
        
            
                
            
        

     

 
 
 
 
 



STORMRISE
A Novel of Raven Storm
By
Skye Knizley
 
 



The right of Skye Knizley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him/her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988
 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it was published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
 
Cover Design by: Vivid Designs
 
Edited by: Elizabeth A. Lance
 
Copyright© 2013
All rights reserved
 
Vamptasy Publishing
 
 
 
 
 



To “The Gamers” with love.
 
 
 
 
 
 



PROLOGUE
 
The neon lights of the ‘All Live, All Nude’ sign flickered in the rain, showering the street with sparks that sizzled and flared in the cold night, an electric cadence to match the distant rumble of thunder as dark clouds continued to roll in off the lake and blanket the Windy City in an autumnal thunderstorm. Detective Raven Storm stood beneath the sparking sign, her pale skin contrasting with a waterfall of hair so red it was almost black. Her green eyes glowed with a feral light in the alternating flashes of lightning from the storm and sparks showering from the tilting sign above.
Raven’s heels clicked on the sidewalk and splashed in puddles as she walked back and forth in the shadows, her stylish grey pantsuit and silk blouse darkened where the cold rain had soaked through. She didn't notice the chill. She was watching the apartment building opposite the club for her latest and only suspect in a series of brutal murders that had taken the lives of seventeen women in the last three weeks. The news called him the Lakeside Strangler; the details of his savage attacks had been leaked to the press and the city had been in a panic ever since. She was going to end his killing spree tonight, one way or another.
Shortly before one in the morning she saw him: a young heartthrob, his black suit and fedora drenched with rain. He held an umbrella in one hand, a gorgeous young woman’s arm in the other, keeping her safe from the rain under the umbrella while he got soaked. Raven watched the couple enter the old apartment building, her heart beating faster. She didn’t want to wait, didn’t want to endanger another woman, but she had to be sure. The suspect had evaded her before and this could be just a young couple out for a lark; she'd had only a glimpse of his face before he had vanished into the darkness. Shooting the wrong guy would be bad form and lead to red tape.
Raven held her ground, waiting until the pair had entered the elevator before sprinting across the street and bounding up the stairs two at a time, her balance perfect as she ran, her heels ringing out on the ground. She slid to a halt in front of the elevators and rang for the car, tapping one heel against the floor while she waited for the doors to open, hoping she wouldn't again be too late or that she would be wrong altogether.
Seconds later she stepped out on the twelfth floor of the building. The suspect's apartment was at the end of the hall and Raven jogged towards it, her senses stretched to the maximum. When she reached the apartment, she pressed her ear to the steel security door and listened intently. Somewhere inside she could hear the couple kissing and the faint rustle of the woman’s dress as the man pawed at her. The sound of kissing ended abruptly; in her mind’s eye Raven saw her suspect pulling his victim’s dress over her head before wrapping his hands around her slender neck. She could wait no longer; if he followed the pattern he would soon strangle and rape his victim and make his escape. With a single, powerful blow, she kicked the door open and crashed through, her left hand drawing the stainless-steel Automag pistol from its holster beneath her jacket.
She had been right. The suspect was kneeling over the woman, her dress draped over his shoulders like a cape, his hands wrapped around her slender throat in a vice-like grip. The woman writhed and gasped for air, her legs flailing between his thighs as she fought to escape.
“Chicago Police!” Raven yelled, the gun pointed evenly at the man's head. “Release the woman and freeze!”
The suspect smiled and raised his hands, allowing the woman between his knees to wheeze and cough for breath.
“Of course, officer,” he said in a German-accented voice. “Have I done something wrong? My girlfriend and I were just having a little exotic fun!”
“Shut up and keep your hands where I can see them.” Raven moved closer, her eyes flicking between the gasping woman and the suspect. "You are under arrest for battery and second-degree assault!"
“I think not, officer,” he replied gleefully. “I find prison to be so boring and confining. Catch me if you can!”
The man moved in a blur, leaping to his feet and rushing towards the young detective with his arms stretched wide.
Raven fired twice, but he was so supernaturally quick that her shots went wide, punching melon-sized holes in the wall behind him. She didn’t have time to adjust her aim before the large man slammed into her, knocking her to the floor. Her head cracked against the hard tile flooring and stars jumped behind her eyes, making them water. When she could see again, he was straddling her, his wine-scented breath warm in her nose.
“Now, I'll kill you, and then take my pleasure with her,” he crowed, saliva trailing from his lips. “Two damsels for the price of one; what could be better? Such a beautiful dark and stormy night!”
Raven growled and writhed under the larger man, recoiling in disgust as she felt his swelling manhood pressed against her thigh.
“I’m a Chicago police officer,” she said between clenched teeth. “You kill me and you'll be out of options. You'll have nowhere to run and it will be life in prison without parole. Let me go and give yourself up!”
The killer leaned closer, his tongue trailing over Raven’s cheek before he whispered, “Oh! No! No, no, no! I have given you a death sentence and it will be carried out! Once you are dead I'll have all the options in the world. Do I take your body or kill the other one? Do I take her then kill her? Kill her then take her? Decisions, decisions, it's so hard to choose; I'm giddy with anticipation!”
Giggling like a maniac, he ground his crotch into Raven’s thigh, moaning with lust and perverse pleasure at the feeling of the helpless woman beneath him.
Raven snarled and closed her eyes tight, ignoring the madman on top of her. When she opened them again, her green eyes glowed with power, the black pupils becoming the feral slits of a predatory cat. With a growl, she head-butted the man, breaking his nose and causing him to loosen his grip. She then pushed him away with all her strength, sending him flying across the room to land painfully on top of an antique side table.
“I'm
also,” she said, regaining her feet, “the youngest child of Valentina, Mistress of the City. Surrender and I'll
see you get a fair trial before they lock your ass away. Keep fighting me and I'll
surely pull your head off!”
The killer rolled off the side table and stretched, his back cracking loudly.
“Ah, you would be the Mistress’s bastard child, then!” he replied with a sneer. “The pathetic half-vampire! Your father was a police detective too, wasn’t he? Dead before his time? Head all blown off with his own gun? It will be a pleasure to feel your corpse cool beneath me as I take you one last time!”
Still grinning, the killer shook, his skin melting and flowing like butter in the sun, his shape exploding outward until he looked altogether alien. He blinked huge, multifaceted eyes and flexed claws longer than Raven’s entire arm, each joint cracking as bones settled into place.
“A doppelganger!” Raven breathed. “No wonder you were so hard to catch.”
“Indeed,” the creature replied in a chorus of voices. “Our body is legion, and when we finish with you, we will move on and continue our work elsewhere! So many beautiful women, so little time, as they say!”
Twittering in harmony with himself, the doppelganger approached again, his long arms reaching for the much smaller woman. Raven danced back out of the way, her heightened reflexes allowing her to avoid the clumsy grab.
“You killed seventeen girls, including my friend Sydnee,” she hissed. “You’re going nowhere, but back to hell where you belong. I’m more than just any old half-breed.”
The creature that had appeared human, laughed and made a swipe for Raven, his claws whistling past her face.
“Oh, we remember your friend! Cute, with blonde hair and eyes the color of the sea on a stormy day?” he asked in a mocking tone. “Yes! She lasted much longer than the others; it took her almost ten minutes to stop fighting and die. We think she was waiting for you to save her, wasn’t she? Pathetic dhampyr, too weak to save your friend!”
“That’s it!” Raven snarled, letting her fangs extend. “I have had enough of you!”
With a skill born of heartache and fury, Raven kicked the creature squarely in the groin, the toe of her heel pulping his genitals and causing him to keen in pain. She followed the kick with a series of punches and chops, any one powerful enough to have shattered the skull of a normal man.
The doppelganger swayed backwards, whimpering in pain, one hand cupping its ruined crotch, the other flailing at Raven, trying to block her vicious attack.
“Please, no!” he howled, shifting back into human shape. “Please, we’ll be good! Tell your mother; she can use someone with our talents! We can be anyone! Think of all the possibilities! All the information we can provide!”
“Not a chance,” Raven said. “Your life was over the second you touched Sydnee; you just didn’t know it yet. Now that I know what you are, it's my duty to put you down. My mother has no use for monsters like you!”
Allowing no quarter, Raven lashed out with another blinding fury of blows, ending with a roundhouse kick that sent the doppelganger through the sliding glass door, across the balcony, and over the railing to fall screaming into the street below.
Knowing what she would see, Raven ran to the railing and looked down. Thirteen stories below, the doppelganger lay dead in the street, sparks from the neon sign falling on his naked body and sizzling in his wide, staring eyes.
“Marvelous,” Raven muttered. “Frost is not going to like this.”
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
The squall had passed during the night, leaving the city crisp and clean like fresh-laundered linen. The bright afternoon that glittered off the city’s buildings was just giving way to star-filled twilight when Raven Storm parked her grey and black 1967 Shelby GT 500 behind the two-story brick building that served as the fourth district station house.
She climbed from her car and glanced at her reflection in the wide windows overlooking the street. She ran her fingers through the ponytail that hung down her back and straightened the steel rods that held it in place and kept the D&G sunglasses from falling off her head. She then adjusted the knee high boots that came up over her black pants before smoothing the blue tunic sweater that concealed her Automag. It was her idea of casual work attire and she looked like she had stepped off the cover of a magazine. She tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear and, satisfied with her look, grabbed her purse from the passenger seat and made her way up the back stairs to the squad room she shared with nine other detectives. As always, the dingy room was dark in spite of the glow from dozens of fluorescent bulbs and smelled of stale sweat and coffee with a faint undertone of cheap scotch used to keep the demons at bay.
Lieutenant Christian Frost, a man who always reminded Raven of Dick Van Dyke, was sitting on her desk waiting for her, a sour expression on his face and a pair of rubber bands twisting between his fingers. He looked up when Raven approached, his clear blue eyes meeting hers. “You'd better have a good explanation for the mess you left on the street last night, Storm,” he said in a low voice. “I told you to bring a suspect in for trial, not toss him out a thirteen-story window!”
Raven plopped her purse down next to her chair and sat on the desk opposite the lieutenant, crossing her legs beneath her.
“Good afternoon to you too, Chris,” she said. “Yeah, my neck is fine from that nut's attempt to strangle me last night and the bruise on my forehead is healing nicely. How are you?”
“Damn it, Storm!” Frost huffed. “So the guy attacked you and you acted in self-defense. I’m glad you weren’t seriously hurt and he didn’t get away. That still doesn’t explain how my suspect ended up face up in the middle of the street instead of in a holding cell awaiting arraignment!”
“Simple, Chris, that’s where he landed,” Raven replied. “Look, he attacked me, we fought, and he fell off the balcony. What did you want me to do, jump off with him and cushion his fall? It isn’t like I kicked him off the ledge on purpose. If I was going to assassinate him, I would have done it from across the street.”
Frost shook his head and spread his hands. “Raven, you have to see how this looks,” he said in calmer tones. “The Lakeside Strangler kills one of your friends…you go to arrest him and he ends up dead, and painfully so. Even for you it looks intentional. The press will have a police brutality field day with this. You weren’t even supposed to be on the case after your friend was killed! You were too close to this one!”
“Tough!” Raven stood and looked the lieutenant in the eye. “It was my case. My snitch came up with a useful piece of information and the lead panned out. I attempted the arrest and the perp resisted. End of story.”
Frost stared at Raven for a few heartbeats before nodding and slipping off her desk. “If that’s how it's going to go down in your report, so be it. I want it on my desk in the morning; I have a meeting with the mayor about the case and a press conference afterwards. Lucky me.”
“Sorry,” Raven muttered, watching Frost leave. When he had slammed the door to his office, she dropped into her desk chair and began sifting through her messages. Her mother had called three times already to remind her about the evening’s party. She hated those. Nothing but vampire politics, kowtowing and blood play. Ick.
She was almost down to the usual requests for press quotes and sound bites about her cases when Frost returned and dropped a sheet of paper on her desk.
“You've got a new case,” he said. “A uniform found a strange stiff, Dearborn Street.”
Raven glanced at the sheet, which provided almost no information. Just a name and an address uptown.
“What exactly does ‘strange’ mean?” She folded the sheet and slipped it in her purse.
Frost shrugged. “How should I know? It’s yours. Levac will have the assist.”
Raven frowned and leaned back in her chair. “I usually get Stiles, and I’m supposed to have a week off!”
“Stiles is still in the hospital after your last ‘hunch’.” Frost turned his back and walked back to his office, his shoulders hunched. “You go through partners like some guys go through coffee cups. Levac is your man. He’ll meet you at the scene. And until Stiles gets back, you can forget your vacation. I need all hands on deck; this city is getting crazier by the minute.”
“Swell,” Raven muttered to Frost’s retreating back. “So much for working on my tan.”
 
II
 
Night fell across the Windy City, bringing with it a cool autumn breeze that blew in from the west, carrying the scent of smoke and salt. Dark grey clouds hovered on the horizon, harbingers of a storm to come. Raven’s Shelby growled through the city streets and she watched the buildings pass with a light smile on her face.
Raven loved the city. She had been born and raised here and spent her youth wandering its darkened streets and misty alleyways. The traditional horrors of being robbed, beaten, or raped that many young women might have felt were not something she had ever considered. The city held little fear for the child of a policeman and the daughter of the Mistress of the City. She had gone where she pleased and had gained more of an education than the best private schools could ever have provided. Because of that, the darkness and the city always made her feel safe.
She arrived at the address indicated on her case sheet in just under twenty minutes; the building, an art-deco high rise, was popular among a certain type of young, ultra-rich executive. The waiting list just for a small studio apartment was rumored to be three years long; the penthouse was booked for at least the next decade.
A group of uniformed officers had blocked off the parking garage with yellow police tape, which two of them held aside for Raven’s Shelby. Most everyone on the force had heard of her and her obsession with the classic muscle car and recognized it on sight.
Raven guided the car through the garage to the bottommost level, where a group of officers were standing around a blue, late model, BMW X6 Crossover. The small SUV was parked near the garage wall; judging by the layer of dust on the windshield, the car had been there for a few weeks.
Having already spotted Detective Levac sipping from a Starbucks cup and chatting with a cute uniform, Raven parked the Shelby in the opposite lane and climbed from behind the wheel. She grabbed her kit from the trunk and joined the gaggle of officers hovering around the BMW.
Levac wasn't exactly a normal detective. He was known as “Codumbo” to many of the squad, a play on the famous television detective Columbo. As usual, he looked like he had neither showered nor shaved in days. He had stubble you could light matches on, his rumpled suit had been slept in, and pieces of pickle and a stream of ketchup streaked down his tie.
“Hi, Rupert, good to see you again,” Raven said pleasantly.
Levac turned and smiled, spilling coffee down his pants from the overflowing cup.
“Hey, Raven!” He extended a hand.
“Frost told me we’d
be working this case together. It’s about time; I think we can make a great team and I’m looking forward to being your bottom…um, partner…you know what I mean!”
“Yeah. What have we got?” Raven ignored the offered hand.
It looked sticky.
Looking surprised at Raven’s lack of enthusiasm, Levac fumbled in his pockets for his notepad, which he found in his jacket along with the wadded remains of a yellow fast food wrapper.
“I already have the preliminaries,” he said. “Let’s see…the victim’s name is Nathan King, forty-five years old, single, worked at an accounting firm not far from here, based on the business cards in his pocket, and he has the penthouse in this building so he isn’t hurting for cash, money. Guess that waiting list just got a bit shorter.”
Raven nodded and moved to the driver’s side of the vehicle where Mr. King’s earthly remains still rested. “Any idea how long he’s been down here?”
“Quite a while would be my guess,” Levac said. “The attendant who found him said no one usually parks down here and they only come down every couple weeks to check for vagrants. It’s a popular campsite for the homeless this time of year.”
“So at least two weeks. You would think someone would have missed him before now.” Raven bent to look inside the car.
Nathan King hadn’t died easily or in a good way. He was still seated behind the wheel of the car, both hands hanging at his side. His corpse was well dressed in a very expensive Brooks Brothers suit matched with a silk tie and shirt, both of which were now stiff with dried blood. Though the body had been there for some time, the cool of the garage and the almost airtight car had kept the corpse from decomposing. As it was, the victim looked almost alive.
“Did you call the coroner?” Raven slipped her hands into a pair of nitrile gloves from her kit.
Levac nodded and moved to the side where he could see what Raven was doing. “Yeah, they're stuck in traffic, but they ought to be here soon; there’s some kind of party going on that has traffic backed up downtown. A bunch of nuts in zombie costumes.”
Raven frowned and continued her examination of the car, making note of the high velocity blood spatter all over the dashboard and windshield, the skin and blood under King’s fingernails, and the cracked center console covered in the victim’s blood.
Using two fingers, Raven pulled apart the victim’s shirt and it made
a tearing sound like separating Velcro. Beneath was a ragged hole revealing the victim's ruptured stomach, torn left lung and cracked ribs.
“Well,” she said, “I think we can definitely rule out natural causes.”

“Why’s
that?” asked Levac, unable to see around Raven.
“Because nothing natural rips your stomach open like this,” she replied in a soft voice.
An hour later, Raven sat on a sheet of plastic behind the wheel of the BMW. Dr. Zhu had arrived from the coroner’s office and taken the body away with the promise of a report in her inbox by midnight, and Levac had gone to start a profile on the victim, leaving Raven alone with the car until the crime scene technicians showed up to process it for trace evidence.
Raven knew they would find little of interest in the car itself. Whatever had made the gaping hole in King’s stomach, it hadn’t been left behind with his corpse.
With a casual grace, Raven ran her fingers over the steering wheel, then over the center console, feeling the hardened and dried blood spatter through her gloves.
After a moment she closed her eyes and let her other senses talk to her. By the smell of the blood, she knew King had been blood type AB+; he had been of Finnish or Austrian ancestry and he struggled with too much copper in his system. From the other smells in the car, she knew he had worn knockoff cologne that smelled a little like Polo, smoked cinnamon flavored cigars, and had probably had sex the night he died. The sweet scent of coitus still lingered in the car; a smell usually associated with the back seat of a teenager's car, not an upper class BMW. She suspected there was a condom somewhere under the seat, but she had no interest in looking for it. She would let the crime scene technicians have the pleasure.
Sensing nothing else, Raven opened her eyes again. She rifled through the glove box and center console, but found nothing but a half-used box of cherry flavored glow-in-the-dark prophylactics and the car’s registration, which reflected the information she already knew.
Her cursory search of the car’s contents concluded, Raven twisted the ignition key, turning on the power and activating the car’s navigation system. Using the control wheel between the seats, Raven scrolled through the last locations, confirming that the car had last been used about two weeks previously on a Friday night, and the victim had gone to an address in Evanston sometime before he'd been killed. Raven made a note of the address and was just turning the ignition off when Levac returned with the crime scene technicians they had been waiting for.
“Find anything interesting?” he asked around a mouthful of cheeseburger.
“Maybe,” Raven said. “Come on, we’ll let the techs do their thing and take a look in King’s apartment.”
“Absolutely, absolutely.” Cheese, mustard and pickles spilled from Levac's lips. “I’ll follow you anywhere…you know, ’cause you’re the boss.”
Raven ignored the comment and led the way to the elevator that would take them to the lobby of the apartment building and to the private elevators that led to the penthouse and suites. Raven hoped the ride would be quick…Levac’s cheeseburger was making her hungry and she hadn’t eaten since lunch.
 
III
 
It was a fifteen-minute wait for the building manager (who had to be dragged away from a game show rerun) to unlock the door, which showed no signs of forced entry. Slowly and with as much theatrics
as the man could muster, the door was opened to reveal an apartment as lavish and expensive as the X6. A short hallway led into a large living room complete with central fireplace and a built-in cream leather sofa. Plush, blue carpeting covered the floor, and the walls had been decorated with heavy, cherry wood paneling that gave the room a homey, rustic look that would be pleasant to come home to after a long day. Beyond this was a large eat-in kitchen packed with the latest technology and restaurant-quality appliances, while to the right a short hallway led to the back of the apartment. Levac moved toward the kitchen as if magnetically attracted to the high-end appliances, and Raven stepped down into the living room. The wide coffee table was covered with stacked copies of Smart Money, Financial Times, Bloomberg Magazine, and Knights of the Dinner Table. She flipped through the top copies, noting they didn’t appear to have even been read, though the address stickers confirmed they had been mailed directly to the victim.
She recognized a scent carried through the room and her sensitive nose drew her to the fireplace. The steel grate was covered with several inches of ashes, soft and almost perfectly shaped. Again using her two-finger search technique, Raven sifted through the ashes, finding two partially burned, handwritten notes. Each was signed with “I love you” and a stylized capital V. Raven guessed from the calligraphy that the letters had been written by a female. She looked at each, but was unable to make out more than a few words; from what she could read, it was clear someone wanted to meet with King at the ‘usual place’ and it was urgent.
Raven placed the notes on the edge of the fireplace for crime scene to process and moved on. Levac, who had been rifling through the refrigerator, stopped her.
“Found something!” He held up an oblong package.
“Your next meal?” Raven’s voice dripped with derision. “I think you left some cheeseburger in my hair.”
He frowned and wiped his chin. “Sarcasm is unbecoming of you, Storm. It’s something even more interesting than dinner; come check this out!” He held a package wrapped in aluminum foil and covered with a thin layer of ice that was already melting on his slacks. The edge he had cracked open revealed four inch-thick stacks of twenty-dollar bills, all neatly wrapped.
“There are three more bricks in there,” Levac said. “It looks like maybe ten grand in twenties and fifties; literally cold hard cash.”
“I guess that’s
one way to hide your assets,” Raven said. “But why?”
Levac set the brick on the counter. “Maybe he was afraid of another crash. He was an accountant, after all.”
“Maybe,” Raven said, unconvinced. “Anything else?”
Levac shook his head and waved at the fridge. “Just a lot of ginger ale, stale bread, and Saltine crackers,” he said. “Nothing good. What about you?”
Raven shrugged. “Some burned notes and unread magazines. Come on, let’s check the bedrooms.”
The master bedroom had been decorated in late 70s sleaze, meaning Levac would feel right at home. A huge, round bed covered by a black comforter and matched with red pillows dominated the middle of the room. Two of the walls and the ceiling were covered in mirrors; the third wall was painted the color of heart’s blood while the fourth was a wide sliding glass door that opened onto a large balcony complete with hot tub and secluded view of the city.
Levac smiled and admired the décor. “Okay, this is just awesome! I wonder if the victim ever made porn in here.”
Raven folded her arms and favored Levac with a glare. “Are you serious? I feel like I need a shower just standing here. This room is all yours; I’ll check the other rooms. Just… keep off the bed."
“Aw, come on, it isn’t that bad,” Levac said. “The bed looks amazingly comfortable.”
Shaking her head, Raven turned and left the room, moving across the hall and into what was obviously the guest bedroom; the set dressers from a 70s porno hadn’t had a crack at it. Judging by the empty feeling in the room and the lack of anything but a faint masculine scent, Raven was certain she would find nothing of interest in there.
Wanting to be thorough, however, she completed a search of the room that turned up nothing but some old comic books stashed in the closet and some Dungeons and Dragons manuals in the desk, an odd thing for an up-and-coming accountant to have hidden away. Raven thumbed through them out of curiosity and then put them back.
Next she moved into the large bathroom that, in some ways, matched the master bedroom. Between the sinks was a row of medicines including antacids, anti-nausea pills, and everyone’s favorite pink bottle, Pepto.
Raven made a mental note of the items on the counter, then knelt and searched through the cabinets below. Her nose crinkled at the sight of the assortment of prophylactics and lubricants she found in two of the drawers, and she left them alone. If there was any evidence on them, the scene techs would find it and send it over.
In the bottom drawer she found a woman’s makeup kit filled with professional-grade cosmetics and a few choice perfumes. Raven recognized names such as Smashbox, Mac, and Bobbi Brown, most of which would have cost her a week’s salary. Behind the case was a small box of tampons and pads; Raven assumed King’s lady friend had left everything behind. It was a good bet she was the same woman who had sent the notes asking to meet with him.
Raven opened one of the more used lipsticks and sniffed at the contents, trying to memorize the scent. It was a trick she had used before to help identify and track a person she didn’t know. When she thought she had the scent, she returned the tube to the case and put everything back where she had found it.
She returned to the master bedroom to find Levac sitting on the edge of the bed, listening to King’s voicemail. He looked up when Raven entered and waved her over.
“You should hear these,” he said. “It sounds like King’s been missing from work for quite some time. There are a lot of messages from some guy named Drake Anderson of Anderson, Richards and Symone, the firm the vic worked for.”
Raven smiled. “That could help us confirm when the victim was killed. When did this Anderson guy first call?”
Levac consulted his crumpled notebook. “Monday, about two weeks ago, around noon. King didn’t report in and Anderson was wondering if he was okay and would be in later in the afternoon."
“That fits what I found in the car’s navigation system,” Raven said. “It looks like he may have died just a short time after returning that Friday night.”
Levac tucked his notebook into one of his copious pockets. “Returned from where?”
“It looks like the last place he went to before he died was an address in Evanston,” Raven replied. “Maybe we should head out there and have a look around.”
“I’m all for a road trip, but in the middle of the night? You think we will find anything?” Levac asked.
Raven laughed and moved to look out the window at the full moon. “No," she said at last. “We probably wouldn’t find any witnesses by the time we could get there. They’d all be sleeping, and drowsy people rarely make good witnesses. Besides, I have an appointment I have to keep.”
“Right…” Levac said, trailing off as his phone started ringing. After a quick search through his pockets to find his battered Nokia, he answered, listened for a moment, and then closed the phone. “Finkel wants to see us in the garage. His lab boys found something in the car they want us to see.”
Knowing that Finkel wouldn't call unless he had found something interesting, they returned to the garage where the crime scene technicians were still working in earnest on King’s X6. Ryan Finkel, easily identified by his shock of white hair and hunched posture, was hovering over something on a white sheet. He was taking photographs and jotting things on the notebook he wore strapped to his thigh. Raven and Levac moved to stand next to him to see what had him so fascinated.
Lying on the sheet were six polished bone fragments, an assortment of dried herbs, a dried chicken foot, a lock of brown hair, a piece of leather, a six-sided die, a polished silver dollar, a small wax figure, and a leather pouch.
Levac fished in one of his spacious pockets for a chocolate bar. “Whatcha got?"
“I am uncertain,” Finkel replied in a formal tone. “I believe it was what is referred to as a gris-gris bag. We found it under the driver’s seat of the victim’s car.”
“A gris-gris bag?” Levac asked. “What’s that?”
“It’s a voodoo talisman,” Raven replied. “They’re used for a variety of reasons, ranging from medicinal to protective. This one looks pretty involved.”
“So what’s it doing in King’s car?” Levac asked.
Dr. Finkel straightened and looked down his nose at Levac. “That, my dear detective, is your job. I find the clues, you piece them together. Let us keep our partnership that way."
Raven squatted to examine the items more closely. She suspected the hair was King’s, which tied the talisman to him, as did the waxen figure. The other items puzzled her, but there often wasn’t a linear logic to the contents of a gris-gris; the spell only had to make sense to the person using it and the houngan who put the magic together.
“Can I get an analysis of the bone and herbs as quickly as possible?” she asked. “It might help us figure out what this thing was for.”
Finkel laughed and tapped his notebook. “I knew you would want it and already put it on the list. It will be a first priority when we get everything back to the lab."
“Thanks, Ryan,” Raven said. “Did you find anything else of interest in the car?”
Finkel shook his head and turned to look back at the vehicle. “Not really. We lifted a couple partials from the door handle, but they probably belong to the victim. Lots of high-speed blood spatter inside, no sign of gunshot residue…it is like he pulled into the garage and his stomach tore open.”
Levac nodded, still staring at the contents of the gris-gris bag. “You know, Storm,” he said after a moment, “they’re right.”
Raven looked puzzled. “Who’s
right? About what?”
“The rest of the squad,” he replied. “They were telling me you get all the weird ones. They’re absolutely right.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Old Town, Chicago’s Vampire neutral zone, glowed beneath the full moon sitting high in the cloudless night. The large section of the city included more than half of Chicago's Victorian era buildings, as well as St. Michael’s church and businesses catering to Chicago’s hidden denizens. Vampires, lycans, and wizards found both solace and companionship in the old buildings with their gape-mouthed gargoyles and mist-filled alleyways. Humans found a strange and inexplicable excitement, never knowing they were rubbing shoulders with monsters.
It was after midnight when Raven parked her Shelby in front of Marie’s Curiosities, a small Victorian-style storefront with a good view of the courtyard and the distant skyscrapers. Like many of the businesses in Old Town, Marie’s was open all night and closed shortly before dawn. A bell over the door rang when she entered, disturbing a large crow perched on a brass ring in the corner. The bird screeched and bobbed its head, but didn't move from its resting place, its red eyes focusing angrily on the intruder.
Raven ignored the bird; she had been there before and knew it was noisy, but harmless. She made her way through the rows of homeopathic remedies, jars of dried herbs and flowers, and the odd bubbling things in jars to the counter at the back of the store, where Marie, the Mambo for the city, could be found. As always, Marie slipped into the store through a beaded curtain just as Raven reached the counter. The large black woman was wearing a bright orange and white dress that stretched from her neck to her feet and, as Raven knew, covered the scars and tattoos the woman had acquired in her youth. Raven thought the dress made her look like an unlit Jack O’Lantern.
“Good evening, Fürstin Ravenel,” Marie said, her voice musical and thick with her Creole heritage. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”
Raven smiled. "Hello, Marie. It’s a pleasure to see you as well. Business is good?”
The older woman waggled a hand and shrugged. “Business is business. I am here, the store is here, what else matters? Is there something I can do for you this evening?”
Raven pulled a photo of King from her purse and laid it on the counter. “I need to know if you made a gris-gris bag for this man, perhaps a month or so ago.”
Marie turned the photo and seemed to examine it carefully before pushing it back towards Raven. “He looks beyond my help,” she said. “I didn’t make any magic for him, of that I am certain. Tell me, what does this gris-gris bag do?”
Raven shrugged and slipped the photo back in her purse. “I’m not exactly sure. But it was a strong talisman containing thirteen elements. I’ll know more about the contents once the tests are done.”
“Thirteen?” Marie asked. “That is an unusual number. Most strange. Are you certain it was thirteen?”
“Pretty sure,” Raven said. “I counted them myself. Does it matter?”
“I don't know,” Marie replied, “but I will look into it for you. It is
the least I can do for a childe of Valentina.”
“Thank you, Marie,” Raven said with a small bow. “I’ll contact you in a few days.”
Marie nodded and ducked back through the curtain to attend to her work. Raven watched her for a moment before leaving, wondering who else in the city could make such a potent gris-gris, and if Marie was protecting someone.
She slipped behind the wheel of the Shelby, glancing at the clock as she buckled her seatbelt.
She groaned at the time displayed. “Shit, I’m late!"
With an expert hand, she raced the Shelby Mustang through the city’s almost-deserted streets, her police training the only thing keeping her from spreading the car all over the landscape. In record time she reached the immense estate her family had owned for nearly three hundred years and pulled into the underground garage that housed dozens of vintage cars, including her father’s 1955 Chevrolet Bellaire, without even a glance at the sprawling Gothic-style mansion.
Raven didn’t bother to change into more appropriate attire, deciding that putting an appearance in as the youngest Fürstin and only dhampyr in the family was more important than the yards of leather and lace tradition called for. She entered the hall her mother referred to as the sitting room and everyone else called the “throne room” to find that Court was all but over. Her mother, a petite, pale-skinned woman with black hair that brushed the floor and green eyes that glowed with an inner light, was seated on her throne at the head of the room. She glanced at Raven when she entered and frowned before continuing her conversation with a vampire
Raven didn’t recognize. Valentina looked calm and collected even in a gown that required the sacrifice of at least three good-sized cows and a few hundred yards of lace. In all her finery and petticoats, Raven thought she looked like a beautiful Zeppelin on final approach.
Sitting on either side of her mother were Raven’s five sisters and two brothers, each dressed as befitted their station as the children of the Mistress of the City. In other words, almost identical to their mother in yards of black lace and leather so tight it left little to the imagination, though almost every inch of their flesh was covered.
Ignoring protocol, Raven walked behind the small gathering to take the empty seat next to her sister, Pandora. Of all her siblings, Pandora, with her cloud of white hair, piercing blue eyes and translucent skin was the only one Raven was close to, and the elder woman gave Raven a small smile of welcome. Raven smiled back and then turned her attention to the proceedings, which she was certain not to care about. She had little interest in vampire society.
Valentina Tempeste-Strohm, Mistress of the City and de facto leader of the city’s supernatural population, concluded her conversation with the newcomer and arched an eyebrow at her youngest child.
“Good of you to join us, my daughter,” she said, “though your attire leaves something to be desired. Next time, I expect you to arrive garbed as befits your station in this house.”
Raven bowed her head and replied, “Yes, Mother, my apologies. I was detained by work.”
Valentina smiled and returned her attention to the handsome vampire before her. “My youngest childe, Ravenel Tempeste, Monsieur Du Guerre,” she said. “She enjoys active participation in the affairs of mortals. Perhaps you could wean her of such a nasty habit?”
The tall vampire turned and Raven got her first real look at him.
He’s gorgeous! She gazed at his perfect face, piercing green eyes, and mane of golden hair. He was dressed in a custom-made grey suit paired with a light green shirt that was open to reveal his wide, muscular chest. He smiled at Raven, revealing twin rows of perfect white teeth, and butterflies danced in her belly.
“Perhaps I can,” he said in a voice that sounded like honey. “I would be pleased if she would join me at my new club…once it opens, of course.”
“I am certain she would be glad to join you for an evening,” Valentina said before Raven could respond. “My attendants will provide you with her contact information so you may arrange the perfect date.”
Du Guerre bowed low to Raven and took her hand in his. He pressed his lips to the tender flesh while she stared at him, still nonplussed by his beauty.
“You are truly a delight to behold, Ravenel,” he said in the formal tones of the Court. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Your mother has told me much about you, though not enough to pierce the veil of mystery surrounding you.”
Raven blinked twice, her eyelids feeling heavy. “The pleasure is mine, Monsieur Du Guerre. Please, call me Raven. All my friends do.”
“Raven, then,” Du Guerre said, releasing her hand. “And you may call me Francois. I look forward to spending more time with you. As time allows, of course.”
She watched the beautiful vampire bow to her mother and then take a seat at one of the empty tables arranged for Court guests. Though she found it difficult, she dragged her eyes away from him and returned her attention to the proceedings, which as usual revolved around hunting rights, taxes paid to the Mistress, and general complaints regarding Valentina’s tolerance of lycans and wizards within the city.
After what seemed like an eternity, Court drew to a close. Most of the upper crust of vampire society had filed out to enjoy a repast of willing donors in the next room before Francois Du Guerre stood and approached Raven, who was standing near the foyer watching everyone leave. He laid a hand on Raven’s shoulder and smiled down at her.
“Your mother believes we would make a fair couple,” he said in a hushed tone. “The start of a powerful vampire clan.”
Raven half turned and looked up, again impressed by his breathtaking beauty. He looked the way good dark chocolate tasted: mysterious and delicious with a hint of more to come.
“My mother thinks many things,” she said in the same hushed voice. “I’ll make my own decisions on whom I date and whom I share my bed with.”
Du Guerre’s smile widened and he inclined his head in deference. “Of course, Miss Raven,” he said. “I meant no disrespect. I look forward to the chance to win both. Good evening to you.”
Raven watched him leave, her eyes on his behind, which was defined rather than hidden by the cut of his suit. Her brothers and sisters followed him, and Raven waited patiently, leaning against the wall. When only Valentina remained, the two embraced lovingly.
“Sorry I was late, Mother.” Raven ended the embrace. “There’s a new case I’m working on and they saddled me with Levac.”
“Is that the little nebbish who eats cheeseburgers all the time?” Valentina walked slowly towards the doors "Codumbo or something, they call him?"
Raven laughed. “Yes, him. He’s my partner on this one, which makes things more difficult. He always smells like food.”
“Of course,” Valentina said. “I do understand your situation, Ravenel, but I cannot make exceptions, even for my cherished daughter. Next time, I expect you to come in an appropriate dress as befits your title. Please remember you are Fürstin to the Mistress of the City, not just some simpering kindred. You are my right hand and need to look the part.”
Raven grimaced. “Yes, Mother.” She hated the protocols of being her mother’s chosen one, having to be her mother's bodyguard, second-in-command and confidant all in one just because she had mistress-level abilities and could walk in daylight. Most dhampyrs didn't have half her strength, but even so, there were others who would have enjoyed the position. “Now tell me about this Du Guerre guy. He seems to think you want us attached at the hip.”
Valentina smiled at her youngest child and cuddled her close. “He's a new member of the Court, my love. He emigrated from France and was seeking permission to open a night club within our lands. He comes from a good, ancient family and is very well bred. I thought perhaps the two of you would hit it off. I do so worry about you. You’re the only childe in the family who doesn’t have a steady partner.”
“He is gorgeous,” Raven said. “But you know I enjoy the single life. What I do is too dangerous to get close to anyone. The last thing I want is someone I love getting the call that I took a bullet to the brainpan or a fall off a balcony.”
“That’s the beauty of dating one of us, my child,” Valentina said as they reached her chambers. “We are very hard to kill and able to come to your aid should it be necessary. You should give him the opportunity to open your heart and show you what you’re missing.”
Raven laughed and embraced her mother again. “I’ll give him a chance, Mother, but no promises.”
"That is all I ask, Ravenel,” Valentina said. “Now, I need to get out of this dress and into a bath before I melt. Dominique is waiting for me; she so loves to rub my feet.”
“Good night then, Mother.” Raven smiled. “Enjoy your…bath.”
Valentina winked at her daughter and passed into her room. Raven’s glimpse of the beautiful Dominique pouring bubble bath into the tub was cut off as her mother politely closed the door. With a grin, she turned to continue her climb up the stairs to her own quarters.
Raven’s room, a spacious apartment located on the third floor of the sprawling mansion, was decorated in a hodgepodge of modern and gothic. The antique bed, side table, and vanity had been given to her by her maternal grandmother and dated back to sixteenth-century Germany. All were made of heavy, dark wood stained almost black by the passage of centuries. The light grey carpet and matching curtains combined with framed 1940s movie posters to soften the darkness of the furniture.
Raven
disrobed and slipped into a thermal nightgown before sitting at her vanity to remove her makeup. She checked that the bruises on her forehead and around her neck were nearly healed, then brushed out her long hair. After a few moments, her eyes fell on the small-framed photo of her and her father in front of the old sixth district. He had been a stern man, but always gentle with his daughter, regardless of the day’s events. His death had been the reason Raven had joined the police force rather than living out her life as her mother’s bodyguard and fetch-all.
Raven ran her thumb over the photo, admiring his full beard, pipe and impeccable uniform, a sad smile on her face. After a moment, she put the photo down and whispered, “I miss you, Daddy,” before blowing out the candles and climbing into bed.
 
II
 
The following morning found Raven and Levac cruising out to the address in Evanston. Behind the wheel, Raven smiled at the charm bracelet that hung from her wrist, a gift she had found outside her door this morning with a short note that read, ‘With love, Francois.’ She couldn’t help but think the single rose-shaped charm was sweet, and she glanced at it as she drove. Perhaps Monsieur Du Guerre would work out after all.
Levac, on the other hand, was wearing the same rumpled suit from the night before, albeit with a new ketchup stain on his tie. He was chewing on his breakfast as he read from the autopsy report.
“Hey, listen to this,” he said with a smack of his lips. “The angle of the damage to the stomach and lung indicates an outward thrust, as if the victim's stomach really did explode from the inside out.”
“Inside out?” Raven asked. “That can’t be right. I thought Finkel was just joking; how does someone explode from the inside out?”
“Zhu didn’t know. There wasn’t much left to get evidence from,” Levac replied. “He sent out some tissue samples for chemical analysis; we should have the results in a few days. The techs also found pieces of gelatin imbedded in King’s stomach and intestine.”
“Probably one of those nausea pills we found in his bathroom,” Raven said. “Anything else?”
Levac took another bite of the breakfast sandwich he had been holding in his left hand. “Yeah…yeah, here it is; the blood and skin under his fingernails was his own and he had a wound on his hand that matched the crack in his center console.”
Raven clenched the steering wheel in annoyance and frowned. She had hoped the mess under his nails would have DNA from a potential suspect, a sort of smoking gun. The fact it was his own just made King’s death more of a puzzle.
“I hate puzzles,” she groused. “I hate them.”
Levac shrugged and tossed his empty sandwich wrapper out the window, and Raven reached over and grabbed his tie with one hand.
“You do that again,” she growled, pulling the thin silk, “and I'll tighten this thing until your head pops off!”
“It was just a sandwich wrapper!” Levac choked.
“And there are garbage cans for that; it doesn’t belong on the side of the road!” Raven replied. “Clear?”
“Yeah, yeah!” Levac replied, gasping.
Suppressing her vampiric bloodlust, Raven let go of his tie, watching out of the corner of her eye as Levac loosened it and rubbed his bruised throat.
“Jeezum Crow, Storm! I knew you were a freak, but didn’t think you’d kill a guy over a piece of paper!” he moaned.
“Watch what I do if you spill that coffee in this car,” Raven replied. “No one will ever find what’s left of your body.”
Levac smiled uncertainly, hoping Raven was kidding. Her expression didn’t reassure him.
 
III
 
Evanston, one of Chicago’s most affluent suburbs, lay ten miles to the north of the city's center. With its profusion of churches and churchyards, the town was often referred to as the ‘City of Churches’ or ‘Heavenston’. Due to this, it had long been a haven for werewolves seeking to avoid the city’s vampire leaders as well as other preternatural creatures with a religious bent. True vampires and their ilk could not step on holy ground without permission, which made holy ground an ideal hiding spot.
After a brief drive through the downtown area, the detectives arrived at the address Raven had found in King’s navigation system. Raven guided the Shelby past at a crawl, both police officers gazing out at the small house. It turned out to be a small, two-story bungalow not far from the old lighthouse on the Point. Though a newer white Honda was parked in the driveway, there was no indication that anyone was home.
After driving past the house twice, Raven pulled into the driveway and parked behind the Honda. She paused to write down the car’s registration number, then led the way up the short paving stone walkway to the front.
Raven rang the bell and waited for any response, rocking one heel back and forth and watching the road. There was an old Ford pickup down the street that, for some reason, seemed out of place. Something about it made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.
When no one came to the door after several minutes, Raven glanced again at the truck and then pulled a slim wallet of lock picks from her purse and set to work on the door.
“What are you doing?” Levac thumbed through the mail he had retrieved from the nearby mailbox.
“The same thing you are,” Raven replied. “Breaking the law. Find anything good in the mail?”
“Not really.” Levac stuffed everything but a lingerie catalog back in the box. “Just about all of it is addressed to King except the catalog, which is addressed to someone named Vicki. I think he rented this place as a love nest or something.”
The doorknob clicked and Raven put her picks away before edging the door open with her toe.
The smell of death hit her like a hammer. She covered her mouth and stifled a gag, her eyes watering. Behind her, Levac put his hand over his nose and asked, “Hey, did you fart?”
“Classy, Levac.” Raven drew her Automag pistol. “A lady never tells, but my guess is we have a dead guy in the house.”
“Another one? Does this happen to you a lot?” Levac asked in surprise.
“All the time,” Raven replied. “There’s never just one.”
“Lucky you.” Levac pulled his own service revolver.
Raven led the way down a short hallway, past an empty half bath and into the bungalow’s living area. This one was far more tasteful that King’s Penthouse in Chicago. Light-colored wicker furniture with tasteful white cushions filled the room, a large sheepskin rug covered the floor, and seascape paintings in driftwood frames adorned the walls. If it had not smelled of decay, Raven would have found it airy and homey. As it was, the smell smothered everything in the shadow of death.
Next to the living room was an eat-in kitchen with modest, stainless-steel appliances contrasting with white countertops. A woman’s purse lay on the counter, the contents spilling out in disarray as if it had been dropped in a hurry.
Opposite the kitchen was a staircase. Raven took the stairs one at a time, her back pressed against the wall. Levac, so close she could smell the chocolate bar in his pocket, followed her, one hand still over his nose.
At the top was the door to the bungalow’s single bedroom, the door ajar. From within came the loud buzzing of flies and the lingering charnel-house smell the detectives had been following. As with the rest of the bungalow, this room looked like it had been chosen straight out of a Pottery Barn catalog. An antique bed covered in faux mosquito netting dominated the room. An old writing desk made of some light-colored wood was pressed into the corner of the small room and a vanity had been placed beneath a window that overlooked the sea.
Raven entered, checking behind the door out of habit, but knowing she wouldn’t find anyone. Though it was clear someone had died in the house and been left for some time, the body was now gone, leaving behind a bloodstained comforter and a few dozen flies.
 
IV
 
It was three hours later. The local police had come and gone, doing little but opening all the windows, taking statements from the two detectives and, at Raven’s insistence, taking the bedspread for the state lab to process for evidence. The young detective was now going through the purse that had been on the counter, examining each item and placing it in front of her while Levac rifled through the bedroom closet and master bathroom upstairs.
The purse contained all of the usual suspects: three different shades of lipstick, a small stash of emergency cosmetics and toiletries, a pill case that contained pain reliever, cold medicine, and antacids and a large, expensive wallet thick with credit cards, identification, and a wad of folded cash held with a hair scrunchy.
Raven laid the cash on the table in front of her and fanned the bills, which totaled nearly one thousand dollars in twenties and fifties, folded as if they had been ironed. She studied the bills for a moment and felt certain they had come from the foil-wrapped packages in King’s freezer. On a hunch, she sniffed at the lipstick and confirmed her suspicion. The feminine scent on both tubes was identical.
She put everything but the wallet back in the purse and then emptied the wallet of its contents: two of every major credit cards, including three that were black, a keycard with no emblem or markings, a driver’s license declaring the owner of the wallet to be one Victoria Laveau and an employee identification card for Club Purgatory, a nightclub on the edge of Old Town that catered to preternaturals and humans alike. An unsavory vampire named Cornelius “Lius” Felix ran the place like his own personal brothel. He and Raven had exchanged words on a previous case and their dislike was mutual.
Raven slipped the keycard and employee identification in her pocket, then turned the driver’s license over to study the picture. The woman was cute, with black hair cut into a pageboy style and dark eyes. She looked like a modern Bettie Page. Knowing Lius,
he had paid for a ‘makeover’ for Victoria to get the look he wanted. As far as Raven was concerned, the man was one of the vilest creatures she had ever met.
She was putting the license back in the wallet when Levac returned from his search of the second floor.
“Find anything in the purse?” he asked, taking a seat next to her.
“The owner’s full name is Victoria Laveau,” Raven replied. “It looks like she works at Club Purgatory.”
“You think she was the one killed in the bedroom?” Levac asked.
Raven shrugged and spread her hands. “I’m not sure. My gut says yes, but without a body it’s kind of hard to determine. The blood could be from anyone. Did you find anything upstairs?”
Levac shook his head and started searching his pockets and fishing out a Hershey bar.
“Not really. There were some clothes in the closet that look like they belonged to our victim, a suitcase full of women’s apparel that belonged to our friend Victoria and a bunch of stomach medication in the bathroom. King must have had an ulcer the size of Texas or something.”
“That isn’t a lot of help,” Raven groused.
She gathered up the collection of keys she had found in Victoria’s purse, handed the designer bag to Levac, and walked towards the front door.
“We’re going home?” Levac held the purse as if it might explode.
“In a minute,” Raven replied. “I want to check that car outside. I’m sure it belongs to whoever was killed upstairs; maybe there will be something useful inside.”
Raven stepped out the door and pressed the unlock button on the key fob in her hand. Sure enough, the Honda unlocked and the lights flashed, indicating the car was open. She smiled humorlessly and began a search of the interior, which turned up nothing but a vehicle registration that confirmed the car belonged to Victoria and was registered to her downtown Chicago address and a parking pass for a garage not far from the registered address.
When her search was complete, Raven locked the Honda back up and joined Levac, who was leaning against the porch railing and watching something down the street. Raven followed his gaze; he was staring at the same pickup truck she had noted when they’d arrived.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“That old truck,” he replied. “It was there when we arrived and the driver is just sitting inside, chain-smoking.”
“Smoking? How can you tell from here?” Raven shaded her sensitive eyes against the sun.
“The pile of cigarettes on the street next to it and the cloud of smoke that comes out the window every now and then,” Levac answered.
Raven looked at Levac with a new sense of respect. He might be a slob, he might smell like the back room of a fast-food restaurant, but underneath the grime was a decent detective.
“Maybe we should go have a chat with him,” Raven said.
“Took the words out of my mouth, Storm,” Levac replied with a lopsided grin.
Stuffing the wrapper from his latest chocolate bar in his pocket, Levac led the way towards the truck. Raven used his bulk to conceal the fact that she had drawn her Automag, just in case. The pair was less than a dozen paces from the truck when the engine revved and the large Ford lurched towards them. Moving in a blur, Raven pulled Levac out of the way and leapt aside, falling mere inches from the truck’s path. She rolled flat on the pavement and fired a series of rounds into the back of the truck, the thirty-caliber bullets punching neat holes in the truck’s tailgate, but otherwise having no effect. She watched until the truck had vanished around the corner and frowned.
“Did you see the driver?” she asked Levac, who was staring after the truck.
“It was a guy, a big one, with too much hair and a leather jacket,” Levac replied. “Wisconsin plate, but I didn’t get the number.”
“Me either,” Raven said with disgust. “We can have Frost put out an APB for an F350 with bullet holes, but I doubt we’ll get lucky.”
She ejected the magazine from her pistol and replaced it with one from her jacket pocket before slipping the piece back into its holster.
“What is that thing?” Levac asked. “An antitank weapon?”
Raven smiled and helped the larger man to his feet. “It's an Automag III, made by AMT. My father left it to me. His note said I was never to leave home without it, and I never have. It fires the thirty-caliber carbine round, more power than a three-fifty-seven magnum with a little lighter recoil due to the heavy springs inside the slide. My brother Thad makes the cartridges for me.”
“Frost lets you carry that? What about public safety? If you miss you’re taking someone’s head off!”
Raven shrugged. “It’s never been a problem for Frost. I hit what I aim at and he knows it. Besides, I’d still carry it even if he didn’t want me to. I’ve seen nine mils bounce off a windshield and ricochet off targets. No way am I letting some thug get away because I didn’t have enough firepower. I’m not having that on my conscience.”
“Great,” muttered Levac, following Raven back to the Shelby. “My partner is Dirty Harriet.”
 
 
V
 
It was late afternoon before the two detectives arrived back at the station house. Raven dropped Levac off to file the day’s report and follow up with the lab on the contents of the gris-gris bag they had found, while she proceeded to Victoria’s apartment.
The high-rise condominiums were located a mere ten minutes’ walk from Old Town and Club Purgatory. Raven flashed her badge at the garage attendant and parked the Shelby in the spot reserved for Victoria. When she stepped out into the afternoon sun, she paused to gaze at the building ahead. Like many of the structures near Old Town, the building had been remodeled with an eye towards Modern Gothic, complete with gargoyles and false turrets. Raven
thought it looked hideous.
She arrived at the apartment a few minutes later and knocked politely on the door, feeling certain no one would answer. After a few moments of silence, she again made use of her lock picks, making short work of the expensive deadbolt and privacy pin. She entered and locked the door behind her.
The small entry foyer opened into a narrow galley kitchen, beyond which was a large living room with picture windows that offered a pristine view of the city. A sliding glass door led out to a spacious patio while another door opened into the apartment’s single bedroom and master bathroom.
Everything was tastefully—and expensively—decorated, from the leather sofa and plush Oriental rug to the Viking range and professional kitchen appliances. Raven was certain she had seen the sofa on Lifestyles of the Rich and Shameless once.
How does a cocktail waitress afford the rent for this place? she wondered. It has to cost more than I make in a month!
Curious, Raven entered the living room, pausing to flip through the selection of wedding and fashion magazines on the glass coffee table and take note of the light layer of dust that covered everything. Victoria hadn’t done any cleaning recently.
Seeing nothing else of interest, Raven
turned to the master bedroom, which matched the living room in elegance and expense. An antique-looking, king-sized bed dominated the room, dwarfed only by the series of closet doors that took up the room’s far wall. A door opposite the bed opened into the spacious master bathroom and a desk had been placed under the room’s single window.
Raven entered and looked around, inhaling the woman’s scent. The feminine aroma confirmed Victoria was the owner of the lipstick she had found in King’s bathroom, which also put her at the crime scene. The woman had worn a lot of candy-scented perfume and the fragrance permeated the apartment. Strangely, there was an undercurrent of a masculine scent, like Old Spice and leather. It was familiar, yet Raven couldn’t place it. Maybe it was something she had picked up in King’s apartment.
Continuing her search, Raven sat on the bed and rifled
through the items on the nightstand. She again found a copious amount of antacid tablets, as well as a variety of other stomach medications. She also found birth control pills in the bottom drawer. Based on the prescription date and the number of missing pills, Victoria had been taking them until around the time King was killed, which seemed to suggest she had vanished at around the same time as the victim. Raven frowned at the pills for a moment before putting them back where she had found them.
On the desk was a pad of the same type of paper she had found in King’s fireplace, along with a stack of candy-scented envelopes. Out of curiosity, Raven picked up a pencil and ran it over the pad in hopes of revealing the previous note. She was able to read little aside from a handful of words, but she was certain the handwriting was the same. King had received notes from Victoria and burned them, obviously with the intention that no one should see them. The question was, why?
“More and more puzzles,” Raven muttered. “Just once I’d
like an easy ‘I stabbed Neville for what he said about my sister!’ case instead of all the weird ones!”
With her preliminary examination of the room’s contents complete, she began a search of the closet. The first section contained casual clothing, including tee shirts and jeans, while the second was stuffed with business attire befitting an administrative assistant or other profession, somewhat out of place for a dancer at Club Purgatory.
The third and final section contained what could only be called club wear. Short skirts, cheeky shorts, tube tops and impossible-to-walk-in high heels, along with trashy lingerie in a variety of colors, filled the closet near to bursting, some of it still with the tags on.
In the bottom of the closet Raven found a storage box full of photographs, many of which were of King and Victoria at a variety of locations throughout the city, as well as the bungalow in Evanston and on the beach in what Raven believed to be Key West.
Raven took one of the better photos and slid it into her pocket for future reference and put everything else back where she had found it.
Her last stop was the master bathroom, which, like the rest of the apartment, was decorated with top-of-the-line fixtures, a large shower and a two-person sunken tub. Raven took a few hairs from a brush she found on the counter in hopes the lab would be able to match Victoria’s DNA to the blood found in Evanston and finished her search by going through the rest of the drawers.
 
VI
 
By the time she had completed a full sweep of the apartment, a dusky twilight lay like a blanket over the city and her stomach had begun to protest the lack of nourishment. Raven left the apartment again, locking the door behind her, and returned to her car. After a few moments’ consideration, she decided to grab dinner at Tarsi’s, an Italian restaurant not far from Club Purgatory. She was well known to the owners and would get a table with little fuss, even at this hour.
Tarsi’s, named after the owner Luigi Tarsi, was one of the most popular new restaurants in the city, famous for its homemade pasta and authentic sauces straight from the heart of Italy. Luigi himself spent most days in the kitchen hovering over his pots, stuffing sausages by hand or grinding out fresh pasta, which was part of the reason the restaurant was so popular. The food was truly to die for.
Raven drove to the restaurant with anticipation, her stomach grumbling the whole way. She parked on the street and slipped several coins into the nearby meter, making sure she had enough credit for a long dinner. While she was doing so, the skin on the back of her neck began to crawl and gooseflesh rose on her arms. She kept one hand on the meter and half turned to scan the street. Though there were several people wandering through Old Town, none appeared to be paying her any mind. She dismissed the feeling as the effects of hunger and walked the two blocks to Tarsi's.
When Raven entered the restaurant, she was surprised to find Francois Du Guerre talking with the concierge. He favored Raven with his beautiful smile and offered her his hand.
“Ravenel,” he said in a voice like steel wrapped in silk. “It is good to see you again. You are well, I trust?”
Raven smiled and accepted the offered hand. Du Guerre raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, his eyes sparkling. The sensation of his soft lips and faint stubble on her hand made her heart skip a beat.
Heat rose in Raven's face and she fought not to blink under the vampire's gaze. “Yes. Another murder. It’s been an interesting afternoon, to say the least."
“I heard you are working on a new case.” Du Guerre’s smile widened. “Would you like to share what details you can over dinner? My treat, of course.”
Surprised, Raven replied, “I’d love to join you, but I can’t disclose many details about the case. Maybe we can discuss something else? Your new club or something?”
Du Guerre smiled and released Raven’s hand, gesturing instead for the concierge to find them a table. “I understand. Client/patient privilege and all that type of thing. Such a quaint notion the sheep have. I would still like to share dinner with you, if you will join me.”
“Well, I’m not a doctor, but the idea is similar,” Raven said. “I can’t share the details of my case because it hasn’t been solved yet and no suspects have been brought to trial. Anything I disclose could potentially sway a jury in the future. But it would be my pleasure to join you for dinner.”
Du Guerre nodded and offered his arm as the concierge returned to guide them to their table.
During the meal, Raven found herself fascinated by a vampire who could actually ingest solid food. Usually, she was the only one in the family who could enjoy fried ravioli, and it was a refreshing change to share a meal that didn’t include human plasma served in a wine glass.
When the gelato arrived, Raven was finally brave enough to ask about it.
“It took some doing,” was Du Guerre’s reply. “I am not of pure blood. When I was Embraced by my sire, I refused to give up some of the pleasures of my human life. One of those pleasures was food. I started with very rare meat and moved up from there, in much the same way humans may build a tolerance for poisons.”
Idly running a nail along the back of Du Guerre’s hand, Raven smiled. “And now you can enjoy lasagna and fried ravioli without being ill.”
Du Guerre returned the smile and nodded. “But not as much as your company. Will you join me for a drink? Or perhaps a walk? It is a beautiful night.”
“I’d love to, Francois,” Raven said. “Really, I would. But I’m still working on my case and need to stop in at Club Purgatory to ask some questions before I turn in.”
Du Guerre frowned and set his wine glass aside. “I have not heard
anything good about that establishment. It sounds very dangerous, even for one of your talents. Would you allow me to escort you?”
Raven smiled softly, somewhat surprised at herself. Ordinarily the suggestion that she needed a male escort annoyed her to no end and had, on two occasions, caused her to punch the offending male in the face. Francois’ gentle request, however made her feel warm, like she had just enjoyed a cup of hot chocolate with a spritz of whipped cream.
“No, thank you,” she said with a trace of reluctance. “It’s
police business and I can handle myself. I shouldn’t get a civilian involved in a possibly dangerous situation.”
Francois nodded again. “As you wish, Ravenel. May I borrow your phone for a moment, then?”
Raven shrugged and passed over her iPhone, watching as he entered his phone number and address into the registry.
“I am now no more than a phone call away,” he said, handing the phone back.
“Please, feel free to call me, Ravenel. For anything.”
The way Du Guerre said ‘anything’ made the molten feeling in Raven’s belly spread lower. She had never heard anyone put so much meaning into such a simple word. “Thank you." Her nails still teased the back of his hand. “That means a lot to me, and I don’t take the gesture lightly.”
Du Guerre’s smile widened and he raised his hand to take Raven’s, his fingers closing
over hers. Raven watched him for a moment before pulling her hand back
and gathering her purse.
“I'd better run,” she said, feeling flustered. “This case isn’t going to solve itself. Thank you again for dinner…and everything.”
“You are quite welcome, Ravenel,” Du Guerre replied. “I love spending time with you and look forward to enjoying your company again soon.”
The heat in Raven’s face grew hotter, and she felt angry at her reaction to the gorgeous vampire. Yes, he was beautiful, yes, he made her feel as if she were
bathing in molten chocolate, but he was still just a man…and a vampire at that! She had avoided a relationship with full vampires on purpose and was uncomfortable that she was considering one now.
“It was delicious,” she said, forcing her hormones under control. “And please, call me Raven. Like I said, all my friends do.”
“Which is exactly why I call you by your given name,” Du Guerre replied, watching Raven leave, his eyes glowing in the gloom of the restaurant. “I want to be more than your friend.”
Raven looked over her shoulder and smiled at Francois, then continued toward the exit.
 
VII
 
Forgoing her car in favor of enjoying the cool night air, Raven walked the eight blocks to Club Purgatory, her heels ringing on the sidewalk. Her mind was filled with visions of the man with whom she had just shared dinner and she was having trouble shaking them. All she could think about was his beautiful smile, his amazing eyes and his masculine smell.
The evening air and the walk did some of the work of a nice cold shower, and by the time she could hear the dull thud of dance music echoing from the dance club, she was feeling much more herself. She paused when she was less than a block away and looked up at the gaudy red neon sign that read “Club Purgatory”. The sign had been intentionally designed to sputter and flicker as if it were old and broken, and it showered the people in line with warm, but harmless sparks. Those unfamiliar with the club and the sign watched it with a mixture of fear and amusement, unsure if it was going to fall on them at any moment.
The rest of the building looked like an old meatpacking warehouse, which is what it had been in the not-too-distant past. There were no windows on ground level and the main entrance was a sliding door that padlocked from the outside with something Houdini might have used in one of his acts. Every time she went there, Raven felt as if she needed a bath afterwards...in very strong lye.
Ignoring the people waiting in line to get in, Raven walked straight to the door. The bouncer on duty, a vampire fledgling she didn’t recognize, held out his hand and made to stop her. In no mood to deal with undead politics or stand in line, Raven grabbed his arm and slammed him into the wall, dragging his arm behind him in a hammerlock. She leaned in close to one malformed ear
and whispered, “Hi, I'm Fürstin Ravenel, the Mistress’s daughter and chosen one. You’re not. If you want to live through the night, nod and open the door for me.”
The vampire’s eyes bulged and a mixture of hate and fear rose in his eyes. He nodded once and Raven let go of him. The vampire gave a small bow and pulled the door open, allowing Raven to enter.
She disregarded the bow, knowing to thank the vampire would be seen as a sign of weakness, and passed through the door and the thick, plastic curtain beyond to enter the club. The entry lobby consisted of a short hallway that contained the club's restrooms and emptied into a coat and weapon check that was being overseen by another vampire, this one only slightly older than the bouncer.
Raven simply nodded at her and continued into the club proper. No way was she going in unarmed and it was unlikely her pistol showed under her clothes.
The dance floor of Club Purgatory was massive, covering more than half of the warehouse. Humans, vampires, lycans and less familiar preternaturals shared the floor with one another, most of the humans unaware they were, in many cases, less than inches away from predators they thought existed only in their nightmares. That was another reason Raven hated the club. Humans and preternaturals didn’t mix well, and innocents tended to go missing after a night of partying at Club Purgatory. Raven had worked a lot of missing person cases when she had been a rookie. When all the evidence had come in, she had been certain the person had either been eaten or Embraced at the club. It was a sore spot between her and her mother. Humans shouldn’t be turned without understanding everything they were giving up and they certainly shouldn’t be turned against their will, tradition be damned.
To either side of the dance floor were the boogie cages and poles, each bearing a nubile, half-dressed entertainer. The club employed a variety of male and female dancers to entertain guests, and they generally started the evening on the poles or in the cages before adjourning to the private rooms with a choice guest or two. What went on behind the closed doors was anyone’s guess. Raven was almost positive it was for bloodletting and blood-play, neither of which she approved of.
On the far side of the dance floor was the mosh pit and stage. A death metal band was doing a version of a Britney Spears tune and the pit was alive with dozens of bodies dancing, writhing, fighting and copulating, sometimes all at once. Purgatory was the only club in Old Town that required a signed waiver to enter their pit. It was also the only place where patrons could bet on the fights that frequently broke out between vampires and lycans during ‘preternatural only’ nights. Many fledglings had been ashed trying to make a name for themselves in the pit.
Seeing very few people she recognized, Raven headed for the bar, deciding it was as good a place as any to start. As cliché as it was, bartenders still had more dirt than just about anyone else because your average drunk was ready and willing to talk with the provider of liquid libation. Raven shoved her way between two inebriated gang members and placed a fifty-dollar bill on the teak bar-top.
The bartender, a tall woman with hot-pink dreadlocks and skin the color of midnight, ignored the bill and said, “What can I get you, Fürstin Ravenel?”
“A cranberry club soda and some information,” Raven replied, not surprised someone she didn’t know knew her title. Most of the vampire community made it their business to know all the members of the Court. It didn’t pay to insult the Royal Family of the Totentanz. The bouncer outside had just been an idiot.
The bartender poured the club soda from a sealed can and placed it on a napkin in front of Raven.
“I’m not sure what information I can provide,” she said, “but I’m willing to try.”
“I'm looking for someone I think works here.” Raven reached into her pocket and fished out the photograph she had taken from Victoria’s apartment. She placed the photo next to the fifty on the bar and reached for her club soda. “Her name’s Victoria. Have you seen her?”
The bartender cocked her head and examined the photo for a moment before picking up the folded bill. “Yes. Vicki Laveau. She’s one of the cage dancers. A pretty good one judging by the tips she shares with the rest of us.”
Raven sipped her soda and nodded. “I thought as much. I saw Lius’ handiwork in her makeover; he only does that for girls that turn major profit. Have you seen her recently?”
The bartender shook her head. “No. I heard she’d taken a few days off because she was sick. Some sort of stomach bug that was going around or something.”
Raven pursed her lips in thought. She wasn’t surprised that no one had seen Victoria. Raven was fairly certain she was dead. It was just a matter of finding the body and tying the two murders together.
“What about the man in the photo?” she asked. “Did you ever see them here together?”
The bartender examined the photo again and shook her head. “No, I have never seen him before. He might have been around, but Vicki usually hung out with a different gentleman and his associates. One was an older gentleman; the others were much younger. Most nights they took Vicki into one of the back rooms for some private entertainment.”
Raven made a mental note of the information. “I don’t suppose you know the names of any of the men she associated with?”
The bartender thought for a moment, nodding at a patron down the bar that she would be with him shortly. After a few seconds, she said, “Yes. I think one of them was named Symone…Brand Symone. He was usually the one signing the credit card slips.”
“Symone…as in Anderson, Richards and Symone?” Raven asked in surprise.
The bartender shrugged. “I’m not sure. He was a younger guy, Italian looking, with black hair and a goatee.”
“Thank you for your help.” Raven placed another fifty on the bar. “I didn’t catch your name.”
“Pashta,” the bartender replied with a grin. “Pashta Shubakwa. It’s pleasure to meet you, Fürstin Ravenel.”
“Thank you again, Pashta. And the pleasure was mine. Good evening,” Raven said.
She exited the club, intending to go home, take a bubble bath and get some rest. She and Levac would tackle the case again in the morning. A good night’s sleep might give her a new perspective on the evidence and perhaps she would see something she hadn’t before.
She was walking casually back to her car when her sensitive nose picked up the scent of old leather mixed with oil…gun oil. She was already diving to the side when the first shot rang out, the bullet passing her with only a few inches to spare, the spent round shattering the storefront window next to her. Dozens more followed as her assailants sprayed the area with automatic gunfire.
Raven drew her Automag and ran, the sound of bullets ricocheting off the walls adding to the cadence of her boot heels ringing off the concrete. When the gunmen paused to reload their weapons, she made her move, kicking her legs out and spinning to land prone, facing the way she had come. Her pistol barked twice, the perfectly aimed shots easily dropping two of her three assailants. Raven was uncertain if they were dead or merely wounded, and right now she didn’t care.
Her next three shots narrowly missed her target and she was forced to roll to the side as another round of gunfire kicked up a shower of sparks on the concrete. She rolled to one knee and fired again, emptying the magazine and eliminating the last gunman, her final bullet tossing him head over heels to the ground.
Certain there were no more waiting in the dark, but unwilling to accept that her assailants were all incapacitated, Raven ejected the magazine and reloaded, the next round chambering itself with the flick of her thumb. Then, pistol held in a two-handed Weaver stance, she approached the three men. All were dressed alike in leather long-coats, black pants and tee shirts, and they were heavily armed with not only the Heckler and Koch submachine guns they were using, but side arms and what looked like military surplus hand grenades, as well.
Two were definitely dead. One had been shot through the head, another through the chest. Both wounds were large and unsightly and left no chance of survival.
The third was lying on the pavement gurgling; her last shot had caught him in the throat, leaving him near death.
Raven walked past the first deceased gunman, muttering, “You have the right to remain silent…if you manage to say anything it can and probably will be held against you in a court of law once you take a turn on the Late Late Show…”
As she moved past the second dead assailant, she continued, “You have the right to an attorney; you will probably need one that can conduct a séance…if you cannot afford an attorney the city will provide you with one who will try too hard to save your sorry ass.”
When she reached the surviving gunman, she knelt, grabbed his shirt, and growled, “Who sent you?”
The gunman opened his mouth to speak, but only managed a weak cough, his hands grasping weakly at Raven’s clothes.
She shook the man. “Give me a name, damn it. Come on! It won’t do you any good where you’re going!"
Again the gunman tried to speak, his final breath coming as a long, gurgling laugh, his smile frozen in place.
Angry and frustrated, Raven dropped the gunman and began CPR, her instincts telling her it was a futile gesture, her heart telling her to try anyway. After several minutes, she gave up and stood, her hands trembling.
It was after midnight by the time she had filed her report on the incident and spoken with both an internal affairs officer and Lieutenant Frost. When she was through, she left the district, driving blindly. She wasn’t sure where she was going until she arrived, knocking on the door to a penthouse mere blocks from where Nathan King had been killed. Francois Du Guerre answered the door almost immediately, his face registering first surprise and then concern.
Raven's eyes glistened with uncharacteristic tears. “I think I’d like to share that drink now.”
 
VIII
 
Water ran and frothed from the tap like silver and tumbled into the white marble bath. Raven lay back in the deep tub, enjoying the warm water and the sweet smelling bubble bath Du Guerre had supplied. A glass of icy champagne sat on the edge of the deep whirlpool and beeswax candles flickered nearby, bathing the room in a soft glow that Raven could almost feel. She was just about asleep when Du Guerre entered with a platter of caviar, salmon, and toast points.
He was dressed in a pair of leather pants tight enough to show he was not wearing any undergarments, a blousy white shirt and a classic red smoking jacket of the type made popular by Hugh Hefner. He placed the platter within easy reach of the tub and sat on a stool placed for the use of servants. “Now,” he said with just a hint of authority in his voice, “tell me what happened tonight and why my Ravenel is so shaken.”
Raven used the mother-of-pearl spoon to scoop some caviar onto a piece of toast, savoring the mixture of tastes before speaking.
“I went to Club Purgatory, investigating one of the victims like I told you at dinner,” she said with a shrug. “There were three guys waiting for me when I came out. Three gun-bunny guys carrying no identification with their fingerprints sanded off. Dr. Finkel managed to lift a partial thumb from one of them, but I doubt we'll find anything in AFIS or anywhere else. Whoever they were, they were professional hitters looking for me.”
Du Guerre nodded and sampled the caviar himself, tasting the cracker almost daintily. “I am pleased they were less professional than you,” he said after a moment, his eyes locked on Raven’s. “You would be sorely missed by both me and the House Valentina.”
Raven smiled and again found herself blushing under his powerful gaze. “Dad always said skill was fifty percent luck. I think he was right. If I hadn’t smelled Hoppe’s cleaner and smelled the leather on their holsters, I’d be fish food right now. I’m not used to professional assassins shooting at me."
“I doubt that, Ravenel,” Du Guerre said. “Your mother has told me a great many things about you. You are not one to be, as you might say, taken down so easily.”
“Mother is secretly proud of my accomplishments.” Raven smiled. “I’m surprised she shared her secret with you, though. Being proud of the family black sheep is hardly a topic for Court. My father wasn’t a popular man among the immortals and as a half-breed with mistress-level abilities, I’m even less so. No one likes someone who can kick their ass and walk in daylight.”
Du Guerre returned the smile and gave a small shrug. “Our families have been intertwined for decades. Your mother is very close with my sire, perhaps which is why she felt able to discuss your career with me—and her pride in your success.”
Raven nodded and helped herself to another serving of caviar. While she chewed, Du Guerre leaned over the tub to dab at her chin with a napkin, his eyes twinkling playfully. A moment later, he leaned down to kiss her, his lips at first tentative, then becoming more insistent, his tongue teasing at her mouth. Raven found herself enjoying the kiss, her tongue reaching out to play across Francois’, her hands finding his chest to snake beneath his shirt and play over his muscles. She delighted in finding that the tender, pale flesh was pierced and she cooed into his mouth.
Du Guerre ended the kiss after a few moments, his eyes closed, his breath warm on Raven’s cheek. “Enjoy the rest of your bath,” he said softly, his control like iron. “You will find sleeping attire in the armoire. Please choose whatever you like.”
Raven watched him leave the room with a mixture of disappointment and awe, admiring his backside as one would a framed Picasso. When he closed the door, she sighed and sank beneath the bubbles, her body tingling all over.
When she finished her bath, she dried her hair and watched the now-chilly water swirl away down the silvered drain. She then dried herself off with the softest and most plush towel she had ever felt and brushed her long hair out into the tub, letting a few strands fall against the white porcelain. With her hair hanging cold and damp down her back, Raven sorted through the armoire; most of it was thin and silky, a see-through mixture of silk lingerie, satin corsets and high-heel slippers of the kind only Dolly Parton could love. At the back, however, she found what looked like one of Du Guerre’s own shirts, a dark burgundy button-down of fine silk. Knowing what her body wanted as opposed to what she needed, Raven slipped the shirt on.
She reached back and pulled her hair into a manageable ponytail and left the bathroom, padding quietly down the hallway to the guest bedroom Du Guerre had offered her when she’d arrived. The door to his own bedroom at the end of the hall was closed and Raven could hear soft music playing within. She approached and raised her hand to knock, but thought better of it, instead laying her hand on the dark wood as if she could feel the mysterious man on the other side. With a sigh, she whispered, “Good night,” and entered her own room.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
When Raven awoke the following morning, she found a gift-wrapped package from Saks Fifth Avenue waiting for her alongside a light continental breakfast. She sipped coffee and nibbled on a croissant while she unwrapped the gift. She cooed over the royal purple blouse, ran her fingers over the sumptuous black leather jacket and matching skinny fit pants, and couldn't wait to put them on.
              At the bottom of the package she found a note from Francois asking if she would meet him for another dinner. She left her own thank-you note along with her cell phone number, asking Du Guerre to call when he rose at nightfall. She giggled to herself and skipped off to get dressed.
She arrived at the squad room shortly before eleven in the morning. Rupert Levac was waiting for her when she walked into the squad room, a file tucked under his arm, a leaking jelly donut dripping raspberry into the palm of his hand.
“G’morning, detective,” he said, licking raspberry jelly from his hand. “I’ve got some news for you.”
“You’ve seen the light and you’re going to wash that suit?” Raven asked with mock seriousness. “That’s a relief; that thing is taking on a life of its own!”
Levac frowned and smoothed the lapels of his slept-in jacket, which served more to smear one side with a light coating of raspberry than smooth it down.
“Very funny,” he replied. “It’s better than that. Believe it or not, the lab boys were able to get a hit on that partial latent print from your admirers last night. Get this; it belonged to one Tobias Boone, a hitter for hire. I pulled his file for you. He has an impressive history.”
Levac handed the file to Raven, who dropped her purse on her desk and sat to review the contents.
“Wow,” she said after a few moments. “This guy has had a hell of a career, hasn’t he? He had three tours as a Navy SEAL that earned him a purple heart and a stack of medals, a year with CIA and then freelance. I think I should be flattered that whoever sent him went to so much trouble.”
“You should be glad to be alive,” Levac snorted. “This guy doesn’t miss. You got very lucky last night, Storm.”
“Maybe I’m
just that good,” Raven retorted with more bravado than she felt. “I hit what I aim at and it stays down!”
Levac shrugged and pulled another file from the haphazard pile on his desk. “This was waiting for us last night,” he said. “The contents of that voodoo bag you asked about. Most of the items were pretty uninteresting, but the herbs come up as something called goldenseal mixed with ginger, hellebore and fennel seed. Does that mean anything to you?”
Raven shrugged and flipped through the file, glancing at the toxicology reports.
“They’re generally supposed to be medicinal herbs,” she said. “I know goldenseal is an antibiotic…but I think some of these are poisons. I have some friends who deal in Wicca and herbs; I’ll ask around and see what these are good for."
“We also finally got that appointment with that guy Drake Anderson you wanted to talk to,” Levac said. “He'll meet with us today at noon.”
Raven glanced at her watch and asked, “Then what are we waiting for? I’ll drive!”
 
II
 
Anderson, Richards and Symone, one of the largest accounting firms in the country, located their headquarters on Wacker Drive, downtown Chi-town. They held the top three floors of a high-rise tower with their name emblazoned in red letters across the side. Though some thought this denoted power, Raven simply thought it looked tacky. She had little use for accountants, and her mother still insisted they were just another type of vampire that should answer to her and the Court.
She parked the Shelby in the underground garage that served the building, and Raven and Levac took the express elevator to the penthouse office. They were greeted by a very attractive receptionist who introduced herself as Lita. After checking their credentials, she ushered them into a plush waiting room decorated in a modern style with lots of leather and chrome furniture and abstract paintings that looked like they had fallen out of a music video from the eighties.
The two detectives waited, listening to the tick of a large black clock that stood in the corner. The clock had clearly been designed to turn the human brain to mush, as the tick was irregular, uncomfortably clicking at odd intervals when least expected and then again twice in a row. Raven was ready to shoot the clock and put it out of her misery when the receptionist finally returned.
“Mister Anderson will see you now,” she said. “Please come with me.”
Raven and Levac followed the receptionist down a short hall and into Drake Anderson’s office. The large room was decorated with a nautical theme, including paneling made from salvaged wood, antique furniture, and a ship’s wheel standing before the large picture window that looked down on the city.
Seated behind the office’s large antique desk was a middle-aged gentleman with close-cropped grey hair brushed back from the temples and piercing brown eyes. He was in the process of lighting a large pipe of the Churchwarden style and he raised the pipe to beckon the detectives closer.
“Good afternoon,” he said in a rich baritone. “I’m Drake Anderson. Please, have a seat. Lita tells me you would like to discuss one of our employees, Nathan King? I believe he was found dead in the garage of his apartment building, if the news was correct.”
Raven waited for Levac to take a seat and then sat next to him, pulling a thin file from her purse.
“That’s correct,” she said. “We’re investigating Mr. King’s death. What was your relationship with Mr. King?”
Anderson puffed on the pipe for a moment before replying, “Nathan was a junior vice president in this firm, as well as my personal accountant. I knew him quite well.”
Raven made a few notes while Levac asked, “When was the last time you saw Mr. King?”
“Mm…a few weeks ago,” Anderson replied. “We went fishing as a team-building exercise one Thursday afternoon; I believe
it was a day or so before he disappeared. He caught a swordfish he planned to have mounted for his office.”
Raven looked up, her green eyes locking on Anderson’s brown ones, her senses searching for something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “How did you know Mr. King was missing?”
Anderson frowned and tapped his pipe on his ashtray, loosening a bit of tobacco stuck in the chimney.
“We had a golf game scheduled with a client on a Monday a few weeks ago,” he said. “It was a very important client and Nathan failed to show. That wasn’t like him, so I started calling. I even sent one of my staff round to knock on the door, but he didn’t answer. I tried several times after that, as did our human resources department. When no one could reach him, I knew he was missing.”
“Did you call the police about your suspicion that Mr. King was missing?” Raven asked.
“I didn’t," Anderson replied. “I asked my receptionist to do it. I assume she did, and you can check with her on your way out. Where are these questions going? Shall I alert my team of attorneys?”
Levac smiled and waved a hand. “That would be up to you, Mr. Anderson. We’re
trying to establish a timeline and narrow down suspects. Can you tell us who else was on the fishing trip with you?”
Anderson tapped his fingers on his desk for a moment. After a few seconds of thought, he replied, “Cade Symone and his son Brand, John Richards and his partner Andre, and the crew of the boat. I don’t know their names, unfortunately.”
“I am assuming Richards and Symone are your partners in the firm?” Raven asked.
“Yes. Brand isn’t yet a partner; he’s a senior account executive, but Cade and John are my partners. We founded this company in 1974.”
Levac leaned forward and asked, “Do you remember if anything strange happened that day?”
“Strange? I’m
not sure what you mean,” Anderson asked.
“You know, anything out of the ordinary?” Levac pressed.
Anderson frowned and replied, “You’re
asking if I can perhaps incriminate any of my friends. I can’t. If anything happened that might have contributed to Nathan’s death, I am not aware of it.”
“Can you remember the name of the boat you went fishing on?” Raven asked, interrupting Levac’s retort.
Anderson glanced at Raven and smiled. “Yes, it's the same one we always use; the Witchcraft, owned by Witchcraft Charters. I’m familiar with Captain Kyle and recommend him highly.”
“Thank you, Mr. Anderson,” Raven said. “I think that’s all for now.”
Levac took his cue and stood, extending a hand to the older man. “I am sorry if my question upset you, Mr. Anderson. Thank you for your time,” he said politely.
Anderson shook the offered hand. “You are welcome, detective. I know you’re just doing your job. Please feel free to call on me if I can be of any further assistance.”
The two detectives returned to the penthouse lobby, where they found Lita, waiting for them.
“I hope everything went well,” she said. “Mr. Anderson asked that I give you a copy of the missing person’s report I filed for Mr. King.”
She opened a file and offered Levac the report. He accepted it with a smile and glanced over the front page. He showed the date to Raven, which confirmed it was filed as Mr. Anderson had stated.
“Thank you,” he said. “Lita…did you think it was unusual for Mr. Anderson to ask you to complete the report instead of doing it himself?”
Lita replied, "I'm not sure what you mean, detective. I am Mr. Anderson’s assistant; I do whatever he asks of me.”
Levac shrugged and spread his hands as if he was not sure how to proceed. An act, Raven was sure, to put Lita at ease.
“It just seems odd that he wouldn’t do it himself. It was his concern, after all. It didn’t strike you as out of the ordinary?” Levac sounded a lot like the television detective who was the source of his derogatory nickname.
Lita shook her head, her smile faltering only slightly. “No, not really. You have to understand Mr. Anderson. I do quite a few day-to-day things that could be considered personal, from buying gifts for birthdays and holidays to sending thank-you notes. Aside from it being a call to the police, this was nothing unusual.”
“Ah, I see. Thank you, Lita.” Levac turned away.
He half turned back and said, “Ah…one more thing: Could I have your last name for the file?”
“Tello,” Lita replied. “Lita Tello.”
“Thank you, Ms. Tello,” Raven said. “You've been most helpful.”
Back in the Shelby, Levac scrolled through his Blackberry as Raven threaded the car through traffic on the way downtown.
“What do you think?” Raven asked after several minutes of silence.
“If Lita smiled any more, I think the top of her head would fall off. I also think Anderson's hiding something,” Levac replied without hesitation. “Something we need to know about happened on that boat.”
“Agreed,” Raven said. “Do you want to head down to the marina?”
“Not yet.” Levac waved his Blackberry. “We got a message from Frost. Our Ford has been located in an abandoned airfield outside the city. A kid with a scanner heard the all-points bulletin go out and called it in. The lieutenant has some locals sitting on it until we can get there.”
Raven nodded
and downshifted, swerving the Mustang across three lanes of traffic and onto the Loop, accelerating as she did and putting the car’s strobe lights into action.
 
III
 
The drive to Ravenwood Airfield was short and the two detectives found a local black-and-white patrol car waiting for them at the gate to the long-abandoned airfield. The officer inside climbed out and approached the driver’s side of the Shelby, his hat pulled low and a toothpick hanging from his lips.
“Good afternoon, ma’am,” he said to Raven, nodding to Levac in turn. “What can I do for you?”
Raven pulled her ID from her purse and held it open for the officer. “Detectives Raven Storm and Rupert Levac. You found a shot-up Ford pickup we were looking for?”
“Yes, ma’am, we did,” the officer replied. “It’s sitting down by the hangar where you can’t see it from the road. A couple local kids were playing some game on the field and spotted it.”
“Have you checked it out at all?” Raven asked.
The officer shook his head. “No, ma’am, your lieutenant said not to approach the vehicle and just keep an eye on it. After I confirmed it was there, I parked my cruiser and waited for you. I admit I'm dying of curiosity, though.”
“Thank you, officer,” Raven said. “I appreciate your help. If you don’t mind, please stay here and keep anyone from getting in or out.”
The officer chewed on his toothpick for a heartbeat and then said, “Right you are, ma’am. I’ll get the gate for you.”
He opened the gate a few moments later and pushed it aside with a squeal of rust that could have awakened the dead. He then stood aside and watched Raven guide the Shelby down the cracked blacktop that led to the airfield.
Ravenwood had started out as a training facility for United States Army Air Force pilots on their way to the European Theater in World War II. It had been abandoned in the early sixties after changing hands several times and it was now technically state-owned property, but no one bothered to do anything with it. Like many of the old factories, airfields and boatyards leftover from the ’40s, the airfield had been forgotten and left to rot. Now it was little more than a pair of cracked asphalt runways, three hangars and a crumbling tower with a few unserviceable airplanes scattered around for good measure.
The access road from the state highway led around the outside perimeter of the airport before emptying into a small parking lot behind the old control tower. Raven parked the Shelby near the tower and she and Levac picked their way through the debris toward the fence opening next to the decrepit building.
All of the windows in the tower had been shot out long ago, leaving only jagged pieces of glass jutting like broken teeth from the gaping holes. The door to the tower was hanging askew, leaving the old padlock still in place while the hinges had rusted through. Raven peeked through the opening, but thought it unlikely anyone had passed through the glass-choked doorway in some time. She glanced at Levac, who nodded and led the way through the fence toward the nearest of the hangars, a military-style Quonset hut made of galvanized steel. The building that had once stood shining and proud in the afternoon now sagged to the side and was covered with a layer of rust and dirt. The Ford was parked in the shadows next to it, hidden where it was visible only from this side of the airfield. Not even Google Earth would have been able find it in the shadow of the tower.
Once the location of the truck was confirmed, both detectives drew their weapons and moved cautiously through the debris to the vehicle. Raven jerked the door open and scanned inside, confirming that there was no one inside.
Raven placed one hand on the hood and established
the truck was cold and hadn’t been driven recently before moving toward the door to the hangar, which held a shiny, new, and very expensive padlock. She tapped it with one nail and matched eyes with Levac, who nodded. Obviously someone had been using the hangar and could still be around.
Using Levac as cover from any prying eyes, Raven produced her lock picks and worked the tumblers, taking several minutes to bypass the supposedly pick-proof lock. After the lock popped open, she tapped Levac’s knee to get his attention and pushed the door gently with the tips of her fingers. The door opened easily on recently lubricated hinges and bumped against the wall.
The room beyond was large and dimly lit by light filtering in from high windows. The air was heavy with the smell of incense, but even that smell paled in comparison to the underlying and unmistakable pall of death.
Part of the large room had been cleaned; the floor was covered in a large piece of red felt surrounded by the remains of black candles and several tarnished bronze braziers, likely the source of the incense smell.
In the middle of the cleared area lay the remains of Victoria Laveau, her body covered by a bloodstained shroud, her sunken eyes wide and staring.
Raven and Levac approached cautiously, searching the far corners of the room for any sign of the Ford driver. Once they were certain the room was secure, Raven knelt next to Victoria and peeled back the shroud to reveal what she already suspected, a gaping and rotting hole where the woman’s stomach and chest should be, the jagged wound filled with pieces of bone, torn flesh and pieces of incense to keep the smell of death at bay.
 
IV
 
Levac was on the phone with Frost, requesting a coroner and crime scene unit while Raven searched the truck. By the smell of Hoppe’s cleaner, gun oil and leather, she was certain Tobias Boone or one of his cronies had used the truck and was likely the party who tried to run her and her partner down the day before. He had probably stolen the truck and used it to recover Victoria’s body. It was a sure bet that her body had been in the back of the truck when she and Levac had been nearly run down. The question was why had he recovered the body, and who had hired him to do it?
There was very little of interest in the vehicle. Most everything belonged to the true owner, one Erick Bates of West Bend, Wisconsin. After a few minutes of fishing beneath the seat, however, Raven retrieved a small leather bag: a gris-gris almost identical to the one that had been found with King’s body. Raven held the bag in her hand for a moment, debating if she should open it or wait for the forensic team. Making a face at doing something she knew was wrong, she pocketed the gris-gris bag to show Marie later. Perhaps the Mambo would be able to tell her something about the contents of the bag and the houngan who had filled it. The possibility was worth the risk; it might turn up a lead that would otherwise be missed.
Finding nothing else in the vehicle, Raven returned to Levac, who was still studying the corpse. He looked up when Raven approached. “Hey, Raven…listen, do you think anything about this is weird?”
Raven stopped and looked at the scene, then looked at Levac. “You mean you don’t?” she asked, deadpan. “A high-paid psychopathic killer steals a dead body and lays her out all ritual-like in the middle of an abandoned airport? No, there’s nothing weird about that at all.”
Levac frowned and picked at the red felt with two fingers. “That’s what I mean. It’s weird…like someone staged it weird. It has everything you’d
expect to find at a ritualistic crime scene. Dead body, red felt, black candles, some incense tossed around for good measure… something about this screams ‘set up’ to me, like someone was trying to make it look like a ritual killing.”
Raven looked around again, rocking one foot back and forth on the stiletto heel. She took in the partially melted candles, the cheap incense, the red felt, and the carefully positioned body and paused.
“You know,” she said after a time, “you’re right. If this were a real ritual, she wouldn’t have been killed at the bungalow and you’d
expect to find some kind of altar or something. Or at least the missing organs.”
Levac straightened and moved closer, lowering his voice. “Honestly…do you ever get a basic crime of passion? A run-of-the-mill murder?”
“If I did, I wouldn’t know what to do with it,” Raven replied. “I’m getting used to cases like this. Did you find anything else in our staged ritualistic crime scene?”
Levac shrugged and turned back to the body.
“Not really; same thing you did. She wasn’t killed here; she was killed in a similar manner to King and your buddy Boone or someone he was working with brought her here and left her for us to find.”
Chewing her lip, Raven stepped over to the body and squatted, looking the girl over while she pondered.
“Did you notice she hasn’t been dead quite as long as King?” she asked after a moment. “She was obviously in that house, where she was warm and exposed. There were flies all over the place in the house and nothing but blood left behind. Now here we have her body, and her skin isn’t grey and gone squishy, and
her hair is still lustrous; she looks like she has only been dead for a few days.”
“So she was killed after King,” Levac said. “So what? Is that important? Couldn’t Boone just be trying a new flavor of serial killing? Maybe he got tired of vanilla assassination.”
“I don’t think so,” Raven said. “I don’t think he had anything to do with the murder. I think someone paid him to retrieve the body. I think someone else killed King and then killed Vicki here. I am certain that Vicki was King’s lover; her things were all over his apartment. Might be we're
looking for a spurned boyfriend who hired Boone to come after me and maybe you.”
“If he hired Boone to take you out, then we’re
looking for a boyfriend with plenty of cash money to burn,” Levac said.
Raven made a face. She was reaching out for the body again when the uniformed officer arrived, a Chicago forensics team in tow.
“Excuse us, detective,” Ryan Finkel said, pushing past the officer. “I think we should take over from here before any of the evidence gets tainted.”
“’Bout time you got here, Finkel,” Raven said. “Can you cough up a time of death for me as quickly as possible?”
“That is Zhu’s department,” Finkel said. “I can tell you she is dead and isn’t going to get better, and the candles are probably made from poorly rendered animal fat, the kind you can get in Old Town. Everything else will have to wait for my report.”
“Thanks, Finkel,” Raven replied. “We sort of figured those out on our own.”
Before Finkel could provide additional sarcasm, Levac reached out and took Raven’s arm. “Come on, partner, let’s let the boys do their job; it’s getting late.
Raven cursed and fished in her purse for her iPhone. “How late?”
“I don’t know, about four, maybe? Why?” Levac asked.
“’Cause I’ve got a date,” Raven said. “I still have to get home and change.”
“A date?” Levac asked with mock surprise. “Like, with a man? A living, breathing guy?”
“Oh, shut up, Levac.” Raven walked quickly toward the exit. “Remember, I hit what I aim at.”
She closed the door behind her, not registering Levac’s gaze or the disappointment on his face.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
A cold, wintry evening had fallen by the time Raven arrived at Wildfire, a vampire-owned restaurant at the edge of Old Town. The restaurant was decorated like a 1940s dinner club, complete with a small brass band and a variety of singers. On most nights, only candles and alcohol lamps lit the club, giving the restaurant a feeling of being at the heart of a wartime blackout and making dinner a truly intimate and romantic experience. Which was why vampires chose it for their first date with a human; no one would see them enjoying a true claret, the blood thick and warm, looking like a fine red wine.
Raven stepped through the doorway, her heels clicking on the floor. A hint of leg showed through the slit of her black dress and the gown whispered as she walked, hinting at the lingerie beneath. Her black-gloved hand touched the onyx choker around her neck as she looked for her date. She spotted Du Guerre seated at the bar and talking with the bartender, a fledgling vampire who showed the bloom of the recently fed. Francois had dressed in a classic black-and-white tuxedo, his blond hair pulled into a sleek ponytail that curled against his muscular neck. He had slipped a rose the color of Raven’s hair in his lapel and wore a black pinky ring with his family crest on his left hand. He looked like a tall, muscular James Bond and was so dreamily gorgeous he made Raven’s pulse quicken and her face flush.
Du Guerre looked up when Raven approached; he favored her with his tummy-melting smile and slid off his stool, acknowledging the bartender’s “See you later, sir,” with the barest nod.
Du Guerre extended his hand to take Raven’s, raising it to his lips for a tender kiss. “You look radiant, Ravenel my dear. Truly elegant; the color of night suits you.”
Raven blushed and continued to hold the vampire’s hand, her gloved thumb brushing across his fingers. “Thank you,” she replied, trying to force the blush from her face. “I couldn’t resist this dress when you said we had a table here.”
Du Guerre nodded. “We do indeed have a table. It is ready and waiting for us.”
With that, Du Guerre turned and offered his arm, guiding Raven to a semi-private table with a clear view of the stage and the moon rising over the city. He helped Raven sit before taking the chair opposite, unbuttoning his jacket as he did. Raven couldn’t help glancing at the broad muscles displayed beneath his thin tuxedo shirt, her heartbeat speeding up as a variety of emotions danced across her heart.
“I have
taken the liberty of ordering wine for dinner,” Du Guerre said, pouring two glasses. “Nothing too fancy, a white from my family’s own vineyard. I hope it will be to your liking.”
Raven sipped the wine and found it to be delicious. She inclined her head in approval and sipped again before putting the glass aside, her eyes never leaving Du Guerre’s face.
The couple enjoyed a delectable, well-prepared meal of steak and seafood, rarely talking in favor of listening to the band and a talented singer who took the stage after their meal was placed. Communication progressed through fingers entwined across the table and the occasional warm smile shared in the candlelight.
“Thank you,” Du Guerre said once the dishes had been cleared and the band had stepped down for a short intermission.
“What for, Francois?” Raven asked.
“For having dinner with me,” Du Guerre replied. “Twice you have graciously accepted my invitation though you know so little about me. Thank you.”
Raven looked down and smiled, feeling her pale skin flush. “Well, I know my mother trusts you, and that means something. Besides, a woman has to eat and you have great taste. Why pass up such good company and wonderful food?”
Du Guerre laughed, a rich musical baritone that reached out and caressed over Raven, causing goose bumps to wash over her skin and dance on her spine.
“True,” he said, “though I hope there is more to sharing my company than food and eye candy. I find you truly intriguing. A dhampyr of House Valentina, yet also a police detective? You seem to balance the two neatly, from what I have seen. I am impressed, Ravenel. Most of us can barely exist in one world and would die straddling two.”
Raven pulled her hands back and folded her arms. “It isn’t always easy. Sometimes my worlds collide and the results are not pretty. I take my duty to the law very seriously, just as seriously as my ties to my family. Having to decide between the two has made my life difficult on more than one occasion.”
Du Guerre nodded, listening while running one long finger around the top of his wine glass, making it sing. “I can see where that could be complicated. Our kind tends to flaunt human laws in favor of our own traditions. As a detective, those lines must blur on occasion. When they do, which do you choose?”
Raven looked away. “It depends on the situation. I'd rather not discuss it.”
Du Guerre stopped playing with the glass and returned his eyes to studying Raven’s face. “I am sorry, Ravenel,” he said after a moment. “I did not mean to pry. I am simply curious how one manages to balance humanity with…with us. It seems we lose much that makes us human when we are Embraced, and there are so few pure blood these days.”
Raven reached out and took Du Guerre’s hand in hers, quietly sympathizing with him.
Du Guerre smiled and rubbed his thumb over Raven’s hand before leaning close, his eyes twinkling. “Would you like to go dancing?”
Raven smiled and replied, “I haven’t been dancing since I was a teenager. I’d love to!”
The vampire stood and bowed with a flourish, using the gesture to toss a small pile of cash onto the table to cover the evening’s meal.
“Allow me to escort you to another location, my dear,” he said. “I know a tango salon not far from here that I believe you will enjoy as much as I do.”
Stifling a giggle, Raven took the offered hand and followed Du Guerre out into the night. The two walked arm in arm along the cobbled sidewalk of Old Town, mingling with other passerby out to enjoy a wintry night in the gothic part of the city. Since Valentina had taken over as Mistress of the City, Old Town had flourished. She had decided to let the preternatural world shine, albeit in very specific and limited ways, and the result was a gothic-themed tourist attraction that both enriched and protected the vampires, lycans and mages who made the city their home. Those who obeyed the rules prospered in the darkness. Those who didn’t were soon banished by the others or destroyed by Valentina’s guard.
It wasn’t long before Du Guerre guided Raven into another building from which soft yet aggressive music was filtering. The salon inside was filled with well-dressed people from all walks of life enjoying an evening of drinking and dancing. A large band was playing from a stage in the corner and tables were placed all around the wide dance floor. Most of them were occupied by jackets and purses, however, as the customers were on the dance floor enjoying the music and each other.
“You know,” Raven said, taking a seat at an empty table, “I've walked past here a hundred times and never realized what this was.”
“That is hardly surprising,” Du Guerre replied. “By day it is a dance studio. I believe Diana teaches ballet to elementary and teenage girls. Come, let us join the others.”
Raven looked at the people on the dance floor who were enjoying an enthusiastic East Coast Swing.
“I’m not sure I can do that,” she said. “I only ever did a little Macarena!”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Ravenel! Of course you can,” Du Guerre said.
Without another word, he took Raven’s hand and pulled her onto the dance floor. He guided her to an open area and began dancing, holding Raven’s hand.
“It is an easy dance,” he said just loud enough for Raven to hear. “Watch my feet and just follow along.”
Raven watched for a few moments, quickly picking up the six-count step. When she was ready, she jumped in, the slit in her dress allowing her to move to the beat while showing off her long legs and the lingerie she wore beneath the gown. By the time the song ended and a new one began, Raven was having the time of her life, her difficult case and the attempt on her life all but forgotten.
Near the end of the evening, Raven found herself clutched in Du Guerre’s strong arms as the two of them danced a slow and sensuous tango. She looked up into his eyes, drinking in the love and desire she saw in them, her own heart returning his feelings in equal measure.
As the dance neared its crescendo, Du Guerre let Raven fall backwards across his arm, her leg rising to lock behind his thigh, her hair falling to brush the floor. Du Guerre carried her like this across the dance floor before snapping her against his broad chest; his strong hand supporting her back and pulling her into a hungry kiss that dazzled onlookers and left Raven breathless.
The kiss ended as the last strains of music faded away into applause by the rest of the salon’s patrons. When Raven opened her eyes, it was to see Du Guerre looking down at her, his expression hungry for her, yet tender.
“Thank you,” he said in a hushed tone. “I haven’t felt this alive in a more than a hundred years.”
“You’re welcome, love,” Raven panted with a smile, her skin trembling where Du Guerre held her.
Before she could say anything else, Du Guerre was guiding her back to the table they had chosen. He was offering Raven a chair when she stopped him.
“Can we go?” she asked with a hand on his arm.
Du Guerre looked down at Raven and nodded. “Of course, Ravenel. Where would you like to go?”
Raven licked her lips, making her red lipstick glisten in the light. “Where do you think?” she purred.
Du Guerre smiled and extended a hand, escorting Raven out into the cold night. Du Guerre phoned for his limousine and the couple stood together, kissing softly in the shadow of the entrance until the polished limousine arrived.
Du Guerre’s driver was very discrete, keeping the tinted partition closed and the limousine’s speed low. In the passenger compartment, Raven and Du Guerre kissed like teenagers hiding under the bleachers at homecoming, their panting almost feral as they devoured one another, Raven’s tongue plunging into Francois’ mouth, her fingers teasing his piercings through the thin fabric of his shirt.
When they arrived at the high rise, Du Guerre carried Raven to the elevator, his lips never leaving hers. Throughout the ride Raven stayed pressed against Francois, one gloved hand stroking over his skin. Moments later they reached the penthouse suite and Francois’
plush bedroom. Raven hardly noticed the room’s sumptuous appointments as he
laid her on his bed, his strong hands peeling her dress away as if the fine satin were paper. He tossed the shredded cloth aside, admiring the expensive and tasteful lingerie that covered Raven, from the lace-cup demi bra that caressed and lifted her breasts to the sapphire garter belt that trailed across her pale skin, the thin matching panty that artfully framed her sex and finally to the black stockings that caressed her thighs and raced down to her stiletto heels. His eyes glowed green in the semi darkness and his fangs extended in response to his pleasure; he tore off his own clothes and tossed the remains aside, apparently not caring that he had destroyed an antique. He stood before the scarlet-haired goddess on his bed, his pale skin glistening in the soft light, his glistening manhood standing out proudly.
Her own eyes taking on a catlike glow, Raven sat up and reached out to caress her gloved hands over Du Guerre’s precious member, stroking it and eliciting a gasp from him that made her shiver.
“Ravenel,” he growled, “are you certain this is what you wish?”
“I was never more certain, Francois,” Raven wrapped her hands around him. “I want this. I want you!”
Without another word, the vampire pushed Raven back onto the bed and climbed atop her, his lips seeking hers in a long and passion-filled kiss, his hand reaching down first to tease over Raven’s treasure then to tear her panty off in a single motion.
Raven moaned into Du Guerre’s mouth, her tongue teasing over his fangs. Du Guerre ended the kiss, his fingers gently, but insistently pressing into the gorgeous woman’s folds. Raven watched, her eyes half closed in pleasure as he raised his hand and licked her honey from his fingers before returning to the main course.
 
II
 
Dawn rose and the morning sun streaming through the windows of Francois Du Guerre’s bedroom window startled Raven awake. She immediately rolled over to see that Du Guerre had long since retired for the day. She ran her hand over the spot where he had been lying and sniffed his pillow, inhaling his strong scent. After a few minutes, she slipped from the bed and tiptoed down the hallway wearing nothing but a satisfied smile and the bracelet Du Guerre had given her. In the bathroom she found a bouquet of roses, a note, and another beautiful outfit. Raven smiled and savored the scent from one of the roses before reading the note that was propped against the side of the silver vase.
 
 
Thank you for an amazing evening, my Ravenel. I look forward to seeing you again soon.
Francois Du Guerre
 
Raven held the note to her chest for a moment,
almost giddy with excitement. Then, biting her lip to keep from shivering, she placed the note next to the vase and picked up the outfit the vampire had left for her.
Wow, she thought, holding up the red silk blouse. He has amazing taste.
An hour later, Raven left the penthouse dressed in Du Guerre’s latest gift. The red silk blouse, black skin-tight leather pants and matching jacket fit her like they were made for her and matched her pumps perfectly. She smiled at the limo driver who was already waiting for her outside the apartment. He took her to pick up the Shelby on the way to the station house, his banter sweet and polite as befit Raven’s position in the vampire hierarchy. When she arrived, most of the department was quiet and tranquil as the grave. Only the night shift was still on duty and most of them were out patrolling the city’s streets or working their own cases.
Raven found a stack of reports on her desk, including an update of the initial report on King’s autopsy, a full report on the crime scene, and Dr. Zhu’s initial report on Victoria’s autopsy. She started with the update on King and had to read the amended report twice to make sure she was reading what she thought she was.
Shards of gelatin embedded in his spine, ribs and what's left of his stomach? she thought. What the hell is that from? What kind of weapon is made from gelatin?
She had just picked up Victoria’s autopsy report when Levac entered, a box of donuts under his arm. He dropped the donuts on his desk and whistled at Raven’s outfit.
“You’re a little overdressed for the squad room, aren’t you?” he asked, admiring her figure.
Raven looked up from the file she was perusing and smiled. “A friend gave it to me. It would have been rude to turn it down.”
Levac grinned knowingly. “A friend, huh? This wouldn’t have something to do with that mysterious date you had last night, would it? A little present from an admirer?”
Raven flushed, not liking the attention. “Maybe… What did the crime scene guys turn up at the airfield?”
“Their report is in the pile on your desk.” Levac pointed at the stack Raven had been reviewing. “They don’t have the tox results on the incense yet, but there was nothing special about the felt and no trace evidence was found anywhere around the body. The boys did find a few latent prints on the door that belonged to your fan Tobias Boone, but that's about it.”
Raven frowned and switched to the crime scene file to review the photos again. “What about the black candles?”
Levac looked smug. “Ah, there’s the clue of the moment. They did indeed turn out to be tallow. But not just any tallow. These were specially made and are only sold by three stores in the city. One is some kind of magic shop in Old Town called Marie’s, another is a book store called Bits and Bobs in Lincoln Park and the last is a candle store called Light in the Darkness near the lake. I thought we could hit the first two on our way out to the marina to look up the Witchcraft.”
Raven stood and shrugged back into her jacket, stuffing Victoria’s autopsy file under her arm. “Let’s go, then,” she said, walking toward the door. “We don’t need to check Marie’s again; I was already there about the gris-gris bag we found under King’s seat.”
Levac followed, pausing to grab a donut from the box. Ignoring the powdered sugar pouring down his jacket, he asked, “Really? She have anything for us?”
Raven shook her head, leading the way down to the car park. “No, but she was interested in the case and was going to ask around for us. I'll pop in when she opens at dusk. And finish that donut before you get in my car. I don’t want you to get powdered sugar on the leather.”
 
III
 
It was still early when the detectives arrived at the Victorian-style house that served as a store front for Bits and Bobs, a book store that also sold a variety of ‘new age’ items such as candles and crystals—the kind of trinkets wannabe witches liked to leave around to upset their parents. The old house was decorated with a heavy gothic flavor. The building itself was painted battleship grey, with navy blue shutters and blackened shingles that must have leached color over time, as the walls of the house were now streaked with rivulets of black dye that made the windows look as if they were weeping mascara. Chiseled granite gargoyles rested at the corners of roof, channeling run-off through their mouths and down to the ground below where the dirt and grass was also stained black from whatever the shingles had been painted with. The whole structure looked like something out of an old black-and-white horror movie yet somehow also seemed to fit in with the surrounding neighborhood.
Raven stepped onto the porch, ignoring the CLOSED sign that hung crookedly from a rusted chain, and peered inside, hoping the proprietor was about and just hadn’t unlocked the door yet. Everything was dark within the building, and the quiet made her skin crawl.
“Are you sure this is the right address?” Levac asked, looking up at the house. “This place gives me the creeps.”
“It’s just a house. It can’t hurt you.” Raven rapped on the glass with a knuckle.
Levac frowned and stepped back, craning his neck to see the tower that jutted from the side of the house. “Obviously you don’t read horror novels,” he retorted, “or you wouldn’t speak such rubbish. Houses can be evil, possessed and full of poltergeists or creatures from other worlds. You should broaden your horizons.”
Raven rolled her eyes and knocked again, this time louder. “Trust me, of the things that go bump in the night, this house isn’t in the top fifty. Read some of my old case files if you don’t believe me.”
Levac was about to reply when the door was suddenly jerked open. The quick motion made Levac jump and he almost drew his weapon before he realized what had happened.
A short woman with wild black hair stood inside the doorway, watching them like a cat watches a fish swimming in a bowl. She was deathly pale with lips so white they almost matched her skin. When she saw them watching her, she smiled widely, showing a mouth full of perfect, porcelain-white teeth and asked, “What can I do for you? I don’t open for another hour yet.”
While Levac tried to gather his nerves, Raven produced her badge and replied, “Good morning, ma’am. My name is Storm and this is my partner, Detective Levac. We were hoping to ask you a few questions about a case we’re
working on. May we come in?”
The woman examined Raven’s credentials for a moment before flashing her quick smile again and stepping aside, holding the door wide. “Of course, come in, come in, do! I was just putting the tea on."
The woman ushered the two detectives into the store, which made good use of the large front porch area. Wooden shelves had been built into the walls to hold a selection of antique books and a variety of crystals and geodes, many with small signs indicating what magical properties they were supposed to possess. There was also a low counter with an old-fashioned, bronze cash register sitting at one end. Inside the counter’s glass case were several human skulls in varying sizes ranging from what Raven was certain belonged to a child to that of a large male.
Levac peered at the skulls in the case. “Are those real?”
“Of course they are, detective,” the woman replied. “A friend of mine at the Bone Room in San Francisco sends them to me when she can’t sell them in her own store.”
Levac continued to stare at the skulls, tapping on the case like he thought they were going to come back to life. “What do you do with human skulls?”
The woman leered and looked into the case with Levac, her hand on his back. “You'd be surprised, detective: spells, white magic, decorating. Everything is a treasure to someone. Come, let me get you some tea and you can ask your questions,” she said. The woman guided the two detectives through the front door of the house into a dark foyer that led through what had once been a grand hallway but, like the porch, had been converted into more storefront. Books, crystals, wands, and other items Raven didn’t want to identify sat on every available surface. All of the doors leading out were closed, and the woman used a large metal key from her pocket to open a side door.
“Please, have a seat in here and I’ll bring tea and biscuits in a moment,” she said, flashing her white teeth in a grin.
“Thank you,” Raven said, motioning for Levac to enter and then following him into the room. Something about their hostess was getting on her nerves.
The large room they found themselves in overlooked the small front yard and cobbled walkway beyond. Bookshelves heavy with antique tomes lined the walls and two bulky red velvet couches sat in the middle of the room beneath a large candle-filled chandelier made from tarnished iron.
Levac took a seat on the closest of the sofas and Raven sat next to him, whispering, “Don’t try the tea or biscuits.”
“What? Why?” Levac asked.
Raven shrugged. “Trust me. You were right about this house; my weird-shit meter just went off the chart. Don’t try anything she offers, especially anything made of meat.”
Levac nodded and turned his attention to the books lining the shelves. “Libris Mortis? Malleus Maleficarum? What kind of book titles are these?”
“Latin,” Raven replied, not looking up. “Book of the Dead and Witch’s Hammer are the titles of the ones you just read.”
Levac turned and looked back at Raven, his lips pursed. “How do you know these things?”
Raven shrugged and glanced towards the hallway, where the sound of squeaking wheels could be heard, growing louder as their hostess approached with the promised tea and biscuits. “Like you said, I get all the weird ones,” was her simple reply. “The clerk’s coming back.”
The woman entered a moment later with a teacart laden with an antique teapot, three china cups and a bone-colored plate overloaded
with cookies and what Raven assumed were small meat pies of some kind. The woman placed the cart between the two small sofas, poured the tea and took a seat opposite the detectives, her wide smile still intact.
“Please,” she said, “help yourselves. The pork pies are particularly good, if I do say so myself. They come from an old English recipe.”
Raven ignored the offer and gently pushed the cart away so she could see the woman more clearly. “Thank you again for your time, Miss…?”
The woman glanced at the cart with a hint of disappointment. “Oh, you can call me Maggie. Maggie Cooke, with an E.”
“Maggie, short for Margaret?” Levac patted his pockets and fished out his notebook Columbo-style.
Maggie smiled and nodded at Levac, her pale eyes seeming to twinkle even in the dim light that filtered in through the nearby windows. “Yes, named after my grand-mama. Please do try the pies, Detective Levac,” she said. “They are quite delicious.”
“Maggie, we were curious about some candles we found at a crime scene. They were made with black tallow, and our forensic report indicates they’re a combination of rendered pig fat and beef, tinted black. I noticed some similar candles on your shelves; can you tell us if you sold any within the last few days?” Raven asked, dividing her time between Maggie and Levac, who sat drooling, mesmerized by the meat pie that was sitting on the tray just out of his reach.
“Oh, the black candles are quite popular,” Maggie replied, “though most people prefer the licorice-scented wax over the tallow. In fact, I only sell a few of the actual tallow and it was a surprise when I sold a dozen or so a few days ago to a tall man who quite enjoyed my pies.”
Raven kicked Levac’s ankle with the pointed toe of her shoe, jolting him out of his daze, and asked, “Do you remember the purchaser’s name?’
“Oh, the man paid in cash,” Maggie replied. “I don’t keep records of those transactions, other than the register receipt.”
Raven nodded and flipped through the file she had brought, which contained a photo of Tobias Boone in all his mullet-haired glory. “Was this the man?”
Maggie looked at the photo and shook her head.
“No…no, the man who bought the candles was older and much more attractive. He was much better dressed, too. In a suit and tie, not a jacket and jeans. Definitely not this man.”
“Would you be willing to work with a sketch artist and provide us with a drawing?” Levac asked.
Maggie smiled again, a look that was starting to get on Raven’s nerves. “Of course, detective. Can you send one right over?”
“I'm sure we can…” Levac started to say, but was interrupted by Raven’s hand on his leg.
“I think it would be better if you came down to the station later this afternoon,” she said. “As soon as you can.”
Maggie glanced again at Raven and looked disappointed. “Are you certain? It would be much more convenient for them to come to me. I prefer my little home to the city center.”
Raven shot Levac a warning look and said, “Yes, I’m certain. It’ll be better for everyone if you come down to the station later. And leave the pies here.”
Maggie opened her mouth to protest, but saw the look on Raven’s face and seemed to think better of it. Instead she asked, “Is there a particular person I should speak to?”
Levac pulled a rumpled business card from his pocket and handed it to Maggie. “That’s our office. You can ask for Lieutenant Frost; he’ll get you squared away with one of the sketch artists we use. It shouldn’t take too long.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Maggie replied. “Is there anything else I can do for you this morning? Maybe a quick bite before you go? The pies really are to die for!”
“No, thank you, Ms. Cooke,” Raven said firmly. “We have another appointment this morning and can’t be late. Thank you for your time.”
She and Levac stood, with Levac pausing to shake Maggie’s hand before they headed towards the door, Maggie dogging their heels like a puppy hoping for a pet on the head. When they reached the exit, Raven turned to Levac and said, “Can you meet me at the car? I need to use the ladies’ room.”
Levac shrugged and continued out to the car, leaving Raven alone with Maggie. Once Levac was outside, Raven turned to the smaller woman, her eyes taking on a feral glow in the gloom of the hallway.
“Listen to me, ghoul,” she said, her voice dripping with menace. “If I catch you peddling any more human meat pies no one will ever find your rotting corpse, is that clear? I'll bury what’s left of you in the deepest hole I can find!”
Maggie looked surprised and stepped back, holding her hands out in a gesture of innocence. “Whatever do you mean, detective?” she whined. “My pies are made from wholesome, all-natural ingredients including pork and bacon.”
Raven growled low in her throat and grabbed the ghoul by the throat, her nails extending into claws that just pierced the ghoul’s skin. “I could smell the cooked flesh when we came through the door!” she snarled. “How dare you try to serve your disgusting wares in this city? Killing humans is forbidden under Court law. Do you want me to tell the Mistress what you’re doing here?”
“No…please, no!” Maggie sagged in Raven's grip. “She will kill me!”
Raven tightened her grip “No more, ghoul! Get to the police station, you do your duty and you close up your meat pie business. From now on you sell what you appear to sell, or I’ll put you in the ground and feed you to the worms, is that clear?”
Unable to speak with Raven’s hand on her throat, Maggie managed a weak nod, her eyes bulging in their sockets.
Raven dropped the ghoul and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, they were human again. She smiled at the ghoul and said, “Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Cooke.”
“You…you’re welcome,” the ghoul gasped and rubbed her throat.
Outside, Raven found Levac leaning up against the Shelby, staring at his shoes. He looked up when Raven approached and asked, “So what was all that about? Those daggers you call shoes bruised the hell out of my ankle!”
Raven shrugged and walked past Levac to the driver’s side of the car. “I could smell that the meat she was selling was bad. I didn’t want you to get sick or anything. When I had a chance, I told her she needed to throw them away before she gave someone food poisoning.”
“Food poisoning? From a cookie?” Levac asked, sliding into to the car, being careful to knock the mud off his shoes.
“You never know,” Raven replied. “And I already have one partner in the hospital. Don’t need two.”
“Thanks, Storm,” Levac said a soft smile. “Nice to know I'm wanted.”
“Well, you’re all I have left,” Raven said with a straight face.
Levac frowned and gave Raven a sidelong look. “That’s not very reassuring."
 
IV
 
The two detectives stopped for coffee en route to the marina, with Raven parking the Shelby in front of the small bakery that Levac had insisted they stop at, claiming they had the “best Boston cream donuts in the city”. Raven was lingering over a cup of hot Earl Grey tea and listening to Levac banter with the attractive clerk when she noticed a black van sitting across the street in the alley next to Chicago Central Bank. Strangely, there seemed to be a lot of customers at the small counters provided for their use, all with their heads bowed, filling out forms.
“Levac?” Raven asked, sipping her tea. “What do you make of the van across the street?”
Levac turned away from the clerk and looked out the window. “Van? What van?”
“The black one outside the bank.” Raven set down her tea and walked toward the door.
“Where are you going? It’s just a delivery van!”
“Bad guys doing bad things,” Raven said. “Women’s intuition.”
Raven hurried across the street and entered the bank as if she were just another customer. She was just through the door when she was grabbed from behind by a black-masked gunman who had been lurking out of sight between two of the bank’s actual customers.
“Cell phone, wallet and jewelry, lady, then join the others by the window!” the man growled in her ear.
“I’m sorry, I came to make a withdrawal, not a deposit.” Raven pistoned her left elbow into the gunman’s stomach. When his grip loosened, she spun, backhanding the man with a closed fist that sent him sprawling to the floor. She ended the motion with her Automag drawn and aimed at a suspect behind the counter.
“Chicago Police,” she yelled. “You are all under arrest! Put your guns down and your hands on your heads!”
By way of answer, one of the robbers appeared around the corner from a hallway that led deeper into the bank and fired his shotgun from the hip, annihilating the potted plant where Raven had been standing a millisecond before.
On the ground, Raven rolled and fired, a single round from her pistol punching through the thief’s chest.
Raven hardly noticed the robber crumpling to the floor. She was already on her feet and moving for the gunman behind the counter. He fired a shot that went wide, blowing a large hole in the counter. Raven responded in kind, her shot finding its mark and sending him tumbling backward through the glass window and into the manager’s office, where he sagged against the desk.
As the last of the gunmen collapsed to the ground, Raven heard the van’s tires squeal. She looked out the windows and saw the vehicle accelerating around the corner, trying to flee the scene. Raven followed the van’s path with the Automag until she had a clear shot. When the van entered the main street, she calmly squeezed the trigger twice in quick succession. The first shot shattered the window and pinged off the van’s side. The second shot punched through the van’s side and hit the engine, causing the vehicle to spin out and roll onto its side a few feet away from Levac, who was only now approaching with his gun drawn.
Raven joined Levac outside next to the van, where he had confirmed that the vehicle’s driver was alive, but unconscious.
“How did you know?” Levac asked quietly.
“Know what?” Raven reloaded the Automag and put a round into the chamber.
Levac looked around and gestured at the gunmen with one hand. “How did you know there was a robbery in progress? There were no overt signs of danger.”
“I told you,” Raven said with a smile. “Women’s intuition.”
 
V
 
Belmont Harbor, one of the city’s busier and more prominent marinas, was home to dozens of vessels, some private pleasure crafts, but the majority commercial, either fishing or private yachts for charter.
The two detectives arrived at the marina just before noon and, after some difficulty, located Witchcraft. The large vessel, a sixty-foot sloop, sat some distance from the dock, her sails furled and her antique hull glistening in the bright afternoon sun. The ship looked sleek, fast and beautiful, even while bobbing against its anchor.
Raven and Levac stood staring at the ship for several long moments before Levac asked, “Does that look like a fishing boat to you, detective?”
“Not at all,” Raven replied. “Looks more like a place to drink beer and leer at women without worrying about prying eyes. Come on, let’s see what the captain has to say about Anderson’s party.”
Raven led the way down the wide dock to the single-story building that served as the office for the charter company. The squat structure was made of cinderblocks, with two large windows overlooking the water. The charter company’s name was painted in blue across the windows and a small, pathetic-looking windsock dangled from a pole above the door.
The two detectives entered, causing a bell to chime above the door. A portly gentleman who reminded Raven of the skipper from an old TV show stood up from his desk and smiled, a gesture that made him look like a wizened cherub.
“Good afternoon, folks! I’m Captain Kyle. Are you looking to charter a boat for the afternoon? The weather’s good for it today!” he said with a faint Boston accent.
Raven smiled in spite of herself and Levac said, “No, no, thank you. Detectives Levac and Storm; we were hoping to ask you a few questions about a Witchcraft charter a few weeks ago.”
“Witchcraft? I’m the only one who takes her out; last time was for Mr. Anderson on a party cruise,” Kyle replied. “That the one you mean?”
“Yes, that’s the one,” Raven said. “Party cruise? Not fishing?”
Kyle shrugged and sat back down behind his desk to shuffle through a ledger.
“Some folks call it fishing because they have a few long poles in the water. Mostly it’s
a pleasure cruise just to blow off some steam. I supply a crew, fishing gear and so on; the customer supplies their own refreshments and entertainment.”
“Do you remember this cruise?” Levac asked. “The one with Mr. Anderson?”
“Of course I do! Here’s the date,” Kyle said, turning the ledger so Levac could see. “Drake Anderson and guests for the afternoon, returning after sunset. There were seven or eight of them on board, plus a handful of girls they picked up somewhere and brought with them.”
“Did anything unusual happen during the cruise?” Raven asked, opening the file she was carrying.
“What do you mean ‘unusual’?” Kyle asked, avoiding Raven’s gaze. “We didn’t see any UFOs or anything if that’s what you mean.”
Raven held up the photograph of Nathan King. “No, I was thinking more along the lines of an altercation between this man and someone else. Maybe an argument or fistfight?”
The captain peered at the photograph for a moment and nodded. “Yeah, since it’s the city’s finest asking, there was an argument. Big one, if I recall correctly. That feller and another guy were having words over one of the girls they brought with them.”
“One of the girls? Do you know her name?” Levac asked.
Kyle shook his head. “No, I wasn’t paying that much attention. Witchcraft is a pretty big yacht and she’s an antique to boot. She requires some looking after and I’m not about to scratch her hull or cause any damage ’cause I was ogling the guests. The girl was a looker though. She reminded me of pinup girls from the fifties. Not so skinny like girls today; she had some meat on her bones.”
“Is this the woman they were fighting over?” Raven asked, showing the skipper a photograph of Victoria the crime lab had provided.
“That’s her,” the skipper confirmed.
“So King and another man were arguing over Victoria,” Levac said. “Do you know who he was arguing with, sir?”
The skipper nodded and pointed to another entry in his ledger. “He's another one who likes to take Witchcraft out on occasion. His name is Brand Symone. The kid was really upset that your boy there was hitting on his girl. I mean, really upset.”
“Could you make a photocopy of this page, please?” Levac asked.
The skipper shrugged and waddled over to a Xerox machine that looked like it was new during prohibition. The machine coughed and wheezed and dutifully spat out two copies of the ledger page.
“No problem,” he said, handing them over. “Anything else I can do for you? How ’bout a special on Witchcraft for the next police outing?”
Raven smiled and slipped the two pages into her file. “We’ll suggest it to the planning committee. Thank you for your time.”
“Okay, so what’s next?” Levac asked, sipping cold coffee and watching the scenery outside the Shelby’s passenger window. “Do we go talk to this Brand Symone guy?”
“He’s definitely at the top of the list,” Raven said. “We know he was arguing with the victim the night before he died, we know they were fighting over our second victim, Victoria…it sounds like a delayed crime of passion; we just need the last pieces of the puzzle to fit it all together.”
“I hear he lives over in Kenilworth,” Levac said. “Feel like a drive to where the houses cost more than both of us will make, ever?”
“Why not?” Raven replied with a grin. “I like to window shop.”
 
VI
 
The village of Kenilworth rested some twenty-five miles north of the harbor, on what was known as the North Shore of Chicago. The residents of the village were some of the most affluent in the country and it showed in the architecture, landscaping, and the cars on the streets of the half-square-mile village. There were no Honda Civics in Kenilworth.
The Symone Estate consisted of a large, Tudor-style house surrounded by a thick copse of trees. A private road named Symone’s Rest led to the wide, curving
driveway and a Mercedes limousine sat sparkling in the sun, ready for use at a moment’s notice. A Ferrari 458 sat next to the limousine, its bright red and carbon-fiber finish a stark contrast to the limousine’s reserved black paint and white-wall tires.
Raven parked the Shelby in the driveway and the two detectives made their way down the river-rock path to the front door. Levac was just about to knock when the door opened, revealing a short, somewhat plump man in a black suit. He bowed in greeting and said, “Good afternoon, lady and gentleman. Mr. Symone is out.
I am Tizio; is there something I can do for you?”
“Detectives Storm and Levac, Chicago Police.” Raven produced her credentials and showed them to Tizio. “Is Brand Symone available? I believe that’s his Ferrari in the driveway.”
“Indeed, it is; however, Brand is out as well,” Tizio replied. “Shall I tell him you called?”
Raven pursed her lips and folded her arms, looking down at the shorter butler in what for most would have been an intimidating manner. “Do you know when he will be back? Perhaps we could wait for him.”
Tizio shook his head and shrugged, spreading his hands as if he didn’t have a clue. “I'm
sorry, Detective Storm. I'm not privy to such information and wouldn’t want you to waste such a beautiful day waiting indoors. Perhaps you could leave your business card with me and I'll
have Mr. Symone contact you just as soon as he returns.”
“Are you sure?” Levac asked, looking back at the Ferrari. “It seems unlikely Mr. Symone wouldn’t take that car today. As you said, it’s
a beautiful day.”
“I’m
quite certain, Detective Levac,” Tizio replied.
Raven frowned, her keen sense of smell telling her that someone else, someone who wore expensive aftershave and Italian leather shoes, was lurking nearby. After a moment, she handed the butler one of her cards.
“Please have Brand call me or Detective Levac as soon as he returns,” she said. “We believe he can help us with an investigation and will be back if we don’t hear from him in the next twenty-four hours.”
The butler bowed again. “Of course, detective. As soon as the young master is in, I’ll ask him to return your call. Good day to you.”
Raven frowned at the butler, but allowed Levac to guide her back down the path to the waiting Shelby. She leaned against the car, facing away from the house, and muttered, “Someone was listening in to our conversation.”
Levac shaded his eyes and looked back at the large house outlined against storm clouds coming in off the lake. “You think it was our boy?”
“I think so,” Raven replied.
“What do you want to do? Try for a warrant?” Levac asked.
Raven shook her head and then opened the car door. “Judge Renquist will shoot us down. We have nothing but some candles that may have been bought by Symone or his father and an argument on Witchcraft. Not enough for probable cause or even a wild guess.”
Levac continued to look at the dark clouds on the horizon for a moment before joining Raven inside the Shelby. When he finished buckling his seatbelt, he noticed Raven reviewing a message on her phone. “What’s up?”
Raven put the phone down and started the engine before replying, “That was a friend of mine. She may have some information on the gris-gris we found with King’s body.”
“Let’s go then.”
Raven eased the car down the driveway, shaking her head. “Sorry, Rupert,” she said. “I have to do this one alone. I’ll drop you back at the district and go meet with her. If it leads to anything, I’ll give you a call.”
Levac frowned, his dark eyes staring at Raven’s right ear. “Meeting with one of your secret snitches, huh?” he asked.
Raven glanced at Levac and smiled. “She’s hardly a snitch.
But she’s a friend and she’s
entitled to her privacy. She’s only looking into this because I asked her nicely and she knows my family.”
“All right. I’ll see if we have Boone’s financial records; maybe we can come up with another connection to Symone,” Levac said.
Raven nodded and pressed the gas, wondering what Marie had been so concerned about.
 
VII
 
Old Town, a place of dark shadows and discretely placed neon signs at night, was quiet and subdued by day, a lonely place visited only by bored tourists and police looking for a quiet place to have a smoke. Most of the stores closed at dawn; those that were open later were quiet and somehow brooding, as if waiting for the sun to flee below the horizon before truly coming alive. The district’s inherent gloom combined with the dark, sullen clouds on the horizon made Old Town seem even more menacing; quiet as the grave yet exuding the feeling of an unvoiced scream.
Raven parked the Shelby in front of a somber-looking delicatessen and paused to button her jacket before making her way down the cobbled sidewalk, looking at the merchandise in the darkened windows of closed businesses as she passed.
Marie’s was also dark; however, the message Marie had left had said to knock and the Mambo would answer. Raven rapped a knuckle on the door and waited, huddled in her jacket against the chill autumn wind. After a few moments, Marie’s face appeared in the window. She smiled and unlatched the door, allowing Raven to enter. She locked the door behind Raven and bowed, her hands folded before her.
“Good afternoon, Fürstin,” she said. “I believe I have news regarding that gris-gris for you.”
“Thank you for calling, Marie,” Raven replied. “What did you find out?”
“I did some asking around,” Marie said in a soft voice. “There is a bocor named Tasker who has a small church in Bronzeville on the south side. I believe it is he who crafted the gris-gris you found.”
“If you had a similar gris-gris, would you be able to tell what its purpose was?” Raven asked.
“It would depend on the contents,” Marie replied. “Truly, the magic is in the belief and the power of the houngan rather than the gris-gris itself. The contents are largely to bind the gris-gris to the person receiving the enchantment.”
Reaching into her purse, Raven pulled out the second gris-gris, the one she assumed had belonged to Victoria. “Can we open this one and see what we can find?”
Marie took the gris-gris from Raven’s unresisting hand and held it, rubbing her thumb across the surface. She then turned and walked to one of the glass countertops, where she muttered a few words before opening the bag and pouring the contents onto the counter.
Unlike the first gris-gris they had found,
they were more suited to Victoria than Nathan King. A pair of silver earrings, a lock of hair and a scrap of cloth were mixed in with a small humanoid figure and a mixture of herbs that Raven believed were the same as she had found with King.
Marie sorted through the materials with one finger, placing them in a circle. In the end, including the herbs, the items numbered thirteen in all.
“Hellebore, goldenseal, ginger and fennel,” Marie said, “along with the personal belongings of a female: lipstick, earrings, a bit of fingernail, hair and so on.”
“What do you think the purpose was?” Raven asked.
“To make someone ill,” Marie replied. “The barer of this gris-gris would have become quite sick to their stomach.”
“That explains all the antacids and anti-nausea pills we found,” Raven said. “Why would anyone want to make someone sick?”
Marie stirred the contents for a moment before gathering them and placing them all back into the bag. “There could be any number of reasons,” she said, dusting off her hands. “Many times it’s
for revenge, or to accomplish some goal that requires the sickened person to be out of the way for a period.”
Marie handed the gris-gris back to Raven, who tucked it into her purse. “How close would this have to be to the victim to have any effect?”
With a shrug, Marie turned to guide Raven back towards the front of the store. “That would depend upon the power of the bocor who made it. Perhaps inches, perhaps as much as a meter.”
“Can you tell me how powerful the bocor was?” Raven asked.
“No, I cannot,” Marie replied, moving behind the counter and pouring two cups of tea. “I suggest you speak with Tasker. I believe he created the gris-gris and can tell you more. Drink your tea, Fürstin,” she said.
“Thank you, Marie.” Raven picked up the cup and sipped at the sweet brew. “What's in it?”
"It’s
a special brew, Fürstin, to protect us from any magic the bocor may use,” Marie replied, sipping at the tea herself. “I do not trust anyone who would make such a harmful gris-gris. Please be cautious in your investigation.”
“You know me, Marie,” Raven said after another sip of tea. “If my middle name wasn’t Estrith, it would be Cautious.”
Marie smiled and nodded around her cup. “Of course, Fürstin. And it’s a good middle name. A strong, Nordic name from the Beowulf poem, I believe.”
“Yes. My father had a thing for it." Raven put her cup down on the counter and smiled again. “Thank you for your help, Marie. I appreciate your assistance, and it won't
go unnoticed at Court. I’ll make sure of that.”
Marie shook her head.  “Fürstin, you know I assist you out of friendship, not for boon at Court.”
“I do, Marie,” Raven replied. “But I’ll still offer what I can to show my thanks.
Marie patted Raven’s hand by way of reply, and Raven smiled.
“Thank you again,” she said.
“Good afternoon, Fürstin,” Marie replied.
Raven returned to the Shelby and slipped behind the wheel, pondering her next move. Someone had been making both Nathan King and Victoria Laveau ill using a potent gris-gris. Both had later turned up dead with their stomachs turned inside out and someone had hired Boone to make Victoria’s death look like a ritual, probably before they knew King’s body had been found.
Lots of questions and the only potential suspect was Brand Symone.
Again lamenting how much she hated the bizarre crimes she always got wrapped up in, Raven pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed Levac’s number. She was transferred to voicemail after only one ring.
“Hey, it’s Raven,” she said after Levac’s short message. “I have a lead on that gris-gris we found in King’s car. I'm
heading to the south side for a follow up. Call me.”
Raven tossed the phone aside and started the car. Hopefully she wouldn’t need backup to visit a bocor. But something was making her skin crawl and she didn’t think it was the lingering smell of Levac’s cheeseburger. Annoyed, she pressed the Shelby’s accelerator and leaned back into the seat, trying to shake the feeling while she fought her way through traffic.
The Bronzeville historic district was quiet in the early afternoon, and Raven found the bocor’s church with little difficulty. The small, two-story structure was nestled between two stone and clapboard houses, both of which appeared to be empty. Raven parked the Shelby on the street and made her way down the short walkway to the church’s closed doors. A small, black placard indicated that Tasker would be available for private worship between six and seven in the evening. It was just before four. Presumably the bocor would be in, perhaps preparing for the evening mass or, with Raven’s luck, choking a chicken.
She frowned at the thought and tested the latch. Finding the door unlocked, she entered and looked around. Inside, the old Catholic church had been converted into a spiritual temple, complete with paintings of the Loa and an altar. Most of the old, stained glass windows were still intact, as was the cross located beyond the altar. A small pile of incense smoldered in a brazier on the altar, filling the room with the scent of cinnamon and cardamom.
Raven
moved through the gloom, taking in the strange murals on the walls. Each of the paintings included members of the Ghede Loa, including such figures as Baron Samedi and Maman Brigitte or Marinette, a member of the Kongo Loa. The paintings were all disturbingly surreal and depicted, when viewed closely, despicable acts taking place behind the Loa. Cannibals were supping on tender flesh behind Baron La Croix, while women were flayed alive behind Marinette.
Shaking her head at the strange images, Raven continued deeper into the church, walking past the pile of incense on the altar and moving toward the closed doors in the far corner. She was nearly to them when they opened and a tall black man dressed in a long, white robe draped in gold chains stepped through. He smiled widely at Raven and spread his arms in welcome. Raven thought he looked like a parade float.
“Good afternoon, Detective Storm,” the man said in a booming bass voice. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Tasker; I believe you have some questions for me regarding my vaudun?”
Raven paused, somewhat surprised that the bocor knew her name. “Good afternoon, Mr. Tasker. I take it Marie told you I was coming?”
The bocor shook his head, his mane of black hair rustling over his shoulders like angry snakes. “No, not at all. It was the Baron who told me you would visit. Come, please enter my sanctum and you may ask your questions.”
The bocor stood aside and beckoned Raven toward the room behind him,
his wide smile seeming to light up the otherwise gloomy passage. Raven nodded and passed through the entrance, the spot between her shoulder blades itching under the bocor’s dark-eyed gaze.
The room beyond was tastefully decorated in shades of white and red highlighted with gold. A plush maroon carpet covered the floor while gold and white tapestries covered the walls, hiding what Raven assumed were cinderblock walls. A large altar, also covered in white and gold, served as both a place of worship and the bocor’s desk. A human skull sat on the edge, its empty mouth leering at the young detective, candles burning in its eyes. Behind the altar was the room’s only other piece of furniture, a large, oak throne painted with red and black symbols, topped with a black-painted human skull.
“I apologize there are no other chairs,” the bocor said, closing the door behind them. “Please, feel free to use mine.”
Raven glanced at the throne and shook her head. “No, thank you. This should only take a few minutes and I prefer to stand.”
“As you wish,” the bocor replied, taking his place in the throne. “What exactly is it that I can do for you, detective?”
“I’m currently working on a case involving two homicides. I found a gris-gris bag at both locations, with contents I believe you’re familiar with.” Raven pulled both King’s and Laveau’s photos from her purse. “Have you seen either of these two people before?”
The bocor gave both the photos a cursory examination. “The male is Nathan King, an accountant of some repute. The woman is a dancer in Old Town that I’m only vaguely familiar with.”
“How did you know Mr. King?” Raven asked.
The bocor shrugged. “I didn’t, really. I created a gris-gris at the request of another. The gris-gris was for Mr. King. I needed to see his likeness to focus the totem.”
Raven nodded and pulled another set of photos from her purse, these depicting the contents of the two gris-gris bags she had found. “Is this the item you created?” she asked, placing the photos on the altar.
The bocor didn’t bother to examine the photographs. “I created both of them."
“I see,” Raven said without surprise. “And what was the gris-gris bag supposed to do?”
“Make the happy couple violently ill when together,” the bocor replied. “The young man who requested I make them seemed quite upset that Mr. King and the young woman were together. He thought making them sick for a few days would perhaps cause them to lose interest in one another.”
“Do you know if it worked? Was the couple separated by your voodoo?” Raven asked.
The bocor shrugged again and sat back into his plush throne, idly stroking the wood as a Bond villain might pet his cat. “That I don’t know,” he said. “All I can guarantee is the gris-gris bags worked as requested.”
Raven leaned closer, ignoring the leering skull next to her elbow. “Obviously these weren’t
made at King or Laveau’s request. Who asked you to make them?”
The bocor shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, Detective Storm. I can’t
tell you that. My services are as confidential as a doctor’s.”
“You admit to creating the harmful gris-gris bags and giving them to someone who may be a murderer,” Raven replied. “You can either cough up the person’s name or you can spend a few nights in jail on suspicion of murder.”
The bocor laughed, the deep sound echoing off the walls of the chamber and seeming to surround Raven,
making the hair stand up on her neck and her skin try to crawl off and hide.
“Detective Storm, you know a murder charge against me will never stand. You have little evidence aside from some trinkets that most of your kind believe to be little more than harmless superstition. I have neither motive nor ill will towards your victims. But by all means, please feel free to arrest me; the best you can do is cite me for impeding your investigation. I’ll be out within a few hours and you’ll be no closer to finding your killer.”
Raven continued to stare at the bocor, knowing he was right. Though she felt certain he had some connection to the two victims, aside from the gris-gris bags, she had no evidence and her instincts were not admissible in court. She had learned that as a rookie uniform.
“You won’t tell me who requested your magic, even if the person could be a cold-blooded murderer who’s taken two innocent lives?” she asked, her voice pitched low.
“Not won’t, Detective Storm. Can’t. My faith prevents me from disclosing the identities of those who come to me for help.”
The bocor paused, meeting Raven’s eyes for a long moment. When she didn’t waver, he nodded once. “I’ll do this for you. I’ll look into the matter myself. If I believe this person is involved in your case, I’ll present him to you with no further complaints.”
“That isn’t good enough,” Raven replied. “You’re not a police officer, nor can you guarantee a chain of evidence. I want the man’s name.”
The bocor shrugged and extended his hands in front of him. “It is all I have to offer, detective. Either accept my offer or arrest me.”
Raven growled in the back of her throat, fighting the urge to reach across the altar and slap the bocor with all her strength. “All right, Tasker,” Raven said at last. “I’ll
be back tomorrow. You’d
better have some information for me.”
“As you wish, detective,” the bocor replied. “Enjoy your afternoon. I look forward to speaking to you again soon.”
Raven snorted and turned away, finding her own way out of the disquieting temple without looking back at Tasker’s grinning face. She felt certain she would punch him if she did.
Outside, the sun was hidden behind grey clouds shot through with purple and black, harbingers of an autumn thunderstorm about to break. Raven looked up at the clouds, watching blue tendrils of lightning crackle along their bellies.
“Swell,” she muttered, huddling in her jacket. “Harry Callahan never has days like this.”
Feeling as dark as the sky, she walked back to her Shelby and slid behind the wheel. Maybe there would be better news back at the district.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Rain poured in black sheets from the sullen sky, drenching the Windy City in icy water that glittered in the streetlights. The Shelby’s windshield wipers beat out a steady thump as Raven threaded her way through rush hour traffic in an effort to get back to the station house before everyone was gone. The intense rain cut visibility to almost nothing, causing heavy traffic jams and, in some cases, flooding and closing roads. It was pitch dark by the time she arrived at the district station house and parked the Shelby in a spot near the stairs.
The homicide office was empty when she arrived, though the lingering smell of Levac’s egg salad dinner and Frost’s top shelf tequila still lingered in the squalid workplace. Raven flopped into the chair behind her desk and used tissues to wipe down her new jacket before turning to the stack of files that, by the mustard stains on the edges, Levac must have left for her before he went home.
The top one was Nathan King’s financial record. Levac had highlighted several sections that indicated the victim had made large cash deposits, each in the amount of twenty-five thousand dollars. These had been going on for the last year and totaled two hundred thousand dollars in total with no unusual withdrawals. That, combined with what they had found in King’s freezer, meant nearly half a million dollars in cash had fallen into King’s hands from an unknown source. Why was someone paying King in cash? Raven asked herself. And who?
She reread Levac’s notes on the matter, which were less than helpful, and then moved to the next section, which was the final toxicology report on King. Most of the compounds were normal; however, Dr. Zhu indicated a trace amount of mercury had been found in the burned skin around the wound. Raven set that file aside and sorted through the pile until she found Victoria’s toxicology report, which she compared with King’s.
“‘…including trace amounts of mercury’,” she read aloud. “What does mercury have to do with anything? It isn’t enough to kill them, and mad-hatter disease doesn’t blow up your stomach!”
Raven sat back in her chair, staring at the file as if she could glean an explanation by sheer force of will. In her mind’s eye she saw Baron Samedi chasing the two victims with a spear made of liquid mercury that dripped a trail behind him as he ran, a vision she dismissed as a fantasy born of frustration. She rubbed her eyes with long-nailed fingers to brush away the vision and turned back to the files. She read each from cover to cover, searching for clues or an explanation, the only sound coming from the rain pounding against the window with such fury that it drowned out the rest of the sounds of the city.
Two hours later, she leaned back, annoyed and frustrated. Nothing in the reports cleared up any of the mysteries; instead, they added enigmas to every clue. Both had been killed by damage to their stomachs and left lung. Mercury had been found in both victims, but not enough to cause any harm. Tasker had created gris-gris bags for each victim, but the gris-gris bags were intended to cause illness, not death. It was impossible to kill someone directly with voodoo; it was not in and of itself a destructive form of magic. Even if she thought it could have been done, no judge was ever going to believe her or give her a warrant to arrest anyone.
Keeping a photograph of Tobias Boone, Raven stuffed the files into her ‘open’ file drawer and then slipped on her new leather jacket, luxuriating in the feel of the slick satin lining against her skin. The soft material still smelled like Francois, and somehow his masculine scent made her feel secure, as if she were wrapped safely in his arms.
She smiled to herself and turned to leave the office, pausing to grab an umbrella from the lost and found bin near the back door. A few minutes later she was making her way towards Old Town, the Shelby’s windshield wipers fighting a valiant, but hopeless battle against the pounding autumn storm. She again parked in front of the deli, this time pausing to drop a few coins into the now-active meter.
Inside, the deli smelled of fresh cold cuts, mustard and sliced onions, scents that always reminded her of Saturday afternoons with her father. Raven shook out her borrowed umbrella and left it near the door before approaching the counter. An attractive young man with shoulder-length brown hair, green eyes and a quick smile wiped his hands on his apron and approached from behind the counter.
“Nasty storm, Miss. What can I get for you tonight?” he asked.
Raven returned the young man’s smile and tapped on the case with one nail. “Let me have some of that rare roast beef with cheddar cheese and deli mustard on a hard roll. With a coffee to take away, please.”
The man nodded and moved to complete her
order. She watched him for a few seconds before turning to the window and looking at the traffic outside. Though the downpour had kept some of the tourists indoors, it looked as if many of the zone’s denizens were still venturing out. The sidewalk was surprisingly busy with people dressed in heavy raincoats, PVC clothing, and of course leather, which was always a staple of preternatural night life.
Behind her, the clerk had placed a paper-wrapped sandwich and steaming cup of coffee on the counter. “Order’s up, Miss,” he called. “Will there be anything else?”
Raven walked back to the counter, pulling a folded bill and Boone’s photo from her purse. “Actually, yes,” she said, holding out the photo. “Have you seen this man in the last few days?”
The young man shrugged, not even glancing at the photo. “Nope. Sorry, can’t help you.”
“Don’t you want to at least look at the photo before you answer the question?” Raven asked, raising the picture so it was right in front of him.
With a sigh, the young man looked at the photo and Raven saw recognition flitter across his face before he again shook his head. “Nope, never seen the guy,” he said, a little less confidently.
Raven nodded, still holding the photo in place. “Okay…you’ve officially never seen him. Now, unofficially, when and where did you last see him?”
The man shrugged again and moved behind the case for what safety it offered. “I told you, I never seen him before. The sandwich and coffee is nine dollars even, please.”
Raven
put the photo in her pocket and laid the folded fifty on the counter next to the register. When the clerk reached for it, she put her hand on his, holding him in place with her nails.
“Look,” she said, “I’m Detective Storm of the Chicago Police. I’m working on a murder case and I know you have seen this guy before. His name is Boone and he might be involved in two deaths and an attempt on my life. Tell me where you saw him and you can keep the change.”
The clerk met Raven’s eyes and she saw real fear in his face. “All right…he came in a few days ago, had a chicken sandwich and sat alone by the window. When he finished, he left.”
“That’s it?” Raven asked. “He ate a sandwich and left and that made you nervous?”
The clerk swallowed and looked away from the cold green of Raven’s gaze. “No…” he said after a moment. “What made me nervous is he met up with a huge black guy in a robe just in front of the store. Something about him, the way he looked at me through the glass like he could see all the way to my soul, that’s
what made me nervous.”
Raven took her hand back and picked up her coffee. “Can you describe this black man?"
The clerk rang in Raven’s order and pocketed her change before replying, “He was tall, almost seven feet tall, with lots of hair that looked like snakes, and a long braided beard.”
“And he was wearing a robe?” Raven pressed.
The clerk nodded. “Yes, a red and black one.”
“Tasker,” Raven muttered. “Do you know where Boone was staying? Did he drive or walk?”
“He walked,” the clerk said. “Probably from the Bethany Hotel down the block. It’s where all the lowlifes stay.”
 
II
 
Raven sat at a corner table and finished her coffee and sandwich, pondering what the clerk had told her. The black man Boone had met with was almost certainly the bocor, Tasker. That didn’t mean he was involved in the attack or the murder; she could think of a dozen reasons why the bocor would contact a man like Tobias Boone, but it was interesting and moved him to the top of the suspect list. It didn’t feel right, though. The bocor was somehow involved and operated on the very cusp of the law, but she felt certain he wasn’t the killer she was looking for. With that in mind, she left the small deli and walked the block and a half to the Bethany Hotel, an old Victorian hotel that catered to tourists who couldn’t afford the rates at the more expensive hotels downtown.
The Bethany had seen better days; the once opulent lobby, decorated with plush red carpeting, polished oak paneling and crystal chandeliers was now threadbare and tarnished, lit only by a pair of old lamps. To Raven, the room smelled of age, mold and desperation.
A middle-aged woman dressed in a pink dress that nearly matched her pudgy face was sitting behind the counter. She looked up from her small, black-and-white television when Raven entered and favored her with a lukewarm smile.
“Good evening, Miss,” she said in a pleasant enough voice. “Looking for a room to get out of the nasty weather, then?”
Raven shook her head and presented her badge to the older woman. “No, thank you. I'm
looking for some information, and a man I believe was registered here.”
“We have several guests at the moment, officer…eh?” the woman said, squinting at the badge.
“Storm. Detective Storm.” Raven exchanged her badge for a photo of Boone and held it out to the woman. “The man I'm looking for is named Tobias Boone, though he was probably registered under another name. Do you remember seeing him at all?”
The desk clerk took the photo and raised a pair of glasses from the depths of her bosom, squinting at the image. She nodded and tapped the photo. “Oh, yes! I remember that hair! He registered under the name Justin Case and paid for a week in cash. I gave him room twenty-eight on the second floor. I was going to send my man up to clean his things out; his week expires today and he hasn’t been back.”
“May I take a look?” Raven asked.
The clerk handed Raven back the photo then pulled a key from the maze of cubbyholes behind her and handed that over as well. “Of course, Detective Storm. Just bring the key back when you're through."
The second floor smelled almost as bad as the lobby, though the smell of desperation had largely been replaced by that of fear; the tang of stale sweat permeated the hallway and mixed with the smell of mold to create a true nasal symphony of sadness and decay. Raven walked down the hallway slowly, her eyes brushing over the framed paintings of Old Town that lined the walls, now cracked and faded with time and neglect. She recognized several local landmarks, as well as a few prominent citizens of the hotel’s heyday; at one time, the Bethany had been at the heart of the city, not at the bottom of the barrel.
She located room twenty-eight, a corner room with a good view of the hallway from the door’s small peephole. The key went into the lock easily and Raven suspected Boone had oiled the door himself; she recognized the smell of his preferred gun oil. She shook her head and pushed the door open, turning sideways to limit her silhouette.
The room beyond had once been a suite, and technically still qualified as one. The door opened into a short hallway that led into a small sitting area. Two louvered doors led to the bedroom and bathroom respectively and a wide rain-speckled window overlooked Old Town below. The smell of gun oil and Hoppe’s No. 9 cleaner permeated the room, overpowering the scent of mold and sweat filtering in from the hallway.
On the room’s coffee table rested an assortment of weapons, ranging from what Raven recognized as a Browning machine gun to a Heckler and Koch Mp5 with a suppressor and extended double magazine. Mixed between these two were pistols and knives of almost every type and description.
Wow, Raven thought. Guess I'm lucky he only brought a few friends with him, after all. I never thought I'd appreciate being underestimated so much.
Leaving the weapons alone, she turned towards the bedroom. Her fingers had just closed on the knob when the door exploded outward in a shower of splinters and a fearsome, grey-skinned creature burst through, its fangs bared, its clawed hands reaching for Raven’s throat.
Falling backwards in surprise, Raven had only a heartbeat to realize what was happening before the winged monster was upon her. The creature, a massive humanoid with vestigial wings beneath its spindly arms and fangs jutting from its square jaw, was dressed in the tatters of a pair of jeans and a tee shirt, indicating it had once been human. It swiped at Raven with razor-sharp claws and she rolled to the side, using the motion to draw her Automag and put some distance between the creature and herself.
“Freeze,” she ordered, climbing back to her feet. “Detective Storm, Chicago Police! Stop or I’ll use deadly force!”
The creature showed no sign of understanding her instructions, continuing its crab-like approach and again clawing at Raven,
the razor sharp tips whistling through the air inches from her face.
The Automag’s report was deafening in the small room. Raven fired three shots in quick succession, watching each of the heavy rounds punch through the creature’s torso and embed themselves in the wall behind. The creature keened in pain, a loud wail that set Raven’s
teeth on edge, but it seemed otherwise unfazed by the wounds, continuing forward and catching Raven with a roundhouse slap that sent her sprawling to the floor, blood dripping from her split lip.
Raven shook her head to clear the sparks dancing behind her eyes and looked up just in time to see the creature looming over her, its clawed hands reaching for her hair. She tried to roll aside again, but was too slow and the vampiric thing buried its claws in her hair and jerked her upright, baring her neck in the process. Extending its long, raw-looking tongue, the thing lapped at the blood on Raven’s face and moaned hungrily before opening its mouth, fangs fully extended.
“You’re a vampire?” Raven asked in surprise. “I am Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste of the Royal Court; by the laws of the Totentanz, unhand me immediately!”
Again, the creature made no sign that it understood what Raven had said,
instead lowering its mouth to her neck. Its fangs bit deep and she knew she had only a moment to act. Twisting in the creature’s grip, she forced her Automag under its chin and squeezed the trigger, quietly praying that the round exited through the top of the monster’s head rather than through the side of her own skull.
Her aim was true and the bullet ripped through the creature’s jaw and forehead, bathing Raven in blood and temporarily deafening her left ear. The creature dropped to the ground, writhing in silent agony, its skull and brain already beginning to heal.
With a hand clamped to the wound in her neck, Raven changed her weapon’s magazine, replacing the police-safe rounds with the high-powered cartridges she used on the rare occasion she had to put down a preternatural. The large silver-tipped, hollow-point bullets were filled with garlic, holy water and sawdust from an ancient oak; a little something for everyone.
Wincing from the pain in her neck and shoulders, Raven fired three shots into the creature’s chest, killing it and causing it to explode in a flash of ash and flame. As it disintegrated around her, she dropped the Automag and reached for her phone, dialing the first number that came to mind.
“Ravenel, good evening!” came Francois’ happy voice a moment later. “This is a truly wonderful surprise. What can I do for you this evening? Would you care to join me for a late dinner?”
“Francois…” Raven choked, blood trickling between her fingers. “Help…I need help…”
“Ravenel? What is wrong? What has happened; are you okay? Raven? Raven!”
The young detective gritted her teeth and tried to respond, managing to gasp, “Bethany,” before falling to her knees and then to the floor, blood pooling around her head. She watched the crimson puddle and gritted her teeth, wondering if Francois would find her and wishing she wasn't so picky about feeding.
 
III
 
Consciousness approached Raven as if from a great distance. She felt like she was swimming through molasses
and getting nowhere as she struggled from the cold pool of unconsciousness to full wakefulness. Eventually she became aware that the dull droning she could hear was someone speaking nearby and the lights she was trying so hard to focus on were candles burning in sconces lining the master bedroom in Francois’ penthouse home. She recognized the tapestries from medieval France from when she had peeked in a few nights before.
With some difficulty, she cleared her throat and shifted under the covers, drawing Francois’ attention. He appeared in Raven’s vision, concern etched in his face.
“Ravenel? Can you hear me?" He reached out to take the young woman’s hand.
“I’m here, Francois. I told you to call me Raven.” Raven's voice sounding far away. “What happened to me?”
“I was going to ask you the same thing. When I found you, you were unconscious from loss of blood. If I had been much later, you would have crossed into the Styx and would be supping with your ancestors, rather than decorating my bed.”
Raven smiled and licked her dry lips before responding, “Then I’m glad you move fast; most of my ancestors wouldn’t approve of me. How long have I been out?”
“Only a few hours,” Francois said. “Luckily for you, my butler has medical training and we had a few pints of blood on hand. You are healing nicely now, but you had us all very worried.”
“Indeed,” came Valentina’s voice from somewhere behind Francois. “You gave us quite a scare, my little one.”
“Mom?” Raven whispered, looking up at Francois. “You called my mother?”
Francois shrugged. “It seemed the prudent thing to do, Ravenel. You were attacked and are a Fürstin of the noble house. It was my duty as a member of Court to notify her of your injury.”
Raven made a sour face and wriggled under the covers until she could see her mother, who was seated by the window. The elder vampire was dressed plainly, for her, in a long black gown made of spun silk and a simple red shawl. She was watching Raven with a mixture of concern and amusement.
“Hello, Mother,” Raven said. “I'm sorry you got called out in this weather for this little scratch.”
Valentina waved Raven’s comment away and stood to join Francois at the side of the bed. “Nonsense. You are my child and, as Monsieur Du Guerre pointed out, a member of the noble house. You mean more to me than you know and coming to you was no trouble. How are you feeling?”
Raven rubbed the bandage on her neck. “Like something took an Iowa-sized chunk out of me.”
Valentina nodded while Francois asked, “Ravenel, what happened? I detected the ashed remains of a vampire in the room. Who was it? Why did you kill it?"
“I have no idea what it was.” Raven leaned back into the plush pillows. “It wasn’t like anything I've ever seen before, not a typical Embraced or a lycan. He was winged and kind of bestial, like he was stuck somewhere between human and animal form. He was also pretty stupid, far more interested in feeding on me than in self-preservation. I tried to talk sense to him, and I identified myself as of the noble house and I only got a growl in response.”
Valentina exchanged glances with Francois, who nodded once.
“One of the forsaken ones,” Valentina whispered. “I thought they were no more.”
“A forsaken one?” Raven asked. “What's that?”
Francois paused for a long moment, gathering his thoughts before speaking. “In the dark ages, there was a punishment used on vampires who had committed heinous crimes against vampire kind, including Embraced and Children. Those found guilty were locked away deep beneath the earth, where they were bound with silver chains and starved of sustenance. The pain of their bonds prevented them from lapsing into torpor or escaping from confinement.”
“It was intended to be a form of prison,” Valentina interjected. “As vampires, most types of confinement have little purpose, as we can simply hibernate until the sentence is over. This punishment prevented them from being able to do so, forcing them to properly suffer.”
“That makes sense, I guess,” Raven said sourly. “I hope I never get on the bad side of the Court. My punishment would probably to be locked up listening to Barry Manilow records. But what does this have to do with the deformed vampire I encountered at the Bethany?”
“I was getting to that,” Francois said, hiding a smile. “The punishment had an unexpected side effect. When the guilty were brought up at the end of their sentence, it was found they had gone mad and had transformed into mindless vampiric creatures perpetually caught in a state of blood frenzy. They cannot be reasoned with, cannot be controlled, and most were immediately put down.”
“Afterward, the punishment was ended,” Valentina said. “The Court of the time ruled that the aftereffects were too extreme and too dangerous. The punishment was replaced with execution through sunlight exposure.”
“Well, someone is still using the forsaken punishment,” Raven said. “This thing was insane, unable to speak, and it shrugged off a chest full of hollow-points like they were mosquito bites.”
“Not only is someone continuing it,” Francois said. “They have found a way to control their creations. A forsaken one would never have waited in that room otherwise. Sheep were plentiful within that hovel. The forsaken one should have gone into a feeding frenzy and attacked everyone in the building.”
Raven frowned and looked up at Francois. “Great. Considering that was Tobias Boone’s hideout and he already tried to kill me, it’s a good bet whoever the suspect is can control and perhaps create these things. That isn’t exactly good news. I hate it when the supernatural collides with my cases.”
Valentina moved past Francois and sat next to Raven on the bed. “Ravenel, my love…perhaps you should drop this case and take some time off while the Court looks into this. These blood-starved vampires are incredibly dangerous and their involvement makes this a Totentanz matter.”
“I agree, Ravenel,” Francois interjected. “Take some time off; join me in the Swiss Alps for a few weeks while the rest of the Court deals with this.”
Raven made a face and shook her head. “No way. This is my case. I don’t care of this guy has creepy-crawlies working for him or not. I’m
going to find him and put him away for a very long time."
Francois frowned and folded his arms across his broad chest, causing his shirt to gap in interesting ways and drawing Raven’s attention. “Ravenel, I believe there is more to your case than a simple murder. Your run-of-the-mill crimes of passion do not
normally involve forsaken vampires and black magic. Please, let the Court investigate in your stead.”
“That just makes it more interesting,” Raven replied, her jaw set. “Look, Dad wouldn’t have dropped a case just because it got a little more dangerous than he expected. I’m
not going to, either. I can handle myself.”
Valentina smiled in spite of her concern and leaned down to kiss her daughter’s forehead. “No, he would not, and yes, you can, my love. You are certainly his child. Stubborn to the bone.”
Raven smiled. “Yes, and that’s why you love me, Mother.”
“I am not pleased you will not reconsider,” Francois said. “Someone with the power to control forsaken ones is not to be trifled with. You almost died tonight, Ravenel! I could not bear the thought of losing you!”
Raven turned her gaze towards Francois, again taking in his breathtaking beauty, from the blond hair that cascaded down his shoulders to his near-perfect skin and the muscles that rippled beneath. God, how she wanted to share his bed again!
“But I didn’t, Francois,” she said. “Thanks to you, I’m going to be fine and live to fight another day. Besides, the forsaken vampire caught me by surprise. I know how to take them down now. If you’re going to date me, you have to come to terms with my job. It’s dangerous, deadly even, but it’s
what I do.”
“As you wish, Ravenel,” Francois said. “I will
gather what information I have on the forsaken; perhaps it will assist you in your investigation.”
Raven smiled warmly. “Thank you. I think I can use all the help I can get.”
“You should rest now, Ravenel,” Valentina said. “Your body is still recovering from the loss of blood. You should feed, but I know better than to expect that of you.”
Raven nodded, overwhelmingly tired. Part of her knew it was her mother’s influence, and was vaguely annoyed she had used her elder powers on her own daughter, but Raven also knew her mother was right and she needed the rest. A normal human would be in the hospital after losing so much blood. With visions of Francois dancing in her head, Raven fell into a deep sleep.
 
IV
 
As the first rays of the rising dawn caressed the city, it brought with it a dense fog that blanketed the low-lying sections of the Windy City. Wet skyscrapers and high-rise buildings jutted from the fog like tombstones poking through the deep snow of winter, making the city look surreal in the early dawn light.
Raven stood peering through the thick velvet curtains of Francois’ bedroom, her neck wound almost healed and her body feeling refreshed and healthy. She watched the quiet city for a few minutes, enjoying the warm morning sun before returning to the cart placed at the foot of the bed. True to his word, Francois had left her a journal that smelled of old paper and incense and was stuffed with drawings, stories and theories regarding the tortured creatures known as the forsaken ones. Raven flipped through it for a moment then set it aside and opened the box she knew would contain an outfit Francois found suitable for her. Inside was everything she would need for the day, from lacey lingerie she was sure cost more than the gross national product of a small country to a pair of designer skinny jeans in black, a silver blouse made of silk, and a pair of high leather boots that would end above her knees. He had also included a long coat of soft black leather and three magazines of her specialized ammunition. A note attached to one of the magazines read:
 
Your brother and I took the liberty, just in case.
Francois
 
Raven smiled in spite of herself and took the box to the guest bathroom to get ready for the day. She left an hour later, stepping out into the cool morning fog and turning up the coat’s collar against the wind still blowing in off the lake. She found her Shelby in the garage and, when she slipped behind the wheel, smelled Francois’ masculine scent. Obviously he had brought the car home himself. She usually didn’t allow anyone else to drive her father’s classic and had in fact threatened to shoot a coworker when he slid behind the wheel, but in this case she could make an exception. Besides, her erstwhile partner didn’t have a butt like Francois’.
Her phone was waiting for her in its cradle on the center console and she grabbed it, sending Levac a quick text asking him to meet her at the Bethany before starting the engine and driving back to Old Town.
The Bethany didn’t look any better by daylight and Raven wasted no time moving through the repugnant lobby and back to Boone’s second-floor room. Francois had been as discreet as possible in his rescue; he had broken the lock and crushed the doorknob, but otherwise left the door intact.
Inside, the room was essentially as she had left it; the cleaning crew wouldn’t get to it until much later in the day. The only addition was the puddle of dark red blood she had left behind the night before, still drying on the moth-eaten carpet. Given the state of the rest of the hotel, no one would even notice the new stain.
Raven continued her examination where she had left off, entering the bedroom with her Automag in her hands in a Weaver stance. Two double beds had been squeezed into the room, separated only by a small nightstand and a pair of wall sconces. One of the beds was covered in luggage; mostly military-style kit bags mixed with full-frame backpacks. The other appeared to have been recently slept in, either by Boone, one of his cronies, or the forsaken vampire; the covers were in disarray and the pillows arranged in a sort of U-shape as if he had been sleeping on his side.
Still moving with care in case there were any other surprises waiting for her, Raven moved to the pile of luggage. It took a few minutes to rifle through the bags, where she found an assortment of ammunition for the weapons Boone had left behind, some neatly folded clothes, and a bag full of aluminum-wrapped bricks. Raven lifted out the first, knowing what it would contain, but needing to make certain. With great care, she unwrapped the brick to reveal a neat stack of twenty-dollar bills.
She was just unwrapping the last brick when Levac entered, a breakfast sandwich clutched in his hand and a group of lab technicians following closely behind like the train of a very dirty wedding gown.
“G’morning, Storm,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Busy night?”
“You could say that,” Raven replied. “This was Tobias Boone’s room. He was surprisingly easy to track down once I had an idea of where to look.”
Levac looked around with interest. “Really? This is where Boone was staying? How did you find it?”
“I followed the food, just like you would,” Raven replied. “It looks like either he was on King’s payroll or whoever was paying King was also paying Boone.”
“Given the circumstances, either is possible, but I vote for the second.” Levac finished his sandwich and, with a glance at Raven, stuffed the wrapper in his jacket pocket rather than tossing it on the floor.
Raven arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Why is that?”
“’Cause it looks like King had a definite hard-on for Victoria Laveau,” he said. “It seems unlikely he would pay Boone to kill her and make it look like some voodoo ritual that went haywire.”
“You could be right,” Raven said. “But this could also be some weird crime of passion gone wrong. Dr. Zhu was unable to come up with an accurate time of death. His best guess puts them within a few days of each other, but it is just a guess. The condition of the bodies didn’t help much.”
Levac nodded. “Yeah, I saw that in his report. We keep getting more mysteries and no clues. So what’s our next move, partner?”
Raven looked around at the technicians who were filing in to begin processing Boone’s belongings and then looked back at Levac. “Back to the station while Ryan’s boys do their thing. Maybe we will get lucky for a change.”
Levac smiled humorlessly. “Knowing your luck, I somehow doubt it will be anything good.”
 
V
 
The morning sun torched away the early fog, leaving the city shining like a fresh-cut diamond in the autumn light. Raven hardly noticed.
She and Levac
had spent the morning perusing the files for any possible connection between Nathan King, Victoria Laveau, and Tobias Boone. They agreed that Brand Symone was still their most likely suspect; however, the connection at present was tenuous, their evidence circumstantial. They needed to find something more substantial than an argument over Victoria.
Frost had ordered in lunch for the group and Raven sat with Levac, chewing a ham salad sandwich and staring at the collection of lines, circles and names they had drawn on the window with magic markers. They were just finishing their sandwiches when Raven’s phone rang.
She swallowed her last bite of sandwich and picked it up. “This is Detective Storm, how can I help you?”
The voice on the other end was the unmistakable rumble of the bocor Tasker. “I have that information you requested. Can you meet me at my church?”
Raven caught Levac's eye. “When?”
“Now,” was Tasker’s reply.
“My partner and I are on our way,” Raven said. “We'll
be there in twenty minutes.”
“I'll be waiting for you,” Tasker said, and then the line went dead.
Raven stared at the phone for a moment and then turned her attention to Levac. “That was the bocor I visited yesterday."
“And? I take it we're
not going for tea and crumpets,” Levac said.
“He says he has information for us.” Raven
picked up her purse and moved toward the door. “Maybe we just got lucky.”
“And maybe the FAA just handed out the first flying-pig license,” Levac joked, shrugging into his stained sport-coat. “Bet you a beer we get attacked by zombies or something on the way.”
“It won’t be zombies.” Raven led the way to the parking lot. “That’s been done. I’m betting on pirates.”
“Pirates? What do pirates have to do with anything?” Levac asked, perplexed.
“Everything is better with pirates,” Raven said with a grin.
The drive back into Bronzeville took more than the twenty minutes Raven had expected. Several of the roads had suffered flooding in the night’s downpour and she had to find an alternate route to the old church or risk taking her father’s treasured Shelby into deep water. Eventually, however, the pair arrived at Tasker’s church. Little had changed during the night, though Raven noted that Tasker seemed to have called in a few bodyguards. An assortment of workmen was cutting lawns that didn’t need cutting or pretending to trim hedges already groomed and weeded. She nudged Levac and nodded at the nearest one, drawing his attention to the potential danger if things went south in a hurry.
He returned the nod and loosened his weapon in its holster.
Raven led the way up the walk and through the church’s old door, which had developed a loud creak after the night’s rain. She gritted her teeth at the nerve-jangling sound and continued into the gloom, her eyes searching the shadows for Tasker or any hint of danger. As before, he stepped out from his private room just as Raven reached the sanctuary.
“Good afternoon, Detective Storm,” he said, his loud voice echoing in the empty church. “Detective Levac, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person, I have read so much about you; please, come into my office where we can speak in privacy.”

Tasker ushered the two detectives into his back room. This also remained largely unchanged; the only addition was a pair of metal folding chairs had been brought in and placed facing Tasker’s throne. He motioned for the detectives to have a seat and dropped into the large chair, his hand absently stroking the top of one of the skulls mounted to the arm. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I understand this case is keeping you quite busy.”
“You said you had news for us,” Raven said, preferring to stand while Levac sat in one of the chairs. “We could hardly wait to hear what you had learned.”
“Yes, indeed I do,” Tasker said. “You recall I offered to interview a member of my flock, the one who requested I make the gris-gris totems?”
“Yes, that’s
why I came to see you yesterday,” Raven replied, working hard to keep the impatience from her voice. “What did this person tell you? Do you have something for us?”
Tasker nodded and looked away for a moment.
Levac cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Sir? Any information you can provide may help us catch someone who’s killed at least twice."
Tasker waved Levac’s comment away. “Detective Levac, that is of little concern to me. People live and die every day; it’s part of the great chain of life. What bothers me is I didn’t
see this myself. I do indeed believe this man could be responsible for the deaths you're investigating.”
“His name, Tasker!” Raven stepped forward. “Give me the man’s name!”
Tasker laughed at Raven’s impatience and leaned back in his chair, still stroking the skull beneath his fingers. “I’m
getting to that, detective. I’m
wondering, however, if this matter would be better resolved within my own house. I don’t like being used as an instrument of death.”
“It wouldn’t,” Levac said, glancing up at Raven. “That would make you guilty of obstruction and you’d
also suffer the consequences of whatever punishment you levied against the suspect. You’re better off just giving us the name and letting the police handle the rest of the investigation.”
Tasker smiled and bowed his head slightly to Levac. “It’s
clear you’re the less passionate member of your duo. But let me ask you, Detective Levac, how would you know who it is if I don’t
tell you? Your charge of obstruction would hardly stick; it would be nothing more than a temporary nuisance.”
“Believe me, Tasker,” Raven interjected, her eyes blazing, “if you make me take you in, I’ll make sure you don’t see the light of day for at least three days, plus time for anything else I can dig up around here.
I’m sure you have more than a few dead chickens in your closet. Tell us what you brought us here for or I go get a shovel!”
Tasker stared at Raven for a long moment. Raven met his gaze unwaveringly, letting her annoyance show in her face. Eventually Tasker said, “As you wish, detective. A few weeks ago, a member of my church asked me to create some gris-gris bags with the intent of causing illness and making a couple he thought shouldn’t be together go their separate ways.”
“You aren’t telling me anything new,” Raven said. “Go on, please.”
“I spoke with this young man last night and I believe he may have had a greater hand in your case,” Tasker said. “He confirmed the people he wished to separate were Nathan King and Victoria Laveau. He was jealous of their relationship and wished to take the girl for himself. Based on some of the things he said, I believe he may be capable of hurting someone, possibly even murder.”
Levac nodded. “What is his name, Mr. Tasker?”
“Symone,” Tasker replied. “Brand Symone.”
“Cade Symone’s son?” Raven asked. “Are you sure?”
“I’m very sure, detective,”
the bocor replied. “I spoke with him myself. He’s a practicing houngan in his own right, though he has much to learn. I created the gris-gris bags for him, but he may have done more than just make your victims ill. He is a dangerous man who needs to be stopped."
“Thank you for your help, Mr. Tasker,” Levac said. “We’ll be in touch.”
Levac stood to leave; however, Raven maintained eye contact with Tasker, still somewhat suspicious.
“Why the change of heart, Tasker?” she asked. “You could have given up that name last night.”
The bocor stood and waved the two detectives towards the door.
“I was not certain then,” he said. “I am now. I’ve told you what you wished to know and I have nothing more to say. Please excuse me, detectives.”
Not at all happy with being dismissed, but having no overt reason to stay, Raven allowed Levac to lead her out of the church and into the afternoon sun. She stopped on the sidewalk and watched the half-hearted antics of Tasker’s men for a moment, then turned to Levac. “Does this feel right to you?”
“Sure, what’s not right?” Levac asked. “Your contact just tossed us a bone to go after our only suspect with. We have a witness who can testify that Symone was trying to split our vics up using any means he could find. Sounds like a motive to me.”
Raven shook her head, but continued on toward the Shelby parked less than a block away. “It just isn’t sitting right. Yesterday, he refused to give up one of his own and was willing to go to jail to protect them. He changed his mind overnight and he’s now
worried enough to have bodyguards outside? It makes me feel like I ate a can of spoiled tuna and washed it down with a cup of septic tank.”
Levac laughed and clapped Raven on the shoulder. “You’re just not used to things going smoothly.
Looks like this time we get to put someone behind bars without a gunfight in a dark alley. And you owe me a beer.”
“I owe you a beer?” Raven looked at Levac over the roof of the car.
Levac grinned and leaned across the roof. “Yep, no pirates tried to make us walk the plank.”
“That’s hardly fair,” Raven said. “There were no zombies either.”
“Fine, you buy me a beer and I’ll buy you a tequila with lime.”
“Deal.”
 
VI
 
Evening fell, bringing with it another bout of rain, this time a light drizzle mixed with occasional bouts of hard sleet that made the roads and sidewalk slick. Raven watched it through the squad-room window, waiting for Brand Symone and his attorney to be brought to the second-floor interview room. She acknowledged Levac’s approach with a glance at his reflection in the window and smiled. “You got my tequila, Rupert?”
Levac raised the two cardboard cups he was holding and shook his head. “Nope, we’re still working. I nabbed us both some coffee instead."
Raven turned and accepted the cup. She popped the top and sipped at the warm brew, surprised to find it was full of sweetened vanilla hazelnut, one of her favorites. “Thank you, Levac,” she said, taking another sip.
“You’re welcome,” Levac replied before taking a long drought of his own beverage. “Any word on our suspect?”
Raven nodded and gestured towards the window. “I saw them bring our boy in about an hour ago. They dragged him into processing, so he should be in the interview room soon.”
“Should I bring a few phone books?” Levac asked jokingly, “or do you just use a rubber hose?”
“I find my winning personality and charm is enough to get my suspects to fold at the knees and tell me what I want to know,” Raven replied.
“I can hardly wait. I'm assuming you want me to sit this out?”
“It depends on how it goes,” Raven said with a shrug. “I usually do this part alone. If I need you, I’ll step out and call you.”
“Fair enough…” Levac trailed off as Raven’s desk phone rang.
Raven took two steps and stretched to scoop up the phone. “Storm."
After a moment, she put the phone back and gathered up her purse. “He’s ready for us.”
The interview room, once known as Interrogation, was on the second floor down the hall from the small homicide division’s office. A uniformed officer was waiting outside the door with Lieutenant Frost, who nodded as Raven and Levac approached.
“The kid’s attorney is already frothing at the mouth,” Frost said. “Screaming about wrongful prosecution and rights violations. Take it easy in there, okay?”
“He’s been mirandized?” Raven asked.
“Of course,” Frost replied. “Three times. He knows his rights and if he can’t grasp them, his attorney is well versed.”
“Who’s the lawyer?” Levac asked.
“Wall,” Frost replied.
Both Raven and Levac paused.
Wall was one of the most prominent criminal defense attorneys in the city. He was on the payroll of the upper echelon of the Russian Bratva and the Italian Mafia, and he never took small cases. Most of his clients never saw him, just one of his Armani-suited lackeys.
“What’s Wall doing defending a basic murder case like this one?” Raven asked.
“Shouldn’t he be defending some Mafioso or something?” Levac added.
Frost shrugged and tapped on the wall with his index finger. “I’ve no idea. He arrived before the black and white brought the kid in. Said the butler called him.”
Raven nodded and handed Levac her purse and Automag for safekeeping. “Crime of passion, my ass! This just got more interesting. See you on the other side.”
She nodded at the uniformed officer, who opened the door and allowed her to pass, locking it behind her while Frost and Levac joined the forensic technologist in the adjoining room.
The interview room was intentionally spartan, with white walls, a white-tiled floor complete with a drain left over from yesteryear, a small table, four chairs and the requisite two-way mirror on the back wall.
Seated at the table was Henry Wall, a large man with graying red hair, a red face, and heavy-lidded grey eyes that seemed to see everything. He lurked like a frog at the bottom of a pond, waiting for his next meal. Seated next to him was a much more handsome man with black hair, a well-trimmed goatee and mustache and clear blue eyes that were hooded and frightened. Both men were dressed in Brooks Brothers suits, but the younger man wore his much better than the older, less fastidious, and much heavier attorney.
“It’s about time you got here, Detective Storm,” Wall said. “I want my client released immediately and all charges dropped!”
“It’s a pleasure to see you too, Attorney Wall." Raven took a seat opposite the two men and opened the file she had held under her arm.
“Skip the pleasantries, Storm; when will Mr. Symone be released?” Wall growled.
“I can’t answer that just yet.” Raven then turned to the younger man and offered her hand.
“Mr. Symone, I’m
Detective Raven Storm. It’s
a pleasure to meet you. I stopped by to speak with you yesterday, but you were otherwise indisposed.”
The young man showed no sign of hearing Raven, ignoring the offered hand and instead staring at her right ear.
“Okay, then, have it your way." Raven withdrew her hand. “I assume the officers who picked you up told you why you're here. We’re investigating the deaths of Nathan King and Victoria Laveau. What can you tell me about them?”
Brand opened his mouth to respond; however, Wall raised his hand and cut the younger man off. “My client has nothing to say. You don’t have anything to charge him with.”
Raven smiled humorlessly. “Oh, but I do. I have two dead bodies and a witness who’s stated that young Mr. Symone here was seeking to do both parties harm. I can at least hold him on suspicion based on the witness testimony.”
Wall snorted and waved away Raven’s argument. “My client hardly knew Nathan King and had no motive to do him any harm. As for the young tart, it was a fling, a girl he met at a club, nothing more, and certainly not worth causing her any harm. I again demand you release my client!"
“And I again reject your demand, Attorney Wall." Raven turned her attention back to the file. “Mr. Symone, I have a witness who confirms you argued with Mr. King about Victoria Laveau aboard a sloop named Witchcraft. I have another who states you and Victoria were having much more than a fling, to the point where you were seeing her on a regular, if not daily, basis and seemed jealous when she was seen with others during the course of her employment. I also believe I found your cologne in her apartment…it doesn’t look good for you.”
“It was a petty jealousy,” Wall said, again cutting off his client who balled his fist up in frustration. “In the end, Mr. Symone chose to give up his pursuit of Ms. Laveau and seek more worthy companionship. You have a circumstantial case at best, detective.”
Raven
ignored Wall, instead focusing her attention solely on Brand. She narrowed her gaze on his and sniffed, taking in his scent and savoring all the subtle nuances. After a moment, she leaned forward, her hands almost touching his. “You’re nervous, Mr. Symone. You’re sweating, your eyes are wide and that hand you keep balling into a fist is trembling. Calm down and just tell me what you know.”
“He has nothing to say!” Wall again interjected, his angry voice echoing in the tiny room.
“He most certainly does,” Raven said, casting Wall a withering glance. “Look how concerned he is. Innocent people don’t squirm so much they wet themselves.”
She looked back at the suspect and said, “Come on, Brand, I know you tried to make Nathan and Victoria sick…what else happened? What did you do?”
“Nothing!” Brand yelled, cracking under Raven’s gaze. “Yes, when I found out the reason Victoria wouldn’t see me anymore was because of Nathan, I went nuts. Nathan and I fought and when he wouldn’t back down I tried to make them both sick whenever they were together. It didn’t work! They just kept seeing each other!”
Attorney Wall clamped a hand on Brand’s shoulder. “Be quiet, Brand, you’ve said enough! I’ll handle this for you!”
“What else did you do, Brand?” Raven asked, not even acknowledging that Wall had spoken. “What happened when you saw that your plan hadn’t worked?”
“He sought more agreeable companionship,” Wall said with a glare at his client. “He never saw Ms. Laveau or Mr. King after their afternoon on the Witchcraft.”
Raven continued to pay no attention to Wall, staring instead at Brand Symone. “Tell me the truth, Brand. What took place?
You tried to literally make them sick of one another. When that didn’t work, what did you do?”
“Detective, I answered your question; you are out of line,” Wall growled. “Move on to something else or this interview is over.”
Raven glanced at Wall and took her seat. “You answered my question, counselor; I'm just not sure it was the truth.” Raven folded her arms and gazed at Brand, letting her power flow into her eyes. “Mr. Symone, can you tell me where you were on the night King was killed?”
“He was at home with his new girlfriend, Alyssa,” Wall said.
Raven arched an eyebrow and looked at Wall with mock surprise, hoping to bait him into giving an exact time of death. “Oh? How can you be so sure? How do you know when King was killed? The information hasn’t been released to the public. Even the pathologist can only give me his best guess.  Are you psychic, counselor?"
Caught with his pants down, Wall paused to think and Raven looked back at Symone, breathing deeply as she did so. She could still smell his fear and uncertainty; he was sweating profusely and fidgeting in his chair. “Why are you so nervous, Mr. Symone?” Raven asked in a quiet voice.
“Nervous? I’m not nervous.” Brand wiped a shaking hand across his brow.
“Really?” Raven asked in the same quiet voice. “You’re shaking and I know you dribbled in your shorts when I came in. Your heart is pounding a mile a minute. Tell me what happened to Nathan King and Victoria Laveau.”
“I don’t know!” Symone cried, drowning out his attorney’s objection. “I swear I don’t know. Victoria told me we were through and she was going away with Nathan and that was the last I heard until a friend told me she and Nathan were both dead.”
“What friend?”
“Taylor, a mutual friend from Club Purgatory,” Symone replied. “She called a few days ago to say they had
both been found dead. I swear I didn’t hurt either of them. Yes, I tried to make them sick and split them up; I didn’t know what else to do! But I didn’t kill them! I loved Vicki! I would never have harmed her!”
With his outburst over, Brand broke into tears, holding his face in his hands.
“I think my client has said enough,” Wall said shortly. “Are you going to release him or shall I file a complaint?”
“He still hasn’t said how you knew when King had been killed,” Raven said, matching Wall’s glare.
“Ask Taylor at Club Purgatory,” Wall replied.
Raven nodded and closed her file. “Does this Taylor have a last name?”
“I’m sure she does, but I don’t know it,” Symone replied between sobs. “She’s a dancer at the club; I’m
sure you can find her there.”
“Thank you for your cooperation,” Raven said. “My captain will be in to see you in a moment.”
She stood and knocked on the door, stepping through when the patrolman on the other side opened it for her. She walked to the adjoining room where Frost, Levac, and the technician were waiting for her.
Frost looked up when she entered, his dark eyes meeting hers. “What do you think?”
Raven nodded her head towards the mirror behind the small group, where the smoked glass showed Wall talking with Symone, their heads close together.
“He’s our one and only suspect at the moment,” Raven replied, “but I think he’s telling the truth. I don’t think he had anything to do with the murders.”
“How can you tell?” Levac glanced back through the glass at the crying man.
Raven smiled. “Call it women’s intuition or whatever you like, but it smells like the truth. I don’t think he’s the one we’re looking for.”
“What do you want to do?” Frost asked.
Levac shrugged. “We can hold him for forty-eight hours. I think we should keep him while we look for this Taylor person. Let him sweat for a while and see if he comes up with anything else he’d like to share with us.”
“Agreed,” Raven said. “Let’s hold him in case Taylor turns out to be a wild goose chase.”
Frost nodded and stood. “I’ll set it up. Wall isn’t going to be happy.”
“He’s already not happy,” Raven said with a laugh. “He’s never happy unless he’s getting some psycho killer off on a technicality or slapping his wife around.”
Levac stood and slipped into his burger-smelling jacket. “Which makes me wonder again what this guy is doing defending a member of one of Chicago’s most upstanding families.”
“Maybe we’ll find out if we keep digging,” Raven said. “Come on, partner; let’s go dancing.”
“I thought you’d never ask."
 
VII
 
The squall had passed, leaving behind a bitterly cold wind that belied a traditional Chicago autumn and hinted at the icy winter ahead. It blew a handful of leaves across the frozen street and caused the sign above Club Purgatory to rattle ominously. Levac turned up the collar of his beige trench coat as protection against the chill and moved to stand in line with the other hopefuls waiting to enter the club. Raven stared at him for a moment before grabbing his arm and dragging him behind her to the head of the line.
“Hey!” he objected. “Shouldn’t we be polite and wait our turn?”
“No,” Raven replied, pulling out her credentials. “This isn’t a social call; we’re police officers conducting an investigation. Would you wait to go anywhere else? Of course not. It’s just a stupid club, regardless of what the papers say. Reach down and find a pair!”
She stopped before the bouncer, a vampire dressed in a wet tank top, leather pants and boots. He stood there, impervious to the icy weather, and stared at the two detectives with a blank face.
“Detectives Storm and Levac,” Raven said. “We have business inside.”
“So does everyone else in line,” the bouncer replied, his voice higher pitched than Raven would have expected in a man so muscle-bound. “Wait your turn.”
Raven sighed and let go of Levac’s arm, wondering if the club was purposely hiring bouncers who didn’t know her just to piss her off. “Do we really have to go through this?”
“The rules say everyone waits,” the bouncer replied, flexing his muscles and flashing a hint of fang. “That means even you, copper.”
“Come on, Storm.” Levac plucked at Raven’s sleeve. “I don’t want to shoot anyone tonight. Or worse, get beaten to death or shot myself.”
“Who said anything about shooting anyone?” Raven asked with surprise.
Not bothering to wait for an answer, Raven reached out and grabbed the bouncer’s ear. Ignoring his flabbergasted howl and pulling him close, she whispered, “You are keeping Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste and her guest standing in the rain while you play bad-ass vampire. Let us in before I tear off your head and use it for a bowling ball!”
She then let go of the vampire’s ear and stepped back, her hand hovering near her holstered Automag in case the vampire decided to act as stupid as he looked.
The vampire glared at the two of them for a moment before turning and opening the sliding door for them. Raven resisted the urge to pat the vampire on the head and instead guided Levac through the coat check area and into the club proper.
Like most nights, the dance floor was packed tight, with narrow gaps to allow foot traffic to reach the dance cages, bar, and mosh pit near the stage. Raven stood on her toes to see over the crowd, searching for the bartender she had spoken to before or anyone else who looked friendly-ish. She spotted Pashta serving drinks to a group of biker-looking lycans near the stage and started toward her. Before she could move more than a step, Levac grabbed her arm. “Wait…Storm, what did you say to that bouncer to get us through the doors?”
Raven glanced at his hand then back at his eyes, the look on her face causing him to retract his hand and hold it up in mock surrender.
“What? I just told him we were working on a case and unless he wanted to be held for obstruction he had to let us in,” Raven lied.
“You had to whisper that?” Levac asked, following Raven through the crowd. “Why not just spit it out?”
Raven glanced back. “It’s more menacing if I whisper. I have very scary breath.”
The two detectives fought their way through the crowd and caught up with Pashta, who was dressed in white vinyl pants and a matching silk blouse that contrasted with her dark skin. She smiled when she saw Raven, barely noticing Levac at her elbow.
“Good evening, Miss Raven,” the bartender said, avoiding the use of Raven’s underworld title in front of Levac.
“Hi, Pashta, nice to see you again,” Raven replied. “Got a second for us? I had a few more questions about that case I was working on.”
“Of course,” Pashta replied. “I was about to end my shift and head home; come on, you can join me in the back.”
Raven nodded and she and Levac followed Pashta
as she weaved through the gyrating club goers. She unlocked a door behind the bar and motioned for the detectives to enter. When they were through, she closed the door and led her guests into a small back office.
The office was decorated with whatever the owners had found in someone’s trash. A red leather sofa was pushed against one wall, opposite a trio of wicker chairs with blue cushions. A battered desk that was old during World War One was set in the middle of the room, along with a pair of mismatched dining chairs and a large overstuffed recliner that served as the desk chair.
Raven looked around, working to keep the disgust off her face, then turned to Pashta, who had begun undressing. “This should only take a moment,” Raven
said, using one hand to turn Levac toward the wall and away from the half-naked woman. “I was wondering if you know a woman named Taylor? She was a friend of Vicki Laveau.”
Pashta nodded and knelt to sort through a gym bag that had been stashed behind the sofa. She pulled out jeans, a blue tee shirt and a pair of comfortable-looking suede boots and started
to dress before replying. “Taylor Hellsey? Yes, I know her. She’s a pole dancer. I haven’t seen her for a couple days, though. I think she and Vicki were pretty tight; they spent a lot of time dancing together and they put on more of a show than most of the other dancers.”
“Do you know where we might find her?” Levac asked, still studying the wall. “It could help move our investigation forward.”
Pashta glanced at Levac’s back and smiled at Raven. “I’m not sure,” she said, straightening. “You can turn around now, detective.”
Levac turned and returned Pashta’s smile. “Thank you. It’s a pleasure to see you fully dressed. Do you know anyone who might be able to direct us to Ms. Hellsey? Another friend, perhaps?”
“I'm not really close with Taylor,” Pashta said, moving toward Levac. “I know she hangs out with a group of lycans from up north, those biker-looking guys I was serving earlier.”
“Lycans? What’s a lycan?” Levac asked.
“A gang,” Raven said before Pashta could respond. She exchanged a warning glance with Pashta, reminding her that Levac was not a preternatural or a groupie.
Realizing her mistake, Pashta nodded and said, “Yeah, they have chapters all over. Our local one comes in once or twice a week when the live bands are playing. They have a thing for death metal.”
Levac frowned. “How come I’ve never heard of these guys? I worked vice for three years!”
“They aren’t that kind of gang,” Raven replied. “Pashta, you think these guys know Taylor well enough to give me an address or a place where we can find her?”

Pashta nodded and said, “I believe so. Like I said, she hangs out with them on a regular basis.”
Raven nodded and extended her hand. “Thank you, Pashta, I appreciate your help.”
“You're welcome, Raven.” Pashta clasped Raven’s hand and stopped just short of using her full name.
“Yes, thank you.” Levac held out one of his less-wrinkled business cards. “If you think of anything else, please don’t hesitate to call.”
Pashta took the card and slipped it into her pocket with a smile. “I just might do that.”
Back in the club proper, Raven and Levac forced their way through the crowd and approached the semi-circular table where the tough-looking bikers they had seen earlier were sitting. A young blonde girl was on the table, strutting around a brass pole and smiling seductively at the group surrounding her. The men in the pack were all but drooling over the attractive woman and Raven knew they were either considering infecting the girl…or eating her. The lycans who hung out at Club Purgatory were little more than animals in human form and wouldn’t hesitate to take the things they wanted. It was quite likely that was one of their human pets, or was a lycan herself, but she could always be a midnight snack.
Raven flashed her badge at the leader of the group, a tall man with a mane of brown hair that flared out behind his head, a black biker jacket, and a pair of jeans with more holes than fabric. He looked like he belonged on stage with an eighties hair-metal band.
“Detectives Storm and Levac,” she said, raising her voice above the din. “We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
The man leaned forward and favored Raven with a feral grin. “Not interested, de-tec-tives,” he barked. “We’re busy. Go bother someone else with your questions!”
When he finished speaking, two of his pack stood and moved to block the detectives from the larger man’s view. Raven looked them both up and down and then turned to her partner.
“Hey, Rupert, do you know the number to Northwestern Memorial Hospital?” she asked in a conversational tone.
“Sure do, Raven,” he replied in the same tone. “Do you think we're going to need them?”
“I do. Why don’t you go give them a call and have them send down their finest ambulance? Tell them there are two stupid-looking punks down here with multiple contusions, abrasions, and a variety of broken bones.” Raven returned her attention to the two thugs. She let her power flow into her eyes and smiled, holding each lycan’s gaze for several heartbeats. The two men returned to their seats. If they’d had tails they would have tucked them between their legs.
“Good boys,” Raven moved past them to look down into the alpha’s face. “Like I said, I have a few questions for you.”
The alpha werewolf looked up at Raven with annoyance and stood. At nearly seven feet tall, he now towered over her. She could smell the raw meat on his breath, a carrion stench that almost made her gag.
“And I said I wasn’t interested,” the alpha growled. “Go away or the boys and I are going to throw a bash with you as the party favor!”
Raven rolled her eyes. “You need to brush your teeth. Look, we can do this the easy way or the hard way…”
A heartbeat later, she was lying flat on her back some ten feet away. Her landing made the crowd disperse and brought the thudding music to a screeching halt.
“I guess it’s going to be the hard way,” Raven muttered, wiping blood from her mouth. The alpha’s slap had left her ears ringing and split her lip, but otherwise only her pride was injured. She was regaining her feet when the alpha appeared in her vision.
“Leave us alone,” he said, “or I’ll break your neck and use your skull for a cup!”
Raven shook her head and straightened, facing down the much larger man. She was about to reply when Levac pressed his pistol to the side of the alpha’s head.
“That’s my partner you slapped across the dance floor,” he said in a calm voice. “All we wanted was to ask you a few polite questions. Now you are under arrest for assaulting an officer. Want to try resisting arrest?”
Raven watched as the rest of the pack stood, but otherwise did not move. The alpha was on his own unless he instructed them to intervene. Knowing he could do so at any moment, she stepped forward and looked into the lycan’s eyes.
“We don’t want to kill you and you don’t want to be dead,” she said quietly. “Answer my questions and you get to walk out of here in one piece.”
“I’m not afraid of your bullets,” the alpha grated, his hands twitching as he prepared to move.
Raven drew her Automag is a blur of silk and stainless steel and pointed it at the alpha’s nose. “Maybe not my partner’s. But take a whiff of these. White oak, holy water, lead, silver, garlic and a partridge in a pear tree. They'll definitely do more than give you a headache.”
The alpha’s nose flared and fear rose in his eyes. While Levac’s police-issue jacketed rounds would merely inconvenience him, her thirty carbine rounds would likely kill him and the rest of his pack.
“All right,” he said at last. “I’ll answer your questions.”
“Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head,” Levac ordered, using his free hand to pull his cuffs from his pocket, along with a shower of fast-food wrappers.
The alpha complied, using one hand to motion his pack to take their seats. Levac quickly cuffed the man’s hands behind his back then helped him to stand. While Levac read the alpha his rights, Raven turned to the crowd, holding her badge over her head.
“Sorry for the disturbance, folks,” she said. “Chicago Police; we just need to talk to our friend here. Please, enjoy the music and have a good time tonight!”
She joined Levac and the two of them escorted the alpha out into the street.
Outside, the line waiting to get into the club had dispersed, likely as a result of the chilling wind that was ripping through the alleyway. Even the hard-core bouncer had been forced to don a coat as protection from the cold night.
Ignoring the biting wind, Raven pushed the alpha against the wall and stepped back. “Let’s make this quick. We’re looking for someone we think may be a friend of yours. Taylor Hellsey. Do you know her?”
The alpha nodded. “Tay? Yeah, I know her. She’s a cage dancer; met her here at the club.”
Levac shivered in his coat. “What was your relationship with Ms. Hellsey?”
“Just a lay,” the alpha replied with a shrug. “She’s got an apartment not far from here where we used to hang out and have after-club parties. She had a thing for the rough stuff.”
“Do you know the address?” Raven asked.
“Do I look like I carry a rolodex, lady?” the alpha asked sarcastically. “It’s a brick building a few blocks north. The place smells of polish sausage and cabbage. Her apartment is on the seventh floor, number 7C.”
“Can you be a little more specific?” Levac urged. “It’s freezing out here!”
The alpha looked Levac up and down with a sneer and then returned his attention to Raven. “It’s called the Something-Arms. It’s
the only occupied building on the street. You can’t miss it.”
Raven pursed her lips, trying to appraise the lycan. He had no reason to lie. But if she was wrong, it was unlikely she would find him again. After a moment, she spun him around and unlocked his cuffs. Ignoring his incredulous look, Raven handed the cuffs back to Levac and said to the lycan, “Thank you for your help. We’ll overlook the assault charges for the time being, but if I have to find you again, I’ll put you in a cage for a very long time. Is that clear?”
The lycan nodded again. “Crystal clear, detective. May I join my…gang?”
“Fine. Good night,” Raven said.
She and Levac watched him go back inside before returning to the parked Shelby to get out of the wind. When they were inside and the heat was blowing away the worst of the chill, Levac turned to Raven.
“Okay, what the hell was that all about?” he asked, a mixture of anger and concern lacing his voice.
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. All that crap about oak and silver, the way that guy tossed you across the room like a rag doll and then you letting him go,” Levac replied.
Raven paused for a moment, trying to gauge her partner’s reaction and if she could tell him the truth. After a moment, she decided he wasn’t ready to learn about the preternatural world.
“The people who hang out here are a little different,” she said at last. “Many of them like to pretend they’re vampires and werewolves and things. I was just playing into his fantasy so he would cooperate. It worked, didn’t it?”
“Fantasy, huh? So how did he toss you a good ten feet and how come that slap didn’t snap your neck like a Popsicle stick?”
“I hammed it up,” Raven said. “Come on, if he was really that strong he and his cronies would have mopped the floor with us.”
Levac didn’t look convinced, but shrugged and leaned up against the window. “If that’s your story.”
“And I am sticking with it,” Raven said. “Feel like going to interview another suspect?”
Levac shrugged. “Why not? Maybe she’ll turn out to be the Wicked Witch of the West. I have a thing for Oz characters.”
Ignoring him, Raven put the car in gear and drove through the alleys that led out of Old Town and into the semi-abandoned district beyond.
Standing out in stark contrast to the variety of lights spread out across the city, the Dark, as it had come to be known, was a mostly abandoned cluster of buildings that had been seized by the city as a result of a sting operation against the Russian mafia a decade prior. The buildings had been sitting vacant for years while the city tried to scrape the money together to either have them demolished or refurbished. Raven’s personal opinion was that someone in city hall liked the area kept this way; vampires, lycans, and other predators used the area as a hunting reserve, seeing anyone caught in the off-limits area as being fair game. No police patrols, no streetlights, just a zone of darkness and decay that no one cared about.
The building indicated by the alpha turned out to be on the very edge of the Dark; not actually a part of that shunned area, but close enough to be affected by it. No one wanted to live next to a cluster of burned-out abandoned buildings, slums and leaking sewers, so even buildings on the edge were occupied only by the poorest of the poor.
Raven parked the Shelby on the street, unhappy to be leaving her treasured car exposed this close to such a crime-ridden part of the city, but she didn’t see any other choice. She locked the doors, set the alarm, and hoped that no one would be stupid enough to steal a Fürstin’s car. She joined Levac under the building’s overhang and looked up at the structure.
At one time, it had been called The Fisher Arms, but it was now known simply as The Fisher; those were the only letters still left on the building.
The front doors, once made of plate glass with brass fittings, were covered in wood planks to keep out the worst of the weather, the glass having been shattered and much of the brass stolen and probably sold to recyclers.
The lobby beyond was choked with trash and dark as the grave.
Levac opened the nearest door, which creaked loudly, echoing in the darkness.
He bowed with a flourish. “After you, oh Raven, Mistress of the Macabre.”
Raven ignored the quip and stepped through, working hard to keep the reek of old urine, rotting food and trash from overwhelming her heightened senses. Leading the way, she walked through the stacks of junk to the elevator, where she used the heel of her boot to press the call button.
“Why would someone who works at Purgatory live here?” Levac asked. “I saw the tips that were exchanging hands back there; those girls make plenty of cash.”
“I don’t know,” Raven said. “Victoria lived in an upscale place, but I have a feeling King helped her out with that.”
“Seems odd to me,” Levac replied as the elevator doors opened.
The two detectives stepped into the elevator car, careful not to disturb the old man who was snoring peacefully in the corner, a bottle of Jack clutched in one hand, a smoldering pipe in the other.
They arrived at the seventh floor a few seconds later; the hallway here was not an improvement on the lobby, and was perhaps competing with it for the most noisome place Raven had ever been. They located Taylor’s apartment a few doors down and Levac knocked. It was a few moments before Raven knocked again and called out, “Ms. Hellsey, it’s
Detectives Storm and Levac with the Chicago Police; we have some questions we’d like to ask you.”
The silence in the hallway was broken only by the sounds of the rats climbing around in the wall and scuttling through the trash that choked the far end of the hallway. After several moments, Raven tried the knob and found the door unlocked. With a glance up at Levac, who pulled his pistol and nodded back, Raven pushed the door open, staying on one knee to give Levac a clear view of the room beyond.
The door opened into a medium-sized loft apartment. An area to the right of the door had been divided into a kitchenette and dining area. An old refrigerator clinked in the corner next to a small kitchen counter that had probably come out of a flat-pack box. Opposite this were a three-burner gas stove and a small, stainless-steel sink. From their vantage in the doorway, Raven could see that the kitchenette was spotlessly clean in contrast to the foul hallway only a few feet and a wall away.
Raven led the way through the door and into the living area with Levac following in a typical two-by-two cover pattern. A functional sofa from the pages of a mail-order catalog was pushed against the windows overlooking the Dark. A table made from pressed wood sat next to it, along with a collection of fashion and women’s magazines. A pair of red-soled Christian Louboutin stilettos sat discarded beneath the table.
“Well, we know what she spends her money on,” Raven whispered, jerking her head towards the shoes. “Those cost seven hundred dollars a pair!”
Levac nodded and motioned Raven to proceed toward the spiral staircase that led upward into darkness. The only other exit they could see was a narrow doorway that led into the water closet. Raven returned the nod and continued up the stairs, moving in a silent cross step that left her facing the top of the stairs.
The bedroom at the top was decorated in a similar manner to the rest of the small apartment, with a queen-sized bed and two nightstands that looked like what would be found in a flat-pack store. There was also a large photo on canvas of an attractive woman who Raven could only assume was Taylor. She was caught in mid-dance, her hair spilling out over her unclothed body as she writhed inside an iron cage.
A bureau of drawers stood in the corner, the bottom drawers still open and drooling clothing, while a narrow doorway led into a small, but stuffed closet. The floor of the room was strewn with clothing, including several pairs of very expensive shoes, a pair of leather pants Raven would have killed for, and piles of lingerie in a rainbow of colors. At first glance it looked as if the room had been ransacked by someone; however, after a moment, Raven came to the conclusion that somebody had hurriedly packed and left, probably taking only those items that meant the most to them. She said as much to Levac, who looked at her incredulously.
“What makes you think that? It looks like a SWAT team tossed the room!”
“But look at it for a second,” Raven replied. “If you were tossing the room in that much of a hurry, would you have bothered to push some of the dresser drawers back in or close the closet door? Would the bed still be neatly made? Probably not. Whoever did this was in a hurry, but knew what they wanted and what they were looking for.”
“So maybe whoever was here knew what they were looking for, but still had to toss the room to find it,” Levac said, pulling a pair of latex gloves from his coat pocket.
Raven followed suit, donning a pair of nitrile gloves and opening the closet door all the way and turning on the overhead light. “Could be, but I don’t think so.”
“Why not?” Levac asked over his shoulder.
“Because a thief wouldn’t take her suitcase and leave behind the carry-on bag."
On the floor of the closet lay a small suitcase, another bag folded inside it. From where it was sitting, Raven could make the argument that the two bags on the floor had been inside a larger bag placed on the shelf above, where a space had been cleared among the clutter.
“I still like the idea that someone ransacked the place and Hellsey is still around,” Levac said. “If she’s fled, we’ll probably never find her.”
Raven glanced back at Levac, who was cautiously poking through the contents of one of the nightstands.
“Well, as far as we know, she isn’t dead,” she said. “We can’t keep digging through her things without a warrant. I doubt any judge would give us a pass on searching her place just because our prime suspect told us to.”
“You’re right,” Levac said, his voice distant, “but I think maybe you should come look at this anyway.”
Levac was looking at a small packet of photographs, one of which he had set aside. Raven moved to join him, taking a seat on the bed by his side. The photograph in his hand showed the woman they assumed to be Taylor standing next to Nathan King on the deck of a yacht. She was holding up a very large engagement ring for the camera to see. The photo was dated August of the prior year.
Raven took the photo from Levac’s fingers to look at it more closely. The yacht wasn’t the Witchcraft, but she was a similar sailing sloop with three masts and an antique finish.
“I guess now we have a motive and a new suspect,” Levac said.
“She was engaged to our vic and close friends with the prime suspect,” Raven replied. “What are the odds? I think we need to have Frost put the call out, canvas the hotels, pull her credit cards, the whole nine.”
Levac gathered the rest of photos into an envelope. “I think you’re right.”
 
VIII
 
An hour and four phone calls later, and Chicago’s finest were on the lookout for Taylor Hellsey, prime suspect in the murder of Nathan King and Victoria Laveau. Frost had also wrangled a warrant from Judge Crater and had Ryan’s crew tearing Hellsey’s apartment up looking for clues.
Raven had dropped Levac at his apartment and returned to her family’s estate, where she found that a party, of sorts, was underway. Many of the city’s vampire elite were at the house, judging by the number of high-end cars parked in the driveway. She sighed and shook her head. She must have forgotten another one of her mother’s soirée’s.
“Swell. I really don’t need this shit tonight,” she muttered.
Knowing she had missed Court and that another failed appearance would not go down well, Raven parked in her spot beneath the house and made her way to her chambers, where she was not entirely surprised to find a black sheath gown, lingerie designed to enhance her assets, and stiletto heels had been laid out for her. She sighed again and moved into her adjoining bath to get ready.
Twenty minutes later, she was making her way down the stairs balanced perfectly in the six-inch heels she felt certain her mother had chosen for her. She was hardly noticed when she entered the ballroom, where her mother and three or four dozen of her mother's friends had gathered to listen to music and share rare alcohols and dine on willing victims, many of whom were wearing even fewer clothes than Valentina
was.
Trying not to show her annoyance at guests dripping blood on the antique sofas her father had spent three years restoring as a gift to her mother, Raven continued through the ballroom and moved like a ghost to her mother’s side.
Valentina, who was seated comfortably on a chaise lounge with her courtesan Dominique standing behind her, was dressed in a flowing gown of dark red satin that looked like blood against the lighter-colored lounge. Her black hair cascaded down her side in a silken waterfall and delicate black sandals adorned her feet. She smiled up at her daughter, her eyes glittering in the candlelight. “Ah, Ravenel! I am so glad you could make an appearance this evening,” she said with just a hint of rebuke. “You look simply gorgeous in that gown!”
Raven bowed from the waist.
“Thank you, Mother. You look radiant this evening.”
She then raised her eyes and nodded at Dominique, who, in contrast to Valentina’s dark hair and eyes, was blonde and had pale blue eyes. She was dressed in a light pink gown and, as was her way, was barefoot.
“It is a pleasure to see you too, Dominique,” she said to the smaller woman. “You are well?"
“Indeed, Fürstin Ravenel. I’m keeping quite well. It’s a pleasure to see you,” Dominique replied with a soft smile. “I’m pleased you’re home and safe with us.”
Raven smiled again and turned to scan the crowd, looking for anyone she might distract herself with. She saw Francois chatting with another vampire across the room. He caught her eye and smiled, indicating with a look that he would be done in a moment. She nodded back and was moving toward a small alcove that overlooked the gardens below when something else caught her attention. A group of vampires she didn’t recognize was standing in a close group near the dining room. They were speaking Cant in hushed voices and casting meaningful glances towards Valentina, who seemed oblivious to their existence.
Unwilling to ignore the instincts that were screaming at her, Raven stopped one of the household staff, a young woman named Didi whom she had known for several years.
“Yes, Fürstin Ravenel?” the girl asked.
“Do you know any of those gentlemen?” Raven replied, indicating the men near the dining room with a bob of her head.
Didi cast a glance in the small group’s direction. “No, Fürstin, I’ve never seen them before. I assume they’re friends of another invited guest. Is there a problem?”
“I’m not sure,” Raven said, her eyes still on the group. “Please do me a favor: Go to my room and retrieve my Automag for me? It’s
in the holster behind the door.”
Didi bowed and replied, “Yes, milady,” before jogging towards the back stairs, her hair bouncing behind her.
Still watching the group from the corner of her eye, Raven continued on to the alcove, where she opened one window so she could look out at the night. The wind was still strong and cool, cutting nicely into the warmth of the house and causing gooseflesh to rise on her arms.
She was dividing her attention between admiring the gardens, which she hadn’t entered since her father was killed, and the strange group of vampires when Francois approached. He ran one gentle hand along her back and kissed her cheek before leaning against the windowsill opposite her.
“Good evening, Ravenel,” he said with a smile. “The wound in your neck appears to have healed well; how are you feeling?”
“Hello, Francois,” Raven replied. “I’m feeling much better, thank you. Did you rest well?”
Francois inclined his head by way of reply and glanced at the vampires Raven had been watching. “I sense something about them is bothering you,” he said in a soft voice.
Raven glanced up at Francois. “Very observant of you. Do you know any of them?”
Francois looked again and then shook his head. “I am sorry, Ravenel. I am still very new to your city; I have not yet made their acquaintance. Is there something amiss?”
“Maybe,” Raven replied. “I haven’t seen them before either, and my alarm bells are going off. So far they haven’t done anything, but give Mom dirty looks, but something about them isn’t right. They shouldn’t be here and shouldn’t be speaking Cant.”
“I have learned to trust your instincts, Ravenel. I heard about your altercation at the bank. What do you intend to do?”
Raven didn’t answer, her eyes focused on something in one of the vampire’s hands.
She strode off purposefully, her eyes never leaving the vampire’s hand.
Halfway towards her target, Raven intercepted Didi, who was standing in the shadows near the kitchen stairs. Raven scooped her Automag off the silver tray and continued toward the group of newcomers, who had begun sidling towards the lounge where a new courtesan distracted Valentina. They were less than ten steps away when Raven slid behind the leader and pressed her Automag to the back of his head, causing him to come to an abrupt stop.
“Good evening,” she said in his ear. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I am Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste of the House Valentina. I’m
sorry to bother you, but you seem to be holding a wooden stake in your hand. I can’t allow you to approach the Mistress with that, as you well know. Care to explain your actions?”
By way of reply, the vampire tried to spin, employing the stake in his hand as a club. Even in an evening gown, Raven managed to dodge the clumsy backhand blow and calmly squeeze the trigger of the Automag. The high-powered bullet punched through the vampire’s face like it was gelatin, the silver and white oak instantly doing its job. The vampire was a pile of ash and clothing before the gun’s report stopped echoing around the room.
The other members of the small group took a moment to register what had happened to their leader. When they did, they turned and snarled at Raven, backing away to encircle her. Raven watched them coolly, her Automag held at her side.
“Look,” she said in a commanding voice. “You are in the Mistress’s home and you are surrounded by the Vampire Court. We’re not going to just let you walk out of here and you have no hope of winning a fight against us. Surrender to the Mistress’s justice or face the consequences!”
As Raven spoke, many members of the Court, including Francois, spread out to encircle the attackers. The vampires inside the circle watched them warily, their claws opening and closing as they waited.
From behind them came Valentina’s voice, quiet yet authoritative. “This is a violation of Court Law and the Totentanz. How dare you attack a member of the circle within the sanctity of their own home? Explain yourselves at once!”
Raven watched the vampires, saw how their eyes narrowed, how their jaws clenched at Valentina’s words.
Damn, she thought. They’re going to try to take us anyway. Stupid, suicidal bastards are going to throw down…
The first vampire had barely moved when Raven shot him through the heart, causing him to explode in a shower of sparks and clothing. She sidestepped the second, feeling his claws snag in her dress, tearing the thin material away from her hip as she pulled away. When he turned to follow, she shot him through the head in a move that would have made Chow Yun Phat proud.
Not bothering to watch him dissolve, Raven turned to find that Francois had fielded the remaining two, snapping one’s neck like a twig and holding the other by his collar at arm’s length. Raven shot the wounded one, knowing he would have recovered eventually, and moved to stand next Francois.
Francois Du Guerre snarled at the vampire in his grip and said, “Tell me what this is all about and your death will be quick!”
“Death to the false Mistress,” he choked, struggling in the master vampire’s grip. “She has no right to the Throne!”
“She has every right,” Raven said, looking up at the struggling creature. “By right of blood and ascension, she took the throne when my grandfather was killed.”
“There is an elder Strohm!” the man said. “Death to the false Mistress, all hail Master Strohm!”
Seeing he had no escape and knowing he would be questioned further, the creature clenched his jaw tight, grinding his teeth with the effort. A moment later, the vampire’s head exploded in a shower of sparks and gore, bathing Raven and Francois in grey matter and ash.
 
IX
 
Raven sat back against Francois in the steaming water, luxuriating in the feel of his strong-fingered hands as he washed her hair. In the aftermath of the attack on the Mistress, the party had ended and the couple had adjourned to Raven’s room to clean the gore from their hair and bodies, a task Francois was enjoying immensely.
When he was satisfied with Raven’s hair, he wrapped his arms around her and smiled into her neck. “So, Ravenel, your instincts did indeed prove to be correct. How did you know they were about to attack?”
“Their leader had a wooden stake in his right hand,” Raven replied. “I saw it when he pulled it out of a sheath in his jacket.”
Francois nodded and said, “You are very observant, my Fürstin. And quite deadly. I am certain your mother is proud of your efforts tonight.”
Raven snuggled against Francois, her fingers playing with his chest. “It’s
just what I do. I wasn’t about to let someone stake my mother. What do you think about what that guy said before he got ashed? About another Strohm?”
Francois shrugged, causing the water in the tub to slosh against the porcelain and marble. “It is no secret that your grandfather spread his seed quite freely. He also was known to Embrace those few humans he felt were more than just sheep. It is possible there is an elder Strohm out there somewhere who may have a claim to the city.”
“What happens if that’s
true and he makes his case before the Court?” Raven asked.
“As your mother is recognized as the Mistress of the City, she or her champion would be called to defend the throne against the claim,” Francois said.
Raven frowned and looked up at her new love. “By the sound of it, it sounds like a fight. Is that what would happen?” she asked. “I’ve sort of neglected my study of the Totentanz.”
“That is right, Ravenel,” Francois said. “Your mother would have to fight for her throne. To the death. The Totentanz calls for mortal combat before the Sanguine Court. And you should not be neglecting your studies. You have duties before the Court.”
Raven frowned, no longer feeling warm in the sudsy water. “Why study when I have you? Francois, what if she refused to enter combat?"
Francois paused for a moment, holding Raven close before replying, “Then it would mean all-out war. Something that hasn’t happened in our realm for centuries.”
“Then let’s hope there isn’t another Strohm and those guys were just wackos,” Raven said,
turning around in the tub, her body pressed to Francois.
“Indeed,” Francois replied, admiring Raven’s form. “But let us speak of other things. There is no use in letting all this water go to waste.”
“I like the way you think,” Raven pressed her lips to Francois’ in a long and lingering kiss. She let her tongue explore his mouth, breathing in his love while her hands stroked over his muscular chest. Francois growled in appreciation and slid a hand down Raven’s bare breast, teasing his fingers over her hard nipples, tweaking gently and promising more to come.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
The golden autumn sun was high over the city when Raven breezed into the second-floor squad room. Her form-fitting slacks swished against the long black sweater she had chosen to hide her Automag. The color combination made her pale skin and severely pulled-back hair look stern, and she had chosen the outfit for just that effect. She had donned the boots Francois had given her as well as the long leather coat, which helped to combat the bitter wind that was still dancing like a demon through the city.
Detective Levac was reviewing a file and he didn’t look up when Raven entered, instead offering her a donut from the box on his desk. She took a plain one and hopped onto her own desk, sitting cross-legged while she noshed the small pastry.
“What’s so interesting?” she asked, nibbling the outer edge of the donut.
“It’s a new report from Dr. Zhu,” he replied. “Looks like the FBI lab finally found something in the tissue samples he sent down.”
Raven arched an eyebrow in surprise. “Oh? What did they find?”
Levac grinned and closed the file, swiveling to face his partner. “You’ll
never guess.”
Raven frowned and leaned a little closer to Levac. “Something to do with the mercury residue we found. A weapon or poison of some kind?”
Levac nodded and reopened the file. “‘Mercury fulminate,’” he read. “Usually used as a primer for other explosives. It’s
highly reactive to heat and acid. Looks like it left only some trace mercury behind after it exploded inside our victims, something we normally wouldn’t even look for, but Zhu was being thorough.”
Raven slid off the desk and read over Levac’s shoulder. “How did it get into the victims?”
“Dr. Zhu suspects it was injected or ingested,” he replied. “It wouldn’t take much of the material to do the damage in question, but it would've had to react with either heat or acid or both to explode. It’s pretty volatile stuff, but there’s nothing else in the human body that would set it off. You would need a combination of temperature and acid.”
“So both our victims ingest mercury fulminate, which reacts with their systems and explodes…but there was nothing in either victim’s location that suggested they had eaten anything, so there must have been a time lapse,” Raven said.
“That would make sense. Dr. Zhu’s report said the chemical should have reacted within moments of entering the victim’s stomach. Our suspect would have to have found a way to administer it with some kind of time-delay fuse or something.”
Raven leaned back and stared at the ceiling for a moment, all thoughts of breakfast gone. In a distant voice, she said, “What’s a cunning way to administer a poison?”
“Get them to give it to themselves,” Levac replied. “Preferably in a way that they don’t know they’re doing it and no one would ever find it.”
Raven leaned forward and turned the report page. “Exactly! So we have to figure out what they took, some kind of common thread…”
“It’ll have to wait,” Frost said, leaning out of his office door. “We just got a hit on Hellsey. It looks like she paid for breakfast with a MasterCard.”
Tossing her donut into the trash, Raven slid off her desk and moved toward Frost. “Where?”
“The Elysium Hotel, near the airport,” Frost replied.
Levac shrugged into his coat, spilling powdered sugar onto the floor. “Uh oh. She’s rabbiting.”
Not waiting for any more information, Raven turned and jogged toward the stairs, grabbing Levac and dragging him along behind her.
“Don’t let Hellsey get away!” Frost ordered. “She’s all we’ve got on this case and the chief is breathing down my neck for some kind results after your last stunt!”
“We’re on it, boss,” Levac called back, his voice cutting off as the stair door slammed behind him.
 
II
 
The Elysium Hotel, a sixty-floor skyscraper
named for the afterlife of Greek mythology, served the area near O’Hare airport. It had been constructed with an eye toward being the most luxurious business hotel in the city, with white marbled floors, crystal chandeliers and gas fireplaces situated throughout the lobby, meeting areas that shamed all but the most elite businesses, and five-star cuisine.
Raven’s heels echoed on the floor of the nearly empty lobby as she purposefully approached the concierge desk, which sat in front of a glassed-in waterfall. A white-gloved attendant of indeterminate age inclined his head slightly and said in honeyed tones, “Good afternoon, Madam. Welcome to Elysium. Do you have a reservation?”
With a roll of her eyes at the gentleman’s fake accent, Raven flipped open her credentials. “Detectives Storm and Levac, Chicago Police. We’re looking for someone: a Taylor Hellsey we believe is registered here. She likely paid for her room in cash within the last day or so.”
The concierge examined Raven’s badge as well as the accompanying photo identification
before turning to his computer, which was hidden beneath the counter. Nothing as tacky as a computer monitor would be seen at Elysium. After a heartbeat, he looked up with raised eyebrows. “I’m sorry, Detective Storm; there appears to be no guest registered at Elysium by that name."
Levac leaned on the counter and slouched, again doing his Columbo impression. “We know she was here this morning,” he said. “She bought breakfast in your restaurant. She’s a tall girl with long blonde hair and greenish-blue eyes, if her photograph matches reality. She would’ve had to walk right past here to get from the elevators to the stairs. Can you help us out, sir?”
The concierge lowered his eyebrows and nodded. “I did indeed see the young woman in question.
I believe she’s
registered under the name Victoria King in room 1408.”
“Thank you,” Levac said, grinning at Raven. “We’re sorry to bother you, sir.”
“No bother at all, Detective Levac. Good luck!” replied the concierge.
Ignoring Levac’s frantic note-taking, Raven turned, crossing the distance to the elevators in a few strides. The motion sensors above the elevator doors sensed her presence and one of the cars opened, and Levac hurried to join Raven inside.
Raven looked at Levac once the doors had closed. "Victoria King?"
"Yeah, I noticed that. An amalgam of our two vics. Sounds like maybe Taylor knows more than we thought."
Raven frowned and watched the numbers go by. They reached the fourteenth floor in less time than it took for the Muzak version of “What a Feeling” to play through. Raven stepped out into the lushly carpeted hallway, followed by Levac. They found room 1408 in the middle of the hall near some vending machines that had been placed out of sight lest they offend a guest.
Levac leaned against the wall next to the door and pulled his Beretta. He nodded he was ready to Raven, who knocked several times on the white-painted security door. She stepped away from the door in case the suspect was armed.
They waited for what seemed an eternity, listening to the hum and clink of the soda machines, which, no matter how advanced they became, were never going to be the silent treat vendors they were advertised to be.
When it became clear Hellsey was not going to answer the door, Raven knocked again and called, “Ms. Hellsey? Chicago Police; we’d
like to speak with you, please.”
Still, there was no reply. Rather than taking the time to convince the concierge to open the door, Raven leaned back and kicked the area next to the knob as hard as she could. The door snapped open with a crash of splintered wood and bent locks, revealing a narrow corridor beyond which was the spacious room Hellsey had paid quite handsomely for. From where the detectives were standing, they could see a white leather sofa, a glass coffee table and a black suede chair decorated with a red pillow. Sunlight was streaming through a wide bay window that looked out on the airport, and a breeze was fluttering the grey sheers that covered the frosted glass. There was no sign of the suspect.
Raven glanced at Levac and then stepped through the door, drawing her Automag as she moved.
“Ms. Hellsey?” she called again. “Chicago Police; please show yourself; we know you’re
here!”
The silence was deafening and Raven shifted cautiously, her pistol held in front of her.
Unsure where the suspect might be hiding, Raven paused at the entrance to the spacious bedroom, peeking in to see if there was anyone lurking in the large bed or hiding behind the door. The room appeared empty; however, Raven was unwilling to give it a complete pass. She motioned for Levac to check it and she would investigate the living area; she waited until he had entered the bedroom before turning and walking into the common room.
The room looked somewhat lived in, but not overly so. There was a pair of slippers on the floor under the table and a carton of Chinese takeout sitting on the floor next to them.
An open door led into the bathroom while an archway led into the common room’s attached bar and kitchenette.
Raven was turning toward the bathroom when Levac appeared at her elbow, his face grim. He indicated with a look that the bedroom had been empty and that Hellsey was either gone or hiding in the bathroom.
Acknowledging Levac with a nod, Raven approached the open door. The faint slosh of water could be heard and a pool of water on the white-tiled floor reflected the crystalline chandelier overhead.
Using her off hand, Raven eased the door open. The room beyond was fit for a king and perhaps had been created with the luxury of ancient monarchs in mind. A two-person shower made of frosted glass and brushed steel stood in the corner next to a double sink made of black marble. A modern-looking commode matched with a bidet sat opposite the door, while the deep marble tub took up the opposite side of the room. It was from this that the sloshing sound, accompanied by a gentle thump, was coming.
Raven walked on her toes through the water until she could see the tub, where Taylor Hellsey was floating face down in a tub full of bloody water, her pale skin surrounded by her own pulped organs.
 
III
 
Ryan knelt next to the body of Taylor Hellsey; his technicians had pulled her from the tub as carefully as they could and laid her on a plastic sheet to collect the majority of the water. Like the other victims, her stomach and ribs had had been opened up from the inside, like something out of a Ridley Scott film. Ryan was taking a liver temperature when Levac leaned over his shoulder.
“An hour, maybe less,” Levac
said in the coroner’s ear.
“What?” Ryan asked, not really listening.
“It can’t have been more than an hour since she paid for breakfast in the hotel restaurant,” Levac replied. “What’s a body temp going to tell you?”
Ryan glanced at the detective and then showed him the thermometer he was holding. “It is
going to be more precise than your wild guess, for one thing. Based on the water temperature and her temperature, I would say she has been dead about forty minutes. She was probably gasping her last breath when you and Storm kicked the door down.”
“Any way you can tell if it was that mercury stuff Dr. Zhu found?” Levac asked.
“Other than the fact she looks like her stomach was torn
out like the others, no,” Ryan said. “But there may be mercury residue in the water. The lab techs are taking samples to send to Zhu and his boys down at the morgue.”
From her seat at the table, Raven looked up and waved Levac over. She had been rifling through the victim’s purse, which contained a wide variety of cosmetics and toiletry items, as well as a large wad of cash. Raven held up the bills and showed them to Levac. “Do these look familiar?” she asked,
holding up the folded and ironed bills.
Levac took one of the twenties and held it up to the light. “Yeah, it looks just like what we found in Nathan King’s apartment.”
“And look at these,” she said, holding up a cardboard box of nausea pills. “These are the same kind we found in both King and Laveau’s apartment. Gel caps.”
“So? So what?” Levac examined the box. "You think maybe Hellsey had the same stomach flu or something?"
Raven rolled her eyes and took the box back. With great care, she pushed one of the capsules through the foil packaging and held it up. It contained a pale grey powder that did not resemble any anti-nausea pill she had ever seen. After a moment of thought, Raven said, “Fire in the hole!” and flicked the capsule at the distant wall.
The resulting explosion was not huge, but was enough to startle everyone in the room and scorch a chrysanthemum shape into the wall. When the smoke and noise had cleared, Raven looked up at Levac and said, “I’m pretty sure we’ve found our murder weapon. Imagine what that would do to someone if it went off in a small space, such as the stomach, intestine, or esophagus.”
“I don’t think we have to imagine it,” Levac said, edging away from Raven and the offensive gel caps. “I think we’ve seen it and it isn’t at all pretty.”
A search of the rest of Taylor Hellsey’s belongings, as well as the rest of the room, turned up only another five thousand dollars in unmarked twenty-dollar bills and a code-locked smart phone. Raven turned both items over to the crime scene technicians in hopes they would be able to either track the bills or crack the code on the phone. She and Levac then returned to the district station house, where Levac went to complete the background search on Hellsey. Raven then plopped down at her desk to complete a search for the pharmaceutical company that was turning out explosive medication.
The local company turned out to be named BioCyte, a division of the much larger German corporation Deva Pharmaceutical Technologies. Raven perused the board of directors and was surprised to find that several prominent vampires, who also happened to be enemies of her mother, were on the board of directors. She was making a note to ask Francois if he was familiar with any of them or the company when Levac returned holding a computer printout.
“I’ve got Hellsey’s background check,” he said, dropping the dot matrix printed pages on Raven’s desk. “Not too much to go on. She was born in ’84, graduated from Du Sable High in 2003, and worked at Club Purgatory and the Black Lake Drive-In outside the city. Her mother is JoHanna Hellsey, father is unknown.”
Raven leaned back in her chair, frowning up at Levac. “What about her bank records?”
“That’s
where things get interesting,” Levac replied. “Her bank account shows small cash deposits, usually in the neighborhood of three hundred bucks, until about two months ago when she deposited five grand, then again last month. Both times in cash.”
“So our average girl from the south side of Chicago is making ends meet by working two jobs and then starts depositing large sums of cash in her account,” Raven said. “The money we found in her room is her latest payoff.”
“The question is who’s paying her off and why?”
“We find that out, we may find our killer,” Raven said. "I’m
willing to bet both Nathan King and Taylor Hellsey were being paid off by the same person: our friend with the aluminum foil fetish.”
“What about the King connection?” Levac asked. “The pic of Taylor with King?”
“I don’t have an answer for that yet,” she said. “It was obviously before she started being paid off…did we get her medical records yet?”
Levac shook his head. “No, not yet. Zhu put through the requests, but you know how it goes. Why?”
“Nine months from the date the photo was taken, our friend Taylor starts getting a cash payoff wrapped in aluminum,” Raven replied. “Maybe she was being paid off for a child.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Levac said. “There’s nothing in her file about having a baby, but that doesn’t mean much if she was being paid to keep it quiet.”
Raven was about to reply when her desk phone rang. Recognizing the number as Dr. Zhu’s, she scooped it up and said, “Hey, Ming, what’s up?”
“Detective Storm, I have some information for you,” he said in his thick Indian accent. “Please come down to the morgue as soon as you can.”
“I don’t suppose you can just tell me over the phone…” Raven said.
“Of course not, detective,” Zhu replied, ending the call.
“Marvelous,” Raven muttered. “I bet he wants to show me something gross.”
 
IV
 
The morgue was not one of Raven’s favorite places. The building it was housed in dated back to the 1920s and had originally been one of the city’s famous slaughterhouses. No amount of scrubbing and bleaching could remove the decades of blood and offal that had dripped into the walls and floor, and the ancient miasma always made Raven feel nauseated. This combined with the darkness of most of the old, green-and-white tiled corridors and the constant hum of the freezer units served to make the detective quite uncomfortable, and she had developed a reputation for not being able to hold her lunch during autopsies. She was hard pressed to explain it wasn’t the entrails that bothered her; it was the decades of blood ground into the cement and the dirt beneath. Even the drains exuded the coppery smell of old blood. The smell caused a strange sensation of nauseating hunger and Raven hated being anywhere near the place.
She parked the Shelby in one of the spots marked “Police Only” and looked up at the old building with a frown.
“You aren’t going to puke on me, are you, partner? I’ve
heard about you and autopsies,” Levac asked half jokingly.
“Probably not,” Raven replied. “That was only the one time and I bought Frost a new pair of shoes as soon as I felt better. Come on, let’s go see Ming.”
The pair entered the building a few moments later and Raven reflexively covered her sensitive nose with one hand. Ignoring the look on Levac’s face, she led the way down the stairs to where Ming Zhu kept his personal lab and offices. Anything he was working on would be ‘down in the dungeon’.
Dr. Zhu and his staff had made some effort to spruce up their office space; the walls had been painted a light pastel pink, the floor was covered in a beige carpet, and potted plants sat in odd corners, wilting in the cold, lightless hallway. Their efforts hadn’t improved things; a morgue was a morgue no matter what you did to it, but they had tried and it probably made them feel more like they were working in a doctor’s office.
The forensic office was located at the end of the hallway, next to Ming Zhu’s lab. As always, the fluorescent light just outside his door flickered like something out of a bad Frankenstein movie and buzzed at odd intervals. Raven knew for a fact that both the bulbs and the fixture had been replaced several times, to no avail. Within a week, the light had malfunctioned. Zhu blamed it on bad karma and ignored it. Others said it was because he was Chicago’s very own Dr. Frankenstein.
Seeing that the office was empty, Raven moved unhappily to Dr. Zhu’s lab, where she found him bent over the lifeless remains of Taylor Hellsey.
“Ah, Detective Storm and…company,” he said in a happy voice. “It’s good to see you. Please, grab a gown and come closer. I don’t want you to get blood or anything on your nice clothes.”
Fighting to maintain her composure as the smell of blood filled her nose, Raven tossed Levac one of the spare coveralls and donned one herself. The two then joined the diminutive Zhu, who was weighing Hellsey’s brain and documenting his findings. Raven gagged at the additional smell of grey matter, but managed to hold on to her half-donut breakfast.
Levac popped a bubble from the gum in his mouth. “It’s just a brain, Storm. No need to raise such a fuss.”
“Shut up, Rupert,” Raven replied. “Or I’m going to kick your ass. Let’s just get this over with. What do you have for us, Ming?”
Zhu, who was several inches shorter than Raven, peered at her over his glasses and then nodded. “Of course, of course,” he said, putting the woman’s brain back into her skull. “I’m
sorry to be so distracted. Here…” He indicated the clipboard next to him but, knowing how Raven’s stomach could be in his sanctum, did not pick it up. “Per protocol, we ran a rape kit on the deceased. Some of the evidence was damaged due to immersion in water; however, it’s very clear that Ms. Hellsey had intercourse a few hours prior to her death.”
Levac picked up the clipboard and thumbed through the pages. “Was there any viable DNA?”
“Alas, no. Some form of protection was used and we only found the spermicidal residue,” Zhu replied. “Whomever she was with was very careful not to leave anything behind on her.”
“So you think she may have been with her killer?” Raven asked.
“I think it’s possible,” Zhu replied. “There’s no indication that it was nonconsensual—she has no bruises or other marks on her—so it is reasonable to assume she may have known her killer. I would guess that she was with a man no more than five hours before her death.”
“What about the mercury fulminate?” Raven asked. “It’s
obvious she got it from the pills she was taking, but how long would it take for one of them to dissolve or explode in her system?”
Dr. Zhu shrugged. “It would depend on several factors: body temperature, how acidic her stomach was and if there was any impact. In a normal person, perhaps twenty or thirty minutes.”
“So Ryan was right,” Levac said. “She died within minutes of us getting there. Damn it! We could have saved her life!”
“Ming…is it possible someone force-fed her the explosive? Or injected her with it somehow?” Raven asked.
“It’s possible,” he said. “However, the compound is highly unstable, as I heard you discovered at Elysium. I assume your killer knows that and would not want to risk being present when the explosion occurred.”
“What if there is no killer?” Levac rubbed his chin and looked at Raven.
Raven turned and cocked her head. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, what if this is some strange screw up with the medication and not a murder case at all?” Levac replied.
“I think that’s unlikely,” Dr. Zhu said. “You have three victims all connected in some way and they are the only ones we’ve
seen who suffered this particular fate. If this had been happening with all of the patients who take this medication, it would have been heard of before now. There would be dozens of injured all over the city.”
“I agree,” Raven said. “If it was just an accident, Boone wouldn’t have been paid off to steal Victoria’s body and make it look like a voodoo ritual gone wrong.”
Levac nodded. “Okay, I concur; I just wanted to throw that out there. All of our leads are turning up to be dead ends and dead bodies.”
“I’ve got a few ideas,” Raven said. “We’ve got the distributor of the medication the victims were taking and we can go back to Elysium and run the video. If Hellsey was with someone around five this morning, maybe he’ll
show up on the security cameras.”
“I’ve got an appointment on another case out that way,” Levac said. “I’ll finish up Hellsey’s background and take the video if you want to go shake down BioCyte.”
“Works for me,” Raven replied. “Thanks, Ming!”
“Of course, detectives. Good hunting!” Dr. Zhu said. Raven caught a glimpse of Zhu reaching again for the brain he had been holding and she ran for the stairs just ahead of another wave of nausea.
 
V
 
Raven Storm sat on the hood of her cherished Shelby, a half-eaten apple in her hand. She was enjoying a quiet lunch in an empty lot across the street from the BioCyte building, watching employees come and go like worker ants in lab coats.
The building itself was a nondescript four-story square situated no more than one hundred yards from Quartz Lake. It and the empty warehouse she was parked in front of were the only industrial buildings in an otherwise pristine wilderness area just outside Chicago, and Raven was hard-pressed to understand how a chemical company had been allowed to build on the site. Up until five years ago, Quartz Lake had been a nature preserve built around a quarry lake left over from the forties. Dozens of local groups had fought long and hard to keep it a pristine piece of nature in an otherwise commercialized city.
Raven continued to watch the activity across the street until she had finished her apple. She tossed the core to a pair of squirrels who had been watching her with anticipation and slid back behind the wheel of the car. A few minutes later, she pulled into the BioCyte parking lot. She chose to park in a reserved slot near the entrance and walked through the main doors, her heels clicking loudly.
The lobby of BioCyte was much like she had expected it to be: two stories with one wall made entirely of windows that looked out on the shimmering blue lake, a mixture of slate tiles, and plush blue carpeting that make her feel like she was in a fish tank.
In the middle of the blue carpet oasis was a large, round reception desk behind which sat a tall, thin, porcelain-complexioned woman dressed in a too-tight dress and stiletto heels. The receptionist smiled, a gesture that animated her face, but never reached her pale blue eyes.
“Good afternoon and welcome to BioCyte Pharmaceuticals, how can I help you today?” she asked in a singsong voice that set Raven’s teeth on edge.
Raven pulled an empty box of antacids from her coat pocket and laid it on the desk beside her badge. “I'm Detective Raven Storm of the Chicago Police Department. I would like to speak to someone about this product.”
The receptionist picked up the box, examined it for a moment and returned it to the desktop. “I’m sorry, detective. This product was discontinued some time ago. We no longer make any over-the-counter medications. Those are handled by our parent company, Deva.”
“I see,” Raven said. “When was the product ended?”
“That division closed last summer,” the receptionist replied. “You can pick up a copy of the press release in the guest waiting room if you like.”
Raven shook her head and showed the box stamp to the receptionist. “No, thank you. Is there someone I could speak to? This product was made within the last month. It must have come from somewhere.”
The receptionist smiled again and shook her head. “I'm sorry, detective; there’s no one here who had anything to do with that product. All over-the-counter medications are manufactured directly through Deva Pharmaceuticals.”
“You sound like a broken record,” Raven growled. “This package is new. The expiration date is in three years. It was obviously manufactured within the last month. Someone around here must know where it came from. Who do I speak to?”
“I’m sorry, det…” the receptionist began, her apology derailed by Raven’s glare and the creak of the desk where the detective’s hands were gripping the fake wood. “I don’t know,” she said instead. “As I said, this product was discontinued by our parent company, Deva. It could not have been manufactured since last July. The package you have must be a fake of some kind.”
Raven nodded and released her grip on the desk, hoping the receptionist wouldn’t notice the faint impressions of her fingers pressed into the veneer.
“Okay, who would I speak to about the possible theft of your company logos and trademarks?” she asked.
“I believe I can help you,” a new voice said from above. Both Raven and the receptionist looked up to see a tall, handsome, Asian man who was leaning over the railing. “Please come up to my office, Detective Storm.”
Raven exchanged a glance with the receptionist and then turned toward the nearby stairs. She took them two at a time and was met at the top by the tall gentleman, who extended his hand politely.
“Christopher Wong,” he said with a charming smile. “If you'll follow me?”
He led Raven through a pair of double doors, using a passkey to unlock them. The room beyond was a maze of beige and green cubicles, photocopiers, printers and ringing phones. Raven glanced into the cubes as they passed, making note of the various men and women hunched over their computers, typing away. Their bent heads and hushed tones did nothing to change Raven’s impression of a building full of worker ants doing the bidding of some hidden queen.
Wong ushered Raven into his office at the end of the hall, and she noticed his name was on the door, but, unlike the cubicles, he had neither a location number nor a title.
The office beyond was spartan, consisting of a large desk of dark wood, burgundy leather guest chairs, a matching desk chair, and a closed laptop computer. The heavy bookcases lining the walls were almost empty and there were no photographs or other memorabilia, which Raven found somewhat disconcerting.
“Please have a seat,” Wong said, waiting for Raven to sit in one of the plush leather chairs facing his wide desk before taking a seat himself. “I understand you have a product you believe we manufactured?"
“Yes,” Raven replied, placing the opened box on the desk between them. “I've
found three boxes of this nausea medication paired with your antacids. They appear to have been made within the last three months; however, your receptionist tells me you discontinued the products over a year ago.”
“That’s
correct,” Wong replied. “Our parent company decided they could manufacture our over-the-counter medications more cost effectively in their native Germany. We’re
a pure research facility now, specializing in biotechnology and nano-bot research.”
“And what would your job be?” Raven asked.
Wong smiled, a gesture he probably
believed would disarm anyone with ovaries. It just made Raven want to slap him.
“Technically, I’m the chief attorney for the marketing division of Deva,” he said. “But I do a little bit of everything. In this case, I’m familiar with the product, which, as I said, was indeed discontinued. We sold all of our printing and manufacturing facilities last year. The product in question used to be boxed and shipped from our facility in Prospect Meadows. It’s possible some of our packaging was left behind during the sale.”
Raven made a note of that and circled it on her pad. “So you believe these products are being made without your knowledge by whomever you sold the facility to? Doesn’t that bother you?”
Wong smiled again and Raven resisted the urge to reach across the table and smack him. She hated guys who thought a row of white teeth and a charming smile would get them into her pants. “Of course it does.
I'll let our leadership know immediately. I’m sure an investigation and lawsuit will be initiated against the current owners. They will obviously have to cease their production.”
“What about the people harmed by your product?” Raven asked.
“That is, unfortunately, not our product and therefore not our responsibility,” he said. “Oh, there may be some vicarious liability for leaving the printed boxes lying around, but I daresay it will be minimal and the case for trademark infringement will be much larger.”
Raven shook her head in disbelief, staring at the handsome attorney, who only continued to smile. After a moment, she said, “Fine, fine. Do you have the address of the Prospect Meadows facility?”
“The receptionist can provide you with that,” Wong replied. “Most of my equipment is still in San Diego and I don’t have the address on me.”
“I suppose I’ll get the same answer if I ask for the name of the purchasing company?” Raven asked sourly.
Wong nodded, offering the same charming, self-satisfied smile. “I don’t have that information, but I’m sure I can get it for you. Perhaps you could call me in a few days when my things arrive? I would love to see you again.”
“I’ll get it myself,” Raven replied. “Thank you for your time.”
“You’re welcome,” Wong said. “And now that business is concluded, perhaps we can discuss a private matter? May I take you out for dinner and a movie?" He smiled again. 
Raven rolled her eyes and stood, muttering "I'm not interested in Chinese tonight, Wong.  It will just leave me unsatisfied and wanting something else later.  Thank you for your time.”
 
VI
 
Back in the lobby, Raven collected the address of the BioCyte facility as well as the name of the corporation that had purchased the property. She felt certain it would turn out that Whitehall Pharmaceuticals would be a dummy corporation, but any lead would do. With the information in hand, she checked in with Frost and proceeded across the city to Prospect Meadows.
It was late afternoon by the time she had fought through traffic and entered the industrial zone on the northwest side of the city. Though the area had once been wide, rolling green meadows full of tall grasses and wildflowers, decades of development had left the fields covered in pavement, smokestacks and abandoned buildings with broken windows and boarded-up doors.
The newly named Whitehall Pharmaceuticals building was in the middle of a block of similar-looking cinderblock factories. Most had been cast off as the recession crawled onwards and businesses were forced to relocate or close. The Whitehall building, however, had two or three dozen cars parked in the fenced-in lot and a wary-looking security guard was manning the small, brown shack near the gate. He watched Raven approach with hooded eyes and leaned out to speak with her.
“Good afternoon,” he began. “This is a private facility; unless you’re
an employee, I can’t let you pass.”
Raven smiled and flashed her badge. “Detective Raven Storm, Chicago Police. I’m here to speak with someone in charge, please.”
The guard examined the badge as if it were the Holy Grail “Do you have a warrant or something? I can’t just let you wander around the grounds.”
“I was referred here by Mr. Wong of the BioCyte Company,” Raven answered. "I’m just here to ask questions, no warrant is necessary.”
“I don’t know any Wong,” the guard said. “I can let you in to speak with the shift manager. Not much of anyone else to speak with; this is just a factory warehouse.”
The guard opened the gate and continued, “You can park in the visitor spots up by the building. The shift manager should be in his office.”
“Thank you,” Raven said, putting the car in gear and moving through the gate.
She parked the Shelby near the building as the guard had instructed and proceeded through the wide double doors into the facility. Beyond, she found a large, mostly automated packaging facility. A maze of conveyor belts, machinery and storage bins stretched out before her, each assembly line spitting out a different packaged medicine, ranging from mild analgesics to antihistamines and cough-drops. She caught a box of nasal spray as it tumbled off the conveyor belt into the bin and examined the label.
Whitehall Pharmaceuticals: When Quality Matters, she read.
The outside of the box was blue and white, with a small logo of a flying dove on the front just below the trade name of the spray. It looked nothing like the BioCyte box still nestled in her purse; even the cardboard was a different color. Where the BioCyte box was beige, the Whitehall box was bone white.
Raven tossed the box back into the bin and continued deeper into the facility. She found the shift manager’s office at the far side of the factory floor. There was no receptionist or anyone outside, but a short, pudgy man with brown hair and a beard was sweating over a laptop inside the small, cramped office. Raven knocked and waited for the man to look up before entering.
“Detective Raven Storm,” she said, holding up her badge. “I was hoping you could help me with a few questions, if you have a moment.”
The man nodded and waved for Raven to have a seat in one of the plastic chairs opposite him. “Justin called and said you were coming. What can I do for you?”
“Justin is the security guard, I presume?” Raven asked.
“Yeah, he’s a good kid; let me know right away I was getting a visitor,” the manager replied. “What’s this about?”
Raven tossed the empty medicine box on the desk. “This. This box appears to have been manufactured after Whitehall took over this facility. BioCyte no longer makes this medication. Any idea where it came from?”
The manager picked up the box and twirled it between his fingers before tossing it back onto the desk. “No idea. We do make a compatible product, but as I’m
sure you’ve seen, our packaging is completely different. You can also see from the stamping that this was hand folded and glued.”
“What do you mean?” Raven asked, picking up the box and examining it again.
“Most manufacturers use a stamping process when they glue the box shut,” he replied. “It helps set the glue and in some cases presses a manufacturing date into the cardboard. This one isn’t a smooth crease like you would get in a machine and the glue is thick. If it had been sealed by a machine, the corners would be more precise and the glue flattened by the process.”
“So you think this box was made by hand?” Raven pressed.
The manager nodded. “I would stake my life on it.”
“Okay, so how about the medicine inside? Could that be hand filled?”
“If it’s a two-part gelatin capsule, certainly. All it would take is some patience and a steady hand,” he said. “We do some that way if it’s
a sample run. And before you ask, yes, the blister pack they come in is available in two parts. All they would have to do is glue them together.”
“What about the box?” Raven asked. “Wong said there might have been some materials left behind when they closed this building down.”
The manager shrugged. “There might have been. I came on after Whitehall had taken over. When I started, there was nothing but Whitehall materials.”
Raven studied the man opposite her for a moment, her senses telling her he was telling the truth. “Damn,” she muttered after a moment.
“Sorry I don’t have better news, detective,” the manager said. “Is there anything else I can do to help with your inquiries?”
“No, thank you,” Raven said with a shake of her head. “I appreciate your help. Have a sparkling day.”
“Any time, detective. Have a nice day!”
Alone in the Shelby, Raven stared at the brick wall in front of her, her eyes tracing the cracked paint over the old cinderblocks as she thought. With a growl, she leaned back in the seat and put in a call to Levac. After reporting that the medication was, at least for the moment, a dead end, she inquired on his progress with Hellsey.
“Run of the mill, for the most part,” he reported. “Most of it you already know. Only child, grew up in the Bronze, mother was a maid at one of the local hotels, father unknown.”
“When did the first deposit go through, again?” Raven asked, perking up.
“Um…August, like you said, about nine months after that shot with King,” Levac said.
“And when did she break up with King?”
“Lemme check the timeline…” Levac said. Raven heard him put the phone down with a thud. He came back a moment later and said, “The week after the first deposit, if our wild guess is correct.”
“Okay, so Nathan King breaks up with Hellsey after she gets a large payday and he starts dating Victoria, a friend of Hellsey’s. Brand Symone, who was also friends with both women, is heartbroken that King is dating Victoria and tries to make them both sick. Someone who knows this uses the medication they're taking to kill them; how is Hellsey connected to the medication?” Raven asked, thinking out loud. “Did the crime scene boys find a gris-gris at the scene?”
“There was nothing about that in the preliminary list. Just a lot of clothing and toiletries. Raven, I still think Symone is our prime suspect. He’s the common denominator and we only have his word that Hellsey told him the other two were dead. For all we know, he killed all three.”
“I agree he’s our best suspect,” Raven replied. “But we still have no connection to the murder weapon and he has an alibi. I think our answer lies in finding the source of the mercury explosive and linking it to Hellsey. Did Elysium have any video for you?”
“Not much. It’s pretty clear that Taylor had a visitor in the evening,” he said. “She met him down in the lobby and escorted him upstairs.”
“That sounds like something. Can we get a hard copy and run it through DMV?”
“That’s the thing. This guy definitely knew the Elysium had cameras. Every time he was about to be visible, he managed to turn away or have his hand over his face. All I could make out is that he was taller than Taylor and had light hair.”
“Damn… All right, has Frost gone to see the mother yet?” Raven asked.
Raven could almost hear the nod of Levac’s head. “Yeah, he did that as soon as I’d tracked her down.”
“Damn. Okay, give me the address; I’ll go there later anyway and try not to crush anyone’s feelings,” Raven said.
“Will do…” Levac rattled off the address.
Raven wrote it on her notepad and then said, “Wait… I thought you said she was in Bronzeville?”
“She was. It looks like she moved a few weeks ago.”
“This is a pretty up town address."
“Don’t I know it? Looks to me like Hellsey was generous with her newfound wealth. You want company?”
“No, thanks,” Raven replied. “I’m on this. See if you can track down who held the Whitehall factory building in escrow during the sale. Maybe they can help us track down the medicine boxes.”
“Roger. You do the easy stuff and I’ll fill in the blanks.”
“Thanks, Rupert,” Raven said,
and ended the call.
 
VII
 
Night was falling, turning the bright afternoon into a sullen black, lit by a handful of early stars scattered along the horizon like discarded sequins. Raven glared out at the deepening horizon and tapped her nails on the steering wheel of the Shelby, wishing she had chosen to take the long way rather than sit in ‘going home’ traffic. She hated traffic; it was caused by people’s inability to offer common courtesy to one another. If people would follow one another further apart than a sheet of single ply tissue, she wouldn’t be sitting there…
Her annoyed reverie was cut off by the sudden and angry whirr of her phone sitting on the center console. She glanced at it; surprised to see it was her sister Pandora calling, she picked it up.
“Hey, Dora,” she said with a smile. “It’s good to hear from you, babe, what’s up?”
“Ray?” Pandora’s voice came, laced with tears. “Ray, I need to talk to you; can you meet me?”
“Of course, Dora,” she said, concerned. “What’s wrong?”
“I…I can’t tell you on the phone. Please, meet me behind Club Purgatory after full dark. Will you be there?” Pandora sobbed.
“I will, Dora. Be safe,” Raven replied.
The phone went dead and Raven frowned at it. Though Pandora was one of the more emotional of the family, she was still a member of the Court and a full pureblooded one at that. There was little she couldn’t handle on her own.
Still frowning, Raven placed her police light on the dash, activated the siren and accelerated down the shoulder of the highway, part of her pleased she wouldn’t have to wait in traffic any longer.
It was full dark when she pulled to the curb less than a block from Club Purgatory. She had turned the siren and light off as soon as she’d cleared traffic, wanting to neither abuse her authority as a detective nor alert anyone to her presence at the club.
She sat and watched the darkness for several minutes. The club’s usual mixed crowd of lycans, Embraced, vampires and norms huddled together outside the club, each waiting for a chance to be judged and allowed access to the inner sanctum. A bum was warming himself over a garbage can fire and a pair of prostitutes were trying their luck on the corner. By their movements, Raven could tell they were Embraced, likely hunting for dinner. Selling sex for blood wasn’t strictly against Mother’s rules, but it was skirting the edge.
Raven shook her head and slid from the car, pausing only to grab a spare magazine for the Automag, one loaded with her special blend. She then made her way down the alley towards the shadowed back of the club.
The rear of Club Purgatory was even less attractive than the front. The walls had not been painted since the building was new and the back wall was a spider web of cracks patched with auto-body filler and gum. In the corner sat an old dumpster, overflowing with refuse and emanating the stench of death and decay, likely the last resting place of both lycans and humans who had been either too damaged after a night of partying to survive or had been intentionally drained and discarded.
Raven entered cautiously, searching the darkness for any sign of her sister. Seeing no one, she whistled a two-tone note only vampires, werewolves and other canines would hear. A moment later, Pandora stepped into view, her white hair shining in the single sodium-vapor light illuminating the back lot.
Immaculate as always, Pandora was dressed in a black leather cat-suit that stretched from her ankles to her neck, and stiletto boots added nearly seven inches to her height. She offered a sad smile at her younger sister and beckoned her closer.
Still searching the darkness for any hint of danger, Raven entered the circle of light, her Automag held at her side.
“Dora? Dora, what happened?” Raven asked when she got closer, her eyes taking in the tear streaks on her sister's face and the hint of blood at the corner of her mouth, a smear that hadn’t come from feeding.
“I’m sorry, Ravenel,” she replied. “They have Ash.”
Ash was Pandora’s familiar
and lover. He had been with her for nearly fifty years. Raven knew her sister loved him more than life itself.
“Who?” she asked. “Who has Ash and where can I find them?”
By way of answer, Pandora let her eyes flick upward. Raven followed the gesture and watched as, one by one, more than a dozen men dressed in black and wearing stocking caps and protective goggles rose into view on the roof of Club Purgatory.
“I’m so, so sorry, Ravenel,” Pandora said, backing into the darkness. “I couldn’t do anything; they have Ash!”
Raven cast an annoyed look back at her sister and then turned to face the men on the roof. “You have my attention,” she said, gripping her pistol and weighing the odds. “What can I do for you tonight?”
“Do nothing, Fürstin Ravenel,” one of the men rasped, his voice laced with a German accent. “Like your sisters and brothers will.”
“Do nothing?” Raven asked. “I don’t understand. Do nothing in general or right now? ’Cause if you’re planning to kill me tonight, I intend to do something about it; you won’t get me or Dora without a fight.”
“Your mother’s reign is at an end, Fürstin,” the man replied. “Do nothing to delay her end and you’ll be granted your rightful place in the new Court.”
Raven frowned and decided the leader would be the first to die. “You mean you intend to kill my mother, and you want me to stand by and do nothing?”
The man nodded once. “That is correct, Fürstin,” he said. “Swear an oath to my master and you’ll
be spared the carnage of the coming war.”
Raven smiled sweetly.
“I have a better idea. You clowns put down your guns and surrender now, and I promise Mother will make your deaths quick and painless. Because I definitely won’t
let you touch a hair on her head.”
The man laughed and took a half step back, raising the wicked-looking rifle he had been cradling. “I told the master you were stupid and would not deal,” he said. “Stupid half-breed. Goodbye, Fürstin.”
“Goodbye, asshole.”
Moving in a blur, she raised her pistol, firing a single round that punched through the leader’s night vision scope and exited through the back of his skull. Before he had even finished burning, Raven had shot the next two men in succession and rolled behind the relative safety of the dumpster. Gagging at the stench emanating from the black plastic garbage bags, Raven peered around the corner, ignoring the sparks kicked up by the mercenaries’ gunfire. Several of the men were moving along the roof, trying to get a better vantage point or get behind her. The rest were covering the open pavement, preventing her from being able escape down the alley.
Knowing it was only a matter of time before the better-armed vampires closed in on her, Raven went on the offensive. The world went blue as she called on her mother’s lineage. The vampires stood out in her vision in red-highlighted purple. Several of them stood out as a darker color, indicating they hadn’t fed recently. Others were warm and bright, indicating they had recently supped and probably on the blood of unwilling innocents, given their dislike of Mistress Valentina.
Snarling low in her throat, Raven leapt, using the dumpster to boost herself onto the roof some twenty feet above her head. She landed in the gravel that covered the surface and rolled, bullets kicking up dirt and debris where she had been lying less than a breath before. She fired as she rolled, squeezing the trigger of her pistol with precision, eliminating three more of the vampires and causing the rest of the group to dive out of harm’s way. She completed the maneuver with a handspring that brought her back to her feet, fangs bared.
Though a half-blooded day-walker, the blood of a master vampire still flowed through her veins, making her faster, stronger and more resilient than others of her kind. The price for using her abilities would be great, but for now she was more than a match for the remaining mercenaries. Using a mixture of exactly aimed shots and well-timed blows that would have earned her an award in the Hong Kong Action Theater, Raven dispatched her attackers, leaving the last hanging over the edge of the building, his arm a ruined mess dangling from a torn and shattered socket. His wounds would take more than a pint of blood to cure.
Raven pulled off the man’s mask and leaned close, her breath hissing in his ear. “Where is your master, and where can I find my sister’s friend Ash?”
The wounded creature shook his head, refusing to speak.
“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Raven hissed. “You don’t want to know what my mother will do to you if I turn you over to the Court. You’ll
be lucky to end up a forsaken. Where!”
The vampire looked up through pain-and-fear-hazed eyes and said
“I…don’t know the master. None of us do. The old man is being held inside the club.”
Raven inhaled the vampire’s scent, her enhanced senses sorting through the coppery smell of blood and the tang of fear. The creature was too terrified to lie. Not bothering to speak any further, Raven shot him through the forehead and let his ash spill to the ground like fine black snow. She then dropped to the pavement, her keen eyes finding her sister lurking in the shadows.
“You could have helped,” Raven said, reloading the Automag.
Pandora shook her head and spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “They have Ash. If I’d gotten involved, they may have called in to kill him. Besides, I knew you could handle them far better than I could. I am not a mistress.”
Raven rolled her eyes and turned towards the Club behind her. “Nor am I and you know it.”
“You are Fürstin,” Pandora said. “You are a dhampyr and you are Mother’s child. Your father’s human side only makes you stronger.”
“Whatever,” Raven said with a shake of her head. “Ash is inside, probably in the office area. I’ll go and get him; I’ve been in the back rooms before.”
“What do you want me to do?” Pandora asked.
Raven holstered the Automag and turned back to her sister, who was standing in the light.
“Call Francois Du Guerre and ask him to bring me a good vintage. I’m going to need it when this is over and he’s the only one I trust.”
Pandora nodded. “I will, Ray. Be careful…I want both of you to come out of there safely.”
 
VIII
 
In for a penny, in for a pound, Raven chose not to walk back around to the front entrance. She instead kicked the back door as hard as she could, shattering the lock and pulling the hinges from the reinforced frame. As the door sagged inward, Pandora called from the darkness, “Just like your father…subtle.”
Raven ignored her sister’s sarcasm and stepped over the ruined door and into a short hallway. The dull thud of the club’s sound system echoed in the dimly lit corridor, drowning out the noise of her entrance. Aside from the debris from the now hopelessly destroyed door, the hallway was empty. Whoever was behind Ash’s abduction was expecting his goons to be adequate protection.
Raven moved down the hallway, her still-glowing eyes flicking to the various doorways. The entryway straight ahead, she remembered, would lead back into the club, while the one to the right would lead into the back office. She doubted that Ash would be held in the office, but she paused to listen at the door anyway. Hearing nothing, she turned toward another door on the left. Something told her there was a guard waiting on the other side. Not wanting to give up the element of surprise, Raven quietly turned the knob and then rushed through, slamming the door into the waiting thug, who collapsed under the attack.
Her motion a blur, Raven drew her Automag again and swept the room. She found herself in a large, rectangular chamber decked out like an opium den. Red and gold tapestries covered the walls, drowning out all but the worst of the bass thud from the dance floor just a few feet away. A round bed covered in red, gold and silver sheets and decorated with body pillows sat in the middle of the room surrounded by small tables, upon which sat opulent glass hookahs that matched the room’s colors. A handful of men and women dressed either in their underwear or not at all were lounging on the pillows, looks of bliss on their faces from the chemical cocktail they had been inhaling. Scattered around were members of Cornelius’ cadre, each feeding on one of the near-unconscious forms.
Lying on the large bed, Cornelius, the owner of Club Purgatory and a pure-blood vampire, looked up from the bare thigh of a willing young victim and wiped blood from his chin. “Ah, Fürstin Ravenel. To what do I owe this invasion of my Sanctum Sanctorum?”
Stepping with caution lest she slip on blood or trip over one of the recumbent victims, Raven approached Cornelius, her senses taut as a drum. “Can it, Lius, I know you have Pandora’s familiar Ash here somewhere. I want him and I want to know where I can find the master who paid you off.”
“My dear Fürstin, I have no idea what you're talking about,” Cornelius replied in honeyed tones. “My friends and I were simply enjoying some fine company and sweetly enhanced claret when you barged in. Care for a little snort?”
Knowing she was running out of time, Raven kicked one of Cornelius’ intoxicated lackeys out of her way and leaned onto the bed. With her face inches from his, she growled, “Stop jerking me around, Lius, or your friends here will be cleaning you up with a dustpan. Where is Ash, and who paid you to hold him?”
The older vampire looked into the Fürstin’s eyes and undoubtedly saw nothing, but righteous anger and the certainty that she would end his existence in a heartbeat. He squirmed away until he had put the bed between them and then straightened his robe with as much dignity as he could muster.
“If I tell you, he’ll kill me,” he said. “He has eyes and ears everywhere.”
“Worry about me. If you don’t tell me,” Raven said, advancing around the bed, “I’ll kill you and take your precious club apart brick by rotten brick until I find what I’m looking for.”
Cornelius stared at the Fürstin. While he was obviously afraid of the master, he looked even more terrified of the woman moving toward him with mayhem in mind. “And you will kill him if I tell you, I suppose?”
Raven nodded. “That would be the plan. He has threatened the Court and my mother. It’s my duty to take steps.”
Sagging and seeming to shrink into his silk robe, Cornelius said, “Ash is being held in my private chamber, through the side door. You’re free to take him.”
“And the master who set this up?” Raven pressed.
“His name is Strohm. I don’t know his first name,” Cornelius replied. “He seems to have a real problem with your mother as Mistress of the City.”
“I’ve heard of him. He's somehow related to my mother,” Raven said. “Where can I find him?”
“I don’t know; I only met him the one time,” Cornelius said. When Raven shifted towards him, he added, “I swear I don’t know! But he has a concubine named Lianna. I know her number.”
“Get it,” Raven said. “Before I get back.”
Without another word, she turned and made her way through the tangle of inebriated forms to the double doors at the back of the room. She kicked them open to reveal another room straight out of Caligula. She ignored the trappings of Cornelius’ depraved imagination and walked straight to Ash, who was tied to a chair with a gag in his mouth. The middle-aged gentleman’s eyes widened with relief when he saw Raven, and he struggled in his bonds.
“It’s okay, Ash,” Raven said. “Hang on.”
Not having a knife, Raven had to work at the knots binding the older man to the chair. Though it only took a few moments, she found the world going dim when she straightened and Ash had to catch her to keep her from falling.
“What's
wrong, Ray? Are you hurt?” he asked.
“I had to use my powers,” Raven replied, the words slurred with exhaustion. “That always comes with a price.”
“You need to feed,” Ash said, understanding.
“Yeah, but not till we’re safe,” Raven said, straightening. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Through sheer will, Raven led Ash from the room to where Cornelius was standing with a sticky note stuck to one finger. He held it out to Raven, his fingers shaking. “Here. This is where we met when I was summoned, along with Lianna’s phone number.”
Raven took the paper, pausing only to confirm it actually held an address before sliding it into her pocket.
“If this doesn’t pan out, I’ll be back. And I won’t be so nice,” Raven growled.
Cornelius glanced at his broken doors and the unconscious guard on the floor and then back to Raven. “You call this nice? Some people would have knocked!” he yelled with as much pride as he could muster.
“Yeah, I call it nice,” Raven replied, heading towards the door. “I could have blown your kneecaps off like my father would have. Piece of advice, Lius. Next time someone suggests you assist them in an attack on my family? Just say ‘no’.”
Watching Raven leave, Cornelius said, “Sound advice, Ravenel. Sound advice.”
It was all Raven could do to get Ash out the back door and to the side of the building where Pandora was waiting. The two lovers embraced, leaving Raven to sag against the wall, her energy spent.
Raven watched the two hug and smiled. She knew she should be at least a little angry with her sister, but though Pandora was trained in violence, it didn’t come easily to her. From Pandora’s point of view, either Raven would have been successful in the rescue attempt, or Ash’s captors would have taken Raven instead. Either way, she had expected to get Ash back and that was all that really mattered to her.
“Hey, lovebirds!” she called, her voice hoarse. “Little help, here?”
The couple turned toward Raven, and Pandora helped her to stand, embracing her tightly. “I’m sorry, sister. Thank you for saving my Ash. I owe you one.”
“You’re welcome, Dora,” Raven replied. “Did Francois answer?”
Pandora opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off as Francois rounded the corner, a sheathed Katana held in his hand and a squad of soldiers armed with Remington shotguns at his back.
“I am here,” he said, his eyes glowing in the semi-darkness. “What has happened?”
“Lord Du Guerre,” Pandora said with a smile. “It’s a pleasure to see you. My dear sister has overdone it in her rescue of my familiar, Ash.”
Francois nodded to Pandora, barely acknowledging her formal greeting and handing his katana to one of the men behind him. “Ravenel? What is wrong?” he asked, taking her from Pandora’s embrace.
“I used all my powers,” Raven muttered. “Tired.”
“She needs to feed,” Ash said, his eyes worried.
“I do not understand,” Francois said, scooping Raven into his arms as if she were a child. “Ravenel, what have you done?”
“She isn’t like a full-blooded vampire, Lord Du Guerre,” Pandora explained. “She uses energy much more quickly than a true vampire or Embraced. And since she’s a mistress in her own right, it’s
even worse for her. She must feed or she'll
die.”
“And you allowed her to do this? How dare you?” Francois snarled, showing fang.
Not waiting for a reply, Francois turned and made his way back toward his waiting limousine and the suburban parked behind. He laid the semiconscious Raven on the seat and reached into the cooler where a bottle of champagne was cooling, next to four packets from a local blood bank. His eyes full of concern, he bit into the first of the packets and then squeezed the contents into Raven’s mouth. He watched as her eyes glowed and she sucked down the cool blood like a greedy child. She then sagged back into the seat, unconscious, but alive.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Raven awoke slowly, her eyes blurry and filled with pretty, sparkly lights. Her head was pounding and it felt as if an entire platoon of tanks were driving through her left eye, a sensation that made her gasp when she tried to move her head.
“Ravenel?” Francois’ face came into view.
“Yeah…yeah I’m here, Francois,” Raven whispered. “What happened?”
“You almost died…again…” Francois said. “You must be more careful or I shall surely have a heart attack!”
Raven smiled weakly. “You saving me is starting to become a habit.”
“It isn’t a habit I mind,” Francois replied in more gentle tones. “But I am concerned with the frequency. Why did you not
feed this night?”
Raven frowned and closed her eyes, sinking back into what she now knew was Francois bed. “I rarely feed, Francois. I try to live like everyone else. I don’t need claret to survive so I don’t drink very often. It skeeves me out.”
“You should at least have a reserve of some kind, Raven,” Francois replied. “I do not
fully understand the nature of your abilities, but Pandora tells me you have master-level talent. You need to draw energy from the essence in human blood. When you use your talents, you are feeding on yourself rather than on claret. You could very easily die from that.”
“I know that,” Raven snapped. “Another reason I hardly ever use them. Tonight I needed the speed and reflexes to save Ash and I pushed it a little too far. That’s all.”
“That is not all!” Francois growled. “You should see yourself in a mirror. You look as if you have been on a hunger strike. Had I not understood your message, you would have died in my arms!”
Raven opened her eyes to focus on Francois. The anger and worry in his face was plain. She reached out a hand to caress his face, ignoring how thin and pale her hand looked. He took her hand and kissed it gently.
“I’m sorry,” she said after a moment. “I did what I needed to. I couldn’t let them hurt Ash.”
“Your sister should have helped,” Francois replied. “Is she not of the same blood?”
Raven shook her head. “Not exactly. She’s
pureblood from a different father who was an Embraced. Her power isn’t as great as mine, even though I am a dhampyr.”
“She still shouldn’t have let you go alone. I’ll speak with her,” Francois said. “She is of the blood, and you are precious to me. The two of you would have come out of there unscathed.”
“Don’t be too hard on her,” Raven said, enjoying the feeling of Francois’ hand on her skin. “She does the best she can, and she’s the only member of the family who doesn’t treat me like some half-breed throwback. Her love is important to me.”
“Perhaps because she is the only one of your family who understands. You share the common bond of being different.”
“Maybe. So…try not to lock her in a coffin draped with crosses or anything, okay?”
Francois frowned with mock seriousness. “That is my best punishment. I shall
be reduced to beating her with wet noodles and making her walk on cheese puffs, but for you, I'll endure.”
Raven laughed. “Thank you.”
Francois’ face softened and he leaned forward to kiss Raven, his lips lingering on hers for a long moment. When they parted, he said, “Get some sleep, Ravenel. I will call your office and tell them you will not be in tomorrow.”
“I won’t?” Raven asked with surprise. “Says who?”
“Says I,” Francois answered. “You have used too much of your energy in the last few days. You are weak and need to feed. My butler will see to your needs while you rest.”
“I’ll be fine,” Raven said, immediately annoyed. “All I need is a good bowl of chicken soup.”
“Chicken soup?” Francois asked, perplexed. “Chicken soup will not restore you to health, Ravenel. You need claret. You need blood.”
“No,” Raven replied. “Chicken soup.”
“Your needs will be seen to,” Francois said again. “Sleep and I will see you at dusk. Your mother and I must discuss this blatant attack on your family.”
Raven continued to glare as Francois stood and left the room. Aside from being annoyed, the glare allowed her to watch Francois’ muscular backside as he left the room. A win-win scenario in all ways.
 
II
 
The sun was high and partially hidden by clouds when Raven pulled back the heavy curtains to Francois’ room and looked out at the city. This time she was dressed in a black bustier under a white satin jacket matched with black pants and boots. She hadn’t wanted to wear the expensive outfit, but learned that her previous garments had been sent out for cleaning at Francois’ orders and would not be ready for several days. Nothing in Francois’ spare wardrobe was an improvement over the clothing he had laid out for her, but at least the jacket had been cut to conceal her Automag.
She finished the outfit with her cross pendant and the bracelet Francois had given her, which she noted now carried a small music-box charm. She had also used the extensive collection of cosmetics he had provided for her, but still she looked pale.
Ignoring her sallow complexion, Raven gathered her purse and left the building. She checked in with Levac and let him know she was okay and was on her way to Ms. Hellsey’s apartment, which was not far from Francois’ building. He was surprised to hear from her, but pleased she was okay. He was busy tracking down a lead on the Whitehall building and promised to give her a call if it panned out.
Sometime later, Raven parallel parked the Shelby in a vacant spot across from the Bishop Building in Chicago. The imposing structure had been built in the 1920s and was originally one of the most prestigious addresses in the city. Residents with available funds had flocked to the tall building with its monolithic structure, art-deco gargoyles and panoramic views of the city. Though time had marched on, the building was still considered a “ritzy address” and housed many of the city’s more affluent middle class.
Raven entered the building, smiling a thank-you to the security guard who held the heavy steel and glass door open for her and making her way quickly to the elevators. The car arrived instantly as if it were waiting for her and the detective stepped inside, her heels clicking on the polished floor.
The elevator arrived on the thirty-fourth floor a few minutes later, saving Raven from a Muzak rendition of an old Bee Gees song. The hallway beyond was decorated in a similar manner to the rest of the hotel, in a 1920s motif that reflected the era of its construction, with a tin ceiling, wainscoting and velveteen wallpaper. Great care had been taken to restore the original paper or match it as closely as possible; it was almost impossible to tell where the old paper ended and the new began.
Raven resisted the urge to touch the wallpaper and instead turned her attention to the apartment, which was
in the northwest corner of the building. She
knocked on the white-painted door and waited. A handsome, middle-aged woman dressed in a white blouse and black pants opened the door almost immediately. Her graying blonde hair was pulled back into a comb and her face was tastefully highlighted with cosmetics. She looked Raven up and down and asked, “Yes? What is it?”
“Mrs. Hellsey?” Raven asked.
“Ms. Hellsey, yes,” the woman replied. “What can I do for you?”
“I’m Detective Raven Storm of the Chicago Police Department. I know this is a difficult time for you, but I had some follow-up questions about Taylor. Do you have a few minutes?”
The woman’s face hardened, but she allowed Raven to enter. She closed the door behind Raven and escorted her into a small dining room, where a cherry table and chairs sat, decorated with a bowl of fresh fruit.
“Please, have a seat, Detective Storm,” Ms. Hellsey said.
“Thank you,” Raven responded, taking a seat that put her opposite the older woman. “And thank you for seeing me. I’m
so sorry for your loss.”
Ms. Hellsey nodded, her jaw tightening as she fought the tears that pricked the corners of her eyes. “Thank you, detective. Please, how can I help you?”
“I am investigating your daughter’s death, which I believe is tied into two other murders that have occurred in the last few weeks,” Raven said, opening her purse and retrieving her file. “Do you know what your daughter’s connection with Nathan King was?”
“Nathan was her boyfriend for almost eighteen months,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “I thought they would get married one day; they were perfect for one another. They were hardly out of each other’s sight.”
Raven nodded and continued, “How did that end? You’re not the only one to say you thought they were good together; it seems odd they would split.”
Ms. Hellsey paused before replying, “Taylor became obsessed with finding out who her father was. She focused on that to the exception of everything else, including Nathan. You see, I was never certain, and of course couldn’t tell her what I didn’t know, nor could I tell her what had really happened in the week or so that she was conceived. So I lied and made up a story about who her father was.”
Raven made a note in the file and circled the word 'father?'.
“So she dumped Nathan?”
“No…not exactly,” Ms. Hellsey said
with a shake of her head. “More they sort of drifted apart. Nate started spending time with Taylor’s friend Victoria, and the two of them hit it off famously. Taylor held no grudge against Victoria and Nathan; she and Nathan remained very close friends, though she saw them only at work.”
“How do you know they were on good terms if they only saw each other at Club Purgatory?” Raven asked.
“Because I know my daughter, and she continued to talk about them, about what a wonderful couple they were and how glad she was they had found one another,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “She felt like a sort of cupid, I guess, having brought them together.”
Raven smiled and flipped to another page in her file, perusing the notes she had made. “That’s
good to hear, Ms. Hellsey. It also helps rule out another suspect. Can you tell me what Taylor did for a living? I understand she recently came into money?”
Hellsey paused again and pursed her lips. “As far as I know, she was still working as a dancer at that awful Club Purgatory.
Taylor came to me a one evening and said she had been tipped big. Not long after that, she called me to see this apartment and told me she’d paid the rent for six months. I asked how we could afford a place like this and she said she was doing very well at the club and not to worry. I guess…I guess I took it at face value. We’ve
never had a windfall and I didn’t ask too many questions. I didn’t want to know where the money came from.”
Ms. Hellsey paused again and leaned forward, her hand reaching for Raven’s. “Tell me, detective…did she do something to get the money? Something awful? Did someone kill her for what she did?” Her eyes brimmed with tears.
“I don’t know, Ms. Hellsey,” Raven replied. “It’s a possibility. We found money in your daughter’s purse and she seemed to be hiding from someone. She was registered at the Elysium under an assumed name. Do you know why she would do that? Had she mentioned being afraid of anyone?”
“She didn’t mention anyone but Nathan,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “She said he had vanished and she thought something had happened to him. She never did stop loving him, even after he was with Vicki.”
“When was this?” Raven asked.
Hellsey pursed her lips again and looked at the ceiling in thought. “Last Saturday or Sunday, maybe.”
“What happened after that, Ms. Hellsey?”
“Not much, really,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “Things were pretty normal until two days ago when she called and said she was leaving town for a few days. She said there was plenty of money in our account and that she would
be home soon. When I pressed the issue, she said she was just taking a vacation and not to worry.”
“And so you didn’t?” Raven asked.
The tears did flow then, and Ms. Hellsey shook her head, not bothering to wipe them away.
“No! I didn’t want to worry. I didn’t want to think…detective, it’s been difficult raising my daughter all alone. When it seemed she was doing better for herself than I ever could have done for her, I let it go. I didn’t want to know as long as she was happy and we were safe. I should have asked more questions, taken care of her!”
“I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Hellsey,” Raven repeated. “But this isn’t your fault. Whatever motive her killer had, it wasn’t you. If you’d been aware
of all your daughter’s comings and goings, you might have been on the hit list as well.”
Ms. Hellsey shook her head and said, “No…no. I should have known…I should have realized there was something more going on. Maybe if I had made her tell me where the money was coming from, maybe we could have given it back!”
Raven cocked her head and studied the older woman opposite. “You feel Taylor was murdered over the money she came into?”
Ms. Hellsey nodded and dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “It’s the only thing that makes sense."
Raven consulted her notes again. “You said she became obsessed with finding her father. Do you have any reason to believe that her father would have harmed her?”
Ms. Hellsey looked surprised and replied, “Her father? Detective, I don’t know who her father is, and I won’t
discuss the matter with you. If you really want to know,
I am sure you can find it
in the police files.”
Not wanting to press the issue, Raven continued on a different track. “As you wish, Ms. Hellsey. But you said before that you lied. Did you give your daughter a name?”
“I did,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “I told Taylor her father was Drake Anderson.”
Now it was Raven’s turn to be surprised. “Why would you tell her that?”
Ms. Hellsey shrugged and leaned back into her chair, crushing and rustling the napkin in her hand. “I wanted to tell her that it was someone special, someone she could look up to. You must understand, detective, I love my daughter, she is—was—all I had. I couldn’t tell her the truth. Anderson had just been in the paper as one of the city’s most enterprising men, so I said it was him!”
“Did she believe you?” Raven asked, making another note in the file.
“Yes, I think so. I know she had an appointment to see him a few months ago, to discuss what I had told her.”
“Was this perhaps around the time Taylor came into her generous customer?” Raven continued.
Ms. Hellsey paled and leaned forward, her hand trembling. “It was…detective, you don’t think Mr. Anderson had anything to do with this, do you? With Taylor’s death?”
“Inquiries are continuing, Ms. Hellsey,” Raven replied. “Just one more question, if I may. Was your daughter in good health?”
“Generally she was,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “She seemed to have caught a stomach bug a few days ago and was taking medication for nausea. Why?”
“Was there anyone else who knew she was ill?” Raven queried.
“Her friends, her doctor, maybe a few others. Detective, what does this have to do with anything?”
“Ms. Hellsey, I think it’s likely your daughter was poisoned by someone who knew she was ill,” Raven answered. “That means it’s probably a friend or acquaintance, someone who knew her well enough to know she was sick. Did anyone give her any medication or anything like that?”
“Not that I know of,” Ms. Hellsey said. “Her doctor told her to take an over-the-counter medication and to come back if she wasn’t feeling better soon.”
Raven nodded and asked, “Do you know where she got the medication she took?”
Ms. Hellsey shook her head and looked helpless. “I have no idea, detective. Taylor came home with it the same day she saw her doctor.”
Raven frowned and circled another note in the file. “Thank you, Ms. Hellsey. Is there anything else you can think of that may help in this investigation?”
“No, Detective Storm,” Ms. Hellsey replied. “But if I do, I know where to find you.”
Raven packed her file and slid her purse over her shoulder. “Before I go, would it be possible to take a look in Taylor’s room?”
“Of course, detective,” Ms. Hellsey replied, standing and leading the way.
 
III
 
Taylor’s room was as well decorated as the rest of the spacious apartment. A queen-sized bed covered with a tasteful pink and purple comforter, and plush throw pillows dominated the room, flanked by light wood nightstands. A large dresser was placed under the window and a museum-quality mural of Chicago looking down on Old Town covered the opposite wall. Next to this was the door to a spacious walk-in closet full of designer clothing and shoes, many with the store tags still attached.
Raven rifled through the clothing, confirming by the tags that most had been purchased within the last six weeks. She was curious, however, to find that many of the attached receipts were signed for by Nathan King. Shoes, dresses, lingerie and a white fox coat had all been purchased by King within the week or so before he was killed.
Why was King buying Taylor clothing? Raven asked herself. That doesn’t jive with his relationship with Vicki or what Taylor’s mother said.
Raven made a note of the items and continued her search. Under the bed she found two neat bricks of aluminum, identical to the ones she and Levac had seized from Nathan King’s home. Using her phone, Raven took pictures of the two bricks nestled in their hiding place and then pulled them out using a pair of nitrile gloves. It was possible, however unlikely, she might find fingerprints on the foil.
Not wanting to disturb any evidence, Raven slipped both bricks into large evidence bags and then returned to the living area, where Ms. Hellsey was still waiting.
“Ms. Hellsey?” Raven asked, holding the evidence bags where the older woman could see them. “Do you know where these parcels came from?”
The older woman glanced at the packages and shook her head. “No, I haven’t any idea. What are they?”
“I believe they’re
bricks of money,” Raven replied. “I’ve seized them for review by our crime lab, as they appear to be identical to ones found in the home of one of our victims. Can you tell me why Nathan King was buying gifts for your daughter as recently as a month ago?”
Ms. Hellsey glanced again at the bricks before meeting Raven’s eyes. “They were friends, as I said. I wasn’t aware of any gifts, but that isn’t unusual. Do you think all of this is tied together somehow?”
“I’m
not certain yet, Ms. Hellsey. Again, thank you for your assistance in this investigation. If there is
anything I can do, or you need someone to talk
to, please contact me.” Raven used one hand to hold the evidence bags and slipped a card from her pocket with her free one. “Both my work and cell numbers are on my card,” she said, placing it on the table. “You can reach me at any time.”
“Thank you, detective. Please keep me in the loop if you catch my daughter’s killer.”
“I will, Ms. Hellsey,” Raven said in a soft voice. “I promise.”
 
IV
 
Afternoon brought with it another chill that felt more like winter than early fall; the cold snap was continuing and getting worse with every passing day. Raven turned her jacket collar
up against the wind and stood next to her car, green eyes searching the sky and buildings around her. Ever since she’d left Ms. Hellsey’s apartment, her skin had crawled and the hair was standing up on the back of her neck and down her arms. She had seen or heard no one, however, and after several minutes of listening and watching, she shivered and slipped behind the wheel of the Shelby.
The return to the station house was uneventful, and Raven stopped only to deliver her seized items to evidence before heading upstairs to her office. When she arrived, she slipped into her chair and stared, unseeing, at the window. She was still thinking some time later when Levac arrived behind her and said in a cheery voice, “Guess what I have?”
“Cooties?” Raven replied absently. “Leprosy? Shingles?”
“What? No!” Levac said in a hurt tone. “The meat pie lady was here this afternoon and worked with one of our artists. They put together a pretty decent drawing.”
Raven turned and looked up at Levac. “Who did she draw? Anyone we know?”
Levac held up the charcoal-shaded piece of high-quality drawing paper and grinned.
The drawing was a perfect rendition of Brand Symone.
“Damn…” Raven said. “Please tell me you already sent a black and white to pick him up?”
“He and his attorney are waiting downstairs as we speak,” Levac replied. “Now…what was that crack about cooties and leprosy?”
Raven grinned. “Escort me to the interview room and forget I said it!”
Levac shook his head
and offered his arm. The two arrived outside the interrogation room, where once again Lieutenant Frost and a uniformed officer were waiting for them.
“Levac says a witness positively identified our boy Brand,” Frost
said. “Your fabled instincts going bad on us?”
“Good afternoon to you too, lieutenant,” Raven replied. “Yes, I think it’s going to turn out cold again, but that’s Chicago in the fall; just a little extra edge to it this year.”
Frost rolled his eyes. “Can the crap, detective, and answer the question.”
“I don’t know,” Raven said. “She identified him as the guy who bought the candles and sundries, we know he had motive, but we haven’t placed him at any of the crime scenes.”
“Then it’s your job to do so,” Frost said. “Get to it; the captain is breathing down my neck on this one.”
“What, three high-profile murders? That’s
no big deal,” Levac said with a smile.
“Easy for you to say,” Frost said, turning his back. “The captain doesn’t have you on speed dial.”
Raven glanced at Levac, who smiled, and she then stepped into the small interview room, pausing to hand her firearm to the uniformed officer.
As before, Brand Symone's lawyer, Wall, was dressed in a well-tailored suit that did its best to conceal his bulk; Raven was certain it had come from Geoffrey Beene. Brand sat next to him, dressed in a tee shirt and designer jeans.
“What is this all about, detective?” Wall asked before Raven had even taken a seat. “I thought we’d already cleared my client of any wrongdoing in this case.”
Raven ignored the attorney and sat down opposite Brand. “Hello again, Mr. Symone,” she said in professional tones. “It is good to see you again. Thank you for coming to the station to assist with our inquiries.”
“Your officers went to his home and arrested him in front of friends!” Wall growled. “It’s
an affront to his dignity, one I’ll be taking up with the chief in the morning. And you didn’t answer my question: What is this all about?”
“And I don’t
intend to answer it,” Raven said with a glance. “Mr. Symone, have you ever been to a little book store in Old Town? A little place that sells things like
scrying crystals, Wiccan items and black candles?”
“Of course not,” Wall replied. “My client has no interest in the occult.”
Raven turned her head to meet Wall’s eyes. “We already know that isn’t true, Mr. Wall. Would you like to let your client answer the question? I think he might like to try the truth.”
Wall faltered for a moment under Raven’s piercing gaze and nudged his client, who said in a soft voice, “I only go to Marie’s for my vaudun needs. I’m not sure what other store you’re referring to.”
“Then can you explain how the shop owner knows you by sight?” Raven asked. “She was able to describe you well enough for one of our artists to sketch your likeness in under an hour.”
With that, she
placed the completed sketch on the table. Both men stared at it with horrified interest.
“I trust you both recognize the face in this rendering? The resemblance is striking, to say the least,” Raven said.
“It looks like me,” Brand said, pulling the drawing closer. “But I swear to you I’ve
never been to any other shop in Old Town.”
Raven turned the image around again and asked, “Then how was our witness able to describe you so accurately?”
Wall found his voice at last. “Obviously she has it in for my client and she’s lying.”
Raven shook her head, her gaze still locked on Brand. “I doubt that.
The witness didn’t know his name or what the investigation was about, yet she still identified your client, Mr. Wall. I can hold Brand on suspicion based on her testimony and the evidence we’ve
gathered and let the District Attorney sort everything out in court. Is that what you want, Brand?”
Brand sat up with a start and leaned forward. “Detective, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I have never been anywhere in Old Town but a few clubs and Marie’s. I have no idea how your witness knows me, but I didn’t kill anyone!”
“This is only making things worse,” Raven replied. “I have a witness who says you purchased items from her store…items found at Vicki Laveau’s side when her body was discovered. She identified you by sight alone. Do you have any other explanation you’d like to share?”
Wall leaned forward and pushed Brand back into his seat. “Can you prove the items you found were the ones supposedly purchased by my client, Detective Storm?” he asked, his voice a dangerous whisper.
“Are you worried, counselor?” Raven asked with a smile.
“Not at all, detective. I’m
just wondering how solid your case against my client is,” Wall replied. “Now…are you going to answer my question or not?”
“The evidence has been processed through the crime lab,” Raven said. “We know your client had motive, opportunity, and the candles he purchased, according to the witness, were found next to Victoria Laveau's body. Unless you and Mr. Symone cooperate, I’ll
be holding him on murder charges. The media will be on this before the ten o’clock news, which I’m sure Cade Symone won’t appreciate. I’ll let you have a few minutes to think it over.”
Without another word, Raven pushed back from the table and exited, closing the door on the two men in the interview room. In the adjoining chamber, she leaned against the wall and watched through the one-way mirror.
“What do you think?” Frost asked.
“Unless I’m way off base, Symone is telling the truth, but Wall is starting to think his client is guilty.”
“What makes you think he’s telling the truth? We practically have his fingerprints at the scene!” Levac said.
Raven shook her head. “I don’t care what you call it, but I am sure that kid is terrified and indignant. He has no clue what is going on and he’s most certainly not guilty of killing our three victims.”
“Oh, come on, how can that be?” Levac asked. “Maybe your intuition has gone haywire this time.”
Raven glanced at Levac and shrugged, still watching the pair in the interrogation room. It was clear from their body language that Wall was trying to get Symone to tell him the truth and Brand was denying any involvement in the murders. After several minutes of tense arguing, Wall stood and knocked on the door. A uniformed officer answered it, which was Raven’s cue to exit the small observation room and return to the suspect. She entered with a smile and took a seat across from Brand.
“So,” she said, “what did you decide?”
Wall straightened and paused to glance at his client before replying, “Mr. Symone had nothing to do with these crimes and will not cooperate with your inquiries. Further, should his arrest generate any bad publicity, both you and the police department will be sued for libel and false arrest.”
“That’s your prerogative, counselor,” Raven said. “In the meantime, I’ll have your client sent to processing. You can visit him in his jail cell in about an hour.”
As Raven stood to leave, Brand also stood and moved around the table. “I understand you are just doing your job, detective,” he said, reaching out for her.
“All I ask is that you don’t let it end here. Whatever happened, I didn’t have anything to do with it. Whoever killed Nate and Vicki is still out there, somewhere, and if he killed them, he’s
going to kill again.”
Raven looked into Symone’s eyes and saw concerned sincerity. After a moment, she nodded and moved to the door. She waited until Symone was seated again before knocking and exiting.
 
V
 
A dark, almost luminescent fog darkened the Windy City, dimming even the brightest of the city’s lights. Raven stood in front of her Shelby and watched traffic as it moved along the choked roadways, lost in thought. All of her instincts told her that Brand Symone was innocent. But she also knew that the drawing of him was accurate; their artists were some of the best in the country. Someone who looked like Brand Symone had purchased the candles, which forensics had traced through a local distributor. The wax at the scene had been a perfect match and Maggie Cooke insisted she hadn’t sold those candles to anyone but Symone.
“So either he’s
the greatest liar in the world,” she muttered to herself, “or someone who looks, smells and acts like him is running around out there killing people with poisoned antacids.”
She was still mentally pulling on the threads of that inquiry, checking off the possible suspects, when her phone chimed. Fishing it from her pocket, she saw the now-familiar number of Francois Du Guerre.
Answering the phone, she purred, “Good evening, Francois. Did you sleep well, love?”
“I did indeed, Ravenel,” Francois replied, the joy in his voice obvious. “How was your day?”
“Same old, same old,” she replied. “We arrested a suspect in the case I’ve been working on.”
“Surely that is a good thing,” Francois said. “Perhaps we should celebrate the solution to this latest challenge?”
Raven smiled.
“The problem is, my instincts tell me we’ve caught the wrong man. Nothing about this makes any sense, but a witness has positively identified him.”
Raven could almost hear Francois’ frown when he asked, “Then what will be your next move?”
“I don’t know. But I’m not going to put this one to bed just yet. We have other evidence that’s supposed to be coming in from the lab. Maybe that will help clear things up. I don’t have much time; I’m sure the captain and chief will soon be holding a press conference that these cases have been solved. It won’t be pretty if it turns out we’ve put the wrong man behind bars.”
“I understand, Ravenel,” Francois said. “Will you be working this late evening, then?”
Raven huddled in her jacket, wishing it was Francois’ arms.
“I think so. I’m
going down to the records department to see if they have my info on Whitehall. If I can find a connection to the murder weapon, it should shed some light on the true suspect.”
“I will not trouble you any longer, then. Please call me later; perhaps we can enjoy a little wine and a late dessert.”
“I will, love,” Raven said, feeling warm inside.
“I look forward to your call, Ravenel.”
Francois ended the call and Raven dropped her phone back into her pocket before sliding behind the wheel of the Shelby.
Raven arrived at the records department just short of an hour later and parked in one of the empty spots in front of the large building. Her boots crunched on the thin layer of ice and snow that covered the lot as she made her way through the glass double doors to the lobby, her enhanced reflexes keeping her stiletto heels from slipping on the slick pavement.
The warmth within was welcome and she unzipped her jacket, letting the heat warm her before she turned to the small counter where a bored-looking college intern was watching football on a handheld television. He didn’t look up when Raven leaned on the counter and smiled.
“Can I help you?” he muttered around a wad of gum.
“Detective Raven Storm. I’m looking for a file on one of my cases. Did anyone leave anything for me?” Raven laid her badge on the counter.
“Nope,” the intern replied, not looking up. “Sorry.”
Raven frowned and reached out with one finger to turn off the television. “Do you think you could actually check? It should be waiting for me.”
The intern looked up at her, his face blank, and then turned to sort through a pile of folders behind him. “What was the victim’s name?"
Raven watched the names flick past under the kid’s fingers. “Nathan King, Victoria Laveau, Taylor Hellsey, and Whitehall.”
“Huh, whatdya know,” the intern said, pulling the file out of the stack. “My bad, detective.” He spun around again and picked up Raven’s badge, writing the number on his declarations sheet and sliding it through the glass. “Sign here, please."
Raven signed, gathered her things and walked back into the ice storm. The intern had turned the Packers back on before the door had even closed behind her.
Curled behind the wheel of her Mustang, Raven flipped through the files. The research department had been thorough, tracking the Whitehall building through several dummy corporations to eventually determine that a small security company in Chicago had overseen the sale of the building. Research had even completed a background check on the guards who had worked there and provided a listing, complete with current addresses. Raven scanned the list and wasn’t surprised to see a name she recognized near the bottom. With a mirthless grin, she stuffed the file into her purse next to all the others. At this rate she would have to start carrying a briefcase. The Gucci was starting to overflow.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
The ice and wind blowing in off the lake had done little to make the Dark more appealing; it gathered up trash and debris and piled it in repulsive corners, covering everything with a thin sheet of ice. Rats, both human and animal alike, scurried away from the driving cold to hide in the steaming storm drains or beneath rusting dumpsters for what protection they offered from the grave-like chill that seemed to permeate everything. Raven had parked the Shelby in a secure lot in Old Town, not wanting to risk the treasured car being stolen or worse, and was now proceeding toward the Dark on foot. She ignored the strange noises coming from the manhole covers and drains she passed and continued to pick her way through the shadows to an address she knew well.
After a ten-minute walk into the Dark, Raven reached the address she was looking for, a double-wide trailer nestled between two ruined apartment buildings. A small diesel generator rumbled angrily in the alleyway, providing sporadic energy for the motor home, and lights flickered in the paper-covered windows. A newer fifteen-speed bicycle was attached to the trailer by the sort of chain usually used to train recalcitrant elephants and restrain rancor monsters.
The detective stepped up to the door, which was festooned with more locks than Lady Gaga had platform shoes, and knocked. Her ears detected rustling inside and a piece of the paper covering the nearest window was moved gingerly aside.
“Who's there?” called a voice Raven barely recognized.
“Detective Storm,” Raven replied. “I’m looking for Wilson.”
“No one here by that name,” the voice replied. “Go away!”
Raven smiled and moved to peer through the gap in the paper. “Wilson, it’s me and I know that scratchy voice is you. Open up; I need your help with an investigation I’m working on.”
“Y-you got a warrant this time?”
“I don’t need one, Wilson. You’re not in any trouble,” Raven replied. “I have some questions about a building you were guarding a few months ago. The Whitehall building?”
“I worked there…yeah. What about it?”
“Can I come in?” Raven asked. “It’s cold and rainy out here.”
After a pause, the paper dropped and there was the sound of numerous locks being opened. The door slid aside on well-oiled hinges. Raven stepped inside the trailer, grimacing at the stacks of take-out boxes and instant noodle packets sitting on every available surface. She turned when the door closed and smiled at the lanky form behind her.
Wilson stood with his scabbed arms folded over his pigeon chest. He was wearing a threadbare tee shirt and uniform slacks that had seen better days. His hair was close-cropped and his face clean shaven, save for a tiny mustache he no doubt thought made him look dashing and really just made him look like the villain in a B movie.
“Okay…so…whatcha want?” he asked, picking at one of the scabs on his arm.
“The Whitehall building: It was a pharmaceutical company that closed and was sold. Do you remember it?” Raven asked.
Wilson nodded and moved to sit on top of a pile of old clothes and wrappers. Whatever was under it probably used to be a chair or sofa from one of the Dark’s many hotels. “Yeah…not much good stuff left over.”
“Do you remember any boxes or wrappers? Things maybe you took and sold?” Raven turned to keep an eye on the older man.
“Why you want to know?” he said. “I didn’t steal nuffin.”
Raven ignored the comment. “Who did you sell the stuff to?”
Wilson shook his head, still picking at the track on his arm. “I don’t remember the guy’s name. I didn’t do nuffin wrong.”
“Wilson, I don’t care what you sold or how you got your hands on it,” Raven pressed. “I’m not in narc; I’m in homicide now. I need to know who you sold the stuff to; it’s
important.”
“I d-d-don’t know!” Wilson stuttered, his eyes widening in fear.
Raven rolled her eyes and squatted in front of the strung-out security guard. “Can you describe him?” she asked in a soothing voice.
“Yeah…” Wilson replied. “Yeah…it was a big black guy. He spoke with a crappy accent and wore a bathrobe.”
Raven nodded and cocked her head. “Where did you take the stuff when you sold it?”
“He h-had a church over in Bronzeville. Paid for me to t-take a cab. The dude paid me in the, uh, usual for boxes and foil packets from the old building.”
“Did he tell you what he wanted them for?”
“I didn’t ask. I know better; that’s how people get dead in this town.”
Raven nodded again and pulled a fifty from her wallet. “Thanks, Wilson. Get some real food, will you? Not any of this crap. Go to a store and get real food.”
She placed the bill on the pile of containers next to Wilson and let herself out. Behind her, she could hear Wilson shooting the locks back into place and she knew he was watching her until she was out of sight.
At one time, Woodrow Thomas Wilson had been a top-notch narcotics cop working out of the third. He had been working undercover and had gotten in deep with the Bratva. By the time the vice squad had been able to extract him, he had become hopelessly addicted to a variety of narcotics, including heroine and thirst. Nothing had worked to get him off the needles and pills, and he had eventually been given a small pension and left to his own devices. He made a living as a security guard and small-time crook, spending most of his pay to feed his habit. He made extra cash serving as a snitch and was on several police informant lists. Wilson somehow heard everything and knew everyone.
The steady, icy drizzle had stopped by the time Raven returned to the parked Shelby. The attendant was thoughtful enough, in exchange for a twenty, to scrape the ice from the windows and headlights, and within a few minutes Raven was making careful progress back toward Old Town, where she was hoping to meet Francois for a late dessert. She would follow up with the bocor in the morning. For now, she needed some wine and chocolate-y goodness.
She was less than a mile from Old Town when she came upon a roadblock where three Department of Transportation workers were detouring what little traffic was still on the road. Raven turned down the side road the orange-garbed flagman indicated and continued deeper into the gloomy night. She passed several more similar workers, turning each time she was directed. After several minutes and more turns than she could count, however, her instincts began to scream at her.
“This isn’t right,” she muttered. “This is going toward the heart of the city, not toward Old Town.”
At the next flagman, Raven stopped and exited the Shelby, leaving the engine idling.
“What’s going on?” she called over the car’s icy roof.
“Get back in your car and move on, Miss,” the man called back. “Just a detour around some flooding.”
Raven stared at the man for a heartbeat, trying to sense if he was lying or not. There were too many mixed smells and too much ice for her to get a clean scent. Annoyed, she slipped back into the car and continued down the indicated alleyway.
Just a detour, my grandma’s buttocks, she thought. They’re herding me somewhere. But who and what for?
More curious than worried, Raven continued following the directions, eventually reaching a large atrium area between several high-rise office buildings she didn’t recognize. She stopped the car and waited, only turning at a squeal of metal on metal that made her teeth itch and her fists clench. Behind her, a gate was closing.
Oh…drama… Raven thought. Someone around here likes theatrics.
Annoyed, Raven opened the car door and stepped out onto the ice-slick flagstone floor of the atrium. “Okay,” she called. “We’ve played Mousetrap long enough. I don’t scare easily, so why don’t you cut the theatrical nonsense and tell me what it is you want!”
By way of answer, several gas jets placed around the center of the floor burst into life, simultaneously blinding her while surrounding her with bright white light.
“As you wish, Fürstin Ravenel,” a deep voice called. “Or should I just call you ‘daughter’?”
“The first will do,” Raven replied. “You’re most definitely not my father. What do you want from me?”
“Not your father? My child, if I am not your father, then who is?”
“None of your business,” Raven said. “Why don’t you come out where I can see you?”
“Not yet, my child, not yet,” the voice said. “Your skill with that firearm you carry is legendary, as is your penchant for shooting first and asking questions later. I would not want you to use it without hearing me out first. Someone could get damaged.”
“You’re afraid of me and my Automag?” Raven asked. “Aside from keeping me from dessert, you’ve done nothing but annoy me. I don’t shoot annoying people; if I did, I’d be at it all day!”
“I have no doubt,” the voice replied stiffly. “Still, for now I feel this is safer for both of us.”
Raven rolled her eyes and stepped closer toward the flames, her senses stretched tight as she searched the shadows for the stranger. “Fine. Tell me what it is you want,” she snarled. “I have things to do and I’m missing chocolate. Good chocolate.”
“What I want? Why, you, Ravenel,” the voice replied. “You are your mother’s fiercest protector. I want you by my side!”
“Strohm…” Raven said.
“Indeed,” the voice replied. “And I mean to take what is mine.”
Raven shifted on the melting ice and let her hand slide beneath her jacket toward the grip
of her pistol. Somehow, her nails brushing the Hogue grips made her feel safer. “What makes you think the throne is yours?”
The voice, now from somewhere above her and to the left, laughed. “It was always mine, Ravenel. The tales of my demise were greatly exaggerated. Your mother and her human lover buried me alive and stole my throne. Now, I want it back.”
“Right…and you are either crazy or stupid enough to think I’ll help you?” Raven asked.
“Of course, Ravenel,” the voice said in a reasonable tone. “As Fürstin, you are sworn to protect the throne and whoever holds it. As a police officer, you took an oath to uphold the law.”
“So you plan to take the throne and then use me to hold it? You have to get past me to ascend!” Raven said.
“Not true, my child,” the voice replied. “Rightfully, I still hold the throne. I never abdicated nor died. It was stolen from me. By the laws of the Totentanz, you are sworn to protect me from the usurper or face penalty of death.”
Raven frowned, her nails still twitching against the weapon holstered under her arm. “Not going to happen, whoever you are. Strohm is dead. My father killed him and my mother ascended to the throne. It’s
to her I owe my allegiance, not some fruit loop with a sexy voice and a proclivity for theatrics.”
The voice laughed again and a heavy briefcase landed in the middle of the atrium a yard from Raven’s feet. “I did not expect you to believe me, Fürstin. The evidence is all there. Peruse it at your leisure and I will speak with you again soon.”
When the echoes of the voice faded, so did the flames, leaving Raven alone in sudden darkness. She blinked furiously and drew the Automag, moving forward before her vision had completely cleared. She kicked open the door at the end of the atrium walkway and stormed through, spinning three hundred sixty degrees, her ears pricked for any sound, her eyes straining in the darkness.
Finding no one and knowing that whoever had been speaking was long gone, she kicked the wall in frustration and glared at nothing. She was getting tired of these stupid vampire games. This is why she avoided Court in the first place!
Minutes later she sat in the Shelby, flipping through the contents of the briefcase. All thoughts of Francois were forgotten as she perused the variety of documents within. Most of it was information she already knew. Valentina had been Strohm’s first wife and concubine; she had fallen in love with Raven’s father and he had helped her escape the clutches of the elder vampire, killing him in the process.
What she hadn’t known was that they had been unable to actually kill the sanguinarch vampire. Instead, the vampire had been interred beneath the old North Church and left in a state of suspended animation, with the idea that with time he would crumble to dust. Based on the files in the case, his most loyal followers had found him, dug him up and brought him back to health over the last five years.
Raven read and reread the documents, unable to believe she had been lied to for so long; that her mother had dared tell such a fantastic story for so many years. Though the evidence could have been fabricated, it seemed to be authentic, which could mean Strohm was right and she had an obligation, under the laws of the Totentanz, to assist him in retaking his place as Master of the City.
“Like that will happen,” Raven growled. “I only get involved in the vampire crap for Mom. I’m
not about to help some thousand-year-old psycho drag us back to the dark ages.”
Deciding it could wait until she’d had a good night of rest, Raven put the car in gear and went slowly back the way she had come.
 
II
 
A bright morning dawned, the sun’s rays pouring over buildings and bubbling down roads and alleyways like thick, golden syrup. Raven opened one eye and glared in irritation at the gap in her room-darkening curtains and then stuck her head under the pillow for protection from the sun. After several minutes of trying to get back to sleep and failing, she tossed the pillow at the offending window and climbed groggily from bed. It hadn’t been a good night; her sleep had been laced with nightmares about a masked vampire stalking her family, leather, and, for some reason, black licorice. Who ever dreamt of black licorice?
Smacking her lips with distaste, Raven stepped into her private bath and peered into the mirror. Her wounds were healed from the vampire attack two days before, but she was still pale and the dark circles under her eyes made her look very much like one of the walking dead. To make matters worse, she had tossed and turned enough that her usually tidy red hair looked as if three or four birds had been nesting in it.
Bleh, she thought. Not my best look ever.
Knowing she had work to do, Raven
turned toward the shower and set about getting ready for the day.
She stepped into the hallway sometime later dressed in a clingy copper-colored sweater over black leggings and her treasured knee boots. She wore her Automag in a hip holster under the sweater and covered everything with her new black coat. Her rich hair had been pulled back with a pair of combs to cascade down her back, and the skillful use of cosmetics hid the dark circles and pale skin. Knowing she looked better, she felt almost human.
Raven padded down the hallway and stopped outside the door to her mother’s room, where she knew her mother and Dominique would be resting. She reached for the knob, but thought better of entering. Her mother would be unconscious in any case and Dominique wouldn’t know anything about Strohm’s death. She hadn’t been around until long after he was dead and buried. Or ashed…or whatever.
Pushing away thoughts of her mother and the encounter with the supposed Strohm, Raven continued down the stairs and toward the elevator that would eventually take her to the garage.
Didi, who was holding a slim envelope, stopped her outside the kitchen. “Good morning, Fürstin,” she said politely. “Lord Du Guerre left a message for you early this morning.”
Raven smiled and took the offered envelope, waiting for Didi to curtsey and return to her duties before opening it.
 
I missed you last night, my love. I’ll call you when I rise; perhaps we can enjoy an early dinner.
Yours,
Francois
 
Raven
smiled wider and savored Francois’ scent on the paper before slipping the entire message into her purse and continuing on her way.
She arrived at the district to find Levac scouring over surveillance footage from both King’s apartment building and the Old Town camera near Club Purgatory.
“What do you have?” Raven asked.
“Not much so far,” Levac replied. “Lots of people coming and going is about it. I’m trying to place Symone at either location on either the night Victoria Laveau or Nathan King was killed. What about you?”
“I went to records and picked up our file, then had a short interview with Wilson. Guess who he sold the murder weapon packaging to?” Raven asked.
“I don’t suppose it was Brand Symone?”
“Not even close. He sold the Whitehall packaging to our voodoo friend Tasker,” Raven said.
“Tasker? The guy who pointed the finger at Symone in the first place?”
“The very same finger-pointing priest,” Raven replied.
“Did Wilson say why Tasker wanted the goods?” Levac asked.
“You know Wilson. I don’t think he thought that far ahead,” Raven replied.
“Are we going down there, then?”
“Unless you have something better to do,” Raven replied.
Levac laughed and stood. “After you…”
 
III
 
The bocor’s church sat sullen and silent in the morning sun, somehow looking like a predatory cat waiting for its next meal. The painfully obvious guards were gone, as were the not-so-obvious ones who had been skulking about on the nearby rooftops. The church seemed strangely abandoned, a fact Levac mentioned as the two detectives approached the brightly painted red door.
Nodding in response, Raven reached out and tested the latch, pressing down on it with her thumb. The door opened at her touch and the officers entered, looking around in surprise. Everything was gone, from the pews to the altar to the tapestries; only a broom and dustpan remained, leaning unattended against the wall. Even the wallboard had been pulled down, revealing only rotting studs and crossbeams.
Levac stared around the room in disbelief. “He packed up and left overnight?”
“Looks that way,” Raven replied, moving towards the door that had led to Tasker’s quarters. “Moved out and took everything that wasn’t nailed down with him.”
Raven
toed the door open and peeked inside, confirming what she already suspected. The throne and all of Tasker’s belongings were gone as well.
“Now what?” Levac asked, looking over her shoulder.
Raven ignored him and stepped into the room, her senses working overtime. There was something familiar in the room, something she couldn’t see.
Concentrating, she
worked to sift out Levac’s strange mixture of cheap cologne and cheeseburgers…and the surprising hint of a rose in his pocket. She then filtered out the smells of old incense, chicken blood, and Tasker’s sweat to focus on the odd, somewhat nutty smell that still lingered.
There. The scent was coming from the middle of the room. She moved closer and knelt, her heightened eyesight picking out the edges of a well-sealed trapdoor in the floor. With a business card, she cleaned out the edge of the door, pulling bits of powdered walnut shell from the crack; someone hadn’t wanted her to smell whatever was beneath. She looked up at Levac. “There’s a pry bar in the trunk of the Shelby. Grab it and get back here!”
“On it,” Levac said, moving from the room. When he returned, Raven had cleared three of the door’s edges and picked out a small section of the wood floor, clearly a spot designed for a tool of some sort to lift the entrance. Levac stepped past her and slid the end of the screwdriver-shaped pry bar into the slot. The door opened on a counterweight when he applied pressure, and both detectives reeled back from the haze of death and decay that spewed forth from the dark hole beneath.
“Christ! Is that what I think it is?” Levac yelled, covering his nose with his hand.
Raven nodded and closed her eyes, fighting to swallow the bile in the back of her throat.
Levac reached out to touch her back. “You okay, partner?”
“Yeah…yeah. Just give me a second,” Raven replied through clenched teeth.
“Want me to go first?” Levac asked.
Raven shook her head and pulled the mini-mag flashlight from her purse, shining the light into the hole. The narrow beam illuminated a set of stairs that disappeared into the darkness some ten or fifteen feet below. Trying not to breathe, Raven turned and descended into the dark, followed by Levac.
The room at the bottom was twice the size of the church above. A variety of tables and what looked like steel dog kennels lined the walls, and they appeared to have been recently cleaned; the polished metal gleamed in the beam of Raven’s flashlight.
“What is all this?” Levac asked, looking around the strange room.
“My guess is this is where he kept his chickens, among other things," Raven said.
“It smells like something died down here.”
Raven nodded and flashed her light along the walls, following the beam deeper into the gloom. “That's what I smelled upstairs. I think there is a body down here somewhere.”
The two detectives walked past the now-empty cages and tables, and Raven noted that many of the tables had a blood groove down the center and straps on either side, positioned in exactly the right places for human arms and legs. Levac paused to examine one, flipping back the leather, and Raven was not surprised to find that the hasp had a lock through it.
“I don’t think Tasker was the upstanding citizen he liked to portray,” he said.
“You must be slipping, Rupert,” Raven said with a smile. “I could have told you that a week ago. ‘Bocor’ is the title taken by those voodoo priests who practice a darker type of worship. Those who study black magic.”
Levac made a face and turned to follow Raven, who was letting her nose lead the way deeper into the underground space. In the back of the room was what could only be described as a dungeon door. It was made of dark, heavy wood, bound with metal straps. A small metal hatch was placed at head height, and Raven assumed it was so the jailer could look in on the prisoner.
Raven paused in front of the door, steeling herself against the smell she knew was going to come out when she pulled it open.
“What’s the matter, Storm? You look like you’re about to lose your lunch,” Levac asked.
Raven half turned and shot Levac a dirty look. “You know I hate the smell of dead things!” she growled.
Levac opened his mouth to reply, but apparently thought better of it.
Raven continued to glare at him for a moment before turning back to the door and jerking it open in a smooth motion, doing her best to shut down her nose against the smell of death and decay that billowed forth from the darkened chamber. She shone her light inside and was surprised to see the nude, decaying body of bocor Tasker lying on the thin pallet, his emaciated face frozen in a mask of terror, his stomach and lung damaged like all the others.
Levac shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. “I am guessing from the smell and the way he looks he’s been dead at least two weeks.”
“At least,” Raven replied. “So who did we interview three days ago?”
 
IV
 
Late afternoon hung like a scythe over the district station house. The crime scene technicians had scoured Tasker’s church with a fine-toothed comb, but had come up with just a handful of trace evidence; the coroner and his team hadn’t fared much better. Dental records had confirmed the corpse was indeed bocor Tasker, and by the state of decay, he had been dead between three and four weeks. Cause of death was trauma to the internal organs, similar to the other victims, and Zhu was already testing for mercury fulminate.
This left behind the puzzle as to whom it was the two detectives had interviewed during their investigation. Storm and Levac had spent the last several hours digging through mug shots and motor vehicle records in hopes of matching the face of the man they had spoken to with his actual identity.
Raven leaned back in her chair and rubbed her tired eyes with a sigh. Levac appeared from behind with a steaming cup in his hand and said, “Coffee?”
“Yeah, thanks, Rupert,” Raven replied, accepting the hot cup and holding it to warm her hands.
Levac took his seat next to her. “I bumped into Frost in the hallway. He said Symone made bail. The judge didn’t believe we had enough evidence to hold him for premeditated murder.”
“That was fast,” Raven said. “Wall or Symone must have called in some heavy favors.”
Levac nodded and sipped at his coffee. “So… I'm starting to agree with you.”
“Agree? About what?” Raven asked, surprised.
“I don’t think Symone is the guy we’re
looking for. I still asked Frost to put a car on him, just in case, but it’s
more because I have a hunch our killer may go after him than anything else,” Levac said.
“What changed your mind?” Raven asked over her cup.
“Tasker. Obviously someone else is involved; there is no way Symone pulled off being a giant African-American with a Haitian accent,” Levac replied.
Raven smiled and set her cup aside. “Well, I guess that’s something. Nice to know my partner has my back.”
Levac paused and set his own coffee cup down, seeming to struggle with the next sentence. After a moment, he asked, “So, do you want to grab some dinner and we can come back after and try to find the imposter? We’re only about halfway through the databases.”
Raven’s smile softened and she twisted in her chair to face Levac straight on. “I would, Rupert, but tonight I need to head home; there’s a family issue I have to deal with and it has to be tonight. Can I get a rain check?”
“Rain check,” Levac agreed.
“I’ll keep digging for a while and meet you back here in the morning.”
“Deal,” Raven said. “Don’t stay too late; this stuff will burn out your corneas and give you nightmares.”
Still smiling, Raven stood, gathered her things and headed out, reaching the Shelby as the sun was going down.
During the drive home, she
couldn’t help going over what Strohm had said. The hardest part to swallow was that her mother had lied to her about the facts and even asked her to swear an oath of loyalty as Fürstin, to protect the Mistress and the throne at all costs. Raven had always known her mother was a manipulative bitch—it came with the job—but this was above and beyond even that level of control.
Raven pulled into the drive as twilight was turning the horizon a rosy shade of pink. She wasn’t surprised there were no guests; most of those of the blood would be rising only now. It was only
the most powerful who could rise before full dark. She parked the Shelby in the garage and hurried to the library, where she knew her mother would be taking the vampire equivalent of breakfast. As she suspected, Valentina was seated in her favorite chair, her feet tucked under her like a little girl. A mug of warmed blood was sitting next to her and she was nibbling on a piece of raw beef on the end of a silver fork while reading the news on her iPad. She looked up when Raven entered.
“Ravenel, my daughter, what a pleasure to see you. I didn’t expect you home tonight. Don’t you have a dinner date with Lord Du Guerre?”
“Hello, Mother,” Raven said, closing the door behind her and shooting the bolt.
Valentina watched her curiously and put her fork down on the plate next to her. “What’s
wrong, Raven?” she asked, her voice less formal.
Raven took a deep breath and sat in the chair opposite her mother. “I need to speak with you, Mother. About your ex-husband. The one before Daddy.”
Valentina watched her daughter for a moment, her eyes darkening. After a handful of heartbeats, she nodded. “What would you like to know about Strohm?”
“Mother…Mom…he came to me last night on my way home. Trapped me in an atrium somewhere downtown and confronted me. I know he’s still alive.”
Valentina jumped up, dislodging the mug on the table, and moved to her daughter, concern etched in her face. “Are you okay?” she asked, reaching out and turning her daughter’s head, checking for any bite marks or wounds. “Did he bite you? Did he hurt you?”
Raven shook her head and took Valentina’s hand in hers. “So it was really him. No, Mother, he didn’t harm me. He said he was my father…that as Fürstin the laws of the Totentanz said I had to help him depose you and share the truth with the rest of the Court.”
Looking relieved, Valentina knelt in front of her daughter. “He is not your father, Ravenel. The closest he came to you was drinking from me while I was carrying you in my womb. He’s a liar and a master manipulator who can tell the sweetest of lies and make them seem the truth.”
Raven closed her eyes against the tears. “What does that make you, Mother?”
Valentina paled and stood, moving to look out the window, her back to her youngest child. “I did what I had to, Raven,” she said, one hand against the glass. “Strohm had gone mad. He was preparing for all-out war on preternaturals and humans alike. He wouldn’t listen to reason. He and his closest advisors were planning some big move and we had no choice. He had to be stopped before he brought us all into the light of day.”
Raven stood and moved to stand next to her mother. “What happened, Mom?”
Valentina paused and turned to her daughter. “Your father and I, along with some of my loyal supporters, fought with Strohm. He killed many who were dear to me, but your father managed to wound him, using that weapon you prize so highly. But we were unable to truly kill him. His power was too great even then. Instead, we chained him with silver, stuffed him with garlic, staked him, and buried him in holy ground where no one would find him. I ascended to the throne by right, with your father at my side. War was averted and we went on as usual, pretending not to think about the creature we had deposed and hidden away.”
“You lied to me, Mother,” Raven said.
Valentina nodded once. “That is true, my daughter. But I couldn’t tell you or anyone else the truth. Though I ascended in accordance with the laws, if anyone knew that Strohm may still live, it would have been terrible. His followers were many and powerful. They would have continued to fight.”
“Mother…” Raven said. “I’m sworn to protect the throne. By the laws of the Court, Strohm is still the rightful Master of this city.”
Valentina shook her head. "No, my love. By the laws as they were written, I am the rightful Mistress. Strohm was defeated in battle. In order for him to ascend, he will have to defeat me or my champion in mortal combat. What Strohm told you was what he changed the laws to after
he had killed his sire. He never had the authority to change the Totentanz.” She laid a gentle hand on Raven’s face and smiled. “My child, did you truly think I would let you swear an oath that may put you at odds with me?”
Raven lowered her eyes and bit her lip, feeling like an idiot. “I’m
sorry, Mother. The evidence Strohm gave me was persuasive.”
“Of that I have no doubt,” Valentina said. “He’s a master of deception and has more than a thousand years of practice. Even if he were not so powerful, he would still be dangerous. Are you all right, love?”
“I am now,” Raven replied. “Thank you for explaining. I have another question.
You were with father before the fight with Strohm? Long before?”
Valentina blushed slightly and smiled. “I was. I met your father and fell in love long before the revolt. We of course kept it secret from Strohm…but if he came to you, he obviously knew about us and our affair.”
“And you said he fed upon you while you were pregnant with me. Is that where my power comes from? Is that why I, as a dhampyr, have Fürstin-level abilities?” Raven asked.
“Yes, Raven,” Valentina replied. “The blood of the most powerful vampire among us runs through your veins. You are far more than a half-breed. You are half sanguinarch. Were you to choose to feed regularly, you would have all the powers of a pure blood…”
“…but none of the weaknesses,” Raven finished.
“Yes, my child. In truth, I think Strohm may have fed on me for that very reason.”
“What do you mean?” Raven asked in surprise.
Valentina paused for a moment, looking her daughter in the eyes. “Raven, if Strohm had an army of dhampyrs like you, he would be unstoppable. The supernatural realm would be torn apart.”
 
V
 
Raven and Valentina were sharing a carafe of wine and catching up on events when Raven’s cell phone rang. She recognized the number as Levac’s and answered on the third bar of her ringtone.
“Hey, Rupert,” Raven said. “What’s up?”
“Storm? I think I found our bad guy.”
Raven sat up and set her wine glass on the table. “Really? Who is he?”
She could hear him clicking the computer mouse before he replied, “His name is Verick James and it looks like he’s the security manager at...wait for it…Anderson, Richards and Symone.”
Raven’s mind raced, filling in blanks with information she had filed away during the investigation. “That makes sense,” she said at last.
“It does?” Levac asked. “You’ll have to fill me in ’cause it sounds like another dead end to me.”
Raven laughed and said. “I’ll explain it to you when we go to question him. I assume we’ve got an address?”
“Yep, he lives in midtown. Want to go ask some questions?”
“I’d love to,” Raven replied. “Give me the address and I’ll meet you there.”
She jotted down the address Levac rattled off on a scrap of paper, kissed her mother on the cheek and made her way from the library. Valentina watched her go with love and fear in her eyes.
Raven arrived at the address just after Levac, who was leaning against the fender of his badly dented Studebaker Lark and sipping coffee from the shop across the street.
“Not a bad address,” he said as Raven got out of the Shelby. “The rent here has to cost as much as I make in a month. Think I could get a job in private security?”
Raven pulled a string of cheese from Levac’s jacket. “Not until you learn to get your dinner from the plate to your mouth without wearing it. Cheese is not a fashion accessory.”
Levac laughed and made an “after you” gesture. Raven giggled and led the way into the lobby of the large apartment building, her heels clicking on the polished granite floor.
The building, known as Hancock Harbor for its views of the lake, had been constructed to appear naked. Strategically placed steel beams made the exterior look unfinished, while highly polished exposed conduits, ductwork and vents crisscrossed the lobby. Raven and Levac ignored the décor, instead moving straight for the elevators. Raven was not surprised that the elevator followed the same motif, appearing somewhat unfinished with an exposed gate over an art-deco mirror for a door combined with polished glass walls that made the car look open to the air. They stepped silently inside and rode to James’ floor, Raven
trying to ignore the open grid work under her feet. Heights ranked up with blood-play.
The doors opened a moment later to reveal a short hallway that led straight to James’ condominium. The sound of light jazz filled the corridor and Raven’s sensitive nose picked up the scent of roasting garlic and burning onions. She wrinkled her nose in distaste and motioned for Levac to go first.
“Now what’s wrong?” he asked, stepping into the hallway.
“I hate the smell of cooking garlic,” Raven replied. “It’s
almost as bad as dead bodies or spoiled milk.”
“Remind me never to try to send you flowers,” Levac said. “It would be impossible to find one you like.”
“I always appreciate a nice red rose." Raven followed
Levac down the corridor. “And lilies are always nice. I like lilies.”
The two detectives reached the end of the hallway and Levac knocked on the large white door. It was opened a moment later by the man formerly known as Tasker. He was wearing a white dress shirt, grey slacks, Italian loafers and a surprised expression. He dropped the pasta he was stirring and rabbited, disappearing around a near corner and bounding through the spacious apartment. Raven and Levac leapt after him, drawing their weapons in unison.
“Stop, police!” Levac called as he rounded the corner.
Raven dodged around him and muttered, “I think he knows that, Rupert!”
The two had no time to admire the tasteful and expensive living area, as James was already slipping out the sliding glass door and making his way along the ledge. He had kicked off his shoes and was running barefoot for better traction.
Levac leaned over the edge of the patio and pointed his pistol in a cup and saucer grip. “Chicago Police,” he yelled. “Freeze!”
Again, Verick James ignored the command, instead sliding down one of the building’s angled girders and leaping to a ledge below.
“Who is this guy? Jackie Chan?” Levac asked, trying to draw a bead on the fleeing man.
Raven leaned over to see where James had gone, then turned to Levac. “I’ll follow him; you head back down to the lobby and try to cut him off.”
Levac’s jaw dropped open and he looked down at the Christian Louboutin stiletto pumps Raven was wearing. “You’re going after him?” he asked incredulously. “In those shoes?”
Raven kicked off her shoes and handed them to Levac. “Of course not! Don’t lose these!” She then leapt off the ledge to land on the steel beam below.
Raven continued to chase after James, who was scurrying along the ledge like a Parkour champion. Raven, being thinner and lighter, was gaining on the larger man, but he had the upper hand when it came to experience. Where Raven was having difficulty with the height, James simply kept running and leaping from ledge to ledge like he was the son of Tarzan.
Raven gritted her teeth and trusted in her vampire side to keep her safe. She jogged along behind James, leaping and climbing from building to building, doing her best to ignore the dizzying height and slick ledges. Twice, Raven lost sight of James, as she had to take an alternative route to keep up with the more experienced man, who seemed to know exactly when to leap and when to drop to a balcony below. After losing him for the third time as he blindly tucked and leapt across a wide alley, she knew she was going to lose him completely. She pressed her bare foot to the wall and jumped, letting her supernatural strength carry her to the other side of the alleyway to land in front of the larger man. James made a move to dodge, but Raven was too quick for him. She caught him backhanded across the face and drew her weapon.
“Okay, Mr. James,” she said, pointing her gun at his head. “Playtime is over. You are under arrest!”
“You are more than you seem, detective,” James said, his eyes dark.
“So are you, Mr. James,” Raven replied. “For one thing, I think you’re a psychotic killer who likes to watch people explode from the inside out.”
James shook his head. “I am not, Detective Storm. I’m a loyal employee, doing his job. Nothing more.”
“Right, just doing your job, which is to kill people,” Raven replied. “Put your hands on your head. You have the right to remain silent…”
 
VI
 
Midnight came and went as the officer on duty set about processing Verick James. For his part, James cooperated fully, providing documentation, allowing himself to be photographed, and assisting with the taking of his fingerprints. When Raven and Levac stepped into the interview room an hour later, Verick was looking relaxed and much more himself.
“Good morning, detectives,” he said in his rich voice.
“Hello, Mr. James,” Levac replied in a conversational tone. “Mr. James, you have waived the right to have an attorney present. Do you certify you understand you have agreed to waive this right?”
“I do,” James replied. “As I said, I have done nothing but mislead you in your investigation, at the instructions of my employer.”
“Who is your employer, Mr. James?” Raven asked.
“I am employed as the personal security officer to Mr. Drake Anderson,” James answered.
“And what does that have to do with impersonating Mr. Tasker?” Levac asked.
“Mr. Anderson instructed me to do so and to provide you answers to any questions you asked.”
“I see…” Levac said. “And were you aware the real bocor Tasker was deceased and rotting away
in the church basement?”
James shook his head and spread his hands nervously. “I was not,” he said. “I was told the bocor was another company employee who was indisposed, and as he and I looked so much alike, I was needed to stand in for him in order to protect the company’s interests.”
“What interests?” Levac asked.
“I don’t know,” James replied, one hand moving to his stomach and rubbing as if he were in pain. “And I didn’t ask. My job was to do as I was told and I have learned not ask questions unless I really want to know the answer.”
“Was?” Raven asked, her eyes dropping to James’ midsection.
“I quit after all this,” James replied. “Something isn’t right at that place and I no longer want any part of that corporation. Could I have a glass of water, please?”
Levac reached for the pitcher of water that sat on the table. Raven, however, moved around the table and pulled James away from metal surface of the tabletop, making his chair scrape on the tile.
“What did you take? Did you take any medication today?” she asked.
“Just some stomach medication. I have acid reflux,” James replied. “How did you know?”
Raven turned to the mirror behind her and yelled, “Get me salt, right now!” She then handed James the cup of water Levac had poured. “Drink, quickly!” she ordered.
James complied, drinking the glass of water as a patrolman entered with the box of salt from the nearby lunchroom. Raven snatched it away and poured a hefty quantity into another glass. She topped it up with water and thrust into James’ hand.
“Drink!” she ordered again. She then glanced at the patrolman and said, “Get me a bucket or garbage can or something; this could get messy!”
James drank the salt water and immediately began to gag, spitting the last mouthful of water onto the floor and retching. Raven had been too late, however. James gurgled and there was a distant popping sound, like a holiday firework going off. Blood foamed from James’ mouth and he collapsed to the floor, his stomach protruding from below his ribs.
Ten minutes later, James had been pronounced dead and his body taken away by one of the late-shift technicians. Zhu would complete the postmortem in the morning, but Raven already knew what they would find: mercury fulminate. She and Levac had adjourned to their office and were staring at their murder board. After several long minutes, Raven stepped forward and circled a name on the board, one they hadn’t considered a suspect.
“Rupert, I have an idea. Do me a favor and run this guy’s credit card and bank history for the last six months and get back to me. I think you’ll find he has been buying meat pies in Old Town and making some large cash withdrawals without making deposits anywhere else. Then find out if his name is on the Whitehall board of directors.”
“Um, okay, what are you going to be doing?” Levac asked.
“I'm going to Club Purgatory to show Pashta this picture,” Raven replied, yanking a photo off the murder board and shrugging into her coat. “I have a hunch you and I are both idiots.”
“Hey…” Levac said to her retreating back. “Maybe just you...?”
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
It had started to rain again, a cold, hard rain that blew in from the shadowed west and chilled to the bone. It fell in sheets that caused the erratic Club Purgatory sign to spark and whine in the darkness. Raven ignored the shower of sparks that greeted her as she walked toward the entrance of the club, a look of determination on her face.
The bouncer, having already been embarrassed by her,
took one look at her face and politely opened the door. “Good evening, Fürstin,” he said. “Welcome to Club Purgatory.”
Raven nodded in response and ducked through the entrance. As always, even at this hour, the club was filled with partiers, many of them either lycan or Embraced, as much of
the human population had to get up and go to work in a few hours. She
weaved her way through the bouncing crowd, eventually spotting Pashta sitting with another young woman at one of the corner tables. Raven waved to get Pashta’s
attention and met her in the shadow of one of the club’s massive speakers.
“Pashta, you said before that one of the people who hung out with Vicki and Nate was an older man, is that correct?” she asked over the music.
“Yeah, he was a handsome guy, just a bit older than the people he was hanging out with,” she replied.
Raven pulled out the photograph she had previously taken
from the murder board and showed it to Pashta. “Is this the guy you saw with them?” she asked.
Pashta took the photo and nodded. “Yes…yes, this is the guy,” she said,
tapping it with one red-painted nail. “What is this, like a driver’s license photo or something?”
“Yes, we have access to the database. Thanks, Pashta,” Raven said, taking the photo back and slipping it into her purse. “Listen, was Taylor Hellsey ever around when this gentleman was here?”
“They were together frequently,” Pashta answered. “They seemed pretty close, really. Is that important for your investigation?”
“Probably,” Raven replied. “Thank you for your help; I owe you one.”
Pashta smiled and bowed with her head and watched Raven for several moments before she disappeared through the crowd.
Outside, Raven
hurried toward the waiting Shelby and slipped behind the wheel. Once the engine was running and the heater blowing full speed to fight the chill of the rain, she checked in with Levac.
“Your hunch was right,” he said, ignoring any pleasantries. “Your new suspect has been taking money out of his account like clockwork every few weeks. He also makes purchases in Old Town every week to the tune of one thousand dollars for meat pies from Maggie Cooke. And lastly, he is the majority owner in Whitehall Pharmaceuticals. He used some of his personal wealth to build a Whitehall lab beneath the Anderson building. What does all this mean?”
“It means I’m an idiot and he’s more than likely our killer,” Raven replied. “Do we have an address on file for him?”
“One sec… Yeah, he has a place in Kenilworth just like our friend Symone.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Raven asked with a mirthless laugh. “Send a car to pick up Maggie Cooke; she is at least guilty of falsifying a police report and likely an accessory. When you’re done, meet me at Anderson’s place in Kenilworth.”
“It’s almost two in the morning,” Levac replied.
“Crime never sleeps,” said Raven. “Neither should we.”
 
II
 
The storm got much worse as Raven drove through the night toward the address Levac had given her. Lightning stroked angry fingers across the sky and a hard wind blew through the streets, taking power lines down throughout the city. Several times, she found herself diverted around broken lines and shattered poles, turning her ride into a ninety-minute ordeal. By the time she arrived at the massive estate, both Levac’s battered Lark and a Kenilworth patrol car were on scene. Raven parked behind the patrol car and exited the Shelby, her heels clicking on the wet pavement. Moving toward the locked wrought-iron gate, she was surprised to find the window to the patrol car down and the officer slumped against the wheel. Raven reached through the window and checked the officer’s pulse. He was already gone, his skin cold and wet from the rain pouring through the window.
Worry clutching at her heart, Raven hurried to Levac’s car. She opened the door and found him alive, but unconscious, a ragged slit in his throat trailing a waterfall of red that stained his filthy jacket with drops of crimson. Seeing no other choice if she was going to save his life, Raven steeled herself and lapped at the wound, her tongue sliding slowly over the gaping slit. The taste of his blood made her gag, but the enzymes in her saliva did their job, sealing the wound just as it would have if she had fed from him.
“Guess it’s a good thing Strohm fed on Mother after all,” she muttered. “Yay for me. Hang tight, Rupert; I am going to go bag a ghoul and then get you to a hospital. I’m not losing another partner, not you and especially not to this scumbag.”
She leaned him back in the seat and closed the door, protecting him from the worst of the rain. She then turned toward the house.
Unlike the Symone residence, only a few minutes away, this estate was laid out in a Victorian Gothic style, the kind of place that attracted fans of the macabre. The exterior fence was made from black-painted wrought iron, complete with equally spaced pikes. The main gate was held fast by a magnetic lock in the shape of a Gargoyle and the intercom had been placed inside the mouth of a second gargoyle to the left of the gate.
Beyond the gate, a wide, sloped driveway led to a massive house that looked like a replica of the house from Psycho, complete with a dimly lit circular window on the third floor. Raven looked up at the house with mild annoyance.
“Nothing like advertising you’re a kook to the world and the police overlooking it completely,” she groused. “If I get fired over this, it’s my own bloody fault.”
She
tested the gate once, but, finding it locked fast, was forced to drop her umbrella and use both hands to hurdle over the gate. She landed lightly on the other side and jogged toward the house, her eyes searching the light forest on either side for any sign of her quarry or any of his pack.
She needn’t have worried. She reached the house without incident and found the door unlatched. With the knowledge of a warrant safe in Levac’s possession, Raven opened the door and entered the house, being careful not to make any noise.
The wide door opened into foyer that continued the gothic motif. Oval-framed, black-and-white photos of various people decorated the burgundy velvet wallpaper and gas lamps cast a dim light across the floor. Two doors emptied from the hall into adjacent rooms, and a staircase ascended to the second floor. Violin music filtered out from the door to her left; however, Raven checked the door opposite first. Beyond lay a large formal dining room and kitchen, both unoccupied.
Satisfied no one could sneak up on her, Raven turned to the closed door and pushed it open to find a large and well-decorated library. Massive oak shelves covered the walls from floor to ceiling, each laden with books of every description, from science fiction and fantasy novels to Wicca and ancient witchcraft. A fire burned in a fireplace on the north wall and several large leather chairs had been placed in various positions throughout the room for the comfort of library guests. Seated in one of the chairs with a book in his lap was Drake Anderson. He was dressed in a comfortable-looking robe that could have come from Hugh Hefner’s closet and a churchwarden pipe dangled from his lips, a trail of smoke rising from the chimney. He looked up and offered Raven a warm smile.
“Good evening, Detective Storm,” he said in a pleasant voice. “Or should I call you Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste of the House Valentina?”
“Detective Storm will do, Mr. Anderson,” Raven replied. “You are under arrest for the murder of Nathan King, Victoria Laveau, Taylor Hellsey, Verick James, and Officer Tavares.”
“Is that all?” Anderson asked with a gentle smile.
“That’s
more than enough, Mr. Anderson,” Raven said.
“And what if I said, as I’m sure all of those you arrest do, that I am innocent?” Anderson asked, setting his pipe aside. “That I had nothing to do with it and I’m a victim of circumstance?”
“I have more than enough evidence against you, Mr. Anderson,” Raven said. “Your first mistake was using your own security officer to do your dirty work for you. Your second was trying to frame Brand Symone for your crimes.”
Drake nodded once and closed his book. Setting it aside, he stood and gathered his robe around himself like a regal gown. “In retrospect, I would have been much better off covering my activities through the unfortunate Mr. Boone. I shouldn’t have sent him after you. That was a misstep and I take full responsibility for attacking a member of the House.”
“Murder is a crime far worse than attacking me, Anderson,” Raven growled. “You killed King…why? Because he was blackmailing you?”
“Indeed,” Anderson said. “He learned of my penchant for Ms. Cooke’s meat pies and soon learned what was in them. I would have kept him in spending money for years had he just kept his mouth shut.”
Raven smiled and leaned up against the door, her hand moving to her holstered pistol. “Stop moving, Mr. Anderson. At this point, I’d rather arrest you than shoot you. You killed Victoria Laveau and Verick James to try to cover up Nathan’s murder. Had James taken the medication you provided a little sooner, I might not have pieced it all together. But what about Taylor Hellsey?”
Anderson rolled his eyes and rammed his hands into the pockets of his robe. “She came to me with this preposterous story about being my child. I, of course, told her that was impossible; I had never met her mother and certainly could not have fathered a child, but the girl wouldn’t take no for an answer. She took to following me around, almost stalking me. Eventually, she and Mr. King compared notes and she tried to blackmail me as well, insisting she was my legitimate heir and if I didn’t
claim her as my child she would expose me to the public as a cannibal.”
Understanding dawning, Raven shook her head. “That is what set this whole thing in motion, wasn’t it? You had your friend the bocor make the gris-gris bags
for Brand, who you knew was still in love with Victoria. You killed him to cover it up, assuming no one would ever find him, but then the investigation into Nathan King’s death started and you had to backpedal.”
“You are very smart, detective,” Anderson said with a smile. “Just as clever as your father was. So you must know I’ll never see the inside of a prison. I can’t.”
“I’d hoped I was wrong,” Raven replied. “But this has been going on a long time. You’ve eaten enough human flesh to become a ghoul, haven’t you?”
Anderson nodded and straightened with an odd cracking noise; his skin tightened against his bones and his eyes sank deeper into his head, making him appear like an emaciated skeleton covered by a thin dressing gown. In other circumstances, Raven would have found it comical.
“At first, I was horrified by what I had become,” he said. “I tried to kill myself as my hair fell out and my eyes hardened. But then I learned the power that comes with being one of the undead. It’s addictive. So much better than just being human.”
Even before he had finished speaking, Anderson was moving. Raven’s pistol had just cleared leather when the ghoul’s clawed hand backhanded her across the face, the force of the blow staggering her and causing her to drop the Automag to the floor with a clatter.
“I’ll regret killing you, Fürstin,” Anderson said, his voice a harsh whisper. “I’ll have to make amends to the Mistress, assuming she survives to mourn you. You do know her ex-husband is back, don’t you? He is not a happy camper and means to reclaim his throne. The carnage will be wondrous!”
“She’ll be fine, Anderson,” Raven said, picking herself off the floor. “It will take more than a few threats from a flesh eater to stop me and mine.”
Anderson’s death-head grin widened and he swiped at Raven again, his razor sharp claws tearing at her clothes. Raven leapt back and lashed out with the palm of one hand in a classic strike intended to break Anderson’s nose. The impact traveled up her arm, accompanied by the satisfying crack of the Ghoul’s nasal cavity collapsing in on itself. Anderson howled in pain and backhanded Raven again, his barbed claws tearing at her hair and face and opening long cuts in her skin.
The ghoul touched his shattered nose with one claw and growled at Raven. “That will take days to regenerate,” he hissed. “For that, I’ll suck the marrow from your bones and use it to bake bread!”
Raven ignored the ghoul’s drama and instead chose that moment to lash out with one stiletto heel, the steel core tearing through the foul creature’s gown and the flesh beneath. She followed the attack with a roundhouse punch that dislocated Anderson’s jaw and left it hanging from a few strands of skin and sinew.
Angry and unperturbed, the ghoul grabbed Raven in his long arms and tossed her through the wall to land in a heap of plaster dust and blood. She looked up in time to see the ghoul setting his jaw back in place and following her through the hole.
Coughing blood and knowing her ribs were broken, probably along with other things, Raven rolled and dragged herself through the adjacent door and into the dining room. She wedged the door shut behind her using a chair and staggered into the kitchen, blood dripping from her face and lips.
The kitchen was as spacious and as well equipped as the rest of the house. A massive Viking range dominated one wall, flanked by wide counters and a wooden chopping block. A walk-in freezer-refrigerator combination sat opposite while a deep double sink rested in the middle of the room. Copper pots and utensils hung from the ceiling and clanked at the distant impacts from Anderson trying to break through the door.
With only seconds until the far door gave way, Raven turned on all of the range’s gas burners and cracked the oven door. She then grabbed a steel knife from the collection of utensils and limped towards the kitchen’s back entrance, which was positioned next to a large picture window overlooking the not-too-distant city.
A heartbeat later, the dining room door crunched open and Raven could hear Anderson approaching. He was searching the dining room, checking under the table and behind the hutch. The detective held her breath and waited, her eyes focused on an object at the far end of the room next to the stove. She flinched only slightly when the kitchen door banged open and Anderson lurched into view like something out of a Lon Cheney movie. He looked around, his ruined nose twitching, but too damaged to smell the gas pouring from the jets next to him.
“There you are, detective,” he said with a wide grin. “Not so invincible after all, are you? Not feeding on the human sheep these days? Tut tut, little girl, how will you ever survive this night?”
“I don’t need to feed on humans to take on a monster like you, Anderson,” Raven replied. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law. You have the right to become crispy, and someone should have told you ghouls burn better than Everflame logs…”
Anderson stood by the stove, his claws opening and closing in confusion. “What are you doing, Storm?"
“Getting it out of the way,” Raven replied, raising the knife. She threw the blade in a smooth overhand motion and it sailed straight and true, striking the sharpening stone that hung to the side of the hissing oven. The resulting explosion shook the house and blew Raven through the plate-glass window to land in a burned and bloody heap twenty yards from the house. There was nothing left of Anderson.
 
III
 
Rain continued to fall in sheets, the rustle of the drops falling in perfect harmony with the crackle and hiss of flame as the Anderson estate burned to the ground. Firemen and paramedics had been called, Levac had been transported to the hospital, and the fire was under control; only the estate would be lost.
Raven leaned against the nose of a fire truck, a blanket draped over her shoulders, and watched the house burn. A firefighter, his face obscured by a thin layer of soot, approached and handed Raven a cloth-wrapped parcel.
“Is this what you were looking for, detective?” he asked.
Raven took the parcel and opened it, happy to find her Automag, blackened, but otherwise unharmed. She pulled the weapon from the cloth and slipped it into her holster before replying, “Yes, thank you. Dad would never have forgiven me if it had been lost.”
“We found it in what’s left of the library. You’re lucky. A few more minutes and the roof would have buried it for good,” the firefighter said.
“Thank you,” Raven repeated. “I owe you and the boys a case of beer when this is all over. Find out what the guys like for me and I’ll bring it round personally.”
The firefighter smiled, a brief flash of white in his blackened face, and said, “It’s a deal, detective.”
He
turned to rejoin the men working to keep the trees and surrounding foliage from catching fire. Raven continued to watch them until she felt a gentle hand on her arm. She looked up to find Francois standing beside her, concern etched in his face.
“Ravenel, are you okay?” he asked in a soft voice.
Raven turned and hugged him tight, her lips seeking his in a tender kiss before she said, “I’m fine. I caught the bad guy. Yay for the half-breed.”
“So I see,” Francois replied. “Won’t your lieutenant have some questions about how you killed the ghoul and why he doesn’t have a suspect to try in court?”
“Yeah…but those are problems for tomorrow. I need a nap and a cuddle; take me home?” Raven said.
Francois took Raven under his arm and guided her through the throng of onlookers to his waiting limousine. He helped her inside and took a seat opposite her, his warm eyes still watching her.
“Take us home, Pierre,” he ordered, opening a chilled bottle of champagne. “Take the scenic route, if you please.”
“The scenic route?” Raven asked with a smile.
“Of course; we should take a moment to celebrate your victory,” Francois replied.
With great care, lest he spill any of the golden liquid in the moving vehicle, Francois poured two glasses of champagne, handing the first to Raven and taking the second for himself. Raven sipped the sweet vintage and found it delicious, save for a faint vinegary aftertaste.
“So, my dear, what happens next?” Francois asked.
Raven took another sip and replied, “Tomorrow I fill out the report, log yet another partner on medical leave and start on my next case. I get all the weird ones and I doubt the next one will be any more normal. What I wouldn’t give for a basic crime of passion instead of one of these preternatural psychopaths.”
Francois smiled and sipped his own champagne. “I have heard about your cases, my Ravenel. I believe your last one involved a doppelganger, the one before was a were-rat of some description…do you ever solve human crimes?”
“They are all human crimes, Francois,” Raven replied, blinking tired eyes. “Everyone is human, no matter what monster they portray on the outside. Everything boils down to human vice and malice.”
Francois nodded and looked out the window, watching the city loom closer. “I suppose that is true, Ravenel. And what of this Strohm business?”
Raven licked her lips and sipped the champagne again, feeling very tired.
“I spoke with mother,” she said, her voice slurred with fatigue. “I’ll do my duty and defend her and the throne against him if it comes to that.”
“Of course,” Francois said, his hand snaking forward to catch the champagne glass as it slipped from Raven’s fingers. “I would expect nothing less of you, Fürstin.”
Raven smiled and slipped into a deep sleep, the last words in her waking mind being Francois’ soft, “I am so very sorry, my love. Forgive me.”
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Time passed and lights flickered, leaving Raven in a state of sleep just at the edge of wakefulness. Half-heard voices echoed in her mind and she thought she heard Francois calling for her. She reached out to him, but grasped at nothing except
empty air. She felt pain in her arms and then sank into a pit of darkness as black and empty as the mysterious soul of space.
She rose from the darkness some time later, waking slowly and painfully. At first she was aware only of the beep of a heart monitor and that she was cold. So very cold. She concentrated on the feeling and, after a time, realized she was nude and could feel a breeze across her nipples and a slight pressure at her ankles, knees and wrists.
Naked and tied down, her tired mind thought. That isn’t a good sign. I don’t remember playing any bondage games with Francois. I know he’s kinda kinky, but this isn’t what I had in mind.
She flexed her arms and wiggled her feet, confirming that she was indeed tied to a table or bed of some kind. Not knowing who might be around, Raven cracked her eyelids only enough to see through her long lashes and looked around.
She was in a large room with black-painted windows high up in the walls. The walls were white and the two doors she could see were made of brushed stainless steel.
A bank of machines sat to her left. She recognized the heart monitor and electrocardiograph from visiting partners in the hospital, but the rest were a mystery. As she stared, the heart monitor began to speed up and beep more erratically in answer to the fear she felt rising inside her.
To her right was what looked like some kind of pump, next to which stood several vials of what was unmistakably blood. Judging from how weak and sick she felt, it was likely hers. Another bad sign.
Raven breathed deeply, letting the cold air clear her fogged mind and control the fear clenching at her belly. When she heard the beep of the heart monitor drop back down to a more normal pace, she opened her eyes fully and examined her situation.
She was tied to an operating table, held in place with thick straps of black leather. A thin, white sheet covered her feet, but otherwise she was nude. She was also certain she had been that way for several days, as all of the wounds and cuts to her breasts and arms had healed, not even leaving a scar or blemish behind. She assumed her face was the same, as she could no longer feel the stinging pain under her eyes.
A pair of surgical tubes trailed from her arms, each one leading to the strange pump apparatus to her right. The tubes carried a thin trail of blood inside them but her life fluid appeared to be no longer flowing freely to the machine. Someone had turned it off, which was probably why she was awake.
Okay, Storm, think. You have been tied down, probably for several days, and someone has been draining your blood. It’s a good bet it wasn’t anyone friendly, so what the hell is going on?
One word, one name, kept echoing in the back of her mind. She hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it, but it had to be the truth.
“Francois,” she said aloud.
She closed her eyes and blinked away tears. Francois had given her to her mother’s mortal enemy and the sanguinarch was draining her blood. Draining her blood didn’t make much sense; you couldn’t make a vampire or dhampyr with blood. You had to swap blood and share the vampiric disease.
Regardless of what Francois and Strohm were up to, Raven knew she had to escape and get back to her mother. When she was free and back with the Court, they could figure out how best to deal with Strohm and his lying, heart-stealing minion.
Raven growled under her breath and flexed her arms, trying to break the straps holding her. The leather groaned under the pressure, but held, giving less than a millimeter of space before she
was exhausted and seeing fireworks behind her eyes.
She lay back and breathed deeply again, fighting not to let her fear control her. Again she waited until her heart and emotions were back under control; she was preparing to try again when she heard footsteps and a strange squeaking sound. A door opened with a loud creak somewhere behind her and the footsteps got closer. She kept her eyes gently closed
and waited, not wanting whoever was nearby to know she was awake.
The squeaking stopped and rough, but gentle hands caressed her breasts and slid down her body, at first simply groping her, feeling her, before checking that she was properly tied down, taking her pulse and thumbing open each eyelid in succession. It was all Raven could do not to flinch at the face she glimpsed when her eyes were opened. Looming above her was what could only be described as a monster of the sort Dr. Frankenstein employed as his assistant. The face was crisscrossed with scars, the eyes were uneven and the emaciated scalp was nearly burned bald and covered in scabs. The creature leered at the nude woman, his yellowed teeth standing out like tombstones against lips like grave worms.
“Ah, still sleeping, little pretty?” he rasped. “The machines say it is so, but my instincts are not so sure.”
The monstrous man again ran his fingers over Raven’s bare body, pinching at her nipples in an effort to make her gasp and then roughly running over her womanly folds. Throughout it all, Raven made not a sound, her will an unbreakable iron bar.
“Mm, my instincts must be wrong, little pretty,” he said. “You sleep still. When you are strong, again will the machines drain more of your blood. Until then, I’ll paint and enjoy dreaming of your body beneath me.  It has been such a long time.”
Raven felt the large man move away and cracked her eyes again, watching as the foul creature dragged a stool up to an easel and, with another glance at her generous breasts, began painting. Raven waited and rested, watching the man as he painted a bizarre portrait of her tied-down form beneath a dark sky.
Time passed and Raven continued to feel stronger. She could feel her body regenerating and she knew the hideous man would soon know it, too. Whatever she was going to do, she had to do it before he turned the machines back on. She was certain that when the machines came on, the darkness would reclaim her.
Raven pulled on her restraints again and again they flexed, but did not break. The monitor next to her detected her increased heart rate and began to beep more insistently. The creature at his easel stood and approached, puzzled by the increased activity.
“Waking, little pretty?” he asked, studying the monitors. “Frightened, maybe? There is much to be frightened of, little pretty. Are you awake? Maybe you are playing at being the possum.”
Raven did not respond, her eyes still barely open as she watched the man check the machines and record the results in a notebook on his cart.
“I know a test to see if you are awake or asleep, daughter of Strohm,” the man said with a giggle.
He picked up a tool from the tray by his side and approached. A moment later Raven felt the stinging pain of a scalpel as it bit into her arm just above the cuff around her wrist. Her eyes snapped open and she glared at the man above her, blood streaming down her arm.
“Where am I; what are you doing to me?” she growled.
The man ignored the question and smiled. “Ah, Ravenel, what a pleasure to see you awake. I was worried you would simply drain away and I would never get to see life behind those beautiful emerald eyes before I cut them out.”
“I asked you a question!” Raven snarled, her wet left wrist working back and forth under the cuff. “Where am I and what is going on here?”
“Quite rude, Ravenel, quite rude,” the man said. “Is it not traditional to introduce yourself to your host before asking something of him?”
Buying time, Raven said “Fine…fine! I am Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste of the House Valentina, daughter of the Mistress of the City of Chicago and a police detective. Who are you?”
“A pleasure to meet you, Fürstin Ravenel,” the man said. “I am Ichabod, the Arztin of the House Strohm.”
“Well, Arztin Ichabod, where am I and what are you doing to me?” Raven asked.
“Much better, Ravenel, much better,” Ichabod replied. “And I answer in kind, you are in my laboratory and I am, at the request of Lord Strohm, testing your limits and draining your blood.”
“Testing my limits? What for?” Raven asked.
“What for? Why, to please the master and keep you out of the way, Fürstin. You are your mother’s champion. Without you, there is no one to defend your mother. House Valentina will fall and Lord Strohm will resume his rightful place as Master of the City.”
“That will never happen,” Raven said. “I won’t allow it.”
The man laughed, a terrible rumble that echoed off the distant walls. “What are you going to do to stop it, little pretty? Bleed on me?”
“I am going to kill you,” Raven replied simply.
Ichabod laughed at that and leaned down to plant a leathery kiss on Raven’s lips. “I doubt that, my pretty little toy, but thank you for making me laugh,” he said when he was through. “When my painting is done, the machines will continue to work. Enjoy your moment awake; it will very likely be your last.”
He turned and moved away toward his easel, leaving Raven alone on the table, his back to her. She watched him with her head cocked to one side and continued to work her wrist inside the cuff, keeping the wound open and making the cuff as slick as possible.
She gave a few experimental tugs and pulled her hand free of the cuff, ignoring the pain that flared in her hand and wrist. She flexed her fingers and lay her hand on the table, letting the bones knit and the skin heal, all the while keeping her heartbeat in a perfect, calm rhythm.
At his easel, Ichabod leaned around his painting and stared at Raven. His eyes flicked from Raven to the monitors and back again. He frowned and went back to his painting.
Raven watched until she knew he was again lost in his work and then leaned over to release her right wrist. She rubbed it against the sheet, working circulation back into her fingers and hand. When it was no longer numb, she sat forward and, as quietly as possible, released her feet and repeated the process of massaging, forcing blood into the cold and tingling limbs until they felt normal again.
When she could feel, she slid off the table and pulled all of the tubes and sensors from her body. Behind her the bank of machines went crazy, beeping and whining that the person in their care was no longer present.
Ichabod stood and limped his way toward the bed. He registered that Raven was missing and began searching in all directions, his grey eyes probing every corner of the laboratory for any sign of her.
Moving with silent grace, Raven dropped from the rafters behind him, grabbed his head and twisted, popping it free of his spine with the sound of a Popsicle stick breaking. She lowered him to the floor and looked into his eyes.
“I told you I was going to kill you,” she whispered, watching the light leave his eyes. “Your sire is next.”
Raven searched Ichabod’s body, retrieving keys, a pocketknife and a wristwatch. The calendar on the watch indicated that three days had passed since she had killed Anderson. Both the Chicago police and her family were likely looking for her by now, but they would be looking in the usual places. Wherever she was, she had a feeling it wasn’t on the beaten path.
Not able to bring herself to cover her body with Ichabod’s foul lab coat, Raven wrapped the watch around her wrist, slid the knife under it for safekeeping, and padded towards the nearest door. A quick turn of the knob confirmed it was locked and she spent several seconds fumbling with the keys on the ring until she found one that fit. She unlocked the door and slipped through, sliding the key ring around her wrist like a charm bracelet.
The corridor she found herself in was as spartan as the lab had been. The white-tiled walls and floor gave no hint as to where she might be, nor did the flickering fluorescent lights set in the ceiling. Halfway down the hall, however, was something that made her
smile; a stainless-steel table laden with her neatly folded belongings was pressed against the wall.
Raven dressed quickly, not surprised to find that her Automag and spare magazines were missing. She slipped her feet into her boots and pulled her jacket around herself, happy to at least be warm and fully dressed.
Feeling almost human, Raven
continued down the passage to another door, this one a sliding affair made of steel and set with a wheel like one might find on a battleship or submarine. Raven tested the wheel and found that it turned easily under her hand. She turned it until it stopped and then pulled. The door opened on counterweighted hinges and Raven stepped through into a large three-way intersection. The corridor here was carpeted and the walls covered in wood paneling. Something about the paneling was familiar, but Raven couldn’t quite place the somber wood.
Still feeling the exposure of being alone and unarmed, she turned to the left and slunk down the hall, checking each door she passed. The third one opened at her touch and she stepped through into a well-appointed office. A mahogany desk sat in the middle of the room, flanked by a wide bookcase laden with books and awards, and a sofa had been placed against the far wall. Strangely, the office didn’t have any windows, but instead a wide mural of the Chicago skyline.
Raven slid into the desk chair and wiggled the computer’s mouse back and forth. The computer screen flickered to life to reveal the slowly spinning image of the Whitehall Pharmaceuticals logo.
“Why am I not surprised?” Raven asked.
She tried halfheartedly to break the password on the computer, but failing that began a search of the desk. She found only the typical things one would expect to find in an office environment: pens, paper clips, notepads and thumbtacks filled the drawers. In the bottom one, however, she found an unopened box of wheat crackers. She took a few minutes to quiet the ravenous beast that had been screaming in her stomach and then, feeling stronger, stepped back into the hallway.
The corridor emptied out into a lobby area, a wide octagonal chamber with a receptionist desk set at the heart and three
more
corridors going off in different directions. A polished brass elevator sat opposite the receptionist’s desk and a large map proudly proclaimed “you are here at Whitehall Pharmaceuticals.”
Raven approached the map and ran a finger across the surface. According to the diagram, the lab she had been held in was called Laboratory C and the office was three levels below the Anderson, Richards and Symone building in Chicago.
“Swell,” Raven said. “No wonder Strohm knew about the case I was working on. Anderson was one of his lackeys. I bet these kinds of things never happened to Daddy.”
She pushed the button for the elevator and leaned back against the wall, waiting for the car. It arrived a moment later and a man of medium build wearing a beige raincoat stepped out. Raven lashed out with her right foot and kicked him in the stomach. She followed up with a spinning sweep that left the man lying on his face, the wind knocked out of him. As he crumpled to the ground, Raven began a search of his pockets. Her hands came away full of bright yellow cheeseburger wrappers.
Not sure if she should laugh or cry, Raven rolled the man over, happy to see the gasping face of Rupert Levac.
“Rupert? I can’t say how excited and glad I am to see you, but what are you doing here? How did you find me?” she asked.
“G-good to see you too, Storm,” Levac groaned. “Is this how you greet all your would-be rescuers?”
Raven did laugh then, resisting the urge to kiss her partner and hugging him instead. “I’m sorry, partner. I didn’t expect to find anyone on my side in this place.”
Levac nodded, rubbing his hand over his bruised abdomen. “No problem, Storm. When you didn’t show up at the hospital after you bagged Anderson, Frost knew you were in trouble. He had every district in the city looking for you until we got an anonymous tip that you might be here. I had Ryan’s boys do a record search and we confirmed that Anderson had built this place for Whitehall a few months ago. I put two and two together, Columbo style, and here I am.”
“How did you get in?” Raven asked.
Levac shrugged and spread his hands. “That part was easy. I snuck in through the back door. No one pays much attention to a guy chewing on a cheeseburger who looks like he knows where he’s going. Who breaks into someplace munching on dinner?”
“I never thought those damn burgers would do anything but give you a heart attack,” Raven said. “I’m thrilled and glad you found a use for them, but I don’t think getting back out will be so easy. They brought me here for a reason and I doubt they’ll want to let me go. They’re going to be waiting for us.”
Levac nodded again and pulled another cheeseburger from his pocket, offering it to Raven. “Any idea why?”
Feeling awful at having to lie, Raven replied, “I think they were trying to hold me for ransom as revenge for killing Anderson.”
“I guess that makes some sort of sense,” Levac said. “It isn’t exactly a secret that your mother is loaded.”
Raven took the offered burger and nibbled the edge. “No, it isn’t. So what’s our next move?”
“To get you out of here,” Levac replied. “Help me up.”
Raven extended a hand and hoisted Levac to his feet. He smoothed his coat down and stepped into the elevator, beckoning Raven to follow him.
Raven stepped inside and leaned against the wall, watching Levac as he pressed the lobby button. The doors closed and he leaned against the opposite wall, his eyes on Raven’s.
“I really appreciate you coming for me, Rupert,” she said, adding the cheeseburger wrapper to Levac's pocket.
“That is what partners do, Raven,” he replied. “They watch each other’s backs.”
Raven smiled and turned to look up at the numbers flicking by. “So what do we do when we get to the lobby? Should I use harsh language if they try to stop us?”
Levac laughed and reached into one of his spacious pockets. “You could. But you might want to use this instead.” He pulled his hand out of his pocket and held out Raven’s Automag, freshly cleaned and loaded. “The person who gave us the tip as to where you were also left this for you. I thought you might find a use for it in here.”
Raven hefted the massive pistol gratefully and stepped forward to kiss Levac’s cheek. “Thank you again, Rupert. Now I do owe you that beer.”
“Make it two, partner,” Levac replied.
The elevator doors opened a moment later and the two detectives stepped out into the lobby, their weapons held casually at their sides. They were almost to the doors when a security guard stepped out and said, “You two, stop where you are!”
Levac flipped out his badge. “Chicago Police; don’t even try to stop us from leaving the building.”
By way of answer, the guard drew his pistol and pressed the alarm button on the wall by his hand. Immediately a siren began to wail and security gates crashed down over the exits. A moment later, guards appeared on the balcony above, Heckler and Koch Mp5 submachine guns pointed at the two officers.
Raven turned and put her back to Levac’s, the Automag held at her side. “Good evening, gentlemen. Put down your weapons; you’re
all under arrest for threatening a police officer and brandishing illegal weapons.”
“Are you serious?” Levac asked over his shoulder.
“Completely,” Raven replied. “If I don’t give them a chance to surrender, it won’t be a clean shooting. I hate all the red tape from internal affairs.”
“Oh…right,” Levac said. “Is it too late to tell you you’re crazy?”
“Nope, not at all,” Raven said. “You can tell me tomorrow, too, if it will make you feel any better.”
In a louder voice she addressed the men on the balcony. “Don’t make me repeat myself, gentlemen. Drop your weapons or we’ll be forced to defend ourselves.”
“Ah, Ravenel,” said a voice. “Always so brave even in the face of ridiculous odds. Just like your idiot human father.”
Above her, a tall man with black hair that trailed down his back, piercing black eyes that seemed to stare through everything, and a neatly trimmed beard leaned on the railing. “You are outnumbered and outgunned, childe. Surrender to us and I’ll let your little friend go.”
“Hey, Raven,” Levac called,
“Who is the Antonio Banderas life-sized, blow-up doll?”
“His name is Strohm,” Raven replied. “He’s my mom’s ex and he’s supposed to be dead.”
“He looks pretty spry for a dead guy,” Levac said.
“Not for long,” Raven answered back.
“Sure, that’s right, you take the fifty on the left I’ll take the fifty on the right, deal?” Levac said sarcastically.
Before Raven could respond with her own sarcasm, Strohm interrupted. “Ravenel, are you and the detective, what was his name, Codumbo? Are you seriously considering fighting my guards?” Strohm asked with a wide smile. “What do you think that will prove, other than that you are both mortal?”
“You are all under arrest,” Raven repeated. “Put down your weapons. Now!”
Knowing the guards were not about to drop their weapons, Raven
closed her eyes and drew upon the powers she tried so hard to pretend didn’t exist. When she opened them, the world was a bright haze of glittering colors, like the image on a thermographic camera. She spun and pushed Levac toward relative safety behind a sofa and ran forward, the Automag barking in her hand. Six of the guards dropped to the ground, clean bullet holes through their foreheads. Two more erupted in fountains of ash and flame, their vampire hearts shattered by the oak-and-garlic-filled bullets.
That magazine empty, Raven dropped to her knees and slid behind a desk, bullets ricocheting all around her.
“I need another mag!” she called to Levac, who was firing his own pistol at the guards leaning over the railing.
“Now you ask for it?” he yelled back. “Couldn’t you have asked for it before you threw me under the sofa like an old piece of gum?”
“Now, Rupert!” Raven yelled.
“Yeah, yeah, stop nagging; you sound like my ex-wife,” Levac replied. “Heads up!”
He threw the magazines overhand and Raven watched them spin through the air to land and within arm’s reach of her cover, which was rapidly being chewed up by the guards’ automatic fire. She rolled sideways and scooped up the ammunition, all the while wondering where Strohm and his sidekick Francois were. She reloaded the Automag and leapt from cover, spinning onto her back as she flew through the air. Again flame erupted from the barrel of the silvered pistol and five more guards dropped.
Behind Raven, Levac had snatched up one of the dropped submachine guns and was returning fire, the weapon like something alive in his hands.
“Where is he?” Raven asked herself. “Where did he go?”
Her answer was immediate. Strohm dropped from above to land behind Levac. Levac must have caught the movement out of the corner of his eye because he spun, firing the Mp5 at point-blank range. The high-velocity rounds struck the sanguinarch in the chest and passed through like he was so much smoke.
“Your bullets cannot harm me, detective!” Strohm said in a calm voice. “But I can certainly harm you!”
Levac stared in surprise at Strohm and had little chance to defend himself when the large vampire reached out and grabbed him around the throat.
“Surrender, Fürstin,” he said. “Or I make a meal of Detective Levac and turn him into my personal lap dog. What will that be? The third new partner in a row?”
“Fourth,” Raven replied, rolling onto one knee and aiming at the sanguinarch’s head. “But I’m kind of attached to this one. Let him go!”
Strohm laughed and shook Levac like a dog with a rag doll. “You still think you can win, don’t you?” he asked, licking his fangs.
“I do,” Raven replied. She narrowed her gaze, focusing on nothing but Strohm’s right eye, the only thing she could see clearly. Strohm reared his head back to bite Levac and she squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession.
The heavy .30 carbine rounds punched through Strohm’s face, causing him to scream in agony. He dropped Levac and grabbed at his shattered jaw, putting it back together even as he began to regenerate.
With Levac out of the way, Raven emptied the magazine into the vampire and began walking forward. Each of the oak, garlic and silver rounds found a target, staggering the sanguinarch and causing him to fall to his knees.
Raven reloaded and kept firing until she was standing over Strohm, her weapon pointed at the creature’s foul heart.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “That this won’t kill you. To be honest, I’m not sure myself. But you know, I feel lucky.”
The Automag barked one more time, passing through Strohm’s heart. He sagged against the ground and began to burn, his mouth open in a silent scream of agony.
 
II
 
Two hours later, Raven sat on the hood of the Shelby, watching as Levac ordered a pair of chili dogs from Bishop’s, a drive-in set off to the side of the Loop. He exited a moment later, walking like the massive bruise around his neck didn’t exist. He handed Raven her hot dog and hopped up onto the hood next to her, his own dinner held in his hand.
“So,” he said, watching her take a bite. “Are you ever going to tell me what the hell happened tonight and why some of those guys just burst into flames when you shot them?”
Raven chewed slowly, taking the opportunity to think. She swallowed and half turned to look Levac in the eye. She had never really seen him clearly before. Scrape off the cheeseburger, the unkempt hair and the sarcastic grin and he was actually quite handsome in a B-movie sort of way.
He had also come for her when no one else would have. That put a lot on his side. But she knew he wasn’t quite ready yet. “Rupert, one day I’ll tell you everything, I promise, from the exploding baddies to the weirdness that happens in my family.”
“But not today?” he asked around a mouth full of hotdog.
“Not today,” Raven confirmed.
The two sat in silence for several minutes, friends enjoying a hotdog on a cold autumn night. When Levac had finished, he stood and tossed his garbage into a nearby can before turning back to Raven. “I didn’t get any drinks,” he said apologetically. “But I believe someone owes me two beers. I’ll settle for a Diet Pepsi.”
Raven laughed and took the hint, sliding off the hood and approaching the restaurant. Knowing Levac’s eyes were following her, she put a little extra wiggle in her step. When she looked back, Levac smiled and she winked. Who knew? Maybe she had finally found a partner who could keep up.
She turned back and stood in the short queue, waiting her turn to order drinks.
 
 



Epilogue
 
Outside, Levac pulled a grubby piece of paper from his pocket and read it for the ninth time.
 
Mr. Levac, Raven Storm is in great danger. She is being held in the Whitehall laboratory beneath the Anderson building and she needs your help. I have left her weapon in your care; please see that she gets it…and please tell her I love her.
Yours,
Francois Du Guerre.
 
Levac held the note for a moment, trying to decide what to do. The wind was up and he could easily let it vanish into the night. With a sigh, he stuffed it deep into his pocket with the cheeseburger wrappers and ketchup packets. Maybe one day, he would give it to Raven. But not today.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVEN STORM WILL RETURN…
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