sighed. She was almost right on top of Acacia and a 261 was rape. She picked up the microphone and responded, "Seven Baker Eleven responding to 261 in progress, one block away."
 
   "Roger, Detective Storm, got you down for the 261, I have two units on their way, the caller said there were multiple perps on the east side of the park," the dispatcher replied.
 
   "Thanks," Raven said. "Seven Baker Eleven out."
 
   She turned on the reds and blues, but left the siren off so as not to scare away the perps. She parked on the lower east side of the park and climbed out, her vampire eyes scanning the area for any heat signatures or signs of life.
 
   Acacia Park Cemetery was a mid-sized cemetery of gothic design, surrounded by a thick stone wall with two main gates, one on the north side and one on the south. The park dated back to the 1920s and was the final resting place of several of Chicago's most notable citizens.
 
   Raven's thermographic vision picked up nothing, but background heat, but she figured the wall might be thick enough to block anything on the other side. With a quick look to confirm she was alone, Raven leapt over the wall and landed silently on the other side. She could see the dim shapes of several headstones shedding residual heat from the day's sun, the faint dull red of dormant trees, the brighter yellow of evergreens and a bright yellow and red blob to the north. By the shape and how hot it was, it had to be the victim, but there was no sign of any rapists.
 
   Raven frowned and did a slow circle, searching for any other signs of life. She saw none and their absence heightened her senses. Something was very wrong.
 
   She had just started toward the prone figure when she heard the loud scraping sound from the night before, only this time it was like steel grating on stone. It was a sound that ran up her spine and punched the terror button before running away to hide. She shivered with fear and could feel the blood pounding in her head. She pulled out her pistol and it nearly tumbled from her fingers.
 
   This isn't real, she told herself. It's that sound! Just focus!
 
   She tried to shrug off the paralyzing fear, but it was like trying to shrug off the Sears Tower. She staggered away from the sound, twice falling into the grass as she struggled toward the figure she could see lying between the headstones. When she reached her, she realized it was Aspen, bound, gagged and unconscious.
 
   Raven untied the young woman and tried to wake her up, occasionally glancing behind her to see what the hell was making the noise that was terrifying her so.
 
   "Come on, kid, wake up!" Raven tried, slapping the girl as gently as she could in her terrified state.
 
   Aspen awoke with a start, one hand going to her face. "Raven? What happened? Where are we?"
 
   "You were used as bait to get me here," Raven replied. "Something is stalking me, it has a fear effect that is terrifying me."
 
   "Angul?" Aspen asked, suddenly shaking with fear.
 
   Raven nodded, again looking over her shoulder. "I think so. Can you hear that noise?"
 
   Aspen shook her head. "No, only its intended victims can hear the drag of its axe. Listen to me, Ray, the fear isn't real!"
 
   "I know," Raven replied. "I'm trying to stay in control."
 
   Aspen got to her knees and looked Raven in the eyes. "You're going to have to fight him with your eyes closed."
 
   Raven looked at Aspen and for the first time saw the wisdom in the young woman's face. "What are you talking about?" she asked.
 
   "I figured out why some of the corpses were colder than the others. I can't explain right now, but whatever you do, don't look at it! Remember that the eyes are the windows to the soul!"
 
   Raven nodded and half turned. By the moonlight she could see the demon approaching, its axe trailing behind it like a telephone pole. "Get out of here, Aspen. Get clear!"
 
   "I don't know how!" Aspen replied. "I don't even know where I am!"
 
   Raven turned back, her eyes now glowing blue. "Can you tumble? Did they teach you tuck and roll at the academy?"
 
   "Of course but what does…"
 
   Aspen's question was cut off by Raven grabbing the smaller woman around the waist and throwing her over the wall. Raven heard the girl land safely if not gracefully and a faint voice say, "Thanks, Ray…good luck!"
 
   "Don't run far, call Levac and my mom if this goes bad," Raven replied, turning and looking back at the creature's shadow. It was getting closer and the noise was getting louder. Her vampire side was letting her keep the terror under control, but only just. She ejected the magazine from her Automag and reached to replace it with the one loaded with cold iron, but the fresh magazine was gone. 
 
   Shit!  I must have dropped it when I fell, she thought, her terror rising.
 
   From the shape of the demon's shadow and ever growing size, she knew it was almost on top of her. She put the normal magazine back in her pistol and closed her eyes tight. She could hear the demon breathing, its breath coming in deep, painful rasps as it dragged the axe. She could also hear chains jingling and she could only imagine a musclebound, grey-skinned denizen of hell covered in chains, barbwire and nails, all the trappings of the underworld in one murderous package.
 
   She stood and backed away from the noise, concentrating on both the sound and on seeing the creature with her thermographic vision. Though her sight was mainly blocked by her eyelids, she could detect hints of movement as shades of yellow and blue, could see it getting closer step by painful step.
 
   "Raven Storm!" it said, drawing the name out like it had eighteen syllables.
 
   "That's me, big guy, you've found the right girl. But I'm not just going to roll over and die. You're going to have to come get me!" Raven replied.
 
   She fired the Automag at where she thought the creature's head might be and was rewarded with the sound of the rounds smacking into hardened, scaly flesh. She could hear the heavy thud of the demon's boots as it staggered backwards and she ran toward it, hoping to catch it off guard. The demon wasn't nearly as slow as it should have been for something so immense; it swung its mighty axe with both powerful arms, catching Raven with the flat of the blade and sending her sailing sideways into the wall. She collapsed to the ground and spit out a gobbet of blood. Her ribs and hip aching, she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.
 
   "Fight without seeing," she muttered. "Right. Easier said than done, kid."
 
   Relying on one of her famous hunches she pulled out her sunglasses and switched to her normal vampire sight. The night stood out in bright black and blue, with a feint glow from the demon's twin hearts beating in the night. Chains wrapped its body and as she suspected huge nails protruded from its legs, shoulders and hideous head, all serving as anchor points for the shriveled corpses of the damned that hung from it like totems. Raven grimaced at the hideous shape and stood, her vampire healing taking care of her cracked ribs.
 
   "You are one ugly looking mud-sucker," she said. "Okay gruesome, let's dance!"
 
   Angul charged forward, his footfalls shaking the ground, his axe held over his head. Raven holstered her pistol and ran toward him, her fear beaten into submission. As he swung his axe she ducked under the massive blade and lashed out, kicking his knee as hard as she could while simultaneously grabbing one of the pieces of chain and pulling on it as hard as she could. The barbed wire tore at her hands as the demon toppled over. She managed to rip free a six foot length of metal, a rusted piece of cold iron that held the demon in the pit until some bloody great fool summoned him. 
 
   She spun the chain the way Bowen had showed her so many years ago, ignoring how it tore her skin as she wrapped it around her body, turning it into a weapon.
 
   In front of her, the demon was regaining his feet, using the axe as a cane. Raven watched his knee heal and knew she would have to do more damage and do it faster, or find Angul's vulnerable spot to take him down; maybe he had an Achilles heel.
 
   The demon turned and swung his massive axe again. Raven tried to block the shaft and ended up tumbling through the air and crashing painfully through a hundred-year-old headstone. She gripped her re-broken ribs and coughed blood. "Note to self, don't try blocking a twelve foot axe."
 
   Angul laughed, a terrible rumbling noise from the very pit of hell, a laugh that only Vincent Price could truly appreciate and Raven had to fight back another wave of terror.
 
   No! She thought. This is why dad and his friends taught you all that shit, so you could protect the city from things like this. No one else can do this, stand up and fight!
 
   Part of her really just wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. The rest of her slapped that part as hard as it could and she once again turned to face a creature three times her own size.
 
   It was moving slower, she had damaged it with her kick to its knee, but knew that was only temporary; the demon regenerated quickly. Drawing on her training, she spun like a top and kicked the end of the barbed chain. The barbed metal flew straight at the demon's head, gouging a chunk out of its face and tearing one eye loose in a spray of puss-like blood.
 
   Raven skipped backwards and spun again, wrapping the chain back around her body as she moved, readying the weapon for the next attack. She leapt over the fiend's back-hand axe swing and struck again, the chain striking like an angry cobra, ripping chunks of flesh from Angul's torso and arms. The demon reared back in pain and Raven cartwheeled away, staying out of range of Angul's massive axe and gathering her weapon around her body once more. Blood now flowed from dozens of cuts in her skin, but they were nothing compared to the demon's suffering and the sight of the monster in such pain strengthened her resolve.
 
   "Not used to someone fighting back, are you, tiger?" she taunted.
 
   The creature roared, "Stooooorm!" Its hellish voice echoing throughout the graveyard. But its ability to frighten her was gone. The vampire in her knew this creature could be beaten.
 
   "You don't scare me, Angul. You're going back to the pit and then I'm finding the bitch that summoned you and sending her to meet you, you will make one butt-ugly couple," Raven snarled.
 
   The dhampyr bared her fangs and dove forward, sliding on her knees beneath another wild axe swing and between the demon's legs to pop up behind him. She kicked him in the lower spine, shattering the vertebrae. She followed this up with a roundhouse swing of her chain that crashed into the monster's right arm, tearing flesh from bone.
 
   The demon roared in pain, turning to find Raven. She sidestepped the now slow-moving axe and kicked it as it passed causing it to fall from Angul's weakened arms and crash to the ground, one blade wedged against a gravestone.
 
   "That's going to cost you, Angul," Raven said. "I thought you had an axe to grind with me!"
 
   The demon ignored her and tried to mash her with one massive fist, punching at her with the skill of a champion prizefighter. Raven blocked, dodged and backpedaled, occasionally looking over her shoulder to make sure she was moving in the right direction. When she was close enough to the axe, she leapt forward, over the demon and onto the path behind it. She ran forward as it turned to follow then turned back again, charging the demon as fast as she could. She gathered her strength and hurdled over the demon once more, this time catching its neck with her chain. Her weight and momentum pulled the demon off balance and it staggered backwards, falling onto its own blade. He screeched and gurgled in terrible pain, flame flowing from the wound, but still he fought to stand. 
 
   Raven wrapped the chain twice more around the fiend's neck and pulled, neatly sawing his head off. The head fell to the ground with a thud and the whole creature burst into white hot flame. Raven shielded her face with one bleeding hand and said, "Tell Lucifer Raven Storm sends her regards!"
 
   She watched the fire for several minutes before dropping to the ground beside the smoldering form. Blood still dripped from the cuts and bruises on her body and her ribs were cracked and broken for the fifth or sixth time in as many days. She could feel her regeneration trying to do its job, but she just didn't have the energy. She lay next to the fire and wondered which way she was going.
 
   "Ray? Raven?" Aspen called. "Come on boss, we still have work to do. Drink."
 
   Raven opened her eyes and saw the younger woman kneeling next to her. Aspen held a pouch of blood to Raven's lips and smiled. Raven bit through the plastic and sucked the contents down, for once savoring the coppery taste. Her body absorbed the warm claret and she felt her strength returning. She sat up and looked at the pixie-like young woman who was kneeling next to her.
 
   "How did you know?" Raven asked.
 
   Aspen smiled and offered Raven another pouch. "A witch knows a dhampyr when she sees one. And a damn powerful one at that. I had no idea Mistress Valentina was so old."
 
   Raven took the offered pouch and drank, sipping the blood and letting her body heal.
 
   "She's not," Raven said between sips. "I'll explain some time over a pint of beer instead of blood. It's a long story."
 
   Aspen smiled. "Isn't it always? Anyway, thanks, Raven."
 
   Raven's brow furrowed. "What for?"
 
   "For being here and saving my ass," Aspen replied. "Once the Angul has been sent, someone has to die. If you hadn't responded, I'd be joining our friends in the morgue."
 
   "It was mutual," Raven said. "You came back for me. It's what friends do. So tell me how you knew about not looking directly at him?"
 
   "It will sound silly," Aspen said.
 
   "Kid, I just killed a demon with a piece of old, rusty chain. You could tell me the moon was made of cheese and I wouldn't think it was silly."
 
   Aspen laughed and spread her hands. "I remembered something I read as a girl about souls having weight and heat and that it takes at least three days for a soul to pass on from a body. I did a little digging and figured out the reason the other victims were colder and dead even without being decapitated was that they'd seen the demon. He stole their souls just by walking past them. Legend has it they get stored in his axe until released by the witch or warlock that summoned him, or by breaking the axe, which is supposed to be impossible."
 
   "Interesting theory," Raven said, turning her head to look at the smoldering axe. She stood and walked over to the huge weapon. Most of the shaft was made of wood, only the last few feet and blade were made of iron. With a shrug she brought her foot down where the wood met iron and the shaft snapped like an old twig. She then lifted what was left and brought it down as hard as she could on the paved walkway. The blade shattered with a dreadful shrieking noise and light shot from the shaft as souls rose screaming into the night sky. "I guess it isn't a theory," she said to Aspen.
 
   "Guess not," Aspen replied. "The coven is going to know what you did, that Angul has failed and they are going to be coming for you in some other way."
 
   "That is how it usually goes."
 
   Aspen took a breath. "I want to help, Ray. I think I know where they are and I can help you beat them."
 
   Raven turned and looked down at Aspen. "Do tell."
 
   "It isn't what you think, Raven," Aspen said. "I was working on that key you found back at the lab and was going out for a smoke when I got jumped."
 
   "Okay, so what did you find?"
 
   "The last victim had a copper nail in his shoe," Aspen replied. "There are only a handful of places in the city that ever used copper nails in construction and most of those were out in The Dark. That gave me the idea to track the key in the same area."
 
   Raven smiled. "And you found a match."
 
   "Yep, an old manor house."
 
   Raven frowned and asked, "Off Parnell Avenue?"
 
   "How did you know?" Aspen asked.
 
   "It's where Rocco Riscassi hung out during my father's day," Raven replied. "How do we stop these witches? I don't want to get turned into a newt or something."
 
   "I can cast a shield spell on you and Levac that should protect you from the worst that they can do," Aspen said. "Then all you have to do is get them to swallow some bindweed and you can arrest them."
 
   Raven made a face. "Bindweed? Really? There is an herb called bindweed?"
 
   "It's just what witches call it," Aspen replied with a laugh.
 
   Raven turned and began walking back toward the main entrance. "I don't suppose you have this bindweed and shield stuff with you?"
 
   "The shield spell is pretty simple and we can get bindweed at Marie's."
 
   "That figures," Raven said. "Call Rupert and have him meet us at the precinct, we will stop at Marie's on the way."
 
   * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Levac was pacing next to his Metropolitan in his personal cloud of cigar smoke when Raven and Aspen parked next to him and the two women climbed out. Levac tossed his cigar aside and joined them between the cars.
 
   "Aspen told me what happened when she called, are you okay?" he asked, his eyes full of concern.
 
   Raven gave Aspen a dirty look and said, "I'm fine, Rupe. Angul is dead, but we've still got work to do."
 
   "Did you locate Riscassi?" Levac asked.
 
   "Yes and no," Aspen replied. "We've narrowed her location down to a possible location in The Dark."
 
   "Oh…swell," Levac said. "Any more good news?"
 
   Raven smiled. "Actually, yes. Our little witch here is going to sprinkle us with pixie dust…"
 
   "Shielding dust!" Aspen interrupted.
 
   "Pixie dust," Raven continued. "Then we're going to go find at least two witches in an old manor house and feed them binding weed so they can't do any more harm when we put them behind bars."
 
   "This is a joke, right?" Levac said, looking between the two women.
 
   Aspen shook her head. "Nope."
 
   She held out three white pills that looked like lozenges. "You have to get them to swallow these and it will prevent them from using any magik against you."
 
   Levac looked at the three pills and then at Raven. "I thought these always came chocolate coated.
 
   "That's miracle pills," Raven replied. "Get your magik right.”
 
   Levac gave Raven a blank look.
 
   Raven made a face. "You have to get out more, Rupe. Come on, let's go get this over with.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The night had deepened since Raven had saved Aspen from Angul. Purple and grey clouds swirled overhead in a maelstrom shot with ball lightning and streaks of purple energy that made Raven's weird-shit meter go off the scale, especially since it seemed to be centered over The Dark.
 
   "Oh. Drama," she muttered. "Like theatrics are going to frighten me."
 
   Levac frowned. "They frighten me."
 
   "Don't worry about it," Aspen said. "They are just casting dark magik."
 
   "Oh…is that all? No problem, we got this," Levac said with a smirk.
 
   Raven drove slowly, guiding the Bass 770 around the bouncing manhole covers and random debris that choked the streets of The Dark. Aspen had cast a spell on the car as well as on the two detectives, a spell she was certain would protect them from the effects of The Dark for at least a short time. Raven knew there was no guarantee how long the spell would last, but knew that safety was, for once, more important than speed.
 
   It didn't take her long to locate the manor. She has been there before, after all. She parked the Bass across the street and the three investigators looked up at the old house.
 
   The manor sat on a street lit only by flashes of lightning and a single gas lamp left over from the 1800s. An iron fence surrounded the house, but was open to a wide walkway made of granite cobbles. Beyond it stood a Victorian mansion painted black with black shingles and a deep red door. A single guard brandishing a shiny new Heckler and Koch Mp7 leaned against the railing of the wrap-around front porch, his weapon held ready in spite of his relaxed posture.
 
   "Two more on the roof and one above us," Levac said, pointing.
 
   "I see them," Raven replied. "It looks like they have suppressed rifles. Think you can take them from here while I get the guy on the porch?"
 
   "No problem," Levac said, pulling a Barrett sniper rifle from the back seat. He chambered a fifty caliber round and slid out of the car, using the door as a rifle rest."
 
   "What about me?" Aspen asked.
 
   "You follow me in once the guards are taken down," Raven said. "Your magic might come in handy."
 
   Aspen nodded and picked up the contraption she'd brought with her. With a snap of her wrist the oblong became a full-sized bow.
 
   Raven blinked in surprise and looked at Aspen. "What happened to ‘Do No Harm’?"
 
   “That only applies to magik,” Aspen replied, slinging a high-tech quiver of arrows over her shoulder.
 
   "We've got to talk later, kid. Seriously."
 
   Aspen climbed from the car and began walking across the street, her Automag held tightly in one hand. Aspen followed, using Raven's body to hide her bow. The guard watched the two women approach, but he just stared. The two women kept walking. Twenty yards. Ten. Five.
 
   "Stop right there, ladies," the guard said, raising his weapon. "This is private property."
 
   The silent night was broken by two quick booms that rattled Raven's teeth. The guard yelled, "What the hell?" and craned his neck to the see the roof above him. Two bodies slid over the edge to collapse on the ground.
 
   "Guido?  Nunzio?" the guard asked.
 
   Raven shot him in his pie hole as he gaped at the bodies. At the same moment Aspen spun and fired an arrow, neatly perforating the sniper on the roof opposite. A moment later Levac appeared at her side, his rifle gone and Raven's katana in his hand. He held the sword out to her.
 
   "A little birdie told me you might need this tonight," he said. 
 
   "Yeah…people keep telling me that," Raven said, glancing at Aspen. 
 
   She slung the katana across her shoulder for a cross-body draw and led the group to the front door. She was about to kick it down when Aspen stepped forward and tried the key they'd found with Shevlin's belongings. The door opened on silent hinges to reveal a foyer carpeted in royal purple. A single gas lamp lit the room, its light reflected by the leaded glass in the three windows that overlooked the porch. A pair of double doors led deeper into the house. Raven tested them and found them unlocked. She pushed them wide open and stepped through into the grand hall and rotunda. Doors led to the left and right while the corridor continued straight. A semi-circular staircase framed the rotunda and led upwards into darkness.
 
   Raven and Levac quickly cleared the rooms to the left and right, finding a den decorated with antique weapons and a variety of stuffed animal heads that had probably been purchased from a mail-order catalog and a dining room that hadn't been used in quite some time. Dust covered the dining table and the remains of a meal that had started to rot sometime before Raven had been born. With a nod of his head Levac indicated he wanted to check the double doors leading from the kitchen, but Raven shook him off, pointing upwards. Levac nodded, but followed Raven into the rotunda. The circular room was tiled in a pattern that depicted the St. Valentine's Day Massacre in detail so perfect the blood spatters and brass looked real. The walls, covered in heavy red drapes, held paintings of the Outfit from Al Capone all the way through the years to Franco Giotti.
 
   "These are some seriously disturbed women," Levac observed.
 
   "What, you don't want a place like this?" Raven smiled.
 
   "Oh yeah, a few throw pillows, maybe a nice colorful rug to cover up the dead guy mural and it would be home sweet home."
 
   "Can we get on?" Aspen asked. "Something bad is happening, we have to move!"
 
   Raven looked at Aspen and then headed up the stairs, her back pressed to the wall as she shuffle-stepped up the stairs like an old-time fencer, all the while her Automag covering the floor above.
 
   The stairs emptied into a wide circular balcony that overlooked the fresco below. Windows opened up onto the stormy night sky and Raven could see that the strange clouds were swirling around an old tower a few blocks away. She ignored that for now and continued around the rotunda using the same shuffle and cross step method as before. 
 
   Six doorways and a hallway led from the rotunda, doors hiding bedrooms full of antique furniture and choked with the dust and cobwebs of decades. The last doo however opened to reveal a well-appointed bedroom complete with a queen sized, four-poster bed, antique armoire, writing desk and a pair of side tables that Raven would gladly have killed for. Black candles flickered on every surface, bathing everything in a beautiful golden glow.
 
   "We're getting close, partner," Levac said. "Bet this is where DeGrey has been holing up."
 
   "Just another rat," Raven replied.
 
   "With lots of money," Aspen chimed in. "Dibs on the bed."
 
   Raven and Levac looked at her in confusion.
 
   She blushed under their gaze and shrugged. "Sorry, gamer-girl moment. You call dibs on any treasure you really want."
 
   Raven shook her head and continued around the corner, finding herself nose-deep in the chest of a burly security guard.
 
   "What are youse doing here?" he rumbled.
 
   Raven stepped back and looked up at the huge man.
 
   "Chicago police,” she said, holding up her badge.  "We're looking for Maria Riscassi and Rayne DeGrey."
 
   "Youse got a warrant?" the man asked, his glower deepening.
 
   "No, sir, we don't have a warrant," Levac said. "But we can get one. Where can we find the two ladies, please?"
 
   "Sorry, no warrant, no entry," the man said. "Youse go get one and I'll ask them to wait right here."
 
   "You're impeding a criminal investigation," Raven said.
 
   "I'm sorry bout tha…" the guard said. He was stopped by Raven's gun planted firmly in his crotch.
 
   "You're also pissing me off," she said as he crumpled to the floor. "We don't have time for this shit."
 
   Levac leaned down. "You have the right to remain silent. I suggest you stay that way," he said. "You also have the right to an attorney and several other things that I am certain you already know, a big strapping lad like you. But most importantly you have the right to stay right there on the floor. You might want to invoke that one too, or my partner will probably shoot you in the face." He straightened and looked at Raven, who was frowning. "What?" he asked. 
 
   "I'm rubbing off on you," she said, stepping over the groaning man.
 
   "So?" Levac asked, following her with Aspen bringing up the rear.
 
   "I'm not sure I like it," Raven replied.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The group continued down the corridor, finding nothing, but rooms full of sheet-covered furniture and antique paintings dating back to the 1920s. Outside, the storm continued to worsen, with the epicenter spreading out from the building Raven had noticed earlier.
 
   "Maybe they aren't even here," Raven said, looking out a large window.
 
   Aspen shook her head. "They're here. I can feel them, doing something dark. We have to hurry."
 
   "Fuck this room to room shit," Raven said.
 
   She blinked and brought up her vampire sight. The world went blue. She could see the different shades indicating the rooms around them and sense Levac and Aspen's hearts beating nearby.
 
   She also detected two hearts full of warm, viscous blood in a room near the end of the hallway. She blinked again and looked at her companions. "They're at the end of the hallway on the right. Just the two of them," she said. "It looks like they are kneeling. Are you two ready for this?"
 
   Aspen and Levac nodded. Aspen pulled a small corked vial from her pocket and blew the contents over the two detectives, making them sparkle for a moment, much to Raven's annoyance. The girl then handed them the pills she'd made.
 
   "Remember, they have to swallow the bindweed or they will still be able to cast," she said.
 
   "Wait, you're not coming?" Levac asked.
 
   Aspen shook her head. "I will keep the hallway protected, but I'm not a fighter. This is your show."
 
   "She's done what she can, Rupe," Raven added. "Come on, let's go bag some witches."
 
   Levac exchanged his 93R for his Automag. "Lead on, Gretel."
 
   Raven laughed and led the way down the corridor, her footsteps almost noiseless on the marble floor. She leaned against the wall and peeked into the room. The chamber was much like the one in DeGrey's apartment. Bones, chalk and sigils covered the floor around a black well made from obsidian glass. The walls had been painted black and then covered with symbols Raven vaguely remembered as being big no-no's in the magikal community. Only one wall had been left bare and it held a wide glass window that looked out on the storm now raging across The Dark.
 
   The two women, naked to the waist, knelt before the well, their arms raised. Strange words, heard, but quickly forgotten poured from their lips and the room was growing hazy with thick, sulfurous fog.
 
   "Piece of cake," Raven said with a smile.
 
   Levac looked at her, not sharing her bravado. "You were right, it can get worse."
 
   In unison they stepped through the doorway, weapons at the ready.
 
   "Rayne DeGrey and Maria Riscassi, you are under arrest for the manufacture, sale and distribution of the narcotic known as Thirst, murder, attempted murder and violation of the Witchcraft Act of 1735," Levac said.
 
   "Witchcraft Act of 1735?" Raven asked. "Where did you find that?"
 
   "It's still on the books, Ray," Levac replied. "Can we talk about it later?"
 
   Raven shrugged and turned her attention back to the two women kneeling on the floor. They had glanced at the two detectives, but continued their ritual, now writhing and squirming in the blood and chalk dust on the floor.
 
   "Stop rolling around like you work in the champagne room and put your hands behind your backs," she instructed.
 
   Again neither woman paid any attention, though they appeared to have finished their ritual. They slithered away and knelt on the far side of the well, their hands clasped together.
 
   "Close enough," Raven muttered, stepping forward. She was almost to the well when it began to spill black blood and sulfurous smoke. A familiar blood-soaked figure began to rise from the well, ichor dripping from its limbs and spilling into the floor.
 
   Levac cleared his throat. "Ray? Our friend is back and I'm fresh out of frying pans."
 
   Raven changed her aim and shot the rising demon through his eyes, nose and mouth, making a sort of cold iron smiley face with his head. The demon screamed and flame shot from the wounds as he burned away, leaving nothing, but foul-smelling ash floating in the blood that filled the well.
 
   "You girls need to learn some new tricks," she said. "Now lay down on the ground and put your hands behinds your backs!"
 
   Both women stared at the well in surprise. They then stood, hands still clasped. They chanted louder and Raven felt something pass through her and heard the wall behind her explode outwards, nearly destroying the corridor beyond. She shielded her head as pieces of the roof fell in and she could hear Levac coughing nearby.
 
   "What the hell was that?" he choked.
 
   "I'd say it was a spell," Raven replied. "But I'm no expert."
 
   She stepped over a pile of rubble and moved closer to the two witches, who were staring open-mouthed at the two detectives. Raven pulled out the lozenge she'd been given and clamped her hand over Riscassi's mouth. She held her pistol to the side of the woman's head and said, "Swallow or I blow your brains all over your girlfriend."
 
   Riscassi's eyes grew wide and she glanced sidelong at DeGrey, who was receiving a similar treatment from Levac. Both women reluctantly swallowed and Raven felt the magik leak from the room like water pouring away. Within just a few minutes the room was empty of fog and there was nothing in the well, but some reddish slime.
 
   "Rupert, see if you can find our prisoners some clothes," Raven said, stepping back.
 
   Levac began moving aside items while Raven covered the two women.
 
   "I have to admit, it was a pretty neat trick to use magik to try and take me out," Raven said. "If you'd cleaned up after yourselves I would probably have never figured it out and Angul would have killed me. You'd have had your revenge."
 
   The women remained silent, simply staring daggers at Raven.
 
   "No monologuing?" Raven asked. "Isn't this the part where you tell me you almost got away with it and close all the gaps in evidence?"
 
   "No, dear sister," Xavier said from behind her. "It's where I tell you I did get away with it, in spite of that pesky kid."
 
   Raven started to turn and felt four feet of silvered steel slide through her gut. Her pistol slipped from weak fingers and she looked down to see the end of a katana stick out of her body just below her fifth and sixth ribs. She groaned in pain, refusing to scream. Xavier lifted her on the blade and tossed her aside to crash into what was left of the wall. She slid down, leaving a thick trail of blood. She put a hand over her wound and watched as Xavier killed both Riscassi and DeGrey, then blinked in confusion at Aspen who was kneeling quietly beside her.
 
   "I'm sorry, Ray," Aspen said. "He made me his familiar against my will! I'm so sorry!"
 
   Raven growled and tried to stand, but the silver was doing its work, killing her slowly.
 
   Twenty feet away, Levac was firing his Automag at Xavier, who was cutting the rounds in half with his sword.
 
   "Ah, Detective Levac," Xavier said, advancing on Levac. "We haven't been properly introduced. I am Xavier Tempeste Von Strohm, Prince of the House of Strohm."
 
   "A pleasure to meet you," Levac said, backing away and changing magazines. "So that makes you Raven's sister, then?"
 
   Xavier slashed with his sword, cutting through Levac's shirt and leaving a thin trail of blood. "That half-breed is no sister of mine! I am pure of blood, a true prince of the line."
 
   "And the biggest shithead on the planet," Raven gasped. "Leave him alone, Whitey, it's me you want to fight!"
 
   Xavier grinned at Raven, still blocking Levac's shots with his sword. "Indeed I do, Ravenel. But I have so much to do. While you've been distracted, our other plans have been in motion. You see, little Aspen there gave my men complete access to the estate. Mother, poor Thaddeus, Pandora and oh, the whole family are atop the tower awaiting father. Sadly, they won't survive his rising, but they will serve their purpose."
 
   Hearing this, Raven pulled herself to her feet and began to stagger forward  toward her fallen Automag. "Over my dead body," she whispered.
 
   Xavier smiled and blocked another shot from Levac, who was trying to maneuver toward Raven. "Father would rather you join him by his side than die, sister. You are still Fürstin, if you join us it will make taking the throne that much easier. None would dare oppose us."
 
   Raven continued forward, falling to her knees, almost to the Automag. "What? And spoil your dreams of you and the Antonio Banderas Life Size Blow Up Doll ruling the city as father and son?"
 
   "It's true, I would rather you died, sister. But unlike some kindred, I obey my Master," Xavier replied. "If you continue toward that weapon, however, I will do what I must."
 
   Raven continued to crawl, blood pouring from her wound. "Then get ready to disappoint daddy, you son of a bitch!"
 
   Xavier sighed, spun and stepped in close to Levac. Raven felt rather than saw the blade enter Levac's body and she screamed, a keen of agony and loss. She fell to the floor and twisted, watching Levac collapse at Xavier's feet, blood dripping from between his fingers.
 
   Xavier wiped Levac's blood from his blade with two fingers and licked them clean. "Mm, he tastes like cheeseburgers!"
 
   Raven stared at him, blood and anger pouring from her. "You are going to die, Xavier."
 
   Xavier laughed. "I don't think so, sister. The silver is killing you, your partner is dead, and your little witch has been my little purple-haired pet for weeks now. No one is going to help you, Ravenel."
 
   Raven roared, showing fangs. In spite of the silver in her system and her fatal wound, the world went blue and she leapt at Xavier, claws bared. He extended his sword and Raven felt it enter her body, but she didn't care. She pushed until her body was against Xavier's. She snarled and clawed at his neck, tearing out his throat in a gobbet of warm flesh then spun away into the darkness. He gagged and choked, stumbling backwards, trying to get away from the maddened dhampyr.
 
   Raven watched him with glowing blue eyes and pulled the sword from her gut. "I told you, you were going to die!" she snarled.
 
   Xavier helped up a hand, trying to speak. Raven flicked the sword downward, chopping Xavier's hand off at the wrist.
 
   "Tell your father I said hello," she said, swinging the sword in a powerful arc that sent Xavier's head flying across the room. His body slowly collapsed into flaming ash and Raven fell along with it, sagging to her knees and then onto her side. Color came back into the world and then began to fade, her life-blood seeping into the floor.
 
   "Raven?" Levac said from somewhere nearby. His voice was weak, but he was alive.
 
   "Yeah, Rupe?" Raven gasped.
 
   "Your family is a bunch of flaming assholes."
 
   Raven tried to laugh, but it hurt too much and became a bloody cough. She was struggling to breathe when Levac crawled into view. She watched him powerlessly as he cut his own wrist on Xavier's sword and held the wound to Raven's lips.
 
   "Drink," he whispered.
 
   Raven tried to pull away, but she didn't have the strength. "No!"
 
   "Drink!" Levac repeated. "There is no point in both of us dying here and you still have work to do. That storm is growing, whatever is going to happen is going to happen soon!"
 
   Levac pressed his wrist into Raven's mouth and instinct took over. Her eyes turned blue again and she drank deeply, swallowing Levac's claret like it was the finest of wines. She felt her wounds closing and her strength returning; a moment later she pulled away. When she let go, Levac folded into a heap beside her, his skin cold.
 
   "No!" Raven said. "No, damn it!"
 
   She straddled him and began CPR, repeating it over and over again.
 
   "Come on, partner!" she said, tears streaming down her face. "Come on, I know you're still with me!"
 
   "That won't save him, Raven," Aspen said from nearby. 
 
   Raven turned her head, her lips pulled back from her fangs. Aspen stood a few feet away, two bags of claret in her hands.
 
   "This is your fault!" Raven screamed.
 
   Aspen nodded. "I know. And I will die trying to make it right. But you know what you have to do to save him. You must turn him."
 
   Raven shook her head and looked down at Levac, one finger tracing his mustard-stained beard. After a moment she bit her own wrist and sucked, filling her mouth with blood. Her lips stained red, she leaned down and kissed Levac passionately, her blood trickling into his mouth. When she was finished, she picked up his Automag and turned to Aspen. She snatched the medical bags from Aspen's hands and said, "Call 911 and watch over him. He better be at the hospital when I'm done. Am I clear?"
 
   Aspen recoiled from the anger in Raven's voice, but nodded. "It will be done, Fürstin."
 
   Raven said nothing. She walked over to her own Automag and picked it up, ejecting the cold iron magazine with practiced ease. She replaced the magazines in both weapons and left without another word, leaving Aspen to care for Levac's body.
 
    
 
   * * *


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Purple and black clouds hung low over The Dark, expanding outwards like a bruise bent on covering the entire city in a blanket of evil. Raven glanced at the clouds, but barely acknowledged them. Her fury was a palpable thing, a beast that wouldn't be contained.
 
   She opened the trunk of the Bass 770 and pulled out a harness Thad had made for her, a sort of tactical vest that contained more thirty carbine magazines than she ever thought she would use. She slipped into it and zipped it shut. She then replaced her shoulder and inner pants holsters with a pair of tactical holsters that would hold the Automags in a low-slung speed-draw position. She added the katana to the scabbard across her back, slammed the trunk and climbed into the car. The engine roared to life a moment later and Raven raced deeper into The Dark. The oncoming squall was blowing old papers and debris all over the street and Raven could hear the car shake at the storm's power. She pressed harder on the accelerator, watching strike after purple lightning strike hit the tower ahead of her. Getting closer she realized what the building was; the family estate from when Strohm was Master of the City. Her father had shown it to her on the one and only trip they had ever taken into The Dark. He'd said, "Honey, that's where your family lived before the accident. I never want you to come here again."
 
   Raven hadn't really thought about it since. Who wanted a gloomy old tower when they had the estate with all its grounds, stables and everything else a little girl could want?
 
   It figured that whatever was going on was happening there.
 
   She pulled to the curb a block from the tower. Here, everything was calm; the eye of the hurricane. It was also eerily silent. She could see lightning striking the tower, but there was no thunder, no sizzle of electricity, nothing.
 
   Raven didn't pause to think about it. She walked around the corner and straight toward the tower. It was exactly as it was in her childhood memory, a huge black monolith with black marble steps leading up to iron doors on all four sides. Dragons made of volcanic glass stood on pillars at every corner of the building, the dark glass still polished to a mirror shine even now.
 
   Every floor of the building had stained glass windows taken from churches all over the world and Raven could see firelight glittering from within. The tower was crawling with Xavier's renegades.
 
   Lightning flashed again and this time Raven heard a noise; her sister Pandora's scream of pain. Raven drew her Automags and bolted forward, taking the steps two at a time. Six guards stepped out from behind the dragons at the top and opened fire with their Mp7's. Raven spun and dodged, calling on training she hadn't even realized she was receiving. Every twist, turn or flip brought her out of the line of fire while lining up one of her Automags for a clear shot. All six guards were ash in a matter of seconds.
 
   She passed through the doors and into the huge lobby. Gas lamps burned from obsidian pillars, bathing the room in a glow that had all the warmth of a tomb. Uncomfortable-looking antique chairs and sofas sat in a variety of locations, marking out meeting areas where, in Strohm's day, vampires could meet to discuss business in private. A wide receptionist's desk sat empty, though several weapons lay atop the marble surface and dozens of paintings of Strohm and his court decorated the wall behind. Raven noticed these things with barely a glance. What really held her attention were the guards aiming their rifles at her from the balcony.
 
   "I am Fürstin Ravenel. You all know me, if not in person then by reputation," she said. "Under vampire law I am here to defend the Mistress of the City. Any one of you who raises a hand against me is subject to summary execution. Anyone who throws down their weapon will be allowed to leave peacefully."
 
   None of the guards moved a muscle. Raven watched them, waiting for any hint they were going to stand down. She got her answer when one of the guards threw a grenade. Raven shot him through his helmet and spun, taking cover behind one of the pillars. She felt the heat of the incendiary and grit her teeth against the pain as her sleeve and right pant-leg were burned away. Even before the flame had died Raven was spinning again, popping out from behind the pillar, both pistols spitting death. Ten of the guards burst into flame and she ducked behind another pillar. She reloaded and prepared to jump again when an incendiary landed almost right at her feet. She scooped it up with her toe, lifted it into the air like a hacky-sack and kicked it over the railing above her. The grenade exploded, spilling white-hot thermite over a dozen vampires. Raven smiled mirthlessly and stepped into the open again. Her weapons finding their targets and eliminating them as fast as she could pull the triggers. Within moments, the last of the guards were dead and the Automags clicked on empty chambers. Raven reloaded and checked her wounds. All were nearly healed and would be so within a few minutes. She holstered the Automags and walked down the hall, pausing only to gather a pack of satchel charges on her way past the receptionist's desk.
 
   She stopped when she reached the old elevators. Here too the black surface had been recently polished and she could see herself in the glimmering steel. Half of her clothing had been burned away or melted, her hair hung down her back in a wild curtain of red silk and her cerulean eyes glowed with barely contained fury. She shook her head at what she saw and pushed the button out of habit. When nothing happened she pried the doors apart and stepped inside the dark elevator car. Her vampire sight made the car glow in shades of blue and purple, like a moon-lit night. She jumped and pushed open the emergency hatch. Soon she was standing on the roof of the car. Forty stories of elevator shaft stretched above her, lit only by a few beams of light flickering through cracks in the walls. She sighed and began climbing the emergency ladder, pausing at every few floors to place one of her stolen satchel charges against the wall of the shaft. When she ran out of charges she tossed the bag aside and began climbing faster, some sense telling her time was running out. 
 
   In spite of her vampiric strength, her breath came in great gulps and her arms ached from pulling her up rung after rung, four hundred feet in the air. She reached the top of the shaft and climbed on top of the scaffolding that held the elevator's useless motor in place where she paused to drain one of the medical pouches she'd taken from Aspen. When she was through she dropped it and shuffled across the I-beam until she could see through the grille of the air vent. What she saw made her skin grow cold.
 
   A tall, black-haired woman was standing in the middle of some kind of magik circle next to a skeletal form covered in ash and blood. Her mother and family had been lashed to carved obsidian pillars placed around the outside of the circle. The sigils on the pillars glowed and pulsed with a purple energy that made Raven's skin tingle and she could sense her family growing weaker each time lightning flashed overhead. Pandora already hung limply in her restraints and Thad was looking gaunt and pale.
 
   Beyond the circle stood a group of renegade soldiers, facing outward, no doubt waiting for Raven to exit the stairs.
 
   Sorry to disappoint you, guys, Raven thought.
 
   Beyond the tower the hurricane continued to grow. Heavy snow was falling across the city and Raven could see lights winking out as electrical systems failed from continual lightning strikes. The woman was somehow drawing electricity into the clouds to power her spell.
 
   Raven hid her face in her arm and pressed the trigger for the charges she'd planted. The building shook in the chain reaction as twenty pounds of plastic explosive went off one piece at a time. She opened her eyes and looked down, unable to hold back a grin as chunks of the floors below collapsed, killing and crushing dozens of Strohm's soldiers. She did not pause long, however. Her surprise advantage would be fleeting at best. She crashed through the air vent and came up rolling, her twin pistols explaining her displeasure to the startled guards. Vampire after vampire exploded into sparks and ash as her bullets found their marks, punching through helmets, chest plates and any other vulnerable spots she could find. 
 
   When the pistols locked back empty she tossed them aside and waded into the guards with her hands, using the wood and silver hairpins Thad had made for her as stakes. No more than a minute after she'd exploded from the elevator shaft all of the guards were ash. Raven slid her stakes back into her hair and turned to face the witch at the center of the circle. The woman wore a black coat over a black leather catsuit and heels only a vampire could love. She had wooden stakes strapped to her left leg like shotgun shells, a pair of kukri knives hung from her corseted waist and a Desert Eagle pistol hung low on her right thigh in a tactical holster almost identical to Raven's. Her straight black hair streamed in the wind and cerulean eyes glowed from behind a domino mask that hid most of her face. The woman smiled at Raven and licked her fangs.
 
   "Hello, sister," the woman said in Raven's voice.
 
   "You're not my sister," Raven replied, trying to circle toward Valentina.
 
   The woman laughed with the same musical quality Xavier had possessed. "Oh, but I am, Ravenel. Far more so than these other pathetic creatures."
 
   "Yeah, whatever," Raven said, still circling. "I know all my brothers and sisters and I know how many you and the late psycho killed."
 
   "All of them, Ravenel?" the woman asked, turning to follow Raven. "I daresay you know only a handful. Our parents were creating progeny for a hundred years before you were even born. There are many you do not know, though I am one you should."
 
   The tall redhead backed away from the woman and reached for Valentina. A purple spark leapt from the pillar, shocking her and blowing her off her feet.
 
   "Please do not do that again, sister," the woman said. "Another blast might kill you and poor father has plans for you."
 
   Raven shook off the impact and climbed back to her feet. "If you mean that pile of dust and bones next to you, I'll pass. Newsflash, bitch, that nut ball isn't my father and he isn't coming back."
 
   "You are wrong on both counts, sister," the woman replied. "He is as much my father as he is yours and when the spell is complete he will live once again and ascend to the throne!"
 
   "Not going to happen," Raven said. "I killed him once, I will kill him again. That…thing is not going to be Master of the City."
 
   The woman pulled her mask off and tossed it into the wind. "Why can't you see, sister? Your whole life has been a lie!"
 
   Raven looked at the woman across from her and smirked. "Is it supposed to be a surprise you look just like me? I figured that out when you got caught on video trying to frame me. Too bad Riscassi's people blew me up and gave me a nearly perfect alibi. I bet you were pissed, huh? That I didn't end up out of the way and in prison? It probably would have been a lot easier to get to the rest of the family if I had been locked up. It was a good plan…what is your name, anyway?"
 
   The woman frowned but answered. "I am Sable Tempeste Von Strohm, your younger sister."
 
   Raven shook her head, again moving toward the pillars. "You can't be my sister. I am the only child of my parents and Strohm was in the ground before you could be conceived."
 
   This time it was Sable who smiled and shook her head. "You are far too trusting, sister. I was born exactly fourteen months after you. Wulf Crane and Lady Valentina were as much my parents as they were yours."
 
   Sable turned and walked out of the circle toward Valentina.  "But mother didn't want me, did you mother? You told father I was dead and left me at St. Jude's."
 
   Raven felt the pieces fall together and she laughed. "Bullshit! Oh, Gemma that is one hell of a story, but if you'd been here you would know I can't enter St. Jude's and if I can't neither can any sister of mine!"
 
   "Aye, but I can," Sable said, turning to face Raven.
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. "Your magik is failing outside the circle, sis. Your Scottish accent is back."
 
   She drew her katana and sliced through the ropes holding Pandora to the pillar. Pandora dropped to the ground with a thud and sparks crackled along the pillar before discharging into the sky.
 
   Sable frowned and dropped her disguise, her black hair being replaced with Gemma's ginger tresses and her weapons changing, becoming a simple Smith and Wesson revolver and a Scottish broadsword.
 
   "How did ye know?" Gemma asked, drawing her sword.
 
   Raven shrugged, knowing that talking would get her closer to Thad. "Xavier beat the crap out of Thad, but never laid a hand on you. And you pulled my hair when you hugged me. I'm guessing you needed a piece of me for your spell."
 
   Gemma nodded. "Ye've got yer father's talent for deduction, lass, but without his pistol I'm betting yer helpless as a babe."
 
   Gemma charged toward Raven, her sword held over her head. Raven flipped over Gemma and ran toward Valentina. She could hear the older vampire's heels clicking on the stones behind her and knew she wouldn't make it. She turned and flipped backwards, landing in a crouch with the katana held over her head in a classic guard position. Gemma continued her charge and the pair exchanged a flurry of blows that left sparks flying from their weapons. The exchange ended with Gemma punching Raven in the face with the guard of her sword and kicking her in the stomach. 
 
   Raven staggered backwards. She regained her footing and turned the stagger into a back handspring that landed her next to Thaddeus. She cut him loose and spun just in time to block another attack by Gemma.
 
   "Looks like dear ol' dad was lax in yer fencing training, eh lass?" Gemma cackled.
 
   Raven brought her katana around with one hand. Gemma blocked the attack with ease…and Raven struck her in the nose with the hardened palm of her right hand, shattering the delicate bone.
 
   "Or maybe Bowen taught me more than to just swing a piece of steel around with no finesse," Raven replied.
 
   Gemma cupped one hand to her broken nose and pulled, straightening the bone with a whimper of pain. 
 
   Raven took the opportunity to run to Selene. The tall brunette was still conscious, though only barely. Raven cut her loose and helped her down.
 
   "What's happening?" Selene asked, her eyes changing from brown to vampiric blue.
 
   "Oh, the usual, Gemma and Xavier decided to try and revive that psycho Strohm using some strange magikal contraption and all the vampires in our family," Raven said. "I'm fighting her and trying to keep everyone alive while the magik slowly destroys Chicago."
 
   Selene nodded as if this all made perfect sense and drew a knife from her boot. "You keep Gemma busy, I will rescue the rest of the family and get them out."
 
   Raven smiled at her sister. "Good luck, sis. It should be clear to the lobby and you can grab weapons from the guards I killed. Whatever you do, get Mom out of here and don't stop."
 
   Selene hugged her younger sister and then pushed her aside as Gemma's blade sliced between them. Raven kicked Gemma's sword away and rolled backwards. Selene mirrored her roll and the two women went in opposite directions with Gemma pressing her advantage, forcing Raven to back toward the edge of the building. She stepped up onto the parapet and held her sword in front of her. Gemma closed, her longer, heavier sword pointed at Raven's head. Above them, the clouds continued to boil, crackling with lightning that struck with such force the whole building shook.
 
   "I will raise Father from torpor and he will take his place as the Master of the City with me as his Fürstin!" Gemma cackled, her eyes wild.
 
   "He's dead, Gemma!" Raven said. "He's not coming back and if you don't stop what you're doing there isn't going to be any city left either! Look behind me! Your spell is drawing power from all over Chicago!"
 
   Gemma looked, but never lowered her guard. Behind Raven the city was indeed going dark, save for fires that were spreading out of control from the repeated lightning strikes from the magikal hurricane. Behind Gemma, Selene was guiding the rest of the family down the stairs. Once everyone else was clear, the tall woman raised the Mp7 she had taken in salute and disappeared through the door.
 
   Unaware of the escape, Gemma shrugged. "The weak will be culled, making the city stronger and Strohm's return that much sweeter."
 
   "You're insane, Gemma!" Raven said. 
 
   Gemma snarled and attacked. Raven kicked the blade aside and spun, her own sword whistling through the air, only to slice through Gemma's clothes as she flipped backwards, mimicking one of Raven's moves.
 
   "You're a quick learner, sis," Raven said, approaching cautiously. "But I'm still going to kick your ass!"
 
   The two joined blades for the final time. Lightning struck around them as the spell began to fail. Both women ducked and dodged around the magik circle, their blades flashing in the purple light. The night echoed with the sound of thunder and the metallic clash of swords as the pair fought. Minutes passed with neither woman gaining the upper hand until Gemma's blade found an opening and sent Raven's katana through the air and over the edge of the building.
 
   "Going to kick my arse are ye little one?" Gemma asked.
 
   "Absolutely," Raven replied, her eyes locked on her sisters.
 
   Gemma sneered and attacked, her blade aimed at Raven's neck. Raven stepped forward into Gemma's guard, her left hand catching the other woman's wrist, her right hand encircling her throat.
 
   "I never said I was going to use a sword to do it," she said above the crackle of thunder. She squeezed with her left hand until Gemma screamed and dropped her sword. She then picked her up by the neck and glared into Gemma's eyes. "Surrender to mother's punishment and forget this stupid quest to restore Strohm," she said.
 
   Gemma struggled for a moment and then nodded. "Aye, I surrender to the judgment of court."
 
   Raven continued to look into Gemma's eyes for a moment. Satisfied the surrender was genuine, she tossed the vampire aside and backed away toward the slab upon which Strohm lay. She bent down near one of the ashed guards and picked up a grenade and her discarded pistol.  She pulled the pin on the thermite grenade and dropped it into the skeleton's grinning mouth.
 
   Behind her, Gemma screamed in horror and scooped up her blade. She charged blindly as Strohm's remains burned white-hot. 
 
   Raven turned her head and looked at her sister. All she saw was madness; insane loyalty to a dead vampire who was never coming back. She gritted her teeth and squeezed the Automag's trigger. Her father's gun spat thirty caliber justice, punching a hole through Gemma's heart. The vampire disintegrated in a shower of sparks and ash, her blade eventually being stopped by Raven's boot. She scooped it up and rammed it through Strohm's chest. The blade was as good a grave marker as any.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Raven sat next to Levac's hospital bed, a magazine clutched in her hand. She woke to the sound of his voice.
 
   "Hey you," he said, his voice raspy and weak.
 
   Raven smiled and put the magazine aside so she could take Levac's hand. "Hey you. How do you feel?"
 
   "Alive…tired…and very confused," he said. "How come I'm not dead?"
 
   "Because I brought you here," Aspen said, entering from behind Raven.
 
   "And where exactly is here?" Levac asked.
 
   "Mercy general," Raven replied. "You've been in a coma for a few weeks. Aspen? Will you let the quacks know our boy is awake?"
 
   Aspen nodded and left the room.
 
   "I thought I was going to die," Levac said. 
 
   "So did I, partner," Raven replied. "I did CPR on you till you came back to us and the kid managed to get you here while I dealt with that other business."
 
   Levac closed his eyes and leaned back into his pillows. "So we won then?"
 
   "We won, Rupe," Raven confirmed. "Thanks to you."
 
   "You did the heavy lifting, Ray," Levac said. 
 
   Raven was about to reply when the doctors entered. She backed away to let them do their thing. "I'll be outside, partner."
 
   Levac didn't answer, but she knew he was in good hands. For the first time in sixteen hours she left the room. Aspen was leaning against the wall outside and the two began to walk down the corridor together.
 
   "Coffee?" Raven asked.
 
   Aspen smiled. "I'll take a tea."
 
   "Tea it is, then."
 
   They entered the cafeteria. At four in the morning there was no one there, but a maintenance man polishing the floor, headphones blasting reggae as loud as they could. Raven smiled at him and got a black coffee and a cup of Earl Grey tea and joined Aspen at one of the small round tables. They sat quietly for a moment, sipping their drinks. Finally, Aspen looked up at Raven.
 
   "So… are you going to tell him?" she asked.
 
   "Tell him what?"
 
   "That he is your familiar and that's why he's still alive," Aspen replied.
 
   "Someday," Raven replied.
 
   "But not today?" Aspen pressed.
 
   Raven shook her head and looked out the window at the waking city. The hurricane had passed weeks before and the city had begun to rebuild like it always did. Chicago had withstood fires, storms, vampires and zombies and this had been just one more "unexplained event". 
 
   She looked back at Aspen and shook her head. "No. Not today."
 
    
 
   The End
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   Raven Storm will return in STORMWIND
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